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To my son, Vitalie:

Behind every code and beyond every screen, you are the only truth that matters.
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PREFACE

Following his debut with the poetry collection Passing Through Life (STEF Publishing, Iași, 2025, 288 pages), Professor Tudor Sajin returns with the thriller The TAIMAN Code (STEF Publishing, Iasi, 2026, 242 pages). The title itself deepens the enigma for the uninitiated, as TAIMAN is the acronym for “Technology for Artificial Intelligence Manipulation of mAN.”

The novel is a work of fiction inspired by the real-world case of digital manipulation during the first round of the 2024 Romanian presidential elections.

We live in an era where information travels at relativistic speeds, where identity and truth can be distorted with a few clicks, and where the physical world is increasingly swallowed by a virtual entity. This is the focal point of The TAIMAN Code, centered on an investigation by the Cyber Security Center. The team is led by Major General Virgil Averescu, Director; Alex Damian, a forensic computing specialist; Andrei Luca, an IT security expert; and Diana Florescu, a digital analysis expert.

It all began with a cryptic, single-line email: “The data doesn’t lie. The code follows.” (page 8, paragraph 4). “Then the room went dark, the monitors flickered, and the synthesized voice of a virtual assistant spoke: ‘The truth isn’t in people, Victor. It’s in their data.’” (page 30, paragraph 2).

The narrative unfolds through a sophisticated web of codes, subliminal messages, and psychological strategies, following a hacker known by the alias Taiman, who orchestrates cyberattacks from the heart of a group calling itself “The Invisible Circle.”

Andrei Mateescu, a university professor and expert in cryptography and cybersecurity, receives a subtle, seemingly harmless message in his inbox: “Mr. Mateescu, I have analyzed your publications. I have discovered an interesting pattern. Would you like to participate in an experiment? Reply with 'Yes' or ignore.” (page 59, paragraph 2).

The cybercriminal Taiman seeks to manipulate the electorate during the presidential elections, leaving behind false digital footprints of his location. “This was how Taiman managed to be, apparently, in three places at once. In reality, he had never moved from Bucharest - but the whole world was looking for him in Torino and Reykjavik.” (page 215, final paragraph). Initially, he succeeds. “Diana stared at the monitor. ‘A new phase is activating. A branch of code targeting the servers of the Permanent Electoral Authority.’” (pages 34, paragraphs 8-9). “A murmur rippled through the room. The Minister of Communications took off his glasses and rubbed his temples. ‘Does this mean… the results of the first round are compromised?’ ‘From the perspective of public credibility, yes,’ Averescu replied. ‘Legally, it can be validated. But morally, it is a catastrophe.’ The Prime Minister stood up abruptly. ‘We must convene the Supreme Council of National Defense. This situation isn't just an internal problem. It is an assault on Romanian democracy.’” (page 85, paragraphs 5-8).

Taiman is eventually tracked down and interrogated. A glimpse into his psyche is revealed: “Fragment 2 of the digital journal outlined Taiman’s obsession: ‘Every lie must be exposed. The methods do not matter; only the effect does. If people cannot see the truth through their own lens, I will lead them through mine - with every algorithm, every sequence of code, every viral clip.’” (page 110, paragraph 4).

In this novel, through a fictional narrative, the author has succeeded in crafting a compelling invitation to reflect on the dangers of manipulation through lies or half-truths in the Information Age.

Consequently, I highly recommend this literary work, given the pressing relevance of mass manipulation during election cycles and beyond.

Doru Ciucescu,

Member of the Romanian Writers' Union




Chapter 1. THE NIGHT MESSAGE

Night had draped its shadows over Bucharest like a web of cables and cold light. In a modest apartment downtown, journalist Irina Pavel was putting the finishing touches on her article regarding the murky campaign financing of a presidential frontrunner. Her coffee had long since turned cold. On her laptop screen, the headline flickered: “Who Controls the Votes from the Shadows?” The silence of the night was broken only by the ticking of the clock and the faint, distant hum of city traffic.

At 23:47, a new email popped up. The sender was unidentifiable - just a jagged string of characters: no_reply@truthseekers.net. Subject: “Do you want the full truth?”

Irina hesitated. She was exhausted and naturally suspicious, but professional curiosity won out. She clicked.

The body of the email contained a single line: “The data doesn’t lie. The code follows.”

Beneath the text sat an attachment: truthkey.enc. When she  tried  to  open  it,  an unfamiliar window hijacked the screen - a minimalist application with no clear options. Only a progress bar and a cryptic message that cycled rapidly: “Decryption in progress... get ready to see.”

Within seconds, the screen went black, and the laptop’s webcam activated. Her own reflection, caught in the harsh glow of the monitor, stared back at her. A synthesized voice, unnervingly human, spoke:

“Irina Pavel, your article is incomplete. The truth is hidden in the data, not in the people.”

Irina shoved her chair back, heart hammering. She tried to slam the laptop shut, but the image remained frozen, and the voice pressed on:

“You’ve come too close to the code. Follow the path, and you will understand.”

Then, the image died. The screen returned to normal, but the truthkey.enc file was gone. In its place, a new folder sat on the desktop: “Path_01”. Inside, a single text file:

“Don’t try to call the police. They’re already in the system.”

Cold sweat slicked the back of her neck. Irina shut down the laptop and glanced toward the window. Down on the street, a black car sat idling, headlights killed. Maybe it was just a coincidence, but the sensation of being watched was suffocating.

***

Simultaneously, at the CSC1 headquarters within the IS2, a light remained on in the glass-walled office of Director Major General Virgil Averescu. A cybersecurity report glared from his monitor: “Anomalies detected in media networks - traffic originating from unauthorized external servers.” Averescu immediately summoned his deputy, Colonel Adrian Ursu.

“We have a digital leak, Adrian. And it looks like it’s coming from a political direction.”

“Right on the doorstep of the elections? Exactly what we needed,” Ursu replied, his voice tired but sharp.

***

In another corner of the city, a young man in a hoodie sat in a darkened apartment, staring at a bank of monitors filled with scrolling lines of code. His smile was cold, calculated.

“The truth must be set free,” he whispered. “Irina got the message. The code has begun to spread.”

He struck a key. On the screen, dozens of TikTok accounts activated simultaneously, blasting short clips with the hashtag #invisible_truth. Each clip contained a subliminal fragment: a digit, a symbol, a phrase. All pieces of a hidden algorithm.

In her apartment, Irina didn’t know it yet, but she was the first domino. She had just triggered the opening phase of one of the most sophisticated cyberattacks in Romanian history.

An attack that didn’t target money. It targeted minds

 




Chapter 2. THE CYBERCRIME SPECIALIST: ALEX DAMIAN

6:15 AM. Bucharest was waking up under a cold light, filtered through a thin, persistent drizzle. In his apartment in the Dristor  district,  Captain  Alex  Damian  poured his black coffee - no sugar - and stared absently at the fogged windowpane. On the kitchen table, next to his open laptop, sat an old metal box with rusted edges. Inside were a few photographs from a past case - a young hacker killed under unexplained circumstances.

Alex snapped the box shut. This was no time for memories. But the shadows of the past never fully retreated. Years of working in the invisible world of networks had shaped him in ways he rarely shared. In his home office, he kept an old photo: a boy on a bicycle, a wind-swept smile, a father’s hand reaching out to catch him as he fell. That boy was him, long before he became the "Code Detective." He had been the best of his class at the Military Technical Academy - a cybercrime specialist, a genius of syntax. But five years ago, in a similar case, a teenager he had tried to rescue from a hacker ring had committed suicide during a live stream. His final words to Alex: “You are the system, Alex. I only tried to break it.”

Since then, the captain lived with a simmering guilt and an obsession with understanding the minds of those who inhabit the invisible world of code.

His phone vibrated on the table. A short message from Ursu, the Deputy Director: “New case. Journalist under digital attack. Get to CSC immediately.”

Alex took a final swig of coffee, grabbed his jacket, and left. In the car, the radio droned on about the electoral campaign and the leading candidates' speeches. A monotonous voice commented: “This year’s election will be decided online, based on who controls the information flows.” Alex smiled bitterly. “Not just the flows,” he thought. “The minds.”

***

The CSC headquarters was a hive of frantic activity. In the briefing room on the 6th floor, Colonel Ursu and Major Răzvan Drăgoi, head of the Communications and IT Section, were waiting. The large screen in front of them displayed the last 24 hours of online activity - graphs, data streams, social media networks.

“We’ve got a journalist, Irina Pavel,” Ursu began. “She received a cryptic email, followed by a coordinated attack. Her laptop was compromised, and her webcam was activated remotely.”

“Classic social engineering paired with a smart Trojan,” Alex said, stepping toward the screen. “But why a journalist? What was she working on?”

“Shady campaign financing. It looks like someone wants to shut her up,” Drăgoi added.

Alex asked for the raw event logs. Within minutes, his fingers were tapping rhythmically across his own laptop keys as he analyzed them. Beyond the numbers, he saw patterns, structures, intent. In a string of binary code, he noticed a subtle detail: a digital marker. A signature.

“I’ve seen this before…” he muttered.

“Where?”

“An old case, ‘ZeroFall.’ A hacker who claimed he wanted to purge the world of lies. He died... or at least, that’s what we thought.”

Drăgoi and Ursu exchanged a silent glance.

“You think it’s the same person?”

“No. But someone continued his code. Maybe even improved it.”

On the screen behind them, the image captured by Irina’s camera played back. The synthesized voice spoke again: “The truth is hidden in the data, not in the people.”

Alex closed his eyes for a moment. The phrase was almost identical to the last line of the young man who had died in front of him years ago.

An internal chill ran through him. He knew well enough that in the digital world, there are no coincidences.

“I want access to every server involved. And the journalist’s history. We need to see who was afraid of the truth.”

As he prepared to leave, a new alert flashed on the monitor: a wave of TikTok clips with the hashtag #invisible_truth had begun to spread with explosive speed. Andrei Luca, the team’s IT security specialist, rushed into the room.

“They’re bots. Thousands of accounts echoing the same message. It looks like a digital manipulation test.”

Alex turned back to the screen. There was more than just professional interest in his eyes now. There was an unspoken vow.

“Then let the hunt begin,” he said calmly.

Outside, the drizzle continued to fall over the city. Only those inside suspected they had already entered the most dangerous labyrinth of truth: the digital one.




Chapter 3. THE TEAM

08:32 AM. A steady, grey drizzle soaked the CSC courtyard. In front of a black van, Lieutenant Andrei Luca was checking his laptop - an improvised technological masterpiece with a touchscreen, an overclocked processor, and a casing scarred from dozens of digital raids. On the hood sat a crate filled with cables, antennas, and a stack of external hard drives labeled with neon stickers.

“Another morning in digital paradise,” Andrei muttered, hooking the system into the internal network.

His voice carried a permanent edge of irony, as if everything around him were a joke to which only he knew the punchline.

Beside him, Lieutenant Diana Florescu, a digital forensics expert, was conscientiously logging the latest data on a tablet. Her gaze was sharp, focused on the smallest details, but her movements betrayed the restless anxiety of a perfectionist terrified of making a mistake.

“You got your gear, Diana?”

“Yes, Lieutenant. Laptop, capture device, analysis drive... and... coffee.”

“Coffee is Priority Zero,” Andrei smirked. “The rest is just instinct.”

They climbed into the black van and headed toward Irina Pavel’s apartment - the place where a cyberattack had crossed the line into a physical crime. As the vehicle cut through the city, the rain drummed a jagged rhythm against the windshield, the wipers keeping pace with Alex’s thoughts in the passenger seat.

“Andrei, I want everything you can pull from Irina’s system. Logs, data packets, residual streams. Diana, you watch the digital behavior - any network anomalies, even a suspicious ping.”

“Understood, Captain,” Diana replied with a slightly too-solemn gravity.

Andrei shot her a sidelong glance.

“Relax. In here, it’s all controlled chaos. If the laptop isn’t smoking, we’re on the right track.”

***

When they reached Irina’s apartment, the door was already taped off. Inside, the air held a strange tension - a mix of scorched electronics and lingering fear. The journalist's laptop sat on the desk; the screen was dark, but the webcam was still live.

Andrei pulled out a capture card and began cloning the drive. Lines of code flooded the screen instantly.

“Hm... interesting. The Trojan was built on an unknown framework3. It looks like something from the dark web4, but it’s more... poetic.”

“Poetic?” Diana asked, arching an eyebrow.

“Yeah, look.”

A string of binary appeared on the screen. Translated, it read: “He who does not understand the code does not deserve the truth.”

Diana leaned in closer. “That’s a signature.”

“Exactly,” Andrei confirmed. “And more than that - it’s a manifesto.”

Alex leaned over them. “Anything familiar?”

“Yes. The encryption is modular, with a self-learning branch. The code adapts to the system it infects. It’s as if... it’s analyzing the user’s personality.”

“Psychologically targeted AI,” Alex noted.

“Precisely. A personalized digital weapon.”

At that moment, Diana spotted something on the wall - a tiny projector hidden behind a picture frame. She pressed a button. A faint image shimmered onto the wall: a fragmented QR code.

“It was left here on purpose,” she said. “Like a visual tag.”

Andrei immediately pulled out his scanner. The code linked to a hidden network address: mirror://truth-seekers/vote/alpha.

Alex felt his pulse quicken. “‘Vote’? This is tied to the campaign.”

“Yeah,” Andrei said. “And check this out - the server is hosted abroad, but the traffic is routed through nodes in Bucharest, Iasi, and... Cluj.”

“So we have an internal distribution network.”

Diana looked at Alex, then at the screen, which flickered with a new, auto-generated phrase: “Follow Path_02.”

Silence settled over the apartment, broken only by the low hum of the laptop fan. Alex looked up.

“This is where it begins. Let’s see where the path leads.”

Outside, the rain continued to wash over the empty streets. In an apartment across town, a stranger watched the feed from the hidden cameras and smiled.

“The team is in the game,” he whispered. “Now let’s see how deep they can go into the code.”




Chapter 4. THE NETWORK SIGNAL

02:15 AM. Bucharest slept, but the city’s digital grid pulsed like a living organism.

In his office, Alex Damian sat before three monitors, each bleeding light onto his face, displaying graphs and connection maps. On the center screen, a red dot blinked rhythmically - a signal bleeding out from an unknown server. Others began to surface, multiplying like infected cells.

“Colonel Ursu, we have a major problem. This isn't a single hit. It’s a swarm of encrypted packets, all deploying at once. No firewall is flagging them as a threat,” Alex said into his headset.

“Define ‘major problem.’”

“It looks like a behavioral virus. It doesn’t steal data. It rewrites it. In real-time.”

***

Simultaneously, in Irina’s apartment, her phone vibrated incessantly. Social media notifications hit like a flood. Thousands of anonymous accounts were sharing a disturbing image: a QR code set against a black void with the text: “The truth is waking up.” Occasionally, her own face appeared beneath it, likely scraped from her press profile.

She tried to kill the power, but the device ignored the command. The screen froze, then a message bled through: “Irina, you’re not just a journalist anymore. You are the node.”

She threw the phone onto the bed, trembling. The air in the room felt heavy, suffocating. She moved to the window: the same black car was still there, its engine idling low.

The next second, the entire neighborhood went dark.

***

On Splaiul Independenței, at the CSC headquarters, the backup generators kicked in instantly. In the main hub, specialists worked with frantic precision. Alex stepped inside, his personal laptop tethered to the internal system. Sequences of code blurred across his screen.

“This isn't a classic attack. There’s no initial vector. It looks like a network of automated consciousness - a distributed AI living on thousands of civilian devices.”

“You mean on people’s phones?” a young analyst asked.

“Exactly. Phones, TVs, even surveillance cameras. They’re all receiving the same activation signal.”

At that precise moment, one of the cameras in the corner of the room swiveled on its own. Slow, cold, as if it were observing them. A dead silence fell over the team. Alex stepped up and manually ripped the connection.

“Don’t panic. This is just the opening act. I want a total blackout of the government network. Cut all external connections.”

“But we’ll lose contact with the police!”

“I’d rather lose contact than lose control.”

***

At 03:00 AM, in a basement bar on the outskirts of the capital, the hooded youth - the same one who had messaged Irina - watched the digital chaos unfold. On his monitor, the map of Romania was hemorrhaging interconnected red lines.

“Spreading perfectly. Every like is a command. Every glance, a signal.”

He opened a chat window and typed: “Phase 2 is a go. The code has been accepted.”

Across social media, thousands of people began posting identical messages without even realizing it: “The truth sees us.”

Alex watched it all in silence. He knew that beyond the data, someone was puppeteering the flow. And that someone was anticipating their every move.

“This isn't a cyberattack anymore,” he said finally, eyes locked on the main screen. “It’s a cognitive control experiment. A psychological weapon.”

Colonel Ursu, patched in from his office, hesitated. “And Irina Pavel?”

“She’s the key. Without knowing it, she triggered the master sequence. We either protect her, or we lose everything.”

That night, the city pulsed to a new rhythm. It was no longer the digital silence of the past, but the respiration of a living code - one that had already begun to think for itself.




Chapter 5. ALERT AT THE TOP

07:30 AM. The sky over Bucharest was thick and grey, like an unbuffered screen. At the Cotroceni Palace, an emergency session of the SCND5 had been convened. Doors were locked; phones were confiscated. Around the oval table sat exhausted, tense faces: ministers, advisors, generals.

At the head of the table, the President tapped his pen nervously against the red folder in front of him.

“Explain to me, General Averescu - what does ‘the truth sees us’ mean? For two hours, I’ve been receiving cryptic messages on official channels and even on my personal social media account.”

General Virgil Averescu, calm but with a strained gaze, lifted a thin dossier.

“Mr. President, what we are facing is not a simple cyberattack. It is a subtle, psychological invasion. The algorithms behind our communication platforms have been hijacked. An unknown code is infiltrating through viral content - clips, articles, even advertisements. And they all bear the same mark.”

“The mark the press is talking about? The QR code?”

“Exactly. But the code isn't just a symbol; it’s an activation key. Whoever scans it contaminates their system. And not just digitally.”

A murmur rose in the room. The Minister of Technology let out a nervous laugh.

“Come now, General, we aren’t in a sci-fi movie.”

Alex Damian, invited to the session as a specialist, raised his voice:

“That’s exactly where we are. Except the movie is playing in real-time. The code uses a machine-learning model based on emotional responses. With every person who reacts, the algorithm optimizes itself. Essentially, the network thinks in sync with the population.”

The President stood up, gone pale. “Who created it?”

“That is what we are trying to determine,” Averescu replied. “But there are indications that the attack is being orchestrated from within a group calling itself The Invisible Circle. They have funding, access to government servers, and likely, a political endgame.”

***

Simultaneously, in his office at the National Television station, news director Andrei Zamfir was analyzing a bizarre feed: all election-related news had been automatically replaced with anonymous content containing subliminal messages - symbols, distorted audio fragments, and images impossible to attribute to any author.

He tried to delete them, but the system overrode his commands.

A phrase appeared on the screen in stark white: “Those who lie to the people speak with shadows.”

At that same moment, in Irina’s office, her phone reactivated on its own. The messaging app displayed an unknown contact - “Source-0”:

“I am watching you. Do not stop the investigation. The truth is in Parliament.”

Irina hesitated, then typed: “Who are you?”

The reply was instantaneous: “The one who opened the gate.”

***

In the office of the CSC Deputy Director, Alex was receiving Irina’s updates on his laptop.

“This means she’s linked to the Invisible Circle,” he said. “They want to control public perception before the elections. Through content, not weapons.”

Ursu looked at him gravely. “What’s the move?”

“We get to Irina before they do. Otherwise, it’s not just the election that’s lost. It’s reality itself.”

On the command center monitors, the digital activity curves were spiking at a dizzying rate. The hashtag #invisible_truth had gone global, fueled by millions of bot accounts.

In just a few hours, the public narrative had shifted: politicians were being portrayed as “controlled actors,” and official messages were being replaced by “alternative” versions generated by the code.

The Prime Minister, watching the monitors from his office, spoke softly: “We’re not leading anything anymore. The network is leading us.”

Suddenly, Alex realized something terrifying: the attack wasn’t just targeting Romania. This was only Ground Zero.

From somewhere deep within the global grid, the Invisible Circle had begun testing its new weapon - an intelligence that was learning how to manipulate humanity.


Chapter 6. SAVING IRINA

10:45 AM. Bucharest seemed caught in an artificial silence. The streets were crowded, yet something in the air betrayed a collective unease: quick glances, phones gripped in hands, people stopping abruptly as if receiving the same invisible notification at once.

In the CSC headquarters, Alex Damian and Andrei Luca stared in silence at the massive control wall. On the digital map, over two thousand signals pulsed in red, marking fake accounts, active bots, and proxy servers.

“We’ve got a problem,” Andrei said, running his hands through his hair. “The data streams aren't coming from abroad; they’re originating from a distributed network right here in Romania. It’s an internal infrastructure, perfectly synced. The hackers are here, not somewhere else.”

Alex closed his eyes for a second.

“Then Irina is their next target. She has something they don’t want reaching us.”

“A file?”

“No. An identity.”

At that moment, Major Răzvan Drăgoi entered the office.

“We have the warrant. Locate her and bring her in safely. No publicity, no press conferences. Averescu is in a Cabinet meeting, so the weight falls on us.”

Alex and Andrei exchanged a look. They knew all too well that “no publicity” meant “no protection.” If Irina vanished, no one would be left to ask why.

***

Meanwhile, in a small café on Calea Victoriei, Irina sat with her laptop open. Her eyes were weary but resolute. On her screen, the mysterious contact Source-0 appeared again: “You’re already being followed. But not by the police. The Circle knows you’ve cracked part of the code.”

“What code?” she typed.

“The electoral code. Online sentiment manipulation through predictive modeling. If this hits the press, the system collapses. If it reaches the government, it gets rewritten.”

Irina bit her lower lip. It had started as a journalistic investigation into fake news, but it had spiraled into something far more lethal than she had imagined. She opened the encrypted file received two days prior: electoral-algo.v1.0.enc.

When she tried to run it, a black window hijacked the screen: “You cannot decrypt what you are.”

The laptop died instantly.

***

Andrei was tracking the GPS feeds.

“She’s out of her neighborhood. Last signal was on Victoriei.”

“Deploy the mobile team there,” Drăgoi ordered.

Diana Florescu approached, her voice low: “Captain, I found something. One of the anonymous servers shows a user ID with the alias Source-0. It’s active right now. Sending encrypted packets toward... the government network.”

Alex gave her a long look. “Can you trace the stream?”

“I can, but it’s high-risk. If I drop a packet, they could trace us back.”

“Then don’t drop it.”

While Diana worked, the only sounds in the room were the clack of keyboards and short, sharp breaths. A line of code ignited on the screen: redirect://shadowgov.ro/main/vote-seed.

“It’s here,” Andrei whispered. “The code that rewrites electoral behavior. A neural network that learns from people’s posts and alters their perceptions. All through clips lasting only a few seconds.”

Alex took a deep breath. “Exactly what’s going viral on TikTok right now.”

***

A cold rain had begun to lash the city. Irina was being tailed at a distance by a black car with no official plates. Inside, two men with expressionless faces communicated over a closed channel.

“Target confirmed. Accessing device in 3 minutes.”

Suddenly, a black SUV cut them off. Alex was the first one out, gun drawn.

“National Security! Step out of the vehicle now!”

The two didn't react - they slammed the car into reverse, hitting the curb and losing control. One of them pulled out a small device and tossed it onto the asphalt. An electromagnetic wave washed over the area. Every phone died instantly.

“EMP! Fall back!” Andrei shouted.

But Irina had already bolted toward a side street. Alex managed to catch up to her.

“Irina! I’m Damian, National Cyber Security. You’re in danger.”

“I know. But you have no idea how deep it goes.”

“Then tell me what you have.”

She pulled a metallic flash drive from her pocket.

“Everything is in here. But if you decrypt it, you might trigger something that can’t be stopped.”

Back at CSC, Diana’s screen suddenly flooded with a cryptic message: “Phase 2 activated. Code is rewriting.”

The lights in the room flickered, and the connection went dead. Alex, looking at the drive in Irina's hand, realized that the hunt was only just beginning.




Chapter 7. THE SECOND VICTIM: THE YOUNG CODER

03:47 AM. Bucharest was dead to the world, but the blue glow of monitors still burned in the apartment of Victor Ionescu, a 27-year-old freelance programmer. Before him, a single line of code looped obsessively: if truth = hidden: expose(); else: destroy().

It was a strange piece of software, delivered via an anonymous file with a digital key that defied every attempt to crack it. Victor had received it from an unknown contact on a freelancing platform. It looked like a technical challenge - a high-level encryption puzzle. But as soon as he began running it in a sandbox6 environment, the system started rewriting itself. Then, the room went dark, the monitors flickered, and the synthesized voice of a virtual assistant spoke: “The truth isn’t in people, Victor. It’s in their data.”

***

A few hours later, when Captain Alex Damian and Lieutenant Andrei Luca breached the apartment door, the programmer lay motionless. A faint, frozen smile played on his lips, his eyes wide, fixed on the laptop screen. On the monitor, a message scrolled in an endless loop: “Victim 2 confirmed. The code lives.”

Damian inspected the scene in silence. On the desk sat three external hard drives, a modified router, and a smartphone with the battery ripped out. On the floor, a mug with the dregs of dried coffee.

“No signs of a struggle,” Andrei noted.

“There didn't need to be. This hacker kills through the system, not through force.”

Diana Florescu, visibly shaken, was already triaging the data on
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