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​Chapter One - Everything Leaves a Trace

[image: ]


The data center smelled like recycled air and someone else's problem.

Sasha Verne preferred it that way. Problems with a smell you could identify were problems you could solve. The Zurich facility was a clean smell—cool, faintly metallic, the particular absence of odor that meant the HVAC was running correctly and the servers were not on fire, which was already better than the last job had been. The last job had involved a fire, two competing werewolf clans, and a building whose sprinkler system had not been tested since 1987. This was an improvement.

They pulled up the third verification panel and ran the deletion sequence again.

2:04 a.m. Seven minutes behind schedule, which was Sasha's version of early. The incident had scattered across eleven systems—the hotel's external cameras, the alley's city-grid feed, the personal phones of four tourists who had subsequently uploaded footage to three separate platforms before the content moderation flags had gone in. The moderation flags were automated and traceable back to a shell company that traced back to a logistics firm that traced back, eventually, to a holding entity in the Cayman Islands that Sasha had spent four months setting up for exactly this kind of use. The tourists had received compensation in the form of a memory they were gently certain they'd already had. The phones had been temporarily borrowed, the uploads reversed, the uploads of the uploads addressed.

What remained was the city-grid feed, a redundant backup server in this facility, and seventeen seconds of footage that should not exist.

Sasha ran the deletion.

The backup server wiped cleanly. A green confirmation light blinked on their laptop screen. They noted the timestamp—2:06 a.m.—the way they noted everything: without ceremony, without commentary, with the calm of someone who understood that the record was the work, and the work was the point.

Their phone buzzed.

Mireille Fonté, read the contact. Third call in forty minutes.

Sasha let it go to voicemail. Opened the final verification panel. Cross-referenced the deletion log against the city-grid backup index. Found a cached thumbnail they'd missed—forty-three pixels by forty-three pixels, automatic low-res preview generated by the archiving system—and flagged it, ran the targeted wipe, verified the wipe, ran the verification again.

The thumbnail was gone.

They closed the panel.

Pulled up the incident log. Made three notes: timestamp of deletion, verification method, confirmation of full erasure across all identified copies. Brief, specific, no editorializing. The incident had occurred. The incident was now, to every accessible record, an absence. The job was done.

Sasha shut the laptop, picked up their bag, and called Mireille back.

"You let it ring," Mireille said.

"I was working."

"The Hoffmann cleanup."

"Finished. Full deletion, verified at 2:06. You'll have the incident report by 8 a.m. Geneva time. I'll encrypt it through the usual channel."

There was a brief pause on the line—the kind Mireille used to indicate that she was moving on from one item on an internal list she would never share with anyone. "There's another matter."

Sasha moved through the server room toward the exit. The fluorescent lights hummed at a frequency that was technically inaudible. "There usually is."

"This one is not a cleanup."

"What is it?"

"A briefing," Mireille said. "In person. Geneva, Friday."

Sasha pushed through the fire door into a stairwell that was exactly as cold as a Swiss stairwell at two in the morning should be. Their footsteps echoed against poured concrete. "I have a flight to Lisbon at nine."

"Change it."

"The Hoffmann cleanup closes out my current contract."

"I'm aware. This would be a new contract."

"I haven't agreed to a new contract."

"No," Mireille said, with the particular patience of a woman who had not survived thirty years of supernatural council politics by arguing with people who were going to agree with her eventually. "You haven't. Friday, Sasha. Eleven o'clock."

Sasha reached the ground floor. Through the narrow window beside the door, the Zurich street was dark and empty and very still, the way European streets got in the small hours—not abandoned, just resting, waiting for morning with a patience they had apparently been practicing for several hundred years. They thought about Lisbon. The flight. The rented flat with nothing on the walls.

"Send me the briefing materials," they said.

"I'll send you what you need for the meeting. The rest requires the meeting."

"That's not how I work."

"I know how you work," Mireille said. "Friday. I'll have coffee."

She ended the call.

Sasha stood in the stairwell for a moment with the phone in their hand and the completed deletion log in their laptop bag and the recycled-air smell of the server room still clinging to their jacket. The incident was closed. The file was clean. Somewhere in Zurich, four tourists were asleep with memories they were entirely confident about, and seventeen seconds of footage that could have unraveled three years of careful supernatural concealment was as gone as if it had never existed.

They noted this, internally, without ceremony.

Then they pushed through the door into the cold Zurich street and began the methodical business of disappearing.
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​Chapter Two - An Acceptable Rate of Chaos
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The flat in Lisbon had three rooms and a view of a building that blocked the view of the river, which Sasha had decided, when they signed the lease, was fine. The river was there whether or not you could see it. That was the thing about rivers.

They had not decorated the flat because decorating implied a relationship with a space that Sasha did not currently have time for. There was furniture—bed, desk, two chairs, a table that served also as a kitchen counter and an auxiliary workspace—and there was the filing system, which occupied the full length of the east wall and was organized by threat level and then alphabetically, and there were four boxes they had not unpacked since moving in fourteen months ago. The boxes contained things that were not urgent. The filing system contained things that were. This was, Sasha had concluded, a reasonable arrangement.

It was Sunday, which meant the call with Rue.

They picked up on the first ring. There was noise on Rue's end—the particular layered noise of Rue's London flat, which seemed to be in a state of ongoing friendly renovation despite having been, as far as Sasha could tell, the same state of friendly disrepair for six years.

"You ate," Rue said, without preamble.

"Hello to you too."

"You ate actual food. I can tell from your voice—you sound slightly less like a document."

"I had dinner."

"What kind of dinner."

"The kind that involved a plate."

"Sasha."

"There was a restaurant near the data center. In Zurich. I had something." They thought about it. "It had a sauce."

Rue's sound was not quite a sigh and not quite a laugh. It was the sound of a person who had been having this conversation, in various forms, for twenty years. "Was the sauce good."

"It was fine. The work was good."

"The work is always good. That's not what I asked." There was a shuffling sound—Rue relocating, probably to the chair by the window that she retreated to when conversations required both of her hands free. "How was the rest of it. Not the job. The rest."

"The rest was also fine."

"Your life, Sasha. I'm asking about your life."

"My life is fine."

"Your life," Rue said, "is a verb. It's something you do to get from one assignment to the next. I'm asking about the noun version. The one that exists when you're not actively working."

Sasha looked at the unpacked boxes. "I went for a walk yesterday."

"A work walk or a walk walk."

"I was doing reconnaissance on a route I might need for—"

"That's a work walk." There was a brief pause. "Do you want to know what I did yesterday that wasn't work?"

"Not particularly."

"I went to a market. I bought something I didn't need. It was a ceramic thing—I don't know what it is, it might be decorative, it might be functional, the seller couldn't tell me either, we both thought this was funny, I brought it home and now it lives on the windowsill. That's a Saturday."

Sasha considered the east wall filing system. "I organized a new intake."

"Into the wall."

"It's a system."

"It is a system," Rue agreed, in the tone she used when agreeing with something she fundamentally disagreed with. "It's a very good system for things that aren't you. The things that are you are filed under pending, and they've been filed under pending since you came back from—" She stopped herself. "For a while."

The morning light was coming through the window at an angle that made the room look warmer than it was. Lisbon did that—it had a light that seemed to promise something, even on days when nothing was being promised. Sasha had noticed this but had not decided yet what to do with it.

"I'm flying to Geneva Friday," they said.

"New job."

"Briefing. I don't know what it is yet."

"Is it the kind of job that means I won't hear from you for six weeks?"

"Probably not."

"That's not a no."

"It's not a yes."

Rue was quiet for a moment. She had a particular quality of quiet that was different from most people's quiet—it was patient in a way that felt deliberate, like she was choosing not to fill the space rather than simply not having anything to fill it with. Sasha had known her for twenty years, since before either of them had become the people they were now, and they had never once successfully outwaited her silences.

"You keep taking jobs that need you," Rue said. "Crises. Containments. Things that would fall apart without exactly what you do." She wasn't being careful with the words—she'd been thinking about this. "When are you going to do something that wants you?"

Sasha opened their mouth. Closed it. "That's not how work functions."

"I know that's not how work functions. I'm not asking about work."

"Rue."

"I'm not pushing. I'm asking. There's a difference."

There was. Sasha knew there was. They looked at the window, the light, the building that blocked the river. "I don't have an answer to that."

"I know you don't." Rue's voice was warm and settled, the warmth of someone who was not disappointed, who was simply patient. "I'm going to keep asking though. For my own reasons."

"Noted," Sasha said. They paused. "The ceramic thing—is it on the right side of the windowsill or the left?"

"Left. Why?"

"I'm trying to picture it."

There was a longer pause, and then Rue laughed—warm and slightly surprised, the way she laughed when something pleased her unexpectedly. "Left. Near the rosemary I keep meaning to use."

"The rosemary you bought three months ago."

"It's still alive. That's something."

"That's something," Sasha agreed.

They talked for another twenty minutes—Rue's project, the documentary she was sound editing, a strange conversation she'd had on the Tube with a man who'd been very certain about something that turned out not to be true. Ordinary things. The kind of things that filled a Sunday without requiring them to be anything in particular. Sasha listened and asked the questions Rue wanted asked and made the sounds that meant they were still there, still attending, and when the call ended they set the phone down on the desk and sat for a moment in the quiet of the flat.

They reached for the laptop.

Then they stopped.

They looked at the window. The light. The blocked river that was there whether or not you could see it.

They noted, with some interest, that they were not tired.

They filed this under pending.

Then they opened the laptop and got back to work.
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​Chapter Three - The Fonté Briefing
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Mireille Fonté's Geneva office was on the fourth floor of a building that had no visible signage, no public directory listing, and a lobby that looked, if you walked past it on the street, like the lobby of a moderately successful import firm. The security was layered and polite and entirely invisible. Sasha had been through it six times in four years and it remained, each time, one of the more elegant institutional deceptions they had encountered. They appreciated this the way you appreciated good craftsmanship—not warmly, but with genuine respect.

The office itself was spare. One desk. Two chairs for visitors, placed at an angle that was not quite adversarial and not quite collegial—the specific geometry of a meeting that would be productive whether or not anyone felt comfortable. Mireille preferred it this way. She had told Sasha so, once, in passing, which was the closest Mireille came to explaining herself.

She was already standing when Sasha arrived, which meant she'd timed them coming off the elevator.

"You're early," she said.

"You said eleven."

"It's ten fifty-eight."

"Two minutes isn't early. It's accurate." Sasha took the chair on the left—the one slightly closer to the window, slightly better sightlines to the door—and set their bag on the floor beside it. "You said you'd have coffee."

Mireille poured two cups from a carafe on the credenza. She moved with the unhurried efficiency of someone who had been moving efficiently for so long it no longer required thought. "The Hoffmann cleanup."

"You have the report."

"I have the report. The council is satisfied." She set a cup in front of Sasha and sat. "There are no outstanding issues from that operation."

"Then we're not here to talk about the Hoffmann cleanup."

"No," Mireille agreed. She picked up a folder from the desk—physical, which meant the contents were not on any networked system. "We're here to talk about this."

Sasha took the folder. Inside: a printed still from a video file. The image was grainy and overexposed in the way of nighttime footage shot on a phone camera in poor light—a Barcelona alley, a figure, and another figure whose posture told a story that should not have been documented. The figure was tall. The stillness of it was wrong in a way that made sense if you knew what to look for, and Sasha knew what to look for.

"Who took it?"

"Unconfirmed. The account was created the same day the video posted and has been dormant since."

"Platform?"

"TikTok. Posted nine days ago. Current view count is 4.2 million." Mireille said this the way someone might report a temperature or a distance—informative, devoid of alarm. "There is also a sound."

"A sound."

"Someone set the footage to a song. It has been used in fourteen hundred subsequent videos. The content of those subsequent videos is not relevant. The sound is."

Sasha understood the problem. The video was containable. The sound was the mechanism by which the video had been distributed across a platform whose architecture was built for that exact kind of viral spread. You could take down the original. You could not easily address fourteen hundred derivatives. "Source of the secondary videos?"

"Ordinary users. No coordinated effort—this appears to be authentic engagement."

"Which means whoever posted it understood how the platform works."

"Yes." Mireille considered her coffee cup. "That is one of the things that makes this particular situation less straightforward than it first appears."

Sasha set down the folder. "Who is the subject."

"Aleksander Drath."

The name was not on Sasha's client list. It was on a different list—shorter, more conceptual, the category of entries that existed as background orientation to the world they worked in rather than as active operational concerns. Like knowing the capital of a country you had no plans to visit. You noted it. You moved on. "Eldest vampire lord of the Western Hemisphere."

"Yes."

"Politically untouchable by council statute since the early eighteenth century."

"Essentially." Mireille's version of a concession.

"I've never had a council client at that level."

"No one has, in the current structure." Mireille set down her own cup. "The council's position is that the TikTok must be erased, the source of the original posting identified and neutralized, and—critically—the circumstances that produced the exposure addressed in a structural way. Drath's visibility management has been, historically, his own concern. The council is no longer comfortable with that arrangement."

"He agreed to this?"

"The council communicated its requirements."

"That's not the same thing."

A precise pause. "No. It is not."

Sasha thought about the video. The figure in the alley. The 4.2 million views and the sound and the fourteen hundred derivative videos. "You want someone to manage his public exposure. Ongoing."

"We want someone to modernize his approach to a world in which visibility is no longer manageable through historical methods. He has operated for eleven centuries under a particular set of conditions. Those conditions have changed significantly." Mireille held Sasha's gaze with the calm of someone making a point they had prepared. "He does not yet understand precisely how much."

"That's a different job than erasure."

"It is."

"That's a job that requires sustained proximity to the client."

"Yes."

Sasha looked at the photograph again. The impossible stillness of the figure in the alley. "How did he respond when the council communicated its requirements."

"With the particular courtesy," Mireille said, "of a person who has spent eleven centuries learning which battles to choose."

Sasha took this to mean not well. "You said there were three variables you hadn't addressed. In the materials you sent."

Mireille had sent a summary. Two pages, clean, thorough in the way that revealed through its precision exactly what had been excluded. Sasha had identified the gaps on the flight over. "I'm listening," Mireille said.

"Who filmed it and why. Not unconfirmed—you have a working hypothesis and you didn't include it."

Mireille inclined her head. One.

"What the council's actual exposure window is if containment takes longer than sixty days. The platform decay curves don't support a clean erasure past that threshold."

Another inclination. Two.

"And what Drath's relationship is to the kind of public-facing compliance you're describing, because eleven centuries of political autonomy is not a disposition that bends easily, and if he goes off-script during active containment, the whole operation fails."

A pause. Then: "The first two I can address." Mireille opened a second folder—thinner, fewer pages. "The third requires the meeting."

Sasha looked at her.

"I mean the meeting with Drath," Mireille said.

"I haven't agreed to the assignment."

"No. You haven't."

At the edge of the room, near the door, a figure Sasha had registered on arrival without fully cataloguing shifted slightly. They had been standing at the perimeter with the practiced stillness of someone accustomed to waiting—older, broad-shouldered, with a calm that was not the council's brand of calculated neutrality but something warmer and more settled. Teodor Szymański, Sasha had confirmed from the briefing materials. Thirty years as Drath's aide. The longest-serving human in the vampire's employ, which was either a recommendation or a warning depending on what you were looking for.

He was looking at Sasha. Not with the watchful assessment she recognized from institutional handlers. More like someone identifying a thing they'd been waiting to see.

Sasha looked back.

Teodor's expression shifted—not much, half a degree—in the direction of something that was not quite a smile and not quite a conclusion. Then he looked away.

"I'll need the full source analysis before I agree to anything," Sasha said. "And the council's exposure documentation. And whatever you have on the posting account that isn't in the summary."

"I'll have it by end of day."

"I'll need forty-eight hours to review it."

"You have twenty-four. Drath's Vienna residence, Thursday." Mireille folded her hands. "I told you this wasn't a cleanup, Sasha. It's an assignment. The distinction matters."

"Every assignment starts as a cleanup."

"This one," Mireille said, with something that would have been dry humor on a person who used that register, "starts somewhat differently." She picked up her coffee. "Read the source analysis. Call me Wednesday."

Sasha picked up the folder. Looked at the photograph one more time—the figure in the Barcelona alley, impossibly still, 4.2 million witnesses and a sound that had migrated beyond any possible containment through ordinary means.

They thought about the unpacked boxes in the Lisbon flat. The filing system on the east wall. The river that was there whether or not you could see it.

"Wednesday," they said. And picked up their bag. And left.
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​Chapter Four - Theme Stated (By the Wrong Person)
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The Vienna residence was on a street that predated the current street. This was the only way to explain the relationship between the building and its surroundings—not architecturally mismatched, exactly, but fundamentally prior, the way certain very old trees in very old cities simply continue to exist and the city grows around them and eventually pretends they were always part of the plan. The building was four stories of pale stone with windows that let in almost no light, which Sasha suspected was a feature rather than a flaw.

Teodor Szymański opened the door before they knocked.

"Ms. Verne," he said. Then, making some correction Sasha appreciated: "My apologies. Mx. Verne."

"Sasha is fine." They stepped inside. The entrance hall was the temperature of a room that was never directly heated—cool in a way that had nothing to do with the season and everything to do with what chose to live here. High ceilings. A staircase that ascended into the kind of upper-floor darkness that old buildings were permitted to maintain. The furnishings were not ornate, which Sasha found more interesting than if they had been. Careful. Restrained. Everything chosen with the deliberateness of someone who had learned, over a very long time, the difference between display and substance.

"He's in the study," Teodor said. "I'll show you."

"You were in the Geneva briefing. You know who I am."

"I know who you are from the briefing materials." He glanced at them sidelong as they moved up the stairs—not an assessment, more a confirmation. "The briefing materials don't always match."

"Do I match?"

"You're asking the right questions," he said. "We'll see."

The study was on the second floor. Teodor opened the door without knocking—which told Sasha something—and stood aside.

The room was large and dominated by a desk that had not been designed for a person who used computers, which explained the separate smaller table to its left where a laptop sat open like a rebuke. Books on three walls. A window with curtains drawn against the afternoon light. And behind the desk, reading something that he set down with no visible urgency when Sasha entered: Aleksander Drath.

He was exactly what the photographs suggested and photographs had failed entirely to prepare her for. The photographs showed: tall, silver-dark hair, angular features, the specific quality of stillness that surveillance cameras registered as composure. What the photographs could not show was the gravitational quality of the presence—the way the room rearranged itself around him without anything moving. He was not doing anything. He was not performing anything. He was simply there, in the way that things which have existed for eleven centuries are simply there, and the room was a different room for it.

He looked at Sasha with grey eyes that were, in the ambient light of the study, not quite grey.

"Mx. Verne," he said.

"Mr. Drath."

"You may sit." He indicated the chair across the desk—the chair at an angle that said: guest being received, audience granted, power differential established and maintained. It was a good chair for the purpose. Sasha had sat in chairs like this before.

They sat in it, opened their laptop, and pulled up the incident file.

The silence had a quality to it. Not empty—Aleksander occupied silence the way most people occupied space. Actively, with presence. He was watching them with the careful attention of something that survived by cataloguing what it did not understand, and Sasha was, she gathered, presently something he did not understand.

She handed him a printed summary. "The current state of the TikTok situation. Page two has the derivative content breakdown—you'll need to understand the distribution architecture before we discuss strategy."

He looked at the summary. Then at her. "The council has sent me an analyst."

"The council has sent you a crisis manager. The distinction matters. I don't just tell you what went wrong—I fix it."

"And what," he said, "makes you believe this requires fixing by you, specifically."

"The council's confidence in my work."

"The council," he said, with a precision that was not quite disdain, "has many opinions."

"Yes. And on this occasion their opinion is that you need someone who understands digital exposure architecture, platform decay curves, and viral content mechanics, none of which are things you can address through historical methods. If you'd prefer I outline my relevant experience first, I'm happy to do that. But I'd suggest we spend that
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