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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. As the subject matter deals with criminal investigation, and in some cases the may involve non graphic death or violence, the subject matter alone maybe offensive to some—Please Be Advised. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1
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The two patrol officers didn’t speak as they climbed the stairs. Second floor, left at the landing, the smell already thickening the closer they got. One had done this more than a dozen times—corpses in apartments, surprise only in the details—while the other watched every step like he’d be tested later. The building itself was a brick column, old South End, stubborn about fire codes and probably grandfathered through every safety upgrade since the nineties. The door was unlocked, which was unusual only in that it didn’t require a battering ram.
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Inside: a narrow studio, heat still on, windows beaded with moisture. The dead man was seated at a desk facing a wall of monitors—six in all, five dark, the sixth flickering a block of green encrypted text against a black background. No panic in the posture. No sign of struggle. The man’s name was Remy Dolan, but neither patrol officer bothered checking ID; the face matched the call, and the rest could wait for the medical examiner. 
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The place looked like the inside of a server farm, cables zip-tied to the baseboards in tight, disciplined bundles. Two towers thrummed in the corner, LEDs giving a weak, aquatic blue pulse. Along the windowsill: a parade of empty energy drink cans, brand rotated for variety but always the sugar-free kind. On the desk, next to the keyboard, a ceramic mug still curled a thin stream of steam toward the ceiling. The coffee was fresh. Dolan was not.
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His hands were folded in his lap. Not braced on the armrests, not making a last-minute clutch for life. Just resting there, the way you might if you’d planned to sit a while longer. The cycling message on the screen was deliberate, the font size bumped up for visibility, the cursor pulsing at the end of the line as though daring someone to intervene.
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Neither officer touched the keyboard. The older one got on the radio and started the litany of notification—dispatch, homicide, whoever needed the handoff. The younger one stood in the doorway, already looking past the scene to the hall, ready to redirect anyone who tried to enter. No one did. The only sound was the low electrical hum from the machines and, after a minute, the deliberate thump of someone heavy coming up the stairs.
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That someone was Maureen O’Sullivan. She moved with the compact precision of a courier, coat zipped tight, hair back in a low ponytail that looked less like a style than a concession to speed. She wore a badge clipped to the left breast of her jacket, and the officer in the hallway recognized her—maybe from a briefing, maybe from a task force photo line—but didn’t challenge her entry. She ducked under the crime scene tape that had been draped carelessly across the door and surveyed the room in a single sweep, like taking inventory of a chessboard. Her eyes landed on the monitors first, and she went there directly, her steps measured so as not to disturb anything underfoot.
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The tech team had not yet arrived. Forensics was a block away, still suiting up. This gave Mo a window of about three minutes to work before she’d be told to step back and let the process play out the slow, official way. She didn’t waste it.
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She pulled her phone and began photographing the message on the monitor, timing each shot to catch the looping sequence at a different position in its cycle. Twelve lines, uneven block structure, a header string that didn’t match any of the usual encryption standards—no AES, no RSA, nothing from the standard criminal toolkit. She captured four clean images before the cycling sequence repeated, then used the phone’s zoom to isolate the topmost line. The font was custom, or at least not the default you’d get from a Linux terminal; somebody had built this message to stand out.
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A breath behind her: “Room’s about to be sealed for trace. You want a mask?” This from the tech sergeant, not much older than her, but with the bearing of someone who’d spent a lifetime getting ignored by detectives. Mo didn’t look up from her screen.
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“I’m done,” she said, which wasn’t true, but she didn’t see the point in argument. She pivoted out of the desk alcove and moved back two feet, just enough to give the sergeant space without losing sight of the monitors. The message kept looping, the cursor marching across, dropping down, then starting again. She watched it until the rhythm felt familiar, then opened her phone’s reference app and began the real work.
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The message wasn’t meant for the dead man. She could see that already in the structure—the way the cipher blocks repeated, how the header included a date stamp that didn’t match any system time she’d ever seen. There was a signature embedded, subtle but visible if you’d spent the last ten years treating data sets like unsolved personalities. Mo O’Sullivan did that every day. She treated ciphers like suspects, and this one had already started to talk.
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She kept reading as the room filled up: tech team setting up light stands, medical examiner with a kit the size of a portable fridge, detectives she didn’t know drifting in and out of the scene as though marking territory by proximity. Mo ignored all of it. She leaned back against the wall, phone in hand, thumb scrolling between the reference and her captured images, comparing block sizes and hunting for anomalies in the key structure.
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It was only after the third repetition that she saw the pattern. It wasn’t in the text—any idiot with a brute-force dictionary could have guessed that. The pattern was in the timing, the way the lines cycled on the screen, the precise duration of each loop. Mo timed it with her watch, got three identical intervals, and made a note on her phone before stepping fully out of the way. She wanted to say something, maybe flag it for the first detective who bothered to make eye contact, but they all looked as though the case had already slid off their desk and into the river.
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Fine. She could work with that.
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She left the room as silently as she’d entered, her mind already fitting the pieces together, the puzzle less about the dead man and more about whoever set the trap he walked into. She took the back stairs, found a quiet spot on the landing, and started pulling up her personal notes on recent encryption signatures flagged in dark net activity. Mo wasn’t a cop, not really. She just found patterns. 
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By the time the rest of Acernum heard about the Dolan scene, she’d have the cipher half-broken. That was the plan, anyway. The coffee in the mug was still warm, and the only sound on the landing was the low, methodical click of her phone’s keys as she started to map out the structure. She didn’t know the next victim’s name yet, but she was already looking for it.
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Sean Callahan stood in the apartment’s doorway and took a single second to read the whole room. He logged the body first—not as a person, but as a position: hands folded, head at an angle that didn’t match a struggle, skin already matted dull by the time lag of discovery. He registered the mug, steam still trailing from it. The neatness of it all prickled the back of his neck. Staged, maybe, or just the last bit of discipline from a man whose life was cataloged in ones and zeroes.
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The girl—no, the woman, he’d heard of her—stood at the desk, exactly at the edge of the dead man’s reach. Phone in her hand, eyes on the monitor, body language that made clear she wasn’t waiting for permission from anyone. Callahan ignored the forensics team, the medical examiner prepping his gloves, the low hum of uniforms clustering in the hallway. None of that mattered until he knew what mattered.
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He stepped inside, closing the perimeter on the O’Sullivan woman. She didn’t move. He admired that, a little. He’d been told she was sharp, but he’d already figured that from the way she ignored every other moving part in the room.
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“You pull anything off that screen?” he said.
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She didn’t look up. “Photographed it. Cipher’s layered. Header string doesn’t match AES, RSA, or any of the standard criminal toolkit variants I’ve seen.”
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He let the silence hang for a count. “Scene hasn’t been processed.”
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“It’s a loop,” she said, finally glancing at him. “Screen will still be there after processing. The structure won’t change, but my read of it will
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