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In spaces where law stops, someone has to watch.
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​Introduction

In the near future, certain physical and digital spaces fall outside enforceable law: abandoned smart cities, offshore data havens, post-conflict regions, collapsed municipalities. These "dead zones" are where crimes are quietly routed when no authority wants ownership.

Mara Voss, a former international compliance investigator, is contracted to enter these zones and resolve incidents that governments, corporations, and courts refuse to touch. Each case is officially unsanctioned - and unofficially necessary.

The deeper she goes, the clearer it becomes: the dead zones aren't accidental. They're policy.
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​PROLOGUE
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Some crimes occur in spaces where law doesn't reach.

Not because the law is broken, or because justice has failed, but because the space itself exists outside the legal framework that makes crime - and punishment - possible.

These spaces have many names: jurisdictional gaps, regulatory voids, sovereignty failures. Academic language for places where the machinery of civilization simply stops functioning.

Dr. Andrei Cristea called them "dead zones."

He died in one, trying to expose what happened when people and power collided in spaces where accountability had ended.

His death was recorded on high-definition surveillance from three angles. The perpetrator's face was visible. The timeline was clear. The evidence was perfect.

But no investigation was opened. No charges were filed. No justice was sought.

Because legally, the murder never occurred.

Because the place where he died - a failed smart city in Romania - had ceased to exist in any official sense.

Because some gaps are too useful to powerful interests to be allowed to close.

This is the story of a woman who tried to close one gap.

And discovered an architecture of abandonment that spanned the globe.

It didn't end well for anyone involved.

But it ended with the gaps visible.

Sometimes, that's all you can achieve.
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​Chapter 1: The Compliance Ghost
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The CFO was lying. Mara Voss knew it before he finished his second sentence.

She sat across the narrow conference table in the Brussels office tower, her tablet angled just enough to catch his micro-expressions in its black mirror surface while appearing to review documents. His left hand kept drifting toward his phone - three times in four minutes. A tell. People who wanted to check the time looked at their watch. People who wanted to escape looked at their phone.

"Walk me through the subsidiary structure again," Mara said, her voice carrying no inflection. Not hostile, not friendly. A scalpel, not a hammer.

Jean-Claude Mercier was fifty-two, Belgian, and had the soft hands of someone who'd never done physical labor. His suit cost more than most people earned in a month. His third wife was twenty-eight. His second home was in Provence. All of this was in the preliminary background file Mara had compiled before this interview, along with less public information: a pattern of accounting irregularities at his previous firm, a sealed arbitration over stock options, and a Swiss bank account opened three months before his current company's merger announcement.

"The subsidiary structure is quite standard," Mercier said, spreading his hands in a gesture meant to convey openness. "We have operations in seven countries, each incorporated locally to optimize tax efficiency and regulatory compliance."

"Romania," Mara said.

"I'm sorry?"

"Your Romanian subsidiary. DigitalBridge Solutions SRL. Incorporated in Bucharest, March 2029. Dormant until October 2030, then suddenly active with €4.3 million in transactions over six months. Then dormant again." She didn't look up from her tablet. "Explain that."

Mercier's hand moved toward his phone again, stopped. "I'd have to review the specific - "

"You're the CFO. You signed the quarterly reports that consolidated those transactions."

"We have many subsidiaries. I can't recall every - "

"The transactions corresponded with your company's merger with Novatel Systems. The merger I'm auditing for the Competition Directorate." Now she looked up, met his eyes. "The merger that required certification of no anticompetitive coordination with Romanian telecommunications providers. Which you provided."

Silence. Outside the conference room window, Brussels sprawled gray and administrative beneath October clouds. The European Quarter, where policy was made and money was laundered and the two were often indistinguishable.

"I want to consult with legal counsel," Mercier said.

Mara closed her tablet with a soft click. "You can do that. But understand: I'm not law enforcement. I don't arrest people. I write reports that determine whether regulatory approval proceeds or gets revoked. If you consult counsel now, my report will note that the CFO of record refused to answer basic questions about subsidiary activity during the compliance review period." She stood, gathering her materials with methodical precision. "The merger closes in eleven days. A delayed certification means delayed closing. Your stock options vest at closing, correct?"

Mercier's jaw tightened. The phone in his pocket might as well have been screaming.

"The Romanian subsidiary," he said quietly, "facilitated communications between our pre-merger team and Novatel's infrastructure division. Purely logistical. We needed to coordinate spectrum allocation to avoid service disruptions."

"Coordination that should have been disclosed in your merger filing."

"It was a technical matter. Not strategic."

"Technical matters that involve €4.3 million are strategic matters, Mr. Mercier." Mara sat back down, opened her tablet again. "I'll need the transaction records. All of them. And the names of everyone involved on both sides."

"That could take days - "

"You have until tomorrow at seventeen hundred hours. After that, I recommend certification denial." She returned her attention to the screen, effectively dismissing him. "Send the files to my secure portal. Encrypted. Comprehensive."

Mercier stood, his expensive suit suddenly looking rumpled. "You're going to kill this merger over a technicality."

"I'm going to do my job, Mr. Mercier. Something you should have done."

After he left, Mara sat alone in the conference room for three minutes, not moving. The building's ventilation hummed. Somewhere down the hall, a printer whirred. The sounds of bureaucracy, the machinery of governance grinding through its infinite paper cycles.

She knew what the Romanian subsidiary records would show: coordination that crossed the line from logistical to strategic, meetings that should have been disclosed, probably some light bribery of local officials to smooth spectrum reallocation. Nothing dramatic. Nothing criminal. Just the ordinary corruption of people who believed rules were suggestions for others.

The merger would probably still close. Mercier would provide sanitized records, she'd find enough compliance to justify certification with conditions, and everyone would pretend the system worked. Six months later, telecom prices would rise in Romania. A year after that, someone would write an academic paper about regulatory capture in EU merger review.

And Mara would move on to the next audit.

She packed her tablet and notes into her leather bag - practical, expensive, anonymous - and left the conference room. The building's corridors were the universal language of European administration: beige walls, fluorescent lighting, abstract art purchased from the lowest bidder. She passed other bureaucrats, other auditors, other lawyers, all of them moving with the same purposeful anonymity.

Outside, the afternoon had turned colder. Mara walked to the metro, descended into the artificial light, and rode three stops to Schuman station. Her apartment was a ten-minute walk from there, through streets that managed to be both cosmopolitan and sterile. Brussels was a city of temporary residents: EU functionaries, NATO staffers, corporate liaisons, lobbyists. People passed through, left no mark, vanished into their next posting.

Mara had been here for eight months. Before that, The Hague. Before that, Geneva. She'd stopped thinking of anywhere as home around the same time she'd stopped keeping plants.

Her apartment was on the fourth floor of a modern building that catered to mid-level professionals. The interior was exactly as functional as her work demanded: minimalist furniture, reliable internet, soundproof walls. No photographs on the walls. No mementos on the shelves. The only personal touch was a collection of physical books - regulatory theory, compliance frameworks, international jurisdiction treaties. She read them the way some people did crosswords.

She made dinner: pasta, pre-made sauce, salad from a bag. Ate alone at the counter, reading news feeds on her tablet. The world spun its usual crises: climate refugees, trade wars, scattered violence in post-conflict zones. Nothing that required her attention. Nothing she could fix.

Her phone rang - office number. She ignored it. Whatever they wanted could wait until morning.

Thirty seconds later, it rang again. Same number. Persistent. She considered ignoring it again, then answered.

"Voss."

"Dr. Voss, sorry to call after hours." The voice was young, administrative. "I have a message forwarded from your consulting registry. A client requesting immediate consultation. They asked for your personal contact."

"I don't give out my personal contact."

"They said it was urgent. Regulatory compliance emergency. They mentioned they got your name from Viktor Stanescu."

Mara paused. Viktor was a former colleague from her EU Commission days, back when she'd been a permanent staffer instead of a freelance contractor. He was one of perhaps three people she'd stayed in touch with after she left. He wouldn't give out her name lightly.

"What's the client?"

"They didn't specify. Just left a callback number and said you'd understand the reference: jurisdictional collapse."

The phrase made something cold move through Mara's chest. Jurisdictional collapse - the academic term for what happened when legal authority disintegrated. Failed states, disputed territories, the gray zones where law stopped functioning.

"Give me the number."

The administrator read it off. International prefix, but no country code she recognized immediately. Mara thanked her, ended the call, and stared at the digits on her screen.

Jurisdictional collapse wasn't her specialty. She did corporate compliance, regulatory audits, cross-border due diligence. Clean work, documented work, work that ended with reports filed in triplicate. The kind of work where the worst that happened was a merger got delayed or a fine got levied.

Jurisdictional collapse meant places where none of that mattered. Where there was no authority to enforce compliance, no court to hear appeals, no framework at all.

She should delete the number. Return to her pasta, her news feeds, her carefully contained life.

Her phone rang again. The number from the message.

Mara stared at it for three rings. Four. On the fifth, she answered.

"This is Voss."

"Dr. Voss. Thank you for taking my call." The voice was female, accented - Eastern European, probably Romanian. Calm, professional. "My name is Elena Karo. I'm an independent contractor specializing in complex jurisdictional matters. Viktor Stanescu suggested you might be able to help with a particular situation."

"I do corporate compliance work. If you need - "

"A man was murdered forty-seven days ago," Elena interrupted, her tone unchanged. "The murder was recorded on high-definition surveillance from multiple angles. We have the victim's identity, the approximate time of death, and the perpetrator's face on video. The case should be simple."

Mara said nothing, waiting.

"But the murder occurred in a space that legally doesn't exist," Elena continued. "A city that was abandoned by its municipal government, dissolved as a legal entity, and now falls into what you might call a jurisdictional void. No police force, no courts, no authority with standing to prosecute. The crime is documented but legally invisible."

"Then you need a lawyer, not a compliance investigator."

"I have lawyers. Six of them. They all said the same thing: there's no legal remedy because there's no jurisdiction. The victim's sister tried to file complaints in three countries. All rejected. She's paying me privately to find any possible avenue for resolution." Elena paused. "Viktor said you understand regulatory gaps. That you know how systems fail. This is a gap that swallowed a human life."

Outside Mara's window, Brussels continued its evening routine. Lights in apartments, cars on streets, the machinery of civilization functioning exactly as designed.

"Where did this happen?" Mara asked.

"Romania. A place called Portview City. You've probably never heard of it."

"The smart city project. EU-Chinese joint venture. It failed."

"It didn't just fail, Dr. Voss. It disappeared. Legally speaking, Portview doesn't exist anymore. Which makes it the perfect place to commit murder."

Mara walked to her window, phone pressed to her ear. "And you want me to do what, exactly?"

"I want you to go there. Investigate. Determine what happened and identify any leverage points for resolution. You're trained to find where systems break down and who's responsible. This is a breakdown at the most fundamental level."

"I'm not a detective."

"No. You're something better: someone who understands that crimes aren't always solved by evidence. Sometimes they're solved by finding the right pressure point in the right system." Elena's voice carried a note of certainty. "The victim was a researcher named Dr. Andrei Cristea. He was forty-three. He had a sister who loved him. He died because someone believed they could kill him without consequences. I'd like to prove them wrong."

Mara closed her eyes. She could say no. Should say no. This wasn't her kind of work. It was messy, undefined, probably futile.

But jurisdictional collapse. Regulatory gaps. Systems failing. The same failures she'd spent three years trying to understand, trying to map, trying to prevent.

The same failure she'd missed once before, with consequences she still couldn't forget.

"I need to see the case file," Mara said.

"I can have it to you within the hour. Encrypted portal. After you review it, we can discuss terms." Elena paused. "There's one other thing you should know: you're not the first person I approached about this. But Viktor said you were the only one who might actually care."

The call ended. Mara stood at her window, looking out at the illuminated city, at the structures of law and governance that made civilization possible.

And thought about the spaces where those structures stopped. The gaps where people fell through.

Three years ago, she'd been a rising investigator at the EU Competition Directorate. She'd reviewed a merger between two telecommunications companies, certified that their combined market power wouldn't harm consumers, and moved on to the next case. Standard work. Competent work.

Eighteen months later, the merged entity had exploited a regulatory gap she'd missed - a loophole in cross-border data handling requirements - to facilitate a human trafficking network that used telecom infrastructure to coordinate movement across Eastern Europe. Forty-seven people had died in a warehouse fire in Moldova, victims who'd been tracked and transported through systems Mara had certified as compliant.

She hadn't been prosecuted. The failure was technical, not criminal. The investigation cleared her of wrongdoing.

She'd quit the next day anyway.

Since then, she'd been freelance. Careful. Thorough. Never missing the gaps. Never letting systems fail on her watch.

But the gaps kept appearing. And now someone was calling to tell her about a gap that swallowed a man whole.

Her tablet pinged: encrypted file transfer. Elena Karo worked fast.

Mara made coffee - the good beans she saved for long nights - and settled at her small dining table. Opened the file. Began to read.

Dr. Andrei Cristea, Romanian national, biotech researcher. Last known residence: Brussels, though he traveled frequently. Found dead in Portview City forty-seven days ago, in an abandoned residential tower. Cause of death: blunt force trauma. Murder weapon: possibly a metal pipe or similar object. Estimated time of death: between 02:00 and 03:00 local time.

And the surveillance footage. Mara watched it twice.

The quality was remarkable for an abandoned city. High definition, thermal overlay, timestamp accurate to the second. Cristea entered the building at 02:34, used biometric access on a door that should have been non-functional. Moved out of frame. Eight minutes later, sounds of struggle picked up on audio. Then a figure emerged: male, approximately 180 centimeters, athletic build, face partially visible. Walked calmly to the stairs, descended, exited the building.

At 21:47 the next day, a different person found the body and called emergency services. Romanian police arrived, documented the scene, and then... nothing. No arrest. No investigation. No case file opened.

Because officially, the crime occurred nowhere.

Mara read the legal documentation. The municipal dissolution papers. The jurisdictional analysis. It was all correct: Portview City had been abandoned by its government, its legal status effectively erased. Crimes committed there fell into a void.

She should close the file. Delete it. Return to her corporate audits and her carefully controlled life.

Instead, she opened a new document and began making notes.

At 23:47, her phone rang again. The same international number.

"I reviewed the file," Mara said without preamble.

"And?" Elena's voice was patient.

"This is bigger than one murder."

"I know."

"If places like Portview exist - places outside law - they'll be exploited. Systematically."

"I know that too."

"Why me?" Mara asked. "Really."

Elena was quiet for a moment. "Because Viktor said you quit your job over a failure you couldn't fix. And people who can't forgive themselves are the ones who work hardest to prevent the next failure." A pause. "Also, you haven't said no."

Mara looked at her coffee, at her tablet, at her apartment that contained nothing personal because she'd made herself a person who left no mark.

"What are your terms?" she asked.

"Standard consultation rate, plus expenses. Two weeks initially. If you find something actionable, we extend. You report to me, I report to the client. Complete operational autonomy - I won't second-guess your methods."

"And if there's nothing to find? If the gap can't be bridged?"

"Then at least we tried. That's more than anyone else has done."

Outside, Brussels slept. Inside, Mara made a decision that would reshape her life, though she didn't know it yet.

"Send me the contract," she said. "I'll be in Romania by Wednesday."

After the call ended, she sat in the silence of her apartment. She should feel something - anxiety, purpose, doubt. Instead, she felt only the familiar clarity that came with a system to analyze, a problem to solve.

Somewhere in Romania, there was a place called Portview where law had stopped. Where someone had committed murder believing they'd never face consequences.

Mara would find out if they were right.

She finished her coffee, opened her calendar, and began planning. There was always more coffee, more planning, more work. That was the life she'd built: competent, controlled, alone.

But maybe, for once, the gap she found would be one she could actually close.

Her phone rang a third time. Unknown number. She almost ignored it, then thought of Elena's words: jurisdictional collapse.

She answered.

A different voice this time - male, flat, automated quality. "Dr. Voss. This is a courtesy message. We are aware of your consultation engagement regarding the Portview situation. We advise against travel to the location. For your safety." The line went dead.

Mara sat very still, phone in hand.

Someone was watching. Someone who knew about Elena's call, about the case, about her involvement. Someone with resources and reach.

She should be afraid. Should reconsider. Should recognize the warning for what it was.

Instead, she opened her laptop and booked a flight to Bucharest.

Some gaps needed to be explored, even when someone didn't want them seen.

Maybe especially then.
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​Chapter 2: The Offer
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The encrypted file arrived at 07:23 Tuesday morning, while Mara was running intervals along the Brussels canal path. Her watch buzzed with the notification. She finished her last kilometer at pace - discipline meant not breaking routine for alerts - then checked the message while her heart rate descended from 168 to resting.

Contract terms from Elena Karo. Standard consultancy agreement with non-standard clauses: broad indemnification, explicit acknowledgment of "jurisdictional ambiguity in work location," and a liability waiver that essentially said if Mara died in Portview, no one would sue anyone.

She signed it electronically, showered, and packed a bag while her coffee brewed. Two weeks of clothing, all neutral colors. Laptop, encrypted drives, charging cables. The tools of investigation: digital recorder, high-resolution camera, biometric scanner for document authentication. And buried at the bottom of the bag, something she'd never needed on a corporate audit: a canister of pepper spray.

By 09:00 she was at Brussels Airport, checking in for the 11:45 to Bucharest. The terminal was full of the usual mix: business travelers, families, students. People moving through the ordinary infrastructure of modern life, trusting that borders meant something, that laws applied, that civilization held.

Mara wondered how many of them knew about the gaps.

The flight was unremarkable - two hours of recycled air and instant coffee while she reviewed the case file again on her laptop. She'd memorized most of it, but investigation was about pattern recognition. You read the same material multiple times, different contexts, waiting for details to connect.

Dr. Andrei Cristea had been forty-three when he died. Originally from Cluj-Napoca, educated in Bucharest and Brussels, doctorate in molecular biology. His career had been conventional until three years ago: academic positions, pharmaceutical research, peer-reviewed publications. Then he'd left mainstream research abruptly. His last official employer was listed as the European Longevity Initiative, an EU-funded project studying aging interventions. After that: nothing. No employment records, no publications, no tax filings in any EU member state.

But he'd kept traveling. Border crossings showed movement between Romania, Belgium, and Germany. Credit card records - obtained through means Elena hadn't disclosed - showed purchases of laboratory supplies, technical equipment, and large cash withdrawals.

A man working on something, somewhere, unofficially.

And then, forty-seven days ago, he'd been found dead in an abandoned city with his skull caved in.

The sister, Ioana Cristea, had provided Elena with a statement: Andrei had been "working on something important," something he wouldn't discuss in detail. He'd told her he was trying to "protect people no one cared about." Six weeks before his death, he'd sent her a cryptic message: "If something happens to me, don't let them say it doesn't matter."

Mara made notes. Protected who? From what? Why Portview?

The plane descended through gray clouds into Bucharest. The city sprawled below, a mixture of Communist-era blocks and modern glass towers. Romania had changed enormously since joining the EU, but the change was uneven. Some neighborhoods looked like Vienna. Others looked like 1985.

Portview had been meant to
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