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Preface
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The world of theoretical physics is one of precision, order, and unyielding logic. Sarah Mackay had dedicated her life to unraveling the mysteries of the universe, finding comfort in equations and theories that could predict the behavior of the cosmos. Yet, as she stood on the threshold of a new journey, far from the sterile labs of CERN and the quiet halls of St Andrews, she felt an unfamiliar thrill ─ a mix of excitement and unease.

This wasn’t about particles or quantum states; this was about the chaotic, unpredictable world of human behavior. Sarah had spent years understanding the fundamental laws that governed the physical world, but now, she was about to step into a realm where those laws no longer applied. The streets of New York were a far cry from the seminars and conferences that had taken her all over Europe and, finally, to Princeton where the ideas for her doctoral thesis came together in a theory about how reality came into existence.

But now she needed a break from theoretical physics.

Here, the variables were people ─ fallible, deceptive, and dangerous.

Sarah had no illusions about what lay ahead. This was not a vacation, nor merely an academic pursuit. It was an immersion into a world she barely understood, guided by curiosity and a desire to challenge herself. But as the days unfolded, Sarah would soon realize that curiosity could be a dangerous thing, leading her into a labyrinth of secrets, lies, and mortal peril.

She had nine days to learn, to adapt, and to survive.
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After five days of lovemaking in Warsaw, Sarah Mackay sad goodbye to Tomasz and told him she didn’t want to hear from him in 24 days. She had a mystery to solve and she would need to immerse herself completely in the world of private investigation and forensic science to have a chance of making any progress in the mystery that had her stumped since September 2019: the mysterious dead cat that had appeared in a sealed cardboard box on her doorstep for no apparent reason. She had kept a transparent plastic case with some of the cats fur and a sample of its whiskers like an amulet ever since – a symbol for her that the universe is full of mysteries, but with patience, constancy and determination, they could all be solved... eventually.

Now that she finally had some free time, after fighting against AI domination of the world in Beijing and striving to  formulate an alternative theory as to the origin of our universe in Oxford and Princeton... Now that she finally  had some free time, she would dedicate it her little project, starting with Private Investigation in New York. When she was unsure of herself and vulnerable, in Kyiv, she had let Tomasz do all the work while she remained passively in a bunker underground. On this occasion, confident that she had the love and support of Tomasz when she returned, she wanted to do it alone.

Sarah stepped off the plane at JFK International Airport, her heart a blend of anticipation and trepidation. The sprawling metropolis of New York stretched out before her, a concrete jungle where millions of lives intersected daily ─ each with their own story, their own secrets. This was a far cry from the ordered world of particle collisions and quantum equations, yet she was drawn to it by a strange, irresistible force.

Her background in theoretical physics had trained her to see the world differently. Where others saw chaos, she saw patterns; where they saw confusion, she found clarity. But this trip was not about physics ─ it was about something entirely different. She had always been fascinated by the human mind, by the way people interacted, deceived, and manipulated one another. The idea of understanding these behaviors through the lens of private investigation intrigued her.

Navigating the bustling airport, Sarah couldn’t help but feel a sense of disconnection. Her work at CERN had become her anchor, a world where almost every action had a reaction, almost every question had an answer. Her space of creativity consisted of taking any anomalies that did not fit current theories and incorporate them into her theory of reality emerging out a chaos of logical possibilities, like a giant jig-saw puzzle. Here, however, she was completely untethered, no more obligations from CERN or from her Master’s degree, a stranger in a strange city, about to dive into a field that was as foreign to her as New York itself.
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Day 1: Enter Frank Delaney
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The next morning, Sarah found herself in the lecture hall of an unobtrusive building in Midtown Manhattan. The room was filled with a diverse mix of people ─ some young and eager, others older, their faces hardened by experience. The air was thick with anticipation as the instructor, a grizzled former detective named Frank Delaney, took the stage.

“Surveillance,” he began, his voice carrying the weight of decades spent on the streets, “is the bread and butter of any private investigator. It’s where the job starts and often where it ends.”

Frank’s presence was commanding, his movements deliberate as he paced in front of the group. His face bore the Tomaszs of a life spent observing others, lines etched deep from years of squinting into the sun, from countless hours of waiting, watching, and listening.

“Now, some of you might think surveillance is just about following someone around, taking a few pictures, and calling it a day. But it’s much more than that,” he continued, his eyes scanning the room as if assessing each person's suitability for this line of work. “It’s about patience. It’s about blending in. And most importantly, it’s about understanding human behavior ─ predicting it, even.”

Sarah sat up a little straighter, her mind immediately drawing parallels to her own work. Prediction ─ whether in human behavior or particle physics ─ required an intimate understanding of patterns and anomalies. She was intrigued.

“Let’s start with the basics,” Frank said, turning to a whiteboard where he sketched a rough outline of a city block. “Imagine you’ve been hired to track a subject. First thing you need to do is establish a pattern ─ when do they leave the house, where do they go, who do they meet? This is called the 'pre-surveillance phase.'“

He underlined the term on the board, then faced the class again.

“During this phase, you don’t just watch the person ─ you study them. You become invisible in their world. It’s not enough to see them; you need to understand their routine better than they do themselves. Because once you understand that, you can predict their next move. And that,” he said with a sharp nod, “is the key to effective surveillance.”

Sarah scribbled notes furiously, the parallels to her own scientific methods becoming clearer with every word. In physics, understanding what a particle does ─ its laws, its interactions ─ was essential to predicting its behavior. Here, it seemed, the human element was just another variable in a complex equation.

“Now, let’s talk about tools,” Frank continued, moving to a table where various gadgets were laid out. “These days, technology is your best friend. GPS trackers, drones, long-range cameras ─ you name it. But remember, tools are only as good as the person using them. The best surveillance isn’t done with gadgets ─ it’s done with your eyes and ears.”

He picked up a small device, no larger than a pack of gum, and held it up for
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