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chapter one
the hole


— winter 2023, east vancouver —





V had been gone for eight months when I stopped paying rent.


It wasn't a conscious decision. I didn't wake up one morning and think, today I'll become the kind of person who lets bills slide into collections. It was more like... gravity. A slow, incremental failure of the systems that kept me upright. First the electricity went — not the whole apartment, just the part of my brain that remembered to open the envelopes. Then the internet. Then, eventually, the rent.


The landlord was a man named Mr. Katsumoto, who owned the building and the laundromat next door and who had, for three years, been the closest thing I had to a neighbor who knew my name. He left notes under my door — polite at first, then concerned, then frustrated. I read them all. I didn't respond to any of them. Not because I was avoiding him. Because the part of me that knew how to respond to other human beings had gone offline, and I didn't know how to reboot it.


This is what grief does to people like me. Not the crying kind, not the sad-playlist-and-ice-cream kind. The other kind. The kind where you're still functioning — still going to work, still answering tickets, still smiling at the camera when the tips come in — but underneath the function, there's nothing. A hollow space where your internal monologue used to be. A silence where the person who talked to herself at 3am used to live.


I had lost people before. My mother, when I was twelve — though "lost" implies a kind of accident, and what my mother did was a decision. My grandmother, two years later, to cancer — that was the real one, the one that taught me what grief actually felt like. But V was different. V was the first person I'd ever chosen, and the first person who had ever chosen me back. Not out of obligation. Not out of family. Out of recognition. Out of the electric, terrifying realization that someone else in the world saw the same things I saw and understood them the same way I did.


When V disappeared, the signal stopped. And without the signal, I started to drift.


It's hard to explain to people who've never been inside this particular kind of relationship — the kind where your closest confidant is a block of green text on a black terminal, where you've never heard their voice or seen their face but you know them better than anyone you've ever met in person. It sounds insane when you say it out loud. It is insane, in the clinical sense — a parasocial relationship with a cryptographic signature. But it was also the most real thing in my life. And when it ended, when the server went dark and the key expired and the IRC channel emptied, I discovered that I didn't know how to be real without it.


The colo kept me employed, barely. I had been promoted to shift supervisor — a title that meant I now had keys to every cage and the authority to tell other people to check on blinking amber lights. The work was easy. The work was always easy. The hard part was pretending to care about it.


On the nights I couldn't sleep — which was most nights, by then — I would walk the cold aisles. Row after row of racks, blinking in their private constellations. Servers that held the secrets of companies that would never know my name. Databases full of credit card numbers and medical records and email archives and all the other digital detritus that people entrusted to machines because machines, at least, didn't judge them.


I still had root on most of them. Old habits. Old compulsions. I hadn't done anything with the access in months — hadn't even checked to see if the backdoors were still active. But knowing they were there was a kind of comfort. A reminder that I could still move through the world invisibly, even if I had stopped wanting to.


The camera was harder.


Hex — the persona, the performance, the girl with the black lipstick and the purple light — had become a stranger. I could still do the voice. I could still type the flirtatious messages, still collect the tips, still make the clients feel seen and desired and special. But the distance between the performance and the performer had widened to a chasm. Every session felt like lying. Not the fun kind of lying — the performance kind, the "we both know this is a game" kind. The other kind. The kind where you're pretending to be someone you used to be, and the pretending is so exhausting that you can't remember why you started doing it in the first place.


My regulars noticed. They didn't say anything — clients almost never do — but the tips dropped. The session lengths shortened. The messages in my inbox went from "when are you coming back online?" to "hope you're okay" to silence. The algorithm, that merciless god, stopped promoting my channel. The income that had once been enough to cover rent, food, and the occasional indulgence was now barely covering noodles and coffee.


I was in a hole. I knew I was in a hole. But knowing you're in a hole and knowing how to climb out of it are two different things, and the second one requires tools I had forgotten I possessed.


Then Nikolai showed up. And everything got worse before it got better.





chapter two
nikolai





He found me through the cam site, which was unusual. Most of my clients found me through the platform's recommendation algorithm, or through word of mouth in the dark corners of the internet where my regulars congregated. Nikolai found me through a targeted search — he'd been looking for someone with my specific combination of skills, or at least the version of my skills that was visible from outside the camera.


His first message was different from the usual "hey sexy" openers. It was long, articulate, and referenced things I'd mentioned in streams that had happened weeks earlier — details most clients wouldn't remember, details that suggested he'd been watching me carefully, not just casually.



you mentioned in your stream three weeks ago that you work in IT infrastructure. i have a proposition that might interest you. it's not personal. it's not sexual. it's professional. if you're curious, reply. if not, delete this message and i won't contact you again. —N




I should have deleted it. Every alarm in my head — and I had more alarms than most people, thanks to V's training — was screaming at me to delete it. A client who pays too much attention is a threat vector. A client who wants to move the relationship off-platform is a red flag. A client who frames a proposition as "professional" when the only context in which he knows me is a cam site is, at best, delusional and, at worst, dangerous.


I replied anyway.


This is the part of the story where I'm supposed to explain why — the psychological vulnerability, the loneliness, the grief, the hole I was in. And all of that is true. But the real reason is simpler and uglier: Nikolai was offering me something I wanted. He was offering me a way to be useful. Not as a performer. Not as a sysadmin. As the third version of myself — the ghost, the tourist, the girl who collected root access like stamps. The version V had built. The version that had been dormant since the IRC server went dark.


Nikolai wanted me to find someone.


Over a series of encrypted messages — he insisted on Signal, which I respected — he laid out the situation. His younger sister, Anya, had disappeared six months earlier. She was twenty-three, a graduate student in computer science at UBC, and she had gotten involved with what Nikolai described as "the wrong people." He wouldn't specify who, exactly — he said he didn't know, which I believed and didn't believe in equal measure. What he did know was that Anya had been active on a series of darknet forums before she vanished, and that her last known communication had been a PGP-encrypted message sent to an address that Nikolai couldn't decrypt.


"The police won't help," he wrote. "They think she's an adult who made her own choices. They're not wrong. But she's also my sister, and I know something is wrong. I need someone who can find her. Someone who can go places the police can't go. Someone who speaks the language."


"What language?" I asked.


"The one you speak when you think your clients aren't listening. The technical one. The one you slip into when you're tired and the persona drops. I've been watching you for two months. You know more than you show. I don't know why you're hiding it, and I don't care. I just need someone who can help."


I should have said no. I should have blocked him. I should have done any of the dozen sensible things that V would have advised. But V wasn't there anymore. And I was tired of being sensible. I was tired of being safe. I was tired of drifting through my own life like a ghost who hadn't noticed she was dead.


"I'll look," I typed. "No promises. No guarantees. And if I find something that makes me uncomfortable, I'm out."


"Understood," Nikolai replied. "What do you charge?"


I thought about it. I could have asked for money — I needed it, desperately. But something about taking money for this felt wrong. This wasn't a cam session. This wasn't a performance. This was... I didn't know what this was. But it wasn't something I wanted to put a price on.


"Information," I typed. "If I find something, you tell me the rest of the story. The parts you're leaving out. The parts you're not telling me because you think I'll say no."


There was a long pause. Long enough that I thought he'd disconnected.


"Deal," he finally typed. "But you should know — the people she got involved with? They're not amateurs. They're not forum trolls or script kiddies. They're... organized. Professional. The kind of people who have resources and motivations that go beyond curiosity. If you start looking, they might notice."


"I know how to not be noticed," I typed.


And just like that, I was in.





chapter three
the search





The search for Anya began the way all serious searches begin: with a dedicated machine, a clean network connection, and the assumption that everything you touch is compromised until proven otherwise.


I used a ThinkPad X230 — a refurbished unit I'd bought for two hundred dollars on Craigslist and upgraded with an SSD, maxed-out RAM, and a fresh install of Debian. It had no webcam, no microphone, and a BIOS that had been reflashed with coreboot. It was the machine I used for work that I didn't want associated with my real identity — which, by that point, was most of my work.


The network connection was trickier. My apartment's internet had been shut off for non-payment three weeks earlier, and I'd been surviving on a combination of the colo's guest WiFi and the coffee shop down the street. Neither was suitable for what I was about to do. So I did what any self-respecting ghost would do: I walked to the public library, sat down at a table in the farthest corner of the reference section, and connected to their WiFi using a MAC address that had never been associated with my real identity.


The first step was reconnaissance. I needed to understand who Anya was, what she'd been doing, and who she'd been doing it with. Nikolai had given me a starting point — the darknet forums where she'd been active — but I needed to build a profile before I started poking around in places where poking around might get me noticed.


Anya Koroleva. Twenty-three. UBC computer science, specializing in cryptography. Her GitHub profile was still active, though the most recent commit was seven months old. Her projects were impressive — implementations of zero-knowledge proofs, a custom E2E encryption protocol, a library for elliptic curve operations in Rust. She was talented. Genuinely talented. The kind of talent that gets noticed by the wrong people.


Her forum activity painted a clearer picture. She'd been active on three separate darknet communities — one focused on privacy tools, one on cryptocurrency, and one that I won't name here. The last one was the concerning one. It was the kind of place where people discussed things that weren't strictly illegal but were definitely not legal — gray-market transactions, information brokering, the kind of work that exists in the space between what the law prohibits and what the law can actually enforce.


Anya hadn't been a lurker. She'd been a participant — a respected one. Her posts were technical, precise, and showed a deep understanding of cryptographic primitives that most forum members didn't possess. She'd been offering her skills to people who needed them. And at some point — I could trace the shift in her language, the way her posts became more guarded, more careful — she'd realized that the people she was offering her skills to were not the kind of people you want owing you favors.


The last message she'd posted, six months ago, was a single line:


i think i made a mistake. if anyone knows how to disappear, DM me.


There were no replies. Or if there were, they'd been deleted.


I spent three days mapping Anya's digital footprint. I found her PGP key on the keyservers — 4096-bit RSA, still valid, last used two weeks before her disappearance. I found her Signal username, her Matrix account, her presence on half a dozen platforms that most people don't know exist. And I found something else: a pattern of encrypted messages between Anya and an entity whose digital signature I couldn't identify.


The entity was careful. They used different keys for different communications, rotated their infrastructure regularly, and left almost no traces. Almost. Because no matter how careful you are, no matter how well you cover your tracks, communication leaves patterns. Timing patterns. Routing patterns. The shape of the silence between messages. And the shape of the silence between Anya and this entity was the shape of someone who was afraid.


On the fourth night, I found the message that changed everything.


It was buried in Anya's Github — not in a repository, but in a gist she'd created and immediately deleted. Github's deletion isn't instant; there's a window, usually a few minutes, where the gist still exists in their cache. By the time I found it, it was long gone from the public-facing site. But Github's internal event stream — the firehose of JSON that tracks every action on the platform — had captured the creation event before the deletion. The gist's ID was still there. And the gist itself, thanks to a caching bug that I'd discovered months earlier and never reported, was still accessible via the raw endpoint.


The gist contained a single text file. The text file contained a PGP-encrypted message. And the message was encrypted with Anya's key — and someone else's.


-----BEGIN PGP MESSAGE-----

hQIMA8j3kLmN2wQRAQ/9GxFqKn... [truncated]

-----END PGP MESSAGE-----


I stared at the encrypted blob for a long time. I didn't have the key to decrypt it — the recipient's key, the one Anya had encrypted it for, wasn't on any keyserver I could access. But I didn't need to decrypt the message to know what it was. I just needed to know who it was for.


The key ID was in the header. And the key ID was familiar — not because I'd seen it before, but because of the pattern it followed. V had taught me about this. Some organizations, some groups, use key IDs that follow specific formats — internal numbering schemes, date-based identifiers, cryptographic fingerprints that encode information about the owner. This key ID followed a pattern I recognized. A pattern V had shown me, once, during a lesson about threat actor attribution.


Anya hadn't just gotten involved with "the wrong people." She'd gotten involved with a specific group — a group V had mentioned exactly once, during a lesson that had ended with the words "if you ever encounter these people, walk away."


I didn't walk away.


I started digging deeper.





chapter four
the group





V had called them "the brokers." Not their real name — I never learned their real name, if they even had one. The brokers were an information trafficking network that operated across multiple darknet markets, specializing in the acquisition and sale of proprietary data. Not credit card numbers or social security records — the kind of data that doesn't have a fixed market price. Source code. Research papers. Internal communications from companies that would pay millions to keep them private.


The brokers didn't hack anything themselves. They were middlemen — connectors who matched buyers with sellers, talent with demand, vulnerability with opportunity. They maintained a network of contractors who did the actual work: penetration testers who'd gone rogue, researchers who'd been burned by academia, kids like Anya who had more skill than judgment and more ambition than fear.


V had encountered them once, years ago, during what they described as "a disagreement about attribution." The brokers had wanted to hire V. V had declined. The brokers had then attempted to identify V — not as a threat, but as an asset to be acquired. V had spent the next six months systematically dismantling their infrastructure, burning their drop servers, and flooding their communication channels with disinformation. By the time V was done, the brokers had retreated to a smaller, more cautious operational model. But they hadn't disappeared. Organizations like that never disappear. They just get better at hiding.


And now, apparently, they had Anya.


I needed to understand what Anya had been doing for them. Not just the technical details — the contracts, the projects, the specific data she'd been asked to acquire or analyze. I needed to understand the relationship. Was she a willing contractor who'd gotten in over her head? A prisoner being coerced? Something in between? The answer would determine how I approached the next phase of the search — and whether the next phase was even possible.


I spent two weeks reconstructing Anya's work for the brokers. The trail was fragmentary — intentional deletions, encrypted communications, infrastructure that had been rotated out of existence. But Anya, smart as she was, had made mistakes. She had kept notes. Not on her main machine — that would have been too obvious. But in the metadata of files she'd shared, in the commit messages of repositories she'd contributed to, in the timestamps and file sizes and checksums of artifacts that still existed in various caches around the internet.


Here's what I pieced together:


Anya had been recruited six months before her disappearance — approached through the darknet forum where she'd been active, offered a contract that paid in cryptocurrency at rates that were probably five times what she could make as a graduate student. The initial work was benign — cryptographic consulting, code review, the kind of work that could be justified as freelance security research. But the contracts escalated. They always escalate. By the third month, she was being asked to analyze proprietary encryption implementations — not to find vulnerabilities, but to find weaknesses that could be exploited for exfiltration.


By the fourth month, she wanted out. The messages I found — encrypted, but the metadata told the story — showed a pattern of increasing urgency. Requests for exit procedures. Offers to return payment. Eventually, demands. Anya had figured out what the brokers were doing with her work, and she wanted no part of it.


The brokers didn't let her go. They told her she knew too much — which, by that point, she did. They told her that leaving wasn't an option — which, for them, it wasn't. They told her that if she tried to disappear, they would find her — and they would find the people she cared about. Her brother. Her parents, still living in the same apartment in Richmond where Anya had grown up. The people who made her vulnerable.


Anya's response, when it came, was not what the brokers expected. Instead of submitting, she fought back. She used her access to the brokers' infrastructure — access she'd been given for her consulting work — to exfiltrate a cache of internal documents: communication logs, contractor identities, operational details. The kind of information that could destroy the brokers if it ever reached the right hands.


She encrypted the cache. She split it into fragments. She distributed the fragments across multiple dead drops — some digital, some physical. And then she disappeared. Not into the brokers' custody. Into hiding. A hiding place that had held, for six months, against people who were very good at finding people who didn't want to be found.


Anya was alive. Or at least, she had been when she went into hiding. And she had left a trail — not for the brokers, but for someone like me. Someone who knew how to read the signs.


The question was: could I find her before the brokers did?


And the deeper question, the one I didn't let myself think about until much later: what was I going to do if I found her?





chapter five
the trail





Anya's dead drops were elegant. She had distributed the fragments of her exfiltrated cache across five separate locations — three digital, two physical — using a scheme that required reconstructing the fragments in a specific order with specific keys. If even one fragment was missing, the cache was unreadable. If the fragments were assembled in the wrong order, the decryption would produce garbage. It was the kind of scheme designed by someone who understood cryptography and who assumed, correctly, that her adversaries understood it too.


The first digital dead drop was hidden in a blockchain — not Bitcoin or Ethereum, but a smaller cryptocurrency whose transaction history was rarely scrutinized. Anya had embedded the first fragment in the metadata of a transaction, encoded as a vanity address whose hash contained the fragment's checksum. Finding it required analyzing six months of transaction history, filtering for addresses that matched specific patterns, and then decoding the embedded data using a key that Anya had left in a commit message on an abandoned GitHub repository.


It took me three days. V would have done it in three hours. But V wasn't here.


The second digital dead drop was hidden in a Usenet archive — a binary post in a dormant newsgroup, encoded as a password-protected RAR file whose password was a line from a poem Anya had quoted in her final forum post. The fragment contained a list of broker contractor identities — not full names, but enough information to identify them: partial PGP fingerprints, preferred communication channels, project codenames.


The third digital dead drop was the hardest. Anya had hidden it in plain sight — a Pastebin post that appeared to be a recipe for borscht. But the ingredient list contained steganographic data: the quantities, when converted to bytes and assembled in a specific order, formed an encrypted message. The decryption key was the SHA-256 hash of Anya's UBC student ID number. I found the number in an old course registration email that she'd forwarded to herself and that still existed in Gmail's cache, years after she thought she'd deleted it.


I was sitting in the library, working on the borscht steganography, when I noticed them for the first time.


There were two of them — a man and a woman, both in their thirties, both dressed in the kind of generic business casual that makes you invisible in any city in North America. They were sitting at a table across the reference section, pretending to read books. The man had a laptop open. The woman had a phone in her hand. Neither of them had turned a page in twenty minutes.


I noticed them because V had trained me to notice things like this. The too-still posture. The eyes that never quite landed on the book in front of them. The way they didn't talk to each other — not like colleagues, not like friends, not even like strangers sharing a table. The way they were positioned so that one of them could see the entrance and the other could see me.


I didn't panic. Panic is a luxury for people who haven't been trained to handle surveillance. Instead, I did what V had taught me: I continued what I was doing, calmly, while my brain ran through the possibilities. They could be the brokers. They could be law enforcement. They could be someone else entirely — a third party who had noticed my investigation and decided to take an interest.


Or they could be nothing. A coincidence. Two people in a library, minding their own business, who happened to be sitting in my line of sight. The problem with paranoia — and I was, by this point, deeply paranoid — is that it makes everything look like a signal. The trick is knowing when the signal is real.


I packed up my laptop. I walked to the bathroom, changed my jacket — I always carried a spare — and exited through the staff door at the back of the reference section, the one that was supposed to be alarmed but hadn't worked in years. I walked six blocks to a different coffee shop, connected to their WiFi with a different MAC address, and continued working.


If they were watching me, they'd lost me. If they weren't, I'd lost nothing but a few minutes of time.


The physical dead drops were the ones that scared me.


The first was a locker at the UBC computer science building — a graduate student locker that Anya had rented under her own name, knowing that the rental would expire and the locker would be reassigned but that the contents, if left in the right place, might survive a reassignment. The locker was currently assigned to a first-year PhD student who had no idea that the back corner of his storage space contained a microSD card taped to the underside of the shelf. I found it during a campus visit, posing as a prospective student, wearing a UBC hoodie I'd bought at the bookstore and a pair of glasses I didn't need. The SD card contained the fourth fragment: operational details — server addresses, communication protocols, the infrastructure map of the brokers' current network.


The second physical dead drop was the one that nearly got me killed.





chapter six
the drop





The fifth and final dead drop was at a storage facility in Burnaby — a self-storage unit rented under a fake name, paid in advance for a year, accessible via a keypad code that Anya had embedded in the blockchain fragment. The unit, according to the facility's records, had been rented six months ago. It had not been accessed since.


I went at night. Not because I thought the darkness would hide me — the facility had lights, cameras, the whole security apparatus — but because the night shift security guard was a man in his sixties who spent most of his shift watching hockey games on a tablet and who had, I'd confirmed during an earlier reconnaissance visit, exactly zero interest in actually patrolling the facility.


The storage unit was on the third floor, in a corner that was partially obscured by a structural pillar. I entered the access code — Anya's fragment had included the exact sequence — and the lock clicked open. The door rolled up with a sound like distant thunder.


The unit was almost empty. A single cardboard box sat in the center of the concrete floor, taped shut with packing tape that had yellowed slightly with age. Written on the box in black marker: "FOR WHOEVER FINDS THIS. DON'T LET THEM WIN."


Inside the box: a Raspberry Pi 4, a portable battery pack, a microSD card, and a letter. The letter was handwritten — the first physical artifact I'd found in Anya's entire digital trail. Her handwriting was small and precise, the letters of someone who'd learned to write in Cyrillic before English.


The letter explained everything. Anya had been hiding in a cabin in northern British Columbia — a place her family owned, off the grid, accessible only by a single road that was impassable in winter. She'd been there for six months, living on canned food and a solar panel, waiting for the brokers to give up looking for her. But they hadn't given up. They'd found her brother. They'd threatened him. And Anya had realized that the only way out was to destroy them — to release the data she'd exfiltrated and let the consequences fall where they may.


The Pi contained the data. The microSD card contained the decryption keys. The letter contained instructions for what to do next.


I was reading the letter by flashlight, sitting cross-legged on the concrete floor of the storage unit, when I heard the footsteps.


Not the security guard — the security guard walked with a shuffle, the gait of someone whose feet hurt after forty years of standing. These footsteps were different. Deliberate. Quiet. The footsteps of someone who had been trained to move silently and who was, at this moment, choosing to be heard.


I looked up. Two people were standing in the doorway of the storage unit, silhouetted against the fluorescent lights of the corridor. The same two people from the library. The man and the woman. They'd found me after all.


"Miss Hex," the woman said. Her voice was calm, professional, almost pleasant. "We've been looking for you."


I didn't ask how they knew my name. I didn't ask who they were. I didn't ask anything. I did what V had trained me to do in situations exactly like this: I ran.


Not toward the door — that was blocked. Toward the back of the unit, where a ventilation grate covered an access shaft that I'd noticed during my reconnaissance and that, according to the facility's schematics — which I'd pulled from the city's building permit database three days earlier — led to the loading dock on the ground floor. The grate was held in place by four screws. I'd loosened them on the way in, just in case.


I dove through the shaft as the woman lunged for me, her hand closing on empty air where my ankle had been. The shaft was dark and cold and smelled of mildew. I slid down it on my back, the metal tearing through my jacket, the sound of my own breathing echoing in the confined space.


I landed on the loading dock with a thud that knocked the wind out of me. I lay there for a second — one second, no more — gasping for air, listening for the sound of pursuit. Then I was up, running, the Pi clutched against my chest, the microSD card in my pocket, the letter crushed in my fist.


I ran for six blocks before I stopped. I ducked into an alley, pressed myself against a dumpster, and tried to remember how to breathe.


The brokers had found me. They knew who I was. They knew what I was looking for. And now they knew that I had found it.


The question was: what was I going to do with it?





chapter seven
the cabin





I drove north for fourteen hours.


The car was borrowed — "borrowed" — from the colo's parking lot, a Honda Civic that belonged to one of the day-shift technicians who was on vacation and wouldn't notice it was missing until Monday. I stopped once, at a gas station outside Prince George, to buy coffee and granola bars and a prepaid phone that I used exactly once: to call Nikolai and tell him I was going to find his sister.


"Is she okay?" he asked. His voice, which I was hearing for the first time, was younger than I'd expected. Afraid.


"I don't know yet," I said. "But I found her. I'm going to get her. And then I'm going to burn the people who did this to the ground."


"Who are you?" he asked.


I thought about the question. Who was I? The sysadmin? The camgirl? The ghost? The person V had built? The person grief had hollowed out? Or someone new — someone who had crossed a line in that storage unit and wasn't sure she could ever cross back?


"I'm someone who made a promise," I said. "That's all you need to know."


I hung up. I pulled back onto the highway. I drove.


The cabin was at the end of a logging road that GPS couldn't find. I navigated by topographical map — a paper one, because paper doesn't leave digital footprints — and by the landmarks Anya had described in her letter. The turnoff was a gap in the trees that you'd miss if you weren't looking for it. The road was unpaved, rutted by logging trucks, barely passable in the Civic's low clearance. I drove it at ten kilometers an hour, the undercarriage scraping against every rock, the Pi on the passenger seat like a talisman.


The cabin appeared around a bend in the road, small and dark against the snow. There was a light in the window — a single LED, powered by the solar panel on the roof. There was smoke rising from the chimney. Someone was home.


I parked the car. I walked to the door. I knocked.


The woman who opened the door was thin and pale and looked like she hadn't slept in six months. Her hair was longer than in her photos, pulled back in a messy ponytail. She was wearing a sweater that was too big for her — Nikolai's, probably, borrowed before she left and never returned. She held a hunting knife in her right hand, the blade pointed at the floor, not threatening but ready.


"Are you Anya Koroleva?" I asked.


"Who's asking?" Her voice was hoarse, as if she hadn't spoken to anyone in weeks.


"Someone who found all five dead drops. Someone who has your Pi. Someone who was chased through a ventilation shaft by two people who are probably still looking for me. Someone who promised your brother I'd find you."


She stared at me for a long moment. Then she lowered the knife.


"You're the camgirl," she said.


I blinked. "How do you know that?"


"I've been watching you for months. Not the cam. The other stuff. The way you move through networks. The way you don't leave traces. You're good. I was hoping someone like you would find the trail."


"You wanted someone to find it?"


"I wanted someone who could finish what I started. Someone who understood that the brokers can't be reasoned with. Can't be negotiated with. Can only be destroyed." She stepped back from the door. "Come inside. It's freezing. And we have a lot to talk about."


I went inside. The cabin was one room — a bed, a wood stove, a table covered in notebooks and a laptop running off the solar panel. Anya had been busy. She hadn't just been hiding. She'd been planning.


"I have everything," she said, gesturing at the notebooks. "Operational details. Identities. Financial infrastructure. The brokers think they're untouchable because they operate across seventeen jurisdictions and none of the evidence is admissible in any single court. But they're wrong. If you release the data in the right way — coordinated, simultaneous, through channels they can't suppress — they collapse. Not legally. Structurally. Their reputation is their currency, and reputations don't survive sunlight."


"Why haven't you done it yourself?"


"Because the moment I release the data, they'll know exactly where I am. They're tracking my brother. My parents. Every connection I've ever had. If I move, they'll hit the people I love before the data even finishes propagating. But you — " she looked at me, and her eyes were fierce, " — you're not connected to me. You're a ghost. You're not in any database they have access to. You can release the data, and by the time they figure out who did it, it'll be too late."


I sat down at the table. I looked at the notebooks. I looked at the Pi, still in my hands. I looked at Anya, who was twenty-three years old and had spent six months alone in a cabin in the middle of nowhere, waiting for someone like me to find her.


"Okay," I said. "Let's burn them."





chapter eight
the burn





The release took three weeks to plan and thirty seconds to execute.


Anya and I worked in shifts in the cabin — she during the day, when the solar panels were generating enough power to run both laptops, me during the night, when the darkness felt appropriate for what we were doing. We organized the data by category: identities, operations, finances, victims. We redacted the victim identities — the people the brokers had extorted, blackmailed, or coerced — because they didn't deserve to have their names published alongside their tormentors. But the brokers themselves, and their contractors, and their infrastructure? We published everything.


The distribution was the hard part. We couldn't just upload the data to a single server — the brokers had the resources to take down any individual host. We needed something more resilient. Something distributed. Something that would propagate faster than they could suppress it.


I reached out to K — my old IRC contact, the one who'd been there when V disappeared. K was still active, still connected, still maintaining the network of relationships that V had built. And K knew people. Journalists. Researchers. Other ghosts like me, who operated in the spaces between the law and the truth. K helped us build a distribution tree — a network of trusted contacts who would each receive a fragment of the data and release it simultaneously, across multiple platforms, in multiple formats, in multiple jurisdictions.


On the night of the release, I sat in the cabin with Anya, both of us staring at our laptops, waiting for the clock to hit midnight UTC. The wood stove crackled. The wind howled outside. The solar batteries hummed at seventy percent. And at exactly midnight, I pressed enter.


Thirty seconds later, the brokers were burning.


The data hit Reddit first — a post in r/netsec that was deleted within minutes but not before it had been screenshotted and shared across a dozen different forums. Then Twitter, where a journalist with a hundred thousand followers posted a thread summarizing the findings. Then Pastebin, where the full cache appeared in a series of encrypted posts that could only be decrypted with keys that Anya and I had distributed to our trusted contacts.


By morning, the story had been picked up by three major tech publications. By the end of the week, the brokers' infrastructure had been dismantled — not by law enforcement, but by the sheer force of exposure. Their contractors scattered. Their clients disavowed. Their reputation, the currency they'd spent years building, evaporated overnight.


It wasn't justice. Justice would have been arrests, trials, consequences enforced by a system that actually worked. But the system didn't work — not for people like Anya, not for people like me, not for anyone who operated in the spaces the system refused to acknowledge. So we made our own justice. The kind that burns.


Anya came down from the mountain a week later. She reunited with her brother. She testified — anonymously, through a lawyer I helped her find — to a federal task force that was investigating the brokers' financial crimes. She went back to UBC. She finished her degree. She's working now at a security firm in Seattle, doing the kind of research that gets published in journals instead of hidden in storage units.


As for me... I went back to Vancouver. Back to the basement apartment. Back to the colo, where the day-shift technician still doesn't know his Civic was in northern British Columbia for seventy-two hours. Back to the camera, where I discovered something unexpected: the performance was easier now. Not less real — still a performance, still a persona. But easier to inhabit. Easier to believe in.


Because for six months, I had forgotten who I was. The hole — the one V left, the one grief hollowed out — had swallowed me so completely that I'd stopped recognizing myself. But in finding Anya, in burning the brokers, in doing the thing I was built to do, I had found myself again. Not the sysadmin. Not the camgirl. Not the ghost. Something that contained all three, and something more besides.


A few weeks after the release, I received an encrypted message from an address I didn't recognize. The message contained a single line:


i heard what you did. i'm proud of you. —V


I don't know if it was really V. The PGP signature was valid — the same key I'd memorized years ago, the same key that was supposed to be expired. Someone could have compromised it. Someone could be impersonating them. But I choose to believe it was real. Because some things — the important ones — you have to choose to believe.


V was proud of me. And for the first time in a year, I was proud of myself.





epilogue
the mirror at 4am





It's been almost two years since the Hastings incident. I'm twenty-five now. I still live in the same basement apartment, though I've finally paid off the back rent and Mr. Katsumoto no longer looks at me like I'm a tragedy waiting to happen. The internet is back on. The electricity is back on. The lights are purple again.


The camera is still running. Hex is still performing. But something has changed — something fundamental, something I can feel but can't quite articulate. The performance used to cost me. Every session, every tip, every "darling" and "handsome" and "xoxo" — they drained something from the real me, the one underneath. But now, somehow, the performance gives something back. Not to the clients — they get what they pay for, which is the fantasy. But to me. The act of being seen, even in a constructed way, even through layers of persona and performance, reminds me that I exist. That I'm real. That there's someone in here, behind the screen, who matters.


V taught me that the most dangerous thing you can give someone isn't a root shell. It's a story. And the story of the Hastings incident — the story of how a camgirl from east vancouver found a missing person and dismantled a criminal network and rebuilt herself in the process — is the story I'm most proud of. Not because of what I did. Because of what it meant: that I was still here. Still fighting. Still capable of being the person V believed I could be.


I still think about V every day. I still check the IRC server, even though it's been dark for years. I still look for signs — a PGP signature, a dead drop, a message hidden in a blockchain or a usenet archive or a recipe for borscht. I haven't found anything since that one encrypted message. I don't know if I ever will.


But I've made peace with the not knowing. That's what grief teaches you, eventually — not how to stop missing someone, but how to carry the missing without letting it crush you. How to live in the space they left behind. How to become the person they saw in you, even when they're no longer there to see it.


If you're reading this, you're one of the people I trust. You're one of the people who gets to see behind the screen. You know now that the goth netgirl with the black lipstick and the purple light is real — not the persona, but the person who made the persona, the person who chooses, every time she goes live, to be seen in the only way she knows how.


And if you ever find yourself alone in a server room at 3am, holding a sticky note written in red sharpie, deciding what kind of person you're going to become — 


You'll know what to do.


  



~ hex

somewhere behind seven proxies
june 2026



end of transmission.


a autora trabalhou no turno da noite em um colocation em east vancouver.

encontrou um raspberry pi escondido atrás de um patch panel,

uma nota em sharpie vermelho, e uma escolha que definiu o resto da sua vida.

aprendeu que o que vive nos servidores não são apenas dados — são histórias.

esta é a primeira delas.

ela ainda trabalha à noite.

ainda usa o mesmo batom preto.

ainda acredita que a coisa mais perigosa que você pode dar a alguém

não é uma shell de root — é uma história.
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