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Jot couldn’t move.

There was a person lying in front of him in the quarry, just a few meters away. The
exposed buttocks sticking out like a hinge, the right leg twisted to the side. The upper
body pressed against the steep rock face, its back to him. Jot was immediately certain
that the injured person was a man, even though the body appeared genderless from
behind. Tall and slender. Medium-length brown hair. Shoulder blades protruding slightly.
Jot’s heart was racing. He was winded from running. As always, he had followed the
narrow trail uphill into the abandoned quarry. But he stopped short at the first bend in
the path when his eyes landed on the scree slope and he saw the man lying there
against the pale grey rubble. Leaning, contorted. Jot felt like he was outside his body.
Like he was seeing not only the man, but also himself, from a few meters away. His own
frozen silhouette, the heart rate monitor on his left arm, the hydration belt around his
waist, and the new running shoes, designed specifically for trail runs like this. The most
expensive ones, a bit of a splurge, actually. It's an investment in your health, the shoe
salesman had said. Ever since he turned fifty, Jot had been worried about wear and tear
on his joints. He’d made a separate appointment at a specialty store in Zurich, climbed
onto a treadmill, and then into a box, leaving his footprints in the foam bottom.

Jot tried to take a step forward. But he had lost control of his limbs. It occurred to him
that this could be a dream. But he clearly remembered waking up half an hour ago, ten
minutes before his alarm. Then a cup of coffee, cold, from the day before. An apple,
cored and cut into wedges. His running gear laid out on the living room table, his
hydration belt already filled the night before. Five minutes of stretching. Everything as

usual.



Jot looked around. At this early hour, no one else was out here, which was one reason
he’d chosen this spot. It was important to him to spend the early hours alone, away from
external influences. Otherwise, the morning would lose its special quality, its cool clarity.
The nature reserve surrounding the renatured quarry and the adjacent forests were not
well-known locations. Jot had never encountered a single other person on his morning
run. Once, he found a red hair clip on the gravel path. From time to time, groups of local
children probably visited during the day with their teachers to look at the rock layers and
learn about the formation of the Jura mountain range. You could discover marine fossils
from the time when this area was still beneath the ocean. Jot had gathered a small
collection of his own.

Jot was alone. Usually, you could always hear a bird somewhere, or a lizard scurrying
into some crevice, making a startling noise in the gravel on the way. Not even a trickle
from the creek that collected in ponds at various locations in the quarry and then flowed
into a marsh at the lowest point.

He went over the steps for performing CPR in his head. His most recent first aid training
was just a few months ago. He remembered the speed and precision of his hands when
he, among other things, sutured up a laceration on a silicone model. The basic tactical
pack in his small running backpack contained a first-aid kit. Jot was prepared for exactly
this situation. But his body refused to move forward.

The man didn't move either. He stayed in exactly the same unnatural position. His bare
torso showed no signs of breathing. And there were bluish-purple patches on his back.

Livor mortis. The man was dead. He had to be dead.



“Hello?” Jot called out. His voice echoed off the rock wall. A bird shot up into the sky on
his right. Jot flinched. The man didn’t react. Jot took a better look, examining him more
carefully. The pants, pulled down, were made of a delicate black fabric. His upper body
and backside, bare. But his hands were sheathed in black leather gloves, which
seemed strangely formal. His shoes were also black and looked surprisingly shiny amid
the dusty debris. From this angle, the only visible parts of his face were his nose and his
right eye, which was closed. A short distance away, several items of clothing lay neatly
folded and piled atop a large rock.

Jot shivered. A narrow, continuous strip of early morning fog hung beneath the sky at
the upper edge of the quarry where the forest began, still sparse, but lush green. Even
as a young boy, Jot had been struck by Switzerland’s well-maintained natural harmony.
He had first noticed the mountains on a postcard from a great-aunt that his mother had
pinned to the wall above the sink. They looked so different from the mountains that
surrounded him in the Black Forest. Not shadowy and rough, but clear as geometric
drawings. The colors of the trees and the stone subtly complimented each other. The
mountain peaks were white, completely white, and the sky blue, completely blue.

How long had he been standing there? Time seemed endless to Jot, as if it were being
stretched apart. He was cold. He had to do something, notify someone. Jot turned his
head back toward where he began his run. He could see the top of his apartment
building at the entrance to the quarry. Jot hadn’t made it more than five minutes into his
run; he was still at the very beginning of his usual route. His apartment, on the top floor
of the building on the far right, was easy to spot. There was his living room window,

overlooking the quarry. Something flashed in the window. A sudden movement. He was



startled. For a brief moment, he thought he could see his own silhouette opening the
window. Then he realized that he had raised his arm to wave at the imagined figure to
call for help.

He fumbled for his phone. His hands were shaking, making it difficult for him to dial the
number for emergency services.

Someone answered immediately. That, too, is characteristic of this country: reliability.
He explained the situation to the emergency dispatch operator. She asked if he had

checked for a pulse.

“No,” he said, his voice trembling uncomfortably. “His skin had already turned blue.”

She seemed to be noting something down. Maybe she could hear the shakiness in his
voice. His failure logged in the report with patronizing understanding. With a direct,
matter-of-fact tone, he explained to the woman that he would run over to meet the
police officers at the driveway to his residential complex and lead them to the site where
the body was found. He explained that there were no signs marking the entrance to the

nature reserve and that it was hard to find. There were no public parking spots.

Two men got out of the police car: one, roughly Jot’s age, the other young, probably still
a trainee or in his first year on the job. It was clear from his slow, hesitant movements
that he was afraid of doing something wrong. Jot was about to lead them to the body,
but the older officer asked him to draw a map of the route instead. Every extra footprint
or skin cell left behind could complicate the investigation. This gave Jot a sense of relief.
Touching the dead man’s wrist would certainly have contaminated important evidence,

let alone performing chest compressions.



The ambulance and forensic investigators arrived a few minutes later. He saw the team
heading toward the crime scene in their coveralls. The younger police officer took his
statement. Jot described how he had seen the body lying there. “I didn’t get any closer,”
he said, “once | saw that the man was dead. | didn’t want to contaminate the crime
scene.”

The police officer nodded in agreement. He diligently recorded every word. Despite his
young age, Jot found him to be reliable and competent. Jot tried to describe everything
as precisely as possible, making sure not to leave out any relevant details. He added
that the man hadn’t been there the morning before, he was certain of it. “I run past this
exact spot every morning at the same time,” he said.

“You jog every morning?” Jot couldn’t tell if the police officer was impressed or
skeptical.

The young man took down Jot’s contact information and thanked him. There was a
chance they might ask him to come to the station in the next few days to provide
another more detailed statement, once the cause of death had been determined. In the
event of a violent crime, he added. Jot nodded.

When Jot entered the stairwell, it occurred to him that he should to let his boss know
he’d be late. He sent him a text: “Running late, sorry (police situation, body found).” It
wasn’t until after he’d already sent it that Jot noticed the time displayed on his phone
screen. He wasn'’t late at all. Barely twenty-five minutes had passed since he’d left his

apartment that morning. His run usually took an hour.



Jot’s residential complex had been built on the former site of the decommissioned lime
works. His apartment windows looked directly out onto the massive rock face and the
marshland in front of it, with bright green reeds rising out of the water.

After the plant closed, the pit had been partly renatured and partly filled in, and the site
was approved for construction. The mining operations had previously divided the village
in two and the new buildings served as a bridge, reuniting the community.

When Jot unlocked his apartment door, the alarm didn’t go off. Had he forgotten to set it
before leaving? Suddenly, he remembered the movement he saw at the living room
window. Jot reached for the tactical pen in his pants pocket. His heart was racing. He
moved forward with quiet, tense steps, keeping close the wall. There was no one in the
living room. He methodically checked the bedroom, kitchen, and bathroom. Rooms,
windows, and doors. Everything untouched and in order. In the video footage from the
security camera above his apartment door, he saw himself leaving the apartment in his
workout clothes with a spring in his step.

After that, the motionless view of the doorway and stairwell, where only the light shifted
by a few centimeters. At 23 minutes and 17 seconds, Jot flinched when he detected
movement in the stairwell: disheveled black hair, then an unnaturally pale, mask-like
face with sunken eyes. As the upper body in a workout shirt and hydration belt
appeared, Jot realized he was watching himself walk up to the door and unlock it. No
one else had been there.

In the bathroom, he locked the door behind him anyway. He couldn’t quite shake the
uneasy feeling. He took off his running clothes and stood there, holding them

indecisively. Normally, he’d toss his sweaty clothes straight into the washing machine



after his morning run. He decided he would make up for the missed workout after work,
even if that meant he might end up crossing paths with the teenagers who smoked by
the small fire pit in the upper part of the quarry some evenings.

As he stood at the door, already in his suit and ready to leave, his eyes landed on the
living room window. He walked over and opened it. In the distance, he could make out
the area cordoned off with police tape and saw several police officers. Right then, two
men in protective coveralls were lifting a stretcher with a white sheet draped over it. The
dead man must have been underneath. Jot wondered whether they’d been able to
correct the body’s contorted position despite the rigor mortis, or if the man was lying on
the stretcher exactly as he’d found him. He wondered if they’d at least pulled his pants
back up over his behind.

On the previous evening, before going to bed, Jot had opened the window facing the
quarry and leaned out into the night air. He breathed it deep into every corner of his
lungs until he could almost feel the oxygen tingling in his blood.

Now the thought of it sent a shiver down his spine. Could he have caught a glimpse of
the man and his attacker in the darkness without realizing it? Had the dying man seen
him in the window, well-lit by the living room light? Had the dying man called out to him
for help? Had Jot’s silhouette been the last image imprinted on his retina before his
vision went black?

Jot shivered. He quickly closed the window, but continued to tremble.

He couldn’t manage to unlock his company car. He couldn’t hold the key steady. Jot
rubbed his clammy hands together to get some blood flowing to his fingers. The keys

slipped from his hand and hit the ground with a dull thud. Jot bent down to pick it up.



When his fingers touched the metal, he suddenly felt an urge to let himself slide down to
the ground, too. To just lie there in the dust, overcome by such a heavy fatigue. He had
to force himself to grab his keys and stand up again. For a moment, he just stood there,
trying to guide the key into the lock. He stared at his arm, which refused to obey.

Jot looked around. On this side of the building, there were only frosted-glass bathroom
windows. No one was there; no one could see him. Had his shaky hand left scratches
around the keyhole of his company car? People might think he’d been driving under the
influence. Fortunately, the paint was intact, even though—as he was now noticing—it
was covered in dust.

His hand finally under control again, he managed to open the car and head toward the
highway, turning into a gas station with a car wash on his way. There was a car ahead
of him and it took longer than Jot remembered. By the time he left the gas station, thirty
minutes had already passed since he’d left his apartment. Now he was definitely going
to be late for work.

When Jot entered the office of Montag Protective Shelter Systems & Security Services
PLC, the receptionist was not at her desk. The empty entrance area was furnished with
designer armchairs for visiting clients. Fifteen years ago, when Jot had first entered the
building for his job interview, he found the large upholstered chairs to be a surprising
choice. They were so comfortable that you sank right in and could easily doze off. This
seemed somewhat unprofessional to him at the time. Later, Managing Director Werner
Montag explained his corporate strategy: When clients entered the offices, they were
immersed in a comforting and secure atmosphere. That feeling was precisely why they

came to him, Montag had said. Of course, they also came for his expertise and the high



quality shelters. Foresight and planning. But what truly drove his clients, Montag told
him, was the basic human need to feel safe.

Jot hadn’t sat in one of those armchairs since then. Now he let himself sink down into
the cushions. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. Immediately, the image of the
man’s lifeless body in the quarry flashed into his mind. His heart began to race.

“Jot.”

Jot blinked. Montag was towering over him. Even as a boy, he had an imposing build.
Before turning eighteen, he had already been poached from a farm in the Grisons to join
the personal security detail of a prominent politician. Through sheer ambition, he
worked his way up in the security industry and eventually founded his own company.
The company had an international reputation, and its patented Montag bunker
technology was used all over the world. Jot was embarrassed that Montag had found
him sitting in one of the guest chairs.

“‘Well, tell me everything! A dead body?” Montag would have reacted quickly and
appropriately at the quarry. Nothing could rattle him. If he found out about Jot’s failure to
act, he would have to demote him, possibly even fire him. The integrity of his employees
was a cornerstone of the company’s impeccable reputation.

Jot cleared his throat, about to respond.

Only now did Montag really look at him, taking in his overall appearance.

“Elise, go get the Iva!” he called out. They both looked over at the empty reception desk.
Iva, an herbal liqueur from the Engadin region, was normally reserved for clients. Jot
stood up to fetch the drink, but Montag pressed his hand against Jot’s sternum and

pushed him back into the armchair.



“Stay seated,” he said. “You look very pale.”

He disappeared toward the kitchen and returned with the liqueur and two ornate shot
glasses on a silver tray. Jot was reluctant to drink alcohol at work, especially so early in
the morning. Even when he toasted with his clients at contract signings, he only took a
polite sip. But he appreciated the special gesture and didn’t want to snub his boss under
any circumstances.

The alcohol tasted bitter and went straight to his head. His stomach cramped. He had
completely forgotten to eat breakfast. Usually, he ate his meals at the same time every
day to stay in peak physical condition. Jot was annoyed with himself. Without breakfast,
he would hardly be able to concentrate.

It took all his strength to gather his thoughts and report on the morning's events. Montag
was now seated in the chair next to him and leaning in to listen attentively.

“A murder,” Montag finally summed up, “and right in your little village! You can never be
too cautious. He tapped the basic tactical pack on his belt, which was sold by Montag
PLC and contained not only medical supplies, but also weapons for close combat.
“Come to our place for dinner again. I'll call Irina, and you can come over tonight, why
not.”

“Thank you,” Jot said, “but | wouldn’t want to impose on your wife, especially with such
short notice. I'd love to come by another time, thanks so much for the invite.” He took
Montag’s right hand and shook it, then quickly let go.

“I should head in to the office,” he said, “I'm already running late anyway. Thanks a lot

for the drink.”



(..))

As soon as Jot entered his apartment, he stopped short. Everything was neat and tidy.
The dishes had been washed and put away in the cabinet, the countertop was clean.
He went into the bathroom. His running clothes from that morning weren’t on the floor in
the corner, but instead on the shelf above the washing machine, perfectly folded and
stacked on top of each other. Just like the pile of black clothing near the dead man at
the quarry. With a sudden rush of panic, Jot snatched the clothes off the shelf and threw
them into the washing machine. Then he remembered that he had deliberately placed
them there because he wanted to make up for the run he’d missed.

Jot undressed and hung his suit jacket and pants on the hangers he had ready on the
hook on the back of the bathroom door. Then he reached for the workout shirt in the
washing machine. But his hand wouldn't open to grab it. He shook his head. Pull
yourself together, he told himself. The disruption to his daily routine that morning must
have affected him more than he’'d expected. After all, he maintained such a strict
schedule for a reason: to avoid wasting any energy on unexpected interruptions, so he
could focus all his attention where it was needed.

His eyes drifted to the shower curtain. There was a gray stain on the white fabric near
the bottom right corner. Fortunately, it wasn’t mold, but it was still unclean. He got the
gall soap from the cabinet beneath the sink. To get the curtain down, he had to stand on
a stool, which he disliked doing, since the tiles did not provide a stable surface. He
stepped down again very carefully. Then he scrubbed the stain and left the curtain in

the sink to let the soap soak in.



Suddenly, he was overcome by an intense wave of fatigue. It was hard to keep his eyes
open. Annoyed, he gave up on his plans for the evening and instead laid out a fresh set
of running clothes with his packet of food rations for the next morning. He set his alarm
half an hour earlier, giving himself enough time to make up for at least half of the run
he’d missed.

He tried to read, but quickly gave up. The words just went blurry. With a sigh, he heated
up a glass of milk with a pinch of cinnamon and did his exercises on the rug in the living
room. Then he drank his lukewarm milk in one long gulp, brushed his teeth, took a
shower, and got into bed. He tucked the lightweight blanket under his body on both
sides and wrapped the end under his feet to prevent any unintended movements while
he slept.

In the middle of the night, he startled awake. His body was hot, as if he had a fever. The
sheets felt damp.

Jot immediately sensed that someone else was in the room.

He searched the darkness for shadows or figures, but couldn’t see anything. To ensure
optimal sleep, he had completely covered his windows with a black out film.

Jot held his breath and listened. No rustling, no breathing sounds.

He has always kept a tactical pen in his night table drawer, just in case. Trembling, he
reached for it and only then, once it was in his hand, turned on the bedroom light. But
there was no one in his room, or in the kitchen, or in the bathroom. The living room was
filled with the white glow of the moon. In its light, the stars seemed to disappear, making

the sky around the moon look a bluish black, like a blank chalkboard. The quarry and



the woods stood there peacefully. Jot turned on the light. Everything was quiet and in
order, without a trace of another person anywhere.

“Hello?” Jot called out into the room. He thought he could hear a faint echo of his own
voice. He went through all the rooms again, searching under pieces of furniture where
there was hardly enough room for a person. When he opened the dresser to check its
narrow drawers, he had to laugh at himself. The events of the day had obviously taken
a heavy toll on his nerves, triggering a state of shock. Thankfully, neither Montag nor
any of the members of his club could see him now.

The thought of work and the coming day filled him with a sense of calm, and Jot felt the
tiredness of his body, the heaviness in his forehead and eyes. He had to get back to
bed to make sure he got enough sleep.

Jot opened the living room window and breathed in the night air. When he closed it
again, he noticed some smudges on the glass, a greasy smear. Had a bird flown into it
in the middle of the night? Jot grabbed some window cleaner and a chamois from under
the kitchen sink. As he went to remove the marks, he noticed that they almost formed
the outline of a face. Wide, elongated streaks running horizontally and vertically, like
they were left by a forehead and nose. And at the bottom, the rounded outline of a chin.
It was as if someone had leaned a ladder against the building and, at the third floor,
pressed their face against the glass to look inside. What an absurd thought. His mind

was playing tricks on him again. Jot wiped the glass until every last trace was gone.



