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CHAPTER ONE

Arlington Static
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The rain drummed against the Honda Accord’s windshield, transforming the Arlington morning into a study in grey. Charlie Kaplan sat motionless in Blue Pool Consulting’s half-empty parking lot, twenty minutes ahead of the appointed time; not eagerness but habit, the residue of fifteen years with the Bureau.

In the vehicle’s temporary sanctuary, he navigated through his phone. Instagram presented its algorithmic certainties: Nikki Cameron’s Saturday morning hike through Shenandoah, her smile genuine beneath a weathered Nationals cap. Another photo showed her at the shooting range, tight grouping on a paper target, a professional stance that spoke of training. Everything he should want. Everything he’d tried to want during last night’s date.

The date had been Jackie Harper’s orchestration, of course. Jackie, who’d spent twenty-five years at the CIA without losing her protective instincts or her meddling tendencies, particularly when it came to Charlie’s personal life. Nikki was objectively perfect: intelligent, capable, shared interests, Jackie had insisted. And she was right, in a way that made Charlie feel worse about his inability to care.

He’d been polite. Professional. Completely absent in every way that mattered.

Within the first twenty minutes Nikki had understood. She’d been gracious enough to maintain the fiction through dessert, and when they’d parted outside the restaurant she’d said it plainly: “Good luck with whoever you’re still thinking about.”

He hadn’t denied it. Couldn’t deny it.

Charlie closed Instagram and opened his photos app. His finger hovered over the album labeled ‘Work - Europe,’ a euphemism that fooled no one. He scrolled past conference rooms and hotel lobbies until he found the image: Natasha in Amsterdam, summer 2019. Café terrace, afternoon light catching her profile as she studied something on her laptop, two months before the conversation where they’d both admitted the ocean between them was too wide, the timing too wrong.

Three years since that conversation. Three years of telling himself he’d moved on.

He pocketed the phone and gathered his things. Time to face Monday’s briefings, the analyses that constituted his new professional life. Blue Pool paid better than the Bureau and offered more autonomy with fewer bureaucratic entanglements. Yet during these quiet mornings, Charlie missed the simple clarity of a badge and its accompanying institutional certainty.

Five years had passed since the Alaska Crisis. The memory of Gdańsk’s rain-slicked cobblestones, where calculated betrayal met desperate redemption, still surfaced unprompted. That history pressed against him, a phantom pressure where a Bureau badge had once rested.

Blue Pool Consulting had recruited him for his expertise in cyber operations, yet it was the Alaska Crisis that had truly cemented his value in the marketplace of private intelligence. The daily rhythm was both familiar and foreign: the same intricate dance of information and influence, but with profit margins where national security had once stood.

The rain intensified as he crossed to Blue Pool’s entrance, its glass and steel façade slicing into the Rosslyn skyline with corporate ambition. The lobby soared three stories, all chrome and aspiration. His badge granted passage to the intelligence services division on the tenth floor.

Screens in the break area flickered with CNN’s coverage of the Moskva, Russia’s Black Sea flagship reduced to charred metal. Two junior analysts clustered nearby, satisfaction palpable.

“First good news since this mess started,” one declared. “Maybe Putin’s finally getting what he deserves.”

Charlie’s jaw tightened. Five years ago, after the dismantling of The Veil and Project L, he had believed, they all had believed, that Russia had learned its lessons. The bear had been caged, defanged, and rendered safe for polite international society. Such naïveté; it almost passed for charming in retrospect, as Ukrainian cities smoldered and NATO scrambled to respond to an adversary they had convinced themselves was no longer adversarial.

In the kitchen, an ancient Bunn machine gurgled as it brewed another pot. Charlie inhaled deeply. The aroma of dark roast reached him through congested sinuses. The unspoken office rule had persisted since his FBI days: whoever took the last cup would brew the next batch. A few constants endured, even as the world shifted around them. As he poured fresh coffee into his mug, Andy Liss appeared in the doorway.

“Conference C when you’re ready,” Andy said, gesturing toward the executive wing. “Evelyn wants the team assembled. It’s some Interpol request.”

Charlie nodded, following him down corridors designed to suggest both transparency and security: glass walls that could be rendered opaque at the touch of a button, acoustic dampening that turned conversations into silent pantomime for anyone outside.

Inside Conference C, the usual suspects had gathered: Mike Denton from threat assessment, Sara Patel from crypto forensics, and Dave Wong from network security. Their faces held professional curiosity tinged with the low-grade anxiety that preceded significant deployments.

Evelyn Chen’s arrival straightened spines. Blue Pool’s CEO rarely graced operational briefings unless circumstances warranted her particular combination of technical expertise and political instinct. She’d cut her teeth running cyber operations in Southeast Asia before founding the company, and that history showed in how she moved: economy of motion, assessing every room’s dynamics before committing to engagement.

“Charlie.” She gestured to the chair beside her. “Good to see you.”

He took the seat, aware of the room’s collective attention shifting in his direction. The video conference display flickered to life, and a woman’s face materialized with a modern office behind her: concrete walls, industrial lighting, the spare aesthetic of institutional functionality.

“Good morning, Mr. Kaplan,” she said, her English precise despite a noticeable Polish accent. “I’m Detective Katarzyna Werenska, Interpol. I’ve read the classified briefings about your work in Gdańsk. Very impressive. Your reputation precedes you.”

The word landed with unexpected force. Gdańsk. The ripples spread outward through memories Charlie had spent five years trying to compartmentalize.

“Detective,” he managed. “What can I tell you?”

“You can tell me if my instincts are incorrect.” Katarzyna’s jaw set into the focused intensity of someone who’d spent considerable time navigating complex investigations. “Over the past eighteen months, I’ve documented two suspicious deaths that I believe are connected. Both appeared isolated: natural causes in one case, suicide in the other. But when I started examining cross-border patterns, I discovered they shared a common factor.”

The screen split, displaying two photographs. The first showed a woman in her early forties, a professional headshot suggesting a corporate environment. The second showed a man perhaps ten years older, with the bearing of someone with a technical background: practical clothing, a direct gaze, a face that belonged in laboratories rather than boardrooms.

“Dr. Margareta Ionescu,” Katarzyna continued. “Romanian cybersecurity expert. Found dead in her Bucharest apartment, June 2021. The coroner ruled cardiac arrest; she was forty-two, no prior heart conditions, but these things happen. Except her colleague mentioned she’d been planning to file a formal report about unauthorized data pathways in a system she was reviewing.”

Charlie leaned closer to the photograph. His analyst instincts engaged, temporarily overriding the heavy geographic associations.

“The second is Teodor Kucharski. Polish. Warsaw-based.” Her voice changed; something controlled, but present. “He was an AI ethics specialist, brought in to assess behavioral parameters for the same system. Found dead in his apartment, January this year. The official determination was suicide: a prescription medication overdose. But our forensics team confirmed his laptop was accessed remotely within hours of his death. Professional work. Someone deleted his preliminary findings before we could recover them.”

“For what system?” Charlie asked.

“MARIE: Modular Autonomous Response and Intelligence Engine. Developed by PolDef Corporation in Gdańsk.”

The city’s name hung in the conference room like an accusation. Evelyn’s attention shifted toward him. The weight of what had just been unsaid settled across the room.

“It’s billed as Poland’s premier AI defense platform,” Katarzyna continued. “It features quantum computing capabilities, pattern recognition, and threat detection. Official specifications suggest it has defensive applications, and both Ionescu and Kucharski communicated concerns before they died. Ionescu found data pathways she couldn’t explain: information flowing out of MARIE toward destinations she couldn’t identify. Kucharski’s preliminary notes, recovered from a backup his wife didn’t know existed, questioned whether MARIE’s autonomous response capabilities exceeded publicly stated parameters.”

“Two consultants,” Charlie said carefully. “Both examining different aspects of the same system. Both raised concerns. Both were dead, and presumably killed, before they could formalize those concerns.”

“Precisely.” Katarzyna’s gaze through the screen carried the demeanor of someone asking for belief rather than demanding it. “Which brings me to why I’ve requested you specifically, Mr. Kaplan.”

Charlie went still. “Requested.”

“PolDef is planning a public demonstration of MARIE this Friday. International observers, EU officials, potential NATO integration discussions will all be there. All at their headquarters, Bursztyn Tower in Gdańsk.” She paused, letting the geography register. “I need someone who can assess the technical architecture, identify what Ionescu and Kucharski might have found, and determine whether Friday’s demonstration poses a security risk. Someone with pattern recognition capabilities who’s worked in that city before, who understands how intelligence operations move through that particular landscape.”

“Detective Werenska.” Charlie’s voice came out flatter than he intended. “Blue Pool has analysts without my particular history in Gdańsk. People who could assess your situation without the complications I’d bring.”

The silence landed heavily. “Listen to her, Charlie,” Evelyn said.

“I’ve read the Alaska Crisis files, Mr. Kaplan,” Katarzyna said. “The classified versions, not the sanitized summaries. You saw connections that three intelligence agencies missed. You decrypted the Gdańsk Cipher and exposed Project Zima. You understood how pieces fit together across borders and decades.” Her voice held no flattery, only assessment. “I’m not asking you to revisit personal history. I’m asking you to do what you do better than anyone I could find: see the pattern that everyone else is missing. Two people are dead. Friday is four days away. And I need someone who won’t require three weeks to understand Gdańsk before they can be useful.”

The trap closed around him. Professional obligation warring with personal preservation. The reasonable request wrapped around the impossible geography.

“You could send someone else,” he said to Evelyn. “Dave’s pattern work on the Myanmar situation was solid. Sara’s forensic—”

“She asked for you.” Evelyn’s interruption was gentle but final. “Not Blue Pool. You. And frankly, Charlie, she’s right. No one else on this team has your specific combination of skills and experience.”

“There are other consultants. Former Agency, former Bureau—”

“They don’t know Gdańsk and would need weeks to build the relationships you already have with the Polish security services. They weren’t there when everything changed five years ago.” Evelyn held his gaze. “I’m not ordering you to take this assignment. But I am telling you that Detective Werenska came to us because she believes you’re the only person who can help her in the time she has. That matters.”

Charlie looked at the two photographs still displayed on the screen. Margareta Ionescu, who’d found data pathways she couldn’t explain. Teodor Kucharski, whose findings had been deleted hours after his death. Two people who’d tried to sound alarms and died before anyone heard them.

And Gdańsk, waiting like it had always been waiting, like it would always wait for him to return.

“When would I leave?”

“Red-eye tomorrow night,” Evelyn said, relief barely concealed. “Gets you to Warsaw Wednesday morning. You’d coordinate with Detective Werenska, travel together to Gdańsk on Thursday, and assess the situation before Friday’s demonstration.”

Charlie nodded slowly, professional duty overriding the voice in his head that whispered this was a mistake. “Understood.”

“Thank you, Mr. Kaplan,” Katarzyna said through the screen. “I’ll forward coordination materials this afternoon. And—” She paused, something shifting in her face that might have been a recognition of what she was asking. “I understand what returning to that city costs you. I wouldn’t have asked if I had another option.”

The briefing continued for another twenty minutes; logistics, access protocols, secure communication channels. Charlie’s attention had fragmented, part of him present in the conference room while another part had already begun the journey back to Poland, back to rain-slicked streets where every corner held memories he’d spent five years trying to bury.

When the meeting finally concluded, he gathered his materials automatically. Evelyn caught his arm as he reached the door.

“Charlie. If this becomes too much; if the personal history compromises your judgment, I need to know immediately.”

“It won’t.”

“That’s not what I’m worried about.” Her face showed genuine concern rather than managerial calculation. “I’m worried about what this costs you. Some places carry too much weight.”

“All places carry weight.” Charlie met her gaze. “Gdańsk just happens to carry more than most.”

He returned to his cubicle, staring at the monitor without seeing it. Warsaw on Wednesday. Gdańsk on Thursday. Forty-eight hours to prepare for returning to a city that held both his greatest triumph and deepest regret.

His phone buzzed. A text from Jackie: Heard about the Poland assignment. We need to talk.

Of course she’d heard. Jackie always heard everything worth hearing.

Charlie typed back: Tomorrow morning. Breakfast.

Perfect. I have things to tell you. And we’re discussing Sunday.

He stifled a laugh and typed back: Looking forward to the lecture.

Not a lecture. An intervention.

He pocketed the phone and pulled up travel booking systems, fingers moving through familiar interfaces while his mind wandered to questions he couldn’t answer. Would Natasha still be in Paris? She’d been working for the EU’s technology regulation division last he’d heard; third-hand information from Jackie. Would the EU be sending observers to MARIE’s demonstration? Would she—

He stopped himself. Pointless speculation. Europe was large, and the EU bureaucracy was vast. The odds of their paths crossing were minimal. And even if they did, they were both professionals. They could maintain appropriate distance, focus on their respective assignments, and avoid reopening wounds that had finally begun to scar over.

The afternoon passed in a blur of preparation: briefing documents to review, encryption protocols to verify, equipment manifests to approve. By the time Charlie left the office, dusk had settled over Arlington, the rain having given way to that peculiar grey light that made the city feel suspended between day and night.

At home, he began the ritual of packing for an extended deployment. Laptop, secure tablet, encrypted communications gear. Appropriate clothing for Warsaw and Gdańsk: layers for unpredictable spring weather, professional attire for meetings, casual wear for investigation work. He moved quickly, muscle memory from years of similar preparations.

His phone lit up with weekend coordination: the softball game with old FBI colleagues, scheduled for Saturday. Charlie typed out a cancellation message, apologizing for the late notice, work emergency, would make the next one. The responses came quickly; understanding, well-wishes, promises to save him a spot next time. Good people, genuine friendships, he enjoyed the connections he’d cultivated since leaving the Bureau.

But as he set the phone down, his thumb moved without conscious direction, opening his photos, navigating to that image he couldn’t quite delete. Natasha in Amsterdam, sunlight and certainty, and the last moment before they’d both admitted the impossibility of their situation.

Two months later, they’d said goodbye. Really goodbye, not the temporary farewells that had characterized their relationship but the final acknowledgment that no amount of wanting could overcome the institutional barriers between them.

He should delete the photo. Move on. Accept that some chapters close permanently.

Instead, he locked the phone and returned to packing, leaving the decision for another day, another moment when he possessed more courage or less hope; he wasn’t certain which would be required.

The evening stretched ahead, empty and predictable. Charlie made dinner, reviewed briefing documents, ran through mental preparation for Tuesday and Wednesday’s travel. But beneath the routine, anticipation built: not excitement, exactly, but the alertness that preceded significant operations. Something in Katarzyna’s investigation had triggered his pattern recognition, some configuration of details that suggested deeper architecture beneath the surface facts.

Two dead consultants and an AI defense system with unexplained surveillance capabilities. And all of it centered in Gdańsk, the city where everything had once seemed possible before circumstances had taught him the limits of possibility.

Charlie closed his laptop and stood at the window, watching Arlington’s lights spread across the darkness. Somewhere in that vast network of illumination, people were living uncomplicated lives: going to dinner with partners who made them happy, planning futures that didn’t require security clearances or encrypted communications.

He envied them. He always had.

But envy changed nothing. Wednesday would arrive regardless, carrying him back toward Poland and whatever awaited there. Professional duty, potential danger, and the ghost of a relationship that refused to remain properly buried.

His phone buzzed one final time. Jackie: 8 tomorrow. Don’t be late.

Charlie smiled despite himself. Jackie would lecture him about Nikki, about his inability to move forward, about the necessity of letting go. She would be right, in that infuriating way she usually was. And he would nod and agree and change nothing, because some patterns couldn’t be broken through force of will alone.

He set his alarm, checked his packing one final time, and settled into bed knowing that sleep would come late and fitfully. But that was familiar territory: insomnia before deployments, the mind racing through scenarios and contingencies, preparing for complications he could anticipate and dangers he couldn’t.

Gdańsk waited. Whatever secrets MARIE held, whatever threat had eliminated two consultants, whatever investigation Katarzyna Werenska had initiated; it all waited in a city where rain fell like memory and whose streets remembered everything Charlie had tried to forget.

He closed his eyes against the darkness and began the familiar process of trying not to think about things he couldn’t change.
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Detective Katarzyna Werenska ended the video conference and leaned back in her chair, reviewing the notes she’d compiled during the briefing. Charlie Kaplan’s reputation wasn’t exaggerated: his questions had been precise, his analysis immediate, his resistance to the assignment genuine in a way that told her he understood exactly what she was asking. Good. She needed someone competent, someone who wouldn’t need their hand held through complex investigation work. Someone who could see what she’d seen in two deaths that everyone else dismissed as coincidence.

The summons arrived at 15.47: a terse email from Chief Inspector Marek Małachowski with the subject line “My office, 16.00.” No explanation, no context. After fifteen years of working for him, Katarzyna recognized the tone: someone important had complained, and he was going to make his displeasure clear before deciding whether to support or sacrifice her.

She stopped by the washroom on her way to the elevator, checking her reflection with the automatic assessment of someone who’d learned that presentation mattered in institutional confrontations. Composed. Professional. Ready.

Małachowski’s office occupied a corner of the eighth floor, its windows overlooking Marszałkowska Street with the view of someone who’d earned seniority through decades of careful navigation. She knocked at precisely 16.00 and entered at his barked “Wejść.”

The Chief Inspector sat behind his desk with the stillness that preceded difficult conversations. Beside him, in a chair positioned to suggest alliance rather than opposition, sat Colonel Stanisław Wójcik: Military Counterintelligence, a career officer, a man who’d survived multiple regime changes by understanding when to be visible and when to disappear.

“Detective Werenska.” Małachowski didn’t rise, didn’t gesture to the remaining chair. His fingers drummed once against the desk. “Close the door.”

She complied, then stood with hands clasped, the posture of someone prepared to defend her position.

“I’ve received inquiries about your investigation,” Małachowski continued. “Specifically, your theory that there is a pattern requiring international coordination. Colonel Wójcik has questions.”

Wójcik’s face gave nothing. “Detective, I’ve reviewed your file. Two deaths: a Romanian cybersecurity expert and a Polish ethics consultant. Your theory is that someone is systematically eliminating oversight of the MARIE system. You’ve requested American consultation through Blue Pool Consulting, and you’ve scheduled travel to Gdańsk to coordinate with PolDef’s security team.”

“Pattern evidence supports the theory, sir.”

“Pattern evidence.” Małachowski removed his glasses, polishing them with the deliberate care of a man buying time to control his response. “You know what I remember about patterns, Werenska? 1981. Everyone saw patterns everywhere. Enemy agents, Solidarity saboteurs, Western provocateurs. The patterns justified whatever actions command wanted to take.” He replaced his glasses with precision. “Sometimes the patterns are real and sometimes they’re what we see when we’re looking too hard.”

“Dr. Ionescu found unauthorized data pathways in MARIE’s architecture,” Katarzyna said, keeping her voice level. “She communicated concerns to PolDef three weeks before her death. Cardiac arrest at forty-two with no prior conditions.”

“People die of heart attacks.”

“They do. But Teodor Kucharski’s laptop was accessed remotely within hours of his death. Our forensics confirmed it: professional work, sophisticated enough that we almost missed it. His preliminary findings about MARIE’s autonomous capabilities were erased. Someone didn’t want his concerns to become official.”

The name landed differently than she’d expected. Małachowski’s fingers stopped their drumming. Something shifted behind his eyes; not surprise, exactly, but recognition. It was the look of someone confronting information that touched him personally.

“You knew Kucharski,” Katarzyna said quietly. It wasn’t a question.

“Twelve years.” Małachowski’s voice had lost its bureaucratic edge. “Thursday evening volleyball league, Mokotów Sports Center. He played setter. Terrible footwork but excellent hands; always knew where the ball needed to go before anyone else did.” He paused, a long silence before he continued. “His wife called me when she found him. Asked me to come before she called emergency services. She wanted someone who knew him to see it, to understand that it wasn’t right. That Teodor wouldn’t have done that.”

“And you believed her?” Katarzyna asked.

“I believed Teodor Kucharski was the most methodical person I’d ever met. He organized his sock drawer by color and fabric weight. He kept spreadsheets tracking his daughter’s growth percentiles.” Małachowski’s jaw tightened. “He would not have chosen that death. Not without a note, not without putting his affairs in order, not without making sure his wife found the life insurance documentation.”

“That’s why you approved my investigation.”

“I approved your investigation because the evidence warranted examination.” But his tone suggested otherwise; twelve years of Thursday volleyball games had purchased more than bureaucratic neutrality. “I didn’t tell you about my connection because I wanted your conclusions to be independent. I didn’t want grief to contaminate analysis.”

“And now?”

Małachowski exchanged a glance with Wójcik that carried institutional calculation. “Now you’ve requested American involvement, which means this is no longer a quiet internal matter. If you’re wrong; if this turns out to be coincidence dressed up as conspiracy, the embarrassment extends beyond Interpol to NATO security coordination.”

“And if I’m right?”

“If you’re right, then someone murdered two people to prevent them from exposing whatever’s wrong with Poland’s premier defense AI system. And on Friday, that system will be demonstrated to international observers.” He leaned forward, the volleyball teammate subsumed by the Chief Inspector. “I’m approving your travel and your coordination with Kaplan. But Werenska: understand what you’re risking. Your career. Interpol’s relationship with the Polish defense establishment. And possibly more, if whoever killed Teodor decides you’re becoming an obstacle.”

“I understand, sir.”

“Do you?” His gaze held hers with uncomfortable intensity. “Because the last person who understood what was wrong with MARIE is dead. I’d prefer not to attend your funeral.”

She absorbed the warning, recognizing concern beneath caution. “If I’m right about this, then the best protection is exposure. Identifying the threat before Friday rather than after.”

Wójcik spoke for the first time since the exchange about Kucharski. “Tomasz Mazur’s security team at PolDef will coordinate fully with your investigation. PolDef’s CEO has agreed to an external assessment; he’s worried enough about the recent attention to want fresh eyes on his system before the demonstration.”

“And the protesters?”

“Your daughter’s organization.” It wasn’t a question. Wójcik’s dossier preparation was apparently thorough. “Youth Climate Justice has filed proper permits for Friday’s demonstration.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Don’t thank me yet. If this goes wrong; if Friday becomes an international incident because you saw patterns that weren’t there, we’ll both have uncomfortable conversations with people who don’t care about Thursday volleyball leagues or maternal concern.” He stood, collecting his materials. “Find something concrete, Detective. Your instincts may be right, but instincts aren’t evidence.”

He left. The door closed with the solid click of authority departing.

Małachowski remained seated, something in his face mixing assessment with a more personal weight. “Teodor talked about you once. After you presented that case at the organized crime conference: the one that connected the Baltic money-laundering networks.”

“I didn’t know he’d attended.”

“He was impressed. Said you saw connections that reminded him of how he approached system architecture: looking for the relationships between components rather than just the components themselves.” Małachowski opened a drawer, pulled out a form, and signed it without looking at her. “I’m approving your travel. But Katarzyna: find what killed my friend. And don’t let whoever did it add you to the list.”

She accepted the signed form, recognizing the implicit contract: he was trusting her with something that mattered to him personally, and that trust carried obligations beyond protocol.

“I’ll be careful, sir.”

“You’ll be effective. Careful is secondary.” He was already turning back to his computer, but his voice softened slightly. “Teodor’s widow keeps asking me if there’s any progress. If anyone is looking into what really happened. I haven’t known what to tell her.”

“Tell her that someone is looking. And that I won’t stop until I find answers.”

Małachowski nodded once: acknowledgment, not dismissal. Katarzyna gathered the signed form and left, mind already working through Wednesday’s preparations. Meet Charlie Kaplan, establish a working relationship, and travel to Gdańsk together. Three and a half hours on a train: enough time to build the professional trust this investigation would require.

And enough time to explain, without saying it directly, that the stakes were higher than two deaths and a Friday demonstration. That somewhere in MARIE’s architecture lay answers that two people had died trying to reveal.

Her phone buzzed. A text from Helena: Still protesting Friday. Don’t try to stop me.

Katarzyna stared at the message, maternal concern warring with professional necessity. Her daughter: seventeen, passionate, brilliant in a way that made her proud and terrified, would be standing outside Bursztyn Tower on Friday, peacefully demonstrating, completely unaware that she might be at the epicenter of whatever catastrophe Katarzyna was racing to prevent.

She typed back: Please be careful.

Always am. See you Tuesday dinner?

Yes. I’ll make pierogi.

Your apology pierogi or your guilt pierogi?

Katarzyna smiled despite herself: Can’t they be both?

Helena sent back a heart emoji, and Katarzyna’s chest sank. Seven years since Karol died, and she threw herself into work while their daughter navigated grief and adolescence with insufficient maternal support.

But Friday’s protest complicated everything. If Katarzyna’s investigation was right about what was coming, her daughter would be standing directly in its path.

Two consultants dead. A demonstration in four days. And now her daughter, positioned exactly where danger might concentrate.

Time to head home and buy, on the way, the ingredients for pierogi for a daughter who deserved better than a mother who couldn’t separate work from worry.

Time to hope that her instincts; honed through twenty-three years of law enforcement and sharpened by Małachowski’s quiet grief, weren’t wrong about what was coming.

She gathered her materials, secured her files, and headed for the elevator. Eight floors down, Marszałkowska Street awaited with its ordinary chaos: cars, pedestrians, Warsaw continuing its predictable operations.

But beneath the surface, hidden patterns shifted. Threats accumulated in the spaces between official acknowledgment and public awareness. And sometimes, Katarzyna thought as she stepped into the evening air, the most dangerous element wasn’t the threat itself but the resistance to acknowledging it until the evidence became catastrophe.

Her apartment building rose against the darkening sky, familiar and temporary in equal measure. Inside, she heated leftovers, her mind still working through the day’s developments. The case files called to her from her briefcase like unfinished business, which, of course, they were.

She texted Helena: Looking forward to tomorrow.

Me too, Mama. Love you.
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Morning light infiltrated Natasha Koroleva’s apartment with the precision of a surveillance operation, casting long shadows across the polished hardwood floors of her sixteenth arrondissement residence. She stood motionless before the window, her silhouette barely disturbing the gauzy curtains as her eyes moved across the street below: the elderly concierge sweeping the sidewalk with metronomic regularity, the businessman at the corner checking his watch, the young mother with a stroller pausing at the patisserie. Each presence catalogued, each routine documented in the mental dossier she maintained despite five years of civilian life.

The apartment reflected nothing of its occupant: a deliberate absence of personality that spoke more eloquently than any carefully curated collection might have. Minimalist furnishings had been acquired for function rather than sentiment. The walls were bare except for a single abstract print that matched the sofa but evoked no emotion. No photographs were displayed and no mementos were visible. The space had been designed as a temporary shelter, though she had inhabited it for three years.

In the second drawer of her bedside table, beneath a stack of legal journals, lay a single photograph: her mother at twenty-five, laughing by the Neva River, silver birches framing her face. Natasha touched it only when the silence of her self-imposed exile became unbearable, which occurred with increasing frequency.

She performed her morning routine with military efficiency: three minutes in the shower, hair arranged in a simple chignon that would remain immaculate throughout the day. Her wardrobe consisted of variations on a uniform: tailored black trousers, silk blouses in subdued colors, and blazers cut with European simplicity. Nothing that would draw attention, nothing that would compromise her constructed anonymity.

At her desk, a modernist glass surface that emphasized functionality over comfort, she opened her laptop and reviewed the documents for her current project. Her position as legal consultant for the European Union’s technology regulation division had been methodically chosen: prestigious enough to explain her residence in Paris, specialized enough to limit her interactions, yet tangential enough to significant intelligence matters that she could maintain awareness of geopolitical currents without immersing herself in them.

The Parisian morning unfolded outside her window: vibrant, sensual, alive with casual intimacies she absorbed with the detachment of an anthropologist. Couples lingered over coffee at sidewalk cafés; neighbors called greetings across the narrow street; a cellist practiced scales in the apartment above, the notes floating down like an invitation Natasha systematically declined.

Her fingers moved across the keyboard, annotating proposed regulations for quantum computing security protocols. The language of international law had become her sanctuary: a realm of precise definitions and logical constructs that required neither emotional investment nor moral compromise.

A knock at her door interrupted her concentration; three precise taps that identified the visitor as surely as a signature. Natasha closed her laptop and moved to the entryway, checking the security camera she had installed herself before opening the door.

“Madame Rousseau,” Natasha greeted her elderly neighbor warmly, her French accent flawless. “How are you today?”

The woman: eighty-three according to building records, a former mathematics professor at the Sorbonne, widowed twelve years, held a small potted orchid with gnarled but steady hands. Her eyes, magnified behind thick lenses, retained the same sharpness from their first encounter three years prior.

“Mademoiselle Natalie,” Madame Rousseau replied, using the name Natasha had selected for its unremarkable quality. “I brought you this. It was Albert’s favorite: he said mathematics and orchids share an elegant complexity.”

Natasha accepted the plant with appropriate appreciation, maintaining the precise emotional distance her security required. “You’re very kind. Would you like to come in for tea?”

The invitation, offered with the knowledge that Madame Rousseau always declined afternoon invitations due to her strict adherence to a daily schedule, preserved the appearance of normal neighborly relations while ensuring Natasha’s privacy remained intact.

“Oh no, dear, I have my reading circle in thirty minutes. I simply wanted to thank you for helping with my internet connection yesterday. These modern technologies confound me.”

The “internet problem” had been Natasha’s carefully constructed excuse to verify that Madame Rousseau’s apartment wasn’t being used as a surveillance point against her own. The six-minute interaction had allowed her to clear sightlines, check for electronic signatures, and confirm the widow was exactly what she appeared to be: no threat, no asset, merely a benign presence in Natasha’s security perimeter.

“It was nothing. Technology can be frustrating.”

They exchanged a few more pleasantries before Madame Rousseau departed with the timing Natasha had predicted. The interaction had consumed exactly four minutes and twelve seconds, adhering to the statistical mean of their previous encounters.

As she placed the orchid on a windowsill, Natasha swept the plant for surveillance devices, her fingers moving subtly. Finding nothing, she returned to her work, the interruption catalogued and dismissed.

At 16.30, her secure phone chimed with an incoming call: the specialized tone indicating her EU supervisor, Gerard Mercier.

“Natalie Koroleva,” she answered, modulating her voice to convey courtesy without particular warmth.

“Natalie, I’ve just reviewed your preliminary assessment of the Stuttgart quantum encryption protocols,” Mercier began without preamble, his Belgian accent sharpened by evident irritation. “Your objections regarding backdoor vulnerabilities seem overly cautious. The commission is under pressure to approve these standards before the NATO summit.”

The political calculus beneath his technical objection was transparent. Bureaucratic imperatives compromised security considerations; she had exploited precisely such compromises during her FSB career.

“The vulnerabilities aren’t theoretical, Gerard,” she replied, her tone neutral yet authoritative. “The current implementation creates significant exposure to quantum-based decryption methods already being developed by China and Russia. I’ve documented specific attack vectors in section four.”

“The technical committee insists these concerns are overstated. The probability of successful exploitation—”

“Is higher than officially acknowledged,” Natasha interjected. “I cannot recommend standards that compromise European security infrastructure.”

The silence extended for several seconds: within the range Natasha had predicted based on previous interactions with Mercier when his political directives encountered technical obstacles.

“This is why we value your expertise, Natalie, however inconvenient it may sometimes prove,” he finally conceded. “I’ll convey your concerns to the committee. In the meantime, prepare for the MARIE assessment. The preliminary briefing is scheduled for tomorrow at nine.”

“MARIE?” Natasha’s fingers stilled on the keyboard.

“Poland’s new AI defense platform. The commission needs an ethical assessment before potential EU integration. Given your background in both digital security and international law, you’re the obvious choice for the evaluation team.”

Natasha’s chest tightened: the body’s involuntary response to unexpected operational variables. “Where is this system being developed?”

“PolDef Corporation in Gdańsk. There’s been some unusual activity around the project with external consultants dying under suspicious circumstances. The commission wants independent oversight at the public demonstration this week.”

The name struck her with physical force. Gdańsk. The city where everything had changed, where her carefully constructed loyalties had crumbled, where she had first met Charlie Kaplan.

“When does the commission need the assessment?”

“You’ll attend Friday’s demonstration, conduct on-site evaluation, with the preliminary report due the following week. I’m sending you the briefing materials now.”

“Understood.” Natasha maintained composure as calculations accelerated through her mind.

“And Natalie—” Mercier’s tone shifted slightly, acquiring the careful register that preceded sensitive subjects. “I know Gdańsk has personal associations for you. The Alaska Crisis was five years ago. If this assignment presents difficulties—”

“It won’t,” she said, perhaps too quickly. “My personal history won’t compromise my professional assessment.”

“I’m sure it won’t. But should you need support or wish to decline—”

“I’ll complete the assignment, Gerard. You have my word.”

After the call ended, Natasha remained motionless at her desk, staring at the screen without seeing it. Gdańsk. She’d spent five years building a life that required never returning to that city, never confronting the memories that waited in its rain-slicked streets and amber-lit cafés.

Her email chimed. Mercier’s briefing materials: technical specifications, organizational charts, security protocols. She opened the first document, scanning through administrative details until she reached the coordination section.

And there, listed among the international observers, was Blue Pool Consulting, technical assessment lead: Charlie Kaplan.

Her breath caught. Of course. His Alaska Crisis experience and his expertise in cyber operations; he was the obvious choice. She should have anticipated this the moment Mercier mentioned Gdańsk.

Her fingers moved to her phone, pulling up the contact she’d never deleted, the number she’d memorized despite promising herself she’d forget it. Three years of silence compressed into the space between intention and action.

A second email arrived: Jackie Harper.

Natasha read the brief message twice: Ms. Koroleva, glad to hear you’ll be in Gdańsk again. —JH

Professional. Courteous. Revealing nothing about whether Jackie knew Charlie would be there, whether this convergence was accident or one of Jackie’s subtle manipulations.

Natasha closed her laptop and stood, moving to the window. Paris spread below, beautiful and foreign, the city where she’d built her careful exile. But on Wednesday she’d board a plane to Gdańsk, and on Friday she’d walk into Bursztyn Tower, and somewhere in that building Charlie Kaplan would be conducting his own assessment.

She should have contacted him. Should have warned him, established professional boundaries, prepared them both for the inevitable awkwardness of working together after everything that had happened.

But she hadn’t. And now it was Monday evening, and on Wednesday she’d be on a plane, and she had less than forty-eight hours to decide whether to break three years of silence or let Friday’s reunion happen without warning.
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Jackie Harper’s office at Langley occupied the geography of institutional longevity: corner position, natural light from windows that overlooked the courtyard, furniture accumulated across three decades of service that no one had thought to replace. She’d resisted every renovation attempt, every efficiency consultant’s suggestion that her filing cabinets be digitized, every ergonomic assessment that found her wooden desk chair insufficiently supportive. The room had become an embassy to an earlier era of intelligence work, and those who entered understood they were crossing into territory where certain old standards still applied.

Ryan Keller sat in the chair across from her desk with the stillness of someone trying very hard not to fidget. His laptop bag rested against his ankle, covered in conference stickers that Jackie had long ago stopped asking him to remove. Twenty-six years old, three years at the Agency, brilliant in ways that made senior analysts uncomfortable and socially unsteady in ways that made everyone else uncomfortable. But he was hers; her find, her project, her responsibility. She’d learned to see past the nervous energy to the genuine talent beneath.

Nikki Cameron occupied the other chair with considerably more ease, her posture suggesting someone who’d grown comfortable in rooms where important decisions were made. Crescentia’s liaison to the Agency for the past two years, she’d carved out a role that made her indispensable without making her threatening: a delicate balance that spoke to political instincts Jackie privately admired. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a practical knot, which, along with minimal jewelry and a precisely tailored blazer, communicated competence without calling attention to herself.

“The Poland assignment,” Jackie began, sliding a folder across her desk toward Ryan. “MARIE assessment, coordinating with Interpol and Blue Pool Consulting. You’ll be working with Detective Katarzyna Werenska out of Warsaw; she’s been investigating suspicious deaths connected to the system’s development. Two consultants, eighteen months apart, both discovered vulnerabilities before they died.”

Ryan’s hand moved toward the folder but stopped short of touching it, as though the contents might be absorbed through proximity alone. “The cyberattacks on PolDef’s network. I’ve been monitoring the traffic patterns for three weeks. The sophistication suggests state-level resources, but the methodology doesn’t match known Russian signatures.”

That observation snagged something in Jackie’s mind. She’d been reviewing the contractor networks feeding into MARIE’s development as background for Ryan’s assignment, and one of the financial structures had caught her attention: layered shells, jurisdictions chosen for opacity rather than convenience, the architecture of someone who understood how intelligence funding worked and had rebuilt it for private purposes. She’d seen that pattern before, years ago, in the Borealis Solutions files. It had led nowhere then. She’d filed it.

“Which is why we need you there.” The nervousness drained from Ryan’s face as he processed the implications, replaced by the analytical focus that marked him at his best. This was where Ryan excelled: the moment when abstract patterns became concrete problems. “Your flight leaves tonight. You’ll meet Detective Werenska in Warsaw tomorrow, then travel to Gdańsk for the Friday demonstration.”

“And Blue Pool’s involvement?” Ryan asked.

“Detective Werenska specifically requested one of their consultants. Someone with experience handling sensitive security assessments in Eastern Europe.” Jackie paused, measuring what to share against what to withhold. “Charlie Kaplan. Former FBI, retired after the Alaska Crisis.”

Ryan’s face moved through recognition, surprise, and something approaching awe. “Charlie Kaplan. The cipher book investigation. He’s the one who—”

“He’s the one who prevented a significant international incident, yes.” Jackie cut him off before the hero worship could fully manifest. “He’s also a private consultant now, which means his institutional loyalties are more complicated than they were. Work with him, learn from him, but remember that Blue Pool’s interests don’t always align perfectly with ours.”

Nikki stirred slightly, a motion that drew attention without demanding it. “Charlie Kaplan.” Her voice held the flatness of someone trying to stifle a laugh.

Jackie kept her face neutral, though she’d already heard Nikki’s assessment of their date: gracious about the failure, clear-eyed about the cause. The dinner had been Jackie’s orchestration, another attempt to nudge Charlie toward emotional availability that had foundered on the same rocks as every previous attempt. “Yes?” she prompted, curious whether Nikki would be as direct with Ryan in the room.

“He’s a great guy.” Nikki’s tone remained carefully neutral, but something flickered at the edges: not bitterness, exactly, but the resigned acceptance of someone who’d encountered an obstacle they couldn’t outmaneuver. “Completely unavailable, but great.”

Ryan glanced between them, social perceptiveness catching subtext his analytical mind was still learning to interpret. “Unavailable how? Professionally or—”

“Every way that matters.” Nikki’s answer closed the subject with professional efficiency. She turned toward Jackie. “Is there anything from Crescentia’s network analysis that would help Ryan’s preparation? We’ve been running parallel assessments on Eastern European defense contractors for the past eighteen months.”

Jackie recognized the deflection but allowed it. Personal complications with Charlie Kaplan weren’t relevant to Ryan’s assignment; or shouldn’t be, at least. “Cross-reference what you have with his traffic analysis. If there are patterns that overlap, I want to know before Ryan lands in Warsaw.”

“Already on it.” Nikki pulled out her tablet, fingers moving across the screen. “I flagged some anomalies last week that didn’t match our existing threat profiles. Might be noise, might be something new.” She glanced at Ryan with a look that carried history: not romantic, exactly, but the familiarity of people who’d spent long hours together in pursuit of technical problems. “You still have the encryption keys I shared after the Bucharest thing?”

Ryan’s ears reddened slightly. “Still have them.”

“Good. I’ll push the new data to that channel. More secure than official routing.” She returned her attention to Jackie with the smoothness of someone accustomed to compartmentalizing. “Anything else you need from Crescentia’s side?”

Jackie studied them both: Ryan’s barely contained nervous energy, Nikki’s practiced composure, the dynamic between them that suggested connection without definition. Young people, she thought, navigating professional proximity in ways her generation had handled differently. Or perhaps not so differently, given certain memories she’d long since filed under lessons learned.

“Just keep the unofficial channels open. If Ryan finds something in Poland that doesn’t fit standard reporting protocols, I want options.”

Nikki nodded, rising with the fluid motion of someone whose next meeting was already scheduled. “Ryan.” She paused at the door, something softening in her face that was usually hidden behind professional armor. “Be careful over there. Whatever’s happening with MARIE, two people have already died for noticing it.”

“I’ll be careful,” Ryan said, the words carrying more weight than their simplicity suggested.

Nikki held his gaze a moment longer, then disappeared into the corridor with the efficiency of someone who’d learned to make exits before emotions complicated them.

Jackie waited until the door closed before speaking again. “She’s not wrong about the danger. This isn’t a routine assessment, Ryan. Whatever compromised MARIE’s development, it was sophisticated enough to eliminate two separate consultants without raising official suspicion. The pattern Detective Werenska identified; that’s good police work, but it also means someone went to considerable effort to hide what’s happening.”

“I understand.”

“Do you?” Jackie leaned forward, her voice dropping into the register she reserved for conversations that mattered. “This is your first significant field assignment. You’ve been brilliant at signals intelligence, exceptional at pattern recognition, and thoroughly adequate at office social dynamics despite my best efforts to improve you. But Poland isn’t Langley. The people you’ll be working with: Werenska, Kaplan, the PolDef staff, they’ll be assessing you while you’re assessing the situation. First impressions in field work have consequences that outlast the assignment.”

Ryan absorbed this with the stillness that meant he was taking it seriously rather than preparing a defense. “Any advice?”

“Listen more than you talk. When you do talk, make it count. And remember that Charlie Kaplan may be working for a private firm now, but his instincts are still Bureau-trained. He’ll notice things, reach conclusions, and he won’t always share them.” Jackie picked up a pen, turning it between her fingers; a habit she’d never managed to break despite decades of awareness. “He’s also going back to Gdańsk for the first time in five years. That city carries weight for him. Professional weight, personal weight. Be aware of it without prying into it.”

“The Alaska Crisis was in Gdańsk?”

“Parts of it. The parts that mattered most.” Jackie set down the pen. “Charlie’s good at his job, one of the best I’ve worked with. But good doesn’t mean uncomplicated. You’ll understand when you meet him.”

Ryan finally reached for the folder, opening it with careful attention. His eyes moved across the page in two passes: quick scanning for structure, then the slower second pass that meant he was analyzing content.

“The forty-eight-hour pattern,” he said finally. “Someone’s monitoring internal communications. Which means whatever compromised MARIE might also have access to PolDef’s coordination systems. They’d know about our assessment before we even arrive.”

“Assume they already do.” Jackie allowed herself a small smile; the satisfaction of a mentor watching a student reach appropriate conclusions. “Which is why you report to me directly, unofficial channels only. Nikki’s encryption keys aren’t just convenience; they’re operational security.”

Ryan looked up from the folder. “You think there’s penetration at the Agency level too.”

“I think you should trust your analysis, trust Detective Werenska’s instincts, and trust Charlie Kaplan’s experience. But don’t trust the infrastructure.”

“Understood.”

“Good.” Jackie stood, signaling the briefing’s conclusion. “Your flight’s at 7:30 PM out of Dulles. I’ve arranged embassy credentials that give you diplomatic cover but not diplomatic restrictions; you’ll have freedom of movement without requiring Polish coordination for every meeting. Use it wisely.”

Ryan rose, gathering his laptop bag with movements that had become automatic. At the door, he paused: the hesitation of someone who wanted to say something but hadn’t quite formulated the words.

“Jackie. Thank you. For this, for the training, for—” He stopped, the social awkwardness reasserting itself. “For believing I could handle something real.”

“Don’t thank me yet. Thank me when you come back with answers that make sense of what Werenska’s found.” Jackie’s face softened slightly, the maternal concern she usually kept beneath professional armor. “And Ryan? Come back. Whatever you find over there, whatever decisions you have to make; the mission matters, but not more than your life. Remember that.”

He descended the stairs, the past week’s preparation compressing into this moment. Then he was gone, footsteps receding down the corridor toward whatever awaited in Warsaw and Gdańsk.

Jackie stood at her window, watching the afternoon light shift across Langley’s courtyard. Three decades of service, countless young officers sent into situations where the variables exceeded anyone’s ability to control them. Ryan was ready; as ready as anyone could be for field work that mattered. But ready didn’t mean safe, and the pattern Detective Werenska had identified suggested something sophisticated enough to warrant genuine concern.

She returned to her desk, where the daily work of intelligence awaited. Tomorrow she’d have breakfast with Charlie, probe the edges of his emotional unavailability, and decide how much to tell him about Natasha’s presence on the EU assessment team. The information sat in her mind like a chess piece she hadn’t yet decided how to play: protective instinct suggesting she should warn him, professional judgment suggesting the surprise might be useful, and something else, something she didn’t entirely want to examine, suggesting that Charlie and Natasha’s reunion was inevitable regardless of what she did or didn’t reveal.

Some operations required management. Others required faith in the people you’d trained to handle complications on their own. Poland would tell her which kind this was.
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The bistro occupied a quiet corner two blocks from her apartment: small, unpretentious, an establishment that catered to neighborhood regulars rather than tourists. Natasha had been eating there twice weekly for eighteen months, always alone, always at the same corner table that provided clear sightlines to both entrances.

“Mademoiselle Natalie,” the owner greeted her with familiar warmth. “The usual?”

“Please, Michel.”

He brought her the salade niçoise and a glass of Sancerre without further conversation, respecting the solitude she’d established during her first visit. Around her, the bistro hummed with ordinary life: couples sharing wine, colleagues debriefing their workdays, an elderly man reading Le Monde while his dog dozed at his feet.

Natasha ate, her phone on the table beside her plate. She’d opened a new message three times during the walk from her apartment, typed Charlie’s number twice, deleted it twice.

What would she even say? Charlie, I’ll be in Gdańsk Friday. Thought you should know we’ll be working together after three years of not speaking? Too casual.

Mr. Kaplan, professional courtesy suggests I inform you of my assignment to the MARIE assessment team? Too formal, almost insulting given their history.

She took a sip of wine and tried again, thumbs moving across the screen:

Charlie, I’ll be in Gdańsk this week for EU work. I saw you’re assigned to the MARIE assessment. Perhaps we should talk before Friday?

She read it. Too presumptuous. He might not want to talk. Might have moved on, built a life that didn’t include her, found someone who didn’t carry the impossible baggage of FSB history and a fugitive Russian father and all the reasons their relationship had ultimately failed.

She deleted the message and tried shorter:

Will be in Gdańsk Friday. Saw your name in coordination materials. - N

Too abrupt. Too cold. As if three years meant nothing, as if they were merely colleagues who’d worked together once and now faced routine professional overlap.

Michel appeared at her table. “Dessert tonight, mademoiselle?”

“No, thank you. Just coffee.”

“Of course.”

He departed, and Natasha stared at her phone. The bistro’s warmth pressed against her: laughter from the bar, the clink of glasses, a couple at the next table holding hands across the checked tablecloth. All the ordinary intimacies of people who belonged somewhere, who’d never needed to reinvent themselves, who could love without institutional obstacles.

She opened a new message and typed quickly, before she could reconsider:

It’s Natasha. I’ll be in Gdańsk Friday for work. I hope you’re well. I hope you’re happy. I’m sorry I never called.

Her thumb hovered over send. Three years of things unsaid, compressed into three sentences that wouldn’t begin to address the complexity of what had happened between them, why it had ended, whether any part of what they’d shared could survive proximity after so much distance.

She deleted it.

Maybe silence was mercy. Maybe letting Friday happen without warning was kinder than this: drafting messages that revealed too much or too little, that presumed too much or acknowledged too little, that couldn’t possibly convey what she actually felt because she barely understood it herself.

Her coffee arrived. She thanked Michel and wrapped her hands around the cup, drawing warmth that didn’t quite reach the hollow space beneath her ribs.

The couple at the next table kissed goodnight, the man helping the woman into her coat with casual tenderness that spoke of years together, of ordinary happiness built through accumulation rather than intensity. They left. Natasha pulled up her phone one final time.

Charlie—, she typed, then stopped.

What came after that? What bridge could two sentences build across three years?

She locked her phone and finished her coffee. Wednesday, she would fly to Gdańsk. On Friday she would walk into Bursztyn Tower.

And when she saw Charlie; if she saw him, the building was large and both would be busy with their respective assessments, they’d be professionals. Courteous. Distant.

It would be fine. They were both adults. Both capable of maintaining appropriate boundaries.

But as she walked home through Paris streets that grew increasingly foreign despite three years of residence, Natasha couldn’t convince herself that fine was what she wanted. Or that professional distance was mercy at all.

She climbed the stairs to her apartment, let herself in, and went through her evening routine. The packing and briefing materials could wait until tomorrow. Tonight she could pretend that Wednesday wasn’t coming, that Gdańsk wasn’t waiting, that seeing Charlie again after three years wouldn’t unravel every careful defense she’d spent those years constructing.

In the second drawer of her bedside table, beneath the legal journals, her mother smiled from beside the Neva River. Natasha touched the photograph once, then closed the drawer and turned off the light.

Some decisions couldn’t be made through conscious deliberation. Some choices happened through the accumulation of small surrenders: the messages not sent, the calls not made, the silence that became its own answer.

Wednesday would arrive regardless. And with it, the end of three years of careful forgetting.

She closed her eyes and tried not to think about Charlie Kaplan, tried not to remember how he’d looked at her in that Amsterdam café like she was the only certain thing in an uncertain world, tried not to wonder if three years had been enough time to make forgetting possible.

It hadn’t been. She’d known that all along.

But she’d tried, anyway. And Wednesday she’d stop trying, because Gdańsk wouldn’t allow pretending, and seeing Charlie again would prove what she’d suspected all along: that some people stay with you regardless of distance, that some connections survive even silence, that some wounds never quite heal no matter how carefully you tend them.

The night stretched on. Paris hummed outside her window. And Natasha lay awake, counting the hours until she’d board a plane toward the past she’d spent three years running from.








CHAPTER TWO

Incomplete Transmission
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The diner occupied a strategic position three blocks from Langley: close enough for convenience, far enough for plausible deniability. Charlie arrived ten minutes early; habit, not eagerness. He’d secured the corner booth with clear sightlines to both entrances before Jackie Harper made her appearance at precisely eight o’clock.

She moved through the morning crowd with the confidence of someone who’d spent twenty years navigating more dangerous spaces than a Virginia breakfast establishment. Her hair, shorter than when they’d worked together during the Alaska Crisis and touched with grey she no longer bothered hiding, framed a face that held both warmth and the capacity for ruthlessness.

“Charlie.” She slid into the booth across from him, signaling the waitress smoothly. “Coffee, black. And I’ll have whatever he’s having.”

“I haven’t ordered yet.”

“Then we’ll both have the special. We need to talk, and I don’t have time for you to deliberate over eggs.” She fixed him with the look that had made junior agents confess mistakes before she’d even asked questions. “So. The other night with Nikki.”

Charlie had anticipated this opening. Had prepared responses, crafted deflections, arranged his defenses with the care of someone who’d learned to protect vulnerable territory. None of it mattered. Jackie Harper had a way of making preparation irrelevant.

“She was great,” he said.

“But you weren’t.”

“I tried to be present.”

“Trying isn’t the same as succeeding.” Jackie accepted her coffee from the waitress with a nod of thanks. “Nikki talked to me yesterday. Very gracious about it. Said you were perfectly polite and completely somewhere else.”

“Before you psychoanalyze me, can I ask why you’re still at Langley? I thought you were eyeing retirement. Private sector, consulting fees, actual weekends off.”

“I was eyeing it.” Jackie added cream. “Then the world decided to stay complicated.”

“The world’s been complicated for thirty years. Seventy-five years, even.”

“Which is why someone needs to stay and deal with it.” She fixed him with a look that suggested the subject was closed. “Besides, I tried the exit interview twice. Made it halfway through the second time before they reminded me that I still have more institutional memory than half the directorate combined.”

“So you’re indispensable.”

“I’m stubborn. There’s a difference.” She leaned forward slightly. “And speaking of being stubborn about the wrong things: Nikki also said, and I’m quoting here, ‘He’s still in love with someone. Until he deals with that, he’s not available for anything real.’”

The words landed like a diagnosis. Charlie wrapped his hands around his own coffee cup, drawing warmth that didn’t quite reach his chest.

“It’s been three years, Charlie.”

“I know how long it’s been.”

“Do you? Because from where I’m sitting, it looks like you’re still living in 2019. Still waiting for something that isn’t coming back.” Her voice dropped. “Natasha made her choice. You made yours. The institutions won. That’s how these stories end.”

“I know that too.”

“Then why are you sabotaging every relationship that doesn’t involve impossible geography and institutional obstacles?”

Charlie met her gaze. “I didn’t ask you to set me up with Nikki.”

“No, you didn’t. I took that initiative because watching you be professionally successful and personally miserable was becoming depressing.” She paused as their breakfasts arrived: eggs, bacon, toast, the architecture of American morning rituals. “You’re good at your job, Charlie. Better than good. But you’re living half a life, and that’s not sustainable.”

“This is quite the intervention.”

“I told you it would be.” Jackie took a bite of toast, chewed thoughtfully. “Now. Poland.”

The shift was deliberately jarring, pulling him from emotional territory to professional ground. Charlie recognized the technique; he’d used it himself countless times during Bureau interrogations.

“I heard about the assignment,” Jackie continued. “MARIE assessment, two dead consultants, Friday demonstration in Gdańsk. You drew the short straw on that one.”

“Evelyn thinks my Alaska Crisis experience makes me qualified. And that’s why Werenska asked for me.”

“Evelyn’s not wrong. But she also might not understand what returning to Gdańsk costs you.” Something shifted in Jackie’s face. “I do understand. Which is why I want you to know: I’m sending someone to help.”

“Detective Werenska mentioned CIA would have representation.”

“Ryan Keller. My latest protégé.” Jackie pulled out her phone, showed him a photo. Young man, mid-twenties, intelligent eyes, slightly rumpled appearance that suggested more attention paid to technical problems than personal presentation. “Best signals intelligence analyst I’ve trained. Brilliant with quantum computing, can break encryption that makes most analysts weep. Socially, he’s working on it.”

“Working on it how?”

“He’s enthusiastic. Talks too fast when he’s excited about something, which is most of the time. Has the social awareness of a particularly focused graduate student.” Jackie’s exasperation showed fondly. “But he’s good people. Heart’s in the right place, brain’s exceptional. Just needs field experience.”

“So I’m babysitting.”

“You’re partnering. There’s a difference.” Jackie locked her phone. “He’s on his way to Warsaw now, stationed at our embassy. He’ll coordinate with you and Detective Werenska. Between your investigative experience, his technical expertise, and her knowledge of the consultant deaths, you should have a comprehensive picture by Friday.”

Charlie took this in, already calculating the team dynamics. “When do I meet him?”

“He’s probably already trying to introduce himself to Detective Werenska. I told him to coordinate before you arrived.” Jackie smiled slightly. “Fair warning: he’s going to be excited to meet you. He’s read all the classified briefings on the Alaska Crisis. To him, you’re basically a legend.”

“I’m a former FBI analyst who got lucky.”

“You prevented World War III. That’s slightly more than lucky.” She finished her coffee. “And speaking of the Alaska Crisis: you know Gdańsk is going to be complicated. The city, the memories, everything that happened there.”

“I’m aware.”

“Are you prepared for it?”

Charlie considered lying, offering the professional assurances that would satisfy protocol. But Jackie Harper had known him too long, understood him too well. Deception would be recognized and dismissed.

“No,” he admitted. “But I’ll manage.”

“That’s not the same as being prepared.”

“It’s what I have.”

Jackie studied him across the table, calculation running beneath sympathy. “Charlie, there’s something you should know about the Poland assignment—”

Her phone buzzed. She glanced at it; something in her posture shifted, the set of her jaw changing in ways Charlie had learned to read during their years working together. Something significant, something that changed conversational trajectory.

“I have to take this,” she said, sliding out of the booth.

She stepped outside, leaving Charlie with cooling eggs and the silence that followed interrupted confessions. Through the window, her pacing told him this was negotiation rather than simple information exchange; the phone stayed at her ear for two full minutes, one hand moving in the small, contained gestures she used when she couldn’t say what she meant directly.

When she returned, her face had settled into professional neutrality: the mask that meant whatever she’d been about to reveal would remain concealed.

“Sorry about that. Coordination issues for Friday’s demonstration.” She threw cash onto the table. “I have to run. But Charlie: be careful in Gdańsk. Some cities have longer memories than others.”

“What were you about to tell me?”

“Nothing that can’t wait until you’re on the ground.” She squeezed his shoulder as she passed. “Safe travels. And Charlie? Try not to spend the entire trip thinking about the past. Sometimes the present requires attention too.”

She was gone before he could press further, leaving him with half-finished breakfast and the certainty that Jackie Harper knew something she’d deliberately chosen not to share.
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Detective Katarzyna Werenska was reviewing forensic reports when the knock came: three quick raps suggesting either enthusiasm or nervousness, possibly both.

“Tak,” she called, not looking up from her screen.

The young man who stepped into her office vibrated with barely contained energy. He was American, wearing khakis and a button-down; someone had explained business casual to him, but he hadn’t quite internalized the concept. He carried a laptop bag covered with technology conference stickers. He was young, younger than she’d expected from his credentials. Mid-twenties, maybe. The age Helena would be in seven or eight years. The thought arrived unbidden and Katarzyna set it aside: irrelevant to professional assessment.

“Detective Werenska? Hi! I’m Ryan Keller, CIA. Well, technically I’m assigned to the embassy but I’m working on the MARIE assessment and Jackie: that’s Jackie Harper, she’s my contact, she said I should introduce myself before Mr. Kaplan arrives Wednesday and I wanted to coordinate on technical protocols because I’ve been monitoring PolDef’s network traffic and there are some really interesting patterns that suggest—”

“Mr. Keller.” Katarzyna’s interruption was gentle but firm. “Perhaps we should start with why you’re here.”

Ryan stopped mid-sentence, visibly recalibrating. “Right. Sorry. I do that. Talk too fast. Jackie says I need to work on it.” He took a breath. “I’m the CIA’s technical liaison for the MARIE assessment. Signals intelligence, network analysis, encryption protocols. I’ve been monitoring data flows to and from PolDef for the past three weeks.”

“And you’ve found something?”

“Patterns. Sophisticated ones. The cyberattacks everyone’s talking about? They stopped exactly twenty-one days ago. But there’s still unusual traffic: encrypted channels I can’t break, which almost never happens, and periodic data bursts that suggest someone’s inside their network.” He pulled out his laptop. “I can show you the—”

“Mr. Keller.” Katarzyna checked her watch. Seventeen hundred. Helena expected her home by 18.00 for dinner. “I appreciate your initiative. But I have a family commitment this evening. Perhaps we could coordinate tomorrow when Mr. Kaplan arrives?”

Ryan’s face fell slightly. “Oh. Of course. I didn’t mean to: I’m sorry, I should have checked if you had time before just showing up. Jackie says I do that too. Just assume people are available when I’m excited about something.”

Despite her schedule pressure, something in Katarzyna eased. Enthusiasm this genuine was rare in intelligence work, where cynicism became armor.

“Your analysis sounds valuable,” she said. “We’ll need your expertise on Friday. But for now—” She stood, gathering her coat. “Enjoy your evening in Warsaw, Mr. Keller. We’ll speak tomorrow.”

“Right. Yes. Tomorrow.” He headed for the door, then turned back. “Detective? I’ve read your reports on the consultant deaths. The pattern analysis is really impressive. The way you cross-referenced timelines with development phases? That’s exactly the kind of—”

“Mr. Keller.”

“Right. Going now. Sorry. Have a good dinner.”

He left with the same kinetic energy he’d brought, leaving Katarzyna with the distinct impression that working with Ryan Keller would be either exhausting or enlightening. Possibly both.

She locked her office and headed for the elevator, mind already shifting from professional obligations to maternal ones. Her weekly Tuesday dinner with Helena: pierogi, difficult conversations, and the slow rebuilding of a relationship that grief had fractured seven years ago.

The drive home took thirty minutes through early evening traffic. Warsaw’s streets moved to their usual rhythm; people leaving work, heading toward whatever normalcy they’d constructed in their private lives. Their ordinariness carried its own kind of grace: the threats that accumulated in spaces between official acknowledgment and public catastrophe remained invisible to them, and Katarzyna was no longer certain that ignorance was the worse condition.

Inside her apartment, she found Helena already in the kitchen, having let herself in with her own key.

“Mama.” Her daughter looked up from her phone. “I got the ingredients ready for pierogi.”

“Thank you, kochanie.” Katarzyna set down her bag, moving into the familiar choreography of cooking together. “How was school?”

“Fine. We had a Youth Climate Justice planning meeting after. Friday’s protest is coming together.” Helena’s tone held subtle defiance, testing whether her mother would renew objections.

Katarzyna measured flour, not yet ready to engage that battlefield. “Set the table? We’ll eat in twenty minutes.”

They worked in careful silence, which spoke more eloquently than conversation. Helena filled a pot with water while Katarzyna mixed dough, their movements synchronized by years of Tuesday dinners that had become ritual after Karol’s death in 2015.

“The pierogi will be ready soon,” Katarzyna said finally, rolling dough with the technique her own mother had taught her. “Your favorite filling: potato and cheese.”

They settled at the small dining table: just the two of them, as it had been for seven years. The empty chair where Karol had sat remained a ghost at their meals, present through absence.

“Mama,” Helena began, loading her fork. “About Friday—”

“Helena, please—”

“No, listen.” Her daughter’s voice carried the firmness of Katarzyna at seventeen: certain, passionate, unwilling to compromise when principles were at stake. “I know you don’t want me at the protest. I know you think it’s dangerous. But climate justice isn’t optional. The carbon cost of these massive AI systems, the environmental impact of data centers: someone has to speak up.”

“I understand your concerns are legitimate. But Friday specifically—”

“Every day is specifically the wrong day according to you. That’s the point of protest. We disrupt normal operations to force attention on what matters.”

Katarzyna set down her fork. The careful neutrality she maintained in interrogation rooms, the detachment that served her so well in investigation work: none of it functioned with her daughter. Helena cut through strategy to the thing beneath it.

“When your father died,” Katarzyna said carefully, “I didn’t know how to keep living. Work became manageable. You weren’t.”

The defiance went out of Helena’s posture.

“I’m asking you: begging you, not to go to Friday’s protest. Not because your cause isn’t valid. Not because I don’t respect your activism. But because—” She stopped, trapped by operational security. She couldn’t explain the deaths, the pattern, the threat she sensed accumulating toward Friday without compromising her investigation.

“Because what?” Helena pressed.

“Because I love you. And sometimes that’s the only reason a mother needs.”

Helena studied her across the table. “You taught me that when something matters, you don’t stand aside. You showed me that through your work: pursuing justice, refusing to let criminals escape consequences. How can I ignore what you taught me?”

The irony landed between them. Katarzyna had raised her daughter to be exactly what she’d become: principled, persistent, unwilling to compromise when facing injustice. And now those qualities were driving Helena toward
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