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                          THE BUTTERFLY TRAP
 
Chapter 1: The Silence of Departure
The air in the apartment in Kallithea hung heavy with unspoken goodbyes and the scent of the morning coffee Ling had brewed. Angelos knelt, pulling his seven-year-old son, Stefanos, into a tight hug. Stefanos’s small body remained stiff, as if fearing that any relaxation would cause the words he couldn't utter to vanish forever.
“I’ll bring you the biggest Lego set, Stefanos,” Angelos whispered into his son’s ear. Stefanos didn’t respond, just squeezed his father’s finger. This silence, his son’s inability to communicate, was an open wound in Angelos’s heart that refused to heal.
He scooped up Vassiliki, his three-year-old princess, who promptly smeared chocolate ice cream on his cheek. Then, he looked at Ling. His wife, with her almond-shaped eyes hinting at her Vietnamese heritage yet reflecting the weariness of Greek life, offered him a bittersweet, resigned smile.
“Be careful, Angelos. A month will pass quickly,” she said, kissing him.
“I love you all,” he murmured, and he truly did. He loved them with all his being, but at the same time, as he picked up his bag, he felt a terrifying sense of relief. The ‘boredom’ of his marriage, the daily struggle with speech therapy sessions, and the routine of police work had become a noose. The secondment to Frontex was his oxygen.
He walked out, the door closing softly behind him, leaving behind the warmth of his family for the cold journey to the airport. The suburban train clattered its monotonous rhythm, carrying him further away from the silent promises of his home and deeper into a solitude he both dreaded and craved.
The Luxury of Solitude
Three hours later, Angelos unlocked the door to his apartment on Grzybowska Street, in the heart of Wola.
It was on the 9th floor. The apartment was small but luxurious, furnished with modern pieces, large windows overlooking Warsaw’s rising skyscrapers, and a warmth that felt artificially generated. Its proximity to the Frontex headquarters made it a strategic location for his drone operations.
He dropped his suitcase to the polished floor and stood by the window. The Polish chill began to lick at the panes. He pulled out his phone. A photo from Ling: Stefanos asleep, clutching his teddy bear.
Angelos felt a profound melancholy. To drown it, he sat on the sofa and opened his laptop. He needed to connect to the agency’s network for an initial briefing on the border zone. His eyes, trained in digital image recognition, began to scan maps and thermal signatures.
In the quiet luxury of the apartment, a random ad or a link in a tech forum led him to a new communication app. “Connect with locals,” it suggested.

 
The first few days at Frontex were a dive into digital isolation. Angelos spent eight hours a day in a darkened room lined with high-definition monitors. His job was to pilot the "eyes in the sky"—unmanned drones patrolling the border zones. On his screen, human beings were nothing more than white ghosts moving through the woods: thermal signatures he had to interpret with cold, surgical precision.
"Target acquired at Sector 4," he would relay over the comms, his voice steady and professional.
But at night, when he returned to the 9th floor of Grzybowska 9, the silence of the luxury apartment was louder than the drone engines. Ling would send him videos of Stefanos practicing his speech therapy. Angelos watched them on a loop, feeling the distance between Athens and Warsaw grow into an unbridgeable chasm. To bridge the gap of his own boredom, he began to drift into the darker corners of the internet.
The Blackmail Attempt
One rainy Tuesday night, restless and fueled by too much caffeine, Angelos used a secure tunnel to browse a hidden forum. He wanted to see how the smuggling rings he tracked during the day coordinated their digital footprints.
A user named ShadowSeeker approached him in an encrypted chat. After a few exchanges about surveillance tech, Angelos clicked a link that promised "leaked border protocols." Within seconds, his screen flickered. A window popped up:

 
see you, Officer. I have your face. I have your location at Grzybowska. Pay 5,000 Euro in Bitcoin now, or I send your private browsing history to your wife and your superiors at the Hellenic Police."

 

 
Attached was a grainy photo of Angelos, taken through his own webcam just seconds ago. He was sitting on his sofa, looking tired, the blue light of the laptop illuminating his face.
The Counter-Strike
The scammer expected a victim. He expected panic. He didn't know he was dealing with a veteran of the Force.
Angelos didn’t blink. The adrenaline of the cop kicked in, instantly erasing his boredom. He didn't type a plea; he opened a terminal window. He wasn't just a drone pilot; he was trained in Digital Forensics. While the scammer typed threats, Angelos ran a trace route, bypassing the amateur proxies.
He tapped into the local node. The "hacker" was an amateur using a compromised server in a warehouse district in Pruszków.
Angelos opened the microphone and sent a voice clip, his voice dropping into that low, terrifying tone he used during interrogations:
"Listen to me carefully, 'ShadowSeeker'. I am a high-ranking officer with the Hellenic Police and Frontex. In exactly thirty seconds, your GPS coordinates will be on the desk of the Polish Internal Security Agency (ABW). You have ten seconds to wipe everything and vanish before I have a tactical team kick down your door. Start counting."
To drive the point home, he messaged the scammer his own street address and the ISP provider he was using.
The chat stayed silent for three seconds. Then, the connection was severed. The malware on his laptop uninstalled itself. The scammer had vanished into the digital shadows, terrified.

 

 
Chapter 2: The Ghost in the Machine
The first ten days in Warsaw blurred into a loop of grey frames and blue light. Angelos’s life followed a clinical rhythm. At 06:00 AM, the apartment on Grzybowska 9 was still biting cold, despite the luxury heating. He would stand by the floor-to-ceiling window with a double espresso, watching the cranes build a new, glass-and-steel Warsaw.
At Frontex, the air was thick with the hum of servers and the low whispers of technicians. Angelos’s eyes ached from the eight-hour shifts.
"Angelos, check sector 7. Static heat signature. Possible human presence," Marek, his Polish colleague, would murmur through the headset.
Angelos would zoom in, his fingers dancing over the controls. "Negative, Marek. Just a rock holding the day’s heat. Just another ghost," he’d reply, his voice devoid of emotion.
But the real ghosts were waiting for him at home. The nightly video calls with Athens were a ritual of pain.
"Say 'Papa', Stefanos... try it for me, baby," Ling would urge on the screen, her Vietnamese features etched with a weary Greek stoicism.
Stefanos would stare at the camera, his eyes vast and intelligent, but his lips remained a locked vault. Ling looked exhausted. The woman Angelos once spent hours just watching in silence now reminded him only of the failure of his own DNA and the suffocating weight of responsibility.
"I love you, Ling. Kiss the kids," he’d say, hanging up with a sense of relief that made him feel like a criminal.
The Architecture of Intimacy
After the hacker incident, Angelos was on high alert. When Catherine first messaged him on Zangi, his thumb hovered over the 'Block' button. But her opening line wasn't a pitch; it was an observation.
Catherine: "You don't need to look for threats everywhere, Angelos. I don't want your money. I just want someone who knows how to look... really look."
For the first week, she asked for nothing. She sent fragments of a life that felt cinematic. A photo of a book she was reading—Szymborska’s poetry. A shot of the Palace of Culture from an angle he couldn't quite place.
Angelos began to "autopsy" her. As a cop, his first instinct was the number: +43 (Austria).
"Why an Austrian number if you're in Warsaw?" he asked one night, swirling a glass of neat whiskey.
Catherine: "I lived in Vienna for years, working in a gallery. I kept the line for my old clients. Is it a crime to hold onto a piece of your past?"
The answer was logical. Smooth. Too smooth? He opened the photo she sent with the message. She was sitting on a minimalist sofa, looking away, her profile sharp and elegant.
The Detail: In the background, on a glass table, lay a magazine. Angelos pinched the screen, zooming in until the pixels screamed. It was Art Forum, the October issue.
Angelos: "Nice magazine. The October issue? You're a few months behind."
Catherine: "You have an eye for detail. I like that. Most men only look at my neckline. You look at my environment. You’re dissecting me, aren't you, Officer?"
The game of cat and mouse began to intoxicate him. Catherine seemed to understand his job. She didn't just talk; she gave him riddles to solve.
The Mutual Addiction
By the seventh day, Angelos had stopped going out for dinner. He would rush back to the apartment, bypass the luxury of the Wola district, and wait for the "ping."
She was the only person who didn't pressure him to talk about Stefanos’s silence or the "boredom" of his marriage. Instead, she offered a digital mirror.
Catherine: "Today I saw a cloud over Wola that looked like a drone. I wondered if you were up there, watching me from the sky. Do you see me, Angel?"
He felt a strange, hollow intimacy. He sent her a photo of himself from an old summer in Vouliagmeni.
Catherine: "You look sad in this photo, even with the sun on your face. Your eyes are searching for something that isn't there."
It was the first time in years someone had "read" him so accurately. The digital Catherine was becoming more vibrant, more vital than the pixelated, tired Ling in Athens. He began to skip his Frontex reports, his mind occupied by her images.
The First Glitch
Then came the night of the "Selfie."
She sent a photo of herself in a bathroom mirror. She looked stunning in a white silk blouse.
Catherine: "Just got home from the office. Exhausted. I hate technology sometimes... I wish I could just turn everything off."
Angelos: "I
