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Chapter 1 — The Map
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Berlin, May 1945.

The map arrived before the trucks.

James Calder unfolded it across the wooden table in the temporary Allied headquarters. The paper was still damp from the rain outside, its corners curling slightly as if the city itself resisted being drawn into straight lines.

Four colors divided Berlin.

Red.
Blue.
Green.
Yellow.
Soviet.
American.
British.
French.
It looked simple on paper.

In reality, nothing in Berlin was simple anymore.

Calder leaned over the map, tracing the thick pencil marks that had been added only hours earlier. Streets were crossed out. Bridges marked with question marks. Entire blocks labeled with a single word:

UNKNOWN

Behind him, Captain Walters watched the map with growing irritation.

“Tell me again,” Walters said, “how dividing a ruined city into four pieces is supposed to help anyone.”

Calder didn’t look up.

“It helps people who like control.”

Walters snorted.

“No one controls Berlin.”

“Not yet.”

A door opened behind them.

Section Chief Harriman entered without greeting, carrying another folder.

“The Soviets are moving equipment out of the eastern sector,” he said.

Walters groaned.

“Already?”

“Yes.”

Calder straightened slowly.

“What kind of equipment?”

Harriman dropped the folder beside the map.

“Laboratory hardware. Guidance systems. Electronics.”

Calder opened the folder.

Inside were aerial photographs taken from reconnaissance flights.

One image showed a rail yard on the eastern side of the city.

Several trucks.

And a train.

No lights.

No markings.

Just a line of dark wagons waiting on a track that had somehow survived the bombing.

“They’re moving it by rail,” Calder said.

“Yes.”

“Destination?”

Harriman shook his head.

“East.”

Walters leaned closer.

“So the Russians start removing everything before the sector borders even exist?”

“Correct.”

Calder studied the map again.

Something bothered him.

Several research institutes were marked near the line dividing the American and Soviet sectors.

Not inside either.

Right on the edge.

“Who drew this boundary?” he asked.

Harriman walked around the table.

“The military planners.”

Calder tapped the map.

“They made a mistake.”

Walters frowned.

“What kind of mistake?”

Calder pointed to three buildings marked in red pencil.

“Rocket guidance laboratories.”

Another mark.

“Electronics research.”

Another.

“Control systems.”

Walters leaned closer.

“So?”

Calder looked up.

“They’re sitting directly on the border.”

Harriman understood immediately.

“And until the border is enforced...”

Calder nodded.

“...anyone can reach them.”

Silence filled the room.

Then Walters spoke.

“So what you're saying...”

Calder finished the sentence.

“Is that for the next twenty-four hours...”

He tapped the map again.

“...Berlin has an open door to the future.”
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Chapter 2 — The Corridor
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The meeting took place in a room that had once belonged to the Berlin city administration.

Now the walls were bare, the windows cracked, and the long wooden table in the center of the room was covered not with city plans but with military maps.

Four officers stood around it.

American.
British.
French.
Soviet.
Berlin was no longer a capital.
It was a puzzle.
James Calder stood near the back of the room, watching the discussion unfold while Harriman spoke quietly with a British colonel across the table.

The problem was simple.

The solution was not.

A British officer tapped the map with a pencil.

“These research facilities,” he said, “are located directly along the sector boundary.”

The red Soviet zone cut across the eastern half of the city.
The American and British sectors pressed against it from the west.
Between them ran a line that had only been drawn hours earlier.

A line that did not care about laboratories.

Or rockets.

Or the future.

The British officer continued.

“If we enforce the border immediately, several facilities will become inaccessible to the other side.”

The Soviet representative—Colonel Sokolov—stood perfectly still.

“That is unfortunate,” he said calmly.

The French officer shook his head.

“No,” he said. “It is dangerous.”

He pointed at one of the buildings marked in black ink.

“Rocket guidance research.”

Another mark.

“Electronic control systems.”

Another.

“Fuel stabilization experiments.”

Calder noticed something.

Each facility was positioned only a few streets from the new sector boundary.

Not in the center of either zone.

On the edge.

Sokolov finally spoke again.

“What is your proposal?”

The British colonel answered.

“A temporary corridor.”

The room went quiet.

“Twenty-four hours,” the colonel continued.

“Both sides are allowed access to the facilities located along the sector boundary.”

He pointed at the map again.

“Recovery of equipment. Documentation. Personnel.”

Sokolov watched him carefully.

“And after twenty-four hours?”

“The border becomes final.”

Sokolov said nothing for several seconds.

Calder noticed the faintest shift in his expression.

Calculation.

The Soviet officer understood the same thing everyone else in the room understood.

This was not cooperation.

This was a starting pistol.

Finally Sokolov nodded once.

“Very well,” he said.

“Twenty-four hours.”

The British colonel wrote the agreement on a sheet of paper and pushed it across the table.

The document was short.

Temporary access corridor.
Duration: 24 hours.
Purpose: recovery of research materials and personnel.
Calder looked at the signatures appearing on the page.

British.

French.

American.

Then Sokolov signed last.

When the paper was finished, the British officer leaned back.

“There,” he said.
“A practical solution.”
Calder almost smiled.

Practical was a polite word for what had just happened.

The war had ended only days earlier.

But now two future enemies had just been given legal permission to race through Berlin collecting scientists and technology.

Sokolov folded his pen and slipped it into his pocket.

“Twenty-four hours,” he repeated quietly.

Then he looked directly at Calder.

“Time moves quickly in Berlin.”

Calder met his gaze.

“Yes,” he said.

Outside the building, trucks were already starting their engines.

The corridor had not officially opened yet.

But the race had already begun.
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Chapter 3 — The Train Yard
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The rail yard lay in the eastern district of Berlin, where the bombing had been uneven.

Several tracks were twisted into useless metal, buried beneath broken brick and shattered wagons. But one line still ran straight through the destruction like a stubborn scar.

Someone had made sure it survived.

James Calder stepped down from the jeep and studied the yard in silence.

Captain Walters climbed out beside him.

“This place looks dead,” Walters muttered.

Calder didn’t answer.

His eyes moved across the tracks, the loading platforms, the empty cargo wagons sitting in long rows.

Something about the place felt wrong.

Not abandoned.

Used.

The mud between the rails had been disturbed recently. Deep tire marks cut across the yard toward the loading ramp.

Truck tracks.

Fresh.

Calder walked toward them.

Walters followed.

“You expecting a welcoming committee?” Walters asked.

“No,” Calder said quietly.

He crouched near the rails and touched the ground.

The soil was still damp from the night rain. The tracks had been pressed into it only hours earlier.

Heavy vehicles.

Multiple.

Walters noticed it too now.

“Trucks,” he said.

“Yes.”

They continued toward the loading platform.

The wooden boards had been scraped and scarred by something heavy being dragged across them.

Crates.

Metal edges.

Machinery.

Calder climbed onto the platform.

At the far end stood a railway worker in a gray coat, smoking a cigarette and watching them approach.

He didn’t look surprised.

“You Americans?” the man asked in German.

“Yes,” Calder replied.

The worker shrugged slightly.

“You’re late.”

Walters frowned.

“Late for what?”

The man pointed down the track.

“A train.”

Calder’s eyes followed the direction of the gesture.

The rails disappeared into the eastern side of the city.

“Where did it go?” Calder asked.

“East.”

“Of course,” Walters muttered.

Calder stepped closer.

“When did it leave?”

The worker exhaled a slow stream of smoke.

“Early morning.”

“How early?”

The man thought for a moment.

“Before sunrise.”

Walters exchanged a look with Calder.

The corridor agreement had been signed only an hour earlier.

Calder felt the pieces fall into place.

“Who loaded it?” he asked.

The worker gave a small, almost amused smile.

“Soldiers.”

“American?”

The man shook his head.

“Russian.”

Calder walked along the platform.

Several dark rectangles marked the boards where heavy crates had rested.

He knelt beside one of them.

A faint marking remained in the dust.

German lettering.

Technical equipment.

Laboratory transport crates.

Walters whistled softly.

“They cleaned the place out.”

“Not everything,” Calder said.

Walters looked around.

“What do you mean?”

Calder pointed to the rails.

Two parallel lines of metal stretched into the distance.

“Look.”

Walters squinted.

“What am I looking for?”

Calder spoke quietly.

“There were two trains.”

Walters blinked.

“How do you know?”

Calder pointed to the rail switches near the yard entrance.

Fresh marks on both lines.

“One left,” he said.

“And one is still coming.”

Walters’ expression changed.

“You think they’re sending another convoy?”

Calder stood slowly.

“No.”

He looked back
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