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  To everyone who has ever said, “I know exactly what I’m doing,” right before getting into a car they definitely shouldn’t have. This is for the people who realize, usually around the third chapter, that their “investigative curiosity” was actually just a very well-disguised trap.
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Writing What the Interrogator Kept was an exercise in extraction, trying to pull a coherent plot out of a web of Latvian freight conspiracies and psychological chess matches. I’m just glad I was the one holding the pen, and not the one being questioned.

To my editorial team: Thank you for being the ultimate interrogators.

To my “Field Sources”: To the friends and researchers who helped me map out the streets of Latvia and the mechanics of a deep-cover investigation, thank you for the “off-the-record” help. I promise your names aren’t in my field notebook. Probably.

To my family: Thank you for not asking too many questions while I was deep in the “interrogation” phase of this manuscript. Your support is the only thing I have that isn’t a negotiation.

To the readers: Thank you for stepping into the room with Zorana and Tiberan. I hope this story reminds you that there is a very fine line between understanding a person and being safe from them. Just remember: sometimes the most dangerous thing an interrogator can keep is his interest in you.
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The street smelled of rain that hadn’t fallen yet.

Zorana had been in Riga long enough to know that particular smell, the way the Baltic air thickened before a storm, pressing down on the cobblestones and the canal water and the exhaust from the evening trams. She had learned to read it the way she read most things: as information, not atmosphere. Rain meant umbrellas, umbrellas meant crowds, crowds meant the café near Vermanes Park would have a forty-minute wait and she would need to find somewhere else to file by nine.

She was thinking about the filing deadline when the car pulled alongside her.

It was a grey Volvo, clean, unremarkable, the kind of car that belongs to a mid-level accountant or a property manager. It moved slowly, matching her pace for a half-block before she registered it consciously. By then the passenger window was already down.

The man who spoke was not threatening in any way she could immediately name. He was perhaps fifty, broad across the shoulders, wearing a dark jacket with no visible insignia. His Latvian was accented but fluent. He said her full name. He said it the way people say a name when they already know everything attached to it and are only using it to confirm she is listening.

She stopped walking.

This was, in retrospect, the decision. Not the car, not the man, not the grey Riga dusk pressing down around her. Her stopping. Her turning toward the window instead of away from it. The journalist in her had been trained to stop at the thing that didn’t belong, to lean in rather than accelerate past.

He told her someone wanted to speak with her.

She asked who.

He said the name of the freight company she had spent fourteen months researching. He said it without hesitation, without lowering his voice, as though it were an ordinary referral. As though she had submitted a request for comment and this was the response arriving, somewhat laterally, on a street in the Old Town at seven forty-five in the evening.

She looked at the car. She looked at the street. A couple was walking their dog toward the park. A teenager cycled past on the wrong side without looking. The world was full of people going somewhere, none of them paying attention to a grey Volvo idling at the kerb.

She asked if she had a choice.

The man paused, which was its own answer. Then he said she was welcome to continue her evening. He said it with the particular courtesy of someone who knows the alternative has already been calculated.

Zorana got in the car.

She told herself later, during the many hours she had to examine that decision, that she got in because a journalist who turns away from the first direct contact in fourteen months of silence is a journalist who does not want the story. She told herself she weighed it rationally, in the two seconds between his offer and her hand on the door handle.

Both things were true. Neither was the complete truth. The complete truth was that she had been waiting for something to break open for so long that when it finally moved, her body was already reaching before her mind confirmed it.

The second man was in the back seat. He was younger, leaner, and said nothing at all during the drive. He did not look at her. This was, she understood after a few minutes, a deliberate choice rather than indifference. Looking at someone in a car is a form of acknowledgement. Not looking is a statement about the nature of the situation.

She kept her hands loose in her lap and watched the city pass.

They went south, then west, toward the Jurmala corridor. The streets narrowed and the apartment blocks gave way to older residential architecture, then to coast road, then to properties set back behind treelines and iron fencing. It was not a part of Riga she knew well. She noted the turns, counting intersections, building a rough map in the part of her mind she kept separate from the part that was running a lower, steadier frequency of what are you doing.

The drive took forty minutes.

The property was not what she expected, though she had not let herself form a specific expectation. It was a converted house, large without being ostentatious, set on a slight rise above the coastal road with a gravel approach and lights burning in the upper windows. Not a warehouse, not a compound in the cinematic sense. A building that, if you drove past it, you would file under private residence, expensive, no further thought required.

The gate opened without the driver pressing anything visible. They pulled up to a side entrance. The younger man got out and opened her door. She noted that he stood back rather than reaching in, which meant she exited under her own power. She filed this too.

Inside, a hallway. Pale walls, flagstone floor, a staircase. No art. Not the absence of decoration that comes from neglect but the absence that comes from deliberate choice: every surface clean, every line functional. She looked for the exits as she walked. Front door behind her, already closed. Corridor to the left, probably kitchen. Corridor to the right, a closed door, probably a utility space or storage. Staircase ahead.

They took the staircase.

The room she was given was on the second floor at the end of a short corridor. The younger man opened the door and stepped aside. She went in.

He closed the door behind her. She heard no lock. She tested the handle after sixty seconds: it turned. The door opened onto the corridor, empty, lit by a single sconce at the far end. She closed it again and turned back to the room.

She stood in the centre of it and took stock.

It was perhaps four metres by five. The walls were white, recently painted, no marks or scuffs. One window, north-facing, with a view of the treeline and a strip of grey water beyond. The glass was double-paned, the frame sealed with weather stripping that looked newer than the rest of the window. She pressed her palm against it: cold, slightly damp, solid. Not a route.

A bed against the left wall. Clean linen, white, no pattern. The mattress was good quality, firm. She pressed it with one hand, more to do something than because the information was essential. A pillow. A folded blanket at the foot she had not asked for. Someone had thought about whether she would be cold.

A lamp on a small table beside the bed. A bedside lamp with a fabric shade, the kind you find in mid-range hotels, warm-toned light. It was already on when she arrived. This too was a choice: she had not entered darkness. She had entered a lit room. The distinction was operational and she knew it and it worked on her anyway.

No phone. She checked the surfaces twice, moved the lamp, looked behind the headboard. Nothing.

No desk. No chair. No mirror.

A door in the far wall: a bathroom, small, functional. Shower, basin, toilet, a white towel folded on a rail. A bar of unscented soap. She opened the cabinet above the basin: empty. She turned on the tap: cold for three seconds, then hot. She turned it off.

She went back to the main room and sat on the edge of the bed.

She was not going to cry. She noted the option the way you note a road that is technically available but would add forty minutes to a journey. She put it aside.

Her bag had come with her, her canvas satchel with the long strap she wore cross-body. She went through it on her lap. Notebook, the small one with the dark cover, half-full. Pen, two of them. A USB drive she would now rather they did not find. Her wallet: cards, eighty-three lats in cash, a receipt from the café she had been in that afternoon. Lip balm. Paracetamol. A folded printout of a ship manifest she had been cross-referencing for three weeks.

No phone. They had not taken it from her in the car. She had left it on her desk that morning because the battery was cracked and it died randomly and she had been planning to charge it at the magazine before going out. She had not gone back to the magazine. She had been crossing the Old Town from a source meeting when the car appeared.

The USB drive. She looked at it sitting in her palm: a cheap black drive, brand-stickered, ten gigabytes. On it: a directory of port documentation, three years of shipping records, a contact list she had built from cross-referencing crew manifests against company registrations in four countries. The thing she had spent fourteen months building, carried in her bag as habitually as the paracetamol.

She put it in the toe of her right boot.

Not because it would fool anyone who genuinely looked. Because it was something to do with her hands, and because the act of moving it felt like agency, even limited agency, and she needed that more than she needed to be logical about it.

She put the rest of the bag’s contents back in order.

Then she sat, and she listened.

The house was quiet without being silent. She heard, from somewhere below: a door closing, the distant sound of a kettle or water running through pipes, footsteps on a hard floor moving away from the staircase. Two sets of footsteps at first, then one, then none. No voices. No television. The faint sound of the coastal wind against the north window, not loud, just present.

She timed the silences. Counted to sixty twice, watching the window go from grey to dark grey. The exterior lights came on at some point during the second minute, sensor-triggered, flooding the treeline briefly before settling to a lower ambient level. Someone was in the garden or had passed through it. She went to the window and looked out. Nothing visible. The sensor had probably caught a branch, or an animal.

She sat back down.

She thought about Marta. Her editor would expect a check-in before ten, which had been their standing arrangement for the past four months, ever since Zorana had told her she was pushing further into the Kalnietis thread and Marta had agreed on the condition that Zorana stayed in contact. Marta was not a worrier by nature but she was a precise person, and when Zorana missed a check-in, Marta’s precision would become attention and then, if the morning passed without contact, action.

It was now, by her estimate, close to nine. She had perhaps fourteen hours before Marta moved. Fourteen hours was a number she could work with, or at least hold.

She thought about the source meeting she had come from. Paulis Andersons, a mid-level customs employee who had been providing her with internal routing documentation for six months. She had met him at a corner table in a café on Gertrudes iela and he had passed her a folded envelope under the table like something out of a film neither of them would ever have watched voluntarily. Inside: three pages of amended cargo declarations with what appeared to be a parallel set of notations in a second hand, a different ink. She had not yet had time to cross-reference the notations against the manifest on the drive.

She thought about Paulis knowing she had been in the café that afternoon.

She thought about Paulis knowing where she would be walking afterward.

She considered this for three minutes and then put it in a mental folder and sealed it. Not because the thought was unimportant but because she did not have enough information to work with it productively, and working with insufficient information was how people built wrong structures that later collapsed in the places they could least afford.

What she had: she was in a building she did not know, brought there efficiently and without threat of injury, by two men working for or adjacent to the operation she had been investigating. The name they had used for the freight company was the parent entity, not a subsidiary. Whoever sent the car knew which thread she had been pulling.

What she did not have: why she was here rather than simply approached through a lawyer. Why now. What they knew, precisely, and what they were guessing. And what they intended once they had confirmed the gap between those two things.

The lamp threw a warm circle on the bed linen. She stared at it.

There was a procedure for source contact that had gone sideways, a framework her editor had once described during a hostile environments seminar in a conference room in Brussels, six years ago, before Zorana had understood why such seminars existed. The framework was: establish what you know. Establish what they know. Find the thing neither party wants to say first, because that is the thing that decides everything.

She had never expected to apply it sitting on a good mattress in a clean room on the Latvian coast with a USB drive in her boot.

She almost laughed. The sound that came out was too small to be a laugh and too controlled to be anything else, and she pressed her knuckles against her mouth for a moment and waited for it to pass.

What she would not do: she would not volunteer the drive. She would not mention Paulis. She would not give away the contact list or the three-year shipping archive or the names she had assembled from eighteen months of cross-referencing and which still sat in her memory even without the drive, because she had always had a good memory for data and had always been grateful for it and was especially grateful now.

What she would do: she would wait. She would listen. She would let whoever was running this meeting come to her on their timeline, because people who came to you on their own timeline always revealed something in the approach, in the way they set up the room, in the words they chose when they believed they were in control.

She had interviewed a man once, in a government building in Tallinn, who had authorised the disposal of environmental waste in quantities that had affected the groundwater of fourteen villages. He had been polished and careful and had given her forty minutes of immaculate non-answers. But he had offered her coffee three times and touched his collar twice in twenty minutes, and she had gone home and written around those details until the shape of what he was afraid of became visible in the negative space.

She would do that here.

The window had gone fully dark. The strip of water she had seen through the trees had disappeared into the night, replaced by her own reflection, faint and ghostly against the exterior light. She looked at herself for a moment: her dark hair still in its clip from the morning, her olive skin slightly pale in the lamp’s tone, her coat still on because the room was not warm enough yet to take it off or because she had not decided to make herself comfortable in a room she had not chosen.

She took the coat off and folded it at the foot of the bed, next to the blanket she had not asked for.

She removed the clip from her hair and set it on the bedside table beside the lamp.

She lay down on top of the linen, on her side, facing the door.

From this angle she could see the full line of the door, the gap at its base where a sliver of corridor light showed, and the window in her peripheral vision. She could hear: the pipes, the wind, and beneath them, very faintly, the sound of a single set of footsteps somewhere in the lower part of the house. Moving slowly. Not pacing. Moving the way someone moves when they are in their own space and have no reason to be quiet.

She tracked the footsteps until they stopped.

She thought: whoever comes through that door tomorrow will ask me a question designed to tell them how much I know. The question itself will tell me what they are afraid of.

She closed her hand loosely around her notebook, which she had placed on the bed beside her.

She did not sleep for a long time. When she did, it was shallow and useful, the kind of sleep that keeps the body functional without releasing the mind entirely. She surfaced once at what felt like three in the morning, heard nothing outside the door, noted the lamp was still on, and went back under.

The strip of light under the door stayed constant the whole night.

Someone had left it on.
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She heard him before she saw him.

Not footsteps on the stairs, not a knock. What she heard was a change in the quality of the silence outside the door, the way a room shifts when someone is standing still in it rather than moving through it. She had been awake for twenty minutes by then, sitting up against the headboard with her notebook open on her knee and nothing written in it, watching the morning come through the north window in the particular grey-white way it arrived on the Latvian coast in autumn.

She had been expecting someone since the corridor light changed, going from its overnight amber to a cooler, brighter register that meant either a timer or a person adjusting it. She had noted the change. She had closed the notebook. She had not moved from the bed because moving would mean choosing a position in the room, and she had not yet decided which position was correct.

The door opened without a knock.

She had anticipated that too. People who knocked on doors they controlled were making a social gesture, and social gestures cost something. Whoever ran this building did not appear to spend resources on things that were not functional.

The man who entered was not one of the two from the car.

She registered this in the first half-second and catalogued it: the driver and the younger man had been logistics. This was someone else. She could tell by the way he moved through the doorway, not checking the room first, not pausing at the threshold the way people do when they are entering uncertain territory. He came in the way people enter rooms they have already decided the contents of. He had probably been told where she was sitting. He had probably been told everything about the last twelve hours that his people knew.

He was tall. Not remarkably so, but enough that the room’s proportions shifted slightly when he entered. Dark hair, short, grey at the temples. He was wearing a plain dark sweater, no jacket, and trousers that were well-cut without being conspicuous. His face was not an easy face to read, which she noticed because most faces gave her something immediately: a tightness around the eyes, a looseness at the mouth, some indication of the interior weather. His gave her the structure without the weather. Broad planes, a mouth set in a neutral line, eyes that were doing the same thing hers were, she understood, which was collecting information and storing it without visible response.

He was older than she had expected. Not old. Forty, perhaps slightly more, with the particular composure of someone who had arrived at it through practice rather than temperament.

He carried a folder.

It was a standard document folder, the kind you found in any office supply shop in any European city. Dark blue, slightly worn at the corners, closed with an elastic band that had been replaced at some point with a newer one. She tracked the folder the way she tracked his face, because the folder was information too.

He crossed the room without speaking. There was no table, she had noted this the night before. He set the folder on the bed, in the space beside her feet, with the deliberateness of someone placing something exactly where they intended it.

Then he pulled the single chair from against the wall, the chair she had noted last night and registered as decorative or incidental, and he sat in it. He sat the way large men sometimes did in small chairs, not sprawling to claim space but contained, elbows on knees, the posture of someone who had decided to be at eye level.

She waited.

He looked at her. She looked back.

The silence lasted long enough that a less-experienced person would have filled it. She had learned, through seven years of interviews with people who did not want to give her anything, that silence was a tool that worked in both directions. Most people could not sit in an unoccupied conversational space without reaching for something to put in it. She had trained herself out of that reflex in her second year as a journalist, in a municipal office in Turin, waiting across a desk from a planning commissioner who had let forty-five seconds pass and watched her fill it with three sentences she had not meant to say.

She sat. She did not fill it.

He reached forward and opened the folder.

Inside: paper. She could see from the top sheet that it was a printed article, the masthead of her magazine visible in the upper left corner, the headline she had written fourteen months ago when the Kalnietis story was still a single-port story and she had not yet understood the width of what she was standing at the edge of. Below it, she could see the edge of a second sheet. And a third.

He turned the folder toward her so she could see the contents properly.

Her work. All of it. Every piece she had published on the Kalnietis supply chain, six articles over fourteen months, printed and stacked in chronological order. She looked at the top sheet and saw the annotations. Not notes in the margins, not the idle underlining of someone reading for comprehension. These were precise marks. Bracketed passages, question marks placed with surgical accuracy, and in the margin beside her fourth paragraph, a single word written in a small, controlled hand. She could not read it from where she sat.

She did not reach for the folder.

He watched her not reach for it. She watched him watching her.

He said: “The source in the February piece.”

His accent was hard to place immediately. Eastern European, yes, but layered, the way accents were in people who had spent time in multiple countries and absorbed each one incompletely. His Latvian carried something further east underneath it, and beneath that something she could not identify yet. His voice was level and unhurried. He had not introduced himself. He had not offered a greeting or an explanation or an apology for the manner of her arrival. He had walked in and opened the folder and asked about the February piece, and that sequence told her more than an introduction would have.

The February piece.

She knew which source he meant before he finished the sentence. Not because he named the source, he did not. Because the February piece was the one article in her sequence that had a structural gap she had never been able to fully close in print, a section where the sourcing was thinner than she wanted and she had written around it with the particular care of a journalist who knows what she cannot say yet. She had attributed the information to shipping industry contacts, plural, obscuring the singularity. She had thought the obscuring was good.

He had found the gap.

She looked at the folder. At her own work annotated by someone else’s hand. She thought of the word in the margin she had not been able to read and wanted, unreasonably, to read it now.

She said: “Which source.”

It was not a real question. It was a deflection dressed as a question, and they both knew it. She used it anyway because it bought three seconds and told her how he would respond to pushback, and how he responded to pushback was information.

He did not repeat himself. He did not reframe the question or add detail to it. He simply waited. The same way she had waited when he came in. She recognised the mirror of it and noted the recognition, catalogued it, pushed it to the back of the shelf.

She said: “I don’t discuss sources.”

“I know,” he said.

The acknowledgement was not a concession. He said it the way you confirm a fact you already knew and considered irrelevant to the present conversation. I know you don’t discuss sources, and I have asked anyway, and the question stands regardless of your policy on it.

She looked at him steadily. He looked at her steadily.

She became aware, in the quiet of the room with the grey morning at the window, that she had conducted hundreds of interviews across seven years. She had sat across from politicians and logistics directors and union officials and one former intelligence officer in a safe house outside Vilnius who had spent ninety minutes giving her perfectly constructed non-answers before she found the crack in the forty-eighth minute and pressed it until he gave her the three sentences that became the second paragraph of the most important piece she had ever published. She had a methodology. She understood the architecture of an interview, where the pressure was and where to let it breathe.

She was sitting on the wrong side of the table right now and she was feeling it in a way she had not fully let herself feel in the fourteen hours since the grey Volvo pulled alongside her.

Not fear, precisely. Or not only fear. Something more granular than that. The sensation of a person who has spent years developing a specific set of tools and is now sitting in a room with someone who appears to have the same tools and is pointing them in the opposite direction.

She said: “The February piece cited shipping industry contacts. I had multiple sources for that section.”

“You had one,” he said. “The others were corroboration of public documentation. The primary source for the third and fourth paragraphs was a single person. I want to know who.”

The precision of it arrived in her chest like a cold key. Not the fact that he suspected a single source. The fact that he had identified the third and fourth paragraphs specifically. She looked at the folder again. At the annotation on the fourth paragraph she still could not fully read.

She had written those paragraphs over three days in February, in her apartment in the Centrs district, drinking too much coffee and restructuring the section four times because the sourcing was thinner than her standard and she had known, even as she pressed submit, that a careful reader would see the join.

He was a careful reader.

She said: “I’m not going to tell you that.”

He nodded. Once. As though she had confirmed something rather than refused something.

She said: “Is that why I’m here.”

He looked at her for a moment. He said: “It is one of the reasons.”

“What are the others.”

He reached forward and turned the folder back toward himself. He did not close it. He looked at the top sheet, at the annotation she still had not been able to read, and then he looked back at her.

He said: “We’ll get to them.”

She noted the phrasing. Not I will tell you. Not you’ll find out. We will get to them, as though the conversation were a shared project they were both engaged in on equal terms. She did not find this comforting. She found it accurate, which was worse in a way she could not immediately articulate.

She said: “I’ve been here since last night. You haven’t told me your name or explained why you think you have the right to keep me in this building.”

He said: “You got into the car.”

She had no clean answer to that. She held his gaze and said nothing.

He said: “My name is Tiberan Vash. I run the operations you have been writing about. Partially correctly.” He said this without inflection, without the defensiveness of someone who resented being written about or the pride of someone who wanted credit for it. A correction, factual, filed without emotion. “The February source gave you an interpretation of the routing data that fit a model you had already built. The model is not entirely wrong. The source’s interpretation is.”

She stared at him.

In seven years she had never had a subject sit down across from her and open with a methodological critique of her reporting. She had had subjects deny, deflect, threaten legal action, refer her to communications teams, go silent, go hostile, offer her better stories in exchange for dropping the current one. She had not had one pull out her published work and tell her where her sourcing had led her to a partially incorrect conclusion.

She said: “That’s a claim anyone would make about reporting they didn’t like.”

“Yes,” he said. “You should test it.”

She looked at the folder. At her own words marked up in someone else’s small, controlled hand.

She said: “I’d need to see documentation.”

“Eventually.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is,” he said, “an answer to a different timeline than the one you’re thinking about.”

She sat with that. The room was quiet. The morning light had moved from grey-white to a flatter grey, the particular colour of an overcast Baltic morning that did not intend to improve. She could hear the wind outside, low and steady against the sealed window.

She thought about the February source. About the meeting in a car park in the Purvciems district, a Thursday evening in February, cold enough that her breath had clouded and she had kept her hands in her pockets the whole time. About the documents she had been handed and the interpretation that came with them, the confident, specific interpretation from someone who had seemed to know the material from the inside.

She thought about the word in the margin of her fourth paragraph that she still had not read.

She said: “Which part of the model is wrong.”

He looked at her for a moment. Not as though deciding whether to answer, she did not get the sense he was undecided about much. More as though he was measuring the question itself, its weight and direction, determining what the asking of it told him.

He said: “Not today.”

She felt a flash of something she identified as frustration and then underneath it something sharper and less clean, a response to being handled that was entirely professional and correct, but it landed alongside the awareness that he was good at this and she had just told him something by asking the question at all.

She had revealed that she was uncertain about the February source. Not much. A hairline crack. But he had seen it, she was certain of that. He had set down a small piece of information, waited, and watched which direction she moved toward it.

She looked at her notebook, still closed beside her on the bed.

She said: “What happens now.”

He said: “You have the freedom of most of the house. The kitchen, the sitting room, the garden if the weather allows. The study on the ground floor. Not the office at the end of the east corridor. Not the outbuildings.” He said this with the cadence of a list he had composed before he came in, an orientation rather than a set of rules. “Dasha will bring meals. If you need anything you don’t have, tell her.”

She said: “I need my phone.”

He said: “No.”

“My editor will expect contact.”

“Your editor will assume you are with a source,” he said. “You told her that was a possibility for this week. She won’t move quickly.”

The accuracy of that. The specific accuracy of it. She had told Marta, four days ago, that she might go dark for a few days if a contact came through. She had said it in a three-line message on a Tuesday morning. He had that message, or had been told its contents, or had someone in a position to know it. She did not let her face register the calculation she was running.

She said: “And when she does move.”

He said: “We’ll manage that when it’s relevant.”

She looked at him. He looked back.

She said: “You’re going to tell me what you want from me at some point.”

“Yes,” he said.

“When.”

He stood. He picked up the folder and held it loosely at his side. He looked at her in the way she was already beginning to identify as his default register: attentive, unhurried, giving away nothing while apparently giving away everything, which was its own kind of technique.

He said: “When I know more about what you know.”

She said: “You could just ask.”

He said: “I am asking.”

He went to the door. He paused with his hand on the frame and looked back at her once, a brief, assessing look, the look of someone making a final notation before leaving a room.

Then he was gone.

She sat in the silence he left behind.

She sat for a long time without moving, without opening her notebook, without looking at the window or the door or any of the surfaces she had catalogued the night before. She sat with her hands loose in her lap and her eyes on the middle distance and she ran the conversation back.

The February source.

Third and fourth paragraphs.

He had not told her the source was wrong, he had told her the source’s interpretation was wrong. That was a specific distinction and she had filed it at the time and she was filing it again now more carefully, turning it over, looking at its edges.

A source whose data was real but whose reading of the data was false. That was a different problem from a fabricated source. That was a source who either genuinely misread what they had or who had a reason to point her toward a particular interpretation. Those were two very different sources and they led to two very different implications for the fourteen months of work sitting in a folder under someone else’s annotations.

She picked up the notebook. She opened it to a clean page.

She wrote nothing.

She sat with the pen in her hand and the clean page open and she thought about the word in the margin of the fourth paragraph, the word she had not been able to read from where she was sitting on the bed. She thought about it with the specific, contained fixity of someone who knows the thing they cannot stop thinking about and has decided to let themselves think about it clearly rather than pretend it is not there.

He had read her work closely enough to annotate it. Closely enough to identify a single-source section constructed to read as multi-source. Closely enough to locate the interpretive gap in the February piece with the precision of someone who knew what the correct interpretation was, which meant he had access to the underlying data.

He had done all of this and come into the room and not led with any of it. He had set the folder down and asked one question and then let her not answer it and moved on.

She had been interviewed by him, she understood, in the way that only became clear when it was over.

She wrote a single word in the notebook. She looked at it. She crossed it out.

She put the notebook down and got up and went to the window.

The treeline was dense and dark in the flat morning light. The strip of water she had seen last night was there again, grey and flat, a stretch of Gulf of Finland coastline that looked cold enough to be deliberately uninviting. Below the window, at the edge of the gravel path that ran the perimeter of the building, a motion-sensor light was still on from something that had passed through it recently. The beam illuminated a rectangle of wet gravel and the lower branches of the nearest pine.

She stood at the window and watched the light go out.

Then she went to find the kitchen, because she had not eaten since the afternoon before and she was not going to be useful to herself if she did not eat, and being useful to herself was, at this moment, the only project she had.
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The kitchen was at the end of the ground floor corridor, the left one she had marked the night before as probably kitchen, and she was right about that, which was a small satisfaction she allowed herself without irony.

It was a large kitchen for the size of the house. Flagstone floor continuous with the hallway, pale wooden cabinets, a long counter of some dark stone she did not know the name of. A table against the far wall, rectangular, six chairs, the kind of table that was used for working at as well as eating at. The lights were already on. The room smelled of coffee and something baked, bread or pastry, recent enough that the warmth of it was still in the air.

A woman was at the counter.

She was perhaps sixty, compact, with grey hair cut practically short and the posture of someone who had spent decades on their feet without complaint. She was spooning coffee grounds into a filter with the attention of someone who had done this particular task ten thousand times and had no interest in doing it differently. She did not turn around when Zorana came in.

Zorana stood in the doorway for a moment.

She said good morning, in Latvian.

The woman said good morning, in the same language, without turning around. Then she said, in accented but functional English: “Sit. Food is coming.”

Zorana sat at the table.

She watched the woman move through the kitchen. There was nothing performative about her movements, no acknowledgement that the situation was unusual, no sideways glances or careful neutrality of the kind that signals a person is working hard to appear neutral. She simply moved through the space as she would have moved through it on any other morning. Filling the coffee machine. Pulling a cloth-covered board from beside the counter and setting it on the table: dark bread, sliced, a small pot of something that turned out to be soft cheese, a dish of cucumber cut thin.

A cup. Coffee poured without asking. Black, because there had been no question asked about preference, which Zorana logged without irritation. Black was fine. She wrapped her hands around the cup.

The woman went back to the counter.

Zorana said: “Dasha?”

The woman said yes, without turning.

Zorana said: “How long have you worked here.”

Dasha said: “Eat.”

It was not an evasion, exactly. It was more the response of someone who had decided, at some earlier point, what questions she would and would not engage with, and had organised her mornings accordingly. Zorana recognised the type. She had encountered it in municipal offices and in the anteroom of a shipping company in Liepaja and in the home of an elderly woman in the Vidzeme region who had witnessed something relevant to a story Zorana had been working on and who had communicated everything she was willing to communicate in three sentences before returning to her embroidery.

She ate.

The bread was good, dense and slightly sour, the kind of bread that came from somewhere specific rather than from a supermarket shelf. The cheese was plain and cold. The cucumber was exactly what it was. She ate without haste and drank the coffee and felt the specific recalibration of a body that had been running on adrenaline for fourteen hours and was now receiving something practical.

When she finished, Dasha removed the board and the cup without comment and brought a second cup of coffee without being asked, which Zorana had not expected and which prompted a small revision in her read of the woman: not indifferent, exactly. Operating on a system of attentiveness that ran below the level of conversation.

She said: “Thank you.”

Dasha said: “There are towels in the room. If you need more, the cabinet in the upper hall.”

Then she went back to the counter and did not speak again.

Zorana sat with the second coffee and looked at the room.

Six chairs at the table. She ran her eyes over the cabinets: the density of them, the number of drawers, the rack of utensils above the counter that was sized for regular use rather than occasional cooking. This was a working kitchen. Not a showroom kitchen, not a minimally equipped kitchen suggesting the building’s occupants ate elsewhere. Someone cooked here regularly and for more than one person.

She thought about Rennick, who she had not yet met but whose existence she had inferred from the footsteps the night before and from the general logic of how an operation like this was staffed. She thought about the younger man from the car, who had to sleep somewhere. She thought about whether the six chairs at the table were used simultaneously or in rotation.

She was doing what she always did in new environments: building the population. Working out from the evidence of a space what kind of life was conducted inside it. It was the habit that had made her good at the feature work before the investigative work, the ability to read a room and reconstruct from its contents the patterns of whoever inhabited it. It was also, she was aware, a way of making herself feel methodical when methodical was the thing she most needed to feel.

She finished the coffee. She put the cup in the basin because it seemed correct to do so and because leaving it on the table would have been a small, pointless assertion of displacement that she was not interested in making.

Then she went to explore.

She started at the front of the house, in the entrance hall where she had come in the night before. Front door: heavy, wood-framed, with a deadbolt she could see and a secondary mechanism she could not, a small panel mounted to the right of the frame that could have been an alarm keypad or a card reader or simply a thermostat but was probably not a thermostat. She did not touch it. She noted it.

The door itself she tested, pressing her hand flat against it, feeling for give. None. She gripped the handle: the bolt was engaged. She could not see from this side whether the secondary mechanism was required to release it from inside as well as outside. She filed that as an open question.

Window to the left of the front door: tall, single-paned in the lower section, older glass. She looked at the frame. The latch was a simple lever type, the kind you could open from inside without a key. She opened it a centimetre. Cold air came in, and sound: wind in the trees, the faint creak of a gate somewhere to the left of the building. She looked through the gap. Gravel driveway, the car from last night parked beside a low outbuilding, bare trees along the perimeter. No person visible.

She closed the window.

She was not planning an exit. She was building a map. There was a difference and it was not merely semantic: a map was information she kept because information was the thing she had most consistently relied on in situations that had gone sideways, and this situation had gone sideways in ways she was still in the process of measuring. She was not going to run out of a ground-floor window onto a gravel drive at ten in the morning with no phone and no transport and no clear sense of how far she was from anything. She was not that kind of foolish.

But she was going to know where the windows were.

Sitting room next, off the entrance hall to the right. It was a large room, sparse in the way the rest of the house was sparse. A sofa, two armchairs, a low table, a rug that had once been expensive and was now simply good. Bookshelves on the far wall, she noted for later. A fireplace that had been used recently: ash, a residue of wood smell in the room. Two windows, both facing the front drive, both with the same older glass as the entrance hall window.

She tested both.

The first opened. The second was painted shut at the top, the paint old and thick, and she pressed the frame and felt it give slightly at one corner, the specific give of something that could be opened with effort and noise. She left it.

She went back to the hallway.

The study door was open. She looked in from the doorway: a desk, bookshelves floor to ceiling on two walls, a reading chair by the window, papers on the desk she did not yet have the standing to approach. She did not go in. She would be given access to the study, Tiberan had told her. She would let that come in its own time rather than walk in uninvited, because uninvited access to a room she had been told she could use was a faster way to lose that access than asking for it.

She noted the window in the study: north-facing, overlooking the side of the property. She would check it later.

East corridor. She walked it slowly. Three doors: the first was a bathroom, standard, used but tidy. The second was a closed door with no distinguishing features; she put her hand on the handle and turned it and felt the resistance of a lock before she had applied any real pressure. Locked, but not bolted, a key lock rather than a deadbolt, which meant someone used it regularly. She took her hand off the handle. She would not test the third door, the office at the end of the corridor, not because she was not curious but because she had been told explicitly not to and being told explicitly not to do a thing while she was a guest in this building meant the boundaries of her situation were defined partly by whether she respected that instruction. She needed to know what the response to a boundary test looked like before she decided whether to test a boundary.

She turned back.

The garden door was at the end of a short passage off the kitchen. Glass-paned, single, a simple lever handle. She tried it: unlocked. It opened onto a stone-flagged terrace, narrow, with steps down to the garden. She stepped out.

The cold was immediate and clean, the kind of cold that contained salt and pine resin in equal measure. She stood on the terrace and looked at the garden, which was less a garden than a maintained perimeter: grass, cut short, bordered by the same dense treeline she had seen from her bedroom window. To the left, the low outbuilding she had seen from the front window, its doors closed. To the right, a second outbuilding, smaller, that might have been a storage shed or a generator housing.

She walked down the steps and onto the grass.

She walked the perimeter of the garden at a pace that was not hurried. She was a person taking air after a night in an unfamiliar room, which was exactly what she was. She was also pacing the dimensions of the space, counting steps along each edge, and looking at the treeline for gaps.

The treeline was dense. No gaps she could see. She walked along the left edge and looked for the fence line beneath the trees and found it: chain link, old, probably not electrified. Probably not. She did not touch it.

She turned the corner at the back of the garden, along the rear edge, and that was when she saw the man.

He was not hidden. He was standing at the back corner of the right-hand outbuilding, leaning against the wall with his hands in his jacket pockets, looking at nothing in particular. He was perhaps thirty-five, with a broad build and a face she had not seen before, and he did not react when she saw him, did not straighten or change his expression or make any gesture of acknowledgement.

He was simply there.

She kept walking at the same pace. She did not alter her route or her speed. She turned the final corner and completed the rectangle and went back up the steps to the terrace.

Inside the kitchen, Dasha was washing something in the basin and did not look up.

Zorana went upstairs.

In her room she sat on the bed and went through what she had found.

Front door: locked, secondary mechanism, impractical. Front windows: openable, but onto a gravel drive with line of sight from the driveway gate. Study window: not yet tested, north-facing. Garden door: unlocked, opens onto terrace. Garden itself: fenced treeline on all sides, not obviously electrified, but at least one person present in the space at mid-morning.

Three potential routes. Each one watched, or accessible enough to be watched when relevant. Not watched constantly, not with visible cameras or guards at every point. Something more considered than that: a structure of presence rather than surveillance. People in the right places at the right times, doing ordinary-looking things.

She thought about the man at the outbuilding. His posture. The way he had not acknowledged her. He had not been stationed there to intimidate her or to signal restriction. He had been there in the way a person was there when a building had a perimeter and someone was responsible for it, a presence that was functional rather than theatrical.

This was, she thought, the most clarifying thing she had found all morning.

The building was not a prison constructed to hold her. It was a working property that had ordinary security and she was inside it, and those two facts together were a more effective form of containment than a locked room would have been, because a locked room had an implicit acknowledgement that the person inside it needed to be locked in. This had no such acknowledgement. This had an unlocked garden door and a man standing at a corner, and the message written in that combination was: you are welcome to test this, but you will find it is not worth testing.

She lay back on the bed and looked at the ceiling.

She thought about what Tiberan had said that morning. The phrasing he had used. You got into the car. Three words that functioned as both answer and indictment, and she had had no response to them because they were accurate. She had made a choice at the kerb on that Riga street and the choice had brought her here and the here was, so far, neither violent nor degrading, just deeply, structurally inconvenient in ways she had not yet finished measuring.

She thought about the word freedom. About the study she had been offered access to, the kitchen she had walked into and sat in, the garden she had just circumnavigated. The latitude to move through portions of the building on her own schedule.

A locked room was a statement about power. It said: I












































