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Prologue – The Place Where It All Began
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Sompolno, a small town in Poland, lay a little off to the side of the world, as if someone had once pushed it to the margin of the map and forgotten to move it back. 

Between fields that still remembered times when the land mattered more than charts, and when a man knew his neighbor’s name better than his Wi-Fi password, the town endured stubbornly, not so much motionless as locked in a state of long waiting. It was waiting for something, though no one could quite say what anymore. 

Even the wind seemed less hurried here, lazily combing through the crowns of the old trees on the market square, as if searching for words spoken too hastily. In Sompolno, seconds did not race blindly ahead; they rather dripped like thick honey from a spoon, struggling to detach themselves from the face of the clock on the town hall tower.

It was the late 2020s. Years in which the world had accelerated so much that Sompolno did not always manage to keep up, even with a glance. On the residents’ phones flickered images of wars, crises, technological miracles, and promises of quick wealth. 

On television they spoke of transformations, green energy, and new paths of development. These visions, though colorful and loud, dissolved in Sompolno’s air like smoke from autumn bonfires. Modernity bounced off the local walls like light from a matte mirror, it arrived pale, filtered through the calm of backyard gardens and the smell of freshly cut grass, which for decades had been the only reliable currency.

The memory of the mine in nearby Konin was still alive. Even if the open pit had long since fallen silent and the multi-bucket excavator no longer creaked through the nights, in the conversations of older residents the lignite mine returned like a ghost. “Under Gierek​[1] there was work”; “When the mine was running, things were moving in Sompolno too”; “Now they’re shutting everything down and calling it progress.” Progress was a suspicious word. It sounded like a promise, but also like a threat. Like something that came from far away and rarely asked for anyone’s opinion.

The young looked at Sompolno differently. For them it was a starting point, not a destination. They finished school, packed their suitcases, boarded the infrequently running bus to Konin, and from there onward: Poznań, Warsaw, Wrocław, sometimes Germany or the Netherlands. They came back for the holidays, ever less often for good. “You can’t live here,” they said under their breath, as if afraid the town might hear them and feel offended. They wanted jobs, apartments, a world that didn’t end at the market square and the fire station. They wanted a future, and Sompolno seemed to them more like the past, something you wear like a coat that’s too tight: it protects you, but restricts your movements.

So they stood at that bus stop, looking toward Konin as toward an event horizon from which one does not return. Their colorful jackets and smartphone screens contrasted with the grayness of the old asphalt, like exotic birds that had strayed into a land where one flew only in dreams.

For the older ones it was easier here. Or perhaps they had simply grown accustomed to it. They sat on benches that remembered more conversations than many a data server and commented on reality with a mixture of curiosity and distrust. They viewed the internet like a window onto a foreign world—fascinating, but not entirely safe. “Did you see what’s going on in America now?”; “They say cars drive themselves”; “And here the bus didn’t come again.” The world was big, Sompolno small, and the distance between those worlds seemed to grow with each passing year.

At the center of all this stood the church—not just a building, but a point of reference. The parish priest, no longer young but still energetic, was the guardian of an order that had worked for decades. He was not an enemy of modernity, at least not openly, but he looked at it like a river’s current: you can use it, as long as you don’t let yourself be swept away. From the pulpit he spoke of values, of community, of the fact that the world changes but man remains the same. In his words the older ones heard comfort, while the younger sometimes heard reproach, sometimes the echo of something that had long since ceased to speak to them.

The priest knew that faith in Sompolno was like the local soil, heavy, dry, demanding patience. In the evenings, when he locked the heavy doors of the church, it seemed to him that he could hear the whisper of the walls, which over the centuries had soaked up the worries of the inhabitants so deeply that if one were to wring them out, pure human life would flow from them, without any filters or upgrades.

A few streets away, in the municipal office, the mayor was trying to change the course of that river—a woman still young by Sompolno standards. Elected by the votes of those who were fed up with stagnation and did not want the town to become merely a stop between childhood and departure. She spoke of investments, of new jobs, of the fact that Sompolno did not have to be an open-air museum. In her office hung maps, charts, and visions of the future, and on her desk lay a phone that rang more often than it used to, though not always with good news.

For some she was hope; for others, a threat. “She wants too much, too fast”, people said. “Too many foreign ideas”; “Who’s ever seen things changed like this?” 

She herself knew she was walking a thin line stretched between dream and rebellion. Every step forward provoked questions, and sometimes anger. But when she looked at the empty apartments left behind by those who had gone away, and at the young people standing at the bus stop with their bags, she knew that without risk Sompolno would shrink even further, until only a memory remained.

In the evenings, when the market square emptied and lights came on in the windows one by one, the town looked almost fairytale-like. 

As if beneath the layers of asphalt, cables, and antennas there lay something older—an story that had not yet ended. 

Sompolno endured between what had been and what might come. Between fear and hope. Between the silence of the fields and the murmur of the world that was drawing closer, slowly, without asking whether it was welcome.
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THE COUNCIL CHAMBER in the Town Hall on Eleventh of November Street carried within it something of an unfinished promise of modernity. The raw mass of the building, erected back in the days when concrete was meant to symbolize progress and permanence, now seemed indifferent to everything that happened inside it. Tall windows let in light that reflected off pale walls and lacquered tabletops, emphasizing the chill of the space. The air was filled with the smell of coffee brewed in glass tumblers with metal holders, mixed with the scent of old paper and dust that still remembered the reforms of the 1990s. It was an atmosphere dense with unspoken meanings, where every creak of a chair sounded like a vote of no confidence, and the silence between the mayor’s sentences spoke more loudly than the longest official minutes.

On the wall hung the city’s coat of arms, a little too large for the room, a little too proud, as if it wanted to remind everyone that Sompolno had its own history, no matter how hard one tried to change it.

The councilors sat in a semicircle, each in their assigned seat, each carrying their own baggage of experiences, habits, and resentments. The microphones crackled softly whenever someone adjusted 

a stand or cleared their throat before speaking again. 

The session was being broadcast live, and a camera set up against the wall mercilessly captured tired faces, nervous gestures, and those moments when someone said more than they had intended.

At the center stood Mayor Alicja Nowacka. She wore a simple blazer and a dress in a muted color, as if she wanted to fade into the background, though she knew perfectly well that such a thing was impossible. Her voice was calm, well-trained, but tension could be heard beneath its surface.

“The market square is the heart of the city,” she said, resting her hands on the lectern. “And today that heart is overloaded. 

Cars, exhaust fumes, noise. Instead of a space for people, we have a transit roundabout. I would like us to consider whether this is really what we want.”

There was immediate movement in the room. 

Someone snorted; someone else shook their head.

“Madam Mayor,” said a councilor with gray hair and a face furrowed with wrinkles, “Sompolno is not Kalisz, Warsaw, or, no offense, Barcelona. We don’t have thousands of tourists. We have people who need to get to work, to the doctor, to the shop.”

Alicja nodded, as if she had been expecting these words.

“That is precisely why I refer to examples of cities that were once smaller and faced a similar choice. Kalisz introduced traffic restrictions in the center, and today no one can imagine going back to the old model. Fewer exhaust fumes, more greenery, more people on the market square.”

“And where are suppliers supposed to stop?” another councilor interjected, leaning toward the microphone. “Where is the service van supposed to go? The florist, the pharmacy, the bakery, they’re not going to carry goods on their backs.”

“We are planning exceptions,” the mayor replied. “For local businesses, at justified hours and in justified cases. This can be planned.”

“It’s a whim,” came a voice from the back of the room. “Ecology, ecology and then people will go shopping in Konin because they won’t be able to park here.”

The word “ecology” hung in the air like an accusation.

Alicja took a deeper breath. She clenched her fingers around the edge of the lectern so tightly that her knuckles whitened under the fluorescent lights. For a fraction of a second, in her gaze directed at her opponents, there flashed the determination of a heroine who knows she must win this battle to save the entire kingdom, even if that kingdom ended just beyond the florist’s shop and the PKS bus stop.

“This is not about fashion or ideology,” she said. “It’s about quality of life. About whether we want the market square to be a meeting place, or just an intersection on the way to Ślesin, Piotrków Kujawski, and beyond.”

“There is a bypass,” another councilor spoke up. “Those who want to use it do. And those who don’t, that means they need the market square.”

The discussion began to fray. Voices overlapped; arguments returned like echoes. Every sentence from the mayor was countered; every attempt to calm the room was taken as a sign of weakness. On the faces of the councilors there was more than disagreement: there was fear of change that might unsettle the familiar order.

The chairman of the council lightly struck the table with his hand.

“I am calling a break,” he said, with relief, as if he himself needed a moment of silence.

The room slowly began to empty. Councilors formed small groups, whispering, gesturing. Someone went out for a cigarette; someone else answered a phone call.

Against the wall, by the broadcasting equipment, stood Konrad and Magda. He, tall, slightly hunched, with an expression that was always a little too serious. She, focused, efficient, sliding faders and checking cables as if the order of the world depended on it.

“Everything’s recorded,” Magda said without looking up. “The sound was fine.”

“Yes... yes, great,” Konrad replied, straightening his shirt even though there was no need. He fell silent for a moment, gathering himself. “Magda... maybe... after the session... we could go for a coffee? Here, in town. Just for a bit.”

She looked at him, surprised, but not in a way that gave him any encouragement.

“I’ll see,” she answered evasively. “I still have a lot of work.”

Konrad nodded, as if he had expected exactly that.

In the room there fell that particular, suspended-in-time second known only to those who are waiting for a sign that never comes. Konrad looked at Magda, and in the camera lens, which was still running, their figures looked like two distant lands separated by an ocean of cables and unspoken words. If this were a film, a wistful piano melody should have begun to play at that moment, and time should have slowed to the limits of possibility.

He wanted to add something, but at that very moment the doors to the chamber opened again. Two people with Asian features entered the room. An older man, elegantly dressed, with an upright posture and the gaze of someone accustomed to being listened to. Beside him, a woman in her early thirties, calm, focused, with a face on which emotions were difficult to read.

They looked around the room as if they had found themselves in a place that was important, though not yet fully understood. Their presence was marked by an elegance that, in the austere interior of the municipal office, seemed almost unreal, like a frame from another world pasted into the middle of an amateur recording. The woman discreetly adjusted a strand of hair falling onto her forehead, and her gaze met Magda’s, it was a collision of two worlds, in which the hum of Sompolno’s disputes suddenly fell silent, and even the dust in the sunbeams seemed to stop settling.

“Excuse me,” the man said in English, with a slight accent. “Have we caught the mayor?”

Konrad and Magda looked at each other almost simultaneously. In the noise of the break, the question sounded like the announcement of something that was only just about to happen. The room, which moments earlier had been full of arguments about the market square and cars, suddenly seemed too small for who, and what, had just come through the door.
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Chapter I – Alert status
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The Church of St. Mary Magdalene had stood firm for years, turned slightly sideways to the world, slightly facing the market square, which at times was the heart of the town and at others merely an intersection. At that hour, the Monday morning sun slipped through the stained-glass windows cautiously, as if it itself were unsure whether it was proper to look people in the face so early. The scent of incense mingled with the chill of the old stone walls.

Mass was coming to an end. Father Stefan, the parish priest, a broad-shouldered man with a face reddened by emotion and the morning sermon, was speaking the final words of the blessing with that characteristic calm that made even the most restless parishioners fall silent. He spoke slowly, clearly, as though every word had to pass through a sieve of reason before falling upon the heads of the faithful.

“Go in the peace of Christ,” he concluded, and the response spread unevenly through the nave, some voices loud, others whispered, as if their owners had not quite woken up yet.

People began to disperse. Elderly women adjusted their headscarves, men put on their jackets; someone nodded to the priest, someone else lingered for a moment as if wanting to say something, but ultimately gave up. The church emptied slowly, without haste, like everything in Sompolno.

It was warmer in the sacristy. Old cupboards creaked every time they were opened, and on a rack hung chasubles that remembered times when no one yet spoke of a “new evangelization” or a “crisis of the Church.” Władek the sacristan, a gaunt man with a perpetually worried face, arranged chalices and patens with reverent precision.

“There are still God-fearing people here,” Father Stefan said, removing his stole and laying it aside carefully. “A small town, but a believing one. Only the young are missing. They’ve all cleared out, as if there were some kind of plague here.”

The sacristan sighed.

“Well, Father, there’s no work here. The mine is finished, there are no factories, you have to commute to Konin, and even there it’s not what it used to be. And Poznań is a long way off; not everyone can manage that.”

The priest shrugged.

“Perhaps... but is it any better there? In those big cities? Scandals, wars, affairs. You turn on the television and it’s nothing but fear. At least here there’s quiet, order, you know where you stand.”

“That’s true,” Władek agreed. “I tell my wife the same thing. But what good is that when our Kasieńska went to Poznań to study and never came back? Not for Christmas, not even for the parish fair. She calls, says it’s work, that she’s busy... I begged her, Father, I really did.”

The priest looked at him more gently.

“You can’t hold on to the young. Maybe that’s for the best. Let them see the world, get it out of their system. Sometimes a person has to leave in order to know where they’re from.”

The sacristan shook his head.

“Maybe you’re right. Only now this new mayor... She wants to turn this place into the big world. All sorts of modern things, bans, inspections. Checking what people burn, what cars they drive, talking about smog... And now, at the council session, apparently she even wants to close the market square to car traffic.”

The priest raised his eyebrows.

“Maybe that’s a good thing,” he said after a moment. “If God gave us a planet, then it would be fitting to respect it. Not just cover everything with metal and exhaust fumes.”

The sacristan bristled.

“Father, people are saying she’s a communist! That she doesn’t believe in God, doesn’t go to church, has... well, loose morals. And that she’s stirring up the councilors, saying the Church should be separated from the state!”

The priest grimaced slightly.

“I don’t like that she doesn’t go to church,” he admitted. “And that she’s so... overly modern. But I wouldn’t worry about the councilors. They won’t be talked into things so easily.”

At that moment the sacristy door burst open and Jacuś, a twelve-year-old altar boy, rushed in, his cheeks flushed and his eyes wide as saucers.

“Father! Father! The Tatars have attacked the municipal office! During the session!”

The priest dropped the humeral he was holding; it fell to the floor like a white flag of surrender to childish imagination. Jacuś was panting as if he himself had been fleeing an entire horde, and his glasses had fogged up with excitement, turning him into a small, blind prophet of disaster. The priest narrowed his eyes.

“I’ll give you Tatars!”​[2] he growled. “And where have you been, huh? There was no one to serve at Mass! The sacristan and I had to prepare everything ourselves! It’s retreat time!”

Jacuś lowered his head, but before he could answer, Mrs. Basia, the wife of Councilor Zenon, burst into the sacristy, breathless, with her handbag slung over her shoulder.

“Jesus most holy!” she cried. “Tatars! Godless heathens! They’ve attacked the municipality! My husband texted me!”

The priest froze.

“What Tatars again...” he muttered, but the sacristan had already stepped closer.

“Father, we should go and see. Maybe intervention is needed. People are afraid.”

Jacuś nodded vigorously, and Mrs. Basia crossed herself, as if expecting the worst.

Father Stefan sighed heavily, reached for the coat hanging on a hook, and looked at them all.

“All right,” he said. “We’re going. But if it turns out these aren’t Tatars, just some new kind of modernity, you’ll be the ones explaining it to me afterward.”

And he headed toward the door, not yet knowing that the morning quiet of Sompolno was just beginning to crack. Father Stefan adjusted his collar, straightened up, assuming the posture of a lion guarding its territory, and pushed open the heavy oak doors. Outside, the sun over Sompolno gleamed unusually, as if preparing a stage for a grand spectacle, and in the distance, above the roofs of the municipal building, something foreign hung in the air, a harbinger of a destiny that did not speak Polish, but intended to change everything here, from the bus timetable to the very course of history.
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THE POLICE STATION in Sompolno was housed in a low building from a time when people still believed the state could be built out of brick, rubber stamps, and a solid set of regulations. Inside, a half-light prevailed, broken only by the glow of a monitor standing on the duty officer’s desk. The air in the station had been standing still since the last inspection from the provincial headquarters, heavy with the smell of reheated pork cutlets and a free calendar from a car parts wholesaler which, for three years now, stubbornly insisted that it was March.

Time in Sompolno did not run, it rather shuffled in place, like a petitioner waiting for a permit to cut down an old willow. On the screen flickered colorful scenes, palace interiors, figures in strange costumes, bows, dramatic music.

Constable Marczuk was on duty. At least that was how it appeared in the report.

He was sprawled on his chair, his legs casually resting on a second, empty seat. His uniform was unbuttoned at the collar, his cap tossed carelessly onto the windowsill. He held a remote control in his hand, and his face showed deep concentration, as if he were following not only the fate of the characters in the series, but of the entire nation.

“No way... I did not see that coming,” he muttered to himself as the queen fell into yet another courtly intrigue on the screen.

Marczuk was halfway through the sixteenth episode of Mr. Queen and felt that his soul, much like the soul of the main character, had been trapped in the wrong body and the wrong century. Instead of chasing bicycle thieves around Dziadoch, he would much rather now, dressed in a silk hanbok, engage in intellectual duels over a bowl of royal soup, where every flick of a fan meant more than a fine for missing lights on a tractor.

The station door suddenly flew open with such force that the handle slammed against the wall.

“MARCZUK!!!”

The constable jumped; his legs slid off the chair, the remote fell to the floor. Marczuk sprang up as if scalded.

“Citizen Commander!” he blurted out, saluting a moment too late and in the wrong direction.

In the doorway stood the commander, a broad-built man with a mustache that looked as though it itself remembered the times when order in the town was maintained mainly by the power of one’s gaze. His face was red, his eyes darting about. His mustache, bushy and proud like that of a prewar uhlan, was now trembling in rhythm with his accelerated pulse, and the buttons of his uniform strained dangerously under the pressure of civic indignation. The commander was the embodiment of Sompolno authority, a man who believed that order in the universe began with a neatly trimmed lawn in front of one’s house and an absence of questions about the meaning of existence.

“What is going on here?!” he roared. “The municipality has been attacked, and you’re here... sleeping?!”

Marczuk blinked.

“What attack, Citizen Commander?” he asked, genuinely surprised. “Nobody reported anything to me. It was quiet, peaceful... nobody was even looking for a lost dog.”

The commander spread his arms, as if trying to embrace the entire absurdity of the situation.

“You are supposed to know first! Monitor events on an ongoing basis! At least watch the city council session! And not some kind of...” He broke off, glancing at the screen. “What is this anyway?”

Marczuk looked uncertain.

“A series, Citizen Commander. Korean. Historical. Very educational. Political intrigue, power, morality...”

“Aha!” the commander cut him off. “So I have to find out from people what’s happening in Sompolno! I’m getting text messages saying Tatars have attacked the municipal office, and the police are watching TV series!”

He fell silent for a moment, then added solemnly:

“This is the biggest attack on Sompolno since the war!”

Marczuk went pale.

“Tatars?” he asked cautiously. “Like... with bows? Like back in the day? Carrying girls off into captivity?”

The commander crossed himself.“Oh Lord... that’s all we need, women from Sompolno being carried off by Tatars!” he gasped. “Get the rifle.”

“The rifle?!” Marczuk’s voice trembled.

“The rifle!” the commander confirmed. “And I’m calling for reinforcements. Let the county headquarters in Konin send a tactical unit.”

Marczuk stepped back.

“Citizen Commander... am I supposed to go alone? What if they shoot me with a bow?”

The commander looked at him sternly.

“Duty is duty. Sometimes you have to sacrifice yourself for the small homeland. Besides...” he lowered his voice, “...I’ll put you in for a promotion.”

Marczuk swallowed. A promotion sounded like a promise of a better tomorrow, and at the same time like a sentence.

“Well... if that’s the case...” he muttered, reaching for the weapon as if touching something alien.

“March!” the commander ordered. “You’ve had training. You went to the police academy. You’ll manage.”

Marczuk went out, glancing back once more, as if hoping the commander would change his mind.

As the constable crossed the threshold, the Sompolno sun hit him in the face with the force of a spotlight on a film set. He adjusted his belt, felt the weight of his service weapon, and for a brief moment, just one short moment, imagined that he was not heading toward the market square, but toward a royal courtyard, to defend the honor of the crown.

There was something both tragic and lofty in it, like in a season finale followed by a long wait for the continuation.

The door closed softly. The commander walked over to the desk, sat down in Marczuk’s chair, and looked at the screen, where the king was just leaning toward the queen.

“Well, damn...” he muttered, reaching for the remote. “I wonder how she’s going to get out of this.”

He leaned back comfortably, propping his legs on the second chair.

Peace returned to the station. Only something new lingered in the air, a sense of unease that was just beginning to spread through Sompolno.

***
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KONRAD WATCHED THE newcomers with a kind of attention that could no longer be hidden or explained away by professional duties.

First the elegant man, with curiosity, then the woman. Too long. Too openly. As if someone had suddenly inserted into the gray, bureaucratic frame a scene from a surreal television series, where colors are more saturated and people move more slowly, with a dignity that is hard to define.

Magda was watching too. More briefly. More sharply. With that skepticism that appears when intuition whispers that something unpredictable is about to happen and that someone will definitely have to deal with it.

The woman looked as if she had stepped straight off the cover of a magazine no one in Sompolno had ever seen. Her face had the smoothness of the finest porcelain, and her black hair, pinned with mathematical precision, gleamed under the fluorescent lights like the surface of a lake on a windless night. The man standing beside her, older than she was, radiated a heavy, almost physical authority; his suit, tailored from wool so dark it seemed to absorb light, and the gray streaks at his temples gave him the appearance of an emperor who wielded not a sword but an investment portfolio worth more than the entire county.

The Asian woman took a step forward. She smiled faintly, as if aware of the situational awkwardness, and spoke carefully, choosing her words.

“Excuse me... for the commotion,” she said in Polish, with a clear accent but correctly. “My name is Han Seo-yeon. And this is Mr. Park Min-joon.”

The older man inclined his head with a courtesy that looked practiced, yet sincere.

“We are representatives of NeuroSilk Systems,” Seo-yeon continued. “We deal with... modern artificial intelligence technologies. Industrial data analysis, predictive systems for energy and manufacturing. Smart factories.”

She hesitated for a moment, as if checking whether these words made any sense in Sompolno at all.

“We have come from far away,” she added. “We would like... if possible... to meet with the mayor.”

Magda straightened immediately.

“This is not the best moment,” she said coolly, in the tone of an official who knows that procedure can be more effective than empathy. “A city council session is in progress. A very important one. Matters crucial for the region.”

Konrad was already opening his mouth.

“But there’s a break right now,” he interjected, a little too quickly, 

a little too enthusiastically. “And this... this is really a fantastic coincidence. The mayor will surely be happy to receive you.”

Magda shot him a warning look.

“Konrad,” she said quietly. “You don’t decide that.”

The exchange of their glances was like a brief short circuit in the old electrical system of the building—sparks of pride and long-standing resentment flew. Konrad, suddenly straightened, as if Seo-yeon’s beauty had made him grow a few centimeters taller, versus Magda, who in her professional armor tried to defend the last bastions of Sompolno’s normality against this assault of otherness.

“Magda, come on,” he replied, not lowering his voice. “These are guests from abroad. Investors. We’re talking about development here, aren’t we?”

“We’re talking about responsibility,” she shot back.

“Not about improvising meetings because someone decided it’s ‘fantastic.’”

Seo-yeon stood calmly, observing the exchange with an attentiveness that suggested she understood more than one might think. A shadow of amusement appeared in her gaze, quickly replaced by professional distance.

“We really don’t want to cause trouble,” she interjected gently.

“If this is not an appropriate moment, we can...”

“Of course not,” Konrad said, almost simultaneously with Magda.

“Yes, it is,” Magda hissed, now clearly irritated.

“The mayor needs to rest. This session is... exhausting.”

“Like every one,” Konrad muttered. “And Ms. Alicja always finds a moment, especially for guests like these.”

“Stop it,” Magda hissed. “You’re behaving unprofessionally.”

“And you’re like a gate,” he replied, louder now. “Always closed.”

Their voices echoed off the walls. A few people in the corridor glanced in their direction. The broadcast camera was still glowing with a red diode, as if someone had forgotten to turn it off.

“May I know,” came a calm but tired voice, “why the shouting of my officials can be heard throughout the entire building?”

Mayor Alicja Nowacka stood a few steps away, documents tucked under her arm, her face clearly marked by the last hours of deliberations. She looked first at Konrad, then at Magda, and finally at the strangers.

“What is actually going on here?”

Seo-yeon seized the moment without hesitation. She made a slight bow.

“Madam Mayor,” she said. “My name is Han Seo-yeon. I represent NeuroSilk Systems. This is Mr. Park Min-joon. We have come regarding investment matters. We arranged it... by email.”

Alicja narrowed her eyes. For a moment she looked as if she were scrolling through a mental list of emails, notes, and forgotten conversations.

“An email...” she said slowly. “Indeed. There was some email. 

I assumed it was... a joke. Or a provocation. Someone from the opposition is very fond of that kind of surprise.”

Mr. Park Min-joon raised an eyebrow slightly, and that minimal gesture made Alicja feel as if she had just failed the most important exam of her life. There was no contempt in it, only the cool surprise of someone unaccustomed to being taken for a joke. Seo-yeon, meanwhile, did not stop smiling, but something flashed in her eyes that said: We know more about this
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