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Chapter One
Map
The map changes dramatically, it is not correct anymore
 
Julia's hair brushed Sarah's collarbone. One of Julia's hands rested on Sarah's forearm as if it had been placed there deliberately, like a bookmark. Her breathing was slow, even, the calm surface of a depth that Sarah never underestimated.
Pauline made a soft sound in her sleep and tightened her hold by instinct, drawing Julia closer without waking. Even asleep, Pauline's body was a decision.
Julia shifted faintly. Her eyes opened, already clear, already present.
She blinked once, then twice, and looked up at Sarah as if checking a reading.
"Morning," Julia whispered, voice warm with sleep.
Sarah brushed a knuckle along Julia's temple. "Morning, sweetheart."
Julia's gaze slid toward Pauline, still asleep.
Julia lifted herself slightly and tucked her head under Pauline's chin, fitting her body into the exact place where Pauline's arm could curl around her. It was both tender and methodical, the body remembering what the mind could not always trust.
Pauline stirred. Her eyes opened slowly, unfocused at first, then locking onto Julia with immediate comprehension. Pauline did not ask why. She never did in these moments. She simply put her hand on Julia's back, firm, anchoring, and breathed out as if exhaling the night.
Pauline's thumb moved in a slow line along Julia's spine, a gesture that said: "You are allowed to exist exactly like this."
Sarah watched them, and the familiar ache rose in her chest, the ache of love that carried responsibility, and the quiet fear that love was something the world would try to exploit.
Pauline kissed Julia's hair once, then leaned across her to press her mouth briefly to Sarah's temple. A small act. A binding one.
"Shower," Pauline said softly, the word less instruction than promise.
The bathroom was marble and glass, modern and calm, expensive in a way that did not feel like display so much as control: clean surfaces, warm lighting, towels folded with precision. The large shower space waited behind the clear pane like a contained weather system.
Pauline turned on the water first.
The sound filled the room, a steady rush, a rising hiss, then the first heat bloomed into steam.
Sarah watched Julia; her shoulders were slightly raised; her hands were clasped loosely at her abdomen as if she were holding something invisible in place. Her eyes were steady, but not distant.
Pauline noticed too. Pauline always noticed.
Without a word, Pauline stepped behind Julia and placed both hands on Julia's shoulders, kneading gently, not indulgently, like adjusting tension in an instrument. Julia's eyes closed briefly.
Sarah moved closer and tipped Julia's chin up slightly. "Breathe," she said, quiet enough that it felt like thought.
Julia breathed. And then, together, they stepped into the shower.
It was how they entered the day without being torn apart by it.
When they finished, they moved through drying, towels, lotions, clothes, the practical steps done with the quiet intimacy of people who had nothing to prove to one another.
Julia wore one of Pauline's sweaters, too large in the shoulders, long at the sleeves, because she liked the way it carried Pauline's scent. Pauline pretended not to notice, which was her way of saying yes.
In the kitchen, the coffee machine clicked. The apartment's marble counters held bowls and fruit and the clean order of a life built intentionally. Sarah poured coffee. Pauline poured tea for Julia, always tea first, and only later, if the day permitted, coffee.
They ate lightly. Julia sat close, close enough that her knee touched Sarah's under the table, that Pauline's hand could rest briefly on Julia's wrist without ceremony. Their closeness was not a performance; it was a habit of survival transformed into a habit of love.
Pauline's phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen. Her expression didn't change much, but Sarah saw the minute tightening around Pauline's eyes.
"Something?" Sarah asked.
Pauline set the phone down face-up, a deliberate act. "The overnight processing batch is 'complete.'"
Julia's gaze lifted. "That's neutral," she said cautiously.
Pauline's mouth twitched, half agreement, half warning. "It's too neutral."
Sarah took a sip of coffee. The bitterness anchored her. "Then we treat it as signal, not reassurance."
Julia's fingers tightened around her mug. "I had the same feeling last night," she admitted. "Not a fact. A… shape."
Pauline reached out and tapped Julia's knuckles once, tiny contact, direct. "Your instincts are data too," she said. "Not sufficient by themselves. But never irrelevant."
Julia nodded, and Sarah saw the relief in it, not relief that she was right, but relief that she was allowed to guess.
At 7:10, they were ready.
Klaus was already waiting downstairs.
The Mercedes EQS 580 blue metallic sat at the curb like a calm animal, sleek, controlled power.
As Klaus pulled away, Berlin slid past the window in gray-blue motion. Julia stared outward, but Sarah could see that Julia wasn't watching the city. She was watching her own mind.
Pauline opened her tablet. The first models of the day waited there like verdicts.
Sarah watched Pauline's face as she read. Pauline's mouth set; her eyes sharpened; the scientist in her rose like a tide.
Julia leaned slightly toward Pauline, not intruding, simply aligning. "Show me," Julia said quietly.
Pauline angled the screen so all three could see. The numbers were not dramatic. They were not screaming anomalies. They were worse.
They were coherent in the wrong way, aligned across independent inputs with a cleanliness that suggested either an impossible coincidence or a hidden hand smoothing the variance.
Sarah felt it in her body first: a coldness under the ribs, a precise pressure behind the eyes. "This is not noise," Sarah said.
Pauline's voice was calm, but the calm was a weapon. "No."
Julia swallowed. "It's… too consistent."
Pauline's eyes lifted to Julia. "Exactly."
Klaus drove smoothly, unaware of the exact content but trained to recognize the shift in the cabin, the subtle tightening, the silence that deepened. The institute came into view: glass and stone, modern restraint, the kind of place designed to hold the weight of futures.
They entered through security without delay.
Inside, the Mansfeld-Koch-Brumiere Institute felt awake already, hushed voices, soft footsteps, screens lighting to life. Their offices awaited them: Sarah's and Pauline's desks angled for constant eye contact, a deliberate design choice that was both intimacy and efficiency. Julia's adjacent office, separated by the sliding wall that stayed mostly open because separation, here, was optional.
The small ottoman between Sarah and Pauline's desks sat where it always did, specifically for Julia.
Julia moved to it immediately, as if her body understood what her mind needed.
Pauline began without ceremony.
"Closed-door modeling session," she said into the secure channel. "Presidential research team only."
Names appeared. Confirmations. The perimeter tightened.
Sarah pulled up the mathematical frameworks, the theoretical foundations that always made her feel, briefly, as if she could hold chaos by naming it. Pauline loaded the climate models, the applications where theory met consequence. Julia pulled up visualization tools, interfaces that made the complex legible without making it smaller than it was.
At 08:15, Tatjana and Yasmin arrived.
They entered together, moving with the unconscious coordination of people who shared more than work. Tatjana carried files. Yasmin held a tablet. Their shoulders brushed as they settled into chairs at the conference table.
Sarah noticed, as she always noticed, the small intimacies that spoke of partnership. The way Yasmin's hand briefly touched Tatjana's wrist. The way Tatjana's body angled slightly toward Yasmin even as they focused on the work before them.
"Thank you for coming early," Sarah said.
"Your message suggested urgency," Tatjana replied, her dark eyes already scanning the monitors displaying data streams.
"It is urgent," Pauline confirmed. "But we need to expand the working group before we proceed."
Yasmin looked up, understanding immediately. "The Antarctic findings need broader verification."
"And the data anomalies we've been tracking require expertise beyond our current scope," Julia added.
Sarah pressed the intercom. "Celine, can you join us in the presidential office? And please ask Kathrin and Manja to come as well."
Within minutes, three more women entered.
Celine Richter-Berger came first, her competence evident in her bearing, the VP for Interdisciplinary Operations who understood how to coordinate complex efforts across disciplines. She glanced at her wife Jana's empty chair, Jana was occupied with security matters, then settled into focus.
Kathrin Lorenz followed, the Senior Director of Aerophysics whose understanding of atmospheric systems would be crucial if the Antarctic changes were propagating into air-sea interactions.
Manja Dimitrova entered last, the VP for Air and Fluid Dynamics whose expertise in how systems transferred energy between states could illuminate the mechanisms they were seeing.
All three women read the room immediately, the closed door, the secure channels, the presence of only the presidential research team. They knew this meant something significant.
"Thank you all for coming," Sarah began. "Until this moment, only Tatjana and Yasmin have been working with us on what we discovered earlier this week. What we're about to share requires absolute discretion and your complete analytical independence."
Pauline stood and moved to the large display. "Wednesday morning, we identified harmonic correlations across Antarctic sensor stations. Tatjana and Yasmin verified our findings independently yesterday. What they confirmed is that we're looking at coordinated system response, not an anomaly, but a transition."
The three newcomers absorbed this with the stillness of scientists processing implications.
"But there's a complication," Julia said. "This morning's data shows irregularities that suggest our systems may be compromised."
Sarah pulled up the overnight processing logs. "Someone appears to be introducing subtle distortions into our Antarctic datasets. Not destroying them. Degrading them. Making our conclusions appear less certain than they actually are."
Celine leaned forward, her analytical mind already working. "Sabotage."
"That's our assessment," Sarah confirmed.
Kathrin's expression hardened. She had survived Binzer's basement, had nearly died there. She knew exactly what kind of threats could hide behind scientific facades. "Bremerhaven?"
"We believe so," Pauline said. "The methodology is consistent."
Manja spoke for the first time, her Bulgarian accent carrying steel. "Then we verify everything. From source. No processed data. Only raw feeds."
"Exactly," Tatjana said, and there was approval in her voice for her colleague's immediate grasp of what needed to happen.
Yasmin added, "But we need to do this without alerting whoever is responsible. If they realize we've detected the tampering, “
"They could destroy evidence," Kathrin finished. "Or escalate."
Sarah watched the group coalesce, saw the way these brilliant minds were already beginning to work together, building on each other's insights. This was why she had assembled them. Not just for their individual expertise, but for their collective capacity to think in concert.
"Here's what we need," Sarah said, her voice taking on the tone of command. "Celine, you coordinate the effort. Make sure all the moving pieces integrate without exposing our awareness to potential hostiles."
Celine nodded. "Understood."
"Tatjana and Yasmin, continue the Antarctic analysis. But now cross-reference everything against pristine source data. If there are discrepancies, document them meticulously."
Both women acknowledged with silent nods, their professional focus absolute despite the personal connection between them.
"Kathrin and Manja, we need you to model atmospheric implications. If the Antarctic system is transitioning the way we think it is, there will be propagation into air-sea exchanges. We need to know what to look for, what signatures would confirm systemic change."
Kathrin pulled out her tablet, already making notes. Manja leaned over to see, their collaboration immediate and practiced.
"Julia and I will handle the mathematical frameworks and visualization," Sarah continued. "Pauline coordinates the climate modeling integration."
"And all of this," Pauline emphasized, "stays within this room until we're absolutely certain. No emails. No digital collaboration tools. Physical meetings only, in secured spaces."
The weight of that restriction settled over the group. They were scientists. They lived in a world of shared data, open collaboration, peer review. To work in isolation went against every instinct.
But they also understood necessity.
"One more thing," Sarah said, her blue eyes moving to each woman in turn. "The people in this room are here because we trust you completely. Because you've proven yourselves not just as scientists, but as people of integrity. What we're uncovering is going to have profound implications. It will be attacked. We will be attacked. We need to be absolutely certain we can trust each other."
Silence held the room.
Then Celine spoke. "You have our loyalty. All of you know that."
"Without question," Kathrin added.
"We stand together," Manja said simply.
Tatjana and Yasmin exchanged a glance, then Tatjana spoke for both of them. "Whatever comes, we face it as a team."
Julia felt something ease in her chest. These were the people who would help them carry this burden. These were the people who understood what was at stake.
The meeting continued for another two hours. They established protocols for data verification. They outlined the modeling approaches needed. They created a schedule for physical meetings that wouldn't draw attention.
When they finally broke, it was with the understanding that everything had changed. The small working group of five had become seven. The intimate knowledge shared by the presidents and two trusted colleagues was now distributed across the presidential research team's core.
It was both a relief, more minds, more expertise, more capacity, and a new vulnerability. More people who knew meant more people who could be targeted, more relationships that could be exploited, more vectors for the truth to leak before they were ready.
As the group dispersed to their various tasks, Sarah called Tatjana and Yasmin back.
"A moment, please."
The two women returned to stand before the desk, and Sarah saw the question in their eyes.
"I want you both to know," Sarah said quietly, "that bringing you into this first was not arbitrary. It was trust. Deep trust. You've earned that through your work, through your integrity, through the way you've conducted yourselves since joining this institute."
Tatjana's expression softened slightly. "Thank you, President Sarah."
"And," Pauline added, stepping closer, "we want you to be careful. Both of you. If Bremerhaven is active again, they will look for vulnerabilities. Your relationship, your closeness, could be seen as a pressure point."
Yasmin's hand found Tatjana's, an instinctive gesture of connection and defiance. "We understand. But we won't hide what we are. We won't give them that power over us."
"We're not asking you to hide," Julia said from her ottoman. "Just to be aware. To watch out for each other."
"We always do," Tatjana said simply.
After they left, the three presidents stood together in the office, afternoon light beginning to slant through the windows.
"It's started," Julia said softly.
"Yes," Pauline agreed.
"The hard part comes next," Sarah added. "Keeping everyone safe while we pursue the truth."
Julia moved to stand between her mothers, and they wrapped around her instinctively, forming their triangle of three.
"We can do this," Julia said, and it was both statement and question.
"We have to," Sarah replied.
"And we will," Pauline finished.
The afternoon passed in focused work. The presidential research team worked separately but in coordination, each pursuing their piece of the larger puzzle. Tatjana and Yasmin buried themselves in Antarctic data, cross-referencing every sensor reading against pristine sources. Kathrin and Manja built atmospheric models, testing scenarios of system transition. Celine coordinated, ensuring the efforts aligned without leaving digital traces that could alert potential saboteurs.
And in the presidential office, Sarah built mathematical frameworks while Pauline refined climate models and Julia created visualizations that made the abstract concrete.
By evening, patterns were emerging. Patterns that confirmed their worst fears and exceeded their initial assessments.
The fracture was real. The system was transitioning. And someone was actively trying to prevent them from seeing it clearly.
Friday morning arrived with the particular weight of anticipated confrontation.
The executive team assembled in the large conference room on the fourth floor at 08:00. It was the full leadership: Sarah, Pauline, and Julia at the head of the table. Celine Richter-Berger, Tatjana Premesimova, Yasmin Bilal, Manja Dimitrova and Kathrin Lorenz representing the presidential research team. Jana Richter-Berger, Sinje Blendl, Leyla Rashid, and Swantje Jung from the protection team. Alina Bondareva-Belmann handling financial oversight. Karla Weber as COO. Marie, Chiara, and Bianca as CTOs. Lisa Wolf for security. Vanessa Becker for communications.
Sarah opened the meeting without preamble. "Thank you all for adjusting your schedules. We have several critical updates this morning. Karla?"
Karla stood, and the room's attention shifted to her immediately. "Over the past seventy-two hours, Marie, Bianca, and Chiara have identified a pattern of data irregularities that we believe represents deliberate interference with our systems."
The room went very quiet.
"Marie will walk us through the technical details," Karla continued, "but I want to state clearly at the outset: this is not a processing error. This is sabotage."
Sinje Blendl's expression hardened, she was back to work. She was VP of Special Operations, responsible for protecting the presidents, and the word 'sabotage' activated every protective instinct she possessed.
Marie stood and moved to the display screen. Her hands shook slightly, but her voice was steady as she began presenting the evidence.
Log files appeared on screen. Timestamps. Corruption patterns. The selective targeting of Antarctic datasets.
"The intrusions occur during data ingestion from external repositories," Marie explained. "Someone with administrative access, or compromised credentials that provide that access, is modifying files in the brief window between arrival and security verification."
"How is that possible?" Alina asked, her shy voice barely above a whisper but carrying complete precision. "We have multiple layers of authentication."
"We do," Jana confirmed. "Which means either someone bypassed all of them, or someone who already has legitimate access is responsible."
The implication hung in the air like smoke.
"Bremerhaven," Celine said quietly.
"That's our working hypothesis," Karla confirmed. "The methodology is consistent with Binzer's network. Subtle. Targeted. Designed to degrade our findings without destroying them entirely."
Sarah's expression was unreadable, but Julia, sitting beside her, could feel the tension radiating from her mother's body. Pauline's hand found Sarah's under the table, a brief touch of solidarity.
"What's the extent of the compromise?" Pauline asked, her voice calm but carrying authority.
"We don't know yet," Bianca admitted. "We've only audited three weeks of data. We need to go back further."
"How much further?" Julia asked.
"Two months minimum," Marie said. "Possibly longer."
Tatjana leaned forward, her dark hair falling across her shoulder. "If data has been compromised for two months, how do we know our current models are accurate?"
"We don't," Chiara said flatly. "That's why we need to re-verify everything."
The room absorbed that reality in silence.
Finally, Sarah spoke. "Priority one: secure our systems. Jana, I want a complete security audit. Everything. Networks, access logs, credential management, physical security. If there's a vulnerability, find it."
"Understood," Jana said.
"Priority two: data integrity. Marie, Bianca, Chiara, you lead the audit. Pull in whoever you need. I want every file verified against source repositories."
"That's going to be resource-intensive," Alina warned quietly.
"I don't care," Sarah said. "Our credibility depends on our data. If we can't trust what we're seeing, we can't trust our conclusions."
Pauline nodded agreement. "And we need to do this without alerting whoever is responsible. If they realize we're onto them, “
"They could escalate," Julia finished. "Delete evidence. Lock us out. Make the damage irreversible."
Sinje's jaw tightened. "I want increased security protocols around the presidents. Enhanced monitoring. No one gets close without being cleared."
"Agreed," Lisa Wolf said. The Chief Security Officer had been silent until now, but her expression was grim. "I'll coordinate with your team."
Swantje Jung, sitting beside Sinje, spoke for the first time. "If Bremerhaven is active again, they won't just target data. They'll target people."
She was Julia's best friend, and the bond between them was visible in the way Julia's posture shifted slightly, acknowledging Swantje's presence.
"Explain," Sarah said.
"Binzer didn't just sabotage research," Swantje said. "He manipulated relationships. Exploited vulnerabilities. Turned people against each other. If his network is still operating, they'll be looking for social engineering opportunities."
"She's right," Celine said. "We need to be careful about who we trust with what information."
"That's paranoia," Vanessa protested gently.
"That's survival," Sarah corrected. "In an environment where internal threat is possible, compartmentalization isn't paranoia. It's prudence."
Julia felt something cold settle in her chest. She had lived through threat before. Different threat, personal rather than institutional. But the architecture of danger was familiar. The need to be careful who you trusted. Who you let close. Who you allowed to see vulnerability.
Pauline's hand found hers under the table. A brief squeeze. „I'm here.“
Julia squeezed back. „I know.“
"We reconvene Monday morning," Sarah said, bringing the meeting to a close. "Same time. Everyone reports progress. Questions?"
There were none.
As people filed out, Julia remained seated between her mothers. Sarah's expression was distant, calculating. Pauline's was drawn with concern.
"This complicates things," Pauline said quietly, once the room had emptied.
"Yes," Sarah agreed.
Julia looked between them. "You're thinking about the Antarctic findings."
"We can't publish if our data integrity is compromised," Sarah said. "It would give critics exactly the ammunition they need to dismiss everything."
"But if we wait too long,“ Julia began.
"I know," Pauline said. "The fracture won't wait for us to resolve internal sabotage."
Sarah stood and moved to the window, looking down at the institute's grounds. "Then we work faster. We verify everything. We make the science unassailable. And we find whoever is trying to stop us."
Julia rose and crossed to stand beside her mother. Pauline joined them, and for a moment they stood together, three women looking out at a world that suddenly felt more hostile than it had that morning.
"We've survived worse," Julia said softly.
Sarah looked at her daughter, and something fierce and protective flashed in her eyes. "You shouldn't have to keep surviving."
"But I do," Julia replied. "Because that's what we do. We survive. Together."
Pauline wrapped her arms around them both, pulling them close. "Yes," she said. "Together."
And in that moment, despite the sabotage, despite the compromised data, despite the fracture growing beneath Antarctic ice, they felt solid. United.
Whatever came next, they would face it the way they faced everything. As three.
 
Chapter Two
Cost
The cost being first is very high
 
 
The institute did not announce the change. There were no messages sent, no lights dimmed, no sirens or procedural language to mark a transition. Yet by mid-morning the Mansfeld-Koch-Brumiere Institute had entered a different state of being, one perceptible only to those who lived inside systems long enough to feel when they tightened.
Security protocols shifted. Not dramatically. A new badge verification sequence here. An additional authentication layer there. The kind of adjustments that looked like routine maintenance but functioned as tripwires.
Lisa Wolf moved through the building with heightened purpose, her conversations brief and coded. Jana Richter-Berger worked from behind closed doors, screens displaying network traffic patterns that would mean nothing to most observers but everything to someone trained to see intrusion signatures.
And on the fourth floor, in the presidential suite of offices, two parallel investigations accelerated.
One tracked fracture dynamics beneath Antarctic ice.
The other tracked fracture dynamics within their own walls.
Sarah stood at the whiteboard in the secure conference room, marker in hand, mapping security implications with the same mathematical precision she brought to climate modeling.
"Markets will react before governments," she said, drawing a quick flowchart. "Governments will react before they understand. And understanding will come too late to prevent panic."
Pauline sat at the table, tablet open, her expression grave. "Which means disclosure becomes a security event, not just a scientific one."
Julia occupied her position between them, literally between their two chairs, her laptop balanced on her knees. "We can't control the response," she said quietly. "Only the quality of what we release."
"And the timing," Sarah added. "If we're first to speak, “
"We're first to become targets," Pauline finished.
The room held that truth in silence for a moment.
Then Sarah's phone buzzed. She glanced at it, her expression tightening. "Intelligence briefing. Fourteen hundred hours."
"From whom?" Julia asked.
"BfV." The Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution. Germany's domestic intelligence service.
Pauline looked up sharply. "They don't brief scientists unless,“
"Unless the science has national security implications," Sarah said. "Which apparently, we now do."
Julia felt something cold settle in her chest. She had known, abstractly, that their work mattered beyond academia. But having Germany's intelligence apparatus take notice was different. That was recognition of a kind she wasn't sure she wanted.
"What do they know?" Pauline asked.
"We'll find out at fourteen hundred," Sarah replied. "But if they're reaching out, it means someone else is already interested. Someone we wouldn't want interested."
"Former adversaries," Julia said, remembering Sarah's phrasing from days earlier.
"Yes."
"The ones we thought were neutralized."
"The ones I hoped were neutralized," Sarah corrected. "Hope is not a security protocol."
A knock at the door interrupted them. Tatjana and Yasmin entered first, moving with the unconscious synchronization that marked them as more than colleagues. Their hands brushed as they settled into adjacent chairs, a small gesture of connection. They were followed by Kathrin and Manja, who carried themselves with the careful professionalism of people who knew they were entering a space where words had weight.
Manja Dimitrova was striking, a Bulgarian beauty with brown hair and the kind of presence that commanded attention without effort. As VP of Air and Fluid Dynamics, she understood movement in ways that went beyond mathematics. She read systems the way musicians read scores.
Her partner Franziska worked in security, and that relationship had taught Manja to think in terms of vulnerabilities and defenses. She brought that perspective to her science now.
Kathrin Lorenz, Senior Director of Aerophysics, sat beside Manja. The two had developed a close working relationship over the past months, their expertise in atmospheric systems complementing each other perfectly. Kathrin's understanding of aerodynamic principles combined with Manja's fluid dynamics expertise created a formidable analytical partnership.
Tatjana Premesimova, VP of Atmospheric Physics, sat close to Yasmin, their chairs positioned so their shoulders nearly touched. Dark-haired and elegant, Tatjana brought decades of experience studying how atmosphere and ocean exchanged energy. If anyone could model the feedback mechanisms they were seeing, it was her.
Yasmin Bilal, Director of Astrophysics, completed the group. Her expertise in stellar atmospheres had proven surprisingly relevant to understanding planetary atmospheric dynamics. But more than that, she brought clarity of thought and methodical analysis that complemented Tatjana's broader theoretical frameworks.
"Thank you for coming," Pauline said, gesturing to the conference table. "We need your expertise."
"Southern Ocean dynamics?" Manja asked, settling more fully into her chair.
"Specifically, stress transfer mechanisms," Sarah confirmed. "What we're seeing doesn't match existing models."
For the next hour, they worked through the data systematically. Tatjana and Yasmin presented their verification findings, their collaboration seamless, each anticipating the other's analytical moves. Julia displayed her geometric visualizations. And slowly, carefully, the four senior scientists began testing the conclusions against their own expertise.
"The temperature anomaly is minor," Manja observed, studying the current velocity profiles. "But the duration is significant."
"Sustained warming," Tatjana agreed, her dark eyes scanning the data streams. "Not a pulse. A new baseline."
"Which means the ice is experiencing chronic stress, not acute," Kathrin said, her short brown hair falling forward as she leaned over the tablet Manja had angled toward her.
Yasmin nodded, her hand moving unconsciously to touch the silver bracelet Tatjana had given her weeks ago. "And chronic stress changes failure modes. Instead of sudden collapse, you get distributed fracturing."
"Fracturing that propagates," Julia added quietly.
Manja looked at her, and there was something approving in her expression. Julia was young, the youngest in the room by nearly two decades, but her mathematical insight was respected even by those who had spent lifetimes in the field.
"Show me the propagation model," Manja said.
Julia pulled it up. A three-dimensional representation of the Antarctic coastline, color-coded by stress distribution. The animation showed how pressure redistributed over time, flowing through the ice like water finding channels.
Tatjana inhaled sharply. "That's not gradual."
"No," Julia said.
"That's threshold-dependent. Once stress exceeds local capacity, “
"It transfers to adjacent regions," Yasmin finished, her scientific training asserting itself even as she felt Tatjana tense beside her. "Which may already be near their own thresholds."
"Cascade failure," Manja said, the words falling like stones.
The room absorbed that reality.
Sarah moved to stand behind Julia's chair, one hand resting on her daughter's shoulder. "We need to map vulnerable regions. Identify which sectors are closest to threshold."
"That's weeks of analysis," Kathrin said.
"Then we start now," Pauline replied. "Kathrin, Manja, can you model atmospheric forcing? We need to understand what's driving the ocean warming."
"Absolutely," Kathrin said. "But we'll need access to the latest satellite data."
Manja nodded agreement. "Kathrin and I can work on the air-sea interaction dynamics. If atmospheric patterns are shifting in response to ocean temperature changes, "
"Then we're looking at coupled system evolution," Kathrin finished. "Not just ice responding to ocean. Ocean responding to atmosphere. Atmosphere responding to both."
"I'll coordinate with the support team," a new voice said from the doorway.
Celine Richter-Berger stood at the threshold, her expression professional but warm. As VP for Interdisciplinary Operations, she was the interface between the presidential research team and the broader institute. If anyone could mobilize resources without raising alarm, it was Celine.
"Come in," Sarah said.
Celine entered and closed the door behind her. "I've been thinking about compartmentalization," she said without preamble. "We can't do this work in isolation. We need the support team's expertise. But we also can't brief them on the full implications."
"Not yet," Pauline agreed.
"So we give them targeted questions," Celine continued. "Specific analytical tasks that contribute to the larger picture without revealing what the picture is."
Julia looked up. "You mean we fragment the problem."
"Exactly. Dr. Finn Wagner handles mathematical modeling. We give him the fracture propagation equations without the Antarctic context. Dr. Dorota Adamski does statistical analysis. We ask her to verify correlation patterns without explaining what's being correlated."
"And they won't realize they're working on the same problem," Manja said, seeing it now.
"Not unless we want them to," Celine confirmed.
Sarah considered this, her security training warring with her scientific instincts. Transparency was foundational to good science. But operational security was foundational to survival.
"Do it," she said finally. "But document everything. When we eventually publish, I want full methodology disclosed. This compartmentalization is temporary."
"Understood," Celine said.
"What about Dr. Nadezda Popova?" Tatjana asked. "Biochemistry expertise might be relevant for understanding ecosystem impacts."
"Not yet," Pauline said. "Right now we're focused purely on physical systems. Once we have solid models, we can expand to biological effects."
Yasmin spoke up, her voice quiet but carrying weight. "There's another consideration. The more people involved, the more vulnerable we become to the kind of sabotage we've already detected."
Tatjana's hand found Yasmin's under the table, a brief squeeze of support and agreement. "Yasmin's right. Every additional person is both an asset and a potential security risk."
"Not because we don't trust them," Yasmin clarified quickly. "But because they become targets. Pressure points that adversaries can exploit."
Sarah studied the two women, seeing not just brilliant scientists but partners who understood threat in ways that went beyond the abstract. Yasmin had survived violence. Tatjana had helped her heal. They knew, viscerally, what it meant to be vulnerable.
"Then we keep the circle tight for now," Sarah said. "The seven of us, plus the support team on compartmentalized tasks. No one else gets the full picture until we're ready to go public."
The meeting continued for another two hours, mapping out research priorities, establishing communication protocols, and defining what each person would focus on. Kathrin and Manja would work together on atmospheric modeling. Tatjana and Yasmin would continue verifying and expanding the Antarctic analysis. Celine would coordinate. The presidents would integrate everything into a coherent framework.
When they finally broke, exhaustion was evident on every face.
As the others filed out, Tatjana and Yasmin lingered. They waited until the room was empty except for the three presidents.
"Sarah, Pauline, Julia," Tatjana began, her voice low. "We wanted you to know that we understand the risks we're taking. Both professionally and personally."
Yasmin continued, her hand finding Tatjana's openly now. "Being part of this inner circle makes us targets. Our relationship makes us vulnerable to pressure. We know that."
"But we're not backing away," Tatjana said firmly. "This work is too important. And we trust you to protect us while we do it."
Sarah felt something shift in her chest. These two women, who had found love in the midst of healing from trauma, were choosing to stand with them anyway.
"We will protect you," Sarah said, and it was a promise. "Both of you. Whatever it takes."
"We know," Yasmin said softly. "That's why we can do this. Because we trust you with everything we have."
After they left, hands briefly touching as they passed through the doorway, Julia looked at her mothers.
"They're brave," she said.
"Yes," Pauline agreed.
"And in love," Julia added. "Really, deeply in love. You can see it in every gesture."
"Which makes them stronger," Sarah said. "And also more vulnerable."
"Like us," Julia observed quietly.
Sarah pulled her close. "Like us."
The afternoon wore on. The presidential research team dispersed to their various tasks, carrying pieces of a puzzle that only they could see in its entirety. Kathrin and Manja buried themselves in atmospheric data, their collaboration producing insights neither could have reached alone. Tatjana and Yasmin worked side by side in Yasmin's office, their professional focus absolute but punctuated by small moments of connection, a touch, a glance, a whispered word of encouragement.
And in the presidential office, Sarah, Pauline, and Julia integrated it all, building frameworks that would eventually have to withstand scrutiny from every direction.
By early afternoon, Sarah received confirmation that the security audit was producing troubling results.
She called an emergency meeting of the executive team.
They assembled in the large conference room, and the tension was immediately palpable. Lisa Wolf looked grim. Jana Richter-Berger's usual composure was strained. Marie Bondareva-Belmann appeared frightened. Karla Weber's expression was set with determination.
"We've found the entry point," Jana said without preamble. "Compromised credentials belonging to a former Bremerhaven team member who still had technical access."
"Who?" Sarah asked.
"Dr. Marcus Schiller. He left the institute two months ago. We thought we'd revoked all his access, but he maintained a backdoor through a development account that wasn't properly decommissioned."
"Is he working alone?" Pauline asked.
"Unknown," Lisa said. "We're investigating his current associations. But the sophistication of the intrusion suggests support. This isn't one disgruntled former employee. This is organized."
Sinje Blendl leaned forward, her protective instincts fully engaged. "Recommendations?"
"Full system lock-down," Jana said. "We revoke all remote access. We implement two-factor authentication on every system. We audit every account, every credential, every access point."
"That's going to disrupt research," Karla warned.
"Better disrupted than compromised," Sarah said flatly.
"Agreed," Pauline added.
Julia spoke up from her position between her mothers. "What about the people who are already inside? The ones we trust? We need to make sure they can still work."
"We create a whitelist," Jana suggested. "Essential personnel get enhanced credentials. Everyone else goes through verification protocols."
"How long will implementation take?" Sarah asked.
"Forty-eight hours for full deployment," Lisa said. "Seventy-two to complete the audit."
"Do it," Sarah commanded. "And Jana, I want surveillance on Schiller. Find out who he's working with. Find out what they know."
"Already in progress," Jana confirmed.
The meeting shifted to operational details, who would implement what, how to communicate changes to staff without revealing the full extent of the compromise, what contingency plans to activate if the situation escalated.
Throughout it all, Julia observed the way the team functioned under pressure. Karla's steady leadership. Marie's technical precision despite her fear. Lisa's security expertise. Jana's network defense capabilities. Sinje's protective vigilance.
And at the center, her mothers. Sarah with her mathematical mind applied to security problems. Pauline with her systematic approach to complex challenges. Both of them working in perfect coordination, making decisions that balanced principle with pragmatism.
This was what leadership looked like, Julia realized. Not speeches. Not authority. But careful, competent people making difficult choices together.
When the meeting concluded, most of the team dispersed to implement their assignments. But Marie lingered with Karla.
"I'm frightened," Marie admitted quietly, her emotional nature showing through her professional competence. "Not for myself. For Alina. For Sarah, Pauline, and Julia. For everyone."
Karla turned to face her, and the COO's expression was fierce with protectiveness. "Marie, you and Chiara and Bianca discovered this threat before it could do irreparable damage. That's not something to fear. That's something to be proud of."
"But we still don't know who's responsible," Marie protested, her voice breaking slightly. "We don't know their endgame."
"Not yet," Karla agreed. "But we will. Because we're methodical. Because we're patient. Because we won't stop until our institute is secure."
Marie nodded, drawing strength from Karla's certainty. "What do we tell the others? The rest of the team?"
"Nothing yet. We keep this compartmentalized. Only those who need to know."
"That's going to be difficult. People will notice the security changes."
"Let them notice," Karla said. "Let them wonder. Uncertainty can be its own defense. Our adversaries can't anticipate what they don't understand."
Marie managed a small smile. "You sound like Sarah."
"I learned from the best," Karla replied.
They left the secure room together, stepping back into the ordinary functioning of the institute. Staff moved through hallways, meetings proceeded, research continued. The surface appeared normal.
But beneath, fault lines had appeared.
And the question now was not whether the structure would hold.
But whether they could reinforce it before the pressure became too great.
At 13:45, Sarah, Pauline, and Julia left their offices for the intelligence briefing.
They moved through the institute with Sinje and Leyla flanking them, the protection detail visible now in a way it usually wasn't. Staff noticed. Glances were exchanged. No one asked questions, but everyone wondered.
The briefing room was in the building's secure center, a space designed for classified discussions. No windows. Reinforced walls. Electronic countermeasures built into the infrastructure.
Two men waited inside, both wearing the careful neutrality of professional intelligence officers.
Sarah recognized the type immediately. She had worked with enough of them during her years with the Munich Police.
"Dr. Koch-Brumiere," the older man said, standing. "Dr. Koch-Brumiere." A nod to Pauline. "Dr. Koch-Brumiere." To Julia.
"I'm Direktor Richter, BfV. This is Analyst Weber. Thank you for making time."
"Of course," Sarah said, settling into a chair. Pauline sat beside her. Julia took the chair on Pauline's other side, maintaining their instinctive configuration.
Direktor Richter did not waste time with pleasantries. "Your institute has attracted attention from foreign intelligence services."
"Which services?" Sarah asked.
"Russian SVR. Chinese MSS. Elements within the US intelligence community that we're still trying to identify."
Pauline's expression didn't change, but Sarah felt her stiffen. "Why?"
"Your Antarctic research," Analyst Weber said. "Specifically, indications that you may have discovered something significant about climate instability."
"We haven't published anything," Julia said carefully.
"No," Direktor Richter agreed. "But you've been conducting unusual data analysis. Bringing in additional experts. Tightening security protocols. Intelligence services notice patterns like that."
"Are we under surveillance?" Sarah asked bluntly.
The two men exchanged a glance.
"We can't confirm the specific methods," Weber said carefully. "But we believe your communications are being monitored. Possibly your facility as well."
"We've already discovered internal network compromise," Pauline said. "Our CTO is investigating."
Richter leaned forward. "We know. We've been monitoring the investigation."
Sarah felt anger flash, hot and immediate. "You've been spying on us."
"We've been protecting you," Richter corrected. "There's a difference."
"Is there?" Julia asked, her voice quiet but pointed.
"Dr. Koch-Brumiere," Richter said, addressing Julia directly. "You're twenty-one years old. You hold TS SCI clearance. You've produced mathematical frameworks that have advanced climate science by years. Do you truly believe the world's intelligence services wouldn't take notice?"
Julia said nothing, but Sarah saw the tension in her daughter's jaw.
"What do you want from us?" Sarah asked.
"Cooperation," Richter said simply. "We want to know what you've found. We want to help you secure it. And we want to ensure that when you publish, you do so in a controlled manner that doesn't trigger international crisis."
"You want us to let you vet our science," Pauline said.
"We want to help you survive releasing your science," Weber corrected.
Sarah studied them both, her security training assessing threat and opportunity. "And if we refuse?"
"Then you face those threats alone," Richter said. "Russian intelligence has extensive experience with intimidation. Chinese operatives are patient and methodical. And the Americans,¨ He paused. "The Americans are unpredictable right now. Their political situation is unstable. We can't guarantee how they'll respond to climate data that threatens economic interests."
"So we trade our independence for protection," Julia said.
"You trade secrecy for survival," Richter replied. "Dr. Koch-Brumiere, your mothers survived many conspiracies, the latest the Bremerhaven conspiracy. They understand how threat operates. They know that principle without pragmatism is martyrdom."
Sarah felt Pauline's hand find hers under the table.
"We need time," Sarah said. "To discuss this with our team. To understand the full implications."
"You have forty-eight hours," Richter said. "After that, we may not be able to guarantee your security."
"Is that a threat?" Pauline asked, her voice dangerously quiet.
"That's reality," Weber said. "The window for controlled disclosure is closing. Once enough intelligence services are interested, information becomes currency. And currency gets traded."
The briefing continued for another twenty minutes, covering technical details of surveillance, threat assessments, and potential security enhancements. By the time it concluded, Sarah felt exhausted in a way that had nothing to do with physical effort.
They walked back to their offices in silence, Sinje and Leyla maintaining close formation.
Once inside, with the door locked and the electromagnetic shielding active, the three of them stood together in the center of the room.
"This is worse than I thought," Pauline said.
"Yes," Sarah agreed.
Julia moved to stand between her mothers, and they wrapped their arms around her instinctively. "What do we do?" Julia asked.
"We do what we've always done," Sarah said. "We make the science unassailable. We protect each other. And we make decisions based on what's right, not what's safe."
"Even if what's right gets us killed?" Julia whispered.
Sarah pulled her closer. "Especially then."
Outside the windows, Berlin continued its afternoon routine, ordinary and oblivious. Inside, three women held each other and faced the cost of being first to see truth.
Across the institute, in Yasmin's office, Tatjana and Yasmin had paused their work. They sat close together on the small sofa, Yasmin's head on Tatjana's shoulder, both of them processing the weight of what they were involved in.
"Are you frightened?" Yasmin asked quietly.
"Yes," Tatjana admitted. "But not of the work. Of what might happen to you if this goes wrong."
Yasmin lifted her head to look at her partner. "We're in this together. Whatever happens, we face it together."
"Always together," Tatjana agreed, pulling her close.
They sat in silence for a moment, drawing strength from each other, from the love they had built in the midst of healing and discovery.
Then they returned to their work, side by side, protecting truth because it mattered more than safety.
 
Chapter Three
Intelligence
Intelligence covered or distributed
 
The evening after the BfV briefing, the Reichsstraße apartment felt smaller than usual.
Not physically. The high ceilings, the ornate moldings, the generous rooms remained unchanged. But the weight of the decision waiting to be made compressed the space, made the air feel heavier, charged with consequence.
Sarah stood at the window of the living room, looking down at the street below. Evening traffic moved in familiar patterns. People walked dogs. A couple argued on the corner, their gestures animated but their voices inaudible through the glass. Berlin continued its ordinary life, unaware that three women several floors above were deciding whether to accept government control of their science.
Pauline sat on the velvet sofa, hands wrapped around a cup of tea that had gone cold. She hadn't drunk from it in twenty minutes. Beside her, Julia was curled into the corner, knees drawn up, Ashley's head resting on her lap. The sheepdog seemed to sense the tension, her usual playfulness replaced by watchful calm.
Anna lay at Sarah's feet, equally alert.
"Forty-eight hours," Julia said quietly. "That's what Direktor Richter said."
"Yes," Sarah confirmed, not turning from the window.
"But you've already decided," Julia continued. It was not a question.
Sarah finally turned to face them. "I have an opinion. But this decision affects all three of us. We make it together."
Pauline set down her tea. "Tell us your opinion, then. We'll test it."
Sarah crossed to the sofa and settled beside Pauline, reaching out to take Julia's hand. The physical connection grounded them, made the abstract concrete. Three bodies, one decision.
"They want to vet our findings before publication," Sarah began. "They want to coordinate our messaging with government priorities. They frame it as cooperation, as protection from foreign intelligence threats. But what they're really asking for is control."
"Control over what we publish," Pauline said.
"When we publish," Julia added.
"How we frame it," Sarah continued. "What emphasis we give. What implications we draw. Every aspect of our scientific communication would become subject to government approval."
"In exchange for protection," Pauline observed neutrally.
"Protection we may genuinely need," Sarah acknowledged. "Direktor Richter wasn't lying about the threats. Russian SVR, Chinese MSS, unknown American actors, these are real entities with real capabilities. They can surveil us, intimidate us, worse."
Julia's hand tightened in Sarah's. "But?"
"But the cost is too high," Sarah said, and there was steel in her voice now. "I spent years with Munich Police. I know how intelligence agencies operate. They don't protect you out of altruism. They protect you because you're useful. And the moment you stop being useful, “
"They withdraw protection," Pauline finished.
"Or worse. They become the threat themselves."
Julia was quiet for a moment, processing. Then: "You're saying we can't trust them."
"I'm saying we can't trust any arrangement where our science becomes conditional on government approval," Sarah corrected. "Today they want to vet our Antarctic findings. Tomorrow they want us to emphasize certain aspects over others. Next month they want us to delay publication because it's politically inconvenient. Where does it stop?"
"It doesn't," Pauline said quietly. "That's the nature of these relationships. They escalate. Compromise becomes control."
Sarah nodded. "Exactly. And I will not, ¨her voice caught slightly, "I will not let this institute become what Florian Binzer tried to make it. A tool serving external interests. We survived that once. I won't willingly walk into it again."
"Even if refusing means we face the threats alone?" Julia asked.
"Especially then," Sarah replied. "Because the alternative is worse than any external threat. The alternative is losing who we are."
Pauline stood and moved to the window, looking out at the same view Sarah had occupied minutes before. "When I was younger," she said, speaking to the glass, "I thought integrity was about grand gestures. Noble sacrifices. Dramatic stands for principle."
She turned back to face them. "But it's not. It's about small decisions, made consistently, even when the cost is high. It's about saying no to compromises that seem reasonable in the moment but erode everything over time."
"You agree with Mama Sarah," Julia said.
"Yes." Pauline returned to the sofa, settling on Julia's other side so their daughter was between them as always. "We decline BfV's offer. We maintain our independence. We accept the consequences."
Both women looked at Julia.
"Sweetheart," Sarah said gently, "you're twenty-one. You have your whole life ahead of you. If we make this decision, we're choosing danger over safety. We're putting you at risk. If you want us to accept their offer, “
"No," Julia interrupted, her voice quiet but absolutely firm. "You're not putting me at risk. They are. The people who want to control our science, who want to weaponize our research, who want to silence truth, they’re the threat. Not you."
„Julia, "
"Mama Sarah, you taught me that truth matters more than comfort. That integrity is not negotiable. That we don't compromise our values to make ourselves safer." Julia looked between her mothers, her blue eyes clear and certain. "If I wanted safety above everything, I wouldn't be here. I wouldn't be your daughter. I wouldn't be doing this work."
Sarah felt tears prick her eyes. "You're so young to be making choices like this."
"I'm old enough to know who I am," Julia replied. "And I know I belong with you. Wherever this leads."
Pauline pulled Julia close, pressing her face into her daughter's hair. "We're going to face consequences," she said, her voice muffled. "Real ones. Not abstract threats. They'll come for us."
"Then we'll face them together," Julia said simply.
Sarah wrapped her arms around both of them, and for a long moment they sat like that, three women holding each other against a decision that could not be unmade.
Finally, Sarah pulled back. "Then we're agreed. We decline."
"Yes," Pauline confirmed.
"Yes," Julia echoed.
"I'll call Direktor Richter tomorrow morning," Sarah said. "Ten hundred. From the secure
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