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Berlin, November 1989

The wall was still standing when Werner von Richter burned the first set of documents, though by the time he struck the match he already knew it would not stand much longer. He could hear it in the static of the shortwave radio balanced on the windowsill of the safe house in Prenzlauer Berg — the tremor in the announcer's voice, the sentences that kept trailing off as if the speaker didn't trust the words that were about to come out of his own mouth. Something was ending. He did not yet know it was the right thing.

He was thirty-four years old, an officer of the Bundesnachrichtendienst working under commercial cover as a mid-level procurement liaison, and for six years he had been quietly assembling a picture that no one — not his superiors in Pullach, not the Americans who occasionally shared a drink and a folder with him in return for favors owed — was supposed to see whole. It had started as a routine file: a shipment manifest that didn't match its customs declaration, a Bremen shipping company with a board of directors that existed only on paper, a wire transfer from a Delaware holding company to an account in Liechtenstein that eventually, through four more accounts and two more shell corporations, arrived at a payroll account for a firm called Arkwright Defense Systems.

Small arms at first. Then components. Then, in the last eighteen months, something that made Werner stop sleeping properly: guidance systems, restricted under three separate international agreements, moving east through a corridor that both Bonn and Washington had officially certified as clean.

He had taken the file to a man he trusted, and the man he trusted had taken it to someone else, and three weeks later that someone else had been found in the Spree with water in his lungs and a story about a boating accident that convinced no one who had actually looked at the body. Werner had understood, in the particular cold way a man understands a fact that will govern the rest of his life, that he could not hand this file to anyone in a position to bury it. He could only hide it, and wait, and hope that someday there would be a Germany — a world — stable enough to survive what was in it.

So he burned the copies that could be traced to him, and he kept the original, and he built around it a system so quiet that even the people who loved him would spend decades not knowing it existed.

He was not a sentimental man, but that night, with the crowds already beginning to gather near the checkpoints six kilometers to the west, not yet knowing themselves what they were about to do, Werner allowed himself one indulgence. He took out a photograph — his wife, Ilse, seven months pregnant, laughing at something outside the frame, taken that summer in the Grunewald — and he wrote on the back of it, in a hand so small it would take a magnifying glass to read: Falkenberg. For whoever finds the courage I did not have.

Then he put the photograph inside a hollowed edition of Rilke's Duino Elegies, third shelf, second from the left, and he went downstairs and telephoned his wife and told her, in a voice that gave away nothing, that he loved her, and that everything happening in the city tonight was going to be all right.

Twenty-eight years later, his daughter would find that photograph while packing his study into boxes after his funeral, and she would not, at first, understand what she was looking at.

She would understand everything else soon enough.
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Chapter One — The Journalist and the Analyst
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Berlin, present day

Jules Mercer had been in the city eleven hours and had already decided he hated the coffee, loved the light, and trusted no one who had agreed to meet him so quickly.

The email from Otto Kessler had arrived four days earlier, while Jules was still in Washington nursing a story that his editor had, with some justification, called "unpublishable in its current state of paranoid speculation." I have information about Arkwright-Behn that will not wait, Kessler had written, in the stiff, over-correct English of a man who had learned the language from textbooks rather than conversation. Come to Berlin. Come alone. Ask for me at the Café Einstein on Kurfürstenstraße, Thursday, four o'clock. I will know you by the notebook.

It was the kind of message that, six years into a career built on other people's secrets, Jules had learned to treat with equal parts hope and dread. Sources who wrote like that were usually either exactly what they claimed to be, or exactly the opposite — a plant, a trap, an old man's fantasy of relevance. There was rarely an interesting in-between.

He arrived at Café Einstein twenty minutes early, ordered a coffee he didn't finish, and spent the time watching the door with the specific, practiced casualness of a man who wanted to look like he wasn't watching the door. Kurfürstenstraße moved past the window in its ordinary Thursday rhythm — cyclists, a woman walking two dachshunds, a delivery van double-parked with its hazards blinking — and none of it told him anything, which was, he reminded himself, exactly what a city was supposed to do when it had a secret to keep.

Otto Kessler did not come by four o'clock. He did not come by five.

At five-fifteen, Jules's phone buzzed with a message from a number he didn't recognize. Not German. Swiss, based on the country code.

Mr. Mercer. Herr Kessler cannot meet you today. He asks that you go instead to the Reading Room of the Staatsbibliothek, Potsdamer Straße location, tomorrow at noon, and request the periodicals archive for Der Spiegel, autumn 1989. He says you will understand when you see it. He apologizes for the inconvenience. He is not well.

Jules read it twice, paid for a coffee he'd barely touched, and stepped out into a wind that had turned considerably colder than it had any right to in early October. He did not yet know that Otto Kessler had, at that moment, already been dead for three hours — a fall down the internal stairwell of his apartment building in Wedding, ruled accidental by a police report that would be filed, reviewed, and closed within nine days, a speed that Jules would later come to recognize as its own kind of confession.

What he knew, standing on Kurfürstenstraße with his coat collar up against the wind, was only that something about the message felt wrong in a way he couldn't yet articulate — too specific to be a stall, too careful to be an accident of phrasing. He is not well was the kind of sentence a person wrote when they needed you to stop asking the question you were about to ask.

He went back to his hotel and did what he always did when a story refused to sit still: he made a list of everything he didn't understand, in the hope that writing the questions down might eventually produce an answer he hadn't thought of on his own.

•••
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Six kilometers northeast, in a glass-and-steel office building on Chausseestraße that gave no outward indication of what it did or for whom, Hanna von Richter was finishing a risk assessment she had already rewritten twice.

The document in front of her concerned a bid — one of three finalists — for a NATO drone-defense procurement contract worth, in its full multi-year scope, north of four billion euros. Her job, officially, was to evaluate the financial and structural integrity of Arkwright-Behn Industries as a counterparty: to look at ownership structures, subcontractor networks, beneficial-interest chains, and flag anything that might expose the alliance to reputational or security risk before a single euro changed hands.

It was precise work, and she was good at it, and for most of the eleven months she had spent on this particular file, it had felt like exactly what it appeared to be — a large, boring, extremely important corporate structure that happened to be slightly more opaque than its competitors, in the way that large defense conglomerates often were.

Then, six weeks ago, she had found the shell.

It was buried four layers down in a chain of holding companies registered in Luxembourg, Delaware, and — improbably, charmingly, like a joke only she was meant to find funny — a numbered company in Liechtenstein with a registered address that, when she'd run it against an old database out of professional habit more than suspicion, matched an address that appeared in a Bundesnachrichtendienst internal file from 1987. A file that had, as far as the official record was concerned, never existed in the first place, except that her father had once shown her — carelessly, she'd always assumed, an old man's slip — a photocopy of exactly that address, years before he died, and told her never to mention it to anyone.

She had not told anyone. Not yet. She had spent six weeks quietly, methodically confirming what she already suspected in the part of her mind she trusted least because it was the part shaped entirely by her father, and she had reached the conclusion that the woman she had spent her whole adult life trying to be — precise, controlled, loyal to procedure — was about to have to decide whether procedure was actually the point.

Her colleague Lena Brandt knocked twice on the doorframe and let herself in without waiting for an answer, which was one of the several thousand small violations of Falkenrecht Sicherheitsgruppe's culture of formality that made Hanna genuinely fond of her.

"You're still here," Lena said. "It's after seven."

"I'm aware."

"The Arkwright-Behn file again."

Hanna didn't answer, which Lena, after four years of friendship, correctly read as yes, and I don't want to talk about it, and which she chose, this particular evening, to override.

"Hanna. You've rewritten the risk summary three times this month on a file that's supposed to be a formality. Vogel signs off on these in his sleep. What did you find?"

"Nothing I can put in a summary yet."

"That's not a no."

"It's the answer you're getting tonight." Hanna closed the laptop, more firmly than the gesture required, and reached for her coat. "Go home, Lena. Kiss your husband. I'll see you tomorrow."

Lena studied her for a moment with the particular expression of someone deciding whether a fight was worth having tonight, and decided it wasn't. "There's a journalist," she said instead, almost as an afterthought, halfway out the door. "American. Asking around press contacts about Arkwright-Behn. Reinhardt mentioned it in the coffee room like it was gossip. Apparently he's been to three different people this week trying to find someone who'll talk about a defense contractor's Berlin subsidiary."

Hanna's hand stopped on the second button of her coat. "What's his name?"

"Mercer, I think. Julian Mercer. Why — you know him?"

"No," Hanna said, and resumed buttoning her coat, and told herself that the sudden, unwelcome quickening in her chest was nothing more than the ordinary alarm of a careful woman hearing that a stranger was asking questions about the one subject she could least afford to have questioned. "No. I don't know him at all."

•••
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The Staatsbibliothek's periodicals archive smelled the way research libraries always did to Jules — dust and old glue and the particular hush of a room where several hundred years of arguments had been quietly filed away in agreement to stop shouting at each other. He requested the autumn 1989 run of Der Spiegel exactly as the message had instructed, and a librarian with reading glasses pushed up into gray hair brought him a bound volume and a pair of white cotton gloves, and left him alone at a long table under a window that let in a rectangle of pale Berlin light.

He went through it page by page, not sure what he was looking for, reading headlines about a wall that was about to fall and a world that had no idea yet how completely it was about to be remade. It was on the ninth issue, in a small item buried on page forty-one — three paragraphs, no byline, the kind of story that ran once and was never followed up because bigger history had, that week, swallowed everything smaller than itself — that he found it.

BREMEN SHIPPING FIRM UNDER INVESTIGATION FOR EXPORT VIOLATIONS, the headline read. The article named a company, Nordwaren Spedition, alleged to have facilitated the movement of restricted military components through a chain of intermediaries with, the piece noted almost in passing, "connections to at least one American defense
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