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 Chapter 1
The SAS flight from Helsinki-Vantaa banked over the Roslagen archipelago at 0847 local, and Marisol Halberstam-Brock counted the islands as a habit she had carried since Vienna. Three rocky outcrops, then a longer stretch of pine and red barn, then the wide channel that fed northwest toward the Stockholm approach corridor. She had read the airport diagram on the descent, the way she always did when arriving in a new station of assignment, and she had memorized the parallel runway designators and the location of the general aviation apron before the seatbelt sign chimed.

The flight attendant moved down the aisle in the practiced choreography of a domestic Nordic carrier, collecting cups, retrieving the small blue blankets that the airline issued on morning short-hauls. Tobias was asleep in the window seat with his reading glasses still folded against the breast pocket of his charcoal travel jacket, and Imari had her noise-cancelling headphones over her ears and a battered copy of the Swedish-language edition of Astrid Lindgren open on her tray table. Sixteen years old, intermediate Swedish from her two years at the international school in Helsinki, and already determined to read the source material rather than the English translation. Marisol had not asked her to do that. Imari had simply decided.

Olafur was below, in the climate-controlled hold compartment that SAS reserved for accompanying pets on its Helsinki-Stockholm rotations. The standard schnauzer was nine years old, gray and grizzled around the muzzle, and had already crossed four international borders in his service career as the Halberstam-Brock family dog. The handlers at Helsinki-Vantaa had loaded his crate with the same matter-of-fact courtesy that Nordic airport ground crews extended to almost everything. Marisol had watched the load through the gate window and had marked the time on her phone the way she marked most operational events, by reflex and by habit.

She drank the last of her coffee. Black, no sugar, served in the small ceramic cup that SAS still provided in business class on Helsinki-Stockholm even though the segment was barely fifty minutes wheels up to wheels down. She set the cup on the tray and folded her napkin under the rim and watched the channel widen as the aircraft descended through three thousand feet on the published instrument approach to runway 19R.

Stockholm-Arlanda came up under the wing at 0902. The terminal complex was familiar to her from three previous transits in the Vienna and Bucharest years, but she had never arrived at Arlanda as a station officer of record, and the difference registered in her chest as a small recalibration. Eighteen years in the Directorate of Operations had taught her that arrival at a new station was a procedural event before it was a personal one. The cover legend went into operational use at the jet bridge. The Embassy contact protocol began at the curb. The first read-in began the moment she set her bag down inside the Station SCIF.

The aircraft taxied to gate 12 at 0907. Marisol woke Tobias with a hand on his forearm and a quiet word in English, and Imari closed her book without being asked and slid it into her shoulder bag. Tobias smiled at her, the slow patient smile he had carried through Vienna and Bucharest and Brussels and Helsinki, and reached for his jacket.

“Welcome to Stockholm,” he said.

“Same to you,” she said.

They cleared passport control at the diplomatic counter on the strength of their A-2 visas and the State Department black passports, and Marisol watched the Swedish border officer stamp her entry with the small ceremonial gesture that Schengen border officers reserved for accredited diplomatic personnel. The officer was middle-aged, pale-eyed, and entirely incurious. He returned her passport with a courteous nod and gestured her through.

Baggage claim for the Helsinki flight was carousel 4. The Embassy had pre-coordinated the pet release with Arlanda ground operations, and Olafur's crate appeared at the oversize counter at 0928 along with the four checked suitcases that constituted the air-shipment portion of the family's household effects. The remainder, the books and the kitchen and the framed photographs and Imari's chess set and the eight banker's boxes of Tobias's academic papers, was already in the sea container that had departed Helsinki port two weeks earlier and was scheduled to clear Stockholm customs on Friday.

Marisol crouched beside the crate and let Olafur sniff her hand through the wire door. The schnauzer recognized her, made the small huffing sound that schnauzers reserved for family reunion, and pressed his graying muzzle against the latch. She unlatched the door and clipped the lead onto his collar and let him stand on the polished concrete of the baggage hall while Tobias managed the four suitcases onto a luggage cart.

“He travels better than the rest of us,” Tobias said.

“He has fewer expectations,” Marisol said.

They moved through the green channel at customs without inspection, the diplomatic accreditation card displayed in the passport sleeve, and emerged into the arrivals hall at 0941. The hall was bright with the cold north light that Stockholm produced even in mid-September, filtered through the high glass roof of the terminal extension. Marisol scanned the meeter-greeter line by reflex, working left to right, marking the limousine drivers with their printed name placards and the families with their flowers and the two uniformed Arlanda police officers standing at the secondary screening point near the exit door.

Persis Vandermeer-Halberstam was waiting at the third pillar from the door, exactly where Embassy protocol had specified in the cable Marisol had received in Helsinki two days earlier. She was wearing a charcoal wool coat over a navy suit, sensible low-heeled boots appropriate to the cobbled streets of Östermalm, and she had her hands in her coat pockets and her shoulder bag balanced against her left hip in the practiced stance of a fifty-four-year-old senior intelligence service officer who had been waiting at airport arrival points for twenty-eight years.

She saw Marisol, and the slow professional smile that Marisol remembered from Helsinki settled across her face.

“Halberstam-Brock,” Persis said.

“Vandermeer-Halberstam,” Marisol said.

They shook hands. The shake was brief, professional, and contained the entire institutional history of two officers who had served together as Chief of Station and Senior Operations Officer in Helsinki Station for one consequential year, and who had now reassembled in Stockholm in the senior leadership configuration of Chief of Station and Deputy Chief of Station. Persis had rotated to Stockholm two months earlier, in the July reshuffle that had moved Halsen Brandt-Pelletier out of the DCOS slot and into the National Headquarters Building Russia House. Marisol had received her own reassignment cable in the second week of August.

“Your husband,” Persis said, extending her hand to Tobias.

“Persis,” Tobias said, with the genuine warmth that he had carried through every diplomatic posting of his Foreign Service career. He had retired from State three years ago, when Marisol had taken the Helsinki SOO billet, and had transitioned into the academic adjunct work that now carried him from the Helsinki University Aleksanteri Institute to a confirmed lectureship at Stockholm University Department of Political Science.

“And Imari,” Persis said. “The last time I saw you, you were thirteen and you had a strong opinion about the Finnish education system.”

“I still have the opinion,” Imari said. “It got more refined.”

Persis laughed. The laugh was small, contained, and entirely sincere. Marisol watched the exchange the way she watched most professional interactions, by reflex and by training, marking the small calibrations of warmth and reserve that constituted Persis Vandermeer-Halberstam's operational signature.

“The car is at the short-term lot,” Persis said. “Embassy motor pool sent the Volvo. There is room for the four of you and the dog and the suitcases. We will go to the flat first. Tobias and Imari can begin the unpacking. You and I will then proceed to the Embassy for the read-in.”

“Understood,” Marisol said.

They moved as a group toward the exit, Tobias managing the luggage cart, Imari with her shoulder bag and Olafur's lead, Marisol and Persis walking a half-step ahead. The Volvo XC90 was waiting at the curb in the diplomatic-plates lane, and the driver, a Swedish-national Embassy employee whom Marisol recognized from the personnel file Persis had forwarded the previous week, opened the rear hatch without being asked.

“Lars,” Persis said. “Halberstam-Brock family.”

“Welcome to Stockholm,” Lars said, in the precise Swedish-accented English that Marisol had already begun to log as the standard Embassy local-staff register.

The drive into the city took fifty-one minutes on the E4 motorway, with the morning traffic lighter than the equivalent corridor into Helsinki and the road surface noticeably better. Marisol sat in the front passenger seat with her institutional binder on her lap, and Persis sat in the second row with Tobias and Imari, conducting the practiced small-talk of a Chief of Station establishing rapport with the family of an incoming Deputy. Olafur was in the cargo area, pressed against the back of the rear seat, watching the Swedish countryside scroll past the rear window.

Marisol did not engage in the small-talk. She watched the road, marked the exit signs as they passed, registered the gradual transition from rural farmland to the suburban belt of Sollentuna and Solna, and finally to the dense Östermalm street grid that opened onto Karlavägen at 1041 local time. The 1903 jugend building was on the northern side of the street, six stories of cream-colored stucco and pale carved stone, with the curved bay windows and the wrought-iron balconies that characterized the Östermalm period vernacular. The Embassy housing office had selected the third-floor southwest corner unit on the strength of its sight lines and its proximity to Imari's school and Tobias's university and the Number 4 tram line that ran direct to the Embassy compound on Dag Hammarskjölds Väg.

Lars parked the Volvo in the residents' bay opposite the entrance. The Embassy housing officer, a State Department GSO named Helena Bergstrom, was waiting at the building door with the keys and the inventory binder.

“Welcome to Karlavägen,” Helena said. “Third floor, southwest corner. The elevator is original to the building, which means it is small. You will probably want to send the suitcases up in two loads.”

“Acknowledged,” Marisol said.

The walkthrough took forty-five minutes. Helena conducted it with the practiced efficiency of a GSO who had handed off perhaps two hundred Embassy-leased flats over the course of her career, and Marisol followed her through the rooms with the institutional binder open and the floor-plan diagram positioned for ready reference. Front entry with security door and viewer, opening onto a small foyer with parquet flooring and a built-in coat closet. Hallway running south, with the master bedroom and the second bedroom opening to the east, and the salon and the dining room and the kitchen running along the western wall. The salon had three of the curved bay windows, and the morning light coming through the southwest-facing glass was the particular pale gold that Stockholm produced in mid-September, cool and clean and entirely characteristic of the Nordic latitude.

Tobias walked the rooms with his hands in his pockets and the slow assessing eye that he had carried through five postings. Imari walked the rooms with the genuine curiosity of a sixteen-year-old who had already decided that the second bedroom with the smaller bay window would be hers. Olafur walked the rooms in the careful investigative pattern that the schnauzer reserved for new residences, surveying the parquet of each room in turn, sniffing the corners of the baseboards, marking the edges of the radiators, and finally settling on a patch of sunlight in the salon where the southwest window threw a slanted rectangle across the floor.

“He approves,” Tobias said.

“He is provisionally satisfied,” Marisol said.

Helena went through the inventory with Marisol at the kitchen counter. The flat came furnished to Embassy standard, which meant a serviceable dining table, six matching chairs, a sectional sofa in neutral linen, two armchairs, a coffee table, three reading lamps, two beds, two bedside tables, and a kitchen equipped with the Bosch appliance set that the Embassy had contracted for in the 2024 refresh. The art on the walls was generic Scandinavian landscape photography, framed in pale wood, and Marisol noted on the inventory sheet that two of the frames had minor scuffs that pre-existed the move-in.

“The internet provider is Bahnhof,” Helena said. “Embassy IT will run the secure-line cable when you request it. The boiler is on a timer. The recycling rules are on the sheet by the kitchen door, and they are enforced. The building manager is Mr. Lindqvist, and he lives in the basement flat. He speaks English. He prefers Swedish.”

“Understood,” Marisol said.

Helena handed over the four sets of keys and the building fob and the parking card and the recycling-room access code. Marisol signed the inventory acceptance and handed the binder back. Helena shook her hand and Tobias's hand and made a courteous farewell to Imari, and let herself out at 1129.

Persis had stood through the walkthrough at the corner of the salon, by the southwest window, with her hands in her coat pockets and her expression composed in the institutionally neutral register that constituted her standing posture. She waited until Helena had cleared the front door, and then she turned to Marisol.

“Twenty minutes,” she said. “Then we go.”

“Twenty minutes,” Marisol said.

She used the twenty minutes to walk the flat one more time on her own, marking the sight lines from each window, the angles of approach from the street, the position of the building's second stairwell, the location of the fire escape on the rear courtyard, and the field of view from the kitchen window that overlooked the inner block. She noted the apartment doors on the third-floor landing, four units in total, and the names on the brass plates at each door. Three of the names were Swedish. The fourth was Italian.

She put her institutional binder in the locked carry-on that she had brought up in the first elevator load, set the carry-on inside the master bedroom closet, and locked the closet with the key that the housing office had provided. She kissed Tobias on the side of the jaw and rested her hand for a moment on Imari's shoulder, and crouched and ran her hand along the gray fur of Olafur's back.

“I will be back this evening,” she said.

“We will be here,” Tobias said.

She went down in the small elevator with Persis at 1149 local time. The Volvo was waiting at the curb, and Lars was reading a Swedish-language newspaper in the driver's seat. He folded the paper when they appeared and put the car in gear without asking the destination, because the destination had already been established when the morning had been planned.

The drive to the Embassy compound on Dag Hammarskjölds Väg took fourteen minutes through the Östermalm street grid and along Strandvägen and across the bridge to the diplomatic quarter. The compound came up on the right at 1203, and Lars turned into the secured vehicle entrance and stopped at the Marine guard booth. The Marine on duty examined Marisol's diplomatic accreditation, checked her name against the manifest, saluted Persis, and waved the Volvo through the inner barrier.

The chancery building was four stories of pale concrete and tinted glass, set back from the perimeter wall behind a landscaped buffer of Nordic birch and pine. Persis led Marisol through the main entrance, past the consular section and the public affairs office, and into the secured corridor that ran behind the elevator core toward the Station spaces on the third floor. The corridor was empty. The lighting was the pale fluorescent that Embassy facilities engineering had standardized in the 2020 refresh.

Persis used her badge at the third-floor SCIF entry vestibule. The vestibule was a small chamber with two doors, the outer opening to the chancery corridor and the inner opening to the Station main space. The inner door was a heavy steel plate with a combination lock and a biometric reader. Persis cleared the lock with her four-digit code and her thumbprint, and the door released with the small pneumatic sigh that Marisol had heard at every Station SCIF entry of her career.

“Welcome to Stockholm Station,” Persis said.

“Thank you,” Marisol said.

The Station main space was open-plan, four desks arranged in two pairs along the north and south walls, with the COS office in the southeast corner and the secure conference room in the southwest corner. The walls were the institutional gray that the Office of Security specified, and the floor was the gray industrial carpet tile that resisted both wear and printer toner. The overhead lighting was bright. The room was empty except for one figure at the southeast desk pair, who looked up when Persis and Marisol entered.

“Adelheid,” Persis said.

“Marisol,” Adelheid Vandermeer-Brock said, standing.

She was forty-five, dark-haired, with the precisely controlled posture of a counterintelligence officer with seventeen years of Agency CI service. She had been Marisol's CI counterpart in two prior Stations on a liaison basis, and the two of them had worked the Bucharest agent-validation problem in 2018 with the kind of close professional coordination that produced both successful operational outcomes and durable institutional respect. Marisol crossed the floor and shook her hand.

“Welcome to Stockholm,” Adelheid said. “You have a desk and a workstation and an active token. The token is in the sealed envelope in the top drawer. The workstation is provisioned to your TS/SCI billet. Your COMSEC keys will be loaded by Embassy IT this afternoon.”

“Acknowledged,” Marisol said.

Persis led her into the COS office and closed the door. The office was small, perhaps twelve feet by fourteen, with a single window overlooking the inner compound courtyard, a desk, two side chairs, a credenza, and a wall-mounted secure monitor. Persis sat behind the desk. Marisol sat in the side chair to the left of the desk. Persis opened the institutional binder that was lying on her blotter and turned it so that Marisol could read the cover sheet.

“This is the case,” Persis said. “I am going to read you in to it now, before Halsen comes back from his closeout consultations at Langley. I want you operating on it from the Wednesday morning meeting. Halsen rotates out on Friday. You take DCOS effective Monday.”

“Understood,” Marisol said.

Persis turned the cover sheet. The second page was a single-paragraph case summary, classified TS/SCI with a NOFORN handling caveat and a STOCKHOLM STATION compartment designator. Marisol read it once, then read it again, then registered the case-officer line at the bottom of the page and noted that Persis had assigned herself as case officer of record, with the DCOS billet listed as the principal operational deputy.

The case was a sustained Russian institutional-influence operation directed against the Swedish Riksdag Defence Committee and the Swedish Defence Materiel Administration, focused on the institutional framework that coordinated Swedish defense procurement with NATO standardization protocols. Stockholm Station had been tracking the indicators for fourteen months. Helsinki Station had cross-referenced two of the source streams during Marisol's SOO year, which was the institutional reason that her name had surfaced in the August reassignment cable.

“I read the cross-reference cable in March,” Marisol said. “I did not have the full case.”

“You have it now,” Persis said.

She turned the page. The third page was the source register, listing four assets in numbered cryptonym format, with the last access dates and the validation status of each. Marisol read the register and made the small mental annotations that constituted her standing operational practice. Two of the assets had not been accessed in the past sixty days, which was within tolerance but at the outer edge of it. One of the assets had a CI flag. The fourth was the most productive, on the basis of the reporting volume noted in the right-hand column.

“The CI flag,” Marisol said.

“Adelheid is working it,” Persis said. “She will brief you separately. The flag is a possible matter, not a confirmed one. I want you familiar with the file before you form a judgment.”

“Understood.”

Persis turned the page again. The fourth page was the institutional-target diagram, a careful organizational chart of the Riksdag Defence Committee secretariat staff and the Defence Materiel Administration NATO-coordination directorate, with the Russian institutional-influence vectors marked in red and the suspected Russian case officer assignments noted in the margin. Marisol studied the diagram for a long moment. The red lines were dense in two areas of the chart and sparse in three others, which told her something about both the Russian operational priorities and the gaps in Stockholm Station's collection picture.

“Brecken on the Russia House desk has been coordinating from Langley,” Persis said. “He is on the morning telecon Wednesday at 0900 our time. He will brief you on the NHB-side analytic picture. He is competent. You have worked with him before.”

“Bucharest,” Marisol said. “Briefly. He was a junior reports officer.”

“He has grown into the desk,” Persis said.

She closed the binder. She slid it across the desk to Marisol. Marisol took it and set it on her lap and rested her hand on the cover and registered the weight of it, the institutional weight, the case weight, the weight of the next eighteen months of Stockholm Station operational tempo that was now formally her professional charge.

“Halsen leaves Friday,” Persis said. “I will hold a transition coffee at 1500 Friday in the conference room. Adelheid, you, me, Halsen, the three case officers you have not yet met. Halsen will hand you the operational binder for his closeout cases at that meeting. There will be three. None of them are the Russian institutional file. The Russian institutional file is mine and yours.”

“Understood,” Marisol said.

“Welcome to Stockholm,” Persis said.

Marisol carried the binder out of the COS office at 1338 local time. Adelheid was at her desk with the secure monitor angled away from the door. The other three desks in the main space were unoccupied, the case officers presumably in the field on routine tradecraft cycles. Marisol crossed to the desk pair that Persis had indicated as her own, set the binder in the top drawer of the right-hand desk, opened the top-left drawer, and retrieved the sealed envelope containing her token. She broke the seal. She read the activation card. She set the token on the desk blotter.

She stood for a moment by the desk. The desk faced the north wall. The chair was the institutional ergonomic that Embassy facilities engineering had standardized in 2022. The workstation was a dual-monitor setup with the secure terminal on the right and the unclassified terminal on the left, both monitors dark, both keyboards positioned in the standard configuration. The desk surface was clean. The drawer organizer was the standard four-compartment tray. The wastebasket was empty.

This was her desk now.

She sat down. She placed her hands flat on the desk surface for a moment, and then she opened the institutional binder again and turned to the source register and began to read.

She read for two hours. She made no notes. The Stockholm Station SCIF was equipped with the standard analytic note-taking workstation, and she would transcribe her observations into the secure system once Embassy IT loaded her COMSEC keys, but for the first read-through of a new case file she preferred the unmediated approach. She read each page twice, and on the second pass she registered the institutional details that constituted the substrate of the operation. The Russian case-officer assignments were notional, drawn from intercepted communications and from the four-asset reporting stream and from the institutional pattern analysis that NHB Russia House had been refining for fourteen months. The Riksdag Defence Committee secretariat staff were named, dated, and briefly biographized. The Defence Materiel Administration directorate principals were similarly characterized. The institutional-influence vectors were each tagged with a confidence rating and a source-stream cross-reference.

It was a competent file. It had been built by Persis with the document-discipline that Persis had carried through her own twenty-eight years of service, and Marisol read the file with the institutional respect that the work merited.

At 1547 she closed the binder, returned it to the drawer, locked the drawer with the small key that Persis had provided, and stood from the desk. Adelheid was still at her own workstation. The three other case officer desks were still empty. The Station main space was quiet with the particular institutional quiet that SCIFs produced in mid-afternoon when the operational tempo was steady and the case officers were in the field.

“I am going to walk back to Karlavägen,” Marisol said.

“Persis said you would,” Adelheid said. “Take the Number 4 tram if it rains. The line is two blocks south.”

“Acknowledged.”

Marisol left the SCIF at 1602. She cleared the chancery main entrance at 1607. The September afternoon was clear and cool, with the pale northern light slanting low over the diplomatic quarter, and she walked along Strandvägen with her hands in her coat pockets and her mind turning through the four-asset register and the institutional-influence diagram and the CI flag and the operational tempo that would carry Stockholm Station from now through mid-March.

She reached the Karlavägen building at 1641. The third-floor flat was unlocked. Tobias was in the kitchen unpacking the box of cookware that the Embassy housing office had delivered while she was at the chancery. Imari was in the second bedroom assembling the desk that the Embassy GSO had arranged. Olafur was in the salon, in the same patch of sunlight where Marisol had left him, because the sunlight had moved with the afternoon and Olafur had moved with the sunlight.

“How was the read-in,” Tobias said.

“Substantive,” Marisol said.

“I made coffee,” he said. “It is the Helsinki blend. The grocery delivery has not come yet.”

“The Helsinki blend is fine,” she said.

She poured a cup at the counter and carried it into the salon. She stood for a moment by the southwest window, looking down at the Karlavägen street and the parallel ranks of jugend buildings and the early-evening Stockholm light. She drank her coffee. Olafur stood up from his patch of sunlight and walked across the parquet and pressed his graying muzzle against her knee, and she rested her hand on the top of his head and registered the small domestic anchor that the schnauzer had always represented through every posting of her career.

The work was beginning. The case file was open. The Station was hers, in operational deputy capacity, effective Monday.

She drank her coffee.

She watched the street.



 Chapter 2
The Embassy compound on Dag Hammarskjölds väg sat behind a fence that pretended to be ornamental until you noticed the load ratings stamped into the base plates. Marisol presented her credentials at the consular gate at 0712 on Tuesday, the second-to-last week of September, and the Marine on duty checked her badge twice against the access roster before waving her through. He was new. She did not recognize him. She made a mental note to ask Persis how often the rotation had been moving since the spring.

Inside the lobby, the air smelled of coffee that had been left on too long and the standardized carpet shampoo the General Services Office had standardized across all European posts. Marisol passed the consular section, took the secure elevator to the third floor, and waited for the cipher lock to release before pushing through into the Station vestibule. Halsen Brandt-Pelletier was already there, leaning against the wall outside the conference room with two paper cups in his hands and a look on his face that suggested he had been awake since at least 0500.

“You take it black, if memory serves,” he said, holding out one of the cups.

“Memory serves.”

“Good. I was prepared to apologize. The cafeteria switched suppliers in August and the milk is doing things I find unforgiving.”

She accepted the cup. Halsen was fifty-two, six foot one, with the slight stoop of a man who had spent two decades hunched over case files and another decade hunched over the steering wheel of various surveillance vehicles in various indifferent climates. His hair had gone almost completely white at the temples since she had last seen him in person, which had been at a conference in The Hague three years earlier. He wore a charcoal suit that fit him the way clothes fit men who had stopped caring whether they fit. The tie was Hermès. Someone, probably his wife, had been picking out the ties.

“Persis is in,” he said. “She wanted me to start with you alone. We will loop her in for the framework brief at ten.”

“Where do you want to do this?”

“Vault. Everything is already laid out.”

He turned and led her through the second cipher lock into the Station proper. The DCOS office was the second door on the left. He had cleared most of his personal items already. A framed photograph of his daughter at her Naval Academy graduation still sat on the windowsill, but the bookshelves were down to the basic reference material, and the desk was bare except for a stack of seven binders bound in the matte black covers the Agency used for active-case institutional collection files.

“Sixty-seven,” he said, before she asked.

“Sixty-seven active.”

“Sixty-seven institutional-collection cases against Russian or Russian-adjacent targets currently running out of this Station. That number does not include the eleven we hold jointly with London or the four we are running in coordination with the Norwegians out of Oslo Station. Those have their own binders. I will get to them this afternoon.”

She set her coffee down on the corner of the desk and pulled the first binder toward her. Halsen lowered himself into the visitor chair across from his own former desk, which struck her as a small institutional courtesy he had probably been practicing for a week.

“Walk me through your sequencing,” she said.

“I am going to walk you through the framework first and then go binder by binder. That will take us to about 1500. We will break for lunch at thirteen. The framework will give you the architecture you need to understand why I have grouped the cases the way I have, and once you have the architecture, the individual cases will load faster.”

“Agreed. Begin.”

He did not begin immediately. He took a slow sip of his coffee, set the cup on the floor beside his chair, and folded his hands across his knee in a way she recognized from instructors at the Farm. It was the posture of a man about to deliver something he had said often enough to have memorized but cared about enough not to want to seem rote.

“The Russian institutional-target framework in this country is not what most people at Headquarters think it is,” he said. “When Brecken on the Stockholm desk briefs the Seventh Floor, he uses a model he inherited from the previous desk officer, which itself was inherited from the desk officer before that, and that model dates to roughly 2014. It treats Russian institutional collection in Sweden as a function of the Riksdag plus the Defence Materiel Administration plus a handful of think tanks. It is not wrong. It is incomplete.”

“Incomplete how.”

“It misses the layer underneath the institutions. It misses the people who make the institutions move. The Riksdag Defence Committee has fifteen members. The Defence Materiel Administration has eleven thousand employees. The Russian Service is not running fifteen plus eleven thousand recruitment operations. They are running maybe forty. They are picking the people who control the calendar, the people who control the procurement language, the people who write the first draft of the briefing paper that the committee chair reads on the morning of the vote. We have spent four years mapping those people. The map is in binder one.”

She opened binder one.

The first page was an organizational chart. It was not the official Riksdag organizational chart, which she had seen during her pre-deployment reading at Langley and which made the Defence Committee look like a tidy hierarchy of fifteen named members and three named clerks. This chart had ninety-one names on it. The fifteen committee members were at the top, but underneath each of them sat a tree of staff assistants, policy advisors, committee secretariat personnel, party-affiliated researchers, and outside consultants. The tree branches were color-coded. Some were green. Some were yellow. A few, scattered across the chart, were red.

“Green is unwitting,” Halsen said, watching her read. “Yellow is in some form of contact we are tracking but cannot yet characterize. Red is what you would expect.”

“How many red.”

“Six. Down from nine in February. We have neutralized two through diplomatic channels with the Säkerhetspolisen and one through what I am going to call attrition for now. I will explain attrition over a drink rather than in the office.”

She looked up. He met her eyes without flinching, which told her the attrition had been clean and that the relevant counterparts in the host service had been content with the outcome. She nodded once and turned the page.

The second page was the same chart for the Defence Materiel Administration. This one had two hundred and forty names. Twenty-three were yellow. Eight were red.

“FMV is harder,” Halsen said. “It is bigger, the personnel turnover is faster, and they procure from twenty-seven countries, which means the Russians have plausible cover for a lot of contact that would look operational if it happened in the Riksdag. We are running fourteen of our sixty-seven cases against FMV targets. The current priority is the next-generation submarine procurement file.”

“A26 follow-on.”

“The follow-on to the follow-on. The contract that will be signed in 2032. The technical requirements documentation is being drafted right now by a working group of nineteen people. We have identified three on that working group as being in some form of unauthorized contact with Russian intelligence. One of the three is the deputy chair of the working group. He is in binder four. His name is Karlbom.”

She made a note in the margin of her legal pad. Karlbom. Deputy chair, A26 follow-on working group.

“What is the disposition on Karlbom.”

“That is your call now. My recommendation in the binder is that we let him run another six months while we develop the case for a coordinated approach with the Säk. The argument for picking him up sooner is that he has access to the requirements language and could degrade it before we close the loop. The argument for waiting is that we are not yet sure who is running him, and if we move on him now, his handler walks. Persis leans toward waiting. I lean toward waiting. But it is your call.”

Marisol wrote a second note. Karlbom decision: 90-day review, reassess after handler ID.

“Continue.”

He continued. Over the next two hours he walked her through the framework binder, which was less a binder than a working theory of how Russian institutional influence operated in Sweden under the post-NATO-accession environment. The Russians, Halsen explained, had been forced after 2024 to abandon roughly forty percent of their pre-accession operational footprint in the country. The expulsions had been brutal. The remaining footprint had reorganized around a smaller number of higher-value institutional targets, which had been Halsen's working hypothesis since shortly after he had taken the DCOS chair, and which the past eighteen months of collection had largely borne out.

“They went thin and high,” he said. “They used to run sixty-some cases in this country. They are running maybe eighteen now. But the eighteen they are running are inside the rooms where the decisions get made. The Defence Committee. The FMV procurement leadership. Two of the Nordic-Baltic security working groups at the Foreign Ministry. The Joint Operations doctrinal staff at the Armed Forces Headquarters. And one position inside the Prime Minister's national security advisory cell, which is the case I am most worried about and which I am going to walk you through last because I want your full attention on it.”

“Understood.”

“The frame I want you to carry into this job is that we are not collecting against a service that is trying to do everything. We are collecting against a service that has been forced to be selective and has chosen its selections well. They are not running noise operations. Everything they are doing is deliberate.”

She closed binder one and placed it on the corner of the desk.

“I want to ask you something off-framework,” she said.

“Go.”

“What did you do well here, and what would you do differently.”

He smiled, a small tired smile, and picked up his coffee from the floor.

“Done well. I think we built the personnel map. I think we spent the right amount of time, two years at the front end, before we started running operations against the targets the map identified. We did not lunge. We did not try to recruit people we did not yet understand. The cases we have are clean, and the four we have closed in my tenure all closed without exposing sources or methods.”

“And differently.”

“I would have brought in an additional CI officer eighteen months ago. Adelheid is excellent. She is also one person. The volume of contact reporting we are generating now exceeds her single-handed capacity, and we are starting to see triage decisions made by default rather than by design. If you can persuade Persis to push Headquarters for a second CI billet, I think you should. I tried and failed. You may have better luck because you are arriving with the institutional credibility I was running out of.”

“Noted.”

“The other thing.” He paused. “I would have spent more time on the officer-management framework. The Station has grown. We are at twenty-three case officers and four reports officers, plus support. That is not a small Station anymore. The administrative architecture I inherited was sized for a Station half this size, and I patched it rather than rebuilt it. You are going to inherit the patches. I apologize in advance.”

“How bad.”

“Manageable. The case-officer evaluation cycle is six weeks behind. The professional development tracking is essentially aspirational. The Station-level continuity-of-operations plan has not been formally exercised since 2023. None of these are emergencies. All of them turn into emergencies if you ignore them for another year.”

She wrote three lines on her pad. Eval cycle. PD tracking. COOP exercise.

“I will get to those,” she said.

“I know you will. That is why Persis asked for you specifically.”

The door opened without a knock. Persis Vandermeer-Halberstam stood in the doorway with a tablet under her arm and the expression of a woman who had been managing six conversations at once for the past hour and was looking for relief in the form of a seventh that she could control.

“How are we doing in here.”

“Framework done,” Halsen said. “Moving to case binders after lunch.”

“Good. Marisol. Walk with me. I want you to meet the Marine detachment commander before we lose him to the staff meeting at eleven, and I want to introduce you to the new RSO, who is also new and who will be your friend for the next four years if you cultivate her properly.”

Marisol stood. Halsen remained in the visitor chair, which she registered as another small institutional courtesy. He was leaving her the room. Literally. She would walk out of it and come back to it as her own.

“One more thing before you go,” Halsen said.

She turned in the doorway.

“The Karlbom file. Read it tonight if you can. He is meeting the working group at 0900 Thursday. If you want to push the timeline on him, the window to brief Persis closes Wednesday at noon.”

“I will read it tonight.”

“Good. Welcome to Stockholm.”

Persis was already halfway down the corridor. Marisol followed.

The rest of the morning unspooled in the way first mornings always did at a new post. She met the Marine detachment commander, a Gunnery Sergeant from Mobile, Alabama, who had been at the Embassy for eleven months and who seemed neither surprised nor displeased to be meeting his fourth DCOS in five years. She met the new Regional Security Officer, who was a former DSS special agent in her late thirties named Tovah Mendel-Sorensen, and who spent fifteen minutes briefing Marisol on the post's current threat assessment with a precision that suggested Halsen had been right about cultivating her. She met the Ambassador, briefly, in the corridor outside the Political Section, a meeting meant to look incidental and in fact carefully scheduled.

She returned to her office at 1247, ate a sandwich Persis had ordered for her from the cafeteria, and was back in the conference room with Halsen at 1305.

Before he resumed, she asked him a second off-framework question.

“Twenty-three case officers and four reports officers,” she said. “Tell me which two of them I should be paying extra attention to in my first thirty days. Not because they are problems. Because they are inflection points.”

Halsen considered the question for what felt like a full minute. He had a way of considering questions that involved looking at the floor between his shoes and slowly rotating his coffee cup in his hands. She let him take the time.

“Two names,” he said. “First, Ines Bergquist-Norrman. She is in her fourth year on the Station, second tour out of the Farm. She has been the case officer of record on three of our most productive Riksdag cases, including two that she developed entirely on her own initiative. She is operationally gifted. She is also at the point in her career where she will start getting calls from other Stations, and we should not lose her unless we lose her on purpose. I have been telling her for six months that she should be thinking about a Branch Chief track. She has been telling me she is thinking about it. I do not think she is thinking about it. I think she is thinking about staying on the operational side and going somewhere harder. You will need to decide what you want to do with her, and you will need to decide it before the spring assignments cycle in February.”

“Noted. Second.”

“Second, Magnus Aldersson-Kvist. He is the most junior officer on the Station. Eleven months in. Not gifted in the way Bergquist-Norrman is gifted, but conscientious, methodical, and writes the cleanest cable traffic I have read in twenty years. He is also struggling. Not in any way that would show up on a formal evaluation. In ways that would show up if you spent thirty minutes drinking coffee with him. His wife did not want to come to Stockholm. She came anyway. They are six months into their first overseas tour as a couple, and the marriage is not, at the moment, going well. None of this is in his file. None of it should be in his file. But you are going to need to know it, because if it gets worse, it will start to affect his work, and we will need to make decisions about him that will be easier to make if you have already been paying attention.”

“Has anyone been talking to him.”

“Adelheid has, informally. She likes him. So do I. He is the kind of officer the Service needs more of, and I would like very much for him to make it through this tour without us losing him to the private sector or to a divorce.”

She wrote the two names on her pad. Bergquist-Norrman: Branch Chief track decision by February. Aldersson-Kvist: informal check-in within thirty days, coordinate with Adelheid.

“Anything else.”

“Plenty. But those are the two I would lead with. The others I will work into the case briefings.”

She closed her notepad and reopened binder two.

The afternoon was binders.

Binder two: cases one through twelve. Riksdag Defence Committee staff and adjacent. Halsen walked her through each case in roughly the same format. The target. The recruitment vector. The current handler of record on the Station side. The estimated handler of record on the Russian side, when known. The product line. The current operational tempo. The most recent product. The next planned contact. The risks. The decision points she would be asked to make in the next ninety days.

By the time they finished binder two it was 1530 and her wrist hurt from writing.

Binder three: cases thirteen through twenty-six. FMV procurement targets at the directorate level. This binder included Karlbom, although Halsen had also pulled Karlbom into a separate stand-alone file because of the operational urgency.

Binder four: Karlbom. Stand-alone. Halsen took her through it slowly, page by page, and she could see why he had separated it out. The case was elegant. The case was also rotten in the corner where he had told her it was rotten, which was the question of who was running Karlbom on the Russian side and how recently that handler had been replaced.

Binder five: cases twenty-seven through forty-one. Foreign Ministry and the two Nordic-Baltic working groups Halsen had mentioned in the framework brief.

Binder six: cases forty-two through fifty-eight. Armed Forces Headquarters, including the Joint Operations doctrinal staff.

Binder seven was thinner than the others. Binder seven was the Prime Minister's national security advisory cell.

Halsen paused before he opened it. He looked at the door, which was closed and had been closed since they had returned from lunch. He looked at the secure phone on the desk, which was unplugged. He looked at the ceiling, which was insulated and screened and had been swept by Technical Services nine days earlier according to the log on the wall.

Then he opened binder seven.

“There are nine cases in this binder,” he said. “Eight of them are routine in the sense that any case touching the Prime Minister's advisory architecture is routine. The ninth is not. The ninth is the case I am most worried about and the case I have spent the most time on personally over the last fourteen months. I have not delegated it. Adelheid knows about it. Persis knows about it. Brecken at Headquarters knows about it. The Seventh Floor has been briefed on it twice. The host service does not know about it. We have a working theory of who the agent is. We have a working theory of who is running the agent. We do not yet have an evidentiary base that would let us move on either.”

She set her pen down.

“The agent is a senior policy advisor inside the cell. Three years in the position. Came out of the Foreign Ministry. Reputation for rigor. Married. Two children. Speaks four languages including Russian, which she learned at university. Her name is Bjarne Lindh-Sjögren and she is in the file under cryptonym KEELHAUL. The handler we believe is running her is in the file under cryptonym MIRROR. We do not have a true name on MIRROR. We have a physical description from a single surveillance product in February, which is not enough to work from. We have a working hypothesis that MIRROR is operating under a Norwegian commercial cover, but the hypothesis is fragile.”

“How fragile.”

“Fragile enough that I am not going to pretend in front of you that we know what we know. I am going to tell you that we have suspicions, that the suspicions are non-trivial






































