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## Chapter 1 – Routine Review

She left her flat at 06:04.

This was not unusual. The tram that ran past the end of her street had two schedules that mattered to her: the 06:11, which delivered her to the agency building by 06:38 and allowed her to be at her desk before the overnight queue had fully loaded; and the 06:29, which she took on days when she had slept badly enough that the extra eighteen minutes felt like something she'd earned. She had slept adequately. She took the 06:11.

The city in February at that hour had a quality she didn't have a word for - not dark, because the streetlights were still running and the tram windows threw rectangles of yellow across the pavement, but not exactly lit either. Something in between. The temperature was a few degrees above zero, which for February in this city was almost an insult. The cold was supposed to settle in and mean something by now, and instead it hovered, provisional, as if winter had not quite committed to itself. She wore her heavier coat anyway. She preferred to be warm and wrong about the weather than cold and correct about it.

She stood rather than sat on the tram. There were seats available - four other passengers at that hour, two of whom were asleep against the windows - but she found she thought better standing, with something to hold and the city moving past. She looked at her phone for two minutes, checking nothing in particular, then put it back in her pocket and watched the streets instead.

The agency occupied the fourth and fifth floors of a building that presented itself to the street as a civil service administration center - which it was, in part. The lower floors housed a regional planning office and a procurement coordination desk. Elena had worked in the building for four years and had been to neither of those lower offices more than twice. She entered through the main atrium, badged in at the security gate with the specific practiced motion of someone who had done this enough times that the sequence was automatic - badge, pause, wait for the click, push - and took the stairs rather than the lift because the lift on the left side of the atrium had an intermittent behavior where the doors opened correctly but the indicator light ran two floors ahead of the actual car, and she had learned not to trust it.

The stairwell was institutional: concrete, clean, the kind of lighting that was sufficient without being generous. She passed a technician coming down on the second-floor landing, nodded, continued up. The fourth floor at 06:21 was almost entirely empty. The section opened at eight; analysts with the standing to come in earlier generally arrived between seven and seven-thirty. Elena was, as far as she could tell, usually the first of her section to appear, which she attributed entirely to the tram schedule and not to any particular virtue.

She went to the third-floor kitchen first. The coffee machine on her own floor produced a beverage that was technically coffee in the way that a description of a painting was technically art. Someone, six months ago, had adjusted the temperature setting on the third-floor machine without announcing it, and the result was something several degrees hotter and correspondingly better. She filled a paper cup, covered it, and carried it upstairs. The ritual: desk, monitors on in sequence left to right, coffee set to the right of the keyboard where she could reach it without looking. The overnight queue began loading on the center monitor while she took the first sip.
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Her section processed maritime surveillance coverage for a stretch of the northern Baltic: the shipping lanes running northeast from the Gulf of Finland toward the Estonian coast, the coastal approach zones for three major ports, and an overlay of the commercial traffic corridors that connected them. The work was granular and long-horizon simultaneously - you processed individual frames, individual vessels, individual manifests, but the point of all of it was the aggregate, the baseline. What the water looked like when nothing was happening. The particular arrangements of heat signatures and AIS transponder signals and vessel routing that constituted ordinary.

She had thought about this more than most people thought about their work methodology, and she had arrived at a principle she'd never articulated to anyone else: an analyst who began by looking for anomalies would find them everywhere, because anomalies were a function of expectation, and if your expectation was drama, you found drama in everything. An analyst who began by establishing what was normal would find anomalies only when something was genuinely not. Elena worked from normal. She had done so since her second year, when a senior colleague had gently suggested that her flagging rate was high and asked her to examine her baseline assumptions. She'd found three places where her baseline was wrong - she'd been comparing to outdated vessel routing data - and had corrected them, and her flag rate had dropped by sixty percent and become more reliable.

That was the correction she always thought of when she started a new queue: *build the right baseline first.*

She began with AIS.

The Automatic Identification System data came in as a continuous feed of vessel position reports - every ship above a certain tonnage was required to broadcast its identity, position, speed, and heading at regular intervals. The previous day's feed for her corridor covered nineteen vessels. She loaded the manifest comparison in the second window, positioned the AIS data in the first, and worked through them in sequence, matching each vessel to its declared manifest, checking that the position data was consistent with the routing the manifest described, flagging any vessel whose behavior departed from expectation.

Most of the nineteen were entirely unremarkable. She moved through them in under twenty minutes.

Two gave her minor pause. The first was a container vessel - the *Astrid Voss*, registered in Hamburg, operating on a regular route between Tallinn and Helsinki - whose AIS record showed it departing Tallinn's western commercial dock at 14:30, approximately six hours before its manifest showed the loading process completing. The discrepancy was almost certainly clerical. Loading manifests were filed by dock administrators and were sometimes dated from the beginning of the loading window rather than its completion; departure times in the AIS record reflected when a vessel's engines came active, which could precede actual undocking by several hours while a crew prepared systems. She tagged it for the maritime registry liaison with a note: *manifest/AIS departure time discrepancy - probable clerical - verify with dock administrator.*

The second was a tanker - the *Helvi Ranta*, registered in Turku, carrying liquid bulk cargo on the southbound lane - whose port authority weight record differed from its registered tonnage by 340 metric tons. This was within the range that could be explained by incomplete ballast logging, which was common on short-haul routes where ballast adjustments happened frequently enough that the logging caught up later. She tagged it the same way.

Both flags were the kind that would be resolved by the maritime registry liaison with a single email and no meaningful findings. She knew this before she submitted them. She submitted them anyway, because the habit of accurate documentation was more important than the outcome of any individual flag. Patterns were built from consistent records. If one of these vessels reappeared in an anomaly context in six months, the record would be there.

She moved to the satellite imagery.
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The overnight pass had covered a 340-kilometer stretch of the corridor, and the image files were substantial - each frame in the time series was a multi-spectral composite that she always opened at full resolution, even when the content was unremarkable, because she had found that the habit of seeing detail kept her eye calibrated for the moments when detail mattered. There was a particular kind of perceptual drift that happened to analysts who spent too long working at reduced resolution: they stopped seeing what was in the margins, and the margins were where things happened.

She opened the frames in sequence.

02:17: the corridor dark in the optical channel, the infrared showing three vessels. She identified each one. The first was a cargo carrier, the *MV Sørensen*, heading northwest at eleven knots - consistent with its manifest, consistent with its registered route, its heat signature the expected profile for a vessel of its tonnage running its listed cargo load. The second and third were smaller, a pair of coastal freighters running south in formation, approximately 800 meters apart - she checked their AIS identifiers, matched them to manifests, confirmed the routing. Everything where it should be.

02:31: the same three vessels, advanced along their respective tracks by the expected margin for fourteen minutes of travel. She verified the speed-distance calculations against the AIS data. Consistent.

02:44, 02:57: routine. The cargo carrier had moved to the upper portion of the frame. The two freighters had approached the corridor's southern boundary and would exit the coverage zone in the next pass. Nothing unscheduled, nothing unexplained.

03:09: only the cargo carrier remained visible, the freighters having passed out of coverage. The carrier was slightly further along its track than the 02:57 frame predicted, which was consistent with a minor speed increase - not unusual, normal variance in maritime operations.

03:22: the carrier was near the northern boundary of the frame. She cross-checked its projected exit time against the AIS feed. It would be out of coverage by approximately 03:35. She noted this and moved to the next frame.

The next frame's timestamp read 07:18.

She looked at it for a moment without moving. Then she looked at the frame number - the sequential identifier in the file series. The number was correct: it was the expected next frame in sequence after 03:22. No frames were missing from the archive catalog. The sequence was complete.

But the time had jumped by three hours and fifty-six minutes.

She went through the standard checks in the order she would have done them for any technical anomaly, because the most likely explanation was still a technical one. She opened the metadata panel: transmission log, clean. No relay errors, no packet loss, no satellite contact gaps. She checked the satellite operations record through the secondary system: the satellite had been in continuous operation for the full period. It had passed over the corridor on schedule. It had recorded and transmitted.

She pulled up the adjacent coverage zones - the analysis areas to the north and south of her corridor, processed by other queues - and checked their time series for the same period. Northern zone: 03:35, 03:48, 04:01, 04:14, continuous. Southern zone: the same. Both zones had complete coverage records running without any gap through the morning.

The gap existed only here. Only in her corridor. Only for these specific geographic coordinates.

She queried the archive database directly: how many frames existed for her corridor's coordinates between 03:22 and 07:18?

Zero.

She sat with that result for a moment. Then she opened a new annotation window and wrote carefully: *Coverage discontinuity - 03:22 to 07:18 local, duration 3h 56m - adjacent zones continuous throughout period - satellite operations log shows no technical event - gap is specific to corridor coordinates - origin undetermined.* She referenced the operations log. She assigned the standard anomaly code - a yellow flag, meaning *review required, non-urgent* - and submitted the ticket.

While the system was processing, she looked at the corridor file's classification stamp.

She had looked at thousands of classification stamps over four years. The standard ones were so familiar they were nearly invisible: UNRESTRICTED ANALYSIS, ARCHIVE - STANDARD, COORDINATE WITH LIAISON BEFORE DISTRIBUTION. She read them the way anyone reads a road sign they've seen a thousand times - not carefully, but with enough peripheral attention to catch something that didn't belong.

This stamp didn't belong.

*DECONFLICTION - EXERCISE PROTOCOL. AUTH: NORDIC SHIELD COORDINATION.*

She read it twice. She looked at the clock on the wall above the section door: 07:14. The section would start filling in the next twenty minutes. She took her phone from her jacket pocket, held it horizontally against the monitor, and took the photograph. Her thumb was completely steady.

She put the phone back in her pocket and finished her coffee, which had gone lukewarm while she worked through the imagery. She opened the next file in her queue.
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Her colleague Petra arrived at 07:48 and said, while unwrapping a bread roll from waxed paper she'd clearly bought on the way in: *Is the machine on the third floor broken again?*

*Not when I was there at six,* Elena said. *Though I didn't try it. I got there early.*

*You always get there early.* Petra settled at the adjacent desk. *That's not a compliment, by the way. That's mild concern.*

*I sleep fine,* Elena said.

*Nobody who sleeps fine arrives at six-twenty.*

Elena smiled at her monitor and returned to the frame she'd been annotating.

By nine o'clock the section was full and the ambient noise had risen to its normal register: keyboards, quiet conversations, the occasional printer, the hiss of the ventilation system underneath everything. Elena had processed fourteen additional frames, tagged one genuine anomaly - a vessel running without AIS in a monitored lane, which was a maritime regulation matter she'd forward to the appropriate authority - and written three summary annotations. She had not thought about the satellite gap, or had thought about it only in the way you think about something you've put away: it was in a drawer she hadn't opened, but she knew exactly where the drawer was.

The anomaly ticket closed at 11:03.

She saw the notification appear at the edge of her screen while she was running a cross-reference query. She had a habit about this: she finished whatever she was doing before opening anything new, because partial queries generated partial logs and she was particular about log completeness. She ran the query to its conclusion, recorded the output, closed the window, and then opened the ticket.

The closure note was two sentences.

*Reviewed and resolved - coordinated deconfliction window associated with NORDIC SHIELD exercise phase 3. Standard procedure. No further action required.*

She read it twice, the way she'd read the stamp. The closing authority was a name she recognized by function - a supervising analyst in the coordination division, the person whose role would logically include closing this kind of ticket - but not personally. She'd never worked with him directly. She checked his staff profile. Seven years in the role. Liaison between satellite operations and exercise coordination, joint NATO planning support. He was the right person to close this ticket, if the closure was legitimate.

Standard procedure.

She knew what the phrase meant in context. It meant: this happens, we know about it, the fact that you don't know about it is the expected state of affairs for someone at your level, close the ticket and return to your work. It was the phrase used by every institution in the world when it wanted a junior person to stop asking a reasonable question without giving them a reason that could be disputed.

She thought about whether that was what this was.

She also thought - and she was honest with herself about this - that it might simply be what it said it was: a routine deconfliction event, properly classified at a level she didn't hold, appropriately closed by the person whose function it was to close it. Her anomaly tag was a yellow flag, not a red one. She had not claimed irregularity. She had noted an unexplained discontinuity and submitted it for review. The review had found an explanation.

She was not obligated to be satisfied with an explanation she couldn't verify. She was also not obligated to reject it without evidence.

She opened her personal tracking document - a habit she'd maintained since her second year, a running list of items she wanted to monitor without generating formal flags - and wrote: *Ticket [reference number] - closed by coordination division, standard procedure notation - verify: exercise zone alignment.*

She bookmarked the ticket. She returned to her queue.
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At 17:30 she shut down her monitors in reverse sequence - right to left, an inverse of the morning ritual that she had developed without deciding to - and put on her coat. She stopped at the atrium on her way out. The building's atrium was the kind of architectural space that appeared on every government building constructed in the same decade: high ceilings, pale stone floor, a wall of windows on the south side that in February caught the last of the afternoon light at an angle that turned everything briefly amber. She had noticed this on her first day and it had not lost its effect in four years. She didn't stop to look. She noticed it while walking through.

Outside, the temperature had dropped two degrees since morning, which put it definitively above freezing but no longer generously so. The tram was three minutes away.

On the tram she took out her phone and looked at the photograph.

The image was clear. She'd held the phone steadily and the monitor resolution had carried through without distortion. She could read every word on the stamp: *DECONFLICTION - EXERCISE PROTOCOL. AUTH: NORDIC SHIELD COORDINATION.* She studied it in the way she studied imagery - not asking what was wrong, but looking carefully at what was there. What was there. Not what it implied. What it was.

*Nordic Shield.* She knew the exercise by name and by general parameters the way all her section knew it - it was a major annual exercise, it affected their coverage schedules, it was referenced in the coordination calendar at the start of every year. A two-week maritime drill, allied navies, northern theater. Large. Complex. The kind of exercise that generated significant deconfliction traffic precisely because the number of assets moving was large enough that the risk of a friendly vessel's movements appearing in a surveillance record was real.

She had processed imagery adjacent to Nordic Shield corridors three times in her career. Each time, the deconfliction zones had been listed in the exercise documentation, flagged in the coordination calendar, noted in the pre-exercise briefing that her section received. The process was specific and documented.

But the corridor she covered was eastern Baltic. Nordic Shield's stated operational area was central and western Baltic. She knew this because she had read the coordination calendar entry for this year's exercise two months ago when it was distributed, as she read all such entries, so that she could anticipate what deconfliction events might affect her coverage schedule.

The corridor in her photograph was not in the exercise's declared operational footprint.

That didn't mean the stamp was wrong. Exercises shifted. Adjacent zones could be added. Deconfliction windows could be issued for approach corridors even if those corridors weren't part of the primary exercise area. All of this was possible and she knew it.

It was also not documented in anything she'd seen.

She put the phone in her bag. The tram stopped and she got off and walked the four minutes to her building - an ordinary residential building, six floors, pale render, a row of bicycles chained to the rack by the entrance that nobody ever seemed to ride. She climbed the stairs rather than waiting for the lift.

She made pasta, because it was the thing she made when she didn't want to decide what to make. She ate at the kitchen table with a maritime logistics journal propped in front of her, opened to an article about AIS transponder spoofing that she'd been meaning to read for two months. She read the first three pages, found her attention sliding, and closed it.

She thought about the photograph. She thought about the ticket closure note. She thought about the phrase *no further action required*, which her agency used in a specific way - as the terminal notation on a matter that had been reviewed and found closed, not merely reviewed and set aside. *No further action required* was a declaration. It meant: the matter is resolved, there is nothing here that needs attention, move on.

The phrase was accurate, in context, only if the matter was genuinely resolved.

She washed her bowl. She looked at the photograph one more time. She noted the specific quality of the stamp's authorization reference - the way the *AUTH:* field named the exercise but not a specific person or document. Not *AUTH: document ref. 14-NSD-0084* or *AUTH: Col. E. Nyström, NATO coord.* but just: *AUTH: NORDIC SHIELD COORDINATION.* The exercise itself as the authority. She wrote a note in her tracking document: *authorization attributed to exercise, not to specific signatory - verify whether exercise authorization format normally includes document reference.*

She went to bed. She lay awake for an hour and a half, which was typical, her mind cycling through the day's work in the specific manner it always did - not anxiously, but persistently, the way an index loads. She thought about the AIS discrepancy on the *Astrid Voss* and decided it was definitely clerical. She thought about the tanker and decided the same. She thought about the gap in the imagery archive, and the stamp, and the ticket closure, in a loop that didn't resolve.

Then she slept.
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## Chapter 2 – The Exercise

She woke at 05:40, which was twelve minutes before her alarm, and lay in the dark for a moment thinking about what she already knew she was going to do. This was unusual. She was a person who preferred to assemble decisions incrementally - to gather the components, lay them out, look at them from the angles available, and only then commit to a direction. The people she found least reliable professionally were the ones who moved from observation to conclusion without showing their work, who arrived at certainty by skipping the steps that made certainty legitimate. She didn't do that. She showed her work.

But sometimes a problem ran in the background while she slept and came up resolved by morning, the way a query run overnight returned its results while she wasn't watching. This was that kind of morning. She knew exactly what she was going to do when she got to her desk. She was going to pull the Nordic Shield exercise schedule.

She got up before the alarm.
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The NATO coordination calendar was unclassified and available to all credentialed analysts, which meant she could access it without leaving any trail that wasn't routine. She had used it before: to confirm that a vessel's anomalous routing was consistent with exercise traffic in a nearby zone, to check whether an unusual signal pattern in a monitored area corresponded to a declared communications testing window. It was a working document, not sensitive. She pulled it from the shared drive at 06:52 before she'd finished her coffee, opened Nordic Shield's entry, and began reading.

The entry was ten pages. She read all ten.

The exercise ran fourteen days - she already knew this from the coordination calendar's summary section - and the declared operational area was laid out in geographic coordinates across the third and fourth pages. She plotted the coordinates on her workspace map as she read them, entering them in sequence and watching the polygon build on her screen. When it was complete, she sat back and looked at it.

The exercise area covered the central and western Baltic, including the Øresund approaches, the southern coastline of the Swedish peninsula, the area west of Gotland, and the northern Finnish archipelago sectors. It was substantial - hundreds of kilometers across its longest axis - but it was also specific. The eastern Baltic, including the corridor she covered, was not inside it. Not close to the edge of it. The corridor she covered was separated from the eastern boundary of the declared exercise area by approximately two hundred kilometers of open water.

She read the deconfliction section.

The deconfliction section described the process by which surveillance limitation zones were established during the exercise: a formal request from a national coordination office, transmitted to the NATO exercise management cell, reviewed and countersigned, then recorded in the exercise's coordination log. Each deconfliction zone had to correspond to a specific operational need - a vessel transit, an asset movement, a sensitive communications window - and had to fall within or immediately adjacent to the declared operational area.

She read the list of approved deconfliction zones. Twelve entries. She checked each one against her map. All twelve fell within or on the boundary of the declared exercise area. None of them came within a hundred and fifty kilometers of her corridor.

She went to the amendment log, because amendments could add zones after the initial documentation was filed. The amendment log was four pages and covered two changes: a vessel substitution from the Danish contingent on day six, and a modification to the communications testing schedule on day nine. No new deconfliction zones. No corridor additions. The amendment record was complete.

She submitted a request for the exercise management cell's full coordination log - the administrative record of every action taken during the exercise period - citing her analysis function as justification. The form generated a reference number and an estimated response time of two to three working days. She noted the reference in her tracking document.

She returned to her queue.
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The atrium had four small tables near the south windows, which was where the light came in at noon in winter, low-angled and more gold than white. Most of her colleagues used the canteen one floor up, which had more seating and a hot food counter and the particular social density of a workplace cafeteria. Elena preferred the atrium. It was usually half-occupied at this hour, with people who had the same preference she did - for space, for light, for fifteen minutes that felt like fifteen minutes rather than an extension of the desk.

She ate quickly and then spent the remaining twenty minutes of her break reviewing the exercise documentation she'd sent herself as a PDF - unclassified material, permissible to access on a personal device. She was working through the participating assets section, which listed the naval vessels, aircraft, and support units committed to the exercise across all member nations.

She cross-referenced the listed allied vessel tracks against her corridor's geography. Four vessels had routes that came within sixty kilometers of the corridor at their nearest approach points, all of them on transit legs heading to or from the exercise's primary operational area. Sixty kilometers was not adjacent. None of the declared tracks entered the corridor, and she could find no declared deviation or contingency routing that would have taken any of them through it.

She read the personnel section. The exercise management cell - the NATO staff body responsible for coordinating the drill - was led by a Norwegian rear admiral. The national coordination offices reported to the cell through a liaison structure. Each nation's coordination office was headed by a designated officer. Her country's coordinator was listed as *defense liaison representative* - a title, not a name, which was standard for this kind of document. Names were typically in the supplementary annexures.

She finished her lunch, folded the wax paper from her sandwich, and went back to her desk.

She spent three minutes finding the supplementary contact annexure. Then she found the name.
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Colonel Erik Nyström.

His name appeared twice in the contact annexure: once as the primary liaison representative and once as the designated authority for national deconfliction requests. The second listing was the one that mattered. It meant that any deconfliction window issued under Nordic Shield coordination on behalf of her country would, in the normal process, have required Nyström's authorization. His name on the request. His office in the transmission chain. And if the process had been followed, a corresponding record in the coordination log she was waiting for.

She knew the name. She knew it the way she knew all names at that level: they appeared on briefings she prepared materials for, they were attached to meeting agendas she occasionally received, they accumulated through four years of institutional life into a background knowledge that was familiarity without proximity. Nyström was a defense liaison colonel - not signals or imagery, not her operational domain at all, but present in the institutional space in the way senior officers were present: visible enough to be recognized, senior enough to not be directly approached.

She had no particular impression of him as a person. He was serious, she had heard people say, in the complimentary sense - careful, experienced, someone who did not take positions he couldn't defend. She had never worked with him. She knew his name was on exercise coordination documentation because it was the kind of name that appeared on that kind of documentation.

She wrote it in her tracking document.

She was not reaching a conclusion. She was noting a fact: if the deconfliction window over her corridor had been legitimately issued through Nordic Shield coordination, it would bear Nyström's authorization. And it would appear in the record she was waiting for.

If it didn't appear in the record, that was a different kind of fact.
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He was in the building that afternoon.

She didn't see him, but she knew the way she knew peripheral things in a shared workplace: someone mentioned it in passing - one of the senior analysts from the coordination section, who passed through her section at around three o'clock on his way to the east stairwell, paused to say something to his colleague at the desk behind Elena's, and she heard: *Nyström's in with the division chief, been there since lunch.* A fragment of institutional gossip. She didn't turn around or acknowledge it.

She continued annotating the frame she was working on, which showed a vessel she'd already identified and cleared.

She thought about the fact that Nyström was in the building, in a meeting that had run through the lunch hour. She thought about this with the same discipline she applied to everything else: it was data, not evidence. Senior officers had long meetings in the building constantly. There was nothing suspicious about his presence. She was not, she told herself firmly, constructing a narrative and then looking for details to populate it.

But she noted it in her tracking document, in the abbreviated shorthand she used for observations she couldn't yet categorize: *Nyström in building - div. chief meeting - note only.*
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She stayed in the office until six, which was half an hour past her usual time, because she had fallen behind on the routine annotation work while spending the morning on the exercise documentation and wanted to close the gap before the next day's queue loaded. The section emptied around her in stages - the earlier arrivals left first, then the majority by 17:30, then the persistent few who worked until the cleaners came. She was not usually among the persistent few and didn't particularly want to be, but the annotation backlog was real and she didn't like carrying backlogs.

At ten minutes to six she wrote the last annotation, saved her work, and began closing windows. She kept the tracking document open for a moment, reading what she'd accumulated over two days. The ticket. The photograph. The exercise schedule. The missing deconfliction zone. The amendment log with no additions. Nyström's name. The request for the coordination log, pending.

It was not a conclusion. It was a set of observations arranged in the rough shape of a question.

She closed the document. She shut down her monitors right to left and put on her coat.
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Nyström's section in the exercise documentation - the secondary POV that follows - took place forty minutes before Elena requested the coordination log, in a conference room on the fifth floor that Elena had no access to and no knowledge of.

The room was one of four on the building's secure level - entry required a separate badge authorization, different from the one
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