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 Chapter 1
The Friday Briefing
The seventh-floor secure conference room at the Counterintelligence Mission Center had no windows, no clock on the wall, and no decoration of any kind beyond a single framed photograph of the Original Headquarters Building taken sometime in the late 1960s, before the trees had grown up around the south facade and before the New Headquarters Building had been built behind it. The photograph hung at a slight angle. Halsen Brock-Pemberton had noticed the angle in 2018, the first time she had been called to this room as a senior officer rather than as a mid-grade case officer presenting findings on someone else's investigation, and she had noticed it every time since. She had never mentioned it. She suspected the angle was deliberate, a small institutional joke from whoever had hung the frame, and she preferred to leave it alone.

It was four-eighteen on a Friday afternoon in late October. The light in the corridor outside was the soft fluorescent gray that Langley produced at every hour of every day, indifferent to the weather and the season. Halsen had walked from her own office on the third floor of the New Headquarters Building, taken the elevator that connected the two buildings through the underground concourse, walked the long corridor past the cafeteria and the credit union, and ridden the secure elevator to seven. The badge readers had read her badge three times. The biometric reader at the conference room door had read her right index finger once. The door had clicked open at four-fifteen, and she had taken the chair on the long side of the table that faced the photograph.

Quentin Pelletier-Halverson was already in the room. He had been there at four o'clock, she suspected, perhaps earlier. He sat at the head of the table with a single manila folder closed in front of him and a cup of coffee from the seventh-floor pantry in his right hand. Quentin had run the Counterintelligence Mission Center since 2022. He was sixty-one and had been in the Directorate of Operations for thirty-four years. He had served at five stations on three continents, had run the Iran Operations Group for two years in the late 1990s, had been Deputy Chief of the Russia Operations Group during the period when most of the consequential Russian recruitments of the 2010s were authorized, and had taken CIMC after his predecessor had retired. He wore a dark gray suit, a white shirt, and a navy tie with very small dark red dots that Halsen had seen him wear before. He did not stand when she came in.

“Halsen,” he said. “Thanks for coming up on a Friday.”

“Of course.”

“Close the door, please.”

She closed it. The seal engaged with a small pressurized hiss. The room's white-noise generator, which lived in a small box behind the credenza on the back wall, made the slight hum that she had always associated with this floor.

“Sit,” he said. “We have a problem.”

She sat. Quentin did not open the folder. He drank from his coffee, set the cup down on a small paper coaster, and looked at her for a moment before he spoke. She had known him for eleven years. She had reported to him directly for the past seven. The look was not friendly and not unfriendly. It was the look of a man who had decided what he was going to say and was now choosing the order of the words.

“Berlin Station,” Quentin said. “The SIGINT-CI element has been carrying a developing pattern on Berlin for the last eleven months. They briefed it up to me in early October. We crossed an internal threshold on the eleventh. I've been holding it since then while I worked through the question of who runs it and how.”

Halsen did not respond. She had learned, in seven years of these conversations, that Quentin preferred to lay the structure out before he asked any question. Interrupting cost more time than it saved.

“The pattern,” Quentin continued, “is the kind that we've all been trained to recognize and that none of us ever wants to be the one to find. It is slow. It is small. It is not a single event. The signatures are individually below any reporting threshold. In aggregate, over eleven months, they suggest that someone at Berlin Station is providing classified information to a foreign intelligence service. The service appears to be Russian. The information appears to include finished intelligence on Russian targets and at least some sourcing detail. The provider appears to be one officer working alone. We do not have a name. We do not have a date. We do not, at this point, have anything that would survive a serious legal proceeding. What we have is a pattern that has crossed our internal threshold for an on-site investigation.”

He paused. He did not look at the folder.

“I want you to run it.”

Halsen considered the words for a moment. She did not say yes immediately. She had been called to this room enough times to know that the right response to Quentin's offers was almost never an immediate yes. Quentin distrusted enthusiasm. He distrusted hesitation more. The right response was to ask the question that the offer had not yet answered.

“Berlin,” she said. “On the ground.”

“On the ground. Thirty days. Cover for action is a routine CIMC training-and-liaison visit. Berlin gets one every eighteen months. The last one was twenty months ago, so the timing works. You'll conduct interviews under that cover. You'll work the records with one liaison.”

“Who's the liaison?”

“Cordelia Vandermeer-Pelletier. Six years with us, embedded at Berlin under Senior Reports Officer cover for the past nineteen months. She was put there by my predecessor for exactly this contingency.”

The name was familiar. Halsen had not worked with Vandermeer-Pelletier directly, but she had read three or four of her internal cables in the past two years, brief assessments of compartmentation hygiene at Berlin that had crossed Halsen's desk in the routine traffic of CIMC's Headquarters element. The cables had been precise and short and had not contained any of the small self-serving language that Halsen had learned to read past in most internal-investigations correspondence. Halsen had registered the writer as someone she would want to work with eventually, if the opportunity arose, and had moved on.

“Who at Berlin knows?”

“The Chief of Station. Aldis Brandt-Halberstam. He's been there four years, thirty-one in the Directorate. I called him at zero-three-hundred his time on Tuesday. He understands the situation.”

“And on station, beyond him?”

“Vandermeer-Pelletier. That's it. No one else. Not the Deputy. Not the operations chief. Not anyone.”

Halsen nodded slowly. The structure was clean. It was also, she registered, not a structure that would survive any leak. If the wrong officer at Berlin learned that a CIMC investigator was on station for any reason other than the routine cover, the investigation would be over within twenty-four hours, and the mole would either go to ground, transfer out, or accelerate the take. None of those outcomes was acceptable.

“What does the SIGINT-CI element have on the access profile?”

Quentin opened the folder for the first time. He did not push it across the table. He read from the top page in his own quiet voice, the voice he used when he was reading rather than speaking.

“Three officers at Berlin Station have access to the full set of compromised categories. Russian-target case officer Pemberton-Brandbury, thirty-eight, runs the Russian-emigré business community portfolio. Senior Reports Officer Vandermeer-Halberstam, forty-seven, has access to all Berlin finished intelligence and most sourcing. Technical Operations Officer Halberstam-Pemberton, forty-one, manages the SIGINT collection platform and has access to the joint NSA-CIA collection products that have shown up in the SVR feed.”

“All three have access to all of it?”

“All three have access. The SIGINT-CI work cannot narrow it further on access alone. Each of them is in the access set for everything we've identified as compromised. We need behavioral narrowing on station.”

“Behavioral.”

“Compartmentation footprints. Document-handling patterns. Secure-communications metadata. Movement records on the embassy's badge readers. Travel records. Personal-life and professional-circumstance changes in the last eighteen months. The full set.”

“And I get thirty days.”

“Thirty days. The routine cover supports up to thirty-five if you need a buffer, but the longer you stay the harder the cover is to hold.”

Halsen sat with the folder still closed in front of Quentin. She thought about the calendar. She thought about her mother, who had moved to the assisted-living facility in Falls Church in the spring and who would not understand a thirty-day absence even if Halsen explained it three times. She thought about Tobias, who would understand and would not say anything that suggested he did not. She thought about Ingrid, who would not eat properly for the first four days of any absence and who would punish her for the next two weeks after she returned. She thought about the cases on her desk that would have to be redistributed.

She thought, last, about Berlin. She had been to Berlin twice on liaison visits in her time at Headquarters, once in 2019 and once in 2022. She knew the embassy at Pariser Platz. She knew the geometry of the Station compound on the third floor. She knew the cafés in the Mitte district and she knew the Tiergarten and she knew where the secure phones were in the embassy basement. She did not know Aldis Brandt-Halberstam personally, though she had heard his name in corridors for years. She did not know any of the three suspects.

“When do I leave?”

“Monday morning. United from Dulles to Frankfurt, connection to Berlin. You arrive Monday evening Berlin time. You report to the embassy Tuesday at zero-eight-hundred for the Brandt-Halberstam briefing. Vandermeer-Pelletier knows you're coming. Her cover meeting with you is scheduled for fourteen hundred Tuesday.”

“What's my reporting line?”

“To me. Direct. No intermediate. Daily encrypted summary on the Berlin Station secure system, copy to my eyes only. Anything operationally consequential, you call me on the seventh-floor secure phone. The line is in your read-in materials.”

Halsen nodded again. She felt, against her will, the small slow lift in her chest that she had felt in this same room before previous assignments and that she did not entirely trust. She had been in CIMC long enough to know that the lift was not enthusiasm. It was the body's response to the recognition that the next thirty days would be different from the thirty days before them, and that the difference would require everything she had learned in the seventeen years since the Farm.

“I'll need to read in this weekend.”

“The full SIGINT-CI dossier is in the Director's vault. I'll have it brought down to your office at zero-nine-hundred tomorrow. You can work it from your office for the weekend. Saturday and Sunday. Don't take it home.”

“Understood.”

“Halsen.”

“Yes.”

He closed the folder. He looked at her directly, in the way he did perhaps once a year, when he wanted her to understand that the next sentence was not a sentence he would repeat or refer to again.

“This one matters. We have not had a confirmed Russian penetration of a European station in eleven years. If the pattern is what SIGINT-CI thinks it is, this person has been operating against us for years. The damage is going to be bad. The institutional consequences are going to be worse. I'm sending you because you are the right officer for this and because I trust your judgment more than I trust anyone else's in the building. I am also sending you because you will not, under any circumstance, allow your own judgment to be moved by any consideration other than the evidence in front of you. That is what this requires. Are we clear?”

“We're clear.”

“Good.”

He did not stand. She did not stand. He drank from his coffee. After a moment he picked up the folder and tucked it under his left arm and stood, and she stood with him, and they walked together to the door.

“Have a good weekend with Tobias,” he said. “Tell him I said hello.”

“I will.”

“And Halsen.”

She paused at the threshold.

“Berlin in November is cold. Bring the wool coat.”

She went out into the corridor. The door sealed behind her with the same pressurized hiss. She walked to the elevator and rode down to the underground concourse and walked the long corridor back to the New Headquarters Building, and she rode the elevator to three, and she went to her office and sat at her desk for a long moment with her hand on the dark green blotter and her eyes on the wall.

She did not, in that moment, feel the lift any more. What she felt was the slow precise calm that she had felt before every consequential operation of her career, the calm that her father had once described, in a kitchen conversation in 2008 that she had not understood at the time and that she understood now, as the only condition under which the work could be done well.

She sat for ninety seconds. Then she opened her drawer, took out a small spiral notebook with a dark green cover, and began to make a list.

The list had four columns. The first column was BERLIN. The second column was MOTHER. The third column was TOBIAS. The fourth column was OFFICE.

She filled the first column with twenty-three items in her small precise handwriting, none of them more than four words. The items were: cover documentation, diplomatic credentials, Headquarters secure-comms read-in, daily-summary template, SIGINT-CI dossier weekend, Brandt-Halberstam call-in protocol, Vandermeer-Pelletier first meeting, hotel reservation Schiffbauerdamm, embassy badge processing, secure terminal access list, second-compartment authentication, three-suspect personnel files, badge-reader pull, secure-printer log pull, secure-comms metadata pull, Brandt Strategic Analytics open-source, interview cycle design, follow-up question sets, Veles consultation reserve, weekend records work plan, daily encrypted summary protocol, return-trip logistics, post-investigation Headquarters re-entry. She filled the second column with five items: call mother Saturday, visit mother Sunday, Tobias Saturday plan, Tobias Sunday plan, three-week framing for mother. She filled the third column with three items: cat care, mail hold, porch railing repair. She filled the fourth column with eleven items: pending case redistribution, Andrews administrative review delegation, Park briefing reschedule, Hewitt mentorship session reschedule, Quentin daily reporting protocol confirmation, Kovacs deputy briefing, Stuart office coverage, training-rotation board absence, performance-review draft postponement, secure-vault check-out, conference-room calendar release.

When she was finished, she put the notebook in her bag, closed her office door, and walked out to the parking lot. Her car, a fourteen-year-old Subaru that her father had helped her pick out in 2012, was in the third row of the West Lot. The lot was emptying. The sky over the Virginia woods to the west was the gray-orange of a late-October Friday at five in the afternoon. She drove home with the radio off and the heater on low.

Tobias was already home. He had grilled chicken on the small back patio in the cold air and was finishing a salad at the counter when she came in. Ingrid the gray tabby was in her usual spot on the second stair, watching the door. Halsen put her bag down, took off her coat, hung it on the hook beside Tobias's coat, and went to the kitchen.

“How was your Friday,” Tobias said.

“Long,” she said. “I have to go to Berlin Monday morning. Thirty days.”

He set the knife down on the cutting board and looked at her. He had been a federal prosecutor for fourteen years. He knew the texture of these conversations. He did not ask why and he did not ask for what.

“I'll handle the cat,” he said. “Your mother.”

“I'll call her tomorrow. I'll tell her three weeks. She doesn't track time well anymore, and three weeks will sit easier than a month.”

“All right.”

He went back to the salad. After a moment he said, “Berlin in November is cold.”

“That's what Quentin said.”

“He's right.”

She poured herself a glass of water from the filter pitcher and stood for a moment at the sink, watching the dogwood in the back yard move slightly in the late wind. The chickadees were not at the feeder. They had gone to wherever chickadees went in the early evening. She drank half the water and set the glass on the counter.

“Tobias.”

“Yes.”

“It's a hard one.”

He did not turn around. He finished slicing the cucumber, scraped the slices into the bowl, and set the knife in the sink.

“I assumed,” he said. “Eat. I'll do the dishes. We can sit out on the porch after, if you want. There's a blanket.”

She nodded. She did not say anything else. Ingrid came down the stairs slowly, sat at her feet, and waited to be lifted to the kitchen counter, which Halsen did not allow but which Ingrid asked for every evening anyway. Halsen lifted her instead onto the bench at the kitchen table and scratched her behind her right ear, where Ingrid had a small old scar from a fight she had picked with a neighborhood tom in the spring of 2020 and lost decisively.

She thought, with her hand on Ingrid's gray ear and her eyes on the dogwood: thirty days. Three suspects. One liaison. One Chief of Station. No one else. Thirty days, and the body of work that would come after the thirty days, which was the part of the job that no one outside the building ever saw and that almost no one inside the building ever fully appreciated.

She sat down to dinner with Tobias and did not, for the rest of the evening, think about Berlin.

They ate at the small kitchen table by the window. Tobias had set out two plates, the chicken sliced and arranged over the salad with the care he brought to every domestic task he had ever undertaken in the thirteen years she had known him, two glasses of water from the filter pitcher, and the small ceramic dish of olive oil and lemon that he always put out when he made the chicken this way. He talked about his week, in the careful unforced manner of a man who had learned over a long marriage to a CIA officer that the best service he could perform on the evening before a long absence was to fill the silence with the texture of his own ordinary life rather than with questions about hers. He told her about a brief he had submitted on Thursday in a long-running export-control prosecution. He told her about a colleague's retirement party that had been moved to the following month because the colleague's daughter had unexpectedly come into town. He told her about the Saturday he and Halsen's brother-in-law had been planning to take her brother's son fishing on the Potomac, which Tobias would now do on his own and which the boy would survive without Halsen having to participate.

She listened. She drank her water slowly. She ate about half of the chicken and most of the salad. After dinner she helped Tobias clear the table, and then she went out onto the small back porch with the wool blanket Tobias had pulled from the basket by the door. The blanket was the dark green one her mother had given them for Christmas in 2018. It was heavy and warm and smelled, faintly, of cedar from the chest in the upstairs hall.

Tobias came out a few minutes later with two small glasses of brandy. He sat in the second chair. They did not talk for a while. The night was clear and the temperature had dropped into the high thirties. Across the back yard the dogwood was a black silhouette against the lighter dark of the houses on the next street. A small wind moved through the upper branches and stopped. Somewhere two streets over a dog barked twice and went quiet.

“Thirty days,” Tobias said eventually.

“Maybe a little less. The cover supports thirty-five if I need a buffer.”

“Take the buffer if you need it. I can hold the cat for thirty-five.”

“I know.”

“Your mother. I'll go to Falls Church on Saturday afternoons. I'll bring her the Norwegian biscuits she likes from the bakery on Maple. I'll sit with her for an hour. I'll tell her you send your love.”

“Thank you.”

“Halsen.”

She turned her head slightly. He was looking at the dogwood.

“You don't have to tell me anything you can't tell me. You know that. But I want to say one thing.”

“All right.”

“You have done thirteen of these over the seven years I've been watching. The ones you bring home in your shoulders are the ones where the answer turns out to be a person you have to be careful about. I do not know what this one is. But your shoulders, when you came in tonight, were the shoulders of someone who already suspected the answer was going to be a person she had to be careful about. I am only saying that I see it. I am not asking anything more about it. Be careful.”

She did not answer for a long moment. The wind moved again in the dogwood and stopped again.

“I will be careful, Tobias.”

“That's all.”

They sat with the brandy for another twenty minutes. They did not talk again about the work. He told her that he had ordered tickets for a concert at the Kennedy Center for the weekend after she returned, on the assumption that thirty days would put her home by the second weekend in December and that she would want a quiet evening that did not involve cooking. She told him that the assumption was probably right. They went to bed at ten. Ingrid came to the foot of the bed and arranged herself in her usual position on the corner of the comforter.

Halsen lay in the dark for a long time with her eyes open. She thought, in the slow careful way she had thought about the operations of her career on the night before each of them, about the structure of the next thirty days. She thought about Vandermeer-Pelletier, the embedded liaison whose internal cables she had read and admired and whom she would meet on Tuesday afternoon. She thought about Aldis Brandt-Halberstam, the Chief of Station whose name she knew from corridors and whom she would meet on Tuesday morning. She thought about the three suspect officers, none of whose names she yet wanted to attach to faces in her mind, because the records would tell her what the faces should be once she was on station. She thought about her father, who had run two internal investigations for the Directorate of Intelligence in the 1980s and who had told her once, in 2008, that the only way to do counterintelligence work without losing oneself in it was to keep, at all times, the awareness that the person one was investigating had been, at one time, a colleague who had taken the same oath one had taken.

She thought, before sleep, about the seventeen years of her career to date. She had joined the Directorate of Operations in the spring of 2006, eight months after Yale, on the strength of a recruitment process that had begun in her junior year and that had been, in her own retrospective reading, the obvious institutional path for the daughter of a senior CIA analyst and a retired Foreign Service Officer who had grown up in the small institutional world of the Northern Virginia national-security community. She had attended the Farm in 2006 and 2007 and had completed the operations-track curriculum in the standard fourteen months. She had been assigned to Warsaw Station in the spring of 2007 as a junior case officer on the Russian-target portfolio, where she had served three years under a Chief of Station who had become, in the years since, one of the senior Directorate veterans she had continued to consult informally on questions of operational judgment.

She had returned to Headquarters in 2010 and had spent four years in Russia House on the Headquarters operations side, working the analytic interface between the Directorate of Operations and the Office of Russian and European Analysis where her father had been concluding his career during the same period. The four years had been, in her professional reading, the most formative of her career. She had learned the institutional grammar of the Headquarters operations element in a way she could not have learned at the Farm or at Warsaw, and she had learned, by the indirect proximity to her father's element, the texture of the analytic process that consumed the operational product.

She had served at Moscow Station from 2014 through 2017, the standard three-year tour, and had returned to Headquarters in the summer of 2017 to the assignment in CIMC's internal-investigations element that had occupied her for the seven years since. The Moscow tour had been, in the institutional sense, the consequential operational tour of her career. She had run sources. She had handled cases. She had operated under hostile counter-intelligence pressure of the kind that Russia work in Moscow always produced. She had finished the tour with a performance review that had moved her career into the upper percentile of the operations track for officers of her cohort, and she had then chosen, against the advice of two of her institutional mentors, to take the CIMC assignment rather than the more conventional advancement track that the Moscow performance had opened.

The choice had been right. She had known it within six months of arriving at CIMC. The work had suited her in ways the operational track had not. The discipline of internal counterintelligence work, the patient careful attention to records and to behavioral patterns, the institutional position from which one defended the integrity of the larger Directorate's work, had matched her own temperament in a way that the operational track had matched it only partially. She had not regretted the choice in seven years. She did not, on the night before the Berlin assignment began, regret it now.

She slept eventually. She did not dream.



 Chapter 2
The Pattern
The dossier arrived at her office at eight-fifty-three on Saturday morning, eight minutes ahead of schedule. The courier was a young man from the seventh-floor distribution element whose name Halsen did not know and who did not introduce himself. He carried a single locked metal case, set it on the cleared center of her desk, watched her sign the receipt, and left without speaking. The case was the size of a large hardbound book. It was painted the dull olive green that all CIMC document-control cases were painted. The combination was on a small slip of paper that the courier handed her separately and that she read once and burned in her secure ashtray before she touched the lock.

The case held three bound binders, each about an inch thick, and a single thinner binder that contained the SIGINT-CI element's analytic summary and the list of compromised intelligence categories. The binders were green-cover, red-stripe, with the standard control markings and the SIGINT-CI's internal serial number in the lower right corner. Halsen took out the analytic summary first, set it on her desk, and made coffee.

Her office was a small interior room with no window, three filing cabinets, a desk, two chairs, and a framed photograph of her father at his retirement ceremony in 2010 on the wall above the desk. Her father was wearing the same dark gray suit Quentin had worn yesterday, with a darker tie. He was standing in front of the seal in the lobby of the Original Headquarters Building with his arm around her mother. Her mother was younger then and was smiling. Her father was smiling in the small careful way that he had smiled in every photograph she had of him, the way that suggested he was thinking about something else and had only paused to smile for the camera.

Her father had been a senior analyst at the Office of Russian and European Analysis from 1976 until his retirement in 2010. He had served at four overseas postings of varying duration, including a two-year analytic exchange tour at Embassy Bonn in the late 1980s and a short three-month assignment to Embassy Moscow in 1995. He had written, by the count Halsen had done in 2017 from the catalog of his unclassified publications, sixty-three formal analytic papers over thirty-four years and had contributed to several hundred more. He had been awarded the Distinguished Intelligence Medal in 2005 and the National Intelligence Distinguished Service Medal in 2010. The retirement ceremony in the photograph had been the second of those awards.

He had not, by long preference, talked about his work at home. The exception had been the kitchen conversations on Sunday afternoons in the years when Halsen was in high school and college, which had begun as her father's slow careful preparation of his daughter for the institutional culture she had not yet fully decided to enter, and which had become, after she had entered, the framework through which she had understood her own work. The conversations had been elliptical. He had not told her things he could not tell her. He had told her, instead, the structures of analytic and operational thinking that he had developed over thirty-four years and that he believed she would need if she went into the Directorate of Operations, which she had eventually done in 2006, eight months after Yale and the Farm.

He had died in February 2015 of a sudden cardiac event in the kitchen at Falls Church, on a Sunday afternoon, while he was reading the Washington Post and her mother was at the kitchen counter making the family's Sunday lunch. He had been seventy-two. The funeral had been small, a graveside service at Arlington National Cemetery on a cold Friday in late February, attended by approximately two hundred people, perhaps half of whom Halsen had recognized by face. The other half had been her father's colleagues across the Intelligence Community whom she had not known and who had introduced themselves quietly at the reception afterward.

Halsen drank the first half of her coffee standing up, watching the photograph. Then she sat down and opened the analytic summary.

The pattern was, as Quentin had said, slow and small. The SIGINT-CI element had identified, through eleven months of pattern-of-life and signals analysis cooperation with NSA's Q Group, a set of compromise signatures associated with Berlin Station. Each signature was, in isolation, the kind of small operational byproduct that the system tolerated in any active station: a Russian asset who had behaved as though they expected a particular question, a Russian counter-surveillance team that had appeared at a meeting site forty minutes early, a Russian official whose travel pattern had shifted in a way that suggested forewarning of a specific CIA recruitment approach. These things happened in Russia work. They happened often enough that no single one of them rose to the level of suspicion.

What had triggered the SIGINT-CI's threshold was not the individual signatures. It was the rate. Over the eleven-month observation window, the rate of these signatures associated with Berlin's Russian portfolio had been, by SIGINT-CI's calculation, three to four times what statistical baseline would predict for a station of Berlin's size and operational tempo. The baseline had been calculated against four other European stations of comparable Russian-target activity over the same window. Berlin was an outlier. The outlier was not explainable by any innocent factor that SIGINT-CI had been able to identify, including the higher operational tempo Berlin had run in 2024 in response to the Ukraine war and including the routine churn in Russian counter-intelligence personnel that always produced some baseline change in opposition behavior.

The summary noted, with the SIGINT-CI element's characteristic understatement, that the pattern was consistent with sustained provision of finished intelligence and sourcing detail by a CIA officer with full access to Berlin Station's Russian-target product. The summary did not name a suspect. The summary noted that the SIGINT-CI's analytic confidence was moderate-to-high that a compromise was occurring, and low on attribution.

Halsen read the summary twice. Then she set it aside and opened the first of the three thicker binders.

The first binder was the catalog of compromised intelligence categories. Each category was identified by its CIA dissemination-control marking and by a brief description of the underlying source or program. The categories included three running CIA Russian recruitments in Berlin's emigré business community, two joint NSA-CIA SIGINT collection products against Russian intelligence officers operating under commercial cover in Berlin, four finished-intelligence reports on Russian decision-making in the Kremlin produced from compartmented HUMINT sources in 2024, and one ongoing program to recruit a Russian Ministry of Defense officer who had been assessed by Berlin Station as in early-stage development. The compromise of the last item, if confirmed, would end that recruitment and would end any future approach to that target.

Halsen made notes. She used the green spiral notebook from her desk drawer, and she wrote in the small precise handwriting that she had used since the Farm and that her instructors had once teased her about and that had served her well in seventeen years of operational reporting. She made a column for each of the three Berlin Station officers Quentin had named. She did not yet write the names. She wrote OFFICER 1, OFFICER 2, OFFICER 3, and below each she wrote the categories of compromised information that the access profile would tie to that officer. She would map the access against the catalog over the rest of the morning. She would build, by lunch, a first-pass behavioral access matrix that she could begin to test against the records once she was on station.

She worked through the first binder until eleven-twenty. She refilled her coffee twice. She did not eat. The matrix on the third page of her notebook was, by eleven-twenty, dense with small precise entries. None of the three officers' access profiles narrowed the field. All three were in the access set for every category. Quentin had been correct on that point.

She opened the second binder. The second binder was the SIGINT metadata. Patterns of secure communications between Berlin Station and Headquarters, anomalies in document handling, badge-reader records on the embassy's third floor, secure-printer logs, and the pattern of late-night work hours by all Berlin Station personnel over the eleven-month window. The metadata was dense. Halsen read it slowly. She had learned, in seven years of CIMC work, that the way to read SIGINT metadata was not to look for the anomaly. The anomaly would, if it existed, declare itself only against a careful baseline. The first read was for baseline. The second read was for anomaly. The third read was for the small things that were not anomaly and not baseline and that, in her experience, were where most actual compromises lived.

She did the first read by lunch. She ate a granola bar from her desk drawer at twelve-thirty and continued. She did the second read by four. She made fewer notes on the second read than on the first, and the notes she made were small annotations in the margin of the binder rather than entries in her notebook, because the second-read observations were not yet ready to be committed to her own working analysis.

She did the third read between four and seven-fifteen. Her shoulders ached. The fluorescent light over her desk hummed in a particular way that she had learned to ignore. By seven-ten she had three small flags in the metadata that interested her. None of them was conclusive. None of them attributed. All three flagged Officer 2.

Officer 2 had access, in the second binder's secure-printer logs, to all of the compromised reports. The other two officers also had that access. Officer 2's printing pattern, however, showed a small but consistent tendency to print full-text versions of finished intelligence reports rather than summary cover-sheets, in cases where the cover-sheet alone would have been sufficient for the officer's nominal duties. The pattern was not unusual enough to register with Berlin Station's reports-handling supervisor. It was unusual enough, set against the SIGINT-CI baseline, that Halsen wrote the observation in her notebook in a single careful sentence.

Officer 2 had also, in the badge-reader records, made fourteen Saturday visits to the Station compound over the eleven-month window. None of the other Berlin Station officers had made more than three Saturday visits in the same window, and the Station Chief had made eight. The Saturday visits were distributed irregularly. They averaged ninety minutes in duration. Halsen wrote that observation in her notebook also.

Officer 2 had, finally, in the secure-communications metadata, a regular pattern of brief late-evening communications to a single Berlin commercial entity. The communications were on the unclassified side of the embassy's network, which meant they were not properly the SIGINT-CI's business and which meant that the SIGINT-CI had flagged them with a careful procedural note rather than an analytic conclusion. The commercial entity was a Berlin business-intelligence-research firm called Brandt Strategic Analytics GmbH. The firm was identified in the metadata only by its corporate email domain. Halsen had never heard of it. She made a note to research the firm at Headquarters on Sunday.

She read the third pattern again. The Berlin commercial entity was the sort of detail that a cumulative-signature investigation almost always produced and that almost always turned out, on follow-through, to be either an innocent professional contact of an officer with proper authorization to maintain such a contact, or a long-running commercial-cover platform of a foreign intelligence service. The two outcomes were distinguishable only through patient open-source research into the entity, which she would do on Sunday at Headquarters, and through eventual investigative resources on station that she did not yet have access to. She did not yet know which outcome the Brandt Strategic Analytics GmbH metadata would resolve to. She would treat the entity, in her notes, as an open question with a moderate-priority follow-up flag.

She closed the second binder at seven-twenty-two. She locked the case, signed the after-hours log on the inside of her office door, and walked out to the parking lot. The sky was dark. The air was cold and smelled of leaves. She drove home with the radio off.

Tobias was on the couch reading a brief. Ingrid was on the second stair. Halsen ate a bowl of the leftover chicken salad standing at the counter and then went to the porch with a glass of water and sat in the cold for a few minutes, listening to the wind in the dogwood.

After a while she came back inside. Tobias looked up.

“Anything you want to talk about.”

“Not yet.”

“All right.”

She slept badly. She was awake at four-twelve and at five-thirty and at six-forty, and she got up at six-forty and made coffee in the dark and sat at the kitchen table with her notebook and her own thoughts.

Officer 2 was Vandermeer-Halberstam. She had not yet attached the name to the observations in her notes. Quentin had been clear that she was to come to her own behavioral conclusions on station, against the actual records and the actual people, and not to allow the SIGINT-CI's baseline analysis to pre-shape her judgment. She knew that. She also knew that the three small flags she had identified on Saturday evening were the kind of flags that, if they held up under document review on station, would close the field within ten days rather than thirty.

She would not allow herself to be moved by that. She would work all three officers with equal attention. She would assume, until the records told her otherwise, that the field was open.

The personnel file summaries were dense and informative. The summaries had been compiled by the SIGINT-CI element from the official personnel records held by the Directorate of Operations human resources element and by the relevant elements of the Office of Security and the Office of Medical Services. They contained, for each of the three officers, the standard biographical and career history, the polygraph history, the security review history, the medical-services history, the foreign-contact reporting history, the financial-disclosure history, and a small set of additional categories that the Directorate of Operations human resources element had begun to track in the past five years and that included things like the officer's pattern of internal training enrollment and the officer's record of voluntary participation in the Directorate's mentorship program.

Pemberton-Brandbury's summary was eleven pages. He had grown up in the Boston suburbs, attended Tufts as an undergraduate and the Fletcher School for a master's in international affairs, joined the Directorate in 2011 on the operations track, completed the Farm in 2012, served at Vienna 2013-2016 and at Headquarters 2016-2021 before his current Berlin tour. His polygraph history was clean. His financial disclosure showed a modest portfolio of mutual funds and the standard government Thrift Savings Plan account. His foreign-contact reporting was current. His medical-services history was unremarkable. The recent passover for early-tenure promotion was noted in a short administrative entry, with the routine note that the next promotion board would consider his package in the spring of 2026.

Vandermeer-Halberstam's summary was fourteen pages. She had grown up in Northern Virginia, attended Georgetown as an undergraduate and Johns Hopkins SAIS for a master's in international economics, joined the Directorate in 2003 on the reports track, served at Moscow 2005-2008 and at Headquarters Russia House 2008-2014 before her current Berlin tour, which had begun in 2020. Her polygraph history was clean across six administrations. Her financial disclosure showed a portfolio that included several individual equity holdings in addition to the standard mutual funds and the Thrift Savings Plan account, all properly disclosed and none in foreign companies. Her foreign-contact reporting was current. Her medical-services history was unremarkable. The recent notification on the senior intelligence service competitive promotion package was noted, with a short administrative summary of the package's strengths and the specific reason the package had not advanced to the second board, which was a noted gap in operational-management experience that the Directorate's promotion review element had identified.

The note about the gap was, Halsen thought, interesting. Vandermeer-Halberstam had spent her entire career as a reports officer, with no operational-management assignments. The gap was a known characteristic of her career path and would have been visible to her at every stage. Her competitive promotion package would have been, by the standards of the senior intelligence service competition, a strong package on the substantive analytic and reports-management dimensions but a weak package on the operational-management dimension. The notification that the package would not advance was, in the institutional context, not unexpected. The fact that Vandermeer-Halberstam had not, by Cordelia's later observation, shown any visible reaction to the notification was harder to interpret. It could be the reaction of an officer who had expected the result and had absorbed it gracefully. It could be the reaction of an officer whose grievance against the institution was so well-developed by the time of the notification that the notification itself was not a fresh injury but a confirmation of an old one.

She was speculating. She would not commit the speculation to her notebook. She made a small flag in the margin of the personnel summary.

Halberstam-Pemberton's summary was twelve pages. He had grown up in California, attended Stanford as an undergraduate in electrical engineering, attended MIT for a master's in the same field, joined the Directorate in 2008 on the technical-operations track, served at Headquarters Office of Technical Service 2009-2018 and at Berlin since 2022, with a brief detail to the National Counterterrorism Center in 2019. His polygraph history was clean. His financial disclosure was unremarkable. His foreign-contact reporting was current. His medical-services history showed a short course of grief counseling in late spring of the current year, following his father's death, which had been completed by August and had been signed off by the supervising clinician with the standard return-to-full-duty notation.

She drove to Langley at seven-fifteen on Sunday and worked the third binder, which was the personnel file summary on each of the three officers, until two in the afternoon. She worked Brandt Strategic Analytics GmbH through the open-source research element from two until five. The firm had been incorporated in Berlin in 2009. Its registered business address was in the Mitte district, three blocks from the embassy. Its registered directors were three German nationals with unremarkable corporate biographies. Its public-facing client list included a small number of mid-sized European industrial firms. Its corporate website was professionally designed and uninformative. Nothing on the open-source side of the research suggested any intelligence connection.

That, Halsen knew, was either innocent or it was the carefully built front of a sustained commercial-cover operation. She would not be able to distinguish from Headquarters. She would have to build that distinction on station, with patience, and with whatever resources Vandermeer-Pelletier had pre-positioned.

She left Langley at five-forty on Sunday. She locked the case in the CIMC document-control vault. She drove home, packed the wool coat, packed two pairs of trousers and four shirts and the dark blue suit she wore to consequential briefings, and went to bed at nine.

She woke at six on Sunday. She read the morning Washington Post for half an hour at the kitchen table while Tobias made eggs. They ate together. She drove to Falls Church at nine to see her mother.

The assisted-living facility was a four-story building of pale brick on a quiet residential street two blocks from the small park where Halsen had played as a child. Her mother had moved into a one-bedroom apartment on the second


















































