
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
    Anton Faber

    
    
    The Frozen Agenda

    
    
    When Power Buys Silence

    Thruth Fights Back

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    About the Author: Anton Faber was raised in Berlin and began his academic journey in German literature before pivoting to physics at the University of Bonn. During his university years, he became deeply involved in environmental and human rights protests-an experience that shaped his worldview and storytelling. With two decades of experience as an investigative journalist, Faber now channels his expertise into writing gripping Eco-thrillers. His novels skillfully blend environmental science with emotional depth, often unfolding through high stakes expeditions in remote, natural settings. Faber's work is driven by scientific curiosity and a deep commitment to the planet. He weaves real research on climate change, biodiversity loss, and ecological restoration into compelling fiction that challenges readers to confront the pressing issues of our time.

    

  
    Chapter One

    Alain

    Observation

    
    
    The call came Tuesday afternoon while Pauline was reviewing Project B's coastal resilience models. The number displayed as international, France, and the name made her pause mid-calculation.

    Dr. Alain Dubois. Marseille Climate Institute. Someone she hadn't spoken to in nearly three years.

    "Alain?" Pauline answered, switching to French automatically. "This is unexpected."

    "Pauline." His voice carried tension beneath the familiar warmth. "I apologize for calling without warning. But I have information I think you need to hear. Information about what's happening to Southern Ocean research."

    Pauline's full attention engaged immediately. She gestured through the open sliding wall to Sarah and Julia, both of whom looked up from their work at her expression.

    "Go on," Pauline said, putting the call on speaker so her wife and daughter could hear, “Alain I am switching the speaker on that my wife Sarah and my daughter Julia can hear. We are in a secure room.”

    "Do you remember Pierre Mouton? He was at the symposium in Lyon four years ago, presented on Antarctic ice shelf dynamics?"

    "I remember," Pauline confirmed. "Brilliant work on calving patterns."

    "Pierre sent an encrypted email recently," Alain said. "One that mentioned accelerated Southern Ocean degradation. That email was intercepted, we don't know by whom, but Pierre's funding was suddenly pulled. No explanation, no warning, just cancellation of grants that were supposed to run for three more years."

    Sarah had moved closer, her police instincts immediately recognizing the pattern.

    "It gets worse," Alain continued. "Two of my colleagues published findings about Southern Ocean warming acceleration last month. Good science, rigorously peer-reviewed, published in reputable journals. Within two weeks, both had their institutional funding reduced. Not eliminated, that would be too obvious. Just quietly cut back to levels that make continuing their research programs nearly impossible."

    "The frozen agenda," Pauline said quietly.

    "What?" Alain sounded surprised.

    "That's what they call it," Sarah interjected, introducing herself. "Dr. Sarah Koch-Brumiere, Pauline's wife and co-president. We've been tracking a coordinated effort to suppress polar climate research. The term 'frozen agenda' appears in intercepted communications between fossil fuel industry actors and legal networks."

    Alain was quiet for a moment. "So you're already aware. That's... actually why I'm calling. Pauline, you remember what the Mansfeld Institute used to represent? Before you and Sarah transformed it?"

    "And you've continued that legacy," Alain said. "Expanded it. The Mansfeld-Koch-Brumiere Institute has a reputation now, for fighting efforts to silence research, for protecting scientists who speak truth, for refusing to bow to pressure. That reputation might be our best defense."

    "How so?" Julia asked, speaking for the first time.

    "If you publish your Southern Ocean findings," Alain said, "if you put the full weight of your institute behind them, it becomes much harder for them to suppress. Your reputation, your resources, your willingness to fight, that creates cover for the rest of us. We can point to your work, can cite your findings, can say 'if the Mansfeld-Koch-Brumiere Institute stands behind this research, how can you claim it's not legitimate?'"

    Sarah's expression showed she understood the strategy immediately. "You're asking us to be the vanguard. To take the first direct hit so others can follow in our wake."

    "I'm asking you to be what you've always been," Alain corrected. "A beacon. The Mansfeld Institute was that for me when I was a researcher facing pressure to soften my findings. You showed me it was possible to do rigorous science and stand by your results. Now the Mansfeld-Koch-Brumiere Institute can do the same for an entire generation of climate scientists who are being systematically silenced."

    Pauline felt something shift in her chest, the weight of responsibility mixing with the rightness of purpose. "We're already planning to publish, Alain. Julia's Southern Ocean analysis is extraordinary. We won't hold it back because someone wants us to."

    "I knew you'd say that," Alain said, and there was relief in his voice. "Which is why I'm calling. To tell you that you're not alone. When you publish, when the attacks come, and they will come, there are scientists ready to stand with you. Not just in France, but across Europe, in Australia, in Canada. People who are tired of being silenced, who are waiting for someone to lead the fight."

    "Who specifically?" Sarah asked, her strategic mind cataloging resources.

    "I can't give names over an open line," Alain said. "But I'm sending you an encrypted contact list. Scientists who've agreed to provide supporting analysis, who'll publish complementary findings, who'll speak publicly about the coordinated suppression. We're building a network, Pauline. And we're hoping you'll be at the center of it."

    They talked for another forty minutes, discussing publication strategy, coordinating timing, identifying potential allies and probable opponents. Alain gave his private number, made clear he was available any time, day or night. By the time the call ended, Pauline's mind was racing with implications.

    Sarah, Pauline, and Julia remained in the presidential office after the call ended, processing what they'd just learned. The late afternoon sun slanted through the windows overlooking the garden, painting everything in warm amber light that felt incongruous with the weight of the conversation.

    "We're not alone," Julia said quietly, and there was wonder in her voice. "All this time, we've been preparing to fight this battle by ourselves. But there are others. Scientists who want to fight back."

    "Scientists who need someone to fight first," Sarah corrected gently. "Someone with the resources and reputation to absorb the initial assault. Someone who can prove it's possible to stand up to the frozen agenda and survive."

    Pauline was pacing now, her climate scientist's mind already mapping strategy. "Alain's right about the timing. If we publish first, establish the findings as legitimate through our institutional backing, others can follow. Our reputation becomes a shield for the entire network."

    "Which also makes us the primary target," Sarah observed. "Every weapon they have will be aimed at us. Legal challenges. Professional attacks. Financial pressure. They'll try to destroy our credibility before anyone else can publish supporting research."

    "Let them try," Julia said, and there was fierce determination in her young voice. "We have the data. We have the mathematics. We have three of the best climate scientists in the world creating the models. What do they have? Money and lies?"

    Sarah moved to wrap an arm around her daughter. "Money and lies can be very effective weapons, sweetheart. We can't underestimate what we're facing."

    "But we also can't let fear of those weapons prevent us from doing what's right," Pauline added, coming to stand on Julia's other side, the three of them forming their familiar triangle of strength. "This is exactly why we built and what we built. Not to hide from fights like this, but to be strong enough to win them."

    That evening, they brought the executive team together. The presidential office's conference area filled with familiar faces, people who had become family over years of working together. Celine. Manja. Tatjana. Kathrin. Marie and Alina. Chiara and Bianca,  Jana,  Lisa. Each of them leaders in their own right, each of them trusted completely.

    Sarah explained what they'd learned from Alain's call. The systematic suppression. The intercepted communications. The funding cuts. The network of scientists ready to fight back if someone would lead.

    "Good," Manja said fiercely, her Bulgarian intensity fully engaged. "Let them come at us. We have the data, we have the analysis, we have leadership that won't fold under pressure. Better they waste their ammunition on us than pick off vulnerable individual scientists one by one."

    Tatjana's dark eyes were bright with strategic thinking. "If we coordinate publication timing with this network, we can create a cascade. Our findings come out first, establish legitimacy. Then within days, supporting research from multiple countries. They can't suppress everyone simultaneously, the attacks fragment, lose effectiveness."

    Karla's hand had moved to her heart, her emotional nature responding to the human element. "Those scientists who are being silenced, they're not just researchers. They're people with families, with careers they've spent decades building. If we can give them cover to do their work, if we can protect them from being destroyed for telling truth," Her voice broke slightly. "That matters beyond just the science."

    Marie was leaning into Alina, seeking comfort from her wife, but her voice was steady. "Project A's ocean-atmosphere modeling directly supports Julia's Southern Ocean findings. We can accelerate our publication timeline to coordinate with whatever strategy we develop. The data is solid, the analysis is complete. We just need to finalize documentation."

    Alina, despite her shyness, spoke up clearly. "Our budget allows us to work without depending on external funding, that keeps us safe for now."

    Chiara's Italian vitality filled the room. "Project B can contribute coastal resilience data that connects to the larger climate acceleration pattern. We show this isn't just Southern Ocean, it's global coastal systems responding to changes. Harder for them to claim it's isolated or anomalous."

    Bianca nodded, her blonde hair catching the light. "Same with Project C. Arctic-Antarctic feedback systems showing coordinated response patterns. We're not publishing one study, we're publishing an integrated analysis of planetary-scale climate acceleration. That's much harder to dismiss or suppress."

    Jana's technology background showed in her immediate focus on operational security. "We need to protect our communications with this network. Encrypted channels, secure file sharing, protocols for coordinating publication without leaving intercept-able communications. I can work with Alain's team to establish infrastructure that keeps everyone safe."

    Lisa was already thinking three steps ahead. "Physical security becomes more critical if we're becoming the focal point. Not just for the three presidents, but for key researchers. We may need to expand protection protocols, increase surveillance on institute grounds, establish rapid response procedures if anyone is threatened."

    Sarah let the reactions flow, watching her team process the implications and immediately begin strategic planning. This was what they'd built, people who understood the stakes, who were willing to fight, who saw protection and truth as inseparable values.

    "All of this is exactly right," Sarah said when the initial responses settled. "We're not just publishing research. We're making the Mansfeld-Koch-Brumiere Institute the anchor point for a global resistance against systematic suppression of climate science. That means every decision we make from this point forward carries additional weight."

    "It also means," Pauline added, "that we need to be absolutely certain our science is unassailable. The attacks will come at the methodology, the data, the analysis. We need verification protocols that are beyond question, documentation that is exhaustive, peer review that is independent and rigorous."

    "We have that," Julia said quietly. "The Southern Ocean analysis has been verified by every member of the Presidential Research Team. The mathematics is solid. The climate modeling is solid. The visualizations make complex patterns accessible without sacrificing accuracy. If they attack our science, they'll lose."

    "Then we move forward," Sarah said. "Coordinate with Alain's network. Prepare publication timelines. Build our defenses. And make very clear that the Mansfeld-Koch-Brumiere Institute will not be silenced."

    Thursday morning arrived with the peculiar clarity that comes from knowing significant decisions are imminent. At nine o'clock precisely, a soft knock on the presidential office door announced Kathrin's arrival.

    "Come in," Pauline called, and Kathrin entered carrying her tablet, her expression a mixture of professional excitement and personal concern.

    "Good morning," Kathrin said, settling into one of the chairs across from Sarah's desk. Julia emerged from her adjacent office, sliding wall fully open, taking her position between her mothers. "I have Yasmin's analysis of the data sample you provided."

    She pulled up the results on her tablet, then mirrored them to the large screen on the office wall. Complex visualizations filled the display, data patterns highlighted in multiple colors, annotations marking specific anomalies, detailed documentation of analytical methodology.

    "It's exceptional," Kathrin said simply. "She found almost all the patterns Julia had already detected in her initial analysis. The few she missed were ones so subtle that even our Presidential Research Team needed multiple verification cycles to confirm. And she found also the two patterns that Julia had flagged, minor anomalies that might be statistical noise or might be additional data injection points. We'll need to investigate further."

    Sarah studied the analysis carefully, her mathematical mind evaluating the rigor of Yasmin's work. "The methodology is sophisticated. She's using astrophysical analytical frameworks that wouldn't occur to most climate scientists."

    "Exactly," Kathrin confirmed. "That's what makes her so valuable. She sees climate data through a completely different lens, gravitational dynamics, cosmic background analysis techniques, fluid mechanics from stellar formation. It sounds absurd until you see that it works. She finds things the rest of us literally cannot perceive."

    Pauline was nodding slowly, recognizing exceptional capability when she saw it. "This level of work in two days. With data she'd never seen before. That's not just competent, that's genuinely extraordinary."

    "It is," Kathrin agreed. "And Tatjana noticed something else when she was working with Yasmin on the atmospheric correlation patterns. Yasmin has this way of seeing connections between stellar radiation dynamics and atmospheric behavior that's completely unique. Tatjana said it was like watching someone speak a language nobody else has learned yet."

    Julia leaned forward slightly. "They've been working together?"

    "For the past month," Kathrin confirmed. "Tatjana asked to collaborate with Yasmin after seeing some of her preliminary work on cosmic ray impacts on cloud formation. She recognized that Yasmin's astrophysical background could unlock patterns in atmospheric data that conventional approaches miss. They've been meeting twice a week, early mornings before the rest of the team arrives."

    Sarah's eyebrows rose slightly. "Tatjana didn't mention that in any reports."

    "No," Kathrin said, and something in her tone suggested this was significant. "I think Tatjana was trying to protect her. Give Yasmin space to work without the pressure of leadership attention. But it's produced remarkable results. Some of the atmospheric modeling refinements that Tatjana presented last week? Those came directly from applying Yasmin's astrophysical frameworks to traditional atmospheric physics."

    "Which brings me to the other thing I wanted to discuss," Kathrin continued, her expression shifting to deeper concern. "When I gave Yasmin the assignment, she was grateful but also terrified. Not of the work, she's completely confident in her technical abilities. But terrified of what it might mean. Of visibility. Of being noticed by leadership."

    "The fear we've been seeing," Julia said quietly.

    "Yes," Kathrin confirmed. "And it's getting worse, not better. Tatjana mentioned she found Yasmin in the Support office during lunch yesterday, she'd been crying. When Tatjana asked if she was okay, Yasmin said she was fine, just tired. But Tatjana knows what 'fine' looks like when you're drowning. She sat with her for twenty minutes, didn't push, just stayed present. Eventually Yasmin admitted she was overwhelmed."

    Sarah's expression had gone very still, her police commissioner instincts recognizing the description of someone in crisis. "Overwhelmed by the work?"

    "No," Kathrin said carefully. "By what the work represents. By the possibility of recognition. By the terror that if she's seen, if she's noticed, something terrible will happen. Tatjana said it reminded her of people she'd known who'd survived trauma, the way they flinch from anything that draws attention even when the attention is positive."

    Pauline's climate scientist mind was connecting patterns now, seeing the shape of something larger. "What else has Tatjana observed?"

    Kathrin paused, clearly weighing how much to share. "Yasmin arrives early every day. First one in the building except security. Tatjana's noticed because she's also an early riser. But Yasmin doesn't come in early to get ahead on work. She comes in early because she needs time to compose herself, to prepare to be around people. Tatjana has seen her sitting in the Support office at seven-thirty in the morning, just breathing, trying to calm herself enough to face the day."

    "The panic," Julia said, understanding immediately. "She's managing constant panic."

    "Tatjana thinks so," Kathrin agreed. "And she's seen how Yasmin responds to unexpected attention. Last week, Celine stopped by to compliment Yasmin's contribution to a report. Simple professional recognition. Yasmin thanked her, professional and appropriate. But after Celine left, Tatjana said Yasmin's hands were shaking so badly she couldn't type for ten minutes."

    Sarah stood, moving to the window, processing this information through the lens of years protecting vulnerable people. "She's living in a constant state of hyper-vigilance. Every interaction is a potential threat. Professional success isn't achievement, it's exposure. Recognition isn't validation, it's danger."

    "That's what Tatjana thinks," Kathrin said. "And she's worried. Not just about Yasmin's well-being, though that's primary. But about what it means that someone this brilliant, this capable, is suffering this profoundly and nobody noticed until now."

    "Because she's learned to hide it," Pauline said quietly. "Probably learned young that survival meant being invisible. Making herself small. Never drawing attention. Never asking for help. Never showing weakness."

    "Exactly," Kathrin confirmed. "And the worst part is that it's working against her now. She produces extraordinary work, but she's terrified of anyone noticing how extraordinary it is. She contributes insights that could transform entire research approaches, but she frames them as minor observations. She's brilliant, but she's learned to hide her brilliance because being seen feels like being targeted."

    Julia's voice was tight when she spoke. "Tatjana understands this because she sees it. She recognizes the patterns because she knows what it looks like when someone is barely holding themselves together."

    "I think so," Kathrin said. "Which is why I'm bringing this to you now. Tatjana wanted to protect Yasmin, give her time to find her footing. But Yasmin isn't finding her footing. She's drowning, slowly, quietly, in ways that are easy to miss if you're not looking carefully. And Tatjana thinks if we don't intervene now, if we don't offer her the same kind of safety and support that you've offered me, she's going to break."

    "You think we should talk to her," Sarah said. "Directly. Not just about her work, but about what she's surviving."

    "I think if you don't, she's going to break," Kathrin said bluntly. "She's exceptional, she's brilliant, she's producing extraordinary work. But she's also suffering in ways she can't hide much longer. And I think..." Kathrin paused, choosing words carefully. "I think she trusts you. Because I trust you. Because Tatjana trusts you. Because she's seen what you did for me, what you're doing for others, how you protect people. She knows this place is different."

    "What exactly did Tatjana tell you?" Pauline asked.

    Kathrin met her gaze steadily. "That Yasmin is the most frightened person she's ever worked with. That the fear isn't about capability or competence, it's about something deeper, something rooted in experiences that taught her the world isn't safe. That recognition means danger. That being visible means being vulnerable. Tatjana said it breaks her heart watching someone that brilliant, that valuable, living in that much terror."

    "Then we bring her in," Pauline decided. "This morning. Give her the recognition her work deserves, but also give her the space to share what she's carrying."

    Kathrin nodded. "I think that's right. And I think it should be all three of you, not just leadership talking to staff, but family offering to extend protection. That's what she needs to see. Tatjana thinks that's what might reach her, seeing that the three of you operate as a unit, that protection isn't abstract here, it's personal."

    "Can you tell her to be here at ten o'clock?" Sarah asked. "Just say the presidents want to discuss her analysis. Don't prepare her beyond that, if she's as frightened as you describe, advance warning might make it worse."

    "I'll tell her," Kathrin confirmed. She stood, gathering her tablet, then paused at the door. "Thank you. For seeing what I see in her. What Tatjana sees in her. For being willing to extend the same care to someone else."

    "That's what family does," Julia said simply.

    After Kathrin left, the three of them sat in silence for a moment, processing what was about to happen.

    "Another wounded, brilliant person," Sarah said quietly. "Another someone who might need saving."

    "Another someone worth saving," Pauline corrected. "And this time, she has Tatjana already building trust, already creating connection. She's not completely alone the way others have been."

    Julia nodded slowly, understanding the significance. "Tatjana saw her. Really saw her. Not just the brilliance but the suffering. And instead of looking away, instead of assuming someone else would handle it, she stayed close. Built relationship. Created space for Yasmin to exist without having to perform being okay."

    "That's the culture we're building," Sarah said. "Where people notice when someone is drowning. Where they don't wait for leadership to intervene. Where they offer presence and safety because that's who we've all agreed to be."

    "And now we show Yasmin," Pauline added, "that when brilliance and suffering exist in the same person, we protect both. We celebrate the capability while creating safety for the wounds. We don't make her choose between being seen and being safe."

  
    Chapter Two

    Yasmin

    Pain

    
    At exactly ten o’clock, because someone as frightened as Yasmin would be precisely punctual, would follow every rule perfectly to avoid any possibility of giving offense, a soft knock sounded on the door.

    "Please come in," Pauline called gently.

    The door opened, and Dr. Yasmin Bilal entered. She was a Syrian beauty, not tall but with a beautiful frame, dark hair framing a face marked by enormous black eyes that currently held nothing but terror. Her hands were trembling visibly, clasped together in front of her chest as if she could contain the shaking through sheer force of will.

    Julia stood immediately, moving toward Yasmin with the kind of gentle certainty that came from understanding exactly what this kind of fear felt like. She took Yasmin's trembling hands in her own.

    "Dr. Bilal," Julia said softly, "please take a seat. We would like to talk to you. There's no need at all to be scared."

    Yasmin nodded but couldn't speak. Julia guided her to one of the comfortable chairs in the seating area rather than the more formal space across from Sarah's desk. Sarah and Pauline moved to join them, creating an intimate circle rather than an interrogative setup.

    "First," Sarah began, her voice carrying warmth rather than authority, "we want to talk about your analysis of the data sample we provided. Dr. Lorenz shared your results with us this morning, along with her observations from working closely with you on atmospheric correlation patterns."

    Yasmin managed to find her voice, though it came out barely above a whisper. "I hope it was adequate. I tried to be thorough, “

    "Adequate?" Pauline interrupted gently. "Yasmin, your analysis was exceptional. You identified patterns in two days that other teams would take days to fully document. The methodology you used, applying astrophysical frameworks to climate data, that’s genuinely innovative."

    "The gravitational lens approach," Julia added, her own mathematical expertise evident, "using distortion analysis similar to how you'd examine cosmic microwave background radiation, that’s very good. It reveals patterns would be missed using standard analytical approaches."

    Some of the terror in Yasmin's eyes gave way to cautious hope. "You really think so? I wasn't sure if it was appropriate to apply stellar formation fluid dynamics to ocean current analysis, “

    "It's not just appropriate, it's very creative," Sarah said. "That's the kind of insight we need on the Presidential Research Team."

    Yasmin blinked, processing that last phrase. "The Presidential Research Team?"

    "We'll come back to that," Pauline said with a gentle smile. "First, let's talk about the technical elements. Walk us through your methodology for identifying the embedded function."

    For the next twenty minutes, they engaged in deep scientific discussion. Yasmin's fear gradually receded as she talked about the work, her voice growing steadier, her hands no longer trembling, her extraordinary intellect evident in how she explained complex astrophysical concepts in terms accessible to climate scientists.

    She described using parallax analysis techniques adapted from stellar distance measurements to identify subtle variations in data flow. She explained how she'd applied gravitational lensing mathematics to detect distortions in the dataset's structure. She walked them through verification protocols she'd invented specifically for this analysis, drawing on cosmic ray detection methodologies to distinguish genuine signals from noise.

    Sarah found herself genuinely impressed, not just by the technical capability, which was extraordinary, but by the way Yasmin thought. She saw connections that shouldn't be visible, applied frameworks from one domain to solve problems in completely unrelated fields, approached data with the kind of creative rigor that defined genuine innovation.

    "The precision of your documentation is remarkable," Julia observed. "Every assumption stated explicitly, every limitation acknowledged, every analytical choice justified with references to source methodologies. This is publication-ready work, Yasmin."

    Yasmin ducked her head, uncomfortable with direct praise. "I just try to be thorough. To make sure I'm not making claims I can't support."

    "That level of rigor is rare," Pauline said. "Most scientists are satisfied with adequate documentation. You're demanding perfection from yourself. That's the mark of someone who understands that great science requires not just brilliance but discipline."

    Through the scientific discussion, through the careful building of confidence through recognition of capability, Yasmin had slowly stabilized. She was still nervous, that didn't disappear, but the shaking had stopped, the terror had receded enough to allow for genuine engagement.

    And then Sarah shifted the conversation.

    "Yasmin," she began, her voice gentle but carrying an undertone that suggested this next part was important, "I have a totally different question. Before I came to the institute and married the love of my life, my wife Pauline, I was for more than two years Police Commissioner in Munich."

    Pauline added with a soft smile, "The youngest Police Commissioner in the country."

    Yasmin's eyes had gone wide again, fear creeping back.

    Sarah continued, "Dr. Lorenz and Dr. Premesimova told us that they have the impression that something is hurting you. Tatjana's been working with you closely over the past month on atmospheric physics and has noticed signs that deeply concern her. This is also my impression, based on my background. I've spent years learning to recognize when someone is suffering, when someone is carrying trauma they're trying to survive alone."

    Yasmin's breathing had become shallow. Her hands clasped together again, knuckles white.

    "Based on your analysis and the work you've shown us," Sarah said steadily, "we have in mind to give you more challenging work. To promote you to a position where your exceptional capabilities can have maximum impact."

    She paused, making sure Yasmin was hearing her.

    "But to the private question, I can guarantee you, if you do not feel comfortable sharing anything that bothers you, it will not change our plan to promote you. Your professional capability stands on its own. But if you choose to share, if you're ready to tell us what happened, we will try to help you. It's your choice. Please, only if you feel comfortable."

    The silence stretched for fifteen seconds. Yasmin stared at her hands, tears beginning to track down her face. When she finally spoke, it was barely a whisper.

    "Dr. Premesimova told me that you saved Dr. Lorenz. I don't know from what exactly, but she said I should trust you. That I should tell you."

    Pauline leaned forward gently. "Dr. Bilal, please don't feel pressured to share anything. Only if you want to. We can have this conversation another time, or never, if that's what you need."

    "Yasmin," Julia said softly, "I can call you Yasmin, right?"

    Yasmin nodded, still not looking up.

    Julia continued, "Yasmin, I had a terrible childhood. I came to this institute as a doctoral candidate, completely broken. I found the courage after a few weeks to tell them everything. They adopted me. My mamas are the best people on this planet. They saved me. And they'll save you too, if you let them."

    Yasmin's tears were flowing freely now. "Thank you, Julia. I will tell you everything. Because I am so broken since more than a year and I don't know how to fix myself. I work like crazy but it doesn't help. Dr. Premesimova is so nice to me, sitting with me during the early mornings when I arrive to try to calm myself, never pushing me to explain why I'm crying. But I am still scared to death that it will happen again."

    Sarah's voice was infinitely gentle. "Please, Yasmin, only if you feel comfortable. We can get together in a few days or weeks when you feel better,“

    "President Sarah," Yasmin interrupted, her voice stronger now despite the tears, "thank you, but I will tell you now. In days and weeks it will not be better. It's never better."

    A long pause. Yasmin gathering courage. Sarah, Pauline, and Julia waiting with infinite patience, creating space for whatever needed to be said.

    Then Yasmin began.

    "I had just joined the Bremerhaven Institute after I finished my doctorate. Dr. Binzer was very friendly to me at first. One day he invited me to their home and introduced me to his friend. I thought it was all okay, his wife and two sons were there too. It seemed safe. Normal."

    Her voice was trembling, each word fighting its way through the terror that still lived in her throat.

    "Then a few days later, his friend invited me to go to a movie. I was polite, didn't want anything but I went with him. I thought maybe this was how things worked, how people made friends. I was so naive, so stupid, " her voice broke, "The movie was fine. After the movie, he invited me to a club. I went, still trying to be polite, still trying to fit in, still so desperately wanting to belong somewhere."

    She took a shuddering breath, her whole body shaking.

    "There, everything changed. His friend and another man in the club, it was dark, I couldn't recognize him clearly, but it could have been someone from the Bremerhaven team, I don't know, they pulled me into another room and, "

    Yasmin broke. Complete collapse. The sound that came from her wasn't crying, it was something deeper, something primal, the kind of grief that shatters a person from the inside out. Her body convulsed with sobs that seemed to tear through her very soul. Julia ran to her immediately, wrapping her arms around the woman, holding her while she shook with a year's worth of unshed agony and trauma.

    After several minutes, between sobs pressed into Julia's shoulder, Yasmin whispered the words she'd been carrying alone, words that had been slowly poisoning her from within.

    "They raped me."

    The words hung in the air like shattered glass.

    Sarah's voice was gentle but needed to confirm. "They raped you?"

    Yasmin nodded against Julia's shoulder, her tears soaking through Julia's blouse. "Many times," she whispered, her voice so broken it was barely audible. "They didn't stop. I begged them to stop. I screamed. I fought. But I couldn't make them stop. They were too strong. I was nothing to them. Just, just something to use and throw away."

    She couldn't speak anymore. The words had taken everything she had, every ounce of strength she'd been hoarding just to survive each day.

    It took a long time for Yasmin to gather herself enough to look up. When she did, her face was destroyed, eyes swollen and red-rimmed, cheeks blotchy and wet, expression carrying shame so deep it had become part of her identity, woven into every thought she had about herself.

    "I am so ashamed," she whispered, her voice raw. "I should have known. Should have been smarter. Should have seen it coming. Should have fought harder. Should have, "

    She broke again, her body folding in on itself, unable to continue, unable to bear the weight of blame she'd been carrying.

    Pauline moved to Yasmin's other side, wrapping her arms around her from that direction, so the young woman was held between Julia and Pauline, protected, contained, surrounded by warmth she hadn't felt in over a year, no longer alone with the crushing weight.

    Sarah knelt in front of Yasmin, carefully touching her hair with infinite gentleness, the way you'd touch something precious and fragile. "Yasmin, listen to me. Listen carefully. There is nothing, nothing to be ashamed of. You did not do anything wrong. These monsters forced themselves on you. They are the criminals. They are the ones who should be drowning in shame. The shame belongs to them, not to you. Never to you."

    After a while, Yasmin could speak again, though her voice was hollow, emptied of everything but pain. "I went to the emergency room. They gave me the pill after, and I hoped, I prayed. It probably worked, I didn't become pregnant. At least I was spared that."

    Sarah's police commissioner experience guided her questions now, gentle but necessary. "You didn't report it because you were scared they'd say it was consensual?"

    Yasmin nodded miserably, fresh tears streaming down her already tear-stained face. "Who would believe me? A foreign woman, no friends, no family here, against a German man with connections? I was terrified. I still am."

    "Do you know the person who did this to you? And the second person?"

    Yasmin was calmer now, the worst of the telling behind her, though the trembling hadn't stopped. "I know the first person, Binzer's friend. I have his name and phone number. But I didn't recognize the second person clearly. It was too dark. But I see his shadow everywhere now. In every hallway. In every meeting. Wondering if it's him."

    "Could it be someone from the Bremerhaven team?" Sarah asked carefully.

    "Yes," Yasmin said, her voice breaking slightly, fear flooding back into her eyes. "Because when they ripped my clothes off, when they were tearing at me like I was nothing, Binzer's friend said to the second person, 'Now you can have fun every day, you work together.' That's how I know the second person works at Bremerhaven. Works with me. Sees me every day. Knows what he did to me."

    Her breathing had become rapid, panicked. "I could be sitting across from him in meetings. He could be walking past my office. He knows. And I don't know who he is. I'm terrified every single day."

    Sarah's expression had gone absolutely cold, the Police Commissioner, not the president. When she spoke, her voice carried the weight of every case she'd ever prosecuted, every predator she'd ever put away. "Yasmin, please give me the name of the person you know. I will take care of everything. And I will find the second person. I promise you that."

    "But if he says it was consensual," Yasmin said desperately, panic rising in her voice, "it wasn't. I never, I never before had, and they, they destroyed me. They took everything."

    "Don't worry," Sarah said, and there was steel in her voice, cold fury carefully controlled. "I know how to break that lie. I've spent years breaking lies told by men who hurt women. This one won't be any different. I will destroy his credibility. I will make sure everyone knows exactly what kind of monster he is."

    She shifted, making sure Yasmin was looking at her, making sure Yasmin could see the absolute certainty in her eyes. "Until I will clean everything up, I'm assigning you immediate protection. A female officer will be assigned to you right away. She'll drive you anywhere you need to go and stay by your side whenever you're outside the office. She'll be your protection, your support, someone who has your back."

    Yasmin stared at her, disbelief written across her tear-stained face. "Really? You would do that?"

    "More than that," Sarah continued firmly. "We'll also station officers outside your apartment during the night to prevent anyone from coming close to you. You will be protected around the clock. No one will hurt you again. I give you my word."

    Pauline smiled gently, her voice warm and reassuring. "Yasmin, don't worry. My wife knows exactly what to do. Trust her. She's never failed to protect anyone under her care."

    "Certainly I don't have anything against it," Yasmin said, still processing, her voice trembling with overwhelming emotion. "But these are costs. How can the institute afford, "

    Julia squeezed her hand tightly, her own eyes bright with unshed tears. "Yasmin, my friend, don't worry. My Mama Sarah will take care of you. That's what family does. And you're family now."

    Sarah pressed the intercom button on her desk. "Lisa, could you please come to my office?"

    Within two minutes, Lisa Wolf appeared at the door. Sarah didn't waste time with preamble. "Lisa, Dr. Bilal needs personal protection. Someone who can drive her, accompany her outside the office, and provide comprehensive security. Do you have someone from the new hires?"

    Lisa's smile was immediate and warm, understanding instantly the gravity of the situation. "Yes, Sarah, I do. Caroline Schneider, thirty-nine years old, started three days ago. Former federal protection, specialized in personal security and close protection. She's exactly right for this."

    "Thank you, Lisa. Please ask her to be here in fifteen minutes. And arrange for nighttime security detail outside Dr. Bilal's apartment, two officers minimum, rotating shifts."

    Lisa nodded and left, no questions asked. That was the beauty of the team they'd built, when protection was needed, it was provided. No bureaucracy, no hesitation, no doubt.

    Yasmin was staring at all of them with an expression beyond words, beyond comprehension. "I don't know what to say, my presidents. This is unbelievable. This is more than I ever dreamed anyone would do for me."

    Julia smiled through her own tears. "Yasmin, believe it. And try to relax, even just a little. But we have something else too."

    Pauline took over, her voice warm and full of conviction. "Yasmin, your analysis shows that you are really exceptionally good. Brilliant, actually. And we need someone with your background in astrophysics to strengthen the Presidential Research Team's capabilities."

    Sarah continued, her voice strong and certain, "Yasmin, we are promoting you to Director of Astrophysics. We're taking you out of the Support team and adding you to the Presidential Research Team. You will work directly with the three of us, and with Dr. Premesimova, Dr. Richter-Berger, Dr. Dimitrova, and Dr. Lorenz. You deserve this. Your work has earned it."

    Yasmin looked at Sarah with eyes gone huge, shock replacing the grief for a moment. She tried to say something, her mouth opening and closing, words failing completely, and then she collapsed into Pauline's arms, the emotional overload too much for her traumatized system to process.

    Julia ran for water. Sarah moved quickly to support Yasmin's head, her hands gentle and sure. After thirty seconds that felt much longer, Yasmin's eyes fluttered open. She looked up at Pauline, a strange, fragile smile touching her devastated face.

    "My presidents," she whispered, her voice barely audible, "did I dream? Or did you say Director and Presidential Research Team?"

    Pauline smiled down at her, Yasmin still practically in her lap, held like something precious. "You did not dream. My wife said exactly that. You're Director of Astrophysics now."

    "I am speechless," Yasmin whispered, tears flowing again, different tears this time. "But I am nobody yet. I'm broken. I'm damaged. And then the Presidential Research Team, I did not deserve this. I can't deserve this."

    "You absolutely deserve it," Julia said firmly, her voice fierce with conviction. "Your work speaks for itself. Your brilliance speaks for itself. What was done to you doesn't change your worth. Nothing can change your worth."

    Yasmin was crying again, but differently now. Not the broken sobs of trauma shared, but tears of overwhelming emotion, of disbelief that something good could happen after so much pain, that she could still have a future after everything had been taken from her.

    "I don't understand," she whispered, her voice breaking. "You're protecting me. You're promoting me. You're giving me everything I thought I'd lost forever. Everything I thought was impossible now. Why? Why would you do this for me? I'm just, I'm just a broken foreign woman who was stupid enough to, "

    "Stop," Sarah said firmly but gently, touching her face with infinite care. "You are not broken. You were not stupid. You are brilliant. You are brave. You are a survivor. And you deserve safety. You deserve to have your career. You deserve everything good that can still happen in your life. "

    "But I'm broken," Yasmin said desperately, her voice raw with pain. "I'm damaged. I cry during lunch. I can't sleep. I wake up screaming. I jump at shadows. I can't walk down a dark hallway without panicking. How can I work on the Presidential Research Team when I'm falling apart? When I can barely hold myself together from one hour to the next?"

    "You're not too broken to be saved," Julia added, her own voice thick with emotion. "I promise you that. I was broken too. Shattered. I wanted to die. But my mamas saved me. And they'll save you. We'll all save you. You're not alone anymore."

    Yasmin looked at the three of them, these women who'd listened to the worst thing that had ever happened to her and hadn't flinched, hadn't judged, hadn't decided she was too damaged to deserve help, too broken to be worth saving. Her hands were shaking again, but from emotion now rather than fear, from the overwhelming realization that she might actually survive this.

    "I can't believe this is real," she whispered, her voice breaking repeatedly. 

    "It's exactly what you deserve," Sarah said firmly, her voice leaving no room for argument. "And tomorrow, we'll start working on getting justice for what was done to you. We'll destroy the men who hurt you. But today, right now, you just need to accept that you're safe. That you're valued. That you matter. That you belong here. That you're home."

    A knock on the door announced Caroline Schneider's arrival, a composed woman in her late thirties with kind, intelligent eyes and a professional bearing that immediately conveyed both capability and genuine warmth.

    "Caroline," Sarah said, "this is Dr. Yasmin Bilal. She'll be under your protection starting immediately."

    Caroline nodded professionally, her eyes already assessing, already planning. "Understood, President Koch-Brumiere."

    Sarah's expression shifted, no longer the gentle protector comforting Yasmin, but the former Police Commissioner giving operational directives. "Caroline, Dr. Bilal will need to go wherever her work and life require, the institute, her apartment, shopping, anywhere else necessary. You drive her everywhere. You accompany her everywhere outside the office. You stay by her side. Follow all my security protocols exactly."

    "Yes, ma'am," Caroline confirmed.

    "And Caroline," Sarah continued, her voice carrying absolute authority, the voice that had commanded special forces units, "your job is not only to protect Dr. Bilal. Your own security is equally important. No risks, please. If a situation feels wrong, you extract both of you immediately and call for backup. I need both of you safe. Understood?"

    "Understood completely," Caroline said firmly.

    "Additionally," Sarah added, "we'll have two officers stationed outside Dr. Bilal's apartment during nighttime hours. They'll be in position before you leave her each evening. No one will be able to approach her building without being intercepted."

    Yasmin's breath caught, the level of protection overwhelming her.

    Sarah turned to address both women. "There's one more thing we need to do for your protection. We have a small security device that attaches to the skin under the breast. It's very discreet, no one will see it or know it's there. Both of you will need one."

    She explained carefully, her voice calm and reassuring, "One hit to the device sends only a notification to Lisa and me, no alarm, no response, just awareness. If a second hit doesn't follow within fifteen seconds, nothing happens. But if the device is hit twice or more within that fifteen-second window, it triggers immediate response. On the institute campus, our security team will be there in less than two minutes. Outside the campus, special forces will be there in less than two minutes. You'll never be alone in danger."

    Yasmin's eyes were wide, processing the level of protection being offered, the level of care these women were wrapping around her like armor.

    "Pauline can attach them for you," Sarah said gently, looking at Yasmin. "Would you like to step into Julia's office for privacy?"

    Yasmin shook her head firmly, surprising herself with the certainty. "Do it here, please. There is no one else here but you. There is no one I trust more. There is no one I feel safer with."

    Caroline nodded her agreement. "Here is fine for me as well."

    Pauline moved to Yasmin first with the small device, her touch gentle and practiced, her movements careful and caring. "I've done this many times," she said softly. "It will be completely secure and comfortable. You won't even feel it's there. But it will always be protecting you."

    She carefully attached the device under Yasmin's breast, her movements efficient and caring, treating Yasmin like someone precious. When it was secure, she moved to Caroline and repeated the process with equal care and attention.

    Sarah activated both devices from her tablet, checking the signals carefully. "There," she said with satisfaction. "You're both connected to our security network now." She looked at them intently, her expression serious. "Please, if either of you feels anywhere strange, anywhere uncomfortable, anywhere that makes you uneasy, activate the device. I would rather track ten false alarms than miss one real threat. The entire executive team wears these devices. You're not being singled out, you're being protected the same way we protect everyone we care about."

    Yasmin touched the area where the device now rested, tears streaming down her face again, unable to stop them, not wanting to stop them. "I don't know what to say. This level of care, this level of protection, this level of, of love. I've never experienced anything like this. Never thought anyone would, would care this much about keeping me safe."

    "Is what you deserve," Julia said firmly, her voice fierce. "What happened to you was not your fault. Never your fault. And we will make sure nothing like it ever happens again. You have my word. You have all our words."

    Sarah turned to Caroline, her voice commanding. "You both have the emergency devices now. If either of you activates, you follow immediate extraction protocols. Don't wait to
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