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Chapter 1 — May 10 

“ He’s lying.”

Calder said it without looking up from the page.

The German engineer didn’t react immediately.
Only his hands betrayed him.
Too still.
Too controlled.
The officer across the table glanced up.

“Where?”

Calder tapped a line in the report.

“Here.”

A brief silence.

Then:

“He’s leaving something out.”

The officer made a note.
No hesitation.
No interest in truth.
Only in information.

The room smelled of paper, smoke, and cold coffee.
A window stood open, but the air didn’t move.
The engineer finally spoke again.

“We had no choice.”

Calder didn’t translate right away.

He knew the sentence didn’t matter here.

Not anymore.

“He says they had no choice,”
Calder said.
The officer nodded.

“Ask him about the test series.”

Calder turned the page.

Another question.
Another answer.
Mechanical.
Precise.
Like part of a system.

For a moment, Calder watched the man across from him.

Not as a prisoner.

As a resource.

And that was when it became clear.

Yesterday had been about victory.

Today was about knowledge.

And knowledge didn’t belong to anyone.

A sound echoed from the hallway outside.
Footsteps. Voices. Papers moving.
The building was alive.

Not with celebration.

With work.

Calder closed the folder slowly.

The war had ended.

But something else had already begun.
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Chapter 2 — The Institute
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The institute stood where the bombing had grown tired.

Two entire streets around it were flattened, reduced to dust and brick piles, but the main building remained upright—damaged, scarred, but standing. Its stone facade carried long black stains where fire had climbed the walls. Several windows were gone, leaving dark rectangles like empty eye sockets.

James Calder stopped across the street and studied it for a moment.

“This is the place?” he asked.

Anna Kowalska stood beside him, holding the folder Harriman had given him that morning. She checked the address again.

“Yes,” she said. “Technical Institute for Applied Physics.”

Calder looked up at the broken lettering above the entrance.

“Looks applied,” he muttered.

They crossed the street.

The front doors had been blown inward during the bombing. Someone had dragged them aside, leaving the entrance open like a mouth that had forgotten how to close.

Inside, the air was colder.

The smell was different too—less smoke, more chemicals and old paper.

Anna walked a few steps ahead, her eyes moving carefully across the hallway.

“This was a research institute before the war,” she said quietly. “During the war the military used several departments.”

“For rockets?” Calder asked.

“For anything that moved faster than politics.”

They entered the first laboratory.

The destruction was not random.

Glass cabinets stood open. Metal drawers had been pulled out and emptied onto the floor. Instruments lay scattered across tables—oscilloscopes, measuring devices, metal components Calder couldn’t identify.

But the damage was too precise to be chaos.

Calder crouched beside a desk.

The drawers were open, but not broken. The files had been removed neatly, not torn apart.

“Looters don’t work like this,” he said.

Anna nodded.

“They take equipment. Tools. Food.”

Calder stood.

“This wasn’t looting.”

They moved deeper into the building.

In the next room they found the first safe.

The steel door hung open, the lock drilled cleanly through the center. Inside, the shelves were empty.

Anna leaned closer.

“That’s professional,” she said.

Calder ran a finger along the metal edge.

“No explosives,” he said. “No damage around the frame.”

“Someone had time.”

“Yes.”

He stepped back into the hallway.

Sunlight cut through a broken window and illuminated papers scattered across the floor. Calder picked one up.

Technical diagrams.

Fuel calculations.

But entire sections had been removed from the file.

He flipped through the remaining pages.

“Someone took the middle,” he said.

Anna frowned.

“Why only the middle?”

Calder held the pages up to the light.

“Because that’s where the results are.”

They walked into another laboratory.

Here the desks had been cleared almost completely.

Blackboards still covered the walls, filled with equations written in white chalk. Some had been partially erased, leaving faint ghost lines of formulas.

Calder studied one of them.

“Propulsion calculations,” Anna said quietly.

“You read this?”

“No,” she replied. “But I recognize desperation.”

Calder almost smiled.

At the far end of the room stood a long table covered in dust—except for one clean rectangle in the center.

Something large had been removed recently.

“Documents,” Calder said.

“Or equipment.”

“Either way,” he replied, “someone knew exactly what they wanted.”

They continued down the corridor.

Every room told the same story.

Laboratories opened.

Safes drilled.

Drawers emptied.

But the building had not been destroyed.

It had been searched.

Calder stopped at a window overlooking the courtyard.

A set of truck tracks cut through the mud below.

Fresh.

He pointed.

Anna followed his gaze.

“Military vehicles,” she said.

“How many?”

“At least two.”

Calder looked back across the ruined laboratories.

“Timing?”

She studied the tracks.

“Yesterday,” she said.

Calder nodded slowly.

“So,” he said.

“Someone already visited.”

Anna turned toward him.

“Americans?”

Calder shook his head.

“No.”

He looked back toward the courtyard where the tracks led out toward the eastern streets of the city.

“The Russians.”
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Chapter 3 — The Archivist
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They heard him before they saw him.

A chair scraping somewhere deeper in the building. Not loud, not hurried—just the quiet movement of someone who had grown used to working in silence.

Calder raised a hand slightly, signaling Anna to stop.

The corridor ahead stretched into shadow. Broken glass lined the floor like frost. A door at the far end stood half open.

The sound came again.

Paper.

Someone turning a page.

Calder stepped forward slowly and pushed the door open.

The room had once been a records office. Steel cabinets covered the walls from floor to ceiling, each drawer labeled with small metal plates. Most of them stood open now, their contents gone.

But one desk in the center of the room was still occupied.

An elderly man sat there, thin shoulders bent slightly forward, a pair of spectacles balanced low on his nose. He was reading a document with careful attention, as if the war outside the building had been nothing more than distant weather.

He looked up when the door opened.

His expression was not surprised.

“You are late,” he said in German.

Calder stepped into the room.

“Am I?”

“Yes,” the man replied calmly.

Anna moved beside Calder.

“Dr. Reinhardt?” she asked.

The man folded the document and placed it neatly on the desk.

“Archivist,” he corrected. “Doctor was before the war.”

He studied them for a moment.

“Americans,” he said.

Calder nodded.

Reinhardt gestured vaguely toward the empty cabinets lining the walls.

“You see the problem.”

Calder walked to the nearest cabinet and pulled open another drawer.

Empty.

“Looks like someone solved it already,” he said.

Reinhardt gave a faint smile.

“No.”

Calder turned.

“No?”

“No,” Reinhardt repeated patiently. “They removed documents. But the archive remains.”

Anna frowned.

“That makes no sense.”

Reinhardt leaned back slightly in his chair.

“It makes perfect sense,” he said. “If you understand the system.”

Calder crossed his arms.

“Then explain it.”

Reinhardt stood slowly and walked toward the cabinets.

His fingers traced the metal labels.

“People imagine archives as rooms full of paper,” he said. “Stacks of files waiting patiently for historians.”

He pulled open one of the drawers.

Inside were only a few scattered sheets.

“But important archives are never stored in one place.”

He closed the drawer again.

“They are divided.”

Calder watched him carefully.

“Divided how?”

Reinhardt turned back toward them.

“Three parts,” he said.

Anna stepped closer.

“Which are?”

Reinhardt raised one finger.

“The catalog.”

“A list of projects,” he explained. “What exists. Where it belongs.”

A second finger.

“The personnel index.”

“The scientists. Engineers. Teams responsible for each project.”

A third finger.

“And the laboratory records.”

“The experiments themselves.”

He lowered his hand.

“Without all three, the archive is useless.”

Calder understood immediately.

“You mean if someone steals one part—”

“They gain nothing,” Reinhardt finished.

Anna glanced toward the empty cabinets.

“But someone already took documents,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Which part?”

Reinhardt adjusted his glasses.

“The least important one.”

Calder’s eyes narrowed.

“The Russians were here,” he said.

Reinhardt did not deny it.

“They asked many questions,” he said quietly.

“And?”

“And they left with confidence.”

Calder studied him.

“But not with the archive.”

Reinhardt smiled faintly.

“No.”

Anna looked between them.

“Where are the other parts?” she asked.

Reinhardt walked back to his desk and placed both hands on the surface.

“That,” he said calmly, “depends on who is asking.”

Calder leaned slightly forward.

“We’re asking.”

Reinhardt nodded.

“Yes.”

His eyes moved briefly toward the window, where afternoon light cut across the ruined courtyard outside.

“The Russians asked yesterday,” he said.

“And today,” he added, looking back at Calder, “you are asking.”

A long moment passed.

Calder finally spoke.

“So where is it?”

Reinhardt’s answer was quiet.

“Safe.”

Anna exhaled softly.

“That’s not an answer.”

Reinhardt tilted his head.

“It is the only one that matters.”

Calder walked slowly around the desk until he stood directly across from the archivist.

“You understand,” he said, “that both sides will keep asking.”

“Yes.”

“And eventually someone will stop asking politely.”

Reinhardt’s expression did not change.

“I have lived through two governments,” he said calmly. “And a war.”

He folded his hands.

“Politeness has never been the deciding factor.”

Calder studied him carefully.

“You’re playing a dangerous game,” he said.

Reinhardt shook his head slightly.

“No,” he replied.

“I am preserving an archive.”

Silence settled across the room.

Anna looked toward the rows of empty cabinets.

“If the documents are divided,” she said slowly, “then someone must still hold the other parts.”

Reinhardt nodded once.

“Yes.”

Calder’s voice dropped slightly.

“Who?”

Reinhardt met his eyes.

“That,” he said quietly, “is the question both your countries are trying to answer.”
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