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Liège Central Railway Station sat in the heart of the Belgian city and buzzed with constant motion. The vast concourse echoed with the rumble of rolling suitcases, re-occurring overlapping announcements from loudspeakers, and hurried footsteps against polished marble floors. Trains glided in and out beneath soaring glass arches, their arrivals and departures brought a restless ebb and flow of passengers, some local, most just passing through.

Each figure in the station hall, whether a solitary observer near the ticket machines or a group clustered by the timetable, might carry more than meets the eye. In this hive of fleeting glances and shifting crowds, every stranger could be friend or foe. The boundary between the innocent and the schemer blurs. Subtle gestures and hidden eye sights vanish into the throng, making the station a paradise for hidden agendas and silent signals.

On crowded platforms, commuters in smart coats checked their watches, youngsters laughed in clusters, and baristas shouted out steaming lattes and crisp croissants while fast food staff called orders for burgers and fries. A group of uniformed policemen patrolled the station, their presence both reassuring and vigilant. They moved slowly through the crowd, eyes scanning the bustling concourse and ticket halls. Radios buzzed on their shoulders, badges gleamed under the station’s bright lights. 

Luisa sat at a corner table in a modest café tucked to the edge of the station hall. The golden croissant on her plate was still warm, and steam curled from her untouched cup of black coffee as she watched the crowd through the wide glass windows. Her coat draped loosely over her shoulders, a deliberate attempt to blend in among the early commuters.

At a nearby table, a middle-aged man in a navy trench coat tapped rhythmically on his laptop, his brow furrowed in concentration as he sipped espresso from a chipped porcelain cup. Across from him, a young couple shared a plate of waffles, their laughter rising above the hum of conversation, fingers occasionally brushing as they reached for the same bite. Near the entrance, an elderly woman in a burgundy scarf stirred her tea slowly, her gaze drifting between the arrivals board and the dog-eared novel in her lap. A trio of students huddled around a table strewn with notebooks and half-eaten pastries, their animated debate about train schedules and exam dates adding a lively pulse to the morning calm.

She had been told someone would arrive at 9:45. At 9:38, a man in a charcoal trench coat materialized by the ticket machines. He bought a ticket, glancing around as he slipped both the ticket and his bank card back into his wallet. Next, he approached a newspaper vending machine, pointing at various options before selecting Le Quotidien Liégeois. Instead of entering the café, he paused beside a marble post just outside, leaned against it, and unfolded the newspaper, positioning himself directly in Luisa’s line of sight through the windows.

The man took a glance at his watch, 9:45 sharp. The post where the man stood was only two meters from the window in front of Luisa, she could observe his every move. As he read, he tapped his right index finger on the newspaper in a distinct pattern. Luisa recognized immediately that he was signaling in Morse code, repeating the same sequence twice: B15779297.

This was the moment she’d been waiting for. Morse code tapped on Le Quotidien Liégeois page 4, the Editorial Section. B15 was the serial number of a locker in the station hall, 77 indicated a blank space in the pre-defined code system, and 9297 was the code to open locker B15. She had everything she needed.

Without breaking stride, Luisa made her way toward the row of lockers near the west exit. Her pulse stayed steady, but her thoughts raced. Whatever waited inside would determine her next moves.

Luisa approached the locker section. The area bustled with morning activity, people traveling alone or in groups, all intent on either dropping off or collecting their luggage. By their varied appearances and attire, most seemed to be international travelers, blending into the constant flow of the station. A tall man in a tailored camel coat struggled to fit a bulky suitcase into a locker, muttering in French under his breath as he juggled a takeaway coffee cup. Nearby, a backpacker with sun-bleached dreadlocks and a worn guitar case slung over his shoulder carefully stashed a canvas duffel, glancing around as if mentally noting the locker number. A young woman in a sleek business suit tapped hurriedly at her phone while balancing a rolling carry-on, her expression tense as she waited for the locker next to Luisa’s to free up. In the far corner, a family of four - two parents and twin boys in matching red jackets - were unloading snacks and coloring books from a bright yellow suitcase, the children’s excited chatter echoing off the tiled walls.

Luisa entered the code 9297 without a second thought. The door to locker B15 clicked open, revealing a dark blue backpack inside. Luisa retrieved the bag, noting its lightness, just as she had expected. A USB drive wouldn’t add much weight, after all. Collecting only a USB from a locker might draw suspicion, but a small piece of luggage would help her blend seamlessly with the crowd of hurried travelers passing through Liège Central Station.

Luisa blended in seamlessly with the flow of international travelers as she made her way back to her hotel room, eager to examine the contents of the USB drive. She was staying at Hotel La Petite, a charming, family-run establishment with just eleven rooms, situated at the intersection of Rue d’Amay and Rue Pont d’Avroy.

The location was exceptionally convenient for Luisa’s safety protocols. Rue d’Amay was a quiet, traffic-free side street, offering a discreet entrance rarely noticed by passersby. In contrast, Rue Pont d’Avroy was a vibrant shopping avenue where vehicles and parking were prohibited round the clock, ensuring a steady stream of pedestrian movement, ideal for blending in or observing unnoticed. Just three blocks from this crossroads, the city’s main thoroughfares were easily accessible, providing swift routes for quick exit from the city in case something went wrong. The hotel itself, with its modest façade and limited guest turnover, offered a level of anonymity that only someone with a practiced eye would appreciate.

Guided by the clues stored on the USB drive, Luisa departed Liège and boarded a Thalys train bound for Brussels. Settled herself into a window seat in the compartment en route to Brussels Midi Station, she finally had the peace and time she needed to carefully strategize her next steps.

Thomas Goldman arrived in Brussels two days earlier, at least the intelligence contained in the USB drive said so, Pentagon had to provide solid information.

Thomas Goldman, UK citizen with address in London, businessman, was identified by U.S. DoD as covert agent working for French intelligence service DGSE. Luisa’s mission was to simply eliminate the target without any noise. As for the reasons, it was not relevant to her at all. Over the years, she had learned not to question her directives. Her role was simply to complete the mission, no questions asked, and no questions should be asked.

The 17th Freelancers Conference Europe was taking place at the North Sea Hotel, situated next to Place Saint-Pierre and not far from Parc du Cinquantenaire. Thomas Goldman had registered for the event and was reportedly staying at the hotel.

Luisa called the front desk and asked to be connected to Mr. Goldman’s room. However, the receptionist informed her that Mr. Goldman was not answering the phone and, adhering to hotel privacy policy, politely declined to disclose any guest’s room number.

Determined to find another approach, Luisa decided to observe the hotel restaurant, which was bustling with conference attendees during breakfast. She selected a table, set down her belongings, then made her way to the buffet. Scanning the room, she spotted Goldman sitting at a table in the center, completely absorbed in his phone and oblivious to the people and staff moving around him. 

After finishing her meal, Luisa quietly left the restaurant. At 10:42, she returned, finding the staff cleaning up after breakfast service. 

“Sorry, we’re closed.” A waitress said with a polite smile, voice not to high, not too low. 

“Yes, I know. Sorry to trouble you, but I think I may have left my cell phone here earlier. Would you or any of your colleagues have seen it by chance?” 

“I haven’t noticed anything, but I can check with the others. Would you mind waiting here for a moment?” 

“Of course, thank you so much!” 

While the waitress consulted with her colleagues, Luisa took the opportunity to quickly scan the guest book still resting on the restaurant's reception table. On the third page, she found the name, Thomas Goldman, room 551. His signature looked precarious, like a fence about to be toppled by a gust from the North Sea.

Luisa resolved to pay Goldman a visit later, preferably late at night, by which time everything would be quiet. In addition, she needed time to duplicate a room key - ideally a master key like the ones used by hotel cleaning staff.

Luisa returned to the North Sea Hotel at 10:47 PM, blending in with a group of guests as they entered. She stepped into the elevator alongside them, riding up to the eighth floor, the hotel’s top level. Pretending to head toward her own room, she waited until the corridor was empty before quietly slipping back to the elevator. She descended to the fifth floor, carefully peering into the hallway to ensure it was deserted. Finding no one around there, she trod softly across the plush carpet, making her way to room 551.

Taking out the key card she had prepared earlier that afternoon, Luisa unlocked the door to room 551. The room’s light was still on. Slipping inside, she quietly closed the door behind her, only to be confronted by a shocking scene. Two bodies lay sprawled on the floor, each with a gunshot wound perfectly centered on the forehead. Luisa quickly recognized one of them as Thomas Goldman.

Luisa methodically searched every corner of the room, her movements were precise, almost rehearsed. The air was heavy with the metallic scent of blood and something else - gunpowder, faint but unmistakable. No signs of forced entry. No broken locks. Whoever had been here knew exactly what they were doing.

She knelt beside Goldman's body. The gunshot wound was unmistakable, precisely centered on his forehead - a clean execution. Judging by the entry, it looked like a shot from a suppressed Glock 19, chambered in 9mm. The precision suggested a professional, someone trained to leave no mess. The pool of blood beneath his head had begun to congeal, dark and glossy against the parquet floor, indicating he’d been dead less than an hour. Same with the other body - face down near the window, a similar wound, same caliber. No shell casings. No signs of a struggle.

Outside, the muffled hum of city life continued, oblivious to the violence that had unfolded just meters away. Luisa’s eyes scanned the room again, lingering on a half-drunk glass of water, a chair slightly askew, and a faint scuff mark near the doorframe - details that didn’t belong, but were subtle enough to be missed by anyone not trained to notice.

From the hotel room window, Luisa noticed blue lights flickering on the street below. She hurried over and looked down to see four police cars pulling up in front of the building. Realizing that something had gone terribly wrong, she wasted no time, slipped out of room 551 and escaped the North Sea Hotel through the emergency fire exit.

Luisa vanished into the glow of Liège’s shimmering streetlights, her destination known only to the chill night breeze.

The weather in Koblenz was noticeably milder than in Liège, especially around midday, when the sun warmed the banks of the Rhine. Strolling Koblenz main station through the city, Luisa found herself drawn to the Deutsches Eck, the striking headland where the Moselle meets the Rhine. There, the monumental equestrian statue of Emperor Wilhelm I watched aimlessly over a steady stream of travelers and locals alike, all pausing to admire the panoramic views of the converging rivers. The lively promenade was lined with fluttering flags and soft hum of conversations, while riverboats glided past, offering visitors a unique perspective of Koblenz’s historic skyline. It was a place where the past and present blended seamlessly, and Luisa lingered for a moment, soaking in the vibrant scene before continuing on her way to the cable car station.

Luisa boarded the cable car bound for Rheinburg, crossing the shimmering expanse of the Rhine. She was due to meet her handler and contingency contact in Western Europe, Jennie Wright, on the other side of the river, but their rendezvous required absolute discretion.

As the compartment doors slid shut, Luisa took a seat near the rear, her eyes scanning the other occupants with quiet precision. Opposite her sat a man in his late fifties, dressed in a beige windbreaker and hiking boots, flipping through a tourist map with exaggerated interest. His fingers were clean, but his nails trimmed too neatly for someone claiming to be a casual traveller. To her left, a woman in a navy trench coat and oversized sunglasses stared out the window, her posture rigid, handbag clutched tightly in her lap, too tightly. She hadn’t glanced at the view once. Near the door, a young man with earbuds and a messenger bag tapped rhythmically on his phone, but Luisa noticed his eyes flicking up every few seconds, scanning the compartment in a pattern that mirrored her own.

None of them spoke. The cable car hummed steadily across the river, suspended in silence and tension. Luisa kept her breathing even, her senses sharp. She didn’t believe in coincidences.

Jennie was already awaiting at the platform, her posture appeared relaxed as she gazed idly over the river, blending in seamlessly with the trickle of tourists. As Luisa stepped onto the platform, their eyes barely met, a fleeting, indifferent glance, no more than one stranger might give another. Jennie nodded politely, as though acknowledging a fellow visitor, and then turned her attention back to her phone. They exchanged no words, no gestures of recognition.

Luisa lingered by a display board, pretending to examine a map of the cable car routes, while Jennie purposefully made her way towards the exit, her footsteps were deliberate but unhurried. Leaving a measured gap between them, Luisa set off moments later, following several metres behind as they both headed towards the return cable car station, their synchronised movements choreographed only by years of experience.

Few passengers were making the return journey to the Deutsches Eck at this hour of a day, offering Jennie and Luisa the rare privacy of an empty compartment. Once the doors slid shut and the cable car began its gentle glide over the river, the façade fell away. Only then, surrounded by the quiet and the endless sweep of the Rhine far below, did they allow themselves to exchange a quiet word, their voices barely above a whisper.

“What exactly happened in Liège?” Jennie asked quietly, her tone measured, and eyes fixed on the passing river below.

Luisa let out a slow breath. “I’m not sure. Narrow escape before the police arrived.” She shrugged, glancing out at the city skyline.

From her vantage point in the cable car, Koblenz unfolded beneath her like a living map. The Rhine shimmered below, its surface catching the late afternoon light in fractured gold. To the west, the spires of the Basilica of St. Castor pierced the sky, framed by rows of terracotta rooftops and winding cobblestone streets. On the opposite bank, the Ehrenbreitstein Fortress loomed atop its cliff, austere and commanding, its stone walls bathed in a soft amber glow. Riverboats drifted lazily beneath the cable car, and the hum of the city - distant traffic, church bells, murmurs of tourists - rose faintly through the crisp air. It was a city that wore its history openly, yet beneath its beauty, Luisa saw the layers of movement, escape routes, and blind spots only someone trained to notice would mark.
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