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Chapter 1 — May 9
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Berlin didn’t look like a city that had survived a war.

It looked like a place the war had finished eating and then forgotten.

The air carried a bitter mix of wet ash, brick dust, and something sweeter that James Calder refused to name. Smoke still drifted from pockets of rubble as if the ground itself was exhaling. The streets—what was left of them—were crowded with people moving without purpose, crossing open spaces too quickly, keeping their eyes low. Not marching. Not fleeing. Just... continuing, because stopping would have meant thinking.

Victory Day.

The words felt too clean.

A few blocks from the Allied command post, someone had hung a strip of cloth between two broken lamp posts—red, roughly stitched, the paint on its letters still glossy.

ПОБЕДА.

Victory.

Under it, a Soviet soldier stood on a crate with a bottle raised high, shouting something that made the crowd answer, not with joy but with noise. Noise was safer than silence. Noise proved you were alive.

Calder watched from the shadow of a half-collapsed doorway, his cigarette burning down to the filter without him noticing.

He had imagined this moment in France, in Belgium, in the Ardennes—imagined what it would feel like when it finally ended. He had pictured laughter, relief, the loosening of something clenched tight in the chest. He’d pictured trains home, letters written with steady hands, the first morning where you didn’t check the horizon before you checked the sky.

Instead, Berlin offered him a city of cracked teeth and hollow eyes.

A jeep rolled past, bouncing over broken stone. Two American MPs in the front, their helmets tilted back, a radio blaring swing music through distorted speakers. Behind them, a British officer leaned out with a grin too wide for the ruins.

“Hell of a party, isn’t it?” the Brit called as they passed.

Calder didn’t answer. The jeep disappeared into dust and laughter.

He started walking.

His boots found a rhythm on shattered pavement, stepping around the sharp edges of glass. The buildings leaned like exhausted men. Here and there, someone had chalked numbers on doors that no longer existed—markings for units, for supply, for someone’s idea of order. An old woman sat on a doorstep that led nowhere, holding a pot without a lid, staring at it as if waiting for it to do something useful.

Calder’s OSS badge was tucked inside his jacket. Not because he feared recognition. Because he hated what it invited: questions, expectations, favors.

Today, everyone wanted something.

A boy—maybe twelve, maybe fifteen; hunger made time slippery—ran up beside him, holding out a German helmet with a bullet hole through the side like an extra eye.

“Amerikaner,” the boy said. “For you. Good luck. Five cigarettes.”

Calder looked at the helmet. It still smelled faintly of sweat and metal. He imagined the head that had once filled it. He imagined the sound of the shot.

“No,” he said in German, and kept walking.

The boy jogged off, already searching for a better customer.

Near the command post, the mood shifted. The ruins were the same, but the movement changed. Men walked with purpose. Trucks rolled in and out. Voices rose in arguments that had nothing to do with grief or relief and everything to do with lists and schedules and the new map of Europe being drawn in rooms without windows.

A sentry checked Calder’s papers and waved him through.

Inside, the building was less destroyed than most—one of the few that still had corners that met properly. The hall smelled of damp wood and boiled coffee. Someone had pinned a small American flag to a board filled with notices, as if the cloth could keep the walls from collapsing.

Calder climbed the stairs, hearing the muffled roar of celebration outside like a distant ocean.

On the second floor, in a room filled with maps and cigarette smoke, men were drinking like they needed to wash something down. A bottle made its way along a table, passed from hand to hand without ceremony. Someone had found a gramophone and a record, and it played at the wrong speed, turning the singer’s voice into something unnatural.

Calder paused in the doorway.

“Jim!” a voice called. Captain Walters—Army intelligence—stood up with his glass raised. His cheeks were red from drink, his smile bright with the kind of optimism that only came from believing the hard part was over.

“Come on,” Walters said. “You can’t brood on Victory Day. It’s un-American.”

Calder crossed the room and accepted the glass someone pressed into his hand. The liquor was sharp and cheap, burning a line down his throat and settling in his stomach like a stone.

“To the end,” Walters announced.

They drank.

A British major in an open-collared shirt leaned across the table. “You Yanks always make it sound so final,” he said. “The end. Full stop. We prefer to think of it as... a chapter closing.”

“A chapter?” Walters laughed. “Buddy, the book’s done.”

The British major smiled politely, as if humoring a child.

Across the room, near the window where the glass had been replaced with boards, a Soviet officer stood with two of his men. He wasn’t drinking much, just holding a small cup and watching. His uniform was neat, his posture straight, his face unreadable in the way Calder had come to associate with men trained to keep their thoughts behind their teeth.

The Soviet officer met Calder’s eyes and nodded once.

Calder nodded back.

Walters followed Calder’s gaze. “Ah,” he said, lowering his voice. “Our friends.”

“Are they?” Calder asked.

Walters shrugged. “They were, yesterday.”

Then Walters brightened again, as if he’d said something clever instead of true. “Come on. It’s a holiday. Even the Russians can’t ruin a holiday.”

The Soviet officer crossed the room with the quiet confidence of a man who knew he didn’t need to raise his voice to be heard.

He stopped by Calder’s chair and offered his hand.

“Lieutenant Colonel Mikhail Sokolov,” he said in careful English. His accent carried the hard edges of his consonants like the click of a rifle bolt. “Red Army.”

Calder stood and shook his hand. The grip was firm. Not friendly. Not hostile. A measurement.

“James Calder,” he said. “OSS.”

Sokolov’s eyes flickered at the name, the way people reacted when they knew what it meant but pretended they didn’t. “Congratulations,” Sokolov said.

Calder almost laughed. “On what?”

“On victory,” Sokolov replied, as if the concept needed no further explanation.

Outside, a burst of shouting rose—cheers, perhaps, or anger. In Berlin, the two sounded alike.

Walters leaned in. “Colonel, have a drink with us. To peace.”

Sokolov’s mouth moved in something that was not quite a smile. “Peace,” he repeated, and accepted a small amount of liquor into his cup.

They raised their glasses.

“To peace,” Walters said again, louder this time, as if volume could make it real.

“To peace,” the British major echoed.

Sokolov lifted his cup. “To the next year,” he said softly.

The words landed strangely in Calder’s chest.

They drank.

The room filled with talk—loud, overlapping, too fast. Men retold the same stories they’d been telling for months, only now they ended them with laughter instead of silence. A sergeant sang off-key. Walters slapped someone on the back hard enough to make him cough.

Calder listened and watched Sokolov. The Soviet officer stayed calm, polite, participating only enough to avoid being an obvious outsider. His eyes moved constantly, taking in the maps, the faces, the papers on the desk.

Calder wondered what Sokolov would write tonight, in whatever report he sent to whatever superior waited for it.

He wondered what he himself would write.

A young private appeared in the doorway, scanning the room until his eyes found Calder.

“Sir?” the private said, voice thin with nerves. “Captain Walters said you’re... OSS?”

Calder’s jaw tightened. He set his glass down.

Walters waved a hand. “He’s fine. What is it?”

The private swallowed. “Message for Mr. Calder. From headquarters.”

“Bring it,” Calder said.

The private crossed the room and handed him a folded paper marked with stamps and signatures. The kind of paper that never carried good news.

Calder opened it.

The first line was polite.

The second line was a knife.

Effective immediately, your assignment is extended. You will remain in the European Theater under special directive. Report to Section Chief Harriman at 0600 hours for briefing. Do not discuss this order with non-cleared personnel.

Calder read it twice, as if the words might rearrange themselves into something else.

Walters was already grinning, assuming it meant promotion, or a ticket home, or a medal.

“Well?” Walters demanded. “What do they want? They finally sending you back stateside?”

Calder folded the paper carefully. His fingers felt steady, which surprised him.

He looked up and his eyes met Sokolov’s across the room.

The Soviet officer’s face was still calm, but there was something in his gaze—recognition, perhaps. As if he already knew. As if he’d received his own paper with his own stamps and signatures.

Calder picked up his glass again, then decided against it.

“No,” he said to Walters, his voice quiet enough that the word felt heavy. “They’re not sending me home.”

Walters blinked. “What do you mean?”

Calder slipped the order back into his jacket, over his heart like a second rib.

“I mean,” he said, and the roar of celebration outside suddenly sounded like thunder before a storm, “the war ended for the civilians.”
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