
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Intelligence 

Intelligence

[image: ]

by Endru Atros

ALL MATERIAL CONTAINED HEREIN IS

COPYRIGHT © ENDRU ATROS 2025 ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.

***

[image: ]


ORIGINALLY PUBLISHED IN POLAND AS WYWIADOWNIA

***

[image: ]


TRANSLATED AND PUBLISHED IN ENGLISH WITH PERMISSION.

***

[image: ]


PAPERBACK ISBN: 

EPUB ISBN: 

***

[image: ]


WRITTEN BY ENDRU ATROS

PUBLISHED BY ROYAL HAWAIIAN PRESS

COVER ART BY TYRONE ROSHANTHA

TRANSLATED BY SZYMON NOWAK

PUBLISHING ASSISTANCE: DOROTA RESZKE

***

[image: ]


FOR MORE WORKS BY THIS AUTHOR, PLEASE VISIT:

WWW.ROYALHAWAIIANPRESS.COM

***

[image: ]


VERSION NUMBER 1.0



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Prologue 

[image: ]




(I'm not sure if this introduction is really a prologue?)

She left the party early, but for her, it was still very late. She had promised herself she would review her computer science notes in the morning. It wasn't that she didn't know the subject, but she was interested in expanding her knowledge. She wanted to know more than what was in the assigned material.

"Aga, I'm crashing. Have fun," she said to her cousin.

"Let me at least get you a taxi," Aga offered, unconvincingly. She knew Joanna wouldn't take any money from her. She never did, for the simple reason that she would have nothing to pay her back with. Sometimes Aga would hail a cab for her and pay the driver in advance, pretending she was going home, too. After a while, she would change her mind and get out under some pretext. Then Joasia would continue on alone.

Tonight, Joanna hadn't wanted to go outside. To this day, she terribly regrets it.

Although Joanna wasn't far from the Metro station, it was already after midnight. It was dreary outside, with a light rain falling. I won't overthink it—just go, she thought.

"I'll call you tomorrow," she managed to say, because her friend had already pulled her away to dance.

Joanna looked at her watch; it was fifteen minutes after midnight. I can make it to the subway, she thought, quickening her pace. She walked down the street, lit by shop windows displaying clothes and, here and there, scantily clad mannequins. From time to time, she passed other late-night pedestrians.

I'm going to be completely soaked—I didn't even bring an umbrella, she thought, watching the large drops of water hit the pavement. The sound of footsteps splashing into puddles mixed with the gentle patter of the rain. With her head down, trying to step around the bigger puddles, she didn't notice the navy-blue van parked a few meters ahead of her. Two young men, maybe a few years older than her, got out. That's why she didn't cross the street, or at least move closer to the buildings for cover.

By the time she noticed them approaching her, it was too late. They immediately threw a bag over her head and dragged her into the van, which sped off with screeching tires. They threw her onto the floor of the vehicle.

She began to struggle and scream. Two strong arms held her legs. One man held her head, while the other pressed the bag against her mouth with his hand. She started to run out of breath, so she stopped screaming. The pressure eased, and she tried to cry out again—for help. Immediately, she felt him shove a rag so hard into her mouth that her entire palate ached. She tried to bite him, but her teeth only sank into the rough material of the bag. Bastard, she thought. She was so stunned that she couldn't even process what they might want from her.

Then she felt her legs being forced apart and hands tearing off her panties. The same hands moved upwards; she heard the rip of her torn blouse. The feeling of fingers grabbing her bra and the sharp tug as it was torn off made her realize what was coming. She arched her whole torso up, trying to throw off the disgusting body on top of her. She felt him inside her. She was still screaming, trying to shout, but instead of her own voice, she only heard his grunts. She lost her strength and gave up completely. She felt emptiness, a vast emptiness, and regret that this was happening to her.

"Why me?" she asked herself. She didn't feel pain, only his movements and a terrible rage at this degenerate who was doing this to her. Suddenly, he froze, his grip loosened, and she felt him pull away from her.

She didn't know how many of them there were, and with horror gripping her throat, she waited to see what would happen next.

The hands holding her head let go, but a moment later, they grabbed her sides and rolled her onto her stomach. Then, for a brief moment, there was a gap in the sack and she saw him. He was standing there with his pants down, legs spread. She can still see that face today.

"Not in the same hole," she heard.

"Me? It's a piece of cake," a nonchalant male voice said from behind her. She felt someone's hands grab her hips.

A sharp, piercing pain shot through her body.

"I'm suffocating," she screamed, but only a soft grunt escaped her throat.

"She's fine, yeah," her consciousness registered in the last second before she passed out. She sank into oblivion.

She was awakened by the rain. She was lying on wet ground. She was alone. She pulled the bag off her head and looked around. A courtyard and some garages. She struggled to her feet and pulled herself together enough to walk out to the street. She had no purse, no money, nothing. She doesn't remember how she got home. All she sees is her terrified mother and an outburst of tears at the sight of her.
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Joanna

Peter looked up from the briefcase he was searching. Who is she? How did she get in here unannounced? I need to talk to Lola, our secretary, he thought. The woman was dressed entirely in a beige suit, and her head was wrapped in a solid-colored scarf that matched it. Her eyes, hidden behind wide dark glasses, made her face and entire figure mysterious and unrecognizable.

He was having a bad day. He had just returned from the courthouse, where another controversial verdict had been passed. How do they do it? Do they have no sense of reality? he thought as he left the courtroom where his client, unable to believe his own ears, had heard the judgment.

"Come to my office tomorrow, we'll figure out what to do next," he'd said, then quickly left, torn between anger and hopelessness.

"Are you Mr. Piotr Głowacki?" a strong, confident voice asked.

"That's me. What can I do for you?"

"Is your office clean?" was the question.

"I think you can see for yourself," he replied, not very politely.

"No, you can't see it, but you can hear it. I'm talking about bugs."

He wasn't sure, so he answered honestly. "I don't know."

"Let's meet here," she said, handing him a piece of paper with a short sentence on it:

...Boulevard, bench by the sixth lamppost from the beach side, 10 a.m.

He wanted to say something else, but the stranger put a finger to her lips and left.

How does she know I'll come? he thought. But on the other hand, he was aware that he would go to this mysterious meeting. She had intrigued him by having the note ready.

"Aśka!" he called out.

The door opened and Aśka entered.

"Who was that?" Aśka asked first. "The secretary sent her to me, but she insisted on speaking with you."

"I have no idea."

"Is it clean here?"

"Mrs. Jadzia tries her best," she replied, amazed that he was interested in such mundane matters.

"Yes, I know. Let's go for coffee. I'm buying you a cappuccino and a fatty donut, just the way you like it," she said, taking him by the hand and leading him out into the office building corridor. Their office on the seventh floor on Main Street wasn't much different from the others in the building: two private offices, a conference room, a waiting area, several small rooms, and one large one with cubicles containing desks and computers for their permanent and temporary employees. Add a fairly large storage room, a secretariat at the entrance, and two utility rooms, and that was it. The entire wing of the office building had to be enough for them, and so far they had no complaints, except maybe about the fees they considered too high.

They took the elevator down to the snack bar in silence, ordered coffee and donuts, and sat at a round table in the corner.

"Is it clean here?" he repeated the question.

"What do you mean, Peter?" Aśka said.

"Are there bugs in our office? That woman was right," he added immediately. "She didn't want to talk to me when I said I didn't know. What kind of 'intelligence firm' are we without a clean room? We need to do something about it."

"I'll take care of it right away," she said. "Do you suspect we're being eavesdropped on, or even spied on?"

"I don't, but she does. She came in with that. Read this," he said, handing her the note. "She's cautious, so she must have something important, maybe even dangerous, to offer."

Aśka took the piece of paper and thought for a moment. Her analytical mind tried to extract some hidden information from it, but there was none in the short message.

"You have to go," she sighed. "I'll have your back. I'll take two people with me, maybe they can sniff something out."

He went to the meeting the next morning.

Sitting on the sixth bench on the Boulevard, Peter didn't expect the stranger who ran up to him with a light, sporty jog to be a graceful, athletic woman. Dressed in a tracksuit with the hood up, she stood next to him. He didn't recognize her at first, until she spoke and he heard that dominant voice.

"Keep me company," she said to him, taking off her large sunglasses for a moment. He saw her green eyes, and for a second, he was struck by the conviction that he had seen them somewhere before.

She started running again without waiting for his reaction.

He wasn't prepared for this kind of meeting. It was a sunny summer day, so he was dressed casually. Like most guys on the Boulevard, he wore jeans, a T-shirt, and sneakers. The unofficial nature of the meeting had dictated his attire. I'm not going to wear a suit to the Boulevard; he had reasoned correctly that morning.

He got up from the bench and quickly ran after the stranger. When he caught up with her, she smiled at him.

"I'm Joanna K... from DLACOM," she introduced herself.

I'm such a fool for not connecting who came to see me right away, he thought, looking at the woman.

Peter couldn't have expected that someone from the top hundred richest people in the country would bother to approach him on their own. They always hired people for that. It has to be something personal, and she wants to be discreet, he thought as he jogged along behind her.

She hadn't chosen the location by chance. On one side was the sea, on the other, a large escarpment. No cars drove here, and there were no boats or motorboats visible nearby.

She's alone, without protection! he was surprised again, observing the area. She noticed him looking around.

"Are you surprised I'm alone?" she asked.

"Yes," he replied briefly, thus letting her know that he knew who she was.

They continued running at a light jog. Peter kept half a step behind, admiring her silhouette and the easy stride with which she ran, not looking back at him.

"I have a job for you," she finally got to the point. She reached into her tracksuit pocket and pulled out a business card. "This is my private number. Call me, and we'll arrange a meeting in my clean office." Without waiting for an answer, she quickened her pace, throwing over her shoulder, "See you."

He didn't chase her. He knew that was all for today.

"Aśka, where are you?" he asked into the microphone embedded in his shirt button. He sat down on a bench and waited. He didn't look at the business card she had given him; he would do that later in the office.

How did she find me? he wondered. He didn't advertise his services much. The company operated on word-of-mouth. They only had wealthy clients, which Aśka and her numerous contacts worked hard to secure.

He heard the sound of wheels on the concrete. It was Aśka, who rode up on her bike, braking lightly near his bench. Dressed like most Sunday cyclists who frequented the area, she blended into the background. She sat down next to him, took a water bottle from the bicycle frame, and started drinking.

"Talk," he heard between sips.

"She's the head of DLACOM. Call everyone off and let's go back to the office."

"Not so fast. It's getting interesting. She was being followed by some guy. He ran after her, and when she stopped next to you, he stopped too. I've already taken care of him–Tomasz is following him on a bike."

"Maybe it's her security," he suggested, although he knew Aśka was rarely wrong in such matters; her observations were usually flawless.

"No, her security is sitting in a car at the end of the Boulevard."

"How do you know?"

"I planted a bug on her, and I can hear what she's saying. We'll know more in a moment; she's just reaching the end of the Boulevard. She's getting into an Audi and heading downtown. She has her own office building there."

"Follow the tail, check who it is," she commanded, speaking into the microphone connected to the headphones she wore, which weren't just for listening to music.

"Let's go to the office," Peter said, standing up.

"No, it's impossible right now–they're tearing down the walls as we speak." She smiled at him with the smile that captivated everyone who had to deal with her. "Come to my place. They're cleaning the rooms at the office. It'll take all day. I also ordered one of the utility rooms to be converted into a 'quiet room' for the time being; that will take some time too."

"I'll meet you at the end of the Boulevard," she said over her shoulder and rode off.

As he walked, he thought about how it could be that she had come to him. Not to their office, not to Aśka, but directly to him. He didn't know her, nor had he ever dealt with her IT giant or any of its subsidiaries.

Yet her face seemed familiar. He had seen her picture in various magazines or on TV, so now he couldn't remember anything specific. But this thought haunted him all the way to the end of the Boulevard.

Aśka returned the rental bike, and they walked to her apartment. She had a nice, cozy place nearby. For a woman in her thirties, she looked great, though her beauty wasn't the type the media typically portrayed. He liked it, and Aśka appreciated that, though they had never ended up in bed together.

"For now," she always told him when he tried to get closer at the beginning of their partnership. He had to back off then because it was becoming awkward, and he valued her and their collaboration too much.

They spent the rest of the day going through every possible piece of information about her. They didn't find anything interesting beyond publicly available data from the stock market, magazines, tabloids, and IT industry publications.

Peter walked confidently into the spacious lobby of the DLACOM office building, located on one of the main streets in the city center. He now knew much more about the company and its owner and main shareholder.

She has her office here, he thought. She's from this city, and she has a residence not far from the forest.

"Piotr Głowacki," he introduced himself. "I have an appointment with the President." He glanced at the receptionist but saw no particular interest in her expression. His name meant nothing here.

"Please follow me; the Boss is waiting for you."

He looked at his watch. Am I late? No, he was five minutes early. Punctuality was a good trait in their profession, highly desirable. He followed the girl, noting her long legs in high heels. The sound of her heels echoed through the hall as they walked toward the elevator.

They took the elevator to the very top. Getting out, he noticed an inscription on the wall: 12th Floor.

Interesting. There were only 11 buttons in the elevator–he was sure because he had counted them on the way up. Access to the 12th floor must be controlled from the reception desk or her secretariat.

She occupied the entire 12th floor. They passed several doors until the receptionist led him to a wide branch of the corridor ending in frosted glass sliding doors. The girl placed her right hand into a recess in the wall, and a moment later the doors slid silently open, revealing a corridor leading to her office. He looked curiously at the stylishly decorated hallway, tasteful but without ostentation. Three paintings hung on the wall; one depicted a familiar rural landscape with horses in the background. Probably a Kossak, he had no doubt it was an original.

Then he saw her. She rose from behind a large desk and walked toward him with her hand outstretched. The receptionist disappeared without a trace.

"Hello, Peter," she said. "I think I can still call you that."

"Still"–a warning light went on in his head.

"Of course," he confirmed. "And when did the President start talking to me like that?" he asked, not very assertively.

"You danced with me all evening at the Carnival Ball at our school."

At these words, his memory unlocked instantly.

"Joasia, for God's sake, is that YOU? How many years has it been? I would never have guessed it was you if you hadn't mentioned our Ball. I didn't recognize you–I'm sorry."

"Sit down, please." She took his hand and led him to a round table with three comfortable armchairs and a neat sofa.

She sat opposite him and smiled, seeing the impression her words had made.

"I'm sorry I didn't recognize you right away in my office."

"You couldn't have. I was dressed so you wouldn't recognize me. Something was nagging at me the whole time; I just didn't connect your image with... myself."

"Congratulations on the bug," she said.

"You know about it?" he was surprised.

"Not right away. The sensors only picked it up when I came inside."

"I'm sorry. If I had known... I don't need that now. They attached it to you before you gave me your card. By the time I found out, you were already in your car."

"Who did it?"

"A girl on a bicycle," he explained.

"I didn't notice anything, but it wouldn't have mattered anyway. I never mix my private life with my professional life, especially when it comes to clothes."

"Let's have a drink to our meeting," she said, getting up from her chair. She walked across the room to a burgundy door that looked like a bookcase, behind which a bar was hidden. "What will you have?"

"In the morning? Coffee with a little cognac, please."

She poured him coffee and cognac, and herself a glass of wine.

This emphasizes the private nature of our meeting, he thought. He didn't ask anything, knowing she would get to the point herself.

She sat comfortably, crossing her legs, looked into his eyes, and began to speak.

"I saw you on a TV show a couple of months ago. That's how I know what you do. I also know you can keep a secret. You never revealed ours, even though I was so afraid you would at the time. I was terrified the whole school would find out we slept together after that Ball."

Why is she telling me this? he thought. For him, it had been an episode of little importance. She had dragged him to bed herself, and he hadn't resisted. That was all he remembered from what she was describing.

"That's one of the most beautiful memories of my life, because it happened before... what happened to me two weeks later," she continued, a hint of pain in her voice. "I was a snot-nosed teenager, and you were a school graduate, three years older than me. A whole era separated us back then, but you took an interest in me and stayed with me until the end of the Ball, and a little longer."

She smiled at him again. She leaned over and put her hand on his. "Please, help me," she said simply.

He didn't remember much more about what she was talking about. He knew he had slept with some seventeen-year-old girl, partly because he'd had a fight with his girlfriend and broken up with her. Apparently, Joasia remembered those moments differently.

"I'll do everything in my power," he assured her, covering her hand with his other hand. She didn't pull away.

"You don't even know how much you meant to me then," she said, more to herself than to him.

As if through a fog, he vaguely recalled walking around the school looking for her, asking her friends about her.

"I was looking for you then, but you'd disappeared," he said, not entirely sure it was true.

"I know you were looking. You were a good guy."

"At first I thought you were the father. I even wanted it so badly, but it wasn't you–unfortunately," she added in a worried voice.

He stiffened, froze, completely walled off. What is this? he thought.

She noticed his nervousness. She stroked his hand and, looking warmly into his eyes, said in a calm tone, "Everything that happened to me later doesn't concern you. I know that. I'm absolutely sure of it."

"Wait a minute!" She got up and walked over to the desk. As he watched her go, he thought he would like to go back to the night he'd slept with her. He didn't remember much from that night. It would be worth recalling.

She placed an envelope on the table. "See what's inside."

He took a DHL envelope and pulled out green coral beads–a small string of them. About twenty pieces strung together. He didn't count them. They meant nothing to him.

"There are 28 in the envelope. I was wearing them at our Ball, but there were more then. I was also wearing them two weeks later, when I was raped... 28 years ago."

He shifted restlessly. This was not the news he had expected. He was silent, not knowing how to react. Everything he wanted to say seemed petty and out of place, so he said nothing. After a moment, he managed, "I'm so very sorry."

She reached for her wine and drank the rest in one gulp. Then she continued.

"That's why I disappeared from school. My parents took me to my grandmother's. I was in a very bad state. They didn't report it to the police, and I had to face it alone. But no, that was the worst. The worst was yet to come."

She stood up and began pacing nervously around the room, clasping and unclasping her hands.

"When I realized I was pregnant, I was already in my fifth month. I was living like a zombie, walking around in a daze. I know now I was in shock and terribly depressed. I had no one to turn to. Then I started looking for you, thinking you were the father. But you had left town to study; that's all I managed to find out then. I couldn't accept that I was pregnant by a rapist. So throughout the pregnancy, I told myself it was yours. I was seriously ill. My parents didn't know anything about you, so they assumed the pregnancy was a result of the rape. I stayed at home for the last three months. I didn't go anywhere. I didn't even see a doctor–I wanted to die. On the day I went into labor, my father drove me to the hospital."

"An older, wise doctor there took an interest in my condition, and I confided everything in him. He treated my depression and advised my parents to consider adoption. I relinquished my parental rights. When I gave birth to a girl a few hours later–that's all I knew–they didn't show her to me. That evening, I ran away from the hospital and never went back. After a month, I was stable enough to continue my studies."

"I pushed that period out of my memory. Until now."

She got up again, walked to the bar, and poured herself more wine.

He approached her. "That must have been incredibly hard for you," he said, pouring himself a shot of vodka, which he downed immediately.

"That's not all–it got even worse."

"Two months after I left the hospital, my parents died in a train accident. They were on their way to visit me at university."

"I fell into a kind of lethargy again, and only my studies kept me going. I lived with my mother's parents. When they both passed away within a short time, I was completely alone. Recently, in their country house, I found my mother's diary in the attic. I never knew my mother kept a diary." She walked to the desk and pulled out a small, worn brown suitcase. It looked out of place, with rubbed corners and edges worn by age.

She carefully placed it on the table and opened the two brass clasps. Lifting the lid, she revealed the interior, lined with a faded silk-like material, with three large notebooks lying at the bottom.

"This one is for you," she said, handing him one of them. "Those," she nodded at the other two, "have nothing to do with this case. They're from earlier."

"Open it," she asked, as if she didn't have the strength to do it herself.

He turned over the hard cover of the notebook. The first page had a date and neat, careful handwriting filling the entire page. He flipped through a few more pages. Nothing but dates and entries written in the same hand.

"Look at the end."

He opened to the last page. A plain gray envelope was glued there, with an inscription:

FOR JOASIA

Peter looked inside. He pulled out two locks of blonde hair, each tied with a different colored ribbon. Inside was also a half-sheet of notepaper with the following written in the same handwriting:

Angel One.

Angel Two.

JOASIA'S CHILDREN.

On the other side were the names of several cities with streets, and at the bottom, girls' names and numbers. The rest of the page was filled with similar, seemingly meaningless information. Next to most names were two or three numbers, with others only one

Poznań, 17 Twarda St.

Zofia – 7, 14

Julia – 6, 8, 11

He read the last entry. Then he put the paper back in the envelope and looked at Joanna questioningly.

She stood up and walked slowly to the center of the room. A moment passed before she spoke again.

"When I found this, all the memories came flooding back. I realized I must have given birth to twin girls, and my mother had kept locks of their hair for me. I don't know what these numbers, city names, and streets mean, even though I've spent a lot of time on it. I can't connect the numbers to anything on this paper or anywhere else."

"I was already independent and financially secure, so I hired a detective agency to find my daughters."

"I wasted a whole year. The only thing they were able to determine was that you are not related to the owner of that hair." She smiled at him again. "A pity, because I had hoped you were all along."

He got up and walked to the bar. "May I?" he asked.

"Of course."

He poured himself a vodka and drank the whole glass in one gulp. After a moment, he did it again.

He sat down.

She continued to look at him warmly and seemed somewhat amused.

"I would like you to find the sender of these packages–I think it's the bastard who raped me. How and what he knows about me; I have no idea. Maybe he recognized me in a newspaper photo, or maybe he's been nearby all this time."

"Is he blackmailing you?" he asked.

"No, there was nothing inside except the coral beads."

"I'm so sorry, Joasia," he said at last.

"Don't be. You don't owe me anything."

"I believe you'll help me find my daughters and catch that bastard. I'm not a defenseless teenager anymore," she said in a hard, strong voice. "I can be dangerous to anyone," she added, though she didn't explain what she meant.

I don't doubt that, he thought. She wouldn't have achieved what she had if she were soft.

"Now let's move on to more mundane matters," he heard.

"Namely?"

"Your fee. I want you to devote all your time to this–I have a feeling something bad is happening. Are you working on anything else?"

"Yes, but others will handle those matters. I will personally handle this case with my closest collaborator, Aśka. In a way, this concerns me too," he added.

"I'm glad you see it that way."

"To start, you'll receive 100,000 złoty, and I will cover all expenses related to this job. Don't interrupt," she said, seeing him about to speak. "If you find my daughters, the bonus will be 200,000 for each. And if you find this bastard, you'll get another 200,000."

"You're too generous," he managed to interject.

"I can afford it. And you're worth it. I'm never wrong about people. The contract will be delivered to your office; all you have to do is sign it."

"How much time do I have?" he asked.

"I don't know. I received this the day before yesterday. That's why I came to you right away."

She handed him another DHL envelope. Inside were three loose green beads from her necklace and three photos. Two showed her at a party. The third showed her getting out of a car, with some people standing nearby.

"Are you being followed?"

"Yes. That's why we're talking here."

"Did you report it to the police?"

"Don't joke!"

"I only ask pro forma. Who else knows about all this?"

"No one."

"And the private detective?"

"He'll be quiet, but he only knows a part. His job was to find the children and check your DNA. He doesn't know who I am or who gave the order. I never spoke to him or contacted him directly. He received the order from one of our law firms in England."

"Good, that's very good. It makes the task easier," he said. But he was wrong, very wrong.

"I'm suspending all my professional affairs. I am at your disposal full-time while you handle this matter. Call me and come whenever you want, day or night. Do you know where I live?"
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