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The Limping Lady is now available as a free drama serial:

https://open.spotify.com/show/00n0qWw43re0yMOBoUHnzl?si=FHglDSTcTLKRdHS7v_ipoQ
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Before the war, Virginia had believed weather was something that happened outside the body. Now, she knew it was a conspiracy that began within. The autumn damp of Lyon was not merely in the air; it was a fifth columnist seeping into the leather of her harness, whispering of rust and friction to the steel joints of her prosthetic leg. Rain bled from a grey sky, slicking the cobblestones into polished slate and dissolving the city’s grand façades into watercolour shadows.

It was the perfect weather for a ghost, especially one who was haunted, most of all, by the mechanics of her own body, and the uneven rhythm of the lie her footsteps told with every single step.

She walked with the measured, slightly-too-brisk pace of a woman with a purpose, a journalist late for an appointment. The identity was a comfortable coat she had worn for two months now: Marie Cointre of the New York Post, an American insulated by a passport from a nation still pretending the war was a distant European squabble. Marie was inquisitive, a little naïve, and harmless. Virginia was none of those things.

A dull, familiar ache pulsed from the point where her calf should have been. Cuthbert was chafing again. The damp had worked its way under her stocking, and with every step, she could feel the subtle, grating friction of the leather harness against her skin. It was a constant, low-grade conversation, a reminder of the woman she had been and the weapon she had become. Pain, she had learned, was an excellent anchor to the present moment.

Ahead, where the Rue d'Algérie narrowed, she saw them. Two of them, their long black leather coats shining in the wet, their peaked caps pulled low. They stood half-sheltered in a doorway, their presence a knot of menace in the grey afternoon. Gestapo. They were not actively checking papers, merely observing, their eyes sweeping the thinning crowds with a bored, predatory arrogance. One of them lit a cigarette, the flare of the match a brief, violent orange in the gloom.

Virginia’s heart did not beat faster. Panic was a luxury, a fire that consumed the oxygen needed for clear thought. Instead, a watchful stillness settled over her. She became Marie Cointre completely. She allowed a slight, believable frown of preoccupation to crease her brow. She clutched her handbag a little tighter, the very picture of a woman concerned only with the rain and her imminent deadline.

She kept her pace steady, forcing a rhythm that fought the natural, tell-tale cadence of her limp. It was a constant, exhausting calculation: left foot, right foot, drag-and-swing. Don’t favour it. Don’t let them see you favour it. The limp was her signature, the one thing she could not disguise. It was the flaw in the performance.

As she drew level with the doorway, the one with the cigarette turned his head. His eyes, pale and empty as a winter sky, slid over her. They took in her American-style coat, her rain-spattered hat, and then, they dropped to her feet. She felt the gaze on her legs as a physical touch, cold and invasive. She could feel him registering the slight, unnatural stiffness of her left leg’s movement. A flicker of interest disturbed the boredom in his eyes.

He took a half-step out of the doorway, the cigarette dangling from his lips. “Fräulein.”

The word was soft, almost casual, but it landed with the force of a blow. Virginia stopped. She turned, composing her features into a mask of polite, slightly flustered surprise. She gave him the smile she had practised in a hundred mirrors, a smile of faintly amused American innocence.

“Oui, Monsieur?” she replied, her French deliberately accented. “Is there a problem?”

He looked her up and down again, an insolent appraisal. His gaze lingered on her leg. “You are not from Lyon,” he said in accented French. It was not a question.

“No, I’m a journalist. From New York,” she said, her voice bright, a little too loud. She fumbled in her handbag, feigning a slight clumsiness. “I have my papers, of course. For the Kommandantur.”

She held them out, a shield of bureaucracy. He did not take them. His eyes were still on her leg, a faint, cruel smile playing on his lips. He was a cat, and he had found a mouse with a broken paw. He was enjoying the moment.

“You walk with a... difficulty,” he said, blowing a stream of smoke into the damp air.

This was the moment. The precipice. The world shrank to this narrow, rain-slicked street, to the space between her and this man in his coat of black leather.

She laughed. It was a brittle, self-deprecating sound, the laugh of a woman used to explaining herself. “Oh, this old thing?” she said, gesturing vaguely downwards with a gloved hand. “A silly hunting accident, years ago. In Turkey, of all places. My father always said my enthusiasm outweighed my skill.” She leaned in slightly, her voice dropping to a confidential, conspiratorial whisper. “Between you and me, I think the horse was a traitor.”

She held his gaze, her smile unwavering. She was offering him a story, a foolish, and believable narrative. A clumsy American heiress. A hunting accident. A tale of privilege and incompetence. She was inviting him to share in the joke, to feel the small, satisfying thrill of his own superiority.

He stared at her. The rain dripped from the brim of his cap. The scent of his cigarette was sharp and acrid. She could feel the cold seeping into her bones, could feel the throb of Cuthbert against her skin.

Then, the corner of his mouth twitched. The flicker of interest in his eyes died, replaced by the familiar, dismissive boredom. He had made his decision. She was just a broken woman.

He waved a dismissive hand. “Gehen Sie,” he said. Go on.

“Merci, Monsieur,” she said, her voice still bright. She gave him another brilliant, meaningless smile, turned, and walked away.

She did not look back. She forced herself to maintain the same measured, slightly-too-brisk pace. Left foot, right foot, drag-and-swing. She could feel his eyes on her back for the first twenty yards. Every step was an agony of control. She did not allow herself to limp. Not until she had turned the corner, out of his sight.

She found herself in a narrow, winding alley, the famous traboules she was just beginning to learn. The air here was close, smelling of damp stone and drains. She leaned against the weeping wall, the rough texture of the stone pressing into her back. The strength went out of her in a sudden, violent rush. Her legs trembled. Her breath came in ragged gasps.

She closed her eyes, and for a moment, she was no one. Not Marie Cointre, the cheerful journalist. Not Virginia Hall, the agent. She was just a consciousness floating in a sea of pain and exhaustion.

Slowly, she unfastened her handbag. She reached inside, her fingers pushing past the forged papers, the small, heavy weight of the wireless crystal, and found what she was looking for. It was a single, long, silk glove, the colour of cream. It was exquisitely made, impossibly soft, a relic from another life, another woman. She drew it out and held it in her hand, its delicate, useless beauty a stark contrast to the hard reality of the alley.
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The bell above the bookshop door announced visitors with a dead, toneless clink, a sound of finality, not welcome. Dr Jean Rousset did not look up from the ledger on his desk. In the autumn of 1941, the only visitors to “Le Monde d’Hier”—Yesterday’s World—were either spirits or devils, and he had grown weary of conversing with both. The air in the shop was thick with the scent of decaying paper and his own disappointment, a fine dust that settled on everything.

A shadow fell across his desk. This one was a devil.

“Jean,” Professor Lamartine said, his voice a thing of smooth, reptilian charm. He wore a suit of Parisian cut that was an obscenity in this city of threadbare coats. He had been Rousset’s colleague at the university, a man of mediocre intellect and boundless ambition. Now, he was a functionary in the Vichy cultural ministry, a man who had found in the occupation the perfect climate for his talents.

“I trust you received the new list of proscribed authors,” Lamartine said, his eyes scanning the towering, chaotic shelves with an air of proprietary distaste.

“It is on my desk,” Rousset replied, not looking up.

“Excellent. One must prune the garden, after all. Keep the weeds from choking out the proper flowers.” Lamartine picked up a slim volume of poetry from a nearby stack. “Baudelaire. So decadent. So... unhealthy.” He let the book drop. “I also trust you will find a prominent place in your window for this week’s edition of Je suis partout.”

Rousset’s hands clenched under the desk. To display the collaborationist rag in his window was not just a humiliation; it was a desecration. It was a lie he would be forced to tell every person who walked past his shop. He felt a familiar, hot surge of defiance. It died as quickly as it rose, a small, weak flame starved of oxygen. 

“Of course, Professor,” he said, his voice a dry rustle. “For the good of the new France.”

Lamartine smiled, a thin, satisfied expression. He had what he had come for: another small, grubby piece of Rousset’s soul. He turned to leave, then paused. “I hear your daughter is becoming quite the scholar. A clever girl. It is so important, in these troubled times, that clever children are given the... correct guidance.”

The threat was as elegant, and as sharp, as a stiletto. After Lamartine had gone, the tarnished bell marking his departure, Rousset sat for a long time, staring at the pile of collaborationist newspapers. He was a man made of dust, and the last of his substance was being blown away on a foul wind.

It was into this atmosphere of grinding defeat that Virginia Hall arrived an hour later. She came not through the front door, but through the city’s secret, wounded heart. Her journey through the traboules was a descent into a parallel world, a labyrinth of echoing footsteps and shuttered windows. It was a city built for conspiracy, and for the first time, she felt a flicker of something other than fear. She felt a sense of belonging. This was a city that, like her, had a hidden, defiant pulse.

When Rousset emerged from the back of the shop, he saw an American woman in a fashionable coat, her jaw set with a determined, almost arrogant confidence. His heart, already heavy with the morning’s compromise, sank further. Another amateur, another romantic playing at war. 

“You are late,” he said.

“I was detained,” Virginia replied, offering the code phrase.

“So I see,” the doctor said, his eyes still on her leg. He gestured towards the small, cluttered office at the back. “In here.”

The office hinted of old paper, pipe tobacco, and something faintly medicinal. A girl of perhaps twelve sat at a large desk, a thick book open before her. She had her father’s eyes, but hers were not weary; they were sharp, intelligent, and unnervingly direct. She looked up as Virginia entered, her gaze missing nothing.

“Anouk, go and watch the front,” the doctor said. The girl closed her book with a solid finality, slid off the chair, and left without a word, her small, straight back a perfect echo of her father’s resignation.

Dr Rousset did not offer Virginia a seat. He simply pointed at her left leg. “The file mentioned an ‘impediment’. It did not mention it was a prosthetic. May I?”

Before she could answer, he had knelt, his movements clinical and detached, and his long, cool fingers were probing the place where Cuthbert’s harness met her stocking. It was a shocking, unexpected intimacy. He was a doctor diagnosing a wound, a man asserting the one small area of expertise the world had left him.

“Does it chafe?” he asked, his fingers tracing the edge of the leather. “The damp will make it worse. You are favouring it. You are trying to disguise the rhythm, but you are putting too much strain on your right hip. In a month, you will have a back problem to go with it.”

His clinical assessment, his calm and total invasion of her most guarded secret, cracked the careful wall of her composure. The smell of his medicinal hands, the pressure on her leg—it all conspired to pull her back, down a long, dark corridor of memory to another time, another place, another man of medicine.

The sun in Turkey is a different colour. It is a brilliant, blinding white that bleaches the sky and the dry, dusty earth. She is twenty-seven, and she is laughing, her hair unbound, the stock of her father’s shotgun warm and solid against her shoulder. The air smells of pine and wild thyme. It is a perfect day.

Then, the world becomes a blur of noise and confusion. A trip, a stumble, a clumsy fall in the scrub. The impossible, deafening roar of the gun going off beside her ear. Then, the pain. A searing, white-hot, all-consuming fire in her left foot, a pain so vast and absolute it has no location. It is simply everywhere. It is everything.

Later, in a white room that smells of carbolic acid, a kind, sad-eyed English doctor is speaking to her in a calm voice. He is using words like ‘gangrene’ and ‘sepsis’ and ‘no other choice’. She is not listening to the words. She is watching his hands. They are steady hands, the hands of a healer. They are the hands that will unmake her.

Then, the letter. Six months later, back in Baltimore, the world grey and miserable. The official, cream-coloured stationery of the Department of State. The polite, carefully chosen words of rejection. ‘...regret to inform you... stringent physical requirements... while your qualifications are exemplary... policy does not permit...’ It is a different kind of amputation, a bureaucratic violence that cuts away her future, leaving behind a phantom limb of ambition that will ache for the rest of her life.

“—does it?”

She blinked. She was back in the dusty bookshop. Dr Rousset was looking at her, his head cocked, his eyes searching her face. He had asked a question she had not heard.

“I manage,” she said, her voice a little too sharp. She pulled her leg back, a gesture of finality.

He stood up, wiping his dusty hands on his trousers. The brief, clinical intimacy was over. He was a spy again, and his eyes were hard with the cynicism of a man who had just been reminded of his own impotence.

“They told me London was sending one of their best,” he said, his voice flat. “They did not tell me they were sending a cripple. This is not a game for the sentimental, Mademoiselle Hall. It is a game for professionals.”

“I am a professional, Doctor,” she said, her own voice like ice.

“Are you? We shall see.” He walked over to a large, detailed map of Lyon that was pinned to a corkboard. “The Gestapo have a new radio direction-finding team. They are good. Too good. Two of our operators have been taken in the last month. We have the location of their headquarters, here.” He tapped a spot on the map. “But we know nothing of their schedule, their patrol routes, their numbers. This information is useless without context.”

He turned to face her, his arms crossed. “You are a journalist. Journalists are good at asking questions. Find out. Give me a schedule. Give me a weakness. Prove you are more than a liability.”

It was a test. A clear dismissal. He was giving her an impossible, dangerous task, expecting her to fail.

Virginia looked at him, at his weary, cynical face. She could feel the familiar, hot surge of anger, the defiant fury that had been her constant companion since the day of the letter. She was about to give him a sharp, cutting reply when the door to the office creaked open.

Anouk stood in the doorway, a small observer. She had not been watching the front of the shop. She had been listening. Her eyes moved from her father’s dismissive face to Virginia’s. She gave Virginia a look, a brief glance of something that was not pity, but a kind of fierce, secret encouragement. It was a look that said, I know you can do it.

Virginia’s anger subsided, replaced by something new and entirely unexpected. She looked at this small, serious girl, a child growing up in a world of shadows and whispers, and she felt the abstract cause of ‘the Resistance’ become concrete. It had a face.

She turned back to the doctor. “I will have your information by the end of the week,” she said, her voice calm and certain.
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The headquarters of the Sicherheitsdienst was a study in banal evil. It was a requisitioned hotel on the Avenue Berthelot, a grand, Haussmann-era building whose elegant stone façade was now marred by the blood-red Nazi flag hanging limply in the damp air. For three days, Virginia haunted the café opposite, a place of weak coffee and nervous, sidelong glances. She became a piece of the furniture, the American journalist Marie Cointre, tapping away at a portable typewriter, a half-empty cup at her elbow, watching.

Observation, she knew, was not a passive act. It was a hunt. You did not simply look; you dissected. You broke the world down into its component parts—routines, patterns, and anomalies. She watched the guards at the door, noting the precise minute of their shift changes. She watched the black Citroën cars that came and went, memorising the faces of the officers, the arrogance in their posture, the casual cruelty in the way they slammed the car doors.

She was looking for a crack. A flaw in the monolithic façade of German efficiency. A human element. She found him on the fourth day.

He was a clerk, a corporal named Klaus, a boy of perhaps nineteen with thinning blond hair, watery blue eyes, and a soft, fleshy chin that spoke of a life spent indoors. He was insignificant, a single, grey cog in the black machine. Every day at precisely one o’clock, he would emerge from the headquarters, blinking in the daylight, and walk to a small boulangerie down the street to buy a sandwich. He always returned twelve minutes later. He was a creature of absolute, unwavering routine. He was her crack.

On the fifth day, she left the café at ten minutes to one. She bought a copy of Le Petit Dauphinois, the collaborationist local paper, and positioned herself at a small bistro table outside the boulangerie. She ordered a glass of wine she had no intention of drinking and opened the newspaper, her typewriter a prop of unimpeachable authenticity on the table beside her.

He arrived at one o’clock, as she knew he would. He walked with a slight slouch, his uniform a size too large for his soft frame. He looked lonely.

Virginia waited until he had bought his sandwich and was walking back towards her. As he drew level with her table, she let out a small, theatrical sigh of frustration.

“Verdammt!” she muttered, the German curse sharp and clear. She crumpled a piece of paper from her notebook and tossed it onto the table.

The corporal stopped. He had heard the familiar sound of his own language. He looked at her, his watery eyes filled with a cautious curiosity.

“You are German?” he asked, his voice soft, hesitant.

Virginia looked up, feigning surprise. She gave him a weary, conspiratorial smile. “My mother was,” she said in fluent, unaccented German. “From Munich. I’m afraid I only inherited her temper and her terrible grammar.” She gestured at the typewriter. “I am trying to write an article about the... efficiencies of the new administration here in Lyon. For an American paper. But my German is not good enough for the official reports.”

She saw the flicker of interest in his eyes. He was a clerk. His world was official reports. He was an expert in a field no one ever asked him about.

“Perhaps I could be of assistance?” he offered, a faint blush colouring his cheeks.

“Oh, I couldn’t possibly impose,” she said, already reaching for the chair opposite her. “But if you have a moment...?”

He sat. His name was Klaus. His father was a postmaster in a small town near Stuttgart. He missed his mother’s cooking. He found the French coffee weak and the women unfriendly. He was, as she had suspected, desperately, achingly lonely.

She did not ask him about the radio-finding team. She did not ask him about patrols or schedules. She asked him about paperwork. She complained about the impenetrable jargon of German bureaucracy, the endless forms, the confusing acronyms. She was a fellow sufferer, a comrade in the war against paperwork.

He blossomed. For ten minutes, he was no longer an insignificant corporal. He was an expert, an authority. He explained the difference between the Sicherheitspolizei and the Ordnungspolizei. He complained about the new triplicate forms required by the Funkabwehr, the counter-intelligence unit.

“They think they are so important,” he said, taking a large bite of his sandwich. “Just because they have the new mobile direction-finding van. It means twice the paperwork for me.”

Virginia’s mind went perfectly still. A mobile van. Not a fixed headquarters. That was it. That was the key.

“Oh, that sounds complicated,” she said, her voice dripping with sympathy. “Do they move it often? It must be a nightmare for your filing.”

“Every day is a nightmare,” he grumbled. “They have three primary locations they rotate between, on a schedule no one ever tells me. The patrols... always at odd hours. It is chaos.”

He glanced at his watch and his face fell. The expert vanished, replaced by the nervous clerk. “I must go. I am late.” He stood up, clutching the remains of his sandwich.

“Klaus,” Virginia said, her voice warm. “Thank you. You have been a great help.” She gave him her most brilliant smile. “Perhaps I will see you again tomorrow?”

“Yes,” he said, the blush returning to his cheeks. “Yes. Tomorrow.”

He hurried away, his shoulders a little less slumped than before. Virginia remained at the table, her heart beating a steady, triumphant rhythm. She had done it. She had taken the doctor’s impossible task and broken it down into a single, vulnerable human component.

A mobile van. Three locations. Irregular patrols.
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Two days later, Virginia returned to Le Monde d’Hier. This time, she did not hesitate at the door. The tarnished bell announced her with the same dead clink, but she walked in not as a supplicant, but as an operative with a report to deliver.

She found them as before, in the dusty, cramped office. Dr Rousset was cleaning a pair of spectacles with a scrap of linen, his movements precise and weary. Anouk sat at the large desk, not reading, but meticulously drawing a map of Lyon’s winding streets onto a fresh sheet of paper, her small hands surprisingly steady. She looked up as Virginia entered, and her eyes held a flicker of tense anticipation.

Virginia did not wait for an invitation. She stood before the desk, the scent of the damp street still clinging to her coat, and placed a small, folded piece of paper beside Anouk’s map.

“Your information, Doctor,” she said, her voice even.

Rousset put on his spectacles and picked up the paper, his expression a careful blank. He unfolded it. Written in Virginia’s neat, clear hand were three short lines:

A mobile direction-finding van.

Three primary locations, rotated irregularly.

Patrols unscheduled, chaotic.

The doctor’s hands, which had been so steady, betrayed him with a slight tremor. He read the lines again, his lips moving silently. The weary cynicism in his eyes was, for a moment, replaced by a look of unguarded surprise. He looked up at Virginia, his gaze sharp, analytical, searching for a flaw.

“How?” he asked, the single word a demand.

“A lonely corporal with a fondness for complaining about paperwork,” Virginia replied, her tone clipped and professional. “His name is Klaus. He believes I am a fellow sufferer in the war against bureaucracy.”

Rousset stared at her, and she could see the gears of his mind turning, reassessing every assumption he had made about her. He had sent her on a fool’s errand, a dangerous, open-ended mission designed to test her, perhaps even to break her. She had returned with the very heart of the enemy’s operation, extracted not with a weapon, but with a carefully constructed lie and a shared cup of coffee.

“A mobile van,” he murmured, his eyes returning to the paper. “It explains everything. Why they have been so effective. Why our networks have been collapsing.” He looked back at Virginia. “This is... significant.”

“It is a start,” Virginia corrected him. “A weakness is not a weapon until you know how to aim it.”

It was Anouk who spoke next. Her voice was quiet, but it cut through the dusty air with the clarity of a bell. “But we still do not know where,” she said, her small finger tapping the map she had been drawing. “A van can go anywhere. Three locations could be anywhere in the city.”

Rousset looked at his daughter, a flicker of pride warring with his instinct to shield her from this world. “Anouk is correct,” he said, his gaze returning to Virginia. “This is a vital piece of the puzzle, but it is not the full picture. We need the locations.”

“I’m meeting the corporal again tomorrow,” Virginia said. “He is eager to continue his lecture series on the inefficiencies of the Funkabwehr. With the right questions, he might be persuaded to complain more specifically.”

As she spoke, a sharp, stabbing pain shot up from her leg. She had been standing for too long, the damp and the tension conspiring to make Cuthbert’s embrace an agony. She shifted her weight, a small, involuntary movement, but Anouk saw it.

The girl slid silently off her high stool, retrieved a small, low footstool from a corner of the office, and placed it behind Virginia. She did not say a word. She simply looked up, her expression a quiet, unnerving mixture of childish empathy and adult understanding.

The simple act of kindness was more disarming than any interrogation. For a moment, Virginia was speechless. She looked at this serious, watchful child, who had offered comfort without question, who had seen the invisible wound. The abstract fight for France, for freedom, for the future, suddenly had a name, and it was Anouk.

“Thank you,” Virginia said, her voice softer than she intended.

Dr Rousset watched the exchange, his face unreadable. The professional distance between them had been breached. He was no longer just dealing with an agent; he was dealing with a woman who had seen his daughter, and whom his daughter had, in turn, truly seen.

“You have done well, Mademoiselle Hall,” he said, the formality of his words at odds with the new, grudging respect in his tone. “Better than I expected.” He folded the piece of paper and tucked it into his waistcoat pocket. “Find the locations. Then, we will give our friends in London a target. We will show the Gestapo what Lyon can do.”
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The art of turning a man into an asset, Virginia discovered, was a slow and patient seduction of the soul. It had little to do with romance and everything to do with the careful cultivation of a shared and secret world. Her world with Corporal Klaus was built on the flimsy foundations of weak coffee, stale pastries, and the universal language of bureaucratic misery. For a week, she met him every day at one o’clock, and with each meeting, she gently, methodically dismantled him.

She learned the names of his sisters, the precise flavour of the apple strudel his mother made at Christmas, and the abiding resentment he felt for his immediate superior, a pompous sergeant from Hamburg. She became the sole audience for the small, mundane drama of his life. In return, she fed him scraps of her own fabricated story, a narrative of a frustrated artist trapped in the dull cage of journalism, a woman who, like him, was unappreciated by a world that did not understand her unique talents.

“All they want are stories about the grand avenues,” she complained one afternoon, stirring a lump of sugar into her coffee. “The Place Bellecour, the Hôtel-Dieu. But where is the real Lyon, Klaus? Where does the real work of the city happen?” She leaned forward, her voice a conspiratorial whisper. “Where is the engine room?”

He puffed up with the importance of the question. “The engine room,” he said, savouring the phrase, “is not where you think. Not in the pretty squares.” He lowered his own voice, a man sharing a great secret. “The real work... the important work... is done elsewhere. In the industrial quarter of Vaise, near the railyards. That is where the new supply depots are. The old municipal garage in La Guillotière... that is where they service the vehicles. Very important.”

He had given her two of them. Just like that. Two points on a map, offered up not as intelligence, but as a boast. Virginia filed them away in the neat archive of her mind and smiled. “How fascinating,” she said. “You see things no one else does.”

That evening, in the dusty back room of Le Monde d’Hier, she stood with Dr Rousset over Anouk’s meticulously drawn map. The lamplight cast long, dancing shadows, turning the small office into a conspirator’s cave.

“Vaise,” Rousset murmured, his finger tracing the tangle of streets near the railway lines. “It makes sense. Constant noise from the trains to cover their transmissions. Easy to move the van in and out with the regular traffic.” He moved his finger across the map. “La Guillotière... an old garage. Large, anonymous, with deep cellars, I imagine.”

“That’s where the silk weavers used to store their looms in the winter,” Anouk said, her voice quiet but certain. She had not looked up from her own small desk, where she was carefully colouring in the parks and squares on a copy of her map. “The cellars are very deep. They connect to the old sewer tunnels.”

Virginia and Rousset exchanged a look. The child’s casual, encyclopaedic knowledge of her city’s secret geography was both a gift and a liability. Anouk continued to colour.

The final piece of the puzzle proved the most dangerous. When Virginia met Klaus the next day, the lonely boy was gone, replaced by a nervous, twitchy man. He kept glancing over his shoulder, his watery eyes darting at every passing car.

“They caught another one,” he said, leaning so far across the small table that she could smell the fear on his breath. “An operator. In the Croix-Rousse district. The sergeant is furious. He says there is a leak. Everyone is being watched.”

The air grew thick. Virginia felt a prickle of ice at the base of her neck. The game had changed.

“That must mean more paperwork for you,” she said, her voice a careful, calm anchor in his sea of panic. “It is always the way. The men at the top make a mess, and the men at the bottom have to clean it up.”

It was the right thing to say. His fear momentarily gave way to his favourite emotion: resentment. “It is true,” he grumbled. “I have to deliver the new security protocols myself. All the way up to that draughty old villa on Fourvière hill. As if I have nothing better to do.”

Fourvière hill. The third location. The final piece. It overlooked the entire city. Of course.

She had what she needed. Now, she had to cut the thread. It was the coldest, most necessary part of her job. She looked at this lonely, frightened boy who had, in his own way, come to trust her, and she prepared the necessary betrayal.

She placed her hand on his, a gesture of warm, sisterly sympathy. “Klaus,” she said, her voice soft. “You must be careful. This city... it is not a safe place. Perhaps we should not meet for a while. For your own safety.”

She saw the look on his face, the sudden, wounded confusion, the crumbling of the small, secret world they had built together. He looked like a lost child.

“But... my article...” he stammered.

“The article can wait,” she said, giving his hand a firm squeeze. “Your safety is more important.”

She stood up, paid for their coffee, and walked away without looking back. She could feel his wounded gaze following her. She had used him, and now she was discarding him. It was a small, necessary cruelty in a world built of large ones.

She returned to the bookshop for the last time that day. She drew the three locations on Anouk’s map, three red circles that formed a neat, menacing triangle over the heart of Lyon. The puzzle was complete.

Rousset stared at the map, his face grim. Anouk stood beside him, her small hand resting on his arm, her eyes fixed on
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