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Chapter 1 — The Apartment
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The ceiling had a crack shaped like a river.

Lya knew it by heart now. It started in the upper left corner, where the wallpaper had begun to peel in a yellowing triangle that the landlady had been promising to fix for two years, then wavered near the bare bulb, veering slightly to the right as if it had changed its mind, and died halfway across in a perfectly unremarkable patch of plaster, for no apparent reason. As if the material itself had given up before getting anywhere.

For eleven days, it was the only landscape she allowed herself.

Eleven days. That was how long it had taken a prosecutor to sign a form and return her mother to a wooden box. Eleven days during which Sylvia Voss's body had lain somewhere in a classified concrete corridor, held as evidence in a war Lya knew nothing about. Eleven days during which a suited official had placed his hand on the military inquest desk and decided, without ever meeting the girl's eyes, that this woman's remains were still useful for something.

She stopped counting on the eighth day. Then she started again against her will, like a tongue returning to a broken tooth.
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Her headphones were blasting something loud again. She no longer knew what.

She stopped looking at her phone screen on the second day, after the battery died and she didn't find the energy to plug it in. She placed the phone on the coffee table, face down against the wood, and hadn't touched it since. The music was playing again though — she must have charged it and put something on a loop before it died, something from before the call from the unknown number, from before the white room where they had shown her pixels on a screen and called it an identification. A man in a grey uniform said for protocol reasons. Another man in a black suit said for evidence preservation purposes. No one said the real reason. There were remains. The explosion was total. There was nothing left to see but data, case numbers, a cold administrative certainty on a twenty-inch monitor in a windowless room.

She looked at the screen.

She nodded. 

She went home.

The violence of it was absolute.

That noise against her eardrums was the only barrier she still maintained between herself and the world. An acoustic perimeter. A way of saying: beyond this line, I am not available.

She was lying on the sofa in the position of someone who had simply stopped where they were. No blanket. No cushion under her head. The grey turtleneck she'd been wearing since the white room — a sweater she'd put on because the corridors of the military administration building were cold, and because her mother liked it when she wore turtlenecks — had absorbed enough days to have lost any distinct smell. Dried sweat, maybe. She nearly took it off several times. She didn't. She didn't know exactly why. Maybe because touching it would have meant time was still moving inside her body, even after she had decided it no longer had the right to.

Her hair had dried at a strange angle against the cushion, forming an involuntary architecture on the left side of her skull. She knew. It annoyed her, mildly. She hadn't moved.
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On the coffee table in front of the sofa: three empty cups with dried coffee rings inside, like tide marks. A fourth, half-full of coffee made she no longer knew when, with a greasy film that had formed on the surface. A stiff envelope bearing the red and grey logo of a staffing firm, opened at one end, folded, crumpled into a ball, unfolded and re-crumpled, in that state of semi-destruction that means someone tried to tear it apart and didn't have the strength to follow through. Two blister packs of medication, one opened, one intact. A glass of water with a lemon slice now gone translucent, which someone — the upstairs neighbour, maybe, who had come to knock twice and to whom she had opened the door in full zombie mode without taking in a word — had placed there for her.

Under the table: her shoes. The black lace-ups she'd worn to the white room, right where she had taken them off when she got home because her feet couldn't stand them anymore, or because taking them off was the only act of undressing she'd managed. She hadn't thought to move them since.

Next to the shoes, on the floorboards: the cat's bowl. Empty.

The cat — her mother's old ginger tom, which she had taken in without thinking because someone had to, because her mother would have wanted it, because he was the only living creature in that apartment who had known Sylvia Voss while she was alive — had retreated under the sofa on the first night and hadn't come out since. He ate when she filled the bowl on autopilot and pushed it toward him blindly. Sometimes she heard him breathing. Sometimes she heard him turn over.

They had worked it out between them. Each to their own hiding place. Each to their own method. Both facing the challenge of time. Waiting to heal.
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The light in the apartment was that of a late afternoon — pale orange, oblique — which meant she had fallen asleep at some point during the day without realising it. This kind of discovery had been happening regularly over the past few days: realising it was dark outside when she would have sworn it was ten in the morning, finding a glass of water she had no memory of drinking. Her body kept going without her. It ate things, it slept, it maintained its temperature. An administrative machine, like all the others.

She was still staring at the river crack.

The intercom buzzed.

She didn't move.

It buzzed again. Three times, short and firm, like someone knocking on a door with the back of their hand — economical, decided, used to waiting without losing patience.

Under the sofa, something stirred. Like a ball spinning to a stop.

The cat made a sound. Not a meow. A guttural question, as if he had lifted his head in the darkness and addressed it to no one in particular.

Lya pulled out one earbud.

The silence in the apartment was indecent. This particular silence had nothing peaceful about it — it was the specific silence of apartments where someone is missing, the silence that has texture, density, that occupies the space where a familiar presence should have been. The silence of the kitchen at the hour her mother would call to ask if she had eaten. The silence of Sunday morning without the sound of the radio programme Sylvia Voss listened to while doing the washing-up — that old orange transistor radio on the windowsill since Lya was five.

She sat up slowly. Her vertebrae protested one by one. She stood, feet on the cold floorboards.

She pressed the intercom button without speaking.

A man's voice. Low, neutral, with something almost mechanical about it — the voice of someone who had learned to calibrate his tone for specific situations, who had long since understood that in certain contexts, warmth is a misstep.

— Montfurtas Funeral Home. For Ms. Voss.

Lya pressed her forehead against the cold wall beside the intercom.

Ms. Voss. Two short syllables, like the crack of bone. Sylvia Voss. You'll carry something steady, she had told her once, in a world where everything capsizes.

She still hadn't understood how something steady could be reduced to pixels on a screen in a windowless room.

She buzzed him in without answering.
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He was taller, far taller than she had imagined. He filled her doorframe with the quiet solidity of a heavy piece of furniture, perfectly balanced. Solidly in his fifties. Black suit, closed collar, no tie. A jaw carved to the minimum. Gloved hands held slightly in front of him, as if he were permanently carrying something invisible and fragile.

He looked at her. Not up and down. Not an appraisal — the look of someone who had found what they were looking for.

— Ms. Voss.

It wasn't a question.

Lya realised she was standing in mismatched socks, her hair a chaotic tangle. She crossed her arms.

— I was expecting you tomorrow.

— I know. I prefer to come early.

I prefer. Not it is customary. Not as protocol requires. A personal habit. A method born of experience he had no intention of explaining.

She stepped aside to let him in.
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He said nothing as he crossed the sitting room. He let nothing show on his face at the sight of the cups, the crumpled envelope, the abandoned shoes. He simply looked, cataloguing without judging, and moved toward the back bedroom with a step he had already taken in other rooms.

Lya followed.

In the bedroom, the light was off. He waited without reaching for the switch. She turned it on.

Her mother's room was exactly as she had left it. The last time Sylvia Voss had walked out of this room, she was going to pick up bread or something like that. The book face down on the mattress. The cup on the bedside table. The burgundy sweater on the chair.

Sylvia wasn't coming back.

The man in black stopped on the threshold. Something crossed his face. Very quickly. Not pity — something harder, older. Then the granite returned.

He stepped in and began his work.

Lya stayed in the doorway. She watched this stranger handle her mother's belongings with a precision that should have enraged her and instead, against her will, steadied her. His movements were economical. He touched only what he needed to touch.

On the bedside table, next to the cup: an old blue notebook. Soft leather cover worn at the corners, with a ribbon bookmark, held shut by a black elastic band that was barely holding.

The man's hand stopped.

A fraction of a second. Imperceptible. Then it moved on.

Lya saw it.

— You know that notebook.

He turned around. Face perfectly neutral.

— No.

The silence lasted too long to be comfortable.

— You're a poor liar for someone in your line of work, said Lya.

He looked at her with what was, for the first time, something alive in his eyes.

— You observe well for someone who hasn't properly slept in ten days.

— Eleven.

He repeated the word without saying it, just a movement of the lips. Then he looked at the blue notebook again — this time deliberately, long enough for Lya to understand that the hesitation had not been a mistake but a choice whose terms he was revising.

— My team arrives in forty minutes, he said. The pallbearers.

— Why early?

— I told you.

— No. You told me you prefer. That's not the same thing.

The door between them didn't open. It didn't close either.

He crossed the room and stopped at a reasonable distance. Then he placed his hand — firm, white-gloved — on her shoulder.

Lya went still.

She couldn't remember the last time anyone had touched her. Eleven days of closed doors. Eleven days of headphones screwed to her ears. The neighbour had knocked twice. She hadn't tracked her movements. There had been the man in the grey uniform in the white room who had placed a hand on her back to guide her toward the exit — but that was the gesture of someone directing you out of a room, not the gesture of someone actually touching you.

It made a difference.

The man in black said nothing. He didn't use the gesture as an opening, didn't fill the silence. He simply left his hand where it was, motionless, and Lya felt something — an absurd warmth through the thin leather of the glove, a presence that demanded nothing in return — travel slowly up her arm to somewhere behind her ribs.

— Go and eat something, he said. We'll take good care of her. That's why I'm here.

He withdrew his hand.

She went back into the sitting room. She walked to the kitchen, opened the lower cupboard, found a tin of soup. She poured it into a saucepan, lit the gas. She watched the soup heat up, standing in the middle of the kitchen, arms crossed, bare feet on the cold tiles.

In the sitting room, she heard the man in black speaking quietly into a phone. A single sentence, of which she caught only the end: ...still there. Forty minutes. Not before.

The soup began to simmer at the edges.

Under the sofa, the old ginger tom finally poked his head out.
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The coffin was already there when she came back into the hallway.

She hadn't heard it arrive. It was simply there, resting on a trolley with silent wheels in front of the half-open bedroom door, as if the night had placed it there while she was in the kitchen. A rectangle of dark wood, varnished to the point of indecency, with dull metal handles bolted to the sides. Hermetically sealed.

Lya stopped three metres away, realising she had spent all this time with this coffin without truly seeing it.

She had seen coffins before. At her grandparents' funerals, at the service for the neighbour on the fourth floor, once in the street during a cortège she had crossed by chance. They had never done anything to her, no reaction. They were wooden boxes. A question of logistics between death and the ground.

This one was different.

This one was her mother's. She never took the time to picture this object. And yet here it was. The end of everything shared between Sylvia Voss and her daughter, compressed into a six-foot box that had been screwed and sealed from the outside.

She realised she had been holding her breath for an indeterminate amount of time.
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The man in black came out of the bedroom without a sound. He stood to her left, at a careful distance.

— Why is it sealed? she asked.

Her voice had a rough, metallic texture she couldn't account for.

The man didn't answer immediately. That was a way of answering.

— The explosion caused extensive damage, he said at last. The remains were identified through digital analysis — DNA, dental records, biometric file. The protocol in such cases requires direct sealed encoffining, with no viewing.

Lya turned her head toward him.

— That's why they showed me a screen.

— Yes.

— Not the body.

— No.

— Never the body?

He didn't answer. That silence, too, was a way of answering.

Lya looked back at the coffin. She understood suddenly, in the clinical coldness of that sealed box, why she hadn't cried since the white room. It hit her like an uppercut clean to the jaw. You don't cry in front of a screen the way you cry in front of a face. The brain knows the difference. It had been waiting for something real to anchor itself to, and they had served it metadata.

— Do you ever stop believing them? she said.

— Believing what?

— Files. Screens. Protocols.

The silence lasted exactly as long as it needed to confirm the question without answering it. He shifted slightly, moved around the trolley, checked the latch on the side handles with a professional hand.

— Did your mother have any known allergies?

Lya looked at him, surprised.

— It's a question of protocol. For the interior lining of the—

— She was allergic to lies, said Lya.

He stopped.

The line had come out on its own. She waited for the usual words of circumstance — I understand this is a difficult time, or it's normal to feel anger. The sentences that meant: your grief is valid but you are inconveniencing me.

He said none of that.

— So was I, he said simply.
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Lya took one step toward the coffin. Then another. She stopped when her knee grazed the varnished wood. She placed a hand on it — not a caress, nothing so deliberate, just a flat palm, the way you check the temperature of a radiator that's been cold for a long time.

The wood was cold.

Of course it was cold.

Something came loose in her throat. Not tears — something before tears, a microscopic tremor that started at her sternum and travelled upward without finding any way out. She pressed harder against the wood, as if the pressure could pass through it. As if something on the other side could feel the weight of her hand.

She was not crying. She was in the clean, sterile void that comes when the body decides it has already given everything it has.

The man in black had moved closer. He made no rehearsed gesture of consolation, didn't tilt his head to the angle people tilt it to signal empathy. He simply stopped at a reasonable distance, and then, after a long moment, he placed his hand on Lya's shoulder.

One hand. Firm. Gloved. That carried weight.

She didn't push it away.

He didn't use it as an opening. He simply left his hand where it was, and Lya felt the warmth travel slowly up her arm to somewhere behind her ribs.

She kept hers on the cold lid.

They stood like that, one on either side of the varnished wood — his hand on her shoulder, hers on the coffin, the cat somewhere under the sitting-room sofa.

Outside, a van engine cut out in the street.

The man in black withdrew his hand.

— My team is here, he said.

He had already taken a step toward the window. He parted the blind with one finger, looked down at the street. One second. Two. Shoulders imperceptibly straightened — a realignment that had nothing to do with funeral protocol.

Then, almost to himself, turned toward the glass, barely audible:

— ...the real one.

The silence that followed lasted half a second too long.

Lya looked at him. He didn't turn around. He kept his eyes on the street, his finger still in the blind, and that motionless back was more eloquent than any face.

— Wait, she said.

He stopped without turning around.

— You said the real one. Why did you say that?

He didn't answer.

The intercom buzzed.
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The intercom buzzed a second time.

Then a third. Insistent, this time. Different from the three short, economical presses V. had given earlier — something more forceful, less patient, with the thumb of someone unused to waiting in a stairwell.

The man in black hadn't moved a centimetre.

He was still with his back to Lya, facing the sitting-room window, two fingers parting the blind a millimetre downward. She could see the line of his jaw from the hallway doorway. She could see the way his shoulders weren't moving — not motionless with calm, motionless with concentration, like an animal that had identified something and was recalibrating without showing it.

— That's your team, said Lya.

It wasn't a question. It was an attempt.

— No, he said.

One word. Set down in the air of the apartment with the care of someone placing something heavy on a fragile surface.

Lya didn't move. She looked at the intercom on the wall — the white plastic unit a metre and a half away, the small green button blinking with each press from below. She thought about the van whose engine had just cut out. She thought about the real one. She thought about the way he had looked at the blue notebook on the bedside table with that fraction of a second too long.

The intercom buzzed again. Four times now. Rhythmic, regular, mechanical.

V. let the blind drop with a sharp, robotic movement.

He turned around. His face had changed in a way that was difficult to name — the same features, the same jaw, the same grey eyes, but something inside had been rearranged, like the parts of a mechanism switching from one mode to another. He unbuttoned his jacket with two precise, unhurried movements, and Lya saw — for half a second before he replaced the flap of fabric — a brown leather holster under his left arm. Fitted, worn at the stitching, clearly full of history.

She went still.

— Step back into the hallway, he said.

His voice hadn't changed in volume. That was worse than if he had shouted.

— What's—

— Hallway. Now. Stay out of sight of the window and the front door.
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She moved back at once.

Her bare feet found the hallway without her noticing, her back found the wall between the bathroom and her mother's bedroom, and she pressed herself against it, shoulder blades flat against the cold plaster, arms at her sides. She could hear her own breathing. She rarely heard it.

In the sitting room, V. was moving.

She couldn't see him from the hallway but she could hear him — footsteps that produced almost nothing, just the minimum pressure on the floorboards, the kind of movement that doesn't learn to be silent because someone told it to, but because it has been natural for a long time. She heard the quiet slide of a drawer. A metallic click, furtive. Then silence.

The intercom had stopped buzzing.

That silence was more unsettling than the noise.
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Under the sofa, the old ginger tom had retreated deeper into the darkness. Lya was so focused she could hear him breathing — short, held breaths somewhere in the black underneath — the animal had understood before she did that something had just changed in the air of the apartment, that imperceptible shift in atmospheric pressure that precedes storms or domestic catastrophes.

V. appeared in the hallway doorway.

He had removed his gloves. He held them in his left hand, rolled together, and slipped them into the outer pocket of his jacket with the casualness of someone pocketing a pen after signing something. His right hand was free. It hung at his side with a studied ease.

— How many do you usually bring, for a removal? said Lya.

— Four. Plus the funeral director.

— So five in total. You're counting.

— I always count.

He positioned himself against the opposite wall of the hallway, two metres from her, watching the angle that gave onto the sitting room and the front door.

— Do you have a charged phone? he said, without looking at her.

— No.

— Your mother's?

— On the desk in the bedroom, I think—

— I'll get it. Don't move.

He disappeared into the bedroom for three seconds. Three seconds exactly — Lya counted against her will. He came back with her mother's smartphone in its dark case. An object so familiar that Lya felt a pang seeing it in the hands of this stranger.

He placed it in her hand.

— If this goes wrong, you take the bathroom window, he said. It opens onto the inner courtyard. Two-metre drop from the sill. Doable.

— I'm barefoot.

He looked at her. Something crossed his face — not impatience, not disbelief. Something that, in other circumstances, might have become humour.

— Doable all the same, he said.
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The building's front door made an indefinable sound below.

Not the intercom. The sound of the door itself — the lock mechanism forced, the metal of the bolt yielding cleanly, without a crash, the way a lock yields when you know how to open it because you have the right tool. Lya knew it for what it was. She couldn't have described it before tonight. She recognised it all the same.

Footsteps in the stairwell. Several. Steady, ascending, making no attempt at silence because they hadn't planned to need it.

V. turned to her one last time.

— Whatever happens, he said, you don't leave this hallway until I tell you to. Not a word. Not a sound. Just you and the wall. Understood?

She nodded.

— Say it.

— Understood, she said.

He turned back toward the sitting-room window. He parted the blind with one finger, looked down at the street. Motionless. Fifteen seconds exactly.

— Four, he said to himself.

He let the blind drop and turned back toward the hallway.

The footsteps in the stairwell stopped in front of the apartment door.
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Three knocks. Short. Not V.'s three knocks from earlier — these were closer together, less spaced, with a cadence that resembled a formality more than a request.

Silence.

Two more.

— Funeral home, said a voice behind the door. For the Voss transfer.

Low, neutral. Almost identical to V.'s voice. Almost.

Lya pressed her shoulder blades harder against the cold plaster. In her hand, her mother's smartphone was warm from being held. She looked down at it. The locked screen read 7:42 p.m. and seventy percent battery. Her mother had charged it recently. Her mother always charged devices to full — a deep-seated habit, a dead phone is an emergency you can't manage, how many times had Lya heard her say that.

She pressed her lips together.

In the sitting room, V. didn't answer the door. She could hear his breathing — slow, regular, deep, the rhythm of someone doing the exact opposite of what his body wanted to do, deliberately slowing his internal chemistry at the precise moment when everything in him should have been speeding up.

The door handle moved.

She heard the apartment lock being worked from outside — longer this time, more careful, someone with the right equipment and enough experience not to rush.

The cat, in the darkness under the sofa, made a sound — very short, very low. An almost inaudible whimper, like a musical note smothered before it finishes.
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The door opened.

What happened next, Lya did not see. She heard.

A sudden movement — something heavy moving fast in a confined space. The dull sound of an impact against a doorframe or a wall, difficult to distinguish. A male voice that started a sentence and didn't finish it. A second impact, lower this time, followed by a crack — wood or joint, impossible to tell. A third sound she didn't immediately recognise, something between a scrape and an exhale, like a heavy bag dropped onto a wooden floor.

Then silence.

Then V.'s voice, very calm, addressing someone she couldn't see:

— Anyone else in the stairwell?

A voice she didn't know, taut, clipped:

— No.

— Wrong answer.

A sound. Brief.

Then nothing.
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The hallway was silent.

Lya was counting her own breaths to stop herself from thinking. Both hands clenched around her mother's phone, she pressed it against her grey turtleneck, feeling the plastic slip against her damp palms. Eyes lost on the hallway ceiling, she found no crack there, no river of plaster to follow with her gaze. Just a white square, smooth and perfectly useless.

Footsteps in the sitting room. His — V.'s — recognisable now by their muffled, characteristic sound.

He appeared in the hallway doorway.

He had a cut above his left brow, thin and red, bleeding little. He didn't seem to know, or didn't seem to find it urgent. He looked at Lya with his recalibrated grey eyes, checked with one glance that she was in one piece, and said:

— We need to go.

His jacket unbuttoned, his gloves gone, he held in his right hand — between two fingers, with the casualness of someone swinging their car keys — something she preferred not to look at too closely.

— Go, Lya repeated.

— The blue notebook in the bedroom. Take it. Nothing else.

— My mother is in that coffin.

He stopped, one second exactly. He looked at her with something that had nothing of coldness in it — something more precise, harder to contain, but that he had carried long enough to know how to hold.

— I know, he said.

Two words. Placed like the first two, with the same care on the same fragile surface.

— We come back for her. It's not possible right now.

Lya peeled herself slowly away from the wall behind her. Her bare feet began to move across the floorboards. She crossed the hallway, entered her mother's bedroom, took the blue notebook from the bedside table — it was heavier than it looked, the pages dense, the elastic band stretched taut over swollen edges — and held it against herself the way she held the phone, both hands on it, against the grey sweater. She wasn't asking herself questions.

She came back into the hallway.

V. watched her approach with a look that was no longer appraising, that had already taken note of everything and moved on.

Under the sitting-room sofa, the ginger tom let out a cry.

Lya stopped.

— The cat, she said.

V. opened his mouth.

— Don't, she said.

She crossed to the sofa, dropped to her knees, slid both hands into the darkness beneath it. She felt the warm, bristled fur, the animal's tensed body, the way he stiffened before recognising her hands and allowed himself to be pulled out with a resigned cry. She pinned him against her shoulder, the notebook still tucked under her other arm.

She stood up and met V.'s gaze.

He was watching her with that thing in his eyes she was beginning to recognise. It wasn't impatience. It wasn't admiration. It was something simpler and harder to name — the way you look at someone who has just made an absurd decision in an impossible situation and is right anyway.

He turned toward the open front door.

— We go out through the basement, he said. Do you know the way?

— My mother kept the key in the ceramic bowl by the door.

He took the key from the bowl without looking.

— Good, he said.

He scooped up a black sports bag — slim, compact — that he had tucked behind the front door when he arrived. And he went first into the building corridor, under the cold light of the timed stairwell lamp, bag slung over his shoulder, without a glance at what he was leaving behind in the sitting room — with the mechanical indifference of those who learned long ago not to look back.

Lya took one last second.

She looked at the apartment door, wide open. The sitting room with the cups, the crumpled envelope, the shoes under the table. The hallway at the back, and beyond it, the bedroom — a book face down, the cup with its dried ring, the burgundy sweater on the chair.

She left.

She didn't slam the door. She left it open, the way her mother had left the bedroom door open when she went out for bread.
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Chapter 2 — In the Back of the Hearse
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The basement smelled of damp concrete and rust.

Lya came down the spiral staircase behind V., bare feet on cold steps, the ginger tom pinned against her right shoulder, the blue notebook under her left arm. She had slipped her mother's phone into the pocket of the grey sweater — she could feel its weight against her thigh with each step, the warmth of the plastic at seventy per cent charge, that small, concrete, charged thing belonging to someone who was no longer there to charge it.

V. came down without a torch. He knew the number of steps or he guessed them — either way, his feet never searched for the next edge. They found it.

At the bottom, a metal door. He used the key from the ceramic bowl. It turned without resistance, as if someone had oiled it recently, which was impossible and yet. The door opened onto a low, long concrete corridor, lit at irregular intervals by orange emergency bulbs. The kind of lighting that turns faces into something else.

— There's a courtyard exit at the far end, said V. Then a passage to the underground car park of the next building through the grille on the right. The car park opens onto the perpendicular street.

— You studied the building plans.

— I always study the plans.

— Before coming early?

— Yes.

She had no shoes. He said nothing about it. Neither did she.

***
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They crossed the concrete corridor at pace. The cat had stopped struggling — he had gone rigid against Lya's shoulder with the catastrophist resignation of animals who have understood that the situation is beyond their control and are waiting for it to resolve itself without them. She could feel his short breath against her neck. Regular. Warm. The only warm thing in forty yards of concrete.

V. stopped at the car park grille. He examined it for a second, fingers on the padlock, then opened it with a tool drawn from his inside pocket — not the bowl key, something thinner, more purpose-made. Two seconds. The padlock gave.

— You do this often, said Lya.

— Enough.

— Should that be reassuring or unsettling?

He looked at her over his shoulder. The orange light of the corridor carved the left side of his face, darkening the cut above his brow. As she had sensed, his grey eyes had become something else entirely. And yet what she read in them had nothing threatening about it: absolute concentration. The look of a man whose entire attention was fixed on a single problem. And that problem was her.

— Both, he murmured.

He pushed the grille open.

***
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The neighbouring building's underground car park was deserted at this hour. Two rows of cars, an exit ramp at the far end, and humming strip lights. The kind of place you pass through without registering.

V. swept the space with a fast, systematic look: left, far end, right, ramp, then left again. Lya noticed he moved only his eyes, keeping his head perfectly still. He was already moving
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