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​Chapter One — Six Languages and a Single Cot
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The safe house smelled of old paper and turpentine, which Émile had come to associate with the particular quality of safety that was not quite safety but would have to do.

He moved through the room above the bookshop the way he moved through every room he had occupied in the last two years — taking stock without appearing to, checking the window latch, noting the angle of the street lamp through the glass, the gap between the curtain and the sill. The habits were so old they did not feel like habits anymore. They felt like the way a room was supposed to be entered.

"The Germans changed the patrol schedule again," Margitte said from the doorway. She was holding a lamp in one hand and an opinion about the Germans in every line of her face, though she rarely expressed it aloud. After thirty years of the bookshop and two of the safe house, she had developed a comprehensive economy with language.

"When?"

"Tuesday. Eleven becomes nine. Nine becomes seven."

"He'll come at dusk. We'll have an hour before the early patrol." Émile folded the edge of the map along the creased line and slid it under the loose board beneath the cot. "He knows the approach."

Margitte set the lamp on the table and regarded the room with the expression of someone who has already catalogued its deficiencies and made peace with them. The second bedroom was indeed a storage room — he had said this in his message, briefly, without apology, because apology invited questions about alternatives, and there were none. The cot along the north wall had a blanket and a pillow. The table had a lamp and a candle stub. The shelf above the washbasin had a copy of Gide's journals that no one was going to read and a bar of soap that was nearly done.

"He's been in transit for three weeks," Margitte said. "He'll want a bath before he wants anything else."

"I'll heat water."

"I already heated water." She picked up the lamp again. "Émile."

He looked up.

"Try not to manage him to death."

She went downstairs. He listened to her footsteps on the stairs and thought: I do not manage people. Then he thought: that is exactly what someone who manages people would think. Then he stopped thinking about it and went to check the window again.

The second shelf of the bookcase along the east wall held the books he had accumulated in two years of using this room as a staging point between movements — a Proust he had read in sections during three separate stays, a battered Flaubert, a Camus he kept meaning to re-read and kept putting off. L'Étranger. He touched the spine once, absently, the way you touch something familiar when you are thinking about something else, and then went to the window.

The street below was ordinary in the specific way that occupied streets had learned to be ordinary. Two women with shopping. A man on a bicycle. A German officer standing outside the tobacco shop on the corner with the bored authority of someone who has been given a post he considers beneath him. Émile watched the officer for a moment, catalogued his posture, his sightlines, and looked away.

At dusk, there was a knock at the bookshop door — two and then one, the pattern they'd agreed — and Émile heard Margitte's footsteps and then voices, low and brief, and then the footsteps on the stairs.

The man who appeared in the doorway was taller than the operational profile had suggested. Not dramatically — perhaps an inch or two, the kind of discrepancy that happened when someone filled out a description at a border crossing under duress. Blond, going unkempt, the regulation hair length that had been allowed to grow past what regulation would have allowed. Pale, broad through the shoulders in the way of someone built larger than their life had recently permitted. Grey eyes that moved through the room — exits, sight lines, weight-bearing walls — with the practiced efficiency of someone who had been doing this long enough that it wasn't a decision anymore.

He carried almost nothing. A bag that weighed, by the look of it, perhaps five kilograms. A coat that had been good quality once. He held his hat in his left hand.

He looked at the room, looked at the cot, looked at Émile.

Émile said, in French: "You made good time."

The man said, in French that was excellent and slightly textbook, the French of someone who had learned it from books before they learned it from people: "The second checkpoint had a new man. He was slower."

"Did he flag you?"

"No. He was slow because he was being careful about a woman in front of me. I waited."

Émile processed this, found it satisfactory, and extended his hand. "Émile."

"I know." A pause. "Aleksander." He took the hand, brief and firm, and let it go.

There was a quality to his stillness that Émile noticed immediately and then spent the next ten minutes trying not to think about. Not the performed stillness of someone suppressing a reaction — the genuine article, the stillness of a man who had been so long in the habit of not drawing attention that he had stopped drawing it even from himself. He stood in the center of the room without filling it, without avoiding it, without any of the hundred small signals of discomfort or relief or performed ease that Émile had learned to read in everyone who came through safe house doors.

He just stood there, looking at the room, as though he had been told it would be adequate and found the report accurate.

"The cot," Émile said, and then stopped, because he had prepared the sentence — the situation is practical, we have a blanket each, the shelf is yours — and found it unnecessary. The man had already looked at the cot. He was not performing discomfort about it.

Aleksander looked at the cot. Looked at Émile. Said: "Alright."

Émile found this, without being able to explain why, slightly destabilizing.

He recovered. He was good at recovering. He showed Aleksander the window latch and the loose board and the arrangement with the lamp — two knocks if Margitte needed them to be quiet, three if they needed to move. He explained the patrol schedule. He showed him the map of the relevant streets. Aleksander looked at the map with a focused, even attention, not nodding along but genuinely reading it, and once — only once — pointed to a street near the Saône and said, "This bridge. Is it still open at night?"

"Until ten."

"Good." He filed this and said nothing else.

Margitte came up with a bowl of something that was mostly potato and a piece of bread, set it on the table, and said to Aleksander: "Bath is downstairs when you want it. The water is warm for another hour."

Aleksander said: "Thank you." The way he said it was not performative. It was the way you said thank you to something you had actually needed.

Margitte looked at Émile with the expression of someone who had decided to reserve judgment and had not quite managed it. Then she went back downstairs.

They ate. The operation had given Émile very good habits around silence in shared spaces — comfortable enough not to fill it compulsively, careful enough not to let it become something that required interpretation. This silence, he noticed, required no effort at all to maintain. Aleksander ate without haste and without comment and occasionally looked out the window with the disinterested attention of a man checking the weather rather than the street, though Émile understood he was checking the street.

After, Aleksander went downstairs for the bath. Émile spread the map again and made notes in the margin in a hand too small to read at distance — the route for the first dead drop, the timing, the contingency. He heard water below. He heard nothing else.

When Aleksander came back upstairs, his hair was damp and his coat was folded over his arm and he looked, Émile thought, approximately like a person. The running had not left him. But there was something that had loosened very slightly, like a knot given a millimeter of slack.

He said: "The maps are operational as of when?"

"Three days ago. The checkpoint information is current as of yesterday."

Aleksander nodded. He sat on the cot — on the side nearest the wall — and looked at the map Émile had left on the table, though he didn't touch it. "How long do you think we have before the papers are ready?"

"Four to six weeks. Père Ancel is processing from the Swiss side. The route requires specific timing."

Another nod. He said nothing more. After a moment he lay back on the cot, still dressed, and put his arm over his eyes.

Émile blew out the lamp on the table and took the candle to the washbasin. He cleaned up in the dark, or nearly — enough candle to navigate, not enough to be visible from the street. Behind him, the sounds of Aleksander's breathing slowed and steadied and became the deep even rhythm of someone who had learned to sleep anywhere, under any conditions, and was doing so now with a thoroughness that suggested he had not slept well in some time and was not going to waste the opportunity.

Émile lay down on the cot beside him, on the side nearest the room. The cot was adequate. This was an accurate description. They were not touching, but the space between them was the space between two people who are sharing one cot and have both decided to be reasonable about it, which is not very much space.

He stared at the ceiling.

He was not, in the usual way of things, someone who lay awake. He was practiced at a kind of deliberate rest — lying still, breathing slowly, letting the operational inventory run its quiet course and settle. He was good at it. He had developed it over the course of two years in which the alternative was to lie awake cataloguing what he had declined to feel about the things he had seen.

He lay still and breathed slowly and constructed sentences in French, which was too familiar to be interesting, and then in German, which he used operationally and found himself avoiding now for reasons he didn't examine, and then in English, and then in Arabic, which his mother had taught him in pieces, the way you teach a child something you are afraid they won't need long enough to use.

He went through six languages and found all of them insufficient.

In none of them could he account for why he had found the man's stillness destabilizing.

In none of them could he account for the quality of the silence in the room, which was not an absence of sound so much as a presence of something that had come in with Aleksander and sat down without asking and showed no signs of leaving.

He turned this over. Set it aside. Turned it over again.

Beside him, Aleksander slept with the ease of someone who had solved the problem of where he was by simply ceasing to be a person who needed the problem solved.

Émile looked at the ceiling for a long time. Then he looked at the shelf along the east wall, though it was too dark to see the books, and thought about the orange spine of the Camus he'd touched on his way to the window.

He thought: it is the first night. This is the particular strangeness of the first night in any shared space. It will be ordinary by morning.

He thought this carefully and at length and almost believed it.

Outside, the streets of Lyon were quiet in the way they had learned to be quiet since 1940 — not peaceful, but practiced. The patrol went past at eleven o'clock, the footsteps regular and uninterested. The lamp in the street made a pale square on the ceiling that moved as the clouds moved and then was still.

Émile was still awake when the square faded.

He was still constructing sentences.

He did not, in any of his six languages, find the word for the specific quality of Aleksander Voss's stillness, or why it had sat down in the room without asking and shown no signs of leaving.

He would not find it for another three weeks.

He would write it down before he found it, which is the way these things sometimes go.
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​Chapter Two — The Cartography of Caution
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The first thing Aleksander did in any new space was find all the ways out of it.

This was not paranoia. Paranoia was a failure of system — an emotion that had outrun its evidence. What Aleksander practiced was something more like accounting: a careful inventory of contingency, conducted once and filed, so that the body knew what to do before the mind had finished deciding. He had been doing it for three years. He did it now.

The room above the bookshop had two exits: the door to the stairs, and the window. The window opened to a ledge above the shop entrance, from which a man of average agility could drop to the street — six feet, perhaps eight, survivable without injury if you landed correctly. The door locked from the inside. The stairs had a landing that turned twice before reaching the bookshop floor, which would give a person descending a sight line disadvantage relative to a person ascending. These were the facts of the room. He put them away and stopped thinking about them.

The second thing he did was take stock of Émile Renard.

This was also not a romantic impulse. This was also accounting. You learned the person you were housed with the same way you learned the room — exits, vulnerabilities, the specific texture of their silences — because the person you were housed with was the variable you controlled least and the one most likely to cause a problem if you miscalculated.

The problem with accounting
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