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For the families separated by silence

who find their way back to each other.

For the ones who kept asking.

And for the ones who were being asked about.

For Thomas Whitfield, who was right in 1941.

Cast of Characters

Returning

Nolana — 27. The woman who built herself from nothing — and is about to discover what nothing really meant. The war made her. The peace tested her. The truth will define her.

Alaric — 30. Beside her through every country and every reckoning. London calls him now — alone, for the first time.

Lyra — 28. War crimes investigator. A thread she finds in January that she carries until Nolana returns from Greece. A civilian lawyer she has stopped pretending she does not care about.

Mireille — 26. In Lyon with Thomas Hauer. Quietly, from a distance, she finds the piece that makes everything complete.

Ava — 29. The restitution thread leads to Cairo. She follows it. She always follows the thread.

Stefan — 27. In Lisbon. Sending letters every week. The handwriting is almost what it was.

New

Josef Novak — 69. Nolana's father. Former mathematician, former intelligence operative. He has been on a stone bench in Nafplio every morning for nine years making coffee and watching the bay and thinking about his daughter.

Katrin Novak — 65. Nolana's mother. The woman Nolana has been becoming without knowing it. She tracked Nolana from a distance for seventeen years with everything that was allowed her. She has things to say that Josef has been protecting Nolana from hearing.

Alexandros Petridis — 58. The man who saved Josef and Katrin in 1938. Not out of mercy. Out of calculation. He has been calculating ever since. He chose Delphi for the final meeting because he believed the ground mattered. He was wrong about what the ground gives.

Farid Mansour — 63. Owner of the Mansour Gallery, Zamalek, Cairo. He has documentation he has been waiting for someone to come and ask for.

Margaret Ashworth — 38. Pimlico, London. She has been carrying a file for a year. It belonged to Thomas Whitfield. She kept it because Thomas was right.

Daniel Hartmann — 35. Civilian lawyer, war crimes committee. British zone. He came to Vienna to document what was done. He stayed for Lyra, which is not something he planned, which is the kind of thing that cannot be planned.

A Note on History

This novel is a work of fiction built on historical ground.

Greece in 1947 was in the grip of a civil war between government forces and communist partisans — a war that had begun almost immediately after liberation in 1944 and would continue until 1949. Athens was relatively stable; the countryside, particularly the north and west, was actively contested. The political atmosphere in Athens in early 1947 was one of profound suspicion and carefully managed allegiance.

Nafplio is a real city in the Peloponnese — the first capital of modern Greece, a small coastal town of extraordinary beauty dominated by the Palamidi fortress, which was built by the Venetians in the early eighteenth century. The Tuesday market described in this novel is fictitious, but markets of that character were — and remain — real features of Nafplio's life.

Delphi was the site of the famous Oracle of Apollo, consulted by kings, generals, and ordinary people for approximately a thousand years of antiquity. The Basilica Cistern in Istanbul, the Tiergarten black market in Berlin, the Grand Bazaar in Istanbul, the Naschmarkt in Vienna — all are real places, used fictitiously.

Cairo in 1947 was a cosmopolitan city under British influence, a significant hub for the international art market and for post-war intelligence operations. The Zamalek district on the island of Gezira in the Nile was — and remains — a district of galleries, embassies, and professional residences.

The art restitution effort described in this novel — the tracing and recovery of artworks looted during the Nazi period — is based on a real and ongoing effort that has been proceeding since 1945 and continues to this day. The Dutch painting that comes home in this trilogy represents thousands of real works whose recovery is still in progress.

The characters in this novel are entirely fictional. The world they inhabit is not.

— Sirk Mis

The Oracle Speaks Last

A Preface

The Shadow Queen Nolana trilogy ends here.

It began in the Naschmarkt in Vienna in June 1945, with a woman walking through a celebrating city and feeling the wrongness beneath the surface. It moved through six countries and two years of pursuit, through the specific dangerous beauty of Istanbul at midnight, through the reckoning of Zurich's clean streets and Berlin's broken ones, through the complicated peace of a safehouse kitchen and the particular courage of two people choosing each other in conditions that did not make choosing easy.

And then it came here. To Greece. To a white house above a harbour in the Peloponnese, where two people had been alive for seventeen years in a silence that cost them everything and protected them and was, in the end, the thing that needed to be broken.

Blood and Silence is about the specific courage required by what comes after. Not the courage of fighting — the courage of return. The courage of sitting at a kitchen table with the people who were supposed to be dead and having the conversation that seventeen years of silence had made necessary. The courage of saying the things that are true even when the true things are complicated. The courage of a family deciding, together, that the silence is over.

This book is harder than the ones before it. Not in terms of action — there is less of that here. Harder in the sense that the enemies in this book are not wearing uniforms. They are the decisions people made under impossible circumstances, and the seventeen years of consequence those decisions produced, and the specific quality of love that has been expressed from a distance for so long that the receiving of it up close requires a kind of courage that fighting never did.

Nolana goes to Greece. She finds her parents. She builds the case. She stands in the ruins of Delphi where the ancient world brought its most difficult truths and she brings the truth of seventeen years to the same stones.

And then she goes home. To Vienna. To the market. To the Thursday morning.

The series ends in the morning. Not in the significant moment — in the ordinary moment after it. Because that is where the most important things live: in the ordinary morning that comes after the very large thing, carrying everything the very large thing produced, in the specific hands of a woman who has done the work and is ready for what comes next.

This is for all of you who kept reading.

— Author

CONTENTS

Part One The Map and the Letter

Chapter 1 ONE YEAR ON

Chapter 2 WHAT EMIL SENT

Chapter 3 THE PLAN

Chapter 4 ALARIC'S QUESTION

Chapter 5 LYRA'S DISCOVERY

Chapter 6 DEPARTURE

Chapter 7 ATHENS ARRIVAL

Chapter 8 THE WATCHER IN ATHENS

Part Two The House by the Sea

Chapter 9 NAFPLIO

Chapter 10 THE HOUSE

Chapter 11  THE DOOR OPENS

Chapter 12 THE REUNION

Chapter 13 WHAT JOSEF KNOWS

Chapter 14 KATRIN'S VERSION

Chapter 15 ALARIC MEETS JOSEF

Chapter 16 THE NAME THEY WON'T SAY

Part Three What Was Kept

Chapter 17 ALARIC GOES TO LONDON

Chapter 18 THE FULL TRUTH

Chapter 19 THE PRICE

Chapter 20 WHAT NOLANA FEELS

Chapter 21 LONDON — THE ARCHIVE

Chapter 22 LYRA'S CONFLICT

Chapter 23 PETRIDIS MAKES CONTACT

Chapter 24 THE NEGOTIATION

Chapter 25 NOLANA REFUSES

Chapter 26 VIKTOR RETURNS

Part Four Blood Speaks First

Chapter 27 VIKTOR AND JOSEF

Chapter 28 WHAT VIKTOR TOLD JOSEF

Chapter 29 AVA'S THREAD — AND CAIRO

Chapter 30 THE FULL ARCHITECTURE

Chapter 31 LONDON — ALARIC FINDS IT

Chapter 32 LYRA'S LINE

Chapter 33 PETRIDIS MOVES

Chapter 34 THE FAMILY DECISION

Chapter 35 MIREILLE'S GIFT

Part Five The Oracle at Delphi

Chapter 36 DELPHI

Chapter 37 THE ANCIENT STONES

Chapter 38 VIKTOR'S LAST WORD

Chapter 39 PETRIDIS FALLS

Chapter 40 THE SILENCE BREAKS

Chapter 41 HOME

Chapter 42 BLOOD AND SILENCE  —  THE LAST PAGE

Epilogue

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Part One
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Vienna, Austria

January – February 1947
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Chapter 1
ONE YEAR ON
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Vienna, January 1947

The Naschmarkt was open again.

Not as it had been before the war — nothing was as it had been before the war, and the specific quality of the Naschmarkt's pre-war self existed now only in the particular memories of the people who were old enough to carry it, and those people carried it carefully, the way you carry something irreplaceable that you are aware could be damaged by too much handling. But it was open. The stalls were present. The vendors were selling what they had, which was not everything they had once sold but was something, and something was the thing that separated the Naschmarkt of January 1947 from the Naschmarkt of January 1945 in a way that mattered.

Nolana walked through it on a Tuesday morning and did not buy anything.

She walked through it because it was on the route between the seventh-district apartment and the Allied transition unit's offices on the Stubenring, and because the specific quality of the market in winter — the steam from the food stalls, the cold air, the sounds of commerce recovering from what commerce had been through — helped her think. She had always thought better in motion. She had always needed something physical to organize the thinking around.

She was thinking about Greece.

The map on the kitchen table in the seventh-district apartment had been there for three weeks. The Peloponnese, carefully unfolded, with the specific region circled in pencil — not by her, by Alaric, who had done it on the evening she received Emil's second communication and who had done it with the specific unhurried precision he brought to everything, as though circling the location on a map were itself a meaningful act, which in some sense it was. It made the thing real. It made the Peloponnese — which had been, for the preceding year, a concept she was building toward — a place with coordinates on a specific piece of paper in a specific kitchen in a specific city.

Two people matching their descriptions have been resident in the Nafplio district since at least 1939, Emil had written. The letter was dated November 1946 and had taken six weeks to reach her through the channels Emil used, which were secure and slow and prioritised the former quality over the latter. The house is white, above the harbour. There is a garden with an olive tree and a lemon tree that has not been pruned in several years. They are not hiding in the sense of people who believe they are being pursued. They are quiet in the sense of people who have decided that quiet is the shape their life must take.

She had read this three times and then put the letter down on the kitchen table and stood in the kitchen for approximately four minutes without moving, which Alaric had noted from the doorway and had chosen, with the specific judgment he applied to knowing when not to speak, not to interrupt.

Then she had said: "We go in the spring."

He had said: "Yes."

And that had been the decision, made in the particular way their significant decisions tended to be made — not through extended discussion or formal planning but through the specific shorthand of two people who had been through enough together that certain things could be stated simply and would be understood completely.

The spring was three months away.

She was not, she discovered walking through the Naschmarkt in January, finding the three months entirely manageable.

* * *
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THE TEAM MEETING HAPPENED that evening in the seventh-district kitchen, which had become the room where consequential conversations happened by the simple process of being the room where consequential conversations had happened repeatedly until it held that association in its walls.

Lyra came from the third district. Ava came from the transition unit. Mireille joined by telephone from Lyon, which was still a somewhat awkward medium for team meetings but which had the significant advantage of keeping Mireille connected to the work she had chosen to stay in France for.

They sat — or in Mireille's case, were placed on the counter in the form of a telephone handset propped against the fruit bowl — around the kitchen table, and Nolana told them what Emil had sent.

The specific quality of the room after she finished was the particular silence of people receiving information they had been waiting for long enough that the receiving of it required a moment of adjustment. Not surprise — they had all known this moment was coming, had been building toward it through a year of patient work. But arrival. The specific quality of something arriving that you have been moving toward for long enough that you had begun to wonder if movement was simply what it was going to be.

"Nafplio," Lyra said, finally.

"Nafplio," Nolana confirmed.

"The spring," Lyra said.

"Yes."

A pause. "I can't go," Lyra said.

The room looked at her.

"I'm on the edge of something in the Petridis investigation," she said. "The war crimes documentation thread. It's been building for four months and it's going to break open in the next eight to ten weeks. I cannot walk away from it now." She paused. "I want to be very clear that I understand what I am saying. I know what this trip is. I know what it means for you. I am not making this choice lightly."

Nolana looked at Lyra. "I know," she said.

"I'll be there for everything after," Lyra said. "The moment the thread breaks. Whatever comes after Nafplio."

"I know," Nolana said again.

There was a quality to the way Lyra had said this — a precision about the Petridis thread, a specificity about the timing — that Nolana filed in the part of her mind that kept track of things she did not yet have enough information to fully assess. Something in the way Lyra spoke about the investigation held a specific weight that went beyond professional commitment. Something she was not saying.

Nolana filed it and covered the filing with the next item.

"Alaric comes," she said. "Ava comes. We travel to Athens by way of Trieste and the Adriatic crossing — it takes longer but it leaves a cleaner route record than direct air, and I want to arrive in Greece as privately as possible." She paused. "Mireille, anything from Lyon that we should know before we go?"

From the telephone propped against the fruit bowl: "I've been following a supply chain thread from Thomas's hospital records that connects to the wider Petridis documentation. I should have something concrete for you within six weeks." A pause. "Also — Nolana. When you find them." A pause, longer. "Tell them that someone who never met them is glad they are alive."

The kitchen was quiet for a moment.

"I'll tell them," Nolana said.

* * *
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* * *
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THE TRANSITION UNIT occupied three rooms on the second floor of the Stubenring building that had served as Allied intelligence archive in 1945 and had, since the beginning of 1946, served as the administrative home of the effort to build the record of what had been done and to whom during the preceding seven years.

Nolana sat at her desk on the Tuesday morning she found Emil's communication and looked at the file in front of her — a restitution case, fourth district family, three paintings taken in 1938 — and thought about the Peloponnese.

This was the specific quality of the last three months. She could be in the middle of something entirely real and necessary — the restitution work was real and necessary and she believed in it with the same quality of belief she brought to everything she decided to give her attention to — and find that the Peloponnese was there. Not loudly. Not disruptively. Simply present. The way that very important things were present even when you were occupied with other things, which was quietly and consistently and without requiring acknowledgment.

She finished the case file. She wrote the referral letter in the precise language the committee required. She addressed the envelope. She set it in the outgoing tray.

Then she sat for a moment and thought about Greece.

Emil's letter was in her coat pocket. She had read it three times since finding it at the drop point. She did not need to read it again — she had it completely in her memory, which was the way she held things that mattered, in the specific photographic quality she had developed for exactly the material she could not afford to lose. But she was aware of the letter in her pocket. The specific weight of it. The particular quality of paper that holds something significant.

They have been asking about you.

She had spent seventeen years not being asked about. Or rather — she had spent seventeen years not knowing she was being asked about. She had carried the story of parents who were dead and powerless and who had left nothing behind them of consequence, and the story had been the foundation of something she had built on top of it, and the building was real and was hers regardless of the foundation. She had understood this since Prague in the autumn of 1945.

But the asking.

The specific fact that her parents had been alive in a white house above a harbour in southern Greece and had been asking about her — from a distance, through what Petridis allowed, with the patience of people who had no other option — that was something she was still learning to hold correctly.

She was getting better at it.

She picked up the next case file. She read it with the complete attention she gave everything she read. The work continued, as the work always continued, alongside everything else.

* * *
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THE EVENING OF THE team meeting Alaric made dinner. This was a development of the last year — the specific domestic ordinary of the seventh-district apartment, which had shifted from a safehouse with a kitchen into something that was simply a home, with the gradual accumulation of particulars that home required: the good coffee source Mireille had found, the specific brand of olive oil Ava had brought from a transitioning contact, the bread from the third stall on the left in the Naschmarkt, the herbs in the window box that Alaric had started in March and that Nolana had considered impractical and then stopped considering impractical when she discovered how much better the food was with them.

He made the dinner with the attentiveness he brought to things he had decided to be good at, which was the specific quality of learning that came from deciding something mattered rather than from natural aptitude, and the dinner was good in the way that things are good when someone has cared about the making of them.

Lyra arrived first. She came through the door with the quality of someone who had been thinking about something for the entire walk and was still thinking about it now — the specific distracted efficiency of Lyra's internal processing, which had been identifiable since 1942 and which had always resolved, when she reached its end, into something that mattered.

She sat at the kitchen table and said immediately: "What's the plan for Greece?"

"Spring," Nolana said. "I'll tell you what I know when Ava arrives."

"Ava will be twelve minutes," Lyra said. "She sent a message from the second district saying twelve minutes."

"Then we have twelve minutes," Nolana said.

Lyra picked up a piece of bread from the board Alaric had put on the table and said: "Are you alright?"

The question had the specific directness that was Lyra's mode when she had decided a direct question was required. Not gentle, not hedged — simply the question, aimed precisely.

"I am," Nolana said. "Managing a number of things simultaneously."

"You always are," Lyra said. "This is different."

"Yes," Nolana said. "It is."

Lyra was quiet for a moment. She looked at the bread in her hand. "I have been thinking," she said, "about what it means to find someone you thought was dead. Not in the abstract — specifically. What it requires of the person who finds them." She paused. "I think it requires more than finding them. I think it requires rebuilding the entire understanding of who you are in a world where they are alive rather than dead. Which is—" She stopped. "Which is a significant amount of work. On top of everything else."

Nolana looked at Lyra.

"I know," Lyra said. "I am not saying this in order for you to agree with me. I'm saying it because I want you to know I understand it. What this trip is."

"I know," Nolana said.

"Good," Lyra said. She ate the bread. "Twelve minutes," she said. "Nearly done."

Ava arrived in eleven. The meeting happened. The plan was made. The dinner was eaten.

At the end of the evening, when Lyra and Ava had left and the apartment was quiet and the dishes were washed with the specific companionable efficiency of two people who had been doing dishes together long enough to have a system, Alaric said: "How are you really?"

She dried her hands. She looked at the kitchen — the kitchen where the most consequential conversations of the last two years had happened, which had the specific quality now of a room that held its history without being defined by it.

"I am afraid," she said. "In a specific and manageable way. The fear is not about what I will find. I know what I will find — the photographs are recent, Emil's intelligence is reliable. They are alive and they are in Nafplio." She paused. "The fear is about the space between finding them and knowing what to do with the finding. About the conversation that follows the arrival. About what I am supposed to be to them after seventeen years and what they are supposed to be to me."

"You are supposed to be their daughter," he said.

"I know," she said. "But I haven't been their daughter in the way that word means anything for seventeen years. I have been a woman who believed she had no parents. Who built herself on that belief." She paused. "I am going to have to rebuild the story I tell about myself. Not the core of it — the courage and the work are mine, you told me that in Prague and I believe it. But the story. The context." She paused. "I don't know who I am when my parents are alive."

He was quiet for a moment.

"You are exactly who you are now," he said. "With more context." He picked up the dish towel. "The context doesn't change you. It completes the picture." He looked at her. "You have always been someone who came from somewhere specific. You just didn't know where. Now you will know." He paused. "I think you will find that knowing is better than not knowing. Even if the knowing is complicated."

She looked at him. At the specific steady quality of him — the patience that was not passivity but something more active than patience, the specific quality of someone who had decided to understand something and had done the work of understanding.

"Yes," she said. "I think so too."

She picked up the towel and finished the dishes. The kitchen was warm. Outside, Vienna continued its January. The print shop below was dark and quiet.

"Spring," she said.

"Spring," he confirmed.

She put away the last dish. She turned off the light. She went to bed. She slept, not easily — she rarely slept easily — but sufficiently, with the specific quality of sleep that came when you had managed everything that needed managing for one day and had given the rest of it to tomorrow where it belonged.

* * *
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Chapter 2
WHAT EMIL SENT
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Vienna, January 1947

The second communication arrived twelve days after the team meeting.

She found it in the drop point she had maintained with Emil since Prague — a physical location, a specific loose brick in a specific wall in the fourth district, checked every Tuesday regardless of whether she expected anything to be there. For a year there had been nothing. For a year she had checked and found nothing and replaced the brick and continued, because the discipline of checking when you expected nothing was what kept the systems functional for the moments when something was there.

This Tuesday there was an envelope.

Inside: a photograph, and three lines of text.

The photograph was new — recently taken, the quality of it clear and sharp in the way of photographs made with good modern equipment rather than the soft sepia quality of pre-war images. Two people at a market stall. The market was clearly Mediterranean — the quality of the light, the visible produce, the style of the awnings over the stalls. The two people were not looking at the camera. They were looking at something on the stall, engaged in the specific ordinary transaction of people buying vegetables, neither of them aware that anyone was watching.

The woman was on the left. She was perhaps sixty-five, grey-haired, with a posture Nolana recognised before she recognised anything else about her. The particular way the shoulders sat. The specific angle of the head when the person was paying attention to something. She had been looking at this posture for seventeen years in a mirror without knowing what she was looking at.

She recognised it in approximately four seconds. The recognition arrived not through thought but through the body — a specific physical response, a warmth that started in the chest and moved outward, that she had no operational category for and did not try to assign one.

The man beside the woman was perhaps seventy, thinner than she had imagined, with grey hair and a way of standing that communicated the specific quality of someone who had been paying close attention to the world around them for many decades and had not stopped.

She looked at the photograph for a long time.

The three lines of text were in Emil's handwriting: The Tuesday market in Nafplio, two weeks ago. They go every Tuesday. They are well. They have been asking about you.

They have been asking about you.

She read this three times. She folded the communication and put it in the interior pocket of her coat, against her chest, next to the locket she had carried since Prague, and she walked back to the seventh-district apartment in the cold Vienna January morning and found Alaric at the kitchen table with the Peloponnese map.

She placed the photograph on the map.

He looked at it. He was very still for a moment.

"The Tuesday market," she said. "Two weeks ago."

He looked at her. Not at the photograph — at her. With the complete and unguarded attention that was his specific way of seeing her, the way she had spent two years learning to receive without flinching.

"They have been asking about you," she said.

He reached across the Peloponnese map and covered her hand with his. He did not say anything, because there was nothing that needed to be said that the gesture did not already say.

She looked at the photograph on the map. At her mother's posture and her father's way of standing and the Tuesday market in Nafplio where they went every week, ordinary and alive and asking about the daughter who had spent seventeen years believing they were dead.

"Spring," she said.

"Spring," he agreed.

She looked at the lemon tree in the background of the photograph — visible at the edge, growing from a garden wall behind the market. Unpruned. Patient. Still there.

* * *
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Chapter 3
THE PLAN
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Vienna, Seventh District — January 1947

The planning took four days.

She did not rush it. She had learned, across three years of resistance work and two years of pursuing Viktor Krane across six countries, that the quality of a plan was inversely related to the speed of its construction, and that the specific disasters she had managed through the preceding years had almost always begun with a moment where urgency had overridden thoroughness. The Mariahilfer safehouse breach. The Praterstrasse ambush. The Berlin window that had been shorter than planned. Every one of those had had a moment of insufficiency somewhere in the preparation.

She was not going to be insufficient about this.

The route she planned was Trieste by train — three days, changing twice — then the Adriatic crossing by ferry to Patras, then by road south through the Peloponnese to Nafplio. Six days of travel. Slow, but clean. No air records, no direct route that could be traced by anyone monitoring her movements, no obvious connection between Vienna and a specific coastal town in southern Greece.

She did not believe she was being monitored. But she had not believed the Josefgasse safehouse was compromised in June 1945, and she had been wrong about that, and the quality of being wrong about it had taught her that believing you were not being monitored was the specific belief that monitoring depended on.

"Petridis?" Alaric said, on the second day of planning, when she explained the route's indirection.

"He's in Athens," she said. "He has been in Athens since September. Allied advisor to the Greek government's reconstruction committee." She had assembled this through Ava's networks in the preceding months — the patient background work of understanding where Alexandros Petridis was before she was in the same country as Alexandros Petridis. "He doesn't know about Nafplio. I am almost certain of that."

"Almost."

"Almost," she confirmed. "Which is why we travel slowly."

Alaric nodded. He accepted the distinction between certain and almost certain without requiring her to defend it further, which was one of the qualities she had come to depend on so completely that she had stopped noticing it as remarkable and had started noticing it only in the occasional hypothetical situations where it was absent.

The cover identities she built were Swiss — the same nationality they had used in Berlin and Paris, which had the advantage of established infrastructure and the disadvantage of being a known pattern for anyone who had been paying close attention to their operational history. She balanced this against the alternative, which was establishing new nationality covers in a four-day window, and concluded that Swiss was the correct choice and that Petridis, whatever he knew about their operational patterns, did not have the specific knowledge of their Berlin and Paris covers that would make Swiss a flag rather than a cover.

She built the papers with Ava's assistance and her own review and Alaric's second review, which was the process they had used for every critical document set since 1943 and which had not yet produced a failure.

On the fourth day she sat with the completed plan and reviewed it with the specific critical attention she reserved for things she was about to commit to. She looked for the gaps. She looked for the moments where urgency had overridden thoroughness. She looked for the places where she had made assumptions rather than establishing facts.

She found three places where the plan assumed rather than established. She addressed all three.

Then she folded the plan into its final form and said: "We leave on the seventeenth."

"Two weeks," Alaric said.

"Yes."

"How are you?" he asked.

She looked at him across the kitchen table, with the Peloponnese map still spread between them and the completed plan in her hands and the photograph of her parents at the Nafplio Tuesday market in the pocket of her coat.

"I am," she said carefully, "managing a number of things simultaneously. Which is not unusual."

"No," he said. "But usually the things you're managing are external."

She looked at him. At the specific quality of his attention — the way he looked at her that was not observation but presence, not assessment but accompaniment.

"I keep trying to plan it," she said. "What I will say when I see them. What the first thing I say should be. Whether there is a right first thing." She paused. "I have planned every significant conversation I have had in the last three years. I cannot seem to plan this one."

"No," he said. "I don't think you can."

"That is not helpful."

"I know," he said. "But it's true."

She looked at the map. "What if—" She stopped.

"What?"

"What if it is — less than what I need it to be," she said. "What if the fact of them being alive is the thing that is extraordinary, and the reality of them — the specific people they have become after seventeen years of this — is something more complicated than extraordinary."

"Then," he said, "you will deal with the complicated thing the way you deal with every complicated thing. By being exactly who you are." He paused. "And I will be there."

She looked at him for a moment. "I know," she said. "I know you will."

She folded the map. She put the plan in the interior of her satchel. She stood and looked at the kitchen — the seventh-district kitchen, above the print shop, where the most consequential conversations of the last two years had happened — and she thought about what it meant to be two weeks from the thing she had been moving toward for the better part of a year.

"Make coffee," she said.

He made coffee. They sat with it in the January Vienna morning and were quiet together, which was one of the things they had gotten very good at, and which was — she thought, looking at him across the table with the steam rising from the cups between them — its own specific kind of extraordinary.

* * *
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THE FOUR DAYS OF PLANNING were not four days of continuous planning. They were four days of planning in the specific way that serious operational planning happened, which was: periods of intense focused work, periods of stepping away from the work to let the mind process what the focused work had produced, periods of returning to find that the stepping away had generated something the focused work had not.

She had learned this in 1942. She had spent the first three months of resistance work planning the way she had planned academic problems — linearly, exhaustively, staying with the problem until it was solved. The results had been technically correct and operationally insufficient because operational situations were not academic problems and they did not submit to linear exhaustive treatment. They required the specific quality of mind that could hold a problem while being elsewhere, that could let the peripheral processing do work that the central processing could not.

She planned the Greece mission the right way. Four days.

On the first day she assembled what they knew: Emil's communications, the Nafplio address, the photograph, the specific intelligence on the Greek political situation in January 1947, the civil war context, the Athens stability, the route options, the cover identity requirements for Greece versus Austria versus the transit countries. She wrote it all down in the cipher she had been using since 1943 and which was now as natural as her own handwriting.

On the second day she built the route and the covers. Vienna to
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