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			Chapter 1

			The Weight of Silence

			The Correspondent’s Passport

			The immigration hall at the main station in Prague smelled of soot and cold locomotive metal, its Art Nouveau glass bleeding cadmium light onto the wet stone floor. Dan Carter joined the third-class queue and let his shoulders carry the fatigue of a man who had spent two days on trains. The trains had carried him east into mid-August, and the heat of the day still hung in the hall long after the light had failed behind the platforms. The suitcase in his hand was leather, scuffed at the corners, heavy enough to look lived-in and light enough to carry at a run. He had packed it himself, item by item, until it told the correct lie. The small escape kit sat blunt and reassuring in the lining of his coat, a weight he had stopped noticing years ago.

			He reached the inspection window at 6:45 PM. Behind the glass sat a border guard whose collar had gone soft in the heat of the hall, a young man with the bored eyes of someone counting the minutes until his relief arrived.

			Dan slid the passport across the counter. “Daniel Hale,” he said, in the flat vowels of the American Midwest. “Chicago Tribune.”

			The guard turned the pages. He glanced at the photograph, then at Dan’s face, then at the photograph again. The credentials from the Tribune sat folded inside, typed on the right letterhead, signed by an editor who existed and would confirm the assignment if a telephone call ever reached that far.

			“Journalist,” the guard said. It was not a question.

			“The reforms,” Dan answered. “Your Prague Spring. My readers want to know what freedom smells like.”

			Something crossed the young man’s face, a flicker of pride he could not fully suppress. He stamped the passport with an audible thwack and pushed it back through the gap. No secondary questions. No summons to the side room with its single chair and its bright bulb. Before the thaw the same crossing would have cost Dan an hour of careful lying and a film of sweat down his spine. Tonight it cost him a stamp and a bored nod.

			He took the passport and moved on. The thaw was real, then. He distrusted it the way he distrusted all gifts.

			Beyond the barrier, the baggage cart stood under the great canopy, its porter smoking against a pillar. Dan set his case down beside it, drew a cigarette from the pack in his breast pocket, and lit it with the movements of a man in no particular hurry. The match flared. He cupped the flame, pulled the smoke deep, and let his eyes do the work his posture concealed.

			Ninety seconds. He counted them the way he had been taught, each second a slow beat of an interior metronome. The dusk pressed against the station glass and turned the fragments to burnt honey, amber and rust bleeding into the girders overhead. He read the hall in sweeps. A woman with two children and a cardboard case. Two soldiers of the Czechoslovak People’s Army, rifles slung, faces slack with boredom. A man in a brown hat near the timetable board, standing a beat too long, reading nothing. Dan filed him without alarm. A watcher who wanted to be seen was rarely the one to fear.

			He noted the hats, the shoes, the hands. Shoes told the truth that faces learned to hide. A loiterer with good boots and soft hands was never a loiterer. He found nothing that snagged. The man in the brown hat drifted toward the platform and became a husband greeting his wife, and the small knot of tension in his gut loosened by a degree.

			He crushed the cigarette under his shoe and picked up the case. Time to clean himself.

			The dry-cleaning began the moment he left the station. Dan walked into the Old Town at an unhurried pace, a correspondent taking the measure of a strange city, and let the medieval warren fold around him. The streets here bent without logic, laid down centuries before the automobile, and he used their crookedness the way a fish uses a reef.

			He turned onto Celetná Street. The evening had brought people out. A street musician sawed at a violin in a doorway, the notes thin and hopeful, and café tables spilled onto the cobblestones where students argued over coffee and cheap wine. The city wore its new freedom like a borrowed coat, too large and too bright, and Dan mistrusted every seam of it. Freedom this loud drew attention. Attention drew the men who filed reports.

			At a lit shop window he paused, feigning interest in a display of Bohemian glass, and used the reflection to read the street at his back. He read the faces in the glass, the distances between them, the rhythm of who slowed when he slowed. Nothing matched his own pace. He walked on.

			He cut through the Týn courtyard, the old merchants’ yard the locals called the Ungelt, where the arch swallowed the street noise and threw his own footsteps back at him. A courtyard was a filter. Anyone who followed him into that stone throat would have to commit, would have to choose between exposure and losing him, and the choice always cost a tail something. He crossed the yard, doubled the corner, and emerged onto a different street with no company at his back.

			The tobacconist stood where his briefing had promised. Dan stepped inside, and the bell above the door announced him to a shop that smelled of pipe tobacco and dust. He took his time. He bought a box of Hungarian matches he did not need, counting out unfamiliar koruna while his eyes tracked the door and the window beyond. No one entered behind him. No one paused outside. He pocketed the matches, paid with a nod and no more words than the coins required, and left by the same door, reversing his direction on the pavement. Anyone still holding his track would now be walking straight toward him. The street stayed empty of familiar faces.

			He saved the hard break for the astronomical clock. The Orloj drew a crowd on the hour, tourists and locals gathered beneath its painted face to watch the apostles turn, and Dan let the press of bodies take him. He moved with the crowd, then against it, then slipped into the narrow passage behind the House at the Stone Bell where the light died and the noise fell away.

			He stopped in the dark and gave it four minutes. Not three. Four. A tail who had held through the courtyard and the tobacconist would break here. He would have to enter the passage or abandon the chase. Either way, the void would show its shape. Dan stood with his back to rough stone and his breathing slow, and he listened to the city exhale around him. Trolley bells sounded far off. Water ran in a gutter somewhere below. The violin, or another like it, threaded through the dusk.

			Nothing came into the passage. The route was clean.

			He let himself feel it for exactly one moment, the small hard satisfaction of a thing done correctly, and then he sealed it away with the rest. He logged the route green in the ledger he kept behind his eyes.

			Then he crossed the river. The Charles Bridge would have been a mistake, too open and too watched, so he took a lesser span downstream where the traffic was local and the light was poor. Malá Strana received him into its tangle of baroque facades and shuttered doorways, quieter than the Old Town, the café noise thinning to nothing as he climbed away from the water. He found the street from memory. He found the downspout where the briefing had placed it, a length of blackened iron running down the corner of a building that had not been painted since the first republic.

			He did not stop. He drew the stub of chalk from his pocket. In the space of a breath, without breaking his stride, he laid a single short stroke low on the iron. A courier who knew to look would find it there and read it in a glance. The message was small and innocuous and would wash off in the first hard rain, which was the whole of its virtue.

			Ten paces on he risked a single glance back to confirm the mark sat clean against the metal. It did. The signal was live. Somewhere in the city a man he had never met would walk this corner before morning, read the scratch, and set the next stage of the extraction turning.

			Dan turned up his collar against the damp coming off the water and walked toward the observation nest on Karmelitská Street, where a dusty attic and a long silence were waiting for him.

			The Hollow Sentinel

			The attic above the shuttered bookshop on Karmelitská Street held the dark like water in a cistern, close and still and heavy with the smell of moldered paper and old varnish. Dan climbed the last flight by feel, testing each tread before he trusted it with his weight. He reached the room at 8:20 PM. The door at the top was plain wood, swollen in its frame. He eased it shut behind him and fitted the short security chain into the bracket screwed to the jamb, the kind of chain a professional could defeat but never quietly. Whoever ran this post had prepared it well, and Dan took the preparation on trust because tonight he had no time to earn it himself.

			He crossed to the window and sat in the wooden chair set before it.

			The room resolved itself around him in the language he thought in. The single bulb overhead, dead now, was a place a microphone could live. The bare floorboards would carry sound to the rooms below and answer to a footstep like the skin of a drum. He tested the chair for creak before he settled his weight, shifting an inch at a time until he found the grain that held silent. A dead bulb was a common mount. So was the frame of the window, the cavity behind the skirting, the hollow of a curtain rod. He had not swept this room himself and would not get the chance, and a nest vetted by another man’s hands was a nest he could only half believe in. So he sat inside the assumption that a wire ran somewhere in the walls and listened for the version of himself that a tape would preserve. The silence itself was not safety. Silence was the medium in which a listening device did its best work, and he sat inside it as though inside the ear of an enemy. He cataloged the room the way he cataloged every room, and when the catalog was finished he had nothing left to do.

			He waited.

			The heat of the day had not left the attic. It hung under the low roof where the sun had been beating since morning, close and stale, and it came up out of the timbers into the room long after the street had cooled. The air tasted of turpentine and the dry rot of wool left to molder in a corner. He breathed it shallow. A man who moved less needed less, and a man who needed less could sit for hours and become part of the furniture.

			The city reached him in fragments through the covered glass. Rain tapped the roof tiles in no rhythm he could hold. A cat cried somewhere in a courtyard and went quiet. Under all of it ran the hum of his own blood, loud in the way blood becomes loud only when there is nothing else to hear. The blackout curtain hung across the window, but it sat poorly on one side. Along that ill-fitting edge the faint glow of the city worked its way in, no lamp in particular, only the diffuse wash a sleepless town throws up against its own sky. It was enough to mark the gap as a paler line in the black, and no more. He watched it without seeing it and let the minutes stack themselves into a slow interior count.

			And in the quiet, unbidden, the image came.

			A tall figure in a dark coat, standing at the newsstand in the station he had cleared earlier that evening. Dark hair cut short. Shoulders held with a discipline no civilian ever learned. The posture was familiar in a way that reached past thought, and Dan’s pulse climbed before he had decided anything at all.

			The officer in him woke and did its work. It seized the image, held it to the light, x-rayed it for content. There had been no such figure at the newsstand. Dan had cleared that hall himself, sweep by sweep, and logged it empty of professionals. The man was a fabrication, built by a tired mind out of old parts, and Dan knew the parts. He knew exactly where they came from.

			He file-coded it the way he had learned to file such things. Phantom Echo. Anhalter Bahnhof, 1961. Non-Actionable.

			He crushed it with a long, disciplined exhale, the way he had crushed a thousand intrusions before it. The image thinned and broke apart. But the ease with which it had arrived told him something he did not want to know. A file properly sealed did not spring open at the first hour of silence. This one had never been sealed at all. It had only been set down in a place where he did not have to look at it.

			The body answered before the mind had finished. His fingers had curled against the grain of the chair without his leave, and his mouth had gone dry as paper. The wanting arrived as a physical fact, particular and insistent, and it would not be reasoned with. He recognized it and refused it in the same motion.

			So he treated it as what it was. A signal. A transmission from a source he could locate if he chose to, and jam if he kept his discipline. He found the source without difficulty. It lay where it had always lain, in a diner on Graefestraße and an alley with the Wall in view. In that alley he had sworn an oath, and the oath had cost him everything and saved both their lives. That was the emission. He knew its frequency.

			He jammed it the way he had taught himself. He recited the extraction parameters for the source, the physicist named Novak whose microfilm was the whole reason for Prague, and he ran them in English first: the rendezvous windows, the fallback sites, the abort conditions. Then again in Russian, the words harder in his mouth. The litany filled the channel and left no room for anything else. Slowly the pressure eased, and the wanting sank back beneath the surface where he kept it.

			It worked. It always worked. But the calibration was never quite clean, and the residue announced itself where it always did. The thin scar above his left eyebrow began to tingle, a faint electric itch, the old wound remembering the night that made it.

			He leaned to the ill-fitting edge of the curtain and looked down through the seam at the street below. A slice of Malá Strana lay under the lamp, café windows burning warm, the muted glow of a city that had decided, this August, to believe itself free. Somewhere a radio played music no one had approved. The openness of it should have looked like hope.

			It looked like nothing of the kind. It looked like a stage set for a play that would close the moment Moscow tired of it, and Dan had spent too many years backstage to mistake the lighting for the sun. But the thought that followed was worse, and it came in his own voice, quiet and final.

			He had kept the Vow all these years, and the Vow had kept him breathing. He had believed, in the way a man believes the ground will hold, that the silence was protecting something. A self, set aside and preserved, waiting for a season that might one day come. He understood now that no such self remained. The silence had not guarded the man. It had eaten him, patiently, from the inside, until what sat in the chair was a set of routines wearing a coat.

			For six years the dread had worn one face: exposure, the file opened, the interrogation room, the wall. This was a different creature. He had assumed the danger was that he might one day break and reach across the Curtain and destroy them both. The truer danger sat closer. There was very little left in him now that could be destroyed.

			He fixed his eyes on the door, a darker shape against the dark, and made himself small and still and patient. The courier would signal or he would not. The night would pass. Dan Carter sat in the ear of the enemy and guarded the only thing left to him, which was the ghost of the man he had agreed, six years ago, to stop being.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Courier’s Tremor

			The Humming Bulb

			The signal came not as sound but as a small change in the shape of the street below, a shutter left half-cocked against a sill three doors down where the courier had promised to set it. Dan had been sitting in the chair for two hours, breathing the damp river air that leaked past the bad edge of the curtain, his eyes long since given over to the dark. The rain had stopped an hour before. Now the only sound was the faint complaint of the floorboards when he shifted his weight, and beneath that, the low mechanical hum of a city that never entirely slept. He read the shutter once, one clean pass of the eye, and did not let himself look again.

			He knew what the half-cocked shutter meant. The courier had found the chalk mark on the downspout in Malá Strana and answered it in kind. The answer named an hour and a place, both of them fixed weeks ago in a grammar of small objects, and there was nothing to write down. He had spent the two hours doing what the work always came down to in the end, which was waiting without appearing to wait. A journalist would have grown bored, would have paced, would have poured a drink. Dan had sat still enough to hear his own pulse and had let the borrowed fatigue settle into his shoulders and stay there. He rose from the chair by degrees, finding the silent grain of the wood the way his training had taught him to find it. The bulb overhead he left dead where it hung.

			The chain came off its bracket without a sound. He went down the staircase by feel, testing each tread before he trusted it with his weight, past the shuttered bookshop and out into a night that smelled of coal smoke and wet stone. The late hour had emptied the streets. Prague in this false summer of reform kept fewer men on its corners, and a stranger could walk from the river to Žižkov without showing his papers once. Dan distrusted the ease the way he had distrusted the border. A freedom that someone handed you was a freedom that someone could take back.

			He did not go straight. A habit older than the mission took him the long way, a compressed version of the route he had run that afternoon. He crossed the river by a low span downstream from the Charles Bridge, where the lamps sat far apart and the water moved black and quiet beneath him. The Vltava carried the smell of itself up to him, cold and green and faintly rotten, the smell of a river that had been used hard for a thousand years. On the far bank he doubled a corner and stopped in the mouth of an alley, counting to ninety in his head, reading the shoes of the few people who passed. None of the shoes slowed. None of their owners cared where an American in a worn coat was going.

			Žižkov was another Prague entirely. The reforming light that had softened the Old Town did not reach this far. The tenements stood shoulder to shoulder in their grime, their windows dark or shuttered against the night, their doorways breathing out the smell of boiled cabbage and coal damp. A single dog barked somewhere and gave up. A late tram ground its way along an unseen street two blocks over, its wheels shrieking on the curve. Then that sound too was gone, and the quarter returned to its held breath. He found the address off a blind courtyard, a doorway with no bell and a stair that climbed into deeper dark. He reached the third-floor landing at 11:20 PM. A line of jaundiced light showed under a door, and he heard the flat before he entered it, a thin electric hum, the sound of a cheap bulb burning too hot in an old fixture.

			Dan knocked twice, paused, and knocked once more. The door opened on a chain, then wider. The man behind it was perhaps fifty, thin in the way that illness made men thin, his shirt collar loose around a stringy neck. A cigarette burned down between two fingers stained the color of old ivory. Behind him the single naked bulb hung from a cord and buzzed, throwing a sick yellow light across walls papered in a pattern gone brown with years of smoke.

			“I am looking for the bookseller on Jungmannova,” Dan said, in a Czech roughed at the edges by a Midwest mouth.

			“He closed the shop in June,” the man answered. “He sells only maps now.”

			The countersign was correct. The man stood back and let him in, and the chain settled home behind them with a soft click.

			“Málek,” he said, though the name meant nothing and both of them would discard it within the hour. He coughed, a wet folding sound that bent him briefly at the waist, and waved Dan toward a table covered in sticky oilcloth. The heat of the day had gathered under the low ceiling and had nowhere to go. Sweat stood on the old man’s forehead, though the night outside had cooled. He smoked the way some men prayed, steadily, as if the burning paper were the only thing holding him in one piece.

			Dan took the seat that let him watch the door. He did not watch Málek’s face. He watched the hands instead, the tremor in them as they tore a match from a cheap cardboard matchbook, and he watched the shoes worn down at the outer heel. A man could govern his face. The hands and the feet gave him away. Out of old habit he mapped the room while he settled into the chair. One door, the one he had come through. One window onto the courtyard, painted shut by the look of the frame. A dead radio on a shelf, a lamp standing empty of its bulb, a heating grate set low in the wall. Places a microphone could live, if the flat were wired. He cataloged each of them without deciding yet what any of it meant, the way a man counts exits in a room he does not trust.

			Dan played the part even here, where there was no one to play it for but a dying courier and whatever listened through the walls. He kept his questions few and slow. He let his hands lie still on the sticky oilcloth. He paid out his attention in the small careful coins of a man with nowhere he urgently needed to be. Málek talked in the low, fast murmur of a frightened man who had rehearsed his lines too many times.

			Dr. Karel Novak would come across. The physicist had made up his mind, and the film was real, exactly what Dan had been promised in Berlin. Guidance systems. The mathematics that told a missile where to fall. Málek said the word and then glanced at the door as though the wood itself might have heard him. Dan gave him nothing back. He let the silence do the work that a question would have done, and waited.

			Then the old man delivered the thing that changed the arithmetic. Novak would not surrender the film until he had proof, hard proof, that his wife and his son would be carried out with him. Not sent for after. Lifted out at the same hour, by the same hands. One body had become three. One of the three was a child who could not be ordered to hold still or to run on command.

			Dan absorbed it the way he absorbed everything now, without a flicker crossing his face. Behind the stillness the work had already started. He saw three sets of papers where there had been one. He saw a route that had to carry a woman and a small boy, and the weight and the slowness that came with them. He saw the thousand small ways a frightened child could break a clean plan. None of it reached the surface. He asked a flat question about the boy’s age and filed the answer nowhere but in his own skull.

			Málek struck a match, missed on the first pull, and lit his third cigarette on the second try. His hand shook harder now. He said there was one more thing, and the one more thing came out of him in a rush, as though holding it any longer would have poisoned him where he sat. One of Novak’s aides at the academy, a young assistant, had been taken. The StB had come for the boy two days ago, and he had not come back.

			The scar above Dan’s left eyebrow prickled faintly, a live-wire itch, before his face had decided anything at all. He let nothing move beneath it.

			Two days was a long time in a room with a single chair and a single bright bulb. Two days was long enough for a frightened young man to give up names, and safe houses, and faces he had trusted. Any address the network had ever used might already be a trap with the jaws standing open. This flat. This table. The very oilcloth turning tacky under his forearm might be carrying his voice to a reel that turned somewhere in another building. Dan did not let the thought travel as far as his hands.

			He made the decision in the space of a single breath, somewhere between one pull of Málek’s cigarette and the next. He would trust nothing that had been arranged in advance. No established safe house. No pre-agreed drop. No contact that the missing aide could have named under the bulb. He would go dark and build the whole extraction from bare ground, on terms and in places that he alone chose. He gave Málek not one word of it. The courier did not need to learn that Dan had already counted him among the things that might be listening.

			He had come to Prague expecting a courier, a physicist, a strip of film, and a border to carry it over. He was leaving the first meeting with a woman and a child added to the load and a hole in the network wide enough to lose all of them through. The math had gotten worse in the space of ten minutes. That was the work. The work was always getting worse.

			He stayed only long enough to fix the next meeting himself, on his own ground, in a place the network had never touched. Then he rose, thanked the old man for nothing in particular, and went back down the stairs into the cold. The hum of the bulb thinned and died above him. In the courtyard the air hung damp and sour in his throat, and the clean extraction that had walked him into the building walked him out of it as a live wire. He turned up his collar and started the long way back to the river, alone, the way the work had always required him to be.

			What Won’t Wash Off

			The attic took him back into its held dark at 12:35 AM, the heat of the day still trapped beneath the low roof. The smell of the place should have been clean, damp river stone and old dust and nothing more. He had fouled it himself. The cabbage and the cheap Bulgarian tobacco had come in on his coat. Now they sat in the small room with him, a reminder of the flat in Žižkov and the man coughing his life out under the buzzing bulb.

			He secured the nest by feel. The chain went into its bracket without a sound. He crossed to the chair and lowered himself into it by degrees. He hunted the silent grain of the wood, settling his weight an inch at a time until the boards held him without complaint. Then he leaned to the bad edge of the curtain and read the street one last time.

			Empty. A single lit window three roofs over. A cat crossing a wall. Nothing that watched the bookshop or the stair.

			He let the curtain fall back.

			The matchbook came to him then, unbidden. Cheap cardboard, the flap torn ragged, the striking strip worn nearly smooth. He had watched it in the yellow light for the better part of an hour, watched the courier’s stained fingers worry at it between cigarettes. Now it surfaced behind his eyes with a clarity he had not asked for, and behind it, pressing, something older began to lift its head. Another matchbook. Another cheap cardboard flap in another city, kept where it should never have been kept.

			Dan file-coded it before it could open. Matchbook. Žižkov flat. 1968. Non-Actionable. He laid the label on it and set it down, the way the training had taught him to set down anything that pulled.

			He turned his mind to the arithmetic instead, because the arithmetic was safe.

			The numbers had gone bad in the space of a single meeting. One body had become three, and one of the three was a child who could not be told to hold still or to run. A clean network had become a network with a hole torn in one side of it, and no way to measure how wide the hole ran. Somewhere across the city a young man sat in a room with one chair and one bright bulb, and every hour he sat there was an hour in which the names he knew grew cheaper. Dan should have felt only the dread of it. He did feel the dread. But underneath the dread, curling up warm and unwelcome, came the other thing, the thing he was ashamed to name. Chaos was the one language he spoke without an accent. A plan coming apart was a country he knew how to live in. He was never more himself than when the ground gave way beneath him.

			He sat with that ugly comfort and let it warm him, and then, without deciding to, he did the thing he had not done in years.

			He assigned the second position.

			It happened below the level of choice, the way old reflexes happen. Some part of him swept the room and the street and marked the sector he could not cover from the chair, the blind angle past the window where the courtyard turned back on itself. And some part of him confirmed that the second man had it. That the angle was watched. That he need not turn his own head, because the other position held the dark he could not see.

			There was no second man. There had not been a second man in six years.

			But the absence had a shape. It stood where it had always stood, a half step back and to the left, close enough to speak without sound. It had a gait, unhurried and economical, a way of crossing a room that gave nothing to a watcher. Dan knew the shape the way he knew the weight of his own coat. He had run two-handed once, in another city, with another man holding the sector at his back. His body had never forgotten the arithmetic of it. One man could watch only half a room. Two men could watch all of it, and each other besides.

			His fingers curled against the grain of the chair without his leave.

			The seal over the hollow place gave way. It had held for years against memory, which was a soft and distant pressure, easy to set down and leave unlooked at. It did not hold against this. It did not hold against a danger that was real tonight and not remembered, a threat with an interrogation clock already running somewhere across the sleeping city. The danger worked at the seal the way the first hard rain worked at chalk, patient and dissolving, until the mark that had seemed permanent began to run.

			He wanted. He would not let the want take a face, and he would not let it reach the name he kept locked beneath the name he used. But he let himself know its shape. A man at his back. Someone breathing the same fouled air, splitting the watch with him. Someone to take the second half of the night, so that he might close his eyes for two hours and trust the dark to be held. That was all he wanted. It was a small thing to want, and it was the largest thing in the room.

			His mouth had gone dry as paper. The scar above his left eyebrow tingled like a live wire, an itch he could not scratch without telling any watching lens that something in him had moved.

			He went to cage it the way he caged everything. He reached for the label and the place and the year, the clean bureaucratic box that made a memory safe to carry. Then the recitation, the parameters spoken silently behind his teeth, first in the flat English of Daniel Hale and then in the harder Russian that had always sat heavier in his mouth. Extraction. The physicist. The film. The border. He felt the words do their work. He felt the want recede by a degree, and felt the seal begin, half-heartedly, to knit.

			It half-held.

			And then he did the small, deliberate thing that he understood even in the doing to be indiscipline. He did not finish. He did not lay the last label on the second position and file it into the dark with the rest. He let it stand. He let the covering officer keep his angle, un-erased, a single occupied square on a board he had kept swept clean for six years.

			He reached out in the dark and laid his open hand flat on the cold sill, on the strip of wood where a second hand would rest if two men were keeping a shared watch. The wood was cold under his palm. There was no other hand. He knew there was no other hand. He left his own where it lay.

			Some marks did not wash off in the first hard rain. He had told himself for six years that they did, that discipline was a kind of weather, that anything could be dissolved if a man was patient and cold enough. It was not true. He understood now that it had never been true. Some marks went down into the stone and stayed.

			He drew his hand back at last and settled again into the silent grain of the chair, breathing the fouled air shallow and even. The rain had begun once more on the roof tiles, arrhythmic, tapping at no interval he could count. Below him the floorboards kept their peace. He would not sleep. Sleep was a risk he could not spend tonight, with a young man giving up names under a bright bulb and a broken network standing between him and the border he had to reach.

			So he sat the chair and guarded the dark, awake, holding a border with a ghost, keeping the watch two-handed with a man who was not there.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The Gilded Cage Opens

			The Colonel’s Rehabilitation

			The corridor on the fourth floor kept its cold the way the Lubyanka kept everything, patiently and without apology, long into the warm months. Alexei Volkov walked it at a measured pace, his heels meeting the floor wax with a sound too soft to carry. He passed the ranked doors and the leadership portrait whose painted eyes the building had trained everyone to feel. The smell never changed here. Cold stone, floor wax, the ghost of papirosa smoke seeping from offices where men decided the fates of other men over glasses of cooling tea.

			He had been summoned without stated cause. That was the grammar of the place, and he had long ago stopped expecting the courtesy of a reason. Every knock at a Lubyanka door was a coin turning in the air. Promotion on one face, the purge on the other. A man did not learn which side had landed until he was already in the room.

			Alexei kept his breathing even. He kept his hands loose at his sides, the hands of someone with nothing to conceal and nowhere he would rather not be. Six years of practice had taught his body to lie better than his tongue, and he trusted the body now the way a soldier trusts a rifle he has cleaned ten thousand times. The economy of his movements was itself a kind of camouflage. A man who wasted no motion gave a watcher nothing to write down.

			He nodded to a pair of officers passing the other way and received the same measured nods in return, the greeting of men who trusted no one and could not say so. In this building, courtesy was one more surface to maintain. He had grown used to living entirely on the surface of things, and had almost forgotten there was supposed to be something underneath.

			A typewriter clattered behind one door and fell silent. Far off, another door closed. He counted these sounds without meaning to, because the building logged its own noises and so must he. The panopticon did not need eyes in every corner. It needed only that you believe they might be there, and belief did the rest, cheaply and forever.

			He had walked this corridor perhaps four times in six years. Directorate S did not summon Alexei often, because Directorate S had built him a very small room and expected him to stay inside it. He read personnel files. He cross-referenced denunciations against travel records and found the seams where a man’s story failed to meet itself. It was work a clever machine might have done. They had given it to him precisely because it kept him at a desk under a lamp, where his hands stayed visible and his days left no hour unaccounted for. A summons broke that pattern, and a broken pattern, in his experience, was rarely a kindness.

			He reached the office at 9:40 AM and knocked twice.

			“Come.”

			Colonel Petrov’s office was warmer than the corridor, heated by a small iron stove and the fug of strong tea. Petrov sat behind a desk stacked with folders squared to the edges, a heavy man whose geniality had never once reached his eyes in all the years Alexei had known him. He waved toward the hard chair with the open hand of a host welcoming a guest he liked.

			“Sit, Alexei. Sit.”

			Alexei sat. The chair was as unforgiving as he remembered. He folded his hands on his knee and arranged his face into the attentive neutrality that had kept him alive for six years. Then he waited. The first man to speak in a room like this gave something away, and he had no intention of being that man.

			Petrov let the silence run. He turned a folder a quarter-turn on the blotter, aligning an edge that needed no aligning, a small theater of unhurried power. Then he smiled.

			“I have good news for you. It has been too long since we made proper use of a man of your gifts.”

			The words landed in Alexei’s gut with a weight the Colonel had not intended them to carry. Good news, in this building, was a thing to be handled like a wire of uncertain charge. He inclined his head a precise degree. “I serve where I am useful, Comrade Colonel.”

			“Prague.” Petrov set the name down and watched it cross the desk. “There is a liaison posting. Short term. The Czechoslovak comrades have grown, let us say, enthusiastic in their reforms, and Moscow would like clearer eyes on the ground. You would monitor the reformist deviations. You would report on Western activity, which breeds in that city like flies on summer meat.”

			He counted the next points off on thick fingers. “Your German is excellent, and half the Western officers in that city think in it. Your analysis is respected. And your file,” he let the pause open a fraction, “deserves a little fresh air.”

			There it was. Alexei read the whole shape of the thing in that pause, the way a physician reads a shadow on a plate of film. This was not a reward. It was an examination, and his own file was the answer sheet against which every hour of his conduct in Prague would be marked. Rehabilitation was the word they used when they wished to see whether a suspect man would break under sunlight after years kept in the dark.

			He performed gratitude. He let a small warmth reach the corners of his mouth, measured and grateful and glad, the exact portion a loyal officer would show and no grain more. “I am glad to be trusted with it.”

			“Trust.” Petrov repeated the word as though tasting it, and found it neither sweet nor sour. “Yes.”

			The tea steamed on the blotter. Beyond the window, the courtyard lay under a hard summer light, the cobbles dry and bone-pale, a whole season away from the snow that filled that same frame for half the year. Alexei kept his eyes on the Colonel and not on the light. A man learned not to look at windows in this building. A window suggested a somewhere else, and a somewhere else was the first loose thread of the kind of thought that unraveled careers.

			“You will not go alone, of course.” Petrov turned another folder. “Lieutenant Orlov will accompany you. Support. A satellite posting is a demanding thing, and it is only right that a valued officer should have help close at hand.”

			Support. The word slid into Alexei with the cold precision of a needle finding a vein. Both men understood it, and both men understood that the other understood, and neither would say so. Orlov would be his shadow. Orlov would be his second set of eyes, the hand that wrote the report Petrov would read when this was finished, the ear pressed to the wall of everything Alexei did. For weeks, then, there would be no unwatched hour. A shadow at close range was a different animal from the ambient watching of Moscow. Orlov would note when he slept and when he did not, whom he spoke to and for how long, which streets he chose and which he avoided. Every ordinary human variance became evidence when a trained man stood near enough to record it.

			Neither of them named the old suspicion. It did not need naming. The deviation flag had followed Alexei out of Berlin and into Directorate S, and Dubrovnik’s shadow reached across six years to keep one hand on his throat.

			“Lieutenant Orlov is thorough,” Alexei said. “I have read his work.”

			“Then the two of you will get along.” Petrov’s smile did not move. “He is nothing if not thorough.”

			Alexei understood the arithmetic completely. To decline the posting was to declare that he feared being watched, and a man with nothing to hide did not fear the eyes of his own service. Refusal was itself a datum, one that would go into the file in permanent ink, and the file was already too fat with thin marks gathered over the years. He could not say no. He had never been meant to be able to say no. The offer and the leash had been forged as a single object, and to take the one was to lock the other around his own neck with his own hands.

			He knew the terms without being told them. Do the work cleanly, betray no interest he was not supposed to have, and the small room in Moscow might be exchanged for something with a little more air in it. Fail, in any of the thousand ways a watched man could fail, and there would be no third posting. There would be a quiet return to the containment void, or there would be no return at all.

			“When do I leave?”

			“This afternoon.” Petrov said it lightly, the way a man mentions the weather, and watched to see whether the speed of it would move anything in Alexei’s face. “There is an aircraft at 2:00 PM. The paperwork is already done. It moves quickly, when Moscow wills it to move.”

			The speed was itself a message, and Alexei read it where he sat. A posting offered with days to prepare was a posting a man might decline, or delay, or quietly arrange around. A posting that left the same afternoon left no such room. The decision had been taken before he climbed the stairs, the aircraft found and held while he still believed himself summoned for a reason he did not know. He had not been called in to be asked. He had been called in to be sent.

			Petrov leaned back, and the chair complained beneath him. “You seem calm, Alexei. I confess I expected a little more fire. Prague. The West at arm’s length. Younger men would be halfway up the wall with wanting it.”

			Alexei felt the hook inside the bait and stepped wide of it. “I have found that wanting things makes for poor tradecraft, Comrade Colonel. I would rather do the work well than feel a great deal about it.”

			Petrov laughed, a short bark with no warmth in it. “Spoken like a filing cabinet with a pulse. Good. Go and prepare, what little there is to prepare. Orlov will collect you at half past twelve and see you to the aircraft.”

			Alexei rose
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