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​Chapter One - Everything Has a Borrowed Name
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The checkpoint on Rue de Rivoli changed guards at half past seven, which gave him eleven minutes.

Luc counted them the way he counted everything now — not anxiously, not with the particular sweat of a man who might be caught, but with the flat attention of someone calibrating a mechanism. The two guards. The angle of the light from the kiosk. The distance between the barrier and the wall on the left side, which was wide enough for a man of his build if he needed it, though he would not need it today. He was carrying nothing that required explanation. He was, as far as anyone watching was concerned, a man walking to work at an hour when men walked to work, in a city where this was still something men did.

He passed through without incident.

He did not feel relief. He had stopped feeling relief at checkpoints sometime in the second year and could not now identify the precise moment it had ceased. There had been no event. No revelation. Relief had simply become quieter and quieter until one morning he had passed through a checkpoint and realized the space where it used to live was empty, and he had thought: good. That is more efficient.

The city was grey in the way it was grey every morning in November, which was a specific grey — not the grey of clouds or of stone, though both were present, but the grey of a city that has been told, repeatedly, to keep its eyes down. The buildings on the Rue Saint-Honoré had the quality of people waiting to be addressed. Luc walked through them without looking up. He knew this street. He knew the angle at which the German staff car parked outside number forty-two, knew the particular soldier who stood outside it who went soft in his attention between ten and eleven when the morning was cold, knew the woman who opened the fourth-floor window on the left at seven-fifteen regardless of the temperature because she kept a bird that needed air. He knew these things the way he knew all the things that kept him alive — not stored as memory exactly, but as a kind of permanent peripheral awareness, the way the body knows how to balance without being asked.

He turned left at the corner and kept walking.

The message had been left in the third volume of a set of encyclopédies in the back room of a printer's shop on Rue Saint-André-des-Arts, tucked between the pages on the letter M, which stood for nothing except that the man who left it had a dry sense of humor Luc had never commented on. The shop smelled of ink and damp paper and something underneath that — a chemical patience, the smell of materials waiting to become something. Luc did not browse. He took the volume from the shelf, removed the message, replaced the volume in its exact position. He was outside again in under two minutes.

The message was in Céleste's handwriting, which was small and vertical and carried the authority of someone who had once taught penmanship to thirty children and had never lost the habit of meaning what she wrote. It said: Come this evening. Bring nothing.

Luc folded it once and put it in his inside breast pocket and did not take it out again. He would burn it when he reached the apartment. He would reach the apartment by a route that did not repeat any segment of his morning route, and he would take forty-five minutes to walk a distance that required twenty, and he would arrive without having been followed. These were not dramatic precautions. They were simply the grammar of staying alive in an occupied city.

He bought a newspaper from a man who did not look at him, and carried it under his arm, and did not read it.

The apartment on Rue Jacob was not his. Nothing Luc occupied was his — not the two rooms he slept in, not the name he used when names were necessary, not the identity that sat in his breast pocket next to Céleste's note, already slightly worn at the folds from handling. The apartment belonged to a woman who was in the south for reasons no one asked about, and who had left behind three good chairs, a kitchen that worked, and a smell of lavender that persisted in the curtains like the memory of a previous life. Luc had been using it for six weeks and had not added anything to it except the habit of keeping one window unlocked on the inside.

He burned the message in the kitchen sink. He watched it become nothing.

He was lean in the way of someone who had stopped noticing hunger as a personal inconvenience approximately eighteen months ago — who ate when food appeared and did not track its absence when it didn't. The face in the small mirror above the sink was one he had learned to look at without much interest: dark brown hair kept short enough not to be memorable, grey eyes that Céleste had once described as useful because they gave nothing back, the scar below the left jaw from a checkpoint three years ago that he explained differently every time, not from vanity but because consistent stories about scars were the kind of thing that got remembered. This morning he had told it to the reflection without the reflection asking: a kitchen accident. He was considering switching to a childhood fall.

He sat in one of the good chairs and waited for evening.

Céleste received him in an apartment that served as a classroom. That was what the building's other tenants believed — there was a schedule posted, there were occasionally the sounds of students, there were chalk marks on the back wall that were entirely genuine and had nothing to do with what else happened here. She was at the table when he came in, a map open in front of her that she folded before he was fully through the door. Not from secrecy — he was cleared for every piece of paper in this room — but from the habit of a woman who believed that information not currently in use should be put away.

"You look tired," she said, without looking up from the next thing she was already doing.

"I'm always tired."

"This is true." She folded her hands. She was forty-six, and had the specific posture of a woman who had once stood at the front of a room demanding attention and had never quite stopped. Her hair was dark with a streak of grey at the left temple that she had not bothered addressing, and her eyes were the eyes of someone who had had too many last conversations and had learned to count what was in the room very quickly. "Sit down."

He sat.

"There is a forger I use," she said. "You haven't worked with him. I trust him."

"All right."

"He operates from an apartment above a patisserie on the Rue des Quatre-Vents. He has been there for four months without incident." She said this not to reassure him but as operational data — four months was relevant. Four months in one location in this city was a fact that had to be weighed. "He needs to prepare a specific set of transit papers. They are for an operation that will move eight people from Paris to Marseille."

Luc waited.

"The papers will take three weeks to prepare correctly." She said correctly the way she said most things — without emphasis, which was its own kind of emphasis. "They require materials that need to be sourced across several days and processes that cannot be shortened. During this time, the forger requires a second person in the apartment. For reasons that are partly operational and partly logistical, you are the most suitable choice."

He looked at her. "You need a courier to sit in an apartment for three weeks."

"I need a courier to be present in a specific location, available for intelligence that may need to move quickly during the preparation period, and capable of running the completed papers when they are ready." She held his gaze. "The forger is not a runner. He is very good at what he does and has several qualities that make him irreplaceable at this moment. Running checkpoints is not among them."

"He's Jewish," Luc said.

Céleste's expression did not change. "He operates under a borrowed name. His papers are his own work and they are excellent. He has passed six checks without issue." She paused. "He is also extremely good at his work. The papers he produces are the best I have seen. For this operation, they need to be."

Luc did not say: then why does he need a second person in the apartment. He understood the answer. A forger at a table for three weeks was someone who had to eat, who might need supplies, who existed in the particular vulnerability of someone whose hands were too valuable to risk at a checkpoint. And beyond that: if something moved, if the network shifted, if a safehouse burned two streets away — the forger needed to know in time to move. He was not the kind of asset you left unprotected.

"You'll give me a name to use," he said. It was not a question.

"He'll give you one. That's part of what he does." A small pause. "I should tell you: he's warm. It will feel, sometimes, like he is interested in you as a person. This is because he is. It is not a disadvantage."

Luc absorbed this.

"Three weeks," he said.

"Three weeks. Beginning day after tomorrow." She slid a small card across the table. The address was on it in her precise handwriting. "You'll want to memorize that."

He memorized it. He left the card.

She did not see him out.

He walked back through the city by a different route, as he always did. The evening had come down while he was inside, the particular November evening of occupied Paris that arrived without ceremony and settled into the streets like a second occupation — all the light pulling back into windows, the streets emptying by degrees, the curfew doing what the curfew did. He had forty minutes before he needed to be inside.

Rue des Quatre-Vents. He ran it in his head: left off the Boulevard Saint-Germain, past the corner where a man sold chestnuts before the occupation and now sold nothing, through the section where the buildings leaned slightly toward each other over the street as if conspiring. He had been on that street twice. He knew the patisserie — pale green shutters, closed by six. He had not known about the apartment above it.

He thought about three weeks in two rooms with a warm man who would find him interesting.

He thought about the eight people the transit papers would move.

He thought about Céleste's word: correctly. The way she had said it. The weight she had placed in it without placing any weight at all.

He walked until he reached the apartment on Rue Jacob, and he let himself in, and he stood in the kitchen for a moment in the dark before he turned on the single lamp, and in that moment between the dark and the light he did something he almost never did — he stood still and let the apartment be quiet around him and did not immediately calculate the exits.

Then he turned on the lamp.

He had two days. There were things that needed doing before he went, preparations that were not dramatic but were thorough, because thoroughness was what he had instead of luck, and luck in this city was a resource he did not plan around.

He sat down at the table and began.

He wrote nothing down. He never wrote anything down. He held it all in the part of himself that had long ago been converted, room by room, into a kind of clean and airless storage — efficient, reliable, and entirely closed to visitors.

Rue des Quatre-Vents. Three weeks. A forger above a patisserie.

A borrowed name, to be given to him by someone who made borrowed names for a living.

Outside, it was beginning to feel like snow.
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​Chapter Two - The Art of Being Someone Else
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The document on the table was not finished and was already, by any official measure, perfect.

Théo had been staring at the exit visa for the better part of an hour. Not because anything was wrong — the ink was dry, the stamp impression was correct to within a fraction of a millimeter, the paper had been aged for four days in a solution he had refined over eighteen months of practice until it matched the specific yellow-grey of a document that had lived in a coat pocket since July. The signature was a near-exact reproduction of the regional administrator's, which Théo had studied from three genuine examples until he understood not just the shape of the letters but the pressure of the hand behind them — the slight heaviness on the downstroke that suggested the man was right-handed and wrote too fast. He had reproduced that habit. The document was good.

He was checking it again anyway.

Because the person carrying this will know, he thought, which was not a thought he had invented for the occasion — it was simply true, and had been true every time, and would go on being true. A document that felt real made people walk like they were real. That was the margin. He had seen the other kind, the ones produced quickly by people who were good but not careful, and he had held them and understood within seconds that they were wrong — not visually, not in any way an inspector running his eyes down a queue would catch, but in the way of something assembled rather than made. You could feel the joins.

He did not make documents you could feel the joins of.

He set the visa aside to let the last layer cure properly and began on the next item: a carte d'identité for a woman named Sylvie Arnault, thirty-four, born in Rouen, occupation listed as seamstress. Sylvie Arnault did not exist. She would, in approximately six days, exist completely. Théo would give her the weight and smell and particular crease-pattern of a life lived in another city, a life that had generated the normal quantity of paperwork, a life that would withstand examination by a bored administrator on a Tuesday afternoon.

He narrated the details aloud as he worked. He had always done this. It helped him catch errors and it helped him think, and in the apartment above the patisserie, where he was alone most hours of the day, the sound of his own voice had become something like company.

"Sylvie Arnault," he said, in French, then switching to German: "Sylvie Arnault, née à Rouen, seamstress, thirty-four," and then back to French with an evaluation: "looks younger than that, probably. Should be thirty-one. But the papers say thirty-four, so thirty-four she is." He looked at the document. "I hope she has a good coat. November in Paris." He switched to Yiddish without thinking about it: "Ikh hof zi hot a guten mantel." Then back to French, because he was composing, not wandering: "Sylvie. You should know that this document is better than your real one ever was. Whatever Rouen gave you, this is better. I am sorry about that."

He was not, strictly speaking, sorry. But it seemed worth saying.

The lamp on the forgery table was the best light in the apartment, positioned for close work, and it made everything outside its radius very dark. The apartment was two rooms and a kitchen and a toilet behind a thin door, which was the correct size for a single person and felt, since Théo had arrived, slightly smaller than that — not because it was cramped but because he was aware of its borders in the particular way of someone who had moved frequently enough to know that any space was temporary. The forgery table was by the window, pushed against the wall so that he could work with the window open a crack and hear the street below. He liked to hear the street. The sound of the city going about its provisional business — the trams, the voices, the footsteps on cobblestone — was evidence that the city was still doing so, which was not always a given and was therefore worth noting.

He touched the scar on the inside of his right wrist without noticing he'd done it. It was small, a thin pale line from a wire cut too quickly in 1941, and his fingers found it automatically when his thoughts drifted toward the letter
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