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Chapter 1

The Ministry of Culture rose from the edge of Wenceslas Square like a slab of frozen grief. Its concrete face caught the November light and gave nothing back—only a flat, grey reflection that made the building seem less built than grown, as though the earth itself had hardened around it overnight.

Vera Novakova stood at the glass doors for a long moment, watching her breath fog the air. Inside, the lobby smelled of wet wool and floor wax, the particular combination that meant the janitor had mopped that morning but the radiators still hadn't warmed. She pulled her scarf tighter and pushed through.

Her office was on the third floor, a narrow room with one window that looked out over the rooftops of the Old Town. The desk was scarred with ink stains and cigarette burns, left by whoever had sat here before her. She kept her satchel—canvas, frayed at the edges, bought secondhand from a market stall near Karlovy Vary—on the chair beside her. Inside it: a thermos of weak coffee, a pot of black ink, and a small notebook where she recorded the day's work. Not for anyone else. Just for herself. A habit from before.

The typewriter on her desk was a Remington, heavy and loud, the kind that sounded like gunfire when you struck the keys. It belonged to the Ministry, not to her, and she treated it with a careful reverence, as though it might turn on her if she pressed too hard.

Today's task arrived at nine o'clock in a manila envelope stamped with the red seal of the editorial board. A poem. Translated from the Bohemian tongue into English for an anthology being compiled for distribution to Western universities. Innocuous enough: verses about rivers, about winter, about the persistence of memory. The kind of thing that could pass inspection because it meant nothing at all.

She opened the envelope and laid the pages on her desk. The original Czech text occupied the left column; her English rendering would go on the right. She picked up her pen and began.

The poem was by someone named Jan Kavan—well, that's what the signature read. She knew the name. Kavan had been published in the literary journals before the purges, before the Ministry started screening everything for ideological purity. His work had once been considered daring, even dangerous. Now it was simply archived, filed away behind the walls of approved literature.

Vera worked methodically. She translated line by line, checking each phrase against the rhythm of the original. The Czech was spare, economical—a quality she admired, even though it made the translation harder. Every word carried weight. Every syllable mattered.

It was at the bottom of the final page that she noticed it.

The signature on the typeset version read Jan Kavan. But the handwritten signature on the original manuscript—tucked inside the envelope, separate from the printed copy—was different. The letters were slanted, hurried, barely legible. What she could make out was not Kavan but something else entirely. The first letter was unmistakably a K. The second was uncertain, possibly an o, possibly an a. The rest dissolved into a series of strokes that might have been v, a, n—or might have been nothing at all.

Vera set the pen down and stared at the two signatures side by side. The printed one was clean, authoritative, the kind of thing a Ministry clerk would produce with a stamp and a straight edge. The handwritten one was alive with hesitation, as though the person who signed it had been afraid of being seen doing so.

She told herself it was nothing. A forgery, perhaps, or a correction. The Ministry had its own systems for verifying authorship, and if the printed signature was the approved one, then that was what mattered. Her job was translation, not authentication. She picked up her pen again and continued.

But the discrepancy stayed with her. It lodged in the back of her mind like a splinter, small and persistent, impossible to ignore.

When she finished, she typed the translation into the Remington, her fingers finding the familiar rhythm. The keys clacked and spat, each strike sending a fresh ribbon of carbon onto the page. She read the finished product aloud under her breath, listening for awkwardness, for phrases that didn't work in English. The poem came out clean. Clean enough to be safe.

She made two copies, filed one in the outgoing tray, and kept the original on her desk. Something about it made her want to hold on to it, even though she couldn't explain why.

At noon, she went downstairs to the canteen. The Ministry's cafeteria was a long room with metal tables bolted to the floor and chairs with cracked plastic seats. The food was predictable: soup, bread, sometimes meat if the supply truck had delivered on time. Today it was potato soup, thin and lukewarm, served in a bowl that had been washed but not dried properly. The water spots shimmered faintly in the fluorescent light.

Vera ate alone. She always ate alone. The other translators kept to themselves, and the administrative staff preferred each other's company. There was a social hierarchy in the Ministry as rigid as anything outside it, and Vera occupied a position somewhere near the bottom—not insignificant, but not important either. She was a functionary, a cog in a machine that produced nothing of consequence. She knew this, and she accepted it. Acceptance was a form of survival.

Across the room, she noticed a man she didn't recognize. He was sitting near the window, his back to the wall, his hands folded around a mug of coffee. He was older than most of the staff, perhaps in his fifties, with thinning grey hair and a face that seemed carved from the same material as the building itself—hard, unyielding, impenetrable. He wore a dark suit that was well-tailored but slightly worn at the cuffs, the uniform of someone who mattered without announcing it.

Colonel Hanzl. She'd heard the name before, though she'd never met him. He was a senior official in the Ministry's internal affairs division, responsible for personnel reviews and ideological assessments. His presence in the cafeteria was unusual. People who worked in internal affairs typically ate in their own offices, surrounded by the protective barrier of their titles.

Vera looked away and focused on her soup. She had done nothing wrong. She had translated a poem. That was all.

But she felt his eyes on her anyway, a weight she couldn't shake. When she glanced back a moment later, he was looking directly at her. His expression was neutral, unreadable. He held her gaze for a beat longer than was polite, then turned back to his window.

Vera's appetite disappeared. She pushed her bowl aside and returned to her desk.

The afternoon passed slowly. She had another translation scheduled for the next day—a short essay on agricultural cooperatives—and she spent the remaining hours preparing for it, gathering source materials from the Ministry's archive. The archive was a windowless room in the basement, lit by a single flickering bulb and smelling of dust and decaying paper. She found the essay she needed, along with three related documents that she copied by hand onto small slips of paper, pressing each character firmly into the grain to ensure the ink would not smudge. The copies would be useful later, even if she couldn't say exactly why.

At five o'clock, the lights in the corridor went out early. The Ministry closed at six, but in November the darkness came at four-thirty and settled over the building like a shroud. Vera packed her things carefully: the translation, the original manuscript, her notebook, her pen. She placed everything in her satchel and zipped it shut.

As she reached for the door handle, the phone on her desk rang.

She froze. The phone was for official business only, and it was not supposed to ring after hours. Nobody called her at home—the Ministry didn't keep private numbers for lower-level staff. She stared at the receiver as it rang again, louder this time, insistent.

On the third ring, she picked it up.

"Novakova?" The voice on the other end was male, unfamiliar.

"Yes."

"Stay late tonight. There's an additional assignment."

"I'm already packing to leave—"

"You'll stay. That's an order."

The line went dead.

Vera stood in the doorway, the phone pressed to her ear, listening to the dial tone. Her heart was beating fast. She set the receiver back in its cradle and turned off the desk lamp. The room plunged into shadow, the only illumination coming from the corridor outside, where the fluorescent tubes buzzed and hummed.

She waited ten minutes, counting the seconds, telling herself that the order was routine, that late assignments were common during the winter months when the Ministry tried to squeeze extra work into the shorter days. But something about the voice—flat, impersonal, devoid of any courtesy—made her uneasy.

She went back to her desk and opened the incoming tray. There was a single sheet of paper, typed on both sides. Another translation, this one in French. The subject was a memoir by a displaced writer, someone who had fled Czechoslovakia in the early fifties and settled in Paris. The text was marked confidential in red ink at the top.

Vera read through it once, quickly. The memoir was ostensibly about ordinary life—the writer's experiences as a schoolteacher, his observations of rural communities, his reflections on the passage of time. Nothing political. Nothing dangerous. But as she read, she noticed something strange. Certain phrases appeared repeatedly, almost like refrains: references to a satchel, to floorboards, to ink. At first glance they were innocuous—the writer mentioning his old satchel from school, the creaking floorboards of his childhood home, the ink stains on his fingers. But the repetition was too precise, too deliberate, to be mere reminiscence.

She compared the French text to the English version that had been prepared by another translator. In the published version, a particular sentence read: I had a difficult year. In the original French, the same sentence read: J'ai eu une année difficile. On the surface, identical. But when Vera examined the handwriting of the original—scanned onto the page as a photocopy—she saw that the word difficile had been altered. The original had been impossible, and someone had carefully painted over it with a brush, adding the softer word on top. The paint was still slightly raised, catching the light.

Impossible. Not difficult. Impossible.

Vera sat very still. The word echoed in her head, bouncing off the walls of her mind like a stone dropped down a well. Impossible. What had been impossible? What had someone wanted to erase?

She looked at the photocopy again, studying the altered word. The paint was thin, applied with care, but it wasn't perfect. Under certain angles of light, the original word still showed through, ghostly but visible. Impossible.

She thought of the signature discrepancy—the handwritten signature that didn't match the printed one. Two anomalies in two different texts, both pointing toward something hidden, something buried beneath the surface of approved language.

The Ministry was built on language. Every document, every publication, every translation passed through layers of scrutiny before it reached the public. Words were edited, rewritten, sanitized until they were safe. Safe meant empty. Safe meant meaningless. And yet, beneath the safe words, something persisted. Something that refused to be erased.

Vera closed the folder and put it in her satchel. She told herself she was making a mistake. She told herself to forget about it. But she couldn't.

When she finally left the Ministry, the sky was already dark. The streets of Prague were quiet, the kind of quiet that comes from fear rather than peace. The tram lines had stopped running early, and the sidewalks were nearly empty. She walked toward the Old Town, her footsteps echoing on the cobblestones, her satchel heavy against her hip.

Her flat was above a printer's shop on Celetná Street. The shop was closed for the night, its windows dark, but she could smell the ink from the floor below—wet ink and stale tobacco, the particular scent that meant the press had been running late again. She climbed the three flights of stairs and unlocked her door.

Inside, the flat was small and cold. A single stove in the corner provided whatever heat she could muster, but the walls still carried the damp chill of the building's unheated corridors. She hung her coat on the hook by the door, filled the stove with coal, and struck a match. The flame caught and spread, orange and warm against the grey.

Her mother was already in bed, asleep in the narrow room that doubled as a bedroom and a kitchen. Elena Novakova was seventy-two years old, frail but stubborn, and she had lived in this flat for forty-five years. She had survived the war, the occupation, the purges, and the changes that had come with each one. She had learned to endure, and she had taught Vera to do the same.

Vera moved quietly, not wanting to wake her. She unpacked her satchel and laid the translations on the table. The French memoir sat on top, the altered word still visible in the lamplight. She stared at it for a long time, thinking.

Then she did something she had not planned to do. She took the original manuscript—the one with the questionable signature—and a sheet of scrap paper from the printer's waste bin, and she began to copy the poem by hand. Not the printed version, not the approved version, but the original. Every line, every word, every irregularity. She wrote slowly, carefully, her hand moving across the page with a concentration she hadn't felt in years.

When she finished, she set the copy beside the original and examined both. They were nearly identical, except for one thing: the signature. On the original, the handwritten signature was faint, uncertain. On her copy, she had written it clearly, deliberately: Jan Kavan. Or what she believed it to be.

She folded the copy into a small square and slipped it into the inner pocket of her coat. The fabric was thin, but the paper would fit. She could feel it there, a small weight against her ribs, like a secret.

She told herself it was nothing. A curiosity. A puzzle to solve later. But as she blew out the lamp and lay down beside her sleeping mother, she knew that it wasn't nothing. It was something. Small, fragile, easily dismissed. But real.

Outside, the city slept. Somewhere in the distance, a train whistle sounded, low and mournful, carrying across the rooftops like a prayer. Vera closed her eyes and listened to it fade, wondering what it was mourning and whether she would ever understand.

In her pocket, the folded page pressed against her skin. A single page. That was all. Just one page, carrying words that someone had tried to erase, that she had chosen to preserve. It meant nothing yet. Where it would lead, she could not say. But she knew, with a certainty that surprised her, that she would not forget it.

The stove crackled softly in the corner, and the flat grew warmer. Outside, the wind picked up, rattling the windowpanes and whispering against the walls. The city held its breath.

And somewhere, deep in the foundations of the Ministry, the printer below had stopped. The city exhaled.

Vera Novakova drifted into sleep, the single page heavy in her pocket and the question she could not yet name settling deep within her chest.
Chapter 2

The Café Louvre smelled of roasted beans and old wood, the kind of warmth that made you forget, for a moment, that November was pressing against the windows like a hand. Vera sat at her usual table near the back, the one with the scarred surface and the brass footrail that caught at the ankles of anyone who passed too close. She had arrived early, as she always did, because arriving early meant choosing the seat, and choosing the seat felt like the only decision she got to make on her own.

Outside, the street was grey with the particular Prague fog that settled in late autumn and refused to lift until March. Inside, the café breathed. Waiters moved between tables with trays balanced on their wrists, their uniforms the same faded maroon they'd worn since the fifties, maybe longer. The espresso machine hissed and clicked like a metronome set to something slightly anxious. Vera watched it. She always watched the machines. There was comfort in their predictable violence.

She ordered black coffee and didn't drink it right away. She held the cup in both hands, feeling the heat seep through the porcelain, and she counted the people who entered. That was her ritual now: observe, catalogue, release. It had started after the Ministry, after the poem, after she'd read the signature twice and found it wrong. She couldn't un-read it. She couldn't un-see the jagged slant of the letters, the ink pooling into dark, viscous knots on the page, evidence of a hand pressing down with deliberate force. She had told no one. Not her mother. Not anyone.

The door opened again. Cold air slipped in ahead of him.

Jiri stood in the doorway for a moment, letting the café air settle around him like a coat he hadn't taken off. He was taller than she expected, or perhaps the doorway made him seem taller — narrow frame, shoulders hunched against the weather even though he wasn't outside anymore. His hair was blond, the color of weak tea left too long in the cup, suggesting it had once been more carefully managed than it currently was. He wore a jacket that had been good at some point, maybe two years ago, and now it hung on him with the loose generosity of someone who had lost weight or simply stopped caring.

He spotted her immediately. He always did. Not because she was conspicuous — she wasn't — but because he seemed to have a radar for the women who were trying very hard not to be noticed.

"You're early," he said, sliding into the chair opposite her. He didn't ask permission. He never did.

"So are you."

He smiled, which was not quite a smile — more like the memory of one, passing through without fully arriving. He reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a pack of cigarettes, tapped one free, and lit it with a match from the table. The flame cupped in his palm like something fragile.

"I had a meeting that ended early," he said. "Or it began late. Hard to tell the difference sometimes."

Vera picked up her coffee. It had cooled enough to drink. She took a sip and said nothing. Silence was easier than explaining why she had chosen this table, why she had arrived twenty minutes before the agreed hour, why her hands trembled — a familiar, involuntary vibration that surged whenever Jiri was near, as though her body had decided something her mind had not yet consented to.

Jiri exhaled smoke toward the ceiling and studied her over the rim of his glass. He drank water. He always drank water. It was one of the things she found irritating about him, and possibly one of the things she found attractive.

"What did you think?" he asked.

He didn't need to specify what. The poem. The Ministry. The signature. Three words that contained everything neither of them wanted to say out loud.

Vera set her cup down. "It was fine."

"Fine." He repeated the word as though tasting it, finding it lacking. "Vera. You don't translate poems because they're fine."

She looked at him properly for the first time. His eyes were grey, the colour of the sky outside, the colour of the river on days when the water looked like ground glass. He had the kind of face that aged unevenly — young around the mouth, older around the eyes, as though his smile had been invented separately from his experience.

"It's just a poem," she said. "A minor poet. Local publication."

"Nothing is just anything," Jiri said. He leaned forward slightly, and the cigarette dangled from his fingers like an afterthought. "That's what they want you to believe. Nothing is just a poem. Nothing is just a meeting. Nothing is just—" He stopped. He took a drag. "You're not going to tell me, are you?"

Vera folded her hands on the table. She could feel the scar on her left thumb, the one she'd gotten cutting bread last week, the one that had bled more than it should have, as though her body were still trying to get rid of something.

"I'm a translator," she said. "I translate poems. That's all."

Jiri looked at her for a long time. The café continued around them — the clatter of cups, the low murmur of conversations that had nothing to do with them, the woman at the next table stirring her sugar in a slow circle, six times, no more, no less. Vera noticed these things. She always noticed these things. It was how she survived.

"You know," Jiri said quietly, "people are starting to ask questions about you."

Vera's hands tightened. "About me?"

"At the Ministry. At the bar. In the places where journalists go to listen." He flicked ash into the saucer. "They say you've been spending time with Western press. They say you're accessible. Too accessible."

"Is that what they say?"

"That's what I heard." He paused. "I don't repeat everything I hear, Vera. But I repeat the things that matter."

She should have felt afraid. She did feel afraid, not as terror, but as a low hum in the background, like the refrigerator compressor in her kitchen at night—a sound she barely noticed until it stopped, leaving a silence that felt suddenly deafening.

"Why are you telling me this?" she asked.

"Because I'm tired of watching you pretend that the ground beneath you isn't cracking." He said it gently. That was the worst part. He said terrible things gently. "And because I think you already know. I think you've known since Tuesday."

Tuesday. She had spent Tuesday in the Ministry basement, in the room with the broken radiator and the shelves of books that no one had checked out in years. She had been translating a poem by some forgotten lyricist, a man whose work had been published in 1952 and then quietly forgotten, as things were forgotten here. The poem had been about a river. Or it had been about something else entirely. The words were simple, almost childish in their directness: the water remembers what the land forgets. And underneath, in the spacing, in the jagged break of the stanza, there was another sentence, or a direction, or a map. She hadn't been able to articulate it. She hadn't been able to prove it. But she had felt it, a subtle shift in the air like the groan of timber before it snaps.

"I don't know what you're talking about," she said.

Jiri reached across the table. His hand covered hers, briefly, firmly. His skin was warm and rough, the palm calloused from whatever he gripped — pens, cameras, the steering wheels of cars he didn't own. He let go almost immediately, as though he'd forgotten he'd touched her at all.

"On Tuesday," Jiri said, "you stayed past closing. The janitor told me. He said you asked him to wait downstairs while you went back to the stacks. What were you looking for, Vera? Beyond the poem?"

The waitress approached with a pot of coffee and a small plate of bread rolls wrapped in linen. Vera stared at the linen as if it might contain instructions. The waitress poured without asking and moved on. Jiri took a roll and broke it in half, not eating it, just breaking it, his fingers working the crust until it surrendered.

"My editor in Prague is pushing for a piece on the cultural purge," he said, conversationally, as though they were discussing the weather. "He wants names. He wants sources. He wants to know who at the Ministry is cooperating and who is resisting. He thinks you might be the latter."

"I'm neither," Vera said. "I'm a translator."

"Who reads your translations before they go to print?" he asked. "The censors? Or do you decide what stays and what disappears? And when you decide — what happens to the things you erase?"

She thought of her mother, upstairs in their flat above the printer's shop, hoarding sugar and ration coupons and silence. She watched Elena Novakova’s eyes slide away, avoiding contact with a careful distance, as though Vera were a room she wasn't sure she was allowed to enter anymore. She thought of the poem, the signature, the ink pooling on the page in thick, glossy clots.

"I translate what I'm given," she said. "That's my job."

"And what happens when the thing you're given is a lie?"

"Then I translate the lie."

Jiri was quiet for a moment. The café had filled up. More people, more voices, more reasons to believe that the world was continuing as though nothing had changed. Vera envied them. She envied their ability to sit in warm cafés and drink coffee and discuss nothing, to let the fog press against the windows without acknowledging it.

"You could be more than a machine," Jiri said. "You could be a person who understands what she's doing."

"I understand perfectly."

"Do you?" He tapped the table with his cigarette. The ash fell. "Then explain to me why your hands are shaking."

Vera looked down. Her hands were flat on the table, still as stone. They weren't shaking. They weren't.

"I'm cold," she said.

The lie was so transparent that even she could see it. Jiri saw it too. He didn't call her on it. He never did. That was his talent — he saw everything and pretended to see only what you wanted him to see, which was somehow worse than if he'd been honest about his perception.

"I have something for you," he said. He reached into his jacket again, slower this time, and withdrew a small notebook, the kind students used, with a plain black cover and nothing written on it. He placed it on the table between them. "Read it tonight. Not here. Not anywhere you can be seen. Read it and then decide what you want to do with it."

Vera didn't touch it. "What is it?"

"A poem. Another one. By the same author." Jiri's voice dropped. "But this one doesn't have the disguise."

"That's impossible."

"Is it?" He waited. "The first poem was a test. To see if anyone would notice. You noticed. That's why they're watching you now. That's why I'm here."

She stared at the notebook. It was unremarkable. Plain. The kind of object that could belong to anyone, which was precisely why it belonged to her.

"I don't want it," she said.

"Yes, you do." Jiri stood. He finished his water. He left the cigarette burning in the ashtray, which was rude, which was typical. "Meet me here Thursday. Same time. Bring the notebook back if you've decided you don't want it. Leave it here if you have."

"That's not a choice."

"No," he agreed. "It isn't. But it's the only one you're going to get."

He turned to leave. At the door, he paused and looked back at her over his shoulder. The fog swirled behind him, turning the street into something that looked like water.

"One more thing," he said. "Don't trust anyone at the Ministry who asks you about your weekend plans. Especially if they offer you tea."

Then he was gone. The door closed. The café absorbed him without ceremony, without memory, swallowing his silhouette into the haze of roasted beans and old wood.

Vera sat alone at her table. The notebook remained between them, innocent and dangerous, exactly the same object in both categories. She picked up her coffee cup. It was cold now. She drank it anyway.

Outside, the fog thickened. Inside, the espresso machine hissed and clicked, and the woman at the next table stirred her sugar for the seventh time, having lost count, having finally, mercifully, stopped caring.

Vera put her hands in her lap. They were still. They would be for a while. Then they wouldn't be. She knew that much. She knew the layout of her apartment, the exact number of steps from her bed to the door — six, always six, never fewer, never more. She knew things. That was her gift and her curse. She knew things, and knowing them didn't protect her from them.

She left the notebook on the table. She paid with coins from her purse, counting them carefully, three crowns for the coffee, one for the service, and she walked out into the fog without looking back, because looking back was a habit she was trying to break, and habits, like poems, had layers you couldn't always see until it was too late.

The street was empty except for a tram moving slowly through the mist, its lights blurred to soft halos, its passengers invisible behind fogged glass. Vera walked toward the Old Town, her footsteps measured, her breath visible in the cold air, each exhale a small surrender to the atmosphere, each one disappearing as quickly as it had formed.

She would go home. She would eat something her mother had prepared without enthusiasm. She would sit in the room with the peeling wallpaper and the radiator that clanked at irregular intervals, and she would wait until midnight, when the flat was quiet and her mother's breathing was steady and the printer's shop below was dark and sealed. And then she would take the notebook from her bag — because of course she would take it, because of course she had picked it up and put it in her bag without deciding to, because decisions were often made by the body before the mind consented — and she would read it, and she would understand, and understanding would be the beginning of everything she had been trying not to become.

The tram passed. The fog swallowed it. Prague held its breath, as it always did, waiting for the next word, the next order, the next poem that was not a poem at all but a message in disguise, and she walked through it all, a translator walking through a city of translations, each street a sentence, each building a paragraph, each life a text she was only beginning to learn how to read.
Chapter 3

The stairwell smelled of wet ink and something older—tobacco left to sour in the creases of plaster, the ghost of a hundred cigarettes smoked by men who thought the printer below would never notice. Vera climbed three flights, the satchel growing heavier with each step, though she carried nothing in it yet. That was the first lie she told herself: that the weight was imaginary, that the dread pooling in her stomach was merely the fatigue of another day spent bending over someone else's words in the Ministry basement.

She pushed the door open with her shoulder. The flat received her the way it always did—a small exhalation of damp air, the faint metallic tang of the radiator that had never worked properly since before the war, the yellow light from the single bulb overhead flickering as it always did when the tram passed on the street below. Everything exactly as she'd left it this morning. Everything exactly as it would remain while she was gone, indifferent to the fact that she had spent eight hours translating sentences that meant something other than what they said.

She set the satchel on the table. It was a simple thing, brown leather, scuffed at the corners, the kind of bag a clerk might carry to the office and forget about by lunch. Jiri had handed it to her at the café with a gesture so casual it might have been an afterthought. He'd been smoking, as he always was, the cigarette balanced between two fingers while he spoke in fragments, as he always did.

Lead is heavier than paper," he'd said, and then immediately regretted saying it, because sentimentality was the one thing he couldn't tolerate in himself. He'd stubbed out the cigarette and looked away, toward the window, toward the fog, toward anything that wasn't her face.

Vera stared at the satchel now. It sat on the chipped Formica surface, reflecting the yellow light in a dull, oily sheen. She hadn't opened it. She hadn't wanted to. Opening it would make it real, and reality was something she could manage in measured doses—translate a poem, file a report, go home, repeat—but not all at once.

Instead, she went to the kitchen. The sink held the plate from lunch, a smear of butter congealed into a translucent film. She turned the tap and watched the water run clear for a long moment before it warmed, then washed the plate with a strip of soap that had been shrinking since September. Her thumb ached where the knife had caught it yesterday—cutting bread, nothing dramatic, just a clean line across the pad of her right thumb. She held it under the water and watched the skin whiten and wrinkle. Six times she stirred her coffee this morning. She counted because counting was a way of proving that time was still passing in regular increments, that the world had not suddenly decided to move at a different speed.

When she dried her hands on the towel hanging by the stove, she noticed the wallpaper again. It was the same pattern as always—faded roses, the colour drained to something between peach and bruise—and in the corner near the ceiling, a section had peeled away entirely, revealing the grey plaster beneath. She had meant to mend it for months. She had meant to do many things for months.

Vera returned to the table. She opened the satchel.

Inside: three notebooks, their spines cracked, their pages thick and yellowed, filled with handwriting that ranged from careful cursive to a frantic scrawl that seemed to press through the paper itself. A bundle of typed pages tied with string. A photograph, face down. She lifted the photograph first. It showed a man standing in front of a building she didn't recognise—brick, flat-roofed, possibly a factory or a warehouse—and beside him, barely visible, a woman whose face was cut off by the edge of the frame. On the back, in pencil, a date: 1964. No name.

She put the photograph down and picked up the top notebook. The first page bore a title in the local language, then a line in English beneath it—her own handwriting, from weeks ago, when she'd been translating the author's memoir for the Ministry's cultural affairs division. Innocuous enough: reflections on childhood in the countryside, the taste of plums in August, the sound of church bells on Easter morning. The kind of thing that got approved without comment, stamped, filed, forgotten.

She laid the photograph aside and reached for the top notebook. Its first page bore a title in the local language, followed by an English subtitle in her own hand, written weeks prior during her stint translating the author's memoir for the Ministry's cultural affairs division. It was innocent enough: memories of rural youth, the sweetness of August plums, the tolling of Easter bells. The sort of material that passed review without comment, stamped, filed, and forgotten.

But there was another piece of work, separate from the memoir, that Jiri had asked her to look at in confidence. A poem, short and deceptively simple, sent to her in a plain envelope with no return address, only his initials scrawled on the front in that hurried hand. "For the record," he'd written. "They won't see it. You might." She had translated it by hand on Ministry stationery, the way she translated everything that mattered—carefully, in pencil, leaving the original untouched. The poem described a courtyard with three white birds circling above it, a patch of broken glass catching the afternoon sun, and a small wooden box half-buried in the dirt. Nothing more. Nothing less. She had returned the translation to Jiri with a note that it was charming, pastoral, the sort of thing that would appeal to an American readership hungry for local authenticity. She had not known then that charm was the easiest disguise.

But she had noticed something. A discrepancy. In the published version—the one destined for the American publisher Jiri mentioned in those fragmentary ways—he'd changed a single sentence. Where the original read I had a difficult year, the published text read I had a year. Not a dramatic alteration. Not a political statement on its face. But it was smaller, quieter, and in its quietness it contained everything. A difficult year implied struggle, resistance, the kind of year that required explanation. A year was just a year. It asked nothing of the reader. It offered nothing. It was the bureaucratic equivalent of erasure.

She had flagged it in the margin of her translation draft with a small, neat question mark. She had assumed it was a stylistic choice. She had assumed it was nothing.

Now, looking at the notebooks, she wondered if the question mark had been the first mistake.

She flipped through the pages quickly, then slowly, reading fragments in Czech and English, the way she read everything now—as if every sentence might contain a hidden layer, a meaning beneath the meaning, a code disguised as confession. The handwriting grew more erratic toward the middle of the second notebook, as though the writer's hands were shaking, or as though the act of writing itself had become dangerous. There were passages that stopped mid-sentence. Pages that ended with ellipses that might have been the writer's or might have been hers, imposed in the act of translation, a translator's impulse to finish what was left unfinished.

Vera pressed her palm flat against the table and leaned forward. The kitchen clock ticked. The radiator clanked. Somewhere below, the printer's equipment groaned to life—the deep, rhythmic thud of the press starting up for the evening edition, the smell of fresh ink rising through the floorboards in thin, blue-grey waves.

She should have been glad for the noise. The press provided cover, a reason for sounds that might otherwise attract attention. But today it sounded like something else. It sounded like a machine that had been running for years and would keep running whether anyone paid attention to what it produced or not.

She closed the top notebook and set it aside. Then she stood and walked to the window.

The street below was narrow, lined with buildings that had survived two wars and a revolution and were now leaning slightly toward each other, as though conspiring. A woman in a dark coat walked past, carrying a canvas bag. Two boys ran ahead of her, laughing, their voices thin and bright in the cold air. Further down, a tram hesitated at the corner, its headlights cutting through the fog in pale cones, then moved on.

Prague held its breath, as it always did, waiting for the next word, the next order, the next poem that was not a poem at all.

Vera pressed her forehead against the glass. It was cold. The cold seeped through the thin wool of her sweater and settled into her bones, familiar and almost comforting. She had lived in this flat since she was twenty-one, since before the Spring, before the thaw, before anyone had begun to believe that things might change. She had learned its rhythms: the radiator’s metallic hiss in February, the streetlamp outside flickering at precisely 6:47 in the evening, and the printer’s press starting at 4:00 p.m. to run until midnight, filling the building with a vibration that travelled up through the floor and into the soles of her feet.

She turned away from the window and walked to the bedroom. The floorboards here were older than the rest of the flat, laid down when the building was constructed in the eighteen-eighties, wide-plank pine that had worn smooth in the centre from decades of footsteps. She knelt and ran her fingers along the seam between two boards. There was a loose one near the foot of the bed, the one she'd noticed months ago and never reported to the landlord, who never came anyway.

She pried at the edge with her thumbnail. The wood resisted, then gave with a soft crack. Beneath it: darkness, and the smell of dust and dry rot, and a shallow cavity roughly the size of a shoebox. She had considered using this space before. She had never had reason to.

Vera stood and returned to the living room. She gathered the notebooks, the typed pages, the photograph. She carried them to the bedroom and knelt again. She lowered the satchel into the cavity beneath the floorboard. It fit, barely, the leather scraping against the rough edges of the opening. She pushed it down until it settled into the dark.

Then she replaced the board. It didn't sit perfectly flush—there was a slight ridge, a whisper of elevation that her fingertips would find if she ran them across the surface, but her shoes would never notice. She pressed down hard with both palms until the wood stopped protesting.

She stood and brushed the dust from her knees. The flat was silent except for the radiator's occasional clank and the distant thud of the printer below. She walked back to the table and looked at the empty satchel, now just a folded shape of worn leather, its purpose fulfilled, its contents buried.

Her thumb throbbed. She wrapped it around the edge of the table and held on.

downstairs, the printer's press continued its steady work, producing pages that would be read and discarded, stories that would matter to no one, words that would travel through the city and disappear into apartments like this one, into hands that would hold them briefly and then let go. The ink would dry. The paper would yellow. The words would remain, waiting.

Vera went to the kitchen and filled the kettle. She set it on the stove and turned the flame. While the water heated, she took a clean plate from the cupboard and spread butter on a slice of bread. She sat at the table and ate in silence, chewing slowly, listening to the kettle begin its low whistle.

Outside, the fog thickened. The streetlamp flickered on, though it was only five o'clock. The tram passed again, slower this time, its passengers visible as shadows behind fogged glass, faces pressed against the windows, looking out at a city they no longer recognised.

Vera finished her bread. She washed the plate. She dried her hands on the towel. She stood in the kitchen and waited for the kettle to boil, listening to the sound rise from a murmur to a sustained note, steady and inevitable, a physical constant that ignored the political weather above it.

She carried the kettle to the table and poured. The steam rose in a thin column, catching the yellow light, curling upward and dissolving into the air. She picked up the mug and held it with both hands, feeling the heat seep into her palms, into her wrists, into the ache in her thumb.

The flat was quiet. The flat was always quiet. But tonight the silence felt different—not empty, but full, as though the walls themselves were holding something back, containing it, waiting for the moment when the pressure became too great and the silence broke.

Vera drank her tea. She set the mug down. She walked to the bedroom and knelt once more, pressing her ear to the floorboard, listening for the faintest sound from below—the rustle of paper, the creak of leather, the whisper of words that had been buried and were now waiting.

There was nothing. Only the flat's ordinary silence, the building's settling, the night settling over Prague like a blanket that was too thin to keep out the cold.

She stood and switched off the bedroom light. In the hallway, she paused at the door to her mother's room. It was closed. Inside, Elena slept—or pretended to, feigning indifference when Vera came home late, masking her anxiety by refusing to count the hours or sit by the window watching for the tram that would bring her daughter back.

Vera closed the front door softly and locked it. She stood in the hallway for a moment, her hand on the lock, feeling the metal cold beneath her fingers. Then she walked to the bedroom, undressed, and lay down in the dark.

The kettle clicked off somewhere in the kitchen, an automatic shut-off she'd installed months ago and never used. The radiator hissed. The printer below had stopped. The city exhaled.

The satchel lay silent beneath the floorboards, a heavy secret waiting in the dark.
Chapter 4

The telephone rang at seven in the morning, before the kettle had boiled, before the printer below had started its afternoon grinding. Vera lay perfectly still beneath the wool blanket, listening to the bell repeat itself in the kitchen—the sharp metallic clack-clack-clack of the rotary phone that her mother had insisted on keeping, even though the landline had been removed from their floor six months ago. Someone upstairs had bypassed the cut, or perhaps the Ministry hadn't gotten around to finishing the job. It didn't matter now. The ringing stopped. Silence returned, heavier than before.

She waited until eight. Then nine. At ten, she pulled on her coat and descended the three flights to the street.

The morning air was cold enough to make her teeth ache, the kind of cold that seeped through wool and settled in the joints. Prague was grey, the way it always was in November, but something had shifted in the quality of the greyness—thicker, more deliberate, as if the sky had decided to commit to the colour rather than simply tolerate it. She walked toward the Café Louvre on Na Příkopě, her hands buried deep in her pockets, feeling the cut on her thumb pulse faintly with each step. It had scabbed over, but the skin around it remained red and tender, a small permanent reminder of the knife and the bread and the ordinary violence of breakfast.

The Café Louvre was quiet. Elderly men lingered at window tables, their espresso cups long abandoned. The waitress—dark hair pinned back, jacket buttoned high—nodded to Vera as she passed. Vera took her usual spot in the back, the one with the scarred wood, and stared at the grain for a full minute. Her hands lay flat on the surface. The brass footrest bit into her ankles when she shifted. It was the seat she had claimed yesterday morning, yet sitting there now, it felt less like a choice and more like a trap.

She ordered coffee anyway. Black. When the cup arrived, she stirred it six times—once, twice, three, four, five, six—and watched the dark liquid swirl into a small vortex before settling again. The spoon clinked against porcelain. The sound seemed too loud in the quiet room.

She waited until noon.

At twelve-thirty, she left the café and walked toward the Old Town, her steps slower than she intended, as if the distance itself might change if she moved carefully enough. The streets were busier now—trams rattling along the cobblestones, women in dark coats pushing prams, men in short leather jackets talking loudly in groups that broke apart when she passed. She kept her eyes forward. She had learned to walk through crowds without making eye contact, to become a shape rather than a person.

Jiri's apartment was on the third floor of a building on Celetná Street, a narrow tower of a house with peeling ochre paint and windows that looked out over a courtyard too small to be called a garden. She climbed the stairs two at a time, her breath coming faster than the exercise warranted, and stood before his door—number forty-seven, the brass plate tarnished almost black. She raised her hand and knocked. Three sharp strikes. She waited.

No answer.

She knocked again, harder this time, her knuckles against wood that sounded hollow, like the walls inside were empty rooms rather than lived-in spaces. Still nothing. She pressed her ear to the door and heard only the faint hum of the street below, the distant shriek of a tram brake. No radio playing. No footsteps. No cigarette lighter clicking.

She stepped back and looked at the door more carefully. There was something on the handle—a strip of yellow tape, thin and brittle, already curling at the edges. She touched it with the tip of her index finger and it flaked away like dried paint. Ministry seal. Or KGB. She couldn't tell the difference anymore.

Downstairs, a door opened and closed. Someone was coming up. Vera turned toward the staircase and saw an older woman in a flour-dusted apron emerging from the ground-floor doorway. The woman's face was lined and pale, her hair wrapped in a faded headscarf. She stopped when she saw Vera standing at the third-floor landing.

"Can I help you?" the woman asked. Her voice was cautious, the way people spoke to strangers in buildings where doors were sometimes opened and never closed again.

"I'm looking for Jiri Dvorak," Vera said. "He lives here?"

The woman's expression changed—not surprise, exactly, but recognition of a kind of trouble. She glanced past Vera toward the stairs, as if checking whether anyone else was watching.

"He moved," she said quietly. "Two days ago. Very suddenly."

"Moved? Where?"

The woman shook her head. "I don't know. They came in the night. Men in dark coats. Didn't say goodbye to anyone. Didn't even take all his things." She paused, her mouth pressing into a thin line. "Left his cigarettes on the windowsill. Can you imagine? An American with half a pack of cigarettes left on a sill like he was going to come back for them."

Vera felt something tighten in her chest, a cold knot that had nothing to do with the weather. "When did they come?"

"The night before last. After midnight." The woman looked at her directly now, really looked at her, and something in her gaze shifted from caution to pity. "You're the friend. From the café. I've seen you."

"I need to speak with him," Vera said. It came out as a statement, flat and exhausted, but the woman heard the urgency underneath.

"They won't let you see him," the woman said. "Nobody comes in. Nobody goes out. Not since the men arrived." She hesitated, then added, "There was a notice on his door this morning. Before you came. Official paper. White envelope. They put it on the chain."

Vera thanked her and descended the stairs, her legs moving mechanically, her mind racing through possibilities she didn't want to name. Outside, the wind had picked up, carrying the smell of coal smoke and something sharper—diesel, maybe, or the chemical tang of tear gas that had been lingering near Wenceslas Square for weeks. She stood on the sidewalk for a moment, her hands still in her pockets, staring at the ochre building as if it might offer an explanation.

It didn't.

She walked back toward the Ministry, not because she expected to find anything there, but because the building was familiar, and familiarity was the only safety she had left. The walk took twenty minutes. She passed checkpoints she hadn't noticed the day before—soldiers standing at intersections with rifles slung casually over their shoulders, their faces unreadable behind aviator sunglasses despite the cloud cover. A truck idled at the corner of Karlova Street, its engine running, exhaust pluming white in the cold air. She kept walking.

The Ministry's entrance was guarded today. Two soldiers in greatcoats stood at the bottom of the concrete steps, their faces obscured by scarves. Vera showed her pass—a laminated card with her photograph and the Ministry stamp—and one of them examined it with exaggerated care, turning it over in gloved hands before handing it back.

"You can go in," he said. His voice was flat, professional. "But there are no offices open. Everyone has been sent home."

"Sent home?"

"For the weekend. Order from above. All of them." He shrugged, a gesture that seemed rehearsed rather than genuine. "Come back Monday."

Monday. The word hung in the air between them, heavy with implications she wasn't ready to unpack. She nodded and walked past him into the building.

Inside, the corridors were exactly as she remembered—hollow, echoing, lit by fluorescent tubes that buzzed faintly and cast everything in a sickly greenish light. Her footsteps rang against the tile floor, each one amplified by the emptiness. The typewriters were silent. The filing cabinets stood like tombstones in the dimness. She walked past the section where her desk had been for three years, past the bulletin board where memos and poetry recitals had been posted side by side, past the window that looked out over a courtyard choked with weeds.

On her desk—no, not her desk anymore, the label had been peeled off, the surface bare except for a fine layer of dust—there was a single sheet of paper. She picked it up. It was a memo, typed on Ministry letterhead, addressed to all translators and editorial staff. The language was bureaucratic, careful, designed to communicate maximum threat with minimum specificity.

Effective immediately, all personnel are required to surrender any personal correspondence, foreign publications, or unauthorized materials to the Department of Internal Security. Failure to comply will result in disciplinary action.

She folded the memo and slipped it into her coat pocket. There was a stack of envelopes beneath it—unopened mail, returned letters, bills. She didn't touch them. She turned and walked back toward the exit, her pace quickening as the building seemed to grow colder around her, the concrete absorbing heat from her body, from her breath, from whatever warmth she'd brought in with her from the street.

Outside, the sky had darkened further. It was only three o'clock, but the light was failing, draining away like water from a cracked basin. She stood at the bottom of the steps and looked across the square. The trams were still running, the pedestrians still moving, but something had changed in the geometry of the place—the angles were sharper, the distances longer, as if the city itself had been recalibrated to a different scale.

She thought about going home. She thought about climbing the three flights to her flat, locking the door, sitting in the kitchen with her cut thumb throbbing and the printer below humming its endless afternoon song, and pretending that none of this meant anything. But the memo in her pocket weighed against her ribs like a stone, and beneath the floorboards, in the dark, the satchel waited.

She turned and walked toward the Old Town.

The streetlamp on Karlova Street flickered at six-forty-seven, just as it always did, an amber pulse against the gathering dusk. Vera passed beneath it and felt the light wash over her face for a fraction of a second—warm, brief, indifferent—before plunging into the shadow of the building beyond. She didn't look back. She walked faster. The satchel was still there. Jiri was not. And somewhere between those two facts, something irreversible had taken place.

She reached her building and climbed the stairs, each step a small negotiation with gravity, with fatigue, with the knowledge that the apartment above the printer's shop—smelling of wet ink and stale tobacco, with its peeling wallpaper and its radiator that hissed like a wounded animal—was the only place she had left to stand still. She unlocked the door, stepped inside, and closed it behind her.

The kettle clicked off somewhere in the kitchen, though she hadn't turned it on. The printer below had stopped. The city exhaled. And beneath the floorboards, in the dark, the satchel waited.

The sound came first—not the tram, not the printer below, not even the telephone ringing in some stranger's kitchen upstairs. It was something deeper, something that vibrated through the soles of her feet and up through the floorboards, a low mechanical growl that made the teacups rattle on the shelf above the sink. Vera stood in the kitchen with her hand on the kettle handle, the scab on her thumb catching on the enamel as she pulled back. The growl multiplied. It became a rumble, then a roar, and it was coming from the street.

She crossed the narrow hallway barefoot, the linoleum cold and sticky beneath her toes, and pressed her face to the curtain. She didn't pull it aside—she never fully pulled it aside, not anymore, not since the men in dark coats had come two nights ago, since the Ministry had ordered all personnel home for the weekend as if the world could be paused like a record lifted from its turntable—but she parted it just enough to see.

The tanks were on Karlova ulice.

They moved like whales through shallow water, enormous and slow and impossibly loud, their treads grinding against the cobblestones in a sound that Vera would hear in her dreams for years to come. There were six of them, maybe eight, dark green and spitting black smoke into the pale November morning. Behind them came trucks, canvas-covered, filled with soldiers whose faces she couldn't distinguish through the gap in the curtain. They were everywhere. They had always been everywhere, she realised, she just hadn't been looking.

Below her window, an old woman in a yellow shawl stood frozen on the sidewalk, a basket of apples at her feet, the fruit scattered across the wet stones like something sacred spilled on a church floor. A soldier kicked at one of the apples with his boot. The woman didn't move. She just stood there, her mouth open, watching the tanks pass as if she were watching a parade she had somehow missed the invitation to.

Vera let the curtain fall back into place. Her heart was doing something strange in her chest—not racing exactly, but hammering against her ribs in a rhythm that felt like Morse code, like a message she was supposed to decode but couldn't. She turned away from the window and walked to the bedroom. She needed to sit down. She needed to think.

The apartment was very quiet now, the roar from the street muffled by the thick walls and the curtain and the sheer impossibility of what she was hearing. Somewhere downstairs, the printer's press had stopped. It was past midnight, or close to it, but the press usually ran until then anyway. Its sudden silence felt louder than the tanks.

"Elena?" she called, her voice barely above a whisper.

No answer. Her mother was asleep. Elena always slept through the night once she fell asleep, a small mercy she'd had since Vera was a girl, since before the printer below, since before the Ministry, since before any of this.

Vera sat on the edge of her bed. The room smelled of dried lavender and the faint metallic tang of the radiator, the same smell it had always smelled. Everything in the room was exactly as she had left it when she went to bed: her shoes lined up by the door, her coat on the hook, the photograph from 1964 on the dresser, Jiri smiling in that crooked way he had, his grey eyes crinkled at the corners. She looked at the photograph for a long time. She wanted to pick it up and call him. But the telephone had been removed from their floor six months ago, and the one in the kitchen belonged to whoever lived upstairs, and anyway, what would she say? Jiri, the Russians are in Prague. He would know. Of course he would know. He was an American journalist. He would have heard before she did.

She picked up the photograph anyway. Held it for a moment. Set it back down.

The tanks grew louder. Or perhaps the apartment was settling around them, the walls thinning, the ordinary sounds of a normal morning being erased by something that was not normal at all. She could hear shouting now, voices rising above the mechanical roar, sharp and panicked and Czech. A door slammed somewhere in the building next door. A car alarm began to wail—a Trabant, probably, its battery wired badly, the driver running back inside to abandon it.

Vera stood up. She walked to the kitchen and poured herself a glass of water from the tap. The water tasted of rust and old pipes, the way it always did in the mornings. She drank it slowly, watching the curtain, waiting for the sound to change, waiting for it to stop, waiting for anything to return to the shape of a life she understood.

It didn't stop. It got worse.

By noon, the shouting had become something else—something more organised, more controlled. The tanks were no longer moving. They sat on Karlova ulice like iron monuments, stationary and absolute, their crews visible in the hatches, faces turned toward the square, toward the cathedral, toward whatever destination had brought them here on this cold November morning. Vera watched them from the window for hours, standing in the same spot, her forehead pressed against the glass, her breath fogging a small circle that she wiped away with her sleeve, then fogged again.

Her thumb throbbed. She hadn't noticed the scab cracking until she saw the thin line of red along the edge of it, the skin around it swollen and tender. She touched it once, gently, and withdrew her hand. The pain was a small thing, a pinprick in the middle of something vast, but it anchored her. It reminded her that she had a body, that she was here, that this was happening to her specifically, in this apartment, at this window, on this particular Tuesday in November of 1968.

At one o'clock, the doorbell rang.

Vera jumped. She hadn't heard anyone approach—the street was full of tanks, but somehow, impossibly, the doorbell still worked, the wire still connected, the mechanism still capable of producing that sharp metallic ring that meant someone, somewhere, wanted something from her. She waited. Maybe it was the neighbour. Maybe it was the postman, delivering mail to the wrong floor by mistake. Maybe it was nothing, and the bell was ringing in some other apartment, in some other building, in some other life.

The bell rang again. Longer this time. Insistent.

She crossed the hallway and looked through the peephole.

Jiri stood on the landing, his coat soaked with rain that she hadn't noticed falling, his blond hair darkened by moisture, his grey eyes wide and uncertain. He was holding a cigarette between two fingers, unlit, and he looked as though he had been running. Perhaps he had.

Vera opened the door.

"You're here," she said. It wasn't a question. It was an observation, flat and tired, the kind of sentence you say when the world has rearranged itself overnight and the only response available is to name the new arrangement.

"I had to come," Jiri said. His voice was lower than usual, stripped of the easy cynicism he wore like a coat at the Café Louvre. He looked past her, into the apartment, into the kitchen where the kettle sat on the stove unlit, into the bedroom where the photograph from 1964 rested on the dresser. His gaze moved quickly, efficiently, the way a journalist's gaze moves—taking in everything, committing nothing to memory, already composing the lede in his head. "They've taken the bridges. All of them. The Charles Bridge is—Vera, they've—"

She closed the door. Locked it. The click of the latch sounded absurdly small against the noise outside.

"What is it?" she asked.

"The invasion," he said. As if that explained anything. As if the word invasion carried within it the full weight of tanks on cobblestones, of soldiers in unfamiliar streets, of a city that had spent eleven months learning how to breathe freely and was now being told, in real time, that the air belonged to someone else.

Vera nodded. She had seen the tanks. She had seen the apples on the cobblestones. She had seen the old woman in the yellow shawl standing motionless as if she were carved from the same stone as the buildings around her. She didn't tell him this. She simply stepped aside and let him in.

He entered carefully, as if the apartment might be fragile, as if it might crack under the weight of what he was carrying. Which, she would learn, was exactly what he was carrying.

He set it down on the table in the centre of the living room. The leather satchel. Vera recognised it immediately—it was the same satchel he'd brought to the Café Louvre three weeks ago, the one he'd tapped on the scarred surface when he said, This is why I'm here, Vera. This is why I can't leave. She had assumed it contained notebooks, press cards, perhaps a camera. She had not imagined it contained this.

"Paper is heavier than lead," he said. He hadn't unpacked it. He hadn't opened it. He simply stood there, his hands resting on the leather, his knuckles white, and said those words as if they were a warning and a prayer and an apology all at once.

Vera stared at the satchel. The leather was worn at the edges, darkened by use, the brass clasps tarnished. It smelled faintly of tobacco and old paper, the same smell that rose from the printer's shop below on certain afternoons when the humidity was right. She reached out and touched it. The leather was cool beneath her fingers.

"What is it?" she asked again.

"Everything," Jiri said. "Everything they're trying to erase. Every speech that wasn't cleared. Every poem that wasn't approved. Every letter that was written and then burned. It's all here." He looked at her, and for the first time, she saw fear in his grey eyes—not for himself, she realised, but for her. "They're going to purge the Ministry. Tomorrow, probably. They'll start with the Western associations. Your name, Vera—they know your name. You translated for me. You met with me at the Louvre. They have waiters who remember. They have—everyone remembers."

The tanks rumbled outside. A truck backfired somewhere down the street. Somewhere in the building, a child began to cry.

"Why are you giving this to me?" Vera asked. Her voice was steady. She was surprised by this. She had expected her voice to shake, to crack, to do something dramatic and theatrical. Instead, it was calm, almost bored, the way a person's voice sounds when they are processing something too large for emotion.

"Because I'm leaving," Jiri said. Simple. Direct. No preamble. "Tonight. There's a train to Karlovy Vary at midnight. A contact on the platform—he's American, State Department, or claims to be. I'm getting on it. I can't take this with me. And if I leave it here, in my apartment, they'll find it. They'll find everything." He paused. "You're the only person I trust with this."

Vera looked at the satchel. Then at Jiri. Then at the photograph on the dresser, visible through the doorway, Jiri smiling in 1964, his grey eyes crinkled, his blond hair catching the café light. She thought of the Ministry basement, of the fluorescent lights and the damp chill of the corridors and the hollow clatter of typewriters that sounded, in retrospect, like something counting down. She thought of Colonel Hanzl's green eyes, polite and smooth, and the way he had looked at her across the desk last week, as if he already knew something she hadn't told him.

Paper is heavier than lead.

"How long?" she asked.

"Until midnight," Jiri said. "That's all I have."

He left at half past eleven. Vera heard the door close softly behind him, the click of the latch, the footsteps receding down the stairwell. She stood in the living room for a moment, listening to the tanks, listening to the city, listening to the silence that followed Jiri's departure like a held breath finally released.

Then she picked up the satchel.

It was heavier than she expected. Not crushingly so—not yet—but substantial, dense, the kind of weight that settles in your arms and reminds you, continuously, that it is there. She carried it to the bedroom. She knelt on the floor. She pressed her palm against the loose board near the foot of the bed, the one she had loosened weeks ago, the one she had told herself was for emergencies, the one she had told herself she would never actually use.

She lifted it. The cavity beneath was dark and smelled of dust and old wood. She placed the satchel inside. It fit perfectly. She lowered the board back into place, aligning it with the surrounding floorboards, pressing down until the seam disappeared. She ran her fingers along the joint, feeling for gaps, finding none.

Beneath the floorboards, in the dark, the satchel waited.

She stood up. Her knees cracked. She was twenty-six years old and her knees cracked. She walked to the window and parted the curtain again.

The tanks were still there. More had arrived. She could see them from here, filling the square, their treads embedded in the cobblestones, their crews standing in the hatches, smoking, talking, looking at the buildings with the detached curiosity of men who had been told this was a liberation and were beginning, perhaps, to wonder. The sky above Prague was grey—not the soft grey of a November cloud, but the heavy, industrial grey of smoke, thick and low, spreading across the horizon like ink spilled on paper.

Vera watched the smoke. She thought of the translation she had done for Jiri, the innocuous poem with its coded references, the lines that had seemed harmless on the page but now, in the light of this morning, revealed themselves as a cipher, a route, the opening salvo of a text hidden beneath the loose plank.

She let the curtain fall back into place. She walked to the kitchen. She turned on the kettle. She stood by the stove and waited for it to boil, listening to the tanks, listening to the city, listening to the sound of a life that was ending, or perhaps just beginning, in the space between one breath and the next.

The kettle clicked off. She poured the water into a cup. She didn't add sugar. She stood by the window and drank, watching the smoke spread, thinking of paper and lead, of weight and gravity, of the terrible arithmetic of preservation—the way that what you carry determines what you can survive.

Outside, a siren began to wail. It was not the car alarm. It was something larger, something official, something that meant the morning was over and the day had begun in earnest. Vera set her cup on the sill. She pressed her forehead against the glass again. She watched. She waited. She listened.

The satchel lay waiting in the dark cavity beneath the floorboard.
Chapter 5

The Ministry of Culture smelled of damp wool and stale tobacco, an institutional stench that no amount of polishing could disguise. Vera pushed through the heavy glass doors at eight-thirty, her scarf wrapped twice around her neck despite the mild morning, because the corridors were always cold and she had learned to dress for the building's mood rather than the weather outside. The soldiers in greatcoats had not returned. Instead, a clerk she did not recognise sat at the reception desk, reading a newspaper with the detached air of a man who believed the news applied to him. He looked up when she entered, adjusted his glasses, and went back to reading.

She took the stairs. The elevator had been working until last week, or perhaps the week before—she had stopped keeping careful track—and the Ministry's maintenance man, a solid man named Franta who used to complain about the temperature settings with genuine enthusiasm, had not appeared at his post since Tuesday. The fluorescent lights overhead hummed with a frequency that made her teeth ache. On the second-floor landing, someone had taped a notice to the wall: a typed memorandum from the Deputy Minister regarding updated procedures for personal correspondence and foreign publications. Vera did not stop to read it. She had seen similar notices posted in the stairwells of every government building she had ever worked in, notices that promised efficiency and transparency while quietly reorganising the architecture of suspicion.

Her office waited on the fourth floor, Room 412, a space she had inhabited for four years. The desk label—a small brass rectangle stamped with her name and title—had peeled off sometime during the weekend and lay curled beneath the edge of the desk, its adhesive exhausted. She picked it up, turned it over in her hands, and slipped it into her coat pocket. It was a habit born of months of uncertainty, involving the collection of small detritus: a torn page from a ministry form, a broken pencil, a rubber band that had lost its snap. She told herself it was practical, that she might need them, but she did not admit the truth: she liked holding the evidence of decay in her palm because it made the abstract feel manageable.

The typewriter on her desk was covered with a layer of dust that had settled while she was busy surviving. She ran her finger along the edge and left a clean line in the grey. Behind the typewriter, a stack of manuscripts waited—translations she had completed in September and October, before the tanks, before the sky turned grey with smoke, before the Ministry announced that all foreign publications required renewed approval. These were innocent texts: a collection of Czech children's poems translated from German, a technical manual on agricultural machinery, a literary journal article about the influence of Russian formalism on post-war Czech poetry. None of them contained coded messages. None of them referenced anything except their subjects. But the Ministry did not distinguish between innocent and guilty anymore. It distinguished between compliant and non-compliant, and compliance was measured not by what you said but by whom you knew.

The door opened at nine-fifteen. It was not a colleague. It was a woman Vera recognised from the acquisitions department—a sharp-faced woman in her forties who wore her hair in a severe bun and spoke in clipped syllables that sounded like stamps hitting paper. She carried a cardboard box the size of a shoebox, the kind of box used for archiving personnel files, and she set it down on the desk opposite Vera's with a thud that made the typewriter keys shift.

"You've heard," Petra said. It was not a question.

Vera shook her head. "I haven't."

"They're calling it a review of staffing qualifications." Petra's mouth tightened. She did not sit down. She never sat down in the Ministry; she stood at angles, like a blade held ready. "They're calling it necessary. They're calling it a matter of national security." She paused, as if expecting Vera to fill in the blanks, to show that she understood the language being spoken here. "They want everyone in the main hall at ten. All departments. Everyone who hasn't been sent home already."

"What for?"

Petra's eyes flicked toward the window, toward the grey light that fell across the desks and the filing cabinets and the potted plant that had died three months ago and nobody had removed. "To hear the announcements. To hear who stays and who goes." She adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder. "I wouldn't wait for the meeting if I were you, Vera. I'd go home and pack. Quietly."

"Why? What did I do?"

Petra looked at her then, really looked at her, and for a moment Vera saw something that might have been sympathy or might have been the exhaustion of a woman who had spent twenty years learning that sympathy got you suspended. "It's not what you did," Petra said. "It's who you're associated with." She turned and walked out, her footsteps quick and precise on the linoleum, the sound of someone who believed that speed could outrun consequences.

Vera sat very still. The dust on her desk continued to settle. Through the wall, she could hear the muffled clatter of a colleague's typewriter—somebody else, in some other room, still typing as if the world had not changed. She thought of Jiri. She thought of the satchel beneath the floorboards. She thought of the way her thumb throbbed faintly, the scab catching on the desk's wooden edge when she rested her hand flat.

At nine-thirty, the first of her own colleagues appeared. Old Mr. Kopecky, who had worked in the poetry division since nineteen fifty-two and who brought a thermos of tea to every morning like a ritual of defiance, shuffled into her office with his coat buttoned wrong, his eyes wide and watery behind thick spectacles. He stopped in the doorway and stared at her for a long moment, as if trying to place her in a category that would determine whether he should speak to her or avoid her.

"Vera," he said finally. His voice was thin, papery. "I heard. I heard about the American."

She said nothing.

"I didn't know," he said quickly, the words tumbling out like stones from a pocket. "I didn't know about him. About the meetings. At the café. I swear to God, Vera, I didn't know." He gripped the thermos with both hands, his knuckles white. "I only saw you talking. Once. Maybe twice. I thought—perhaps you were discussing a translation. Perhaps he was a source. I didn't think—" He stopped. He looked at the floor. He looked at the ceiling. He looked anywhere but at her. "I hope they don't—" He turned and left, closing the door softly behind him, the way he closed everything: gently, apologetically, as if the world were made of glass and he was afraid of breaking it.

By nine-fifty, three more people had passed through her office or stopped in the corridor to exchange glances that said everything and nothing. A young woman from the indexing department, no older than Vera herself, lingered in the doorway with her arms crossed tightly over her chest, her lips pressed into a line so thin it was almost invisible. She did not speak. She simply looked at Vera with an expression that was neither hostile nor sympathetic but something worse: recognition. She recognised the shape of what was happening because she had felt it coming in her own body, the slow sinking of dread that begins in the stomach and spreads outward until it reaches the fingertips. Then she nodded once, sharply, and walked away.

Vera began to pack.

She did not know what she was packing for. She did not know if she would be allowed to return tomorrow, or next week, or next year. She took the photograph from the desk drawer—the one dated 1964, the one of her mother standing in front of the printer's shop, smiling with a certainty that Vera had not felt since she was a girl. She slid it into her coat pocket beside the brass label. She took the rubber stamps from the drawer and placed them in a neat row on the desktop: her name, her title, the Ministry seal. She did not put them in the box. She left them where they were, as if leaving them might somehow signal that she intended to come back and use them again.

The typewriter ribbon was fraying. She noticed this for the first time, running her eye along the line of a sentence she had been drafting that morning—a routine translation of a ministry bulletin about grain quotas—and seeing how the letters faded toward the end, as if the ink itself had grown tired. She pressed the carriage return and the ribbon snagged, leaving a streak of black across the page. She tore the page out and threw it in the waste basket, next to a stack of other pages that had been rejected for reasons she could no longer remember.

At ten o'clock, the corridor filled with footsteps. People emerged from their offices like survivors of a collapse, moving toward the stairs with the careful deliberation of those who expected something to fall on them at any moment. Vera joined them, falling into the flow without deciding to join. The stairwell echoed with voices—low, urgent, the kind of conversations that happened in whispers even when no one was listening. She caught fragments as she descended:

"—they took Dolanský this morning—"

"—not just the Westerners, they're checking everyone, even the ones who—"

"—my name was on a list, I don't know whose list, I don't want to know—"

"—Petra from acquisitions already gone, they called her in at nine, she came out with a box and she didn't even look at me—"

Vera kept her eyes forward. She kept her hands at her sides. She kept her breathing even, the way she kept her translations even: line by line, word by word, never looking at the whole page until the work was done.

The main hall was a large room on the ground floor, all concrete walls and high ceilings, lit by a single row of fluorescent tubes that buzzed like trapped insects. It was the kind of room designed for speeches, for ceremonies, for the projection of authority. Today it held two hundred people, standing shoulder to shoulder in the damp chill, their faces pale and drawn, their coats and scarves creating a mosaic of muted colours—grey, brown, navy, black—that blended together until they were indistinguishable. The air smelled of wet wool and nervous sweat and the faint metallic tang of fear.

At the far end of the hall, a podium had been set up with a microphone that crackled intermittently, producing bursts of static that made people flinch. Behind the podium, a banner hung from the wall: a Ministry emblem, the stylised wheat stalk and hammer, rendered in red paint that had begun to peel at the edges. Below the emblem, a typed sign read: REVIEW OF STAFFING QUALIFICATIONS — ALL PERSONNEL ATTEND.

Nobody spoke. Two hundred people stood in silence and waited for the microphone to stop crackling.

When it did, the voice that came through was Colonel Hanzl's. It was calm, measured, the voice of a man who had rehearsed this speech a dozen times and knew exactly where each pause should fall. He spoke in Czech, in the polished bureaucratic register that made threats sound like administrative procedures. He spoke about loyalty and responsibility, about the need to examine the professional qualifications of personnel in light of recent developments, about the Ministry's commitment to maintaining the integrity of its mission in these challenging times. He did not mention names. He did not need to. The names would come later, in individual summonses, in whispered conversations in stairwells, in the small cardboard boxes that people carried out of their offices at various hours throughout the morning.

Vera listened with her face blank, with her body still, with her mind racing through a calculation she had been dreading since the tanks appeared on Karlova ulice. How many associations did they know about? How many people had they interviewed? How much had Jiri said, in the café, in the moments before the soldiers came, before he handed her the satchel and told her that paper was heavier than lead? She had never told anyone about Jiri's meetings. She had never written his name in any document that the Ministry could access. But names circulated in Prague the way information did—through corridors, through cafés, through the mouths of people who believed that sharing knowledge made them part of something important, who did not understand that in a surveillance state, every conversation was a confession waiting to be filed.

Hanzl's voice continued, steady and patient, like a doctor explaining a diagnosis that everyone already knew but needed to hear from someone in authority. He spoke of reviews and evaluations, of temporary suspensions pending further investigation, of the Ministry's willingness to restore positions to those who demonstrated sufficient commitment to the institution's values. He did not raise his voice. He did not need to. The silence that followed his speech was louder than any shout.

Then he began to read names.

Not all at once. Not dramatically. He read them slowly, one at a time, pausing between each to allow the person to step forward, to collect the slip of paper that would serve as their suspension notice, to walk out of the hall with their dignity intact or in whatever fragments remained after the first cut. The names came in alphabetical order, as if this were a roll call, as if the Ministry were conducting a routine attendance check rather than dismantling the lives of people who had dedicated decades to its work.

Vera watched the people around her react to each name. Some stepped forward immediately, their faces composed, their movements deliberate. Others hesitated, looking around as if searching for an escape route, for a colleague who might vouch for them, for a sign that the process had made a mistake. A few did not move at all, standing frozen in place as if their bodies had decided that movement would confirm what the words had already established.

She counted the names. She counted the people. She counted the minutes. And she waited for her own name.

It did not come.

He adjusted the microphone, cleared his throat, and spoke again, his voice still calm, still measured. He said they could return to their desks. He said further reviews would follow. He folded his papers into a neat stack, squared them against the edge of the podium, and stepped back from the microphone as if he had finished something routine—an inventory, a weather report, the reading of bus schedules.

The hall exhaled. Two hundred people exhaled at once, a sound like wind moving through a corridor. Some people began to move toward the exits. Some remained, staring at the podium, at Hanzl, at the banner with its peeling red paint. Some collapsed into chairs that had not been there a moment before, as if their legs had finally decided they could no longer support them.

Vera stood still. Her name had not been called. Not today. She should have felt relief. Instead, she felt the cold certainty of someone who understands that the first cut is always the shallowest, that the Ministry does not strike all at once, that it prefers to wound incrementally, to bleed people slowly so that they do not have time to organise their resistance. She had bought time, not freedom. And time, in Prague, in 1968, was the most expensive currency of all.

She turned and walked toward the stairs. Her steps were steady. Her breathing was even. Her hand rested on the wall beside her, her fingers tracing the rough concrete, feeling the cold seep into her skin, anchoring her to the present moment, to this corridor, to this building, to this life that was being dismantled one name at a time.

Behind her, in the hall, she heard a woman's voice—sharp, desperate, rising above the murmur of departing colleagues. It was Petra Svobodová. She was speaking to someone, to no one, to the empty air, her words cutting through the humidity of the hall like a blade.

"They'll come for the rest of us," she said. "They'll come for the rest of us, and we'll stand here and wait for our names, and we'll hope it's not today, and we'll be wrong."

Vera did not turn back. She climbed the stairs, one flight at a time, past the notice on the second-floor landing, past the potted plant that had died, past her office door where the typewriter ribbon still snagged and the rubber stamps still waited on the desktop, and up to the fourth floor, where her desk held the evidence of things falling apart and her coat pocket held a photograph from 1964 and a brass label whose adhesive had given up.

She collected her coat from the hook by the door. She took the photograph from her pocket and placed it on the desk, face up, next to the rubber stamps. She looked at her mother's smile for a moment—at the certainty, at the ignorance, at the joy of a woman who believed that the world was organised and that her place in it was fixed and that nothing would change.

Then she turned off the light and closed the door behind her, the way she closed everything: gently, apologetically, as if the world were made of glass and she was afraid of breaking it.

The corridor was empty now. The fluorescent lights hummed. Somewhere below, a typewriter began to clatter again, somebody else starting over, somebody else pretending that the work could continue as if nothing had happened. Vera walked toward the stairs, her hand on the wall, her thumb pressing against the rough concrete, the scab catching, the skin around it red and tender, the pain small and specific and real in a morning that had become entirely abstract.

She descended. She pushed through the glass doors. She stepped into the November light, which was grey and thin and barely warm, and she walked toward the tram stop, toward the Old Town, toward the apartment above the printer's shop, toward the floorboards and the cavity and the satchel that waited beneath them, heavy with paper, heavy with truth, heavy with everything she had not yet decided whether to save or surrender.

The tram passed. The fog swallowed it. Prague held its breath.

She left the loose board undisturbed, pressing her weight against the seam until it clicked back into place, sealing the damp dark once more.
Chapter 6

The apartment had been searched.

Vera knew it before she crossed the threshold. It was not a matter of deduction so much as instinct—the stale, metallic tang of the air, the prickling heat at the nape of her neck as she lifted her key from her bag. The front door was unlocked, exactly as she had left it, but the resistance was different. She pushed inside and closed the door softly behind her, the click of the latch too loud in the silence.

She stood in the hallway and listened. The printer below was quiet, which was unusual. It was four o'clock in the afternoon, and the press normally started at four, grinding through its midnight-to-midnight cycle with a mechanical hunger that Vera had come to depend on. Its absence was the first sign. The second was the smell—wet ink undercut by something sharper, something chemical, like the solvent they used at the Ministry to clean the type rollers.

She took off her coat and hung it on the hook by the door, the way she always did, because routine was a kind of prayer. Then she walked through the apartment slowly, opening drawers, checking rooms, telling herself it was paranoia, telling herself that people searched apartments all the time, that the new authorities had lists and keys and very little patience for the old customs of locked doors. But the searching had a precision to it that frightened her. This was not a random rummaging. This was a hunt.

The bedroom was the first room they had entered. The drawer of her dresser stood open, its contents spilled across the floor in a careful fan. Vera knelt and began to replace the items she recognised—a tin of buttons, the ledger where she recorded her mother's prescriptions, a bundle of letters tied with string. Her fingers paused on a photograph lying face down on the dresser. She turned it over. It was the one of her mother standing in front of the printer's shop, taken in 1964. She had moved it from the wall weeks ago, unable to bear the sight of her mother’s smile, and now she simply set it back among the other papers.

She picked it up and set it face up. Her mother's smile looked different now, tilted slightly to the left, as though the photographer had been standing at an angle she hadn't accounted for. Or perhaps it was only the light in the room, which had shifted during the hours she had been gone.

The kitchen was next. The cupboard above the sink was open. She checked the jars—the flour, the sugar, the dried beans her mother hoarded like a woman preparing for a siege that everyone else had forgotten was coming. Everything was in its place. Whoever had searched here had been thorough but selective. They had opened the cupboard but not emptied it. They were looking for something specific, or they were looking for something that would tell them where to look next.

The living room was worse.

Her desk had been overturned. The blotter was on the floor, the paperweight—a smooth river stone she had picked up from the Vltava one spring morning—lying on its side. The pages of her translations were scattered across the rug, each one face up, each one examined. She recognised the poems: the ones she had done for Jiri, the innocuous Czech verses about rivers and harvests and the old songs her grandmother had sung. She had never understood why they felt dangerous. Now, staring at them spread out on the floor like fallen leaves, she wondered if she had always understood and simply refused to name it.

On top of the desk, where the surface had been wiped clean of dust, someone had left a mark. A fingerprint, or the impression of a gloved hand, pale against the dark wood. Vera reached out and touched it. The varnish was cool beneath her fingertip.

She went to the bedroom again and knelt by the floor. She pressed along the seam she had loosened weeks ago, her thumb finding the groove by memory, the way she found the light switch in a dark room. The floorboard lifted easily, the hinge of it worn smooth from the times she had checked, from the times she had simply needed to know that it was still there.

The cavity was empty.

Not the satchel—she had buried it deep, packed it with newspaper and dried flowers and the small weighted stone she kept in her pocket when she walked near the river—but the cavity itself had been disturbed. The edges of the hole were scraped, the plaster around it cracked from prying. They had looked. They had found the space. They had not found what was in it, or they had found it and taken it, or they had simply wanted her to know that they had looked.

Vera sat on the floor with her back against the bed and stared at the hole. It was roughly the size of a shoebox, no more, and now it gaped open like a mouth that had forgotten how to speak. She reached in and felt along the bottom. Nothing. She ran her fingers along the sides. Nothing. The cavity was clean.

She closed the floorboard and pressed it back into place. The seam was visible now, a thin dark line against the lighter wood, a scar she could not hide.

The telephone in the kitchen rang.

Vera froze. The landline had been removed from their floor six months ago, and the only remaining phone was upstairs, in some stranger's apartment, and it rang sometimes in the evenings, sometimes in the night, and she had learned to ignore it the way you learned to ignore the sound of boots on the street below. But this was different. This was the phone that had rung at seven in the morning, the phone that her mother had insisted on keeping, the phone that someone upstairs had bypassed the cut for reasons nobody could explain.

It rang again. And again. Three times, then silence.

Vera stood up. Her knees ached. She walked to the kitchen and picked up the receiver.

"Hello?"

Silence. Then a click. Then the line went dead.

She replaced the receiver carefully, the way you replace a loaded weapon. Her thumb throbbed faintly, the scab from the bread knife catching on the plastic as she set it down. She pressed the tender skin with her other hand and felt the heat radiating from it, the inflammation that would not go away, the wound that would not heal.

Outside, the streetlamp flickered. It always flickered at 6:47 in the evening, a timing so precise that Vera had once suspected the electricity board had built it in deliberately, as though the city needed reminders that not everything was functioning correctly. Today, the flicker felt like a signal.

She walked to the window and looked down at Karlova ulice. The street was empty, as it always was in the late afternoon, the cobblestones gleaming with the damp that November brought without warning. But across the street, in the doorway of the bakery, a man stood with his hands in his pockets, watching the building. He was wearing a dark coat, the kind of coat that Ministry officials wore when they wanted to look like civilians. His face was turned toward her window.

Vera stepped back from the glass. Her heart was beating fast, and she hated it, hated the body's betrayal, the way it responded to danger before the mind had time to process it. She pressed her palm flat against the wall beside the window, feeling the plaster cool and solid beneath her skin. The wall had been there since the eighteen-eighties, when the building had been constructed, and it had held up through wars and revolutions and the slow decay of everything it was meant to protect. It was still holding.

She walked to the desk and began to gather the pages from the floor. She stacked them neatly, aligned the edges, and placed them in the drawer of her writing desk. She closed the drawer and locked it with the small key she kept on a chain around her neck. The key was brass, warm from her skin, and it fit the lock perfectly, the way all good locks do when they are not being tested by force.

Then she went to the kitchen and made tea. The kettle clicked off at the right moment, the automatic shut-off she had installed months ago and never used until now. She poured the water over the leaves and watched them unfurl, dark curls opening in the hot water like hands unclenching. She carried the cup to the window and looked out again.

The man in the doorway was gone.

Vera set the cup on the sill and rested her forehead against the glass. The apartment smelled of wet ink and stale tobacco and something new—something metallic and cold, the smell of a room that had been violated and did not yet know how to forgive itself. She closed her eyes and listened to the silence, which was no longer empty but full, full of footsteps that had passed through these rooms, full of voices that had spoken in tones she could not hear but could imagine, full of the weight of paper and the lightness of betrayal.

She stayed there for a long time, watching the street, waiting for the next sound, the next movement, the next word that would tell her what had happened and what would happen next. The city exhaled. The printer below remained silent. And beneath the floorboards, in the dark, the satchel waited.

Vera no longer felt certain that waiting was the same thing as hiding.

The tea went cold on the windowsill. She did not drink it.

Across the street, the bakery door opened and a woman stepped out, carrying a loaf of bread wrapped in brown paper. She walked quickly, head down, shoulders hunched against the cold. She did not look at the building. She did not look at the window. She walked past the doorway where the man had been standing and disappeared into the fog.

Vera watched her go. Then she turned away from the window and walked to the bedroom, where she sat on the edge of the bed and waited for her mother to come home.

The kettle had clicked off. The radiator hissed. The printer below had stopped.

And beneath the floorboards, in the dark, the satchel waited.

But the floorboard bore a fresh scar, a thin dark line against the lighter wood, and Vera wondered what waited beneath it now—relief, perhaps, or ruin.

She closed her eyes. She counted the ticks of the wall clock. She counted them backward, from sixty to one, and then started again, because counting forward was too much like counting time, and time was something she could no longer afford to measure.

The streetlamp flickered at 6:47. The fog thickened. Somewhere in the building, a door closed.

Vera Novakova sat on the edge of her bed in the gathering dark, listening to the silence with the same careful attention she once gave to poems, searching for the word that changes everything.

The telegram arrived at noon, delivered by a boy in a coat too thin for November who stood in the stairwell and refused to meet her eyes. Vera took it from his outstretched hand, felt the stiff cream envelope against her palm, and walked up the three flights without opening it. The boy's shoes were white canvas, scuffed at the toes, and she noticed this because noticing was what she did when she needed time. By the time she reached their floor, the apartment door was already ajar—a sliver of daylight from the kitchen window cutting across the hallway—and she knew, before she pushed it wider, that her mother had been here.

Elena Novakova stood at the kitchen table with her back to the door, shoulders hunched the way they always did when she was trying to make herself smaller. The telegram sat on the table beside a plate of sliced bread, the crusts arranged neatly along one edge. She had not touched it. Not yet. Or perhaps she had, and had put it back, unable to commit to whatever the words inside demanded.

"Mama," Vera said.

Elena turned. Her face was pale, the blue of her eyes sharp against the grey pallor, and for a moment she looked like a woman who had just heard a verdict. Then she smiled, the quick tight smile she reserved for bad news, and said, "It is from Jiri. Or someone pretending to be him."

Vera set the telegram on the table. She did not pick it up. She looked at the bread, at the knife beside it, at her mother's hands—knuckles swollen, nails bitten to the quick. "What does it say?"

"It says he is in Vienna. It says he is well. It says—" Elena's voice broke. She cleared her throat. "It says he wanted me to tell you not to come looking for him. That it is dangerous."

The radiator hissed. Through the kitchen window, Vera could see the roof of the printer's shop, the corrugated iron gleaming dull grey in the overcast light. Somewhere below, a press was running—four o'clock, always four o'clock, the afternoon grind of it vibrating up through the floorboards.

"Dangerous," Vera repeated. The word felt strange in her mouth, like something she was testing for ripeness. "Who sent this?"

"I don't know. The boy wouldn't speak. He looked at his shoes the entire time, as if the ground might swallow him." Elena picked up the telegram and unfolded it with careful, trembling fingers. The paper crackled. "They are watching the post, Vera. Everyone knows this now. The letters, the parcels, the phone calls—there is no privacy anymore. Not even in your own home."

Vera moved to the window. She pressed her forehead against the glass, the familiar cold seeping through her skin. Below, the street was empty except for a woman in a dark coat walking slowly toward the tram stop, her head down, her steps measured. Prague had learned to walk quietly in recent weeks. People moved through the streets like they were apologising for taking up space.

"They searched our apartment," Vera said. She didn't turn around. She didn't need to. Her mother would hear what she wasn't saying.

Elena was silent for a long moment. Then: "I know."

"You know?"

"I heard them, Vera. Last night. Three men. Heavy boots. They went through your room. I sat at the table and I listened to them open drawers and pull out papers and throw things on the floor. I counted the footsteps—six of them, maybe seven. They moved fast, like men who wanted to finish quickly and go home."

Vera closed her eyes. She could picture it: the apartment torn apart, the dresser overturned, the photograph face-down on the floor, the floorboards exposed where they'd pried at the edges. She had checked the cavity herself after her return from the Ministry—empty, intact, the satchel still hidden beneath the loose board. They hadn't found it. Or they had, and it had been empty when they looked. Or they simply hadn't known to look beneath the floor.

"Why didn't you call me?" Vera asked.

"Call? With what phone?" Elena's voice rose, sharp with anger. "The phone was ripped from the wall six months ago, Vera. Do you think I could dial a number and tell you that men were breaking into our home? I sat there. I waited. When they left, I locked the door and I prayed."

Vera turned from the window. Her mother was standing by the table, the telegram still in her hands, her shoulders shaking. Not crying. Never crying. Elena Novakova had survived two wars, a revolution, a husband who disappeared into a labour camp and never came back, and she had done all of it without making a sound. But now, with the tanks in the streets and men in dark coats tearing through apartments, her composure was cracking like thin ice.

"They're looking for you," Elena said. "I know they are. Your Western friends—this American, this journalist—he has put a target on your back, and I am afraid, Vera. I am afraid for you and I am afraid for myself, and I don't know what to do."

Vera walked to the table. She placed her hand on her mother's arm. Elena flinched, then went very still.

Do not say that. Do not promise me what you can't control." Elena pulled away. She set the telegram down and picked up a slice of bread, tearing it in half with her teeth. "They will come for you eventually. Hanzl—Colonel Hanzl—he was in here yesterday. Before the men who searched the apartment. He knocked politely, like a neighbour borrowing sugar, and I let him in because what else was I supposed to do?"

"Don't say that. Don't promise me what you can't control." Elena pulled away. She set the telegram down and picked up a slice of bread, tearing it in half with her teeth. "They will come for you eventually. Hanzl—Colonel Hanzl—he was in here yesterday. Before the men who searched the apartment. He knocked politely, like a neighbour borrowing sugar, and I let him in because what else was I supposed to do?"

Vera felt the blood drain from her face. "Hanzl?"

"He asked about you. He asked where you worked, what you translated, whether you had any relations abroad. I told him you were alone. I told him you had no friends except that American, and that he had abandoned you." Elena's voice trembled. "I lied, Vera. I lied to a colonel of the Ministry. Do you understand what I did?"

"You protected me."

"I bought you time." Elena's eyes were wet now, though she refused to let the tears fall. "But time runs out. It always runs out. And when it does, I want you to be ready."

"Ready for what?"

"For the moment when you have to choose." Elena set the bread down and walked to the cupboard, pulling out a tin of biscuits she kept for company visitors who never came. She placed it on the table beside the telegram. "When they come for the manuscript—or whatever it is you are hiding, because I know you are hiding something, Vera, I know it, and I have said nothing because it is not mine to say—when they come for it, you must decide. Do you burn it? Do you give it to them? Or do you run?"

Vera stared at the tin. The label was faded, the picture of roses on the front peeling at the corners. She thought of the cavity beneath the floorboard, the shoebox-sized darkness where the satchel waited. She thought of the translation she had done in the Ministry basement, line by careful line, unaware that each word was a coordinate, each phrase a signal. She thought of Jiri, in Vienna or wherever he was, sending telegrams through channels she didn't understand, protecting her from a distance.

"I don't know," she said.

"Then you are already in trouble," Elena replied. She picked up the telegram and folded it neatly, creasing the edges with her thumbnail. "Knowledge is power, Vera. Ignorance is survival. You have always chosen knowledge. Now you must choose something else."

The clock on the wall struck four, though the sun still hung heavy in the sky. Vera didn’t understand why she thought of it—why the memory of that exact hour, that exact light, surfaced unbidden. Perhaps because it was one of the few constants left in a world that had stopped making sense. A low, metallic groan vibrated through the floorboards, rising from the depths of the printing press below. The apartment held its breath.

Elena went to the bedroom and closed the door. Vera stood alone in the kitchen, the telegram and the bread and the tin of roses on the table before her, and she listened to the silence with the same stillness she reserved for poetry, waiting for the word that changes everything.

Outside, a car engine started. It idled for a moment, then drove away. Vera did not look out the window. She had learned that lesson too: looking was an invitation.

"That means you’re already in trouble," Elena said, her voice low. She took the telegram from Vera’s hand, folding it with precise, deliberate movements until the creases were sharp against her thumbnail. "Stop digging, Vera. You believe that if you scrape hard enough you’ll uncover the truth, but the truth is a luxury that gets people killed. Get out. Go to Jiri in Vienna. Walk away."

She folded it the way Elena had folded it, creased the edges with her thumbnail, and put it in her coat pocket. Then she walked to the bedroom door and listened. Her mother was humming—a Czech folk song, old and slow, the kind that sounded like mourning even when the melody was bright. Vera stood there for a long time, her hand on the painted wood, and then she went back to the kitchen and sat at the table and waited for whatever came next.

The kettle clicked off somewhere in the kitchen, though she hadn't turned it on. The printer below had stopped. The city exhaled. And beneath the floorboards, in the dark, the satchel waited.
Chapter 7

The Ministry of Culture smelled of damp wool and panic, a scent that clung to the back of the throat like copper. Vera stood in the corridor on the fourth floor, her portfolio pressed against her ribs, listening to the muffled voices spilling from Room 412. Her room. The door was ajar, just as it had been when she left that morning, but the silence inside was different. It was the silence of a room that had been touched by strangers, rearranged by hands that did not belong to her.

She pushed the door open.

The typewriter was still there, covered in a fine layer of grey dust that hadn't been there yesterday. The potted plant in the corner—the one she had forgotten to water, the one that had turned brown and brittle over three months of neglect—had been knocked over. The soil was spilled across the linoleum, dark and wet, pooling around the legs of her desk.

"Sit down, Vera."

The voice came from the window. Colonel Hanzl stood with his back to her, looking out at the grey sprawl of Prague, his hands clasped behind his back in the posture of a man admiring a painting. He wore a dark suit, immaculate, the wool catching the weak November light. He looked nothing like the soldiers in greatcoats who patrolled the entrance, nothing like the rough-handed men who had dragged Jiri Dvorak out of the Café Louvre two weeks ago. He looked like a professor. He looked like a friend.

"You weren't expecting me," he said. He didn't turn around. "That's understandable. The schedule hasn't been distributed yet."

Vera didn't sit. She kept her portfolio tight against her chest, feeling the hard edge of the suspension order she had picked up from the clerk an hour ago. Administrative leave. Pending review of Western associations. The words were bureaucratic, clean, harmless. They meant she would not be paid. They meant she would not come back to this desk. They meant she was already gone, and they hadn't even bothered to tell her in person.

"I was told to wait at home," Vera said. Her voice sounded thin, swallowed by the high ceilings of the room.

Hanzl turned then. His face was smooth, unlined, the kind of face that suggested a man who never had to shout to be heard. His eyes were green, pale and watery, like the river in winter. He smiled, and it didn't reach his eyes. It was a professional smile, the kind a dentist uses before explaining that a filling is necessary.

"Home is a fragile concept," he said. "Especially now. Especially for people who have... loose ends."

He walked to her desk. He didn't touch the typewriter. He didn't touch the papers scattered across the surface—translations of Czech poetry into French, French essays into Czech, the endless, meaningless loop of words that had been her life for six years. He picked up the potted plant instead, holding the dead thing in both hands, examining the brown leaves with genuine interest.

"Your mother is a strong woman," he said. "Elena. She makes excellent dumplings. I had lunch with her last week. In the kitchen. She insisted."

Vera felt a cold spike drive through her stomach. "You went to our apartment?"

"I went to see your mother," Hanzl corrected gently. "There is a difference. She is... worried about you, Vera. She thinks you are working too hard. She thinks you are neglecting your health." He set the dead plant back down, carefully, so the spilled soil wouldn't spread further. "She told me you haven't been eating properly. That you skip meals. That you spend your nights staring out the window."

Vera's hand went to her thumb, where the scab had cracked again, the skin raw and tender beneath the bandage. She hadn't noticed. Or she had, and she had ignored it.

"My mother confides in you," Vera said.

"My mother confides in everyone," Hanzl said. "It is a national trait. We are a nation of confessions. We confess to our priests, our doctors, our neighbours. We confess because we are afraid that if we don't, someone else will confess for us." He leaned against the desk, crossing his ankles. "And that is the problem, isn't it? The fear. The fear that someone else knows what you did, what you thought, what you translated. The fear that the paper trail is longer than you remember."

Jiri Dvorak, Hanzl said. He has contacts in New York. Editors who publish what we forbid. Men in London and Paris who print what the Ministry forbids. Men who carry satchels.

"We are all under surveillance, Vera. It is not personal. It is administrative. The Ministry needs to know who is loyal, who is useful, and who is... expendable. You have been very useful. Your translations of the Western journals—Godard, Sartre, Camus—you have a gift for capturing the nuance. The irony. The bitterness. But lately, your translations have become... hesitant. You miss words. You change endings. You translate 'freedom' as 'liberty' and 'liberty' as 'license.' Do you know what license means in Czech, Vera?"

"No," she said.

"It means permission to do wrong," he said. "It means you have taken the law into your own hands. It means you think you are above the rules." He tapped the ash into her empty wastebasket, careful not to spill. "Your mother thinks you are lonely. She thinks you need companionship. She thinks you are seeing someone. A man, perhaps. From the West. An American, maybe. Jiri Dvorak."

Vera's breath caught. She forced it out slowly, evenly. "Jiri is a journalist. He is a friend."

"Friends are dangerous things," Hanzl said. "Especially when they have contacts in New York. Or London. Or Paris. When they have editors who publish what we forbid. When they carry satchels."

He said the word satchel casually, like he was discussing the weather. Like he was talking about a briefcase, or an umbrella. But his eyes locked onto hers, and the green was suddenly very dark, very deep.

He told her, "We found a satchel, Vera, under your floorboards. In the bedroom. The third board from the wall, near the radiator. You said your mother didn't know about it. She is a simple woman. She cooks, she cleans, she worries."

Vera's knees buckled. She sat down heavily on the edge of the desk, the wood groaning beneath her. The suspension order crinkled in her grip.

"But you knew," Hanzl continued. "You always know. That is why you are here. That is why we are having this conversation. I am not here to arrest you, Vera. Arrests are messy. They create martyrs. They create questions. I am here to offer you a choice. A tea, if you like. My mother used to make tea with dried apricots and honey. It was good tea. Warm."

He pushed off the desk and walked to the door. He paused in the threshold, looking back at her. The smoke from his cigarette curled around his head like a halo.

"Your mother lied for me today," he said. "When I asked her if you had been home lately, she told me you were in Brno. Visiting a sick aunt. She protected you. She risked her own safety to protect you. Do you know how rare that is? How precious? Most mothers would have handed you over on a silver platter. Most mothers would have said, 'Yes, my daughter is a traitor. Yes, she carries Western poison. Please take her.'"

He smiled again. The professional smile.

"Don't make your mother regret her kindness, Vera. Go home. Sit with her. Drink tea. Think about what it means to be useful. Think about what it means to be expendable. And think about the satchel. We can return it to you. Or we can burn it. The choice is yours. But the paper... the paper is heavier than lead, Vera. And you are so tired."

He left. The door clicked shut behind him, soft as a breath.

Vera perched on the desk’s edge, letting the silence thicken until it pressed against her eardrums. Above the dusty typewriter, dust motes danced in the slanted light, while the soil from the overturned pot had already hardened into gray crusts along the linoleum’s seams. A wisp of cigarette smoke rose from the ashtray, twisting slowly in the still, humid air.

She picked up the suspension order and read it again. Administrative leave. Pending review of Western associations. The words were clean. The words were safe. They were a lie.

She stood up. Her legs felt like water, like glass, like something that might shatter if she put too much weight on it. She took the order from her hand and tore it in half. Then in quarters. Then into small, jagged pieces. She dropped them into the wastebasket, on top of the cigarette ash.

She walked out of the room. She didn't look back at the typewriter. She didn't look back at the dead plant. She walked down the corridor, past the other doors, past the clerk's desk where the woman pretended not to watch her pass. She walked out of the Ministry, into the grey light of the afternoon, into the fog that swallowed the streets of Prague like a mouth.

The tram ride home was silent. The other passengers sat with their heads bowed, their faces hidden in scarves and collars, their eyes fixed on nothing. Vera stared out the window at the passing buildings, at the shuttered shops, at the soldiers standing on the corners with their rifles slung over their shoulders. Their stillness was absolute, a heavy, hollow thing that seemed to drain the noise from the carriage. There was no anger in their posture, no vigilance, only the flat, exhausted resignation of men who had accepted the apocalypse as a routine administrative duty.

When she reached the Old Town, she walked the rest of the way. The streets were wet with November rain, the cobblestones slick and treacherous. She kept her head down, her hands in her pockets, her portfolio empty against her hip. She thought about the satchel. She thought about the third board from the wall, near the radiator. She thought about the way Hanzl had said satchel, so casually, so lightly, as if he were naming a pet.

He knew. He knew everything. And he wasn't going to take it. Not yet. He was going to let her keep it. He was going to let her carry it. He was going to watch her, waiting for her to break, waiting for her to scream, waiting for her to make a mistake.

The apartment building loomed ahead, dark and solid, the windows black and empty. Vera climbed the three flights of stairs, her footsteps echoing in the stairwell, loud as gunshots. She unlocked the door and stepped inside.

The apartment smelled of wet ink and stale tobacco, of cabbage and boiled potatoes, of the kind of domestic comfort that felt like a trap. Elena stood in the kitchen, her back to the door, stirring a pot on the stove. The spoon clinked against the enamel, a sharp, rhythmic sound.

"Elena," Vera said.

Elena turned. Her face was pale, her eyes red-rimmed, her hands shaking. She dropped the spoon into the sink and rushed to Vera, pulling her into a hug that smelled of flour and fear.

"You're home," Elena said. "You're home. I thought... I thought they had you. I thought..."

"I'm home," Vera said. She held her mother tight, feeling the bones of her ribs beneath the wool sweater, feeling the rapid flutter of her heart. "I'm home."

"He came," Elena whispered. "The colonel. He was here this morning. He drank tea. He ate my dumplings. He asked me about you. He asked me about your work. He asked me about Jiri."

Vera pulled back. "What did you tell him?"

"I told him you were in Brno," Elena said. Her voice was steady now, hard, the voice of a woman who had made a choice and was sticking to it. "I told him you were visiting a sick aunt. I told him I hadn't seen you in two days. I told him..." She hesitated. She looked at Vera, her blue eyes wide and desperate. "I told him I didn't know where you were. I told him I didn't know what you were doing. I told him everything he wanted to hear, except the truth."

Vera nodded. She didn't know what to say. She couldn't bring herself to tell her mother that the colonel already knew—that he had been under the floorboards, that he had found the satchel.

"He was polite," Elena said. "He was so polite. He drank my tea. He praised my cooking. He asked me if I was cold. He asked me if I needed anything. He said he was just a neighbour. He said he was just checking on us." She laughed, a brittle, broken sound. "He's not a neighbour, Vera. He's a wolf. He's a wolf in a suit, and he's eating us alive."

Vera walked to the kitchen sink. She turned on the tap, let the cold water run over her hands, washed away the dust from the Ministry, the ash from the wastebasket, the memory of Hanzl's smile. She dried her hands on a towel that smelled of detergent and old cotton.

"We need to burn it," Vera said.

Elena froze. "Burn what?"

"The satchel," Vera said. "Under the floorboards. We need to burn it. All of it. Before he decides he doesn't want to return it."

Elena's face went white. "No," she said. "No, Vera. You can't burn it. It's... it's important. It's the truth. It's—"

"It's paper," Vera said. "It's just paper. And paper burns."

"Not this paper," Elena said. Her voice was rising, cracking. "Not this paper. This is your life, Vera. This is your work. This is everything you've ever done. You can't just burn it. You can't just give up."

"I'm not giving up," Vera said. "I'm surviving."

Elena looked at her, really looked at her, for the first time in weeks. She saw the darkness in Vera's eyes, the exhaustion, the fear. She saw the woman who had spent six years translating words that didn't matter, who had spent six years hiding in the basement of the Ministry, who had spent six years pretending that language could protect her.

"He's playing with you," Elena said. "He's playing with both of us. He's waiting for you to make a mistake. He's waiting for you to slip up. He's waiting for you to say something stupid, something careless, something that gives him the reason he needs."

Vera closed her eyes. She leaned against the sink, her hands gripping the edge until her knuckles turned white. "What do I do, Mama? What do I do?"

Elena reached out, took Vera's hand, squeezed it tight. "You go to your room," she said. "You lie down. You rest. You don't think. You don't translate. You don't write. You don't speak. You wait. And I will handle the rest."

Vera nodded. She let her mother lead her to the bedroom. She lay down on the bed, beneath the wool blanket, beneath the peeling wallpaper, beneath the floorboards where the satchel waited. She closed her eyes. She listened to the sound of her mother moving in the kitchen, the clink of dishes, the hum of a song, old and slow, the kind that sounded like mourning even when the melody was bright.

She lay there for a long time, staring at the ceiling, thinking about the satchel. Thinking about the words inside it. Thinking about the men who had written them, the men who had risked their lives to hide them, the men who would never see them published. Thinking about Hanzl, and his green eyes, and his polite smile, and his offer of tea.

Thinking about the choice he had given her. Burn it, or keep it. Survive, or preserve.

She couldn't tell which was worse. She couldn't tell which was right. She only knew that the paper was heavy, and she was tired, and the night was coming, and there was nowhere left to hide.

The radiator hissed, a sharp counterpoint to the sudden silence of the printer below, as the city settled into a heavy, watchful stillness; and beneath the floorboards, in the dark, the satchel waited.
Chapter 8

The pieces of the suspension order fluttered to the kitchen table like dead moths, each fragment bearing a fragment of the Ministry's neat, impersonal cruelty. Administrative leave. Western associations. The words meant nothing and everything, words that could be rearranged into a confession if someone tried hard enough. Vera watched them settle among the sugar bowl and the chipped saucer her mother kept filling with things that weren't tea. She should have swept them away. Instead, she let them lie there, proof that the machine had noticed her, that the gears had ground past her name and found something worth stopping for.

Her thumb throbbed. The scab had cracked again, fresh blood darkening the edges where the paper had bitten into her skin. She pressed her palm flat against the table, feeling the grain beneath her fingertips, the roughness of wood that had been sanded once and varnished twice and never quite smoothed. Everything in this apartment had been sanded once and varnished twice. Everything had been made to last longer than it should have lasted.

"Elena," she said, and her mother looked up from the kitchen table where she had been counting packets of tea the way other women counted rosary beads. "mama, I need to leave."

Elena's spoon stopped mid-air. Tea dust clung to the porcelain like snow on a windowsill. She set it down very carefully, as though the act of setting it down might somehow contain whatever had just been said. "Leave?" Her voice was small, the way it got when she was afraid and didn't want to show it. "Where? It's not safe. They've closed the stations. I heard it from Mrs. Kovář, her son works at the—she said they're checking papers, they're checking everyone."

"They're checking everyone," Vera agreed. She picked up a piece of the torn order and examined the Ministry watermark, the way the paper fibers caught the light when you held it at an angle. She had always liked good paper. Good paper was honest. It didn't pretend to be something it wasn't. "That's exactly why I have to go now, before they close everything properly."

Elena's hands were trembling. Vera noticed this because she had spent twenty-six years learning to read the small tremors in her mother's body the way she used to read poems—looking for the word that changed everything. The tremor in Elena's left hand meant fear. The tremor in both hands meant terror. Both hands were shaking.

"You can't," Elena said. But it wasn't a refusal anymore. It was a plea. "Your father—when he was gone, I told myself you were safe here. Safe in this flat, safe in this city, safe in your work. You translate things. You make things understandable. That's not dangerous. That's just what you do."

"No," Elena said, though the word lacked the force of a command. It had softened into something desperate. "When your father died, I convinced myself that you were protected here. Protected within these walls, within this city, within the safety of your labor." She spanned the distance between them, her hand enveloping Vera’s uninjured one, squeezing until the pressure became a sharp, grounding pain. "I met with Mrs. Kovář last week. Her daughter used to translate French verse for the Ministry. Merely verse. And now she has vanished. Not detained—simply erased. Her apartment is cordoned off with official seals. I tried to peer through the letterbox and the adhesive tore my skin." She lifted her right hand. A pale, jagged scar marked her index finger. "I share this not out of fear, but out of necessity—you must see the pattern. I am begging you to remain because I have watched what befalls those who handle foreign words, and the end is never grace."

She turned from the window to the room’s quiet decay. Below, the Old Town lay exposed in the thinning fog, the sloping roofs and chimney pots tracing the narrow alley that descended to the printer’s shop on Karlova ulice. Somewhere down there, the press would begin its mechanical grind at four o’clock, a relentless rhythm that ignored the arrests and the silence creeping through the city. Those hours—four o’clock and midnight—were the only anchors left, the only moments when time felt real rather than imposed by the new authorities who had already erased everything else.

She needed a route. She needed a plan. And she needed someone who moved through the cracks in the system the way water moved through stone—quietly, persistently, without drawing attention to itself.

Lukas.

The name surfaced from memory like a stone from the bottom of a river. She had met him three weeks ago, in the café after Jiri had handed her the satchel, after the warning about paper being heavier than lead. She had been sitting alone at the back table, trying not to think about the weight of what she was carrying, when a young man slid into the chair opposite her without invitation. He was twenty-two at most, light brown hair falling into eyes that wouldn't settle on anything for more than a second. Twitchy. That was the first word that came to mind. Nervous. Speaking too fast, words tumbling over each other like children running through a doorway.

"They'll come for the book eventually," he had said, and she hadn't known whether he meant the satchel or the manuscript inside it or something else entirely. "Not the Ministry. Not yet. But the ones who really care about these things—they're already looking. You need someone who knows the routes. The real routes. Not the ones on the maps."

She had told him she didn't need anything. She had told him she was just a translator. And he had looked at her with those wide, frightened eyes and said, "Everyone needs someone who knows the routes. Even translators."

Then he was gone, vanishing behind the café's fogged windows, and she had told herself she would never see him again. But she had remembered his face. She had remembered the urgency of his voice, rapid and clipped, as though every second might be his last. And she had remembered the address he pressed into her palm before he left: a street name, a number, a time. Come to me if you need to disappear, he had said, and she had folded the slip of paper into her coat pocket and forgotten it until tonight.

Now she unfolded it. The paper was soft from being handled, the ink slightly blurred at the edges where her sweat had touched it. U Zlatého potoka 17. Third floor. Knock three times. Wait for the light.

Tonight, she unfolded it. The paper was soft from being handled, the ink slightly blurred at the edges where her sweat had touched it. U Zlatého potoka 17. Third floor. Knock three times. Wait for the light.

She dressed quickly, pulling on her darkest coat and wrapping her scarf tightly around her neck. The apartment above the printer's shop felt different now—smaller, as though the walls were closing in to keep her from leaving. She paused at the door, her hand on the lock, and listened to her mother's breathing in the kitchen behind her. Steady. Controlled. The breathing of a woman pretending not to be afraid.

"I'll be back before midnight," she said, and it was almost true.

The stairwell smelled of wet ink and something older, and she descended three flights in the dark, her hand on the wall for balance, feeling the peeling wallpaper crumble beneath her fingertips. The printer below was already running, the familiar grinding sound rising through the floorboards like a prayer or a complaint. She didn't look down. She couldn't. If she looked down, she might remember the satchel waiting beneath the floor, and she might not be able to leave.

Karlova ulice was empty. The tanks were gone, or moved elsewhere, or parked in some courtyard three streets over where no one could see them. The streetlamp still flickered at 6:47, though it was only five o'clock. Time was unraveling, thread by thread, and she was trying to weave something new from the loose ends.

The address led her to a narrow street she had never noticed before, a lane tucked between two larger buildings like a secret the city had forgotten to share. U Zlatého potoka. At seventeen, the door was painted a colour she couldn't name—brown or grey or something that had been one and had become the other through years of weather and neglect. She knocked three times. Waited. The light in the window above the door flickered on, yellow and uncertain, and she climbed the stairs.

The third-floor landing was narrow, lit by a single bulb that swung gently from its cord, casting shadows that moved like fish beneath water. A door stood at the end of the hall, slightly ajar, and the light from within spilled across the floorboards in a thin golden strip. She pushed it open.

The room was small—a single room with a cot, a table, and a stove that smelled of coal. The walls were bare except for a single map of Czechoslovakia pinned to the plaster, its edges curling from humidity, its colours faded to ghostly pastels. And in the centre of it all, standing by the table with his hands clasped in front of him like a schoolboy awaiting punishment, was Lukas.

He turned when she entered, and his eyes widened—not with surprise, but with something worse. Recognition. The recognition of a man who has been waiting for the thing he fears most to arrive, and who knows that arrival means the waiting is over and the consequences begin.

"You came," he said, and his voice was exactly as she remembered—fast, thin, vibrating with the energy of someone who couldn't sit still even when standing. "I thought—you didn't have to come. I thought maybe you'd decided to stay."

"I've decided to leave," she said. She stepped inside and closed the door behind her. The room felt smaller with the door shut, the air thicker, as though the walls were breathing. "I need to get out of Prague. Tonight."

Lukas’s fingers twisted the lapels of his threadbare coat, the wool thin against the November chill. She watched the tremor in his hands, counting the seconds until he spoke, needing the delay more than she needed the answer. "Tonight?" The word tasted foreign on his tongue, syllables he was still struggling to shape. "Tonight is impossible. The checkpoints have tightened. They’ve doubled the patrols on the western routes. Soldiers are boarding every train, tearing through luggage, checking papers, checking faces—" He cut himself off, his gaze snapping to the map pinned to the wall before returning to hers. "There is another way. But it is not simple. It is not safe. It is certainly not what you wish to hear."

"I don't want to hear safe," Vera said. "I want to hear possible."

He nodded quickly, almost violently, as though agreement were a physical motion he couldn't control. "Karlovy Vary. There's a train that leaves at midnight from the main station. It goes west—Karlsbad, according to the Germans, according to the posters, but it doesn't stop there. It stops at a junction near the border, and from there—" He stopped again. His hands were shaking. "From there, there's a route. Through the woods. Along the railway line. It takes most of the night, but—if you move quietly, if you avoid the main roads—it's possible. I've done it. Twice."

"Twice," she said. The word hung in the air between them. Twice. Two successful crossings. Two proofs that the impossible was merely difficult. "You've crossed the border?"

"Yes." He said it quickly, defensively, as though admitting it were a crime. "But the route has changed. The soldiers—they know about the old paths now. They've set up new checkpoints near the border. Floodlights. Dogs. The whole—" He gestured vaguely toward the window, toward the city beyond, toward the world that was closing around them like a fist. "So the train gets you to the junction. And from there, I can meet you. I can guide you the rest of the way. But you have to be ready to move fast. You have to leave everything behind. The satchel, the papers, anything that connects you to this place. Especially the satchel. But you have to be ready to move."

She felt the floor tilt beneath her feet, just slightly, the way a ship tilts when it crosses from calm water into a current. He knew about the satchel. Of course he knew. He was a courier. Knowing about the things people carried was his job, his trade, his entire reason for existing in the spaces between the official routes and the real ones.

"How do you know about the satchel?" she asked, and her voice was steadier than she felt.

Lukas looked down at the table, at his hands, at anything but her face. "Jiri told me," he said quietly. "He paid me to watch you. Not to follow you—to watch, in case you needed help. He said you were the kind of person who would try to carry everything and drown because of it." A pause. "He wasn't wrong."

Vera closed her eyes. Jiri. Always Jiri, stepping into her life like a shadow that had forgotten to stay in place. She had trusted him enough to give him the satchel, and he had trusted her enough to send someone to watch over her, and somewhere in the middle of that trust was a line she hadn't known existed until now.

"What do you need from me?" she asked. "For the train. For the route. For whatever comes after."

Lukas looked up, and for the first time, his eyes were steady. "I need you to be brave," he said. "Not heroic. Not brave like the men who stayed and fought and got shot in the streets. Just brave enough to walk out that door and not look back. The train leaves at midnight. I'll be at the station. I'll find you. You don't need to speak to me—you just need to be there. And when we reach the junction, you'll follow me. You won't ask questions. You won't stop. And you certainly won't look back."

Her mind drifted to the kitchen, where her mother counted tea packets to steady her shaking hands. Beneath the floorboards, the satchel lay silent, a heavy weight of paper and peril that Vera was still unsure whether to salvage or destroy. Above her, on the fourth floor of the Ministry, Colonel Hanzl stood by the window; his gaze had not been one of anger, but of a cold, calculating pity that lingered longer than hatred.

Four o'clock. Midnight. These were the only times that still mattered.

"I'll be at the station," she said.

Lukas nodded. He reached into his coat pocket and produced a small bundle of wrapped papers—train tickets, she realised, stamped with dates and destinations and the Ministry's approval, the kind of documents that existed in a world that no longer existed. He placed them on the table beside the map.

"Midnight," he said again, and this time his voice was different—quieter, steadier, the voice of a man who had made a decision and was no longer afraid of the consequences. "Don't be late."

She left the way she had come—down the swinging staircase, through the narrow street, past the flickering lamp that marked the boundary between the street she knew and the one she didn't. The fog had returned, thicker now, wrapping around her shoulders like a blanket she hadn't asked for. She walked fast, faster than she usually walked, because speed was a form of courage, and courage was the only currency she had left.

The apartment was dark when she entered. Her mother's chair was empty, the tea packets still arranged in neat rows on the table. Vera stood in the centre of the room for a moment, listening to the printer below grind through its afternoon routine, unaware that the world above it was preparing to tear itself apart.

She went to the bedroom, knelt beside the floorboard, and lifted it. The satchel was exactly where she had left it—leather worn soft by touch, contents wrapped in oilcloth, the weight of it pressing into her palms like a question she couldn't answer. She held it for a long time, feeling the paper inside shift slightly, as though the pages were breathing, as though the words on them were waiting for her to decide what to do with them.

Then she set it down. She closed the floorboard. She walked back to the kitchen and picked up the bundle of train tickets from the table and slipped them into her coat pocket.

Midnight. The train to Karlovy Vary. The junction. The woods. The border at Cheb, with its floodlights and its dogs and its soldiers who smelled of diesel and rain. She would be there. She would follow Lukas. She would not look back.

The radiator hissed. The printer below had stopped. The city exhaled.

Vera withdrew her hand, leaving the splintered wood to keep its secret, and let the silence settle back into the room like a heavy blanket.
Chapter 9

The apartment smelled of damp plaster and the faint sweetness of the tea Elena had been brewing since Vera left—a chamomile blend that did nothing to mask the underlying odour of fear, the kind that seeped out of pores and settled into upholstery and lingered long after the person who produced it had gone. Vera stood in the doorway of the kitchen and watched her mother pour water that was no longer boiling into a cup that would no longer be drunk. Elena's hands had stopped shaking, which was worse. When they shook, Vera could do something—cover them with her own, press them against the table, tell her to sit down. Still hands meant resignation, and resignation was something Vera had no vocabulary for.

She set the train tickets on the table beside the sugar bowl and the chipped saucer. The paper rustled against the wood, a sound so small it might have been imagined, but Elena flinched anyway, just slightly, the way a sleeping animal flinches at a dream.

"I'm going now," Vera said.

Elena did not look at her. She set the kettle down on the stove without turning the flame, her eyes fixed on something beyond the sink, beyond the window, beyond the wall that separated their flat from the rest of the building and the rest of the city and the rest of the world that was no longer theirs. "Before midnight," she said. It wasn't a question. It was an acknowledgment, brittle and thin as ice on a November pond, the kind of understanding that arrives too late to prevent anything but just in time to make you feel responsible for everything that follows.

Vera went to the bedroom. She needed to write something. Not a note—for notes could be intercepted, read, analysed, weaponised by the same machinery that had torn up her suspension order and scattered the pieces across the kitchen table like dead moths. Something that would not exist for anyone but herself. Something that could be destroyed without consequence, because the act of writing it was the only consequence that mattered.

She sat at the small desk by the window—the one with the drawer that stuck unless you lifted it slightly while pulling, the one her mother had brought from their old flat on Vinohrady when Vera moved in at twenty-one, when the city still believed it could breathe on its own. She opened the drawer and found a sheet of paper, pale blue at the edges where humidity had softened the fibres, and a pen that still held ink. She uncapped it and held it over the page for a long time, watching the tip gather a droplet that threatened to fall and stain the blank space before she pressed down and made the first mark.

Elena.

The word sat on the page like a stone dropped into still water. She stared at it. She had never written a letter to her mother. Not really. Their conversations were spoken, immediate, functional—have you eaten? Lock the door. Don't answer to strangers. Love in their household had always been expressed through the distribution of food and the repetition of warnings, through the way Elena filled the sugar bowl with things that weren't tea and expected Vera to understand that abundance was the only language of care she knew. A letter implied distance, and distance implied that someone was already gone.

I don't know if you'll ever read this. I don't know if I'll come back. I'm writing it anyway, because there are things I need to say to someone who will not interrupt me, who will not tell me I'm being dramatic, who will not ask me to be practical when practicality has become a form of cowardice.

She stopped. The pen hovered. What did practicality look like now? It looked like staying. It looked like accepting the suspension order, filing it away, waiting for the Ministry to decide whether she was useful enough to keep or disposable enough to discard. It looked like trusting that her work as a translator—her careful, meticulous rendering of Czech texts into English and back again—was harmless, that the act of making words travel across borders was a neutral gesture, a bridge rather than a weapon.

She had believed that. She had believed it for twenty-six years, since she was a girl sitting at this same desk, translating fairy tales for her school essays, turning Byly jednou tři oříšky into English for a teacher who didn't care about the difference between walnuts and hazelnuts but appreciated the effort. Translation was an act of faith. You trusted that the meaning survived the journey, that the essence of a thing could cross a river without drowning.

The tanks had taught her otherwise.

She wrote: When the tanks came, I stood at the window and watched them roll down Karlova ulice like the closing of a sentence I had been trying to finish for months. I told myself I was observing, maintaining the detached gaze I applied to every manuscript—carefully, scanning for syntax errors and hidden meanings. But I was not observing. I was waiting for the translation to begin. I was waiting for someone to tell me what it meant.

No one did. That was the point, I think. The meaning was supposed to be obvious. The tanks were the meaning. Everything else—the smoke, the soldiers in their greatcoats, the way the streetlamp flickered at 6:47 as though it were trying to send a signal—everything else was just commentary.

Her thumb throbbed. She looked down and saw that the scab had cracked again, a thin red line tracing the edge of her skin where the paper had bitten into her wound. She pressed her palm flat against the desk, feeling the vibration of the printer below through the wood, through her bones, through the floorboards that concealed the satchel and its contents and the weight of a manuscript that was not hers and yet was the only thing she had ever truly carried.

Paper is heavier than lead, Jiri had said. She had not understood then. She understood now. Lead was a physical weight, measurable, quantifiable. You could put it in a pocket and feel it drag at the fabric. Paper was different. Paper accumulated. Every page you carried added not just grams but consequences, not just mass but memory, not just weight but the terrifying knowledge that someone, somewhere, had written these words hoping they would survive you.

I am carrying something that is not mine, she wrote. I am carrying the words of people I have never met, in a language I did not create, hidden beneath floorboards in an apartment that the Ministry has already decided does not belong to me. I am a translator. My job is to make things understandable. But I do not understand what is happening to me. I do not understand why Colonel Hanzl visited Mama yesterday and sat at our kitchen table and asked her about my loneliness as though it were a security concern. I do not understand why he spoke so politely, so gently, the way a man speaks to a child who has drawn on the walls with crayon and needs to be told, kindly, that this is not allowed.

Elena's face rose in her mind's eye—pale, composed, the face of a woman who had spent fifty-eight years mastering the art of appearing unremarkable. She had lied to Hanzl. She had told him Vera was in Brno visiting a sick aunt. Vera had heard the echo of her mother's voice in the hallway when she returned from the Ministry, still trembling from the encounter, still replaying the conversation in her head like a gramophone needle stuck on the same groove.

"My daughter is in Brno," Elena had said, and the words had come out clean, certain, the way a woman speaks when she is lying with every fibre of her being and believes, genuinely believes, that truth is whatever keeps her child alive. "She has been ill for two days. Fever. I thought you should know so you wouldn't worry when she doesn't come home."

Hanzl had nodded. He had smiled. He had asked about the fever, about the aunt, about whether Vera's mother needed anything—tea, medicine, company—and Elena had said no, no, no, the way a mother says no when offering is a form of surrender and she had already surrendered everything she could afford to surrender.

And then Hanzl had stood, adjusted his coat, and said, "Tell your daughter that the Ministry remembers those who are loyal. We are not interested in punishing people for mistakes. We are interested in preserving what matters. Tell her that, if she wishes to speak to someone."

He had not mentioned the manuscript. He had not mentioned the satchel. He had not mentioned anything that could be used as evidence. He had mentioned loyalty. Preservation. Mercy. The vocabulary of a man who understood that the most effective threats are the ones that sound like invitations.

Vera wrote: Mama lied to him. She lied to a Colonel of the Ministry, to a man whose job was to extract information and whose power extended far beyond the walls of the building on Wenceslas Square. She lied with both hands shaking and her voice steady, and I think she may have been more terrified in that moment than she has ever been in her entire life. And for what? For me. For a daughter who is leaving tonight and may never return, carrying a burden that was never hers to bear.

She paused. The pen had begun to skitter across the paper, the ink drying at the tip, leaving gaps in the letters like teeth missing from a smile. She pressed harder, forcing the remaining ink onto the page, and continued.

I am afraid.

The sentence was simple. It was honest. It was the truest thing she had written in months.

Fear clings to her like the damp wool of her coat, thickening with every mile toward Cheb. She dreads the floodlights that will bleach the color from the world, the dogs straining against their leashes, and the soldiers whose eyes slide over her papers as if they are nothing more than refuse. She fears the woods, too—a place she knows only from folklore, smelling of rotting pine and a silence so profound it feels like being erased rather than hidden. And then there is Lukas, whose twitchy eyes and staccato speech betray a man fraying at the edges. He looks at her not as a person, but as contraband: a package he has been ordered to move, his gaze uncertain whether she will break or explode under the weight of what she carries.

I am afraid of burning the manuscript. I am afraid of keeping it. I am afraid of neither option being sufficient. The Ministry wants it. Jiri wants it. Lukas wants it. I want it, in the way a person wants their own heart—to have it removed from the body and preserved intact, displayed for anyone who cares to look, proof that I was alive, that I felt, that I believed in something large enough to risk everything for.

I am afraid that when I reach the border and the floodlights hit my face and the soldier raises his rifle and asks me to open my coat, I will understand, finally, what it means to choose between preservation and survival, and I will find that the choice is not a choice at all but a theft—either I steal myself from the manuscript and live with the theft, or I steal the manuscript from myself and die with it.

She set the pen down. The ink had dried on the page, the letters sharp and permanent, as though the paper itself had absorbed the confession and would not release it. She read what she had written once, slowly, the way you read a poem you are about to translate—looking for the word that changes everything, the sentence that carries the weight of the whole text, the phrase that, if removed, would make the rest collapse.

There was no such word. There was no single sentence that contained the fear. The fear was distributed across the page like salt across bread—everywhere, necessary, invisible until you tasted it.

She folded the letter once, twice, three times, until it was a small rectangle that fit into the palm of her hand. She considered hiding it somewhere—inside the desk drawer, beneath the mattress, in the lining of her coat—but there was no safe place. Nothing was safe. The apartment had been searched. The Ministry had torn her suspension order to pieces and scattered them on the kitchen table. Hanzl had visited her mother and offered her mercy in the form of a threat wrapped in politeness. The city was occupied, and occupation was a slow process of erasure, like ink fading from paper left in sunlight, like memories dissolving when you stop telling them to anyone.

She put the letter in her coat pocket. It pressed against her side like a second heart, smaller and quieter than the real one, but beating in the same rhythm.

She stood and walked to the window one last time. The street below was empty. The fog had returned, thick and grey, swallowing the rooftops and the chimney pots and the narrow alley that led to the printer's shop. The streetlamp had not yet flickered—it was too early for 6:47, though time had become unreliable, stretching and contracting like a rubber band pulled too tight. Somewhere in the building, a neighbour's television crackled through the walls, the static-laced voice of a newsreader announcing something Vera could not hear and did not want to.

The printer’s rollers churned below, a mechanical heartbeat indifferent to the suffocation above. Four o’clock and midnight remained the only coordinates that mattered, collapsing a life into a single, sharp point of departure.

She thought of her mother in the kitchen, sitting in the dim light, counting tea packets that would never be brewed, surrounded by the chipped saucer and the sugar bowl and the quiet, desperate arithmetic of a woman who had nothing left to offer her daughter except the hope that she would survive.

Vera pressed her forehead against the cold glass and closed her eyes. She did not cry. Crying was for people who believed there would be a tomorrow to dry their eyes. She stood there in the gathering dark, her hand in her coat pocket resting on the folded letter she would never send, listening to the silence with the same careful attention she once gave to poems, waiting for the word that changes everything.

The radiator hissed. The printer below had stopped. The city exhaled.

The secret remained pressed flat against the wood, a silent burden waiting for the morning shift to begin.
Chapter 10

The stairs down from the flat felt longer than they had on any previous descent, as though gravity had shifted its allegiance during the night. Vera's hand rested on the banister, the polished wood slick with the damp that seeped through the building's brickwork every autumn. Her coat was buttoned to the throat, the letter in her pocket pressing against her ribs like a second pulse. In her bag she carried only what she could carry: a change of clothes folded tight, a loaf of bread wrapped in newspaper, the thermos of coffee Elena had filled before dawn and sealed with a saucer. The satchel remained beneath the floorboards. She had not been able to lift it. Not yet.

The street outside was swallowed by fog, the kind that made Prague feel less like a city and more like a room with the lights turned down. She pulled her scarf higher and walked toward the tram stop on Karlova, her boots clicking against cobblestones that had been worn smooth by decades of footsteps. No one else was on the street. The fog absorbed sound the way wet wool absorbs water, and she found herself walking in a bubble of her own making, the rhythm of her steps the only confirmation that she was moving forward rather than standing still.

The tram arrived at ten past midnight, its headlights cutting a pale wedge through the grey. Inside, there were three other passengers: an old man with a canvas bag across his lap, a woman in a nurse's uniform smoking a cigarette with the fierce concentration of someone who needed nicotine the way a drowning person needs air, and a boy no older than sixteen, his face buried in the collar of a coat that was too large for him. They did not look at each other. They did not speak. The tram moved through the empty streets with the mechanical indifference of a machine that had been built for a purpose that no longer existed, and Vera watched the windows go black, then bright, then black again, as though the city were blinking in her face.

She transferred at Muzeum, descending the stairs to the underground passage that connected the lines. The passage was darker here, the fluorescent tubes flickering in a rhythm that reminded her of the streetlamp at 6:47, the way it stuttered before stabilising, as though trying to communicate something it could not quite articulate. A poster on the wall advertised a ballet performance at the State Opera—Swan Lake, the fifth performance of the week—and she stared at it for a moment, surprised by the absurdity of art continuing in a city that was being occupied. The poster showed a ballerina mid-leap, her arms outstretched, her face tilted toward some invisible horizon. She looked like someone who had never been afraid in her life.

The platform for the western line was colder than the rest of the station. Vera could see her breath as she stood near the edge, the white plumes dissipating into the darkness above the tracks. A sign hung from the ceiling, painted in block letters: KARLOVY VARY — 4h 12min. Four hours and twelve minutes. She repeated the number to herself, the way you repeat a prayer, as though saying it aloud might make the destination real rather than theoretical. Karlovy Vary was a spa town, a place of hot springs and colonnades and tourists who came to drink the mineral water and pretend they were not sick. It was not a place people fled to. It was a place people visited on holiday, sipping from porcelain cups strung together with wire, walking along the river with their hands in their pockets and their faces turned toward the sun.

The train appeared out of the fog like a ship emerging from the sea, its headlamp a single golden eye that widened as it approached, then resolved into the familiar shape of a locomotive—steam-driven, Soviet-era, its sides painted a faded green that had been scraped and repainted so many times the colour had lost all meaning. It slowed with a groan of metal on metal, and the doors opened with a hiss that sounded almost like a word.

The carriage she boarded was already full. Not full in the ordinary sense—there were seats, and they were occupied—but full with a suffocating density, like a held breath or a room where everyone shared the same unspoken dread. Strangers sat shoulder to shoulder, their knees pressed together, their bags piled in the aisles like barricades. A woman in the corner rocked back and forth, her lips moving silently, mimicking the silent prayers of the devout or the rehearsed speeches of dissidents. A man across from her stared at his hands, turning them over and over as though reading braille written on his own palms.

Vera took a seat near the window, folding herself into the space with the practiced economy of someone who had spent years learning how to occupy less room than she needed. The seat was hard, the upholstery cracked and patched with tape that had lost its stickiness. Through the glass, the platform was receding—slowly at first, then faster, as the train gathered momentum and the buildings blurred into a continuous grey wall.

She pressed her forehead against the cold pane and watched Prague disappear. The last thing she saw was the outline of the Ministry building, its brutalist concrete silhouette rising above the rooftops like a tombstone for a country that had died without knowing it was dead. Then it was gone, swallowed by the tunnel that opened beneath the station, and the carriage plunged into darkness.

The darkness lasted only thirty seconds, but it felt longer. In the absence of light, Vera became aware of the sounds she had been filtering out: the coughing of the old man two rows ahead, the rhythmic tapping of the nurse's cigarette against the ashtray, the soft, regular breathing of the boy who had fallen asleep against the window. These were the sounds of ordinary life, the sounds of people going about their business, and they struck her with the force of a revelation. Ordinary life was still happening. It was happening inside this train, in this carriage, in the bodies of these strangers who were carrying their bags and their fears and their silent prayers toward destinations none of them would name aloud.

When the train emerged from the tunnel, the fog had thickened. The landscape outside was featureless—a wash of grey and white that made it impossible to tell whether they were passing fields or forests or ruins. Vera could not have said what time it was. The station clock had stopped at midnight, and the watches of the people around her were either broken or deliberately set wrong, the way people adjust their clocks when they want to lose track of time.

The carriage door slid open with a clank, and a wave of cold air rushed in, carrying the smell of coal dust and wet earth. More passengers were boarding. They moved like ghosts, their faces pale and indistinct in the dim light of the corridor lamps, their footsteps muffled by the thickness of their coats and the exhaustion that seemed to weigh them down. A family entered together—a man, a woman, and two children, the younger one cradled against the mother's chest like a bundle of linen. The father carried a suitcase in one hand and held the mother's elbow with the other, his grip tight, his eyes scanning the carriage as though searching for a threat that might be hiding among the seats.

They sat opposite Vera. The children were silent, their eyes wide and unblinking, fixed on her with the hollow stare of those too frightened to cry but too aware to pretend everything is fine. The mother was humming, a low, tuneless sound that might have been a lullaby or might have been something older, something that predated language and lived in the body rather than the mind. The father kept looking at Vera, not with hostility but with a kind of desperate calculation, his gaze weighing the stranger like a threat to be measured against the cost of a wrong choice.

Vera looked away. She focused on the window, on her own reflection superimposed on the fog—the ghost of a woman with dark hair and tired eyes, wearing a coat that was too thin for the weather and too heavy with everything she was carrying inside it. She thought of the letter in her pocket. She thought of her mother, sitting at the kitchen table in the dark, counting tea packets that would never be brewed. She thought of the satchel beneath the floorboards, waiting for her to return, waiting for her to come back and lift it out and carry it across a border that might not let her pass.

The train lurched forward, gathering speed as it left the station behind. Through the window, Vera could see the outlines of buildings receding—the station master's house, the freight yard, the row of tenements that lined the edge of the town. They were followed by fields, then by trees, then by nothing at all, just the endless grey of a landscape that had been erased by fog and night and the collective silence of a hundred strangers who were running in the same direction without knowing why.

An hour passed. Or maybe two. Time in the train moved differently than time on the platform—it stretched and contracted, compressed and expanded, elastic and taut. Vera watched the fog thicken and thin, thicken and thin, like a lung breathing. The passengers shifted in their seats, adjusting blankets, whispering to each other in voices so low they were almost inaudible, huddled close as if expecting the walls to listen.

The woman in the nurse's uniform leaned forward and spoke to the man beside her in a voice that was barely above a murmur. "How far?" she asked. The man shook his head. "Until Cheb," he said, and then added, almost to himself, "or until Plzeň. Depends on who's in charge of the line today."

Cheb. The word landed in Vera's ear like a stone dropped into a well—small, but with a depth that echoed. Cheb was the last town before the border. From there, it was a few kilometres of road through the Ore Mountains, and then the checkpoint, with its floodlights and its soldiers and its dogs. She had not thought about the checkpoint in detail since the night she wrote the letter. She had been avoiding it, the way a person avoids looking at a wound that is still bleeding. But now the word had been spoken aloud, and the image it summoned was unavoidable: the glare of the floodlights, the rigid posture of the soldiers, the cold barrel of a rifle raised to her level, the question in German or Czech or both—"Otevřete kabát." Open your coat.

She closed her eyes and pressed the heel of her hand against her forehead, feeling the throb of her thumb through the fabric of her glove. The scab had cracked again. She could feel the fresh blood darkening the edges, a sticky tackiness that always returned when she pressed too hard or forgot to change the dressing. It was a small wound, insignificant in the grand calculus of what was happening to her, but it was the only part of her body that was still actively hurting. The rest of her had gone numb, heavy and distant as a limb compressed for too long, the blood flow cut off, the nerves screaming in a language that the brain had stopped translating.

The boy across the aisle woke up with a start, his eyes flying open, his body jerking upright as though he had been falling and had been caught at the last possible moment. He looked around, disoriented, his gaze sweeping the carriage like a searchlight, and when it landed on Vera, he flinched, the way a startled animal flinches at a shadow. Then he recognised her—or rather, recognised that she was not a threat, that she was just another passenger on a train that was taking them somewhere none of them fully understood—and he slumped back against the seat, his eyes closing again, his breathing slowing.

The old man with the canvas bag across his lap began to hum. It was the same tune the nurse had been humming, or perhaps a variation on it, the melody shifting slightly with each repetition, like a prayer that evolves as it is spoken. Vera found herself humming along, the sound coming out of her before she could stop it, a involuntary vibration in her throat. She hated herself for it. Humming was a sign of comfort, and she was not comfortable. She was not comfortable anywhere. The train was not comfortable. The world was not comfortable. Comfort was a luxury that had been revoked, stripped away like a ration card when the credits ran dry.

But she kept humming. She could not stop. The melody was simple, almost childish, and it reminded her of something she could not quite place—her mother singing in the kitchen, or a radio broadcast she had heard as a child, or a song that had been played in the café where she had met Jiri for the first time, three weeks ago, when the city still believed it could breathe on its own.

The train crossed a bridge, and the sound of the wheels changed, becoming louder, more resonant, the way a voice becomes louder in an empty hall. Below them, Vera could see the dark shape of a river, its surface reflecting the faint glow of the train's headlamp, a ribbon of silver in the fog. The river was the Ohře, the same river that ran through Karlovy Vary, the same river that had been dammed and diverted and channelled by engineers who had built their dams with the same precision they applied to everything else—roads, railways, borders.

She thought of the manuscript. She thought of the pages stacked beneath the floorboards, bound in leather, their spines creased from being opened and closed a thousand times. She thought of the words inside them—the words of people who had written them in the hope that someone would read them, who had poured their lives into sentences and paragraphs and chapters, who had believed, perhaps foolishly, perhaps bravely, that words could survive war.

The train slowed as it approached a junction, the brakes hissing, the carriages shuddering as the wheels shifted from one set of rails to another. Vera looked out the window and saw a signal box on the platform, its windows lit with a yellow glow that contrasted sharply with the grey fog. A figure stood inside, silhouetted against the light, watching the train pass with the detached interest of a man who had seen a thousand trains pass and would see a thousand more. Vera wondered what he was thinking. Did he know where they were going? Did he care? Or was he, like everyone else, just another cog in the machine, turning his wheel, flipping his switch, sending trains in the direction that the orders told him to send them, without asking why?

The train accelerated again, and the signal box disappeared behind them, swallowed by the fog. Vera leaned her head against the window and closed her eyes. The rhythmic clatter of the wheels against the rails was a lullaby of sorts, a mechanical song that had been playing for a century and would continue to play long after the people who remembered it were gone. She let the sound wash over her, letting it carry her forward into the darkness, into the four hours and twelve minutes that separated her from Karlovy Vary and the next step of a journey she could not yet see to its end.

In the carriage around her, the passengers slept or pretended to sleep, their faces relaxed into masks of exhaustion that were almost peaceful, as though the act of travelling had temporarily absolved them of the need to think about where they were going or why. The nurse's cigarette had burned down to the filter, the ash accumulating in the tray like a tiny monument to the minutes that had passed. The old man's humming had stopped, replaced by the soft, regular sound of his breathing. The boy was asleep again, his head tilted against the window, his mouth slightly open, his hands clenched into fists that he would not unclench until he reached whatever destination awaited him.

Vera blinked, the window’s glass offering back the ghost of a woman with dark hair and tired eyes, wrapped in a coat that was too thin and too heavy. But something had shifted. Her expression had hardened. The fear remained, but it had sunk, settling like silt at the bottom of a glass of water, becoming part of the structure rather than the disturbance. She was still afraid. But she was also still moving. And for now, that was enough.

The train moved on through the fog, carrying its cargo of ghosts toward a destination that none of them could name, their faces illuminated by the faint glow of the corridor lamps, their silence heavy with the weight of unspoken truths, like the pressure building behind closed lips.

Outside, the landscape remained unchanged—grey fields, grey forests, grey sky, all of it blurred into a single, seamless texture that made it impossible to tell where one thing ended and another began. Inside, the passengers sat in their seats, their bags at their feet, their hands in their pockets or folded in their laps or gripping the edges of their seats like anchors, each of them carrying something that was not theirs and yet was the only thing they had ever truly carried.

The train moved on. The fog closed behind it. And in the darkness, the rails carried them forward, one click at a time, toward Karlovy Vary and the next step of a journey that had already begun and would not end until it was over.
Chapter 11

The safe house was not a house so much as a room with a bed and a window that faced the wrong way. It occupied the top floor of a narrow building on Masarykova ulice, two streets over from the checkpoint road, and had been chosen because no one lived there and the landlord was a man who collected stamps and rarely looked out his window. Vera had paid the deposit in cash three days ago, leaving it under a coaster on the kitchen table of a flat on Jindřišská that had been empty since the summer. She had told no one the address except Lukas, and only because he needed it to bring the satchel.

The satchel was not here. She had taken it out herself, carefully, in the dark, prying up the loose board beneath her bedroom floor with a butter knife, sliding her fingers into the cavity, withdrawing the leather case that Jiri had pressed into her hands with the force of a man handing over a child. Paper is heavier than lead. She had carried it in her coat, wrapped in newspaper, across the tram to Karlovy Vary, then transferred it to a rucksack at the station, then to a cloth bag at the junction, then to the rucksack again for the final leg to Cheb. The transfer chain was clean. She had checked it three times. Clean.

The room smelled of dust and damp plaster, the kind of damp that rose from stone walls in November and settled into the corners like a second atmosphere. Vera stood in the doorway and let the door close behind her, the latch clicking with a sound that was too loud in the silence. She switched on the lamp—a small brass thing with a green shade that she had brought from the apartment—and the light fell across the room in a narrow cone, illuminating the bed with its thin mattress and the chair with its splintered arm and the single window that looked out over a brick wall and nothing beyond.

She set the rucksack on the bed and unzipped it. The cloth bag was inside. She unwrapped it. The satchel lay there, brown leather worn soft at the edges, the strap frayed where it had rubbed against her shoulder for three days straight. She ran her hand along the surface, feeling the grain, the wear, the tiny scratches that mapped the journey. She opened the clasp. Inside, the pages were wrapped in oilcloth, secured with twine. She untied the knot, unfolded the cloth, and counted the pages by feel—twenty-three sheets, each one a stack of typewritten pages, each one a life compressed into ink and carbon copy.

She closed the satchel. She tied the cloth back up. She put it inside the rucksack and zipped it shut. She sat on the bed and waited.

The clock on the wall ticked. It was an old thing, wound daily by whoever had last occupied the room, and it ticked with a lazy, uneven rhythm, as though it were counting in a language Vera didn't quite understand. She listened to it the way she used to listen to the printer below—the steady, mechanical breathing of a machine that kept working regardless of what happened above it. Except here, there was no printer. There was only the clock and the lamp and the window that faced the wrong way and the silence that grew thicker with each passing minute.

She had planned for delays. She had planned for the tram to break down, for the train to be late, for the checkpoint to be sealed. She had not planned for the silence. It pressed against her eardrums like water, filling her skull until she felt submerged in a muffled, distorted world, one degree removed from reality.

At nine-thirty, she heard footsteps in the corridor.

They were slow at first, uncertain, the kind of steps a person takes when they are trying not to make noise and failing. Vera sat very still, her hand on the rucksack, her breath shallow. The footsteps stopped outside the door. She heard the rustle of fabric, the scrape of a shoe against the floor, the faintest sound of someone shifting their weight from one foot to the other. Then a knock. Three short taps, irregular, not the confident rap of someone who knew they were expected.

She stood, crossed the room, and opened the door.

Lukas stood in the corridor, and the first thing she noticed was that he was wet. Not with rain—there had been no rain in Cheb for two days—but with something else, something that made his hair cling to his forehead in dark patches and his coat hang heavy on his shoulders. He smelled of diesel and cold air and something sharper, something metallic that she couldn't place until she recognised it as sweat, sour and urgent, the odour of a body that had been running and hadn't stopped.

"You're late," she said.

He didn't answer immediately. He stood in the doorway, his chest rising and falling in quick, shallow bursts, his eyes wide and unblinking, the way a hunted animal's eyes are wide and unblinking before it runs. His lips parted and closed and parted again, and when he finally spoke, his voice was a whisper, cracked at the edges like thin ice.

"They know," he said.

Vera felt something move through her body, a sensation she couldn't name, a current that started in her chest and radiated outward to her fingertips and her toes and the back of her neck. It was not fear. Fear had a shape, a direction, a target. This was formless, a pressure without a source, a vibration without a frequency. She held it in place with both hands and examined it, the way she examined a text she was about to translate—looking for the structure, the grammar, the hidden syntax that would reveal its meaning.

"What knows?" she asked.

Lukas stepped into the room. He moved like a man who expected the floor to give way beneath him, his feet tentative, his shoulders hunched, his arms held close to his body as though he were protecting something he hadn't yet decided whether to share. He closed the door behind him with a hand that trembled so badly he had to try twice.

"The checkpoint," he said. "They changed the procedure. They're checking everyone. Not just the papers—they're searching. They're searching bags, coats, everything. They have dogs, Vera. German shepherds. Trained for—" He stopped. His jaw worked. He swallowed. "They have dogs trained for contraband."

Vera's hand tightened on the rucksack strap. The leather creaked beneath her fingers. "How many?"

"I don't know. Maybe thirty. Maybe forty. They've set up a secondary line—everyone goes through twice. First the papers, then the search. I watched a man go through. He had a loaf of bread. They cut it open. They found nothing. They let him pass. But they made him wait for twenty minutes while they sniffed every inch of the crust."

She listened. She absorbed the information the way she absorbed a foreign text—word by word, clause by clause, looking for the gaps, the silences, the things that were not said. Lukas was speaking fast, his sentences overlapping, his thoughts tumbling out of his mouth before he could organise them. This was not unusual for him. He was always like this, nervous, twitchy, speaking at the speed of his anxiety. But something was different tonight. The quality of his fear had shifted. It was no longer the nervous energy of a courier who had dodged patrols and bribed guards and navigated the maze of checkpoints with practiced precision. This was something else. This was the fear of a man who had already lost something and was trying to outrun the consequences.

"Where is the other copy?" she asked.

Lukas froze. His eyes widened further, if that was possible. His mouth opened and closed, and for a moment she thought he was going to deny it, to lie, to protect whatever secret he had been carrying alongside the satchel. But he didn't. He simply stood there, his body rigid, his breath caught in his throat, and the silence between them stretched like a wire pulled taut.

"The other copy," she said again, slower this time, each word measured, each syllable placed deliberately on the table between them like a piece on a chessboard. "Where is it, Lukas?"

He looked at the rucksack on the bed. He looked at the satchel he knew was inside. He looked at Vera, and in his eyes she saw something that made the formless pressure in her chest crystallise into a shape she could name. Guilt. Not the guilt of failure—the guilt of betrayal.

"It's with me," he said.

The word landed between them like a stone dropped into still water. Vera watched the ripples spread outward, felt the impact reverberate through the room, through the walls, through the floorboards and the ceiling and the brick wall beyond the window and the street and the checkpoint and the city and the country and the world.

"Why?" she asked. The question was simple. It was honest. It was the same question she had asked herself a thousand times in the last three days, in the tram and the train and the rucksack and the cloth bag and the satchel and the pages and the oilcloth and the twine and the leather and the frayed strap and the weight and the weight and the weight.

Lukas didn't answer. He couldn't. His mouth opened, but no sound came out. He looked at the floor, then at the wall, then at the window, then at Vera, and in each direction he found something he could not sustain. His eyes were brown, and they were wide, and they were wet, and they were the eyes of a man who had made a choice and was now paying for it with the only currency he had left—his honour.

Vera felt the betrayal settle into her body, not as a shock but as a cold that spread slowly, methodically, the way frost spreads across a windowpane in the early hours of winter. It started in her fingers, cold and numb, and moved up her arms, across her shoulders, into her chest, where it pooled like water in a basin, still and reflective and full of things she did not want to see.

She thought of the letter she had written in the apartment, the one she would never send. I am afraid of Lukas, whom I barely know, of his twitchy eyes and his rapid speech and the way he looked at me the first time we met—as though I were a package he had been instructed to deliver and he was unsure whether I was fragile or explosive. She had written that three nights ago, sitting at the desk by the window, and she had meant it as a catalogue of fears, a list of uncertainties to be filed away and examined later. She had not meant it as a prophecy.

"How much?" she asked.

The question surprised him. He blinked, his mouth parting in confusion, as though he had expected a different question, one that would have given him something to work with, something he could negotiate against. But Vera was not negotiating. She was calculating. She was doing the arithmetic of betrayal, the terrible math of what a person sells themselves for and whether the price was worth the cost.

"Stop," he said. It was the only answer she was going to get. Stop money. Stop promises. Stop threats. Stop of whatever commodity the Ministry dealt in—the currency of compromised men and willing informants and the slow erosion of people who had once believed in something and were now willing to trade it for a ticket west.

She looked at him. Really looked at him. He was twenty-two at most, younger than she had realised, his face still soft at the edges, his jaw not yet squared by years of responsibility, his hands still uncalloused from work that required them to grip rather than type. He was a boy who had been recruited by a network he barely understood and handed a responsibility he was not equipped to carry. And he had carried it. He had carried it across Prague and Karlovy Vary and Cheb, through checkpoints and patrols and the constant, grinding pressure of a city under occupation, and he had carried it well enough to get the satchel to where it needed to be.

"You didn't think," she repeated.

"You told them about the safe house," she said. It was not a question. It was a statement, delivered in the calm, even tone she used when she was correcting a mistranslation—precise, unemotional, certain of the facts.

Lukas closed his eyes. He nodded, once, a small movement, almost imperceptible, the kind of nod a man gives when he is admitting something he has rehearsed a thousand times in his head but still cannot bear to say aloud.

"When?" she asked.

"Two days ago. At the junction. They stopped me. They showed me a photograph. Of you. They said—" He stopped. His voice broke. He tried again. "They said they would let me pass if I told them where you were going. They said they wouldn't hurt you. They said they just wanted to talk."

Vera felt the cold in her chest deepen. She felt it spread to her hands, her arms, her neck, her jaw, her teeth. She felt it in her throat, where it lodged like a stone, making it difficult to swallow, difficult to breathe, difficult to speak.

"And you told them," she said.

"I didn't mean to," he whispered. "I didn't—I didn't know it was—"

"You knew," she said. "You knew exactly what you were doing."

He opened his eyes. They were red-rimmed, glassy, the eyes of a man who had been crying for hours and had run out of tears and was now crying without moisture, the dry, silent sobbing of someone who has exhausted every other option. "I'm sorry," he said. "I'm sorry, Vera. I'm so sorry. I didn't think—"

"You didn't think," she repeated.

She turned away. She walked to the window and looked out at the brick wall and the darkness beyond it and the street she could not see. She listened to the clock ticking on the wall, its lazy, uneven rhythm, and thought about translation: how meaning shifts when it crosses a border, how a word in one language carries associations that do not survive the journey, how a promise made in good faith can become a betrayal.

She thought of her mother lying to Colonel Hanzl, of Elena’s trembling hands belying her steady voice, of the genuine conviction that truth was whatever kept her child alive. She recalled Jiri pressing the satchel into her arms, the force of his grip and the certainty of his gaze, the look in his eyes that pinned her as the sole vessel for his desperate request. Below, the printer’s machine ground through its afternoon routine, oblivious that the world above was preparing to tear itself apart.

Behind her, Lukas made a sound—a small, broken noise, like a child crying in the dark. She did not turn to look at him. She did not comfort him. She did not forgive him. She stood at the window and watched the darkness and felt the cold settle into her bones and made a decision that she would carry for the rest of her life, the way she carried the satchel—quietly, carefully, without complaint, knowing that the weight was hers and hers alone.

The clock ticked. The lamp burned. The room held its breath.

Three streets away, beneath the floorboards of an apartment lost in the fog, the satchel lay still in the dark.
Chapter 12

The road to Cheb smelled of diesel and wet earth, the kind of smell that got inside your clothes and stayed there for days. Vera walked with her head down, the satchel pressed flat against her ribs beneath her coat, the strap frayed and biting into the fabric. Beside her, Lukas moved like a man who had forgotten how to walk without looking over his shoulder. His coat was still wet from the night before, the wool dark and heavy, and he shivered with a frequency that made his teeth click together in soft, rapid bursts. He had not spoken since they left the safe house three hours ago. He had not spoken since dawn.

They were one of many columns moving along the service road, a river of grey coats and bundled figures flowing toward the checkpoint in the distance. The floodlights had not yet switched on—the sky was the colour of ash, that particular November light that was neither day nor night but something in between, something that made everything look like a photograph you could not quite trust. Vera kept her hand on the satchel. She had not taken it out since she retrieved it from beneath the floorboards, and she did not intend to. There were twenty-three sheets of paper. Twenty-three sheets that contained the truth about what had happened, about what was happening, about the names and dates and places that someone had written down with a steady hand and a clear mind while the tanks rolled through the streets and the soldiers stood in doorways and the city held its breath.

Lukas shifted beside her. His boot scuffed the gravel. He was walking too close to the edge of the road, where the drainage ditch ran shallow and full of dead leaves. Vera nudged him back with her elbow. He flinched, then nodded, and adjusted his step without looking at her. They had agreed on nothing. They had agreed on everything. The plan had been simple: walk the service road, join the civilian column, present papers at the checkpoint, cross into West Germany, and disappear into the woods beyond. Simple. Simple. Like saying the word three times would make it true.

The checkpoint appeared ahead like a wound in the landscape. It was a stark military outpost, all concrete barriers and razor wire, dominated by the glare of floodlights that flickered on one by one as the ambient light failed. Soldiers in greatcoats stood at attention beside the entrance, their faces obscured by the brims of their caps and the shadow the lights cast. Two German shepherds paced behind a chain-link fence, their collars heavy with the glint of metal tags. Vera had seen the posters. Dogs trained to detect contraband. She had seen the posters pasted on telephone poles and bulletin boards throughout the city, issued by the Ministry of Internal Affairs, featuring a photograph of a dog mid-stride, teeth bared, ears forward. The caption was always the same: Help us help you.

The column slowed. People ahead of them were being called forward one by one, sometimes two at a time. A woman with a child pressed against her hip moved toward the first barrier. The child was crying, a thin high sound that cut through the diesel exhaust and the murmur of the crowd. A soldier pointed at the woman's bag. She stopped. She looked at the soldier. She looked at the child. Then she opened the bag and began to pull out its contents: a loaf of bread wrapped in newspaper, a tin of preserved plums, a wool scarf, a small wooden toy carved by someone who had more patience than sense. The soldier examined each item with the bored precision of a man who had done this a thousand times and expected to do it a thousand more. He handed the items back to her one by one. She repacked the bag with trembling fingers. He stepped aside.

Vera watched this sequence with the detached attention of someone who had memorised the pattern. You presented your papers. You allowed your bag to be inspected. You answered questions without volunteering information. You did not look the soldiers in the eye for too long, and you did not look away too quickly. You stood very still and you breathed slowly and you let the dog pass within three paces of your legs without flinching, even if every instinct in your body screamed at you to run.

They were twenty people from the checkpoint when the first complication arose. A man ahead of them—middle-aged, balding, wearing a suit that had been well-cut before the war and had not been altered since—refused to hand over his briefcase. The soldier at the barrier tapped the case with the barrel of his rifle, a gesture so casual it was almost friendly. The man shook his head. He said something in Czech, his voice rising with each syllable. The soldier repeated the tap. The man shook his head again. Two more soldiers emerged from the guard post and took positions on either side of the barrier. The man's wife began to cry. The man's son, a boy of maybe twelve, stood frozen beside them, his mouth open, his eyes fixed on the ground.

Vera felt Lukas's hand close around her wrist. His grip was tight, almost painful, and she looked down at it—his knuckles white, his fingers trembling—and she understood that he was afraid for the man, afraid for his own family, afraid for all of them, and the fear was so large and so immediate that it pressed against her chest like a physical weight. She squeezed his hand once, briefly, and he released her wrist as if burned.

The man was taken aside. His briefcase was opened. Vera did not look, but she heard the rustle of paper, the murmur of voices, the sharp bark of a command in Russian. The man's wife cried out. The boy did not move. The dog behind the fence barked once, twice, and then fell silent.

When the man emerged, his hands were empty. His wife's face was a mask of something between relief and devastation. The boy was still staring at the ground. They were directed toward a separate lane, a narrow corridor of barbed wire that led away from the checkpoint, away from the road, away from whatever direction they had been heading. The woman did not look back. She kept her arm around the boy's shoulders and walked forward, and the boy walked with her, and the man walked behind them, and the column shifted around the space they had occupied as if they had never been there at all.

Lukas exhaled. It was the first sound he had made in hours. Vera felt the air leave his lungs like steam from a cracked pipe. She kept walking. She kept her hand on the satchel. She kept her eyes on the checkpoint.

They were ten people from the barrier when the second complication arose. This one involved Lukas. A soldier at the secondary screening station—this one, a smaller structure set back from the main checkpoint, where families and children and elderly passengers were processed separately—raised a hand and pointed directly at Lukas's chest. The finger was gloved in black leather, and the gesture was precise, unambiguous. You. Step forward.

Lukas stopped. He looked at the soldier. He looked at Vera. His eyes were wide, and in them she saw the full catalogue of everything he was afraid of: the man with the briefcase, the dog behind the fence, the dark corridor of barbed wire, the silence that followed when someone disappeared. He opened his mouth. He closed it. He looked at Vera again, and in that look was everything that words could not carry—the plea, the apology, the question: What do I do?

She did not answer. She could not answer. To answer would be to give him advice, and advice implied knowledge, and knowledge implied certainty, and she had none of those things. So she stood still. She kept her hand on the satchel. She watched him step forward.

Lukas turned and walked toward the secondary screening station. His gait was uneven, his steps too deliberate, as if he were trying to convince himself that he was moving voluntarily, that he was in control of his own body, that the soldier's finger was a suggestion rather than a command. He passed within three paces of the dog. The dog stopped pacing. It lifted its head. It looked at Lukas with an expression that Vera could only describe as recognition, as if the animal understood, on some level deeper than training, that this man carried something worth finding.

The soldier at the secondary station gestured for Lukas to remove his coat. Lukas obeyed. He shrugged the wet wool from his shoulders and handed it to a clerk behind a glass partition. The clerk examined the coat with the same bored precision the first soldier had shown the woman with the bread. He ran his hands along the seams, pressed his palms against the pockets, checked the lining with a flashlight. He found nothing. He handed the coat back to Lukas. Lukas put it on. The clerk gestured for him to proceed.

But the dog had already moved. It was loose from its tether now, a development that Vera registered with the calm detachment of someone watching a nightmare unfold in slow motion. The German shepherd approached Lukas from the side, its movements fluid and unhurried, its nose lowered to the ground. It circled him once, twice, and then stopped. It sat. It looked up at the dog handler, a broad-shouldered man in a field jacket, and barked—a single sharp sound that cut through the checkpoint like a blade.

The handler's face changed. The boredom vanished. The professionalism sharpened into something colder, something more focused. He moved toward Lukas with two assistants, and they took him by the arms and led him away from the secondary station and toward a small building behind the checkpoint, a windowless structure painted the same grey as the barriers and the fences and the uniforms, a building that smelled of diesel and something else—something that Vera could not name but recognised immediately, the way you recognise the smell of a room you have never entered but know intimately from stories, from photographs, from the silence that follows when someone goes inside and does not come out.

Lukas looked back once. He looked at Vera. His mouth formed a word that she could not hear over the diesel exhaust and the barking dog and the murmur of the crowd, but she read it on his lips anyway: Vera. Or perhaps it was Run. Or perhaps it was neither. Perhaps it was simply her name, spoken in the tone of someone saying goodbye to a place he knew he would not return to.

Then he was inside the building. The door closed. The dog returned to its post. The handler marked something in a ledger. The column continued to move.

Vera stood alone. The satchel was still pressed against her ribs, still heavy, still hers. She felt its weight differently now—not as a burden she had chosen but as a burden that had chosen her, that had attached itself to her spine and her lungs and the rhythm of her breathing, that would travel with her whether she crossed the border or did not, whether she lived or died, whether she burned the pages or carried them into exile. She felt it the way you feel a toothache—you cannot ignore it, you cannot remove it without surgery, and the pain becomes part of your anatomy, part of the architecture of your skull.

She stepped forward. She joined the queue. She had her papers in her pocket, the ones Lukas had forged with the help of a contact at the Ministry who owed him a favour and who had not asked questions, the ones that identified her as a translator on temporary assignment in Karlovy Vary, returning to Prague for work at the Ministry of Culture. The papers were plausible. The papers were sufficient. The papers were lies.

The soldier at the barrier looked at her face. He looked at her papers. He looked at her coat. He looked at the satchel bulging beneath it. He raised an eyebrow.

"Bag," he said.

Vera hesitated. This was the moment. This was the hinge on which everything turned. She could open the bag. She could show him the papers inside—twenty-three sheets of translated text, innocent on their face, a collection of poems and essays and personal correspondence, nothing more. Or she could refuse. Or she could say nothing. Or she could do something else entirely.

She opened the bag. She lifted the flap. The soldier leaned forward. He reached inside. His hand closed on the top sheet of paper. He pulled it free.

Vera watched his face as he read. She watched the micro-expressions—the slight furrow of the brow, the narrowing of the eyes, the way his mouth tightened at the corners. He was reading Czech. He was reading a translation. He was reading something that meant nothing to him and everything to her. He turned the page. He turned another. He turned another. He stopped at page fourteen. He read it twice. He looked up at Vera.

"What is this?" he asked.

Vera met his gaze. She kept her voice level. "Translations," she said. "For the Ministry."

He studied her for a long moment. Then he handed the pages back to her. He stamped her papers. He stepped aside.

"Move," he said.

Vera walked past the barrier. She walked past the dog. She walked past the checkpoint and onto the road that led west, into the fog, into the woods, into whatever came next. Behind her, the checkpoint continued to process its river of grey coats and bundled figures. Ahead, the road disappeared into the mist. She kept her hand on the satchel. She kept walking. She did not look back.

The fog swallowed the checkpoint. The fog swallowed the road. The fog swallowed everything. And Vera Novakova walked into it, carrying twenty-three sheets of paper on her back, carrying the weight of a country she could no longer live in, carrying the memory of a young man who had stepped forward and disappeared behind a grey door, and she walked because there was nowhere else to go and because stopping was not an option and because the paper was heavy and she was tired and the night was coming and she was still moving.

The trees closed around her, swallowing the path until the world shrank to a narrow corridor of mist. The road narrowed, the fog thickened, and visibility dropped to ten metres. She could not see the border marker, nor the fence, the watchtowers, or the searchlights that would mark the boundary between East and West. She saw only the ground beneath her boots, the weight of the satchel against her chest, and the endless grey haze. She walked through it, a translator moving through a landscape of silence, each tree a word, each branch a sentence, each life a text she was only beginning to learn how to read.

The cold settled into her bones. The satchel grew heavier. The fog did not thin. And somewhere ahead, beyond the trees and the mist and the silence, the border waited.

She kept walking.
Chapter 13

The trees closed around her like a held breath finally released. Vera walked until the road dissolved beneath her boots, until the gravel gave way to packed earth and then to the soft giving of fallen leaves and moss, until the sound of the checkpoint—the distant murmur of voices, the occasional bark of a dog, the idle rumble of an engine—faded into the background noise of the forest. She did not stop. She could not stop. Stopping meant thinking, and thinking meant remembering, and remembering meant the satchel against her ribs would become unbearable.

The fog was thicker here. It clung to the trunks of the birch trees like gauze, wrapping them in layers of white that made the forest feel less like a place and more like a room she had entered without permission. The cold had moved past her skin and settled into the marrow of her bones. She pulled her coat tighter around the satchel, though tightening it served no purpose—the weight was not on her shoulders but inside her, lodged somewhere between her sternum and her spine, pressing outward with a quiet insistence that reminded her of nothing so much as a toothache.

She walked for an hour, perhaps two. Time had become unreliable since the checkpoint, since Lukas had stepped forward and disappeared behind the grey door. She measured distance in breaths and in the ache in her calves, not in metres or minutes. The forest was featureless—a succession of identical trees, identical fog, identical silence—and she moved through it the way a sentence moves through a paragraph, without direction or destination, simply because the grammar demanded continuation.

Then the trees thinned. The fog lifted slightly. And ahead of her, through a gap in the trunks, she saw light. Not the orange glow of a searchlight or the white glare of a floodlamp, but the small yellow light of a fire. A campfire. Burning in a clearing she had not noticed through the fog.

She stopped. She pressed herself against the trunk of a birch tree and listened. The fire crackled. Something metal clinked against stone. A voice—low, male, speaking Czech with a German accent—hummed a tune she did not recognise. She crouched lower. Through the gap in the trees, she could see the clearing clearly now: a circle of bare earth surrounded by a ring of stones, a small fire burning in the centre, and a figure sitting on an upturned crate beside it, a rifle leaning against the tree behind him. A scout. One of the border guards who patrolled the perimeter on foot, far from the checkpoint's floodlights and its dogs and its men in uniform.

He was young. Younger than Lukas. Maybe nineteen. He wore a greatcoat that was too large for him and a cap pulled low over his eyes. He was whittling something with a knife, the shavings curling onto the earth at his feet. The firelight caught the side of his face and revealed a smudge of dirt on his cheekbone, the faintest suggestion of acne along his jaw. He looked bored. He looked like a boy who had been assigned a task he did not understand and was passing the hours the only way he knew how.

Vera remained still. She counted his breaths. She counted the crackles of the fire. She counted the seconds between each time he looked up from his whittling to scan the tree line. Thirty seconds. Forty-five. Sixty. He looked up every minute, always in the same direction, always with the same distracted air of a man whose attention was elsewhere.

She needed to pass the clearing. There was no avoiding it—the forest narrowed here, compressed between a ridge of rock on the left and a ravine on the right, and the clearing sat squarely in the bottleneck. She could go around, but the terrain was unfamiliar, the fog was thick, and going around meant taking time, and time was something she did not have. The scout might patrol outward. He might double back. He might decide to relieve his boredom by searching the trees.

She needed to wait. She needed him to look away. She needed the fire to burn lower, or the fog to thicken, or the night to deepen into something that made the forest less visible and more forgiving. She needed one of the many things that were not going to happen.

Instead, she did the only thing she could do. She waited. She pressed herself against the birch tree and closed her eyes and listened to the fire and thought about the satchel against her ribs and the twenty-three sheets of paper she had carried through checkpoints and forests and nights that would never end, and she thought about Jiri's hand on her arm in the Café Louvre, firm and insistent, and the way he had looked at her when he said, Paper is heavier than lead, Vera. You know this. You translate words. You know how much they weigh when nobody asked you to carry them.

She had laughed at the time. She had said, Words are light. That's their advantage. And he had smiled—that thin, cynical smile that had never quite reached his grey eyes—and said, That's what they want you to believe.

She opened her eyes. The scout was still whittling. The fire still crackled. The fog still clung to the trees. Nothing had changed. Nothing ever changed until it did, and then everything changed at once, and you were left standing in the wreckage of what used to be ordinary.

The scout stopped whittling. He set the knife down on the crate beside him. He reached for his rifle and checked the action, his movements mechanical, practiced, performed a thousand times without attention. Then he stood, stretched, and walked toward the edge of the clearing, toward the tree line on the far side, toward the direction she needed to go. He lit a cigarette. He inhaled deeply. He exhaled a plume of smoke that the fog swallowed without a trace. He stood there for a moment, looking out into the trees, his face illuminated from below by the firelight, his expression unreadable.

Vera held her breath. She counted to ten. She counted to twenty. She opened her eyes again. He was still standing there. Still smoking. Still looking into the trees. Still not looking at her.

She moved.

She stepped from behind the birch tree and walked into the clearing, her boots making no sound on the packed earth, her body angled slightly away from the fire, her face turned toward the ground. She kept her hand on the satchel. She kept her breathing slow and even. She walked past the ring of stones. She walked past the fire. She walked past the upturned crate and the knife and the curling shavings on the earth. She walked past the rifle leaning against the tree.

She was three paces from the scout when he spoke.

"Stop," he said.

His voice was not threatening. It was not even authoritative. It was the voice of a boy asking someone to pause mid-sentence, the voice of a person performing a routine gesture without conviction. Stop. The word hung in the cold air between them like smoke.

Vera stopped. She did not turn. She stared down at the gravel, her gaze fixed on the earth. Her fingers remained curled tight around the satchel’s frayed strap. She kept breathing.

The scout took a step toward her. She could smell the cigarette smoke on his breath, the stale tobacco mixed with something sweeter—coffee, perhaps, or the faint sweetness of the cheap cigarettes the border guards smoked, the kind that burned too hot and tasted of chemicals. He stopped two paces from her. She could feel his presence the way you feel heat from a stove—you don't need to see it to know it's there.

"Your papers," he said.

Vera turned her head slightly. She looked at him from the corner of her eye. He was younger than she had first thought. Eighteen, maybe. His face was round, his nose slightly crooked, his eyes wide and uncertain in the firelight. He was holding his rifle loosely, the barrel pointed at the ground, the safety engaged. She could see the engraving on the receiver: ČZ 1947. A Czechoslovakian-made rifle. A weapon made by men who had once been her neighbours, her colleagues, the people who bought bread at the same bakery and drank beer at the same pub and pretended, for a few months in the spring, that the world could be different.

"My papers," she said. Her voice was steady. Steadier than she felt. "They're in my pocket."

"Take them out."

She reached into her coat with her free hand—the left one, leaving the right on the satchel—and withdrew the envelope with the forged documents inside. She held it out to him, palm up, the way you offer a coin to a beggar or a flower to a grave.

He took the envelope. He did not open it. He held it in his left hand, the rifle still in his right, and he looked at her with an expression she could not read—curiosity, perhaps, or pity, or the vague discomfort of a person who has been asked to perform a duty that feels, on some level, inappropriate.

"What's in the bag?" he asked.

Vera felt the satchel against her ribs. She felt the twenty-three sheets of paper pressing against her palm through the leather. She felt the weight of them—the weight Jiri had warned her about, the weight of words that had been written by someone who believed they mattered, the weight of a truth that had chosen her to carry it, the weight of everything she had lost to bring it this far.

"Translations," she said. "For the Ministry."

The same words she had said to the checkpoint soldier. The same lie. The same truth dressed in bureaucratic language. Translations. Words that meant nothing and everything, words that could be rearranged into a confession if someone tried hard enough.

The scout looked down at the envelope in his hand. He looked back at her. He looked at the satchel. He looked at the fire. He looked at the cigarette burning between his fingers. He exhaled.

"You should go," he said.

Vera did not move. She waited.

He tossed the envelope back at her. It landed on the earth at her feet, the envelope slightly crumpled, the papers inside shifting with a soft rustle. He turned away. He walked back toward the fire. He picked up his knife and sat down on the crate and resumed his whittling, the shavings curling onto the earth at his feet, the firelight catching the side of his face, the smudge of dirt on his cheekbone, the faintest suggestion of acne along his jaw.

Vera picked up the envelope. She slid it back into her pocket. She turned and walked away from the clearing, away from the fire, away from the boy who had been a soldier for an hour and a child for the rest of his life, and she walked until the trees closed around her again and the fog swallowed the clearing and the sound of the fire faded into the background noise of the forest.

Then she stopped.

She stopped because her legs would not carry her further. She stopped because the satchel against her ribs had become unbearable. She stopped because she needed to think, and thinking meant remembering, and remembering meant the weight of everything she had carried—the poems she had translated, the coded references she had not understood, the satchel Jiri had forced into her hands, the floorboards she had pried loose, the papers she had hidden beneath them, the searchers who had found nothing, the telegram that had arrived at noon, the Ministry that had suspended her for Western associations, the Colonel who had visited her mother and spoken of loneliness, the safe house on Masarykova ulice that Lukas had betrayed, the checkpoint where the dog had barked and the boy had disappeared behind a grey door and the soldier had stamped her papers and told her to move.

She stopped because she was at the edge of the forest, where the trees gave way to open sky, and the sky was black and starless, and the cold was absolute, and the satchel was the heaviest thing she had ever carried, and she could feel her arms trembling as she struggled to bear its weight any further.

She sat down on a fallen log. The bark was rough beneath her palms. The wood was damp. The cold seeped through her coat and into her thighs and her knees and her ankles. She kept the satchel on her lap, her hands resting on the leather, feeling the shape of the papers inside through the worn material. Twenty-three sheets. Twenty-three sheets that contained the truth about what had happened, about what was happening, about the names and dates and places that someone had written down with a steady hand and a clear mind while the tanks rolled through the streets and the soldiers stood in doorways and the city held its breath.

She had survived the checkpoint. She had passed the scout. She was beyond the border markers, beyond the fences, beyond the searchlights. She was in the unknown. And the unknown was vast and cold and indifferent, and the satchel was still hers, and she was still carrying it, and she was still alive.

She thought about burning it.

The thought came to her without invitation, without warning, the way thoughts come when you are alone and cold and carrying something that is slowly crushing you. She thought about lighting the fire in the clearing—returning to it, finding the boy still whittling, still smoking, still looking bored—and asking him for a match, or striking one herself with the friction of flint if she had one, or simply tearing the pages free and holding them to the flame and watching the words curl and blacken and dissolve into ash.

She thought about the poem. The innocuous poem she had translated in the Ministry, the one that had seemed harmless on the surface—a collection of nature imagery, birds and rivers and the changing seasons—until she had noticed the discrepancy in the author's signature, the date scrawled in a different hand, specific words replaced with subtle variations, and the English version she had produced diverging from the original Czech in ways that only she would notice, because she was a translator, and noticing was what she did. twenty-three sheets of paper lay silent beneath the bedroom floor, heavy as a stone. The line had appeared in the English version but not the Czech. She had dismissed it as a stylistic choice. Now, sitting in the dark with the manuscript against her ribs, she understood: the poem was a cipher. Each bird was a name. Each river, a place. The innocuous verses were a map, and she had translated the map for the enemy without knowing it. Memory was a translation too, and every translation was a betrayal.

She thought about burning it. She thought about the relief that would follow—the sudden lightness in her chest, the absence of the weight that had pressed against her ribs for weeks, the way her breathing would deepen and her shoulders would relax and the world would become manageable again, small and simple and survivable. She thought about walking into the unknown without the satchel, light and unburdened, and disappearing into the woods and the fog and the night, and living.

She thought about burning it.

And then she thought about the single page.

The thought came to her the way a light comes on in an empty room—suddenly, without explanation, illuminating everything in its path. She reached into her coat pocket and her fingers closed on something thin and rectangular, something she had not felt since the morning she had torn it from the bundle and slipped it into her pocket, something she had been carrying without knowing she was carrying it.

She drew it out. It was a single sheet of paper, torn roughly from the top of the satchel's contents, the edges jagged, the handwriting small and precise, the ink faded to a brownish grey. It was the first page of the manuscript. The title page. The words at the top were clear enough, even in the dim light: Seznam jmen a míst. A list of names and places. The beginning of the truth.

She held it in her palm. It was lighter than she expected. Lighter than a feather, lighter than a thought, lighter than anything she had imagined a truth could weigh. It was one page. One page out of twenty-three. One page containing the first names, the first dates, the first places. A fragment. A shard. A piece of a whole that would never be whole again.

She thought about burning it. About the finality of fire, the clean erasure of ash. But fire would draw attention. Fire would leave evidence. And she had already drawn enough attention. She thought about the weight of the satchel against her ribs, the way Jiri had warned her—paper is heavier than lead—and she understood now what he had meant. Paper carried consequences. Paper carried names. Paper could get you killed. Lead, at least, was honest.

She struck a match.

Her hands were steady as she pulled the match from her coat pocket—the ones she had bought at a pharmacy in Karlovy Vary three days ago, the ones she had kept for emergencies, the ones she had hoped she would never need. She struck it against the side of the box. The flame bloomed small and orange, a tiny sun in the darkness, and she held it between her thumb and forefinger and felt the heat on her skin.

She held the flame to the edge of the satchel.

She walked to the edge of the fallen log and set the satchel down on the ground. She did not burn it. She simply let it go. She placed it on the damp earth between two roots, the way you place something on a grave—respectfully, reluctantly, knowing that it will stay there forever.

She did not look away. The first page dissolved—the title, the list of names, the dates, the places—all of it fading into the damp, all of it sinking into the fog that rose into the air and was swallowed by the darkness. The second page followed. The third. The fourth. The names of people who had written this manuscript with a steady hand and a clear mind while the tanks rolled through the streets and the soldiers stood in doorways and the city held its breath were washed away, and she did not look away.

She watched until the satchel was empty. She watched until the fire had consumed everything it could reach. She watched until the only thing left was a pile of grey ash and a few charred fragments that crumbled at the touch, and the smell of burnt paper that clung to her clothes and her hair and the inside of her nostrils, and the silence of the forest that had witnessed it all and would carry it into the trees and the earth and the wind and forget it, the way forests forget everything.

She walked deeper into the woods, away from the checkpoint, away from the border, away from the city that was no longer hers, carrying nothing but a single page in her pocket and the knowledge that she had left the truth behind to save herself, and that surviving was not the same as being forgiven.

She felt light. She felt empty. She felt alive.

She reached into her coat pocket and drew out the single page—the one she had torn free, the one she had kept, the one she had been carrying without knowing she was carrying it. She held it in her palm and looked at it one last time. The ink was still legible. The names were still legible. The first three names on the list, the first three places, the first three dates—she could read them. She could carry them. She could remember them.

She folded the page carefully, along the existing crease, and slipped it back into her pocket. She stood up from the log. Her legs were stiff. Her body ached. Her coat smelled of damp wool and old rain. Her fingers were stained with ink. She turned away from the satchel and the dirt and the empty space where the weight had been, and she walked into the forest, into the fog, into the unknown, bearing only that single sheet against her heart and the cold in her bones and the silence in her ears and the memory of a city that was no longer hers and the knowledge that she had destroyed the evidence to save herself and that the truth was gone and that she was alive and that alive was not the same as forgiven and that she would carry the page and the stain and the memory for the rest of her life, the way you carry a wound—quietly, carefully, without complaint, knowing that the weight is yours and yours alone.

The trees closed around her. The fog thickened. The night deepened. She walked because there was nowhere else to go and because stopping was not an option and because the page was in her pocket and the cold was in her bones and the silence was everywhere and she was still moving.

Behind her, the ashes cooled while the woods drank the smoke, the mist claiming the clearing until the night held its breath, as it always did, waiting for the next word, the next order, the next poem that was not a poem at all but a message in disguise.
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