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The sisters born of Night, doom-laden, sit guarding the locked gates of the Accursed Place. Malign Tisiphone rises, stretching her arms entwined with tangled snakes. Winding, twisting, they exhale their noisome breath, yet never any wound to see; the fateful fangs affect the mind with wild deliriums, blindnesses of the brain, and crime and tears, and maddened lust for murder.

From Ovid’s Metamorphoses
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Dedicated to courage and honour
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​Prologue​
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Fifty of the men who had escaped from the camp at Sagan had been executed by the SS. Their bodies had been cremated; their ashes returned to the camp as a warning.

George’s barbed words about keeping Simon safe had stung her, ‘One woman’s safety is another man’s poison,’ but this was different. There was now no longer any chance of survival out there. And Simon was out there.

Now came the frenzied headcount, while a spiteful wind tore around the courtyard, scouring dust and grit from odd corners and hurling it into the faces of prisoners and guards indiscriminately. High above them, the electrical wires quivered, whining like the bullets that had sought and found Padier. It’s a suicidal fool who makes an attempt when his nerves are in that condition. 

Standing beside Bainbridge, she closed her eyes against the grit, only for images to blast her mind; Simon running and stumbling, bullets smacking into the earth around him until they found their target, ripping into the fine skin of his back.

‘Oh, God, I want this hell to be annihilated,’ he had said as he walked away. How could she have let him down so irredeemably? 

Simon was gone, and there was no more beauty left in the world. No joy and no compassion. George had killed everything. Beauty and joy were an illusion; a glittering visage at a masked ball, concealing the misery beneath. Humanity was senseless, compassion was pointless. There were no rules, no boundaries, no right or wrong, no prohibitions. All was acceptable. Anarchy. Hell. The pit of demons that she had conjured up for Steiger no longer filled her with fear, because she saw it now as just the phlegmy reality behind the beautiful mask. How had she managed to live in ignorance of this knowledge?

And yet she mourned the loss of that innocence; the loss of grand ballrooms with champagne and chandeliers and satin and silk and intricate, delicate music. The loss of rolling, joyous, vibrant, life-affirming music. It had crumbled to dust and been swept away. It had all been swept away. Men – so many men – and women and children had been swept away. Mothers and babies, born and unborn, had been swept away. Love, and the anticipation of love, had been swept away. Lives had been swept away like dried moths from a windowsill. She mourned the loss of it, but it had all been illusion. There was only a gaping void.

No, not a void, because the hurricane inside her was colossal, and a storm of this magnitude couldn’t ground itself in a void. There was lightning waiting to strike, and she knew where it must strike.

Simon was gone. She filled her marred lungs with air, turned her face to the sky and bellowed into the storm until the clouds twisted and boiled in response, writhing above her head.

Simon was gone. She took another breath and screamed until the scream thinned to a croak, and her body shrivelled like a deflating balloon. Retching at the taste that slid upwards to claim her mouth, she gagged and spat out cloying mucous. 

Simon was gone. Once more, she forced her lungs to fill, and this time, when she emptied them, her breath was black and dangerous. 

She lifted her head. “You want to play your game with me, George?” she yelled with her black breath, “I’ll play with you. I’ll play with your life and your death! Watch me rise, George, watch me rise into the ether!”

She raised her arms to the tumbling blackness above, and the storm reached down to her like a kindred spirit. Straining towards it, she felt a jolt as the shackles that held her to the earth snapped and snaked away, releasing her to the tempest. The clouds whipped around her, grazing her legs with their clammy vapour. All was acceptable. Anarchy. Hell. This would be revenge for the destruction of an illusion. For the destruction of Simon.

Rising higher, she embraced the force that was thrusting itself up inside her, driving her, pushing her, working her towards a dark rapture.

She would become gravid with it and give birth to retribution.

Sucking the charged air into herself, filling her lungs to capacity, she felt her ribs lifting further, pulling the storm deep into her chest, so deep that it burst the tiny air sacs in her lungs and saturated her body, impregnating every cell of her being with the astringent ecstasy of hate.

Now she was ready.

Her breath, no longer limited by the capacity of her lungs, became the shriek of a harpy, the cry of a banshee, the roar of the wrathful Fury, Alecto. She of the boundless, vengeful rage. Hatred crystallized in her eyes, abrading the corneas into raw bulges, and she turned her reddened vision downwards.

Far beneath her, the figure that was George shuddered suddenly and looked up. Tommie watched his face melt into astonishment and fear, and she grinned, nodding a confirmation of her intent. She drew another breath, and flexed the muscles in her arms. Her hands were rigid, each finger barbed with a poison-tipped nail, and her muscles clenched, preparing to swoop down on George, to pierce his skin and deliver him, muscles paralysed, skin twitching, to the retribution of Tisiphone.
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It triggered something

Autumn 1944
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“Are you saying you want to visit my patient, Major Brandt?”

Henning was being stiff-necked, and Peter sighed heavily. His business in Berlin had taken two days longer than expected, yet he had still been unable to resolve within himself the problem of how, in the light of that dangerous last night, to approach his visits to the seventh room. A temporary solution had been to drop in for coffee with Henning, then casually take a stroll down the corridor to check in on the girl. In broad daylight, with the doctor in his office just a few steps away, it would be easier to keep things proper, and there would be no risk of unsavoury gossip. But the doctor was being difficult.

He squared his shoulders.

“Yes, Karl, I would like to visit your patient.”

“Well, before you do that,” the doctor said stiffly, “allow me to inform you of some developments that surfaced while you were in Berlin. The commandant shared with me a report that he received from Hamm which states that last Wednesday one of the duty guards observed you leaving the hospital wing in the not-so-early hours of the morning, significantly later than you are customarily observed making your patrol. Fortunately, this particular guard is not one of those who is commonly known to gossip with the prisoners, although he did, with rather more prurience than I feel was necessary, note that as you emerged through the pass door, you were fastening the buttons on your tunic.”

Peter closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead.

“I’m sorry to have brought a slur down on your sickbay, Karl,” he said, “but I assure you, that slur is nowhere other than in the minds of those who spread it.”

“Well, I thank you for that,” said the doctor tersely, “But we both know that the story will not end there. And, to be honest, Peter, I am asking for more than just your assurance that there has been no impropriety. There is no smoke without fire, as they say, and since my sickbay is the source of the smoke, I would like to know, from the horse’s mouth, just how innocent was the flame that generated it. Please,” he added, “enlighten me.”

Peter drew a long, deep breath.

“We talk,” he said shortly, then met Henning’s eyes unflinchingly, reaching for the assertiveness that now hung around his shoulders like a young man’s suit on an old man’s depleted frame, “and I believe that communicating with a prisoner is well within the scope of my duties.” The doctor lifted an impassive eyebrow and forbore to comment. Peter shook his head and continued, “We talk, Karl, we talk until I can see that she is falling asleep, and then I leave.” He shrugged. We talk and we laugh. Do you remember laughter?”

“Barely.”

“Well, strange as it must seem, we laugh.”

“And she has not been wary about having you, a man – an enemy officer – unchaperoned, in her room at night?”

“She believes that I am a kind and honourable man,” Peter said awkwardly, “And I have no intention of proving her wrong.” The doctor narrowed his eyes, following the logic of this. “And damaged,” added Peter, almost to himself.

“Damaged?” Henning said sharply.

Peter nodded. “She sees that I am damaged, although that’s no great feat of observation, of course; we are all damaged. But she worries about me.” He gave a sour laugh. “She worries about me! She’s fully aware of how vulnerable she is in this place, how could she not be? But she’s concerned for my welfare. Can you imagine how that feels, Karl? How it felt that night?”

“That night...?” the doctor prompted quietly. Peter felt his face twist as he fought off the images that still stabbed at him; his signature flaring into nothingness, Hendry’s dream evaporating into nothingness. London has turned us down... his whole purpose in this war crumbling into nothingness. Conrad.

“That night was... a bad night for me,” he said after a while. “It had been a bad day. I couldn’t sleep. I was walking the castle, and when I got to the hospital wing, she was awake, practicing with her crutches, and she tripped. She fell, and I caught her.” The doctor squeezed his eyes shut in apprehension. “When I lifted her up,” continued Peter, editing the scene to a bare outline, “The wound on her arm caught on my uniform and the scab pulled off. There was blood. Everywhere. You must have seen the aftermath the next day, because you bandaged her arm. I tried to stop the bleeding. We both did, but we couldn’t. It just kept flowing. It... it... triggered... something.” Henning, who had learned his profession in the shadow of too many somethings emanating from the great war, nodded soberly. “I woke up at five in the morning,” Peter finished. “She had been watching over me all night. You know the old practice of keeping watch over the dead before the burial? Like that. I was lying on her bed like a corpse – she was in the chair,” he added hastily, in response to the doctor’s whole-body spasm. “I was mortified by what had happened. I told her I would stop visiting her, and left without even saying thank you.” He paused, redacting the rest, wilfully allowing the doctor to read that as the conclusion of his visits. “I was abrupt. I think that’s why I’m here now. In the daylight. To thank her.” Henning’s eyes were on his, and Peter could see that his thoughts were troubled.

“Do you know the French expression ‘collaboration horizontale’?” he said eventually. Peter sucked in his breath in shock.

“There has been none of that!”

“There doesn’t have to be,” the doctor said wearily. “The war isn’t even over yet, but as the allies reclaim Europe, women are being rounded up and beaten by their own people, having their heads shaved, paraded in shame through their communities, even shot, and many of them are innocent of the accusations against them. There are stories of women who have been forced – forced, mind you – to accommodate enemy soldiers in their houses while their husbands are away fighting, only to then be accused of... well, let’s just say collaboration. It’s a witch hunt, Peter, the people become like a pack of howling wolves. I’m ashamed to say that we Germans did the same thing to our own women after the French occupation of the Rhineland. Instances of it appear in the Bible, and I have to believe that it has happened in every conflict in human history. “As a husband, brother and father, I consider it to be one of the nastiest, most shameful and primitive aspects of human conduct, and while, thankfully, so far, it seems to have passed over the population of this castle, it is possible that the gossip will follow Fraulein West back home at the end of the war, and there is nothing you can do to prevent that from happening.”

The gossip will follow her home. Henning’s words worked like an acid bath on Peter’s nerves.

The doctor sighed deeply and passed a hand, like a liver-spotted eclipse, over his face. “I have discharged her back to the British quarters, Peter,” he said. “The commandant approved the transfer in your absence. She was moved back down there yesterday, and I hope you will agree that my decision was for the best. Here...” avoiding Peter’s eyes, he handed over a small stack of books. “She told me these belong to you.”

The seventh room was empty. Somewhere in the plummeting vacuum inside him, a still-functioning neuron grudgingly allowed him to acknowledge that The Myth of Sisyphus was not among the books.
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New wine into old wineskins
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The castle had changed while she’d been in the seventh room. Metamorphosed. Not the structure itself, of course; the ungiving courtyard walls still sheared greyly towards a small disc of mutable sky, kettling the prisoners in a lowering stone canister, but the population had altered. 

Tommie had changed too. In that cell with Steiger, she had plunged her hands into Hell and brought forth demons, breathing life into that dream. The tarry pit was still there inside her – she could feel it – but it was dormant now, because Simon was safe, and she was safe, and everything that had happened up in the seventh room was best forgotten. 

Brandt was best forgotten.

The Dutch contingent had been transferred to another prison. Next, the Belgians had been marched out, with no explanation offered, and then the French officers​, leaving only British and commonwealth prisoners, along with the two Americans, Robert Pickman and Harold Crozier.

Tommie thought back to when Gabryel Zan and the Polish contingent had been delivered into the custody of the SS. Perpetually upbeat, when not sunk in black gloom, Zan and his countrymen had cheerfully anticipated the transfer as liminal time, and a natural opportunity for escape, but, to those left behind, it had been a heavy reminder of the impotence of their own situation – like game pieces on a chessboard.

The vacant dormitories had not remained empty for long, however. After the allied forces had landed in Normandy, American servicemen had been arriving in increasing numbers, and, like new wine poured into old wineskins, they filled the unyielding canister of the castle with a quicksilver energy. Radiating an exuberance that hadn’t been seen since the Polish contingent left, they’d seized gleefully on the musical instruments provided by the International Red Cross, and the lively tones of swing music now echoed incongruously from the old stones.

The response of the British officers to this invasion was split three ways between an enthusiastic embrace of the fresh culture, a grudging enjoyment of the music, and downright opposition to the newcomers.

​Emerging into the middle of this process, Tommie watched as the new energy surged through the castle like a rising tide, filtering into quiet pockets of stagnant despair in the prison population and reacting dangerously with the simmering frustration of the old hands.

Simon was helping her down the stairs to the courtyard, propping her up as she swung the heavy plaster from step to step, when, coming from the courtyard doorway below, they heard the voice of one of the new GIs.

“What’s the use of having a woman in here if you’re not allowed to fuck her and you can’t even dance with her?”

Simon sucked in his breath and prepared to launch himself down the stairwell, but she blocked him with her arm.

“I’ll go arse over tip down these stairs if you leave me here.”

“You can hold on to the wall.”

She shook her head, and to demonstrate her point, she held both hands out in front of her and tipped forwards. He grabbed her and gave her a sour look.

“‘Arse over tip’? Where on earth do you learn this language?”

She gave him an old-fashioned look.

“I’m locked up with... what was the tally at the last count? Two, three, several hundred servicemen, and you expect me to be genteel? But, since you ask, I learned ‘arse over tip’ from a tough old midwife.” As they negotiated the next step, the sound of a meaty punch came up the stairwell, followed by an angry curse.

“Ow! Jesus, Pickman! What was that for?”

“Tommie’s a nice girl, Spivey. You keep your mouth clean when you talk about her. And you can count yourself lucky it was me that heard you, not Leigh.”

There was a snort.

“Who, the Brylcreem Boy? They blow a lot of hot air about him and his fists, but I’ve seen no action from him. He may have been a somebody once, but he’s all washed up now... a has-been.”

Tommie stiffened with outrage, held onto the wall, and waved Simon on, but he smiled wryly and shook his head.

“I’d go down there to defend your honour, but it sounds like Pickman’s got that covered. And the rest of it? That’s just swagger. Playground talk. I’m not a child.” He offered her his arm again, “Shall we...?” They carried on, step-by-step, down the stairwell as Spivey’s voice sounded again.

“... and I’ll tell you this for free, Pickman, you’re spending too much time with the Brits. You’ve gone soft on that hoity-toity, up-their-own-ass shit.”​​

***
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​

Harold Crozier, who, on his arrival at the castle, had been so smitten by Sam in the gold dress, had now been at the castle for the best part of a year, and greeted the arrival of each of his fellow Americans with his habitual mournful resignation. He had immediately vacated his bunk in F dormitory and moved into the newly allocated US forces’ G dormitory in the north wing, but Pickman had declined to do the same, choosing to remain where he was, in D dormitory. His decision endeared him to the British officers, who already considered him to be one of theirs, and caused friction with certain of the American officers who loudly denounced it as unacceptable that a white officer should share quarters with a Black man.

Joshua Jones had shrugged at the outrage this engendered among the British officers. ‘There’s been a big fuss about it back home,” he said, “After the GIs arrived, there were a few unpleasant scenes among their ranks. Their top brass twisted some arms, and some pubs were forced to open only for Black people on some nights, white people on others. It seems to be a numbers thing,’ he’d added equably, ‘Most of the white GIs aren’t comfortable being around even one Black person, while British people will welcome one or two of us quite happily – as a novelty, perhaps – but if the numbers start to creep up, things start to get strained.”

With a stony-faced insinuation, Fred Halstead, who had fought with Jones on his arrival at the castle, had moved out of D dormitory, claiming Crozier’s vacated bunk.

THE ESCAPE FROM PRISON CAMPS

IS NO LONGER A SPORT

​

Copies of the austere notice had been posted up in every stairwell and dormitory in the prisoners’ quarters. Predictably, this had been met with derision, but the message was soon parallelled by a directive from London which prohibited further escape attempts. Rumours were spreading that a mass escape from the prison camp at Sagan had ended with the summary execution of fifty of the fugitives, and Renger, the castle’s commandant, had confirmed to Colonel Gregory that fugitive servicemen were now being handed over to the SS instead of being returned to their camps.

London’s escape embargo, Tommie guessed, had been heard over the radio receiver that was concealed somewhere in the French officers’ quarters – the one that she was not supposed to know about​. Presumably, she wasn’t supposed to speculate about how the prisoners managed to follow the progress of the war, but when Simon had burst into her room in the hospital wing, radiant with excitement about the attempted assassination of Hitler, the pretence had become threadbare. Now that the French contingent had left the castle, she wondered briefly what had happened to the radio receiver.

​​​There were, of course, a few rebellious spirits who were inclined to defy the ban on escapes; Tommie had intercepted Joshua Jones one afternoon, and discreetly brushed him down as he emerged from the doorway of the theatre with a tell-tale layer of dust and grit all down his back. Jones was now the Escape Officer at the castle, but she knew him well enough to understand that any escape activities he worked on now would be calculated only to keep the men active and occupied.

The sea-change in the attitude towards escape had birthed a glowering watchfulness in the prisoners for whom this had been their one act of defiance. They were a tense, tightly-absorbed group who saw now that the war had been fought without them. Without the hope of escape, they were an irrelevance, a footnote, and the psychological damage was being intensified by the exuberance of newly arriving prisoners who had been out there winning the war for them, and to whom the idea of escape at this late stage was nonsensical. 

A grinding friction took hold as defiance was forced into a straitjacket. The castle was a crucible simmering over a low flame.

***
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​​​

In the exercise field, leaning on the garden fork that Simon had carried down for her, Tommie surveyed the remains of her vegetable patch and sighed. Steiger, in his ignorance, had targeted the meadowsweet because its willowy beauty, creamy, frothy flowers and delicate scent made it the obvious target for his violence. Beauty and fragility attract aggression and prejudice, she thought bitterly; the eternal dichotomy of human nature; those who want to love, and those who want to hate.

The Jerusalem artichokes had also been slashed to the ground, but, like the meadowsweet, their sunny flowers would be back next year, with or without her, and in the coming weeks, their rampant roots would provide a welcome food source.

She had already filled her pockets with plantain leaves. They would not dry in the dankness of the castle, but fresh leaves, chopped and steeped in alcohol, would produce a tincture for soothing the coughs that plagued the inhabitants of the castle. It gave her a sour satisfaction that the alcohol came indirectly from George Selby, who distilled a foul creation from the supplies sent by the Red Cross. He wouldn’t have knowingly supplied her with his precious brew, but he was gloatingly willing to trade the stuff to Simon.

Simon was watching her expectantly.

“Steiger did a good job,” she said, “but I don’t think he will have destroyed everything. There’s always something left; ignorance can’t fully destroy what it doesn’t understand.”

The forceful ones will go head-to-head, like goats, Frau Heller had told her once, trampling everything that lies between them. But the tiny seed and the stubborn tuber, disregarded, they survive when all appears conquered, and they hold within themselves hope and continuity.

​​She lifted her head, catching a heady, fleeting scent; the woodbine was still there, twining itself through the perimeter fence, winding its scent through the thoughts of Brandt that were all around her, no matter how she tried to banish them – Brandt, straddling his motorcycle on the road just over there; ‘What do you use woodbine for?’ ‘For keeping the soul alive.’

Simon’s voice broke into her thoughts.

“I tried to fix it up, but there wasn’t much I could do. Steiger had his goons destroy everything. He even ordered them to put a shovel through each one of the turnips.”

“Swedes,” she said. Steckrubengemuse.

“Swedes,” he amended. “I covered them over and left them where they were, because I thought you might still be able to use them.” She nodded, and started to dig. The plaster cast had been removed two days earlier in the doctor’s examining room, where Henning had pronounced her leg mended. She had been escorted back to her own quarters, burning with disappointment. She’d had no reason to believe that she might catch sight of Brandt, but the hope had been there nonetheless.

He’d had her sent away. Why? Had her unambiguous response to his kiss shocked him? Did he perceive it as evidence of an insatiable appetite? Did he imagine that she had worked her way through the entire prison population before turning her eyes on him? Men were prone to that sort of reasoning.

Despite these unpleasant thoughts, her desire to see him – to speak to him – had become intense. Every night she woke up imagining that she heard his footsteps approaching, and strained her eyes to see if he was standing there in the darkness as he had in the seventh room. 

Instead of acknowledging his presence that first night, she should have stayed asleep. He himself had advised her to do that; ‘Sleep, and feel nothing,’ he’d said, but by then it was already too late; she had seen the pain beneath his mask. She had seen the wounded angel. 

There were times when bitter humiliation swamped the tenderness, and then she exercised, working to strengthen her atrophied leg muscles. And yet, she seemed to be getting weaker. Frailer, rather than stronger.

Simon took the garden fork from her and continued with the digging, unearthing a few maimed root vegetables, and stopping occasionally to pick up a pebble and slip it into his pocket. She smiled, “Are you still working on that collection?”

“It gives me the illusion of making order out of chaos,” he said, “Why are you taking your cardigan off?”

“Because I need it to help me carry this stuff up to the castle. Most of it is still edible. We’ll have a vegetable feast tonight.”

***
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In the dormitory, George Selby was sitting around a table with Fred Halstead and Martin Carpenter, reading what looked like play scripts. Simon headed straight for the kitchen with his load of vegetables, but Tommie paused, suddenly dizzy, and set hers down on the nearest table.

“Ah, the bucolic dream,” George smirked, “Give her a roof over her head and a market garden, and she beams with rude good health!” 

With transatlantic tensions now holding sway in the castle, Tommie ranked lower among the British officers as a target for hostility. Except in George’s eyes.

“Better than sitting in here with doom and gloom for company,” she said, glancing up gratefully as Bainbridge rolled off his bunk, picked up her vegetables, and carried them through to the kitchen for her. “Thank you, Doug. So, George, are you doing a read-through of the new production? It sounds like Strindberg. Don’t you think that’s a little heavy for our circumstances?”

“I don’t engage in censorship,” said George.

“Ha! Says the man who would not cast his pearls before a swine.”

“One must consider one’s audience.” George’s eyes slid over her disparagingly, “We are all educated men here, intelligent enough to contemplate the harsher realities of life.”

Simon passed her on his way back from the kitchen.

“Don’t let him drag you in,” he said under his breath, “You’re only going to get yourself aggravated.” She shook her head at him; she was already dragged in. He sighed and settled onto his bunk.

“It’s not about intelligence, George,” she said levelly. “We’re all imprisoned in a dark place, knowing that, out there, things are even darker. We can choose to sink, or we can push for the surface.” Turning to Halstead and Carpenter, she indicated their scripts. “Did everyone have a say in deciding which play to do?” Two pairs of eyes were averted. “I didn’t think so,” she said, “George made that choice for you – and not just for you, but for the audience too, and for anyone who happens to walk past this table and find themselves exposed to little gems like...” She picked up a hand-copied script and shook her head; “What to choose? The whole thing is saturated with misery. Very perceptive misery, but misery nonetheless. Here; ‘Advocate: Everything that, the previous evening, was beautiful, pleasant, witty, appears this morning in my memory as ugly, repulsive, stupid. The pleasure rots, and the joy crumbles. What people call success is always the prelude to one’s next setback.’ Or this one; ‘Husband: ‘Because in the midst of my happiness there grows a seed of sadness. It consumes itself like fire. It cannot burn eternally, but must die. This foreboding of the end destroys my happiness at its peak.’ Wife: ‘Let us die together, now.’ Husband: ‘Die? Yes! I am frightened of happiness. The betrayer!’” 

She glanced at the little group seated around the table, “Hopelessness can spread like influenza, and for people in our circumstances, experiencing something like Strindberg in that little hole of a theatre is like slipping a needle into your arm and injecting despair. And George knows that.” She turned to Selby, “Just why are you doing this, George?”

George ignored the question.

“Are you suggesting that we should choose a jolly jape, worthy of a company of sappers and squaddies?” he sneered, drawing a snort from Halstead.

“There’s a wealth of material that falls between a jolly jape, and one of Strindberg’s offerings.”

“I thank you for your literary digest,” George said, his voice thick with sarcasm, “But I claim the right to read what I wish to read.”

“Oh, absolutely. Each to his own poison, but why must you dispense your poison so liberally to others? Wait a minute,” she said, suddenly in a mood to jab back at him, “That’s A Dream Play, isn’t it? Tell me; how have you cast yourself, George? No, let me guess. Indra’s Daughter, am I right?” She laughed at George’s expression, “I can see that I am! Indra’s Daughter, child of the gods, condescending to wander the world with no purpose other than to lament the mundanity of human existence.”

“I feel confident that I can leave the mundane to you,” George snapped. “Go and boil your cabbage and eat it. For myself I prefer a more refined menu.”

“Well, bon appetit, George; gnaw away.”

Cautiously assessing the reliability of her legs, she stood up, went into the kitchen, and set the vegetables to cook. George’s voice reached her from the other room.

“... allowed them into our universities... shrill voices and pushy manners, corrupting logic and reason with their muddy, stagnant minds. Here, of all places, you’d think we’d be free from them, but no.”

When the air was heavy with the pungent fug of root vegetables, she passed briskly through the dormitory, wafting the smell with her. Behind his book, Bainbridge’s face broke into a grin.

Simon was sitting cross-legged on his bunk with a small pile of pebbles beside him, washed and polished until they gleamed with a milky lustre. He was working intently, selecting a pebble from the pile, and bringing it to compare with a few others which lay in a neat line in front of him. Tommie stopped and watched him, intrigued.

“So, what do you do with them?”

“Just games,” he said absently, “Mathematical exercises to help me stay sane. I lay them out in order of size; each pebble is fractionally bigger than the last, and depending on how many pebbles are in the grouping, the biggest one is proportionately greater to the size of the smallest.”

Tommie reached down and picked up some pebbles from a separate pile.

“What about these ones? They’re all a similar size, but they’re different colours, some of them are a creamy yellow, and others are milky white. This one looks like it’s made of Wensleydale cheese. Oh, I get it – you would sort these ones into shades of white graduating to yellow?”

“That’s right.”

She put the pebbles back down in their pile, frowning. For some reason, this exercise rankled with her.

“But how do you decide whether a pebble should go into one group because of its size, or into another group because of its colouring? Would you take a pebble out of its colour group if it fitted in with the sorted-by-size pebbles?

Simon looked up at her searchingly.

“I’m worried about you.”

“Because I have empathy with pebbles?”

He ignored her flippancy.

“Because you’re not yourself. You’ve been strange ever since you got back down here from the hospital wing. You wander around like a ghost and you just drift off into space right in the middle of a conversation. And you’re not well. I hear you coughing at night, but yesterday, when I suggested that you see Doctor Henning, you jumped like I’d given you an electric shock. Why won’t you tell me what’s wrong?”

She shook her head and turned away.

“I’ve been in this place too long, Simon.”

“We’ve all been here too long. You’re not going to shrug me off with that,” he said, taking her wrist and drawing her to sit down on the bunk.

“Watch your pebbles!” she protested. “Now they’re all over the place.”

“Sod the pebbles, Tommie,” he snapped. “It’s me you’re talking to. Me! You’ve always been able to talk to me. Tell me what’s wrong.”

She looked into his eyes, letting the startling blue irises dance in her brain. This was Simon; he cared about her; he would listen and sympathise. She nodded, searching for the words that would help him to understand that, in the seventh room, she had woken up, and, for one painfully transient moment, she had felt soft and warm. That she had been floating on a raft of baby-blue and rose-pink cotton wool... drifting through rapids littered with fractured, shark’s-tooth blades of slate. That she had been pushed overboard to flounder and choke in the bitter, grey waters of rejection, humiliation and disgrace. How could she let him know that she had broken her own cardinal rule – broken all the rules? How could she tell him this when Simon revered rules and boundaries, when he sorted and categorized pebbles into their correct places.

She closed her eyes to him and shook her head again.

“I know it’s you, Simon,” she said, taking his hands in hers, “I can’t talk about it, but will you give me a hug anyway?” He looked at her for a long moment, with concern drawing dark lines in his face, then he brushed the pebbles aside and opened his arms for her. Taking comfort from the shaving soap scent of him, she felt eyes on her, and glanced across the room to see Bainbridge watching them thoughtfully from his bunk. Simon’s voice came, hoarse against her neck.

“Just tell me this,” he said, “Are you going to be alright?”

She nodded. “Yes. I’m going to be alright.”

***
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Something had changed in George; he had taken, belatedly, to engaging her with philosophical ideas, and armed with her reading of the books that Brandt had loaned her, she had squared up to him in each skirmish, but she couldn’t help noticing that the essence of all his arguments was an incitement to suicide – hers.

Now, he had stopped in his circuit of the courtyard, and was staring down at her in malevolent silence.

“You choose, every day, to endure this drudgery for the poor, tarnished victory of remaining alive” he said, “Failing to understand that only in death can mankind stop rolling the boulder of life up the hill, you ruttle along, steadfast in the task, and will not let the boulder drop.” Startled by the reference to Sisyphus, she held her peace and listened with a faint compassion. He had recently been deprived of the constant company of Eric Smith, who had woken one night, screaming, purple in the face and shattering the muffled quiet of the officers’ quarters. It had taken the combined efforts of Bainbridge and Colonel Gregory to bring him down from his night terror, and then the guards had burst in, blinding everyone with their flashlights and sending Eric into another frenzy. He had been unmanageable until the early hours of the morning, when he finally subsided, exhausted but still trembling violently, onto his bunk.

On waking, he had pronounced himself converted by the Holy Spirit. He had been struck down in his sinful ways, he said, like Saul on the road to Damascus, and had been charged with launching a crusade against his own personal demon; the evil of alcohol. He had been saved. And now it was George’s turn for salvation.

In the face of Eric’s heavy-handed attempts at his redemption, George had slipped into an even darker frame of mind, and Tommie wondered, not for the first time, whether his obsession with suicide held more significance than she had thought.

“George,” she said, quietly. “If you ever think you might want to talk about suicide – not as an intellectual exercise, I mean, but as a real possibility – you can talk to me. You don’t like me, and I really don’t like you, but maybe that could work out better... under the circumstances.” She braced herself for his response, but he didn’t answer immediately, turning instead to regard the assorted figures trailing around the courtyard, watching them with a dispassionate interest.

“This war has forced humankind to acknowledge the greatest lie of its existence,” he said distantly; “the delusion that is beauty and joy. These men scrabble every day, attempting to tunnel out of their misery, and I help them. I strive to teach them that this castle is not their prison; life is their prison, and they must liberate themselves from its dismal sham.” He suddenly turned a look of pure loathing on her. “I am climbing Jacob’s ladder towards illumination, and I am reaching down to take them with me. You... you are in purgatory, calling out to them, ‘Stay. It’s nice and warm down here.’ You are the antithesis of me; as a midwife and a nurse, you bring new life into this world and sustain it, prolonging its misery. I teach them that mankind’s greatest ambition should be to refuse to procreate; that to conceive yet another human life is the greatest crime of all.” He lifted a finger to emphasize his point here, “‘This wrong was by my father done to me, but never by me to one.’”

This was one of George’s pet subjects; anti-natalism. Life is torment, the anti-natalists argued, and the torment of human existence would only end when humankind simply ceased to be. When she was in a certain frame of mind, Tommie could see the appeal, but only as an idle contemplation, a despairing response to extreme hardship. For George, anti-natalism was an academic principle; the victory of intellect over biology. Saint George, slaying the dragon – except he hadn’t, and he shouldn’t. Despite her stubborn resistance to it, George’s misery crept over her like a spreading fungus, and if he did this to her, how much more damaging was his influence over those who listened to him willingly?

“I don’t know if it’s pure genius or heartless cruelty to be preaching an idea like that at a time like this,” she said lightly, “And what’s the point anyway, George? When these men get out of here, I can only imagine that they will be procreating their socks off, forgetting everything you’ve told them.”

“Not if they can be persuaded of the alternative.”

“Persuaded now? In here – a captive audience? I’m sure that’s not ethical.” She shook her head, “At this time, and in this place, without any context to weigh against it, promoting that sort of thinking is going to send them into depression.”

“Not depression,” insisted George, “enlightenment. I am like a latter-day Jesus Christ, leading men towards enlightenment.”

“No, George, you are a latter-day Judas, stripping them of hope.”

“You cannot speak for them. Men are spiritual beings, women are mere animals, as necessary as soil and equally spiritual.”

Echoes of Steiger’s words throbbed sickly in her brain.

“Oh, dear, oh dear, I know where this is going. Don’t waste your breath, George, I’ve had this debate with the master.”

“No debate is necessary. I’m giving you two pure facts: Inside this castle there is none of what passes, in the rest of this sullen, misguided world, as beauty or joy, yet you are content.”

I’m content, am I? she thought. If this is contentment, then perhaps George is right – maybe I should want to be delivered from it. Her breath snagged in her throat, and she doubled up in a fit of coughing.

“Life is imperfect, but it has beauty that transcends perfection,” she croaked after it was over. Her head felt as though an anvil had wedged itself in there, “And joy... well, did you ever read the poem Jenny Kiss’d Me?”

George brushed this off.

“Beauty and joy are illusions. The enlightened understand this.”

“You would spend your life denying their existence in order to consider yourself enlightened?”

“In order to be enlightened. Yes.”

Tommie stared at him, wonderingly.

“But your two facts are wrong in the first instance, George. Even in this castle there is beauty and joy to be found.” She glanced up at the disc of sky above them. On a stormy day the churning clouds could draw her up into them and tumble her around in their vitality, but today was dully overcast, defying her point. “Can it be that you really find nothing of beauty here?” she said, frowning, “nothing to sustain you?”

“I have no wish to be sustained!” he spat, “And if you claim to find beauty here then I defy you to show it to me.”

Over his shoulder, Tommie saw Simon emerging from the British quarters. His pale hair shone, even in the leaden light, and in honour of the unseasonal warmth of the day he had discarded his greatcoat in favour of his flying jacket, which was buttoned neatly around his waist. Catching her expression, George glanced curiously over his shoulder, and Tommie saw his bulbous eyes light with animation. A triumphant smile twisted his lips.

“But you can’t have him – he has no desire for you,” he said meanly, and the clammy fingers of his vindictiveness deposited slug trails across her mind. This man, in his resolute malice, never failed to cast a web of misery over her, but the web was filament-fine, and, like dried slug-trails, was easy for her to brush away.

​“Ah, but that is the beauty and the joy,” she said, “Courtly love; spiritual, fine, eternal and chaste. Not entirely incompatible with anti-natalism, I would think; no messy procreation involved.” She stretched a smile across her face. “So, George,” she said with another glance across the courtyard towards Simon. “The joy is, of course, subjective, but you must at least acknowledge beauty. Now, do I win my wings of enlightenment?”

George stood up and dusted off his trousers. He glanced down at her with an odd, preoccupied expression in his eyes, before shuffling away across the courtyard without another word. Not for the first time she found herself wondering what she could possibly have said or done to inspire such dislike in this man.

***
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“You’re looking unwell, Tomasin,” George’s voice insinuated itself into her thoughts, “What’s the matter? Have you been considering my suggestion? No, of course not. You chose a living death in here rather than take the option of a bullet and a merciful release; you haven’t got it in you. Those women in that prison in Paris who threw their babies and themselves to their deaths... they had a more astute grasp of the meaning of life when they delivered themselves from its misery.”

Tommie’s body convulsed with shock.

“How dare you even mention those women?” she spat. “You pampered, intellectual brat! You haven’t the faintest idea of the horrors they were escaping from.”

“The nature of their horrors is immaterial,” he said, unmoved. “My point is that they chose to liberate themselves from those horrors; to leap into the ether. That could be your salvation too, Tomasin West; you should take yourself out of it. Better to do that before – oops – giving birth to yet another life. It’s what women do, and it will happen to you, sooner or later, you’d be a fool to believe otherwise. Joliet almost had you, didn’t he? Right here in this courtyard. And were you raped by that SS officer, Steiger? What a moral morass that would be!”

She was seized by a fit of coughing that crushed her lungs and shut down her brain, so she failed to register that George’s rumbling lecture-theatre delivery had been undercut by a malfunctioning undertone; failed to notice that he had shrunk into himself.

“Humankind sees the light – if ever – only after condemning another soul to existence,” he said, and now the words came crashing out of him, cascading from his mouth like fractured slate. “Men spill their sperm without compunction, and then simply go on their way, but that is their nature, and forgivable because their presence is no longer required. Female mammals, however, are biologically designed to nurture their young. Their presence is required. So, when a woman brings a child into existence and then, by her own hand, removes herself from that existence, leaving her child to endure the hell of this world alone, it is the purest corruption of nature...”

“... and another foul act of which all women are guilty by virtue of their gender?” she said caustically. “Because – along with being educated or uneducated, nurturing or aloof – women habitually give birth and then commit suicide, leaving the child...”

She stopped abruptly, too late, and also too soon. To say what she had said, then fall silent with the shock of understanding exposed on her face allowed neither of them to hide from that bleak illumination. When she looked up, George had gone.
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3

Stalin has cried Havoc​​​
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True to his word, Gehlen was drawing Peter into his core of officers, those who were privy to the most confidential intelligence. His presence was increasingly required at Zossen while retribution for the assassination attempt on Hitler stripped out the roots of countless lives.

The Fuhrer, now rabidly suspicious of the army, had withdrawn to the heavily-fortified Wolf’s Lair, but the frenzied actions of the SS were worsening. With the arrest of Admiral Wilhelm Canaris and key members of his staff, the SS had taken command of Abwehr, Canaris’ military intelligence organization and, with an eye towards the threat from Russia, had also demanded that Gehlen be made to turn over FHO to them, but even in the hysteria of the times it was undeniable that any interruption in the flow of intelligence from the eastern front would be disastrous, so FHO remained, temporarily at least, under military command.​

Today’s meeting was to focus on a contentious subject, and a highly emotive one to the men in this room. The foreign forces, they were called; Latvians, Lithuanians and Estonians, as well as Ukrainians, had volunteered to fight for Germany against the Soviets in the hope of restoring their countries’ sovereignty. The Russian officers working with Peter – Viniski, Gevnady and Kuzachenko – had done the same with the aim of toppling Stalin, and it was this activity that had inspired Steiger to launch his unhinged, spitting rant in the prisoners’ courtyard. Peter had alerted Gehlen to the gauleiter’s outburst; ‘I am confronted by Tanchelin, The Magus and the Whore,’ Steiger had said, his jaundiced eyes passing over Peter, Leigh and Tomasin West in turn, ‘Have you betrayed God, Major Brandt, to work against him with the profane host?’ Equating Hitler with God was not unheard of, in a time when Mein Kampf had replaced the Bible on church altars, but for a government official to publicly suggest that FHO was working with foreign forces against the Fuhrer, was not something to be lightly dismissed.

After that scene, Peter had done some research on the rebellious eleventh century priest, Tanchelin, who had, indeed, risen up to defy the rule of one ultimate authority. For Tanchelin, the ultimate authority had been the Catholic Church, for the foreign forces, it was Stalin’s regime. Would they, like Tanchelin, fall before the seemingly unstoppable force of ultimate authority?

The small conference room adjacent to Gehlen’s office was furnished with five of the better leather chairs from the mess room, and it was here that his core of officers met regularly. Peter knew them all well enough, but Gehlen made formal introductions; Manfred Kranz, Uwe Misch and Heinz Durer. Billeted at the castle and focused on the Russian Leadership Centre at the prison camp at Dabendorf, Peter’s isolation from Zossen had made him an outsider, and he was conscious of the other men examining him with frank interest. He wondered how much they knew of his involvement in the resistance. Heinz Durer was a distant cousin of Conrad’s who, although he shared his cousin’s loathing of the Nazis, didn’t possess the hot-headedness that had won Conrad a traitor’s death.

With the introductions made, Gehlen presided over the meeting with his customary pragmatism, as though the foundations of their world were not shuddering and crumbling beneath them.
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