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Chapter One: Berlin
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Marley Vuorensyrja sat in the back of the lecture hall and watched. He was strategically placed so that if became bored, he could just get up and leave without bothering anyone, but Fritz Junge never bored anyone. He had a flair for the dramatic and the theatrical, besides Marley had been personally invited and to refuse would have been rude. So, he settled into himself and waited.

The auditorium’s raked seating provided an excellent view of the stage. On the stage, in the centre was a lectern. Behind this was a large white screen, the type that was used for video. He scanned the students in the audience. It would be impossible to pick out the young woman Fritz had told him about. Then, timing as perfect as ever, the professor strode out onto the stage. The show was about to begin.

Fritz Junge, Professor of Political Science and International Affairs at Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin, was wearing a white lab coat and sunglasses. Marley chuckled at the conceit, his friend looked like Doctor Mengela, and in front of him a new, fresh, crop of minds to influence. He stood there, silent and waited. Just when the students started to squirm in discomfort, the lights dimmed, allowing the darkness to grow until the auditorium was entirely absorbed by black.

Then a stunning flash of light burned into their collective optic nerves. As the light faded Marley felt a particular increase of heat in the room, like that on a blazing hot day. It caused the hairs on his forearms to tingle. Then a few seconds later there was a sound similar to the detonation of an artillery piece firing. He instinctively grasped his chair’s sidearms but then relaxed as the house lights slowly came back up, revealing a composed Fritz still standing at the lectern, however he had changed out of his lab coat and was now wearing a Hawaiian shirt with Bermuda shorts. His hands fidgeted as he held his sunglasses. By nature, the man emitted a nervous, jittery energy. It was this energy that often-led people to underestimate him. 

“Entschuldigung,” he said, giving a little bow. “Although I have modified the flash, so as not to blind you. It was necessary. You have just experienced a simulation of a nuclear explosion. Very disappointing? There was no KAABOOM, no Hollywood pyrotechnics, no drama. However,...” he held up his glasses to punctuate the point. “However, several hundred thousand lives just ended. Snuffed out as easily as one would blow out a candle. Yes, yes. It is tragic, but why? People die all the time. We are born to die, it is said. A tragedy?” he said punctuating the air with his sunglasses. “Yes, because it was avoidable.”

Fritz pressed a button on a control he held in his left hand and a picture of a serpentine line of dominos appeared on the screen behind him. A god-like hand tipped the first domino over and the others followed. Each black rectangle knocking into the next until the last fell. 

“I played this game as a kid. Yes, yes, a fun game, but I was equally divided, should I knock it over, should I just leave it? But that’s why I set them up, to knock them down. It flies in the face of common sense not to knock them down.”

The scene on the screen changed. Flying in formation, World War two bombers. Bombs dropping, exploding on a black and white city, pulverising it into a conflagration of flames and destruction. “Dresden,” said Fritz. “The firestorms of Dresden. Let me read you an account:

‘To my left I suddenly see a woman. I can see her to this day and shall never forget it. She carries a bundle in her arms. It is a baby. She runs, she falls, and the child flies in an arc into the fire.

‘Suddenly, I saw people again, right in front of me. They scream and gesticulate with their hands, and then—to my utter horror and amazement—I see how one after the other they simply seem to let themselves drop to the ground. (Today I know that these unfortunate people were the victims of lack of oxygen.) They fainted and then burnt to cinders.

Insane fear grips me and from then on I repeat one simple sentence to myself continuously: "I don't want to burn to death". I do not know how many people I fell over. I know only one thing: that I must not burn.”

— Margaret Freyer, survivor

“So, some will say it was deserved, Dresden for Coventry. There is an insanity that spreads like a disease during war, that once the fuse is lit it can not be put out.”

The screen changes and an old, grainy, black and white movie of Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife walk down the steps to and into the open vehicle waiting for them. They are surrounded by dignitaries. This reminds Marley of the Kennedy assassination. That vehicle was also convertible. 

The movie follows the Archduke’s process through the crowded streets. He is in the back with his wife, the model of dignified nobility.

The movie changes into a series of still shots. A pile of wheels and wreckage occupy the centre of the street. There are blurred images of agitated people looking on. In those days, because of the exposure time necessary to create a sharp picture, nobody smiled, nobody moved.

Change.

The Archduke and his wife are laid out in state in matching coffins made to look like beds with white sheets pulled up to their waists. They look peaceful, as though they were taking a nap. Little did they know that their ride was to their graves. 

Fritz’s voice cuts in, disturbing the silence. “The Archduke was not a high priority target, so the security around him was relatively lax, providing the gunman opportunity. We all know what happened next. Austria declares war on Serbia, Germany declares war on France, Germany invades Belgium causing Britain to enter the war, and Austria invades Russia. The Archduke was the ‘X’ factor, the Linchpin that pushed the world into war. He was the first domino to fall.

Some say we study history so that we will not repeat it. I think that is a load of something that comes out of the posterior. I believe that we will make the same mistakes again, and again, and again.

That being said, does anyone have any idea how we could have avoided a conflict that cost the lives of fifteen to twenty million people, with casualties of up to forty million? That was the first World War. Coincidentally the deaths of the second, both militarily and civilian, were between fifty to sixty million.”

The hand of a young man, in the middle of the auditorium, shot into the air.

“Yes,” said Fritz, “please, don’t be shy. Stand up. To me there are no right or wrong answers, be brave.”

“Go back in time and kill Gavrilo Princip.”

This comment about the assassin caused some laughter.

“Maybe, but fortunately time travel is still the domain of science fiction.”

Even though there was more laughter, it was laughter that had a nervous edge to it.

Marley was leaning forward now. He felt it coming. Fritz was being true to his world. He was about to mark the person he had called him about. 

“You,” said Fritz, who had an amazing memory for faces and names. He could, without difficulty name every student in the auditorium if needed, as long as he had been introduced to them once before. He pointed to a blond-haired student sitting centre left, front row. “You look like you have something to share. Please stand. Nastya Pavlova, if I’m correct. What do you think?”

There was a pause, then she nervously began to speak. At first Marley thought because of her name she was Russian, but as soon as the first syllable was out of her mouth he could tell she was Canadian, most likely somewhere up the Ottawa valley, maybe even on the Quebec side.

“To have stopped the war, of course you would have to be living in that time.” 

More laughter.

She continued gaining confidence. “If it hadn’t been Gavrilo and the Archduke, it would have been someone else. It’s complicated...” She went to sit back down but Fritz stopped her.

“I’m not going to let you off so easily, Frau Pavlova.” He paused, took a couple steps, then turned again and stopped.  “Union Berlin vs. Bayern München?” he barked out.

“What?” she said not understanding his sudden change in direction. She had been caught off balance, even though he often took sudden tangents during a lecture, this was something else and she could feel it. It felt like a trap.

“The score, the score. Who is going to win? Come on, I’ve got bets to place.”

More laughter. 

“Alright then, but don’t blame me if you lose your money. Bayern München, nine times out of ten.”

“Union Berlin vs. FC Köln?”

“Generally, or tonight?”

“Tonight.”

“Köln two to one.”

There were some negative sounds from the home side supporters.

“How do you know?” asked Fritz slyly.

Nastya shrugged. “Have you watched them play?”

Laughter.

“So, if you were able to watch Russia, Serbia, Austria, France and Britain play, who would win?” asked Fritz.

“Football is a simple game; 22 men chase a ball for 90 minutes and at the end, the Germans win," quoted Nastya neatly avoiding the professor's question.

Marley ignored the laughing students and focused hard on the young woman. She was a natural. He liked how she was instinctively trying to get the crowd on her side. Give it up Fritz, thought Marley, you’ve lost. 

“Thank you Nastya, you may retire,” said Fritz holding his hands up in surrender.

Fritz continued on with his lecture, and Marley, having seen what he meant to see, got up and exited the auditorium.

Marley was interested, very interested, because Fritz wasn’t just another professor, he was also a recruiter for the German Federal Intelligence Agency, and since Nastya was Canadian this was a courtesy call before he tried to seduce her. CSIS might be interested in her, he definitely was. Köln two to one, he shook his head in amusement. Maybe he should drop some Euros on that, but anyone can make a prediction. It was the outcome that mattered. He rubbed the back of his head. It wasn’t what she said, but how she said it, as though she knew it as a certainty.  

***
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NASTYA PAVLOVA TOOK in an enormous breath of air; grateful it was Friday. Not that her courses at Humboldt-Universitat were particularly onerous, she enjoyed being a student, enjoyed her studies, especially Professor Junge’s comparative political science and International Affairs. She just needed a break, an opportunity to step outside of her head and back into her body, swap the cerebral for the sensual and the best place for that was at a club on Marlene Dietrich Platz called Adagio Nightlife. Of all the nightclubs in Berlin, this one was her favourite.

She finished examining the face she had just put on and noticed Otto’s reflection in the mirror gazing at her. Her flat mate had a perplexed look on his face, almost one of pity. “What? What’s the matter?” she said defensively.

Part German, part Israeli, Otto was decidedly gay. When it came to makeup, Nastya trusted him. He fluttered into the washroom and snuggled up behind her, running his hands through her hair, pulling it up.

“Better? You would look more ferocious like this,” he snapped his teeth together, “a real man eater. Going to Adagio?”

Nastya nodded.

“I’ll come with,” said Otto. 

Otto was her saviour. After arriving in Germany, she found out that the flat she was supposed to share with five other students had been repurposed to house refugees. She could’ve stayed in a hotel, but that was her last resort. She needed stability to begin her new life. Then she met Otto. Later he told her that he was a sucker for lost women, that they appealed to his maternal instinct. They quickly developed an immediate connection, a feeling that they were, somehow, kindred spirits. She remembered him brushing off the lint on her jacket and introducing himself. The way he shook hands gave her pause; she didn’t know whether he wanted her to shake it or kiss it.

“By the look of you, my dear, you need a place to live, and you’re in luck because you are going to come and live with me.” 

And that was that.

Otto was waiting next to the door. He was dressed in a long, black trench coat with a multi coloured scarf wound around his neck. On his head was a tilted fedora. One of his black gloved hands gave a presentational flutter like the wings of a dove. 

“What do you think?”

“You look marvellous,” said Nastya. “As usual.”

He placed his hand against his face and tapped his chin with a finger. “Where’s your mask?”

She reached into her bag and pulled out a small black mask.

Otto groaned as he took her mask and tossed it away. “This is a Commedia dell’arte, not raunchy Zorro. Here, I have an extra one.” He seemed to be vibrating with excitement as he handed her an attractive half mask. It was black with golden swirls. “It’s a Columbina mask, darling. None of those puffy noses or swollen cheeks for us. We will be the Columbina sisters!”
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Chapter Two: Adagio
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Marley found the sound of running water of the water feature behind him comforting. It was burbling contentedly out of the top of a small chalice to slide sensually down its curves and into the mouth of the second, larger chalice. From there it continued to run until it reached the pool at its base. Within the pool, surrounded by three square columns was the headless, armless form of a naked woman, glossy with water and stained red with a gelled light. Marley turned his grotesque mask away from the statue and towards the people who were sliding past his table. With the fountain to his back, he felt quite secure and settled in to watch people.

Forced on him by age and nature he was content to observe. Given the choice between Counter Terrorism and Counterintelligence, he would take the cerebral nine times out of ten. Had he been in his twenties it would have been the other way around. No, life as a Security Liaison Officer at the embassy suited him just fine. He had no delusions. He was a pragmatist and content to watch and record. All he had to do was gather intelligence, conduct a few investigations on questionable individuals wanting to immigrate to Canada, and everything was good. His midlife ambition amounted to a safe retirement, a steady income and a bungalow out in the country, one of those prefab homes with a lot of windows to let the light in. No more shadows, he thought. He had lost his zealous ambition to chase shadows long ago.

***
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WHEN THE WAR IN AFGHANISTAN started, he was a Sergeant, full of piss and vinegar. ‘Yes sir, no sir, three bags full sir!’ His first tour of duty was stuffed full of noble thoughts: democracy and creating a safe environment for kids, especially girls, to study, to develop into the grown-ups that would lead their country out of the stone age. By the time his second and third tours came along, the polish had worn thin and all he cared about was staying alive. Protect your buddy because he was protecting you.

During that third tour he met Carlisle. Randy Carlisle, spook extraordinaire. Carlisle was embedded with his platoon, and Marley had muttered something during a mission briefing. He hadn’t meant anyone to hear his discontent, but failure was written all over the coming mission, because in his head he saw the number of dead and wounded. The number was three and six. Three dead and six wounded. He kept these thoughts to himself because although he was disillusioned, he didn’t fancy a medical discharge because he was a nutter. 

During the mission, Carlisle had sidled up to him.

“I heard what you said back there.”

“Don’t know what you mean, Sir. I didn’t say anything, Sir.”

“You know I’m a spy, right, so, let’s just cut the crap; I’m a professional liar and can spot a lie at a hundred metres.”

“Faster than Donovan Bailey?”

Carlisle laughed. “More like Ben Johnson, but faster. I’d be done before he was out of his blocks. You seemed unhappy.”

“No, Sir, happy as can be, Sir.”

“What do the numbers three and six mean?”

Maybe he answered because he just wanted the spook to go away but answer he did. “It’s the number of dead and casualties that we’re going to get hit with today. To tell you the truth, right now, I’d rather be one of the former. Now, if you don’t mind, Sir, could you bugger off, with all respect, Sir, I’ve got some men to take care of so that we’re not all bloody slaughtered.”

Carlisle gave him a cold nod and did just that, buggered off. Then someone stepped on an IED and a fire fight started. When it was done, three were dead and six were wounded. 

Back at the base after the blood and guts were washed off, Marley sat on his bunk and waited. He looked at his large, vein ridged hands. They were shaking, so he clasped them together and forced them to be calm. It had the opposite effect, and his entire body became stiff and rigid. He needed to release the tension. Then he noticed someone standing in front of him. At first, he thought it was a shadow, then before he knew it, he was looking up into the cold eyes of the spook.

“I haven’t reported you, yet. I wanted to ask you one question. The answer to that question will determine what I do. Alright?”

Marley nodded trying to expunge the faces of his dead friends from his mind.

“The question is, how did you know?”

Marley shrugged his broad shoulders. “Just did.”

“That’s not good enough. You leave me with no option.” Carlisle turned around and was about to leave.

“I know things, things that are going to happen, before they happen.” Marley blurted out. He had no desire to be jailed and then tried for treason.

“Explain.”

“Ticats or Argos?”

“What?”

“It’s Labour Day weekend. The Ticats and Argos always play on Labour Day. If I tell you who is going to win, will you just leave me alone?”

“No, sorry. Either way, I’m not going to leave you alone.”

Marley sighed. “Fine. The Ticats will beat the Argos by one unconverted touchdown.”

Carlisle didn’t say anything as he left, but Marley knew he would be back, and after the Ticats beat the Argos by one unconverted touchdown, he was.

“Explain.”

“Like I said. Sometimes, I know what’s going to happen. So, the spook, Randy Carlisle, began to spin a web to entrap his newest asset.

***
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HE LIKED ADAGIO BECAUSE of its castle/church-like interior. The ceiling, like the Sistine chapel, was a rendition of the sky where people and attending winged cherubs conversed with each other. The walls were designed to look like hell, chiselled out of large mediaeval castle stones. There was a mezzanine floor above which surrounded the main chamber below. A nice place to get a view and chat while keeping an eye on the action below. Heaven and Hell, both in the same place, who could ask for anything more? Adagio was beginning to fill and everyone was wearing masks. While Commedia dell'arte was the theme, apparently any mask would do, and if someone didn’t have a mask, a natural larval mask was provided for them at the door. White or black, the place was beginning to look like a comic strip: Mad’s version of Spy vs Spy. He shivered thinking about how the white masks would look when they turned on the black lights. 

A plague doctor, with a long beak-like nose joined him at the table. The music throbbed along decibels still low enough to be classified as background music, but soon, when the dancing rituals started, it would increase until it climaxed in ear splitting volume. He hoped to be gone by then.

“You’re the only one in the entire place wearing a Grotesque,” pointed out Fritz. He placed a beer in front of Marley. He pushed the long-nosed mask up onto his forehead and sipped on his own beer. “I wonder what that says about you.”

They had a peculiar relationship. Other than being employed by their own countries' respective intelligence agencies they had nothing in common. Marley was born into a working-class family, Fritz was from old money. Their upbringing had been worlds apart. While Fritz ate with a complete dinner set, Marley used his fingers, but in Berlin they had become fast friends, maybe it was that in a profession of lies, they both were still in love with the truth. 

Marley took a sip. “I could ask the same thing about you.” 

Fritz laughed. “So, are you still against the offer?”

Marley still thought that the professor was delusional. Fritz had told him about the desire to put together an organisation that would operate in the shadows, beyond the law. They would be shadows within shadows.

“You know how many times I’ve jumped out of planes?” responded Marley.

Fritz shrugged. “Twenty, thirty?”

“Too many to count, but you know, I never jumped out of one without a parachute.”

“You wouldn’t be alone,” offered Fritz, “good benefits.”

“Good benefits? A retirement package which includes six feet of dirt on my head. No, no, thanks Fritz, but I’ll have to pass. In a few months, I’ll be out of the game.”

Fritz placed a newspaper on the table, open at the sports section. He tapped one particular headline. “She called it, Koln over Berlin, two to one,” he said triumphantly.

“I know. I made a bundle. She got lucky. I got lucky, but that’s all it was, luck.”

Fritz chuckled. “You Canadians are so funny. A bundle? What is a bundle? A bundle of what?”

“Cash, money, Euros.”

“Yet, I buy the beer?”

Marley tapped the side of his head with his finger. “Counterintelligence.”

Fritz gave a pleasant gurgle. 

“Tell me something,” asked Marley.

“I will tell you anything, but don’t be surprised if what I tell you is also nothing.”

“Why do you want to involve this girl in the game?”

Fritz wagged his head regretfully. “I don’t, but she’s going to be involved whether she wants to be involved or not.”

Marley felt a sudden heat emanating from his forehead. This was all too familiar. His eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

“We are not the only agents in Berlin.”

“Russians? Americans? The Brits? The French?”

Fritz wagged his big nose again. “She is Canadian, the French and British would do the same as I am doing now.”

“That leaves the Americans and the Russians. She’s a Canadian citizen...” 

Fritz held up an instructional finger. “Her grandparents were born in Russia and she speaks Russian. In the eyes of the Russians, she is as much a Russian as she is Canadian. So, the question is, if the Canadians don’t want her, the Russians will take her, whether she wants to be taken or not.”

Marley. “You know this because? Fine, I’ll have a talk with her.”

Fritz took another pull on his beer and shook his head, nose waving through the air as though it could really filter out viruses. He leaned in. “You can’t put this off. If she doesn’t go with the Russians, they will most likely kill her.” 

“Fine, I’ll ask her to come over to the embassy tomorrow and talk with her. That’s the best I can do.”

“I can do you one better,” said Fritz. “She’ll be here tonight. One of my double agents is bringing her. Then you can test her, and if she’s the real deal...then you can take the next step.”

The grotesque mask with only a few teeth remaining gave a sad, silent nod. Fritz fitted his mask back down but then found he couldn’t drink his beer.

“We could always just take off the masks,” Marley suggested.

Fritz laughed. “What kind of spies would that make us?”

“I don’t know, sensible ones.”

Fritz laughed. “You know, we are both at the end of our tenure, why not do something good.”

Marley held up his beer. “I wish we could drink to something other than trapping another soul”

The truth was, both Marley and Fritz were agent provocateurs...and that was a problem because they tended to provoke their own seniors. It’s why Marley had been assigned as a liaison officer in Berlin and Fritz condemned to the hallowed halls of academia. 

For Marley the ‘promotion’ was because he had reported someone who was higher in authority, for using one of the safehouses as an apartment for his son to use as he went to university. The agent had been reprimanded, and he had been rewarded with Berlin, far, far away from Ottawa or Toronto. To Marley, this was fine; he had wanted out of Special Operational Service for a long time. For Fritz, it was a little different. There was a reason he was called Fritz the cat. He had been caught in an uncompromising position with another agent’s wife. His punishment didn't really matter for Fritz. He had been an academic before intelligence and now as his star in the BDN plummeted was one again. In the end Marley trusted Fritz because Fritz did not care.

“So, when do I meet this prodigy of yours?”  
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Chapter Three: Rock, Paper, Scissors
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At Marlene Dietrich Platz, Nastya and Otto waited outside the nightclub, part of the serpentine line that was beginning to form. Adagio was only one of a number of tenants in the complex of glass and steel, but it was, by far, the most popular. They shuffled a few steps forward as more people were admitted past the two large Greek style statues. Although the statues stared down, past their aquiline noses, at them, it was the approval of the thick, broken-nosed men, checking tickets that they needed. Nastya’s good mood suddenly evaporated and was replaced by a sudden rush of panic. 

“I didn’t know I had to get tickets.”

Otto shrugged and with nimble fingers made two tickets appear out of the air. “No worries, Liebling.” He handed the tickets to one of the broken noses who took them, scanned them and ripped them in half, handing the stubs back to Otto.

“Bitte,” he said as they strode past the statues and entered through the glass doors of Adagio.

The lights, the sounds and the sudden surge of people caused Nastya to vibrate. Although Germans were an order conscious people, they transformed into something else, when they chose to cast off those constraints. In that moment they became something entirely different. Nastya, suddenly inspired, lifted her arms above her head and twirled about. A wave of techno-pop music washed over them, and they submitted their senses to the swirling lights.

“Someone is excited,” said Otto pleased. 

“What?” said Nastya, continuing to absorb everything.

To be heard over the music, Otto placed his head next to Nastya and spoke into her ear. “You are in Professor Junge’s class, yes?”

“Yes, come on Otto,” yelled Nastya, pulling on Otto’s arms, trying to lead him further into the melee. “I want to buy you a drink.”

At the bar, the music was less intense. They sipped on their drinks. A girl in a see-through black blouse strolled by. Behind her black larval mask, her eyes flickered reflecting light. Below the half mask, Nastya caught a smile.

“I think she likes your outfit,” said Nastya.

“I don’t think she was looking at me.”

Nastya blushed. Berliners didn’t seem to be bothered at all by gender boundaries. Then she felt a tug on her arm as her flat mate tried to coax her away from the bar.

“Where are we going? What are we doing?” asked Nastya, finishing her drink in a long gulp, letting herself be pulled out onto the main floor where a growing number of people were beginning to rhythmically move. Spinning spots of light reflected off the bodies and masks of the gyrating dancers as they moved in syncopation with the music. Usually it took a while, and a few drinks, before Nastya felt comfortable dancing. She preferred a systematic approach, but Otto was of different persuasion.

“Dancing,” he responded with his long legs and arms filling up his space with his own elegant style. 

He reminded her of one of those vogue, male models. She laughed. If she followed him, maybe she could absorb his apparent ease, so she began to dance like him. Besides, they were wearing masks, no one would even know it was her. They danced through the growing mob of limbs and legs. For her, dancing had always been a private act, yet being surrounded by so many people wearing masks it had become a communal act, which she noticed was rotating in a slow, clockwise direction, except Otto. Otto, with his sliding, loping style was now pulling them out of the current and flow of the melee. She admitted being a bit disappointed, but at the same time felt relief.  

She had always been a bright child, excelling at subjects that were heavily dependent on patterns or procedure. Mathematics and Science were boringly easy; she almost always knew the answer before the question was asked. The exciting challenge came in High School when she took an Anthropology course. It was a cursory course that touched upon Anthropology, Psychology and Sociology. It was there that she was introduced to the idiosyncrasies of human nature. There was something in the human condition that stepped outside of those patterns, an occasional wild fluctuation that always promised to amaze.

Given their trajectory, it was easy to determine where Otto was taking her. The terminus was just off the dance floor between a fountain and a statue of a naked woman, sans head, arms and legs. There were a number of circular tables there, and one was occupied by two watching figures. They seemed to be frozen in a tableaux, ‘The Watchers,’ she called them and she shivered. One man was wearing a grotesque mask and the other the long beak of a plague doctor. She knew instinctively that these two were somehow important to her future. Suddenly she was frightened and she grabbed Otto’s arm.

“Where are we going?”

“Professor Junge. He wants you to meet someone.”

This calmed her down a bit but didn’t entirely alleviate her instinctual reticence. As they stepped out of the mob of dancers she felt as though she had just stepped beyond the point of no return. It had been her policy never to go beyond that point, because once that line was crossed, the directions one could go became limited.

The plague doctor rose to his feet and gave a little charming bend at the waist. The grotesque mask remained sitting, his eyes flashing at her, examining.

“Please, sit, Nastya. I have someone I would like you to meet,” he leaned in as though he was making her a confidant and whispered, “He’s a spy.”

With those words Otto fell back and was instantly absorbed by the swirling mass of dancers. He waved once and was gone. That was the other thing Nastya noticed. In Berlin you didn’t necessarily need a partner to dance. She felt as though she had been abandoned on some unknown beach.

Nastya sat down cautiously. Even though she still had her mask on she felt the man in the grotesque mask continuing to examine her. Strangely enough the acoustics around the tables were such that they didn’t have to raise their voices much to be heard.

“Nastya, this is Marley Vuorensyrja.”

Marley nodded, there was no sense in pretending to have any type of cover especially with Fritz around. “I’m the Liaison Officer at the Canadian Embassy. Ottawa is a long way away.”

“Ottawa? I’m not from Ottawa.”

“No, somewhere up the Ottawa Valley. It’s your accent.”

“I have an accent?”

“Everyone does, especially the ones who don’t think they have one.” He thrust out his hand. “And since we have that out of the way. It’s nice to meet you Nastya Pavlova. Alrighty, eh?.”

She laughed at that and began to relax. There must have been some reason why Professor Junge wanted her to meet this man other than the fact that he was also Canadian. She wondered about the spy comment. It was done in humour, but the Liaison Officer at any embassy gathered intelligence, so, therefore he was a spy. A spy everyone knew about, but a spy nonetheless. She was just beginning to wonder how hard it would be for her to escape back onto the dance floor when he spoke again. He must have seen her growing discomfort.

“I’d like to thank you.”

“Thank me? What for?” asked Nastya.

“The score. The game you predicted, Koln against Berlin; I made a tidy bundle.” He watched her as she shifted and laughed, pretending to be comfortable. She wasn’t a bad liar, observed Marley.

“You were in the lecture hall.”

He nodded. “I’m curious. Have you ever played rock, paper, scissors?”

“Yes, why?”  She glanced out onto the dance floor, trying to spot Otto, hoping he would come by and drag her back into the amorphous mass of dancers and away from the growing discomfort she was experiencing. She knew about the game. She had never lost.

“Would you humour me? Professor Junge has made a bet with me. He says I wouldn’t be able to win a set with you, but I would understand if you declined. I’m a rather ruthless adversary.”

Nastya took the challenge like a kid being double dared to a match of marbles on the playground. “Alrighty then,” she said and thrust out her fist, “I accept.” She noticed, in comparison, that Marley’s fist, was almost twice the size of hers. His fist was boney, crossed with scar tissue. His hands looked like those belonging to a boxer. 

“On three,” said Professor Junge, taking on the office of referee. “One, two, three, begin.”

They played ten times, each time they matched each other. If he pulled scissors, she did too. If she made rock, he also did. Paper was matched with paper and on they went. After the tenth time the man in the grotesque mask seemed to be glaring at her, whether in anger or satisfaction, she couldn’t tell.

Professor Junge held his hands up. “Time. I declare this a draw. You know, I have never seen a game like this called in an absolute draw. Usually, with the law of averages, a game like this ends with a six to four final, or even five to five, but zero to zero, never.”
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