
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   

      
      
      PRAISE FOR BITTER SEEDS

      
      ‘A major talent … I can’t wait to see more’

      
      George R. R. Martin

      
      ‘Mad English warlocks battling twisted Nazi psychics? Yes please, thank you. Tregillis’s debut has a white-knuckle plot, beautiful
         descriptions, and complex characters – an unstoppable Vickers of a novel’
     

      
      Cory Doctorow

      
      ‘Tregillis delivers a dynamite first novel in Bitter Seeds’ SFRevu

      
      ‘Bitter Seeds shines in its characters about which we get to care a lot, and in the style which is just superb … I would recommend to anyone
         who believes that speculative fiction cannot compete with “literary” novels’
     

      
      Fantasy Book Critic

      
      ‘A damned entertaining novel. If Bitter Seeds is any indication of what’s to come, then Tregillis will have a fertile writing career. The novel receives my highest recommendations’
        
SFFWorld

  



      
      
      BY IAN TREGILLIS

      
      The Milkweed Triptych

      
      Bitter Seeds

      
      The Coldest War

      
      Necessary Evil


  




Copyright

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 9781405514538

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2010 by Ian Tregillis

Copyright 2012 by Robert Jackson Bennet

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital
Little, Brown Book Group

Hachette Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk.
     





      
      
      To Zoë, with love

      




      
      




            Behold ye among the heathen, and regard, and wonder marvelously: for I will work a work in your days, which ye will not believe,
            though it be told you.
     

      
      HABAKKUK 1:5 (KJV)

      
      There are no great men, only great challenges that ordinary men are forced by circumstances to meet.
     

      
      ADMIRAL WILLIAM HALSEY

      
      Behold: I give you the Overman.
     

      
      FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE





      




      
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      23 October 1920

      
      11 kilometers southwest of Weimar, Germany

      
      Murder on the wind: crows and ravens wheeled beneath a heavy sky, like spots of ink splashed across a leaden canvas. They
         soared over leafless forests, crumbling villages, abandoned fields of barleycorn and wheat. The fields had gone to seed; village
         chimneys stood dormant and cold. There would be no waste here, no food free for the taking.
     

      
      And so the ravens moved on.

      
      For years they had watched armies surge across the continent with the ebb and flow of war, waltzing to the music of empire.
         They had dined on the detritus of warfare, feasted on the warriors themselves. But now the dance was over, the trenches empty,
         the bones picked clean.
     

      
      And so the ravens moved on.

      
      They rode a wind redolent of wet leaves and the promise of a cleansing frost. There had been a time when the winds had smelled
         of bitter almonds and other scents engineered for a different kind of cleansing. Like an illness, the taint of war extended
         far from the battlefields where those toxic winds had blown.
     

      
      
      And so the ravens moved on.

      
      Far below, a spot of motion and color became a beacon on the still and muted landscape. A strawberry roan strained at the
         harness of a hay wagon. Hay meant farmers; farmers meant food. The ravens spiraled down for a closer look at this wagon and
         its driver.
     

      
      The driver tapped the mare with the tip of his whip. She snorted, exhaling great gouts of steam as the wagon wheels squelched
         through the butterscotch mud of a rutted farm track. The driver’s breath steamed, too, in the late afternoon chill as he rubbed
         his hands together. He shivered. So did the children nestled in the hay behind him. Autumn had descended upon Europe with
         cold-hearted glee in this first full year after the Great War, threatening still leaner times ahead.
     

      
      He craned his neck to glance at the children. It would do nobody any good if they succumbed to the cold before he delivered
         them to the orphanage.
     

      
      Every bump in the road set the smallest child to coughing. The towheaded boy of five or six years had dull eyes and sunken
         cheeks that spoke of hunger in the belly, and a wheeze that spoke of dampness in the lungs. He shivered, hacking himself raw
         each time the wagon thumped over a root or stone. Tufts of hay fluttered down from where he had stuffed his threadbare woolen
         shirt and trousers for warmth.
     

      
      The other two children clung to each other under a pile of hay, their bones distinct under hunger-taut skin. But the gypsy
         blood of some distant relation had infused the siblings with a hint of olive coloring that fended off the pallor that had
         claimed the sickly boy. The older of the pair, a gangly boy of six or seven, wrapped his arms around his sister, trying vainly
         to protect her from the chill. The sloe-eyed girl hardly noticed, her dark gaze never wavering from the coughing boy.
     

      
      The driver turned his attention back to the road. He’d made this journey several times, and the orphans he ferried were much
         the same from one trip to the next. Quiet. Frightened. Sometimes they wept. But there was something different about the gypsy
         girl. He shivered again.
     

      
      The road wove through a dark forest of oak and ash. Acorns crunched beneath the wagon wheels. Gnarled trees grasped at the
         sky. The boughs creaked in the wind, as though commenting upon the passage of the wagon in some ancient, inhuman language.
     

      
      The driver nudged his mare into a sharp turn at a crossroads. Soon the trees thinned out and the road skirted the edge of
         a wide clearing. A whitewashed three-story house and a cluster of smaller buildings on the far side of the clearing suggested
         the country estate of a wealthy family, or perhaps a prosperous farm untouched by war. Once upon a time, the scions of a moneyed
         clan had indeed taken their holidays here, but times had changed, and now this place was neither estate nor farm.
     

      
      A sign suspended on two tall flagpoles arced over the crushed-gravel lane that veered for the house. In precise Gothic lettering
         painted upon rough-hewn birch wood, it declared that these were the grounds of the Children’s Home for Human Enlightenment.
     

      
      The sign neither mentioned hope nor counseled its abandonment. But in the driver’s opinion, it should have.

      
      Months had passed since the farm was given a new life, but the purpose of this place was unclear. Tales told of a flickering
         electric-blue glow in the windows at night, the pervasive whiff of ozone, muffled screams, and always – always – the loamy shit-smell of freshly turned soil. But the countless rumors did agree
         on one thing: Herr Doktor von Westarp paid well for healthy children.
     

      
      And that was enough for the driver in these lean gray years that came tumbling from the Armistice. He had children of his
         own to feed at home, but the war had produced a bounty of parentless ragamuffins willing to trust anybody who promised a warm
         meal.
     

      
      A field came into view behind the house. Row upon row of earthen mounds dotted it, tiny piles of black dirt not much larger
         than a sack of grain. Off in the distance a tall man in overalls heaped soil upon a new mound. Influenza, it was claimed,
         had ravaged the foundling home.
     

      
      Ravens lined the eaves of every building, watching the workman, with inky black eyes. A few settled on the ground nearby.
         They picked at a mound, tugging at something under the dirt, until the workman chased them off.
     

      
      The wagon creaked to a halt not far from the house. The mare snorted. The driver climbed down. He lifted the children and
         set them on their feet as a short balding man emerged from the house. He wore a gentleman’s tweeds under the long white coat
         of a tradesman, wire-rimmed spectacles, and a precisely groomed mustache.
     

      
      ‘Herr Doktor,’ said the driver.
     

      
      ‘Ja,’ said the well-dressed man. He pulled a cream-colored handkerchief from a coat pocket. It turned the color of rust as he wiped
         his hands clean. He nodded at the children. ‘What have you brought me this time?’
     

      
      ‘You’re still paying, yes?’

      
      The doctor said nothing. He pulled the girl’s arms, testing her muscle tone and the resilience of her skin tissues. Unceremoniously and without warning he yanked up her dirt-crusted
         frock to cup his hand between her legs. Her brother he grabbed roughly by the jaw, pulling his mouth open to peer inside.
         The youngsters’ heads received the closest scrutiny. The doctor traced every contour of their skulls, muttering to himself
         as he did so.
     

      
      Finally he looked up at the driver, still prodding and pulling at the new arrivals. ‘They look thin. Hungry.’

      
      ‘Of course they’re hungry. But they’re healthy. That’s what you want, isn’t it?’

      
      The adults haggled. The driver saw the girl step behind the doctor to give the towheaded boy a quick shove. He stumbled in
         the mud. The impact unleashed another volley of coughs and spasms. He rested on all fours, spittle trailing from his lips.
     

      
      The doctor broke off in midsentence, his head snapping around to watch the boy. ‘What is this? That boy is ill. Look! He’s
         weak.’
     

      
      ‘It’s the weather,’ the driver mumbled. ‘Makes everyone cough.’

      
      ‘I’ll pay you for the other two, but not this one,’ said the doctor. ‘I’m not wasting my time on him.’ He waved the workman
         over from the field. The tall man joined the adults and children with long loping strides.
     

      
      ‘This one is too ill,’ said the doctor. ‘Take him.’

      
      The workman put his hand on the sickly child’s shoulder and led him away. They disappeared behind a shed.

      
      Money changed hands. The driver checked his horse and wagon for the return trip, eager to be away, but he kept one eye on
         the girl.
     

      
      ‘Come,’ said the doctor, beckoning once to the siblings with a hooked finger. He turned for the house. The older boy followed. His sister stayed behind, her eyes fixed on where the workman
         and sick boy had disappeared.
     

      
      Clang. A sharp noise rang out from behind the shed, like the blade of a shovel hitting something hard, followed by the softer bump-slump as of a grain sack dropping into soft earth. A storm of black wings slapped the air as a flock of ravens took for the sky.
     

      
      The gypsy girl hurried to regain her brother. The corner of her mouth twisted up in a private little smile as she took his
         hand.
     

      
      The driver thought about that smile all the way home.

      
      Fewer mouths meant more food to go around.

      
      23 October 1920

      
      St. Pancras, London, England

      
      The promise of a cleansing frost extended west, across the Channel, where the ravens of Albion felt it keenly. They knew,
         with the craftiness of their kind, that the easiest path to food was to steal it from others. So they circled over the city,
         content to leave the hard work to the scavengers below, animal and human alike.
     

      
      A group of children moved through the shadows and alleys with direction and purpose, led by a boy in a blue mackintosh. The
         ravens followed. From their high perches along the eaves of the surrounding houses, they watched the boy in blue lead his
         companions to the low brick wall around a winter garden. They watched the children shimmy over the wall. And they watched
         the gardener watching the children through the drapes of a second-story window.
     

      
      *

      
      
      His name was John Stephenson, and as a captain in the nascent Royal Flying Corps, he had spent the first several years of
         the Great War flying over enemy territory with a camera mounted beneath his Bristol F2A. That ended with a burst of Austrian
         anti-aircraft fire. He crashed in No-Man’s Land. After a long, agonizing ride in a horse-drawn ambulance, he awoke in a Red
         Cross field hospital, mostly intact but minus his left arm.
     

      
      He’d disregarded the injury and served the Crown by staying with the Corps. Analyzing photographs required eyes and brains,
         not arms. By war’s end, he’d been coordinating the surveillance balloons and reconnaissance flights.
     

      
      He’d spent years poring over blurry photographs with a jeweler’s loupe, studying bird’s-eye views of trenches, troop movements,
         and gun emplacements. But now he watched from above while a half dozen hooligans uprooted the winter rye. He would have flown
         downstairs and knocked their skulls together, but for the boy in the blue mackintosh. He couldn’t have been more than ten
         years old, but there he was, excoriating the others to respect Stephenson’s property even as they ransacked his garden.
     

      
      Odd little duckling, that one.
     

      
      This wasn’t vandalism at work. It was hunger. But the rye was little more than a ground cover for keeping out winter-hardy
         weeds. And the beets and carrots hadn’t been in the ground long. The scavenging turned ugly.
     

      
      A girl rooting through the deepest corner of the garden discovered a tomato excluded from the autumn crop because it had fallen
         and bruised. She beamed at the shriveled half-white mass. The largest boy in the group, a little monster with beady pig-eyes,
         grabbed her arm with both hands.
     

      
      ‘Give it,’ he said, wrenching her skin as though wringing out a towel.

      
      
      She cried out, but didn’t let go of her treasure. The other children watched, transfixed in the midst of looting.

      
      ‘Give it,’ repeated the bully. The girl whimpered.

      
      The boy in blue stepped forward. ‘Sod off,’ he said. ‘Let her go.’

      
      ‘Make me.’

      
      The boy wasn’t small, per se, but the bully was much larger. If they tussled, the outcome was inevitable.

      
      The others watched with silent anticipation. The girl cried. Ravens called for blood.

      
      ‘Fine.’ The boy rummaged in the soil along the wall behind a row of winter rye. Several moments passed. ‘Here,’ he said, regaining
         his feet. One hand he kept behind his back, but with the other he offered another tomato left over from the autumn crop. It
         was little more than a bag of mush inside a tough papery skin. Probably a worthy find by the standards of these children.
         ‘You can have this one if you let her alone.’
     

      
      The bully held out one hand, but didn’t release the sniffling girl. A reddish wheal circled her forearm where he’d twisted
         the flesh. He wiggled his fingers. ‘Give it.’
     

      
      ‘All right,’ said the smaller boy. Then he lobbed the food high overhead.

      
      The bully pushed the girl away and craned his head back, intent on catching his prize.

      
      The first stone caught him in the throat. The second thunked against his ear as he sprawled backwards. He was down and crying
         before the tomato splattered in the dirt.
     

      
      The smaller boy had excellent aim. He’d ended the fight before it began.

      
      Bloody hell.
     

      
      Stephenson expected the thrower to jump the bully, to press the advantage. He’d seen it in the war, the way months of hard living could alloy hunger with fear and anger, making natural
         the most beastly behavior. But instead the boy turned his back on the bully to check on the girl. The matter, in his mind,
         was settled.
     

      
      Not so for the bully. Lying in the dirt, face streaked with tears and snot, he watched the thrower with something shapeless
         and dark churning in his eyes.
     

      
      Stephenson had seen this before, too. Rage looked the same in any soul, old or young. He left the window and ran downstairs
         before his garden became an exhibition hall. The bully had gained his feet when Stephenson opened the door.
     

      
      One of the children yelled, ‘Leg it!’

      
      The children swarmed the low brick wall where they’d entered. Some needed a boost to get over it, including the girl. The
         boy who had felled the bully stayed behind, pushing the stragglers atop the wall.
     

      
      Seeing this reinforced Stephenson’s initial reaction. There was something special about this boy. He was shrewd, with a profound
         sense of honor, and a vicious fighter, too. With proper tutelage …
     

      
      Stephenson called out. ‘Wait! Not so fast.’

      
      The boy turned. He watched Stephenson approach with an air of bored disinterest. He’d been caught and didn’t pretend otherwise.

      
      ‘What’s your name, lad?’

      
      The boy’s gaze flickered between Stephenson’s eyes and the empty sleeve pinned to his shoulder.

      
      ‘I’m Stephenson. Captain, in point of fact.’ The wind tossed Stephenson’s sleeve, waving it like a flag.

      
      The boy considered this. He stuck his chin out, saying, ‘Raybould Marsh, sir.’

      
      
      ‘You’re quite a clever lad, aren’t you, Master Marsh?’

      
      ‘That’s what my mum says, sir.’

      
      Stephenson didn’t bother to ask after the father. Another casualty of Britain’s lost generation, he gauged.

      
      ‘And why aren’t you in school right now?’

      
      Many children had abandoned school during the war, and after, to help support families bereft of fathers and older brothers.
         The boy wasn’t working, yet he wasn’t exactly a hooligan, either. And he had a home, by the sound of it, which was likely
         more than some of his cohorts had.
     

      
      The boy shrugged. His body language said, Don’t much care for school. His mouth said, ‘What will you do to me?’
     

      
      ‘Are you hungry? Getting enough to eat at home?’

      
      The boy shook his head, then nodded.

      
      ‘What’s your mum do?’

      
      ‘Seamstress.’

      
      ‘She works hard, I gather.’

      
      The boy nodded again.

      
      ‘To address your question: Your friends have visited extensive damage upon my plantings, so I’m pressing you into service.
         Know anything about gardening?’
     

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Might have known not to expect much from my winter garden if you had, eh?’

      
      The boy said nothing.

      
      ‘Very well, then. Starting tomorrow, you’ll get a bob for each day spent replanting. Which you will take home to your hardworking
         mother.’
     

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’ The boy sounded glum, but his eyes gleamed.

      
      ‘We’ll have to do something about your attitude toward education, as well.’

      
      
      ‘That’s what my mum says, sir.’

      
      Stephenson shooed away the ravens picking at the spilled food. They screeched to each other as they rode a cold wind, shadows
         upon a blackening sky.
     

      
      23 October 1920

      
      Bestwood-on-Trent, Nottinghamshire, England

      
      Rooks, crows, jackdaws, and ravens scoured the island from south to north on their search for food. And, in the manner of
         their continental cousins, they were ever-present.
     

      
      Except for one glade deep in the Midlands, at the heart of the ancestral holdings of the jarls of Æthelred. In some distant
         epoch, the skin of the world here had peeled back to reveal the great granite bones of the earth, from which spat forth a
         hot spring: water touched with fire and stone. No ravens had ventured there since before the Norsemen had arrived to cleave
         the island with their Danelaw.
     

      
      Time passed. Generations of men came and went, lived and died around the spring. The jarls became earls, then dukes. The Norsemen
         became Normen, then Britons. They fought Saxons; they fought Saracens; they fought the Kaiser. But the land outlived them
         all with elemental constancy.
     

      
      Throughout the centuries, blackbirds shunned the glade and its phantoms. But the great manor downstream of the spring evoked
         no such reservations. And so they perched on the spires of Bestwood, watching and listening.
     

      
      ‘Hell and damnation! Where is that boy?’

      
      Malcolm, the steward of Bestwood, hurried to catch up to the twelfth Duke of Aelred as he banged through the house. Servants fled the stomp of the duke’s boots like starlings fleeing
         a falcon’s cry.
     

      
      The kitchen staff jumped to attention when the duke entered with his majordomo.

      
      ‘Has William been here?’

      
      Heads shook all around.

      
      ‘Are you certain? My grandson hasn’t been here?’

      
      Mrs. Toomre, Bestwood’s head cook, was a whip-thin woman with ashen hair. She stepped forward and curtsied.

      
      ‘Yes, Your Grace.’

      
      The duke’s gaze made a slow tour of the kitchen. A heavy silence fell over the room while veins throbbed at the corners of
         his jaw, the high-water mark of his anger. He turned on his heels and marched out. Malcolm released the breath he’d been holding.
         He was determined to prevent madness from claiming another Beauclerk.
     

      
      ‘Well? Off you go. Help His Grace.’ Mrs. Toomre waved off the rest of her staff. ‘Scoot.’

      
      When the room had cleared and the others were out of earshot, she hoisted up the dumbwaiter. She worked slowly so that the
         pulleys didn’t creak. When William’s dome of coppery red hair dawned over the transom, she leaned over and hefted him out with
         arms made strong by decades of manual labor. The boy was tall for an eight-year-old, taller even than his older brother.
     

      
      ‘There you are. None the worse for wear, I hope.’ She pulled a peppermint stick from a pocket in her apron. He snatched it.

      
      Malcolm bowed ever so slightly. ‘Master William. Still enjoying our game, I trust?’

      
      The boy nodded, smiling around his treat. He smelled like parsnips and old beef tallow from hiding in the dumbwaiter all afternoon.
     

      
      Mrs. Toomre pulled the steward into a corner. ‘We can’t keep this up forever,’ she whispered. She wrung her hands on her apron,
         adding, ‘What if the duke caught us?’
     

      
      ‘We needn’t do so forever. Just until dark. His Grace will have to postpone then.’

      
      ‘But what do we do tomorrow?’

      
      ‘Tomorrow we prepare a poultice of hobnailed liver for His Grace’s hangover, and begin again.’

      
      Mrs. Toomre frowned. But just then the stomping resumed, and with renewed vigor. She pushed William toward Mr. Malcolm. ‘Quick!’

      
      He took the boy’s hand and pulled him through the larder. Gravel crunched underfoot as they scooted out of the house through
         the deliverymen’s door, headed for the stable, trailing white clouds of breath in the cool air. Malcolm had pressed most of
         the household staff into aiding the search for William, so the stable was empty. The duke kept his horses here as well as
         his motor car. The converted stable reeked of petrol and manure.
     

      
      Mr. Malcolm opened a cabinet. ‘In here, young master.’

      
      William, giggling, stepped inside the cabinet as Mr. Malcolm held it open. He wrapped himself in the leather overcoat his
         grandfather wore when motoring.
     

      
      ‘Quiet as a mouse,’ the older man whispered, ‘as the duke creeps around the house. Isn’t that right?’

      
      The child nodded, still giggling. Malcolm felt relieved to see him still enjoying the game. Hiding the boy would become much
         harder if he were frightened.
     

      
      ‘Remember how we play this game?’

      
      
      ‘Quiet and still, all the same,’ said the boy.

      
      ‘Good lad.’ Malcolm tweaked William’s nose with the pad of his thumb and shut the cabinet. A sliver of light shone on the
         boy’s face. The cabinet doors didn’t join together properly. ‘I’ll return to fetch you soon.’
     

      
      The duke, William’s grandfather, had gone on many long expeditions about the grounds with his own son over the years. Grouse
         hunting, he’d claimed, though he seldom took a gun. The only thing Mr. Malcolm knew for certain was that they’d spent much
         time in the glade upstream from the house. The same glade where the staff refused to venture, citing visions and noises. Years
         after the duke’s heir – William’s father – had produced two sons of his own, he’d taken to spending time in the glade alone.
         He returned to the manor at all hours, wild-eyed and unkempt, mumbling hoarsely of blood and prices unpaid. This lasted until
         he went to France and died fighting the Hun.
     

      
      The duke’s grandsons moved to Bestwood soon after. They were too young to remember their father very well, so the move was
         uneventful. Aubrey, the older son and heir apparent, received the grooming expected of a Peer of the Realm. The duke showed
         little interest in his younger grandson. And it had stayed that way for several years.
     

      
      Until two days previously, when he had asked Malcolm to find hunting clothes that might fit William. Malcolm didn’t know what
         happened in the glade, or what the duke did there. But he felt honor-bound to protect William from it.
     

      
      Malcolm left William standing in the cabinet only to find the duke standing in the far doorway, blocking his egress. His Grace
         had seen everything.
     

      
      He glared at Malcolm. The majordomo resisted the urge to squirm under the force of that gaze. The silence stretched between them. The duke approached until the two men stood nearly nose to nose.
     

      
      ‘Mr. Malcolm,’ he said. ‘Tell the staff to return to their duties. Then fetch a coat for the boy and retrieve the carpetbag
         from my study.’ His breath, sour with juniper berries, brushed across Malcolm’s face. It stung the eyes, made him squint.
     

      
      Malcolm had no recourse but to do as he was told. The duke had flushed out his grandson by the time he returned bearing a
         thick dun-colored pullover for William and the duke’s paisley carpetbag. Malcolm made brief eye contact with William before
         taking his leave of the duke.
     

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ he mouthed.

      
      William’s grandfather took him by the hand. The ridges of the fine white scars arrayed across his palm tickled the soft skin
         on the back of William’s hand.
     

      
      ‘Come,’ he said. ‘It’s time you saw the estate.’

      
      ‘I’ve already seen the grounds, Papa.’

      
      The old man cuffed the boy on the ear hard enough to make his eyes water. ‘No, you haven’t.’

      
      They walked around the house, to the brook that gurgled through the gardens. They followed it upstream, crashing through the
         occasional thicket. Eventually the crenellations and spires of Bestwood disappeared behind a row of hillocks crowned with
         proud stands of yew and English oak. They traced the brook to a cleft within a lichen-scarred boulder in a small clearing.
     

      
      Though hemmed about by trees on every side, the glade was quiet and free of birdsong. The screeches and caws of the large
         black birds that crisscrossed the sky over the estate barely echoed in the distance. William hadn’t paid the birds any heed,
         but now their absence felt strange.
     

      
      
      Several bundles of kindling had been piled alongside the boulder. From within the carpetbag the duke produced a canister of
         matches and a folding pocketknife with a handle fashioned from a segment of deer antler. He built a fire and motioned William
         to his side.
     

      
      ‘Show me your hand, boy.’

      
      William did. His grandfather took it in a solid grip, pulled the boy’s arm straight, and sliced William’s palm with his pocketknife.
         William screamed and tried to pull away, but his grandfather didn’t release him until the blood trickled down William’s wrist
         to stain the cuff of his pullover. The old man nodded in satisfaction as the hot tickle pulsed along William’s hand and dripped
         to the earth.
     

      
      William scooted backwards, afraid of what his grandfather might do next. He wanted to go home, back to Mr. Malcolm and Mrs.
         Toomre, but he was lost and couldn’t see through his tears.
     

      
      His grandfather spoke again. But now he spoke a language that William couldn’t understand, more wails and gurgles than words.
         Inhuman noises from a human vessel.
     

      
      It lulled the boy into an uneasy stupor, like a fever dream. The fire’s warmth dried the tears on his face. A shadow fell
         across the glade; the world tipped sideways.
     

      
      And then the fire spoke.

  



      
      
      ONE

      
      2 February 1939

      
      Tarragona, Spain

      
      Lieutenant-Commander Raybould Marsh, formerly of His Majesty’s Royal Navy and currently of the Secret Intelligence Service,
         rode a flatbed truck through ruined olive groves while a civil war raged not many miles away. He secretly carried two fake
         passports, two train tickets to Lisbon, vouchers for berths on a steamer bound for Ireland, and one thousand pounds sterling.
         And he was bored.
     

      
      He’d been riding all morning. The truck passed yet another of the derelict farmhouses dotting the Catalonian landscape. Some
         had burned to the ground. Others stared back at him with empty windows for eyes, half-naked where the plaster had sloughed
         to the ground under erratic rows of bullet holes. Wind sighed through open doorways.
     

      
      Sometimes the farmers and their families had been buried in the very fields they tended, as evidenced by the mounds. And sometimes
         they had been left to rot, as evidenced by the birds. Marsh envied the farmers their families, but not their ends.
     

      
      The land had fared no better than the farmers at the hands of armed factions. Artillery had pocked the fields and rained shrapnel upon centuries-old olive groves. In places, near the largest
         craters, the tang of cordite still wafted from broken earth.
     

      
      At one point, the truck had to swerve around the charred hulk of a Soviet-issue T-38 tank straddling the road. It looked like
         an inverted soup tureen on treads but was based, Marsh noted with pride and amusement, upon the Vickers. It was a common sight.
         Abandoned Republican matériel littered the countryside. Most of Spain had long since fallen to the Nationalists; now they
         mounted their final offensive, grinding north through Catalonia to strangle the final Republican strongholds.
     

      
      Officially, Britain had chosen to stay on the sidelines of the Spanish conflict. But the imminent victory of Franco’s Nationalists
         and their Fascist allies was raising eyebrows back home. Marsh’s section within the SIS, or MI6 as some people preferred to
         call it, was tasked with gathering information about Germany’s feverish rearmament over the past few years. So when a defector
         had contacted the British consulate claiming to have information about something new the Nazis were field-testing in Spain,
         Marsh got tapped for an ‘Iberian holiday,’ as the old man put it.
     

      
      ‘Holiday,’ Marsh repeated to himself. Stephenson had a wry sense of humor.

      
      The truck labored out of the valley into Tarragona, briefly passing through the shadow of a Roman aqueduct that straddled
         the foothills. A coastal plain spread out before Marsh as they topped the final rise. Orange and pomegranate groves, untended
         by virtue of winter and war, dotted the seaward slopes of the hills overlooking the city. At the right time of year, the groves
         might have perfumed the wind with their blossoms. Today the wind smelled of petrol, dust, and the distant sea.
     

      
      
      Below the groves sprawled the city: a jumble of bright stucco, wide plazas, and even the occasional gingko-lined avenue left
         behind by long-dead Romans. One could see where medieval Spanish city planning had collided with and absorbed the remnants
         of an older empire. On the whole, Tarragona was well-preserved, having fallen to the Nationalists three weeks earlier after
         token resistance.
     

      
      Somewhere in that mess waited Marsh’s informant.

      
      Between the city and the horizon stretched the great blue-green expanse of the Mediterranean Sea. It sparkled under the winter
         sun. Most years enjoyed frequent winter rains that tamped down the dust. This season had been too sporadic, and today the
         winds blew inland, so the breeze coming off the sea spread an ocher haze across the bowl of the city.
     

      
      Farther west, whitecaps massaged the coastline where a trawler steamed out of port. Marsh was too far away to smell the fear
         and desperation, to feel the press of bodies, to hear the din on the docks as families clamored for passage to Mexico and
         South America. Those refugees not willing to risk capture in the Pyrenees while fleeing to France, and who could afford otherwise,
         instead mobbed the ports. For now, Franco’s Nationalists were busy formalizing their control of the country. But when that
         was done, the reprisals would begin.
     

      
      The dirt road became cracked macadam as they descended into the city. Marsh shifted his weight when the macadam turned into
         uneven cobblestones. It had been a long couple of days since he’d crossed the border from Portugal.
     

      
      His ride pulled to a stop in the shadow of a medieval cathedral. The driver banged his fist on the outside of his door. Marsh
         grabbed his rucksack and hopped down, gritting his teeth against the twinge of pain in his knee.
     

      
      
      ‘Gracias,’ he said. He paid the driver the promised amount, a small fortune by the standards of a poor farmer even in peacetime. The
         driver took the cash and rumbled away without another word, leaving Marsh to cough in a plume of exhaust.
     

      
      I’d spend it quickly if I were you.
     

      
      Marsh set off for the cathedral. As far as the driver knew, it was his destination. And so he’d relate, if anybody should
         happen to ask him about his passenger. The cathedral loomed over the circular Plaza Imperial, and from there it was a short
         walk to the Hotel Alexandria. Marsh had memorized the layout of the city before leaving London. Walking massaged the ache
         from his knee.
     

      
      The narrow side streets were quiet and devoid of crowds, a fact for which he was thankful. He wore the heavy boots of a farmer,
         a flannel shirt under his overalls, and a kerchief tied around his neck in the local style. But he also wore the skin of an
         Englishman, colored pale by years of rain, rather than a complexion earned through a life of outdoor labor. But most folks
         weren’t terribly observant. With a little luck and discretion, his garb would plant the proper suggestion in people’s eyes;
         as long as he drew no extra attention to himself, their minds would fill in the expected details.
     

      
      It was livelier on the plaza. The handfuls of people he passed in the wide open space shuffled through their lives under a
         cloud of dread and anticipation. Strident Art Deco placards touted General Franco’s cause from every available surface. (Unidad! Unidad! Unidad!) The Nationalists’ propaganda machine had wasted no time.
     

      
      The cathedral bells chimed sext: midday. Marsh quickened his pace. The plan was to make contact at noon.

      
      Krasnopolsky, an ethnic Pole born in the German enclave of Danzig, had come to Spain attached to a unit of Fascist forces supporting the Nationalist cause. Whatever his work entailed,
         he’d done it without protest for years. Until he decided, quite spontaneously, to defect. But the Nationalists’ victory was
         merely a matter of time, meaning that his new enemies had the country locked up tight. Betraying them so late in the game
         was a bloody stupid move.
     

      
      Thus he had contacted the British consulate in Lisbon. In return for assistance leaving the country, he’d share his knowledge
         of a new technology the Schutzstaffel had deployed against the Republicans. Franco, moved by a fit of despotic largesse, had
         given the Third Reich carte blanche to use Spain as a military proving ground. In that manner, the Luftwaffe had debuted its
         carpet-bombing technique in Guernica. MI6 wanted to know about anything else the Jerries had developed over the past few years.
     

      
      Which was why Marsh carried virtually enough money to purchase his own steamer, if it came to that. He’d stay at Krasnopolsky’s
         side all the way back to Great Britain.
     

      
      The Hotel Alexandria was a narrow five-story building wedged between larger apartment blocks. Its balconies hung over the
         street in pairs jutting from the canary-yellow façade. The building had only the single entrance. Less than ideal.
     

      
      The lobby was a mishmash of ugly modernist décor and Spanish imperialism. It looked like the result of a half-hearted makeover.
         Clean, bare spots high on the yellowed plaster marked the places where paintings had hung, most likely of King Alfonso and
         his family. Through a doorway to the left, a handful of men and women talked quietly in what passed for the Alexandria’s bar.
     

      
      Marsh threaded his way toward the reception desk through a maze of angular Bauhaus furniture and potted ferns. But he abandoned his intent to ring Krasnopolsky’s room when he caught sight of the lone figure sitting at the rear of the lobby,
         in the shadows of the staircase.
     

      
      The man perched on the edge of a chaise longue, smoking, with a suitcase next to him and a slim leather valise on his lap.
         He stamped out his cigarette and lit a new one with shaky hands. Judging by the number of cigarette butts in the ashtray next
         to the chaise, he’d been waiting there, in public, since well before noon.
     

      
      Marsh cringed. He’d marked Krasnopolsky instantly. The man was an idiot with no conception of tradecraft.

      
      He purchased a newspaper from the front desk, then took a seat in a high-backed leather chair next to Krasnopolsky’s nest.
         The other man looked at him, did a double take, and shifted his feet.
     

      
      MI6 had no photographs of Krasnopolsky; they’d had to produce the doctored passport based on the man’s description of himself.
         He’d overstated his looks. He was a tall fellow, even sitting down, and skeleton-thin with an aquiline nose and ears like
         sails. If he were to stand in the corner of a dark room, Marsh imagined, he might be mistaken for a coat-rack.
     

      
      Marsh paged through the paper, thoroughly ignoring Krasnopolsky. He waited until it looked like the defector wasn’t quite
         so ready to flee.
     

      
      ‘Pardon me, sir,’ said Marsh in Spanish, ‘but do you happen to know if the trains are running to Seville?’

      
      Krasnopolsky jumped. ‘Bitte?’
     

      
      Marsh repeated his question, more quietly, in German.

      
      ‘Oh. Who knows? They’re less reliable every day. The trains, I mean.’

      
      ‘Yes. But General Franco will fix that soon.’

      
      
      ‘Took you long enough,’ Krasnopolsky whispered. ‘I’ve been waiting all morning.’

      
      Marsh responded in kind. ‘In that case, you’re a fool. You were supposed to wait in your room.’

      
      ‘Do you have my papers?’

      
      Marsh took a deep breath. ‘Look, friend.’ He tried to clamp down on the irritation creeping into his voice. ‘Why don’t we
         go back to your room and talk privately. Hmmm?’
     

      
      Krasnopolsky lit another cigarette from the butt of the previous one. Italian issue. Marsh wondered how anyone could tolerate
         those acrid little monstrosities.
     

      
      ‘I’ve already checked out. I’m safer in public. I need those papers.’

      
      ‘What do you mean, safer in public?’

      
      Krasnopolsky drew on the cigarette, watching the crowd. Pale discolorations mottled the skin of his fingers.

      
      ‘Look, we’re not a sodding travel agency,’ said Marsh. ‘You haven’t given me a reason to help you yet.’

      
      Krasnopolsky said nothing.

      
      ‘You’re wasting my time.’ Marsh stood. ‘I’m leaving.’

      
      Krasnopolsky sighed. Plumes of gray smoke jetted from his nostrils. ‘Karl Heinrich von Westarp.’

      
      Marsh sat again, enveloped in a bluish cloud. ‘What?’

      
      ‘Not what. Who. Doctor von Westarp.’

      
      ‘He’s the reason you left?’

      
      ‘Not him. His children. Von Westarp’s children.’

      
      ‘His kids?’

      
      Krasnopolsky shook his head. He opened his mouth to elaborate just as a glass shattered in the bar. His mouth clacked shut.
         The skin on his knuckles turned pale as he tightened his grip on the valise.
     

      
      
      ‘What was that?’

      
      Dear God. This is hopeless. ‘You need to relax. Let’s get something to calm you down,’ said Marsh, pointing to the side doorway that led to the bar.
         He pulled the man to his feet and marshaled him through the lobby.
     

      
      After getting Krasnopolsky settled at a corner table, Marsh went to the bar and ordered a glass of Spanish red. Then he thought
         better of it and ordered the entire bottle instead. The barman swept up the last of the broken glass, grumbling about having
         to retrieve the wine from the cellar.
     

      
      Marsh waited at the bar, keeping an eye on Krasnopolsky while eavesdropping on conversations. The question on everybody’s
         mind was how things would change once Franco was formally in power.
     

      
      The barman plunked a bottle in front of Marsh. Marsh was digging cash out of his pocket when he felt the surge of heat wash
         across his back. Somebody screamed.
     

      
      ‘Dios mío!’

      
      A cry went up: ‘Fuego! Fuego!’

      
      Marsh spun. The rear corner of the hotel bar, steeped in shadows just moments earlier, now shone in the light from flames
         racing up the walls. No! It can’t be—

      
      Marsh dodged the people fleeing the fire, fighting upstream like a salmon. But he stopped in his tracks when he saw the source
         of the flames.
     

      
      Krasnopolsky blazed at the center of the conflagration like a human salamander. New flames burst forth from everything he
         touched as he flailed around the room, wailing like a banshee. Air shimmered in waves around him; it seared the inside of
         Marsh’s nose. The metal snaps on Marsh’s overalls scorched his shirt, sizzled against his chest. The room stank of charred
         pork.
     

      
      
      The burning man collapsed in a heap of bone and ash. Marsh glimpsed a half-incinerated valise on the burning floor. He gritted
         his teeth and kicked it away. The rubber soles of his boots became tacky, squelching on the floor as he danced away from the
         fire. He tossed aside a fern and dumped the pot of soil on the valise to smother the flames.
     

      
      Then he snatched what little remained of Krasnopolsky’s valise and fled the burning hotel.

      
      3 February 1939

      
      Girona, Spain

      
      Artillery concussions boomed through the river valleys and almond orchards surrounding Girona. That’s the sound of one’s enemies caught between the hammer and the anvil, Klaus mused. With pride he added, And we are the anvil.
     

      
      The besieged stronghold was Franco’s final stop on his sweep through Catalonia. Once Girona fell, finishing the ground war
         would become a mere formality.
     

      
      ‘They would have sent fighters after me today, if they had any planes left. I’m sure of it.’ Rudolf’s hair shone like copper
         in the sun as he chucked Klaus on the shoulder. ‘Can you imagine that? I wish they did have an air force left. That would
         look spectacular on film!’
     

      
      ‘T-t-t-t—,’ said Kammler.

      
      ‘Rudolf running away again? I’ve already seen that in person. Why would I watch it on film?’ Klaus laughed. ‘The doctor would
         prefer you actually confront our enemies. Like the rest of us do,’ he added with a gesture that encompassed himself, Heike,
         and even drooling Kammler.
     

      
      
      Kammler again: ‘G-g-g—’

      
      ‘Up yours,’ said Rudolf. ‘All of you.’

      
      They rode at the vanguard of a small caravan, bouncing along in silence but for the occasional outburst of stuttering nonsense
         from Kammler. His handler, Hauptsturmführer Buhler, had unbuckled the leash around Kammler’s neck, so now the muscle-bound
         imbecile had reverted to his harmless and somewhat pitiable state. Klaus wondered what the cameramen and technicians in the
         other trucks talked about in their off-time.
     

      
      The road back to their farmhouse wended through a vast olive plantation. Rows of trees marched all the way from the edge of
         the hills overlooking the town to within a dozen yards of the house. The hills themselves had turned brown in spots, owing
         to a dry winter. Overhead, a fingernail moon hung in a powder-blue sky. A cool, damp breeze gusted up from the river valley.
     

      
      The north and east sides of the plantation had been shattered by misaimed artillery. The ongoing siege slowly chewed up more
         of the plantation each time another shell went off course. A shame, thought Klaus. I like olives.
     

      
      They pulled up in front of a wide two-story farmhouse built in the style of a Roman villa. The family that had owned it must
         have been rather prosperous. When he had first arrived here, Klaus wondered if the family had also owned the almond groves
         that blanketed the surrounding hillsides. Not that it mattered. The Reichsbehörde had needed a base of operations from which
         to field-test Doctor von Westarp’s work, and so the family had disappeared.
     

      
      The others climbed out of the truck and filed into the house. Klaus paused a moment to scan the wide windows on the second
         floor, hoping to catch a glimpse of his sister. He worried about her when he was gone all day.
     

      
      
      He doffed the straw hat he wore and rubbed at his scalp with the stumps of his two missing fingers as he entered the house.
         He reached inside his shirt, undid the clasp, and disconnected the pencil-thick bundle of wires that extended from several
         points on his skull to the battery harness at his waist. The braided wires dangled over his shoulder like a Chinaman’s queue.
     

      
      They had left their crisp Schutzstaffel uniforms back at the Reichsbehörde when they came to Spain, opting instead for the
         locals’ more inconspicuous overalls, kerchiefs, and floppy wide-brimmed hats. If nothing else, their disguises conveniently
         hid the wires. But the coarse peasant apparel tended to snag the wires’ cloth insulation, sometimes catching painfully when
         Klaus moved quickly or unwisely.
     

      
      Klaus followed Rudolf past the makeshift darkroom – once a child’s bedroom – where the cameramen stacked the film canisters
         from the day’s work. One canister was larger and bulkier than the others; the technicians always dispensed with it first.
         Heike’s ability necessitated a special camera and special film to record her activities.
     

      
      The cameramen looked down as he approached. They unloaded an Agfa eight-millimeter reel with conspicuous silence and diligence.
         The defector had put them all on edge. Doctor Von Westarp was half-inclined to use the remaining cameramen for target practice,
         and they knew it.
     

      
      Klaus pushed through the crowded farmhouse, toward the laboratory and debriefing room, eager to remove his battery harness.
         Over the previous decade, the engineers had made great strides with the batteries, and they had outdone themselves with the
         lithium-ion design. But after a long day in the field, it still felt like he’d hung a lead brick on his belt. The sooner he
         handed over his harness, the sooner he could try to quell the spasms in his back.
     

      
      
      The technicians would gauge charge depletion in the batteries and reference that against the activity documented by the cameramen.
         Klaus would detail his exploits slipping through Republican fortifications and pushing land mines into the earth. Any information
         of military value he’d gleaned would be passed – after appropriate sanitization to obscure the nature of its source – to the
         Reich’s allies converging on Girona. The arrangement was a quid pro quo in return for Franco’s permission to operate in Spain.
     

      
      The door to the debriefing room swung open as Klaus lay his hand on the knob. He confronted a pair of eyes so pale and unfeeling,
         they might have been chiseled from ice. Reinhardt stepped into the corridor.
     

      
      Von Westarp was there, too. He wore a dark lab coat with a dusting of dandruff on the shoulders from his graying tonsure.
         ‘Excellent work,’ said the doctor, reaching up to clasp Reinhardt’s shoulder. ‘Today, I feel pride.’
     

      
      Reinhardt smiled, his eyes glistening. Klaus and Rudolf saluted as Von Westarp brushed past. ‘Herr Doktor!’

      
      The doctor glanced at them through his fish-eye glasses. It felt like being stuck under a microscope. He spared nothing but
         a sniff of disdain for them as he entered the laboratory. Klaus glimpsed one of the Twins strapped to a table as the doctor
         slammed the door behind him.
     

      
      Klaus and Rudolf shared a look. Klaus shrugged.

      
      Rudolf turned toward Reinhardt. ‘Where the hell have you been the past few days?’

      
      ‘Serving the Reich. Carrying out my orders.’

      
      Rudolf stared.

      
      ‘I don’t believe you,’ said Klaus.

      
      ‘Ask your sister.’

      
      
      The whine of a drill erupted from the makeshift laboratory. Simultaneously, a long, low moan emanated from a different room
         across the corridor. The moans became screams as the stink of hot bone wafted from the lab.
     

      
      The trio moved farther down the corridor in order to better hear each other.

      
      Rudolf shook his head. ‘Your mouth is full of shit. What orders?’

      
      Reinhardt shrugged nonchalantly, but his eyes still glistened with pride. ‘I was sent to plug a leak. The defector is no longer
         a problem.’
     

      
      ‘You? They sent you?’ Rudolf tossed his hands in the air. ‘This is insanity. You have as much finesse as an incendiary bomb.’
     

      
      Reinhardt’s mission meant he was the first of von Westarp’s projects to be deemed complete, fully mature. Klaus had expected
         to garner that honor for himself. While he considered the consequences of Reinhardt’s de facto promotion, Heike sidled up the corridor, eyes on the floor and silent like a visible ghost.
     

      
      Reinhardt spread his arms. ‘Darling!’

      
      Klaus heard the intake of breath when Heike looked up. She blinked eyes of Prussian blue, then dropped her head again, hiding
         her face behind long corn silk tresses.
     

      
      ‘No welcome-back kiss?’

      
      She tried to pass. Reinhardt blocked her. ‘I think you missed me. Worried about me.’ His fingers brushed the curve of her
         ear as he tucked back a lock of her hair. Heike shuddered.
     

      
      ‘Do you get cold at night?’ he whispered in her ear. ‘I can fix that.’

      
      She looked up. Reinhardt leaned closer. She spat. His head snapped back.

      
      
      Klaus snorted with laughter. Heike slipped around Reinhardt and hurried toward the debriefing room.

      
      ‘You’d do well to show me a little kindness now and then, Liebling!’ he shouted, flicking away the spittle under his eye.

      
      Rudolf shook his head again. ‘I cannot believe they chose you.’
     

      
      Since Heike had claimed the debriefing room, and since von Westarp and the technicians were preoccupied in the laboratory,
         Klaus would have to wait to turn in his battery. He went upstairs to find his sister.
     

      
      Gretel hadn’t moved since that morning, when she’d dragged a table under the picture window along the colonnaded verandah.
         The window afforded a view of olive groves, the Ter and Onyar rivers off in the distance, and plumes of smoke rising from
         the valley below. Although if she had chosen the window for the scenery, it didn’t show. Her attention to the book propped
         on her lap was absolute. Just as it had been when Klaus departed that morning.
     

      
      She sat with bare feet propped on the edge of another chair, wiggling her toes, the hem of a patchwork peasant dress draped
         across her bony ankles. A long braid of raven-black hair hung past each shoulder. Wires snaked down from her skull, twirled
         around her braids, and disappeared in the folds of her dress where the fabric occluded the bulge of a harness. The window
         silhouetted the profile of her face, the high cheekbones and hatchet nose. Within arm’s reach on the table stood a stack of
         books, teapot, cup, and saucer.
     

      
      ‘I’m back,’ he said. ‘Did you have a good day?’

      
      Gretel turned a page. She didn’t say anything.

      
      ‘How are you feeling?’

      
      Her teacup clinked on its saucer as a massive artillery barrage, much closer than the last, shook the building. The saucer
         danced across the table. Gretel, still absorbed in the works of the modernist poets, reached out with one arm and absently caught
         it just before it tipped over the edge.
     

      
      When she moved, the frayed insulation on her wires snagged the collar of her dress.

      
      ‘Are you in pain? If the batteries are uncomfortable, you could talk to … The doctor is here …’

      
      She ignored him. Gretel had become increasingly distant in the years since her ability had manifested itself with visions
         of the future. He left her to her poetry.
     

      
      Rudolf watched the exchange from the doorway, cloaked in a quivering rage. The news of Reinhardt’s promotion had gone down
         poorly. He shoulder-checked Klaus as he stomped to Gretel’s seat.
     

      
      ‘Is this how you spend your time? Reading?’

      
      Turning a page, she yawned.

      
      ‘Is this all you do while we’re out there’ – he jabbed a finger at the window – ‘facing bullets and bombs?’

      
      From his vantage in the doorway, Klaus saw one corner of Gretel’s mouth twitch up in the hint of a smile. He frowned.

      
      Rudolf continued, ‘Years of work to harness your willpower, and to what end? So that you can study poetry? I can’t imagine
         why the doctor keeps you alive. Even the imbecile Kammler is more useful than you. And your brother, at least he overcame
         that mongrel blood in your veins.’
     

      
      ‘Hey!’ Klaus made to intercept Rudolf’s tirade, but Reinhardt caught his arm. He liked a good fight.

      
      Rudolf’s feet left the floor. Hovering next to her table, he said, ‘Look! He made us great.’ He spread his arms and pirouetted
         above the floor. ‘He made us gods!’ He landed. ‘But then there’s you. A disgusting waste.’
     

      
      
      Gretel noted the place in her book, set it on the table, then downed the rest of her tea. She scooted her chair back and stretched.
         Her back popped.
     

      
      ‘What,’ Reinhardt muttered, ‘is your sister doing?’

      
      Klaus shook his head. But then Gretel dropped to all fours, and his unease became full-blown dread. Klaus fumbled for his
         wire. He plugged it into the battery on his waist and clicked the latch.
     

      
      Gretel crawled under the table.

      
      The scent of singed pine curled up from the floorboards beneath Reinhardt’s boots as he invoked his Willenskräfte, his willpower.
     

      
      Rudolf laughed. ‘That’s right! Crawl away, mongrel, crawl away to your doghouse.’

      
      Gretel curled up, knees to chest, and clamped her hands over her ears.

      
      The taste of copper flooded Klaus’s mouth as he accepted the surge of electricity into his brain. The Götterelektron energized
         his Willenskräfte, turning him insubstantial at the same moment Reinhardt armored himself in a searing blue nimbus.
     

      
      Rudolf saw them and frowned. ‘What—?’

      
      WHUMP!

      
      The explosion sent shrapnel winging harmlessly through Klaus’s ghost-body. Debris from the errant mortar shell vaporized in
         Reinhardt’s corona. He defended himself with a burst of heat that ignited the wooden floorboards.
     

      
      The smoke drifted through the hole where the window and part of the roof had been. Klaus’s ears rang.

      
      He rematerialized. Then he realized it wasn’t ringing he heard, but screaming from throughout the farmhouse. A figure lay
         on the floor, streaked in blood and clothed in burnt tatters, hands clasping its face.
     

      
      
      ‘Gretel!’

      
      She clambered out of her makeshift bomb shelter and dusted herself off. Klaus exhaled with relief.

      
      The room fell silent but for the crackle of flames, and screams that trailed off into sobs. Rudolf shuddered.

      
      Gretel kneeled next to him and took his hands. Shrapnel had reduced his face to so much meat. His breath came in explosive
         gasps.
     

      
      She leaned close. Like a lover, she caressed his ruined face, kissed his cheek, whispered in his ear. A single word passed
         her blood-smeared lips:
     

      
      ‘Incoming.’

      
      She stood. The hem of her dress draped across Rudolf’s face as she stepped over him. Then she sauntered out of the burning
         room, trailing the flying man’s blood.
     

      
      Rudolf stopped shuddering. He died on the spot. Just as Gretel had known he would.

      
      4 February 1939

      
      Barcelona, Spain

      
      The cashier wrinkled his nose. After a day and a half on the road, the smell of incinerated hotel still infused Marsh’s clothes.
         It even wafted out of his hair. He expected to find soot streaked on his face when he finally used a real washroom. And he
         couldn’t work up enough saliva to clear the smoked-pork taste from his mouth.
     

      
      Marsh let the cashier glimpse the bundle of cash under his hand. The distaste on the other man’s face turned into greed. He
         licked his lips. After a moment’s hesitation, he nodded. Marsh slid his hand across the counter. With that, he traded every
         pound and peseta for a berth on the last British steamer out of Barcelona.
     

      
      Marsh shook his head. Nearly a grand for something that shouldn’t cost one pony. Thank you, Franco. It would have been easier to use the tickets intended for Krasnopolsky, but someone had been watching him; given the fool’s
         conduct, Marsh couldn’t risk adhering to the original travel plan.
     

      
      And now Krasnopolsky was dead, reduced to so much ash in the span of a few heartbeats, along with most of the information
         he carried. During his journey from Tarragona, Marsh had emptied the unburned scraps from the valise into an envelope along
         with the cash and Krasnopolsky’s passport. There wasn’t much left: the lower-left corners from a half dozen pages of a memo
         or report, written in German; half a photograph; and a jumble of acetate strips. The strips were all that remained of an eight-millimeter
         filmstrip. The film had been coiled on a reel, but when the valise ignited, a portion of the film had melted and disintegrated,
         rendering the rest a jumbled mess of confetti.
     

      
      Marsh had pored over it all a dozen times. The legible pages contained no mention of a Doctor von Westarp or children. The
         visible portion of the photograph showed an unremarkable farmhouse. And the scraps of film were unintelligible to his naked
         eyes.
     

      
      Marsh took the proffered voucher and retreated back through the crowd mobbing the ticket window. A breeze mingled fear, seaweed,
         rotting fish, and diesel fuel into a stomach-churning mélange. Every port in Catalonia must have been staggering under the
         influx of refugees as the Nationalists made their final push into the Pyrenees.
     

      
      He headed for his pier, scanning the crowd as he went. There wasn’t much time before his ship departed, but Marsh wanted to
         find something first. He watched a portly well-dressed man pushing a hand truck piled high with luggage. The man stopped on
         the boardwalk to pull a pair of eyeglasses from his pocket.
     

      
      Aha, thought Marsh. Those should do the trick.
     

      
      The man frowned at his ticket, then looked around in search of a placard. Marsh orchestrated his collision with the hand truck
         to make it appear as though he’d been too intent on his own ticket to notice it. Luggage clattered to the boardwalk.
     

      
      ‘Hijo de puta!’
     

      
      ‘Lo siento! Lo siento, señor.’
     

      
      Marsh swiped the eyeglasses while helping the man gather his things. ‘Lo siento muchísimo.’ The man departed with a crack about burying Marsh’s heart in a hole so deep, the Virgin Mary couldn’t find it.
     

      
      A piercing shriek echoed throughout the port. The steam whistle on Marsh’s ship, making its penultimate boarding call. People
         scurried up the gangplank in ones, twos, and threes. Marsh needed to get going, but his curiosity couldn’t be contained any
         longer.
     

      
      A stack of cargo crates formed a passable shelter from the wind and crowds. Marsh hid behind the crates, crouched on a coil
         of rope. He pulled an acetate fragment from the envelope inside his shirt. What the fire hadn’t destroyed outright it had
         made very brittle, so he took great care when handling the crisp film. Using the eyeglasses as a makeshift magnifier, he strained
         to identify the images.
     

      
      Twenty frames of a brick wall. The second fragment showed an empty field. The third showed two men in Schutzstaffel uniforms
         kneeling over an empty container and smiling. The fourth fragment showed a machine gun nest and the long view down a firing
         range.
     

      
      
      The fifth showed an anti-aircraft gun hovering above the same range. Marsh shook his head. Too many hours on the road and
         not enough sleep. But when he looked again, it truly did look like the eighty-eight was floating in midair. No evidence of
         an explosion, either, though it was hard to tell from a few frames of heat-damaged film.
     

      
      What on God’s green Earth were you mixed up with, Krasnopolsky?

      
      The fragments crackled against each other when he dropped them back in the envelope. Once the envelope was secured inside
         his shirt once more, he stood as though he’d merely ducked behind the crates to tie his shoes.
     

      
      A gypsy woman stared at him from across the boardwalk with wide plum-dark eyes. She’d been beaten. The skin around one of
         her eyes looked like the rind of an aubergine; the corner of her mouth quirked up where her split lip had scabbed over.
     

      
      Marsh frowned. He sized up her companion, a man with the same olive skin as the woman. Brother? Husband? A tall fellow, but
         not problematically so. Enjoy beating up women, do you? Marsh cracked his knuckles as he started for the pair.
     

      
      Another breeze rolled off the harbor. It tugged up the kerchief tied over her hair and fluttered the braids hanging past her
         shoulders.
     

      
      And jostled the wires connected to her head.

      
      Marsh stopped. He looked again.

      
      Wires. In her head.

      
      The wind died, and the kerchief covered her hair again.

      
      She winked at him.

      
      Her companion said something. She turned away. Marsh made to follow them before they disappeared in the throng.

      
      The whistle on his steamer blew two short, impatient bursts. Final call. He looked over his shoulder. The last few stragglers
         dashed up the gangplank under the watchful scowl of the porter.
     

      
      When he turned back, the woman was gone.

      
      ‘Gretel, please.’ Klaus tugged at his sister’s hand. ‘We have to go.’

      
      Exasperation crept into his voice, though he tried to suppress it. In addition to Rudolf, two technicians had died when the
         errant mortar shell hit the house. A doctor had also died in the fire during the confused scramble to evacuate. One of the
         Twins nearly perished, too, before Reinhardt strode through the fire and released her from the restraints on the operating
         table. Standartenführer Pabst made the decision then and there to terminate training operations in Spain. There was no point
         in risking further Reichsbehörde assets to another ‘accident.’ They had their field results; it was time to go home.
     

      
      ‘Sorry, brother.’ Gretel turned and smiled. The swollen skin around her eye stretched tight. ‘I’ll be good.’

      
      Pabst had belted her with a savage backhand across the jaw when he learned of Rudolf’s death. It was her duty, her purpose,
         to warn them of such dangers, he’d screamed. And, like the incantations of a mad alchemist, her laughter had transmuted his
         rage to violence, his open hand to a fist.
     

      
      Reinhardt wasn’t punished for burning down the house.

      
      ‘What were you staring at?’

      
      ‘Daydreams. Posies and gravestones.’

      
      Klaus sighed. ‘Our pier is this way,’ he said, pulling her through the crowd.

  



      
      
      TWO

      
      22 February 1939

      
      Westminster, London, England

      
      Brittle scraps of acetate fluttered across Stephenson’s desk as he paged through Marsh’s report. The charred edges of the
         document fragments littered the wide expanse of cherrywood with black flakes and smears of carbon. Ashes skittered along the
         desk and drifted to the carpet at Marsh’s feet every time Stephenson exhaled. They smelled of woodsmoke and scorched leather.
     

      
      Marsh rocked on the balls of his feet. Stephenson had been at it for a good half hour.

      
      Somewhere down on the street the rat-a-tat syncopation of a two-stroke engine drifted out of the white noise of a London morning. A motorbike, probably a Villiers,
         zipping along Victoria Street, Marsh gauged. Stephenson’s window didn’t afford a grand view, mostly just the buildings across
         Broadway, but from here on the fifth floor of SIS headquarters, it was possible to glimpse the late-winter sun on the trees
         of St. James’ Park several streets over.
     

      
      ‘Hmmm.’

      
      
      Marsh looked back to his mentor. Stephenson opened a side drawer and produced a jeweler’s loupe, a holdover from his days
         as a photo recon analyst during the Great War. He examined a random sampling of film scraps with quiet concentration. One
         by one he held them up toward the window in his single hand, squinting through the magnifying lens. Marsh scooted aside so
         as not to block what little natural light the window provided.
     

      
      Marsh sighed. He pressed the backs of his fingers to his neck and cracked his knuckles against his jaw. Stephenson cleared
         his throat; Marsh dropped his hands.
     

      
      Years of polishing had imbued the wood-paneled walls with a satiny finish that reflected the soft glow of lamplight. The walls
         matched the bookcases, and Stephenson’s desk. Above the wainscoting hung maps; photographs of a young, two-armed Stephenson
         in flying leathers; and a few of his wife, Corrie’s, watercolors.
     

      
      Stephenson had married a Yank from Tennessee. She tended to paint landscapes and nature studies from memory, evoking the rolling
         hills of her home. Marsh’s mentor derived a strange amusement from decorating his office with images of plants foreign to
         a country of gardeners.
     

      
      ‘Well,’ said Stephenson at last, still squinting at the film scraps, ‘I’m quite impressed. When you cock something up, you
         do it good and proper.’
     

      
      ‘Sir?’

      
      ‘I sent you to Spain to run a simple errand.’

      
      ‘Sir—’

      
      ‘Somebody just swans in and torches your contact and where are you, hmmm? Off getting pissed in the pub.’

      
      ‘Sir, it’s not as if some pikey came traipsing along with a bucket of kerosene—’

      
      
      ‘Hmm. This is interesting.’ Stephenson held up one of the scraps. ‘What do you make of this one?’

      
      Marsh took the film in one hand and the loupe in the other. The fragment contained less than a dozen frames, several of which
         had been darkened by heat damage. A sequence of eight or nine frames – a fraction of a second – showed a woman standing in
         front of a brick wall, and then just the brick wall, with no transition from one frame to the next. She was nude except for
         the belt at her waist connected to her head by what appeared to be wires.
     

      
      ‘Looks like they stopped the camera.’ He handed the items back to Stephenson. ‘Or perhaps this was spliced together from various
         sources.’ He pointed at the film scrap. ‘Those things in her head. That’s what I saw in Barcelona. Different woman, though.’
         He shrugged. ‘It’s not the only oddity in the film, sir.’
     

      
      Stephenson waved him toward a chair upholstered in button-tufted chintz. As Marsh took the load off his feet, the old man
         opened another desk drawer and pulled out a bottle and two glasses.
     

      
      ‘Brandy?’

      
      ‘Please.’ Marsh sank farther into the chair.

      
      ‘I imagine you could use it.’

      
      A knock sounded at the door while Stephenson poured. He called, ‘Yes, Marjorie.’

      
      His secretary peeked inside. ‘Sir, Commander Pryce from the Admiralty wants – Oh! You’re back.’

      
      Marsh nodded at her. ‘Hi, Margie.’ She seemed pleased to see him. But she was a married woman, and that caused a pang of loneliness.

      
      ‘Whatever it is, he’ll have to wait,’ said Stephenson.

      
      ‘Sir, he said—’

      
      
      ‘Not now. I’ll call him back.’

      
      She nodded and withdrew.

      
      As the head of circulating section T (short for ‘technological surprise’), Stephenson was responsible for gathering intelligence
         pertaining to military technologies under development within Nazi Germany. Although the section itself was only a few years
         old, it descended from the historical roots of the organization prior to the Great War, when foreign espionage was the purview
         of the Admiralty, focused primarily on gauging the strength of the Imperial German Navy. Politically savvy Stephenson therefore
         maintained close ties with the Admiralty, not least because C, the head of SIS, was a career naval officer.
     

      
      Marsh accepted one of the glasses. Stephenson held his up: ‘To safe travels, and safe returns.’ Clink. This ritual had become their custom. Insofar as Stephenson had been a father to Marsh, tradecraft was the family business.
     

      
      ‘This one turned out to be more complicated than we realized,’ said Stephenson, settling back into his own chair. Marsh grimaced.
         It was the nearest thing to an apology he’d ever heard out of the old man. And that made him uneasy.
     

      
      Stephenson gestured at the desk with his glass. ‘So. What should we do with this mess?’

      
      ‘It might be possible to copy the remaining frames and to splice together a rough approximation of the original film. That’s
         what I’d do.’
     

      
      Stephenson nodded. ‘I’ll put out a few feelers. We’ll need somebody good, somebody who can keep his mouth shut. It may take
         a while. And the photograph?’
     

      
      ‘Could be anywhere. Probably useless, at least until we know more.’

      
      Stephenson nodded. ‘And what of the documents?’

      
      
      Marsh shrugged. ‘Difficult to say. One gets the impression that they’re excerpts from medical reports.’

      
      ‘Your man did mention a doctor, I note,’ said Stephenson, sifting through Marsh’s report again. ‘Von Westarp? Medical doctor,
         presumably.’ He put the loupe back in his desk and produced a packet of cigarettes. An American brand, Lucky Strike.
     

      
      Over the skritch of Stephenson’s match, Marsh added, ‘He also said something about children. Got rather worked up about it. Peculiar.’
     

      
      Around the cigarette dangling from his lips, Stephenson asked, ‘And what, I wonder, does one thing have to do with the other?’

      
      ‘My thoughts exactly, sir.’

      
      The two men watched in quiet contemplation as shadows slowly inched along the street. The tip of Stephenson’s cigarette flared
         marigold orange in the growing darkness.
     

      
      He stamped it out in a marble ashtray and turned on another lamp. ‘Right, then. First things first. I’m opening a new file.
         Until we resolve this issue, or it resolves itself, refer to this matter under the rubric “Milkweed.”’ At this last he nodded
         at the wall over Marsh’s head.
     

      
      Marsh craned his neck. Another of Corrie’s watercolors hung over the chair. ‘Understood.’

      
      ‘And as for Milkweed, there are a few people who ought to be apprised of this. If I can call them together on short notice,
         are you free this evening, Marsh?’
     

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’

      
      ‘Excellent. I’ll ring you.’

      
      Stephenson’s car, a gleaming cream-colored Rolls Royce Mulliner, rolled up at half seven. A gray cloud roiled out when Marsh entered. The interior smelled of leather and Lucky Strikes. Stephenson rapped the roof once Marsh was settled, signaling
         his driver to proceed.
     

      
      From Marsh’s home in Walworth they drove west. The Rolls thumped as they crossed onto the steel spans of Lambeth Bridge. Stephenson’s
         driver swung the car north on Millbank when they passed beneath a granite obelisk and its pineapple finial at the far side
         of the Thames.
     

      
      Soon Victoria Tower loomed out of the night, a square stone giant wrapped in fog and lamplight. They passed the Perpendicular
         Gothic filigrees of Westminster Palace: Tudor details on a classic body, as somebody once said. Marsh noted the gradations
         where the crumbling Yorkshire limestone was being replaced with honey-colored clipsham.
     

      
      They skirted Parliament Square, passed the Cenotaph, and continued north onto Whitehall.

      
      ‘Sir, where are we going?’

      
      Stephenson turned. ‘Do you know what I miss the most about the old days?’
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