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Prelude
CONRAD HARTMANN ASKS ONE MORE TIME if this is really #43 Münterstrasse. He has asked several times already. The young man behind the desk lamp is plainly annoyed at this continual questioning.
He has been here before, but as a patron—never when the place was closed. The Four Winds Bar is a palace of refuge if you are German of a particular age and a particular past.
Most evenings it holds an air of the lurid, the covert. That is part of its attraction. It helps to keep out American soldiers and others of mixed race.
Tonight, the Four Winds is unaccountably closed. No one is here but the help, and every face Hartmann sees holds a private and knowing smile. Hartmann is frankly unnerved. “You are the delivery man,” the boy tells him. “One would expect you to know who we were.” The youth is involved in some exacting operation that keeps him from looking up as he speaks. Hartmann hears a persistent buzzing beneath his hands.
The young man’s name is Karla, or Karel, something like that—one of those East European names that would belong to a woman anywhere this side of the Elbe River. Hartmann tightens his lip at the thought of refugees diluting the pristine bloodlines of the German people.
But Karel does not look like a refugee. He has a sardonic, feline stare, and sapphire eyes that he’s no doubt been complimented on since he was a young boy.
And then there is the buzzing on Karel’s desk. Hartmann has resisted looking as long as possible; looking would somehow be an act of surrender. But the buzzing is so persistent, and Karel is so intent, Hartmann glances between the telephone and the collected works of Friedrich Nietzsche. He bites his lip at what he finds there.
A fly is pinned through the thorax by a long sewing needle. It is still alive. Its wings go on and off incessantly. Its legs squirm as it struggles to free itself.
Karel is slicing it from abdomen to head, the way a chef minces a clove of garlic.
“At some point in this process,” Karel explains with an air of scientific exactitude, “the fly expires. We have yet to determine what that point is.” Karel looks up for the first time, and smiles.
Hartmann makes some excuse about checking his truck. Any regular driver would be anxious by now—American soldiers are everywhere. A tank truck full of five thousand kilos of mercury just sitting in an alley would invite their interest.
Hartmann is starting to like the idea of American soldiers nosing around his truck. He is starting to pray for them. He would walk out of here and never look back were it not for the war crimes indictment hanging over him.
The door from the bar opens onto some dissolute cabaret piano and a gust of stale beer stench.
“Ahh, Herr Hartmann. Our friend from The Central League of Secret Theories.” The actual words are Zentralbund der Geheimlehre. And the voice speaking them lingers over each syllable as if savoring a mouthful of wine. He might be reminiscing about better days gone by. He might simply be reminding Hartmann whom he’s supposed to be representing.
Hartmann turns to confront a dwarfish silhouette in the dim light from the bar. The man rolls into the light of Karel’s desk lamp. The dwarfish ghost materializes into a shrunken little man hunched into a motorized wheelchair.
“Stürmbannführer Kriene.” Hartmann offers the rigid, arm-forward salute of the SS. Kriene feigns surprise at this formality. He passes a hand to his forehead in the manner of a simple Wehrmacht officer. Some might see this as a gesture of patronizing disdain. Hartmann sees a gesture of camaraderie, intended to put him at ease. Things are going well, he tells himself.
Kriene strains to look up into Hartmann’s eyes. He has to swivel his head sideways to do it. Whatever he sees there makes him snort with disgust.
“Save your pity, Herr Hartmann. I am as I am for the sake of my Reich and my Führer. You are here to deliver something for us, yes?”
Hartmann is not feeling pity exactly. He had been warned of Jürgen Kriene’s injuries. No one warned him of Kriene’s pitiless eyes.
He reaches for the consignment sheet in his pocket. The motion nearly gets his arm torn from him.
Herr Kriene has this distracting affectation, this pair of Dobermans. One is black, the other a roan. They snarl at Hartmann. They leap to the limits of their chains, which are attached to a breathing machine riding sidecar to the wheelchair. Hartmann backs against Karel’s desk. He waits for the whole ungainly contraption to tip over, and the dogs to come loose.
Kriene chuckles at his panic. He clucks at his dogs in a soothing voice. “Now, Max,” he says to the roan. “Now, Wolf.” The dogs are instantly quiet. “They are extremely intelligent, you know,” Kriene says. “Smarter than most dogs. Smarter than most people, I dare say.” His eyes never leave Hartmann’s face.
Hartmann nods appreciatively.
Kriene says, “I must confess I was expecting someone else.”
Hartmann has prepared himself for sticky questions. “Schiller was taken by the Allies this morning,” Hartmann quickly explains.
This is true. Willy Schiller has been picked up by the Allies, on the advice of an anxious little prison guard from Sachsenhausen Concentration Camp named Conrad Hartmann.
Hartmann had enjoyed himself rather egregiously at the expense of any number of Jewish and Communist prisoners. Three months after the war, Hartmann is a man with real war criminal potential, ready to do just about any stupid and dangerous thing to prove his value as an informer.
“Taken this very morning. Yet he had time to phone you. Schiller is indeed a good man.”
“Just tell me where the stuff goes,” Hartmann says. He tries to sound brusque, but he cannot ignore the tremor in his voice. These people make him nervous.
Kriene motions to his young charge. Reluctantly, Karel sets down the razor. The young man leads Hartmann past the wheelchair-bound scientist into the bar.
The room is dim. Hartmann stumbles against a chair. Even though his eyes had been adjusted to the dusk outside, he needs a moment to place himself in here.
He hears Karel chuckle. “Watch your step, please.” The young man offers this as a suggestion to an imbecile.
Hartmann scans the room for the thing he came to photograph.
Arrayed against the windward side of the room are seven open windows. Out of each window, a telescope aims for the stars. These are for the amateurs, the dilettantes. For the serious astronomer, there is only one instrument worth looking through.
The ceiling is opened wide to the night sky. Directly beneath the partition awaits a basin of stars. This is the thing his Allied handlers want to know about. He has been given a small camera. He fingers it in his pocket just to make sure it’s still there. He had planned to get pictures, whatever he found in here. But that cannot happen under such close scrutiny.
“You are curious about my Cauldron of Stars.” Hartmann jumps at the reedy, malicious voice. He has not heard Kriene roll up behind him. “A mercury reflector,” Kriene explains. “The most perfect mirror in the world. No glass could be polished so fine.”
Herr Kriene speaks to Hartmann as if he has never been here before. This is not so good. Hartmann has counted on his familiarity to reduce suspicions. It has worked before—Hartmann recently left a very incriminating package behind the counter without raising an eyebrow. But then he was dealing with barmaids. Now he is lying to people of a distinctly different echelon.
Kriene notices Hartmann’s hand in his pocket. “I hope that is not a cigarette you are reaching for, Herr Hartmann. The Führer himself abhorred smoking and spoke to the subject on numerous occasions.”
Hartmann obediently removes his hand.
Kriene asks him if he does not find the pool beautiful. Hartmann can only nod. “We’ve learned from our tragic missteps, Herr Hartmann. Real destructive power requires the highest degree of precision. I tried to explain this to Herr Heisenberg as he pursued his goal of a fission bomb. I tried explaining this to the men of this very project. They failed to listen and paid the price. Now that I am in charge, exactitude is our watchword.”
Hartmann nods appreciatively. “I don’t understand,” he says, straining for erudition. “If this is a telescope, how do you aim it?”
“Ahh.” Kriene’s smile grows wider. Hartmann has asked the right question. “We have developed an aiming device using a set of centrifuges and synchronized cameras, liberated from Doctor Heisenberg’s bomb project just prior to the Fall. The centrifuges hold small portions of mercury suspended against gravity, and the synchronized cameras ensure that only the actual starlight is recorded to film.”
What Hartmann wants to ask—what his handlers want him to ask—is, “What do perfect pictures of stars have to do with reversing the outcome of the war?” He is scared that he has said too much already.
A quartet of silent figures has gathered around Kriene’s withered form. They look like men dipped in mercury. They are mirror-coated from head to foot. Their faces are mirrors.
But of course, Hartmann realizes—they are men like himself. They are wearing protective suits. Kriene wears no such protection, despite his proximity to the open pool. Perhaps this exposure is the reason for his condition?
The four silver men have pressed in around him. There is an unspoken command; Hartmann’s forearms are taken. He is turned forcibly to the edge of the mercury pool.
“What is this?” he demands. “I am a good German. I am a party member since 1936.”
“You are a collaborator,” Kriene replies mildly.
His dogs bark hysterically. Kriene puts a hand to the roan’s head. “Now, now, Max.”
A rough hand grabs the forelock of Hartmann’s hair. Hartmann claws at the edge of the mirrored pool. “I am innocent. I am filling in for Schiller.”
“Indeed”—Kriene frowns with curiosity—“Schiller’s replacement. But Schiller never delivers to us. Schiller delivers to an intermediary. Your handlers have proven too knowledgeable for your good, Herr Hartmann.”
Hartmann’s last view of this world is the stretched rictus, the wild eyes, of his own screaming reflection.
—And all around him, the stars.
Hartmann drowns in stars.




Chapter One
SUSAN GILBERT REALIZED SHE COULD BACK OUT if she wanted. No one would say a word.
The war in Europe had been over three months now. She was already a civilian in the eyes of God and man and U.S. Naval Intelligence. She had a teaching position lined up—Contemporary American Literature at the University of New York at Stony Brook.
And then there was the matter of her last mission to Berlin. One nice thing about being imprisoned in a sewer and nearly eaten alive, you could be a little choosy about your next assignment. People understood.
A couple of spooks from Naval Intelligence were trying to be convivial as they drove her to this warehouse down by the old submarine pens. She was as polite as a girl can be with two guys she’s going to ditch the moment they look away.
The quiet one in the Plymouth’s passenger seat must have been aware of what she was thinking, yet he never bothered to talk her out of it. He simply promised her something “interesting” if she hung on.
Susan didn’t need to ask what “something interesting” meant. Just looking at these two Watermark spooks, she could guess this was gremlin work.
The nonchalant kid behind the wheel had endeared himself to her the moment he’d picked her up at her apartment. “You must be the one who sends me all those secret memos,” he drawled.
She could feel a migraine out there with her name on it. “Excuse me?”
“You know—Watermark Clearance-Level Emerald, Eyes Only?” Ah yes. Emerald eyes. Bogen, you card.
The other one, the sad-eyed one, simply smiled tolerantly. They looked like they had a great Mutt-and-Jeff routine going. Too bad she was going to miss it.
The kid at the wheel—Bogen would be his name—spotted a deserted biergarten, “The Four Winds.” This was some sort of landmark. His hands got rigid on the steering wheel. He cast a sidelong glance down the street. “Hold tight back there.”
The sudden right turn brought them just behind the gutted bar, up a small alley and into the shadow of an old warehouse. A U.S. Army Jeep loomed, and the kid hit the brakes, nearly spilling her into the front seat as they stopped.
He glanced back at her through the rearview mirror. “You still with us?” The quiet one just rubbed his eyes behind his glasses. Maybe he sighed.
A pair of military police were blocking the light in a second-floor doorway. She saw their weapons come out at the sight of the car.
“Oh great,” she said to herself, “ ‘something interesting.’ ” The two MPs looked interested. They looked absolutely wide-eyed with interest.
Bogen went up to clear things with them. Susan took in every darkened door and alleyway entrance. “I’ve never really done this sort of thing,” she said. “Don’t you guys need somebody a little more experienced in counterintelligence?” She guessed from the MPs that this was some sort of crime scene. Three years of tradecraft told her that hanging around crime scenes was a great way to get famous.
“No choice,” The quiet man apologized. “Regular Naval Intelligence wouldn’t know what they were looking at.”
“I thought Watermark was Naval Intelligence.” She pulled her collar up around her face and her hat forward. She felt about as inconspicuous as Ginger Rogers.
Bogen flashed his hand torch down at them, twice: Come on up.
The quiet man smiled at her. “If we wanted anyone else, they’d be here. Just use your experience; see what you can find.” Almost as an afterthought, he stuck out his hand. “Charley Shrieve.” He smiled. “Hi.”
His tone betrayed a hint of curry. She wondered where Charley Shrieve had spent the war. She liked his face. He had these little cheek muscles that guys get when they’re down to around ten-percent body fat.
She introduced herself. “Susan Gilbert,” she said.
One of the MPs stopped her at the second-floor landing.
“I’m sorry, Ma’am. This is a restricted area.”
At least he was polite. At this point in the war, she was easy to please.
“It’s all right, Shaw,” came a growl from the darkness. “She’s with us.”
Susan smelled cigar smoke at the door. “Commander Foley,” she said out loud.
A roundish man in a business suit stood back for her. He had been here awhile. A layer of blue haze congealed among the ceiling lights over his head.
“Ensign Gilbert,” he said. She could guess he was smiling by the way his cigar tilted up against his silhouette. “You’re a hard person to get hold of.”
“I’m a civilian,” she said. She figured it couldn’t hurt to remind him.
Walter Foley came into the light, his hands clamped together behind his back in the manner of the great ship-bound naval officers he always talked about. Foley had never spent much time on a ship himself, but he did seem to prize the cut of a sea-going officer—the way they rolled with the deck, the way they stuck their heads forward like pit bulls.
Indeed, Foley’s rolling stance of authority had improved since she’d seen him last. She wondered if he’d been practicing in a mirror. That would be like him.
Foley squinted at her, up and down. His cigar rolled to one side. “How you doing these days, Ensign Gilbert?”
“Great,” she said. “I’m a civilian. Maybe you’ve heard.”
Of course, that wasn’t what he meant. Like everyone else she knew, he meant, How you doing since Berlin?
Her OSS friends had let Berlin drop long ago. But Walter Foley had been her case officer. He didn’t let anything drop. Her mental health had become his ongoing concern.
Susan had been surprised by all the attention when she got back from Berlin, not altogether unflattered. But something proprietary lurked at the bottom of all his sympathy and encouragement. Walter Foley worried for her state of mind the way Joe Lewis’s corner man worried for his cuts. She could see him now, gearing up that jovial Pat O’Brien routine—How’s my Hot Shot? How’s my girl? His girl. That grinding sound back of her jaw—that would be her teeth, yes?
She would have told him to back the hell off if Charley Shrieve hadn’t stepped between them.
“Night’s getting long,” Charley said. “Maybe we want to save the photo album stuff for another time?” He made one of those embarrassed nods like men do. Susan could almost hear him whispering: Christ, Walt. Give the kid a break.
And then, to her: “You ready to meet my guy Hartmann?” She could tell by Charley’s face that she wasn’t going to like this.
“Yeah, sure,” she said.
He led her back to a little room overlooking an empty warehouse. The room looked like some sort of shipping clerk’s office. She could see train schedules for 1940 on the wall.
The center of the room was filled with a dinner scene, served up for a man with torpid eyes, greasy blonde hair, and the thick skin of a hard drinker. An old desk had been righted and covered with fine linen. A table setting of paper-thin Dresden china was laid before him. Susan picked up an ornately scrolled sterling-silver fork. She had not seen such expensive tableware since her undergraduate days at Boston College.
Of course, the scene was rendered perfect by the dollop of quicksilver filling the tea cup, brimming at the edge of the dinner plate, forming a silver drool down the rigid man’s lips, a silver puddle around his buttocks.
She realized the man was full of mercury, to the point that his guts had burst under the weight of it.
She became aware of a certain silence. She looked up to see every man in the room watching her. She started to go, “What?” But she knew what was up. They were waiting for her to catch a case of the vapors.
Very deliberately, she picked up the elegant ivory dinner candle in front of the plate. “I like the candle,” she offered. “Lends a nice romantic air, don’t you think?” She looked around the room for validation.
The two soldiers scowled at each other. Perhaps they wondered how a pretty young lady of breeding and refinement could be so callous? Susan had been in this business awhile now; she was used to these little moments of masculine discomfort.
Bogen and Shrieve looked relieved. If this was a classic Watermark operation, they would be worried about anybody who couldn’t hold their water at a time like this.
“I suppose I should make a formal introduction,” Shrieve said. “Everybody, Herr Hartmann. Herr Hartmann,” he extended a hand to all, “everybody.”
“This is your informant?” she asked.
Shrieve looked away. His cheek muscle twitched in the candlelight. “Things never got that formal between us,” he said. “He told me he had a line on six tons of mercury.”
“Looks like he found it,” Susan said quietly.
“It was going to some place called ‘Site Y.’ He was supposed to slip my boy Bogen here on board his truck; maybe we’d get a look at this Site Y at long last.”
That still didn’t answer the question most central to her mind: “What’s my part in this?” she asked.
“We brought you here as sort of a technical advisor,” Shrieve said. “We wanted someone who could tell us whether this Conrad Hartmann was giving us the straight dope on a few things.”
“Use your experience,” he’d said. She should have known. Her experience the last six months had been with Operation Watermark, verifying the outlandish stories of Nazi war criminals trying to escape the Russian army.
“Sorry I couldn’t be of more help,” she said. She didn’t know but maybe she should be insulted. “I know you gentlemen have a lot to do here. If I can just get a ride back to my apartment, I’ll be out of your way.”
She wasn’t going to get mad. She promised herself that. There was a plane leaving for Washington at midnight. She figured she could just make it.
Walter Foley stepped forward. “As long as we’ve got you here . . .” He smiled amiably. “You ever hear about this Site Y during your travels in the East? It may be connected with a program called ‘Das Unternehmen.’ Any of your Watermark subjects ever mention an Unternehmen?”
Susan found her gaze drifting toward the door. Any minute now she’d make her break. Just let one of these guys get in her way.
“Jog my memory,” she said. “Tell me what the hell’s going on.”
Meaningful looks were zipping back and forth between Walter Foley and her quiet friend with the cheek muscles. They were discussing her, she realized. They had reached some crucial point in the conversation; they were deciding between themselves whether to bring her in the rest of the way or put her back on a plane for Stony Brook, New York.
Susan found this vastly amusing—here, these three spooks from one of the more disreputable branches of Naval Intelligence practically kidnap her at gunpoint off a transport plane bound for home. Only they aren’t sure whether they trust her enough to hear their whole story.
“Excuse us,” Foley said. He pulled Charley Shrieve off into the far corner of the room.
“Sure,” she said. She caught Charley Shrieve looking back at her, as if checking her temperature. Susan just smiled. “Take your time.”
She found herself flipping her hair in irritation. Just keep your mouth shut, she told herself. Smile sweetly and you’ll be out of here. Whatever they cooked up for her, she figured they could call her up at Stony Brook to let her in on their decision.
Foley and Charley Shrieve didn’t even notice she was leaving. It was the kid, Bogen, who caught her arm.
“You don’t want to go out there,” he told her.
“I’m just going out for a cigarette.” She was planning to walk to that abandoned biergarten on the corner and wait for any green uniform in a jeep to take her out of this.
“You never know who might be waiting.” He had this smile, somewhere between winsome and sly, and desperate.
“You never know who might be waiting,” she told him, and tugged her arm back.
“Hey, come on,” he said, and then, “All right. I’m sorry about the Emerald Eyes joke.”
“The what?”
For the record, Susan’s eyes were not green, but black-blue, and a bit crossed—just enough to give her this air of dreamy surprise. She wasn’t sure why men were always mentioning her green eyes. She figured it was one of those burdens God gave red-haired girls to keep them humble.
“Ohh, that,” she said. “I’d forgotten all about that.”
But Bogen had done his job. Foley and Shrieve had finished deciding her future. They were ready to share their decision, and here she was just like she’d been waiting, breathlessly.
“We’d like you to look at one more thing,” Shrieve said.
“You’re sure you won’t compromise security?” She couldn’t help herself. She was mad.
Shrieve ducked his eyes. He had to stop himself from apologizing. “We’ve each got our job,” he said.
He led her out onto a landing on the far side of the entryway. From here, they overlooked a vast warehouse. Cracks seamed the bare concrete floor. In the corners, litter, patches of dirty ice.
(Susan frowned—Ice? But she let it go. Any sign of curiosity, she knew she was doomed.)
There was no handrail. Charley took her hand as they descended the stairs.
He seemed just the slightest bit uncertain about her. Maybe it was because he had no rank on her; maybe it was because they were close to the same age. Whatever, Shrieve was not so presumptuous as Walter Foley, which was bad—Susan could have said no to Walter Foley.
“We’ve seen this four times in the last two weeks,” he said. “A warehouse full of trucks and gasoline, or building materials, or winter bivouac, or, occasionally, things we can’t figure out. We keep an eye on the place a day or so, go back inside . . .” Shrieve held up his hand, indicating the emptiness. “Everything’s vanished.”
“What was in here?”
“Two hundred tons of lead and concrete. And, if you believe my guy Hartmann—six tons of mercury.”
Susan looked a little closer at her escort. Shrieve was worried; she could see it in his eyes. She wondered what, besides girls, could worry a guy like Charley Shrieve.
“You think they’re building some sort of, uhm, Gadget?” No one ever used the word bomb.
“Analysis is not my department,” he said. A good, stiff brush-off—she could appreciate that.
She dug the toe of her shoe into a square-edged scuffmark in the concrete. Something six feet across and heavy enough to scratch concrete had been dragged two, three feet and then vanished. Something heavy as lead.
She looked around to find a parade formation of these straight-edged scuff marks. Each one traveled a couple feet and then abruptly stopped.
“Naval Intelligence calls these sites ‘ghost ships.’ Whatever this Das Unternehmen is, we think we’re seeing the staging areas of it in these warehouses. We just don’t know what we’re looking at.”
“Have you ever staked anybody in one of these ghost ships to see what happens?”
“A couple of times, yeah. When we put someone in here, they disappear along with everything else. Conrad Hartmann was supposed to show us where this stuff was going.”
“When did this concrete and lead disappear?”
Shrieve seemed a little bemused. “How about last night.”
She looked at him. “Somebody moved two hundred tons of concrete and lead overnight?”
“Hey. You got any ideas, don’t keep them to yourself.”
She wrapped her arms around herself. Yeah, she had an idea. Suddenly the old warehouse had taken on a chill.
“I saw something once,” she said. She had seen it in Berlin, but she didn’t tell him that. “Find a light switch. Make this place completely dark.”
“And then what?”
She shook her head. She didn’t want to say. She hoped she was wrong.
Shrieve found a master light switch by the stairs. For one moment, the room was completely black. She let out a sigh of relief. She’d always been prey to an overactive imagination. Maybe she hadn’t really seen what she thought she had. Maybe whatever she’d seen in Berlin had all been the product of terror and malnutrition.
Then a glimmer of phosphorescence appeared in the center of the wall. Retinal fatigue? She blinked her eyes. The glimmer became a light. It took on form. The radiance etched itself across the wall, and then cut back to form an angle, three meters down to the floor of the warehouse.
The light grew bright enough she could see Charley Shrieve in the middle of the room. His eyes narrowed to a disbelieving squint, his mouth puckered like he was eating an aspirin.
The diagram was huge. It engulfed the empty room like a tidal wave of light. Even as she watched, the floor was divided all around her into an articulated mural, the color of a radium watch dial—only, one slash at a time, as if the wall were being systematically shredded to reveal an ocean of green lava.
“What is this?” He stared around himself as green lights ate up the floor. “What am I looking at?”
Susan’s heart sank. “It’s some sort of interdimensional transportation system,” she managed. “The man who showed it to me called it an ‘Angle Web.’ ”
The lines spread up through the floor like arrows of frost across a window pane. Was it her imagination, or did the darkness to either side carry a certain depth that went beyond the floor?
“ ‘Angle Web.’ One of your Zentralbund extractions show you this?”
In fact, the man who showed her the Angle Web had not asked for extraction. And why should he? With the Angle Web, he wouldn’t need her help to get to Paraguay. He didn’t need her help to get anywhere.
“I need a cigarette,” she whispered. Charley Shrieve was there with a smoke. She tried to light it herself. But something was wrong with her goddamn Ronson; the flame wouldn’t stop shaking.
Shrieve’s lighter worked just fine. “I need to know how this Angle Web works,” he said.
“Christ, I don’t know,” she said. “I saw somebody do this magic trick. He drew this diagram, he disappeared.”
“Who was he?”
“A mass murderer.” She had to clear her throat to say it louder. “He had a code name, ‘Galileo.’ ”
“Is this Galileo available to us? Can he tell us what’s going on?”
Susan saw herself trembling at the precipice. She could play dumb and be packing her bags for New York this very evening. She could be a wise guy and be back in the war with her next breath.
“I know just enough to make myself a target,” she said.
“Is it this Galileo you’re worried about?”
Susan laughed. It should be so simple. “What are you going to tell me? That you can protect me?”
“Yeah. Something like that.”
Shrieve took a deep drag on his own cigarette. Sudden light bloomed beneath his eyes. Even with the shadows dancing demoniacally upward, his eyes held a certain sadness that she had seen in other case officers she’d known.
Charley Shrieve had let people slip out of reach, hadn’t he? Terrible things had happened to those people; Charley had never forgiven himself. But that didn’t matter. If it came down to it, he would let her go as quickly as the others.
It was all the warning she needed.
“I can’t help you,” she said.
Charley looked down at the floor. Maybe he was relieved.
She smelled cigar smoke. She looked up to see Walter Foley at the top of the stair. “The hell is that?” Foley spread his hand against the great, articulated expanse of green light.
“It’s called an Angle Web,” Shrieve called back to him. “I’ll tell you about it after Miss Gilbert is gone.”
“Ensign Gilbert is gone, eh? Did you tell her we need her?”
“Miss Gilbert is a civilian,” Shrieve turned back to face him. “She has a life to get back to.”
“Did you tell her that her country needs her?”
“Give it a rest, Walt.”
Charley Shrieve led her back up to the landing, right past Walter Foley. Foley glanced up at her just once. She’d seen warmer expressions on the back of bank notes. Shrieve thanked her for coming down to look at their artifact. He asked her if she had another flight to Washington, D.C. He promised to get her one if she didn’t. He asked her, please, contact them if anything relevant came to mind.
In this pantomime of kindly partings, Susan said she would.
Walter Foley couldn’t bring himself to lose so graciously. He sighed. “Well,” meaning, well, he had a million things to do, none of which involved Susan Gilbert any longer.
Dale Bogen hadn’t heard the particulars, but he knew she’d let them down. He wouldn’t look at her. But then, he had missed the war, hadn’t he? All except for the stories—the fun parts.
Bogen had been shipping out just as the Russians and the Americans were showing each other dance steps on the streets of Torgau. Missed it by weeks, he had, and boy was he disappointed.
To hell with them all anyway. She started for the outside.
A shape filled the doorway.
Susan saw nothing at first but a pair of crimson eyes gleaming just beyond the room light. She caught a whiff of something she hadn’t smelled since Berlin—rotten meat.
She froze for just an instant as a wave of nauseating fear washed over her. Then her Walther PP was in her hands and she was firing where lungs and spleen and guts would be, if only the shape were human.
Right over her head roared the big thunder of an Army Colt. Shrieve was at her back. He went through his seven rounds with the steady metronome that panic will bring to a mindless task—crack, crack, crack. He was still shaking his .45, squeezing it, after the slide pulled back and the empty clip clattered to the floor. But the thing in the doorway was clutching at its chest by then, staggering back from the light.
She followed it out to the landing, firing as she went. It emitted a weird ululation and disappeared over the rail. She looked over in time to see something very large scuttle away into the shadows.
She knew she had wounded it. The creature dragged itself as it slipped down the street, but it never slowed down. It was traveling at full speed as it melted into the darkness.
Shrieve slapped a clip into his Colt. “You all right?”
“I hit it.” She was patting her coat pocket for another clip. “I know I hit it.” She could hardly talk, her teeth were clenched so tight.
“Yeah,” he said quietly. “You hit it. Come on back inside.”
The two soldiers were leaning back against the glass window overlooking the warehouse. Their guns were in their hands. Their faces were perfectly white.
Dale Bogen stood rooted to the floor. “What in the holy fuck was that?” His eyes were big as twelve-gauge slugs.
Only Major Foley maintained some semblance of composure. “Seems we just had our first messenger from Das Unternehmen,” he said.
She figured Foley was wrong, because Foley was usually wrong about such things. She didn’t care. She had this aching sensation in her cheeks. She realized she was grinning, fiercely.
“Did you see the look on its face? It came up here for something and we surprised it.” She’d hurt one of them. Big, stinking, flesh-eating bastards—she’d cut his ass down to size. Five months too late to save the kids in that sewer, but never too late for payback. Payback was always good.
“Somebody screwed up,” Shrieve said. “Somebody left something of theirs behind—”
“—and sent the Fuller Brush Man there to tidy up.” She nodded over at the seated figure of Hartmann. “Anybody been through his pockets yet?”
Walter Foley looked at the two soldiers. They looked at each other. One of them cleared his throat uneasily. “We leave the gremlin work to you Watermark people. No offense, Sir.”
“That, uhm, that creature came up to retrieve something,” she said. “Maybe an address.” She nodded back over her shoulder toward the glowing insignia in the dark. “Maybe an address through there. If Hartmann knew enough about the Angle Web to drive truckloads of mercury through it, he’d have stuff like that written down.”
Sure enough. Lower left coat pocket, she found a slip of paper, a napkin actually. A little cocktail napkin. On the front was a cartoon of a cloud, puffing out its cheeks to blow a set of five-pointed stars around the sky. The logo tickled Susan’s memory; she’d just seen it this very night. It took her a moment before she remembered where.
It was the logo of that burned-out biergarten at the corner, the Four Winds Bar.
“What do you make of that?” Shrieve asked.
“Maybe he left something for us? Who knows?” Susan’s interest lay with the script on the back of the napkin. “If he did leave something for us, maybe this is where he left it.”
She noticed the circle left by someone’s sweaty glass. She touched it—the circle was still damp.
“Not bad for a place that’s been closed since forever,” Charley said.
Major Foley was blowing blue smoke into the dull light from the door. “I tell you what,” he offered. “We’ll track this business down, we’ll send a little note to—where was it?—Stony Brook, New York?”
She looked back at Shrieve, You’d better do something about this guy. Shrieve smiled and stepped between them. He whispered something in Walter Foley’s ear. He might have been reminding him that Susan, after all, was a civilian, and could deck his ass with impunity.
Just like that, she was in.
Susan didn’t even realize it at first. But Walter Foley knew. He smiled at her, the way he always did when he’d talked her into something really stupid and dangerous.
She entertained the idea of leaving him with that silly grin on his face. She could be just as happy getting his postcard in Stony Brook, New York, sure.
But that thing in the doorway, that had been the angel of her better nature. She had made promises to people who mattered a lot more than Walter Foley. The worst thing was, those people weren’t even around to know if she kept them or not.
Walter Foley must have seen this conversation going on in her head; his smile just got bigger and more evil. Susan thought back a moment, when was the last time she’d seen that heart-sinking leer? Oh, yes. She remembered.
He’d smiled that way at her the night she agreed to go to Berlin.






Chapter Two
IT HAD BEEN WALTER FOLEY WHO TOLD HER Berlin would be the best career move an ambitious young OSS agent could make.
He had received a request for extraction. Some SS major who called himself “Galileo” wanted to buy his way out of Berlin with information on a new weapons program.
Galileo had sent along photographic collateral—truckloads of German dead were being collected off the streets and hauled down into the sewers. Something was being done with them. They were being reused somehow, but for what? Fuel? Food? How desperate could people be?
Whatever it was, Galileo was supposed to be in charge of the program. He wouldn’t say what they were doing with hundreds of dead German soldiers. He wouldn’t say why he wanted out of the program he was supposed to be running. The message said he wanted passage to the American lines. General Eisenhower could ask him the rest in person.
Susan had just brought back Carl Leder, the head of Zentralbund’s Sparrow Group. A couple of people had brought in the low-level stuff—research assistants and grave robbers, folks like that. But the Sparrow Group had been translating certain ancient texts into modern German. Rumors of dark treaties between the Nazis and demons swirled through Leder’s head. Carl Leder had made Susan a superstar.
When it came time to send someone into Berlin to meet this Galileo, she was the only real nominee. There was some talk because she was a woman and the Russians were just outside of town. But Susan had the closest thing to a track record that Operation Watermark could point to.
Just to make all of her male handlers feel better, Watermark teamed her up with a U.S. Army Ranger—a sniper with fifteen kills, a snake-eater from the Rangers’ School at Fort Benning, Georgia. People spoke in hushed tones about this guy. His name was Roger Valholmen, but he had a nickname that he liked to pass around—Maxwell House.
Susan liked that—a sniper with a sense of humor. Maybe, she thought, this was a good omen.
Walter Foley dropped them just outside Berlin, along the banks of the Havel River. A rubber boat got them past the Russians. That part of the plan worked fine. It was after they got into the city that things started to go wrong.
Galileo, wherever the hell he was, had promised to be waiting with guards and an armored personnel carrier. Susan searched their landing area and came up blank: no guards, no personnel carrier, no Galileo.
The drop zone had been quiet when the operation was planned. In the twenty-two hours since, it had turned into the front line. They were taking mortar fire even before they rolled up their parachutes.
Middle of all this, Susan’s bodyguard announced rather breathlessly, “I’ve got to go.” He pointed at the only row of buildings within running distance. “Those look decent,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”
She looked at him. “What?”
“You want to come with me?”
This row of buildings looked fairly intact, considering they hung out over a bomb crater the size of the New York Polo Grounds.
“You’re going to leave me here?”
Max held out his hands, he had to go. Now.
“Wait,” she said, somewhere between panic and exasperation. “Look—” How to say this like a lady? “You’re the guy. You’re the one who just stands there. I mean, can’t you just find a wall?” Susan couldn’t believe this—her bodyguard was going to get himself killed taking a leak, and she would end up entertaining half the Russian army.
Max was real sorry. He knew how this must seem. But he worried about people watching.
“I hope,” she said coolly, “you don’t mean me.”
He shook his head, oh no. He glanced toward what was left of the Berlin skyline. He was worried about Russian artillery spotters. “You remember you went over behind that wall, all the rocket fire in this sector stopped till you were finished? Don’t tell me you didn’t notice.”
“That’s crazy,” she said, sincerely hoping it was.
“Be fair,” he pleaded. “You got to go. Now I do.” Susan made a mental note for her next parachute drop: Leave the coffee thermos at home. If her bodyguard needed entertaining, she’d tell him dirty stories.
“I’ll be a minute,” he promised her. “I’ll be a second.” He was bouncing up and down by this time.
“You’re supposed to be my bodyguard!” she cried.
“What are you worried about? Obviously, they like you.”
Did she detect a note of jealousy?
“Give me the Thompson,” she said.
“Don’t worry about the Thompson. I’ll be right back.”
Of course, Susan never saw him again.
A rocket barrage scoured the street just as he stepped inside the nearest doorway. Oddly, the building he was in remained untouched. Max—Mr. House—simply failed to reappear.
She started after him, got maybe twenty yards before a couple of snipers forced her into the doorway of a bombed-out dance academy.
By the time a couple of Volksstürm soldiers came up from the sewers to see who was wandering around up there, she had already been nicked twice—once by gunfire, once by shrapnel from a Russian rocket.
Her bodyguard was a fond memory.
At least Foley was right about the German army. Her two escorts were a couple of kids, and scared stupid.
They hustled her down a storm drain just as another artillery barrage zeroed in on them, apologizing for the smell of the sewer as if it were somehow their fault.
But that was about as good as the news got. The bad news? This Galileo, who was supposed to be pacing the floors awaiting rescue, was nowhere to be found. She was afraid that he’d discovered another way out, and she had risked her life for nothing. But no, the two Volksstürm kids who had brought her underground assured her that she was here to meet their boss, Stürmbannführer Malmagden. They didn’t know this Malmagden as Galileo, but he was something of a hero to them. They just naturally assumed that anybody parachuting into Berlin would be here to meet him. They assured her that Stürmbannführer Malmagden had not fled Berlin. He was tending to some secret project away to the south in the Franconian Wald, but he fully intended to return.
And as for the nonexistent Gestapo . . .
* * *
She didn’t realize who he was at first, this spectacled gentleman with the valise. She had spent a week in a tiny cell off the main sewer. It was boring and gut-wrenchingly putrid, but she hadn’t been bothered by anyone. She had sort of forgotten about the Gestapo. She thought maybe they had forgotten about her.
The owlish gentleman introduced himself as Alexander Schoenberg as he awaited admission to her cell. She looked to her young captors—Hope and Crosby, she’d come to call them—for some explanation as to who he was. They seemed frightened and embarrassed. They wouldn’t look at her.
That’s when she knew.
She’d survived four covert operations in the past two years. One or two trips were a lifetime for most OSS agents. Maybe she’d grown cocky? Maybe she’d simply used up her luck.
“I am here to find out who you are,” Herr Schoenberg said. “Who you are, what your mission to Berlin is, and so forth.”
“You look like an accountant,” she said. Christ, she thought, I’m going to be tortured by a CPA.
Schoenberg set his little medical valise on the floor between them. He opened it carefully. Susan shrank back a bit. Just, please, no knives, she prayed to whoever listened to American agents in trouble. Came the reply in her head—knives as opposed to what? She had no answer for that.
Schoenberg withdrew a ream of paperwork. Susan risked a quick glance into the briefcase. Nothing down there but more files. She was so relieved she found herself laughing.
Schoenberg frowned at her, What? And then he realized how her thoughts had gone.
“No,” he said, a little embarrassed. “All the, eh, special investigators have already left Berlin. It was thought safer for their families.”
“Who are you?”
“Financial Crimes. Black market, war profiteering, things of that nature.”
Susan must have been staring in fascination. “You really are a CPA.”
Schoenberg seemed offended at her light regard. “I can break legs,” he said. “They sent me to a special school, you know. Beginning and Applied Leg Breaking. Hurrah.”
Maybe so. Maybe this guy had been Torquemada in the good times. Whatever, the war was over and his heart wasn’t in it. He lit a pair of cigarettes and handed one across to her, just like Paul Henreid had done for Bette Davis. Susan hesitated just a moment. She seemed to remember a lot of really awful stories started out this way.
Schoenberg sighed, embarrassed. “Just take the cigarette,” he said. A Russian rocket landed somewhere nearby. A roar filled the tunnel, thicker than the stench of churned-up sewage.
“It doesn’t matter,” he whispered. “We shall all die down here anyway.”
He no doubt wanted to sound fatalistic and European, but his voice cracked. Susan noticed the cigarette waver in the darkness.
He asked if she had come for Stürmbannführer Malmagden. Malmagden, she decided, had to be her boy Galileo. He was the name on every Nazi’s lips. Susan said no, she was here to map out a route for Eisenhower’s victory ride through Berlin.
“You know,” he said, “Herr Malmagden is already in trouble for embezzlement in connection with a certain project he is in charge of. Whether you cooperate or not, his neck is already in the noose.”
She still didn’t know what this Malmagden was working on with all these dead soldiers. Was there a lot of free cash floating around his project? Especially now?
“That strikes me as a little unlikely,” she said. She was getting over her initial wave of terror. She could afford to think beyond her immediate survival.
Schoenberg had not examined Herr Malmagden’s file closely, but he assured her that his superiors knew all about him.
“How’s he doing this?” she asked him. “He’s taking it out of the country in gold bullion? Gem-quality stones?”
“As you might imagine, gold has become a very valuable commodity in Europe. Stürmbannführer Malmagden entered the market rather late . . .” Schoenberg flipped through his documents a moment. He frowned. “It appears his ill-gotten gain remains in Reichsmarks.” He pressed his lips together in an expression of dissatisfaction. That seemed somewhat unlikely, even to him. “Still, it’s possible he has some plan to convert them; he simply hasn’t done it yet.”
“It seems odd to me that you’re here because he’s supposed to be stealing money from his research project,” she said. “I’m here because he’s supposed to be defecting.”
Schoenberg stared at her. “You are?”
Susan was starting to get a bad feeling about this whole adventure. “Herr Malmagden seems like a busy man,” she said.
A moan came up from the far end of the sewer. A dull trudging of hundreds of feet. Schoenberg did his best to ignore the sound. He pretended to study Malmagden’s financial records, looking for his gold certificates.
She asked him, “Is that Malmagden’s research project?”
Schoenberg wagged his finger at her: Who is the interrogator here? He piled his reports back into his valise and promised to be back tomorrow. “It seems we have an anomaly here,” he admitted. “I will study the matter, and we will talk further. Hurrah.”
The two Volksstürm soldiers looked wide-eyed as Schoenberg departed for the night. They asked her if she were all right, if Schoenberg had hurt her.
“He’s an accountant,” she said.
“We were supposed to watch out for you,” the tall one wailed in anguish. “Sturmbannführer Malmagden will be furious with us when he returns from the south.”
“Don’t worry about it. He’s an accountant.”
The shorter one nodded solemnly. “You don’t want to talk about it.” He understood.
Schoenberg was back the next day with more cigarettes. Hope and Crosby opened her cell door and stood back while he arranged his paperwork for the day’s interview. They gave her a sorrowful look and then left her on her own. As guardian angels, these guys were washouts.
A rocket volley hit the tunnel about fifty yards from her cell. The sound was ear-shattering. The dust from the collapsed section nearly choked them. As it subsided, the darkness was filled with a lowing sound to make her skin crawl.
Susan tried out a new word she had heard during the night. She nodded toward the dark. “Is Malmagden going to unleash the Totenstürm?” she asked.
He looked at her sharply. “Where did you hear that word?”
Hope and Crosby had donated it to her. They had been hauling out her latrine bucket when a looping cry came up from some distant darkness. Their faces got so white they glowed in the dim light.
“Totenstürm,” Hope had said (or maybe it was Crosby). Crosby (or Hope) gave him a bad look and nodded toward Susan, as if to remind his compatriot they were still in the presence of the enemy.
She remembered all those dead soldiers being collected off the streets of Berlin.
She gave the two of them an even stare. “Totenstürm,” she said. “Army of the Dead?”
Each blamed the other for saying too much. They got into a shoving match, which escalated till it involved the contents of her latrine bucket. People were edgy down here, no question.
Herr Schoenberg sighed a sigh of futility. “The Totenstürm will not be unleashed,” he told her. “They are uncontrollable by anyone but Sturmbannführer Malmagden. And Herr Malmagden . . .” Schoenberg stared at the ceiling as another impact made the lights dance about. He looked terribly young and terribly frightened. “Herr Malmagden is beyond the reach of the Russian army now.”
“What happened to Malmagden?” she asked.
“An accident happened last night,” he said. “I know only a little. There was a research station at Faulkenberg Reservoir. Herr Malmagden was visiting—that’s where he has been the past three days. Apparently the entire lake is gone, hurrah! Stürmbannführer Kriene, the project director at Faulkenberg Reservoir, was found on the shore of the Saare River. I am told he is all but unrecognizable. Herr Malmagden . . .” Schoenberg seemed unsure how to finish.
“That was the big ace up your sleeves,” Susan realized. “That research station to the south.” Schoenberg was her kind of Gestapo agent. She’d learned more about the Nazis’ occult war effort from him than Walter Foley had learned from three years of covert operations.
But Schoenberg had one more secret. As far as Susan was concerned, this may have been the most terrible of all.
“I tracked Malmagden’s financial crimes as far as I could. They lead nowhere. He is paying himself with worthless Reichsmarks. He would not be doing such a thing even were he remaining in Berlin. Yet you claim he is trying to defect. That makes his financial crimes even more senseless.”
This awful feeling had been forming in the pit of her stomach since last night. When she was a teenager, Susan had done stuff like this to mean old ladies on her block. You sign them up to get junk mail that they don’t want. It’s amazing the things people will send you on the slightest pretext—life insurance, snow tires, the odd American agent. . . .
“Are you saying we were both conned into coming to Berlin?” She hoped she didn’t sound hysterical. “Just on a goof? On the off chance we might get this Malmagden killed?”
“Such things have happened before, for one officer to try and get another shot as a criminal or a traitor.”
I’m going to die down here, Susan said to herself, and it’s all for nothing.
Schoenberg had one of those faces made for misery. “I don’t deny that mistakes have been made.”
“But the joke’s on us, isn’t it.” She wanted to kick something. “What, are you all bored? Is this your idea of laughs? Do you people just do things like this?”
Schoenberg laughed bitterly. “Herr Malmagden is hardly blameless. Who do you think it was destroyed the Faulkenberg Reservoir research facility?” He had evidence for this too—a blueprint for the ceremonial tower beside the lake. Little X’s were drawn here and there. Susan had blown up enough buildings that she knew what she was looking at—pressure points.
Christ, she thought. We wasted our time invading this place. Leave them alone long enough, they take care of each other.
“It is my assumption that Stürmbannführer Kriene, the head of the Faulkenberg Reservoir project, brought us here to implicate Malmagden. These were the two most powerful men in Zentralbund der Geheimlehre’s Advanced Research Division. They hate each other—did hate each other,” he corrected himself.
Schoenberg looked away bitterly. “Now look what their hatred has led them to. They have cost us the war. They have toyed with forces beyond human comprehension, and it was all just—”
It was the smell of death made them both look up.
Five men stood back from the bare electric bulb. The one in front wore the uniform of a German officer. The four behind him were so large they hunched forward just to clear the top of her cell door.
Susan found herself staring at them. Something in their silhouettes looked oddly jointed. Hard to tell in this light.
The man in front was smaller and aspired to a rakish elegance. An amused smile appeared in the peripheral glow of his cigarette.
“You must be the Allied agent my men have told me so much about.” He took her hand. “I am enchanted, Fräulein . . . ?”
“Berne. Katje Berne.” That was the name on her identity papers.
He actually kissed her hand. Anybody told her a guy in twentieth-century Europe went around kissing hands, she would have laughed out loud. But some people, their power comes from a certain sense of entitlement. This guy looked like he had a castle somewhere. Susan stared in amazement, thinking: My dream date with Dracula.
“I am the man that Oberstürmführer Schoenberg has spoken of. I am Krzysztof Malmagden.” He didn’t bow exactly. She could see he was holding himself back.
Malmagden turned his amused smile toward the corner of the cell where Schoenberg was fussing with his valise.
“You are quite right, Oberstürmführer. I have toyed with forces beyond human comprehension. Yet I am here. And some others are not.”
The Lieutenant rose to explain himself. Malmagden put a hand to his shoulder, sat him back down.
“You have been telling tales out of school,” he addressed the young lieutenant in a parental tone.
“I have documents to back up everything I have said. You and Stürmbannführer Kriene used your position to wage a personal war on each other. You cost many German lives in the course of this rivalry. You have cost us the war.”
But Schoenberg’s defiance was the brittle defiance of an employee. Malmagden laughed.
“Your accusations come at a peculiar time, Herr Schoenberg. Have you called Gestapo headquarters lately? I don’t believe anyone is there to hear.”
Schoenberg looked around at the huge men of Malmagden’s personal guard. They were standing all around him. He gulped a little. “I am not collecting this material for the Gestapo,” he said. “I am giving it to the Allies, for their war crimes tribunal.”
Indeed, Susan found Schoenberg’s briefcase in her lap.
Malmagden smiled—“Pardon me”—and took it back. There followed a struggle as Schoenberg grabbed for the case. Malmagden shoved him backward. They fell over the tabletop. Papers exploded out the top of the valise, drifted about the room, filling the bouncing light with jittering shadows.
Susan thought for half a second and went for Malmagden. Something circled her about the waist and lifted her off the two men. She smelled rotten meat and turned back to see the huge face of something barely human.
Malmagden’s guard smiled at her. This was a distinctly canine smile, full of teeth and hunger. The nose was too long on the sides. The eyes that glinted in the lamplight were red and shimmering like dogs’ eyes.
“It’s all right, Liebchen,” Malmagden assured her. “The Gestapo will harm you no more.”
They were going to kill Schoenberg, she realized, right here in her cell. They were going to use her as their excuse to do it.
“He gave me cigarettes,” she managed. “He was nice. Please.”
The German patted her arm. “If he was nice to you, it was to entrap you in some greater admission.”
“No, you don’t understand. He didn’t even ask me anything. Look. He just gave me cigarettes.” She held up the pack for them to see.
“The Gestapo are cunning interrogators.” Malmagden led her from the cell. Schoenberg moved to follow after. Malmagden’s guard stepped in his way.
Susan reached back for him. Malmagden whisked her hand away. “Don’t trouble yourself with him any further,” he said. He led her out into the tunnel. Behind her, Susan heard a scream of pain. Then another.
Malmagden was asking her if she’d been out of her cell since her arrival. He seemed appalled that any guest of his should spend a week in these conditions.
A long wail of anguish echoed down the hall. Susan turned back for him. Malmagden grabbed her by the arm. His hand was harder than she had imagined. She looked in his face and saw the spoiled European dandy had transformed into something cold and quiet.
“This war crimes business, this is a serious charge,” he said. “Not even Stürmbannführer Kriene accused me of such a terrible thing, and Kriene was a frustrated and embittered man who knew few limits.”
“I risked my life to bring you out of here,” she said. “You played me for an idiot. You’re going to pay for that.”
“I must demur on that point; it was Herr Kriene who arranged for your mission into Berlin. As for what I will pay for? I will pay terribly, that is true. In a currency that I doubt you can even imagine.”
Malmagden, she realized, was taking her to see something. Maybe he was taking her to some nice, quiet spot where he could put a bullet in her brain. She was having a hard time getting up the proper attitude of concern.
They stepped up onto a catwalk overlooking huge expanses of darkness. Susan counted two, three rooms the size of small auditoriums. They came upon a final room, barely lit to gloom by a single lamp in the far corner.
She needed a moment before the room came into focus. Her eyes had to adjust to the light. Her mind had to adjust to the images.
She saw a sticky red smear along a wall. She saw a red mess in the center of the floor. She looked a little closer and realized it was a face, someone’s face, ripped from their head. A torso sat, calm and headless against a wall.
“What is this?”
“It was a field hospital,” Malmagden said. “It held over one hundred twenty patients, three doctors, and eight nurses.”
Susan saw parts. As they walked on, she tallied up heads, arms, denuded torsos—no bodies. Every once in a while, she would catch some hint of motion from one of these body parts, just out the corner of her eye. But of course that was ridiculous. When she turned to look, there was nothing but stillness.
She started to ask what happened. Malmagden motioned her on. This wasn’t what he had brought her to see. This was just a little tune-up.
Up ahead, the darkness thickened with the smell of rotten flesh. Susan heard shuffling sounds. She heard garbled-headed talk, nonsense syllables that went from guttural growls on up to hooting screams that put a corkscrew down her spine.
Below their elevated walkway, something moved. She peered through the metal slats at men in German uniforms. But something was wrong.
Two of the men grabbed a third and took him down, leaning into his face. As they came away, she saw chunks of bloody meat in their mouths.
As for the man on the ground, he clutched at the wrist of his nearest assailant, and managed to bite off two fingers. The scent of blood brought together a small knot of soldiers. They converged on the two bleeding men. When they pulled away again, nothing but mess remained.
The smell of death was so overpowering that Susan retched. Her vomit fell through the grate to land on an upturned palm. She saw the man stare at it with dull curiosity. He licked it, and then looked up at her.
At the sight of Susan and Malmagden, a wail of hunger began to pass through the throng. It rolled across the room like the discordant swell of music as an orchestra tunes. Add a high screech of animal bloodlust, the profound basso of rage.
Susan started to back up the way they had come. Malmagden took her and led her on.
“You would die back there,” he explained. “We have to find the Havel River locks. That is where you will reach the surface.”
“This is your Totenstürm,” she managed. “This is your army of the dead.”
“They were my Totenstürm. I fear they are mine no longer,” Malmagden said sadly. “They were supposed to receive a treatment that would have made them pliant to my college of philosophers. But things came up.”
“Your philosophers.” Susan looked back toward her cell. Them?
“My learned colleagues: Nietzsche, Schopenhauer, Hegel, and Kant.”
“You’re a funny man,” she said. She liked that in a Nazi.
“They are ghouls, actually, from the Vale of Pnath, which is not a place you will find on many maps.” Susan shuddered, dimly recalling some passing mention of this from her early Watermark training. “However, they are scholars of no small talent as well. They worked with the Totenstürm and we had some success. Our army was taking shape. Last night, in the wake of the travesty at Faulkenberg Reservoir, someone came down here and released a battalion of Totenstürm shock troops into the sewers.” Malmagden indicated a giant gate swinging loose on its hinge. Behind it lay a cell the size of the Roman Coliseum, empty now. “It is obvious to me that these are the same people who have tried to use an Allied agent to get me branded a traitor. Subtlety failed them; they decided the only vengeance they could count on was to have me set upon and torn to pieces by my own dead.”
“How could anyone hate you so much?” Susan was maybe even more amazed at the motive for this crime than she was the means. “There are a couple hundred people dead in that hospital. All that suffering was simply to kill you?”
Malmagden laughed. “You Americans. You have yet to see the true power of hate. The Führer understood. People love to hate. They while away their afternoons in violent fantasies, what they would do to this person or that person if they caught them alone. People can excuse anything in the name of hate. It is quite something to see.”
“No one can hate that much.”
Malmagden gave her a look of fond amusement. “You think America is immune,” he said. “Your time will come.”
They were at the aqueducts leading from the Havel River. Late evening sunlight slanted in from a sewer grate. A line of barrel-shaped floodgates loomed out of the darkness, taller than her head. A metal key longer than a crowbar lay beside them. Malmagden took the key and led her up to a metal stairwell to the operating mechanism.
Susan got a really awful feeling at the sight of that key. She was shaking her head even before Malmagden told her what he needed her to do.
He laughed, all innocent. “Not to worry,” he said. “You come out of this all right.” He pointed up at the sewer grate at the top of a second short stair. “I only need one thing from you before you escape.”
He jammed the key into the gearbox of a giant valve. Susan looked down the tunnel. Malmagden’s Totenstürm roamed through the dusk just at the edge of her vision. She could almost convince herself that she and Malmagden were the last living people down here. If it were only that simple.
“You’re fucking crazy,” she said.
Malmagden winced, visibly pained by her language. “You Americans,” he sighed. “There is a heartless quality to your naïveté.”
“The hell’s the matter with you people? Your buddy Kriene is out in the Franconian Wald playing with stuff that boils away reservoirs. You’re trying to contain an army of zombies. Does everything you do threaten to destroy the world?”
“You have no idea what men will do when their country is foundering.”
“There’s hundreds of people alive down here.”
“They are doomed,” Malmagden said. “One way or another. If we take their lives, it will be more humane than if they are torn to pieces. More importantly, if I kill them, they will stay dead.”
She looked at him, going, What? What was that?
“I need your help.” He steadied the giant key in its gearbox. He pressed his shoulder beneath the lever to show her what he required of her. “This is too much for one person alone.”
Susan started up the stairs for daylight. She didn’t even think about it. Malmagden was strong, but she was quick. She figured she’d be gone while he was still thinking it over. She reached the grate and pushed. It gave easily. She glanced back once, just to see where he was.
Malmagden stood down by the water locks, where she’d left him. “I am not going to chase you,” he said. “If you wish to leave”—he flung his hand up at the surface—“go.”
That was all the encouragement she needed.
“One thing? Bitte?”
He nodded for her to look out into the tunnel. A series of bridges branched off from the elevated walkway. Next bridge over, she saw Malmagden’s guard. No mistaking them out here. When they stretched to their full height, they must’ve been over seven feet tall. Three of them were bearing packages. They held their loads high overhead, so that she could see them clearly.
“You need to understand,” Malmagden said. “From an intellectual viewpoint as well as an emotional one.”
“What is that? What are you doing?”
She found herself coming down the stairs. Some little voice inside her told her she was making a mistake. She had no doubt it was right.
“We operated our Totenstürm program for a year with little success,” he said. “However, as the Russians closed in on Berlin, one of Zentralbund’s scientists began reviving our dead heroes with a new necrolophagic agent. This last batch spreads logarithmically, through direct contact. Do you understand? One dead man kills a living man, and then you have two walking dead. And so on. It received limited battlefield exposure, but the results were spectacular. Spectacular and dreadful. If this particular Totenstürm group actually reach the surface of Berlin, they could sweep across Europe like a new plague.”
She hardly heard what he was saying. Her eyes were on Malmagden’s guard. “What have they got in their hands?” she demanded. Somehow though, she already knew. Schopenhauer was holding one of her Volksstürm guards over his head, like a squirming, crying bag of kittens.
He waited just long enough to draw the attention of a hundred dull eyes. The crowd of zombies converged directly below the bridge. Susan remembered ants at a picnic finding a droplet of Coca Cola drying in the sun.
Schopenhauer walked up and down the bridge with his pathetic load, teasing the bloodlust of the dead into high frenzy. When they were leaping and swiping their hands at him, Schopenhauer flung the boy into their midst. The one she called Crosby went right after him.
Alexander Schoenberg had just enough life in him to grab at the handrail as he fell past. It took a moment of prying and biting before Hegel got his hand loose.
Susan saw the darkness come to life around the three of them. She saw small, unidentifiable body parts appear momentarily, and then swirl away on the sea of arms.
A long wail of excruciation preceded a loop of intestine. It spurted up through the heads, caught about necks, wrapped over shoulders. The screaming stepped up a notch, and then another.
Malmagden stepped aside to let her leave. “Go,” he said. “Make your way back home.”
“You son of a bitch! I swear to Christ, I’ll find you—”
“All those children and old people down here—this is how they will die. This is how many of them are dying at this moment. Help me now. Before this horror is compounded a thousandfold.”
The screaming went on and on. Susan thought they would die within a few moments, but the dead were hungry, or clumsy, or too stupid to know they were eating the flesh of live human beings.
One of her former guards was saying something—pleading in a loud voice. He was begging for one of them to find a gun.
“Bastard,” she wept. “Bastard.”
Malmagden wedged his shoulder close to the head of the wrench. He put a hand over it, to steady the drive as they both leaned into it.
The screaming became a chorus. She recognized the voice of Schoenberg. She took her place behind Malmagden. She could hardly see for the tears in her eyes.
The valve looked untouched and rusted over, but no—she rammed her shoulder into it once, twice, and water began roaring beneath her feet. It turned with surprising ease.
How many thousands of gallons per second? It spread in a wide green wall that washed all the horror down the sewer, out of sight.
Abruptly, the screaming ceased. The lowing of the dead went on another moment or two, and then they disappeared into the darkness.
Malmagden looked on as his army was swept off into the sewer system. He shook his head in amazement. “They don’t even know they’re drowning,” he said.
“What makes you sure they are drowning?” It occurred to her to ask—just how does one kill a dead man?
“Oh, they don’t like water,” Malmagden assured her. “Don’t like water at all.” He shook his head. He smiled a wistful smile. “They would have made a fantastic weapon of defense. Unlike Herr Kriene and his astronomical phantoms, my dead would have been simple and cheap. Perhaps they lacked something in fine controllability, but if we’d had time . . .” Malmagden sighed. “If only we’d had time.”
He stepped out from under the key. It slipped easily toward its shutoff position.
Susan found herself staring. He had to pull the key out of the gearbox before it slumped all the way down and closed off the valve.
Malmagden looked at her. He frowned, as if surprised she should notice anything wrong. She pressed her thumb against the gear where the key had just been. It moved easily to the pressure of her thumb.
She removed her thumb, and it was covered in fresh grease.
A sick, cold feeling gripped the bottom of her stomach. She looked at Malmagden. She couldn’t even ask—what is this? What have you involved me with?
Malmagden had lost some of that silken demeanor. He would not meet her gaze. That worried her.
“I did not lie to you about the most important thing,” he said. “The dead would have multiplied in horrendous fashion. Had they reached the surface, the world would have been transformed.”
“And you would have been to blame.”
“You and I performed a terribly cruel responsibility. You should take some comfort in that.”
“ ‘You and I,’ ” she said. “You talk like we’re partners.”
“Oh, but we are. Ask any prosecutor at the coming war crimes tribunal. They would tell you as much.”
She reached for the key. Malmagden danced away with it. He flung it into the green murk, out of her reach.
Susan pulled herself over the top of the rail. She had some idea she would follow it down. Malmagden took her by the shoulders and hauled her up the ladder.
“Suicide,” he chided. “That is the one crime God cannot forgive. Would you spend all eternity in Hell?”
Spend all eternity in Hell? God forbid, certainly. Susan had never been one to spend an afternoon with a toothache, let alone all eternity in Hell.
The water had filled the cavernous room halfway up by now. She could no longer hear the rushing of it. That turgid lick on the surface was the only sign that a river was sweeping away hundreds of lives.
She turned to see Malmagden drawing something on the wall behind her. It glowed faintly in the darkness even as he finished it.
“This is where we part company,” he apologized. “The Angle Web works one at a time, or else I would take you along with me.” He laughed at an old memory. “You should have seen some of the horrendous accidents when we tried to use it as a troop transport—arms poking out of each other, heads poking out of stomachs.” He waved his hands, What a mess. “You will be all right,” he promised. “You are a pretty American. The Soviets will present you like a birthday present to your General Eisenhower.”
“Where are you going?”
She had some idea of tracking him down. Malmagden saw the burning in her eyes. He would have smiled if he could have. He looked away instead.
“There is a little beer hall, not quite here and not quite there, you know? The maidens are pretty and sympathetic. They sing a sad song to make one weep. The beer is good, like wine. Maybe we will meet there sometime, yes?”
“Count on it,” she promised him.
Malmagden looked away at the line of smoke from a nearby rocket impact. He seemed suddenly unable to leave. “Do you know what my philosophers taught me about moral ambiguity? Moral ambiguity is the opiate of the starving class. Auf wiedersehen, Fräulein Berne.”
* * *
As for Susan Gilbert, she was found by a brigade of Soviet construction engineers. She had been stuck on the surface of Berlin for two days while the city collapsed around her. She had seen more people die—lots more.
She was dehydrated and delirious, babbling in American English crazy stories about drowning German children to keep them from being eaten by the living dead.
In her own mind, she was simply doing the right thing. Malmagden would not blackmail her into silence, no matter what happened to her as a result of her confession. Of course, she may not have thought how this sounded to her various confessors.
A Russian captain listened to her story in a field hospital. He smiled in amazed good humor and decided his American counterpart had to hear this. The two of them sat quiet as she described how she had helped drown hundreds of Germans to keep the undead from reaching the surface world.
They shook their heads at each other. The American, a captain named Turknell, mouthed the word, “Shock?” with a raised eyebrow for a question mark.
The Russian whispered, “Gestapo!” and made a dreadful face.
“Gestapo, no. You don’t understand.” She held up Schoenberg’s crumpled cigarette pack. “They were nice,” she said.
“She’s just a bit cross-eyed,” noted Turknell. “Did they do that to her as well?”
The Russian shrugged. The Gestapo were animals, certainly.
Captain Turknell patted her arm: poor dear.
“When you get better, maybe we can talk about your interrogation, you know, a bit more in-depth.”
Delirious or not, she marked something entirely too sweaty about Captain Turknell. He had this sort of lurid sympathy that made her bunch up her collar anytime he looked her way.
She didn’t talk to him again. Eventually, she told most of her story to Walter Foley. She even mentioned her complicity in the flooding of the sewers—let him bring charges, she thought. Berlin had been his idea in the first place.
She never told Foley about Alexander Schoenberg or the two Volksstürm kids. Their memories were a private affair, just between herself and the man who had murdered them.
Until they met again, that’s how she wanted to keep it.






Chapter Three
CHARLEY SHRIEVE FOUND HER OUT IN THE ALLEY behind the warehouse. She was leaning against the hood of the Plymouth, taking in the stimulating mix of brine and diesel exhaust from the docks a few blocks to the west.
“Walter Foley sent me out here to collect you,” he said. “He thinks our visitor’s going to come back and catch you here all unaware.”
“What do you think?” She took another cigarette from him.
“Me? I think you’re waiting for it.”
Susan smiled. This Charley Shrieve knew his agents.
“You got some kind of special grudge against this character? You should see yourself. You look like the cruise director for the USS Arizona.”
“Don’t mind me. This stuff just brings back old times.”
Dale Bogen appeared out of the shadows. Walter Foley jogged after him, huffing out directions to the Agnes Dei Catholic Hospital, where Carl Leder was being held in a private mental ward under twenty-four-hour military guard. Leder was going to look at the note on Hartmann’s napkin.
Bogen slid in behind the wheel of the Plymouth. “Mount up, Boys!” he cried as he cranked the ignition. “Let’s ride!”
Susan was still closing the door when acceleration threw her into the back seat.
Shrieve turned a couple bad looks the kid’s way. “Watch it, Junior. Don’t make me take the keys away.”
Bogen said, “Sorry,” and then after a thoughtful pause, he looked into the rearview mirror at Susan and said, “I’ve got my own hand grenade!” He nudged Charley. “Did you show her the hand grenade?”
“Must have slipped my mind.”
“Here. Let me.” He had it in the glove compartment. He offered it over the seat for Susan to admire.
Susan smiled politely. “That’s very nice.” She backed into the seat and put her hand on the door. “We’re a little close-quartered for hand grenades, aren’t we?” Trying to keep her voice from rising precipitously. She had no little brother of her own, but her friends all had one. Susan knew better than to show any signs of weakness.
No matter. Bogen was utterly oblivious. “I’m taking it home with me,” he said proudly. “I’m going fishing.”
“Fishing.” Susan peered close to see if he was kidding.
“Gotta beat cheese balls all to hell.”
“Bogen,” she said. “Fishing?”
Charley had his thumb and forefinger up under his glasses. A little headache? He took the hand grenade away. “Just drive,” Charley said.
Bogen cranked the wheel hard as they came up on the Four Winds Bar. He burned rubber all the way down Münterstrasse.
Shrieve bit back his irritation. Carefully, he spread Conrad Hartmann’s napkin on the back of the passenger’s seat.
“You think Carl Leder can tell us how this works?”
“He knows,” she said. “It’s just a question of getting it out of him.”
Leder had given her a thumbnail discourse on the workings of the Angle Web. They’d been waiting on a plane out of occupied Denmark at the time; Susan had her eye out for German patrols. She hadn’t particularly believed him. God, she wished she’d taken notes.
“If this Angle Web can take you anywhere, how come Leder needed you to come pull him out of Denmark?”
“I gathered it was not so easy as that. He said that traveling through the Web is mentally devastating. Carl Leder is not up to a whole lot of mental demands.” She did not elaborate. Shrieve, she figured, would meet Leder soon enough.
* * *
A couple of MPs met them at the curb. The three-story facade of the Agnes Dei Catholic Hospital loomed up behind them, as imposing in the darkness as an ocean liner appearing out of the fog.
Shrieve showed them a ream of permits from the office of General Eisenhower. They read down till they saw the name “Carl Leder,” and then they smiled.
“You’ll want to come this way.”
They wouldn’t explain what was funny. “You’ll see,” they promised.
They passed under a bas-relief from the 14th century—saints and martyrs, smiling at each other enigmatically. Susan heard the voice of one of her demolition instructors: “I love these old European buildings. The castles on the Rhine, the beautiful churches, the gracious hotels. Twenty thousand tons of unreinforced masonry and overhanging stone. Put a little fulminate of mercury at this keystone, a little plastique at that support structure, you can take out a whole platoon of Kraut soldiers and never fire a shot. . . .”
She clamped her eyes shut till colors blossomed behind her eyelids. Charley Shrieve asked her if she were all right. She told him she had a little headache.
They passed down corridor after corridor of empty rooms. The place had an eerie quiet that seemed to extend all the way from basement to penthouse suite.
“What happened to all the other patients?” Susan said. “You didn’t clear them all out for security reasons, did you?” She hoped not. She’d sat with Carl Leder for six hours beside that field in Denmark—knocked his hand off her knee a few times. Leder didn’t seem worth this sort of effort.
Their host and guide, a Sergeant Cardero of Patterson, New Jersey, shrugged a little deeper into his jacket. “Place was empty when we arrived,” he said. “There’s supposed to be three hundred mental patients here. Who knows what the Krauts did with them.”
In silence, they reached the basement high-security ward. This is where Susan realized what all the snickering had been about.
Leder’s door had been replaced with 100-millimeter armor plate off of a Tiger II tank. An array of locks went up the side of the wall, meshing with more armor plate scavenged from a German half-track, an American B-24 Liberator, and a British destroyer.
Paint crews were scheduled to come in and smooth over the kill stickers and competing decals and mismatched camouflage with a nice institutional shade of mint, but they were as backed up as everyone else. Meanwhile, Carl Leder was holed-up in a bunker designed by George Patton and Groucho Marx.
“Ike says to give him what he wants.” Cardero patted an armored ball turret that had come off the same B-24 that had provided the plating for the door. “This is what he wants.”
A face peered up through the glass. Susan jumped in surprise. “Jesus Christ,” she said. The face disappeared back into the gloom.
Cardero laughed. “He gets in there and swings that thing around, scares the crap out of people late at night. He asked to keep the twin .50s.”
“You didn’t—”
“He was pissed off when we said no.”
Leder was as she remembered him, at once pensive and frantic. He had a downcast gaze that only occasionally came up over his bifocals.
He waited stiffly as Cardero shot the bolts back in place and turned the keys in the double-locked door. Something inside him was vibrating.
He went to the ball turret to sweep the hallway for signs of God-knows-what. When he returned to his place on the edge of the bed, he was apologetic. But he had an ear cocked toward the hallway. Someone beyond the door asked Cardero for a smoke, and Leder waited for them to walk away before speaking.
“It has to be this way,” he said. “I have made enemies with my work. I have brought attention to myself from . . . certain areas.”
Susan frowned, dubious. “Those locks outside are your idea?”
Leder looked away. “The intruders I am most worried about lack the understanding of lock and key. I do confess, it is a mystery why the staff have not moved more quickly to reverse the locks to this side of the door. If only for convenience sake, you understand.”
Susan found herself nodding sympathetically. “Perhaps they will,” she suggested, “once they get around to cleaning this place up a bit from the war.”
Leder leaned close to her, inspecting her in a critical way.
“You have not done well,” he said. “Peace has not treated you kindly.”
She started to laugh; she started to say, “What?” like she had no idea what he was talking about. But Leder was speaking from knowledge. What he lacked in a sense of boundaries, he made up for with insight.
“I have dreams,” she admitted.
He nodded. “Good,” he said. “You have seen ghastly things. I would not trust you if you didn’t suffer dreams. I will speak with you.”
He pointed at Bogen. “This one has no understanding whatsoever. And this one”—his finger went to Shrieve—“this one smells of the telescope. Have you harvested in the vineyard of stars?”
Wide-eyed, Shrieve swore he had not.
“Liar!” Leder looked triumphant. “I know you by the light of the Dog Star. You cannot hide it. The light emanates from your every pore.”
Leder turned to Susan. “I will not go anywhere with him. Do I look like such a fool? He has the stink of astronomy. He has seen the Gibbering Behemoth. He has seen the Mindless Leviathan, the Blind Vortex of Light. Azathoth sees. Azathoth is. Azathoth will be—”
Susan calmed him with a hand to his arm. Leder became silent. He turned away. After a moment, she realized he was weeping.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m not myself lately.”
“It’s all right.” She squeezed his arm. “It’s all right.”
“Look at me,” Leder sobbed. “Look what they’ve made of me.”
“We’ll get you out of here. We’ll get you back to the United States. People can help you there.”
Leder laughed bitterly, sadly. He shook his head. “I will never see America.”
“We can take you with us this evening,” she offered. “Help us out with a few questions, we’ll escort you to a plane to America.”
She didn’t know if any planes were leaving for America, but then she wasn’t sure Leder would cooperate either.
She produced Conrad Hartmann’s napkin. Leder looked at the logo on the front for a long moment. He smiled slightly. A tear welled up at the corner of his eye.
“We were heroes, then. All of us. And such good friends. And there was this Egyptian gentleman who tended the bar. What times we had in this place.”
He flipped it over to the formula on the back, snorted derisively. He took barely a moment with it. “You are not planning to go to this place, are you?”
“Why not?” Charley asked innocently. Leder ignored him; Shrieve had the mark of the astronomer.
“Why not?” Susan asked, as if translating between the two of them.
“It leads to a little bar down in the waterfront area—at least it does in this universe. But then, one must ask why use the Angle Web for someplace one can reach by hailing a cab, yes?”
Shrieve said, “Can you give us the spell to get us there?”
Carl Leder looked at Shrieve in an accusing way. “I will if he’s the one who is going.”
This was a stipulation Shrieve readily agreed to. Who knows, he may have been quite sincere. Leder wrote a series of words on a sheet of legal paper. He handed it to Shrieve.
“Is this Das Unternehmen?” Shrieve asked.
Leder said nothing to Shrieve, but the alarm in his eyes said plenty.
To Susan, he said, “Whatever I worked on during the war, it is all finished now. Do you understand? It is all finished now. Everyone is dead.”
“You’re afraid, Carl. If it is all finished, then why are you so afraid?”
She nodded down at his cigarette. The cherry at the end was an oscilloscope that measured the tremor in Leder’s arm. Right now, it was pegging off the meter.
Leder looked uneasy. He mashed it out on the corner of his nightstand, as if burying the evidence of a crime. “I have told your Army investigators all about the literary group. We turned all of our notes over to Reichsführer Himmler. You must have them.”
“There are several tons of notes recovered from the ‘Reichsführer Himmler for Your Eyes Only’ vaults,” Susan said. “We’ll be going through this stuff into the 1970s. Why don’t you help us out?”
Leder became alarmed. His eyes came back from the door.
“Who is going through it? You are?”
“We have people. Archivists.”
“Watch them. Keep them unarmed. Keep them away from young children. Schlegel had such a beautiful daughter. She made me a card for my birthday. She drew a picture of the Führer wishing a happy birthday to Carl Leder.”
His lip trembled even as he smiled.
“Dr. Leder.” She leaned close. Establish rapport, she told herself. Let him smell the perfume. She dug her last Marlboro out of her purse, lit it for him.
Leder noted the red filter. “To hide the lipstick,” he guessed. “You Americans.” He shook his head in fond amazement.
“Dr. Leder,” she said. “We need your help. This is what I risked my life to bring you out for.”
Leder lowered his eyes. “I heard you were arrested in Berlin,” he said. “I heard it went badly for you.”
“I—” She felt the color rise in her cheeks. “Let’s never mind about that now,” she said. She noticed Shrieve was watching her out of the corner of his eye. Dale Bogen was studiously looking away.
“Tell me about your work with the Sparrow Group,” Shrieve said. “Tell me what you did for Das Unternehmen.”
And this time Leder needed no translation from Susan.
* * *
“There were three of us. Myself, Otto Bülle, who lectured in ancient Near Eastern languages, and Albert Schlegel, a professor of Indo-European root languages.
“We were brought together at the order of Reichsführer Himmler to translate an early Kufic Arabic text of a rather common pedigree. I remember Schlegel being utterly contemptuous of the task. We were all of the opinion this was work for a graduate student.”
Leder turned away to laugh. “Such arrogance! I marvel at it now. Our only excuse for the tragedy that followed was our ignorance. We were scholars, not sorcerers. How could we know what we risked to translate the Necronomicon into modern German?”
Shrieve put down his notepad. Necronomicon. That rarest and most cursed of books, written by a mad Arab sorcerer, described strange, godlike monsters: Azathoth, mindless churning chaos at the center of the universe; its night-black avatar Nyarlathotep; Yog Sothoth, which existed beyond time and space. “You translated the Necronomicon? To what purpose?”
“Spells, summonations. Evocations. They thought they could control the powers of that cursed book.”
“Himmler was looking through the Necronomicon for weapons? Something to turn the war around?”
“The things in that book went beyond any imaginable definition of warfare. Even in the despair at the very end, we knew this went beyond anything that a sane man would use as a weapon.”
“Did you complete the translation?”
“No. Not entirely. We encountered problems.”
“You said it was early Arabic,” Susan pointed out. “What sort of problems would you have with that?”
“The translation was simple work. It was the material itself that proved unbearable—the uses to which a human body can be put, the hungers of certain entities we might meet. It began to play on our minds.
“I knew we were in trouble. Otto Bülle asked me three times to be excused from the project. I had to refuse him. The day after our last discussion, I received a box, the size of box you would put cuff links in.”
Leder had the box. He produced it for them, wrapped in a blood-soaked kerchief.
Susan picked the cloth apart, just enough to see a note scribbled in a barely legible hand.
“This note is from Bülle?” She tried to make it out, but the note wasn’t in German. “What does it say?”
“It is in Phrygian. He is begging my forgiveness for what he did to himself. The note says, ‘I cannot bear to read anymore.’ ”
“You mean—Oh, Jesus.” Susan set the box down. She looked for someplace to wipe her hands.
“I have never had the courage to open the box. You may take it with you if you wish.”
“We may come back for it at a later date,” Shrieve suggested with a polite smile.
Leder eyed the door. “Do you hear anything?”
“I know who’s out there. American soldiers are out there. You’re plenty safe.”
Leder listened, but whatever had caught his ear was gone.
“Without Bülle,” he continued, “we could never finish the project. We might unleash the forces of the Necronomicon, but we could never control them without his insights. And then, when Schlegel, when he—” Leder became emotional. He turned his face away. His shoulders went up and down. He made a sighing sound. “I found myself alone, you see. I told them they were unleashing forces they could not control. But of course, with the Russians advancing on Berlin, and the situation in the Ardennes collapsing, they were so desperate for results. In the end, they took what we had completed and set up an experimental station in the Franconian Wald. Some observatory on a lake in the backcountry there. I don’t know the name. I was ordered to assist in the operation of the plant, but I could bear no more contact with the powers of that hideous book.
“The night of the Grand Experiment—that awful night—I got a call as I was sitting down to supper. This young man, he sounded like a graduate student, berated me for not being present at the moment of Germany’s triumph over the Allies.
“Almost incidentally, he demanded to know the specific masses and energy potentials for each of the Great Old Ones, as named in the Necronomicon. I was eating my dinner, and I did not care for his tone, so I told him that I did not have that information and that the man who did had killed himself a few weeks earlier.”
“You were very masterful, Carl.”
“That’s telling him,” Bogen chimed in.
“Yes. Thank you. The young man swore at me and told me I would be visited by Major Malmagden’s personal guard.”
“Malmagden? Krzysztof Malmagden?” Susan felt her stomach flip, the way it did whenever she made a parachute drop.
Leder frowned. “Why yes. Do you know of Major Malmagden?”
“Just go on with your story,” she said.
“I must confess, I have heard rumors about Major Malmagden’s bodyguard, and I was not unafraid. It is said they are not even human. Are you quite all right, my dear? You look a bit pale.”
“Go on,” Susan said. “You told this kid to screw off.”
Leder had to place himself in the scene. “Yes,” he went on. “I finished eating and went for a walk to the post. About ten o’clock, I get a second call from this same young man—there has been a terrible accident; twelve people have died and it is all my fault.”
“Did they say what had occurred?”
Leder frowned. “It was hard to make out the words. Something was filling the phone line with static. I believe they wanted information on how to close an interdimensional portal from a distance; I’m not sure. He kept shouting something—‘It’s coming. It’s coming through.’
“He demanded I provide him a way to shut down an elaborate Sigil of Transformation. Well, the solution should have been simple. Just erase the markings, yes? For some reason they could no longer go near the tower where the original summoning had taken place.
“I tried to give him a sturdy revocation involving candles and one of the Book’s most powerful spells, but apparently they could not get close enough to the disaster to effectively use the spell—the temperature at Site Y was so hot that candle wax melted immediately and ran within moments of their stepping outside of the bunker.”
Leder pressed his lips together. He looked down at his hands. “I told him to try the spell without the candles, but he could no longer read it from his copy of the Book. He told me no one at the site could read it.”
“What does that mean, ‘No one could read it’?”
Leder shook his head. “I have wondered that myself. This young man—this haughty young man—was practically in tears when he rang off.”
Leder was quiet for a moment before he went on. “I got one more call that night, about three in the morning. But the static on the line was roaring and the voice at the other end was barely capable of speech.”
“Were they still trying to control the experiment?”
Leder shook his head. “I believe that whatever he was calling for by this time, his reasons were deeply personal.”
“What was he saying?”
Leder laughed to himself. “ ‘God forgive me’? What do you suppose?”








Chapter Four
JUST FOR SUSAN’S PEACE OF MIND, they took one more look through the old wreck that had been the Four Winds Bar.
The three of them scoured the darkened room beneath the faintly fluorescing painted sky on the ceiling. They found the cluster of Angle Webs in the back room; they pulled out the “Heroes of the Olympiad” countertop, scratched their heads over the telescope mountings in front of each of the west-facing windows.
When they had looked everywhere and found nothing, Charley Shrieve offered to go through the Angle Web himself, just like he’d promised Carl Leder he would.
This was nonsense, of course. However little Susan knew about stepping through the Web, Shrieve knew even less. At least she would end up in a real location. Charley Shrieve would end up in some other dimension.
This was not to say she felt good about blazing this particular trail for the Allies’ counter-occult effort. The thought of stepping through the Angle Web to someplace nobody but old Nazis had been to, that just made her palms itch.
She nudged Bogen. “You still have that hand grenade in the glove box?”
“What? I don’t know . . .” That hand grenade must have been the cornerstone for Bogen’s whole postwar persona.
She slapped his arm. “I won’t break it.”
Bogen looked at Charley, who was up to here with Bogen and his hand grenade.
The kid gave the floor a sullen kick and then went to retrieve it. When he returned, he watched it sadly as he handed it over.
“Be waiting outside with the motor running,” Susan said. “Because I don’t know how long this is going to take, and I don’t know whether somebody might be following me out.”
Shrieve didn’t say thanks exactly. This was war, after all. Everybody had their job to do.
But he sure looked grateful.
Susan drew the Sigil of Transformation on the wall behind the counter. She drew the Angle Web beneath it. She took a couple of deep breaths, closed her eyes, and stepped through.
* * *
Charley called something out to her as she left. She turned to listen, and he was gone, along with Bogen, the Plymouth, the burned-out bar, Kiel . . .
She turned back to see nothing ahead of her but a fluorescing line, etched against a backdrop of immense darkness.
—Darkness, but not space. A smothering presence closed around her, clammy as moist clay. Claustrophobia seized her. She started to turn her shoulders to make room for herself against the suffocating dusk.
A sudden realization stilled her. Whatever was out there was not insensate. It was not quite aware of her—not yet. But the potential was there. Susan could sense it all around her, mindless as a housefly, and yet somehow alive.
And she was moving through its gut.
Could it feel the little twitches of her sudden panic? Could it sense her rising gorge by her sharpened breath? Susan lowered her shoulders. She made herself breathe slowly. Speak the spell, she told herself. Make the signs. Look at nothing beyond the web of light.
She turned at the apex of an angle. An aperture of warmth opened ahead of her. The pressure in the darkness held her for just a moment, but she was unfamiliar stuff as yet, and therefore slippery as oil.
She felt rough wooden flooring beneath her feet, and stumbled forward into a room filled with light . . .
And music—a jazz band was playing Dixieland swing, loud enough to shake the picture of the Führer just over her head. She realized the music was coming through the walls. She was in some sort of alcove. The light overhead had been taken out, yet the room was bright as noon.
She was surrounded by Angle Webs.
She stepped out into a foyer. A hat-check girl looked askance at her daytime blouse and skirt but said nothing. A couple of men in black SS uniforms turned. One of them started to speak.
A roar overhead took his attention away. Susan looked out through the front door to see the tail of a giant airship swing past.
One of the men laughed and pointed. “Reichsmarshal Goering,” he said. “He must be here for the clock races.”
“I heard he lost five thousand Reichsmarks in an hour the last time he flew in.”
“What is that to him?” the other one laughed. “He’ll just print more.”
Susan realized where she was. A neon cloud just outside the door puffed up its cheeks and blew out the words “Four Winds Bar.”
But how had she found herself here?
One moment she had been in the gutted remains of the Four Winds Bar on Münterstrasse. Now she was in the place that the Four Winds Bar might have been at the height of the Reich, or might have been someday, had things turned out differently.
It didn’t help that the bar had just been darkened for the sake of the astronomers. The only lights left in the room other than an electric lantern at the bar were small red lamps like the ones Navy ships burn when they’re running convoy in the North Sea. Under the scattered pools of red light, people looked young and smooth-faced. Maybe a little flat of feature.
The ceiling was covered in fluorescent insignias. A cartoon cloud puffed up its cheeks and blew a flock of five-pointed stars from one wall to the next. At each corner of the room, another cloud blew them back. Between the four winds, the stars managed to arrange themselves into a garish zodiac.
Men leered at her and looked her up and down, yet no one spoke to her. One way or another, they were otherwise occupied.
Outside in the biergarten, sad-eyed Luftwaffe officers argued over the precise moment things went wrong, the irreversible decision, the subtle turning in the road that no one saw.
Their conversations verged between remorse and rage. They were the ones who sang the Stukalied with a catch in the throat. Susan figured them to be the most dangerous men in the bar; they made a big show of distancing themselves from Hitler, but Susan knew better. They were still tied into the martial romance of Blut und Boden. In their eyes, anything they did was forgivable.
Brown-shirted astronomers passed back and forth between the telescopes in the west-facing windows and the star-filled reflector in the center of the room. The small telescopes were used as spotters. The giant cauldron of mercury was the main event, but she gathered from their talk that it had to be opened and spun up judiciously, for the sake of the other patrons. Mercury vapors, after all, are extremely toxic.
Besides, opening the roof to the sky brought in the cold and made the girls cover themselves.
Along the bar lounged the Reich’s dispossessed royalty—officers still wearing black uniforms three months after the war, millionaire princes of the Reichswerke in camel-hair coats with gold rings more ostentatious than their girlfriends’.
These men showed a fascination for a peculiar affectation—ornately rendered pocket watches. A Gruppenführer dressed in red leather jodhpurs boasted that his watch could measure the speed of a hairline crack passing through the lip of a wine glass. He was challenged by a man in the coal black of the Totenkopf SS.
“You see my dogs?” The SS man controlled a pair of muscular Dobermans, sleek as sports cars. “I will put them up against your watch. What can you wager to match them?”
He had a young man with him with languid green eyes so bright they shone in the dark of the bar. The youth stood back from him a ways. As the older man proposed his wager, this kid smirked at everyone around the bar. He might have been laughing at them, or his friend. It may not have mattered.
“What can I wager?” said the man in red and then leaned forward to whisper in his ear. Susan felt their eyes turn in her direction. She felt herself displayed. She shifted in her chair, tried to look preoccupied, or indifferent. Out on the patio, a group of technicians prepared to bounce a flash of xenon light off of the moon. She pretended to study their work.
Some arrangement was reached; Susan couldn’t help wondering what. She felt under her jacket for the Walther PP. She flipped off the safety.
The two men began testing their instruments against each other in feats of chronometric prowess. They measured the velocity of bullets, the vibration of guitar strings, the cycle of an electric charge through the filament of a light bulb. They sliced time into fantastically minute segments—tenths, hundredths, thousandths, millionths of a second.
They measured fantastically large segments of time—the uplifting of the German Alps, the shifting of the continents, the decay of a single proton, the quantum tunneling of all the electrons in a man’s body from one side of a brick wall to the opposite side. Many of these events took longer than the lifetime of the universe, but the Four Winds Bar had seven windows. All these things were available for wagering if you looked out the right one.
Besides, it wasn’t like anyone here had anything pressing.
A barmaid passed by, loaded with two-story tankards of bitter Pilsner. She was a small woman with button eyes and a ready smile. She should have looked friendly. She did look well-rehearsed.
She asked Susan if a man waited for her. That seemed to be the inevitable question in a place like the Four Winds Bar.
Susan thought of lying, but she was a terrible liar. All of her OSS friends always groaned at the feeble way she rehearsed her cover stories. She couldn’t even explain what she was doing in the kitchen at two A.M. without looking guilty.
“I am trying to find a Herr Hartmann.” She looked around. “Conrad Hartmann?” She didn’t know if this was a wise or dangerous admission. She just knew lying would have made her look furtive.
The woman smiled, professionally. “Are you a friend of Herr Hartmann?”
“No,” Susan said. “I thought he might have something for me.”
The woman’s smile became more studied. She picked up her armload of beer steins. With her elbow, she pointed thataway, behind the bar. But she didn’t stick around. She was on her way out to the patio, to assuage the war wounds of the Luftwaffe pilots.
“He was here a day or so ago. He left something. He didn’t say who was to pick it up.” The woman was gone through the lace curtains to the back.
Susan licked her lips. She rubbed her palms. She told herself she could simply walk over behind the bar like she owned the place. That’s what her OSS friends would have told her.
But her OSS friends weren’t here. She felt the weight of every eye in the room upon her.
A warning was passed through the bar—they were launching the xenon signal in ten seconds. Everyone should look away. Among the rich patrons at the bar, blackened glasses were snapped from pockets, and unfolded with practiced ease. They held their chronometers at the ready, their thumbs waiting on their femtosecond timers. Others clamped their hands across their eyes, giggling nervously.
This game with the xenon lamp must have been a tradition at the Four Winds. The barmaids even had a drink they served for the occasion. Returning from her Luftwaffe pilots on the patio, the little button-eyed bierfrau asked Susan if she might care for a Dresdenwasser.
“Excuse me? Dresdenwasser?”
The woman laughed at the horror on her face. “The drink is quite beautiful. You should see—peppermint schnapps and a drop of radium.”
“Radium.” Susan essayed a little smile. “Indeed.”
“Oh, just a little bit won’t hurt you.”
“Another time perhaps,” she promised.
The patrons banged rhythmically at the tabletop as the countdown hit five. A hundred shot glasses glowing pale green raised to the sky, while the men sang, “He’s here! Soon He is here! Time for the Renewal of Time!”
Susan ducked behind the bar as the countdown hit zero. An ashy-blue light coated every upturned surface in the room with bright violet icing. She found a manila envelope set between a bottle of Jagermeister and one of malt wine. Scrawled across the front in pencil were the words Das Unternehmen—“The Undertaking.”
People were laughing and catching their breaths as she stepped out. Susan figured her luck was holding: all eyes were locked on the red- and black-suited men out on the patio as they compared the accuracy of their plated instruments against the readings from a photovoltaic cell.
The crimson-suited paladin folded the cover over his watch. She heard the snap of a tiny latch. Without a backward glance, he made his way through the crowd for the night air. This was her chance. She had Hartmann’s package; she was just steps from the alcove she’d arrived through.
Laughter erupted behind her.
“You look like a schoolgirl sneaking out early from class.”
She turned to answer, and stopped.
Take the blackness of the night sky between the stars, pour it into the shape of a man. Give him a sardonic smile. Give him eyes of perfectly beaten gold. She started to say something. The image of the man took her words away.
“Don’t be alarmed, Fräulein. I am the proprietor of this establishment. Everyone knows me.”
She tried to smile, tried to think of some normal sort of reply. “Leave me alone,” she said.
Well, it was normal bar conversation for her.
The black man tittered effeminately into the tips of his fingers. “You have a terrible ear for chit-chat. I would have thought your OSS friends would have coached you on that. It hardly matters. I would give you my name, but it is ancient and Egyptian and difficult to pronounce. You do not need to learn it. In any case, it is you whom I am anxious to meet.”
Susan pushed past him for the door. His hand came up around her elbow. It was not a firm grip. She could have broken it without difficulty. Maybe that was the thing that lent it authority. People stopped for that hand. No further force had been needed in a very long time.
The Egyptian raised his chin to indicate the envelope in her hand. “Are you quite sure that belongs to you?”
“It’s a gift from a friend,” she said. “It’s what I came here for.”
“May I look inside?”
“I have . . .”—she turned her head toward the door—“people . . .”
The man smiled. He had a youthful, pleasant face. His smile seemed to come from somewhere deep inside. The light on his eyes gave away no depth. They were bright and hard as medallions.
“The two gentlemen in the American car. Yes. The one in the passenger’s seat seems especially concerned for you. Why is that?”
She looked the man full in the face. “I’m afraid you have me confused with someone else.”
The black man looked genuinely pained. “How can he care for you?” He leaned close enough she could see the disappointment in his empty golden eyes. “He doesn’t even know what hurts you.”
Susan glanced back at the alcove. It glowed a pale green—bright with Angle Webs. One of them had to get her back to her own world. All she had to do was reach it.
“If you are planning to go home the way you arrived,” the black man said, “allow me to advise against it.” It was a suggestion, as one would give to a friend putting money down on a gimpy horse. “Some men have become aware of your presence. They are waiting for you in the alcove. I fear their intentions toward you.”
Susan looked toward the end of the bar. A pair of SS men were eyeing her with a certain ferocious candor. One of them smiled to her.
She tried to tell him there had been some mistake. The black man waved her objections aside with a sigh. “Really,” he sounded peevish. “You are so bad at lying, it grates a bit, you know? Why don’t you just stay here awhile with us?”
Susan noticed something in the alcove—a pair of shadows. In case she got past the two jokers at the end of the bar, they had a backup. She’d run right into their arms.
“Here’s another idea,” she said. “How about I turn this place of yours into a distressed property?”
The black man looked interested. “Can you do that?”
She pulled Bogen’s grenade from her pocket and, with a finger extended from the envelope in her other hand, jerked out the pin. “You ever see what one of these can do to a dump like the Four Winds Bar?”
“Really.” The black man did his best to look interested. “And what do you suppose it would do to Herr Kriene’s telescope?”
“I tell you the truth, I don’t know. Let’s say we find out.” She raised the pineapple a little higher, her hand white-knuckled over the lever.
The black man grinned. “We quail before such heedless fury. Very well.” He nodded toward the front door. A little portal appeared, like the portal on a luxury steamer. Through the portal, she saw the squat, beautiful little hump that was Charley Shrieve’s Plymouth staff car.
“Under normal circumstances, you would have to return to your world by the same means you left it. Rules of the house, you understand. But,” the black man raised his hands in an equitable gesture, “as it is my house, I make the rules. This one time, you may forgo the dangers of the Angle Web. You may return to your realm through the front door.”
Susan hesitated. “How do I know it’s real?”
The black man laughed. He had a generous laugh. Susan could almost trust a laugh like that. “I like you,” he said. “These gentlemen you see represent death, horror, apocalypse. They think they pay me in the coin of my realm. But my interest is not in destruction for its own sake, but in chaos. And you—” He looked into the back of her eyes and smiled. “You represent that in good measure.”
“You don’t know what I represent.”
The black man threw his head back and roared. “Just so,” he managed. “Just as you say.”
Somehow, she realized, she had made his very point. She pulled back from him. If he follows me . . . she said to herself, but the thought remained incomplete. Something in her ears was marching up and down like an Armistice Day parade. Clutching Hartmann’s envelope to her chest, she fumbled the pin back into the grenade, and made herself walk out deliberately.
The Plymouth swung around in the center of the street. It pulled up in front of her, smooth as a Dillinger bank job. Bogen was grinning at her from the driver’s seat. “What’s a dish like you doing in a dump like this?”
“You’ve been watching Cary Grant movies. We approve.” The back door was open, but she opened the front to toss the grenade next to Bogen, who pulled away with a choked cry. “Keep the strings tied on your carryall,” she advised him. She closed the door and got in back with Charley Shrieve. She didn’t feel like conversation.
Only Shrieve’s flaring nostrils betrayed his discomfiture; after swallowing deliberately, he asked if she were all right. She said nothing. She waited till the car pulled away to glance back.
The Four Winds Bar was shuttered and dark. The entire stretch of Münterstrasse from the warehouse district to Blauerwasser Bridge looked as if it had been unoccupied for years. Only as they turned the corner did she hear a heavy-lipped German chanteuse singing “My Special Girlfriend.”
She cracked the rear window to hear more clearly. The buttery smell of American cigarettes filled the car.
The fog over the ocean parted in big chunks, like puzzle pieces. And there in the reflected light of the crossed searchlights was the ribbed, silver belly of a great airship, a zeppelin.
She stared as the giant dirigible slid into the gap between two cloud banks, turned northeast toward the Baltic, and faded from this world.








Chapter Five
SHRIEVE WAS UNEASY LEAVING HER ALONE in her apartment for the night. Maybe he was feeling guilty about letting her try the Angle Web. Maybe he was simply worried about Hartmann’s package. Susan couldn’t tell.
He offered to bring her in tonight. They had a room waiting for her at the safe house on Berendstrasse. Susan thanked him, no. She could just see going through this stuff with fifteen post-graduate OSS kids bouncing around till two A.M.
“I’ve been okay for the last three months,” she said. “I’ll be okay one more night.” If she was going to piece this mass of bureaucratic debris into a seamless whole, she needed time to sit in her dilapidated bay window and smoke and think.
“I’ll have a squad of OSS men down here,” he promised her.
“I’ll put up my blackout drapes,” she said.
Shrieve watched her all the way up the stairs. He waited while she fumbled with her keys and then while she got up to her apartment. Susan looked out the bay window to see him frowning at her, ignoring Bogen, who was punching his shoulder, going, Come on.
Susan had inherited her apartment from a girlfriend who had departed for an assignment in Washington. The arrangement was supposed to last a week, just till the Navy could find suitable digs for all its Spookworks. Here she was, three months later.
She put a kettle to boil on the stove. She had an old teapot, salvaged from the collapsed apartment building across the street. She filled it with something the U.S. Army referred to as “Tea, Earl Grey,” and moved her pile of documents over to the window.
She opened it carefully, with a little respect. Whatever was in here had cost the lives of twenty-three scientists and soldiers at Faulkenberg Reservoir—more than that if one included the members of Carl Leder’s Sparrow Group. Maybe these were Germans. It still bothered her—every smiling face in every photograph belonged to a ghost. Every person she saw had died horribly.
Some of this stuff was mystifying—a travel permit from Heinrich Himmler, dated from mid-June, 1942. The big fella had closed the Mittelland Canal—the most important east-west waterway in Germany—for three days during the height of the war. Nobody did that. What could have been more important than moving munitions bound for Russia? And then there was the requisition for 200 kilos of toothpaste. Toothpaste. She just put that one aside.
Some of it was intriguing in its implications. Here was a mathematical treatise from the Opal Group, detailing certain non-Euclidean metrics that had proved successful in the summoning of “Lesser Entities.” No explanation what “Lesser Entities” referred to, but there was an entire subset of figures devoted to sending them back in a hurry should the experimenter grow uneasy about their intentions.
Here were architectural blueprints from the Theodolyte Group, used in the reconstruction of an observatory and ceremonial tower. The designs were credited to a Charles Dexter Ward, late of Providence, Rhode Island, U.S.A. The blueprints were accompanied by a folder stuffed with photographs. These were dated from 1943 into early 1944.
Susan took them to be some sort of contractor’s proofs. They followed the conversion of a disused reservoir in the Franconian Wald into something sinister. Over the course of the photographs, the shore was subsumed by metal scaffolding, watchtowers, and searchlights.
Near the center rose the jewel-turreted ceremonial tower of Charles Dexter Ward. Susan remembered the original from her Watermark slide show. No one had quite figured out Charles Ward’s tower, except to note that researchers went in periodically, and did not always come back out.
Did that make the tower a weapon to turn around the war? That depended, she supposed, on how many Allied soldiers they thought they could entice inside it.
She found a picture taken from inside the construction area. It showed the tower just as it was finished, and beside it, a squat, turnip-shaped building with a sliding aperture—an astronomical observatory? That at least would explain the requisition for 200 kilos of toothpaste: polishing medium, to buff out precision optical gear.
But this photo presented a deeper mystery. Beyond tower and observatory lurked something so large she presumed it to be the shadow of some mountain beyond the camera’s vantage. But the light angles were all wrong. One picture was taken at midday, yet this one shadow continued to cross it in the background.
Susan’s photographer’s loupe was not much help. All the photos from Faulkenberg Reservoir were grainy and vaguely fogged, as if they had suffered some microwave penetration. The shadow appeared blurry even when the foreground was clear.
She shuffled through Hartmann’s paperwork for anything that might allude to the giant thing in the distance. Nothing did, save a single note dated in the spring of 1938. This was a geologist’s report of the rock being excavated on the shore to uncover an artifact of unknown age and origin.
The rock it was embedded in was 160 million years old. They had been digging it up with tons of dynamite, and were in fact asking for more. Whatever this thing was, it wasn’t made of leaded crystal. She tagged it with a paper clip and moved on.
At the bottom of the stack, there was a note tossed in, apparently as an afterthought. Her eyes were burning by this time, and her bladder was full of tea.
One more little bit, she promised herself, and then you can dump this all on Charley Shrieve in the morning.
She thought at first she was reading a personal note. It was handwritten, in an elegant and self-conscious penmanship. In fact, it was a directive to Carl Leder’s Sparrow Group. Leder was to increase the daily total of translated pages from the Kufic source manuscript into modern German. Special emphasis was to be placed on cataloguing the attributes of the Great Old Ones—their estimated mass, physical size, and surface temperature.
The note threatened “consumption” if Leder’s group failed. Susan felt a little prickle down the back of her neck as she read this.
She saw crimson eyes gleaming from just beyond a battered doorway. She swallowed something as hard as a stone. She heard a rattling sound, like a wasp batting at a window—surprise, it was the paper in her hand. Imagine that.
In the kitchen, the last tea water of the evening was coming to a boil. She thought to go take it off the stove, but something told her that if she got up now, she would never finish this particular note.
It took all her strength to read down to the bottom. It took more to read the eloquent hand that finished it off. It was the signature of a movie star, a man who wrote with an eye toward archivists a hundred years from now.
Yours Truly, it read, Stürmbannführer Krzysztof Malmagden.









Chapter Six
SHE STUMBLED DOWN THE STAIRS, still full of dreams of Russian Rockets. She almost didn’t see the two guys Shrieve had left across the street from her.
A car door opened up. She heard someone call out to her. “Hey, Green Eyes.” It was Dale Bogen, of course. Determined to be annoying. Perhaps using his hand grenade had gone a bit far? She walked on down the street as he tried out Sue, and then Suzy (Suzy! Oh, God). She’d never had a little brother. Even though he meant to be annoying, she found the experience rather novel. Was this what her girlfriends complained about? The car crept along behind her while Bogen worked his way up through “Princess.”
About the time he got around to “Miss,” she climbed in.
The Watermark group worked out of a two-story walk-up on Berendtstrasse. It was not a safe house in the classic sense. It had no false floors to kick out in case of a Gestapo raid. The wireless was on the kitchen table, rather than hidden away in a closet. Even this was going away as soon as telephone service was restored in Kiel’s waterfront district.
But it smelled right—that combination of homemade soup and gun oil and perfume and old socks. Every time Susan walked in, she closed her eyes and remembered all the little houses she had passed through during the last two years, the people she had known, the ones she would not see again.
The kitchen was in its mealtime hubbub. A couple of kids younger than Susan were arguing about how much garlic went into the communal omelet they were cooking.
The omelet filled a warped cookie pan from side to side. Pete DeLeone was scraping a mound of crushed cloves into the center of the morass. Young Betty Sharpe, his mentor and his tormentor, was offering the opinion that garlic was not, strictly speaking, a noontime sort of herb.
“I’ve got an appointment with a British Rear Admiral at two,” she said. “We’re going to be driving around the waterfront for most of the afternoon, in the back seat of a Very Small British Staff Car.” She leaned over his shoulder, just so there was no missing her serious eye contact.
Pete DeLeone scraped off another stinking mound and brushed his hands over the omelet. “Now you won’t have to stop for lunch,” he said, smiling agreeably.
Betty stood back, aghast, and Susan walked off. “Come back,” Betty called. “Help me stop this Philistine from ruining the meal!” Susan lowered her head and kept going.
She passed Bogen standing at the kitchen door, going, “What’s wrong with garlic for breakfast . . . ?” She slugged the back of his head. That, she figured, was doing her bit for sisterhood.
Charley Shrieve was on the phone when she walked into his office. The room looked like him—neat, quiet, a little more reserved than was maybe healthy.
He caught the weight of her gaze, cut the conversation short, and hung up the phone.
“You didn’t have to do that,” she said.
“Ike will call back if it’s important.”
“Ike—that’s a joke, right?”
She noticed a smile on his face, but it disappeared even as she watched. He cleared a spot for her on the edge of his desk. Susan had sorted Conrad Hartmann’s disorderly mess into a neat chronological story of the rise and fall of the Faulkenberg Reservoir weapons lab.
She set it aside. She’d get to that in a while. Out of all this stuff, she’d found just one photograph that mattered enough to show her case officer.
Three men stood in the foreground—a pair of German officers and a disheveled scholar she recognized as Carl Leder. They had a giant volume opened up in front of them, something that looked as if it had been bound in some exotic leather (which, you might say, it was).
The book was the source of the exposure. Indeed, the book itself was all but obliterated by lens flare—though no uplighting appeared under the chins of the three principals. Whatever light had burned the photograph must have been invisible to the men in the picture.
They were consulting like contractors working off of a blueprint; only there was no blueprint. They were checking the layout of their weapons laboratory against a diagram in the Necronomicon.
She directed Shrieve’s attention to the German officer on the right.
“See the tall, aristocratic one, nice smile, looks like he’d have the latest story about the Farmer’s Daughter? I, uhm, I know him.”
Shrieve had this expression of professional interest. He resettled his glasses on his nose; suddenly his eyes were as blank as a Nebraska sky reflected in chrome. It had been funny when Shrieve had looked this way at Carl Leder.
Wasn’t so funny now.
“This is ‘Galileo’? This is the guy who did the magic trick and disappeared?”
She dug in her shirt pocket for another Marlboro. The pack was empty. Shit.
“This is the guy I went in to find,” she said. “A Krzysztof Malmagden. He turned out to be a major in the SS. He was assigned to head security for Zentralbund der Geheimlehre’s Totenstürm program.”
Shrieve watched her pat her pockets a moment. “You looking for a cigarette?” Charley Shrieve had a cigarette. He even lit it for her. “You didn’t tell me your boy Galileo was Major Krzysztof Malmagden.”
Susan frowned at the familiar way Shrieve spoke of him. “You know Krzysztof Malmagden?”
“Let’s say I’ve heard the name. He’s a scary guy, even for a Nazi. How come you never mentioned him?”
“He must have slipped my mind.”
“You want to talk about him now?”
She laughed. She couldn’t believe she was letting herself in for this. She was a civilian. She was supposed to be in Stony Brook, New York. She was supposed to be introducing freshman lit majors to John O’Hara.
“I was sent into Berlin to check out the head of the German’s Totenstürm program, for a possible extraction. Only it turned out to be some sort of, I don’t know, practical joke? This Major Malmagden had never communicated anything to the Allies. The Gestapo was there and they wanted to know who I was. They wanted very much to know what I was doing there.”
“Did this Major Malmagden . . .” Shrieve resettled his glasses on his nose. “Did he abuse you?”
Susan loved the way guys asked her that—sort of compassionate and avid at the same time. Even the smart ones, like this Charley Shrieve. She’d let herself get angry the first couple weeks back from Berlin. Eventually she realized anger just fed their lurid imaginations. “Oh. She doesn’t want to talk about it . . .” Jesus.
“Not exactly,” she said. “Things got way out of hand. Things took an odd turn.”
* * *
Shrieve was silent for a long time after she finished her story. He seemed uncertain what she wanted him to do. “It was a goof,” he said. “He saw a handy American and realized you might be useful at his war crimes tribunal.”
“I feel terrible,” she said.
“Too bad. These Germans were dead whether you were there or not.” Shrieve looked down at his notepad. He spelled out, “ ‘K R Z Y S Z T O F’? That doesn’t look German.”
“I don’t think he is German. I think he’s one of those aspiring Nazis from the Balkans. I don’t feel right about this,” she said. “All those people dead and here I am, drinking tea in a nice little house in Kiel. This terrible thing happened and the world just goes on, you know?”
“Malmagden’s being charged with mass murder. Does that make you feel any better?”
“Mass murder,” she said. “Somehow that seems barely enough.”
“How about mass murder and loitering with intent to commit lewd acts?”
She looked at him, What? He explained. Malmagden had been picked up in Cologne. Turned out the other side of his Angle Web had been the cellar of a church the last time he’d seen it. But the church housed a U.S. Army logistical support group now, and the cellar had been turned to other purposes as well.
Malmagden had cooked up an elaborate story to explain what he was doing in Cologne. He had no explanation for what he was doing in a women’s restroom.
It hardly mattered anyway. Shrieve had unhappy news.
“This Krzysztof Malmagden was at Faulkenberg Reservoir right up to the time it got vaporized. He’s the only lead we have left who can tell us what this Das Unternehmen was supposed to be. You and I, we’re the only ones who know enough to question him.”
“ ‘Till we meet again,’ ” she said.
“What?”
“The last time I saw him, that’s what he told me: Auf Wiedersehen. ‘Till we meet again.’ ”
* * *
In her dreams, Krzysztof Malmagden was a sepulchral presence, a portrait by El Greco in spectral light and black SS uniform. As she watched him stroll across the soccer field outside Plötzensee Prison on this shimmering-bright July morning, smiling and looping his arms across his teammates’ shoulders, he looked like a favorite Lutheran Sunday School teacher.
She had to remind herself, here was the man who had thrown three of his own soldiers to a horrible death. Simply to make a point.
Susan touched the heel of her Walther, just to make sure it was still handy. “Greetings from Boston College, Herr Malmagden. Class of 1941.”
He was confidential and cordial, happy in the good sweat of a morning spent with friends. He joked with an American private, and the kid was obviously enthralled.
Rank confers nobility, she realized, no matter whose army bestows it.
He excused himself all around and started across the field. Two of the other players stepped away with him—U.S. Army soldiers, she realized. Either they were guarding against his escape, or against his assassination. It was hard to tell. They smiled at Malmagden’s little asides as he came over. They gave Shrieve and Bogen hard looks.
Malmagden introduced them as sergeant Enders and Private Hobbs. He didn’t say which was which. He shook hands with Shrieve and Bogen.
Malmagden took her hand, just as she remembered. His smile held genuine warmth.
“Fräulein Berne, wasn’t it? Katje Berne?”
She found herself nodding dumbly.
“But of course, that wasn’t your real name, was it?”
“No.”
Malmagden laughed. “Please. We are no longer enemies. I confess, I found you enchanting.”
“Susan Gilbert,” she said. She managed to smile. She even managed to block the more egregious revenge fantasies out of her mind—the ones that involved setting him on fire just to see him run around. All in all, she thought she handled their introduction fairly well.
Shrieve extended a hand toward the interview room. They had reserved a room there for the afternoon. It was hardly a bistro on the Champs Élysées, but it had windows. It had a coffeepot. Malmagden accepted these small amenities with the grace of a dispossessed prince.
“Tell me, Liebchen. Do you still keep an L-pill inside of that silly fake wedding ring on your finger?”
She started to make some lame joke about keeping it around for the occasional blind date. It was a stupid joke. She dropped it.
Malmagden turned to the others. “The Gestapo harassed her briefly while I was attending to other matters. She thought I might let her be tortured for information.”
She laughed good-naturedly. “Silly me.”
Malmagden made an indignant sound. “As if I would harm an Allied agent when the Russians are fighting their way into downtown Berlin. Think what you will of me, Frau Malmagden did not raise no fool.” He gave her a wicked grin. “Did I get that right? With the double negatives, yes?” Malmagden shook his head in amazed good humor: You Americans and your double negatives.
“You did lock me in a cell in the sewers beneath Berlin.” She felt like a spoilsport pointing this out.
“The Russians were preparing to flatten every building on the surface. The entire Volksstürm was down there with you.”
“I might have been eaten alive by the undead.”
“I made sure you were not.”
Susan had to force her hand away from the butt of her pistol. “Have I neglected to thank you?”
They held each other’s gaze a moment. Somewhere in the dark, she could hear her partners shuffling their feet in an embarrassed way. Shrieve coughed into his fist. Malmagden chuckled and looked away.
“Rotekopfen,” he chortled. “Redheads!”
* * *
Shrieve led off with a pack of cigarettes. This was the Allies’ standard interrogation tool.
Krzysztof Malmagden was not one of your steely-nerved Nazis, smelling of disinfectant and sanctimony. He eyed the American cigarettes enviously. It was all he could do to keep his hands on the table while Shrieve tapped one out for him.
Shrieve took his time. He blunted the end on the table, he smiled, he lit it for him, blew a puff of smoke his way.
“We want to know about a weapons laboratory in the Franconian Forest. You play straight with us, maybe we can help you out of the jam you’re in.”
Malmagden laughed. “Why would we put anything in the Franconian Wald? Do you know what’s there? Nothing! Someone has sold you a fish story, yes?”
“You were there, weren’t you? Just before it was destroyed? I hear you might even have played some part in that.”
Malmagden studied Susan briefly. He couldn’t lie in front of her as he could to Charley Shrieve. She was the witness to all of his crimes.
Malmagden waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “Sure, I worked for Zentralbund der Geheimlehre. But I was polizei. I was a policeman. I cannot help you with anything of a technical nature.”
“What were you doing at Faulkenberg Reservoir,” she asked him. “Directing traffic?”
Malmagden winced at her tone. “Your brief encounter with the unknown has made you paranoid, Fräulein Berne.”
“Gilbert,” she corrected him. “Susan Gilbert.”
“Are you the one responsible for confiscating every writing implement in my cell?”
“You have access to a typewriter.”
“The keyboard is unfamiliar to me. I cannot use it.”
“Come on, Krzysztof. Even I can type.”
Malmagden gave her a disingenuous expression. “You will not allow me a writing implement so that I can compose my thoughts like a gentleman?”
“No pens, no pencils, nothing you can draw with.”
“I betrayed my brothers to spare you and your associates,” he said. “Yet you would make me work for my freedom like some indentured servant.”
Susan leaned forward to speak with him in a confidential tone. “Arbeit Macht Frei.”
Malmagden looked away. That was dirty pool, wasn’t it?
He puffed on his cigarette till blue smoke fanned through the ceiling lights. “You should thank me for what I have done, both in Berlin, and . . .” he gestured at the ceiling, “elsewhere. You have no idea how close you all came to the Apocalypse.”
Shrieve sighed. He looked to Susan. “Is this the guy you were going to testify for at the war crimes tribunal?”
Susan wasn’t sure what her role was supposed to be here. Instinct told her to keep her mouth shut and stare at Malmagden like he was a piece of meat. That was easy to do. She thought of Hope and Crosby begging their commanding officer to save them.
Shrieve held up the pictures taken at Faulkenberg Reservoir. Susan nodded—show him. He set it on the table. Malmagden tried to claim it was faked. Susan turned it over to reveal the date and the signature of Conrad Hartmann.
Malmagden chuckled to himself. “That swine.”
“You worked together,” Shrieve said. “Hartmann once worked in your perimeter guard up at Faulkenberg Reservoir.”
Malmagden laughed. “Did he tell you that? He flatters himself.”
“Not anymore,” Susan said. “Conrad Hartmann is dead.”
This had a gratifying impact on Malmagden’s nerve. He looked as if he’d been hit by a penny thrown off the Empire State Building.
“ ‘Dead’? Please. That is too much dramatic. We are not children here. Hartmann is in this very prison somewhere. He is laughing at me right now, yes?”
“Somebody smothered him in mercury,” Shrieve said. “There’s some question whether he died before or after his intestines burst. Whatever, it must have been a horrible way to die.”
“And then one of your ghouls came by to check up on him.”
“ ‘Ghouls’?” Malmagden laughed.
“You know the one—Nietzsche, I think? He has the dark patch running between his eyebrows. Him.”
“You are an exceptionally imaginative young lady.”
“They were your personal guard in Berlin,” she said. “They still work for you? Or are they working for someone else now?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Because I always thought they were the reason your Zentralbund buddies left you alone. If your guard has gone to work for one of your rivals, hey . . .” She lifted her hands, You figure it out.
Malmagden became quiet; that mercury business, that may have horrified him, but that was Hartmann’s problem. Malmagden’s ghouls were close to his heart.
“Please,” he said, “I cannot talk further. I have to go back now.”
Something had taken a wrong turn. She had miscalculated with her riff about his personal guard. Susan had worried she couldn’t scare a guy like Malmagden. She had succeeded entirely too well. In fact, he was checking his watch. He wanted to go back to his cell.
“You have no idea what you are dealing with here,” Malmagden said. He called to his two American protectors. But Dale Bogen had them wrapped up in a cutthroat game of Crazy Eights.
He pounded at the door.
“You know something about two hundred tons of lead and concrete shipped through a warehouse on Münterstrasse in the last few days?”
Malmagden laughed. “In the last few days? I’ve been in prison.”
“Is it a weapons program? You guys building yourself some sort of Gadget?”
“You risk my life in ways you do not understand. I will not talk to you further.” He banged at the door louder. Any second now, Enders and Hobbs would be down to collect him.
Susan saw the murderer of Hope and Crosby making his escape. And Shrieve was leaning back from the table in his casual manner.
“Let me suggest you get back here and sit down,” she said lightly. “I’m not done talking with you yet.”
“What would you do?” Malmagden addressed the door. He had no intention of turning around. “Beat me with the hose?”
Rubber hose was something she had a passing acquaintance with. “Takes a certain expertise to use a hose efficiently,” she said. “I’m in sort of a hurry tonight.”
Like magic, the Walther PP was in her hand.
The room got heartbeat quiet. Malmagden turned to face her. His eyes grew infinitesimally larger. Slowly, calmly, Charley Shrieve leaned forward in his chair.
“Come on, Red. Belay that shit.”
“You want to know what’s going on at Faulkenberg Reservoir? Just leave us alone a couple minutes. Let me take care of this.”
“What if you shoot off his kneecap and he doesn’t talk?”
“That’s the nice thing about knees,” she pointed out. “They come in pairs.”
“Malmagden was simultaneously trying to look amused and curl his knees away from her toward the wall.”
“You’re not scaring him. Krzyzstof here, he’s got things after him that aren’t even human.”
Malmagden was watching the gun. He was holding his droll expression even as he reached back to work the doorknob.
“Listen to the young gentleman,” Malmagden urged in a voice that did not sound droll or amused in the least. “If you truly understand the principalities I dealt with, then you know what would happen if they learned of my betrayal.”
“There you go, Red. He can’t name names. But that doesn’t mean he won’t help us out, does it Krzysztof?”
Malmagden became still. He studied Shrieve in a calculating way. They were speaking in fine print, she realized. She had fulfilled her role in this little charade: They were doing some kind of deal.
“We don’t want you to get in trouble.” Charley smiled reasonably at everyone. Things were going to be all right; he would see to it personally. “Red here, she doesn’t want you to get in trouble. She’s just a little pent-up. It’s been a long war. But we’re all friends. Aren’t we, Red?”
All she could think was the stink of the sewers, those two Volksstürm kids asking her hopefully if she could get them cowboys’ licenses after the war.
“Yeah,” she said. “We’re family.”
* * *
Shrieve had to break at one point to find a stenographer cleared for Watermark Eyes Only transcription. The torrent of names and details was more than Bogen could keep up with.
That left her and Malmagden to stare at each other. Malmagden, she thought, looked almost apologetic. No matter; she knew him better than that. To Malmagden’s mind, he had done nothing but save the world—from a plague of his own creation, but saved the world nonetheless.
Susan was feeling maybe a little rueful herself. A few minutes ago, she’d been ready to question Malmagden, one kneecap at a time.
But in the banked embers of deferred action, she had begun to doubt. She wondered if she had embarrassed herself. Pointing guns at unarmed prisoners. Swearing, making death threats. One simply didn’t do that sort of thing in Boston. No doubt it was frowned upon in Berlin as well.
She made some excuse about going to the ladies’ room and fled out the door. She found Shrieve leaning over the railing, staring into the courtyard below.
“That’s one chatty Kraut,” he said as she came up behind him.
“He was like that when I met him in Berlin. Mr. Personality.”
Shrieve was a thumb-chewer. She noticed it now. He worried at a cuticle on the edge of his thumbnail with a vacant-eyed obsession.
“You know we’re riding up with him to see this Faulkenberg Reservoir. I’ve got somebody downstairs getting us clearance from Marshal Georgi Zhukov’s office to go through the Russian sector. You going to be all right with that?”
She nodded. “I’m all right with it.” She was looking forward to Malmagden’s escape attempt. She had half a mind to shoot him in the back if the opportunity presented itself.
“I know what you did was hard in there,” Shrieve said. “But we’re close. I can feel it.”
“Christ,” she said. “You know we’re practically working for him.”
“That’s not how I see it.”
“He’s given us nothing he couldn’t bear to give up.”
“He’s given us the store. He’s given us the history of Das Unternehmen.”
“He gave us a list of his personal enemies.”
“Before Malmagden, Das Unternehmen was just a rumor. Now we know it’s real.”
“What’s real? What has he told us? He told us this Jürgen Kriene was a bad sort and needed to be stopped. He hasn’t even told us exactly what they were doing up on Faulkenberg Reservoir.”
This was what Shrieve had been chewing his thumbnail over. She could see the doubt in the back of his eyes.
A young private from the steno pool brushed past her looking for Major Malmagden.
Susan pointed thataway, toward the cell door. The girl smiled and nodded, and then looked toward Shrieve to confirm Susan’s directions.
Susan sighed. She would have given anything to be that little steno-pool warrior—young and snotty and dumb, out to see Europe, trade in a bedroom in her parents’ house for an apartment full of girlfriends. Maybe meet some dark European, ooooh.
She felt a migraine winding up at the base of her skull.
“You think all this stuff about the reservoir project is a ghost story?” Shrieve looked at her. This was not a rhetorical question.
“No,” she said. “I think something’s waiting up there for us. Maybe something important. That would fit with how Malmagden operates—he’s a minelayer. He’ll take us up there to see something spectacular. But he’s planning to come back alone.”
“He’s one man. He’s going to be in handcuffs the whole time. You can hold the Thompson.”
“Well,” she said. “This is serious.”
“I’ve got to get back,” he said. “Bogen will be trading baseball cards with him if I leave them together too long.”
“One thing before you head back.” Susan caught his elbow as he turned away. “That old good cop-bad cop routine, that wasn’t going to work on crafty Major Malmagden, was it? Not unless you had some way to really sell it—some crazy witch with a grudge and a gun in her purse?”
Shrieve didn’t answer right off. But that cheek muscle Susan had found so adorable, that was working like a shock absorber on a bad road.
“Dammit, Charley—”
“I hear you, I hear you.” Quietly, as if he were saying it to himself. “What do you want me to say?”
“Don’t ever use me like that again. You hear me? Not even to save the world.”
He looked away. The harsh prison light hooded his eyes, cast his gaunt features in a distant penumbra.
“Funny thing about being a quiet man,” he said finally. His voice was gasoline on an open wound. “You find people make presumptions about you. They presume that you are nice. They presume that you are polite. They presume you are fair-minded to a fault.”
Susan thought back to their first meeting, in the warehouse off of Münterstrasse. All right, she had assumed a few things.
“I don’t know if you’ve noticed this or not, but all of the nice, polite, fair-minded men we both know are gone. Most of the people they cared about are gone. I’m not going to disappear like everyone else I know, and neither is anyone I care about. That means I don’t apologize for business. No matter how much I regret it.”
He turned to look full in her eyes.
“You’d better get ready. We’re leaving for the Franconian Wald in an hour.”
She should have been able to read his expression. She had the disconcerting feeling that anyone else could have.










Chapter Seven
HERE WAS AN IMAGE THAT WOULD STAY with Susan—Bogen, pouting that Charley wouldn’t bring him along to Faulkenberg Reservoir.
“What’s the matter, you take her but you won’t take me?”
It hurt him especially that he was being replaced by a woman. Susan hadn’t the heart to get angry.
Charley explained how Malmagden’s interrogation notes had to get back to Berendstrasse. Too much to transmit by radio, they needed an armed courier.
Bogen started to go “She’s got a gun. Why can’t—”
But something in Charley’s expression made him duck his eyes.
The three of them watched Bogen slink down the back to the interviewing room. Even Malmagden felt awkward. “An engaging young man,” he offered.
“Shut up,” Charley said.
It didn’t help that none of them had slept much since yesterday. Susan had gotten a few hours but she had been as keyed up as she always was before a mission. Faulkenberg Reservoir was in the Franconian Forest, just this side of Czechoslovakia. People had disappeared there for centuries. Three more would carry no particular novelty. Susan was realistic about this. The rockets in her dreams had rained down accordingly.
Malmagden seemed nervous as well. Under all that Völkich patter, he could hardly keep still. All the way down Highway 174 from Berlin to Zwickau, Malmagden’s knees prodded Susan through the back of her seat.
She was afraid he might freeze up as they crossed the Soviet checkpoint at the Elbe River. He was a German officer, after all. He would not be popular even if they had never heard of his business with the dead people. They had given him papers in the name of George Kroft, of Auckland, New Zealand. Try and find a Soviet border guard knows anything about New Zealand. The idea was that Malmagden should keep his mouth shut, without being, you know, silent. Malmagden had his mind on things far beyond the Soviet checkpoint. Such genuine disinterest is hard to fake. The guard spent more time looking over Marshall Zhukov’s travel permit than Malmagden’s fake identification papers.
Susan was relieved as they pulled back onto the highway. But it played on her mind—what was more scary than being hauled off to the nearest transit camp and disappeared?
At Mühlreit the highway turned southeast into the Franconian Wald. The forest rose up around them. Little towns appeared through sudden gaps in the trees, only to vanish as quickly.
Ancient trees formed a ceiling against the sunlight. Any other time, Susan would have lost herself in the dreamy light passing through the layers of branches. Today, she gripped the Thompson submachine gun tighter across her lap. She peered into the shadows beneath the trees for Werewolf cadres or Russian patrols.
Charley Shrieve curled his fingers around the steering wheel. He smiled when he saw her looking. “Cramps,” he explained. Susan was relieved to see she was not the only one who was nervous.
Malmagden relaxed for the first time. He was effusive. He leaned his shoulder out the window. He closed his eyes and breathed the mountain air.
“Ahh, that’s good!” he cried. “Smell that! That is the air off the German Alps. This is the first air I’ve smelt in six months that has no tinge of death to it!”
The smell of death could follow Malmagden to hell, if Susan had her way. She opened her mouth to say something maybe a little ungenerous. Charley gave her a look, Mass murderers have feelings too. Charley the diplomat. No, it wasn’t as simple as that. Charley could be as nasty as Susan. He just picked his fights more carefully.
The forest pulled back to reveal a small dairy farm at one end of a meadow. A man stood up in the bed of his wagon. He shaded his eyes to watch them pass. His stare was neither friendly nor afraid, but it was steady.
The man was thin, with a gaunt, sallow aspect that could not be entirely explained by wartime food rationing. His skin was pale to the point of fluorescence in the slattern light of late afternoon. Dark circles stood out under his eyes. She watched the farmer in his wagon till he disappeared behind a copse.
Malmagden chuckled. “These simple country folk. So suspicious. It must be the same in America, yes?”
Susan said she supposed so. She turned her gaze up the hillside behind his house. A line of sickly cows were wandering back to the broken-down barn.
She could make out ribs beneath their loose and shifting hides, and something else—bloodstains. Some large animal had been at them.
They turned onto a smaller highway. A half-hearted grade that tended to slope toward the canyon floor below. No telling how long since this road had been cleared. Rockslides poured down boulders the size of skulls. They banged against the Plymouth’s fenders and bounced over the hood.
Now and then, Susan caught a glimpse of something in the trees below them. It seemed to glint in the sun. Susan took it for the Faulkenberg Reservoir spillway. Then the trees opened up and the spillway showed itself to be a trail of mud. She lost sight of it as they continued up to the valley rim, though Susan continued to see evidence of some sort of passing.
Periodically, they would find a barefaced cliff, where an avalanche or over-saturation had peeled away a layer of earth and vegetation. More rarely, she would find herself looking up a path as wide as a road, cleared straight up the side of the mountain. The trees in these vertical clearings would be snapped over a couple of feet up from the ground. The stumps would be tilted into the unyielding soil as if from a great weight.
This worried her. She had seen similar trails in her Watermark seminars about Dunwich, Massachusetts. There were trails like this all through the hills around Dunwich. No one had taken pictures of the thing that had left them, but oral tradition surrounding it had impressed her greatly.
Malmagden seemed to grow quieter with each passing trail. She watched his eyes follow each one off into the distance. Clearly, he knew more than he was telling.
They were at the ridge crest. The air grew pungent with wood smoke. It congealed in the dusk before their headlights. Charley turned the car left, into the mountains that surrounded the reservoir. And stopped.
Faulkenberg Reservoir was gone.
Charley said, “Damn.” Malmagden sat back, quiet and morose. The three of them stared into an empty bowl of rock. Millions of cubic meters of water were gone—flashed to steam? Susan could hardly imagine it. More than the reservoir was gone. An entire deciduous forest, from the edge of the shoreline to the top of the crest line had been turned to cinders and loose rock.
Below them, the road wound down through smoke that flattened out along a thermocline, patchy and soot-gray. Susan made out a huge fire toward the valley center, just past the shore-side turnout, where nothing but water should be. It was like the heart of a rose quartz. The entire cloud flickered and pulsed to its every shift. But this was not the source of the smoke cover. The smoke that filled the Faulkenberg Wald breathed out from beneath the bare rock walls of the canyon. It curled up from the road. The evidence all around her spoke of immensity. Whatever the Germans had fooled with up here had scoured Faulkenberg Wald from the bottom of the reservoir to the cliffs over her head.
Rock cascaded to their left. Susan had her Thompson nailed to the spot and would have blown out the windshield but for Charley’s restraining hand.
“It’s a rockslide,” he whispered. She looked off her target just long enough to see what he was saying. The bare limestone was cooling from whatever had happened. Rock was raining down all along the flanks of Faulkenberg Tal.
“What do you know about this?” Charley was addressing Malmagden over his shoulder, though his eyes were on the blasted valley before them.
Horror or calculation had Malmagden silent. Susan shot a hand over the seat. Her fingers latched onto Malmagden’s collar. She repeated Charley’s question.
“Get me to the valley floor,” he croaked. “I will give you an informed opinion.” Susan cinched up her grip. “Night is coming,” Malmagden squeaked. “We have to get off the road.” He seemed very sincere about this.
The blacktop had been heated to taffy. Susan could see where it had run down the embankment like loose mud. Between the mounting smoke and precarious road, going was slow; it took ten minutes to roll down the last half mile to the shore. On the way down, they passed over a rail crossing; the tracks stretched away in their bed all along the surrounding cliffs.
A little further on, Susan could see some sort of encampment waiting down in the reservoir. Hard to tell through the smoke cover that layered the valley, but the fire was unmistakable. It rose twenty feet, surrounded by a tiara of wobbling shadow.
Trucks were backed up to it. Susan cupped her hand to her forehead and made out the silhouettes of soldiers heaving long branches onto the flames.
She marveled at this. The heat beneath the smoke cover was stifling. Not hot enough for some. The trucks were heavy with wood. Whoever these people were—Russians?—they must have scavenged every dead tree in the Franconian Forest.
They were still coming in. As Charley left the blacktop and started down the steep grade into the dry reservoir. A truck loomed out of the smoke just ahead of them. A stake bed, overloaded with tree trunks, branches, saplings complete with roots. The whole mass swayed unsteadily as the driver picked his way around the potholes and small boulders.
The truck pitched right. Its load slewed in the opposite direction. Charley slammed on the brakes. Ash from the lakebed blew up in a fine cloud that coated the windshield like paint as he then gunned past the truck. They ducked into their shirts, coughing, to avoid being asphyxiated. Shrieve fumbled at the wipers and the headlights. Susan peered through twin arcs of clean glass at bales of concertina wire across the road.
The Soviet camp spread just beyond. She shaded her eyes against the giant fire at its center. She could just make out a handful of trucks, a collection of light field artillery, tents, and some tower-thing away to the back of the camp, inexplicable from here.
Above it all drifted—Susan frowned with surprise—music. The Andrews Sisters were singing “Is You Is or Is You Ain’t My Baby?” Their pristine harmonies eeked, thin and cracked, out of some ancient public-address system. She shrugged at Charley. Charley shrugged at her. Those Russians.
The incongruity of the American Tin Pan Alley floating over a Soviet military outpost caught her up short. Her eyes were on the little speaker blaring down at them from the top of the gatepost. She never saw the Russian sentry slip through a gap in the concertina wire.
He was a nervous kid with a prewar Masin-Nagant rifle. Susan didn’t realize how young he was till he stepped out of the glare of the bonfire.
Christ, she said to herself, because he was younger than the German kids she’d left in Berlin. War in the twentieth century had turned to cradle robbing to satisfy its needs. Susan was not casting stones, no indeed. She had her own little den of Cub Scout spies back on Berendtstrasse in Kiel, didn’t she.
“Reach for the sky,” the kid demanded.
Carefully, Charley Shrieve pulled Marshal Zhukov’s travel permit out of his coat pocket. The kid examined Marshal Zhukov’s signature and then flipped it over as if looking for the fine print. He tossed it to the ground.
“Reach for the sky,” he repeated. Communist or not, he was obviously a connoisseur of American culture.
Susan thought for a moment. Did she want to give up her weapon inside the Soviet Sector? She started to raise the Thompson. Charley turned a meaningful glance over his shoulder.
The truck they had passed at the bottom of the grade had turned around. It was now pulling in behind them, blocking their only exit. Susan put the gun down.
Soldiers gathered around the car. None of them would have been college age in America.
A Tokarev pistol was pressed to Susan’s nose. The Thompson was taken from her lap. One of the kids removed a pack of cigarettes from Malmagden’s shirt pocket. He had one in his mouth before his friend pointed to the writing on the pack, which, unfortunately, was in German.
She heard one of the sentries refer to them as “Werewolves.” Susan realized they were not referring to the shapeshifting creatures of lore, but the Nazi partisan group.
It occurred to her that maybe she was about to be shot.
“Oh, shit,” she said. “Wait a minute.”
The door jerked open. She was pulled out and thrown to the ground, next to Charley and Malmagden. Shrieve was searched with perfunctory disinterest.
Malmagden was kicked in the ribs so that he jackknifed over, gasping for breath. Two of the sentries went through his pockets for weapons and more cigarettes. Finding neither, they kicked him in the ribs a couple more times.
A fight broke out over who would search Susan. It engulfed the squad of sentries, and then the soldiers who came to break it up.
Selfishness appeared to be the issue—why did Viktor Illysovich always get to search the women? The possibility that Susan might have a backup hidden under her pant cuff never occurred to any of them. She wondered, What exactly did they hope to find?
She found herself standing over the swarm of fists and knees with her Walther PP in her hand, tapping her foot expectantly. She looked at Charley, What do you want to do?
Shrieve put out his hands, going, I don’t know. Eventually, he pointed out one of the kids at random.
“Hey.” She stuck the automatic in his ear. “Is this what you’re looking for?”
Viktor Illysovich looked dismayed. His comrades looked utterly heartbroken. They glared at the Walther as if it violated the accepted rules of gang rape.
Somebody near the back picked up his rifle. Shrieve grabbed his Colt out of some careless kid’s hand and sighted right down on the miscreant. The rifle fell to the ground, hardly louder than the stares from every soldier at the reservoir.
Great, she said to herself. We’ve got the drop on about a hundred-twenty Soviet troops. Somehow, she knew, this got them back to the American lines. But she was hazy on the details.
Susan grabbed her Thompson back from a pair of slack hands. She gave the Walther to Malmagden, who was leaning over, nursing his ribs. He looked surprised. He did not give it back.
An older man stepped into the road, swearing majestically. His young soldiers began sputtering explanations at him, all at once. She could tell by his stride he was some sort of officer, but he’d been out in the field way too long. The man looked from Susan to the boy with the gun in his ear. He thought for a moment, sighed. He slapped the boy about the head, shoved him back toward his friends, and glared at Susan.
“Trust me,” he vowed. “They are the scourge of Eastern Europe.”
Susan nodded: of course. No doubt this was just an off day.
The Russian fished their travel permit out of the dirt. While he read it, he rubbed at a greasy film of beard that covered his jowls.
“You obtained this permit from Marshal Zhukov.” The man spoke in exact English. He hmmed to himself. “I radioed a message to the field offices of Marshal Zhukov the last time we were able to break through radio interference. I got no response.” The man looked up at Charley Shrieve. “When you spoke to Marshal Zhukov, did he happen to mention anything about relieving us?”
Shrieve had not, strictly speaking, communicated with the marshal. This seemed a poor time to bring that out. He shrugged, smiled. “Sorry.”
“They’ve misplaced us again.” The Russian wadded up the travel permit in an angry gesture. “They probably don’t even know we’re here.”
“You know,” Susan said. “That’s our permit out of here as well as our permit in.”
The Russian frowned at her in an interested way. “And who would you be? You are American gangster moll?”
“I am an American Foreign Service officer,” she corrected him. Cap F, cap S.” God, she was tired of explaining to men like this what she was doing in their war.
“You are a spook.” He smiled.
Charley Shrieve stepped forward to smooth things out. He suggested they not discuss background and pedigree. “We’ve all been sent here for the same thing.” He pointed at the glassified plain as it stretched east of the wire perimeter. “Our governments want to know what happened out there.”
“You wish to know what could destroy reservoir?”
“Whatever happened up here might still pose a threat to Soviet citizens.” Susan referred to Heisenberg’s bomb program, to atomic radiation drifting east toward the wheat fields of central Asia.
The Russian could barely contain his amusement. He repeated her remark in Russian. His young brigade laughed as well, in a distinctly unpleasant way.
“Come,” the man said. “Dusk is at hand. You have to get inside the camp, away from the perimeter.”
He barked an order to his charges. They formed up a little honor guard, or maybe a firing squad, and followed the four of them through the concertina wire.
The man was a lieutenant. His name was Illyenov. Yevgeni Illyenov, from Soviet Georgia. He’d fought Panzer tanks with nothing but bottles of gasoline. He had chased them back across the frozen steppes to the Danube River.
Now, while his comrades took what he imagined to be the pleasures of Berlin, Illyenov was guarding a dry lakebed with a bunch of school kids.
He led them past a line of deep-dug trenches already flooded with something that smelled like tar. Past piles of loose mortar rounds and belts for the heavy machine guns. Past a line of broken iron that might have been a Güterzuglokomotiven—a freight train engine (except how could that be right when the tracks had run along the shore of the lake? And the shore must have been a quarter of a mile away?).
—Past all that awaited the operational headquarters for the entire Soviet presence at Faulkenberg Reservoir. A wooden truck bed was laid across a stack of empty ammunition cases for use as a table. It was scattered over with papers and tin cups of some chemical-smelling liquid. Here was the dubious phonograph, fed by its small assortment of American show tunes.
A banner proclaiming the glory of the Oktober 15th Brigade flapped in the smoke and breeze of this tremendous campfire. Susan held her hand to her face against the heat. The smoke was even worse. Fresh saplings were being layered into the pile as they arrived. The smoke that rolled off of it was already choking.
Illyenov pointed across the fire to a gang of kids swarming over the tower Susan had seen from the camp entrance.
Whatever its purpose, Illyenov was inordinately proud. He had Charley by the arm. He was telling Charley how they had run across a downed British Lysander coming through Gölwegn Pass. They had scavenged the engine.
“My men thought me crazy. ‘What will Illyenov do with that airplane motor?’ Yes? You learn on battlefield. There is use for everything!”
It hung in a cradle of chains from a piece of the Lysander’s airframe. It had been restored to its original aerodynamic housing. The whole thing rolled around on wheels scavenged from one of their trucks.
Torque load was accounted for with a long bar through the axle. Put a kid over here to hold his end up, put a kid over there to hold his end down. Add a couple kids for steerage and ballast, a fifth to mind the fuel and electric lines, and hope that nobody ended up in the fire.
Susan did not press Illyenov on his plans for the motor, sensing they were obscure and Russian. Perhaps difficult to explain to a woman unencumbered by the romance of noisy, dangerous things.
A kid from the Flaming Trench Committee needed Illyenov to look at something. Reluctantly, he excused himself.
Shrieve picked up one of the half-filled cups lying on the table. He held it to his nose. “Christ.” He turned away. His eyes watered.
“Don’t mess with that,” she said. “The Russians call it vlint. It’s a bootleg amphetamine they make with cough syrup, gasoline, red phosphorous, and sulfuric acid.”
Shrieve started to laugh. “Go on.” He saw the look on her face and set the cup down, carefully.
Susan’s buddies in the Red Army engineering detachment had marched into Berlin on a highway paved with vlint. They told her it gave them their crazy-ass reputation. She suspected the public relations value of certain Soviet crowd-control practices—nailing people to barn doors, for instance—could not be discounted. She kept these opinions to herself, of course. She did not wish them to think her rude.
A flash of light drew her eye up the valley wall. Someone was on the ridge. He was signaling down to his mates with a pocket mirror, tipped back and forth against the firelight. The light of the campfire caught movement all along the ridgeline. Susan counted a squad. So, Illyenov had not given up the high ground.
“They’re preparing for an attack,” Susan guessed.
“We’re thirty miles inside the Soviet sector,” Charley point out.
“The campfire, the airplane engine—it’s some kind of smoke generator. If they’re not using it to hide under, then what are they using it for?”
Malmagden made some disparaging remark about the native intelligence of your mid-Asian ethnics. Shrieve shuffled through the pile of junk between the tin cups.
Here was a ream of newsprint, and a charcoal stick. An artist might have just stepped away for a moment to check his subject from a better angle.
Shrieve flipped through the first couple of sheets. “What do you make of this?”
Each sheet showed the same thing, but from a different angle—a lump-backed thing, crudely drawn, with indications of tentacles. Something on the top might have been a human face, with eyes and wide, leering mouth. The mouth was filled side-to-side with horsy teeth that looked as large as C-Ration cans.
“Reminds me of some of the Armitage transcripts,” she said.
“Is Walter Foley still showing those pictures?”
“Flattened farmhouses and half-eaten cattle? Yeah.”
Shrieve laughed. “He loves that stuff.”
Susan remembered the Dunwich, Massachusetts, primaries—the Dunwich Horror, as her Watermark instructors referred to it. It had been dead over ten years by the time the war started. Her instructors spoke of it in an academic tone.
How did it get into this dimension? How did it acquire these distinctly human attributes? Some woman had become pregnant with it, apparently.
All of her male friends nodded at this speculation with mild interest, hmmm. They got more excited about the future of the forward pass in football. Susan could not shake the image of a woman alone in a cabin somewhere, waiting on some leprous extra-dimensional entity to arrive in a mellow mood.
Susan had nightmares the last eight weeks of her Watermark training.
She looked at Malmagden. “How about it?” she demanded. “You were up here. What about this?”
Malmagden glanced at the drawing pad and then looked at her with a raised eyebrow.
“Hybridizing experiments between humans and Old Ones. That sounds like right up your alley.”
Malmagden demurred. “I am just polizei,” he apologized. “I made no such decisions.”
Shrieve took it up as well. “Is this Das Unternehmen?” He shook the pad in Malmagden’s face. “Maybe you were up here, making deals with the Old Ones to turn the tide of the war?”
“Yeah, and just to cinch the deal, you threw in somebody’s daughter.” She shoved him maybe a little harder than she meant to. “What about it? You’re usually so chatty. What are you so quiet about suddenly?”
Malmagden had his eyes on the perimeter fence. He hadn’t even heard her. He looked back at her from some middle-distance.
“Forget that,” Malmagden paid little attention to the drawing pad. “That is not important.” He stared out east at the far side of the crater. He pulled at his lip. His eyes were bright with fear. “Something is not right,” he said. “Something is missing from here.”
Susan leaned toward Shrieve, wincing in disbelief. “What did he say?”
“He said this isn’t important,” Shrieve repeated. “He said that zomethink iss missink.”
She took back her Walther. “Your spleen is going to be missing in a minute.” Time to remind this guy who wore the handcuffs.
Malmagden barely noticed. “The Artifact,” he said. “The—you know.” He waved impatiently at the empty eastern sky. “You showed me a photograph of it.”
Took her a moment to realize what Malmagden was talking about. He was talking about the monolith they had dug out of the eastern face of the valley.
“It’s gone,” she said. “So what? The entire lake is gone.”
“The entire lake was merely water. Please.” He leaned forward to take her eye. “This is more important than these questions you are asking me. This is more important than you know.”
Shrieve frowned at her. “What is he talking about?”
Susan shook her head. Suddenly she wasn’t sure. She was sure that the fear in Malmagden’s eyes was genuine. That bothered her. Men like Malmagden are supposed to be pitiless and unshakable.
“What happens if we leave the compound?” she asked Charley.
“Maybe Illyenov shoots us as American spies. Maybe”—Shrieve nodded at the drawing pad—“we run into Sparky here. Who knows?”
Susan glanced back at the remnants of the Oktober Brigade. Something far up the western slope of the valley transfixed their attention. They stood silently behind the concertina wire. Their eyes were on the blue-white pool of a searchlight as it rolled over the bare earth beyond the perimeter. Susan had never seen a group of kids so focused.
She nodded toward the back of the compound. There was a hole in the wire. Beyond it, the lake bottom lay blasted smooth beneath a bomber’s moon.
“We came up here to see the Faulkenberg weapons lab,” she said. “Let’s go have a look.”
They pushed Malmagden through the wire. He stared around at the mirror-smooth crater, wide-eyed with awe.
“This means nothing to you, does it?” He looked at her and laughed, a choking sound of horror and awe. “This is just a great hole in the ground to you, yes? But once, over there”— he pointed to the smooth eastern curve of the bowl—“it was the most advanced laboratory in the world.” He looked away. He could not speak.
On the far side of the wire, they stepped on something that crunched like hard candy. Susan picked a chunk of it out of the sand.
“Glass,” she said. They were standing on a sea of glassified sand. It rippled out from a center point in concentric rings, like a pond’s surface frozen moments after being hit by a stone. No doubt the glass had covered the entire lakebed before the Russians had arrived. It still coated the area east of their outpost.
She tested one of the glass waves. The crests were thick enough to support the weight of a 119-, or 119-and-seven-eighths-, pound woman. The troughs were brittle and thin and showed signs of recent crossing.
The frequency of these waves grew shorter as they walked toward the eastern rim of the crater. The glass itself darkened and changed color. It was green at the perimeter, black as obsidian as they followed Malmagden to the epicenter of the blast.
He pointed far up the nearest wall of the crater. “My men.”
An army of shadow soldiers stood at alert above the line where the glass gave way to pale rock. Whatever seared their images to the limestone had been of sufficient intensity to delineate their silhouettes in stark detail. Susan could see attitudes of tension in the images. Their heads were turned, as if they had been tracking some sound or movement coming from the left.
Malmagden stared at the wall with his palm over his mouth. He whispered something in German, maybe he asked, What have I done?
Susan searched in her heart for pity, found only a flat, hard plain not dissimilar to the one they traversed.
“What do your ghouls say about moral ambiguity now?” she asked him.
Malmagden looked at her, his eyes so mixed with emotions they seemed flat as mirrors.
Shrieve took Malmagden by the shoulder. “Show me where this artifact was supposed to be.” He ignored Susan’s bad looks.
Malmagden needed just a moment to orient himself. “It is right above you, yes?” He pointed. Just to their left was a gap among the limestone cliffs. Susan had seen it from the top of the road, but the very size of it had hidden it away in the landscape. Only as Malmagden pointed it out did she get an idea of the scale the weapons laboratory had worked at.
Someone had dug an aircraft carrier out of the rock.
She looked closer as the clouds shifted over her head. Under the brightening moonlight, the biomorphic contours that had allowed the abyss to blend into the natural landscape showed themselves to be razor sharp—whoever had done this had used a scalpel.
Her knees started to tremble. “What happened up here?” She tried not to whisper. Whispering sounded weak and intimidated. She coughed and spoke louder. “What the hell happened up here?”
“A misalignment,” Malmagden said. He was quiet for a moment after that, as if getting out that one word had taken all his strength. Had it been up to him, he would have stopped there. He had to force himself to go on.
“The Faulkenberg laboratory was nothing more than a lensing instrument, designed to focus the tidal forces of a body of three billion solar masses oscillating at relativistic speeds. I was responsible for the actual lensing of the energies that poured from that breach,” he said. “A group of mathematicians, the Opal Group, was assigned the task of breaching the stress fractures in space-time through which this super-massive body normally travels. Carl Leder’s Sparrow Group researched the protocols for attracting this body, which determined the lensing platform’s stability and usefulness. Really, Leder is the man to talk with. He can give you the underlying principles better than I can.”
“Leder,” she hissed in exasperation, “is clinically insane.”
“To the contrary. Carl Leder is quite lucid. You categorize his analysis as crazy because it is beyond your experience.”
What had Leder described to her on that plane out of Denmark?
—A cognizant universe, born in fire and primordial density, expanding at relativistic speeds to the size of a proton, then an atom, then to a size large enough to encompass worlds. A cinder of exhausted intellect left behind at the center of this expansion, at once dreaming and intimately aware, malevolent and indifferent.
He had called out names Susan had known from her counter-research projects: The Blind Leviathan. The Daemon Sultan . . .
Susan felt the hairs rise on her forearms.
“Malmagden, you crazy—”
Azathoth.
She didn’t realize she had shoved Malmagden to the ground till Charley pushed her back.
“Do you know what they were doing up here? Do you know what they tried to do?”
Charley nodded at the pistol in her hand. “You don’t need that,” he said. She hadn’t realized it was out. Of course, Charley was only doing the sensible thing, protecting their prime witness. She must have seemed like a crazy woman.
“I’m all right.” She took a few deep breaths, closed her eyes a moment to clear her mind. All she saw was her favorite walk along the banks of the Charles River looking like this smoldering valley. “Like hell I am.” She shoved Malmagden to the ground again. Charley grabbed her by the shoulders and swung her away from him. He held on while she leaned over his shoulder to glare. “Do you know how lucky we were? Do you know what could have happened? Not just to the First Army, or the Eighth Air Force, or whomever you thought you’d take revenge on, but to the entire planet? Malmagden, you crazy bastard.”
Malmagden gave Charley a beseeching look. But Charley seemed to have latched onto what she was raving about. He might have been enjoying a few awful visions of his own. At some point Susan realized she was hanging onto him as tightly as he was to her.
Perhaps Malmagden realized this as well. He became suddenly talkative, confiding: “I am with you on this, believe me. I knew the chief administrator at this facility, a man named Jürgen Kriene. I warned him he was not prepared for a full power test of this device. I warned Reichsführer Himmler, who oversaw all our activities in Zentralbund. But the war effort was collapsing. Kriene convinced his superiors to move ahead with his reckless project.”
Malmagden held up his hands at the result.
“So, let me get this right,” Charley said, “they tapped into one of these stress fractures in space-time. They called forth Azathoth, and the tidal forces of Its passing washed over the laboratory, destroying the castle, the reservoir, the Artifact, everything . . .”
Malmagden shook his head. “The Artifact survived the catastrophe. It has been destroyed since.”
“How do you know that?” Susan did not believe this for a second. Still, she kept her pistol out, for purposes of encouragement.
“The Artifact was not a summoning device, but a—like a heat sink, or a lightning rod. It siphoned off energy into alien realms. Europe would have looked like this valley if the Artifact had failed.”
Malmagden hooded his eyes against the glare of moonlight. “There is one man who could have evaporated the Artifact in this manner,” he said. His lips peeled back into a leer. “Kriene!” he exclaimed. “I did not give him credit for sorcery on this level. He has surprised me.”
“Who is this Kriene person anyway?”
Malmagden made a dismissive gesture. “Jürgen Kriene is a dilettante. He is capable of the occasional gesture, as you can see. But he is a technocrat at heart. Everything he knows came from his betters.”
Malmagden referred to himself, of course.
Charley said, “Kriene is a friend of yours?”
“Ha! That is good. I will hang him by his testicles when I catch him. And then I will put that wheelchair of his into overdrive.”
“I don’t get it,” Susan said. “Even if Jürgen Kriene could do something like this,” she indicated the chasm before them, “why would he?”
“Because,” Malmagden laughed, as if amazed at her question, “Das Unternehmen is not ended. It has been duplicated somewhere. It comes to fruition. Do you not see?”
“This Artifact,” she said. “Kriene took it back with him to his new digs? As a sort of safety valve to prevent this from happening to him again?”
“Kriene has not the power to move it with magic. He hasn’t the knowledge of the black arts. He can only destroy it.”
“Naw, come on,” Shrieve said. “If Kriene has been up here, he’s seen what comes pouring out of the end of that fracture. Why would he destroy the only firewall in the world?”
“Is it not obvious? Jürgen Kriene is not developing a weapon.” Malmagden paused, as if he were only realizing the truth of this as he spoke the words. “He is fashioning a punishment for the entire world.”
Malmagden laughed with sudden malicious glee. He leaned back and shouted at the sky, “Jürgen, you are such a coward!”
Came an answering voice from the dark:
“And you, Krzysztof Malmagden, are a war criminal.”











Chapter Eight
SUSAN HAD A WILD IDEA THAT SHE WOULD turn around and this Kriene, whoever he was, would be standing there, waiting to rebut Malmagden’s argument.
But it wasn’t Kriene. Lieutenant Illyenov was coming across the glass with a squad of soldiers and a pair of heavy machine guns.
Susan could guess what was happening. Something unearthly was coming. She heard a crash of rocks in the dark directly ahead of them. A curtain of dust silvered under the moon. Whatever they had tracked among the valley’s western cliffs had come around to attack from the rear. Illyenov’s men were establishing their eastern perimeter.
Somewhere on the far side of the Russian camp, the Lysander engine wheek-wheek-wheeked, coughed itself to life, rose to an even drone. The Russians had positioned it on the far side of the campfire, pointed in their direction. Susan looked back to see the flames flatten and stretch beneath the sudden wind. Plumes of oily smoke were already rolling across the glassified plain to meet them. An idea came to her, a bit from her Dunwich, Massachusetts, lectures. She started to get an idea what the Russians needed this smoke machine for.
She really hoped she was wrong.
“You know,” Illyenov said, “you press my Slavic hospitality to the breaking point.”
A kid pointed toward a promontory of rock overlooking the glassy lakebed, crowned by the wreckage of the Faulkenberg hydroelectric plant. This had been their destination. The kid wanted to know if they should carry on. Good cover up there. Lots of metal and concrete to hide behind. With a little time, they would have found a way up the cliffs and set up a nice crossing field of fire. Indeed, Susan tried to imagine what Illyenov was doing down here.
He had a bag of something that he eased gently to the ground. With a couple head-slaps and a few quick words, Illyenov directed his troops to form a defensive perimeter right here on the glass. Then he turned his attention to them.
“You did not tell me your friend was the great Krzysztof Malmagden. I had to eavesdrop on you till you said his name out loud. That is hardly the way comrades and war-time allies treat each other.”
“We’re here investigating a threat to the peace,” Susan said.
“With your friend the war criminal, you are worried about the peace?”
She winced a little. That sounded lame, even to her.
Illyenov turned a predatory smile on the German. “You are Krzysztof Malmagden,” he said.
Malmagden stepped back, touching his throat in the manner of an aging movie star. “Excuse me. Do we know each other?”
“You are the man who ran the dead people. You are the man with the ghouls.”
“I am afraid you have me confused with someone.” Malmagden turned toward Susan. “Tell him—”
Illyenov went for him with a bayonet coming up from below. Malmagden caught the Russian’s wrist, threw a forearm into his throat. They went down, locked together at hand and throat.
The machine gun crews looked up from their work. Susan went, Uh oh. She could see things going south in a hurry.
She showed them the Thompson. Maybe, she thought, they’ll remember what’s waiting for them just beyond the firelight. She knew what Malmagden would say to that: People love to hate. Give them a choice of saving the human race, or crowding around to watch one of their own beat up some German whose name they don’t even know, and the human race is doomed, of course.
Malmagden didn’t help things when he explained how his ghouls would rape every virgin in Russia. Illyenov found enough breath to describe how he would tie Malmagden’s entrails to the bumper of a truck and drag him back to Berlin.
Susan sighed. This was not proving productive. She pressed her pistol to the back of Illyenov’s head. “That pleasure may have to await another occasion,” she suggested.
Illyenov froze. “Do you know who you are protecting? Do you know what Krzysztof Malmagden’s ghouls have done throughout the Balkans?”
“Don’t think I’m not embarrassed about this.”
“Do you know what his ghouls did to the Russian agents they captured in Berlin?”
“Shut up now,” Susan suggested quietly.
She pulled him off Malmagden with the muzzle of her Walther under his chin. She had no idea what to do next. That was bad. When combined with foresight and planning, a gun is an asset to any heated conversation. When one has no plan, a gun merely draws unwanted attention and hostility.
She looked up to see every kid around them with his gun aimed right at her head.
“You shoot me, he dies too,” she called out in Russian.
Illyenov could barely contain his amusement.
“My soldiers despise me. You use me for a hostage, you are a dead woman.” He raised his chin just enough to clear her gun barrel.
“Fire at will,” he called.
Rocks and earth tumbled down the slope far above. The sound was not so loud as the ragged breathing in Susan’s ear, but it was sufficient. A strained quiet descended on the glassified plain. Eyes met eyes as the silence stretched.
A snap—closer this time, a whisking crash as a tree flew over the top of the crater and slid down the slope above, roots dragging boulders as it went.
Not far from the tree, a kid setting up one of the machine guns waved this way, to the left. He raised his hands to call something out—and then he was gone. His screams filled the darkness where he had stood, and then they too disappeared.
Illyenov’s Young Communist League ran forward to pour fire up the slope. Something waited for them in the darkness. At first, Susan saw only muzzle flashes from their Masin-Nagant rifles. Then she saw this reflection from the campfire just above their heads. Did they see it too? One of the gunners raised his rifle and turned, as if at a sound, then disappeared.
One heartbeat of silence followed. His mates stared around themselves in stunned realization. Whatever was out here, it was among them.
They started toward the hydroelectric station on the cliff. A sensible move. Collapsed iron and concrete had to be a better hiding place than out here in the open. Susan thought about joining them.
Illyenov roared at them to hold this position. They stood bewildered. This uncertainty lasted till the first wave of smoke arrived from the campfire.
A shape appeared in the smokestream, so close Susan might have walked into it just pacing around. And Christ, the thing was as large as a PT boat. It just stood there. If a human face really did ride atop that giant carapace, it might have been grinning.
No one moved. No one breathed.
The shape in the smoke seemed to gather itself up before their eyes. For no particularly reason, Susan found herself watching this one kid. He had his back turned. He knew what was happening; she could see him sneaking little looks over his shoulder. He simply couldn’t face it. For one moment, she was in his skin. She knew his terror as if it were her own—with his back turned, the thing in the smoke was a dream. The world’s many terrors remained mortal, comprehensible.
Then it came on.
Glass crunched, cracks spider-webbed out to the horizon, chips flew like small-caliber rounds. The machine-gun crews broke for the hydroelectric station. The kid she was watching took a glass shard through his thigh. He grabbed it and went down. Susan’s last sight of him, he was staring up at something only he could see. His eyes were white balls. His lips were split back from teeth clenched in terror. And then he too was gone.
His comrades never looked back. They were half-way to the cliffs before his cries had died away. Something large and smooth and silent furrowed the smoke close behind them. Whatever it was, it was fast. But not so fast as a pack of terrified teenage boys. For a moment, Susan thought they had beaten it.
But they had miscalculated.
Scale, she realized, is a hard thing to judge without landmarks. Even as Illyenov’s gun crews had dwindled in the smoky distance, the limestone cliffs seemed to grow larger.
The things she had taken for rocks at fifty yards seemed now to be boulders at one hundred. The boulders turned out to be cliffs. Illyenov’s soldiers won their foot race to the limestone wall only to realize that the nearest handhold was beyond their reach.
Susan knew what was coming. She could not look away. Even as Charley turned her toward the camp, she struggled to know their fate.
The smoke was thin that far out. The attack came from nothing more than an eddy in the darkness. It scythed the boys from the wall in a single unhurried stroke. Some turned to face it. Some pulled frantically at the rock above them. Three soldiers at the end were able to run a few yards.
They were gone before their cries arrived in Susan’s ears.
Illyenov paced back and forth. He shook his head to himself in amazement or disbelief. His face was fixed in this monkey smile of rage. Susan had seen commanders like Illyenov before, among the partisan units in Yugoslavia. If they felt privileged to spend the lives of their subordinates, they were also jealous of that privilege.
Even before Illyenov turned back to her, she knew what he wanted.
“You can’t kill Malmagden,” she warned him. “He’s in my custody.”
“Your custody?” He cocked his head at her like a wry uncle. “Tell me, Comrade Foreign Service Officer. If Malmagden is in your custody, where is he?”
Susan heard Charley swearing even before she turned around.
But he couldn’t be gone. She had saved his life just a few moments ago. Damn it, she seethed. He couldn’t be gone.
They stood alone in a circle of empty glass.
Bad enough he had disappeared. But Susan had been the Malmagden expert. She had been witness to all his tricks. This, she suspected, had been the real reason she was along on this ride at all.
Charley spotted movement a hundred yards to the east. They had passed the wreckage of the Güterzug freight locomotive; Malmagden must have been planning his escape since then. She could see him leaning from the shattered boiler as if catching his breath. He was turned toward a cleft at the north end of Faulkenberg Tal. The dam had been there. Perhaps whatever was left made for a traversible incline.
Illyenov picked a Masin-Nagant rifle off the glass. His eyes never left the figure at the train as he ejected a spent round and raised the muzzle.
“We need him,” Susan said. “Malmagden knows what happened up here.”
“Of course he knows what happened up here! Ask your John Dillinger what happened to all those banks. He might have surprising insights as well.”
Susan grabbed at his arm and he shooed her off. She grabbed again. Illyenov spun on her. Suddenly, she was staring down the barrel of his rifle.
“You put pistol on me once already,” he reminded her. “And I did not like that. How personal would you like this to be?”
Susan could not help a feeling of awkwardness. They had just done this a few minutes ago, hadn’t they? Some scenes did not bear repeating.
Charley Shrieve placed his Colt against Illyenov’s temple. To no effect. Illyenov held his eyes steady through his breech sight.
A sound passed beneath them—a pop, and then a squeal of fissuring glass. Illyenov lifted his foot as a fracture slid under it. A second crack came in from the lakeshore, just a little south of the hydroelectric plant.
The smoke was dense out there. It was denser than it had been just a moment before. Or maybe it was simply piling up against the bow shock of some large body coming this way, very fast.
Illyenov lowered his rifle. “You lead a charmed life, Comrade Foreign Service Officer. Perhaps your luck sustains you through next ten minutes.”
He reached into the bag and brought up gasoline bombs for each of them.
“I will kill Malmagden when we are done,” he said in a tone of mild reason. Susan did not bother to dispute this. By the way the glass trembled beneath her feet, she guessed she had moments to live anyway.
“There is an art to throwing gasoline bomb!” The shriek of fracturing glass was so loud that Illyenov had to yell to be heard. “You wait till your target is just within throwing range, and light rag on top. Tip the bottle forward—so. You want to keep the flame away from the bottle without spilling petrol. You want to burn creature, not yourself.”
A spotlight from the western face of the valley swung around to touch the flank of something too large to take in with a single beam. She watched in awe as the spotlight penetrated a gelatinous wall.
She fired into the front of the thing. It flinched slightly. It seemed to become aware of her, so that it tracked her as she moved away. She fired again. The thing moved toward her.
Charley heaved his first Molotov cocktail against the side of the creature. Flames lent it sudden volume. Susan would have stepped back to take the whole of it in. There was no time for that. She snapped open her Ronson. She thumbed the ignition wheel, once, twice, three times—to no effect. The flint was damp, or she was nervous. Either way, she knew she was dead.
Illyenov threw his gasoline bomb into the creature’s crablike maw. It bellowed, loud as a locomotive in labor. The roar startled Susan. She dropped the bottle. It crashed across the ground. Suddenly she was covered in gasoline and broken glass, and this flaming mountain of flesh was rolling her way.
Charley Shrieve stepped up next to her with his Colt. He fired right into it from a little more than arm’s distance. A tentacle unfurled from the dark and took his hand. The gun clattered to the ground. It levered Charley down, right beneath its many whipping and scything mouthparts. With his free hand, he reached back for his gun. But his gun was gone.
Susan remembered the charcoal drawings by the bonfire—that awful parody of a human face leering down from the carapace. She sensed vulnerability in its most human feature.
She raised her Walther to fire into the humanesque mask riding atop the flaming hump. It occurred to her that she was covered in gasoline. She saw her muzzle flash catch a bit of vapor from her clothes—saw herself lit in a halo of flames.
Even as she lowered her pistol, a second image overpowered the first. A middle-aged woman, waking every silent morning to the feel of that unsqueezed trigger.
Susan closed her eyes and fired.
A new scream erupted—grating and musical in its pain. Blood gushed down the rubbery hide.
She fired again. The thing turned its flank to her. It backed away to starboard. Charley rolled aside, shook the feeling into his arm.
He scooped her up and nodded across the glass at the shattered locomotive. “That way,” he said into her ear.
She called to Illyenov to follow them. Illyenov had been afflicted with inspiration. “You hurt it!” he cried. He reared back with his second bottle of gas. “You Magyar, you Cossack. We’ve got you now!”
A machine gun opened up from the far side of the crater. Cheap Russian plating chattered like silverware in a drawer. She heard a bottle shatter. Light flared up, and she heard a breathy whoomp. Heat bathed the side of her face.
Where Illyenov had stood, a scarecrow wrapped in flames danced foolishly. It flapped its arms against its shoulders and legs. The scarecrow opened its mouth wide to scream, and—surprise—Illyenov’s voice burst forth.
Susan forgot the gasoline on her clothes. She grabbed for him. Something long and fibrous wrapped Illyenov around the chest and snapped him out of reach. He disappeared under the rubbery skirt of the thing, still burning.
Susan stared in amazement. Shrieve pulled her down as a line of tracers split the night right overhead. The glass trembled against her belly. She looked back over her shoulder to see the smoke gathering itself just yards behind her.
She grabbed his arm. “Time to go.” Urgently now.
They sprinted toward the wreck of the train. No time to worry where Malmagden was. They dove through a shattered windshield into the cab, followed by a line of .30-caliber slugs. The cylinder shook. Hot metal chunked over their heads.
Was Malmagden out there? He had to be dead by now. The locomotive shivered again. Slower this time. Something had gotten under the flank of the overturned train and started shoving.
Susan had hold of a steam throttle. Directly beneath her, an open window rested against the lakebed. A surge rose up against the engine’s driving wheels. She lost her grip. She fell to ground, feet-first. A second shove knocked her forward. The locomotive began to roll so that her legs were outside the cab.
She grabbed more throttles, anything she could find. Charley had her by the arms. He pulled her back into the train. A third shove began to roll the locomotive completely onto its roof. A membrane, bilious and wet, pressed in through the open window. Susan drew away as much as possible. But the windows above her were also open. Any minute, something would come down through there as well.
A moment of silence followed, like the trough before a steep wave. She grabbed onto Charley and he grabbed for whatever he could find. When it came, she realized, this one would be bad.
Machine guns opened up from the entire line of gun emplacements on the compound’s western perimeter. But the fire was panicked and indiscriminate. It did nothing but draw the monster’s attention.
Susan heard the relentless weight of the thing move off into the darkness. The fire from the camp grew frantic, to no effect. The creature moved methodically down the line of foxholes, dragging wire and machine guns and bodies in its wake.
Screams echoed across the glass. They quickly dwindled under the onslaught to a single, aspirated cry. And then a final, sustained round of gunfire—one pistol: crack, crack, crack.
Susan counted three more shots, six in all. She couldn’t help counting.
When the time came for whoever was out there and the monster was on him, she heard the seventh.
She thought of Malmagden. “Where is he?” she wondered aloud.
“Forget about him,” Charley told her. “The only way he got out of here was playing a harp.”
But Susan wasn’t so sure. Malmagden knew the angles and the planes and all the formulae between Yr and Nhhngr. All he needed was a moment alone, something to draw with.
She quick-glanced out a shattered window that had been upended toward the sky. She saw him—he was stepping into an Angle Web in the ground just as the creature came back for him. It circled him the way a dog worries at a trapped rodent. But Malmagden was taking his leave. He turned to the light, smiled his lazy, charming smile at her and then was consumed by azure flames.
The creature bellowed and raked the ground where Malmagden had stood, dragging bodies and machine guns back and forth as it dug.
Susan thought about getting off this glass. But the nearest cover was a hundred yards east of here, under moonlight. They stayed with the train. The bellowing and destruction grew distant. At some point it may have passed on into dream. She woke up on Charley’s shoulder. Dawn light slanted across the glass.
“You smell like gasolne,” Charley said. At 5:30 in the morning, this seemed the sweetest endearment ever whispered in her ear. Who can say why?
A path of charred earth and glass, thirty feet wide, crossed the crater floor, from the Soviet camp and on over the rim, into a dense wall of trees beyond the open northern end of Faulkenberg Tal.
They followed it back to the Russian camp. Everywhere were signs of desperate battle. Shell casings clicked and crunched under their shoes as they re-entered the perimeter. The giant fire at the center of the crater now lay scattered into guttering embers. Small pits from hand grenades dug the ground all around it.
The only thing missing were the people. Impressions of bodies were everywhere, crushed through the glazed sand and into the rocky soil; their legs and arms were bent at excruciating angles.
But no bodies—no bodies, no drag marks, no blood.
She cast about for the place where Malmagden had made his exit, but everything looked different in the daylight.
Charley silently watched her awhile. He shook his head to himself. Eventually, he said, “Don’t do this to yourself. We’ll find him later. He’s not getting away unpunished.”
But vengeance was the last thing on her mind. She was thinking about Das Unternehmen. Only two men knew enough to stop it—Carl Leder and Krzysztof Malmagden. And only Malmagden was sane.
This seemed like a lot to explain at 5:30 the morning after a massacre. She just kept searching.
She found it at last. The Angle Web had been drawn in a hollow left by a Russian hand grenade. The sun was coming on and the Web faded every place the long morning rays slanted through. Only a bit of it glimmered at the bottom of the crater.
“Here.” She pulled Charley over to see. “This is where Malmagden went.”
It flared briefly to life beneath his shadow.
“Can you read it? Can you tell the location?”
“He went back to Kiel,” she realized as she spoke. “He’s waiting for us there.”
Charley frowned at her. “You can read that much?”
Not really, no. She didn’t base this conclusion on her reading of the Angle Web, but her reading of Malmagden himself.
Malmagden, she realized, was as scared as they were. He hadn’t escaped the creature to go into hiding—there was no place to hide. Malmagden was going ahead of them to track down Jürgen Kriene.
They found the Plymouth turned over on its side. Some corrosive agent had washed over the hood and right front fender. The paint was eaten right through to the bare metal. The chrome trim was a dull orange. The front tire looked soft. Susan wondered if it would hold up, but it did.
They pushed the car onto its wheels, drained their last spare gas can, and rolled up the twisting road out of the valley.
* * *
A godawful creaking sound woke her from her third nap. She placed the sound immediately—they were back in Kiel, in the waterfront district. That creaking, groaning sound in the background, that was the conclusion of the day’s drag race.
She figured it to be about six. Right about now, a couple thousand kids and old people would be dragging the last of somebody’s U-boat out of the shipping channels in the harbor. They’d be getting their pay, maybe a few cans of C-Rations. The thought of food made her mouth water. When had she eaten? She couldn’t think.
Susan saw the back door open as they parked on Berendstrasse. Shrieve was too tired even to yell about security.
“Christ.” He sounded disgusted. “They must be looking to meet their first German.”
“Smells like they’re cooking dinner for him and everything.” Whatever was going on the stove, it smelled wonderful.
“Hey,” she called out. “Who’s supposed to be down here?” She heard dinner music coming from the dining room, a light waltz from one of the lesser Strausses.
Charley held her up at the door before they went inside.
“When we first saw you in that warehouse on Münterstrasse, Bogen and I may have been a little . . .”—he squirmed a bit—“skeptical, I guess.”
“You mean because I’m a woman.” She smiled. She thought that was dear. “Fifty years from now, lots of women will shoot guns. It won’t be a big deal anymore.”
Perhaps there was more to it than that. Shrieve started to raise his hand toward her slightly crossed eyes. But he stopped himself. He smiled, nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “Something like that. Anyway, I just wanted to tell you that—Christ, I had this thing all rehearsed in my head. I just wanted to tell you that I’d have you at my back anytime. You did real well up there.”
“You did real well up there too,” she said. She didn’t know whether one returned a compliment to one’s case officer or not, but Charley just smiled.
“We should find out when dinner is,” he said. “I’m starving.”
She told him to go clean up; she’d have a look in the pot. He lingered on just a moment, and she smiled at him, What?
“Nothing.” He shook his head, embarrassed. He went off, calling after Bogen.
Susan felt her cheeks warming. Curse of the red-haired woman, she blushed easily. Good thing Shrieve wasn’t here to see.
She washed her arms in the sink. It felt so good, she leaned her head under the water and let it pour down on her till the gasoline smell faded.
She yelled for whoever was making dinner tonight. Betty Lou Sharpe, she said to herself, and laughed at her own joke. This was the tail end to a running gag: Anything that didn’t smell of garlic, Betty Lou Sharpe must have cooked it.
She wadded up a towel around the lid handle. Christ, it must have been boiling for hours. She could hardly pick it up.
She looked for a heating pad to lift the lid. She found one on the back of a chair, but it was covered in some kind of blood.
Susan stared at it a moment.
Blood.
Shrieve called to her from the dining room. “You need to see this,” he said. Something in his voice made her run.
* * *
She found him by the door, crouched over himself. His arms were folded across his chest and his fist was shoved under his nose. He might have been studying a dinner table tableau prepared for the cover of the Saturday Evening Post.
Before them lay some formal occasion. Candlelight and mismatched dinnerware gave it an air of low-rent elegance. Eight good friends sat across the table from each other.
Any minute now, Pete DeLeone was going to ask Johnny the Plumber to pass the gravy. Sandra Obersmith would have another awful run-in with the Dutch librarian at the shipping museum. The conversation would pick up from there.
If only they could spit out the rope of pink intestine gorging each of their mouths.
Susan found the doorjamb and steadied herself. She had to force herself toward the table. Evidence must be gathered. Yes.
Over each stuffed mouth, eyes were creased in horror, agony, outrage. They had each died right where they sat, consuming themselves an inch at a time.
She looked down at their hands. Their hands were wired to their chair arms. Each had been provided cutlery. A fork poked out of each right hand, a knife out of the left. Somewhere beneath the blood and viscera of their bellies, each wore a napkin, neatly pressed into his or her lap.
Shrieve was saying something about Dale Bogen.
Dale Bogen, she realized. Oh, Christ. He wasn’t here.
“Maybe he escaped?”
“He didn’t escape,” Shrieve said into his hands. He had been up to Bogen’s room, but he would not elaborate on what he found. “Did you,” Shrieve had to clear his throat to keep talking. “Did you check the pot?”
“What?” She couldn’t understand why he was talking about dinner at this particular moment.
“The pot on the stove. Did you look inside?”
And then her brain-lock let up just long enough; she saw what he was getting at. Oh, Jesus.
Shrieve told her to stay put. She just looked at him, Yeah right I’ll stay put. She did let him tip back the lid from the pot. She couldn’t bear that.
Shrieve looked a long time. When he’d seen enough, he set the lid gently back in place. He wouldn’t look at her. She saw his shoulders go up and down, heard something like a sigh.
“Somebody’s fucking dead,” he whispered. She put her arms around him. He was shaking. “Somebody’s fucking dead.”
* * *
Five minutes searching the upstairs rooms, they discovered the real target of the attack on Berendstrasse house—the Black Library was gone.
Susan marveled at the thoroughness of the thieves. The metal racks of lower-level research, the shelves of purely historical and geographic material, the safe holding the really dangerous books like the Necronomicon, the card file that tracked their usage—even the desk and chairs were gone. Someone had cleaned the place to the walls.
The Black Library, that was a gut shot. Without the Necronomicon, they were flying blind. They could dig up everything they needed on Das Unternehmen, but it meant little if they had no research material to put any of it into context.
The only people they could even talk to were Malmagden and Carl Leder. But Malmagden had absented himself from further inquires. And Leder? Aside from Krzysztof Malmagden, Leder was the only source of information on Azathoth and his attendant entities.
Susan found a phone in the kitchen, near the cellar door. The phone number for Agnes Dei’s mental ward was scratched an inch into the wall by something as thick and sharp as a rat-tail file.
She ran her finger along the serrated edge of the impression. Something poked from the wall—a coarse, grayish-brown hair. As she plucked it out, the phone connected. She asked for Carl Leder.
A voice at the other end said, “Fräulein Berne? Herr Leder is most anxious to meet with you.”
“Excuse me?” Fräulein Berne. Nobody had called her that since Berlin. “Who is this? What have you done to Leder?”
“This very afternoon, the object of his life’s work entertained him in his cell for fifty-three interesting and informative minutes. He wishes to share this experience with you.”
She tried out a name from her past. “Is that you, Nietzsche?”
A brief pause. “You need to come down immediately, Fräulein Berne.”
She had to aim the handset to hang up the receiver. Her face must have been white; Charley asked her what was wrong.
“Leder is dead,” she managed. “I just talked to one of Malmagden’s creatures.” Something was drumming in her ears. She thought it was blood at first, but no, it was a memory. It was the crash of Russian rockets.
A louder crash—something shattered in the basement. They looked at each other. Neither of them had considered the possibility that anyone might still be here.
They listened a moment. Yes, whispering. They heard somebody giggle, somebody hush him up.
She followed Charley across the kitchen. He pulled out his .45 and kicked open the cellar door. The metallic smell of fresh blood filled her nostrils. Susan spotted strips of something shiny and pink hanging loose over a rafter. Flesh? No. She couldn’t believe that. But whatever it was, there was no denying it had been pulled from some bloody mass lying on the floor. Susan had this crazy impression of a rump roast disassembled with a hacksaw. She knew that couldn’t be right. She raised her eyes toward a pool of light in the corner of the basement.
There, left as sort of a reminder, were Dale Bogen’s pants. Susan put her finger to her lips. Not a sound, she swore to herself. Later, maybe. Not now.
Charley went for the pants. Susan knew he wasn’t being careful, but she wasn’t going to let him go alone. She swung her Walther around as they descended. The room was dark. She couldn’t tell if she heard anything or not.
Sinister laughter erupted so close to her ear she jumped. The darkness at her side materialized into a toothy grin, cadmium-colored eyes.
She swung out her pistol, but something caught her arm in the dark. The Walther was peeled out of her fingers.
“You have come down to enjoy your friend along with us.” The voice slipped around the fricatives in a way that suggested some problem with the palate.
Shrieve had swung around, but a muscular shadow lunged out from behind and clamped his arms at his sides. He strained to pull his gun arm up, to shoot Susan’s attacker, but its free arc was shallow by just a few, maddening degrees. Another creature stepped forward out of the shadows, watching Charley with evident amusement.
“You made an example of the wrong person,” Charley said, looking from one to the other. “This kid was in Europe maybe two months. He knew nothing of you.”
More laughter—these were Malmagden’s personal guard from Berlin. They had found her at last. Three of them were here. The fourth would be coming back from the mental hospital, where he had killed Leder.
“Your friend is not here as an example,” said the one in the middle. “You shall be the examples. You shall be the warning to all who would involve themselves in our business.”
“This one,” explained the creature who held Susan from behind, “we are simply making ready for use.” Susan heard the voluptuous wetness of lips smacked. A large head came to rest on her shoulder. She forced herself to look down at him. Yellow eyes rolled up to meet hers. The stink of rotten meat filled the wet night air.
“As for you, you shall be envied by all the poor people of this vanquished nation. They go hungry tonight. You both shall feast.”
The one in the middle passed into the shadows and then reappeared with a pair of bolt cutters, which it snapped suggestively at the air. Susan searched the floor for a rock or a chunk of concrete. She had vowed in Berlin that she would not die a soldier’s death. Not like the soldiers she had seen in Berlin.
She looked up to find the bolt cutter handles being placed into her hands.
“What looks good?” A huge gray hand extended toward Charley Shrieve with inviting languor. She was thrust forward a step and let go. “Go ahead. Picks something delicious.”
“Fuck you.” She hoped she wasn’t crying.
“You choose, or we choose for you.”
She lunged for him, and—surprise—caught hold of his fingers. She closed her eyes and brought the handles together till she felt a crunch of bone, heard a scream.
The bloody paw came back-handed across her cheek. It knocked her into the grasp of his companion.
The “philosopher” studied his bereft hand disconsolately. He nodded to the one at her back, which took her arm. It leaned back its head, mouth pulled wide till she saw the gleam of curved, pointed incisors. The skin along her forearm tingled.
A new laughter filled the dank air. All stood still as a shadow detached itself from the lesser darkness at the top of the stair.
“Schopenhauer.” The voice was cultured and soft, with none of the bumptious enthusiasm she remembered in Plötzensee Prison. “As always, you think of your belly instead of your duty.”
One of the creatures muttered the name in surprise—“Malmagden.”
Susan felt her arm released. Apparently Malmagden went beyond their mission parameters.
“Stürmbannführer,” the one raised his bloody paw in greeting. “We heard you were alive and at large. Come over here. We are just about to serve up a couple of Allied agents to one another.”
Susan remembered her Walther, which Schopenhauer—the one that held her upper arm—no doubt had behind his back. Shrieve seemed to be looking behind her. Maybe he could even see it.
“See here,” it hissed wetly. “We’ve got a pretty one for you. Come and see.” Had Malmagden’s creatures seen him driven around in the Plymouth? Or had things been strained between them for a lot longer than that?
“I am acquainted with the young woman. Thank you.” Malmagden smiled at her. “Do you see?” He gestured toward the thing in front of her. “These creatures were my personal guard. I was feared among all the officers of the Zentralbund for making their acquaintance. Only one man afforded himself the luxury of my enmity. And I am settling my affairs with Herr Kriene presently.”
Malmagden turned his smile toward the nearest of his ghouls. He ambled down the stairs till he stood dwarfed in the creature’s shadow. “Hegel,” he said, and reached up to put his hands to its forehead. He might have been an anxious father, checking a fever in his little boy.
Hegel smiled uncertainly at his partners. Ghouls’ riddles, Susan guessed. Full of rough little surprises.
Malmagden leaned forward and Hegel bowed to catch his whisper: “You’re dead.”
The crimson eyes lit up as if candles burned down behind them. Hegel screamed and clutched its head between its elbows. Its eyes melted out of their sockets.
Schopenhauer thrust Susan away; she spun to see him pull out the Walther, but the beast was panicking. The draw was messy.
She lunged and hacked at the hairy wrist with the edge of her palm, right where the nerve would have run through the arm of a man.
The gun bounced off the concrete slab. Susan scooped it off the ground just as Schopenhauer clamped his hand on her throat.
She fired blindly. The creature collapsed to its knees, screaming. She fired again and hit something crucial. The thing flopped over on its back.
The one named Kant did not wait on the outcome of the fight. It stiff-armed Charley Shrieve into the corner and scrabbled to the stairs. Susan stepped forward and steadied a bead on the shadow in the door.
Malmagden put a hand to her wrist.
“Bitte.” He was almost courtly as he pressed her gun down.
She saw his lips curling around words she couldn’t quite make out. His fingers twined into figures that reminded her of things she couldn’t quite place.
The monster froze. Its arms strained to reach its head, as if to scratch an itch behind its eyes. Flames exploded from the roof of its skull. It sank into a smoldering heap.
The stench of burning brains and hair filled the basement. Charley and Susan ran out to the kitchen.
She put a bullet into the thing’s ear, just for safety’s sake. It didn’t even shake. She looked a little closer and realized she was wasting ammunition. The hair was gone from the skull, the top of which had burned away. She looked down into an empty brain cavity, lit by the dull light coming through vacant eye sockets.
“I have gained certain skills, certain powers over the mongrel races.” Malmagden looked aside from the mess on the kitchen floor. He adjusted his sleeves, put his cuff links right. He seemed almost embarrassed at the wide-eyed looks on their faces.
“You wish to defend yourselves from ones such as these, it is child’s play. I recommend Cultes des Goules of Comte d’Erloette. Or perhaps the Unaussprechlichen Kulten of Von Junzt. That is a thorough text. Written in a somewhat ripe hand, if you catch my meaning, but well-intentioned and detailed.”
“They wanted to kill you,” she said.
Malmagden indicated the stack of books on the floor. “I suspect that is what they were after. Me, I was merely a target of opportunity.”
“The hell’s going on here. They worked for you.” Jesus Christ, she thought, they killed for him.
Malmagden sighed. This was a subject that caused him some personal pain. “You see the power of hate?” Malmagden held out his hand. “We were all of us allies a short time ago, united by our hatred of race contamination and the exaltation of the inferior. Jürgen Kriene and myself, we would have bargained with the ravenous hunger of the void to save the Aryan race, using our very souls as currency. But you see?” He indicated the smoldering corpses around them. “Emotions easily given are cheaply held.”
“You guys had a falling out.”
“We were always more rivals than friends.” Malmagden might have been lamenting this fact. “Now that Kriene is so close to the culmination of the Undertaking, he is sending my personal guard out to tidy up—stealing your Black Books, killing his rivals, ensuring that no one has the resources to stop him.”
“So,” she said, “they’re close to the end.”
“Very close.”
Shrieve toed the nearest monster disconsolately. “They could have told us where this is being carried out,” he said.
“Perhaps they have told us,” Malmagden suggested. “If they were here to steal your library, they will have already planned a means of escape, yes? My guard and their people can travel through dreams. That is something that bears a great deal of explanation, perhaps best left for another time. However, they cannot carry books that way. They must have had another means of escape.”
He pulled the light cord hanging by the stair. The cellar went instantly black.
There—down in the far corner, a phosphorescence emerged. It shaped itself into a pair of diagrams as they descended the stairs.
“Do you recognize the image?”
Shrieve nodded. “It’s the Angle Web we saw in the warehouses on Münterstrasse. How do we go through? Where does it lead?”
Malmagden had the formula to go through, he informed them. It was a common Zentralbund spell. As to where it went? That was problematic. Malmagden had used it going through Angle Webs between Berlin and the laboratories to the south. As he seemed to think of the places this particular Web might go, he wiped his palms on his jacket.
“It doesn’t matter,” Susan said. “Wherever it leads, we have to follow it. We’re out of options.”
“Don’t you wish to call your Naval Intelligence first?”
“Do we have time?”
Malmagden frowned. “How much time will they need to investigate this?”
“Never mind,” Susan answered for both of them. “They’ll take two hours just getting over here. We don’t have time.” She saw the look of worry in Shrieve’s eyes. She laughed. “What does it matter? We’ll probably be dead tomorrow one way or another.”
Shrieve could think of nothing to say to that.
There was some question as to who would go through the Angle Web first. No one knew what awaited them on the other side. Maybe they were walking into Spook Central, a roomful of red-eyed Epicureans waiting around their end of this Web just to see who popped out.
Charley went through first. Seeing as how he had never traveled this way before, Susan watched him as he spoke the spells and made the signs of Voor and Kish, waiting to stop him before he ended up in a mountain somewhere.
As Charley Shrieve disappeared, she put Malmagden into the Web. Malmagden smiled. “I save your life, yet you still mistrust me to follow after you?” He shook his head. He was hurt.
“Humor me.”
“If you care nothing for my continued good will, then at least consider this: You send me through first, you will be truly and utterly alone. Have you thought what might happen if you run into difficulty?”
“Difficulty?” Susan had a sudden memory—the pressure of an unwholesome membrane against her flesh. She looked at him. “What do you mean, ‘difficulty’?”
Malmagden looked away awkwardly. “This transportation system developed by my colleague Herr Leder may be on the verge of collapse. Indeed, lately it has tried to kill me on more than one occasion.”
She wanted to play dumb, just to see what he’d say. Kill you? How? But there was no need. She could tell how—just by the way Malmagden hunched his shoulders together, the wary gaze he turned toward the walls.
Suddenly, all the roles they had enacted between themselves—wartime adversaries, host and guest, prisoner and guard—were collapsed into a single shared experience.
Malmagden smiled grimly. “You have been through the Web lately. You know what I am talking about.”
“I thought I must have done something wrong,” she admitted.
“You did nothing wrong.” Malmagden laughed uneasily. “You are alive. You are sane. I have associates who have not fared so well.”
Susan stared at the fluorescing lines across the floor. Charley had gone through.
Had he made it?
“What is it?” she asked him. “What’s in there?”
Malmagden pursed his lips. “That is hard to say. We in Zentralbund have used the spells of transformation since the early days of the war. Obviously, those entreaties went somewhere. Perhaps to Azathoth Himself? Who can say? I suppose we might have been more curious than we were, but there was a war on, you know. If Azathoth is in some way responsible for the Angle Web’s fortuitous geometry, I suspect our constant transit has gained His attention in some way we cannot fully understand.”
“He’s tired of people caging rides.”
Malmagden looked pained. “You anthropomorphize what can barely be conceived,” he said. “It is hardly your most endearing trait. I can only suggest we limit our use of the Web to the minimum. Maybe, if we survive long enough to see Kiel again, we will take the bus around town awhile, yes?”
If we survive . . . Susan felt a shiver go up her shoulders.
“One thing,” he pointed out. “Whether Azathoth is responsible for the recent difficulties or not, It will be close at hand when we step out. The presence of a body of three billion solar mass is going to warp space-time at the other end.”
“In English?”
Malmagden put up his hands. “There will be some scattering effect as each of us steps through. It is unlikely we will arrive together.”
“What are the chances we’ll arrive at all?”
Malmagden smiled. “Life is, how you say? A crap shoot?”
He made the signs, he spoke the words, he disappeared.












Chapter Nine
ENTERING THE ANGLE WEB WAS EASY the second time. Indeed, Susan was almost inhaled into the darkness.
It was leaving that was hard.
Whatever anonymity she’d enjoyed previously was gone now. A cloying fascination, verging on lust, pressed in around her mind. It cuddled her, probed for a way in. She felt the darkness close in around her, pliant and yet unyielding, like the fleshy walls of some vast capillary.
She focused her mind on the task of getting through. Speak the spells, she told herself. Make the signs.
She recited the words in her mind; the thought of opening her mouth in this hideous, half-living space was enough to make her retch.
The Angle Web realigned itself all around her. Somewhere in the distance ahead lay warmth, but maybe too far. She moved toward it, but the blackness resisted her. She turned her shoulder into it. Reluctantly, the gloom yielded to her. She had just enough time to feel relief. And then things turned hazy.
She remembered walking through the Angle Web. She remembered hitting something. The impact was fairly hard. She hadn’t smashed into the ground as she had expected, but she hadn’t floated off to some nice, easy afterlife either. She rubbed her shoulder as she thought about that impact, and her shoulder hurt bad enough she figured she couldn’t possibly be dead.
She looked about and found herself pressed against an expanse of rock. It wasn’t quite so sheer as a cliff, but sheer enough. Any sudden movements, her precarious grasp would begin to slip. She heard the sea. Directly below, waves licked a rocky shoreline.
She grabbed onto a jutting rock and pulled herself up onto her elbow to improve her view. To the east lay a limitless horizon, the light falling through cloud banks far out to sea.
She figured it for the Baltic. The water was as gray as she had seen the Baltic get in winter. It certainly was cold enough for the Baltic. Where was she really? She knew only that she wasn’t dead. Everything else was negotiable.
She heard a truck whining through the low gears as it made its way up a two-lane highway a hundred yards to the south. She saw the buff-colored camouflage and the black cross on the door. She froze. The truck continued on, ignoring her. It topped the rise and was lit by a blaze of late-afternoon sun.
She started to slide down the hill, past the rock that had given her purchase. She reached out a hand and grabbed a thick chunk of root covered with an oddly tough and springy bark. She held on, barely breathing till the truck disappeared.
Only then did Susan glance up at her handhold. It turned out not to be part of a tree after all, but a boot, poking straight up from the side of the hill. Susan jerked her hand away, started to slide down a long slope toward the sea. She grabbed on again. Nobody complained.
Whoever was inside that boot had been inserted, headfirst, into the solid bedrock of the island. The leg poked straight out. Another one shot up next to it.
Carefully, she managed to climb. A few feet up the hill, an elbow rose up from the gravel, as if someone were swimming from the road to the mountain peak just above her head.
A tank barrel stuck out of the crest of the mountain. Beside it rose an aircraft wing. She guessed by the shape that it was an FW-190.
She knew where she was—this was a staging area. She had found the other end of the pipeline that stretched clear back to the warehouses on the docks of Kiel. The half-buried soldiers, and pilots, and tank drivers that littered this expanse of blonde rock had made injudicious travel arrangements, and paid the price.
A second truck hit the bottom of the incline. Susan watched from behind an aircraft wing as it bounced past.
This was a smaller vehicle, opened in the back. Two soldiers held something that looked like a limp bag of laundry.
They were shaking it. They were making facetious gestures about tossing it off the back of the truck. One of them made a pistol with his hand and jerked an imaginary shot at it—ka-pow. Susan looked closer. They were tossing around Charley Shrieve.
She didn’t believe it at first. She thought maybe it was some dead German soldier they had dug up for proper burial, but no, the guy wasn’t dead. He was unconscious. They were watching him too closely for the man to be dead.
She thought maybe it was Malmagden. But Charley Shrieve’s slumping dignity had become something familiar to her in the last few days. Bad eyesight or not, she couldn’t miss him.
Susan darted from airplane wing, to tank turret, to boulder, keeping Charley in sight. When the truck passed over the horizon, she broke from her cover and sprinted to the crest of the mountain.
The road turned down; the truck bumped along until it disappeared into the great expanse of some giant factory, spread out over the western side of the island.
The evening sun gleamed off giant cubes built of open steel girders, strung with red lights that painted the ground with a dim, sulfurous glow. A chain-link fence followed the road right up to the crest of the hill. A sign bolted into the fence referred to the place as “Vergeltungswerke #16”: The Reprisal Works. If Studebaker were in the apocalypse business, this is where they would be.
She realized she had arrived at Das Unternehmen.
She pushed herself up on wavering legs to try and take the whole of the place in. She couldn’t from here. V-Werke #16 was a whole great necropolis of open-girdered structures, smokestacks, and elevated railroads. It covered the western face of the island right down to the waterline. The only way she was going to find Charley in this place was to walk through the gate.
There was a thought to dry her throat.
She slid back down the mountain. Ten minutes of hunting among the forest of half-buried soldiers, she found an Einsatzgruppe technician named Berghoff, not so fresh as to be gamy, not buried so long that his uniform looked weather-beaten.
She changed quickly and made her way down to the fence. She had no idea what she would say if anyone stopped her at the gate. She didn’t want to rely on her ability to lie her way into a place like this. Even here on an island in the middle of the Baltic, they’d be suspicious. She tucked her hair up under Berghoff’s cap; even then she wasn’t sure she could pass for a man.
A truck full of aviation fuel rumbled past, on its way to the hangar down the road. It occurred to her she might hijack a truck. How hard could it be? Wait until somebody slowed down, swing up on the running board, and jam a gun in their neck. Berghoff had obliged her with a P-08 Luger. Who could say? The gun might still work. It looked scary.
She became so involved in the particulars of her hijacking, she failed to notice the truck pulling up beside her.
A sweaty-faced sergeant leaned over the back. “What are you doing here?” he demanded. “Do you realize what time it is?”
“Flat tire,” she called back.
“Where? We didn’t see any cars on the way over here.”
She waved her hand, just go on.
The man examined the black uniform she had on. “You are Einsatzgruppe?” He frowned. “I don’t believe it.”
A couple of others were leaning over, watching her in the same critical way. Susan took up her belt a bit, in something she imagined to be a masculine gesture. Her hand managed to rest itself on the holster flap of Berghoff’s Luger.
One of the others chimed in. “You don’t look the type.”
She gave this one the same sort of hard look she had seen men exchange in bars. “What type is that?” She hoped she sounded dangerous.
The truck stopped. The driver leaned out the window to join in the argument. A line of black vans pulled up at the crossing. She didn’t know who they were exactly, but they were right on time to get her out of trouble.
“My ride,” she said.
They looked at the vans uneasily. Hard as they were, they were regular Wehrmacht. These vans with the mobile shower insignia apparently represented warfare beyond the bounds of their ideas of warfare.
“You don’t want to go with them,” the sergeant said. He dropped the tailgate. “Come on. We’re all going to the same place anyway.”
Everyone in the truck was watching her. She laughed. She stuck out her stomach a little, trying to imitate a man’s thickened middle.
“Sure,” she said. “Thanks.”
Someone stuck a hand out to her.
“I can do it myself,” she said.
The hand remained. The face behind it bore blanched, staring eyes surrounded by white, articulated scar tissue in the shape of round motorcycle goggles.
“Don’t mind him,” the kid said. “He’s been blinded.”
A man at the front of the truck bore similar white scars circling his eyes. Susan said nothing as they lifted her aboard. She made no reaction. She wasn’t sure if this was something Einsatzgruppe was supposed to know about or not. No matter, the look on her face was plain enough that everyone laughed.
“Things could always be worse,” the blind man told her. “One thing I’ve learned in this life, things could always be worse.” He just figured they were laughing about him.
“Why don’t you tell the new fish here what your job is, Gerhard? Tell him why we’re spending the next ten hours roped in together, you and Willie, with us in between.”
Susan glanced down and saw Gerhard playing a coil of stiff mountaineering rope from his left hand to his right. Then she noticed the metal rings at each soldier’s belt. When the time came, they would all be clipped into a tether, like a chain gang. With a blind warden at each end.
Why?
“It need not come to any unpleasantness,” blind Gerhard said in a reasonable voice. “Do your job and keep your eyes away from the windows, and I won’t need to do anything I don’t wish to.”
“What if we look out the windows and don’t scream?” This, from a young soldier grinning nervously. “What if we just lock up? How will you know whom to shoot if we don’t scream?”
“In that event,” said the blind man at the other end of the truck, “Gerhard starts at his end, I start at my end, and we just work our way down till we meet in the middle.” Perhaps this was supposed to be a joke. No one laughed.
Sirens lit up across the plant. The truck driver yelled back to pull up the gate.
“Hear that?” He jerked his thumb at the weird ululations filling the evening air. “Das Unternehmen has begun. We’re going to be late.” He jerked the truck into gear. They followed the line of black vans through the gate.













Chapter Ten
THE TRUCK FOUND ITS WAY TO A PROMONTORY at the edge of the V-Werke compound. They overlooked the ocean from here. The site had been excavated for some kind of large-scale construction. Flat spots had been planed out of the earth all around them. But only three buildings had been put up. Susan recognized two of them from Faulkenberg Reservoir; the third she knew from her dreams.
A domed observatory opened toward the western horizon. Beside the observatory rose a second tower, taller and narrower, with a crystal dome and oddly lit windows dug out of the sides.
Between the observatory and the tower sat a little biergarten, set up to take in the leaden Baltic sunset.
She didn’t need to see inside there to know what she would find: brown-shirted astronomers gauging the nanoseconds to apocalypse on their six-handed watches; sullen Wehrmacht officers who could have won the war but for the politicians’ meddling; hangers-on, basking in the bankrupt war stories of resolute men.
The truck passed the observatory and circled up against the second tower. Gerhard passed his rope down the line of soldiers. Silently, they clipped themselves into place, like mountain climbers ascending the Eiger.
The blind one held the rope up to her.
“Sorry,” she said. “I’m assigned to . . .” She looked back at the line of vans pulling up around them—mobile showers. She suddenly realized what they were. “I’m assigned to the sacrificial unit,” she said.
They looked at her as if she joked about something unspeakable. She looked away embarrassed. Christ, she said to herself, you can’t even win when they believe your lies.
The rear gate came down. An officer in black Totenkopf SS uniform shooed everyone into the tower. He had an MP-38 machine gun and a pair of Dobermans. The Dobermans sensed the shifting wind from space. They spun around the length of their short leash. They leaped at a certain star low in the western horizon, and snapped at it as if to drag it down.
“Hurry along,” the officer said. His voice was a throaty growl. “The time for the renewal of time is at hand.”
He wavered a little. Susan realized the man had been drinking. A half-empty bottle of brandy trailed from his hand. She started to say something, caught hold of herself—she recognized the bottle from her days among the Back Bay rich. It was Napoleon Brandy, one hundred thirty years old. Who knew where he had stolen it from, but he was enjoying it now.
Susan marveled at this. She had been treated to really good brandy just once, at Christmas, in the home of a University Benefactor. At the bottom of the cut-crystal glass had been maybe a teaspoonful of stuff that went up her nose before she ever got close enough to drink it.
This man was getting black-out drunk. The gall.
The battalion followed an elevated catwalk around the interior of the tower, and then down to the open floor. Susan found herself staring way up the inside of a long, opened interior. She had seen grain silos like this on her Uncle Mern’s farm in Pennsylvania. Except this one had a crystal cap at the top, and odd-shaped windows all around.
And then there was the odd effect of the lighting. Straight overhead, the sky was black with evening. Yet through each of the ornately portaled windows, light gleamed through—not the red-eyed lamplight from the power plant, but wan sunlight, coming in from a dozen different angles, as if each window looked out on a different world.
She found herself in a company of soldiers, all tethered into rows and formed up on each side by a blind executioner. An SS Colonel came out of an upper-level control room as they assembled. He waved his hand at the quatrefoils in the chamber over their heads. “Those windows served as portals,” he said, “so that our scientists could gauge the environment of distant and unseen worlds. As our undertaking is about to come to fruition, those windows now become a soft point where certain . . . things might enter.”
The Colonel went on to describe their duties. The men tied into the climbing ropes were to seal the windows with twenty-centimeter steel plate. They were further instructed to avert their eyes as they worked over the windows. “Curiosity is an occupational hazard in an endeavor such as this,” the Colonel admonished them. “And insanity is a contagious disease. Anyone showing signs of insanity will be shot.”
The Colonel had another bit of business of a more honorary nature. He stepped back from the railing to make room for a tiny little man bent over in a wheelchair. A blanket had been wrapped over his legs, and extended over some outboard device.
“You men of the Reich,” the little man croaked, “are entrusted with the second most important task of Das Unternehmen. At this moment, a blood sacrifice of three hundred untermenschen is being prepared as an offering to the embodiment of chaos, Great Azathoth. Azathoth comes to us this night to wipe the world clean of the deluge of race mixing and weak will that threatens to drown the Aryan race. It is your task to preserve what was best of the World Before as a monument to the World to Come.”
Susan wondered what exactly he was talking about. The only things down here were stacks of boxes. She saw one close to hand and peeled back the lid a bit, expecting the looted art treasures of Europe.
Inside the box were a set of small watercolor landscapes of a dreary and exacting hand. She could not imagine anyone sealing off a building like this to preserve such twee little exercises.
Something burred against the crystal dome above, as loud and angry as a P-51 trapped in a bottle.
“Pay no attention,” ordered the man in the wheelchair. “Our esteemed visitor is accompanied by certain . . . attendants. They are useless to us and interfere with the primary mission of this facility. They will be dealt with.”
The buzzing grew louder. Something slammed against the wall as hard as a mortar round.
A man halfway up the stair turned to look out the window. He screamed and backed away—too late. A third shock rattled the structure. The glass shook out of its portal. A shape, black and oily, wriggled through the window and fell on the screaming man.
A few of the men moved to help him, but they were roped in with their comrades. All watched in horror as the man was dragged out through the narrow aperture, wrapped in tentacles.
There followed one moment of stunned silence. In that silence, the wails of their fellow haunted every soldier in that darkened theater. A grisly cracking sound stopped the entreaties short.
The buzzing began again; only this time it was inside the tower. Susan looked up to see two of the wasp-like shapes circling the walls of the chamber.
Susan saw men pulling frantically at their safety ropes. The blinded attendants were at a loss what to do. They had been prepared to execute men driven mad by the sight of the nether-realities beyond these portals. They were unprepared for an insurrection.
Shots were fired. She felt a round zizz past her ear. The blind executioners were over-powered. The bulkhead crews released themselves from their tethers. They moved toward the doors, even as the creatures overhead began plucking victims from the crowd.
The man in the wheelchair tried to explain; the final sacrifice had yet to be made. Azathoth’s attendants—loathsome as they might be—were as fleeting as the Daemon Sultan’s attentions.
He appealed to their patriotism, then their intellect. In the end, he motioned his attendants forward. They pulled machine guns down on the crowd.
“No allowance will be made for desertion!” screamed the cripple.
This, she figured, was a good time to be leaving.
Machine-gun fire opened up behind her as she reached the door. She looked up as the crowd pushed her through. Things on the castle walls were waiting for the crowd to step out. She heard the burr of chitinous wings. She felt the whisper of air as something descended on her.
She ducked. A black appendage coiled about the waist of a man running along beside her. He disappeared into the night air. His screams dwindled away into the sky.
Then, as his head dropped to the ground beside her, Susan became aware of a subtle roaring sound. It was barely more audible than the surf, but it carried an insistent cadence.
She remembered the three hundred human sacrifices being assembled in the amphitheater nearby—three hundred missing patients from the Agnes Dei Catholic Hospital? Whatever, Das Unternehmen succeeded or failed in those mobile gas chambers.
Charley might be there.
She started for the road. Something the size of a Tiger tank gleamed in the rising moonlight. She thought to hitch a ride. She called out to the driver in German. It started around as she approached, and something was wrong in the way it moved. No vehicle travels sideways. She moved back and the shape followed her across the road.
A half-track came up over the rise, on its way to the amphitheater. A moist, gelatinous hide was revealed in thin slices by the headlight beams. Susan recognized the bellow of the creature from Faulkenberg Reservoir. It made sense. Azathoth was near; no doubt Azathoth had brought it.
She backed away into darkness.
A German soldier inside the half-track fired his machine gun through the forward gun slit. He succeeded in gaining the creature’s attention.
Oily tentacles flexed and coiled from beneath the translucent carapace. One of them followed the gunfire right into the half-track’s armored cab. A moment’s screams, and the tentacles withdrew, wrapped tightly around an MP-38 machine gun, and the arm of the man who had fired it.
Susan realized she was not going to hurt this creature with her pistol. She leapt down the slope as a tentacle slashed at the ground where she had stood.
Momentum and fear carried her on down the embankment toward the silver dome of the observatory. The thing came on behind her. A tentacle passed through her ankles. She skipped over it, turned, and fired blindly into the black mass looming up behind her.
A second tentacle coiled back like a scorpion’s stinger. She ducked as it whizzed by her head. It reared to strike again, just as Susan reached the observatory’s backdoor entrance.
She shouldered her way inside, slammed the door behind her. A great, moist rubbing sound passed along the corrugated steel wall. She spread her arms against the doorjambs to hold the creature out.
The door shoved twice. The second shove let in something tough and wiry that felt around the corner for her. She stomped at it. A tentacle coiled about her ankle. She pulled out Berghoff’s luger and severed it in seven shots. The bloody stump slithered outside.
A scream rattled every screw in the observatory’s metal frame. She braced herself for an explosion through the walls. But Susan got lucky; sudden rifle fire from the road slugged at the walls to either side of her.
A second volley made a soft, syrupy impact where it hit the creature itself. A shriek of rage swept through the observatory as the thing swung away toward the road.
Whoever was up there got a load of what they’d angered. The gunfire stopped. Susan heard cries of dismay, a diesel engine growling into reverse. In moments, a desperate volley and anguished cries marked the end of the chase.
She held her breath, waiting for the thing to return. She heard a crash along the highway, as if something huge were shouldering it clean of debris, and then another shriek, paled by distance.
The screaming from the Summoning Tower seemed to dissipate. Maybe this was a good sign. She figured one of two things had to be happening—the Zentralbund troops were taking back their island, or Azathoth’s attendant entities had run through all the available humans.
She closed her eyes. She strained to listen as the screams died out. A new sound overlaid the chanting of the sorcerers. She could not place it at first. And then she did, and found herself gaping with amazement.
It was the “Horst Wessel Lied,” a Nazi drinking song rooted in the days of the Beer Hall Putsch. She had not heard it since her first mission into Cologne, in 1942. She opened the door a bit just to make sure what she was hearing.
The bar itself shimmered a little as she watched. It seemed not quite settled in this universe. But there was no mistaking the music. The “Horst Wessel Lied” came out of every open window, strident and lachrymose as rancid honey.
The song wound up in a long piano roll-out. A raucous, beer-drenched roar announced: “He is here! Soon He is here! Time for the Renewal of Time!” Out on the patio, a couple of technicians were preparing their xenon torch for another shot against the moon. A pair of Luftwaffe Generals were pacing anxiously, their six-handed watches at the ready, awaiting the start of the game.
Apparently, nothing stopped the party at the Four Winds Bar. Not even the end of the world.
Susan wondered if she might see the black man, tending his bar as if it were the only place for a natural man to be. She squinted into an open door to catch some glimpse of him, and found herself under the gaze of an SS Stürmbannführer, and his friend, the young boy with eyes so blue they seemed to glow in the dark. They were smiling at something as if sharing a secret joke—smiling at her? She could not tell. She slipped back into the gloom of the observatory and eased the door closed.
Susan wondered if she had trapped herself here. The only other door led back out toward the highway. Out that door waited the creature that had chased her here in the first place.
She glanced around for a weapon. She found herself in an echoing darkness, light years away from the horror outside. In the center of the room, the barrel of a great reflector telescope rose up toward a retractable aperture. The opening was pulled back just enough to show a few stars in the western sky. Something up there was huge and misshapen, and burning the clean blue of sapphire—Sirius?
Whatever it was, the light of it touched every upturned surface in the room. Susan could see smaller telescopes in various states of disassembly, scattered about. A dimly lit anteroom produced fixtures of brass and aluminum and steel.
A second room was sealed off from the main workshop by a heavy glass door. She took this to be the polishing room. The tables beyond the glass were stacked with various sizes of carefully wrapped optical glass. Precision mirrors were racked in small, supported structures to guard against the subtle sagging effects of gravity.
A room had been set aside for timekeeping. An Eddic poem from the thirteenth century had been inscribed on the door in crayon:


Woe’s in the world, much wantonness;
axe-age, sword-age—sundered
are shields—
wind-age, wolf-age, ere the world
crumbles;
will the spear of no man spare the other?


Beyond the door lay a catalog of timepieces, each supremely accurate at measuring the thing its makers valued most.
Here was a Mayan calendar from 600 B.C., showing an overarching year of 18,980 days. Birth, death, plantings, harvestings, divided into units of thirteen numbered days meshed with twenty named days.
Here was a clepsydra water clock, built by the Roman architect Vitruvius. Water poured from a cistern at a uniform rate, lowering a float. The float moved a hand about a dial. Only, the rate of measurement was uniquely pre-Christian—instead of measuring by hours, it measured by signs of the Zodiac.
At the end of a workbench rested a small, beautiful Chinese incense clock. It had been lit sometime earlier. Ash filled half the ornately inlaid alleyways. The scent of myrrh filled the room.
An image of stars flickered across the back wall. At first she thought she saw a movie, because of the metronomic click of light that passed across it every half-second.
That light—what was that, anyway? She traced it through a lens in the wall to a room at the very center of the observatory, and from there to an object of ungainly beauty.
A pair of centrifuges spun side-by-side in synchronized orbit. They were attached over something that looked like a vat of stars.
As each centrifuge came around again, the starscape reflecting up from the vat was angled back into the room she had just come from.
Susan stepped closer, and brushed the side of the mirror. She frowned in amazement as the stars shimmered slightly. This was no mirror. It was a vat of mercury, a huge vat of mercury that stretched thirty feet across the floor.
She recalled a similar device in the Four Winds Bar, but that one had been a toy compared to this monster. This, she realized, was the secret Conrad Hartmann had died to discover: Zentralbund had been building a telescope at Site Y.
She recognized Sirius by its placement low on the western horizon. But something was wrong. It was huge and lustrous and misshapen. It seemed to change and grow before her eyes.
“You are not looking at the star itself.”
She spun around at the sound of the voice. She had her pistol out.
“You are looking at an effect Herr Einstein calls ‘gravitational lensing.’ Something three billion times the mass of the sun comes this way, bending the starlight behind it as it nears.”
Here was the shrunken man in the wheelchair. He was laughing at her. Two men stepped forward to take her gun. She pulled the trigger on them; nothing happened. She had spent her seven rounds just getting in here.
She turned for the door. Arms encircled her waist. She threw back an elbow and caught somebody in the ribs. That man went over her shoulder and into the vat of mercury.
She never found out what happened to him. Something like electricity rattled every nerve from the base of her skull to the base of her spine.
She dreamed of Russian rockets.














Chapter Eleven
SOME PART OF HER WONDERED if this was her penance for all those people in Berlin.
—But only a small part. Mostly, Susan was not thinking about much of anything but keeping the weight off her shoulders and wrists.
Two men were trying to find out what she was doing here. One of them—Florian from Plauen (he’d turned it into a little song at one point, and encouraged her to sing along. She had declined, politely) leaned back in a chair behind his desk and sniffed her socks whenever he thought the other one turned away.
Occasionally he would ask her a question, as if it had only just come to him that he should. Occasionally he would adjust a chain wound about a peg in the corner of his desk, and her wrists would ratchet another excruciating notch up behind her head.
The other one—a pimply-faced youth named Ralf Koehler—held a ball peen hammer over her feet, asking if she knew how they taught Jews to rumba at Sachsenhausen Concentration Camp (which apparently was some sort of alma mater). He would ask her this in a thoughtful way, as if her answer were a matter of some scientific interest.
She had already tried telling him to go screw himself. Ralf Koehler had responded by testing her reflexes with his little hammer. Her reflexes were good. She saw the gleam in his eye and moved at the crucial moment.
The hammer pulped a depression in the phone book a quarter-inch from her big toe and deep as a rivet head.
Ralf Koehler smiled. He raised a finger—ahh—an appreciation of style. If they ever turned this phone book dancing into an Olympic event, Susan had one judge in her pocket, no question.
She guessed she spent an hour after that, gaining the grudging admiration of her two dancing instructors. She had no time for pride. With each leap she took off the edge of the phone book, the odd popping and squeaking of her shoulders reverberated a little longer. The pain shrieked a little louder. The questions—Who are you? Who sent you? How did you get here?—grew a little more seductive.
She looked up at some point to see Ralf Koehler setting a second huge phonebook on his desk. He was soaking it in kerosene from a little tin cup, muttering something about teaching her the merengue.
This is when the man in the wheelchair rolled in.
“Has she said anything?”
“No, Stürmbannführer.”
“You were not persuasive.” The voice was churlish. Susan remembered a petulant doctor’s wife she had nannied for during her junior year at Boston College—“You were not thorough with the silverware . . .”
The soldier looked abashed. “She has been dancing on the phone books for over an hour. No matter, she hurls abuse at us.”
Susan heard a tongue cluck mockingly. “ ‘Hurls abuse at you.’ ” He turned to his companion, an angel-eyed kid who seemed to excel at lounging and looking disinterested. “There must be something in the conventions about that, ehh, Karel?”
The boy smirked up at her.
She heard the motor come closer, and rubber wheels on cold concrete. Light from the desk lamp passed across the lower part of his face as he turned his head around to look up into her eyes.
“How is your appreciation of fine reflecting telescopes now?”
“All right,” she guessed. “How is your appreciation of dancing shoes?”
Oh, she would have paid money to get that one back. As the man’s face darkened, Susan recalled a word of advice from her cotillion of 1938: One occasionally speaks out of turn, and invariably rues the moment.
No hammer this time. Ralf Koehler simply kicked the phone book away so that she hung in mid-air, listening to the ratcheting sounds of her shoulders, trying to adjust to a whole new geometry.
The kid with the blue eyes made popping noises at her. He grinned. He bugged his eyes out this big, and pressed his lips together as if he were trying to keep himself from screaming in pain.
Something really fatal needed to happen to this kid.
Kriene looked a little awkward. He tsked, shook his head.
“Any other time, we could simply have you shot.” He sounded almost apologetic. “But the time is too close and your associates can undo a lot of hard work. You see? I cannot afford to let my natural sympathy interfere with the demands of destiny.”
“It’s all right,” she said when she could speak. “Moral ambiguity is the opiate of the starving class.”
“Excuse me?” Kriene frowned up at her intently.
“Advice from a friend of a friend.”
“You wouldn’t . . .” Kriene laughed at the very preposterous reach of the idea. “You wouldn’t know a colleague of mine?”
“I don’t think we hang in the same circles.”
The kid snickered at her little joke. “She is funny.”
We share the same sense of humor, she realized. That’s nice.
Kriene leaned forward.
“Ha!” he cried. “You’re the Allied agent we draped about Malmagden’s neck.” He banged his knee. His mouth opened to an aspirated rasp, like a barking corgi. He might have been laughing.
“You were supposed to be arrested by the Gestapo,” he said. “You were supposed to give up Malmagden’s name to them, so that they might shoot him as a traitor.” A disappointed sigh. “You never were, were you.” It was a statement.
“Sorry.”
“It should have worked. Lenz assured me we could use one of you Watermark people to get rid of Malmagden forever . . . Phahhh.” He made a face of distaste. “Lenz.”
This, she realized, was the same Jürgen Kriene that Malmagden had spoken of hanging from a lamppost by his testicles. Susan could see where he might have that effect on people.
“No matter. We have much to talk about, you and I. We know the same people.” Kriene seemed genuinely pleased to make her acquaintance. He ordered Florian to let her down. “We will be friends for a little while, yes?”
Florian did not try to hide his disappointment. He dropped her from the hoist unceremoniously. For a few moments, the release was almost worse than the tension. Her muscles finally relented. Florian unlocked the handcuffs and went back to his desk, twirling them around his finger like he’d no doubt seen Gary Cooper do with his six-guns.
Jürgen Kriene smiled at her indulgently. “Was Malmagden the one who sent you to me now?”
She rubbed her arms until the cramping ebbed a bit, and then tried out a story she’d been working on for the past twenty minutes—the U.S. Navy had sent her. In fact, they were out there in the fog right this minute, making fifteen knots to the point of her last transmission. This transmission would be what she was doing in the observatory as they broke in on her.
Kriene smiled, amazed. “How did such a terrible liar ever qualify for intelligence fieldwork?”
How could she answer? This was a question she had asked herself with ever more urgency for the last few years.
“Herr Malmagden told you something about saving the world?”
“Maybe,” she admitted. “Something like that.”
“We play this game, Herr Malmagden and myself. Malmagden denigrates my research before Reichsführer Himmler. I use an American agent to plant the idea that Malmagden is a traitor looking to defect. Herr Malmagden returns the favor—”
Kriene became emotional. “Herr Malmagden returns the favor by sabotaging certain indicia necessary for the summoning of Great Azathoth, leaving myself and twenty-two of the Reich’s finest scientists at the mercy of the Daemon Sultan.” He took a moment to steady himself. He waved his hand across his lap, indicating his useless knees, his wheelchair, his shattered life. “As you see, leaving me ruined.”
Susan was empathy personified.
“I pursued my own vengeance. I sent my operatives into Berlin, right under the Russian rockets. They sought to avenge my fallen comrades. Herr Malmagden had accumulated a brigade of living dead to unleash on the Russian advance as they entered the heart of Berlin, the Zitadel. My agents let them loose to find Malmagden and rip him to pieces.”
Karel nudged the man in the wheelchair. He nodded as if Kriene were leaving something out.
Kriene looked at him in fond annoyance. “Not now,” he said. “She doesn’t need to know that.”
The boy pouted. Kriene sighed.
“If it hadn’t been for Karel here, I doubt I could have carried on. He nursed me to health. He gave me the courage to face the new day, yes?”
“More than I ever did for Krzysztof,” the youth murmured.
Susan just looked at him. She looked at Kriene. Kriene looked a bit awkward. It took a moment for things to register.
“You—you were responsible for the massacre of the Volksstürm?”
“Hardly that. Herr Malmagden and myself have been rivals over many things.” Kriene patted the boy’s hand. “It only makes sense we take our rivalries as seriously in the areas of personal relationship as we do in the areas of professional accomplishment.”
“You caused all those people to be killed because you were jealous of Krzysztof Malmagden?”
“Who are you? Telford Taylor? Bitte, we are wasting time.”
“I had friends who were torn to pieces.”
Kriene looked aggrieved. “What do you care what Germans do to Germans?”
Like an old-time faith healer, Jürgen Kriene had worked his miracles upon her. Suddenly, Susan discovered that though her shoulders hurt like a son-of-a-bitch, they worked. And her hands were still strong enough she could grasp this Karel by his cute little neck and choke the living shit out of him.
It took both of Kriene’s henchmen to pull her off him. They shoved her back in her chair. Ralf Koehler pulled back to break her nose.
Kriene stopped him. “That will not be necessary,” he said. He had something better. He nodded toward the air, something in the air he wanted her to notice. “Do you hear that?”
It was the metronomic chant of Azathoth’s summoning—louder now. She could make out the words, despite the distance between the Summoning Tower and Kriene’s basement office suite.
“That is the death knell of your world,” Kriene said. “The alignment between Earth, Yuggoth—Pluto, that is—and Sirius will be optimal. The sacrifice will be made, and it will be too late for anyone to stop.”
Kriene smiled an unnerving smile. “You have some knowledge in these matters.” He could see it in her face.
“What about you?” she said. “When Azathoth comes, you die like the rest of us.”
She noticed Ralf and Florian were quiet at this point. They were more than a little curious to hear how Kriene was planning for the survival of his loyal staff.
Kriene made a dismissive gesture of the whole business. “Survival is not so impossible as we once imagined,” he said. “Indeed, we have kept men alive on Pluto for as long as twenty-one days before they ran out of air. Obviously, in our case, we plan something more permanent. As for you”— Kriene leaned forward to touch his finger lightly to the tip of her nose—“I see a future for you as a consort for Yog Sothoth.”
Susan thought of the woman in that hut on the shores of Faulkenberg Reservoir. Suddenly, that woman had a face.
“You have seen the results of our experiments at Faulkenberg Reservoir. Such interdimensional congress is somewhat mysterious to us still, but apparently not impossible. All the old goat needs is a healthy young uterus.” He gave Susan an encouraging smile. “I’m sure yours will do fine.”
He motioned to his men. “Take her to Yog Sothoth’s bridal chamber—and clean it before you use it. We do not want our guests to think ill of us.”
Florian looked worried. He started to complain, time was short.
Kriene made a preemptory gesture. “Time is always short for the lazy and disorganized.” He had further instructions for his men: “Get a camera. I want pictures this time. We owe a photographic record to science.”
With that, Jürgen Kriene gave Susan the best farewell bow he could manage, and wheeled himself out of the room.
A moment of silence followed. The chanting from the sacrifice site had taken on some disturbing harmonic, as if it had been joined by the voice of the Earth itself.
Susan saw the two men discuss her immediate future with quick, furtive glances. It occurred to her that—soldiers being what they were—Yog Sothoth might not receive an unsullied bride.
The two men loaded her onto a service elevator. They could barely contain their glee. Things at the V-Werke must have been slow indeed.
They tried to make conversation with a couple of white-uniformed sorcery corpsmen standing quietly at the back of the elevator. They were in a sharing mood. She heard them ask, Wasn’t she pretty? They were taking her now to a spot that Florian had used for similar purposes in the past. (Similar, she thought, except he’d been alone at the time.) And then she was off to the Research Center for Breeding Studies, and they were off to the Summoning Tower to greet the new masters of the earth.
The two white-uniformed men from the Sorcery Corps stared at her. The shorter one made a small sound of exasperation, or embarrassment. He looked away.
The taller one with the sad eyes said not a word. He appeared to be waiting on something. She could tell he was anxious. His cheek muscle jumped.
The soldier glanced at her quickly and then away again. Susan realized she was staring. She forced herself to face the door.















Chapter Twelve
“YOU ARE CURIOUS ABOUT THOSE MEN.” Florian laughed. He knew something. He had something she wanted.
In fact, her thoughts were deep and private, way beyond any hope of rescue. To the contrary—she had been wondering about the rescue of Charley Shrieve. Here he was, sending people off to die again, and helpless to do anything but save the world. When the time came, who would rescue him?
“Those white uniforms,” Florian intoned. “You don’t want to fool with them.”
Ralf Koehler nuzzled up beside her. “What we did to you was nothing. They make us look like gingerbread men.”
Florian chimed in: “I saw them put the Itch on a man who had jostled one of them in a corridor. He scratched himself till he bled to death.”
Indeed, he threatened to have them put the Itch on Susan if they were not convinced of her ardor. That, she figured, was the tragic outcome of reading the Necronomicon for pickup lines.
Ralf Koehler was more sanguine. He punched the top of her head in some Teutonic gesture of affection. “I will truly regret seeing you sacrificed,” he said. “Maybe if you treat us right, I will put a bullet in you before Yog Sothoth uses you.” He smiled and patted her on the shoulder.
He was feeling expansive, she realized. He was trying to be nice. Another minute and he’d be apologizing for that unseemly business with the ball peen hammer. What do you say about guys like this? Men amazed her.
Another tremor shook the island. The corridor went dark. Koehler cursed prodigiously. The lights had been flickering throughout the last two hours, some side effect of the Summoning, no doubt. But a night like this, darkness held terrors.
They heard something down the hall. Footsteps? Some sort of rustling. “Dammit,” Susan said. She didn’t even know if she could run away at this point.
Florian lit a match and held it before him. They were all half expecting some oily-skinned monster. He sighed with relief to find one of the white-uniformed men from the elevator standing before them.
“You got out of the Summoning too, eh?” Ralf and Florian chuckled.
Ralf said, “Come on with us. We are about to hold a little ceremony of our own.”
He was a tall man, and the light of the match seemed to disappear under the brim of his helmet. It caught maybe the glint of a cool blue eye, a little weary, a little sad. The soldier neither challenged nor shrank away. He just stood there, staring at them. Despite the German uniform, there wasn’t much question he represented a change in their plans.
Koehler demanded, “What is this about?”
Susan knew what this was about. All she had wanted since falling into this place was a fair fight. Until this moment it had been her alone versus roomsful of German soldiers. Suddenly, it was two on two. Her fair fight was at hand.
They were asking Charley for his name, for his unit. They were starting to fidget with their holster flaps, look anxious. Maybe they were starting to realize what was really up. No matter, they were so focused on him they never even noticed Susan step away from them.
She did a quick tally on her hand-to-hand skills. She had nothing to put into a punch, not till her shoulders healed a bit. She wondered how her kicks had been affected. Could she still kick hard enough to do any damage?
She heard Florian offer her to the silent man in front of them, first dibs. No sloppy seconds for a serious man like you, Oberstürmführer.
Oh yeah, she could kick.
Florian may or may not have known whom he was dealing with. At some point, impatience got the best of him. He went for his pistol.
Susan stepped on the back of his knee, right at the pivot point between thigh and calf. Florian went down, firing a wild shot into the ceiling. Shrieve crushed his wrist under a boot heel and kicked him into silence.
Ralf Koehler managed to get his Luger in his hand before Susan turned a full spinning back-kick that ended with the boniest part of her heel about six inches into his ribs. The kid slammed against the wall. He struggled to right himself. He aimed the pistol down the corridor.
Charley stepped in past the gun and went for the rich field of nerve endings at the base of Koehler’s jaw—bap, bap, bap. She’d seen kittens expend more effort pawing at a ball of twine. Ralf went down. His eyes rolled up into his forehead.
Charley watched him a moment as if he might still have something left. He glanced back just once.
“How you doing, Red?”
She squatted down on Florian’s prone body. She kneaded her shoulders back into some kind of shape and fought off the inky spots that were crowding her peripheral vision. “I’ve been better,” she said.
“I knew you were in here somewhere. Kriene’s offices are here. I’ve been riding up and down this elevator for the last forty-five minutes, trying to find out what floor they had you on.”
“What about the summoning of Azathoth?”
“It goes on in thirty minutes. We’ve got to move.”
She needed a moment to realize what he was saying. “You risked the whole world to come after me?”
“Sometimes the world has to wait, doesn’t it.”
“You can’t be risking the whole world for one person. What if . . .”
She looked up at him. Somehow, they found themselves in one of those awkward moments of close physical proximity. His cheek muscle was jumping again. He’s got to be doing that on purpose.
She thought she should say something. “You can’t be risking the whole world like that,” she said quietly. Which was not to say she wasn’t flattered.
The lights faltered again. Now the forced air went down as well. The scents of diesel oil and burning wood filtered through the room.
She took Florian Mueller’s big old size-twelve boots, and one other thing as well—
Each soldier on the base had been issued a couple of hand grenades, to aid in their negotiations with Azathoth’s attendant entities.
Ralf and Florian still had their full complement of two each. Susan plucked them from their belts. The world being what it is, a girl never knows when she’s going to need a hand grenade.
















Chapter Thirteen
FROM THE METAL CATWALK, Susan and Charley could overlook the whole of the Vergeltungswerkes.
The sky to the west was bone white. It rippled a little as Susan watched, the ripples coalescing around a misshapen black point where Sirius had recently been.
Shrieve raised his hand to it. “Azathoth’s Highway,” he guessed. “That must be the cosmic fracture zone we’ve heard so much about.”
Black as it was, Susan had to squint to look at it straight on. Something in it glared as brilliant and hurtful as the noon sun.
At first she wondered if it was growing larger. Then she wondered if it grew larger because it was coming their way, very fast. It occurred to her that this was the reason all the smaller monsters had cleared out. Even they were afraid of what was coming.
“Thirty minutes.” Shrieve rubbed the back of his head. “We’ve got problems.”
They would never make it to the Summoning Tower in thirty minutes. Probably not in ten days. The plant had been transformed since last she had seen it.
Between the catwalk and the Summoning Tower was an impenetrable crush of twisted iron. Fires from burst-open fuel lines licked at the belly of low-rolling clouds. The flames came up through a nearby train trestle, swirled furiously around the burst-open boiler of a small freight engine. Two charred bodies hung over the side of the cab.
The immense skyline that had blocked the ocean from here had been flattened in the last two hours, as if something huge had rolled over it. Now she could see all the way down to the harbor. The two U-boats anchored there had been upended by some cataclysmic force.
The same force had rolled over the air base across the road. The seven ME-262s standing on the tarmac had been wadded up like moths in an angry palm. They burned furiously from ignited jet fuel.
Susan felt a prickle of self-awareness at the nape of her neck, as if she were on display.
She turned fast. Azathoth’s attendant entities were nowhere to be seen. Nothing remained above her but the moon and stars. Yet she felt no relief at this. Under the influence of Kriene’s spell, the moon itself held a voyeuristic aspect. The stars possessed awareness. Some were malignant. Some held indifferent curiosity. None were undiscerning.
“Let’s get out of here.” Shrieve pointed to a stair leading into the gloom below. Susan concurred. Though she knew they weren’t going to make it to the Tower, she felt exposed on this bridge, under this bright, strange sky.
Susan sensed movement in the smoldering alleyways around them. She pointed out a darkness moving through the flames of an overturned mobile shower van. Another swift-moving shadow passed through the clearing right behind. She heard the first one clambering up the stairs at her back.
“Get ready for company,” she said. She knew who they were, of course—recognized them by the fluid quality of their movements. But she had forgotten how large they were. The same creatures as the ghouls. Instantly, she was trembling. She pulled one of Florian Mueller’s hand grenades off her belt. She wasn’t sure how far she could throw; she wasn’t sure it mattered. She would not be consumed—that was paramount.
“Hang on,” Charley said. “Something else is down there.” He pointed beyond the dark creatures moving up the ladder to a larger mass filling in the darkness below. “What do you make of that?”
It took her a moment to make out their pale faces in the reflected white light. They stared up at her dully. They wandered around each other. Now and then, two would bump together and tear each other’s limbs off.
“Totenstürm,” she said. “Walking dead.”
“This is what Malmagden went to find.”
“And these creatures are herding them around, like sheep dogs running a flock.” In its way, she supposed, it was a rather complex social interaction.
What did catch her up short was the silhouette standing on an overturned truck—an aristocratic German officer with a pleasant smile and a severed blonde head dangling from each hand.
Charley called down: “I was starting to worry if you’d found them, or if they’d found you.”
Malmagden laughed. “You would not believe the incompetents Herr Kriene put in charge of his Totenstürm program.” He raised the heads for them to see. “These two Einsatzgruppe idiots had a small army of walking dead. They had six creatures to lead them, even larger and more brutal and cunning than my ghouls. I could have terrorized the Red Army with such resources. What a waste.”
“So you relieved them of their, uhm, responsibilities.” Susan pointed with the hand grenade.
Malmagden was a little self-conscious about the heads. “These are a little token from the group. You know the way a cat will lay a dead mouse on your kitchen floor?”
Susan cringed at the comparison. Malmagden shrugged.
“I couldn’t very well insult them, could I? Not at a time like this.”
Charley frowned. “You say you’ve got six in your group. I only count four.”
“They are a skeptical lot. I told them of the Unaussprechlichen Kulten of Von Junzt. They required an example.”
Susan saw the four monsters look sideways at each other. That word “example” rankled them. They looked happy to make an example of Malmagden, if the opportunity arose.
Susan was dubious about alliances with dead people anyway. She couldn’t help noticing a pair of them near the back of the crowd. Each had hold of the other’s head and was trying to rip it off. She suspected Malmagden’s new guard may have set a poor example for their troops.
“Are they really going to be useful and controllable?”
“Oh, they’re calm now. They require only a firm hand. I’d say they are positively eager to please.”
One of the dead at the back of the throng had won his tug of war. Susan saw a head pop into the air like a slice of toast and bounce along on a sea of grasping, outstretched hands. A lowing sound of unrequited hunger rolled up from the crowd.
“Indeed.”
“You were in Berlin. You know what they can be like.”
“I remember you drowned hundreds of German children to keep them from establishing themselves on the surface of Berlin.”
“Oh, but this is an island,” he said. “They will be fine. If we can only find a way into the Summoning Tower, they will follow after us.”
“We’ve got maybe thirty minutes to get there.”
Malmagden waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “The island is riddled with sewers and accessways. You and I must use other means to get inside the tower. But my new recruits are familiar with the subterranean networks. By the time we breach the tower, they will be waiting. They shall pour in and destroy Jürgen Kriene’s unholy undertaking.”
Susan looked at Charley. He didn’t like it either. He shrugged at her, Give me something better.
At thirty minutes till the point of no return, she was fresh out of ideas.
Malmagden addressed his personal guard: “We are going now to find the entrance into the Summoning of Azathoth. Your task will be to lead the Totenstürm into battle. Use the sewers between here and the Summoning Towers. They are passable. I expect the trip to take you half an hour—no longer. Remember, if you are late, the human race will die.”
“All those dead bodies, we might do quite nicely,” a sullen one at the front pointed out.
“Your kind might do nicely,” Malmagden replied. “If the human race dies, I will ensure that you four are not around to enjoy the largesse.”
One of the larger monsters turned his head at his fellows, to ensure a consensus. He stepped forward. Susan detected a petulant droop to his mouth.
“You humans will use the Angle Web to make your way into the Summoning Tower. You leave us with the task of getting a pack of mindless dead through the sewers of Totenburgen Island. We will be lucky if some don’t wander off in the dark.”
“I am experienced in these matters. The dead will follow you wherever you go.”
“One never knows; you might get a rogue now and then. We may arrive a few dead short.”
Malmagden addressed the sullen one directly. “I count seventy-eight dead heroes of the Reich,” he said. “I expect seventy-eight dead heroes of the Reich to arrive at the tower. I do not want to hear how this chubby one ‘escaped.’ Or that little dumpling with the gimpy leg ‘ran away.’ Do I make myself clear?”
The creature straightened indignantly. “Your insinuations are hurtful and unwarranted.”
“Perhaps,” suggested the one behind him, “our new master would care to have his cadre of dead soldiers bathed and tended by the Red Cross.”
“Enough.” Malmagden cut short the debate with an aggravated swipe of his hand; he had heard all this in Berlin. It had not improved with age. “Half an hour,” he called. “Or I select one of you for my next example.”
Susan took a bit of charcoal from the smoldering heap of a guard shack. Under Malmagden’s direction, she drew an Angle Web into the summoning castle, to a point where Malmagden himself had stepped out on numerous occasions.
Susan remembered the journey that had brought her to this island. She thought of that smothering black presence that had pursued her through the spaces between reality. The charcoal wavered in her hand. Someone nearby was whispering, I can handle this, repeating it over and over like a prayer.
* * *
The moment she stepped over the perimeter, she felt something latch itself onto her consciousness. She closed her mind to it. She whispered the words. She forced her hands to rise. She forced her fingers to form the signs of Voor and Kish.
The awareness dug in deeper. She felt herself draining away into the vastness. She could see the space around her grow rich and murky, like water around a bleeding fish. She could see the portal ahead of her, glowing and warm with light—but too far. Too far by just a step. But that step could have been a mile.
She closed her arms around herself, lowered her head, and willed herself toward the warmth.
As she fell across the threshold, she was barely conscious.
Charley was nearby. She heard him gasping for breath.
“Are you all right?”
She heard some sort of grunt of assent, and then a groan, and then, “Ohh damn . . .”
Her thoughts exactly.
She found herself on a ledge overlooking a darkened amphitheater. Charley was bent over on his knees as if to keep his stomach from lurching at the noisome contact he had endured. Malmagden? She didn’t see him anywhere. She hoped he was simply across the amphitheater, trying to open a door for his dead to come through.
But maybe Malmagden had slipped away. Or maybe he simply hadn’t made it.
She took her surroundings in with a quick glance. The ledge was some sort of transit point for Zentralbund coming in from around the island. Hundreds of quick-scribbled Angle Webs glowed faintly in the dusky light. Most returned their users to points on the island. A few went to Germany. Susan recognized them from the ones she had seen in the Four Winds Bar in Kiel. One of them even reminded her of Conrad Hartmann’s back-slanted scrawl.
The amphitheater was huge and dark. It spread out beneath a perfect crystal lens large as a zeppelin. A circular vault stood beneath the opening. Susan realized it was an astronomical observatory. Real-time images of the sky were projected onto a blank section of wall at the center of the amphitheater.
Just under the giant circle of stars stood an altar. Thirteen men in gray robes with wan faces and black eyes read from a profane text Susan recognized as the Daemonalateria of Remigius.
The array of sorcerers were going into the final arguments in the summoning of Azathoth. The chant echoed off the stone walls of the chamber with a ringing edge that got Susan’s teeth grinding.
They seemed to adjust the pace of their entreaties according to the instructions of a Nazi officer wearing headphones and, around his neck, a pair of binoculars.
Susan pegged him for some sort of liaison officer standing warlock watch. He would press his fingers to his headphones as data came in from the observatory. Susan guessed this to be Azathoth’s heading and arrival time.
The Nazi officer checked the giant wall projection through his binoculars for confirmation. Satisfied, he shouted instructions to a gang of black-suited Einsatzgruppe guards.
These were the operators and drivers for the black “mobile shower” trucks. People were hustled inside even as she watched—the three hundred mental patients from Agnes Dei, she guessed.
The door was slammed shut on the last one. Einsatzgruppe technicians knelt on the roofs of each van. They might have been fixing the air-conditioning unit up there.
Susan had a more exact idea what they did. They were preparing a mixture of prussic acid and hydrogen cyanide, known to its admirers as Zyklon-B.
“We’re coming up on a convergence,” she said. She pointed to the cross hairs at the center of the wall projection. There was the black mass of the fracture zone bearing Azathoth to Earth. It was just a little to the left of dead-on.
“That cosmic fracture is going to be right over our heads in a minute. As soon as it is”—she drew a line with her finger—“the word goes down to the Einsatzgruppe technicians at the trucks to turn on the gas.”
Shrieve nodded; he could see it. “Three hundred souls are unleashed from their bodies. Those electromagnets ringing the walls”—he pointed up at a ring of bulb-ended metallic rods passing electricity around the roof of the chamber—“direct and accelerate the stream of souls into a coherent beam. The beam is aimed right down the throat of the cosmic fracture to where Azathoth waits, licking His chops.”
She wondered if souls travel out of the body at the speed of light. Can they really be accelerated like a particle in a magnetic field?
Soul accelerators: human sacrifices carried out with Zyklon-B, their souls condensed by a magnetic device into a coherent beam and fired into the sky at the speed of light. Welcome to the twentieth century.
* * *
She thought they might get to the trucks. With the summoning of Azathoth going on in the center of the amphitheater, all eyes were on the array of sorcerers. The trucks were hardly guarded, hardly even watched. A couple of people dressed as Einsatzgruppe technicians would naturally be expected to wander around down there.
They studied the layout of the trucks as they approached the leader. They were arrayed serially, like lights on Christmas trees. Thick cables ran back from the first truck to the others. Susan guessed that the first truck in the line would begin gassing the people; all the other trucks in the line would begin their gas injections on the command of this driver, like a bomb group, keying off its lead bombardier.
Like the man said, “As a weapon’s power increases, so does the precision of its components.”
As they stood figuring the best way to crack this thing, a man in a gas mask yelled down to them from the roof of the lead van. He was saying something about the cable. Susan couldn’t make it out for the mask, but he was pointing furiously toward the back of the lead van.
“He wants help with the electric cabling,” Charley said. “I’ll fix the cable. Maybe you can talk to the driver in the lead van.”
The driver was already hearing from Kriene as she walked up to the window.
“I don’t care if Azathoth is fourteen hours away!” Kriene was screaming. “We are minutes away from the crucial juncture. The sacrifices must begin on time. Azathoth has already found us. Our only hope for survival is in satisfying its lust.”
The driver was looking for a Zentralbund electrician to get him out of trouble with Kriene. When he saw the black uniform with the crossed lightning bolts coming up to his window, his face was transformed by heartbreaking relief.
Susan smiled. She had just the thing for this guy.
She glanced around once to ensure her privacy, and then slipped into the cab.
The driver started to complain—the problem was back there, with the cable.
He felt the muzzle of her Luger against his cheek.
“What is this?” the driver demanded. They were always so surprised.
“Tell Kriene the problem is worse than you first thought,” she ordered him. “They need to postpone the sacrifice.”
The soldier laughed. “Or what? You will shoot me? The world will be gone tomorrow anyway.”
“How about this,” Susan suggested. “What if the only thing missing tomorrow”—she chambered a round—“is you?”
The soldier snickered at this. Then he keyed the radio and relayed her message as he was told. They both winced at the response.
The driver glanced back just once. “You realize what happens if the sacrifice does not occur on time?”
Susan had heard Kriene say something about satisfying the hunger of Azathoth.
“We are set to survive the onslaught of Azathoth, so long as things happen as planned. Otherwise, Its fury is poured out on this island to the exclusion of all else.”
What he was telling her was good: All she had to do was hold on another few minutes and it would be over. Kriene’s target window would pass overhead.
But where was Charley Shrieve?
She looked for Charley in the truck’s side mirror, saw nothing.
She risked a glance out the window. Her hostage took the opportunity to reach for her pistol. She backhanded him across the mouth with the butt-end, and then clubbed him across the temple.
Charley was not back there, not anywhere.
The radio crackled to life: “Whoever is in the lead truck, we have your compatriot. Throw out your weapon and step out with your hands in plain view.”
In case she had any ideas to resist, a small squad appeared to her left. Charley was in the middle of them, twisted over by the collar, the better to have a Luger stuck in his ear.
Kriene came back on the radio. “You inconvenience us only momentarily. Your truck has the main triggering circuit, but we have redundant systems. It will take only a little longer to switch over to them than it will to kill your friend.”
Susan knew this was not entirely true. If Kriene had a secondary system to switch to, Charley would be dead now, and so would she.
Susan saw the man with the Luger pull back on the hammer. Charley closed his eyes. He didn’t look scared; he looked like he always looked—that is, mildly annoyed.
Someone she guessed to be the angel of her better nature whispered in her ear that the whole world was counting on her to sit tight and let Azathoth roll this place into the ocean.
Something deeper reminded her that Charley Shrieve had ridden up and down that elevator forty-five minutes waiting for her to be hauled down to a Zentralbund research lab. The world had been waiting on him too.
Sometimes, she sighed, the world just has to wait.
She eased the Luger over the windowsill. She stepped out.
Two Zentralbund soldiers were on her immediately. She was frisked with a bracing indifference to gender, picked up under the arms, beaten generously, and deposited, hands behind head, next to Charley Shrieve. She couldn’t decide if it hurt or not. It was sort of like being tumbled around in the bottom of a giant wave.
Kriene sat before them, somewhat stunned. “You!” he cried. “You are supposed to be communing with Yog Sothoth! Where are my men?”
How does one answer a question like this? She shrugged.
An officer came forward with his Walther P-38 in his hand. He intended to make a quick end to this business. Kriene would not hear of it.
“No, no,” he chided. “No death for you.” He could have been holding a cookie out on a vexing child. “Not till Yog Sothoth has had its use of the young lady. And you—” He tapped his finger to his lips as he studied Charley. “You will provide many hours of valuable and intensive anatomical study for the great Nyarlathotep. Certain entities have provided valuable technical assistance to me. You both will help me square accounts with them, yes?”
Kriene turned his chair around to face the dais. He dipped his head close to the microphone in his collar. He croaked at his men to proceed.
The summoning dropped into its deepest and most unnerving register.
“Yngaiih . . . Ygnaiih . . . thfthk’ngha . . . Azathoth . . .”
The voices found some sympathetic vibration with the very bedrock of Totenburgen Island, so that the floor tremored slightly to their every whisper.
The crush and crash of steel girders reverberated through the walls, as if the apocalypse waited right outside.
Even so, all was not well. Electricians were hunkered between the first and second trucks, trying to undo the damage Charley Shrieve had done. No doubt it was nothing serious; they could have fixed it in half an hour, if only they had a half-hour to use.
Susan sensed the panic mount as the sorcerers proceeded through the arguments for the Daemon Sultan’s arrival. Electricians ran back and forth between the trucks. Men in gas masks checked and re-checked their work. The images of Sirius became ever more bloated and surreal as Azathoth’s shadow moved closer.
—And here was this kid again, this little doily.
Where exactly did he fit in? Susan looked around and saw an amphitheater full of people, all of whom had some role in the end of the world.
And here was this kid.
The kid smiled at her. He mouthed the words, “Pop, pop,” meaning, she supposed, the sound of her shoulders being dislocated.
She did the mature thing—she stuck out her tongue at him.
Jürgen Kriene was getting some unpleasant news of his own. She saw him talking into the little microphone in his collar. He was agitated.
He rolled forward to get a better view of the trucks. He made a sound of disgust.
Susan glanced back to see the electricians holding up their hands in a helpless gesture.
“No,” Kriene seethed, “we cannot perform the sacrifices one truck at a time. Azathoth has been promised three hundred souls. It will not receive fifteen or twenty and understand that more are on the way.”
Kriene rolled up to them in a nasty mood. “You did this,” he said to Charley.
Charley shrugged; he didn’t know what Kriene was talking about.
“I am not going to have you shot,” Kriene informed them. “You may have condemned us all to a rather terrible end. I see a certain justice in sharing that end with you, if it comes to that.” He smiled unpleasantly. “If it doesn’t, you two get to share an unpleasant end with each other, yes?”
He rolled back to get a better look at the trucks. The electricians were frantic, but the word was not good. Whatever Charley had done to the coupling from the lead truck, he’d done it well. Susan heard the crack of pistol fire. Kriene’s electricians had failed their chance at redemption.
“Too bad,” she called after him. “You get Azathoth’s attention and then you can’t come through for him.”
Kriene wheeled around on her. He’d had just about enough from both of them. “Perhaps,” he said, “I will change my mind about you.”
A couple of SS men were all too happy to oblige Kriene’s changing moods. A pistol muzzle rammed into Susan’s ear.
“If I might suggest an alternative?” she said quickly. “Azathoth won’t accept fifteen or twenty human sacrifices, but It might accept one—if that one represented perfection.”
Susan felt the Walther pull back from her head slightly as its hammer was cocked. She closed her eyes, waiting for the end.
She opened them to see Kriene hold up his hand. “A moment,” he said. “You know these things? The Summoning protocols of Azathoth?” Kriene was just desperate enough to listen.
“I am the Allies’ leading scholar in the black arts,” she told him. This may have stretched things a bit, she knew.
“If you are their leading scholar, why are you here?”
“Where else would I be?”
Kriene allowed himself a tiny smile. Susan noticed, almost as an afterthought, that she had not yet been shot. She didn’t waste time gloating. “Azathoth is mindless, but not undiscerning. Offer up perfection, you may buy your way out of this.”
“What exactly are you suggesting?”
Susan glanced over at Karel. “How about Nature Boy over there? What’s he done for you lately?”
“Karel?” Kriene barked and barked. He would have slapped his knee but for the hoses in the way. “Karel? Do not be ridiculous. He is closer than a son to me.”
Karel had been chatting up one of the blonde Einsatzgruppe guards when he heard his name on an ill breeze. Instantly, he was lounging by Kriene’s elbow, nodding at her in a petulant way.
“Pop, pop,” he repeated. That just cracked him up.
Kriene patted his arm. “Not to concern yourself,” he assured the youth. “Adults are talking here. Things will work themselves out,” he chuckled. “Trust me.”
Kriene was still chuckling to himself. He waved the SS men away from Susan. “Give us a moment,” he told the disappointed executioners. “Have patience; this will not take long.” He leaned toward Susan in a confidential way. “Let us not be disingenuous, Fräulein. Even if I were to consider such a desperate and outlandish action, it would gain us nothing. For us to do such a thing would require altering the basic spell my sorcerers have been using for the past eight hours.”
“Ask your wizards over there,” she said. “They’ll do it for you. Or, if they don’t know how . . .” She lowered her eyes as if modesty prevented her saying more.
“If you are lying,” Kriene promised, “I will have my wizards send you to the bottom of the Atlantic with one mouthful of air.”
Kriene rolled off to speak with them.
Shrieve frowned at her. “Can you really do that?”
“Do what?” She was busy hyperventilating. “Oh, that? I’m sort of hoping we’ll come up with something before he gets back.”
Karel saw the worry on her face. He smiled the smile of a wicked child with a kitten. He had tales to tell, stories of what his mentor did to people who thwarted his ambitions.
“Put you at the bottom of the ocean?” he laughed. “Maybe after he flays you alive. Maybe I will suggest that to him.” Karel had the insecurity that comes with being the prettiest one in the room. He did not like Susan at all.
“If I were you,” Charley Shrieve suggested, “I’d be thinking about what he’s getting ready to do with you.”
Karel turned a lambent gaze over his shoulder. Kriene was in close consultation with a couple of gray-faced men at the edge of the dais. One of the sorcerers looked his way. He might have been smiling.
Karel stepped back. His eyes got a little frozen.
Susan offered a word of advice. “Don’t count on your looks to keep you out of trouble,” she said. “Nothing fades faster than lust.”
Karel sneered. “You mean after you turn twenty-five,” he said.
Spiteful little twerp.
“I mean,” Susan said icily, “after the second morning.”
This had a gratifying impact on the young bravo. That shook the sneer right off his face.
“I’m talking about familiarity, satisfaction . . . boredom.”
Karel reached for some sarcasm worthy of the moment, but nothing funny came to mind. “He destroyed Berlin,” he said, “just to vanquish his rival. He would never . . . not with . . .”
Susan gave him an amicable shrug. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe you do mean more to him than the culmination of his life’s work.”
“Hey,” Charley chimed in. “You two have that kind of relationship, I think that’s wonderful. But me, I’d be asking myself what Jürgen Kriene can come up with to beat three hundred human sacrifices. He’s in a lot of trouble if he can’t come up with something real high-quality, real close to hand.”
Karel laughed along with their jibes. His eyes were locked on Jürgen Kriene. Kriene was looking this way. He saw Karel and waved, but his face was a frieze of calculation.
Karel was still laughing as he stepped away from them. Susan heard him laughing all the way across the floor of the amphitheater. He paused once, at a small repair portal near the last of the black vans.
Susan motioned him thataway, toward the west-facing door. She mouthed the words “No guards.”
Charley nudged her. Kriene was on his way back from the lectern. The little Nazi could barely hide his satisfaction. Already, Susan could hear subtle changes in the sorcerers’ invocation.
“What do you know?” She was amazed. “He really was going use the kid.” Susan wasn’t sure what to think about that.
“My sorcerers assure me they can redirect the basic summoning spells without your assistance,” Kriene said. He motioned his SS men forward. “I suppose I do owe you something for your assistance, don’t I?” He was proposing to pay her off with a quick death after all.
Susan saw a pistol go to Charley’s temple. She felt one at her head. She held out her hand to Charley. He took it. It’s over so fast, she thought, so fast.
A scream echoed across the yard. Kriene looked up. The expression of triumph remained frozen across his face.
A second scream—more prolonged and piercing, came from the open door on the west side of the amphitheater.
Kriene grew wide-eyed. “Karel?” He raised his voice, called out again—“Karel?”
No mistaking the lyric contralto of a young man in his death agony. He looked over at Susan and Charley. Somehow, he knew, their hand was in this. But how?
He moved toward the open door. An uneasy guard of SS men assembled around him. Something was coming. Susan could feel it in the ground beneath her.
A scorching wind carried dirt and papers and smoke from the fires beyond the castle wall. Borne on the wind came the mindless roar of seventy-eight German undead, give or take a few.
They poured through the door like seawater into a sinking ship. The SS men around her panicked. She heard the Walther at her temple cocked. She heard a shot, and then a volley. Charley pulled her to the ground as a blanket of fire split the air right over their heads.
Susan turned back once, to see Kriene’s wheelchair upended. Kriene was spilled out and fallen upon by a throng of dead.
Kriene’s assemblage of magicians spared not a thought for him. Whatever dark pact or extortion had bound them to his will was voided by Kriene’s present condition. In a swirl of cloaks and clap of electricity, the thirteen sorcerers left him to his fate.
The SS men fought their way in for him, but they were late. Susan saw body parts come up over the crowd of dead in an unpleasantly familiar fashion. Charley was frozen in horror.
“Time to go,” she said. She had to shake him hard. “Time to go.”
Already, the dead were making their way through the last resisting soldiers. They ran over the dais where the summoning had been coordinated. They dug the head technicians out of their little control pits and devoured them, even as the men pulled away.
They found the black vans filled with mental patients. They hung on the roofs and pulled at the doors and screamed. Susan started to run after them—after Berlin, this was more than she could bear. But the vans were sealed tight against gas leakage. They rocked on their heavy shock absorbers, but withstood the onslaught. Charley grabbed her and motioned toward the rock ledge they had come in on.
“They’re all right,” he said. “We have to go get the Navy.”
Susan held back one more moment. The dead were already losing interest in the vans. They were noticing her.
“Okay,” she said, “I believe you.” They took off at a dead run across the amphitheater. The roar of the dead rose behind them. They made their way up the cliffs. Their rock ledge was lit by a couple hundred web designs, glowing under the influence of Azathoth.
They paused at the perimeter of a million overlapping lines. Which ones returned them to Kiel? Which ones took them to the burning landscape outside?
Charley pointed to a set of webs off in the corner. There must have been a hundred painted over the top of each other. All were identical to the one he had seen in the warehouses of Kiel.
“That’s our way back,” he said.
“You remember the spell? Good, I’ll wait for you to go through; make sure you’ve got it right.”
Charley paused. “What are you doing?” He looked in her eyes. “Where are you going?” She really was a lousy liar.
“I can’t leave three hundred people like this,” she said. “I can’t walk out again.” She shoved him forward. “Go on,” she said. “I’ll be right behind you.”
Charley looked at her, Right you’ll be right behind me. He started to argue. A scraping sound at the top of the stair turned them both around.
A voice from the gloom said, “It breaks my heart to see you like this.” Red eyes narrowed at her in a slanting smile of hunger. “You would have been so delicious.”
More eyes appeared behind his. Susan and Charley stepped close to cover each other’s back. Susan wasn’t sure what sort of hand-to-hand combat she could use against a seven-foot-tall, four-hundred-pound opponent. Just the smell of them was unbearable.
She picked out the littlest one—little, meaning six feet instead of seven feet tall. She would kick him over the edge of the cliff and then it would be three against two. And then, who could say? She and Charley might get lucky. It could happen, sure.
She went into her wind-up, looked over her shoulder, picturing her foot connecting to the little one’s snout in a neat, nasty arc. But something was happening. The phalanx of monsters was stepping aside, like a chorus line in a Busby Berkeley musical.
And here was Krzysztof Malmagden, striding out before them with all the quiet probity of Ruby Keeler. He looked astounded and dismayed. “Why are you two still here?” he demanded. “You must leave the island at once. Everyone left alive on this island will die if you remain here.”
He sent his monsters back down the stairs to placate the throng of dead on the next landing.
Susan came back around, feeling all trembly in the knees and breathless. How many times had she almost died in the last twenty-four hours? Whatever novelty the experience had held for her was long since gone. “Call it my Berlin disease,” she said. “I have a hard time leaving anyone behind these days.”
“There is a bunker in the lowest sub-levels of this island. It was designed for the storage of certain artworks of mostly historical value.”
Susan nodded; she’d heard it described to her this very evening.
“It is hermetically sealed, perfectly temperature controlled. Herr Kriene was planning to ride out the coming of Azathoth down there, but, as you see—”
Malmagden extended his hand toward a red slick in the center of the floor below—“a change of plans for Herr Kriene. My fellows and I shall park the vans down there and wait upon your Navy to rescue the people within.”
Charley tugged at her hand. “Come on,” he said. That was good enough for him.
“What about Azathoth?” she said. Azathoth, she knew, was going to roll over this place like a lawnmower over a dog turd.
“Azathoth has missed the souls It was promised. As you must have gathered from my histrionic associate, Azathoth’s fury will be spent on this island. The wake of Its majestic bulk is formed of energetic plasmas and atomic particles accelerated to relativistic speeds. That wake is already making its way down the fracture zone as we speak. I give it fifteen hours, maximum, before the first wave front arrives overhead. Whatever deserving souls remain on this island have to be gone by then. Sixteen hours hence, Totenburgen Island, the Vergeltungswerke #16 Plant—all will be no more than a slick of ocean between Gotland Island and the Swedish coast.”
Charley was tugging at her hand. “Come on, Red. You were in the Navy. Fifteen hours is not a lot of time to get those boys moving.”
But Susan could not leave without knowing one more thing.
“The boy,” she said, “Karel—in some way he was the cause of this whole thing between you and Kriene.”
Malmagden laughed out loud. “What do you take me for? Some sort of pederast? Some sort of—”
“I take you for a heartbroken lover,” Susan said.
Malmagden looked away. He was still smiling his terribly amused smile, but he could not meet her eyes. “He died terribly, didn’t he? Without courage or honor.”
Susan could think of nothing to say. Inexplicably, she found her hand on Malmagden’s shoulder.
“Is it true? Faulkenberg Reservoir, Berlin—this all started as Karel played you off against each other?”
Malmagden shook his head. “This must seem terribly petty for a person of honor such as you.”
“All those people died over some crush?”
“No,” Malmagden shook his head angrily. “They died for their Fatherland. They died for a cause. Only . . .” Malmagden looked back at her for one moment, as if measuring his redemption in her eyes. “Causes are sterile things in warfare. One finds that one cannot love one’s country enough to die for such an abstract thing as patriotism. One cannot hate one’s enemy enough to bomb his wife and child. Sometimes one does terrible things, not out of hatred, but for other reasons, harder to explain to God.”
He became brusque. He showed her his watch. Ten minutes had passed; they were losing time. Susan shoved Charley into the nearest Angle Web bound for Kiel. This time he went; he knew she was coming right behind him.
She listened as he recited the spells. In a moment, he was gone and she was stepping up to follow him.
“Tell me,” Malmagden called after her, in a voice too embarrassed to hope. “If I save these people, if you bring the Navy and they are rescued, is there redemption for me?”
“Redemption is not my department,” she said. “I don’t know.” It was as close as she’d ever come to a decent lie. Any other time she would have been proud.
Malmagden laughed. He made a gesture as if to say it was an inconsequential matter anyway.
“Will you be here when the ship comes?”
“I missed my chance to greet Azathoth at Faulkenberg Reservoir. Maybe I’ll stay here awhile, yes?”
Susan turned and stepped through the Web.
* * *
This last passage through the Web was almost too easy. The repulsive fascination that had chased her each of the previous times she’d traversed it was strangely absent. The darkness seemed less suffocating. Perhaps Azathoth was preoccupied making its way down to Totenburgen Island. She would never know.
Susan felt the warmth of sunlight just ahead of her—Kiel, she realized. Malmagden had made it sound as if the Angle Webs were on the verge of being impassable. But here she was, within sight of home.
Warmth and sunlight touched her face. She had the impression of a street, cloaked in long shadows. She stepped forward, and space collapsed upon her. An ear-splitting concussion she had never heard before attended her passing through the barrier.
She slammed into something hard. She clamped her eyes shut, holding the innocence close for just one more moment. She knew if she opened her eyes she would find herself entombed in granite deep in the earth, or the interior of a steel girder, or maybe find herself nowhere at all.
She felt water on her face. She drew a breath and water filled her mouth and nose.
Panic overwhelmed her. So that was it—the ocean! She clawed for the surface thousands of fathoms over her head.
—And reared back into cool evening air. The sweet, coarse smell of smoke filled her nostrils. A building fire had attracted the attention of a local fire brigade. Water from their hoses had turned the gutter into a cascade.
A fireman from one of Kiel’s local engine companies spotted them lying on the curb. He instructed them to sit still; medical attention was coming. He addressed them in German. He referred to Charley as “Oberstürmführer.”
Susan didn’t understand at first. Then she looked down at the uniform she wore.
Oh, yes.
“Somebody’s going to shoot us,” Shrieve said. “We’ve got to get out of here.”
They took each other’s arms and wobbled to their feet.
The wave front pushed out by the collapsing Angle Web caught them from behind.
Susan felt the longing winds of eternity blow across her soul. She saw Yuggoth—Pluto (she had to get used to that name)—spinning cold and wild at the edge of the void. Beyond Pluto awaited Sirius, brilliant and jewel-like.
People in the west called it the Dog Star. The Ancient Greeks called it “Scorcher”; in their time, it came up with the sun, during the Dog Days of summer.
Immediately east of Sirius flowed the Milky Way. Just a few degrees south, and 2,300 light years distant, lay the star cluster that would someday be known as M-41.
Something out there was aware of her. She could feel it coming this way. Its hunger raged and roiled—but not for Susan. Just a whiff of Its appetite made its way across the universe to brush at her collar like a spring zephyr.
The water in the gutter slowed, became languid. A Gauloises wrapper drifted across, then a crudely printed Nazi propaganda leaflet. Beneath the garbage, the water was mirror-still.
Charley pointed from the sky behind them to the sky’s reflection at their feet. “What do you make of that?”
The sky behind them was full of white smoke. The fire crew was inside the smoldering ruin that had been the Four Winds Bar. Smoke and steam boiled up through the blackened beams, filling the evening air.
Susan turned back to the water running in the gutter. She stared down in amazement. “I don’t know,” she said.
The gutter at her feet reflected stars.
A sky full of stars.
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