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      ‘There is only one kind of animal who loathes the idea of becoming tame. That animal I have called ‘the Outsider.’ He looks around at a society of lazy and more-or-less  happy people, and something in him revolts. For he sees clearly that this kind of contentment is the opposite of the god-like. It destroys the will.’


    

    
      Colin Wilson, ‘Poetry and Mysticism’
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  PROLOGUE






Dr Peregrine Muir arrived in Cairo on the morning of Saturday 20th June 1942.

The debriefing of James Valentine was deemed to be of the very highest importance, and Muir was flown from England on a priority flight, via Gibraltar and Malta. From RAF Heliopolis, he went directly to the offices of MI6 in Garden City. There he learned the details of how Sir Harry Wyvern died, struck by a taxi on Tolombat Street, near British Army General Headquarters, as he tried to retrieve his hat from the road. But Muir did not tarry. Within the hour, he was at the Citadel Hospital, the bearer of gifts - grapes purchased from a street vendor, and the unfinished manuscript that his friend, Harry, had laboured over for years, a biography of his infamous ancestor, Sir Edward Wyvern. The young Captain Valentine was seated alone on a spacious balcony facing the Mokattam Hills.

‘Professor Lustgarten was quite mad, you know,’ said Valentine.

‘Oh, I know that,’ answered Muir.

‘You didn’t believe he was the man who created Adolf Hitler?’

‘Your Uncle Harry did.’

‘Did he?’ said Valentine.

‘It was your cousin, Clarissa, who was the source of the story. She was in Paris, in the spring of 1933.’

‘Yes, I remember.’

‘She got to know a man there.’

‘You don’t surprise me.’

‘No, I suppose not. His name, let us say, was Hermann. Hermann was a medical man, with an interest in the occult. He claimed to know Professor Lustgarten. Both men had been members of a certain esoteric and racialist Order, active in Munich from 1917 onwards. Both were . . . Well, they’d been close, shall we say? So close, in fact, that Lustgarten told Hermann the secret story of Adolf Hitler’s irresistible rise.’

‘Wyvernism,’ said Valentine.

‘Is that what Lustgarten told you?’

‘After a fashion.’

‘I see. Well, some years later, Hermann had a falling out with Lustgarten,’ resumed Muir. ‘He saw the error of his ways and became an anti-Nazi. In January 1933, after Hitler came to power, Hermann fled Germany for Paris, and it was there that he began to write an account of how Siegmund Lustgarten was able to ‘create,’ and to control, the Fuehrer.’

‘Control him. Yes, he claimed to be able to do that.’

‘Perhaps he could.’

‘But how?’

‘By using the very lowest methods. Lustgarten thought he was a universal genius, but he was really nothing more than a sorcerer. His methods were the same as any tribal witch doctor.’

‘You had someone spying on him,’ stated Valentine.

Muir cocked an eyebrow. ‘You sound somewhat disenchanted, James.’

‘Of the family business? Yes. That’s what Harry used to call it.’

Muir looked at Valentine’s bandaged right leg. ‘How bad is it?’

‘Bad enough for me to seek other employment.’

‘I’m glad,’ said Muir. ‘You’re far too important to be machine-gunned.’

Valentine appreciated the remark. ‘Shaw,’ he said.

‘Yes, at your age I looked for hardship, danger, horror, and death,’ quoted Muir.

‘To feel the life in me more intensely. Captain Shotover got it all wrong.’

‘You must tell me everything, James.’

‘I’ve been sitting here thinking of Husserl’s intentionality,’ said Valentine. ‘Human beings not only have perceptions, but we also have a will to perceive. Intentionality reveals reality. The greater our intention, the more it reveals. This seems to me to be of fundamental importance.’

‘Fascinating, I’m sure, but I was referring to what happened on the island of Panos.’

‘Oh, that. That doesn’t seem as important. Not anymore.’

‘No less a personage than Winston Churchill desires to learn what happened.’

‘Churchill, Hitler,’ said Valentine. ‘They’re not important. You don’t believe they are, either.’

‘Val, I am here to debrief you. There will be plenty of time for Husserl. The rest of your life, in fact. Let’s start with Hitler. Tell me what Lustgarten told you about Adolf Hitler.’








  
  
  CHAPTER ONE

  
  







Lance-Corporal Adolf Hitler was an unusual patient; had he not been, Dr Lustgarten would have known exactly how to treat him. As it was, after accepting Dr Meyer’s challenge to restore Hitler’s sight, Lustgarten was at something of a loss, and it was ten days before he decided on the correct course of action. It was a strange and unusual occurrence which decided him: Dr Lustgarten, alone in his office one evening, clearly heard a disembodied voice say the words, ‘Mimir’s Well.’

The patient named Hitler was a dispatch runner with the 16th Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiment. On the morning of Tuesday 15th October 1918, he was blinded by poison gas during a British attack at Wervick, a few kilometres north of Lille near the Belgian border with France. Hitler and some fellow messengers were eating breakfast when gas bombs landed nearby and exploded. Immediately, the soldiers began to choke on the noxious fumes, and even though they pulled on their gas masks, their lungs and eyes had already been affected.

The least stricken of them led his blinded comrades to the nearest casualty clearing station, where the soldiers had their eyes bathed, and exchanged their contaminated uniforms for fresh clothes. The diagnosis of gas poisoning was easily made, but the case of Lance-Corporal Hitler was somewhat different from that of his comrades; and so, rather than being sent to the military hospital at Brussels, Hitler was separated from the others and sent the thirty miles to the hospital at Oudenaarde. Here, the medical staff made a further assessment, and the following morning a movement order was drawn up, transferring the Lance-Corporal to the nerve clinic at Pasewalk in Pomerania, not far from the German border with Poland; and there he would undoubtedly have been sent had not Dr Lustgarten been visiting an old medical school friend, Dr Meyer, at Oudenaarde.

‘A case of hysterical blindness,’ said Meyer, as they toured the ward, ‘but a rather strange one.’

‘Oh yes?’

‘The man with the moustache, his name is Hitler. He doesn’t want to escape the fighting; he positively insists that we cure him and return him to the front in short order.’

‘Perhaps he is shamming.’

‘My own thoughts initially, of course, but now I think not. Listen to him.’

The man named Hitler, his eyes covered by a clean gauze dressing, stood in the middle of the ward, hands grasping the back of a wooden chair as he spoke. Physically, he was unprepossessing, being thin and pale, the black moustache drooping, but it was evident that this wasn’t just another German soldier, for he was speaking with passion and conviction, and around him had gathered a group of wounded men listening intently to what he had to say.

Another rabble rouser: that was Dr Lustgarten’s immediate reaction. They were suddenly everywhere, unsoldierly and un-German, spouting the rhetoric of violent revolution. But not this man. As Lustgarten listened, he realised that the hysteric was in fact a patriot and a fierce nationalist, preaching not the brotherhood of the proletariat but the absolute necessity of overcoming war weariness and pressing on to final victory.

‘There is no damage to his eyes?’

‘None,’ said Meyer, ‘apart from the irritation caused by the patient himself rubbing the eyelids.’

‘And he is not shamming.’

‘As you can see.’

‘Hmm, an interesting case.’

‘Yes,’ said Meyer, moving away. ‘He’s being sent to Pasewalk.’

It was typical Meyer, this kind of subtlety. He had baited the hook and was now waiting patiently for the fish to bite. Lustgarten was both amused by this and a little annoyed: he did not like to be manipulated, even by an old friend and in a good cause. Nevertheless, he could not pass up the chance.

‘Why not let me take him?’ he said.

Meyer stopped and turned, an innocent expression on his tired face. ‘How would you go about it?’ he asked.

‘My dear Meyer, I’ve only just seen the man, never mind examined him.’

‘Your usual approach won’t work, or I would have tried it myself.’

‘No,’ Lustgarten admitted.

He had spoken of the ‘hectoring cure’ at the conference in Bruges, but bullying this man, who evidently wanted to return to the fighting, would be of no use at all, and might indeed be completely counterproductive.

‘May I examine your patient?’ Lustgarten asked.

‘Of course,’ said Meyer, calling: ‘Corporal Hitler? Come over here.’

The man named Hitler, who had been explaining to his audience, self-pityingly, that in civilian life he was an artist, and feared he would end up a beggar if his sight was not restored, immediately turned his head at the sound of the doctor’s voice.

‘Yes, sir,’ he said, letting go of the chair.

Lustgarten watched the man carefully as he made his hesitant way along the ward between the rows of beds, hands held out before him. Meyer went to guide him the final few steps.

‘All right, Corporal, stand here,’ said Meyer, taking the man by the shoulders. ‘My colleague Dr Lustgarten would like to examine you.’

Close to, it was evident that the corporal was agitated, probably due to his fear of ending up begging on the streets, Lustgarten thought.

‘You say you are an artist, Hitler?’ Lustgarten asked him gently.

‘Yes, doctor.’

‘You are Austrian?’

‘Yes.’

Lustgarten had noted the man’s accent. It softened somewhat the harshness of his views on winning the war.

‘Let me look at your eyes.’

‘Of course,’ said Hitler, still breathing heavily.

‘Try to relax. I’m not going to hurt you.’

‘Yes, sir. It’s just that . . .’

‘All right,’ said Meyer, ‘that’s enough.’

Obediently, Hitler shut up, and Lustgarten removed the gauze that covered his eyes, eyes that turned out to be bright blue. Lustgarten glanced at Meyer, who nodded.

Yes, this was obviously a case of hysteria, no doubt about it. Had the patient been suffering from acute mustard gas poisoning, his eyes would have been blistered, the corneas grey and dull, and with the texture, if not the colour, of orange peel.

‘Look at my face,’ Lustgarten ordered, lifting the corporal’s chin with fingers and thumb. ‘What can you see?’

‘Nothing,’ said Hitler, breathing hard. ‘Nothing at all.’

‘If you regain your sight, what will you do?’

‘Go back to my regiment,’ said Hitler vigorously, his tone of voice that of one stating the obvious.

‘What if you are killed?’

‘Then I will have died in service of the Fatherland.’

‘Hitler,’ said Meyer, ‘is the recipient of the Iron Cross, first class.’

‘Indeed?’ This was certainly unusual for a soldier of such lowly rank. ‘You must stop rubbing your eyes, Corporal. That is why they are red and swollen.’

‘The irritation, sir,’ said Hitler, ‘it drives a man mad.’

‘Hold still,’ Lustgarten ordered. ‘There is some minor conjunctivitis,’ he continued, addressing Meyer, ‘but no dead tissue or any evidence of congealed fluid.’

‘Agreed,’ said Meyer. ‘Do you still want to take him?’

‘Of course,’ said Lustgarten. ‘Corporal, you will accompany me to my clinic where I shall restore your sight and in due course have you returned to your regiment.’

Hitler trembled. ‘You mean it, doctor? You can cure me?’

‘Dr Lustgarten is a specialist,’ said Meyer, ‘and not given to making idle boasts.’

Hitler’s expression changed. No longer was he nervous. He looked like a desperate man who had just been thrown a lifeline.

‘Thank you,’ he said, with deep feeling.




As so it was that Adolf Hitler was put into the care of Dr Lustgarten at his nerve clinic in a small village in the Eifel region of western Germany, near Simmerath. Such out of the way places had been chosen by the Army to house cases of hysteria for several reasons: firstly, so as to remove them from the general hospital population of the honourably wounded; secondly, because it was thought that hysteria was contagious; and thirdly, so as to isolate the hysterics from their families, who, it was often found, vociferously objected to the brutal and sometimes painful cures to which their menfolk were subjected.

But when Lustgarten returned to the clinic, he discovered that in his three-day absence a large number of new patients had been admitted, and these, along with innumerable other matters both medical and administrative, diverted his attention from the patient Hitler. In fact, for almost a week, he had no time at all to examine the corporal further, or even to think much about him. There were many other more straight forward cases that took priority, men who could be quickly cured by Lustgarten’s tried and tested methods.

So adept was Lustgarten, in fact, that only rarely did he resort to the painful application of electrical current, which less accomplished colleagues used as routine. No, he had what amounted to a rapport with his patients who so often thanked him profusely, some even with hot tears, for curing them of hysteria and enabling them to return to the front. But there was also something else, something rare and unusual about Siegmund Lustgarten, and highly prized by physicians: he was a healer, possessed of an ineffable power to cure his fellow human beings by his presence alone.

Where did it come from, this power? Lustgarten, a believer in the old Germanic gods and a secret practitioner of certain esoteric arts, had developed it through long years of disciplined activity directed at greater and greater self-control. A Hindu might have characterised this practice as raja yoga, and Lustgarten might well have concurred, for it was indeed his life’s ambition to become king-like, the first step as it was on the path to becoming god-like.

Naturally, Dr Lustgarten kept this part of his life completely separate from his profession as a nerve specialist and psychiatrist. His colleagues thought of his healing abilities in the same way an amateur musician might think of a virtuoso: that it was a talent Lustgarten had been born with, God-given, if you will. Lustgarten would not have agreed. The god that most interested him was Odin, and not in the sense of worship. No, Lustgarten did not want to bend the knee to his god, rather he wanted to become like his god.

And so, Dr Lustgarten was in no way perturbed when seated at his desk in his office one evening, feeling tired as he attended to paperwork and thinking vaguely of the case of Corporal Hitler, he heard the voice say quite clearly:

‘Mimir’s Well.’

Most people upon experiencing an auditory hallucination would have been disquieted; some, fearing the worst, might even have made an urgent appointment to consult a psychiatrist. But this was not the first time Lustgarten, who was of course himself a psychiatrist, had heard a disembodied voice speaking, and speaking as though to an unspoken question as well.

He laid down his pen, and mused: in what way was the case of the hysteric Hitler related to the waters of Mimir, whose name means ‘The Rememberer?’

It was to the Well of Mimir that Odin came and requested of its guardian a draught of water. The price of the drink? That Odin gouge out one of his own eyes. A fantastic price indeed, and not one likely to be paid to slake a mere physical thirst. But Odin’s thirst was not physical, it was metaphysical. What the god craved – like Siegmund Lustgarten himself – was cosmic wisdom, and it was this that Mimir had obtained by drinking from the waters of his own well.

Lustgarten smiled broadly. He felt inspired and was certain that the solution to the problem of Corporal Hitler was about to reveal itself.

Yes! He snapped his fingers: that was it!

The defeat of Germany was imminent, and the patriotic corporal could not bear to see it!

Of course. It was quite obvious, so obvious that Lustgarten chided himself for not having seen it immediately. And now the solution presented itself: Lustgarten would, so to speak, dip the drinking horn into the Well of Mimir and offer it to the blind man to drink from, and so restore his sight. But not his ordinary sight! No, that would return as a by-product in any case: what Lustgarten would give the patient was in-sight, the divine wisdom of his German ancestors. Yes indeed!

The doctor sprang to his feet and went and opened the office door, calling to the night orderly to bring Corporal Hitler immediately.

In the week that Hitler had been at the clinic, Dr Lustgarten had observed him only in passing and had directed that a junior colleague prepare a report on him. Something of what he had learned from Dr Langer intrigued him. This unprepossessing soldier undoubtedly had a gift for public speaking, and neither could there be any question that he was a staunch and bellicose nationalist. Every morning, said Langer, Hitler’s fellow patients gathered around his bed to listen to the charismatic, ranting about the war and the state of Germany. He had a particular scorn for Semites, and for the multi-ethnic empire of Austria that he likened to a rotting corpse chained around the neck of the Germans. The soldier named Hitler had a talent, a talent that might one day be put to good use in the political sphere. Yes, there was a possibility there, a possibility that had grown in Lustgarten’s imagination until it had burst forth in the form of an inspired voice.

The war was lost. It could not be denied.

All across Germany, there were riots, and there was even rumour of a coming insurrection, like that perpetrated by the Bolshevists in Russia. What was needed was some method of countering communist agitation amongst the workers, a charismatic orator, for instance, who might sway the proletariat, thereby denying it to the criminal revolutionaries. Such was the thinking of Dr Lustgarten and his colleagues in the secret lodges and esoteric underground which sought to build a new Germany out of the ruins of defeat.

Might this man Hitler be such a leader?

Upon seeing him barefoot and wearing only a nightshirt, as he was ushered into the room by the orderly and seated before the desk, Dr Lustgarten had his doubts. He thought for a moment of Dr Frankenstein and his monster, but only for a moment. Where to begin? It had to be with a lie.

‘Hitler, I was wrong about your eyes,’ Lustgarten said. ‘When Dr Langer re-examined them, we discovered that there is indeed physical damage. There is nothing to be done. You will be blind for the rest of your days. I am sorry.’

Hitler seemed to deflate. He raised a shaking hand to his mouth to stifle a cry.

‘Oh God,’ he mumbled, ‘God help me.’

Lustgarten got to his feet. He was a large man, very tall and physically fit, in his youth an athlete and mountaineer. He approached the slouching patient’s chair.

‘I have been observing you on the ward, Corporal,’ he said. ‘You are an unusual man. I would go so far as to say a very unusual man. You have a gift, a gift I believe that comes from God.’

Hitler lifted his chin. ‘What gift?’

‘The gift of holding the crowd. Talk is the wrong word. You do not talk, you orate. You remind me of the character in the old folk tale. Like you, he too had the same talent of delivering his message, insistent, compelling, as though with the beat of a drum.’

As Lustgarten spoke these words, he hammered with his fist on the desktop, a rhythmic repetitive beat.

‘You know the story?’

‘Yes,’ said Hitler. ‘The Drummer.’

‘That could be you.’

‘How? If I cannot see?’

‘You are not like them, Hitler, you are not part of the crowd. You are different, you are a leader.’

It was evident that he now had the corporal’s undivided attention. ‘Sit up straight, man!’

‘Yes sir.’

‘You are not like them; you are a man of destiny. One chosen by the Lord God for a divine mission, a mission to save the Fatherland in this its darkest hour. I have listened to you, Hitler, I have seen the effect you have on the men. You have an ability to express their innermost feelings which they are too stupid to be able to articulate themselves. You are a guide and a comfort to them, and with my help you will learn how to lead them out of the darkness of defeat, and into the light.’

Hitler was excited. ‘But without being able to . . .’ he began.

‘Enough!’

Hitler flinched.

‘I cannot help you; you must help yourself. Sometimes as a doctor one encounters special cases. The cripple who walks again; the case of terminal, untreatable cancer which a few days later is unaccountably in remission – you must have heard of such cases.’

‘Yes.’

‘How to explain them? Medical science cannot. We must look elsewhere for an explanation, to Heaven above, and to the power of the patient’s will. Now do you understand me, Hitler? It is obvious that you are one of the Chosen, that the Almighty has a special task for you, one that you have no choice but to carry out. All that you are lacking is the will to cure yourself. Spiritual energy, that is the key to restoring your sight. Do you believe me?’

‘Yes, doctor, but how? By what process?’

‘Gather yourself together,’ said Lustgarten, ‘gather your vital energy together.’ He took a box of matches from his coat pocket. On the desk was a candle. ‘Open your eyes wide, as wide as they will go. I will light this candle, and you will see the flame.’

He lit the candle and extinguished the match. There was the sharp smell of sulphur.

‘Look at the candle. Can you see the flame?’

‘I’m not sure. There is a shimmer.’

‘No! That is not enough, Hitler. I can do nothing to help you. You must help yourself. The future of the Fatherland is at stake, and you tell me you can only see a shimmer? If you remain blind, how are you to carry out your holy mission? Germany needs men of faith and energy, or we are finished!’

Hitler got to his feet, his hands trembling. He reached out and located the edge of the desk, gripping it and lowering his face towards the candle flame.

‘Germany is not finished,’ said Hitler.

His voice had changed. No longer did he whine, now he was speaking like he did to the men on the ward.

Lustgarten said, ‘Tell me you can see the flame.’

Hitler let out a deep sigh. ‘If only I could!’

‘For Adolf Hitler anything is possible,’ said Lustgarten, with absolute authority. ‘Do you understand? Within your breast burns a divine spark. You are God, and God is Adolf Hitler. There is your will, there is your strength, gather it together, and see!’

‘Ohhh,’ breathed Hitler.

‘What do you see?’

Hitler turned away from the flame and looked up at Lustgarten.

‘I see your face, your beard, your spectacles,’ said Hitler. He looked around in amazement. ‘I see your office, the desk, the window, the chair.’

Lustgarten reached out as Hitler began to sway.

‘Sit down. Sit down, my dear fellow, and rest. You have done it! You are cured!’

‘Thank you,’ said Hitler, overcome with emotion. ‘Thank you, doctor.’

Dr Lustgarten squeezed the patient’s shoulder manfully. The nightshirt had shifted, revealing naked flesh. Lustgarten bent close to the young man’s ear and spoke softly:

‘Don’t thank me, Adolf, thank yourself. Thank the Almighty.’








  
  
  CHAPTER TWO

  
  







At 10.25 on the morning of Tuesday 17th March 1942, the police officer on duty at the entrance to Downing Street noticed two men walking briskly towards him along Whitehall. It was their disparity in height which caught his attention, one man being unusually tall, and the other rather short and stout. At first glance, they were indistinguishable from any other senior civil servants. Both men wore bowler hats and were soberly dressed in dark suits and overcoats. But upon closer inspection, the constable decided that the two gentlemen were decidedly odd, that they didn’t properly belong together.

The taller of the two, whose ramrod-straight back and squared shoulders belied his years, was dressed so immaculately that he looked like he might have been a retired Guards officer. The constable, who prided himself on his own turnout, immediately warmed to the gentleman. His companion, on the other hand, cut an awkward figure. It wasn’t just that he looked like one of those gents of whom tailors despair, persons with the unhappy knack of making a bespoke suit look like fifty-shilling seconds, but also because he appeared defeated, as though he’d given up, and couldn’t be bothered anymore.

The police constable, standing beside the sand-bagged emplacement on the corner of Downing Street, thought he recognised the smaller man. The constable, lean-faced and wearing a steel helmet, had seen him on more than one occasion in and around Whitehall. And although he didn’t know his name or what he did, he guessed that he was one of these boffins, your absent-minded professor type, given the profusion of wiry gingery hair poking out from under his hat.

‘Good morning, gentlemen,’ said the constable, as the two figures drew near.

‘Good morning,’ said the Guardsman, for that was how the police officer thought of him. ‘We have an appointment at Number Ten.’

The policeman threw up a salute. ‘Very good, sir,’ he said, feeling pleased with himself. Yep, you couldn’t mistake that accent - Edinburgh and Horse Guards.

In fact, the policeman would have been surprised to have learnt the true identities of the two men he had so blithely pigeonholed, for Peregrine Muir was not a former Scots Guards officer, but an archaeologist, and Sir Harry Wyvern was not an absent-minded professor, but an assistant director of MI6, the Secret Intelligence Service. As to the constable’s assessment of the latter’s air of defeat, there was some truth to it.

A second police officer was on duty outside the door of 10 Downing Street. He was wearing the standard custodian helmet of the Metropolitan Police, instantly recognisable the world over as an icon of London. As the visitors approached, he went and knocked on the famous black door, and it opened immediately. Muir and Wyvern went inside and quickly divested themselves of their overcoats and hats, for Harry Wyvern’s tardiness had almost made them late for their 10.30 appointment.

They only had to wait for a few moments before an aide appeared and ushered them into the Cabinet room, where they found Winston Churchill seated alone at the long cabinet table.

Behind him, a coal fire smoked in the grate. Before him were a glass ashtray and a tumbler of his morning ‘mouthwash,’ a weak mixture of water and Scotch. Next to the ashtray, in which smouldered a long cigar, was a buff-coloured folder boldly marked TOP SECRET in crimson ink. The Prime Minister was wearing a dark blue pinstripe suit, a cream-coloured shirt with a soft collar, and a blue polka dot bow-tie. The famous face appeared burdened by the cares of wartime, the heavy jowls resting on the shirt collar.

The aide showed the visitors to the chairs directly opposite the Prime Minister and left the room.

‘Sir Harry,’ said Churchill, by way of greeting.

‘Good morning, Prime Minister. This is Dr Peregrine Muir.’

‘How do you do, Dr Muir? Pray be seated. There is a Cabinet meeting at eleven, so we have half an hour.’

As the visitors settled themselves, the Prime Minister put on a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles and opened the top-secret file, reaching for the cigar as he did so. The contents of the file were rather meagre, maps and a few pages of typed foolscap, and it was to this document that Churchill had added marginal notes.

It was these which he now consulted, saying, ‘I must tell you from the outset that Combined Operations do not look kindly on your proposal, Harry.’

Peregrine Muir glanced at Wyvern seated beside him. Wyvern looked the way he usually did, melancholy and enervated, but in no way perturbed by what Churchill had said. Both men knew that the Prime Minister would not have wasted his valuable time in meeting them if the proposed operation was a non-starter.

‘They say it is . . . over-ambitious,’ Churchill continued. He inhaled on the cigar before replacing it in the ashtray. ‘They are being polite. What they mean is, the intended operation is completely fantastical.’

Sir Harry was about to object when Churchill continued:

‘But I had to tell them that, from my own personal experience, what we think of as preposterous is, in fact, quite possible. Before the war, I was staying as a guest at the White House. I got out of my bath and went into the adjoining bedroom, where, to my great surprise, I met Abraham Lincoln. Since I happened to be as naked as the day I was born and he was fully dressed, I said, “Forgive me, Mr President, you seem to have me at an advantage.” Whereupon Lincoln smiled at me and disappeared.’

Wyvern and Muir also smiled at him.

‘So,’ said Churchill, ‘in a spirit of open-mindedness and objectivity, let us begin at the beginning. You claim, Sir Harry, that Professor Siegmund Lustgarten not only created Adolf Hitler, but also has the ability to control him.’

‘Yes, Prime Minister,’ said Wyvern. ‘I believe that without Lustgarten there would be no Hitler. It was Lustgarten who moulded him, who set him on the path to dictatorship, and who taught him a particular brand of logic which he has been able to use to decisive advantage.’

Churchill glanced down at the papers spread out before him. ‘Yes,’ he growled, ‘abductive logic, so it is called. Fascinating. When one thinks of Herr Hitler, this demagogue and opportunist, one does not usually associate the name with logic.’

‘No,’ agreed Sir Harry, ‘in the popular imagination Hitler is thought of as a man of passions, swept along on tides of violent emotion, which is true, of course, particularly before he met Lustgarten. But I have evidence from Germany that it was Lustgarten who taught Hitler how to think in a particular way, so that he was able to persuade people, sometimes highly intelligent persons, to support him and join the National Socialist Party.’

‘Please clarify for us,’ said Churchill, ‘the way in which abductive logic differs from the deductive and inductive.’

‘Yes, Prime Minister. Inductive is the inference of general laws from particular instances. Deductive is the inference of particular instances from a general law. Now, literally, abductive means ‘to lead away.’ The abductive begins with observation, and from that seeks out the simplest, most likely explanation for that observation.’

‘What you are describing is the logic of a doctor diagnosing an illness.’

‘Yes, that’s quite correct, and it is not by chance that Siegmund Lustgarten is a medical man. I believe it is this very medical training that led him to use abductive logic to diagnose, as it were, the sickness of a defeated Germany, in the aftermath of the Great War. In due course, he taught Hitler to use the same logical method, and it was particularly effective precisely because Hitler is a creature of emotion. Abductive reasoning is based upon instinct and intuition, rather than upon abstraction.’

‘Yes,’ said Churchill, ‘you make a good point. Hitler is an intuitive creature, a failed artist whose creative urges have been diverted to destructive ends. But now let us move on to the second point. You say that you have evidence that Professor Lustgarten believes he can control his creation, Adolf Hitler.’

‘You would not want me to go into details, Prime Minister, regarding the source of this intelligence. Suffice to say, as incredible as it sounds, I believe it to be true. Lustgarten is a highly unusual man. He is a disciple of the philosopher Nietzsche, someone who believes that human beings are in a state of transition between animal existence and that of the superhuman.’

‘The Overman,’ pronounced Churchill. ‘Is that what Lustgarten believes himself to be?’

‘More than that, Prime Minister,’ interjected Peregrine Muir. ‘His ambition is nothing less than to become a god.’

‘A god?’ repeated the Prime Minister.

‘One god in particular,’ said Muir: ‘Odin.’

‘Yes, Muir,’ said Churchill, once more consulting his notes. ‘You mention an ‘Odin’s Text,’ I think.’

‘That is the bait, Prime Minister.’

‘What makes you think the fish will bite?’

Wyvern said, ‘Because we have made the bait irresistible.’

As if on cue, Peregrine Muir reached down and picked up the brown leather briefcase. Resting it on the table, he unlocked it and flipped open the top. Using both hands, he carefully removed a wooden box.

Churchill watched as Muir opened the lid of the box, which appeared to be lined with lead. Inside was a rolled object made from a soft metal. Muir stood up, reached across the expanse of the table, and laid the object before the Prime Minister. Churchill examined it closely, but such was the reverence with which it had been presented to him, did not presume to touch it.

‘A metal scroll,’ he said, ‘or rather a fragment of a scroll, and of some antiquity by the look of it.’

‘No,’ said Sir Harry Wyvern. ‘Muir made it only last week.’

Churchill raised his eyes until he was looking directly at the archaeologist. ‘These are Germanic runes, Dr Muir.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘What do they say?’

‘They refer to the process whereby a man may become like a god. They also give the location of a depository, wherein can be found details of the complete process.’

‘I see,’ said Churchill. ‘You have fabricated the process just as you have fabricated the object?’

‘Not entirely, sir, no.’

Wyvern said, ‘Muir is too modest to mention that he is an expert in the subject of Odinism.’

‘What you are telling me is that what is inscribed on the scroll will fool Professor Lustgarten?’

‘Yes,’ said Wyvern.

Muir glanced again at his colleague. Wyvern’s tone of voice had changed. No longer did he sound tired and defeated. Muir had noticed before that his friend’s mood was sometimes elevated by the prospect of action.

‘This island, Panos, near Crete,’ said Churchill, turning to the maps in the folder. ‘That is where you intend to plant the bait.’

‘Muir lived on Panos,’ said Wyvern. ‘Excavating a Minoan palace and temple complex.’

‘And this is the palace and temple which Lustgarten believes once formed part of the capital of the island of Atlantis,’ said Churchill, doubtfully.

‘Yes,’ said Muir. ‘In 1936, Lustgarten received permission from the Greek government to investigate the site. He spent some months there the following year. One of his assistants was a young German archaeologist named von Quetzow.’

‘The same von Quetzow who has recently taken up command of the German garrison on Panos,’ said Churchill. ‘It is via this man that you think you can entice Lustgarten to visit the island, using this object as bait?’

‘Yes,’ said Wyvern.

‘You will bury it in the ground, and he will find it.’

‘Our sources on Panos tell us von Quetzow has already opened the diggings. It is our plan to bury the scroll where he will be bound to find it.’

‘He will then inform his Professor.’

‘We are certain that he will do so,’ said Sir Harry. ‘He and Lustgarten have a very close relationship, almost like father and son.’

‘Wyvern, if you had met my father, you might not think that every son is close to his papa.’

Peregrine Muir smiled briefly at this, but Sir Harry did not join him.

After a short pause, and without looking at Churchill, Wyvern said, ‘I imagine that there has been some talk regarding my daughter, Clarissa.’

Churchill nodded judiciously. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘There has been talk of an obsession, even of a vendetta, of a man out for revenge. I can only say that those who have said such things do not know the Harry Wyvern that I know. There can be no man alive less likely to seek vengeance than he. I do not suspect it even for a moment. Please, put it out of your mind.’

‘Thank you,’ said Wyvern, once again downcast.

Churchill took a sip of the mouthwash, and Dr Muir used the opportunity to reach across the table and recover the fabricated artefact.

‘Who do you propose will lead the mission?’ asked Churchill a few moments later, when Sir Harry had recomposed himself.

He said, ‘I have someone in mind, Prime Minister. He is in Egypt with a special detachment of parachutists, a resourceful and experienced young officer who has worked behind enemy lines. In June 1940 he took part in Operation Collar. Last year, after the German invasion, he was landed by submarine on the southern coast of Crete. He managed to locate many of our men who had been hiding out in the mountains, and in due course they were evacuated by boat.’

‘He sounds eminently suitable,’ said Churchill. ‘I remember Operation Collar. The first time our raiders landed on the enemy shore.’

Wyvern had neglected to mention that the young officer was Captain James Wyvern Valentine, his nephew, who had been in Germany with Clarissa Wyvern at the time of her death. Not that Churchill blamed Sir Harry for this omission. He sympathised with him. This arrogant German doctor, Siegmund Lustgarten, deserved everything that was coming his way. He was in cahoots with Heinrich Himmler, the head of the SS; Wyvern’s proposal went so far as to name him as Himmler’s ‘spiritual advisor.’ There was already an operation in the planning, codenamed Anthropoid, whose target was Himmler’s deputy, Reinhard Heydrich. Churchill had made the decision that Wyvern’s plan might well deal a second telling blow to Himmler and the Nazis. All that now remained was to christen it.

‘Well, gentlemen,’ he said, looking from Muir to Wyvern, ‘I give your plan my blessing. Operation Warlock it shall be called, and I think that the designation ‘Frankenstein’ would be a fitting one for Professor Lustgarten. All that remains is for you to go out into the world and bring the plan to fruition. I wish you both the very best of luck.’

‘Thank you, Prime Minister,’ said both men.
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After the meeting with the Prime Minister, Sir Harry Wyvern and Dr Peregrine Muir walked along Horse Guards to Charing Cross. They were expected for luncheon at the Valentines’, and Harry rang his sister from the station to tell her they’d be catching the 11.26. But the service like so many wartime trains was delayed, and it was 12.44 before they arrived in Tunbridge Wells.

‘There’s no hurry,’ Wyvern explained, as they crossed the concourse. ‘We shan’t be late. It’s only a short walk.’

Muir, who hated to miss appointments, reluctantly slowed his pace.

The town was busy and had been busy since the Blitz. In order to escape the onslaught from the air, affluent Londoners had flocked to the smarter towns of the Home Counties. Some had returned when the bombing abated, but many stayed on, their presence enlivening the provinces with a touch of the cosmopolitan and driving up the price of accommodation.

But not all the incomers were affluent. Some were children from the East End of London, the working-class quarter of the capital city, and it was Cockney children who had found a refuge at the colonial villa in Harrogate Avenue where the Valentines lived. The large white-painted house stood well back from the tree-lined street, the carriage drive encircling the lawn and beds of dormant rose bushes. After the crowded streets of the town centre at lunchtime, the avenue was quiet and peaceful. So too was the house, for the children were at school and Dr Basil Valentine was up in London, where he worked as a psychiatrist at Guy’s Hospital.

The front door was unlocked. When Harry Wyvern pushed it open, he saw his sister coming along the hallway.

‘Hello,’ she called, brightly. ‘I was watching out for you.’

Penelope Valentine’s face was pale and her eyes tired, but her smile upon seeing her brother was almost girlish. She came and embraced him, briefly because he was not alone. She turned and offered her hand to Peregrine Muir, looking up at the austere, expressionless face.

‘How do you do, Dr Muir?’

‘Good afternoon, Mrs Valentine,’ said Muir, shaking her hand.

The grip was hard and dry, and made no concession to the fact that she was a woman. She felt flustered. Peregrine Muir tended to have this effect on her. His company always made her feel rather disquieted, as though a cold wind from far away were sighing at a darkened window.

‘Do come in,’ she said. ‘You must excuse the mess.’

The visitors began to unbutton their coats. The hall was in disarray, items of children’s clothing and footwear cluttering the entrance. Harry exchanged a smile with her. He looked weary and old, and rather moth-eaten, like a favourite teddy bear that had been put aside and forgotten. She wanted to mother him.

‘I’ve roasted a chicken,’ she said, helping him with his coat.

‘That’s nice.’

There was dandruff on his collar. She brushed it off, though he hardly noticed. He turned to face her.

‘Winston,’ he said, ‘has given us the green light.’

She paused for a moment to take in the news, then placed Harry’s coat on the hook.

‘That’s wonderful,’ she said, briskly. ‘Go into the sitting room and warm yourselves. I must check on the gravy. Would you like a drink, Dr Muir? My husband has run out of whisky, but there is ginger wine.’

‘Thank you, yes,’ said Muir.

She bustled down the hall to the kitchen, a high-ceilinged room with a range and a scrubbed pine table. They would eat in here. The dining room was draughty, and there was no coal. She’d used logs to make up the fire in the sitting room, done it herself because she no longer had a maid or a housekeeper, or a gardener come to that. Everyone was engaged in war-work: Aggie with the Wrens, Mrs Warren at Chatham Naval Dockyard, and even old Peter had gone to work in a factory. Penny didn’t mind half as much as she’d thought she would. Not even having to dispatch her own chickens dismayed her.

Quickly checking on the vegetables and gravy, she poured two glasses of wine and carried them to the sitting room. Dr Muir came to meet her as she came through the door. He took the wine, thanking her. She noticed that he hadn’t left his briefcase by the front door but had brought it into the sitting room.

‘I’m not long back from Thebes,’ he said, lifting one of the glasses to the light and examining the greenish wine as though he had never seen it before. ‘This will be warming, thank you.’

‘Harry told us you’d been at Luxor,’ she said. ‘With the French, I think.’

Muir walked over to the fireplace where Harry was warming his hands and gave him one of the glasses of wine.

‘That’s right, Mrs Valentine. My colleague Schwaller de Lubicz is engaged in very interesting work. The French survey is making detailed measurements of the temple.’

As Muir spoke, she looked at him closely. His face and hands were tanned dark by the sun, and the contrast with his white hair was striking. Even though he was nearer to seventy than sixty, his back was not bent, and he looked healthy and vigorous. Poor Harry, who was twenty years his junior, might have been of the same vintage.

‘You must tell me all about it,’ she said, excusing herself. ‘We’ll eat in the kitchen, if that’s all right?’

‘Of course,’ said Muir, raising his glass to her before taking a sip.

It was 1.15 when they sat down. With the roast chicken she served boiled potatoes, parsnips, and Brussels sprouts, hearty food, even if the gravy was disappointingly thin. Harry ate without appetite, but Dr Muir obviously enjoyed the meal, even asking for a second helping of stewed apple pudding. He spoke about Egypt, but what he said was largely technical, and she had trouble following him.

She was worried about Harry; that was why she couldn’t concentrate. Cynthia had finally left him, for good it seemed, escaping to New York to go and join her Broadway impresario, or whatever he was supposed to be, the latest in a long line of lovers. Penny was glad to see the back of her, the selfish creature, but it was evident that Harry was not. However badly Cynthia treated him he always took her back.

Poor Cynthia. Clarissa’s murder had tipped her over the edge. She couldn’t bear to talk about it, claimed she couldn’t even bear to think about it. ‘What happened,’ she called it, never even referring to her daughter’s death by the usual euphemisms: passing away, or losing, or crossing over. Penny disliked the term, but she could think of no other word for Cynthia’s reaction to the murder: it was hysteria. It hadn’t diminished much as time had gone on, either: the drinking became ever more frantic, the affairs with unsuitable men ever more frequent, and the scenes at the flat in Ebury Street so explosive that the neighbours had called the police. It was no wonder Harry looked worn out. Even so, a part of her wanted to grip his shoulders and shake him out of his misery. Now that Churchill had given the go-ahead, perhaps Harry was about to turn a corner.

She smiled apologetically at Dr Muir and asked him if he cared for some cheese.

‘No, thank you,’ he said, folding his napkin. He reached for his cigarette case.

The men adjourned to the sitting room while she cleared the table. She took off the apron, wiped her hands and went and joined them. She would have liked to have served coffee, but she hadn’t any. She decided to have a cigarette instead, and took one from the packet on the mantelpiece. Peregrine Muir stood and lit it for her. Harry, seated by the fire, was already smoking a pipe. As she went and sat next to Muir on the sofa, it suddenly struck her that it was in this very room that Mrs Paget had gone into the trance.

It was very odd. How could she have forgotten? She knew why. It was simply because such anomalous events contradicted one’s basic assumptions about what constituted normal everyday life.

Looking around her at the two men and at the room, its furniture and family photographs, Penny Valentine knew that this was reality. But it wasn’t the whole of reality, was it? Reality was also Mrs Paget in a trance, speaking with the voice of the young Clarissa Wyvern, and Clarissa telling them the name of the man who had murdered her: Lustgarten.

How she hated that name. Even the translation from the German – ‘pleasure-garden’ – sounded sinister and unclean. Thought of the actual method of killing, strangulation during sexual congress, made her want to squirm. Even worse was what the swine had done to the body afterwards.

‘Are you quite all right, Mrs Valentine?’ asked Muir, startling her.

It would have been easy to have lied, said yes, and made some excuse, but that was not her way. She said, ‘I was thinking of Clarissa’s murder.’

Peregrine Muir looked at her sagaciously. It was though he understood her exactly, and she felt heartened. She looked at her brother.

‘Dr Muir knows about Mrs Paget, doesn’t he?’ she asked him. ‘You told him what happened: Mrs Paget speaking German, even though she doesn’t know a word of the language.’

‘Yes, I told him. I told him that my daughter went to Germany to spy on Hitler, and that Professor Lustgarten strangled her in a fit of passion before disposing of her in a furnace.’

Penny felt her heart contract, but she was glad her brother had spoken the facts so plainly. Harry looked away, trying to hide the emotion he so obviously felt.

She turned to Muir. ‘Are you sceptical of what happened, here in this room?’

‘Not at all,’ said Muir, simply. ‘Anyone who has taken the trouble to study the subject of the paranormal knows that such occurrences are quite normal. The library of the Society for Psychical Research is filled with books detailing equivalent cases.’

‘Thank you,’ she murmured. ‘I’m glad.’

She smoked her cigarette. It was Penny Valentine’s opinion that Dr Muir regarded her interest in Theosophy disdainfully, that he thought Koot Hoomi and the Hidden Masters were a lot of rot. No doubt he still did, but she was nevertheless pleased by his answer to her question. Perhaps she was wrong about him. She’d thought him not quite human, as though something of the tomb had rubbed off on him, what with him having spent so much of his life amongst the ruins of ancient Egypt and Minoan Crete. It was as though he was not entirely present in the twentieth century, part of him belonging to the distant past. But perhaps he wasn’t as ghoulish as she’d imagined.

‘Well, Harry,’ she said. ‘Are we to reconvene the Miracle Club of Tunbridge Wells, or not?’

Her brother looked at her, turning his head slowly. He moved the pipe to the corner of his mouth before saying, ‘Yes.’

She watched him as he composed his thoughts.

‘I’m going to Egypt,’ he said. ‘Muir is staying in London to organise things at this end. When the time is right, he will come and see you here. You must be ready. Put out the call. Gird yourselves for the job in hand.’

Penny Valentine felt a thrill of anticipation. She reached for the ashtray and stubbed out the cigarette.

‘Will they come?’ asked Harry.

She thought about it. ‘Yes, they’ll come.’

‘Even though their number is depleted by two?’

‘Yes.’

She imagined explaining the nature of the operation, and knew that everyone would insist on playing their part. How proud they’d been, to do their duty after Dunkirk. A Cone of Power had been raised and directed at the German High Command in Berlin, in order to convince the Nazi generals that an invasion of England would be an ignominious failure. And the invasion had been called off, for whatever reason. But it could not be denied that the Miracle Club had been in possession of some kind of power. It wasn’t just their imagination, was it? No, for Dan Clutterbuck and Dora Ely appeared to have paid with their lives. Then Penny Valentine realised that Harry’s concern was familial, that it was she he was worried about. With a sudden intuition, she knew that James was destined to play a part in avenging Clarissa’s death.

Her eyes on the photograph of her son that stood on the mantelpiece, she said to Harry, ‘We won’t let you down.’

Harry looked at her dolefully. Eventually, he nodded, saying, ‘I know that.’

After a moment, Dr Muir said, ‘What about the children, Mrs Valentine?’

He meant the evacuees, of course. She smiled.

‘The three McCarthy boys are going back to London at Easter,’ she said. ‘Their mother misses them terribly.’

‘Aren’t there seven of the little blighters?’ asked Harry, frowning.

She smiled again. Harry could be such a snob. She’d told him, but of course there was no reason for him to have remembered.

‘The Bevins went back to Hoxton in time for Christmas.’

‘Did they?’ said Harry, absently. ‘It’s for the best, anyway. When is Easter? Next month?’

‘It’s April the fifth,’ said Muir.

‘Oh.’

Again, Harry appeared to marshal his thoughts. He gestured with the stem of the pipe.

‘Not a Cone of Power, Pen, not this time. This time we want to entice, to attract, to hypnotise. What we want the Miracle Club to do is raise a Cone of Enchantment.’

‘To enchant Herr Lustgarten?’ she said, her tone of voice flat and unemotional.

‘Just so,’ said Muir. ‘He must suspect nothing. If he suspects, he may not come, and he must come.’

Harry said, ‘It is not a one-off, either. It will have to be maintained for days, perhaps for weeks.’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘We can do that.’

‘But are you sure, Pen? Are you sure your people are up to it?’

‘Oh, they’re old some of them, you’re right about that, but they still have some fight left in them. They want to serve, do something, anything. Peter the gardener, a martyr to every ailment known to medicine, but off he went to Woolwich or somewhere, to stand at a lathe again. Yes,’ she repeated, ‘they will do it, we will do it, of that I’m certain.’

‘Good,’ pronounced Harry.

Dr Muir was looking at her, smiling warmly. He really was rather charming.

She said, ‘I’d like you to call me Penny, Dr Muir, since we are to work together.’

‘Penny it is, then,’ said the Scotsman. ‘And I’m Jock.’

‘Jock. Good.’

‘I think we ought to be going,’ said Harry, checking the time.

‘Thank you for giving us lunch,’ said Muir. ‘It was excellent.’

‘You’re welcome,’ she said, happily.

Jock Muir excused himself, and after she had directed him to the usual offices, she and Harry stood up. She went over to him and placed her hands on his shoulders.

‘If anyone can persuade him, it is you, wily fox,’ she said.

Harry glanced at the photograph of his handsome uniformed nephew, James Valentine.

‘You know what part of the world he’s in, then?’ he said.

‘Yes, even with the censors. All those snippets of lines from Shaw: Rome is a mad man’s dream, this is my reality; you and I, Sphinx, strangers to the race of men; no air native to me, no man kindred to me. Even a dullard like me could puzzle it out.’

‘Secret service is the family business,’ said Harry, approvingly. ‘It’s been our line since the time of Walsingham and Queen Bess.’

‘And this operation is a family affair.’

‘I’m going to ask him if he will go and bring back the killer. What do you think about that?’

‘Oh, my feelings don’t matter. It’s James you’ll have to persuade. He used to be a Romantic, he certainly isn’t one now. Clarissa’s murder cured him of that.’

‘You mean he’s heartless?’

‘He pretends to be.’

Harry patted her hand and they moved apart. Upstairs, the lavatory flushed.

‘How will you get to Egypt?’ she asked, as they went into the hall. ‘Not by sea.’

‘There isn’t time,’ he said. ‘By air.’

Penny looked at him, concerned. Flying was dangerous. But then so was going by ship. Jock Muir was coming down the stairs. Harry went over to the coat rack.

Muir said, muttering, ‘My briefcase.’

When he’d fetched it from the sitting room, he approached Mrs Valentine to say goodbye.

‘You hadn’t forgotten it, had you?’ asked Penny, smiling at him.

For a moment, she thought she’d offended him, but Muir surprised her by laughing.

‘Well, as a matter of fact, I had . . .’ he said, looking sheepish.

‘What’s in there, or shouldn’t I ask?’

‘Bait,’ said Harry.

‘Have you ever been fly-fishing, Penny?’ Muir asked. ‘You ought to, it’s a wonderful pastime. Making a lure is a labour of love. There are different lures for different fish. In here is a lure for a Lustgarten.’
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John Peregrine Muir rented a set of chambers at the Albion in Piccadilly, the handsome Georgian mansion part-owned by his Cambridge college, Stonehouse. It was a mystery to Harry how the arrangement had come about, for Jock Muir made no secret of his contempt for what he liked to refer to as ‘quackademia.’ But it was wartime, and in time of war, norms were often set aside.

A case in point was the Albion’s rule that only bachelors might reside there. Jock Muir was a widower, and his lodger, Sir Harry, was in the process of being divorced. Before the outbreak of hostilities, neither man would have been considered by the committee as a suitable prospect, yet here they were, climbing the stone stairs to the second-floor set, after returning to town from Tunbridge Wells.

The entrance hall was stacked with tea chests filled with artefacts and antiquities Muir had spent a lifetime collecting. They were waiting to be removed from London for safe storage in Cambridge, but Muir was having difficulty arranging transport, and so, for now, the chests remained in the hallway. He placed his briefcase neatly under the hat stand.

Once they had taken off their hats and overcoats, Jock Muir made straight for the drinks tray in the living room. The train journey, slow and overcrowded, had chilled him, and he had spent too many years in hot climates to suffer a British winter gladly. He poured the single malt from the decanter into two glasses and went and turned on the electric fire that sat in front of the grate. Harry came to join him, accepting the glass with thanks.

The room was large and square, its wood-panelled walls painted light green and lined with crammed bookcases that almost reached the ceiling. In the middle of the dark-stained wooden floor was a large book-covered table beneath a central chandelier. It was late afternoon, and gloomy. Muir turned on the lights.

Wyvern said, ‘You may be an ogre, Jock, but you’re a benevolent ogre.’

Muir cocked an eyebrow, a characteristic gesture. ‘I thought I bored her.’

‘You charmed her.’

‘She’s a charming lady.’

They sat down in their usual chairs either side of the fire, which was by now giving off heat. They didn’t speak. They had barely spoken on the journeys to and from Tunbridge Wells. Partly that was because they would have been overheard, but it was also a measure of their long and close friendship. Each knew the other’s opinions on every subject and so conversation was often superfluous. And so, they sat in companionable silence, each with his thoughts.

Jock Muir was quietly smiling to himself as he sipped the malt. At Stonehouse he had the reputation of being a militant reactionary, a terroriser of undergraduates, and an incorrigible participant in academic feuds, combative, sarcastic, and brilliant. And it was true that he often played up to this image, but his essential self was, as Wyvern had said, kindly, even tender-hearted.

Of course, that had all been before his banishment from Stonehouse. Now he was considered, if he was considered at all, as being beyond the pale. His claim to have discovered the ruins of the Temple of Poseidon on Panos with the aid of dowsing rods had been but the first nail in the coffin of his academic career. Since then, he had proceeded to hammer home the nails himself, and with some relish.

Muir came from a line of distinguished inventors, explorers, and merchant adventurers, and on his mother’s side, of clergymen, painters, and poets. He was lucky in having inherited a large private income from his father’s family, for it allowed him to speak what he saw as the truth, rather than having to haver like so many in the academic world. The maternal inheritance he considered equally important. It was from his mama that he had his yearning for the mystical, for the spiritual, the world of higher realms.

The age was against such things, of course. It was an age of equality, of conformity, of rampant materialism, and the concerns of men like Jock Muir were at best ignored and at worst ridiculed and despised. Not that he gave a damn about being disprivileged. Thought him a charlatan, did they? Well, he’d show them a real charlatan one day soon. By God, he would! Professor Siegmund Lustgarten, a copper-bottomed, ocean-going charlatan, and a murderer to boot! Muir finished his whisky with a grunt and got energetically to his feet.

Harry Wyvern opened his eyes for a moment. The warmth from the fire, combined with the whisky, was making him sleepy. Muir went towards the door.

‘You’d better pack, you know. Has the office sorted out your ticket for the train?’

Wyvern opened his eyes again, reluctantly. Muir enjoyed bossing him. It was the only way, so he believed, to get the best out of him. That wife of his, Cynthia, he was well shot of her.

‘Come on,’ said Muir, encouragingly. ‘Get your kit together, man. I’m going to finish what I have to do with this fly.’

‘All right,’ said Wyvern, struggling out of the armchair. ‘Then I shall go into the office. There’s too much to attend to, really. I honestly didn’t think Winston would say yes.’

Muir grunted again and went out into the hallway before he said something he shouldn’t.

He collected the briefcase, and the act of doing so brought him back to himself and to the present. He was not the superman, not yet anyway; much of his life was spent automatically. How difficult, and yet how rewarding it was, to be cognizant in the current moment. The recognition caused him to pause on the threshold to his study before going inside.

Turning on the electric light, he took the lead-lined box from the briefcase and set it down on the desk. The study was so familiar to him that he rarely saw it, but just then everything he looked at seemed intensely real - the windowpane, the ink bottle, the pens and pencils neatly arranged beside the notebooks. It reminded him that most people passed their lives in what amounted to little more than a daydream. But that did not apply to his opponent, Siegmund Lustgarten. The man might be a charlatan who believed that the island of Panos was part of what had once been Atlantis, but nevertheless he was a man of power. To fool him would require a good deal of skill. The scroll fragment had to be able to withstand Lustgarten’s psychic probing. Muir had given it the appearance of suitable antiquity, but to the skilled psychometrist its ‘signature’ shouted modernity, not of an ancient Aryan homeland submerged by the rising seas, which is what the Teutonic charlatan wanted to believe.

Muir sat down at the desk, opened the box, and took out the fragment. It would purportedly direct its finder to a secret location wherein was promised Lustgarten’s heart’s desire: the Odin’s Text, nothing less than the esoteric teachings of the ancient Aryan priests of Atlantis, instructions as to how to become a god. And upon the fragment were teasing references as to what was contained in the Text. Muir had added one final element, something that he expected would completely dupe Siegmund Lustgarten, blind him, in fact: a reference to the ‘Force of Odin,’ an energy that was the origin of life itself.

Jock Muir smiled wolfishly.

How he would enjoy it when the charlatan was reeled in, hook in mouth, to flop helplessly on the strand. What he had done to that girl, Clarissa, was despicable, and it warranted retribution, whether Harry wanted retribution or not. Well, retribution there was going to be, by God!

Muir opened the volume which lay on the desk. It was his own work, a history of Atlantis, illustrated by his maternal cousin, Olivia Glasp. It was to the illustrations that he turned. Here was a painting of the city, brightly coloured, depicting the famous canals, the concentric circles of which part-formed the Cross of Atlantis.

Jock Muir relaxed as he stared at the picture. He had the gift of a powerful imagination, could clearly visualise in his mind’s eye what was not there. It was a skill he’d been born with, and over the years he had developed it, until, he believed, and if he so wished, his imagination could project itself into the material world. But that was not his aim, that wintery late afternoon. He could hear Harry in the guest bedroom, bumbling about. Outside the window, a few flakes of snow were drifting down into Burlington Gardens. Jock concentrated once more. The past was just as real as the present. Back he went, back to Atlantis.

Closing his eyes, he placed his hand over the scroll fragment.

There was a ceremony in progress. It was mid-summer’s day, twelve thousand years ago. The ceremony was in honour of the completion of the repository. Bull’s blood ran red and foaming over the stones of the temple in Panos, that was also the capital city of the sunken continent. The blood’s smell was hot and metallic, and the sound of the horns, so deep that the stone pavement vibrated, might have been the bellow of the Minotaur from beneath the earth. The repository was being sealed, and the slaves who knew its location were beheaded with single blows from the priests’ curved bronze swords. Now, the High Priest raised his arms to the life-giving sun, and as it rose from the watery eastern horizon, its holy light illuminated the niche into which the scroll was to be placed, the scroll upon which the High Priest’s name was inscribed, and with it the location of the Text of Odin, instructions in apotheosis, deposited there in case the priestly elite should be destroyed in the coming cataclysm.

Muir was breathing heavily. He was no longer present in Piccadilly in the year of Our Lord, 1942, he was absolutely elsewhere, in Atlantis, which was also the island of Panos near present-day Crete, and he was seeing with an inner eye events which had taken on a life of their own.

Suddenly, the High Priest turned, as though an intuition of an intruder had troubled his mind, and looked with penetration, directly at John Peregrine Muir.

Jock opened his eyes with a gasp of surprise. Then he chuckled, and settled back in the chair, allowing himself to relax again. It had worked. He was certain of it. Lustgarten, or one of his acolytes, would now read only what he had imprinted on the scroll, and might learn nothing of its true history. Muir stood up, deeply satisfied.

They met each other in the hallway. Wyvern, coming out of the guest bedroom, was wearing the uniform of an Army colonel. He looked at Muir speculatively. Muir nodded an affirmative.

‘It is done.’

‘That’s grand,’ said Harry. ‘Now all that’s needed is to transport it to the Eastern Mediterranean, and bury it at the spot marked X.’

‘Do you want me to come with you?’

‘No, I don’t. In any case, you’re needed here. Archie is quite capable without his father looking over his shoulder.’

‘He is,’ said Muir. ‘The lad won’t let you down.’

‘Ah,’ said Harry, intuiting the other’s meaning. ‘But the Miracle Club of Tunbridge Wells might. Is that what you’re thinking?’

‘With firm handling,’ Jock Muir began.

‘With careful handling,’ Wyvern corrected him.

‘All right.’

Wyvern regarded his friend sadly. ‘Did it work? The Cone of Power, I mean.’

‘I believe it did. When I went to interview Mrs . . .’

‘Paget,’ supplied Wyvern.

‘Yes, she tried to convey to me what amounted to the ineffable and the incommunicable.’

‘Such is the nature of the phenomenon, I suppose. You were convinced?’

‘As far as one can be,’ said Muir. ‘So, to answer your question, was the German High Command, and Hitler himself, influenced by your Miracle Club? I should have to say, yes, they were. That was the impression given to Mrs Paget.’

Wyvern was about to speak, but so was Muir. Wyvern said, ‘Go on.’

‘But if you were to ask me the supplementary question, were the Germans serious in planning to invade these islands? Then I should have to say, not entirely. The Royal Navy is too powerful, the air force too dogged, for invasion to have been seriously considered.’

‘Then why waste time and resources amassing invasion barges across the Channel?’

‘Does it matter? What’s important is whether the good people of Tunbridge Wells can summon enough psychical energy, and sustain it for long enough, to hoodwink the German. If they cannot, then there is no point wasting our time and resources in this endeavour.’

‘You can’t do it alone?’

‘Quite impossible.’

‘Then they will have to do it, won’t they?’

‘With my help, they will.’

‘How will you help them, Jock?’

‘The way the Pharaonic elite helped to maintain Egypt for so many thousands of years.’

‘Ah,’ said Wyvern. ‘We return to your colleague, Schwaller de Lubicz.’

‘A great man, a great man,’ said Muir.

‘Nothing less than a sage, in your description.’

‘That’s right. He is, Harry, you Roman sceptic, you.’

Wyvern smiled wanly at the joshing. Jock had been raised a Presbyterian. Harry was a Catholic convert, lapsed.

‘What was the phrase again?’ he asked.

‘Cognition of the present moment?’

‘That’s it. Do you intend to share this wisdom with the Miracle Club?’

‘I do, for cognition of the present moment is the Absolute from which we constantly draw our power.’

‘That is certainly what is needed: power, for the Cone of Enchantment.’

‘Never fear. Power is what I shall give them,’ said Jock Muir. ‘Now, are you packed and ready?’

‘Just about.’

‘You must promise me one thing.’

‘Which is?’

‘Do not sleep.’

Wyvern knew he did not mean literally. ‘I will try not to.’

‘That’s all I ask, Harry, that you remember yourself. Now, I think it’s time for a cup of tea, and toast with Patum Peperium. My word, that was a superb luncheon your sister gave us, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes, it was,’ said Harry. ‘I wish she had help, though. It isn’t right, being without servants.’ He was glad that the slum children were returning to the East End. That was something, at least.

‘We manage, and so will she.’

‘No Gentleman’s Relish for me, thank you.’

‘Ach, what’s wrong with you? It’s the food of the gods and almost as rare these days.’

Wyvern pulled a face. ‘Anchovies, spiced or otherwise, have never agreed with me.’

Jock Muir regarded his friend with amusement and went off to fill the kettle.
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RAF Mevagissey was situated on a windswept Cornish clifftop above the coastal village of Gorran Haven. Like many of the stations built just before the outbreak of hostilities, the airfield was rudimentary: a concrete strip for a runway, Nissen huts for accommodation, hangars and hardstanding, a pole for a gate.

The flight lieutenant, grey-haired and moustachioed, was almost as old as Harry Wyvern. He came to collect Lieutenant-Colonel Conway from St Austell railway station, introduced himself as Thompkins and drove them in a draughty Austin Seven the ten or so miles south to the airfield. It was a bright day of drizzle and a stiff breeze, but Wyvern, wearing the creased and unaccustomed uniform, felt half asleep after the purgatorial journey from Paddington. Thompkins chattered on, about fishing and the weather and a BBC radio comedy programme about the air force, not in the least dismayed that Wyvern never uttered a word.

Thompkins stopped the car in front of the Nissen hut that served as the officers’ mess. But for the sign which announced its function, the hut was identical to the others which stood around it in the muddy field, prefabricated structures of half-cylindrical corrugated steel, already rusted by the rain. Thompkins insisted on carrying the suitcase and escorting the colonel inside. The interior was as utilitarian as the structure which enclosed it. There were wooden chairs and tables, scuffed linoleum on the floor, and two sagging armchairs arranged around a small black iron stove which would have had difficulty warming a room a quarter the size. Wyvern felt strangely at home.

At the far end was a bar counter, behind which was a door leading to the kitchen. Presently, a steward appeared, a Leading Aircraftsman even older than Flight Lieutenant Thompkins.

‘Have you breakfasted, Colonel?’ Thompkins asked, cheerfully.

‘I’m not hungry,’ said Wyvern. ‘But a cup of tea would be welcome.’

‘Coming up, sir,’ said the LAC.

‘You’ll be flying in a Wellington,’ explained Thompkins, smiling pointlessly. ‘Due to depart at 09.00.’

It was already after eight. Wyvern sat down at the table beside which Thompkins had deposited the suitcase. He was glad when the Flight Lieutenant excused himself and left. The man’s extravagant RAF whiskers looked as ridiculous as his braying voice sounded. It was a few minutes before the steward brought the pot of tea. It was good tea, strong and hot, and served with fresh milk from a china creamer that looked out of place in such dreary surroundings. The hot drink revived him, and he was feeling more alert, and more charitable, when Thompkins returned just after 8.30.

‘Ready for the off?’ he called from the front door.

‘Well, yes.’

Wyvern stood up and began to collect his things together. The steward, who had been noisily emptying ashtrays into an old bucket, came over and took the suitcase.

‘Thank you.’

Outside the hut there was no sign of the little Austin. In its place was a 15-cwt Commer van, painted dark grey, with the letters, RAF, on the door in white. The driver, a diminutive corporal, took the suitcase from the LAC and slung it unceremoniously into the back.

‘I shan’t be coming out with you,’ explained Thompkins. Genially, he offered his hand. ‘Have a good trip, won’t you?’

‘Thanks,’ said Wyvern, reluctantly shaking the hand.

Thompkins really ought to have saluted. Wyvern was not particularly surprised. While drinking tea, he had constructed a history for the elderly flight lieutenant. Elevated from the ranks at the end of the Great War, he’d grown the moustache as camouflage to disguise his commonplace face, just as the braying voice tried to disguise the flat vowels of the Black Country. It was as though Wyvern were off on holiday, a quick trip across the Channel to some seaside resort. It would not have surprised him if Thompkins had reminded him to send a postcard.

He got in beside the driver, and they set off down the track towards the runway. As they turned the corner where the row of Nissen huts ended, Wyvern for the first time saw the aircraft. There were eight of them, twin-engined Avro Wellington bombers. Wyvern knew a little about the aeroplane, from the newspapers. It was apparently remarkable in having a geodetic structure to its fuselage, and it was said to be able to withstand a great deal of damage and keep flying.

Thought of being shot down caused Wyvern’s mind to turn to death. He did not seek extinction, but when it came, as it inevitably would, it would not be unwelcome. The truth was he was so very tired. Tired of life. Tired of everything really.

‘You’re with Pilot Officer Carpenter,’ confided the corporal, speaking for the first time. ‘First flight’s already gone. Took off at dawn they did, four Wimpys.’

‘Twelve altogether, then?’ said Wyvern, not caring for the corporal’s familiarity.

‘That’s right. Take-off times are staggered so there’s time to get the runway clear at Gib. Can’t have a whole squadron trying to land all at once, not with that bloomin’ great Rock in the way.’

‘No,’ said Wyvern, stiffly. ‘I see.’

‘Flown before, Colonel?’

Wyvern glanced at the corporal, wondering if he was being facetious. He decided he was not. ‘Yes.’

‘Hold on, gets a bit bumpy here.’

The van began to lurch violently from side to side as the corporal negotiated a series of deep ruts and flooded potholes. Wyvern clasped his hands either side of the briefcase, which was balanced on his knees, and braced himself with his feet. The corporal accelerated and the van hurried none too quickly up a slope, at the top of which the cinder track became less of an obstacle course. Wyvern relaxed, or at least tried to, for there was a watery feeling in the pit of his stomach which boded ill. He had the unpleasant impression that Pilot Officer Carpenter was not known to the corporal.

‘The squadron is not stationed here then, I take it.’

‘Truth is, no one’s stationed here. Not at present. Used to be Hurri-birds. Word is, we’re getting Spitfires, convoy protection and that. No, it’s been quiet, save for these ferry jobs.’

The corporal turned to look at Wyvern, as though the passenger would now understand. Wyvern frowned. Ferry jobs?

‘What I mean to say is,’ said the corporal, ‘they’re new aircraft, like, straight from the factory.’

Wyvern finally understood. ‘What you mean is, Pilot Officer Carpenter is freshly minted as well.’

‘Straight from OTU, yeah,’ said the corporal, obviously relieved the penny had dropped.

‘OTU,’ repeated Wyvern. ‘Is that the Operational Training Unit?’

‘Bang on, sir, that’s exactly right. Keen as mustard, they’ll be.’

‘Yes,’ said Wyvern, doubtfully.

‘Here we are. Joe for King.’

Joe for King? ‘Good Lord,’ murmured Wyvern.

The Wellingtons were not as large as he had anticipated. They stood parked in two lines on the perimeter track, the guns of the forward turrets pointing at the greyish vastness of the cliff-top sky, their bellies curved, the sides of their fuselages camouflaged a dull brown and green. At the rear of the fuselage, before the RAF roundel, each aeroplane displayed a designation letter: L, M, N, and J.

‘Is Carpenter a Communist?’ Wyvern heard himself ask.

‘No idea,’ said the corporal, the ghost of a smile on his face.

‘Are you, corporal?’

He laughed. ‘Me, sir? No, sir. I vote Tory, sir, just like my old man.’

Wyvern supposed one ought not to be annoyed. Stalin was, after all, an ally of Great Britain. God help us.

Pilot Officer Carpenter’s crew were already aboard. A ladder led up to a hatch under the nose of the aircraft. The flight sergeant in charge of the ground crew, who were standing about waiting, approached the van.

‘Yeah, Mr Thompkins estimated your size,’ explained the corporal. ‘There’s a flying suit in the back there.’

‘A flying suit?’

‘Oh yeah, you’ll be glad of it. Perishing cold it gets, at altitude.’

And so, Sir Harry Wyvern was helped into an Irvin flying jacket made of brown leather and lined with thick sheepskin. The flight sergeant regarded the suitcase with some scepticism.

‘Will it fit?’ Wyvern asked him, dismayed.

‘We’ll soon find out, sir. Ready? This way, then.’

Wyvern, encumbered by the unaccustomed jacket and the heavy briefcase, waddled across the concrete track. At the second attempt, the flight sergeant manhandled the case inside the hatch, and reached to take the briefcase.

‘Please,’ said Wyvern. ‘Be very careful with it.’

The sergeant looked at him, then at the case. He nodded, and Wyvern imagined the NCO thought the case contained explosives. A face appeared in the aperture.

‘Hello there!’ cried a boyish voice. ‘My name’s Carpenter, come on up.’

‘Thank you,’ called Wyvern, the wind tugging at the words.

He made his way up the ladder carefully, the rungs wet and muddy from earlier feet. It was a tight squeeze, and friendly hands helped him to stand, or rather to crouch, once inside the hatch. The briefcase was passed up the ladder and returned to him.

‘That way, sir,’ said Carpenter, pointing politely.

Wyvern, frowning and feeling awkward, turned away from the cockpit and saw his new abode, a narrow, cramped tube that was filled with equipment and aircrew, and dimly lit by the thin line of Perspex windows.

He said hello to the young men he passed and was directed by one of them to sit down on a kind of canvas seat that was more like a stretcher than a chair. A sergeant showed him how to strap himself in. Blinking, Wyvern looked to his right. The fuselage, its geodetic metal structure plain to see, narrowed towards the rear gun turret. Nearer to, a drum with a pipe caught his eye. For a moment, he thought it must be some kind of bomb, before surmising its true function: the lavatory, he supposed, wishing that he’d had the foresight to make a visit before coming aboard.

Over the next two weeks, for that is how long it would take to reach Egypt, Sir Harry Wyvern was to get to know Pilot Officer Carpenter’s crew tolerably well. There were five of them: three Britons, an Australian, and a New Zealander. Their average age was just twenty, and they were all volunteers. They were busy preparing for take-off, cheerfully speaking the language of specialists he did not understand.

In an effort to distract himself, Harry unlocked the briefcase. Inside were the heavy box containing the scroll fragment, the manuscript of his biography of his ancestor Sir Edward, a wash bag, and the books that his secretary had insisted he take along, a few novels by Greene and Ambler. He’d had the idea that he would use the enforced leisure time to work upon the manuscript, but now that he was inside the bomber, and realising that it was indeed a weapon of war and not a passenger aeroplane, the idea that he might be able to work seemed incredible. As soon as the engines started up, he was assailed by a cacophony of noise that did not abate until the Wellington landed, eight hours later, in Gibraltar.

His interest in sight-seeing was limited, and besides, just a few minutes after take-off, they were out of sight of land. The cliffs and coves of Cornwall, its lush fields, and little grey and white villages, receded, and in their place was the greyish sky and the English Channel, a deeper grey that was also greenish and flecked with white. Goodbye England, he thought, wondering if he would ever see the old country again. It might be better to be killed, he thought gloomily, for the war was certain to kill old England.

He opened the briefcase again, and the self-imposed routine that would become depressingly familiar began. He attempted to read an Ambler thriller. He drank coffee. He spoke – or rather shouted – with the aircrew.

He rested his eyes and thought vaguely of his nephew, James, and of Lustgarten, and of the spy Jenek in the laboratory at Prague. Jenek and his Polish control, Wodzeck, were the last lonely remnants of Wyvern’s Eastern Europe network. He’d been forced by Menzies to hand over the rest to Biffy Dunderdale. Perhaps it was for the best. Truth was, he was a rotten spy-runner . . .

Lacking focus, his mind wandered. He thought of his wife, Cynthia, in New York, of Clarissa in Munich, of Penny in Tunbridge Wells. He imagined what it would be like in Cairo, at the Inter-Service Liaison Department. He imagined himself in an office there, in Rustum Building by the Corniche, rehearsing what he would say to James Valentine. He looked out of the Perspex windows at what he supposed must be the Atlantic Ocean, now that they’d been airborne for an hour. He already felt bored and listless. He lay down and tried to rest.

Finally, he was forced to use the lavatory. The crew turned their backs to give him some privacy, but he was still unpleasantly reminded of school. There had been no locks on the lavatory doors, and the dormitory bed spaces had only been separated by thin wooden partitions too short to reach the ceiling. He recalled with acute embarrassment being caught masturbating by boys peering over the divide. That was humiliating enough, but what made it even worse was the fact that he was caught while wearing a rupture truss. The sordidness, that was his chief memory of his schooling, the sordidness, and the cruelty. His school had become for him the embodiment of evil, a kind of hell on earth. It was this that had convinced him that there must be a heaven.

Dismayed that there was no way of washing his hands after wiping himself, he returned to his cot, and putting Ambler aside, discovered that Greeneland was more to his liking. He spent some time there, sinking into the familiar gloomy frame of mind that was characteristic of the author, Graham, whom he knew slightly, until luncheon was served: a cheese and chutney sandwich, two hard-boiled eggs and an apple, accompanied by a cup of hot sweet tea.

And so, the journey passed uneventfully. The Wellington plodded on in brilliant sunshine, skirting the Bay of Biscay, far from land. To the east was Occupied France, to the south, Franco’s Spain. After coffee and some squares of chocolate, he lay down on his side again, one hand between his knees, the other holding the handle of the briefcase which stood on the vibrating deck. His nose was cold, and he was glad of the warm flying suit. He imagined the Wellington being attacked by German fighters, and frightened himself before falling asleep. He thought he had only dozed for a moment, but then a rough hand was shaking his shoulder. It was time to sit up and strap in. The Wellington began to lose altitude. It became gradually warmer. The aircraft banked, and he looked out of the windows and saw Algeciras Bay.

Just after five o’clock London time, they landed at Gibraltar and taxied towards the Rock, accompanied, one by one, by three more Wellingtons. It was the end of the first leg.

‘Only six more to go,’ joked Stanley Carpenter, the pilot.

‘I suppose I owe you a beer,’ Wyvern called to him.

‘Here that, chaps? The bar’s open.’

There was a muffled cheer from the others, and the navigator knelt to open the hatch.

Only six more legs to go. To Gambia. To Lagos, Nigeria. To an unnamed airfield in the southern Sahara, in the vicinity of Lake Chad. To El Fasher, in the Sudan. Onwards to Khartoum. And finally, to RAF Heliopolis, outside Cairo. The journey would last no less than thirteen days.




They were drinking cold lagers outside the mess when the final flight arrived at Gibraltar. That was when the senior officer approached. The men came to attention.

‘Bad news, I’m afraid,’ said the Wing Commander.

He used the slang which had become familiar to everyone during the Battle of Britain – pranged, pancaked – and Wyvern quickly understood that one of the Wellingtons had ditched in the sea off southern Portugal, and sunk. The good news was that the crew had managed to inflate the emergency dinghy, and they were seen clambering into it by another aircraft which had circled round to check on them.

After the Wing Co left them, there was silence for a few moments before the conversation resumed. It was though it had never been interrupted. Soon, Carpenter’s boys were joking again, and speculating about what kind of food might be had in the mess. Looking at their youthful faces, Harry Wyvern felt old and weary, and paternal. He began to think of Clarissa. She might have married a fly boy, or then again, perhaps not. She’d certainly have had affairs with handsome fighter pilots. No doubt about that, for Clarissa was a floozy, the same as her mother.

By association, Sir Harry Wyvern’s thoughts turned darker, to war, and to Clarissa’s killer, Lustgarten. He tried to be objective, telling himself that it was merely a matter of geopolitics. If it hadn’t been Hitler, groomed by Lustgarten, then it would have been someone else. Perhaps a new Kaiser, the monarchy restored, but someone, a war leader, because the Treaty of Versailles had been designed to do exactly that: to provoke Germany into another war.

Yes, it was geopolitics, that was all. Look at the globe. The maritime powers, England and America, would perforce always oppose the powers of Eurasia, in the present case Nazi Germany. And when, in due course, the Third Reich was destroyed, Soviet Russia, currently a trusted and gallant ally, would become our mortal enemy. Geopolitics. That’s what he told himself as he drank. That’s all it was, just the nature of things.

After supper, he drank a lot of whisky. Finally, someone showed him to his bed in the communal dormitory. He was surprised to find his suitcase waiting, and the briefcase with it. He was drunker than he supposed. He lay in the hot darkness, no longer caring that Clarissa was dead or that the German had killed her, no longer caring about anything.

The following morning, when the eleven remaining Wellingtons began to take off for West Africa, Wyvern nursed a hangover.
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Was it in The Gambia that Sir Harry swapped the Ambler novels for the anthology of English poetry? Later, he could not remember, for the stations on the way to Cairo became muddled in his memory.

This was hardly surprising, because early on an upset stomach turned to diarrhoea, and his diarrhoea in due course became dysentery. Was it any wonder that he came to think of the entire journey as purgatorial? He was so sick that his earlier embarrassment at using the Elsan lavatory in full view of other persons was entirely forgotten, for it was all he could do to rise from his cot and stagger over to perch on the seat. Still, the stink he made mortified him, and he became tedious in his apologies.

But that was later, in the desert regions. He was pretty sure he came by the anthology in Nigeria, or at the airfield near Bathhurst, when his digestive troubles were as yet tolerable. In the officers’ mess was a small bookcase displaying a faded sign: ‘Leave A Book, Take A Book.’ And so, he did. He was tired of Eric Ambler, annoyed by his sympathetic portrayal of Soviet intelligence operatives. In fact, he left there both the Amblers, amongst the sixpenny Penguin paperbacks and dog-eared novels. In exchange, he took away with him an old friend, Sherlock Holmes, and the poems.

Sir Harry was a clumsy man. As he straightened up with the two books in his hand, he fumbled, and the anthology dropped open on the floor. He reached down in annoyance and picked it up. Glancing at the page at which the book had opened, he immediately recognised the poem from the line: ‘Self-begot, self-raised by our own quickening power.’

The words belonged to John Milton’s Satan, but in that moment for Sir Harry they described exactly Professor Siegmund Lustgarten.

The fact that the book had fallen open where it had, disturbed him, for he was a Catholic convert, if lapsed, and in a depressed state of mind. He remembered sweating in the damp African heat, and sitting down in the officers’ mess and drinking whisky, which happily was in plentiful supply. At the small rickety table, with its ring-stains and cigarette burns, he read:

‘Our puissance is our own; our own right hand shall teach us highest deeds, by proof to try who is our equal: Then thou shalt behold whether by supplication we intend address, and to begirt the almighty throne beseeching or besieging.’

Here was Lustgarten, described some three hundred years ago, the anti-hero and his motto: ‘Better to reign in Hell than serve in Heaven.’

And when in due course two more Wellingtons were lost to the wasteland, two more crews, ten more men – boys, really – presumed dead, Satan’s arduous traversal of Chaos, outside of Hell, became for Sir Harry emblematic of the legs across the Sahara Desert. And with him on the journey, looming over him, a terrible giant figure, was Satan, deeply arrogant, enormously powerful, arguing charismatically that all angels should rule as gods.

‘To be weak is to be miserable.’

How the line now resonated. It might have described Germany after the First War; the ignominy of absolute defeat, of revolution, starvation, and epidemic; Lustgarten’s seeking out of a solution to the nation’s problems and finding it in the unlikely person of a gas blind lance-corporal. But now, it was only Wyvern’s own weakness which mattered to him. He became it. There was nothing else, only sickness, fear and defeat, and the prospect of death.

A tent in the desert, near Lake Chad. The doctor was himself bedridden. The medical orderly listening silently as Wyvern explained that he had to make that morning’s flight, that he could not be left here behind. Wyvern watched as a sachet of powder was dissolved in a glass of water, the clink of the spoon jarring his nerves as it sounded noisily against the glass. He forced the mixture down and took the proffered sachet, the orderly explaining that he could not spare more than two. Wyvern, who had been about to enquire after ointment for haemorrhoids, decided it was useless, and he staggered out into the desert blaze in search of whisky.

He remembered looking at a thermometer and the temperature it recorded: 110 degrees Fahrenheit. This was in El Fasher, which he was told was somewhere in the deserts of Sudan. It was there that he began to hallucinate. At night, in a tent with the sides rolled up, as he twisted and turned inside the mosquito netting, a demon visited him. It was short and squat, greyish brown in colour, with a head the shape of an inverted equilateral triangle, in which was a hellish grinning mouth. It was accompanied by others of its kind, in the form of serpents which roiled underneath the cot, hissing. His screams wakened Stanley Carpenter, who came, as he so often did, swiftly to his aid.

‘What is it, Uncle?’ he asked, using the hated name the crew had affectionately given him.

‘Just a nightmare,’ he lied, and lay there as Stan applied a cloth to his damp brow.

Somehow, the following morning, he managed to struggle up the ladder and board Joe for King. The boys helped him to lie down. The sheepskin flying jacket was but a distant memory. Now, all he wore was a shirt, a pair of native sandals, and shorts with the fly unbuttoned, so as not to waste time when the daggers in his guts goaded him to his unloved throne. Sometimes he covered his face and silently wept.

He could not remember Khartoum. Later, hearing the boys talk, he gathered that he had spent the night in hospital, while Carpenter’s crew, delighted, had stayed at a decent hotel in the city, there being no room for them at the crowded air station. There, a doctor had ministered to him, injecting him, rehydrating him. This he vaguely recalled. So too being bathed by a native who firmly overruled his sickly objections. He awoke early the following morning, feeling for the first time better. The Aussie air-gunner, Don, took him to the Wellington in a taxi, the African sun a flaming blade piercing the brown horizon.

‘Almost made it, Uncle,’ said Don, roughly. ‘Hang in there, why don’t you?’

‘I shall do,’ said Wyvern, his voice little more than a whisper. Don, he suspected rightly, thought him a malingerer, a ‘whingeing Pom.’

The final leg. Another eight hours, which this time seemed especially interminable. At RAF Heliopolis, he waited finally in the shade with his briefcase for the ambulance which would take him to the British Military Hospital, Cairo. He said goodbye to Stan and the boys, wishing them well in their posting to the Desert Air Force.

He never did find out what became of them. But later, whenever he thought of them, it was with a mixture of shame and nostalgic affection.




‘Have you seen James Valentine?’ asked Sir Harry when Peregrine Muir’s son Archie came to the Citadel hospital to visit him two days later.

Harry was feeling slovenly, lacking the energy that morning to shave himself and bathe, and the fact that Archie Muir was immaculately turned out as a Captain of Royal Engineers only served to make him feel more wretched.

Like his father, Archie was tall and reserved, his intelligent gaze taking in everything of note, in this case Wyvern’s state of health, or rather, the lack of it. But unlike Jock, his accent was that of an English public school.

He said, ‘Went to a party at his flat the other week. Haven’t seen him since. He went back up the Blue. He’s with these raiders, you know.’

‘Sounds dangerous.’

‘I suppose it is. You should see the flat. It’s decorated with trophies: bits of German aeroplanes, pistols and machine guns, Jerry pennants.’

Wyvern experienced a deflation of the spirit. He disliked noisy parties, and used to avoid Cynthia’s. The thought that young James had turned into a yahoo was as disagreeable as it was unlikely.

‘Archie. Do you know when he will return?’

‘Can’t help you there, I’m afraid. Valentine’s unit is a law unto itself. GHQ is ambivalent, to say the least.’

‘How so?’

‘Not cricket, raiding behind enemy lines. Not proper warfare, with rules and regulations. The Army doesn’t like new ideas.’

‘No,’ agreed Wyvern.

‘They don’t like one idea in particular. Valentine has got it into his head that he knows where Rommel is. He wants to go out and kidnap him.’

‘That sounds like James.’

‘Does it?’

‘Oh yes.’

‘So, how are you?’ asked Archie, finally.

Harry had been thinking about that, lying in the clean hospital bed between white cotton sheets. How was he? Purged, that was the answer. He felt emptied, with a lightness of spirit that he had not experienced in years. But of course, he did not confide this to Archie. In fact, Sir Harry mistrusted mental serenity, expecting at any moment its replacement by worry and despondency.

‘Much better, thank you. I am told I may leave tomorrow, after breakfast.’ It was a lie. The doctor wanted him to stay for at least a week but could hardly force him. ‘Would you come and collect me?’

Even as he said this, Wyvern experienced an urge to stay where he was. He felt quite comfortable in the hospital, at home amongst the sick. Their presence, and the institutional routine, consoled him

‘Certainly. We’ve fixed your accommodation. It’s within walking distance of the office. Rather basic, though. Accommodation’s hard to come by in Cairo. It might as well be Mayfair, the money these people ask.’

‘I’m sure it will be fine, thank you.’

The office was Rustum Building, so named after its Lebanese architect, and situated in Garden City, on the eastern bank of the river Nile in central Cairo. Rustum Building housed both the Special Operations Executive and the Inter-Service Liaison Department. The SOE was the organisation Winston had ordered established to ‘set Europe ablaze,’ a phrase Wyvern believed to be in extremely bad taste. The ISLD was the flimsy veil behind which MI6, or the Secret Intelligence Service, hid its Middle Eastern face. Like Sir Harry, and in spite of the cap badge he wore, young Archie Muir was an officer of Six.

‘I suppose I ought to have brought you some reading matter,’ said Archie, apologetically, lifting the volumes which lay on top of the stand beside the bed. ‘Sorry, I’m not much good at visiting.’

Harry watched him examining the titles. He liked the lad. He was a decent chap - good manners, uncomplaining, didn’t make a show, or a fuss. Had an affinity for machinery, in his spare time liked to build wireless sets.

‘Take them if you like.’

‘No, thanks,’ said Archie with a smile. ‘Can’t stand Greene, and I never got the point of poetry.’

‘Didn’t you?’ said Wyvern, closing his eyes for a moment. ‘Well, I don’t want them anymore.’

Archie looked up and down the ward, as though for a solution. The beds either side of Harry’s were empty, but most of the others were occupied. He hefted the books, and when he returned a minute later, it was empty-handed. Wyvern lifted his head from the pillow and opened his eyes. Across the way, two beds to the right, a pyjama’d figure raised a hand in thanks, books piled on top of the bedclothes.

‘Where is it?’ asked Archie, conversationally.

Harry was at a loss. ‘Where is what?’

Young Archie Muir lowered his voice conspiratorially. ‘You know.’

‘Ah, yes. Of course. It’s in my briefcase.’

Unobtrusively, Archie Muir began to search, first the bedside stand, and then beneath the bed itself.

‘It’s locked away in the hospital director’s safe,’ Harry explained.

‘Oh. Do you think that’s wise?’

‘I’m told that this hospital is situated within the Citadel of Saladin, and that it has been laid siege to numerous times in its eight-hundred-year history but has never yet been breached.’

‘It’s not an army I’m worried about.’

‘Oh. Not in battalions but in single spies?’

‘Precisely. Cairo’s a hotbed of enemy agents. If you don’t mind, sir, I’ll go and check.’

‘Please do.’

When Archie returned with the briefcase, Sir Harry told him the combination, and Archie unlocked it and opened the flap. Wyvern looked inside.

‘Yes, it’s all there.’

He took out the manuscript, feeling guilty that he had not looked at it once since leaving England.

‘Take the case, Archie. Leave my things.’

‘All right. See you in the morning then, sir. Say, ten o’clock?’

‘Yes,’ said Wyvern, absently. ‘Thank you.’

His attention had been caught by the definition pencilled on the faded cover of the manuscript:

‘Wyvernism: the theory of a natural energy transference occurring between all animate and inanimate objects. Named after the alchemist and thaumaturge, Sir Edward Wyvern, 1734-1815.’

The family name had been Clarissa’s calling card. Get close to Lustgarten and she’d perhaps get close to Hitler as well. That had been the plan. Bait, yes. The Wyvern name had been bait, a lure that Lustgarten could not resist. Whispers had been heard in the secret lodges and esoteric societies of Berlin and Munich – that the Wyvern family held secret papers, never published during or after Sir Edward’s lifetime, papers which contained vast secrets relating to the very stuff of life, to the Odinic force and its manipulation, which so captivated Siegmund Lustgarten.

Sir Harry suppressed a shiver. The truth was, he still felt distinctly unwell. Perhaps he ought to follow doctor’s orders and not leave on the morrow. But then he remembered that tomorrow was Maundy Thursday, commemoration of the Washing of the Feet and of the Last Supper.

Before setting off from England, he had consulted a map of Cairo and located the Latin Cathedral, the Basilica of the Holy Virgin, in Al-Ahram Square, Heliopolis. Lapsed or not, he planned to worship there, and to confess. The memory of those times drunk, when he had not cared that Clarissa had been done to death, mortified him.
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Rustum Building was on Kasr el-Aini Street, not far from Tolombat Street where British Army General Headquarters was situated. As Archie Muir had said, Wyvern’s flat was but a short walk away. So too, it turned out, was the leafy street of fin-de-siecle mansions where James Valentine lodged.

In the week after Easter, Harry Wyvern visited the apartment twice, but found no one home, except, the second time, for the maid, an Egyptian woman, who with no need of coaxing informed him that the English soldiers were all away, behind German lines, very secret mission. Garden City was like that. Ask any Cairene cab driver to take you to Rustum Building, and he would say, ‘Secret House, yes?’

It was three weeks before Sir Harry caught up with his nephew. By that time, Archie Muir had landed on the island of Panos, and Harry had spent as much time in Alexandria as he had in Cairo, negotiating with the Navy, and liaising with the South African Air Force. He’d sent word through the proper channels to James’ commander, Colonel Seton, that the young Captain Valentine was wanted in Cairo, but received no response. It was an acquaintance at GHQ who tipped off Harry that James was back in town, and so, one Saturday morning at the end of April, Wyvern wandered over to the mansion and gained admittance. It wasn’t difficult, the doors to both the mansion and the apartment stood open. Sir Harry paused on the threshold and took off his Panama hat. He didn’t knock, making his way silently along the hallway instead.

The large living room looked like it had been the scene of some dissipation. As Archie Muir had mentioned in the hospital, there were warlike souvenirs scattered about – guns, grenades, swastika flags – but what he hadn’t mentioned were the empty bottles. Every flat surface - tables, mantelpiece, the top of the upright piano - appeared to be covered with them, not all of them empty - wine bottles, beer bottles, bottles of whisky, rum, and gin. The place stank like a brewery and distillery combined. Wyvern turned his head, his temple throbbing. Someone was coming along the corridor to the left.

A woman’s voice drawled, ‘Johnny? I can’t find them anywhere. Are you sure the beastly maid brought clean towels?’

Johnny Ryder, who was lying on the sofa snoring gently, suddenly started. ‘Don’t know,’ he mumbled. He was naked, save for a silk dressing gown and a pair of brown suede chukka boots, minus laces.

The Englishwoman yelped when she saw the intruder. Covering herself, she turned and ran naked, back the way she’d come. A few seconds later, a door slammed decisively. The noise disturbed Ryder.

‘Must she do that?’ he asked, holding his head.

Very slowly, he rolled onto his side and into an upright position. Even though the shutters were closed and the room gloomy, he shielded his eyes and attempted to focus on the person who now addressed him.

‘Good morning, Johnny.’

‘Sir Harry? Good God, is that you? What are you doing here?’

‘Do you mean in Egypt, or in your living room?’

Ryder made a helpless gesture. ‘Either,’ he said. ‘Both.’

‘Why, I’m here to see Captain Valentine.’

‘Yes, I heard you were trying to find me.’

Wyvern turned to greet his nephew who had crept along the corridor unnoticed. ‘James, how are you?’

‘In rather better shape than Ryder, I’m pleased to say.’

Wyvern examined his nephew. He was recently bathed and was dressed in a loose cotton shirt and slacks, his feet bare. Valentine gazed steadily back at him, as though sizing him up, before breaking into a broad smile and coming forward to shake his hand.

‘Can I get you something to drink?’ he said, ironically.

‘Do you have anything left?’

Johnny Ryder groaned. ‘Please, don’t mention booze.’

Valentine grinned at his uncle. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s leave him in peace.’

They passed the bathroom where the shower was running and went along the corridor to Valentine’s rooms. He closed the door on the unmade bed, and offered his uncle a chair in what was evidently his study. Wyvern sat on the small sofa. The shutters were open, giving onto a balcony that ran the length of the building’s façade. There was a desk, a record player, books and bottles of ink, and a framed portrait of Dante. The room was filled with light.

‘I meant it about the drink,’ said Valentine. ‘Some barley water?’

‘No, thank you.’

Valentine went and pulled out the chair from the desk, turning it to face his uncle. He sat down.

‘Is it about Rommel?’ he said.

‘Rommel? Oh yes, your plan to assassinate the enemy commander.’

‘Kidnap him,’ said Valentine. ‘I’ve no wish to assassinate anyone.’

Wyvern regarded his nephew for a few moments. James had changed since the last time they’d met. It was hardly surprising. Harry had made some discreet enquiries about the raiding force of which Val was a prominent member. Their successes behind German lines were remarkable, and such operations required men of special qualities. James had always been something of a star.

Now he said, ‘What do you see?’

Harry looked away. ‘A more mature man.’

‘A killer?’

‘No, certainly not.’

‘We aren’t cut-throats. I don’t want to kill Rommel. I want to capture him and bring him back here to Cairo. We took some Italians prisoner outside Tobruk, and one of them began to weep and wail. He told us he knew where General Rommel was, the villa on the coast he uses when not at the front. The first thing to do is to try and confirm the intelligence.’

‘By all means contact GHQ.’

‘You’re not interested?’

‘No.’

‘I already did. Put it to the brass, I mean.’

‘They gave you short shrift.’

It was a statement, not a question, and Val regarded Wyvern coolly.

‘So,’ he said, ‘why are you here?’

‘Because I want you to kidnap a German general.’

Wyvern was gratified by Val’s momentary confusion: he doesn’t know why I have come, he thought.

‘Who?’

‘An SS Oberfuehrer who will soon be making a visit to an island off the coast of Crete.’

Valentine thought about this. He was highly intelligent, and the moment he intuited Harry Wyvern’s meaning was obvious. He stood up, fingering his chin.

‘I must finish getting dressed,’ he said. ‘You don’t mind if I shave?’

‘Please do,’ said Harry.

Valentine went into the bedroom, leaving the door open. Wyvern watched him straighten the bed, cross to the sink, and begin to lather his face.

‘The war is in the Western Desert,’ said Val, pausing to look in the mirror. ‘Not in Crete.’

‘You’ve been to Crete,’ said his uncle, ‘and brought home stragglers. Worthwhile work.’

‘Imagine if we nabbed Rommel. He’s the German’s magic totem. Our blokes think so much of him he’s worth another couple of enemy divisions.’

‘Oh, I agree,’ said Wyvern.

‘Do you?’ said Valentine, sceptically. ‘Aren’t you one of these people who think the real war is in the East, in Russia?’

‘I’m afraid it is, at least for the moment. North Africa is a sideshow.’

‘Then what are you doing here?’

‘I’ve told you: Operation Warlock. Don’t look at me like that, James, the name was chosen by Churchill himself. The planning is in its final stages. If you don’t want to do it there are plenty of other young officers I can choose from.’

Valentine returned his attention to shaving. ‘Perhaps that would be for the best,’ he said.

‘You must speak your mind,’ Wyvern told him.

‘Are you sure you want me to?’

‘Yes, I am.’

‘Very well.’

Harry, who had braced himself for the next question, was surprised when James said, ‘I was young, emotionally famished, and prone to fall in love with the most unsuitable of girls. I was doing nothing more than projecting my desires, rather than trying to enter a relationship that was formed of two sides. It was infatuation, Uncle Harry, puppy love.’

Valentine looked at his reflection, running his fingers over the sides of his mouth, checking he’d not missed any whiskers. Satisfied, he pulled out the plug to drain the sink, and ran fresh water which he splashed on his face. He unfolded a towel and patted the skin dry.

‘Excuse me a moment,’ he said, picking up the pile of fresh towels and carrying them into the corridor.

Wyvern heard him knock on the bathroom door and tell the young woman inside that the maid had brought the laundry. Harry spoke to himself a few remembered lines of poetry, about marriage and keeping house, the sharing of food and of company. His mother-in-law used to quote them. Pamela was something of a font of folk wisdom. For instance: do not marry your sister; marry the girl who looks like your sister. Sadly, Wyvern had not taken her advice. Pamela’s daughter looked nothing like Penny.

Val returned, saying, ‘Books make me yawn.’

Wyvern looked at him askance.

‘Not me,’ Val explained, smiling. ‘That’s what Clarissa said. She called me “poor Jimmy.”’

‘Did she? Well, she was older than you. Not by much, but . . .’

‘Yes, true. She pitied me because she could see I was hopelessly gone on her. It was on my part a matter of possessiveness combined with self-deception. I was greedy for her, so greedy in fact that I was utterly blind to the fact that she saw me as her kid brother, not as a potential lover, or even, God help me, her husband.’

He went into the bedroom again, tucking in his shirt. He carefully brushed his hair at the mirror before looking at his uncle to gauge his reaction.

‘I told you,’ said Harry, ‘speak your mind.’

‘All right,’ said Valentine, and took a deep breath. ‘She didn’t take me seriously. I don’t mean as a suitor, I mean as a writer. She couldn’t understand the belief I professed in my own literary genius.’

‘No,’ said Wyvern, agreeing. He was of the opinion that James’ self-belief was not only ungentlemanly but bordered on arrogance. He was also quite sure that James knew what he thought of him.

James said, ‘A loving relationship depends upon mutual encouragement.’

‘Agreed.’

‘She was her mother’s daughter.’

‘Again, agreed.’

‘Cynthia has bolted for good this time, hasn’t she?’

‘She has. She’s in America. We are divorcing.’

‘She of course taking the role of the injured party.’

‘Of course,’ said Harry, fanning himself with his hat.

His chest felt tight, and his brow was clammy. He disliked this kind of talk intensely, but there was a part of him that revelled in it. It reminded him of the confessional.

‘Yes,’ said his nephew, gently. ‘Mother wrote to me.’

‘James, you think that I am a masochist.’

‘I suppose I do, in a way.’

‘You cannot understand why I kept taking her back after she’d betrayed me.’

‘Yes.’

‘You suspect me of wallowing in that most unpleasant of human ailments, morbid jealousy.’

There was a pause before another, ‘Yes.’

‘Allow me to ask you a question, James. Did you feel any protectiveness towards Clarissa?’

‘I suppose I did, but it was mainly lust. And jealousy of course when she went off with yet another man.’

‘When she was born, I experienced a protectiveness I never suspected possible. I still feel it now, even though she’s been dead these long years.’

As he said the words, he recognised that they were not entirely true. That time in Gibraltar, when he was drunk, that was not the first time he had been absent of pity. He felt ashamed, and knew that he would return to the shame like fingernails to a scab, for there was pleasure in it.

‘That is something I can only imagine, not being a father.’

‘Come and sit down.’

Valentine sat in the chair opposite. He looked at his uncle kindly.

‘I have to know,’ he said. ‘I simply can’t imagine that you want him dead.’

‘No, I’ll tell you,’ said Wyvern. ‘This is not a personal vendetta. Like you and Rommel, I do not want to see the man assassinated. I want him brought here to Cairo, and I want you to do it. Again, not for personal reasons, but because I think you happen to be the best man for the job. You’ve worked behind enemy lines, and you’ve landed on Crete and come home safe again with more men than you set off with.’

‘All right. I accept it isn’t personal, that it isn’t revenge you’re after. What is the reason?’

‘Religion.’

‘Religion,’ Val repeated, frowning. ‘Politics, sex, religion: the only three things worth writing about. You have my attention.’

‘Heinrich Himmler wants to replace Christianity in Germany with a pseudo-religion, namely Odinism. He is intent on doing so because he believes man in general, and the Germans in particular, cannot survive without a faith. He is intent on doing so even though Germany is fighting for its life in a war the like the world has never seen. He is intent on doing so even though Hitler has ordered him to forget all about it until final victory has been secured.’

Valentine thought for a moment, taking in what his uncle had said. ‘I can understand that. Religion is an antidote to the triviality of the everyday.’

When Sir Harry blanched at the remark, James said, ‘Are you sure I can’t get you a drink?’

‘No, thank you,’ answered Sir Harry, who wanted to get on. He found James’ penchant for the aphoristic trying.

‘Lustgarten is Himmler’s spiritual adviser. He too wants to institute a new religion for the Reich.’

‘I can’t imagine he’s interested in the outer trappings,’ said James. ‘Every religion has two aspects, the exoteric and the esoteric.’

Sir Harry controlled himself. The outer trappings? What a thing to say!

‘You’re quite right,’ he said. ‘It is the latter which interests him.’

Valentine thought for a moment before speaking again. ‘Have you baited a trap?’

‘We have. He will come. He cannot do otherwise.’

Valentine put his chin in his hand and sat thinking.

Wyvern said, ‘Lustgarten is beyond love. He has no need of a relationship with another human being. He is not dependent on a lover’s high opinion. He has put such worldly things behind him. His eyes are on the stars, his enthusiasms belong to the realm of the immortals.’

‘Now you are trying to seduce me, Harry.’

‘You’re right, I am. You must forgive me.’

‘There’s something else, isn’t there?’

‘Yes,’ said Wyvern, with great weariness. It was only with difficulty that he spoke the next two words: ‘Mass murder. You remember those flakes you saw floating down into the swimming pool?’

‘Yes.’

‘They call it T4, after the address of its head office in Berlin. “Useless eaters,” and “lives unworthy of living,” those are the euphemisms. I suppose the term “euthanasia” is one as well.’

‘A good death . . .’

‘Yes,’ said Harry, mournfully.

There was a creak from the corridor.

‘Hello, Johnny,’ called Valentine. ‘How long have you been earwigging?’

‘Long enough,’ said Ryder.

He pushed open the door until he could see Wyvern. ‘I’d like to come along as well, sir,’ he said.

‘Not wearing that thing, I hope,’ said Wyvern, indicating the silk dressing gown.

‘Oh, it’s not mine,’ said Ryder, cheekily.

Wyvern looked at Valentine, who nodded his assent.

‘That you, Johnny darling?’ came the woman’s voice from the bathroom. ‘Bring me my robe, there’s a sweetie.’

‘Go and get dressed,’ said Valentine to Ryder. ‘Uncle Harry is going to tell us all about Operation Warlock, aren’t you, Harry?’

‘Have you told him about our next op?’ asked Ryder.

‘Not yet,’ answered Valentine.

‘I don’t suppose you could postpone it?’ said Wyvern.

Valentine shook his head. ‘Too important,’ he said. ‘We’re going to destroy the enemy’s air power, on the ground.’

‘I see,’ said his uncle. ‘Well, I shan’t meddle.’

‘Thank you,’ said Val. ‘It would be a waste of time.’

It was something else to worry about. Harry had heard whisper of a plot to assassinate Heydrich in Prague, the same city in which Lustgarten had his secret research laboratory, and Harry his two trusted agents. He worried that Heydrich’s death might give Lustgarten pause. Well, it was up to Jock and Penny and the Miracle Club to so enchant him that nothing would stop him going to Panos.

There was something else as well, something that made him sick. Heydrich’s death would provoke the Germans to slaughter. Jenek and the Pole might well be captured, tortured, and killed. Hundreds might be taken prisoner and murdered. A massacre. That was something he was determined at all costs to avoid on Panos.
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On the morning of Reinhard Heydrich’s Berlin funeral, on Tuesday 9th June 1942, Adolf Hitler ordered SS-Standartenfuehrer Anton Wedel to drive to Prague, locate their old comrade, Sepp Kahn, and bring him to the New Reich Chancellery. It was a relatively simple task, but one Anton Wedel in no way relished, for he anticipated his meeting with Kahn would be unpleasant, and in this he was proved right.

Prague was in uproar, and had been since Wednesday 27th May, the day of the assassination attempt on Heydrich. In the German response to this outrage there were two aims: the first, to hunt down the would-be assassins and those who aided them; second, to terrorise the innocent, not only Czechs, but all people who had the misfortune to find themselves living under Nazi rule.

And so, first hundreds and then thousands had been rounded up, so many in fact that the prisons were quickly filled, and the SS in their fury at losing General Heydrich, one of their own, fell back on the tried and tested procedure of opening a number of temporary concentration camps. It was at one such ‘wild’ KZ, a shoe factory a few kilometres outside the city of Prague, that Hitler’s chauffeur Wedel, after speaking with Horst Boehme at the combined police and SS headquarters, finally located Kahn.

Sturmbannfuehrer Josef Kahn was in a foul temper, and the unexpected arrival of Anton Wedel only served to worsen it. In the factory manager’s office overlooking the courtyard, Kahn was selecting a new pair of boots. He stood up and stamped his feet, making sure this pair fitted properly. The shoemaker, a pair of high boots dangling from each hand, fearfully awaited the verdict.

‘Get lost,’ Kahn told him, after taking a few experimental steps. ‘They’ll do.’

Relieved, the Czech fled the room. Sepp Kahn resumed his seat behind the manager’s desk and lit a cigarette before turning his strange, baleful gaze on Wedel.

‘So,’ he said, chuntering. ‘What does Adi want this time?’

Anton Wedel was about to answer, but Kahn was suddenly violently distracted by raucous singing from the courtyard. He lurched upright, sending the metal chair crashing into the wall behind him, and crossed to the open windows where he stood surveying the sunlit scene below, his reddened fists on the sill.

‘The fuck does he think he’s doing?’ he muttered.

Wedel went and looked out of the window. An SS man was baiting Czechs.

‘Clear the streets, the SS marches! The storm columns stand ready!’ sang the junior NCO.

One of the prisoners, a pale young cleric, tripped and fell. The SS man’s iron-shod boots rang on the cobble stones, and he landed a kick before the unfortunate priest managed to scramble to his feet. Then the march resumed, and the singing. The terrified prisoners shuffled round in a ragged circle, mimicking a parade, some of them mumbling the lyrics, others feigning real enthusiasm in the vain hope that it might save them.

‘Louder! Louder, you bastards! They take the road from tyranny . . .’

‘They take the road from tyranny to freedom!’

The song was reaching its bellowing finale. The SS lance-corporal filled his lungs:

‘Let death be our battle companion, we are the black band!’

With exaggerated care, Sepp Kahn went and placed his cigarette in the ashtray on the desk, picked up the MP 38 that lay beside it, and returned to the window. As he cocked the machine pistol, Wedel backed away. Kahn yelled a warning at the red-faced corporal, aimed, and fired a short burst at the priest which sent him sprawling across the cobbles for the final time.

‘Auf der flucht erschossen!’ shouted Kahn out of the window.

‘Shot while attempting to escape,’ came the acknowledgement. ‘Yes, Assault Unit Leader!’

‘Get them back inside!’

So saying, Kahn slammed the aluminium-framed windows closed.

‘How many does that make, then?’ asked Anton Wedel. His ears were ringing from the racket made by the machine pistol fired in the enclosed space.

Kahn didn’t answer. He was breathing heavily, and his left hand tingled with pins and needles. There was a time when killing had been a release, but not anymore. As with drink and cigarettes, he had developed a mighty tolerance. Spent shell cases littered the wooden floor. As he returned to the desk, he kicked them at the field telephone that stood beside it; they bounced off it with a bright clatter. Kahn flexed his fingers until the tingling ebbed away.

‘How many’s that then what?’ he asked.

He dumped the machine pistol on the desk blotter and picked up his cigarette. Sunlight slanted through the dusty windows and illuminated an irregular triangle of dust motes and propellant fumes. Kahn inhaled deeply, and blew a spreading cloud of blue-grey smoke in Wedel’s direction.

‘You know.’

‘For your report?’

‘He’s bound to ask me,’ said Wedel.

‘And you’re bound to tell him,’ said Kahn, who if truth be told was embarrassed at being caught trying on the looted boots. It almost amused him, that he was still capable of such feeling - almost. Wearily, he rubbed his round fleshy face and sat down. ‘I’m fucked if I know.’

It was hot in the room now that Kahn had closed the windows. Anton Wedel sat down in the chair in front of the desk, unbuttoning his collar and loosening his tie. He’d seen the field telephone and guessed its function.

‘Warm?’ asked Kahn, ironically. Wedel’s attempt to ingratiate himself had irritated him. Kahn, shirt-sleeved and tie-less, his clothes stained with blood and sweat, spat into the wastepaper basket. ‘Ask Oberscharfuehrer Henker. He’s the tallyman.’

‘All right, I will,’ said Wedel.

For as long as he had known Kahn, it had been the latter’s habit to give nicknames to his subordinates. Henker meant ‘hangman.’ Kahn had a nickname too, of course. Some people imagined it had only recently been bestowed, in tacit admiration for his sanguinary exploits in the East, but Wedel knew for a fact that the nickname dated back to the World War. Genghis Kahn. The soubriquet was doubly apposite: not only was Kahn a fearsome and cruel mass murderer, but with his powerful stocky build, round face, and narrow eyes, he looked not unlike a Mongolian.

‘So, go on,’ repeated Kahn. ‘What does Adi want?’

Wedel frowned. It was an automatic reaction. Kahn glared at him.

‘What? Shouldn’t I call him that? Do you want me to call him “Chief,” or “Boss”?’

‘Call him what you like,’ said Wedel.

Kahn snorted. ‘I will call him what I like. None of you “court Jews” has got the stones. When you’ve sat next to a man in the latrine, as I have, and smelt the stink of his shit, you don’t call him chief or boss – not unless you’re taking the piss, that is. Adi is thee to me and always will be.’

Wedel shifted uncomfortably. ‘Why do you think he’s sent for you?’

‘Well, don’t expect me to get out my violin and come over all dewy eyed. Adi only sends for me when there’s a heap of garbage to clear up. Am I right?’

‘He trusts you.’

‘My stinking arse. He trusts no one, and never did.’

Wedel cleared his throat to cover his embarrassment: when Sepp Kahn had made that last seditious comment, he’d wanted to glance over his shoulder, and was relieved that he’d prevented himself from doing so. Even here, under four eyes, and with the door and windows closed, he feared someone might have overheard. Merely being in the same room with a man as reckless as Kahn could cause a person serious difficulties.

‘It’s Lustgarten,’ said Anton Wedel, finally.

Kahn grunted. ‘Figures. Surprised he’s lasted this long. Every time I see him, I’m wondering why I’m not putting a bullet in the back of his neck.’

‘Wehrkraftzersetzung,’ said Wedel, unnerved by the murderous look in Kahn’s strange eyes.

Murderous: there was no other word for it; the man was unhinged. It was hardly surprising, thought Wedel. Kahn wouldn’t be the first of the ‘action commando’ boys who’d gone off his rocker. Wedel experienced a nervous twinge in his stomach. The sooner he got Kahn into the car and on the road back to Berlin the better. But Wedel resisted the urge to try and hurry the man. He knew it would be counterproductive. Again, he shifted nervously in the chair. Kahn, his cigarette finished, mashed it out in the ashtray, obscured by a drifting cloud of smoke.

‘Undermining morale,’ he said, sneering. ‘Someone report him for moaning about the meat ration?’

‘Oh, nothing as bad as that,’ began Wedel. ‘He just told Hitler that if we attack in the Caucasus instead of shortening our lines and taking Leningrad, we’ll lose the war.’

Kahn was looking at him in disgust, and Wedel realised it was because he had unintentionally adopted the tone of one in the know. For a moment, Wedel thought Kahn would repeat the jibe about court Jews, but he didn’t. Altogether, the meeting was going as badly as he’d expected it might, but there was nothing for it but to plough on. His chief aim, of getting away without getting involved in any wet work, was fading just as surely as the smoke from Kahn’s cigarette.

‘Also, letters,’ said Wedel. ‘But you probably know about that.’

He almost flinched as the meat of Kahn’s fist struck the desktop with enough force to rattle the glass ashtray.

‘Stupid bastard!’ Kahn shouted. ‘Why the fuck did he write him letters? He’s learnt his lesson though, hasn’t he? Puts nothing down on paper these days, does he? Does he hell.’

Kahn was on his feet, red-faced with fury. His heart was hammering in his chest, and his mouth was parched and tasted foul. He wiped his lips with quick movements of a hand, tasted blood and dust, before grabbing the MP 38 and crossing once more to the window.

Wedel looked at him in surprise. Genghis Kahn moved? He never would have thought it. Wedel felt a sudden and unexpected sympathy for the man. He got to his feet as well, and stammered out the first few words, thinking of what to say.

‘He’s, he’s looking forward to seeing you, Sepp, he really is. He often speaks of you. Only last week he was reminiscing about our trips in the old days. Remember that time at the Hotel Bubu when the bed collapsed? Only the other day, we were laughing about that.’

Sepp Kahn stared out of the window. In the deserted courtyard, the body of the prisoner lay partly covered by some old sacking. There was a lot of blood. It had gathered in a large pool around the priest’s corpse. It was surprising how much blood a human body contained. More than five litres, that’s what the police doctor in Kiev had told him. The body shouldn’t have been left in the yard. It was attracting the flies. Even with the window closed, Kahn could hear their foul buzzing. He cocked his head. No other noise, though: after all the beatings and the screaming that had gone on half the night, the Prague shoe factory was strangely silent.

Well, it was time to do something about that.

He spun round. His jaw was clenched, and the fingers of his right hand were bloodless, so tight was his grip on the machine pistol. He went and seized Wedel by the arm. Wedel knew exactly what he was about to propose.

‘Come on,’ said Kahn, thickly. ‘I’ve got to clean this pigsty before we can leave for Berlin, orders of General Frank.’

Wedel began to make excuses.

‘Yeah,’ sneered Kahn, sticking his unshaven face in close to Wedel’s. ‘It’s different when you have to get your hands dirty, isn’t it, comrade?’

Propelling Wedel across the office, Kahn yanked open the door and pushed him down the wooden stairs that led to the factory floor. The smell of glue and leather was suddenly much stronger. Amongst the work benches, Wedel glimpsed the condemned prisoners seated on the floor with their hands on their heads.

‘Henker!’ bellowed Kahn. ‘Henker!’

The sergeant major came hurrying.

‘Prisoners outside in batches of four. Now!’

‘At your command, Sturmbannfuehrer!’

There was nothing Anton Wedel could do, short of making a break for the factory gates, jumping in the Mercedes, and driving away. And he wasn’t about to do that. There was a tumult of noise as the SS got the prisoners up off the floor and onto their feet – shouting, pleading, cursing, weeping. And in those long moments, Wedel felt himself just as much the victim as any of the Czechs.

Sepp Kahn stalked out of the building, saying dangerously: ‘Follow me, Standartenfuehrer Wedel. Follow me, if you please.’

It was in trepidation that Anton Wedel stepped out into the hot sunshine. Genghis Kahn was in a rage, screaming at the prisoners, screaming at his men. Wedel stood there stupidly, like a novice amongst hardened professionals. Turning his back on the dead priest, he unfastened the holster and took out his pistol.

‘Covered in cobwebs,’ sneered Kahn.

Wedel bridled at the insult. He was Adolf Hitler’s old comrade no less, and his principal chauffeur, and not least a full colonel who outranked Major Kahn! Angered at being humiliated in front of Kahn’s subordinates, Wedel wanted to retaliate but could think of no suitable riposte. Shit and blood, there was nothing for it. Anton Wedel gripped the toggle to cock the Luger. What could a man do, apart from join in the killing?

‘Stand by!’

So saying, Genghis Kahn fired a ripping burst that felled the first two prisoners who had been set before the stack of wooden crates and sacks piled high against the brick wall. Then, in rapid succession, and before Wedel could interpose himself, Henker fired a couple of single rifle shots, instantly killing two more Czechs. As SS men hurried the next batch of four into the yard, Anton Wedel stepped forward.

‘Sing!’ ordered Kahn. ‘Sing, you swine!’

The SS men sang: ‘SS marschiert, die strasse frei!’

‘The storm columns stand ready!’ Wedel joined in.

Singing made him feel better. In a different life, Anton Wedel might have been on the stage. On their jaunts to the countryside in the old days, Wedel used to take along a mandolin. The Chief liked him to play folk melodies. One of the four men was in uniform. A cop, Wedel supposed, although it was hard to tell, what with the jacket having been torn to shreds and the man barefoot. The German voices swelled.

‘So, we who are ready to give our all, as did our fathers before us!’

It was the frenzied atmosphere of lawlessness that Wedel remembered from similar escapades before the Seizure of Power. His heart thumped and his chest was tight with excitement. If they’d suddenly discovered they’d run out of ammunition, Wedel could well imagine Kahn’s men beating the prisoners to death with rifle butts. The policeman’s face was lumpy with day-old bruises, and the blood from a broken nose had dried on his shirt. He was unbowed, however. He lifted his chin and looked the approaching Wedel right in the eye.

‘Pig,’ he spat.

A second later, Wedel shot him. Not in the face, Wedel couldn’t bring himself to do that. No, he spun the man around and shot him in the skull.

‘Step aside,’ Kahn ordered. ‘We haven’t got all fucking day.’

Wedel got out of the way: again, the machine pistol, again, the rifle. And so it went on, the killing in the courtyard under the hot sun. And when it was finished, Henker, massaging a bruised shoulder, called for the clipboard. An SS trooper handed it to him.

‘As per the order of the Secretary of State of the Reich Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, SS-Gruppenfuehrer Karl Hermann Frank,’ Henker read out, ‘the prisoners have been lawfully executed.’

‘How many?’

‘Forty-eight,’ Henker told Kahn.

‘And the other place? What was it?’

‘One hundred and ninety-three.’

‘There,’ said Kahn to Wedel. ‘Now you can tell him if he asks, two hundred and forty-one.’

Henker was pointing to one of the victims, telling the SS riflemen: ‘Make sure you get their spectacles and the wristwatches. Match them up to the addresses, return to next of kin.’

‘Where is my friend, the master shoemaker?’ asked Kahn, lighting a cigarette. ‘Did he see everything?’

Wedel was relieved it was over. All he wanted to do was to get out of this slaughterhouse and get into the car; but then, to his dismay, he began to feel sick. It was the sight of so many dead piled up; a handful and he would have been all right. He must not embarrass himself in front of the men. He turned and walked carefully away, tucking his pistol into the holster as he did so.

‘Now, grandfather,’ he heard Kahn say, ‘you are a lucky man. You make good shoes, and good shoes are hard to come by these days, and that is why I decided to spare you.’

Wedel glanced round. The shoemaker was tearfully handing Sepp a brown paper parcel, containing, Wedel supposed, Genghis Kahn’s old boots.

‘Why am I feeling ill?’ Wedel muttered to himself.

He couldn’t understand it. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen heaped-up corpses, far from it. Neither was it the first time he had killed at close range. He remembered, indeed would never forget, decapitating a French poilu with the single swipe of a sharpened shovel in the summer of 1918. So why was he sick to his stomach? Anton Wedel experienced the gradual dawning of a revelation. Yes, all right. Yes, he knew why, didn’t he? Notwithstanding the secretary of state’s order, this was the first time he had killed unlawfully: not one of the prisoners had been given a fair trial. That was what was making him sick. And that was the reality Sepp Kahn knew as well.

With a growing feeling of inevitability, Wedel hurried to the Judas gate – the small wooden door in the big factory gates – and slipped through it. He tried to control himself by an act of will, but it was no good. His stomach finally rebelled, and he threw up in the gutter.
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Kahn was largely silent during the short journey from the shoe factory to Hradcany Castle, and for that Anton Wedel was glad.

The streets of the capital of the Protectorate were filled with SS men, German soldiers, and police. It appeared that there had been a spontaneous demonstration in protest at the murder of Heydrich, and the loyal Czech populace were carrying home-made placards inscribed with words of suitable sentiment. The pavements of the Graben were so crowded that people spilled into the road.

One person caught Wedel’s attention. It was the figure of a young man, dressed in an old-fashioned frock coat and wearing a black cravat and a broad-brimmed black hat. The youth was solemnly holding a brightly coloured long-stemmed flower, as though it were a church candle being carried in procession.

‘Must think he’s Rilke,’ said Wedel in surprise.

‘What does?’

Wedel didn’t answer, too busy avoiding pedestrians. When he looked again, the figure of the poet had disappeared amongst the crowd.

‘Run the bastards down,’ Kahn growled, half-heartedly.

He was drinking from a bottle of beer and smoking yet another cigarette. Wedel glanced at him. Kahn wearily closed his eyes.

‘Next left,’ he muttered, rubbing his face.

‘It’ll be the same in Berlin,’ said Wedel.

Kahn laughed humourlessly. ‘Making sure the bastard’s dead.’

‘They say that Heydrich kept a file on Hitler.’

Kahn laughed again, contemptuously this time. ‘Is that why you’re here? You’re too damned late, man. Last Thursday, Uncle Heini sent an adjutant to clean out Heydrich’s safes, at the castle and his villa. You can bet a Reichsmark to a pinch of shit that Himmler’s read through the lot by now, line by line.’

‘Probably learnt nothing he didn’t already know.’

‘Worried, are you?’

‘Who? Me?’

Kahn grunted dismissively and took a pull of beer. Wedel tried to concentrate on the road. People thought he had it easy, but they didn’t realise how hard he had to work to maintain his position. One false move and you were in the Chief’s bad books. No wonder he had a stomach complaint. It wasn’t just him, either. Everyone he knew seemed to have gastrointestinal trouble, even Himmler. Wedel lifted his cap and nervously wiped the sweat off his brow with the inside of his wrist. They were approaching the castle. It was an enormous place towering over the historic city.

‘Which way?’

Kahn opened his tired eyes. ‘Straight on, the second gate.’

There were soldiers, police, and SS men everywhere. There were even a few naval officers, milling about in front of the elaborate memorial that had been set up to commemorate the Man with the Iron Heart.

A bull stepped off the kerb to get a better look at the approaching open-topped staff car, saw Kahn lolling in the passenger seat, the senior officer behind the wheel, and immediately waved them through into the courtyard. Sepp Kahn was finishing his beer. That in itself was bad enough, but Wedel was appalled when a moment later Kahn trailed a hand outside the car and let the bottle drop. In the rear-view mirror, he saw an astonished cop throw up his hands. Other heads had turned as well.

‘Jesus Christ, Sepp. You’ll have me shot.’

Kahn didn’t respond. He pointed a finger instead, at an archway. Wedel accelerated and steered the Mercedes through. Kahn belched enormously.

‘Pardon,’ he said. ‘Over there. Make a left.’

The castle was vast, and it was another minute before they arrived at the Kahn apartment, situated in a gloomy corner surrounded by high stone walls that kept out the sun. Washing had been hung out to dry on a sagging line, and a cat was so engrossed in the contents of an open dustbin that it ignored the Mercedes’ noisy arrival. There were tiny windows in the walls, and stone steps that led up to an iron-studded oak door. It was a depressing place. Experiencing a touch of schadenfreude, Wedel felt his frayed nerves calm a little.

‘Wait here,’ ordered Kahn, flinging open the car door.

‘Aren’t you even going to offer me a glass of water?’

Kahn grunted. ‘All right, come on,’ he said, reluctantly. ‘You can carry my bags down.’

Irritably, Wedel followed him up the steps. Inside the door it was dark and cool. They plodded up the stone stairs, a long climb to the top floor that left Kahn, brown paper parcel tucked under his arm, blowing hard. He was evidently surprised to find the apartment door ajar. Wedel sensed his irritation.

‘What are you doing here?’ Kahn asked the woman revealed in the hallway.

‘That’s a fine greeting, I must say,’ said Kahn’s sister, Paula. She had a thin high-pitched voice that Anton Wedel hadn’t heard in years. ‘What do you think I’m doing here? I live here, don’t I?’

Kahn grumbled. ‘We have a visitor,’ he announced, making his way inside.

He was tired and stinking, hadn’t been home for five days. What he really wanted was a wallow in the trough, a beer, and his bed, not an encounter with sister Paula, followed by some fool’s errand to Berlin.

‘What I meant was,’ he said, emphatically, ‘is why aren’t you at the funeral?’

‘In Berlin? I haven’t got time to go to Berlin. There’s work to be done here. I only popped back for a moment.’

Paula Kahn was peering at the figure of Wedel. The apartment was gloomy, even on a bright summer’s day like this, and she did not recognise their visitor. Her expression was vexed.

‘Fräulein Kahn,’ cried Anton Wedel, not without charm. ‘What an unexpected pleasure!’

‘Why, Herr Wedel! Is it really you? Please, do come in.’

‘How kind. Thank you so much.’

He briefly shook her hand, and they followed Kahn into the sitting room. Chez Kahn, Wedel was thinking; this was a new side to Genghis, one he’d not seen before. Automatically, he glanced around at the dour furnishings and décor before returning his attention to Kahn and Paula.

There was most certainly an atmosphere between brother and sister, and a rather strange one. Genghis, the brutal killer, was looking shifty. It was a moment before Anton Wedel identified the cause, and when he did, he was startled. He barely knew Paula Kahn, of course. She’d been one of those women back in the ‘20s who used to swoon over handsome Herr Hitler, a rather silly young girl you’d see now and then at the theatre or a café or art gallery, wherever it was the Chief had scheduled a visit. But it appeared he’d been wrong about Paula. She wasn’t a kind-hearted sentimental girl at all, or at least no longer: no, she was as hard as Krupp steel.

‘Aren’t you going to offer our guest a drink?’ Kahn asked his sister pre-emptively.

The response was testy.

‘Of course,’ said Paula Kahn, looking to see what the parcel her brother had placed on the dining table contained.

‘Nothing for you, just my old boots. Get him a brandy. Can’t you see he’s looking peaky?’

‘Oh no,’ said Paula Kahn, raising her voice. ‘No brandy, not in this house, and you know it, Joseph Kahn. You reek of beer as per usual, and take those dirty boots off my table. You know it’s bad luck.’

Paula Kahn sharply turned her head and regarded Wedel in what seemed to him to be the manner of a hanging judge, looking down her nose in icy condescension. ‘Are you unwell?’ she asked him.

Sepp Kahn left with the parcel. ‘Well, answer her, Anton.’

It was a moment before Wedel spoke. Paula Kahn was looking at him closely, examining his face and the state of his uniform.

‘No time for a drink, thank you. We must get to the Reich Chancellery as quickly as possible.’

Paula Kahn was surprised, and knew she’d been outmanoeuvred.

‘Some water?’

‘Thank you.’

Turning on her heel, she went into the kitchen, filled a tumbler, and immediately returned. She politely waited until their guest had drained his glass before addressing him.

‘The Fuehrer has ordered a special action,’ she explained. ‘This evening at 21.30 hours, the village of Lidice, twenty kilometres from here, is to be eradicated. All its male inhabitants are to be shot, and the women shipped to a KZ. Any of the children displaying Aryan characteristics will be re-homed for Germanisation, the rest are destined for the gas van.’

To Anton Wedel, Paula Kahn no longer sounded like a hanging judge, she sounded like a true believer, a holy roller, one of the elect. Her teenage crush on Adolf Hitler had evidently transformed itself into an unshakable belief in the man sent by Providence to lead the German folk to victory. Wedel, standing there speechlessly with an empty glass in his hand, did not doubt that if you’d offered Paula Kahn the chance to fire the first shot at that night’s action, she would have jumped for joy. No wonder her brother had scuttled out of the room. Wedel could hear him down the corridor, pulling open drawers and rattling coat hangers.

‘Is there time for a shower, Anton?’ he heard him call.

‘If you’re quick about it.’

Wedel was relieved when Paula Kahn bustled out of the room. ‘Give me your boots, Sepp, they’re filthy. You cannot meet the Fuehrer looking like that.’

‘I’ll wear my old pair. These new ones are pinching.’

‘Tssk, they’re filthy as well. Where did you get those?’

‘Stop asking stupid questions, woman.’

‘You’d best have paid for them, my lad.’

‘Paid for them? They’re new issue.’

‘They had better be. If I find out different, there’ll be hell to pay. Give me both pairs and get in that shower. I will clean the muck off.’

‘Any chance of some grub before we get going?’

In the sitting room, Anton Wedel suppressed a shudder. What he wouldn’t have given for a nip of schnapps.




It was almost three o’clock by the time Kahn, his sister, and Anton Wedel left the apartment.

Sepp Kahn, freshly shaved and reeking of cheap cologne, was dressed in his best uniform, and his boots gleamed. Wedel was feeling rather better than he had when they’d first arrived. He had drunk a cup of coffee with milk, and reluctantly eaten some cheese and a slice of pumpernickel, and this combination miraculously seemed to have agreed with his stomach. Paula Kahn, her hair neatly pinned up and her face bearing the merest trace of powder, surprised him by getting into the back seat of the car.

‘We’re dropping her off,’ Kahn explained. ‘Got a speech to make. It’s only round the corner.’

‘Right,’ said Wedel, relieved finally to be getting under way.

‘Thank you, Herr Wedel,’ said the sister.

‘No problem, dear lady.’

Paula Kahn had organised a wake for those members of Reinhard Heydrich’s staff who had remained behind in Prague while the others had taken the train to Berlin. It was to begin at four-fifteen. As one of the originals of the Sicherheitsdienst, it had fallen to her to make a short speech, and it was this she mentally rehearsed on the short drive to the office:

‘It was eleven years ago, in March 1931, that I first met the retired junior naval officer whom the Reichsfuehrer had selected to run the Party’s intelligence service.’

She could have walked of course, but it wasn’t every day one arrived at work with Adolf Hitler’s chauffeur at the wheel. She wondered again why the Fuehrer had sent for Sepp. She sincerely hoped that it wasn’t in relation to the furniture episode. Better not to speculate. She tried to see the positive. Meeting his old regimental comrade again might serve to straighten out her errant brother. She certainly hoped so.

Oh, she was turning heads. How nice. She waved regally. ‘Hello, good afternoon.’

There was that handsome young officer, Oswald Kruger, the spy-runner and expert in miniature photography, so well mannered. She inclined her head in acknowledgement of his bow. How she envied the men. She did not doubt that she had been born the wrong sex. Look at her. Like Josef, she was short and stout, and as for looks, well, one did not deceive oneself. If only she could put some of her vim and vigour into him!

‘No, that way,’ said her brother.

‘Is this it?’ asked Anton Wedel.

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘pull over just here, thank you.’

Such a shame it was only a short drive. Enjoying feeling important, Paula Kahn waited until her brother opened the door for her, then stepped down from the Mercedes. She reached for her brother’s arm, but before she could entreat him, he pre-empted her.

‘The good old days, the Heydrich family home,’ he said, head on one side, ‘file cards in old shoe boxes, typewriter on the dining room table.’

‘Stop it, Sepp. Right now!’

Sepp Kahn laughed at her. ‘The only reason he gave you the damned job was because you owned a typewriter, and he didn’t.’

Angered, Paula snapped at him. ‘Stop it, not today of all days, the day of the dear man’s funeral.’

Kahn got back in the car and slammed the door. ‘Drive,’ he ordered Wedel, triumphantly producing a hip flask. ‘A toast, a toast to the departed, eh?’

Paula Kahn closed her eyes for a moment: the complete swine. She swivelled her head to examine the office windows and was relieved to discover that no one had witnessed the debacle.

‘Wouldn’t use an armoured car,’ Sepp Kahn was saying as Wedel drove away. ‘The dumb son of a bitch, driving round in an open-top tourer just like this? We told him, over and over, but would he listen? Would he hell as like. He reckoned the Czechs didn’t have the stones to kill him.’

‘He was right, in a way,’ observed Wedel. ‘It was the Czechs in London who did it.’

‘Yeah,’ said Kahn, and took another bite of brandy. ‘Stupid bastards, like kicking a hornet’s nest. What did they expect would happen?’

‘They didn’t care what happened,’ said Wedel.

‘That’s right. Sitting there safe in exile, the bastards. You see, old Reinhard did a lot for the Czech working man: increased the ration, opened up the fancy hotels and spa resorts, parity with German wages. Production was up, disorder was down, and everyone was happy, apart from London.’

Anton Wedel turned and nodded his agreement. This was more like it. Just the two of them, now they’d got shot of the sister, and Sepp a bit more relaxed now that he’d had a shower and a feed and was edging into the cognac.

‘Drink?’ Kahn offered. It was an after-thought: he’d already screwed the flask shut. ‘A toast to the Blond Beast.’

They were clear of the castle and of prying eyes, so Wedel didn’t mind if he did. Sepp unscrewed the cap like it was a stiff nut and bolt and passed the flask across. Wedel took a good pull, and swallowed the liquor with relish.

‘That’s good.’

‘Want to see where it happened? Something to tell the grand-kids, eh?’

‘Nah, I want to press on.’

Sepp Kahn leaned across and gripped the wheel. ‘Here, it’s only round the corner.’

‘Sepp.’

‘It’ll take two minutes, that’s all.’

‘Get off the damned thing, man.’

But Kahn would not let go, and Anton Wedel was forced to turn off the main road. Annoyed once more, he accelerated up the hill, Kahn grinning silently in the seat next to him.

‘There, you see the hairpin bend? There was only two of them, parachutists, threw an anti-tank grenade at the car. Luckily, it missed. Minor damage only. Heydrich tells his driver to stop. One of the Czechs closes in with a Sten gun, but it jams. The other one fires his pistol and legs it. Heydrich doesn’t realise he’s been wounded by the grenade. He gives chase but he doesn’t get far before he keels over.’

Anton Wedel hadn’t stopped the car, just slowed to a crawl. On the other side of the road, two giant SS men, dressed in black ceremonial uniforms with white webbing and gloves, flanked a wooden German cross on which was inscribed Heydrich’s name, birthdate, and the date of his death. Wreaths and bunches of flowers had been laid at the foot of the cross, ribbons and black-edged cards trembling in the warm summer breeze. It was altogether a depressing sight, and one that even seemed to touch Sepp Kahn.

He drank from the flask. ‘To the dead.’

‘Yes,’ said Wedel. ‘To the dead.’

‘All right,’ said Kahn, ‘I’ve seen enough. Driver? Berlin. Me, I’m going to get my head down.’
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Sepp Kahn was as good as his word. He slept all the way to Berlin, much to the relief of Hitler’s chauffeur.

The streets of suburban Prague were unnaturally quiet. Practically the only Czechs Anton Wedel saw as he drove towards the Dresden road were a few police, patrolling with the German army. There were checkpoints at major intersections but Wedel just raised a hand in salute and accelerated through: any fool could see he was a senior SS officer.

Wedel was a different man behind the wheel. Gone was the diffidence and the nervous smile. He was glad that Kahn had drunk himself to sleep. Now he could give his full attention to the highway.

At the first stretch of straight road, he put his foot down and selected overdrive, and didn’t let up until the outskirts of Dresden ninety minutes later. That morning, he’d managed the trip from Berlin in under four hours and was eager to repeat the performance. It was rush hour in Dresden but Wedel had a secret weapon: the Mercedes was fitted with a police siren which he used to clear a path. Sepp Kahn scowled in his sleep at the racket it made but was obviously so exhausted that he just shifted in the seat and resumed snoring.

Once through the city centre and heading north, Wedel set himself a target of thirty minutes to reach Meissen. This turned out to be over-ambitious but once he used the siren again to get through town, Berlin was only 190 kilometres distant, and he was happy with the progress he’d made. He glanced at Kahn, who it appeared was out for the count, and once more accelerated and put the Mercedes into overdrive.

In the end, it was ten minutes past eight when Hitler’s chauffeur reached the New Reich Chancellery.

On Voss Strasse, soft evening sunshine illuminated the building’s façade, granite gleaming, windows glinting. But for some strange reason Anton Wedel could not fathom, that evening the Chancellery seemed unreal, like it was a film set at Ufa Studios, not a real building at all but a fake propped up by hidden scaffolding. Wedel slowed down, puzzled as to why he should have this impression. I’m just tired, he told himself, that was obviously the reason. He was tired but pleased to have made such good time.

‘Wake up,’ he told his passenger. The sleeper barely stirred, so without looking at him Wedel nudged Kahn’s shoulder. ‘We’re here.’

‘All right, all right,’ Kahn grumbled, and reluctantly struggled towards his normal waking state. He smacked his parched lips together and automatically began to search for a cigarette.

Next to him, Anton Wedel was experiencing a strange foreboding. He was a sensitive man, in his youth an amateur poet. It was said that to the poet, the stone used to build a church was quite different from the stone used to build a prison, even if that stone had been hewn from the very same quarry. The same was also true of the tree whose timber was used to build both altar and gallows. Anton remembered seeing the Czech premier, Hacha, when he was summoned to Berlin. Harangued by Hitler, he signed away his nation rather than risk the destruction of Prague by air bombardment. They said he suffered a heart attack and collapsed on the floor of Hitler’s office.

‘What are you mooning about?’ demanded Kahn, cigarette freshly lit.

Wedel pulled himself together. He’d been driving automatically, as though in a trance.

‘Feeling rested?’ he asked, to cover his embarrassment.

‘I could sleep for a week,’ said Kahn between coughs.

The guard at the Wilhelm Strasse entrance recognised the car, and the gates were already swinging open. Salutes, and a nod from Schlemmer, the duty officer, who directed them to the right-hand side of the Honour Courtyard. The ceremonial space was unusually crowded. Wedel pulled up amongst the vans and trucks and workmen. Funeral paraphernalia was being removed from the building and loaded up prior to removal. An SS mess orderly emerged from a side door, an unlit cigarette in his mouth. When he saw the two officers getting out of the staff car, he hid the cigarette in his fist and did a swift about-turn.

‘Why, Genghis Kahn,’ called a rough voice. ‘As I live and breathe.’

Wedel recognised the speaker. He was an elderly Stabsscharfuehrer, from the SS main riding school in Munich.

‘You old reprobate,’ said Kahn. ‘Dig you up for the funeral, did they?’

‘It was a decent send-off,’ allowed the cavalryman. ‘Gun carriage, the works. When you have to go, a gun carriage is the way to do it.’

‘Reckon they’ll send you off that way?’

‘Me? In a baby carriage more like.’

Laughing, Kahn passed his cigarette to the diminutive riding instructor – smoking was forbidden inside the Chancellery – and said to Wedel, ‘Well, it’s been a full day, hasn’t it, old friend? Off home to the wife and kid, are you?’

‘Not me, no,’ answered Wedel, once more bristling at Kahn’s disrespectful tone. ‘I have the pleasure of taking you back to Prague later. Horst Boehme can’t spare you for long.’

‘How is the wife?’

‘Fine,’ said Wedel, coldly.

‘The boy too?’

Behind Kahn, a figure that Wedel identified as one of Hitler’s adjutants, appeared at the top of the wide ceremonial steps that were guarded by Arno Breker statues.

‘We mustn’t forget the boy,’ said Kahn. ‘Your little miracle.’

‘Jump to it, Sepp,’ said Wedel, with contempt. ‘Your master’s calling.’

But Kahn was in no hurry. Taking a nip from the flask, he rinsed his teeth with brandy. The cavalryman, who had been surreptitiously smoking the cigarette, passed it back to him to finish off. Kahn smiled craftily. How he loved to step on another man’s toes! Yes, shortly after the Seizure of Power, Adi had developed an uncharacteristic aversion to the number of bachelors in his personal retinue, and it was widely held to be true that Anton Wedel had only married after the Chief had repeatedly ordered him to do so.

‘Ach,’ said Kahn, ‘you should’ve told him what I told him.’

‘Enough!’ Wedel snapped.

‘What was that?’ supplied the cavalryman, feigning innocence.

‘That I myself would happily marry . . .’ Kahn paused for effect, ‘just as soon as he did!’

The little riding instructor erupted with mirth. To his shame, Wedel found himself blushing. He clenched his fists impotently.

‘You always were a dirty swine, Kahn,’ he said, but Sepp Kahn only laughed at him, ignoring the insult.

‘Go on, you bastard,’ Wedel continued, angrily. ‘Go and speak your mind to him. I dare you.’

This was a challenge Sepp Kahn could not ignore, not least because the cavalryman was regarding him narrow-eyed, waiting to see how he’d react. And if Kahn had blustered, neither the cavalryman nor Wedel would have believed a word he said, but he did not bluster, he spoke with quiet sincerity instead.

‘Don’t worry, Anton, I will,’ Kahn said. ‘I’m going to tell Uncle Alf to clean up his own mess. He’s done it before, even if he did make a hash of it. I’m going to remind him to shoot in the head, not try for the heart and hit a lung instead, in the head. You know who I’m talking about, don’t you? Both of you do. That’s right, the Raubel girl.’

Wedel exchanged a glance with the cavalryman. Geli Raubel, Hitler’s niece. She’d got pregnant by her Uncle Alf, and Hitler had confronted her with a loaded pistol which had accidentally gone off, shooting her in the chest. Of course, it was all covered up. Just like Lustgarten and that English girl.

‘No one pushes Sepp Kahn around, not when he’s had a bellyful. No one. Not even Hitler.’

‘That’s right,’ acknowledged the cavalryman, gravely. He looked at Wedel sharply as though the matter was settled, and in Kahn’s favour.

‘I don’t care anymore,’ explained Sepp Kahn. ‘You see, there’s only so much a man . . .’

He couldn’t find the words to finish the sentence. He shook his head instead, seemingly overcome. It was this display of uncharacteristic emotion that convinced Wedel that Kahn would do what he said.

The Luftwaffe adjutant, kept waiting on the steps, was by now fast approaching. Kahn took a final suck of smoke, and ground the cigarette stub out with a twist of his boot.

‘Sturmbannfuehrer Kahn?’ said the adjutant.

He was an air force major, tall, blond, and urbane: pilot’s wings, wound badge in bronze, Iron Cross first class on his chest. But Kahn looked at him as though he was a hotel bellboy summoning him to the phone.

‘What is it?’

‘Follow me, please.’

‘Well, goodbye, boys,’ said Kahn, still in no hurry. ‘Wish me luck.’

‘Break your neck and leg,’ said Wedel.

Kahn ignored him, shaking the cavalryman’s hand instead, and set off towards the entrance, the adjutant falling into step beside him.

‘Fucking things,’ muttered Kahn, climbing the ceremonial steps.

At the top, he had to pause to catch his breath and wipe his eyes. For a moment, he felt light-headed. His vision swam, and when the adjutant asked if he was all right, Kahn told him to mind his business. It annoyed Sepp Kahn how far a man had to walk from the entrance of the New Reich Chancellery in order to enter the presence of Adolf Hitler.

‘The Fuehrer is in conference,’ announced the adjutant as they entered the building, ‘but I doubt he’ll keep you waiting long.’

Kahn chuntered. ‘Just till midnight, eh?’

The adjutant’s face did not flicker. He had met Genghis Kahn once before and knew something of his history besides. There were quite a number of ‘characters’ amongst the Fuehrer’s old comrades.

The vast Mosaic Hall was still being cleared. SS men of the Chancellery Guard were carrying stacks of chairs back to the storerooms. Caretakers were sweeping the elaborate floor of red marble that was inset with grey and gold mosaic, and a team of technicians was dismantling the podium from which a few hours earlier Adolf Hitler and Heinrich Himmler had delivered eulogies to the dead Heydrich.

Hitler had had only ‘a few words to dedicate to this dead man,’ and no one in the six hundred-strong audience had failed to notice the Fuehrer’s use of ‘dir’ when he conferred upon Heydrich the German Order, ‘the highest recognition I have to bestow.’ Hitler and Heydrich had not been close. In fact, the adjutant had heard rumours that Heydrich had been reckless enough to tell friends that he’d be first in line to depose the Fuehrer, if the old man started to make a mess of things. Perhaps that was why Hitler had spoken for less than a minute. Himmler, of course, had spoken for a good deal longer.

‘Christ,’ said Kahn, whose feet were aching. The word echoed resoundingly. ‘It’d be quicker to ride a push-bike.’

‘You must mention it to the Chief,’ said the adjutant, who had overheard part of the conversation in the Honour Courtyard.

Kahn glared at him. ‘You think so, fly boy? Maybe I will, at that.’

The adjutant was relieved when they left the Mosaic Hall and entered the smaller Round Hall beyond. Here, there were no janitors or civilian technicians to overhear boorish comments that echoed off the walls. The far doors were flanked by sentries. They passed through and entered the wide and exceptionally long Marble Gallery. A junior officer of the Chancellery Guard, who was seated at a table beneath one of the enormous wall-hangings, stood as they approached.

‘Sturmbannfuehrer Kahn,’ announced the adjutant.

Kahn knew the form but stood there, slack-jawed, staring at the Untersturmfuehrer.

‘Your sidearm.’

‘For Christ’s sake,’ muttered Kahn.

He unfastened his holster and slapped the Walther pistol down on the polished tabletop, watching as the kid opened a drawer and locked the weapon away. Took the lad a while, what with the missing fingers of his one remaining hand.

‘Wait here,’ said the adjutant, and disappeared through a side door.

Sepp Kahn kicked his heels. After only a few seconds of hanging around, he was already craving a cigarette. His heart was beating fast. Not because he was nervous, he wasn’t. No, it was high blood pressure, and the climb up those damned steps. He flexed the numb fingers of his left hand and looked wearily along the length of the gallery. Designed to project the power and grandeur of the German Reich, no doubt. It must have been 150 metres long, little clumps of armchairs and tables on one side, windows as high as the ceiling on the other.

Strange how things turned out. Who would have guessed the Hitler Kahn had served with in the trenches would one day become Chancellor? He’d been a queer bird, Adi. They both were, if truth be told.

Kahn’s expression soured. He resolved to speak his mind. Enough was enough. Fuehrer or not, a man should speak his mind with neither fear nor favour. That was it. Speak your mind. Adi admired a man who stood his ground. Right?

Presently, the adjutant returned. Kahn could tell by the look on his face that Hitler wasn’t ready. He decided the lad needed to hear some home truths as well. As a kind of prelude, if you like.

‘Been in the job long?’ Kahn asked him, adopting the expression of one who merely wants to pass the time.

‘Only two months.’

‘Eager to get back to your squadron, I’ll bet.’

The adjutant didn’t answer.

‘Must have been a shock, eh?’

‘What must?’

‘Devoted admirer, were you?’

The adjutant glared at Kahn, hoping to shut him up.

‘A shock to find out what he’s really like,’ Kahn continued.

The adjutant came and took his arm, and Kahn allowed himself to be propelled across the polished marble floor until they were out of earshot of the wounded young officer at the desk.

‘Are you mad?’ hissed the adjutant.

Kahn regarded him blankly.

‘What’s the polite expression? What do they call it, in polite society?’ Sepp Kahn pulled a face as though he were thinking. ‘Vegetable decay, is that it? The smell follows him around, doesn’t it? And then there’s his halitosis, as well - my God!’

‘You drunken lout.’

Kahn went on, as though he hadn’t registered the insult. ‘Likes to talk, doesn’t he? For hours on end. I’ll bet you never see your bed before four in the morning. What a droning bore he is, the Chief, the same tedious stories time and again. Learnt not to yawn, have you?’

The adjutant bit his lip. Moving away, he said, ‘I’ll go and see if the Fuehrer is ready.’

The worst of it was, what the oaf had said was true. The newly appointed adjutant had been expecting to hero worship the Leader, and he had been swiftly disabused. The banality of the Fuehrer’s conversation had indeed surprised him, so too the disregard he so often showed for his staff. As to his person, the adjutant, blinking, preferred not to think about that. He entered the small office, lifted the phone, and learnt from the servant that Hitler’s physician was finally preparing to leave. The adjutant returned to Kahn.

‘This way,’ he said, stiffly.

Smirking, Sepp Kahn followed in the adjutant’s wake. Yes, that was it: enough was enough. I’ve done more than my share, Adolf. Two hundred and forty-odd in Prague alone, not to mention sweeping up after Barbarossa. A quiet billet for an old comrade, that’s all I ask. You’ve done it for others, Adi, so do it for me.

At the end of the long gallery, Kahn saw the figure of a grossly overweight man appear from a doorway.

‘Well, if it isn’t the dirty quack,’ he said.

‘Be quiet,’ the adjutant told him.

They were fast approaching the fat figure of Dr Morell, Hitler’s personal physician. Kahn snorted. Now he knew exactly how he’d find the Leader.

‘Good evening, Herr Doctor,’ said the adjutant as they passed.

Self-importantly, Morell acknowledged the greeting with barely a nod, and Kahn got a brief whiff of body odour.

‘Dirty bastard,’ he muttered, and asked the adjutant, ‘Well, Richthofen, would you want Morell as your doctor?’
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If Josef Kahn had not seen the ‘Reich Master of Injections’ leaving, even he might have been taken in by Hitler’s exuberance.

‘My old comrade!’ cried the Fuehrer.

Beaming, Hitler quickly crossed the floor and shook Sepp Kahn by the hand. ‘Thank you for coming to see me.’

Like I had a choice, thought Kahn, nodding affably. He glanced round the room.

They were in Hitler’s private office, the place where he actually did his work, such as it was. Hitler had always placed greater store in artistic intuition than in methodical hard graft. And as befitted the great artist, the office was in a state of disarray. Charts and papers were strewn across the floor, books lay open, and on the large table in the middle of the room a scale model of Germania, the city that would one day be built where Berlin now stood, sat on top of a map of the Soviet Union.

Next door was an office twenty times larger, with its giant globe and enormous desk opposite a portrait of Bismarck, but Kahn knew Hitler rarely used it, except for propaganda photographs or when intimidating foreign statesmen.

‘Some billet, eh?’ said Kahn, laconically.

Hitler grinned at him, that familiar disconcerting wolfish grin, and put an arm around Kahn’s shoulder, drawing him towards two chairs arranged either side of a coffee table. Kahn held his breath.

‘How is your sister, Paula? Is she well?’ Hitler asked, releasing Kahn, and patting him briefly on the back.

Kahn confirmed that the sister was in good health, and was relieved when Hitler’s next question, hardly begun, about the situation in Prague, was interrupted by the arrival of a white-coated servant wheeling a silver trolley.

‘Beer and sausage?’ asked Kahn, more in hope than expectation.

‘Tea and cream cakes,’ countered Hitler.

‘Nice,’ said Kahn, bleakly examining the contents of the trolley. ‘No tea for me though. A glass of that Apollinaris with ice would be just the job. Sweaty.’

The servant, who had been placing the tea things on the table, bowed, and proceeded to pour two glasses of mineral water. Hitler and Kahn sat down in the comfortable armchairs, Hitler rubbing his hands together in anticipation. But Genghis Kahn felt ill at ease, for a number of reasons. First and foremost, of course, because he wanted to speak his mind, to get down to business, tell Hitler what was what. Secondly, because of the place itself, the Reich Chancellery. Truth be told, Sepp Kahn was feeling exactly like one of those Slav politicians, summoned by the Fuehrer and told to hand over the house keys, or else. And finally, there were Sepp Kahn’s twin addictions gnawing at his innards. The craving for tobacco and brandy would have been easier to bear if he hadn’t cigarettes and a hip flask in his pockets. That’s what he told himself, anyway. So near and yet so far. It was enough to make a man tetchy, reckless even.

When the servant had departed, and Hitler had his cup of tea and was tucking into a piece of cake, Kahn, fidgeting, said, ‘That Morell, though, he stinks worse than yesterday’s fried onions.’

Hitler answered him sharply: ‘I don’t employ him for his fragrance, but to look after my health.’

‘Well, he must be doing something right,’ Kahn allowed. ‘You’re looking like a man half your age.’

Kahn knew for a fact that Heydrich’s secret file on Hitler, which Anton Wedel had enquired about, contained a list of the ingredients in the injections Morell gave Hitler. He knew because Heydrich had tasked him with finding out. He couldn’t remember it all, but dextrose and caffeine and hormones were listed, as were extracts of heart and liver, which Morell had doubtless neglected to mention to his vegetarian patient. Ditto, you could be sure, the cocaine and amphetamines.

Hitler paused for a moment as though considering Kahn’s remark, then continued chewing cream cake. After he swallowed, he examined Kahn’s face for several seconds, and said, ‘You’re tired, Sepp. You mustn’t think I am unmindful of the stress under which men like you work.’

‘Aren’t you?’ said Kahn, with a touch of belligerence.

He swilled his mouth with iced water before draining the glass and banging it down clumsily on the table. Tea and cakes! Sister Paula should have been sitting here, not him!

‘No,’ said Hitler, with feeling.

Kahn nodded bitterly and looked away. It was always the same, these meetings with Adi. You came in ready to speak your mind, and then something happened to you, something strange, uncanny almost. It wasn’t a loss of nerve exactly, but something Kahn couldn’t quite put his finger on. Was it the building, was it the man’s undoubted charisma, or was it a combination of the two? Whatever it was, Sepp Kahn felt diminished. He’d entered the room ready to speak his mind whatever the consequences (the furniture episode be damned!) - that he, Josef Kahn, was sick and tired of being treated like a cross between a medieval headsman and a disposer of human refuse.

‘Eat,’ said Hitler.

‘Not that hungry.’

Kahn’s chest felt tight. He wanted a cigarette. In order to distract himself from the fierce craving, he picked up the slice of cake with his beer-sausage fingers and stuffed it whole into his mouth. He chewed the sugary slop only briefly before forcing it down his gullet. Not that it helped much. He knew it: he was an addict. No longer a man but a man-sized cigarette.

‘A change,’ said Hitler, eyes averted, dainty fork in hand. ‘A change will do you good.’

With rapid movements, the Fuehrer wiped his mouth on a napkin, took a sip of tea, and stood up.

Abruptly, Kahn stood as well. He wanted to move about, was sick of sitting still on the over-stuffed armchair like someone’s maiden aunt. His fingers were sticky with cake crumbs and smears of cream, and Kahn licked them clean before wiping them on the seat of his britches, saying, ‘Wedel mentioned this Lustgarten character.’

‘Did he?’ said Hitler, darkly. ‘I shall explain everything, Sepp. Come, help me move the model.’

Reluctantly, Kahn went and helped Hitler move Germania aside, revealing the giant map of the Eastern Front beneath. Reluctantly, because he knew Hitler was about to launch into one of his interminable lectures that was bound to go on for hours before he finally got to the point.

‘My new battle plan,’ explained Hitler, oblivious. ‘It will enable me finally to destroy the remaining Bolshevist armies, and as far as possible to deprive the Soviets of their most important sources of economic power. The decision,’ Hitler’s eyes glittered as he pointed a crooked finger, ‘the decision will come in the Lower Volga.’

‘Right,’ said Kahn, unenthusiastically examining the strategic chart.

He saw that it was marked with lines of different coloured ink. Each line bore a date, and each line was further east or south than the one preceding. Looked easy, fighting a war, thought Kahn, dead easy, on a map. Though to make it truly authentic you’d need to empty a bucket of blood and offal on top of it.

‘No longer,’ Hitler said, ‘no longer can we expect to gain victory in battles of annihilation. Instead, my strategy is one of attrition and exhaustion.’ He indicated the bottom right-hand corner of the map. ‘We must gain new territory, here, in the Caucasus and Lower Volga, in order to exploit the strategic minerals: the coal mines of the Eastern Donetz basin, the manganese reserves of Chiatura, and most important of all, the Caucasian oil fields. Three-quarters of the Soviet Union’s oil supply. It is my intention to deprive them of it!’

Kahn wondered what Hitler expected him to say. It would be futile to mention Lustgarten again: Hitler was not a man to be hurried or interrupted. Unnoticed by Hitler, who was completely engrossed in explanation, Kahn shifted uncomfortably.

‘The advance will take place in three stages, my immediate objective being to gain the land bridge, here, between the rivers Don and Volga, and Stalingrad.’

Hitler pronounced the name of the city in the same way Kahn had so often heard him say ‘syphilis,’ or ‘The Protocols of the Elders of Zion,’ – that is, with utter repugnance.

‘I have no intention of taking the city,’ said Hitler, as though he suspected Kahn might think otherwise. ‘I only wish to paralyse its industrial capacity and isolate it as a centre of communications.’ Hitler scowled. ‘The advance on the Caucasus is only to begin after flank positions on the Don have been secured. The Caucasus is the primary objective. On all other fronts: defence.’

‘Defence,’ Kahn repeated, stupidly. He was trying to remember what Wedel had said Lustgarten had told Hitler: something about Leningrad and losing the war?

Then it came to him: Wehrkraftversetzung. Not that Lustgarten had been undermining the German folk’s will to fight, only Adolf Hitler’s. Some people called Lustgarten a genius, but Kahn was pretty certain the man was an idiot. Telling Hitler he was going to lose the war? Jesus wept, you might as well dig your own grave and jump into it.

Oblivious of his visitor, Hitler was still studying the map, the area east of the Black Sea and west of the Caspian. He tapped a fingertip under the city of Baku, muttering to himself. Kahn looked for the line that marked the current extent of the German advance. It must have been 1200 kilometres distant from the Caucasian oil fields, which was a hell of a long way to drive a tank. Attrition and exhaustion wouldn’t be restricted to the enemy, that much was certain. He’d fight like a cornered rat to keep his hands on that oil. Perhaps, thought Kahn, old Lustgarten had a point after all.

‘The German soldier is the finest in the world,’ Hitler said. ‘The Slav is no match for him.’ He clenched his fists and looked at Kahn, and when he spoke again, the Fuehrer’s voice was as brutal as his words.

‘Finally, and irrevocably, and with the harshest severity, the Slav will be crushed. The decision will be made in the Caucasus. There is no alternative. The fate and future of our German Reich lies in the hands of our soldiers. May Almighty God help us in this our struggle!’

Sepp Kahn could feel a familiar tension in the air, like the gathering of the storm. In spite of himself his spirit stirred. The prospect of the storm breaking was intoxicating.

‘You remember, Sepp, my former friend, Lustgarten,’ said Hitler, histrionically rolling the ‘r’ of the name. He stabbed at the floor with a rigid forefinger. ‘He came here, to this very room and informed me, informed me, Adolf Hitler, Chancellor of the German Reich, Leader of the German Folk, that if I attacked in the Caucasus,’ Hitler paused to breathe, his expression strained, ‘I should lose the war!’

Hitler made an effort to control himself. There was sweat on his brow, and his pale face was bloodless, the bluebottle moustache bristling, the hot blue eyes glittering.

How many times had Kahn seen Hitler like this? How many times had the world? But this was no mass meeting or cinema newsreel. Kahn could have reached out and touched the man. It was like standing next to a lightning generator producing brilliant blue flashes. Kahn’s scalp prickled, and the air around him seemed almost to crackle with electrostatic. What had he been thinking? You couldn’t refuse a man like this, if man he was!

‘Categorically and unequivocally,’ began Hitler, ‘in nineteen hundred-and-forty, I forbade Lustgarten to continue his research into the paranormal, and yet what do I find two years later? Not only has he continued his research at his secret laboratory in Prague, but he has done so under the patronage of the Reichsfuehrer-SS! The Reichsfuehrer-SS! I will not tolerate disloyalty!’ Hitler paused and brushed his forelock out of his eyes. ‘It beggars belief that this scientist, this gifted medical man, is dabbling in ‘occult machines’ when he ought to be directing his efforts to winning the war.’

Kahn interjected, ‘Occult machines? What are they when they’re at home?’

‘A good question,’ said Hitler, contemptuous. ‘Lustgarten claims to have designed a machine that can see the future.’

Kahn snorted.

‘Yes, that was my reaction as well. He believes he can see the future? He presumes to tell me, Adolf Hitler, that I will fail, that I will fail in my world-historical mission? Such arrogance! No, no, and no, again! I, Adolf Hitler, will decide what comes to pass. Nothing is written except what I decide shall be written, and believe me, it is written in the annals of future history, that Adolf Hitler destroyed Bolshevism once and for all in nineteen hundred-and-forty-two!’

For a moment, Sepp Kahn was surprised there was no roar of affirmation from ten thousand throats, a deafening storm of applause, but there was nothing, nothing apart from his own laboured breathing and excited expression. Hitler came and clasped Kahn’s forearms and shook them, looking him fiercely in the eyes. Silently, and feeling overcome, Kahn nodded his agreement.

‘You’ll do it?’ Hitler asked him. ‘You will rid me of this troublesome pest?’

‘Of course,’ said Kahn, gruffly.

Hitler thanked him, releasing his grip, and moving away from the table.

‘Wyvernism?’ he muttered, baffling Kahn. ‘Magnetism as a cure for cancer? The Odinic force, which is nothing less than the force of life itself, isolated and captured in wooden boxes lined with lead? Abject nonsense, nothing more nor less than von Reichenbach’s ravings rehashed. My God, the insanity. Once though, he was great.’

Hitler’s face suddenly clouded, and he threw himself into the yellow armchair.

‘I was a fool,’ he said, lowering his head into a hand.

Kahn, not normally lost for words, wondered how best to proceed. He said, ‘Letters were mentioned.’

Hitler nodded wretchedly. ‘I was a fool, Sepp,’ he repeated.

Kahn was in no way surprised by the sudden mood change. Hitler had always been like this. Back in the ‘twenties, when the Party’s fortunes had looked especially bleak, he’d promised to kill himself if success did not come soon.

‘Christ, Adi,’ said Kahn. ‘I mean, what were you thinking? Letters. Doing the police’s job for them. Imagine what would have happened if they’d been made public.’

‘Do you think I have not imagined,’ cried Hitler, ‘a hundred times?’

‘Himmler cleared out Heydrich’s safe.’

‘Yes,’ said Hitler, tetchily, ‘I know. Himmler has destroyed the file.’

Kahn didn’t doubt this. Not for nothing was Himmler known as ‘Loyal Heinrich.’

‘Well, that’s something anyway,’ he said.

‘Sepp, I must have those letters. These past two decades, his possession of them has hung over me like the sword of Damocles.’ He looked up, pained at the betrayal. ‘How many times did I ask him to return them? Countless times. It was because I still had regard for him that I did not press him as hard as I should have done.’

‘What did he say?’

Kahn had an idea, but the key to a proper investigation he had learned was to ask the questions you thought you knew the answers to.

Averting his eyes, Hitler said, ‘He told me they were his dearest possession. He said that he stored them close to his heart, and that they would never be seen by another. I should have insisted, I know. I see that now. I am a loyal friend, but I am sentimental too. Sentimental when what is required is firmness, even severity. Well, the time has come.’ A measure of steel returned to the voice. ‘I will have those letters! The man to whom I wrote them is no longer my friend. If he continues to defy me then his life is forfeit. He disobeyed me, not once but repeatedly. I will not be trifled with. I think only of posterity. There must be no chance, no chance at all, now that final victory is within my grasp, that at some point in the future the name of Adolf Hitler will be subject to ridicule.’

A momentary expression of fear passed across Hitler’s face. It was the haunted look Kahn had seen before, not only on Hitler’s face, but on many others within Hitler’s inner circle. On occasion, as a young man, Sepp Kahn had even seen it on his own face, caught inadvertently in a public lavatory’s mirror. It was the look of the despised - and also one of shame.

‘Go back to Prague,’ Hitler ordered, ‘search his apartment and his laboratory. Bormann has the paperwork. Discover everything about him, every detail of his secret life. Find those letters. If you must, arrest him, make him talk. Use whatever methods are necessary.’

‘What about Himmler?’

‘Leave Himmler to me,’ said Hitler, dismissively. ‘He won’t interfere. You remember Wiligut?’

‘Sure,’ said Kahn, ‘Karl Maria. Turned out he’d done time in the rubber room.’

‘For years he was confined, years,’ said Hitler, ‘diagnosed with schizophrenia and megalomania. And this was the man Himmler fawned over, appointing him in effect spiritual advisor to my SS! Lustgarten saw his opportunity all right. As soon as Wiligut had been dropped, he began to wheedle his way into Himmler’s affection.’

Adolf Hitler had by now regained some of his former confidence. On the table was a button for summoning staff or the servants. Hitler pressed it, and rose to his feet. The audience was nearly over.

‘Thank you, Sepp,’ he said, not without emotion. ‘I knew I could rely on you.’

But Sepp Kahn detected an undercurrent to Hitler’s thanks. He adopted a chastened expression. Hitler folded his hands.

‘Stay out of trouble,’ he advised. ‘I was saddened when I heard about the matter of the furniture removals. Saddened, and annoyed.’

Kahn grunted an apology. The subtext was clear: screw up again and it’d be the penal battalion, or a bullet.

The air force adjutant entered the room.

‘Goodbye, Sepp,’ said Hitler, coming to shake Kahn by the hand.

‘Goodbye, and thanks.’

So saying, Kahn stepped smartly one pace back, came to attention, and gave the German salute.

‘At your command, mein Fuehrer!’ he bellowed.

‘Bormann is waiting for you,’ said Hitler in dismissal.




It was only a short distance to Martin Bormann’s office - the ‘brown Eminence,’ as he was known, liked to stay close to his master - and so Kahn had little time to dwell on how it had gone with Hitler. Formerly the chief of staff to Rudolf Hess, Bormann was now head of the Party Chancellery and Hitler’s private secretary, and as such he wielded a great deal of power. Sepp Kahn didn’t know the man well, but he was willing to be open-minded about him: Bormann had been a member of the Freikorps, and had served hard time, as an accomplice in the murder of the traitor Kadow.

The adjutant tapped on the door, waited for the word, ‘Come,’ and ushered Kahn inside.

Nine or ten metres away, Bormann was standing behind an enormous desk. Hitler’s secretary was a small, flabby-faced fat man with dark receding hair and watchful eyes. Rather than his usual brown Party rig, he was dressed in SS uniform; obviously in honour of the dead Heydrich, thought Kahn. Bormann capped the fountain pen he was holding and laid it on the blotter. Here we go, thought Kahn, another armchair warrior. He approached the desk.

‘This won’t take long,’ said Bormann, ‘so don’t sit down.’

Kahn smiled at him ironically. ‘Any chance of a beer, Martin? My hip flask’s empty and I’ve a terrible thirst.’

Bormann pointed at a carafe of water.

‘That all you got?’ said Kahn. ‘Not for me. They say fish piss in it.’

‘Suit yourself.’

‘I always do.’

‘Lustgarten,’ began Bormann. ‘He was here for the funeral, with Himmler. This evening they flew to Paderborn, en route to Wewelsburg castle. Get back to Prague right away and you should have a clear hand. Lustgarten keeps an apartment in Dahlem. It has been searched, his safe opened: nothing.’

‘Hold on,’ said Kahn. ‘Who searched it?’

‘Does it matter?’

‘Adi assigned me. Of course it bloody matters.’

‘Gestapo Mueller.’

‘Jesus. You sent Mueller, the notorious anti-Nazi, the man who called Hitler an Austrian draft-dodger?’

‘He used to depend on Heydrich’s patronage,’ explained Bormann. ‘Now he has a new protector.’

‘Are you dumb? Mueller was head of the Munich Political Police.’ Kahn paused, wondering how much Bormann knew. It would have been Mueller investigating, if those letters had seen light of day.

‘Who better then, to attend to this delicate matter?’ said Bormann, his expression indicating that he knew all about the letters. ‘Don’t worry. Lustgarten is none the wiser. His housekeeper is away, visiting her daughter in Premnitz.’

‘He’d better not be, Bormann.’

For a moment, Bormann glared at him before resuming in the same bland bureaucratic tones: ‘This was Mueller’s only involvement, you are to work alone. Here is a letter of authority in the name of the Fuehrer. It will open any door - civilian, Party, or military.’

Bormann leaned the unsealed envelope containing the letter against the carafe.

‘One or two things you should know,’ he said. ‘Lustgarten has been in contact with a young army officer stationed in Crete, named von Quetzow. It relates to some archaeological discovery. Lustgarten’s got quite excited about it. At the funeral he was telling anyone who would listen. He claims it is a discovery of world-historical importance, and he was overheard trying to persuade Himmler to allow him to go and visit the site.’

‘Crete?’

‘A small island nearby, named Panos.’

‘Two weeks after the attempt on Heydrich’s life?’

Bormann was smiling unpleasantly. ‘Yes.’

‘And if he takes this vacation, you want me to walk into the trap alongside him,’ stated Kahn.

‘You are a resourceful man, Sturmbannfuehrer, everyone says so. It was only by chance that your little second-hand furniture enterprise was discovered, not your fault at all.’

‘Damn right,’ muttered Kahn.

‘If this is a British trap,’ Bormann concluded, ‘then they may try and kidnap him. Imagine the lurid newspaper headlines: Himmler’s Rasputin captured. But that is not going to happen, is it? The Fuehrer is quite adamant.’

‘You finished now?’ asked Kahn, reaching out to snatch the envelope.

He looked inside. Not only was there the promised letter but what appeared to be a list as well.

Bormann said, ‘Details of Lustgarten’s closest associates. I drew it up myself. You know what he’s up to in Prague?’

‘Should I?’

Bormann sat down. Doing so didn’t appear to make him any shorter. Kahn doubted the little man’s feet were touching the ground. What Bormann had to say next only served to confirm the supposition.

‘He’s been working for the Kriegsmarine, attempting to identify the position of enemy convoys crossing the Atlantic, by means of telepathy.’

‘You’re tugging my chain.’

‘No word of a lie, Kahn.’

‘You sound like you believe that kind of quatsch.’

‘There are more things in heaven and earth . . .’ quoted Bormann.

‘If you’re going to get literary with me, you’d sooner save your breath. What you mean is: yes.’

‘How about this, then? Professor Lustgarten has patented a machine known as the Arbitrary Incident Generator Apparatus which he claims can predict the future.’

‘Christ,’ said Kahn, seating himself in one of the two guest chairs. He felt suddenly weary, and the business barely even begun as well. He used both hands to massage his face, but it didn’t make him feel any better. ‘All right, all right, I’ll buy it. Adi mentioned this thing, this ‘occult machine,’ right? He said a few other things as well.’

‘I’m sure he did,’ said Bormann, indicating the envelope. ‘Lustgarten keeps a stable of pet psychics: Pfister, Fromm, and some woman named Wildenrath. They work in conjunction with these machines. He rescued one of them, an astrologer, after Hess flew to England. It’s kicked up quite a stink. Goering is livid. Lustgarten claims to have predicted air raids on German cities before they happened. And get this: he rang Heydrich personally the day before the assassination attempt, telling him his life was in danger from enemy parachutists.’

Kahn whistled. ‘In league with the British you reckon?’ he said, facetiously.

‘Oak leaves on your collar if you pull this off, Genghis Kahn,’ said Bormann, opening a desk drawer, ‘infamy if not.’ He tossed a wad of Reichsmarks across the desk. ‘One thousand, expenses. No need to sign for it. Now, if you don’t mind, I have work to do.’

Sepp Kahn sat there for a few moments. Oak leaves, eh? Like Wedel, a full colonel. Load of cold cabbage. Wedel didn’t deserve the rank. He was nothing more than a Kreuzberg cabbie, a wedding limousine-driver at best. And I don’t deserve it either, thought Kahn. I’m not an officer. Jesus, I should never have been promoted past sergeant. But Hitler, he was different. Even in the trenches there was something that elevated him above the common herd. The spark, the seed of greatness, you might call it. Nurtured, so the whispers went, by none other than Siegmund Lustgarten.

‘Ach, well,’ Sepp Kahn muttered to himself. ‘There’s nothing for it, and no point sitting here.’

With a grunt of effort, he struggled to his feet, collected the cash, stuffed it into a pocket along with the letter, and headed for the door.
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‘I need a telephone,’ said Kahn to the adjutant, when they were back in the Marble Gallery. ‘I need a telephone, a cigarette, and a large drink.’

The adjutant led Kahn all the way back to the desk at the other end of the gallery, opened the side door and ushered him inside.

‘Use mine,’ he said, indicating the phone on the desk. ‘As for the smoke and drink, I can’t help you, I’m afraid.’

‘Oh, you can’t help me, can’t you?’ said Kahn, mocking the flyer’s cultured accent. ‘You’re “afraid,” are you? Well, you’ve no need to be. Sepp Kahn helps himself.’

‘No smoking,’ warned the adjutant.

But Kahn was already taking out a light and a nail. He had the idea that he’d show the flyby the letter of authorisation Bormann had given him. He paused, looking at the cigarette, before stuffing it back in the pack. The quicker I get this done, he told himself, the quicker I can get out of this damned place.

‘Thank you,’ said the major, ironically, backing out of the door.

And so, Sepp Kahn unrefreshed and seated uncomfortably once more on a well-upholstered chair, placed a series of telephone calls. A female voice asked if she could help him.

‘Yes, darling, you can. Connect me to Prinz Albrecht Strasse, Reich Security Main Office.’

‘Connecting,’ said the operator. ‘You know you can dial zero for an outside line?’

‘Is that so? Well, sweetheart, you do it for me. I’m not the sort who keeps a dog and barks himself.’

Yes, the first call had to be to Gestapo Mueller. An incorrigible workaholic, Mueller was bound to be chained to his desk at Gestapo headquarters. He was, and evidently expecting a call from Kahn. Not that Kahn learned very much from the Gestapo chief. It was as Bormann had said: Mueller knew what was what and where he stood, and that was that. On the phone, Mueller was as keen as mustard, always had been. Keenness: it stuck in Kahn’s craw like a lump of liver sausage. They said that Mueller had never taken a single day’s leave in his entire life. He responded to every order he received as though he were still at the front, and they were military commands. It wasn’t Sepp Kahn’s approach to the life bureaucratic, Christ no.

‘Good luck anyway, Kahn,’ said Mueller. ‘Let me know immediately if I can be of further assistance.’

‘How?’ asked Kahn, sullenly.

‘In any way.’

Sepp Kahn ended the call. Forty-six next birthday, he felt old and worn out. Hadn’t slept properly in a fortnight, and so far as he could tell he wasn’t going to be getting any proper rest anytime soon. What was needed, therefore, was some pharmaceutical assistance. Not in order to sleep, but to stay awake. Plus alcohol and a good supply of cigarettes, naturally.

After giving some serious thought about how to expedite matters as quickly as possible, the next call Kahn made was to Berlin’s famous Adlon Hotel. He happened to know the number, so he dialled zero and went through the rigmarole himself. But as soon as he mentioned his name, and the fact that he was calling from the Reich Chancellery, the house detective, an old drinking pal and former SA comrade, came straight on the line.

‘Hey, Willi, I need a favour and I need it fast. I want brandy and cigarettes, couple of bottles and two hundred nails. No problem? Well, I need something else as well: Pervitin. Think you can do it?’

The Adlon prided itself on meeting the needs of its clientele, however unusual. For an old friend, the house detective would see what he could do.

The third call Kahn made was to the man he called Henker. Naturally, Kahn knew that number, but since it was outside Germany, he wasn’t sure he could make the connection himself, so he got the operator to place the call for him, replaced the receiver, and waited.

It took five long minutes to get through, five minutes during which Sepp Kahn almost succumbed and lit a cigarette. To distract himself, he read through the typed pages the brown Eminence had given him. The name of the archaeologist Bormann had mentioned caught his eye: von Quetzow. Now where had he come across that name before? He drummed his parched lips with his fingers. He couldn’t remember, but he had the idea that it was in some way related to Lustgarten.

Dr Lustgarten, a strange bird. Adi couldn’t half pick them, his doctors. First Lustgarten, the nerve specialist, now the stinking Morell. It probably said something about a man, the quacks he chose to attend to him. Kahn hadn’t quite decided what exactly when the phone rang, and he snatched up the receiver.

‘About time,’ he said. ‘This is Kahn speaking. Get me Henker.’

The operator at the combined police and SS HQ in Prague asked him to wait.

‘That’s all I ever do, sweetie.’

When Henker finally came to the phone, Kahn brusquely instructed him to get hold of a couple of intelligent lads, and meet him round the corner from Lustgarten’s address in the New Town district of Prague, at four the following morning.

‘Bring lock-picks, explosives, and my telephone. After we spin the apartment, we make our way to Lustgarten’s research institute, it isn’t far. You might need to shoehorn a safe there as well.’

‘Right,’ said Henker, laconic as ever.

‘Right,’ said Kahn, ending the call and getting to his feet. ‘Let’s get out of this dump.’




It was 10.30 when Kahn left the Reich Chancellery, and by the exact same route he’d entered it. The adjutant didn’t accompany him, however, deputising the task to the broken lad who minded the guns. Sepp Kahn all but trotted down the ceremonial steps. It was dark, and Berlin was blacked out, but he could make out the figure of Anton Wedel seated behind the wheel of the open-top Mercedes. By this time, the car was the only vehicle left in the Court of Honour.

‘Will they come tonight?’ Kahn called out as he approached the limousine.

‘What?’ said Wedel.

‘The British,’ said Kahn, climbing into the passenger seat. ‘Terror-flyers.’

‘Nah,’ said Wedel, who knew the question wasn’t a serious one. It was mid-summer. The nights were too short for the RAF to hammer Berlin. In the summer, the raids were confined to western Germany and the occupied countries that bordered the English Channel.

‘I hope they come,’ said Kahn.

Wedel started up the engine and glanced at him. ‘Why?’

‘Liven things up a bit, for the armchair warriors in there.’

Wedel wanted to respond but didn’t. He wanted to ask Sepp if he’d told Hitler to go to hell, but he didn’t do that either. Better not to object. Best to keep one’s mouth shut, in fact, and hope Kahn would quickly fall asleep. Wedel had been stewing in hatred for the man all the time he’d been away, but now that he was back, felt only resignation. It was pointless to argue with a man like Genghis Kahn. He’d never change, whatever clever remarks you’d rehearsed.

Sepp Kahn finally lit the cigarette he’d been craving ever since entering the Chancellery building. It was a disappointment to him. He expected it to taste like nectar, but it just tasted like every other cigarette he’d smoked recently. At least it stopped the terrible craving.

‘Wrong way,’ he said at the gate, as Hitler’s chauffeur prepared to turn right.

‘Where then?’

‘The Adlon.’

Wedel shrugged and turned the wheel to the left. He drove up Wilhelmstrasse towards Unter den Linden, where he made a left and pulled up outside the imposing hotel building.

When he went inside, through the arched main entrance, Kahn discovered his buddy Willi Gerber had left a weighty brown paper carrier bag with the night manager at reception. With grateful thanks, Sepp Kahn settled the bill, adding a suitable gratuity courtesy of Martin Bormann, and trotted outside with his booty.

Back in the car, and finally under way for Prague, Kahn examined his haul. Three bottles of genuine French brandy, five packs of Reemtsma cigarettes, five of his favourite Turkish Sulima, and best of all, the little tube of twelve tablets of methamphetamine. Good old Willi. Pervitin was getting harder and harder to come by, there being none at all to be had, so it was said, in the whole of Bohemia-Moravia.

Kahn spent the return journey dozing, only this time much more fitfully. Even with repeated nightcaps, he couldn’t drift off. Yes, although this new job would keep him away from the murder pits, it promised its own kind of complications and problems. How much easier everything would have been if he’d never met the Greatest War Leader of All Time . . . He imagined a quiet billet somewhere, say in a Reserve Infantry battalion, a long way from the front. Staff sergeant in charge of stores, a little shed for an office, plenty of beer and baccy, and a big stove to warm his toes on when the weather turned cold. Think of the fun a man could have with those peachy young recruits. The carnal imaginings served to end Kahn’s reverie. It was suchlike that had caused this damned mess in the first place.

Thank you, Adi, you Austrian breech-loader. Thank you very much indeed.




The sky was lightening as Wedel drove them into the somnolent city of Prague. Kahn, squinting, and with a congested chest, wearily directed Hitler’s chauffeur towards Lustgarten’s apartment building, where they found Henker’s truck parked in a neighbouring street. Wedel drew the Mercedes up behind it, and with relief turned off the engine. In the welcome silence, he and Kahn got out and stretched their legs, the latter alternately yawning, coughing, and scratching.

Henker came to greet his commander, and to collect his kit from the Mercedes. The sound of rattling bottles seemed to rouse Kahn.

‘Hold on,’ he said.

Henker was about to transfer the bags to the cab of the truck. Kahn took out the hip flask and retrieved a bottle of cognac from the paper bag. Wedel watched as Kahn filled the flask with a steady hand. He didn’t spill a drop, not even when Henker violently slammed the cab door. In the cab, two SS troopers were seated at attention. Henker returned with a flask of his own.

‘Coffee,’ he said.

There were two metal cups. Henker filled them after Kahn had added slugs of brandy. The officers drank.

‘Ach,’ said Kahn, appreciatively.

‘Yep,’ agreed Wedel.

In return for the cup of coffee, Kahn awarded Henker a Turkish cigarette. They lit up together. As soon as Kahn had finished his drink, he poured a generous measure of brandy for the sergeant major, who thanked him, and mixed it with coffee.

‘Good health,’ said Henker.

Sepp Kahn cleared his throat. Henker did likewise. They both cleared their throats and smoked, and cleared their throats again. Wedel eyed the men of appetite with disdain. The early morning air was fresh and cool, and Wedel had been enjoying the silence and the bird song. The final straw came when Genghis Kahn began hawking up his phlegm and gobbing it carelessly into the gutter. Disgusted, Wedel quickly finished his share of the coffee.

Driving back to Prague, he had been thinking of the Kahn apartment at the castle. It had reminded him of the tales Sepp used to spin about his childhood, growing up in a tenement, ten to a room, the drunken father, the beaten mother. Kahn senior, when he wasn’t using the sons as punchbags, was supposed to have raped the daughters, and to have served time for it as well. Incest, rape, and domestic violence. Was it any wonder Kahn and sister Paula had turned out the way they had?

Wedel gave Henker the cup and got back behind the wheel of the Mercedes. Ignored, he raised an ironic hand in farewell, and drove away. A few moments later, Sepp Kahn saw a curtain flutter in an upstairs window: they were being watched.

‘Right,’ said Kahn. ‘Follow me.’

Not wanting to waste a Turk, Henker used a thumbnail to flick out the burning coal, and tucked what was left of the nail behind an ear before climbing into the cab.

One hand in the pocket of his britches, Sepp Kahn strolled down the deserted street to the corner. After being seated for so many hours, his drawers had ridden up; he fiddled about with them. What he really needed was a shit, a shower, and a shave. Rough hands scraping against the stubble, he massaged his face into a semblance of wakefulness, and felt, if not better, then certainly no worse. He clapped his hands and jogged the short distance to the corner. There was the house. He could see it now, number seventy-three, across the road.

Strolling once more, Kahn pointed a nicotine-stained finger, and Henker went and parked the dawdling truck across the street. While Henker’s boys debussed, Kahn lit his second cigarette of the morning, and examined the building. Eight apartments by the look of it, in a turreted gothic pile with wrought-iron fence and gardens front and side. He looked about him. Nice street this, smart area the University district, tree-lined, respectable. Henker awaited his order.

‘Apartment number three,’ said Kahn. ‘Right? Get on with it. High time these lazy bastards were out of bed.’

‘Go on then,’ ordered Henker, and the two SS riflemen stormed up the garden path, shouting, ‘Open up! Open up!’ at the tops of their voices and began battering the front door with boots and rifle butts.

Kahn and Henker followed briskly on behind, and by the time they reached the front door of the house it stood open. Peering from the shadows was the frightened face of a grey-haired old man.

‘Papers,’ demanded one of the lads. ‘Show me your papers.’

The early riser, seeing the German truck in the deserted street, had come to the door prepared. He snatched his identity card from the pocket of his dressing gown and handed it over.

‘All right, dad,’ said Kahn, going inside, ‘we haven’t come for you. Not this time. Get lost.’

The man recovered his ID and shuffled quickly off to the ground-floor apartment on the left.

‘Upstairs,’ said Henker. ‘Move!’

The SS boys took to the stairs like greyhounds after quarry. Before following them, Henker slammed the front door and turned on the lights. Kahn stood in the lofty hallway, smoking speculatively. He could hear the squeaking of the rudely awakened, hushed voices, bare feet on creaking floorboards, the sounds of frightened mice. Taking his time, he followed Henker up the stairs.

The house had once been a grand residence, the home perhaps of an iron master or brewery tycoon, but it had long since been converted for multiple occupation, and the interior had an air of neglect about it. The stair carpet was threadbare, and some of the stair-rods were missing. There were scuff marks on the faded wallpaper, and on the first floor landing a broken panel in the stained-glass window had been repaired with plain glass.

Kahn paused to catch his breath. The house had trapped yesterday’s heat, and the air was heavy and stale. He finished his smoke and stubbed the cigarette out in a potted plant that stood drooping on a mahogany table. The smell of last night’s fried potatoes was making him hungry. The eager SS boys were waiting either side of the apartment door, looking to their leader expectantly. One of the lads was tall and skinny, the other snub-nosed and freckled. Kahn didn’t recognise either of them.

‘Where did you pick these peaches, Henker?’

‘The new intake, Sturmbannfuehrer, arrived yesterday afternoon. Chose them because they speak the local lingo.’

‘Is that right? Well, don’t stand there gawping at me,’ he told the boys. ‘Kick the bloody door down.’

While the task was being achieved, Kahn flexed his fingers. His left hand was kind of numb again. Maybe he ought to lay off the nails for a day or two, or at least cut down. One an hour, say. Could he manage that? Being brutally honest with himself, he doubted it. There was a crash: the iron-shod boot of one of the lads had finally smashed the lock to pieces, and the heavy door flew open and jammed. The bottom hinge was damaged, and the two troopers had to push and shove until, at a drunken angle, the door stood open. The sergeant major ordered them inside.

‘Move it! Search the place!’

Fifteen seconds later they were back. ‘Empty,’ they reported.

‘Could have told you that,’ said Kahn. ‘He’s at Paderborn with Heini der Wimmler.’

For a split second, the boy troopers goggled at this disrespectful epithet. Kahn laughed at them.

‘Oh, I’ve got a million, lads, a million,’ he said. ‘How about die schwache Nummer? Yeah, Himmler’s a weak number all right. Little Heini is soft in the head. Isn’t that right, Henker?’

Henker said nothing. He came to attention instead, a blank-faced barrel of a man. The two new boys smartly followed his example, their smooth faces as yet entirely blameless.

‘You think I’m yanking your chain?’ Kahn asked, as he passed between them and entered the apartment. ‘I’m not yanking your chain.’

In contrast to the house’s communal areas, Professor Lustgarten’s flat was clean and meticulously tidy, almost suspiciously so, thought Kahn. Evidently, it had recently been redecorated in plain style. In the central hallway Kahn turned on the lights and looked through the door into the living room. Books, that was what struck him. There were books everywhere, bookshelves lining the walls, books in boxes, books stacked neatly on the table. He went and picked up one at random.

‘Paracelsus,’ he said, pulling a face.

The name meant nothing to him. He turned to a few other titles. Ramon Lull, Theophrastus Bombastus von Hohenheim, Sir Edward Wyvern, Michael Maier . . . The books might have been printed in Latin, but it was all Greek to him. The only thing Sepp Kahn remembered from his schooldays was the bite of the master’s switch on his bare backside. Hold on: the Maier book was illustrated.

‘Ah,’ he said. Now he’d got it: alchemy. He closed the book with a snap. ‘Lot of bloody nonsense.’

He returned the book to the pile, wondering how a professor of medicine or whatever he was, could give credence to a lot of mediaeval hocus-pocus. Henker was standing in the hallway, feet set well apart, his gleaming black boots mirrored in the spotless linoleum that reflected the ceiling light.

‘Someone beaten us to it?’ he asked. ‘This place shines like the training depot barracks.’

‘Maybe the Professor likes to show the Czechs how hygienic we Germans are.’

‘Even so,’ said Henker, philosophically. ‘There’s clean and there’s clean.’

Kahn went and pulled back the drapes. Revealed beyond the French windows was a pair of ornamental wrought-iron balconies, one of which was home to a collection of well-groomed succulents and cacti. Kahn noticed a stack of boxes and went to investigate. More books. He opened a volume at random and discovered that it bore the bookplate of the Czech National Library. He laughed. Oh yes? Looked like the Herr Professor had been indulging in a little looting himself!

‘All right,’ he said, tossing the book back into the box. ‘Henker, give the neighbours a spin. No reason why they should be tucked up nice and cosy while we’re out earning our corn.’

‘Pin your ears back, you two,’ said Henker to the new boys. ‘Start at the top of the building and go easy. It’s information we want, not blood on the carpets.’

The troopers were bright lads, eager to serve, ethnic Germans from the Sudetenland. They spoke fluent Czech and had been seconded to the SD because of their language skills and local knowledge, but as far as Sergeant Major Henker was concerned they were yokels who couldn’t be trusted to understand plain German. Therefore, he spoke to them deliberately and with condescension.

‘This is what Assault Unit Leader Kahn needs to know: when did the Professor leave the house, who comes to visit him here, what hours does he keep? Get all the details you can. Think you can manage that? Yes? No? Speak up! All right then, get on with it. I’ll start downstairs with the old goat. He’s more likely to have seen Dr Lustgarten coming and going, yes?’

Nodding agreement, the two lads stomped out of the apartment, and Henker turned to Kahn to check if there was anything else. When he saw the hungry look on the Sturmbannfuehrer’s face, he straight away reached for his cigarette case.

‘Thanks,’ said Kahn absently, accepting first the cigarette, then the flame from Henker’s lighter.

He was glad when Henker left. What he needed was a little bit of peace and quiet in which to think, along with the third cigarette of the day.

He wandered about the apartment aimlessly. There were three bedrooms, a dining room, a small kitchen, and a large bathroom. In the second bedroom, he located Professor Lustgarten’s desk; in the kitchen, he found a tray of eggs and some stale bread; and in the bathroom, soap, an old safety razor, tooth powder and a towel.

There was no time to strip for a shower. Balancing his cigarette on the glass shelf above the wash basin, Kahn ran the tap. The water was scalding hot. He plugged the sink and added cold until the temperature was to his liking. No stranger to the tramp’s ablutions, Kahn loosened his clothes and dipped a corner of towel in the water.

Yes, after the first lot, a young Sepp Kahn had for several months become a gentleman of the road, roaming about defeated Germany as the mood and circumstance took him. The trick was, you see, not to look like you were a vagrant, otherwise you’d be picked up and stuck in the slammer. So, in your pocket you carried a razor and a sliver of soap, and in your knapsack a towel, and you made sure you found a place to have a wash every morning, be it horse trough or public convenience.

Lathering the soap nostalgically, Kahn used a corner of damp towel to wash his armpits; next, he used another corner to soap his undercarriage; finally, he employed the remaining two corners, also dampened, to clean off the soap. After that, he washed his face in fresh water, and shaved.

‘Jesus, what a life,’ he muttered, as he opened the tooth powder. There was no toothbrush, so he used a finger.

Fastening his tie and straightening his jacket, a refreshed Sepp Kahn returned to the bedroom Lustgarten had converted into a study, and went and sat on the single bed that was pushed against the wall. He could hear voices. Upstairs, the lads were asking questions, getting answers.

Kahn looked around the room. Spartan: that was the word; a real bachelor den. No cushions, no flower vases, no little knick-knacks or figurines. Even the plants on that balcony were masculine, formed up in trays of gravel as if on parade, their soft flesh protected by sharp spikes. Carried Lustgarten’s stamp all right, no doubt about that. Just like that little cottage on the river Amper near Munich, which Kahn had once visited in the company of Hitler and Fräulein Hess. Nearly twenty years ago that was. Back then, Lustgarten had appeared to be a man of science, strictly rational. No books about transmuting lead into gold to be found about the place. Sepp Kahn couldn’t imagine why or how Lustgarten had changed his stripes. Was it simply opportunism, as Hitler had implied? Maybe, but Kahn wasn’t entirely convinced. Perhaps the Professor had kept his crackpot beliefs private, just as he hid his sexual preferences.

Thinking about it, Kahn realised he knew very little about Lustgarten. Except of course what everyone knew: that he was an expert eye doctor who’d cured Hitler’s gas blindness and who had become the Fuehrer’s fast friend.

From his position on the bed, Sepp could see under the desk. Concealed in the shadows cast by the tall metal filing cabinet was a black- and gold-painted strongbox. He went over and dragged it out. It was locked. He shook it, and heard things moving about inside. Then he saw the atlas lying open beneath a pile of books. He put the box down and shifted the books. The atlas was open at a double-page map depicting the eastern Mediterranean. Kahn turned the page, and found himself looking at a map of the island of Crete. Angling it towards the light from the window, he examined it more closely. There were any number of small islands offshore, but only one had been marked with the dot from a sharp pencil. Its name, Panos.

‘Jesus,’ he muttered to himself. ‘The complete idiot.’

Was the dotty doctor really going to fall into the trap? Whatever had been used to bait it must have been irresistible. The line of thought went no further, so Kahn leafed through the books that had been on top of the atlas: a history of the Minoan civilisation; something on the myth of Atlantis; an analysis of the symbolism of the Minotaur – whatever that meant. A folded sheet of paper suddenly slid out of the last-mentioned title. It proved to be the draft of a letter. Kahn glanced at it briefly, and seeing nothing of immediate value, folded it and tucked it away in a pocket for later inspection. The locked strongbox was the next priority.

He left the apartment in search of Henker. ‘Henker!’

There was a muffled response from below. ‘Bring your tools, man,’ he yelled down the stairs.

Kahn was in the kitchen searching for the frying pan when Henker appeared. The metal strongbox stood on the kitchen table. The lid was decorated with runes and strange sigils.

‘Me neither,’ said Kahn.

‘Double Dutch,’ agreed Henker, dismissively.

Kahn spotted the skillet on a low shelf and bent to retrieve it. ‘Two eggs or three?’ he asked.

‘Two, please,’ said Henker, seating himself before the puzzle.

And so, while the Sturmbannfuehrer prepared breakfast, his Sergeant Major, a time-served locksmith, busied himself with a set of picks. The eggs had barely begun to splutter in the hot fat when Kahn heard the other man grunt with satisfaction. A moment later, the lock snicked open.

‘Anything?’ asked Kahn, from his place at the stove.

‘Notebooks,’ said Henker, ‘five of them, written old-style. Can’t make head nor tail of it. It’s all, what d’you call it? Equations, strange bloody symbols. Hold on. This one’s got a title on the cover.’ There was a long pause before Henker continued, hesitantly: ‘“The Quantum Vacuum State and the Experimental Arbitrary-Incident-Generator-Apparatus.” There, as clear as mud.’

‘Show me.’

Henker showed him.

‘It’s to do with physics,’ said Kahn, confidently. ‘Higher mathematics, and so on. No use to us.’

Frowning, Henker laid the notebooks aside and rooted about in the box. ‘Hello,’ he said, ‘there’s a packet of photographs. Wrapped up kind of special like, in tissue paper.’ There was a pause, followed by a sniff. ‘Yeah, there’s enough here to warrant preventative detention and a course of re-education under Paragraph 175.’

‘You don’t say,’ said Kahn, not in the least bit surprised.

Paragraph 175 of the German Criminal Code related to homosexuality. It had long been enacted, but the National Socialists had increased the penalties for such deviant behaviour. Even without evidence of a sexual act having taken place, the Gestapo could take into custody any person suspected of being queer, and subject them to punitive detention in the camps.

‘Recognise anyone?’

Henker was shuffling through the photos. ‘Nah. Just kids some of them, the dirty bastard.’

‘Nothing else?’

‘A bit of cash, and some letters.’

‘Come and see to these eggs,’ said Kahn, nonchalantly. ‘And slice that bread.’

But of course, the letters weren’t the letters Adolf Hitler wanted returned. No, those letters Sepp Kahn was convinced were sitting in a safety deposit box or in a provincial lawyer’s office somewhere in Switzerland, with instructions that in the event of Professor Lustgarten’s untimely and suspicious death, they be forwarded to the editor of the New York Times.

Putting the letters aside, Kahn turned next to the photographs. Just as Henker had described, some of the subjects were just youths, but the majority were adult men aged nineteen or twenty. Kahn’s stomach fluttered as he shuffled through them, but there was no one he knew, and, most importantly, there were none of him.

One photograph did stand out however, and that was because it was the only one in which the subject was clothed, a handsome young fellow in swimming drawers. Kahn puzzled over that. Must be someone special, he thought. Upon closer examination, he decided the youngster looked kind of aristocratic, and possibly foreign. Was he English? Maybe, but whoever he was, he was a real piece of tail. Kahn himself wouldn’t have minded a nice slice of that particular peach. Had he met him? Kahn didn’t recall.

Did Sergeant Major Henker know of Genghis Kahn’s proclivities? If he did, like everyone else in Prague he was wise enough to keep his mouth shut. It had its uses, being widely known as a mass murderer with a notoriously short fuse.

When Henker placed the plate of eggs in front of him, Kahn was immediately distracted. Shoving the letters and photographs aside, he tucked in with gusto. The first few mouthfuls almost made him groan with pleasure. Lack of regular meals in some strange way caused Kahn’s taste buds to be more than usually sensitive. He’d never tasted eggs that tasted so good. He tried not to wolf them, forcing himself to slow down and savour the food, but he couldn’t help himself. When he’d finished, mopping up the grease with the last wad of bread, he automatically lit up.

‘Hit the spot,’ observed a burping Henker, nodding at the empty plate.

‘Yeah.’

‘You can’t beat a plate of eggs.’

‘You cannot.’

Sepp Kahn blew smoke. The eggs had tasted good, but this cigarette tasted like all the others he’d ever smoked. In fact, he didn’t even want to smoke it, was surprised he was doing so. There was probably a moral there, if he bothered to think about it.

‘Finished?’ he asked Henker.

‘Almost.’

‘Well, soon as you’re ready, turn the place upside down,’ Kahn ordered. ‘Anything you can find relating to Adolf.’

The Sergeant Major nodded, stood up, and took what was left of his breakfast with him while he carried out his task. Soon, Kahn could hear him tossing books onto the floor of the living room. He remembered the list of associates Bormann had given him. He sat at the kitchen table, smoking automatically, and reading through it.

Lustgarten had only a small staff at his Prague laboratory, three research assistants and a secretary. The secretary, Wildenrath, had SS connections but he didn’t recognise the name. One of the research assistants, incongruously, appeared to be part-Czech. And the Czech’s old man had doctored Heydrich after the grenade attack. Interesting.

Putting the list away, Kahn stood up and stretched. From his new vantage point, looking down into the open strongbox, he noticed a few more photographs peeking out from beneath the notebooks. Henker had missed something. Wasn’t like him. Kahn retrieved them, three pictures of the same young man reclining naked on a bed. The face looked kind of familiar. Henker was returning. Kahn stashed the photos in a pocket.

Into the kitchen Henker carried a copy of Hitler’s ‘Mein Kampf.’

‘Signed,’ he explained, ‘and there’s a . . .’ He couldn’t think of the word.

‘Inscription?’

‘That’s it.’

‘Give it here.’

Kahn examined the volume. On the flyleaf was the scrawled sentiment: ‘To my dearest Lustl, esteemed pedagogue and closest confidante, with undying gratitude and eternal thanks, for confirming in me the true meaning of the Will, your devoted Wolfchen.’

‘Enough to make you puke,’ murmured Kahn. Then he turned on Henker and told him to pay closer attention. ‘You don’t want to miss anything, do you?’

‘No, sir. Absolutely not, sir.’

Chastened, Henker left him to begin tearing up the floorboards.

Hitler wrote like this sometimes, long screeds full of sugary drivel. No doubt that was what the letters would contain, if he ever found the damned things. Or would they be rather more incriminating? Christ, it was bad enough writing like this to Frau Wagner, or one of the other matrons who doted on him, but to another man! Kahn read the inscription again. Wasn’t undying gratitude the same as eternal thanks? And as for the true meaning of the Will, that seemed to ring a distant bell.

Kahn frowned, thinking hard. He wasn’t an educated man, but he was in no way stupid, a fact which his uncouth manner and grotesque appearance concealed so successfully that again and again his opponents underestimated him.

He vaguely remembered an occasion at a Munich restaurant years before, Lustgarten and Hitler discussing the true meaning of the human will. There was something else as well, something strange and unusual that the Professor had been banging on about, something to do with thinking. Intuition, that was it. Or was it? It had a strange name that meant something else. Abduction? Maybe. Kahn seemed to remember the Professor talking about Sherlock Holmes and Karl May, the famous author of westerns. Lustgarten was one of the few men Hitler didn’t talk over. Usually, it was a battle of wills, talking to Adi. Either you tried to dominate him, or he would most certainly dominate you. But not with the Professor. There could be no doubt that Hitler had at one time respected him. But Sepp Kahn got no further than that. He decided he’d better go and open the filing cabinet.

He discovered Henker in the master bedroom, carpet rolled up, a couple of boards crowbarred out, shining a torch into a hole in the floor. In the second bedroom, the filing cabinet proved to be unlocked, so Kahn didn’t have high expectations as to what it contained.

Much of what he found related to India and Tibet, impenetrable manuscripts written in strange scripts, and pages of diagrams and photographs of skeletons and skulls: Cro-Magnon and Neanderthaloid, Aryan and Jew, monkeys, apes, and gibbons. There were maps of Atlantis, charts of Antarctica before it succumbed to the ice, and references to the ‘Chronicles of the Hyperborean Age.’ Dozens of obscure magazines listed Professor Lustgarten as editor-in-chief, and there were hundreds of pamphlets issued by ‘The Siegmund Lustgarten Society.’ Haphazardly, Kahn stuffed things back into the drawers.

A thin leather-bound volume caught his eye. On its cover in silver lettering were the words ‘Ancestral Heritage and Teaching Society, Iceland Expedition 1938.’

Kahn flipped through the contents: a lot of scientific data about the geology and geography of the island, diagrams of archaeological digs, and photographs of expedition members. Lustgarten was instantly recognisable in the grainy reproductions: tall, bony, and angular, the head as long as a horse’s. Kahn recognised only one other face, that of a boyish young man standing at Lustgarten’s right hand. He recognised him because he’d been looking at him naked only a few minutes before. In the caption above, the young man was named as Freiherr R J E von Quetzow. It was the same von Quetzow who’d made the discovery on the Greek island, Panos, and Kahn was now certain that he had met him, although he couldn’t for the life of him remember where.

He did know, however, indeed was absolutely sure - such was his self-loathing - that the circumstances had been deeply shameful. Drink had been involved, a huge amount of drink, and debauchery, a great deal of debauchery; and there had been violence as well, although the details remained tantalisingly just out of reach, which was probably just as well. Brownshirts, the SA? Must have been. Ernst Roehm himself? Probably. Kahn could hear the simple-minded swashbuckler’s voice repeating the tired old joke: ‘Bend over, let’s see if I remember you.’

‘Henker!’ he yelled, angrily. ‘Anything yet?’

‘Nah,’ yelled Henker in response.

‘All right: enough. Call your dogs in, and let’s get out of here.’

He was in the entrance hall when he glanced at the books strewn across the living room floor. Wyvern! That was the name on one of them. Why hadn’t he remembered sooner? That was the name of the English tart Lustgarten had stuffed up the chimney.

What did it mean? Kahn thought about it, but the thought went nowhere. It was time to go.
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Alexander Jenek couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept soundly. It seemed to him that it must have been years earlier, in another life almost, that of a studious and naïve postgraduate; before Neville Chamberlain’s treachery, before the German occupation, and long before he, Alexander, had even heard of Professor Lustgarten.

Now he slept fitfully like an animal, one ear cocked, eyes barely closed. His stomach churned day and night, and he could truthfully say he had forgotten what it was like to feel at ease. Not even the fact that the loathsome Lustgarten had gone away to Germany for several days made him feel any better. He shifted uncomfortably in the narrow bed. It seemed like it had been light for hours, but it was still too early to get up and begin the day. Jenek burrowed his head under the thin pillow and tried to go back to sleep.

A moment later, he heard a heavy truck driving up the street. Eyes wide open now, he lifted the pillow. The noise of the truck’s engine and the rumble of its wheels on the cobbled road were getting closer. It had to be Germans. The city was under martial law, and there was a curfew. Jenek reached for his wristwatch: it was 6.32.

‘Oh God, please don’t let them come here,’ he mumbled. ‘Please don’t let them.’

Heart pounding, Jenek sat upright. The truck was now outside the laboratory, its noisy engine making the metal window frame vibrate. He heard the truck’s brakes squeal, and the engine began to idle before rattling to a halt. There was a moment’s silence, then a bang as the truck’s tailgate dropped open, and hobnailed boots rang on the cobbles.

Alexander leapt out of bed, pulled on his trousers, and went and peeped through the dusty blackout curtain. His bedroom was in the attic, and he had to stick his sharp nose close to the windowpane before he could glimpse the pavement. His worst fears were realised: the blurry figures of German troops. Urgently, he wiped the sleep from his eyes and looked again. What he saw caused his spirits to sink even lower. The Germans were SS, not Army. He could tell by the colour of the uniforms, and the eagles on the left sleeve of the tunics. Alexander Jenek was a logical man but even without evidence he could not suppress the sickening thought that his father and mother had been arrested, and that now the Germans had come for him as well.

Alexander’s clothes conspired against him. His legs got caught in his trousers, his socks had vanished, and his shoes had hidden themselves under the camp bed. He retrieved them with trembling hands, pulling them on minus socks. Already he could hear the Germans below, hammering on the research institute door. Quickly, he pulled on his shirt and a jacket, collected the keys from the chair he used as a bedside table, and hurried out of the attic bedroom, for not only was Dr Jenek a gifted scientist he also had the honour of being caretaker of the SS Ancestral Heritage and Teaching Society Research Laboratory, Prague.

It was a long way from the attic to the front door. Even though Alexander hurtled down the flights of stairs, attempting to button his shirt as he went, it was obvious that he would never get there quickly enough for the men hammering on the door. When he finally reached the foyer, apprehensive and breathless, he could hear a rough guttural voice shouting: ‘Open this door! Open this door!’

Nervously, Alexander unlocked the half-glazed inner doors. The men outside obviously heard him, for the shouting, hammering and kicking stopped for a moment before resuming with renewed violence.

Alexander was frightened, yes, but he was also furious. These swine! How dare they behave like this, in my country! Horrible, animals!

He unfastened the bolts and jammed the oversized key into the outer door, unlocking it. He had barely done so when the handle turned and the door was shoved violently open, knocking the diminutive Czech scientist aside. Two helmeted soldiers grabbed him under the arms and roughly manhandled him into the foyer.

‘No, please.’

‘Shut it.’

‘It is l-lucky for you,’ stammered Alexander, ‘th-that Herr Professor Dr Lustgarten is away!’

There were two more Germans advancing on him. One was short and barrel-chested, the other wore an officer’s cap. In the gloom of the entrance hall, Alexander could just make out the officer’s rank badges, those of an SS-Major. But it was the other German who now approached him, his Praporshchik, or senior sergeant. The man came up close, grabbed Alexander by the jaw, and demanded repeatedly: ‘Where’s Lustgarten? Where’s Lustgarten? Where’s Lustgarten?’ He knew that this brutal behaviour was designed to stun him, but the realisation was of no help at all: he was stunned.

‘I don’t know!’ he cried, which technically was true.

‘Where is he?’ screamed the German, reeking of eggs and cigarettes.

Alexander wanted to cry in frustration. Again, he stammered: ‘I, I don’t know, he, he’s not here. He left two days ago, for Berlin, for General Heydrich’s funeral.’

‘All right,’ said the senior sergeant, relenting. ‘Put him down.’

The soldiers on either side released Alexander from their grip, and he immediately began to straighten his clothes and smooth his hair. For the moment there was silence, and Alexander was able to examine the intruders more closely. They wore the SD badge on their sleeves. Alexander knew what that meant: the Nazi Party’s secret service. The officer glared at him.

‘Turn on the lights, boys,’ said the man.

The troopers hurried to obey, the sergeant chivvying them. ‘Over there, idiot. Don’t they have electricity where you come from? About time. Now, keep going. Upstairs, that’s right, idiot, while I look round the back.’

Under the yellowish light of the large central chandelier, Alexander was left alone with the SS officer who was casually lighting a cigarette. The brutal physical appearance of the sergeant had been unsettling enough – that of a gravedigger or abattoir-man – but the officer, if it were possible, looked even worse.

The German, who was no longer young, was of medium height and immensely broad. The shoulders and arms were hugely muscular, and the man seemed to have no neck at all, the compact shaven head emerging directly from the uniform collar. Beneath the jaunty cap with its grinning Death’s Head badge was a coarse drinker’s face, cruelly scarred and pitted by shrapnel and acne, and as livid as a piece of well-hung meat.

To young Alexander all this was quite bad enough, but it was the SS officer’s eyes which terrified him. They were bovine and slanted, of an almost Mongolian appearance, one ice blue, the other a dull green. Those eyes, if it were possible, looked at one and the same time both dead and inhuman. Alexander could detect in them no fellow feeling, no compassion or sympathy at all. They were the eyes not of a human being but of a creature that had crawled out of nightmare. Alexander stiffened. A little squirt of urine had dampened his underpants.

‘Silky hair,’ said the monster. ‘You have lovely silky hair, Dr Jenek. Did anyone ever tell you that?’

Alexander swallowed the lump in his throat, then violently flinched. Something had struck him in the face. He looked at the floor. It was a spent match. The SS Major had flicked it at him. He looked once more at the German, who said, ‘Do you fancy me, boy? Is that it?’

‘No!’ said Alexander, disgusted.

‘Lovely silky hair, lovely silky hair. Does he like to stroke your hair, Alexander?’

‘Who?’

‘You know who, boy.’

‘The Herr Professor is not here,’ Alexander began, ‘and I can tell you . . .’

‘Oh, you’ll tell me all right,’ said the German, who was rapidly approaching him.

Alexander recoiled, held up his hands for protection, but in vain. The next thing he knew he was on the floor, legs drawn up to his chest, weeping with pain.

‘Never look at me, Fräulein! Never look at me! Looking like that at Genghis Khan, not a good idea.’

Alexander could barely draw breath. He hoped he wasn’t about to be kicked as well.

‘Catch your breath, boy. I’ll just stand here and have my smoke, I’m not in any rush. Are you ready to help me now? Can’t you breathe? Hurts, doesn’t it? And all this could have been avoided if only you hadn’t looked at me like that. Pick up your keys, boy, you’re going to need them. Get up! Get up, or I’ll shoot you where you lie, right now.’

Alexander scrambled to his feet. He grabbed the bunch of keys and scrambled upright, gasping for air. The German had punched him in the stomach, and then when he was doubled over smashed him on the back of the neck, which is what had sent him to the ground.

Genghis Kahn? Had he heard right? Is that really what the monster called himself? Good God!

‘You thought it was because of your father, didn’t you?’ Kahn was saying. ‘Thought we’d come for you because of your old man.’

‘Yes,’ admitted Alexander.

It was true. Only hours after Heydrich had died, the Gestapo had appeared at the surgery where his father practised, and taken him away for questioning. For three days, Alexander and his mother had been frantic. Then, his father had returned, dignified but obviously rattled, his denture and spectacles missing, his eyes blacked. It could have been worse, he told his son; imagine if I had operated on Heydrich, rather than merely going to his aid.

‘Don’t worry,’ the German said. ‘Your parents aren’t in custody – yet.’

Jenek almost thanked the monster and was glad that he managed to keep the words to himself.

‘Want to hear a funny story?’ asked the German. ‘Well, the other day, one of your compatriots wouldn’t co-operate with us. Whatever we did, couldn’t get a peep out of him. You know what loosened his tongue? When we showed him the aquarium.’

Alexander swallowed. ‘The aquarium?’

‘Yes, the aquarium. There wasn’t any water in it, or fish, just the head of his dear mama.’

‘No!’

‘Oh yes,’ said Kahn, adding, ‘Now, don’t get me wrong, we didn’t kill her. She did that herself, saved us the job. But we did cut her head off. Yes, Sergeant Major Henker attended to that. Nasty business, cutting off a woman’s head, unpleasant for everyone involved.’

‘I want to co-operate,’ Alexander said in desperation, ‘I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.’

‘You will? Oh, excellent. I’m so pleased.’

‘Oh God,’ Alexander moaned. He looked down at himself. So did the German.

‘You’ve pissed yourself. Don’t be embarrassed, son, it happens. It’s the fear. Causes you to lose control of your sphincters. Happened all the time in the trenches. Don’t shit yourself, though. I shan’t be best pleased if you do that. All right? All right. Now, give me the tour. Shall we start in here? What’s through here?’

Alexander, in his damp and cooling underpants, followed the German to the door on the right of the foyer, and quickly unlocked it.

‘It is the main laboratory.’

‘What’s all that scratching? Is it mice?’

‘No, sir. It is the machines. They run constantly, day and night.’

‘What machines?’

‘The Arbitrary Incident Generators.’

‘You don’t say,’ said Kahn, surveying the laboratory.

For the first time since the Germans had burst in, Alexander Jenek wondered what it was that Professor Lustgarten was supposed to have done. In the Third Reich he was a powerful man, a personal friend of the head of the SS, Heinrich Himmler, and even, it was said, of Adolf Hitler himself. So who had sent these thugs to force their way into Lustgarten’s private laboratory?

‘Well? What the hell are they?’

‘They contain a radioactive ingredient,’ Alexander explained, helplessly. ‘It decays, breaks down, at a predictable rate, giving a line on the graphs there.’

‘That line isn’t straight, boy, it goes up and down.’

‘It is recording an arbitrary incident.’

‘You what?’

‘An arbitrary incident, sir, something happening, anything. For instance, at the beginning of our research we took the apparatus to the Opera. Every time the music reached a crescendo, the line peaked. In the quieter passages nothing happened.’

‘You wouldn’t be trying to snow me, would you?’

‘No, sir, no, of course not!’

‘You wouldn’t dare, eh?’

Ashamed, Alexander shook his head.

‘Explain. Use simple words that a simple man such as Genghis Kahn might understand.’

Alexander nodded eagerly, glad to be on somewhat safer ground. ‘Professor Lustgarten has developed a theory that a field of pure energy, which he calls the Odinic Force, permeates the universe, and that every living creature interacts with it at all times. Professor Lustgarten likes to say that no man is an island, that we are all in communion with each other, even if we do not realise it.’

Alexander suddenly realised his mistake. What was he thinking! Quickly, he corrected himself, ‘No German, I mean to say. No Aryan is an island. He believes that the Aryan race has a common soul or mind, and that Aryans can communicate with each other telepathically.’

The man named Kahn grunted as though he was in no way surprised by this. His next question confirmed what Alexander had begun to suspect: that the German knew a good deal more about Lustgarten’s research than he was letting on.

‘Next thing you’ll be telling me is that these things can predict the future, eh?’

Alexander blinked. He felt safety retreating, that he was getting into deeper and far more dangerous water.

‘Well, yes, they seem to. I mean to say, the problem is knowing what is causing the peaks to appear. It’s easy enough to tell after the event, of course.’

‘How far into the future can they see?’

‘Oh, only a matter of hours.’

‘Not days or weeks, or months or years?’

‘Oh no, sir, no.’

‘You keep all the rolls of paper, do you?’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Get me the roll for a week last Sunday.’

‘Immediately.’

Alexander went and unlocked the cabinet beside Lustgarten’s bench where the rolls were stored, found the one for May 31st, and unfurled it for Kahn to examine.

Alexander remembered that for most of the day the line had remained more or less horizontal, but that in the late afternoon it had begun to describe small hills, which grew and grew throughout the evening into towering peaks, a whole mountain range, in fact, until finally subsiding the following morning.

‘So,’ said Kahn, ‘what happened on that night? Do you know?’

‘No, sir,’ said Alexander, truthfully.

‘I’ll tell you, shall I?’

Alexander began to shake his head. ‘Please, I am not sure you should tell me, Herr Major. It is better that I don’t know.’

But Kahn simply stared at him and said, ‘That night there was an air raid on the city of Cologne. The RAF terror-flyers came and rained high explosives on our ancient German city. The English claim they sent more than one thousand aircraft. Some people think that is just propaganda, but I for one believe it to be true. Well, Jenek, what do you think? Glad, are you? A cause for rejoicing, eh, all those Germans - women, children - blown to pieces or burnt to death in the ruins?’

‘No, it saddens me.’

‘Ach, you’re just saying that. Speak the truth now.’

‘My mother was born in Fulda,’ Alexander explained, ‘my maternal grandfather was an ethnic German, from Silesia. I don’t rejoice, sir, I hate the war, I hate the killing.’

Kahn nodded. ‘All right, I’ll believe you,’ he said. ‘You hate war, and you hate killing. Me too, as it happens. Sensible, I’d say. You’re a sensible boy. Sensible, like Genghis Kahn. Just out of interest, son, did your apparatus predict the assassination of Reinhard Heydrich?’

Alexander had been dreading the question. He made to return to the store cupboard.

‘Stay where you are!’ bellowed Kahn.

Alexander flinched. ‘The graph showed that something was about to happen, yes, sir.’

‘Yes,’ said Kahn. ‘But there’s more, isn’t there? There’s more. I have the feeling you’re holding back on me.’

‘No, sir, I will tell you everything, everything. Please.’

But Kahn had turned on his heel and was stalking to the door. ‘Henker!’ he yelled.

‘Sturmbannfuehrer?’ came a distant voice.

‘Bring your explosives!’

‘Right away!’

Kahn was smiling. ‘I think we’ll have a bit of fun,’ he said. ‘Where is the Professor’s personal safe?’

Alexander was aghast. Explosives?

‘In his office, sir,’ he heard himself saying. ‘Through that door.’

‘Do you have the key?’

‘To the office? Yes.’

‘To the safe.’

‘No, sir.’

‘Of course not, so we’ll have a little fun.’

Kahn was looking closely at the nearest apparatus, but the line on the graph remained horizontal. Then, as Alexander, curious despite himself came and looked, the metal pen began to quiver and peak.

‘Well, I never,’ said Kahn. ‘That’s really something, isn’t it? What, I’m not sure.’

Henker came marching into the room, a satchel under his arm. Kahn fell in beside him and directed him towards Lustgarten’s office, Alexander hurrying along behind them to open the door.

‘The safe is in the cupboard there,’ explained Alexander, as soon as they were in the office.

Henker went and yanked open the cupboard doors. The safe was on the bottom shelf, medium-sized, and painted battleship grey. He tested the handle: locked.

Alexander didn’t know whether to stay or to go, so he hovered by the door. He watched as the officer, Kahn, went and sat at Lustgarten’s desk and began half-heartedly searching through the drawers, slamming each one shut in turn as his search proved fruitless. He looked up and winked at Alexander.

‘Play the piano?’ he asked, apropos of nothing.

‘Er, no.’

‘Violin?’

‘No, sir.’

‘You must have had lessons when you were a kid.’

‘Piano lessons, yes, I did, actually,’ Alexander admitted.

‘Knew you would have, actually. You look like the sort who was given piano lessons as a kid, doesn’t he, Henker?’

‘Yes,’ agreed Henker, without pausing in his work.

Alexander watched him. The sergeant appeared to be forming plastic explosive at given points along the edge of the safe door. As he worked, the man named Henker hummed contentedly to himself.

‘What about the oboe?’ said Genghis Kahn. ‘Ever play the oboe?’

Henker laughed mirthlessly. Baffled, Alexander said, ‘No.’

‘There’s a special kind of oboe that you play on your knees. It’s called the pink oboe. Ever play the pink oboe, youth?’

Finally, when Alexander realised what the dreadful man was alluding to, he blushed. ‘Never,’ he said, hotly. ‘I am not . . . a catamite.’

‘Lovely silky hair,’ said Kahn, mocking him. ‘Lovely long, silky hair.’

‘No, sir. Absolutely not, sir!’

‘Is that what he says to you, old Lustgarten? Is that why he gave you, a Czech, this top-secret job, because you warm his bed for him?’

Snorting, Henker struggled to his feet, before announcing, ‘Ready for blasting.’

The explosives were rigged with a cable fuse. Henker took out a cigarette lighter and flipped open the lid. Alexander was now doubly afraid, of what was being insinuated and of the coming explosion. He wanted to run away but dared not.

‘Fire it up,’ ordered Kahn, and immediately Henker presented the lighter flame to the fuse, which began to hiss and crackle wildly.

But Kahn didn’t move. He was still seated behind the desk, lolling in Professor Lustgarten’s wooden swivel chair, unscrewing a silver flask. He laughed at Alexander.

‘All right, boy, I believe you. You’re pure as the driven, never so much as touched a tart’s titties, never mind swallowed the old swine’s sword.’

Kahn stood to open the windows behind the desk before walking to the office door, Henker following behind. Wide-eyed, Alexander escaped with them. They’d only just left the room, Henker firmly closing the office door, when there was a loud bang that rattled the windowpanes and made the jar of pencils on Lustgarten’s secretary’s desk jump. Alexander, thoroughly on edge, jumped as well, and it was only with an effort that he managed to stop himself shaking.

‘Here, boy,’ said Kahn. ‘Take a nip.’

‘No, thank you. I don’t, sir.’

‘Please yourself,’ said Kahn, and took a pull. Without looking at him, he passed the flask to Henker who joined him in a bite.

‘Ach,’ he said, appreciatively. ‘That’s a decent drop.’

‘It ought to be, it cost enough. The Adlon’s finest that is.’

‘Oh? Very nice.’

Evidently, the vandals were waiting for the smoke to clear, decided Alexander, coughing on the fumes. He watched as the Germans lit cigarettes, wondering what the Professor would make of all this, were he to walk in now. But he wasn’t going to walk in, was he? He was probably already in custody somewhere, either in prison or even a psychiatric hospital, given his recent erratic behaviour.

A part of Alexander rejoiced at the thought of never seeing the mad man ever again, but then he began to wonder what would happen if the Institute were closed down. As the German Kahn had said, this was secret work in which he’d been engaged. (Yes, and doubly secret!) The prospect was utterly horrible. Alexander’s miserable imaginings were finally interrupted by the noise of hobnailed boots striking the laboratory’s wooden floor.

‘Oberscharfuehrer! Oberscharfuehrer!’

It was one of the SS men.

‘What now?’

‘A woman approaching, Sergeant Major, on a bicycle.’

‘Who is it?’ Kahn asked Alexander.

‘Probably Frau Wildenrath,’ said Alexander, ‘but she is an hour early, at least.’

Kahn sent Henker to check on the safe before calling to the trooper who was rigid at attention, ‘Don’t just stand there, boy. Go and greet the lady.’

‘Yes, Assault Unit Leader!’

‘Come along, Alexander. You need some fresh air, I think.’

Alexander coughed, and thanked the German, following along after him. Presently, he heard Frau Wildenrath’s strident voice in the foyer, demanding to know what on earth was going on.

‘Got a right one here,’ said Kahn, seemingly amused.

‘Are you insane? Who is in charge here? I demand an explanation! That was an explosion! Who is responsible for this outrage?’

‘That’d be me, lady,’ said Kahn.

In Alexander’s experience, Professor Lustgarten’s secretary was not quite as odious as the other members of the Institute’s staff, not quite, but almost. She put on airs and graces, pretending to be far grander than was in fact the case, but she was essentially harmless. He watched her puff herself up.

‘I see,’ she said icily, and was about to tear a strip off this insolent officer when she got a closer look at Genghis Kahn’s face. Frau Wildenrath blanched at the sight of it, attempted a recovery, and said in a deflated tone, ‘The explosion, Sturmbannfuehrer. Forgive me, it was upsetting.’

‘That’s right.’

Frau Wildenrath was looking nervously over Kahn’s shoulder, through the laboratory door to her desk outside the Professor’s office. ‘What is happening?’ she said, plaintively. ‘Won’t somebody tell me?’

‘Henker!’ roared Kahn. ‘Anything?’

Kahn’s assistant appeared from the office, a bundle of singed papers and notebooks gathered in his arms.

‘Fuck all,’ he answered. ‘Same sort of shit as last time.’

‘Oh!’ cried Frau Wildenrath, in a faint.

Alexander rushed to catch her, but she was a large lady, and all the diminutive Czech could do was arrest her descent as she slumped to the ground. Frau Wildenrath lay there, whey-faced and moaning.

‘Handbag,’ ordered Kahn.

The SS trooper sprang forward and retrieved it, unhooking the strap from around the woman’s plump arm.

Kahn rifled through the contents until he located a bunch of keys.

He threw them at Alexander. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘These the same as yours? What do they open?’

Alexander did not even think. Searching automatically through the keys until he found the probable one, he went and unlocked the door of the secret laboratory.
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Sepp Kahn entered the darkened laboratory alone, pausing on the threshold only to light another cigarette. He was feeling jaded. He fingered his pocket, feeling the outline of the roll of Pervitin. Better not, he decided: save them for when you really need them. He banged the door closed with his broad backside and snapped on the lights, the blackouts being in place.

The lab was the same size as the first, a mirror image in fact, right down to the rows of dark wooden benches and the office at the far end. But here there were no Arbitrary Incident Generators. Instead, there were maps. Maps spread out on the benches, maps pinned to blackboards, maps on the walls. The maps varied in scale and in size, from medium to extra-large, but they all had one thing in common: they charted the North Atlantic Ocean.

‘Well,’ said Kahn. ‘What have we here?’

He sat down on a lab stool and savoured his smoke. For some reason, this one tasted better than the others he’d smoked that morning. Turkish tobacco, you couldn’t beat it. Lifting his chin, he produced a cone of spreading smoke rings.

In the trenches, they’d sometimes used to pass the time doing cigarette tricks. Adi never joined in, of course. He just used to sit there, scowling at such frivolities. Kahn hazily remembered one occasion when Hitler couldn’t make up his mind, about what he couldn’t recall; but he did recall Adi tossing a coin to make the decision for him. Adi talked a lot about fate as well. He was a queer bird all right, known to his comrades for his premonitions of danger. Hadn’t he in 1939 left the Burgerbraukeller early, so avoiding the anarchist’s bomb that killed eight and wounded dozens more? He had. So you’d think he would have been interested in Lustgarten’s occult obsession.

Idly, the cigarette almost finished, Kahn picked up the heavy brass pendulum that lay on the bench and suspended it from the length of green-coloured cord. The pendulum swung ponderously back and forth over the map of the English Channel and the Western Approaches, Kahn momentarily thinking of the British bomber, the Wellington. This map was unmarked, but the one on the wall nearby was: different coloured inks showing the tracks of Allied convoys, east of Newfoundland and south of Iceland.

Kahn, magpie that he was, stashed the pendulum in his pocket, stood up abruptly and tossed the cigarette end into the nearest laboratory sink, where it hissed and extinguished itself in a dribble of water.

‘Henker!’ he yelled.

Presently, the door opened a crack.

‘Bring her in.’

Henker brought Frau Wildenrath inside, gripping her none too gently either. She’s not going short on the ration, thought Kahn. Dressed in dark hues as befitted a good German widow, the woman must have weighed more than Henker. Together they looked like a pair of Turkish wrestlers grappling for a hold. Terrible carrying on, fainting like that, and now all this wailing. Women, they always slowed the job down.

‘What’s the to-do?’ asked Kahn, heading for the office at the far end of the laboratory. ‘Dear lady, calm yourself. What’s the to-do? The SS is one family. You are amongst friends.’

The door was open, and inside he could see a few armchairs and a table with coffee-making things on it. In the corner was a small sink, and next to it a little bench with a gas ring and a kettle. Stacked against the wall were a dozen empty cages, from which came a faint musty odour of rodents.

Henker sat the distressed woman down, and after a glance at his gaffer left sharpish.

Kahn went and ran the tap, rinsed out a glass, and poured a finger of brandy from the flask. He looked at it, shrugged, and drank it himself – brandy was proof against all ills, including earache. He poured a second measure and carried it over to the patient, who was by now less vocal, dabbing at her snuffly nose with an embroidered hanky. She didn’t need much persuasion to take the first sip.

‘There we are,’ said Genghis Kahn.

‘I’m sorry,’ she spluttered.

‘There’s no need.’

‘I don’t know quite what came over me.’

Thanks to Martin Bormann, Sepp Kahn knew a fair bit about Frau Irmgard Wildenrath. For instance, he knew she was aged forty-two, was the mother of Siegfried (who else?), and was a war widow, her husband Karl-Heinz having got his two years earlier, during the invasion of France.

Karl-Heinz had been a Chief Assault Leader, or Captain, with Theodor Eicke’s SS Division Totenkopf, so chances were, prior to the division’s formation, he’d worked in the KZ system. And if he’d been of the same vintage as his wife, it probably meant Wildenrath had been a senior NCO before being elevated. That would make sense, for Wildenrath’s missus looked exactly how you’d expect a Feldwebel’s wife to.

‘Feeling any better?’ he asked her.

Frau Wildenrath was using both podgy hands to empty the last of the brandy into her mouth. She closed her baby blues, nodding.

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘Brave.’

The woman looked at him. ‘I’m sorry?’

‘You are, wearing that pin.’

‘This?’ said Frau Wildenrath, fingering the SS rune badge that was affixed to her bosom. ‘Oh no, not really. No one would dare, not after what has happened, the retribution. I wear it in memory of my late husband.’

‘I’m glad you’re feeling better, dear lady, because I’ve got a lot of questions to ask and very little time.’

‘I’ve some questions I should like to ask you as well, Sturmbannfuehrer.’

‘I’ll bet, but sadly I haven’t the time to explain.’

‘I see,’ said Frau Wildenrath, shifting in the armchair. She sniffed.

Sepp Kahn decided to use the hammer to crack this particular nut.

‘Your boy, Siegfried,’ he began, and immediately had her undivided attention, ‘is an officer candidate, expecting to join the LAH. It isn’t going to happen. How about I make the call and have him sent to Eicke’s Knochenstuerme forthwith?’

‘Oh no, sir,’ said the woman, wide-eyed with alarm. ‘My husband was with General Eicke.’ Her voice trailed away as she realised Kahn knew this already. Then the tears were back. She said, ‘Please, I wouldn’t want that.’

‘Of course not. Which German mother would, if she were honest? Her precious little boy in the “bone battalions”?’

Yes, on the Eastern Front, life expectancy in the Death’s Head Division was notoriously low. A junior officer would be lucky to last six weeks. Sepp Kahn was glad he was out of it this time around, he really was. He lit a couple of cigarettes.

‘I don’t usually,’ said Frau Wildenrath, but she accepted the nail.

He watched her as she delicately inhaled. ‘So, you are Lustgarten’s secretary.’

‘Yes,’ she said, before immediately adding: ‘Not only a secretary, I am a helper in the research side also.’

‘These Experimental Incident Generators?’

‘Yes, but I’m not a scientist. I don’t like the machines. This may seem strange to you, but I am a psychic.’

Frau Wildenrath pronounced the word with some dignity.

‘A medium? You speak to the dead?’

‘No, that is not my speciality.’

Frau Wildenrath hesitated, her nose in the air, and Kahn immediately pounced: ‘You really think Adolf Hitler would have your lad in the Life Guard, the son of a slut in cahoots with a traitor?’

‘Oh-oh-oh,’ said the woman, as though she’d seen a ghost.

‘Your last chance! I told you: I don’t have time for shilly-shallying.’

‘I am a psychic,’ she squawked. ‘I can see the future; I can see at a distance!’

Kahn digested this for a moment. ‘So, do you work in conjunction with these damned machines?’

Frau Wildenrath nodded, her hands trembling. ‘It is both a gift and a curse,’ she wailed. ‘When I was a girl, I had no control over my visions at all. At any time of the night or day I might begin to see what was happening somewhere else or know what someone I saw in the street was thinking. It made my life very difficult. It was many years before I learnt how to control it.’

Kahn paused for a moment to allow the woman to calm down. She bowed her head. ‘I knew something like this would happen,’ she said in a little voice. ‘I knew that Professor Lustgarten was walking the razor’s edge, but believe me, sir, I never suspected him of treachery.’

‘Duly noted,’ said Kahn. ‘Now, the machines. It was your job to determine what the event was, the event that was making the pen move?’

Frau Wildenrath looked at him, her expression blank. ‘Yes.’

‘The night of 31st May.’

‘Cologne, so dreadful.’

Kahn saw fear in her eyes. ‘You knew the target?’

‘Yes, but only on the morning of the raid.’

‘Did you inform Luftwaffe High Command?’

‘Yes yes yes! We did, and not for the first time.’

Now it was Kahn’s turn to take a few seconds to collect himself. ‘They weren’t interested?’

‘No.’

‘But the Kriegsmarine is.’

‘It was,’ she said, ‘until three weeks ago. I was not involved in these experiments; the Professor preferred to use other colleagues. It seemed that finally the high-ups were taking notice of his research. The Navy sent specialists to lay a cable and install a secure system that connected the Institute to Berlin. Actual plots of Allied convoys would be relayed to us, and the pendulum dowsing experts would attempt to predict the direction the convoys would take.’

‘So as to have our U-boats lying in wait for them.’

‘Yes, exactly. The Navy must have been convinced or they would not have gone to so much trouble. But when the operation was abruptly terminated, Professor Lustgarten was distraught. He spoke of dark forces impeding his world-historical work.’

‘Yes,’ said Kahn. It sounded about right: Lustgarten had a streak of paranoia as wide as Unter den Linden. ‘Did you know Heydrich was about to be killed?’

Again, the woman quailed. ‘Yes,’ she cried, her voice even higher than before. ‘Twelve hours before the assassination attempt! The Professor made the phone call himself to the general’s villa, but Heydrich made no secret of his contempt for the occult sciences, and laughed off the warning.’

Frau Wildenrath had been using the brandy glass as an ashtray. Now she stubbed out the cigarette on the inside of the glass, searching Kahn’s face earnestly as though she might find there compassion for a poor widow. A single tear ran down the curve of her rosy cheek. When she spoke again, she sounded almost calm.

‘Is that why you are here, sir? Because you suspect us of being English spies? That is what some were saying at Goering’s headquarters.’

Kahn thought about this for a moment, before asking, ‘Will Germany win the war?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You must have looked.’

‘Great questions such as those are beyond my humble powers.’

Kahn was sure she was telling the truth. ‘Lustgarten told Adi we’re going to lose.’

Frau Wildenrath did not look surprised, either at the revelation or his use of Hitler’s shortened forename. The woman was by now resigned to her fate. It happened to prisoners all the time, and the German community in Prague was notorious for gossip: he was sure she’d heard he and Hitler were old regimental comrades.

‘The Herr Professor can be reckless,’ she explained. ‘He doesn’t see it in that light, of course. He is an earnest man, a genius, like the Fuehrer. He thinks he is merely doing the best for humanity.’

‘If you didn’t tell him, who did?’

‘It is quite likely that he saw it himself,’ said Frau Wildenrath. ‘He is a psychic of truly enormous power. I have never met a psychic like him. He is greater even than the great Daniel Dunglass Home.’

‘You don’t say,’ said Kahn, who wouldn’t have been at all surprised if the woman had started extruding ectoplasm. Then he had an idea. ‘Where is he now?’

‘The Professor?’ she asked, and slowly closed her eyes. Her body gradually relaxed, and her breathing became regular and slow. ‘At Wewelsburg, with Himmler.’

‘A guess,’ said Kahn.

She looked at him with a touch of vim. ‘No, I am certain.’

‘All right,’ he said. ‘You can see the future. Where is Lustgarten tomorrow, and next week?’

‘Are you sure you want me to? Directing my attention at him for a few seconds is unlikely to alert him, but if I do this, the Professor may know that he is being watched. He may even realise what is happening, here at the Institute.’

‘Shit and blood,’ muttered Kahn.

He was surprised when Frau Wildenrath stiffened.

‘Ach, don’t mind me, I never left the trenches,’ he said, imagining Irmgard browbeating her late husband for using such language. ‘Better forget it then,’ he said.

‘I think that’s wise.’

Kahn was feeling stumped. Before he left the premises, he’d been planning to issue a warning to the woman and the boy: under no circumstances were they to pick up the telephone and tell Lustgarten what had gone on – or else. He’d been certain of their co-operation as well. But now there was the unexpected complication of telepathy. How would he know if Irmgard tipped Siegmund the wink via the psychic ether? And what if Lustgarten used his occult powers to keep an eye on the laboratory? It was a quandary, and one he saw no way of solving.

‘I suppose he chose to locate in Prague to escape prying eyes in Germany,’ he said.

‘It might have been part of the reason, but the Professor has an obsession for Sir Wyvern.’

Kahn remembered the name. ‘Who’s that?’ he said, innocently.

‘The British alchemist who worked in the service of the Prince of Bohemia. The Professor has a private laboratory, in the basement.’

‘Here?’ asked Kahn, pointing at the floor with his thumb.

‘Yes, it is where he is attempting to transmute base metals into gold. We don’t have a key. Only the Professor is allowed down there.’

‘Not to worry,’ said Kahn. ‘My man Henker can open any door, one way or another. You say only he goes down there?’

‘It is expressly forbidden even to disturb him. He has a terrible temper, you know.’

‘Me too,’ said Kahn. It sounded exactly like the kind of place a man might hide a cache of letters. ‘Henker!’ he yelled. ‘Henker!’

‘Oh no!’ said Frau Wildenrath, rising. ‘He will know, he will know if you go down there!’

Sepp Kahn ignored her. He pressed a hand on her plump shoulder to encourage her to sit, and stalked out of the room. Henker met him in the entrance hall.

‘Bring your picks. Door in the basement.’

‘Right.’

But the vaunted Henker could not open this particular door, at least not immediately. Sepp Kahn didn’t think anything of it to begin with, but he did later, by God, when what happened had happened. It was all very strange, very strange indeed. Of course, there was no gold. Lustgarten wasn’t trying to transmute base metal into gold. Only a fool could have believed that for a moment. But that begged the question as to what he was trying to do. It was more than strange, Sepp Kahn was forced to admit, it was disturbing, very disturbing. But why did it disturb him? Because it flew in the face of everyday experience, that was why.

The basement was as clean and as tidy as the other parts of the building. Henker followed Sepp Kahn down the stairs. There were four doors. Three were unlocked. Briefly, Kahn investigated, finding first a storeroom piled with chairs, next a near-empty coal cellar, and finally, the furnace which heated the building in the colder months. Henker had already set to with the picks, but after three or four minutes of grunting and mumbling, he had to admit defeat.

‘Funny,’ he said. ‘Should be easy to open, a five-lever like this.’

Kahn flicked ash from a fresh cigarette. It joined the ash on the clean concrete floor, along with a couple of matches and the dog-end of the previous nail. He watched Henker test the door with a shoulder.

‘Blow the fucking thing off,’ Kahn advised him.

‘All right,’ said Henker, and went to fetch the explosives bag.

Kahn shifted uncomfortably. Something was unsettling him. He decided it was the building’s laboratory smell. It reminded him of hospitals, and of school. He felt distinctly odd. He looked about him. Weird. It was though the basement was about to make a statement. But how? In any case, he’d had enough of statements. Generally, the statements he got to hear were unpleasant, and more often than not a prelude to violent death. Kahn was glad when Henker returned with the satchel and set to work. He set to work, but he was all fingers and thumbs.

‘Come on, Henker,’ Kahn grumbled. ‘What are you fucking about for? Get on with it, man.’

Henker dropped the fuse, again. Then the plastic formed around the lock fell off. Henker cursed.

Kahn cursed as well, and smoked, but derived no pleasure from either activity. He kept thinking he was hearing faint rustling noises, as though rats or mice were scuttling about. But it couldn’t be vermin, because the rustling sometimes rose in volume to a sigh, as though someone’s sleep had been disturbed. He shook his head, deciding he was hearing things. It was all the gunfire of the past few days. It was making his ears ring.

‘Right,’ said Henker, standing up at last.

Kahn handed him the cigarette, and the sergeant major used it to light the fuse. The two SS men retired a suitable distance. The explosion, when it came, was strangely muted. Puzzled, Henker went to investigate. The lock was damaged but still in place. With resignation, Henker booted the door in.

As soon as it was open, Kahn sent him packing, and entered the basement room alone. There was no electric light, so Kahn struck a pair of matches and held them aloft to illuminate the proceedings. What he saw was not what he had expected. This was no alchemist’s laboratory imagined by Fritz Lang. It was a low-ceilinged concrete basement, the sort of place a German father might reinforce with timber to try and keep his family safe from British high explosive bombs. In the middle of the floor was an old table and chair, and on the table were a couple of wine bottles serving as candleholders. Quickly, before the matches burnt out, Kahn went and lit the candles.

That was when he saw the locket that lay between the wine bottles. It was heart-shaped and made of silver, decorated with a swastika, and strung on a fine silver chain. Kahn picked it up with difficulty, his rough hands and stubby fingers, the nails bitten down, not designed to handle such a delicacy. After a little struggle, he managed to depress the catch and open the locket. He had to hold it near the candle flame to get a glimpse of the contents. In the lower half was a lock of dark hair, in the upper, a photograph. The subject of the photograph was immediately apparent, the young Hitler, circa 1920, and the lock of hair certainly looked like it might have come from Adolf’s head.

‘Jesus,’ said Sepp Kahn, feeling the need to sit down.

A lock of Hitler’s hair? But what was it doing down here, in a cellar in Prague? He snapped the locket closed.

Kahn pulled the chair away from the table, sat down, and tugged at the table drawer. The drawer was stiff, as befitted a table that had been consigned to a basement room, and he had to reach out and steady the bottles as he struggled, the candle flames flickering wildly.

He got the drawer open a few centimetres, but he couldn’t move it anymore. Holding one of the bottles for light, he peered inside, and saw . . . envelopes.

‘Hello,’ he said, surprised and delighted that he might have achieved his task.

There was something else in there with the letters as well, but he couldn’t see it properly, and try as he might the table drawer refused to budge another millimetre.

There was nothing for it but drastic action. Kahn stood up, transferred the candleholders to the concrete floor along with the locket, and upended the table. Then he brought down his boot on the base of the drawer, stomping on it until it smashed. This time his coarse hands came into their own, and in short order he broke the bottom of the drawer apart.

Finally, he had the letters. Crouching for light, he removed some of them from the envelopes, saw the familiar spiky handwriting, sampled the syrupy sentiments contained within, and discovered a few salacious lines as well! Laughing and triumphant, Sepp Kahn lit a cigarette in celebration.

‘Well, piss in my mouth, Adi,’ he said. ‘I’d even let you. Who’d have thought it, eh?’

No more murder pits for Sepp Kahn, oh no. It was promotion, riches, and a safe billet far away from danger.

That was when Kahn remembered the other object he had spied in the drawer. He reached down and extracted it from the kindling. He wasn’t sure exactly what it was. A parchment, would you call it? But it wasn’t paper that was rolled up, was it? No, it was skin.

‘Pig skin?’ he muttered. ‘Must be.’

There was something inside it. Sitting down in the chair, he tipped it up over the palm of his hand, into which slid an ink pen and another object, a little glass bottle with a cork stopper. Inside the bottle was a thick, dark red liquid.

‘Oh, come on,’ said Kahn. ‘You’re shitting me, Siegmund.’

He pulled out the stopper, sniffed, and smelt the familiar metallic tang of blood. ‘Shit,’ he muttered. ‘Well, I never did.’

Next, he unrolled the parchment and examined the faded reddish-brown lettering. There were no runes, sigils or pentagrams, just words in the familiar hand.

‘My Aim, in order to win Germany the War: to influence Adolf Hitler in the correct direction of our Armies on the Eastern Front.’

Kahn let out a low whistle. This just got better and better, didn’t it? It was dynamite, no less.

But how come he recognised the handwriting? Not only that, why did he have an inkling about the way you went about influencing another person’s thoughts?

The draft of the letter he’d picked up at Lustgarten’s apartment, of course! Kahn found it stuffed in his pocket, along with the pendulum bob that he’d absent-mindedly filched as well. It sometimes paid dividends, being a magpie.

‘Here we go,’ said Kahn, reading quickly, sheet of paper in one hand, pendulum in the other.

‘Of course,’ he read, ‘the process is much easier if the practitioner has in his possession items of a personal nature relating to the one to be influenced; an item of clothing, for instance, the more intimate the better, or better yet, a part of the body - nail clippings, a tooth, or a lock of hair.’

‘Got you,’ said Kahn, and puffed delightedly on the cigarette between his lips. ‘I’ve got you, hook, line and sinker.’

He laughed, but only briefly. He stopped when he noticed a tremor in the pendulum’s cord. The heavy brass bob was beginning to oscillate. A few moments later, and the bob was spinning anti-clockwise. Puzzled, Kahn caught it in his fist, absolutely certain that he hadn’t set it in motion himself. Then he experienced a second anomalous event.

‘No!’

He hadn’t heard someone speaking, which since he was alone would have been surprising enough. No, the word had sounded inside his chest. Kahn stood up, astonished. That was when he saw a spectral figure on the threshold. The figure was dim and greyish, more than two metres’ tall: Professor Dr Siegmund Lustgarten.

‘Jesus Christ,’ said Genghis Kahn, wide-eyed.

‘Death,’ countered the simulacrum, and disappeared.
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Before he returned to Berlin on the morning of Wednesday 10th June, Heinrich Himmler gave the order that his personal aircraft be made available to Oberfuehrer Lustgarten in order to convey him and his staff to the island of Crete, and from there, onwards to Panos. The Government Squadron Junkers Ju-52 was to remain at Lustgarten’s disposal for a period of seven days.

Professor Lustgarten was gratified but in no way surprised, for he had caused Himmler to give the order. Not that the Reichsfuehrer had any idea, of course. It would seem to Himmler that he had made the decision himself when nothing could have been further from the truth.

The previous night, after the ceremony with the dagger and the Death’s Head ring to commemorate the entry of Heydrich into Valhalla, Lustgarten had laid in his bed at Wewelsburg and, entering a state bordering on sleep but still fully conscious, imagined in the greatest detail the fulfilment of his wish: namely, safe arrival on the island of Panos in Himmler’s private aeroplane. And so, Himmler had given the order, just as Lustgarten had determined he would.

Lustgarten had come to Wewelsburg prepared, sending on ahead his adjutants, Fromm and Pfister, along with suitable clothing and equipment for a Mediterranean expedition. And so, early that Wednesday morning, soon after Himmler had left for Prinz Albrecht Strasse, the Professor performed a stocktaking, young Fromm standing beside him with a notebook.

‘Weapons,’ stated Lustgarten. ‘Three pistols, two machine pistols. Ammunition?’

‘Here,’ said Fromm. ‘The castle commandant was pleased to supply us. Four hundred rounds, collected from the armoury.’

‘Where is my camera?’

‘It’s here,’ said Pfister, taking the Leica stills camera out of its leather case. ‘I went to Paderborn for extra film.’

Enough suitable film could not be had in Prague, and so the resourceful Pfister had tapped a local supply.

‘The motion picture camera was serviced last week,’ he went on, ‘and there is film for fifty minutes.’

‘Good. We shall make a short film of us here at Wewelsburg prior to our departure. Now, what about that new lens, for landscapes?’

‘The 35mm wide-angle,’ said Pfister, ‘here, along with the 50mm and the 135mm telephoto.’

‘Good, and so we shall make a suitable historical record. That leaves only the food. Fromm?’

‘Everything is in order. We brought the boxes up and stored them in my room. There is no chance that it was tampered with.’

The Professor followed a strict patent diet and ate only biodynamic food, as did both his assistants: he insisted on it. In fact, it was Lustgarten who had encouraged Adolf Hitler to become vegetarian, and one had only to observe the Fuehrer’s buoyancy to know that the Lustgarten diet was the cause.

‘You are certain?’

‘Absolutely certain. I took the necessary precautions. The food has not been tampered with.’

Lustgarten equivocated. ‘Did you guard it yourself night and day?’

‘No, Herr Professor.’

‘I fail to see, therefore, how you can be absolutely certain.’

Fromm knew better than to argue. Professor Lustgarten was liable to lose his temper if one contradicted him, even in the smallest matter. In any case, Fromm shared the Professor’s concern about possible poisoning. Even here at Wewelsburg, one could not be too careful. There were enemies everywhere. But Professor Lustgarten appeared mollified.

‘We move on,’ he said.

Lustgarten was about to address the matter of water filtration when he experienced a sudden psychic disturbance. He straightened his back and lifted his long jaw, pale eyes gazing into the far distance. Fromm and Pfister were in no way surprised by this sudden change in their master.

‘Leave me,’ ordered Lustgarten. In short order, the two adjutants left the room.

Lustgarten intuited that a person had penetrated his inner-most sanctum, and was even now searching the underground chamber at the Prague Institute. Who was responsible for this outrage? Jenek? No, it was someone else . . .

To the ancients, telepathy was known as the ‘reading of hearts,’ which was particularly apposite in this case, for Siegmund Lustgarten was certain that the Prague infiltrator suffered from a diseased heart. As he concentrated his attention on the man, the Professor received more information: the intruder was a heavy smoker, he was SS, and there was blood on his hands.

Lustgarten came to an immediate decision. It might be possible to kill the interloper immediately, to give him such a fright that he might suffer a deadly myocardial infarction.

The Professor closed his eyes and visualised the basement room in Prague. He was possessed of a powerful eidetic facility, meaning that he could see in vivid detail a place that he knew well, even though he were somewhere else. It now seemed to him that he was standing in the doorway of the underground chamber located over 400 kilometres away, looking at the desk. There he ‘saw’ the figure of a man. He concentrated his attention on him. Gradually, it came to him that the intruder was dressed in the uniform of a Sturmbannfuehrer, was no longer young, and had the face of a front-fighter gone to seed.

Now Lustgarten imagined himself entering the underground chamber. In order that the intruder see him, Lustgarten concentrated his mind to a greater degree than is possible for the normal person, whose waking state is one of psychic leakage. The familiar mysterious force gathered within him and Lustgarten projected himself to Prague.

An immediate success! The SS officer saw him, Lustgarten’s living phantasm, and cursed in terror.

‘Death!’ pronounced Lustgarten.

The connection was cut. Breathing hard, the Professor found himself back at Wewelsburg. He sat down heavily on the edge of the bed. It was a calamity! The SS officer had already broken open the desk drawer.

‘That swine,’ he said to himself. ‘A disgrace to the Black Order. He has the letters, and the locket.’

He’d left them in Prague for safekeeping, not wanting to travel halfway across Europe with them. It had been a grave mistake. Yes, and who or what had caused him to make that mistake? That was the question.

The Professor sat still, deliberately relaxing his body until his breathing returned to normal. Had the veridical hallucination achieved its purpose? He did not think so. If the man had been killed, the death tremor would have communicated itself. But he had seen the man’s face and knew to whom it belonged. Yes, to a thug named Kahn, a disgrace to the SS, who’d been recalled from the East after suffering from what in the Great War had been known as ‘frostbite trigger finger.’ It was a euphemism for the cowardly inability to kill the enemy, and had nothing at all to do with stenosing tenosynovitis.

Siegmund Lustgarten knew something else about this Kahn as well, that he had once been a regimental comrade of Adolf Hitler. But Hitler had not sent him. No, Lustgarten had the strongest intuition that Martin Bormann was behind this subterfuge. It made sense. Bormann had always hated Lustgarten, resenting his close relationship with the Fuehrer, a relationship that allowed Lustgarten to bypass Bormann and speak directly to Hitler.

‘Despicable swine.’

Lustgarten crossed to the window and looked out at the green trees sunlit along the Alme valley. Not for a moment did he think that Hitler might be involved. Hitler would never betray him. Never. Lustgarten narrowed his eyes. As he did so, the bright blue sky above the sunlit trees began to shimmer with Odinic energy, and Lustgarten immediately felt powerfully at peace.

This place, Wewelsburg and its environs, would one day constitute the ‘Middle-Point of the Earth,’ an SS cult centre that would control not only the German Reich but the whole of Europe. Siegmund Lustgarten would see to that. It was his vision, and it would therefore come to pass. He would provide the German people with a new religion, for without religion men went to ruin. Christianity would be swept aside, so too scientific materialism. Yes, the weakling Himmler was easily controlled, and Hitler would be too, now that Lustgarten’s world-historical discovery on Panos had been made. The Odin’s Text made the letters and the locket entirely superfluous.

Having convinced himself of this, Professor Lustgarten allowed himself a smile. This man Kahn’s intrusion was but a small set-back. Bormann was no more important than a doorman. To destroy them would be by way of a stepping-stone to greater achievements.

‘Lice,’ said Lustgarten, experiencing the familiar welling up of power within. ‘Human lice, nothing more.’

He was more than a man, he was the future of mankind, the man of strange and irresistible powers. No one would stand in his way. Decided, Lustgarten went to the door, and recalled his assistants.

Fromm and Pfister returned straight away. He examined their eager faces. Fromm was a promising young telepathist from Berlin, and Pfister a Swabian astrologist of some accomplishment. Both men were confirmed bachelors and devoted to Lustgarten, whom they knew in lighter moments as their ‘dear papa.’ But both youngsters were not yet fully formed. Nothing had solidified in them; fusion had not taken place. They were as changeable as a set of clothes, as sketchy as preliminary drawings. Still, one worked with the material at hand. One could do nothing else. Perhaps the Panos discovery would waken them from their slumber.

‘Something’s going on,’ said Fromm to Pfister.

‘Yes, I know,’ said Pfister. ‘But what can it be? Herr Professor?’

‘Come,’ said Lustgarten, briskly. ‘Come and sit down. I have something to tell you.’

Obediently, the two young men went and sat side by side in the window seat. Lustgarten pulled up a chair that was decorated with the rune of victory and sat close by. Before speaking, he looked gravely at his assistants.

‘Under my direction, Freiherr von Quetzow has made a discovery of world-historical importance. This you know. But until now I have kept from you for reasons of security the true nature of our find on Panos, this island that as we know once formed the capital of the Aryan civilisation of Atlantis. It is a discovery, gentlemen, of such importance that it will provide solid foundations for this place, Wewelsburg, the once and future Vatican of our new Germanic religion.’

Fromm and Pfister exchanged excited glances.

‘You remember, of course, Herman Wirth, founder of the Ancestral Heritage Society, and who is now so rightly discredited, a man led astray by his feeble-minded obsession. You will also remember a certain ancient manuscript championed by Wirth, one written in Old Frisian and purporting to detail the history, mythology, and religion of our remote Nordic antiquity.’

‘Yes,’ said Fromm.

‘The Ura Linda Chronicle,’ said Pfister.

‘Precisely, and you will remember how Gerhard Gloege, along with other scholars, such as Bolko von Richthofen, excoriated Wirth for his arrant knavery in believing the Chronicle genuine when it was quite obviously a forgery.’

‘The Professor thought otherwise,’ said Fromm to Pfister.

‘That part of it was genuine,’ agreed Pfister.

Lustgarten permitted himself a smile. ‘And you remember what part I discovered was genuine, and what part false?’

‘Frya’s Text,’ said Fromm.

Pfister snorted. ‘Most certainly that was false.’

‘What was Wirth thinking of?’ exclaimed Lustgarten. ‘The man must have lost his mind. To rush to Himmler and tell him that our ancestors four thousand years ago were ruled by priestesses, was a gynocracy!’

‘It was unbelievable,’ said Pfister.

‘It was an outrage!’ Fromm insisted.

‘But I was correct,’ resumed Lustgarten, modestly, ‘I was correct, and now von Quetzow has the proof. What a price the boy has paid. The loss of a limb and the loss of one eye, just like Odin, but what a bargain we have had in return!’

‘Ach, Professor,’ said Fromm. ‘Come along. Tell us, please.’

‘Yes, do,’ agreed Pfister.

‘All right,’ said Lustgarten. He crossed to the dressing table and picked up the writing case, removing from it the folded sheet of typed paper.

‘I received this from the island of Panos ten days ago,’ he said. ‘It is the decryption of a message sent to Himmler by von Quetzow. I shall now read it to you: “Frya Text is definitely, repeat definitely, Wirth’s forgery. Original was Odin’s Text as per codex located on site of Atlantean palace, Panos. Please inform Professor Lustgarten immediately. Respectfully request he come to Panos as soon as possible to confirm world-historical find.”’

‘Odin’s Text?’ said Pfister, excitedly.

‘But what does it contain, Professor?’ asked Fromm.

‘The very opposite of Wirth’s forgery, of course. What else? Our ancestors were not ruled by women but by a virile aristocracy of warrior-priests. You see, gentlemen, this is exactly what Himmler has been looking for: a religious text upon which to base not only the future SS rites but a spirituality for all Europe.’

Lustgarten became grave. ‘There is more. I have left Richard’s last line unread. Here is what he writes: “Odin’s Text contains a magical methodology for the divinization of man, repeat, Odin’s Text contains methodology for turning man into a God like Odin himself.”’

With a gasp, Fromm stood up. Pfister was equally consternated.

‘Yes,’ said Lustgarten. ‘Some people may overuse the term “world-historical,” but in this case, gentlemen, I was not being hyperbolic.’

‘You were not,’ agreed Fromm.

‘Professor,’ said Pfister, breathlessly. ‘This is incredible, my God.’

‘Indeed,’ said Lustgarten. ‘Indeed: my God. No time for filming, boys. We leave right away for Panos.’
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At that same moment, 1600 miles away near Cairo, Captain James Valentine was thinking of his dead cousin, Clarissa Wyvern.

The tenor of his thoughts was melancholic, and as he drove the ‘Blitz Buggy’ along the desert highway connecting Alexandria to Cairo, he put her out of his mind. This was no time for nostalgia, not when preparing to go to war. What was needed was energetic optimism. He directed his attention to practical matters and immediately felt better.

For the past fortnight, Valentine had been acting Commanding Officer of the small unit of British irregulars known unofficially as the Pirates. The raid on an Axis airbase in the vicinity of Tobruk had been the first major setback the unit had suffered, and what a setback it was. Lieutenant-Colonel Seton, their CO, had broken his back when his jeep overturned attempting to climb out of a wadi, and the second-in-command, Major O’Connor, wounded in the head, had been captured by the pursuing Germans.

In all, half their fleet of vehicles had been lost, and they’d been forced to abandon most of their wounded; it was either that or everyone be put in the bag. All told, there were three dead and five unaccounted for, captured or claimed by the desert. This was the price of the destruction of more than thirty Axis aircraft, not to mention the scores of enemy airmen and soldiers mown down by Jeep-mounted Vickers machine guns. Even so, it had taken the surviving Pirates many days to recover from the mission.

But Valentine was returning to camp with good news. The previous evening, before driving to RAF Aboukir to meet Uncle Harry’s South African aviators, he’d dined with the Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, at General Headquarters in Cairo.

The war in the Western Desert was not being conducted to Winston’s satisfaction, and he had come therefore to Cairo to berate General Auchinleck in person. The resultant atmosphere at GHQ, one of high dudgeon, had delighted Valentine. He’d driven the modified Ford station wagon to his dinner appointment for a reason: to serve as a reminder to the fossilised staff officers at GHQ that there were men willing to take the fight to the enemy, rather than waiting for him to come to them.

To Valentine’s delight, when he’d mentioned the ‘Blitz Buggy,’ Churchill insisted they take their preprandial drinks out to the car park and examine the warlike vehicle. When an aide produced a camera, the Prime Minister did not need much encouragement to pose with his cigar and the twin Vickers guns.

‘You won’t be able to take this vehicle on your next mission,’ the Prime Minister observed.

Indeed not. Operation Warlock was a new kind of venture for the Pirates, but one worthy of the nickname bestowed on them by the gabardine swine at GHQ: they were to travel by sea. During dinner, Churchill gave his full attention to young Valentine, wanting to learn everything about the proposed operation and of the Pirates’ adventures behind enemy lines. Val had thoroughly enjoyed talking to the Leader of the Free World; indeed, perhaps a little too much, given the baleful stares directed his way by the military dignitaries seated around the table. But in the end, it had been worth it, and he’d left GHQ feeling like he was walking on air.

He tried to recapture the feeling of triumph, but it was as elusive as quicksilver. This inability annoyed him. He was firmly of the opinion that mental states ought to comply to the will. One day, he would be master in his own mind – he was certain of it. He planned to write a vast book on the subject, as soon as the war was over. Its proposed title was ‘The Alienated,’ and in it he would analyse the lives and works of Outsider-types, those persons alienated from the world in which they found themselves, who felt compelled to defy convention, to transcend both themselves and society. Thought of future literary greatness caused in James Valentine tremendous certainty. It was such optimism he firmly believed that would see him through the war unscathed.

He reached the turning off the main desert road. Leaving behind the military traffic heading out into the Blue, he drove south along the unmarked track. In the distance on the left he could see the pyramids at Giza. With a feeling of great well-being, he began to quote lines from Bernard Shaw, whose plays he knew almost by heart, Caesar’s words in salutation to the Sphinx, like James Valentine a stranger to the race of men, for whom no air was native and no man kindred.

‘My way hither was the way of destiny,’ he continued, ‘for I am he of whose genius you are a symbol: part brute, part woman, and part god – nothing of man in me at all. Have I read your riddle, Sphinx?’

It was the young Shaw’s example that Captain Valentine had followed at dinner with the top brass. Attack being the best form of defence, he had assumed an attitude of equality when speaking to Churchill, as though he, Valentine, were a man of conspicuous success and distinguished ability. Far from being offended by this or worse still amused, the Prime Minister had treated Valentine with the utmost respect, and the longer this went on the greater Valentine’s confidence had grown, in spite of the fact that he knew his overweening was irritating the generals and staff officers, whom the PM largely ignored.

Valentine hadn’t cared. He was enjoying playing a role which he felt one day soon he would come into, that of a man to be reckoned with. It seemed deeply ironic that it was the Army, of all institutions, which had increased his confidence of future success. No longer was he uncomfortable upon leaving the realm of imagination for that of actuality. Yes, he still considered himself outside society – and most certainly outside politics and the Church – just as Shaw had done. Like Shaw, he was still ‘The Complete Outsider,’ but going to war had been the making of him. Like Captain Shotover, he had sought out hardship, danger, horror and death, and the results were as promised: he was feeling the life in him at a far greater intensity. Even after driving hundreds of miles and after only a couple of hours sleep, Valentine was fresh and alert and full of energy.

A few minutes later, he spotted the familiar outlines of tents, wooden shacks, and ramshackle vehicles that gradually appeared from the shimmering haze of the desert. It was 8.15 am, Wednesday 10th June 1942. He was home.

Parking the station wagon outside the CO’s tent, Valentine was greeted by the camp dogs, Dusty, Sandy, and Dune, and by his friend, Johnny Ryder. Ryder was smoking an Egyptian cigarette in an ivory holder. He wore sunglasses, and a paisley pink cravat was carelessly tucked into the open collar of his shirt. In his hand was a volume of poetry.

‘Always laugh when you can,’ he quoted. ‘It is cheap medicine.’

‘What’s wrong?’ Valentine asked him, amused.

‘Sweeney,’ explained Lieutenant Ryder, laconically. He pointed a finger at the approaching figure.

‘Oh God. What’s he done this time?’

‘Went absent, took himself off to Cairo, and got into a spot of bother. Sarn’t Manning had to go cap in hand to the Military Police and bail him out.’

It was typical of Private Sweeney that he wasn’t skulking somewhere, but coming out to meet whatever punishment was deemed his due. Sweeney was always first in line whenever there was a confrontation to be had, whether it was with the police, an officer, or the Afrikakorps. Valentine, who had been petting the dogs, straightened up, and examined the miscreant’s face.

‘What happened in Cairo?’ Valentine asked him.

Sweeney was a slovenly soldier at the best of times, and this morning was not in any way the best of times. He shrugged, his hands in the pockets of his dirty shorts. His sullen unshaven face was bruised, and he smelt strongly of beer.

‘Nothing much,’ he said.

‘Come here, Sweeney, and stand to attention when you address me.’

Valentine stared at him, and Sweeney stared right back, but only for a moment before coming to a semblance of attention. The Pirates weren’t Regular Army, and usually discipline was relaxed. It evidently amused Sweeney that Captain Valentine was playing Brigade of Guards.

The ghost of a smile on his face, Sweeney explained, ‘I was feeling cooped up, boss. I needed to get out of the house for a bit, you know what I mean?’

‘He stole a taxi,’ said Lt Ryder, ‘and crashed it.’

‘There was that, yeah,’ admitted Sweeney, insolently. ‘Well, what’s the verdict, Mr Valentine? Dock me pay, lock me up, I don’t care. I’m mean, I’m here, aren’t I? I’ve come back, like.’

Valentine hit him. Without signalling his intention, he punched the private soldier hard on the side of the chin. It was a decent blow, one that sent Sweeney flying. The dogs scattered, barking.

‘Val!’ objected Ryder.

‘Get out of my sight, Sweeney,’ said Valentine. ‘I’ll deal with you later.’

Sweeney climbed to his feet, brushing off sand. He glared at the officer before sauntering away as if nothing had happened.

‘All right, Sandy, that’s enough,’ said Ryder, calming the dogs. ‘Do be quiet, Dusty.’

‘Well, that was a first,’ said Valentine, examining his knuckles. ‘Striking a ranker. I’ve never done that before.’

‘Perhaps you’re on edge.’

‘Perhaps I am, a bit.’

‘Did you enjoy your dinner?’

‘Yes, it was rather good. I’ll tell you about it later. Apart from Sweeney Agonistes, is everything in hand?’

‘Yes,’ said Ryder, ‘we’re all set. The CSM’s disappeared on some mysterious errand. Oh, and Pat would like a word with you.’

Pat was the unit doctor, and Valentine thought he knew where the Sarn’t Major had gone. He said, ‘I’ve decided to leave Miller behind.’

‘Oh?’

‘Yes, do you think you could locate him? I’d like a word.’

‘Of course,’ said Ryder, moving away. As he left, he began to rhyme: ‘I slept, and dreamt that life was beauty; I awoke, and found that life was duty.’

Valentine ducked into the tent. It belonged to the Colonel, who used it as combined office and living space, but since he was in the hospital, and it being more spacious than Valentine’s accommodation, Val had moved in a few of his things. On the trestle table, laid out on an army blanket, was his kit for the coming mission: weapons, uniform, webbing, rucksack. He sat down in the camp chair, poured a cup of water, and relaxed for a few minutes. Outside, the dogs sought out the shade. A wireless was tuned to a German station playing jazz. Valentine recognised the band: Charlie and his Orchestra. Private Mayo was something of a fan. Presently, there came the sound of approaching feet.

‘Hello, Miller,’ he said. ‘Take a pew.’

Lance Corporal Miller entered the tent and sat down on the bench next to the table. ‘Morning, sir,’ he said.

From his demeanour, Valentine reckoned Miller didn’t know why he’d been summoned.

‘I was at headquarters last evening,’ he began, ‘and I received some excellent news. We are to have replacement vehicles; a dozen Jeeps, and some new lorries as well.’

Miller perked up. ‘That’s bloody brilliant, sir,’ he said.

‘Oil Can’ Miller was the unit’s chief mechanic. He had a rapport with machinery that Valentine, for whom the workings of the internal combustion engine were a complete mystery, could only marvel at. Countless times out in the Western Desert, Miller had coaxed shot-up or damaged vehicles back to life, vehicles which others, Val included, had been ready to abandon.

‘Mr Appleyard will have all the paperwork.’

‘I’ll get right on it, boss, soon as we get back.’

Valentine regarded him. Miller looked puzzled. Still the penny did not drop.

‘You’re not coming with us.’

Miller looked consternated. ‘Hey?’

‘You’re not coming to Crete.’

Realisation quickly spread over the soldier’s face. Suddenly, he looked even younger than his twenty years, like a schoolboy sacked from the First XI.

‘Now look here, sir, I want to come. You can’t drop me at the last minute. I’m all set to go.’

‘My decision’s made. You’ll stay here and sort out the new vehicles.’

Miller frowned. ‘I’m not windy,’ he said.

‘Miller, I am not for one moment suggesting you are.’

‘That’s what the lads’ll think,’ said Miller, hotly. ‘Please, let me come, sir.’ He searched Valentine’s face in vain. ‘Oh, I wish I’d never told anyone about that bloody dream!’

‘Yes, it would have been better if you’d ignored it.’

Miller was shaking his head. ‘Bloody mess.’

‘You know my policy, Mick, there’s no place for a pessimist on missions like ours. Because of a dream, you seem to have convinced yourself that you may not come back from this operation. Well, all right: you won’t come back, because you’re not going.’

Miller looked at Valentine sadly, as though assessing the logic of this argument. He began to speak.

Valentine interrupted: ‘From now on, dream the right kind of dream,’ he said, not unkindly. ‘Dream that your every endeavour is a successful one.’

Miller was trying not to smile. ‘Is that what you do, sir?’

‘What do you think?’

‘I think that when you get back, they’ll be lots of new Jeeps lined up outside here.’

‘So do I, Mick. Go on, shoot off.’

Miller stood up. ‘Who’s to go in my place?’

‘No one. There’s ten of us, not including Mr Andros, a nice round number.’

Miller nodded, unsure if this were true or not. Valentine said, ‘You’ll be driving us to Alex. We leave after lunch.’

‘Very good, sir,’ said Miller, and left.

As he did so, someone else approached the tent, the Pirates’ medic, Captain Patterson.

‘Morning, Val.’

‘Hello, Pat. All right?’

‘Yes. One thing though: you’re not really leaving me in charge of these hooligans, are you?’

Patterson had only been with the unit a few months and had been in the Army for less than a year. He was certainly respected by the men, particularly after the last mission when he had saved the lives of the Colonel and Major O’Connell. But no one could mistake the doctor for a military man. There was a touch of the pacifist about him, and he made no secret of the fact that he couldn’t understand why men in this day and age still insisted on killing each other. It was one of the reasons why Val liked him.

‘No,’ said Valentine, about to impart something else he’d learnt on his trip to Cairo. ‘Colonel David will be here.’

The doctor’s reaction was exactly as Val had expected.

‘Really! You people are the absolute limit. The man has a broken back. He should be convalescing in hospital, not out here in a tent.’

‘It’s the Pirate way, Pat. You should know that by now.’

‘It’s lunacy, is what it is,’ said the doctor, but there was a touch of admiration in his voice even so, an admixture to his professional exasperation.

In the doctor’s experience, the men of this particular unit, however sick or apparently incapacitated, always recovered more quickly than all of the other soldiers he’d ever encountered.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘at least I won’t be trying to shepherd wolves.’

Valentine laughed. ‘There is that. Had breakfast?’

‘Yes, hours ago.’

‘I’m famished.’

‘I’ll walk over with you, grab a cup of tea.’

‘Heard the latest?’

‘Of course, news spreads like wildfire. Apparently, there is talk of a boxing match.’

‘Is there?’ asked Valentine, innocently.

‘Am I right in thinking that that is the done thing?’

‘Not normally, no. That’s usually only the case when Other Ranks and NCOs have been rubbing each other up the wrong way.’

‘No, I didn’t think it normal procedure for an officer to strike a private soldier.’

‘Johnny suggested I might be a little on edge.’

‘You have rather had your plate full recently,’ said the doctor, after a moment’s hesitation.

Valentine smiled. He suspected the doctor was not really in the least surprised that he, Valentine, had lost his temper and hit a man.

‘Sergeant Todger Fairmile, I am not,’ said Valentine, obscurely.




In the mess tent, Private Sweeney had joined his mates.

‘I’m just saying I don’t fancy it,’ said Butcher, his mouth stuffed with jam and bread.

‘Give it a rest, London,’ said Corporal Inglis. ‘You’ve been banging on about nowt else all flaming morning.’

‘I got a right to, and all. It’s democratic, this outfit. That’s why I signed on the dotted.’

‘Well, you’d better not go telling Valentine as how you don’t hold with submarines or you’re liable to get lamped in the mouth.’

Butcher laughed. ‘Yeah, Scouse, what’s it like getting punched in the kisser by a member of the ruling class? Bet you came over all patriotic, didn’t you?’

Inglis pointed with his tea mug. ‘Is that cut where his signet ring caught you?’

Sweeney ignored the general laughter, disdainfully licking his eating irons instead. He was ravenous. A night on the ale did that to a lad.

‘Who’s your money on, London?’ asked Inglis, nudging Butcher with an elbow.

‘It’ll be a close match, too right. Pair of light heavyweights? Very tasty, very tasty indeed.’

‘I’ll wipe the bleeding floor with that no-mark,’ bragged Sweeney.

Corporal Inglis turned on him. ‘Well, make sure you save it, Scouse. Any shagging nonsense when we’re over there, and you’ll get my size ten up your arse.’

‘Behave,’ said the Liverpudlian, disdainfully.

‘Why are we going to Crete?’ Hunt piped up. ‘That’s what I can’t understand. Rommel’s right up the road. Why aren’t we going to sort him out? It’s what we trained for, it’s what we do, and bloody good we are at it too.’

No one answered him.

Butcher said, ‘I hate boats. Bristol to Alex. Jesus, I puked all the way.’

‘Not while we’re eating,’ objected Layton.

‘Oh, I do apologise, Philip, me old china. I’m so sorry. I suppose you don’t suffer from sea sickness, not after all them years spent on Daddy’s yacht.’

‘Ha ha,’ said Layton.

Terry Mayo, the unit’s wireless operator and clown, came and joined them, sitting down next to public schoolboy Layton.

‘Seconds out,’ said Mayo, impersonating a radio announcer. ‘Here he is, your friend and mine, ‘Battling’ Jimmy Valentine!’

Some of the men glanced round.

‘He’s brought the doctor with him, Scouse,’ said Mayo. ‘Check you haven’t got water on the brain.’

‘Beer on the brain, more like. Why don’t you go and brush your teeth, Sweeney?’ demanded Layton.

Sweeney, his food finished, belched contemptuously. It was taken as a signal that breakfast was at an end. Cigarettes were lit and flies swatted away. Butcher began to deal cards. A cheerful Sergeant Manning appeared. After speaking to the officers, he approached the men’s table.

‘All right, you lot, CO’s tent. Final briefing. Sweeney, you horrible Scouse cunt, you’re on shit-house duty.’

‘Aw, behave, Manny.’

‘You’re a shit-bag, Sweeney. What are you? I want them shit-houses smelling extra sweet before we set off.’

‘Arseholes,’ grumbled Sweeney.




When the men assembled and saw that they were one short, some began to wonder where Miller had got to.

‘Cairo,’ joked Mayo. ‘There’s a taxi needs fixing.’

‘Anybody seen him?’ asked Butcher.

Sergeant Manning said, ‘Prior engagement, Butch. He’s not coming with us.’

Captain Valentine turned from the blackboard on which Johnny Ryder had pinned the hand-drawn map.

‘That’s right, he’s not coming. He’s needed here to deal with the new vehicles we’ve been allocated. All right? Now, let’s get on,’ he said, ignoring the looks on the faces of some of the audience.

‘This is Panos, an island off the south-east coast of Crete. It’s about fifteen miles long north to south, and three miles wide here in the middle. Looks a little like the crescent moon. There are nine villages, and a town named St George’s where there is a fort and a harbour. To the north of the town is an airstrip, here.’

He glanced at the men to check they were paying attention. They were.

‘This afternoon, we drive to Alex, where the Navy has laid on a submarine to take us to Panos. Journey time to the island is about twenty-four hours, give or take. We will be landed here, at this beach on the west coast, by dinghy. There will be a guide waiting for us, and we’ll make our way up into the mountains to this point here, where we’ll have sight of the airfield.’

He paused.

‘We’ll be watching out for an aeroplane flying in from Crete. We’re not exactly sure when it will arrive, but we think it’ll be within forty-eight to seventy-two hours. On board will be a German general, an SS-Oberfuehrer to be exact, roughly the equivalent of a brigadier. It is our job to kidnap the general and return to Egypt with him.’

There was now some reaction amongst the audience. The men had already known they were going by sub to Crete but not the reason why.

‘Who is this bloke, sir?’ asked Lance Corporal Skinner. ‘I mean, why are we kidnapping him?’

‘You’ve all heard on the wireless about the assassination of Heydrich, haven’t you? Well, Heydrich was the second most important SS general after Himmler. You might say Heydrich was Himmler’s right-hand man. Well, the brigadier is Himmler’s left-hand man, and since we can’t get at Himmler, who’s hiding somewhere in Germany, we’re going to grab this fellow instead.’

‘The old one-two,’ said Lt Ryder. ‘Eh, Sweeney?’

‘Oh, that’s very funny, sir,’ said Sweeney, ‘very funny indeed, that is.’

‘That’s right, Johnny,’ said Valentine, seriously. ‘Himmler is reeling from the blow of losing Heydrich. If we can deprive him of another important lieutenant, then we should knock him for six.’

‘What’s this general called?’ someone asked.

‘His name won’t mean anything to you. He isn’t famous even in Germany, but he is important, highly important. He has information, vital information. That’s why we’re giving him a holiday in Egypt and not just disposing of him.’

‘How do we get back?’ asked Corporal Inglis. ‘If we’ve nabbed one of their generals, the Jerries aren’t going to be best pleased. I mean, it’s not like we can scarper into the desert like we usually do.’

‘Good point,’ said Valentine, with a touch of sarcasm. ‘The island is indeed surrounded by water, and the Germans will be guarding the coast after we’ve made the snatch, which is why we are coming back by air.’

Valentine waited for the chatter to die down.

‘The South African Air Force has a number of Junker Ju-52s dating from before the war. They’ve very kindly loaned us one, along with a couple of pilots. They’re our sort of people; I visited them last night. So, while the Germans are guarding the beaches, on the look-out for a boat or submarine, we’ll be in hiding near the airfield, waiting for the South Africans.’

In response to this information, there was appreciative laughter and a smattering of applause.

‘Yes, I thought you might like that,’ said Valentine. He pointed at the map. ‘Concealed in the mountains is a wireless transmitter, which is how we’ll let base know when we’re ready to come home. Three or four hours later, the trimotor will be touching down. Of course, it’s been painted to look like it’s with the Luftwaffe and not one of ours.’

‘Is there a garrison?’ asked Sergeant Manning.

‘If you can call it that,’ answered Valentine. ‘Less than fifty men, and they aren’t frontline troops. Their commanding officer has only one leg, and a number of his men are convalescing after being wounded. They won’t be a match for us.’

‘So, where do we grab this here general, then?’ demanded Sweeney.

‘Here,’ said Valentine. ‘About a mile or so from the fort at St George’s, which is the garrison headquarters. It is a very large archaeological site, what was once a Minoan palace, or so I’m told. It is the archaeological dig which interests our quarry. That’s the reason for his visit to Panos. When he arrives to inspect the site, we will be waiting for him.’

‘Will he have a bodyguard?’ asked Manning.

‘Possibly, but they won’t be expecting a thing. The general has a very distinctive appearance. He’s six foot six inches tall, so there won’t be any problem in identifying him. Under no circumstances is he to be harmed. The Intelligence chaps are really very keen to have a word with him. In fact, we don’t shoot anyone, not unless there’s absolutely no alternative. We don’t want to give the Germans any excuse to take reprisals against the civilian population. All right?’

Valentine paused, looking at each of the men in turn. Eagerness, that’s what he liked to see; and silence, that’s what he liked to hear.

‘All right,’ he said, ‘since there are no further questions, I suggest you go and check your kit, and rest for an hour or two before lunch. We leave at 14.00 hours.’

But no one was listening. All heads had turned when the ambulance appeared. At the wheel was the CSM, Mr Appleyard. The tent emptied. Val smiled at Ryder, and they followed the men outside.

The doctor made his way through the throng, and when the ambulance had pulled up went and opened the rear doors. Inside, he saw the Greek lieutenant named Andros seated beside a stretcher on which lay the familiar form of Colonel Seton. The men surged forward.

‘It’s the Colonel!’

‘Blimey, he’s back.’

‘How are you, sir?’

Doctor Patterson climbed into the vehicle. It was obvious from the pained expression on the Colonel’s face that he had not enjoyed the journey from the Citadel hospital in Cairo.

‘Don’t fuss, there’s a good fellow,’ said the Colonel, with his usual good grace.

‘No, sir, I won’t.’

But when the Greek lieutenant produced a pair of walking sticks, the doctor immediately violated this agreement. He began to object.

‘Pat, I shall stand up and walk,’ stated the Colonel.

And that is what he did, albeit slowly and painfully. The two officers, the doctor and the young Greek, helped the Colonel down the steps, into the sunshine and onto the sand. Their manner of doing so could not have contrasted more. The young Greek was puppy-like in his affection, and his love for Colonel Seton – for that is what it amounted to – was quite evident to the watching Valentine. The practical medical man, Patterson, however, was rather more cold-blooded. Val caught him shoot a glance at Andros that confirmed he viewed the Greek’s excessive solicitation as both comical and somewhat suspect. The Colonel, however, was as charming as ever.

He smiled and said, ‘Good morning, chaps. How is everyone?’

‘It’s good to see you looking so well, Colonel.’

‘Welcome back, sir.’

‘Aye, welcome home.’

‘Thank you, thank you.’

As Andros and the doctor helped Colonel Seton into his tent, Valentine approached the CO.

‘Hello, Val. All set?’

‘Yes, we’re ready to go.’

‘Rum name they’ve come up with, don’t you think?’

‘Operation Warlock?’

‘Oh, that’s not so bad. Sounds plausible. I didn’t mean that. I meant the general’s codename, Frankenstein.’

‘Perhaps they picked it out of a hat.’

The Colonel sniffed. ‘Do you think so?’

‘Perhaps not.’

‘That’s what I thought. Anyway, I shan’t wish you good luck.’ It was the Pirates’ tradition never to do so.

‘Thank you, sir,’ said Captain Valentine.

With great effort, Colonel Seton lowered himself into the camp chair. There was sweat on his brow, and beneath the suntan his complexion was greyish. For a moment, Valentine wondered if the doctor was right, and that the Colonel might not be better off in hospital, but these misgivings were dispelled when the CO saw the dogs wagging their tails excitedly. Andros had gathered the dusty mongrels together and brought them to greet their master.

‘Here’s me gals,’ cried Seton. ‘Hello, Sandy. Hello, Dusty. Hello, Dune. Have you missed me? Yes, you have, haven’t you?’

Seton laughed in delight as the dogs licked his hands and face. Valentine and the doctor exchanged smiles.

Once the dogs had calmed down, Valentine took out the folded notepaper and handed it to the Colonel, saying, ‘I thought this might come in handy.’

Seton opened it out. It was headed, ‘British Forces Middle East HQ.’ At the bottom of the blank page, he saw the signature, that of the Prime Minister, Winston Churchill.

‘A memento of last night’s dinner,’ Valentine explained.

‘Why, you crafty devil,’ said Seton, appreciatively. ‘Asked him for his autograph, eh?’ He returned the notepaper.

‘That’s not all, sir. The PM gave the order that we are to receive an extra sixty volunteers.’

‘Sixty? Excellent!’ cried Seton. ‘Well done, Val. Hurry back, won’t you? I’ve an idea for taking on Rommel again.’

‘Yes, Colonel.’

Valentine left the CO with the doctor. Ryder helped him collect his kit, and they carried it to Valentine’s tent. He sat down at the portable typewriter, took off the cover and threaded the notepaper in.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Ryder.

‘I’ve an idea,’ explained Valentine. ‘About how to get Lustgarten to talk. I’ve read some of his pamphlets. They have an atmosphere of folie de grandeur.’

‘Ah,’ said Ryder, appreciatively.
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That same morning, on the island of Panos, 500 miles north-west of the Pirates’ desert camp, Freiherr Richard von Quetzow awoke feeling low-spirited and nauseous. His body was clammy with perspiration, his one remaining eye watery, and he yawned repeatedly, which only served to make his eye water even more. Next, he endured a bout of violent sneezing which caused his empty eye socket to throb abominably. But he was not suffering from a viral infection; Baron von Quetzow was an addict, and these were symptoms of morphine addiction.

It was some minutes before he summoned the strength to reach for the hypodermic syringe which he had prepared the night before. He laid it beside him on the sweat-damp bedsheet, and struggled to sit up. The tourniquet had been adapted from a camera strap, and von Quetzow secured it around his upper arm with practised ease. He pulled it tight with his teeth, at the same time slapping a bruised forearm, impatient for a suitable vein to appear. Every day it seemed to take a little longer, and he wondered how long it would be before he was reduced to injecting in his thigh, or even his foot. The thought of Professor Lustgarten discovering he was addicted made the young nobleman squirm, and yet he had to admit that it was possible the Professor already knew. Von Quetzow did not relish the prospect of being the cause of one of Lustgarten’s rages.

He picked up the hypodermic. His hand trembled, and he had to wipe his eye repeatedly before his vision cleared and he could see properly. Even so, it was only at the third attempt that he managed to tap the vein and inject the morphine into his bloodstream. He loosened the strap and lay back on the pillows, breathing heavily. The shuttered windows were edged with the glare of sunshine, and outside he could hear sparrows twittering noisily. His heart thumped irregularly. This was all there was: a broken body, weakness, and the humiliation of addiction. Nothing else existed.

Gradually, he began to feel better. There was no euphoria or even a feeling of relaxation, just a rather dull normality. Six months an addict. What else could one expect? Von Quetzow hid the shameful paraphernalia away in the bedside cabinet. Noticing the time, he turned off the alarm before it could ring. It was 07.14 hours on Wednesday 10th June.

When von Quetzow returned from visiting the toilet, the crutch tucked under one arm, his servant Buch entered the bedroom and set down a tray containing coffee, soft white rolls, and honey.

‘Another beautiful day,’ said Buch, as was his habit.

Buch had been with von Quetzow in the Ukraine, and had endured with him several months of freezing winter before the nobleman had been so cruelly wounded by shellfire. As far as Buch was concerned, every day on this peaceful Mediterranean island was beautiful.

Dapper in a uniform which he had altered himself, and with his dark wavy hair lightly pomaded, he poured his charge a cup of coffee. It was real coffee, not ersatz, and smelled wonderful. A present from the baron’s mother, though the Lord alone knew where the hag had come by it.

Von Quetzow accepted the cup, saying, ‘I shall eat later, after my bath.’

‘Well, make sure we do,’ responded Buch. ‘We’ve a busy few days ahead of us.’

‘Buch, you’re like my Scottish nanny, feeding me porridge to build me up.’

‘We need building up,’ said Buch, standing pointedly next to the bedside cabinet. ‘Out in the hot sun all day, digging like a common labourer.’

‘It is in the nature of archaeology that one digs.’

‘We allow workmen to dig for us,’ said Buch. ‘That is what a sensible gentleman would do, but no, we get over-excited and impatient of waiting.’

‘Go and run my bath.’

But Buch didn’t move. ‘I see that there is a spot of blood on our nightshirt again,’ he said, tartly. ‘How ever could that have happened?’

Feeling weary, von Quetzow sampled the coffee, but it was still too hot to drink.

‘With a stroke of my pen, Buch, I could have you transferred.’

‘Now we’re talking nonsense again, aren’t we? Or rather, that muck is talking for us. When we are not in a fit state to make decisions, then those who care for us must take those decisions themselves.’

Von Quetzow looked at Buch sharply. ‘What are you saying? Have you disobeyed me again?’

‘We mustn’t get agitated, must we? The doctor is already here.’

Von Quetzow glared at his servant furiously. ‘Here? Here in the castle, in my headquarters? You go too far, Buch. How dare you!’

‘We shall have our bath and our shave after the doctor has seen us,’ said Buch, apparently calm.

‘Like hell!’ shouted von Quetzow. ‘Get out of here, you dolt, and get the doctor out as well.’

Primly, Buch grabbed the prosthetic leg from its place on the chair, and snatched up the crutch before his master could reach for it.

‘You swine, Buch!’

‘We will not use such language,’ said Buch, agitated. ‘We are a rude and ungrateful young gentleman.’

Oh God, thought von Quetzow, she’ll be in tears next. Buch stood there stiffly, the leg in one hand, the crutch in the other. He was sniffling. There was nothing for it.

‘Very well,’ said von Quetzow. ‘Buch, would you please show the doctor in?’

‘Yes indeed,’ said Buch, with a bow of the head. He went quickly towards the door.

‘You can leave my leg.’

‘Needs cleaning,’ Buch explained. ‘Absolutely filthy from that dig.’

Outmanoeuvred, von Quetzow gave in and lay there dully, feeling resigned to his fate. After a while, he remembered the coffee, but discovered that it was now too cold for his liking. He drank it anyway, thinking vaguely of his mother. How glad he was to be so far away from home. The manor on the heath seemed unreal to him, as though it did not exist, and he couldn’t imagine returning there. All that existed was the here and the now. Not even the thought that Panos had once been part of the lost continent of Atlantis could excite the imagination. That fact seemed unreal as well. It saddened him that he could no longer be excited. He felt constricted by the narrowness of consciousness. I have made a world-historical discovery, yet I feel nothing. Nothing at all. Presently, he heard footsteps on the stone staircase, sounds which terminated the dismal train of thought. The door swung open, and Buch ushered in the Greek.

‘Dr Spiros, Herr Hauptmann.’

‘Thank you, Buch. You may go.’

Buch bowed, and retired, leaving the door slightly ajar. In order to eavesdrop, thought his master, who, screwing the monocle into his eye, examined the man named Spiros. ‘Well, good morning, doctor.’

‘Good morning,’ said the Greek.

‘Do you speak German? My Greek is not good.’

‘Yes, I do. I lived in Germany for two years, although I am not fluent.’

The visitor was waiting politely by the door. He was middle-aged and of medium height, smartly dressed in a light-weight grey suit and polished brown shoes. He wore no hat, and his sun-tanned head was completely shaven. The lean nut-brown face was dominated by a well-groomed grey moustache, the tips of which were twisted and upturned, but it was the doctor’s eyes which held von Quetzow’s attention. They were soft and brown, and the left eye was slightly out-turned, giving the face an off-putting appearance that was ameliorated by the man’s evident solicitation.

‘Please,’ said von Quetzow.

‘Thank you,’ said the doctor, approaching the bed.

‘Did you study at medical school in Germany?’

‘Oh no. This was only ten years ago, more or less. I studied medicine in Tiflis when I was a young man.’

‘Tiflis?’

‘Georgia, Tbilisi.’

‘Ah yes, the Caucasus. Is that where you are from?’

The doctor made a certain gesture, swivelling the palm of a cupped hand back and forth. ‘My father was Greek and my mother an Armenian,’ he said, smiling shyly. ‘It is many years since I have been in that part of the world.’

‘That part of the word,’ repeated von Quetzow. ‘You mean the Soviet Union.’

‘Yes, the Bolsheviks came, but I left before they arrived, thanks be to God. I escaped to Constantinople. After a series of misadventures, I managed to make my way to Europe.’

‘What were you doing in Germany?’

‘Working as a physician-hypnotist.’

‘I see,’ said von Quetzow, somewhat surprised. ‘Do you propose to hypnotise me?’

He watched Dr Spiros, who was standing at the foot of the bed, clasp his hands together. They were delicate hands, and the German found them appealing.

‘Sir, that is for you to decide.’

Von Quetzow thought for a moment. ‘What has my servant told you?’ he demanded.

‘Only that you are unwell.’

‘I have an Army doctor. A particularly good one.’

‘Yes, Dr Armin. He comes over from Crete by boat. Yes, an excellent physician.’

‘You know him?’

‘I had the honour of meeting him in Heraklion. He tried to teach me how to play bridge, but I am afraid I am not much of a card-player.’

Von Quetzow was feeling disconcerted. What the Greek was telling him would ordinarily have been reassuring. Here was a self-deprecating physician on good terms with the occupying forces, a Greek medical man who could be trusted by a German officer. Not that von Quetzow suspected him of being a spy or a guerrilla fighter, which in a way would have been commonplace, for the Cretans hated and despised the invader. No, there was something the German couldn’t quite put his finger on. It was as though the doctor was acting out a role.

‘What is your fee?’

‘This is a matter to which I have given some thought,’ said Dr Spiros. ‘It was first my intention to charge no fee, but then I thought that that would make you think I wanted something from you; a favour, for instance, to be had not right away but at some time in the future. Therefore, I have decided to ask for a very large fee, an outrageous fee - since you are obviously a man of wealth.’

The answer caused von Quetzow some amusement. ‘Have you indeed?’ he said.

‘Laughter,’ observed Dr Spiros, ‘laughter, if not the best medicine, is often a very good one.’

‘You are an unusual man, Dr Spiros, I give you that.’

The Greek smiled warmly, saying, ‘Thank you, Captain, you are very kind. Now, do you want me to examine you?’

‘I can’t for the moment think of a reason why not.’

And so, von Quetzow allowed the Greek to examine his wounds: the missing eye, the shrapnel scarring, the stump below the right knee; but when the doctor, whose fine hands smelt of soap and cigarettes, attempted to lift the sleeve of his nightshirt, the nobleman stopped him. They looked at each other.

‘You’re not really a doctor, are you? Where is your medical bag and stethoscope? Didn’t you think to bring them along, as props?’

The Greek regarded him innocently. ‘I have never claimed to be a doctor, Captain, but that is what people call me. It is true that I studied medicine in Tbilisi, but only for a year. I did not graduate, and I have never worked in a hospital. You see, I have led a strange life. For many years, I travelled – in the Near East, as you would call it, in central Asia and the Orient. I was suffering from an obsession: I wanted to discover the meaning and purpose of human life here on the Earth.’

‘Well,’ said von Quetzow, his interest piqued. ‘The meaning and purpose of human life, no less? I must say, this morning so far has been full of surprises. I have to ask, what did you discover?’

The Greek made an open-handed gesture. ‘You understand I cannot answer that question in just a few words. Let us say I had the good fortune to meet many remarkable men and women, from whom I learned a great deal.’

Von Quetzow looked closely at the Greek, wondering if he was nothing more than a common trickster. ‘For instance, hypnosis?’

‘It is not an entirely accurate description, but yes, you might say that I learnt how to hypnotise a person so as to, shall we say, improve his general well-being. I first began to do this in the city of Bokhara in 1905.’

‘1905? You don’t look old enough.’

The Greek regarded von Quetzow with an expression of great kindness. ‘Nevertheless, it is true,’ he said, and smiled. ‘Word quickly got around that I was some kind of “miracle worker,” and I was never short of patients. Their poor families used to bring them to me – alcoholics, and those unfortunates addicted to the smoking of opium, which is a terrible plague in that part of the world.’

Von Quetzow, whose own expression had softened in response to the Greek’s, was annoyed by this comparison. He set his face, the young nobleman once more, chin raised. He had further questions, but he would wait before asking them.

‘Thank you for taking the trouble to come, Doctor,’ he said coldly, and without looking at the Greek. ‘I shall consider what you have said.’

‘I am glad,’ said Dr Spiros. ‘I wish you good day, sir.’

‘Goodbye.’

Quietly, the doctor left the room.

Well, thought von Quetzow, what was one to make of that? Was the Greek a charlatan, or not? There was an element of the trickster, to be sure, but on balance von Quetzow believed Spiros to be genuine. Whatever the case, he had to admit that the unexpected visitor had lifted his spirits. The future seemed distinctly brighter.

He wondered: can Spiros cure me before Professor Lustgarten arrives? My will power is not sufficient. Spiros claims that he learnt how to hypnotise a person so as to improve his general well-being. If that is the case, then it appears that the person’s will is somehow by-passed . . .

‘Come along, Buch!’ called von Quetzow, throwing back the sheet. ‘Where are you? It’s getting late.’




By 09.00, Captain von Quetzow was at his desk. The fort at St George’s was small and Venetian, and his office was located directly beneath his living quarters. With Buch’s help, he was smartly dressed in Army tropical uniform – open-collared jacket, long trousers, and shoes. He wore a non-regulation French army shirt with the button-down collar, which many German officers preferred, the collar being popular because it kept medal ribbons in place. Not that von Quetzow wore the Knight’s Cross at his throat; neither did he have the Iron Cross displayed on his chest. No, young Richard was more scholar than soldier, and since being honourably wounded his only war-fighting was with the paper that everyday accumulated on his desk.

‘Well, Buch,’ he said, ‘what do we know about Dr Spiros?’

Buch placed the vacuum flask of chilled water on the desk, along with a polished glass. Tucking the circular tin tray under an arm, Buch said, ‘He lives in the house on the hill behind the temple. The Villa Pan.’

‘Any family?’

‘A lot of nieces and nephews. We know what these smelly Greeks are like, they breed like rabbits. His brother’s brood, apparently quite a crowd.’

‘And how did you come by this intelligence?’

Buch pouted. ‘The girl may have mentioned it.’

‘Did she also mention that Dr Spiros is a physician-hypnotist?’

‘I’m sure I don’t know, sir,’ said Buch, escaping towards the door.

He affected to hate the woman he called ‘the girl.’ In fact, she was a blameless young widow who spoke good German and had been co-opted as a translator.

‘Go and find Jost,’ said von Quetzow, dismissively. ‘I want to speak to him right away.’

‘Very well,’ said Buch, without enthusiasm. He despised all police, even fair-minded gendarmes like Jost.

Left alone, von Quetzow tried to apply himself to the matter at hand, namely reducing the contents of his in-tray in as efficient a manner as possible, but his mind kept straying to the anticipated arrival of Professor Lustgarten and to the contents of the safe, which stood in a corner of the room beside the small window.

Annoyed that he couldn’t concentrate, and bored by much of what demanded his attention – ration returns, requests for sundry petty items, such as needles and thread - he picked up the folder his second-in-command, Biedermann, had left the previous evening, and opened it. Biedermann was recommending Feldwebel Rudolf Lardner be put forward as an officer aspirant. Von Quetzow experienced a stirring of interest. He glanced through the contents of the folder and decided that with one or two reservations Lardner should have the chance to become a Wartime Officer Applicant.

Biedermann had filled out most of the form in pencil so that modifications could be made. Von Quetzow began to correct it in black ink. The clerk would type it up later.

Under ‘General Assessment of Character and Personality,’ Biedermann had written: ‘Slightly above average height and of normal appearance; reliable and of good character, works well under stress; rather reserved, and sometimes has the tendency to be gauche amongst his superiors; approaches his work positively, and while requiring guidance, he displays firm leadership.’

This was fair. Lardner did indeed have a tendency to be gauche. Invited to dine with the officers, he had been visibly nervous, and did not appear to know which cutlery to use with which course. It hadn’t helped, either, when a sarcastic Buch had, in a loud whisper, schooled the unfortunate Saxon in table etiquette.

Yes, that was something Lardner needed to work on too, his diction. Although he tried to modify it, his broad Saxon accent grated. Von Quetzow made a note.

Next, ‘Service Aptitude’: ‘He is sure of himself in front of the men and possesses a confident voice of command. Vigorous and courageous, he is an inspiration to his subordinates and thinks clearly under fire. Excellent tactical ability and has the required familiarity with weaponry and Army regulations.’

Captain von Quetzow frowned at the word ‘excellent.’ He was in two minds. Before the unit was transferred to Panos, Biedermann had commanded Lardner in western Crete, and so knew better than he whether the Feldwebel’s tactical ability was excellent or not, but it seemed extravagant. Mind made up, he changed the wording to ‘very good.’

The next section was ‘Mental Ability and Physical Capability,’ and here von Quetzow found himself on firmer ground. Yes, ‘Of only average mental ability, although his energy and general enthusiasm make amends. He rarely makes a mistake. He is physically strong and the endurance he shows in mountain conditions is admirable.’

Von Quetzow paused, his pen raised, feeling not unemotional. How strange. He never thought he would be envious of a man like Sergeant Lardner. He gazed out of the window for a moment and the stump of his leg seemed to throb. Dismissing the emotion as unworthy, he returned to the form.

‘Personal conduct and behaviour,’ he read aloud. ‘With superior officers his behaviour is good, but he has a tendency to self-effacement. He is popular within his own circle and enjoys playing the piano accordion. His manners are just about sufficient.’

Yes, that would do. The concluding assessment was the work of a moment. Recommended as Wartime Officer to be employed as an Infantry Platoon Leader. Suitable for placement on the Permanent Officer List? Definitely not.

Captain von Quetzow would have liked to have added details of Lardner’s racial heritage, but since Oberst Witt had admonished him for doing so in a previous assessment he did not do so now, which was something of a shame because in his opinion Lardner was of superlative Aryan stock. Indeed, it was this that had clinched Lardner his recommendation. Had he been of inferior ancestry, von Quetzow would have been loath to put his name forward.

He signed the blank form, attached it to the draft, and marked it confidential for the regimental staff. From Crete, the assessment would be passed on to Berlin, and in due course Lardner would be summoned to Doederitz for six months’ instruction. At that moment, the clerk came in to say that the mail boat was approaching the harbour.

‘Any signals?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Where has Buch got to?’

‘Sorry, sir. He said to tell you that Jost is on his way.’

Just at that moment there was the sound of someone in the corridor, and a tap at the open door.

‘Herr Hauptmann? You wanted to see me?’

‘Come in, Jost.’

The clerk held the door wide for the newcomer before leaving and closing it behind him. Captain von Quetzow offered the policeman a seat and a glass of chilled water, both of which he accepted.

‘Very kind, sir. Thank you.’

‘Tell me, Jost, what do you know about the doctor named Spiros? You have seen his identity card?’

Jost was a heavy, cautious man with thinning fair hair, a large cleft nose, and a ponderous manner of speaking. He was a Bavarian, a devout Catholic, and a lover of the outdoors. He thought for a few moments before answering.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I have seen his identity card, and those of his relatives. He is a Greek citizen, though not a Cretan. He came to Panos in 1939, accompanied by his mother, his daughter-in-law, his brother, Dmitri, the sister-in-law and four children. There are two girls and two boys. His mother died a few months ago. She was very old.’

‘He’s not married himself?’

‘No, sir. He’s a widower.’

‘Where did he come from?’ asked von Quetzow, genuinely interested in the personal history of the man.

‘Now that, sir, I don’t know. Mainland Greece is what I supposed.’

‘Was his mother Greek?’

‘No, sir. She was Armenian, as I remember. She held a Nansen passport, as do all the others, apart from the daughter-in-law who has Greek documents like him.’

‘Refugees, then?’

‘Yes, sir. I believe they came from Turkey twenty years ago.’

It would make sense. The early 1920s was when Attaturk came to power and threw out the Greeks.

‘How do they make a living?’

‘From what I gather, the doctor appears to be quite well off. None of them does any real work. He is paid usually in kind - olive oil, grain, wine and raki - but I hear he often charges nothing. The locals regard him very highly. He is always respectful towards us Germans.’

‘Indeed,’ agreed von Quetzow. It made a refreshing change from the general hostility with which the occupiers were usually met. ‘But you sound like you disapprove of him, Jost.’

For a moment, Jost looked uncomfortable. He raised his craggy shoulders. ‘It’s not for me to judge,’ he said.

‘I want you to judge him, Jost. I value your opinion.’

‘Well, then, in that case,’ began the policeman. ‘I’m not the only one. I mean, I know he’s a Greek, but the priest won’t have anything to do with him either. You probably think I’m dumb.’

‘No. Speak your mind,’ said von Quetzow, not unkindly.

‘You’re not a Christian. I know that, sir, so perhaps you won’t understand, but there’s something sinister about that man. There, I’ve said it. You asked me what I think, and I’ve told you.’

‘Devilish, you mean?’

‘Smile if you like, sir,’ said Jost. ‘I don’t mind being made fun of, not at all.’

Von Quetzow was amused. He laughed brightly. ‘Come now, Jost, you’re letting your imagination run away with you.’

‘If you say so, sir, but I’m not sure I’ve got much of an imagination, to be honest with you.’

Von Quetzow smiled at him. That indeed was true. ‘Is there anything else?’

‘Dancing,’ said Jost, after several seconds had passed.

‘Dancing?’

If he hadn’t known Jost, von Quetzow might have suspected the policeman of being facetious.

‘Yes, they have dancing up at his house.’

‘The Cretans like to dance, Jost.’

‘Yes, I know they do, but this is a bit different. Young Eleni was saying as how Dr Spiros is a teacher of oriental dancing, not the local kind.’

‘I see,’ said the Captain, interested.

Jost considered the matter for a few moments. ‘They live in the grandest house on the island. The Villa Pan was built before the first war for an English archaeologist who began the dig at the temple.’

‘Peregrine Muir,’ supplied von Quetzow.

Jost raised a thick finger. ‘That’s the name, yes.’ He paused again, before saying, ‘Last Saturday morning I was up before dawn, and I went for a walk past the villa. There are caves in the rocks there, as you know, sir. I took my camera, wanting to make a few pictures at first light. Who do you suppose I met there? Dr Spiros, of course. He was up to something, and he was surprised to find me waiting for him when he emerged from one of the caves. He looked exhausted. He was covered in dirt and carrying a flashlight. When I asked him what he was doing, he asked me if I could smell perfume.’

‘Perfume?’

‘That’s right, perfume. I told him I couldn’t smell any perfume. He just smiled at me and went on his way. Well, I wasn’t having that. I went after him and stopped him, and told him to give a proper account of himself. He explained to me that he was searching the mountain for the tomb of a saint, a very holy man, and that he would be led to the tomb by the scent of perfume emanating from the body which could not decay, such was the saintliness of the man.’

‘But why did this upset you? Isn’t that just the sort of thing which Catholics believe?’

‘It didn’t upset me, sir. Not until he told me the name of this saint. I asked him who it was, this holy man, and he said, Beelzebub.’

Von Quetzow managed to refrain from laughing. ‘Come now, Jost, he must have been joshing you.’

Jost folded his arms across his chest and shook his head, frowning. ‘No,’ he said, emphatically. ‘He was not having me on. He meant it all right, so he did. The local people seem to think he has the power of healing. Eleni was telling Buch about it the other day, a gift she called it.’

‘Did she? Well.’

There was a tap at the door, and it opened. It was the clerk holding some letters. He crossed to the desk and laid them on the blotter.

‘And yet you call him devilish,’ continued von Quetzow, as the clerk left the room. ‘I don’t understand you.’

Jost got heavily to his feet, saying, ‘Mail boat’s in. Well, if that’s everything, sir, I think I’d best leave you to it.’

Von Quetzow nodded absently, his attention taken by one of the letters: it was from Professor Lustgarten, posted in Prague ten days ago.

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Oh, Jost, tell Buch to come in, would you?’

‘Sir.’

It was several minutes before Buch appeared, but Captain von Quetzow, engrossed in the letter, hardly noticed. The Professor spoke of the courage needed to sustain the research work into Odinic energy.

‘The strain, the worries, the sleepless nights,’ he wrote, ‘not to mention the enormous expenditure of my own monies, have all taken their toll on me. Here in Prague, and in the Reich, there is not a single person who from the very depths of his being understands what I am doing, and would support me in this, my world-historical endeavour.’

But this was preposterous, thought von Quetzow, and quite untrue.

‘Do not misunderstand me, my colleagues are all good people working hard for our German victory, and my very good friends, most of them, but this does not alter the fact that they are all, without exception, entirely at odds with what I am trying to achieve. Every single one of them is envious of me, interferes with my work efforts, blunts the acuity of my mind, seeking to tear down the edifice of a lifetime of systematic effort.’

Von Quetzow pushed the letter aside in annoyance. No mention of my discovery at all. Well, perhaps the letter was written before he received the news. Yes, that was it. The Professor had evidently been feeling the strain. It was quite true that his theories more often than not were received with scepticism by the wider German scientific community, and of course the result was strain. But that did not alter the fact that sometimes the Professor’s mental state strayed uncomfortably close to paranoia.

‘Any news?’ asked Buch, peering round the door.

‘Is the Greek girl, Eleni, here?’

‘I don’t know, I’m sure.’

‘Find her and tell her to ask Dr Spiros to come here this afternoon.’

Pleased, Buch inclined his head. ‘Very good, sir,’ he said.

Von Quetzow returned to the letter.

‘Oh yes,’ said Buch, pausing at the door. ‘I completely forgot.’

‘What?’ said von Quetzow, without looking up.

‘The signals corporal asked me to give you this.’

‘Damnation, man, I swear you do it on purpose!’

‘Not at all,’ claimed Buch, put out. He looked at the decrypted signal. ‘Yes, old Leather Apron is on his way. He left Germany first thing this morning, by air.’

‘How many times must I tell you? You are not to refer to the Professor by that disgusting name.’

‘Why ever not? He always used to wear a leather apron when he was . . .’

‘How dare you! The Professor is a man of genius! Compared to him, you are sub-human. I warn you, Buch, you tread the razor’s edge. When he arrives here, you are to treat him with the greatest respect. Do you understand me? The greatest respect.’
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Just before 07.00, Professor Lustgarten and his adjutants departed Fliegerhorst Lippstadt, the nearest military airfield to Wewelsburg.

‘The first leg is to Rome,’ explained the pilot. ‘Expected arrival time is noon. If you’ll take your seats, gentlemen, as soon as the baggage is stowed, we’ll get under way.’

Lustgarten thanked the flyer. It was the same pilot who had flown the aircraft from Berlin the previous evening. ‘Be careful with those cases,’ he warned. ‘They contain sensitive instruments.’

‘Of course, sir.’

Only when he was certain the cameras and other equipment were safe did Lustgarten relax. Five hours. Plenty of time, therefore, both to think and to teach. He directed his assistants to be seated next to each other at one of the tables, and took his own place opposite them, facing forward.

The crew made final preparations. The doors were closed, and the engines started. The steward, who was cognizant of the professor’s dietary requirements, came and informed him that breakfast would be served once they were airborne.

‘Very good. You have washed your hands?’

‘Yes, Oberfuehrer.’

‘You are certain? Your fingernails are clean?’

‘Spotless, sir.’

‘Very well.’

Lustgarten settled himself. He was in no way perturbed by the events in Prague that morning. On the contrary, whatever the obstacle, he would surmount it. Pfister and Fromm, for instance. Look at them. One hoped for men of the best calibre, but one had to accept what came to hand, particularly in wartime. Well, if these two were not up to the mark, then they would quickly find themselves surplus to requirements, would they not? He would do all he could to aid them, of course, but judging from the way the two gentlemen were acting, like they were off on a jaunt, they might well benefit from a series of sharp shocks.

‘Enjoying yourselves, boys? Looking forward to the flight?’

‘Yes, Professor.’

‘Yes indeed.’

Lustgarten smiled jovially.

Once the Ju-52 had reached cruising altitude, the steward brought breakfast. The pilots might have been drinking coffee and eating sausage sandwiches, but not Professor Lustgarten and his staff. They breakfasted on herbal tea, with black bread, walnut meat, and dried apple rings. The boyish company of Pfister and Fromm caused the Professor to be more aware of himself than usual. Every morsel that passed his lips, he chewed and swallowed with the greatest attention. The interior of the aircraft, the view from the window, he observed, were sharply focused, intensely real. It was only the human beings, Pfister and Fromm, and the slovenly steward with nicotine-stained fingers, who seemed illusionary. Lustgarten did not doubt their existence, only their significance.

‘Little more than human lice,’ he muttered to himself.

‘Sorry, Professor, what was that?’

‘Nothing, Fromm.’

He announced that he would allow a further five minutes for sight-seeing, since it was a sunny cloudless morning, and neither Fromm nor Pfister had seen Germany from the air before. As he digested his breakfast, Lustgarten listened to their chatter with only half an ear; he was thinking of Giulio Andrea. A shame there had not been the opportunity to contact his Roman friend by telephone, for the Baron would have been fascinated by the discovery Lustgarten had made with von Quetzow, and might even have been persuaded to join the expedition, in a junior capacity.

Andrea had many things in common with Siegmund Lustgarten. Both were former soldiers who had served in the Great War, Lustgarten as a medical man, Andrea in the artillery; both were accomplished mountaineers; both were poets and philosophers; and both were adepts, although Lustgarten rightly believed he had far outstripped the Latin Andrea as a mage. Yes, to borrow Andrea’s phrase, they were both ‘differentiated men.’

What did this mean? It was quite obvious. The differentiated type was the man who had separated himself from sleeping humanity, from the frenzied monkey cage of modern existence; the higher man in whom was to be found something entirely lacking in today’s mass of humanity, namely the dimension of transcendence.

In Andrea’s philosophy, the aristocrat of the spirit did not isolate himself from the modern world he found himself in, rather he ‘rode the tiger,’ that is, he was in the world but not of it, and remained therefore uncontaminated.

But there was a more profound meaning to this dimension of transcendence, one which Professor Lustgarten suspected was contained in the Odin’s Text of Panos, and this was the Great Work, the magnum opus of the alchemical tradition, the overcoming not merely of modernity but of all manifestation, in both its aspects, outer and inner. How was this to be achieved? Lustgarten, a student and practitioner of the Way since early manhood, knew the answer to this of course, but the immediate question was, did Fromm and Pfister? They ought to, but what was their state of understanding, of their being this fine morning, eh?

It was time to find out.

‘Gentlemen,’ said Lustgarten, ‘although it is wonderful to view the glorious German Reich from such lofty heights, we should not allow the opportunity provided by this our flight to Rome, namely, to exercise our intellects and to work on ourselves to fly by. It is time to turn our backs on the pretty views, and get down to serious matters.’

Fromm and Pfister reacted to the Professor’s chiding as he’d expected. Immediately, they gave him their full attention, although Fromm appeared to be more awake than friend Pfister, who was as usual rather dopey. Lustgarten meditated for a few moments, collecting his thoughts.

‘We must begin by defining the Odinist. As you know, I contend that the Odinist is not one who worships Odin, but he who strives to become Odin. We might call such a man active. Not the worshipper of an external form but the one who turns inward, in the quest for self-deification. This is what the Odin’s Text contains. Nothing less than a practical guide to the divinization of Aryan man.’

Fromm and Pfister regarded their esteemed Professor with excitement, and in the case of Fromm, Lustgarten divined, with a greater yearning.

‘We know something of the processes involved already,’ said Fromm.

‘Yes indeed,’ said Pfister, agreeing, although less than convincingly.

Lustgarten was not surprised by this. Fromm was slightly more developed than his younger colleague, Pfister, who being endomorphic and viscerotonic had by nature a tendency to complacency and sleep. Lustgarten gave him a sharp glance before returning to the matter at hand.

‘But which Odin?’ he said. ‘That is the question.’

Pfister, downcast, looked expectantly at Fromm, who said, ‘Odin is the god of countless names.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Pfister, meekly. ‘The Delight of Frigg, the Wanderer, He Who Conceals . . .’

‘In his darker aspect, Lord of the Undead, and the Worker of Evil.’

‘Yes,’ said Lustgarten, ‘so many names, so many different aspects. Odin is not one, but many. Even so, he has one key feature. Well, gentlemen, what is it?’

‘Power,’ said Pfister. ‘Odin strives restlessly for power.’

‘Yes,’ allowed Lustgarten. ‘That is correct, but there is something more fundamental, something linked to the striving for power.’

Fromm raised a hand. ‘Knowledge,’ he said, ‘a ceaseless quest for knowledge.’

‘Well done,’ said the Professor. ‘That is exactly right. The quest for knowledge, to be won at any cost. Of course, this also entails an increase in power as Pfister has said, for as we know the two go together. The greater the insight into Nature and the Universe, the greater is Odin’s ability to manipulate, to control. Now, Pfister, what about Mimir and Odin?’

‘Mimir,’ said Pfister. ‘The name of the god, its etymology, is most likely related to remembering. Mimir might be said to be the One Who Remembers. His Well is to be found beneath the roots of Yggdrasil, the World Tree. Whomsoever drinks from its waters gains wisdom.’

Pfister was about to make a new point, but Lustgarten interrupted him. ‘No, develop this idea further. The relation between wisdom and memory.’

Pfister appeared to be flummoxed. Embarrassed, he apologised, and his freckled cheeks coloured. Displeased, Lustgarten looked to Fromm.

‘Would it be Plato?’

‘Go on,’ said the Professor.

‘Plato believed that in order to attain wisdom one must recollect what is eternal in Nature, its patterns and forms.’

‘Recollect, in what way?’

‘In the sense of bringing them into daylight consciousness.’

‘Good,’ said Lustgarten, and turned to Pfister who wanted to speak.

‘I was going to mention Mimir and Hoenir,’ said Pfister. ‘The hostage-takers, the Vanir, were surprised to learn that Hoenir, who was widely held to be wise, said nothing until he had consulted Mimir. The Vanir therefore decapitated Mimir and gave the head to Odin, which is how Odin acquired his wisdom.’

‘Not quite,’ pronounced Lustgarten, ‘but go on. Be more precise.’

‘By the use of magic?’ suggested Pfister. ‘Odin kept Mimir’s head alive by magical means.’

‘Sorcery was considered unmanly,’ stated Fromm.

‘True,’ said Lustgarten, stiffly. ‘Although we do not know why it was thought to be so. Perhaps because it was a special skill acquired only by the few.’

‘Envy,’ said Pfister.

‘Precisely,’ said the Professor, vehemently. ‘Another example, and there are many, of Odin’s willingness in his pursuit of knowledge to break societal laws, to burst the boundaries not only of the norm, but also, one might say, of discretion as well.’

Fromm appeared exalted by this observation. He said, ‘You are referring, Professor, to Odin’s willingness even to pluck out his own eye if it will result in greater powers.’

‘Exactly. We must not forget the loss of Richard von Quetzow’s eye. This is no coincidence, I think, no coincidence at all.’

Pfister nodded his agreement, and began in a low voice to recite, ‘I know that I hung on the windy tree nine night’s long, wounded with a spear, and dedicated to Odin, myself to myself.’

Lustgarten took up the chant, ‘On that tree, of which no one knows from whence its roots run. No bread did they give me, nor a drink from a horn. Downwards I peered and took up the runes. Screaming I took them, then fell back from there.’ He paused to draw a breath. ‘Yes,’ he said with emotion, ‘that is the measure of Odin’s thirst.’

It was a measure of his own thirst as well. Had he not discovered the roots of the tree, Yggdrasil? Had he not realised how Odin was able to sacrifice himself to himself? Yes, he had. I, Siegmund Lustgarten, universal genius.

Fromm said, ‘He is a strange god.’

‘All gods are strange, Fromm.’

‘I mean to say, if we compare him to Zeus, for example, he is quite different. He is not all-powerful.’

Lustgarten growled at this.

Nervously, the astrologer Pfister said, ‘He is more like Mercury.’

‘Ach,’ said Lustgarten, ‘now we are getting somewhere. The light is dawning. We are wiping the sleep from our eyes, eh, Pfister?’

Pfister smiled shyly.

‘Odin is indeed a Hermetic figure,’ said Lustgarten. ‘This tells us something of the greatest profundity about the Aryan spirit, does it not? Our chief god is not the creator of the universe, all-knowing and all-powerful, he is a philosopher. Literally, a lover of wisdom.’

‘Like you, dear father,’ said Pfister.

‘Yes,’ said Lustgarten. ‘Which brings us back to the point made earlier: that the corollary of the pursuit of knowledge might be said to be the pursuit of power. Odin may not be, like Zeus, omniscient and omnipotent, but he strives to become so. Do you see, boys? That is what the divinization of man means. Nothing less than becoming God Almighty, and that, I contend, is what I will find in the Odin’s Text.’

Fromm was almost trembling with excitement. ‘How fortunate we are.’

‘Truly wonderful,’ said Pfister, his eyes gleaming.

Lustgarten regarded his charges coldly. ‘We are not finished yet,’ he said. ‘Take a moment to compose yourselves, gentlemen.’

It was of course Fromm who discerned the sub-text of the comment. Lustgarten jabbed a finger at him, demanding, ‘What just happened?’

‘I awoke, Professor.’

‘So you did, but you have been out of bed for hours. What have you been doing?’

Fromm said, ‘Sleeping while awake, sir.’

‘You are as bad as Pfister here. Ach, why do I waste my time with you? You learn nothing, you are nothing. Be quiet! Do not interrupt me, thank you very much. Now, Fromm, describe precisely what happened when you awoke.’

‘Yes, Herr Professor. I observed myself. If I can observe myself, it follows that I am not one but two. The observer is the witnessing consciousness of the Aryan race. This witnessing consciousness wishes to become more and more conscious, and we must aid it in doing this by being present, and observing the automatic manifestations of our petty egos.’

Lustgarten did not speak for some time. He allowed the two youngsters to take in the enormity of their task.

‘Perhaps you would prefer to have a holiday in Rome,’ he said at last. ‘I am told there are many interesting sights for the tourist. Pfister, would you like a large plate of spaghetti? And you, Fromm, a glass or two of Chianti, to help you unwind? You could perhaps write postcards to send home to mother. Should I leave you both in Rome and go on to Panos by myself?’

‘No, sir,’ said Fromm.

‘No, sir,’ said Pfister.

‘No, sir,’ agreed Lustgarten. ‘Then apply yourselves, gentleman. That is all I ask of you, a little application!’
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By late morning, Sepp Kahn was seated behind his desk at headquarters in Prague, a cigarette in one hand, the telephone in the other. The windows were open to catch the breeze, for the day had turned hot and sultry, but the office door was firmly closed, and stationed outside was Henker who had orders to admit no one, not even Kahn’s boss, ‘Baby Face’ Boehme.

‘Trying to connect you. Hold the line,’ said the voice from Berlin.

‘I am holding the fucking line,’ muttered Kahn, glancing at his watch, again.

He’d been holding the line for nearly ten minutes now, and this was the second call to the Reich Chancellery, the first having been cut off while he was in the middle of reporting to Bormann.

Sepp Kahn lit a fresh cigarette from the stub of the old one. Hanging on the telephone gave a man time to think, more’s the pity. Irritably, he folded the stub into the brass ashtray that was fashioned from a shell case, narrowing his eyes against the smoke. He’d lay off the booze, he decided – or ease up a little anyway. It was the booze, he decided, combined with severe lack of sleep, that had caused him to hallucinate, back there in the cellar. It was a strange experience. All right, he admitted that, but understandable given the strain he’d been under, right? Right. That’s what Sepp Kahn had decided.

There still being no response from Berlin, he lay the receiver down none too gently on the desktop amongst the letters Hitler had written to Lustgarten in the early 1920s. To distract himself, Kahn extracted the contents of an envelope he hadn’t yet examined and began desultorily to read.

‘I cannot judge merely by artistic or military standards, or even by narrow scientific ones,’ Hitler had written. ‘No, I judge by the spiritual energy put forth by the Folk itself. My intention is to establish a Thousand Year Reich, and you, dearest friend, who supports me in this battle, are a fellow-fighter for a unique spiritual – I would even say divine – creation! You are correct when you write that in the moment of decision the decisive factor is not the ratio of strength, but the power of the spiritual force employed.’

Kahn fingered his tired eyes. He could read the sentences all right, but their meaning failed to flower into comprehension. He folded the letter and stuffed it back into the envelope. Half hoping to find something salacious, he selected another at random, and read, ‘What fundamental difference is there between fantastical perceptions and objective observations? There is none. Imagination and observation are to the same extent products of a cosmic dynamic and of inner-bodily forces. All of reality is phantasmal.’

Kahn sneered at the final word and screwed up the notepaper. Swearing, he grabbed up the telephone receiver. ‘You there?’ he demanded. ‘You still there, woman?’

There was a pause before the operator at the Chancellery said with asperity, ‘Please be patient and hold the line.’

‘I am holding the fucking line. Did I tell you it was Adolf Hitler himself I need to speak to?’

‘The Fuehrer has been informed. Please hold the line.’

Kahn slammed the receiver down on the desk, and inhaled mightily on the cigarette until the coal glowed and his fingers burned from the heat. When he’d calmed down a bit, he smoothed out the screwed-up letter and tucked it back into its envelope. There must be something pornographic in one of them, he thought. But if there was, he was yet to find it. Without removing the letter, he squeezed an envelope so that it pursed open, and he could read a few lines. The word ‘mouthpiece’ caught his attention.

‘ . . . chief or medicine man, then I am the latter. Policy is revealed to me, I do not formulate it. I am but a mouthpiece, as of the gods of olden times.’

Disappointed, Kahn stuck the cigarette between his lips and shoved the letters aside. Beneath them was the parchment on which was written Lustgarten’s aim, in order to win Germany the war: ‘To influence Adolf Hitler in the correct direction of our Armies on the Eastern Front.’

Medicine man, that was Dr Lustgarten all right. Like some black in the jungle, playing with Hitler’s hair as a juju. Kahn snorted at the thought, and the snort brought on a volley of bronchial coughing. The attack was still abating when he heard a female midget trying to attract his attention.

He snatched up the receiver. ‘About time!’

‘Connecting you now, caller.’

There was a click, followed by a series of faint buzzes and another click. ‘Bormann speaking. That you, Kahn?’

‘Yes,’ bellowed Kahn, ‘of course it is. Where’s Hitler?’

‘I have his instructions. You are to destroy the letters. Burn them immediately. Understand?’

‘Got it.’

‘How many are there?’

‘About two dozen. Hang on. No, more like thirty.’

‘Burn them, Kahn. Your old comrade congratulates you.’

‘Nice of him.’

‘Now, what was that you were saying about Heydrich?’

‘Hang on,’ said Kahn, who had quite forgotten. Raising his voice, he bellowed, ‘Henker! Henker!’

The office door opened smartly and the sergeant major leaned into the room.

‘What did you find out?’

‘Yeah, a call was made to the General’s villa the night before the assassination. Lustgarten spoke to Heydrich himself, warned him there would be an attempt on his life.’

Kahn nodded his thanks, and Henker disappeared, slamming the door behind him.

‘Did you hear that, Bormann? Lustgarten warned Heydrich the night before.’

‘These damned machines predicted it? How?’

‘I told you. The Wildenrath woman.’

‘This psychic you’ve locked up.’

‘Along with Lustgarten’s Czech assistant, name of Jenek.’

‘They are to be kept in close confinement.’

‘You don’t say. I was planning on sending them out to the café for ice cream and a packet of nails.’

Bormann ignored the sarcasm. ‘You already have your orders regarding the Professor.’

‘That’s right,’ said Kahn. ‘He’s for the chop.’

‘And his two adjutants as well.’

‘The more the merrier,’ said Kahn, stabbing out the cigarette stub.

‘But first you’re to make them talk. A full confession, by whatever means you deem necessary.’

‘Oh sure. Why not?’

‘Himmler has loaned Lustgarten a Junkers-52 from the Government Squadron. It has left German airspace on its way to Rome.’

‘Rome?’

‘En route to Crete.’

‘Then get on to the Luftwaffe and turn it around.’

‘No,’ said Bormann. ‘It’s better this way. The Fuehrer and Himmler have had words. Heini wants Lustgarten pardoned, everything forgotten. The Fuehrer has decided that the wet work be accomplished out of the way somewhere. Like Greece, for instance.’

‘Sounds familiar.’

‘You have a problem, Kahn?’

‘Me? The sun’s shining and the birds are singing. I’m as happy as a schwarzer.’

‘What are you getting at?’

‘Witchcraft,’ explained Kahn, lowering his voice. ‘No, what I mean is witch doctors. It’s not just the letters, man. He’s got a snip of Adi’s forelock in a fucking locket, and there’s writing in what I think is probably blood. Hold on, here it is: “My aim, in order to win the war for Germany: to influence Adolf in the correct direction of the Army on the Eastern Front.” Got that? Lustgarten’s the puppet master, and Adi’s dancing on the end of his string.’

Bormann did not answer immediately. Kahn took the opportunity to light up. ‘You still there?’ he muttered.

‘Destroy it all,’ said Bormann, dully. ‘The Czech and the woman, await instructions, but chances are they’re for the high jump.’

‘That was my thinking as well, as it happens.’

‘Getting cold feet, Genghis? You’ve nothing to worry about, nothing at all. A little vacation down in Greece will do you the world of good. Tie up the loose ends and your future’s all roses.’

‘Just so long as they aren’t the kind that come in wreaths.’

Bormann laughed humourlessly. ‘Prague airport,’ he said. ‘Show the commandant the Fuehrer’s autograph I gave you and get yourself on an airplane to Athens.’

‘Athens?’

‘The capital of Greece.’

‘I know what it is, clever swine.’

‘There you’ll find old friends. They’re recuperating after some heavy work in White Russia.’

Kahn knew who Bormann was talking about - the lousy police battalion he’d commanded out east. The unpleasant connotations thus associated had him reaching automatically for the brandy, and when he realised what he’d done, he frowned. ‘I see,’ he said, nodding his head in resignation.

Bormann explained, ‘There are no SS units on Crete, and all the police are military. You might need some helpers. This von Quetzow Lustgarten is on his way to see, he commands the garrison on the island. They might not take too kindly to you trying to arrest him.’

‘Try? I’ll arrest the bastard all right, with or without fucking helpers.’

‘Good, make sure you do,’ said Bormann, ironically, and ended the call.

Sepp Kahn slammed the receiver into the cradle so hard the telephone bell tinkled. He lurched to his feet and gathered together those damned letters. ‘Henker!’ he yelled.

The door was flung open, and the sergeant major looked round it before entering the room.

‘Burn this load of shit,’ Kahn told him.

The man nicknamed Henker came and collected the letters, carried them to the fireplace, and set to burning them one by one. Kahn, applying a flame to the parchment, suddenly looked up, head cocked.

‘Why’s it so quiet?’ he asked.

‘The action,’ explained Henker. ‘This village. Lidice, is it? Standartenfuehrer Boehme is leading it himself. Nearly everyone’s gone with him.’

‘Not the sister?’

‘I don’t know.’

Kahn shook his head, a rueful grimace on his tired face. She’d always been a strange one, our Paula. The smell of burning skin brought his attention back to the present moment. He manipulated the parchment so that the flame spread along the edges. He watched as the reddish-brown words ‘to win Germany the war’ were blackened and obliterated. Soon after, all that was left was a diminishing corner grasped between finger and thumb. Kahn wafted the remnant to put out the flame, and dropped it into the bin.

Next, he levered open the locket and examined the contents. The photograph was protected by a yellowed oval of cellophane. He tried to flick it out, scrabbling at it with blunt fingertips, but it was fruitless. He unscrewed the cap of a fountain pen and used the nib instead. The cellophane and the photograph flipped out into the ashtray. That just left Hitler’s hair. The things I do for the Fatherland, thought Kahn, scraping the forelock into the former shell case beside the photograph of the man it had come from. The hair burnt eagerly, so too the cellophane. Kahn nudged the photograph until he was looking into Hitler’s pale fanatical face, and burnt that as well.

‘You finished?’ he asked Henker.

‘Just about,’ said Henker, straightening up.

Kahn dropped the locket on the floor and crushed it beneath the iron heel of his boot. ‘You’re driving me to the airfield,’ he said. ‘After I’ve been home to freshen up, that is.’

Henker looked at him, searching his face. ‘Are we going back to Russia?’

‘Nah,’ said Kahn. ‘You’re not coming with me. Not this time anyway, you lucky Fritz . . .’

He was about to elaborate further, but his left arm had suddenly gone numb, and he felt so weak that he had to grab the back of the chair to stop from falling over. Henker made a move to come and help but Kahn’s furious bellow stopped him in his tracks.

‘Fuck off, I’m all right,’ Kahn snapped, but it wasn’t true. He wasn’t all right. He wasn’t in any way all right. The strangest thing had just happened. It had only lasted for a moment, and afterwards Kahn couldn’t be sure if he’d imagined it or not: it was as though an icy hand had cupped his heart, as if weighing it.

Breathing hard, Sepp Kahn sat down on the edge of the desk. He reached for his smokes and shuffled a nail out of the packet. Henker came over and supplied the light.

‘Thanks,’ muttered Kahn.

‘You can’t keep on like this, old pal,’ said Henker. ‘Something’s got to give.’

Sepp Kahn was almost touched by his subordinate’s solicitation, almost. Tentatively, he puffed on the cigarette. He expelled smoke with a long sigh.

‘Drive me home,’ he said. ‘I’ll have a wash and brush up. That’ll sort me out. Dig out some summer kit for me, sew on badges of rank. Oh, and pack the ‘phone.’

‘All right,’ said Henker, heading wearily for the door.

Kahn flexed his left hand. Slowly, the feeling returned to his arm. He had a mortal fear of flying. That’s what he put it down to, his mortal fear of flying. He looked at the charred remnants in the ashtray, muttering to himself, ‘That’s drawn a line under it, that has. It’s drawn a line.’

When Henker returned with the modified field telephone, Sepp Kahn was screwing the top back on the hip flask. ‘Right,’ said Kahn, enjoying the brandy’s fire. He stubbed out the cigarette in the ashtray. ‘I want you to send a signal to Egon Holz.’

Henker found a pad and pencil. Kahn was about to dictate when he belched mightily instead.

‘Ach, that’s better,’ he said with relief, thumping his chest with the side of a fist. ‘Does you good to get your wind up like that, eh?’ Kahn belched again. ‘Now all I need is a decent dump. My guts are like bastard concrete.’

‘Better than being loose.’

Kahn held his stomach, felt a movement coming on. Quickly, he headed for the door.

‘Tell Holz to meet me at Athens airport this afternoon,’ he said. ‘His unit is to stand by for airlift to Crete. Order of Adolf Hitler. He’s to find out all he can about Captain von Quetzow, commander of Panos garrison. Got that?’

‘Yes,’ said Henker.

Sepp Kahn farted unexpectedly, and disappeared at the gallop.








  
  
  CHAPTER TWENTY

  
  







There were three vehicles in the Pirate convoy to Alexandria: two 15-cwt Bedford trucks, and the Blitz buggy.

Johnny Ryder drove the car, the Greek lieutenant Andros sitting beside him, while Captain James Valentine stretched out on the back seat. He was feeling relaxed and happy, almost as though this were the first day of a holiday and not a journey to war. Johnny Ryder was talking poetry, Lt Andros listening politely and continually smiling. Valentine was enjoying watching the two of them, the brilliant garrulous Celt, and the boyish Hellene.

To the casual observer, Andros might have appeared to be nothing more than a good-natured youth, what with his giggles and his scant moustache, but that would have been to discount the inquisitive glances Andros made when he thought Johnny’s attention was elsewhere. Besides, Valentine had seen the Greek in action. During the disastrous raid on the airfield, young Andros had shown himself to be a man of cold determination. The Greek might have worked in his family’s brokerage business in peacetime, but at heart he was a warrior.

‘Yes,’ he was saying, ‘a distant ancestor of mine, Odysseus Androutsos.’

Johnny Ryder’s head snapped sideways to look at the Greek. ‘Of course! Androutsos! I’ve become so used to calling you Andros that I’d clean forgotten your real name.’

Andros smiled, indicating that it was of no importance. He said, ‘And when I say distant, I do mean distant, Johnny. So far distant that I have no family stories to tell about him, only legends.’

But Ryder was having none of it. Here was a man whose ancestor had fought beside Lord Byron in the struggle to win the Greeks independence from the hated Ottomans.

‘Tell me,’ he demanded, gripping the steering wheel hard with both hands. ‘You must tell me everything.’

‘I would be embarrassed to tell you. My ancestor was a bandit and a rogue. In fact, I’m not sure he even met Byron. I’m afraid that too many of the Greek leaders were only interested in parting Lord Byron from his wealth.’

Lt Andros turned in his seat to look at Valentine. He said, smiling, ‘We Greeks have not changed, Captain Val. You must be careful of your gold sovereigns. As soon as we see the colour of gold, we Greeks are like a dog after a juicy bone.’

‘I’ll be careful.’

Andros turned back to Ryder, saying, ‘This poem I do not know. Conrad and Gulnare?’

‘Byron’s Corsair,’ Johnny said, returning to his former subject before becoming side-tracked with Edward Trelawny, brother-in-law of Odysseus Androutsos. He intoned, ‘His death yet dubious, deeds too widely known, he left a corsair’s name to other times, linked with one virtue and a thousand crimes.’

Valentine lay back on the seat, tipping his hat over his eyes. He grinned to himself, but not too unkindly. It was typically Johnny, this kind of Romanticism. When they first met, in London before the war, and discovered that they both shared a belief in their own artistic genius, they’d swapped examples of their work. But Ryder’s short story had turned out to be a disappointment, a kind of throwback to Schiller and Poe. Valentine, who had taught himself to write by emulating Shaw, Eliot, and Hemingway, had been startled. In person, Ryder was a dazzling conversationalist, and when he related to Valentine the plot of the novel he was working on, Val had been in no doubt that Johnny would very soon produce a work of genius. But that had been almost five years ago, and Johnny’s masterpiece was still unfinished. Of course, the war had got in the way, but even without the interruption, Valentine doubted the novel would ever have been completed.

Johnny’s trouble was the effect he had on people. His late father was a Welshman, an accomplished Thespian, and Johnny had inherited both his father’s dazzling eloquence and the need for an audience. It was Valentine’s opinion that Johnny had wasted far too much time in pubs and at parties trying to influence people directly, rather than spending the time alone with paper and pen, working and reworking until the novel was done.

It all came down to disposition, he supposed. Johnny was an extrovert who liked to bask in the approval of other people. Valentine in contrast was introverted, often yearning for seclusion and silence, and who only came truly alive when he was alone with his creation. It had been an effort for Val to become more like Johnny. He’d created a persona – that of the confident and efficient man of the world – that went against the grain of his nature. In this too Shaw had been his exemplar, for there were two Shaws: the rather shy, awkward Bernard who loved nothing more than to stay at home, and the extrovert GBS who went out into the world, the politician and playwright, the critic and controversialist.

The matter of personal characteristics caused Valentine’s attention to shift to his Uncle Harry. Val admired Wyvern’s scholarship, was even fairly fond of him, but they had never truly got along. At bottom, it was a clash of temperaments. In spite of being a fiction writer, Valentine was practical and hard-headed, an accomplished sportsman and an intellectual, whereas Harry was a man of feeling, constantly swayed by tides of emotion, and to Val’s way of thinking, far too passive and pessimistic. And so, when the convoy of vehicles carrying the Pirates arrived at Alexandria naval base, and was escorted by a corporal of the guard to the secluded wooden hut used by the spooks from Rustum Building, Valentine was dismayed to find his uncle waiting. It was late afternoon, and the naval base was teeming with men and materiel.

‘Reinforcements,’ said Andros.

Sailors, soldiers, and airmen were forming up with their kit beside rows of trucks. Overhead flew a barrage balloon to deter low-flying raiders, and two anti-aircraft guns, protected by emplacements of sandbags, pointed at the glaring sky.

‘Do you think so?’ said Ryder, as they turned right to follow the corporal in the van.

‘Yes,’ said Valentine. ‘They’re not reinforcements at all, are they?’

‘Why do you say that?’ asked Andros. ‘What do you mean?’

The van slowed down, and the Royal Marine corporal directed Johnny Ryder to park opposite a huge stack of crated ammunition that was being loaded onto railway trucks by local labour. The two lorries pulled up alongside. Ryder coughed. There was the stink of burning petrol.

‘Look,’ said Ryder to Andros.

Across the way, on the corner where the narrow-gauge railway track curved to the right, was a two-storey office building. At the side of the building, wooden gates stood open, revealing an empty car park. Navy clerks were carrying huge piles of paperwork out of a side-door to where a Chief Petty Officer, standing beside four oil drums from which blazed orange flames, was supervising.

‘The Navy’s preparing to leave,’ said Valentine, standing up. He vaulted over the side of the vehicle.

‘Where will they go?’

‘Cyprus, maybe,’ said Ryder, ‘or the Levant. I can’t see Rommel crossing the Nile and the Canal.’

‘But the Germans would have Cairo, and Alexandria,’ objected Andros. ‘It would be a catastrophe.’

Ryder said, coolly, ‘Hasn’t happened yet, old thing.’

Valentine was hardly out of the car when he heard his name being called. ‘James?’

He looked across at the hut, a largish structure with shutters at the windows. In the doorway was Harry Wyvern, waving to him, pipe in one hand, sun hat in the other.

‘Hello,’ Valentine called, surprised.

Harry Wyvern cut an eccentric figure. He was wearing baggy knee-length shorts and a creased bush shirt of yellowish khaki. On his bare feet were large brown leather sandals, and his wiry hair was in disarray. He looked every inch the absent-minded academic, not at all the spy master. But at least he appeared to be energetic. Perhaps he’s entered one of his manic phases, thought Valentine wryly.

Uncle Harry’s attention was distracted by someone speaking to him from inside the hut. Valentine took the opportunity to check on the men. ‘Don’t let them wander off,’ he told Sergeant Manning. ‘I shan’t be long.’

Manning was evidently amused by Harry Wyvern’s appearance. ‘Ages yet.’

Uncle Harry was waving again, the sun glinting off the circular lenses of his spectacles. Valentine deduced from his signalling that he wanted to greet Ryder and Andros who were lighting cigarettes.

‘Harry wants to say hello,’ said Valentine, and they followed him across the railway track to the hut.

‘Come along in,’ said Harry, heartily.

They went inside. The hut was hot and stuffy, and it took a few moments for Val’s eyes to adjust after the fierce sunshine outside. He got the impression of a sparsely furnished room, of wooden chairs, trestle tables, and a few desks equipped with telephones. An open door led to another room, from which he heard women’s voices. The unexpected presence of females in this noisy masculine world of military preparations was almost jarring, so much so that Valentine was completely distracted. Not that it mattered: Uncle Harry and Johnny Ryder were talking both at once, the Greek Andros looking from one to the other and back again, trying to follow what was being said.

Valentine ventured closer to the open door. Through it, he saw another trestle table on which were laid out platters of sandwiches, fresh fruit, and slices of ginger cake. A young woman came into view carrying a large metal teapot, closely followed by another girl laden down with a tray of tea mugs.

‘Hello,’ said the first, seeing him.

Valentine smiled at her absently. She and her friend looked like they were Greeks, or perhaps French, dark-haired, slim, not particularly pretty, but vivacious all the same because of their youth.

She smiled back at him with rather more enthusiasm than he had shown, saying, ‘Would your men like a cup of tea, Captain, and something to eat?’

From her accent he deduced she was indeed Greek. Valentine groaned inwardly. What he really wanted to do was to get the men aboard the submarine as quickly as possible, not exchange pleasantries with his uncle at a tea party.

He said, ‘Yes, I’m sure they would. I’ve never yet known them say no to food and drink.’

‘Oh good.’

‘But not in here.’

‘No?’

‘Would you be so kind as to take things out to the lorries? They can’t leave the vehicles unattended.’

‘All right.’

It wasn’t true, of course, and the girls could tell he was lying. The truth was, he didn’t want the men traipsing through the hut while he was in conference with Harry. He watched as the two women began to pour the tea. They were dressed in khaki, with Army auxiliary badges, but from their demeanour he guessed they weren’t secretaries or nurses or drivers, but spies waiting to go into the field. For a moment, his irritation at the situation abated, but then Harry came over, carrying the sun hat, and with Johnny and Andros in tow. Ryder had that predatory look in his eyes - he’d spotted females.

Harry said, ‘Yes, bring them in, Johnny. We thought you’d need some refreshment after that drive.’

Immediately, the irritation was back. Valentine said, ‘They’ll serve tea at the lorries.’

‘Oh?’ said Harry. He scratched the side of his nose with the stem of his pipe. ‘Well, all right. You don’t mind, do you, ladies?’

‘Of course not.’

‘Not at all.’

‘Harry,’ said Valentine.

‘All right, all right,’ said his uncle, lightly. ‘Come with me to the office. I’m sure they can manage quite well without us getting under their feet.’

Valentine followed his uncle without a backward glance. A door led to a narrow dark corridor. Harry paused to hang the sun hat on a hat peg. To one side was a door marked ‘WC,’ outside which was a fire bucket filled with sand. Opposite was the kitchenette. Straight ahead was a door marked ‘NO ENTRY TO UNAUTHORISED PERSONNEL,’ and it was this door which Harry Wyvern went and unlocked.

The office was dark and hot. Harry turned on the overhead light and the desk lamp as well, but their combined light barely illuminated the room. Valentine saw that there were shutters on the windows and that the windows were tightly fastened. His uncle went behind the desk and sat down. The desk was bare, apart from an ashtray and a few pencils. Beside the desk was a large Chubb safe, on top of which was a Smith and Wesson revolver, a Sten gun, and a few rounds of ammunition. Val, who was wearing long trousers and desert boots, began to sweat. Perhaps his uncle’s get-up wasn’t so stupid after all. Reluctantly, he sat down as well, in an uncomfortable wooden chair. He wondered how many other secret assignments this dingy room had seen.

‘Yes,’ said Harry. He stuck the pipe in the corner of his mouth and began energetically to search his pockets. ‘Had word earlier that our bird has departed Germany this very morning.’

‘Good,’ said Valentine, wondering how that intelligence had been garnered: was it via a spy, like the two girls serving tea, or a decrypted signal?

Valentine waited for his uncle to continue, but he appeared to be distracted. Harry took a pouch of tobacco from the pocket of his shirt. In another pocket he found his lighter, and in a third a penknife. Valentine watched him ream the bowl of the pipe and knock the dottle into a small pile on the desk. Again, Harry seemed to expend more energy on the task than was necessary.

‘You went to visit the South Africans, I hear.’

RAF Aboukir was just up the coast, not far from the naval base. ‘Yes, good fellows.’

‘My advice is, don’t dawdle.’

‘No,’ said Valentine. ‘I wasn’t planning on hanging about.’

‘Tobruk is in danger of being surrounded,’ Harry explained, urgently. ‘Mersah Matruh will be the next to fall. The Army’s pulled back everything that will move to El Alamein, less than sixty miles from here. If you don’t signal for the aircraft sooner rather than later, the South Africans may already have withdrawn.’

Valentine nodded soberly. Aboukir to Panos and back was the very limit of the Ju-52’s range. If the South Africans were forced to evacuate by the German advance, then there was no other airfield the Junkers could fly from. ‘Point taken,’ he said.

‘I’ve spoken to the Admiral,’ continued Harry. ‘There’s a chance the Navy would be able to send a gunboat to pick you up, but he couldn’t guarantee it.’

‘Understood. It’ll be quicker by air.’

Harry nodded distractedly, and Valentine wondered if his uncle was thinking about Clarissa, that closest of spies. He couldn’t really blame him if he was. Aware that he was being watched, Harry met Valentine’s gaze and smiled affectionately.

‘I’ll bring him to you,’ Valentine promised.

‘I know you will, James. I look forward to interrogating him.’

Valentine was surprised. ‘You’ll do that yourself, will you? I thought perhaps that . . .’

‘Oh no,’ said Harry, sharply. ‘I shan’t be deprived.’

There was steel in Harry Wyvern’s voice that Valentine could never remember having heard before. He found it heartening in a strange way. He stood up abruptly.

‘I really have to get going,’ he said. ‘If that’s everything?’

‘Yes,’ said Harry, lifting the telephone receiver. ‘I’ll just let the Navy know you’re here. Heard from your mother the other day.’

‘That’s good,’ said Valentine.

To forestall the possibility of family gossip, he went and opened the door and stepped into the corridor. Impatiently, he loitered there while his uncle telephoned.

It was then that he recalled the family story. As a youth, given to debilitating depression, Uncle Harry would sometimes borrow his father’s revolver, take it out to the woods and use it in a game of Russian Roulette. Naturally, the single bullet had never chambered. The story went that when the hammer clicked down on empty, Harry had experienced a surge of vitality that swept the melancholy away.

Valentine imagined pressing the pistol barrel against the temple, squeezing the trigger, the explosion of relief as the gun did not fire. But what had happened to Harry in that moment? Yes, it was though a reconnection with reality had been made, an escape from morbid subjectivity. The world must have looked wonderfully fresh and new, everything more real. One was present, whereas before one had been absent. It was the difference between sleep and waking, prison and freedom.

Valentine was still considering the story’s implications when he suddenly realised he had completely forgotten about Operation Warlock. The insight seemed far more important than going to war. He fingered his breast pocket, feeling the notepaper signed by Churchill. Valentine smiled thinly. He had his own plans for interrogating Lustgarten.

‘Oh dear,’ said Harry, coming out of the office. ‘You’ve not even had a cup of tea.’

‘I don’t want one, thank you,’ said Valentine, striding away.

In the distance, he could hear his men chattering. He went and looked outside. The two girl spies were the centre of attention, as he knew they would be. The Pirates were laughing and joking with them, as the men drank and smoked and ate. Annoyed, Valentine turned and offered Harry his hand.

He said, ‘Don’t wish me luck, uncle.’

Harry shook his hand. ‘Oh? Well, I shall wish you bon voyage, then. Is that permitted?’

Valentine felt slightly ashamed. He wondered if he was being churlish. He dismissed the notion. It was just a clash of temperaments, that was all.

‘It is,’ he said, ‘and thank you.’

He put on his cap and went out into the sunshine. ‘All right, let’s get cracking! This isn’t a bloody tea party, we’ve a war to fight. Sarn’t Manning, get them loaded up, right now.’

‘All right, you lot. You heard what the officer said.’

The men began passing empty plates and tea mugs to the girls who were holding out empty trays. Valentine got into the driving seat and slammed the door hard enough to make the car rock on its springs. The motion brought him back to himself. He was now annoyed that he was annoyed. He tried to relax, but it was difficult. Andros got into the back of the car, and Johnny into the front passenger seat. The Greek was chattering about the two women. Ryder glanced sideways at Valentine, and smiled ironically.

‘Move yourself, Corporal, if you don’t mind!’ ordered Valentine, his voice loud enough to shut Andros up.

The Royal Marine corporal who had escorted them from the main gate doused a cigarette, got behind the wheel of the little Ford van with its RN markings, and drove off. The Pirates mounted the lorries, which started up and followed the Blitz buggy. Valentine concentrated on driving, and relaxed a little. Soon, his mind wandered, and by association he began to think about Caesar and Cleopatra, and the burning of the library of Alexandria. It had looked as if Caesar’s task was hopeless, but he had prevailed in the end.

Shaw’s Roman had been an exemplar for the youthful Valentine. Like Cleopatra, he had tried to imitate Caesar in everything. Tried, and usually failed. The memory of falling short nettled him. Caesar used to let everyone say what they pleased to him, and without losing his temper. His reason being, to learn what people are. Valentine wished he could do the same. He was too much of a hot head, that was the problem. Then try harder, he told himself.

‘Look there,’ said Andros, pointing. ‘Submarines.’

‘Yes,’ said Johnny Ryder, sitting up the better to see.

The subs were on the other side of the harbour, moored next to a merchantman beside the harbour wall.

A few hundred yards later, the RN van rolled to a halt and the corporal climbed out again. He came over, straightening his belt as Valentine parked up.

‘Do they know you’re here, sir?’ he asked. ‘There’s no sign of a launch.’

James Valentine controlled his temper.

‘Is there a telephone, Corporal?’ he said, politely. ‘Perhaps you could ring and remind them.’








  
  
  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

  
  







Sturmbannfuehrer Sepp Kahn did not enjoy his trip in the Flying Pencil.

On those few previous occasions when he’d been forced to travel by air, he’d made damned sure that he sat nowhere near a window. Vertigo, that was the problem. He wasn’t scared of the contraptions crashing. No, he had this horrible urge to throw himself out of the door, even though the thought of falling thousands of metres to his death brought him out in a stinking sweat of terror.

But there was nowhere to hide in the Dornier Do-17. Nicknamed the Flying Pencil because of its long narrow fuselage, the fast-bomber’s crew of four were crammed close together, inside a kind of hot-house at the front end. Everything was made of glass, or at least of Perspex - the walls, the ceiling, even the god-damned deck - and Kahn spent the journey of more than three hours from Prague to Kalamaki in an absolute funk. It was a funk exacerbated by a lack of hard liquor, for in spite of his terror, he had from somewhere found the self-discipline not to uncap the refilled hip flask and drain its contents in one.

Naturally, the aircrew found all this hilarious, riding him till his blood boiled, and naturally too Kahn lost his rag in return. In a way, he was glad, for a man can feel only one emotion at a time, and mortal terror had been forced out by fury. Yeah, he’d shown the flyby bastards. First, the pistol, dragged from its holster with a quivering hand; and second, the letter, already getting a bit tattered and torn, from Adolf Hitler. He told the pilot that if there was any more monkey business, he’d shoot the navigator and the gunner dead right now, and as soon as they reached Athens, he’d stuff Hitler’s autograph down the pilot’s windpipe and throttle him with his bare hands.

Anyway, it had done the trick, with hardly an unnecessary word being spoken by the flyers for the rest of the trip. The navigator, realising maybe that it was vertigo that was the problem, suggested Kahn take up position in the rear-gunner’s seat so that he’d be able to look rearward along the fuselage, rather than at the distant ground below. Kahn had seen the sense of it, and it had helped him endure the flight to fix his staring eyes along the length of the thin metal fuselage.

Now he was back on the ground and in Greece, feeling proud of himself for not having combatted the flying terror with drink, he was experiencing what amounted he supposed to a kind of euphoria. In fact, the first timer in Athens was feeling as fit as a flea. Why, he did not know for sure, but he put it down to the self-discipline he had shown, and to his abstemiousness.

As he climbed the steps to the veranda of the officer’s mess on Kalamaki airbase, Kahn dumped his kit and decided a celebration was in order. Lighting a cigarette, he saluted the approaching waiter, a fine-looking fellow, and called for a bottle of chilled beer. Nodding amiably to a couple of flyers, he sat in the cane chair with a sigh of satisfaction and enjoyed the nail like it was a whiff of nectar, and when the beer came, the golden glass frosted with condensation, he drank it down in one and instructed the servant to bring him another just the same.

Josef Kahn had sunk quite a few more cold ones before Egon Holz finally appeared. So many, in fact, that he’d ceased to enjoy them, and made the change from beer to brandy. It was decent stuff as well. Not French, but a local brand, name of Metaxa. He raised the glass, his third, and waved it at the reserve police officer who was marching stiffly towards the steps. Yes, all told, Genghis was feeling pleasantly distracted.

‘Plank,’ he called, mockingly, ‘a pfennig to a piece of shit you’re pleased to see me.’

‘Of course, Sturmbannfuehrer,’ said Police Captain Egon Holz, taking off his uniform cap. ‘I was overjoyed to receive your signal.’

‘Thought you’d seen the last of me, eh? How’s that band of heroes of yours? Still going sick at the first sign of trouble?’

Holz bridled at this. ‘Our sickness rate was no worse than any other police battalion,’ he said, angrily.

Holz sat down at the table.

Kahn laughed at him. ‘You heard what happened to Bach-Zelewski, didn’t you? They had to lock him up in the SS hospital at Hohenlychen. Lost his nerve, completely lost his nerve, screaming at night that the soaps were climbing out of the pits and coming to get him.’

‘Please,’ hissed Holz, ‘keep your voice down.’

As though puzzled, a frowning Genghis Kahn sat up in his chair and looked around at the Luftwaffe officers seated at the other tables. His expression changed to one of contempt.

‘They all know,’ he said, raising his voice. ‘Don’t you, boys? We’re all good National Socialists here, aren’t we, Party Comrades? It’s not a secret. You all know what we’ve been doing to the soaps and the Bolshevists, don’t you, lads?’

Egon Holz felt himself flushing with shame. Kahn was quite as bad as he remembered him - a drunken, murderous thug.

Sepp Kahn shrugged, and subsided into the chair, the cane creaking. ‘Ignore me then, why don’t you?’ His speech was slurred, and when he looked again at Holz, his horrible eyes appeared to have trouble focusing. ‘No guts, Bach-Zelewski, just like your crew of flat feet. Still mollycoddling them, are you, Plank?’

‘Time we left, I think,’ said Holz, using the kind of pleasant tone that sometimes worked with a drunk. ‘You say it is urgent?’

‘Leave? What for? I’m just getting comfortable now the sun’s not so hot. Have a drink. Have a brandy. It’s decent, even if it is Greek.’

Reluctantly, Holz signalled to the waiter. Perhaps another brandy would send the oaf to sleep. ‘One more for the Sturmbannfuehrer, and bring me a beer,’ he added.

‘Sorry, Herr Hauptmann, but I think the gentleman has had enough.’

‘Get me a fucking drink,’ ordered Kahn, dangerously.

‘Some of the other officers have been complaining, Herr Sturmbannfuehrer, and I can’t say I blame them. Why don’t you go and have a nice lie down? It’s too hot to be boozing.’

Without lifting his chin from its position on his chest, Kahn said, quietly, ‘Get me another cognac, you prick, and don’t call me “Herr.” Don’t you know that the national revolution did away with all such class distinctions?’

But the waiter was not so easily intimidated. He’d been in the air force since 1918, had served champagne to Richthofen and helped Hermann Goering to bed when the Reichsmarschall had been too drunk to stand.

‘No,’ said the waiter. ‘You’ve had enough, more than enough.’

He turned to go but Kahn, with surprising speed, reached out and grabbed him by the trouser leg.

‘I’ll decide when I’ve had enough, friend,’ said Kahn. He was smiling, but the smile didn’t make it as far as his eyes. He hadn’t yet looked at the waiter, but he did so now, holding out his empty glass.

‘A small one,’ conceded the waiter, who knew when to back down.

The look this SS officer was giving him, with those strange eyes, reminded him of a caged lion. The same anger, hatred even. Only here there were no bars to protect him, and the animal was pawing his leg.

‘Make it a large one, Peaches. I’ve a thirst something rotten,’ said Kahn, with a lecherous wink.

The horrified waiter stared at him for a moment before nodding, and Kahn sent him on the way with a slap on the backside. The expression on Egon Holz’s face soured even further.

Kahn had been drunk the last time Holz had seen him, six months previously, on the train which had taken Reserve Police Battalion 401 home from Minsk. It was a journey Holz had not forgotten, seventy-two hours stuck in a closed compartment with only Genghis Kahn for company. It had seemed like seventy-two days. Even when he’d fallen asleep – or rather, passed out, so much vodka did he consume – Kahn still allowed his companion no peace. His snores rattled the sealed windows, and his terrible flatus fouled the stale air. And now, like a bad dream, he was back again, fatter, and even redder of face than before.

Plank, the dirty pervert called him, a witless pun on Holz, meaning ‘wood,’ but also, Holz supposed, a reference both to his height and to his professional rectitude.

The waiter, blushing, returned to deposit the drinks, and quickly left.

‘So,’ said Kahn, his glass happily replenished. ‘This von Quetzow, our robber baron, what have you discovered? Anything?’

Holz was in no mood to cooperate. He took a draught of beer before answering, ‘What kind of thing are you thinking of?’

‘Why, tell me everything,’ said Kahn, expansively.

It was obvious that he suspected Holz had failed in the task Kahn had set him, but Holz had not failed. He might not be a detective, but he was a policeman nonetheless, and getting information was his meat and potatoes. Of course, it had helped that a former colleague from the pre-war Hamburg Orpo was stationed at Army Field Police headquarters in Crete, and it was Albert who’d given him the lowdown on Baron von Quetzow.

‘All right,’ began Holz. ‘Last winter, he was badly wounded in Russia. He lost an eye and a leg. Despite the handicap, he’s the stoic type who gets on with his job without complaint.’

‘A real-life German hero,’ said Kahn, grinning stupidly. ‘A real-life, wounded German hero.’

Holz ignored the interruption. ‘He has a doctor friend on Crete who supplies him with morphine, off the books. The hero’s mother was sending him dope from a castle in Swabia, but it got confiscated, and the baron had to make other arrangements.’

‘Naughty,’ said Kahn. ‘A lesser mortal would’ve found himself in the penal battalion, double quick.’

Holz inclined his head at the truth of this. ‘He has what you might call natural authority, which lesser mortals might think of instead as arrogance.’

‘We’ve all met them, Holz. Stuck-up lordlings with a chest full of medals.’

‘Not in this case. He did his duty by family and Fatherland all right, but apart from the wound badge in silver, he carries no tin.’

Grunting, Kahn raised his eyebrows at this. One of the few things Holz and he agreed on was the injustice of the paucity of honours for men like them who fought the dirty war. Taking his time about it, Holz sank a couple of mouthfuls of beer.

‘Go on,’ said Kahn, as though Holz was trying to put one over on him. ‘You haven’t finished. I know you too well, Plank.’

This too was typical Kahn. He always had to know everything, and wasn’t happy till he did. All right, thought the police captain, see what you make of this, you filthy swine. Holz placed the beer glass back on the mat before continuing.

‘But not even the Knight’s Cross with Swords and Diamonds would save him,’ he said with deliberation, ‘not if the authorities knew of his true nature.’

‘You mean, Plank,’ said Kahn, belligerently, ‘that the Herr Baron is a breech-loader.’

Holz continued speaking in the same measured tone. ‘His servant’s name is Buch, Ernst, who was well known to the Munich police before the Seizure of Power. He served two years in jail, under Paragraph 175.’

‘I get it,’ said Kahn. ‘You’d like to see both of them in a KZ, is that it, wearing the pink triangle and getting the shit beaten out of them night and day?’

Kahn made no secret of his own inclinations – he didn’t have to, not with his connections – and it hadn’t taken a genius to figure out that homosexuality disgusted Holz. He said, ‘They don’t come under my jurisdiction.’

‘No, they don’t,’ agreed Kahn, leering. ‘But they’re about to come under mine.’

Holz looked away, angered.

Kahn said, ‘Continue with your report, Hauptmann.’

Holz obeyed. ‘Von Quetzow is one of these cranks,’ he said, ‘an Ariosophist, an adherent of the World Ice Theory. He’s interested in Tibet and Atlantis, and believes the Earth is hollow. He visited Crete before the war and spent time on the island of Panos working at an archaeological dig. Schliemann is his hero.’

‘Schliemann?’

‘Heinrich Schliemann,’ said Holz, silently adding the words: ‘You ignoramus.’

‘Who?’

‘Schliemann, the discoverer of Troy.’

Kahn belched softly into the brandy glass. ‘Oh,’ he said.

‘He was a member of the Wotan Society,’ Holz continued. ‘If you remember, before the Seizure of Power, there was the German Religious Fellowship, the Brotherhood of Wotan, and so on? People who wanted to bring back the worship of the old gods.’

‘How do you know all this?’ demanded Kahn, suddenly animated.

‘There was a murder case I followed, back in 1932.’

‘Oh, a murder case you followed. I see, so that’s why you sound so knowledgeable.’

Holz smiled to himself. With Kahn you could never win. He wanted information, and when you gave him information, he complained that you were giving him the information.

‘Do you want to know what else I found out, or not?’

‘Continue with your report,’ said Kahn. ‘Only don’t come the high and mighty, all right?’

Holz went doggedly on, saying, ‘As soon as von Quetzow was posted to Panos, he immediately returned to the dig. He used his own money to employ some Greeks to labour for him, not that he minds getting dirty himself. He believes Panos was once part of Atlantis, and that the archaeological site was built by our own Aryan ancestors. Then, a couple of weeks ago, he made some kind of discovery. To say he was excited is an understatement, he was beside himself with joy. He dug up some kind of artefact which he keeps locked in the safe in his office at the fort in St George’s.’

Kahn interrupted him. ‘All right, all right. Enough, Plank. You’ve assembled some men?’

‘Yes.’

‘How many?’

‘How many do you want?’

‘You tell me. How many do you think I need?’

‘There are fewer than eighty soldiers on Panos.’

‘Any police?’

‘One man, named Jost.’

‘I see, I see. That’s your informant, right?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Is he, or isn’t he?’

‘Colonel Witt has been instructed by general headquarters Crete to keep an eye on the situation in Panos.’

‘Has he? Why?’

‘Can’t you guess?’

‘Friction between the Army and SS,’ said Kahn, his eyes narrowed.

‘Precisely. So how do we get there?’

‘Good question,’ said Kahn, taking out the tatty folded letter.

He flicked it towards Holz who made no attempt to catch it. It landed in a pool of spilled beer. Reluctantly, Holz picked it up, opened it out and read it, holding it clear of his uniform to avoid the drips.

‘Impressive,’ he said, eyebrows raised.

‘The commandant at the Prague airfield thought so,’ said Kahn. ‘He jumped to his feet, told me his Party membership number, and gave me the straight arm. Whoever’s in charge here will likely do the same. Organise an aircraft, Holz. We leave tomorrow. How many men can a Ju-52 carry?’

‘Eighteen, plus the crew, depending on the amount of equipment.’

‘All right, you, me and sixteen of your best lads, armed to the teeth. We leave as soon as we get word that our boy has landed on Crete. That’s your job, Plank. Get on to your contact. As soon as a Junkers-52 of the Government Squadron arrives from Italy, I want to know immediately. Got that? Immediately.’

‘Yes, Sturmbannfuehrer.’

‘Yes, Sturmbannfuehrer,’ mocked Kahn. ‘Now, let’s have a proper drink, eh? We can talk about old times.’
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His Majesty’s Submarine Terrier was moored alongside the depot ship, bows on to the harbour wall. The launch slowed and cruised to a halt next to the port saddle tank. A line was thrown and caught, and a rating used the boat hook to pull the stern in close. The sub-lieutenant in charge of the deck party, a smartly turned-out French Canadian, went aboard first.

‘Captain Valentine?’ he said with formality. ‘My name’s Garneau. Welcome aboard.’

Casually, Val returned his salute. ‘Thanks.’

‘Would you care to follow me below?’

‘Not until our gear is aboard. Is that all right?’

‘Sure,’ said the Canadian, doubtfully.

‘My lads can manage,’ said Valentine, forestalling any offer of help.

‘Yeah,’ Corporal Inglis piped up. ‘Some of this tackle’s delicate, mate. Wouldn’t want to drop it on your toes.’

Garneau and the deck crew stood watching as Valentine and his officers helped the soldiers transfer their kit from the launch to the forward hatch. Garneau exchanged looks with a Petty Officer.

‘My missus was the same with her first-born,’ Valentine heard the PO say.

Garneau was not amused. In fact, he looked dismayed. Valentine wondered why. He tried to see the situation from the sub-lieutenant’s point of view. Was it because this was a false-nose op? Did the Canadian think it wrong to risk a submarine and sixty crewmen to deliver a bunch of desperadoes somewhere? Perhaps.

‘Right,’ said Valentine, cheerfully. ‘Is that it?’

‘Last of it, boss.’

‘Mr Garneau?’ said Valentine.

Garneau unfolded his arms, saying, ‘You will let my people stow your gear, won’t you?’

‘Where?’

‘There’s space amongst the torpedoes.’

‘All right,’ said Valentine.

‘If you’d follow me?’

As soon as Valentine stepped through the torpedo loading hatch, he immediately entered another world. The humid breeze and salt tang of the harbour was replaced by the smell of sweat and metal, of oil and hot machinery, all confined within the narrow, crowded torpedo stowage compartment that was ill-lit by dull white lamps.

‘Mind your heads,’ warned Garneau, ducking beneath a net containing dozens of tins of Spam and bully beef.

Garneau was only five foot five, and it amused him to see the big pongo stooping uncomfortably - that’d teach him to grow so big.

‘First time aboard a submarine?’ asked Garneau.

He immediately wished he hadn’t spoken, half-expecting a sarcastic response from the languid English officer. When none came, he began to warm to the man a little.

‘No, second time, but my lads wouldn’t mind a guided tour.’

They passed through the bulkhead door, the Pirates trailing behind them.

‘This is the ratings’ mess,’ said Garneau. ‘Then there is the Petty Officers’ mess. It is a case of hot bunking. Some of the boys have volunteered to share. Your sergeant will find a berth in the PO’s mess.’

The narrow companionway was lined on one side with a triple tier of bunks, and on the other were seats around a central table that was suspended from thin chains. The submarine was being made ready for sea, and the mess decks were empty, but even unoccupied they seemed to the soldiers to be intolerably cramped. Valentine, however, was enjoying himself. He liked submarines, and he liked the men who sailed in them. If he’d been a sailor, he told himself, he’d have been a submariner.

‘This the wardroom?’ he said, neck bent, his head touching the network of white-painted pipes and brass valves.

‘That’s it,’ said Garneau. ‘Your officers are to bunk in there. Heads across the way, and this is the captain’s cabin: your quarters.’

‘Captain’s cupboard,’ murmured the six-footer Corporal Inglis, who had already banged his head twice and tripped over a combing.

‘What about the captain?’ asked Valentine.

‘Captain tends not to sleep so much on patrol. He generally only uses the cabin for a few hours, so he won’t be disturbing you.’

‘That’s very good of him.’

‘And here we find the nerve centre,’ said Garneau, approaching the control room.

The control room was packed with men of the watch, most of whom were too busy to give the strangers crowded into the companionway more than a brief glance. From his previous experience of submarines, Valentine was able to identify the helmsman and the hydroplane operators, the attack instruments, the ASDIC position, and the ‘blowing panel.’ There was the smell of fresh paint, oil, and grease.

Garneau said, ‘Through there is the wireless office and the galley.’ He stood aside as someone came clanging down the bridge ladder.

‘Ah,’ said the First Lieutenant, ‘our cargo, I see. My name’s Kendrick. Thank you, Frenchie.’

Sub-lieutenant Garneau said, ‘This is Captain Valentine.’

Valentine introduced his officers who were caught up amongst the men in the companionway, but Kendrick, who appeared to be distracted, barely acknowledged them.

‘We’ll be getting underway soon,’ Kendrick said.

‘Change of plan?’

‘No, not really,’ answered the First Lieutenant, dismissively.

Valentine didn’t press him. They were to have left under cover of darkness. Kendrick, unlike Garneau, was British, a member of the ‘wavy navy,’ as the Royal Navy Reserve was known, due to the pattern of their rank insignia. He wasn’t yet thirty, but he had the weathered, lined face of a much older man.

‘Think you can keep them from cluttering the place up?’ he asked, rudely.

‘Yes,’ Valentine responded, with a touch of asperity.

‘Good.’

‘Sarn’t Manning,’ said Valentine. ‘Take the men forward and make sure our gear is stowed properly out of the way.’

‘Right-oh,’ said Manning. ‘Come on, lads. About turn.’

Kendrick thanked Valentine with exquisite politeness. ‘Thank you so much,’ he said.

‘For’ard hatch secured, sir,’ called a youthful voice.

‘Gun crew and lookouts on deck,’ ordered Kendrick.

‘Aye aye, sir.’

Kendrick turned to Valentine with a thin smile, saying, ‘Captain’s compliments, Mr Valentine. Would you care to join him on deck?’

‘Thank you,’ said Valentine, amused by the reception they were receiving.

He had the impression that Kendrick had just received a roasting from the captain. But there was something else as well, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on, as though the submarine was not entirely a happy vessel . . .

Dismissing the notion, Val followed the lookouts up the ladder, through two hatches, and out onto the hot narrow deck that was enclosed at chest height. The captain was busy, speaking into a voice pipe, so Valentine had chance to look him over. A Lieutenant-Commander in the regular Navy, the man was hard, stocky, and well-built, and a comparative youngster. Valentine guessed him to be twenty-seven or twenty-eight, which likely made him younger than the first officer.

‘You must be Valentine,’ he said, closing the speaking tube and glancing at him.

‘That’s right.’

‘My name’s Petersen.’

It was only when they shook hands, a brief crushing grip, that Petersen looked directly at Valentine, and then only for a moment. Valentine recognised the look on Petersen’s face. It was the look of someone who had only recently come through a bad scare, and wasn’t yet fully recovered. Petersen might only have been in his twenties, but like Kendrick his face was haggard.

‘Problem with your gear?’

‘No,’ said Valentine. ‘No problem.’

‘That’s what I thought,’ said Petersen.

From the speaking tube came a voice: ‘Permission to start engines, sir?’

Petersen bent his head to speak into the pipe: ‘Start engines; cast away for’ard.’

The boat’s diesel engines rumbled into life, and filthy exhaust fumes plumed across the vibrating deck. Petersen lit a cigarette, offering the case only as an after-thought.

‘I don’t,’ said Valentine.

‘You’re sensible. Once we’re underway and submerged, no smoking.’

‘I noticed your re-loads,’ said Valentine.

Petersen glanced at him sharply. ‘What of it?’

‘You’re not to engage anything before you deliver us to Panos.’

‘I realise that,’ said the captain, coldly.

‘I don’t mean to interfere,’ said Valentine, smoothly. ‘It’s just that I always think that it’s better to know where one stands, don’t you agree?’

‘My orders are quite clear, thank you,’ said Petersen, annoyed at being confronted like this, and in front of the lookouts.

‘Cast away aft,’ he ordered.

‘Thank you for the use of your cabin.’

Petersen ignored him.

‘Will we make good time?’

‘That depends,’ said Petersen, ‘on the Italian Navy.’

‘They have a reputation, don’t they?’

The previous year, Italian frogmen had ridden a motorised torpedo into Alexandria harbour and holed a British battleship.

‘They’re not like the Italian Army, if that’s what you mean. They’re bloody good at what they do. Their speciality is anti-submarine detection.’

‘I see.’

‘Do you?’ said Petersen, thinly.

When he did not elaborate, Valentine said, ‘Perhaps you’d join me in a glass of whisky later?’

‘Very kind.’

‘I’d like to go over the map with you.’

Petersen grunted, and Valentine, deciding there was no further point to the conversation, went below.

After checking that the men were settled in, and that all the equipment was indeed out of the way, he found Johnny Ryder and the Greek lieutenant Andros in the wardroom, the sound of Johnny holding forth guiding him there.

‘Oh yes, I can get one for you,’ the Greek said. ‘Certainly.’

‘Hear that, Val? Andros is going to supply me with traditional Cretan dress.’

Valentine raised a sceptical eyebrow. Ryder liked dressing up, and having his photograph taken. He fancied himself as a cross between Lord Byron and Lawrence of Arabia, but then so did half their friends in Cairo as well. Johnny grinned at him, and the look on his face was one of self-mockery.

‘Speak to the captain?’

‘Yes,’ said Valentine. ‘Shall we have a drink?’

‘Rather,’ said Johnny Ryder. ‘That young Frenchie said to help ourselves.’

Andros rubbed his hands together enthusiastically. The drinks cabinet was a wooden rack containing bottles of Scotch, gin, rum, and bitters. Tucked into the rack was a school exercise book, on the cover of which some wag had written, ‘Ye Score.’

Val found a seat. He was thinking of a different photograph, one that he used to carry in his wallet, of his cousin Clarissa Wyvern. Of course, when Johnny Ryder heard the story of the murdered young woman, the society beauty who had brought shame on her family by joining the British Union of Fascists, he’d immediately demanded to see a picture of her. Val had been reluctant to show him. There were lots of pictures of Clarissa. In the mid-thirties, her image could be seen in the London newspapers almost every day of the week.

‘You’ll have to go to Collinwood,’ he said, ‘to the newspaper library. You’ll find plenty of her there.’

‘You mean you don’t have one?’

Val wasn’t about to lie to a friend. He’d taken out his wallet and extracted the photograph, handing it to Johnny without looking at him. The effect was predictable. Clarissa Wyvern’s effect on men always was.

‘And she just disappeared,’ Johnny said, wonderingly.

‘She was murdered,’ Valentine corrected him.

‘Val?’

‘Mmm? Oh, thank you.’ Valentine took the proffered glass of whisky. ‘Tally-ho,’ he said, saluting the other two.

‘Cheers,’ said Ryder.

‘Yamas!’ cried the Greek.

After they’d drunk, Johnny Ryder said, ‘Andros here is an admirer of a poet named Kazantzakis who believes that God is identical with the life force of Bergson.’

‘Oh yes?’ said Valentine, interested.

‘Oh yes, Val. Nikos Kazantzakis studied in Paris with Professor Bergson,’ Andros explained. ‘For him, what we know of as God is really this vital force, the struggling spirit in all of Nature which strives for greater and greater freedom.’

‘I’d say I agree with him,’ said Valentine.

Surreptitiously, Johnny winked at Val. ‘The chap spent some time in Moscow, didn’t he, Andros?’

‘Yes, that’s right,’ said the Greek, unaware that Ryder was mocking him. ‘He is a socialist, but a special kind of socialist. He speaks of an Internationale of the Spirit.’

Ryder laid down his glass on the table and frowned. ‘Sounds like a Utopian to me,’ he said. ‘But then all socialists are. You’ve heard the axiom, haven’t you? If you aren’t a socialist aged eighteen, you have no heart; but if you are still a socialist aged twenty-one, then you have no brains.’

Valentine smiled at the look of innocent confusion on the face of the Greek. ‘But I thought . . .’ he began.

Johnny Ryder didn’t give Andros a chance to continue. He leaned forward, speaking urgently, ‘The communist project is not the struggle of the spirit to greater and greater freedom, but the very opposite. Communism is intent on dragging humanity down into the mud from which it has only recently escaped. Civilization is a delicate flower, Andros, and the spirit of the Left is the spirit of the wrecker, the spirit of the spoilt brat who kicks the heads off flowers in the municipal park.’

The Greek interrupted, protesting that he himself was not a socialist, but Ryder just raised his voice and spoke over him, ‘Your friend Kazantzakis is what his hero Lenin would term a useful idiot. There are concentration camps in Russia just as surely as there are concentration camps in Germany, camps where the human spirit is hammered into the dirt in the name of equality and progress, fraternity and freedom. Communism is not the rule of the proletarians, it is the rule of the criminal classes, and your poet Nikos is an imbecile if he pretends otherwise.’

Lieutenant Andros spluttered, his voice raised, like his hands. ‘I protest, Johnny,’ he managed to say. ‘I protest most strongly!’

‘Oh, you do, do you?’ said Ryder, enjoying himself immensely. He had a pet theory, that communism and capitalism, rather than being antagonists were in fact bedfellows, and the enemies of quality. ‘Well, you shall have to tell me why.’

Valentine, who had no wish to sit in on yet another of Johnny’s ‘conversations,’ stood up and quickly finished his drink. ‘If you don’t mind,’ he said, ‘I’ve some things to attend to.’

Andros and Ryder barely noticed his leaving. He dragged the curtain closed on their argument, thinking once again that it galled Johnny his father had been a variety artiste and not a peer of the realm. He went to check on the men and discovered that the interminable card school had reconvened.

The two corporals, Inglis and Skinner, and Privates Butcher, Hunt, and Sweeney, were huddled together around a pile of Egyptian banknotes that were even grubbier than the pack of cards. Nearby, student of economics, Layton, was reading a tattered Penguin paperback on the dismal science, and Terry Mayo, darning a sock beside him, was joking about how the war would never have begun if Hitler had only been able to get a start as a jazz trumpeter. Sergeant Manning, his eyes hooded as he took his rest, smiled amiably at Valentine who nodded. All was well. He left them to it.

He’d just entered the captain’s cabin when the submarine began to get underway, reversing out of its berth. He was glad. Finally, it felt like Operation Warlock had really begun. He looked about him. There wasn’t much to see - a bunk, a few cupboards, a small desk, and a smaller chair. Tidy. Squared away, the Navy would call it. No personal touches, no photographs pinned to the cupboard doors, no letters lying about. Suppose he could have hidden everything away, expecting a guest.

The low ceiling was making him feel confined, so he sat down on the bunk, shifting his kit, which the men had dumped there, to make room. The deck throbbed, making his feet vibrate, and the noise of engines increased as the boat began to surge forward. He imagined being up on deck, the twin radio aerials above his head, the gun platform and the forward deck below him, the great hump of the torpedo compartment obscured by the foaming wake. The image pleased him.

He folded the pillow in half and propped it against the wall of the cupboard. The bunk looked far too short for a man of his stature. Unlacing his boots, he lay down to see if he could fit. Not a chance. He kicked off the boots, stretched out his legs and sat propped up. He closed his eyes, feeling suddenly weary. That whisky had done for him. Have a nap. Old soldier Manny’s got the right idea. He couldn’t be bothered to locate the light switch. Lulled by the motion of the boat as it set out into the Mediterranean, Val drifted off to sleep, thinking vaguely of that weekend in Munich in 1935, of Clarissa, and of Professor Lustgarten’s planarian worms.
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The Institute’s director lived in a secluded villa hidden amongst pine trees on the edge of the walled grounds.

It was hot and sultry when they arrived from the city in the early afternoon. Lustgarten parked the Opel in front of the villa. It was a rather ugly building, tall and narrow, with wooden beams and a steeply pitched roof, but its off-putting appearance was softened by the white roses climbing trellis work on either side of the front door.

Lustgarten led the way to a carved wooden gate, and James Valentine followed him round the side of the building and onto the terrace at the back of the house. The French windows stood open. They went inside. On the dining-table was an arrangement of summer flowers in a vase. The walls of the dining room were lined with glass-panelled bookcases on top of which were displayed a collection of primate skulls. On a side table, James saw books - Ernst Juenger’s war memoir and a volume of pseudoarchaeology by Ignatius Donnelly.

‘Let me get you a drink,’ said Lustgarten.

‘Thank you.’

‘Beer?’

‘Yes, please.’

Valentine was thirsty and hot. The prospect of a cold beer was delightful.

‘It is my housekeeper’s afternoon off,’ said Lustgarten, going through into the rear hallway which led to the kitchen.

‘You leave the doors open?’ said Valentine, following him.

‘Why not? As you saw, the front gate is guarded. This is a secure institution. No unauthorised person can get in, or out.’

As he was speaking, Lustgarten removed bottles of Munich beer from the Linde refrigerator. He was very tall with large feet, but as he went over to the dresser for the glasses he moved gracefully, like a dancer.

‘Here,’ he said, smiling at Valentine, offering him a glass and one of the bottles.

‘Wonderful,’ said Valentine, popping the porcelain cap.

He poured the iced beer into the glass, and as he waited for Professor Lustgarten to do likewise, he looked at the golden liquid foaming, and became quite enchanted with it. He heard Lustgarten chuckle.

‘What?’ asked Valentine, looking at him.

‘You are like a child. I am not being rude, it is merely an observation. You have a poet’s sensibility, I think; or better yet, that of a mystic.’

‘I’d have to agree with you,’ said Valentine.

He was amused. It was obvious that Lustgarten was taken with him. At school, such an infatuation would have been called a ‘pash.’ Valentine had found it mildly ridiculous when it was a fifth former who had a passion for an angelic eleven-year-old, but the present situation struck him as even more absurd. Lustgarten must have been over fifty, and he, Valentine, was no longer a pretty youth but a robust young man nearing twenty. Was the Professor about to make a fool of himself? Valentine hoped not. He liked the man. He was brilliantly accomplished and successful, even if he did have some strange ideas. What could be more risible than falling for a man the way a man fell for a girl?

Lustgarten raised his glass. ‘Your very good health,’ he said, looking into Valentine’s eyes.

‘Cheers,’ said Valentine. The beer was icy and refreshing, and Valentine almost groaned with pleasure after taking a draught.

‘Good?’

‘I’ll say.’

‘Let me show you the experiment I mentioned,’ said Lustgarten, after a moment.

‘The Planaria? All right.’

Once again, Valentine followed the German into the hall.

‘Yes, they are interesting creatures,’ said Lustgarten. ‘Incredibly simple organisms, without brain or nervous system, they make for excellent laboratory subjects. But I wondered, you see, how they could learn without a brain. What I discovered is . . . well, let me show you.’

The laboratory was a large room with high windows at the front of the house. It was warm in the room and Lustgarten crossed to the windows, raised the blinds, and opened them wide. The flat worms were kept on a carved wooden bench at the back of the room. Valentine examined the glass tubes in which they were housed.

‘They cannot survive without water,’ said Lustgarten, returning from the windows. He pointed to one of the tubes. ‘Open the tap.’

‘Seems a bit unfair,’ objected Valentine, but he did as he was asked.

As soon as the water started to drain, the flatworms began to rush along the tube in search of water. Quite soon they came to a fork in the tube. One branch was of clear glass and therefore lighted, the other had been painted black. It was the black tube that had been drained of water.

‘See what has happened?’ asked Lustgarten.

‘About half have found the water.’

‘Yes, that’s right. But yesterday these same worms chose the water nine times out of ten.’

Valentine thought for a moment, considering the implications of this. ‘What you mean is, they aren’t stupid, but they’ve chosen the wrong tube deliberately?’

‘Exactly, even though choosing the wrong tube means no water, and death.’

‘Are you saying they’ve got bored?’

‘I am indeed, my young friend. That is precisely what I’m saying. They are bored to death.’

‘Remarkable.’

‘You see the implications of this experiment?’

‘If it is the same for humans, you mean? Yes, I do.’

‘It is the same for human beings,’ Lustgarten insisted. ‘You said so yourself earlier at lunch when you spoke of the difficult beginnings of writers like Shaw and Dickens and H G Wells. You said that this had made them artists of the first rank.’

‘Of course,’ said Valentine, delighted. ‘And you seem to have proved it, Professor.’

‘Not quite; not yet. I have ordered new glassware for a further experiment to test the boredom hypothesis. It will make the learning process more difficult. If I am right, and I think I am, then only the very best of the Planaria will be able to find the water, but because it is so difficult to do so they will not regress. They will continue to find the water because they have had to put greater effort into learning how to do so, and therefore they will have achieved a higher degree of what you might call ‘imprinting,’ which I think is just another word for purpose.’

Valentine was excited. ‘This is marvellous,’ he said. ‘I can see why you made the experiment. It has implications for the treatment of mental illness, hasn’t it?’

‘I think so,’ said Lustgarten. ‘So many of a psychiatrist’s patients suffer from what might be called discouragement, the feeling that life is empty, and, of course, so many of these people are members of the idle classes. Depression is a symptom of an affluent society, as I am sure your father would agree. I remember in August 1914 how cheerful everyone was. It was a paradox. We were going to war and might well be killed, but we were happy because we had a purpose, a difficult task upon which to concentrate our energies.’

Lustgarten was smiling distractedly. Valentine looked at him in admiration. Here in the flesh was one of Bernard Shaw’s ‘world-betterers.’

‘I’ll be sure to tell my father,’ he said. ‘In fact, I shall write to him this very afternoon.’

‘Why not this evening?’ suggested Lustgarten. ‘You aren’t about to hurry off?’

‘No,’ said Valentine, doubtfully.

‘Good. Have another beer.’

‘But I haven’t finished this one.’

‘Drink up, drink up,’ ordered Lustgarten, cheerfully, heading for the door. ‘It is too hot in here. I think we need to cool down.’

Puzzled, and once again amused that the older man was flirting with him, Valentine followed Lustgarten down the corridor, past the kitchen, and out the back door. Beyond the terrace, the garden was laid to lawn, at the bottom of which was a wooden gate in an immaculately trimmed hedgerow, shadowed by tall pine trees. It looked idyllic.

‘But tell me, James,’ Lustgarten was saying. ‘I may call you James?’

‘Of course.’

‘Tell me how you solved the problem. Your father is a professor of medicine and so, presumably, if you’ll forgive me, your family is not impoverished.’

‘No, we aren’t poor. But how do you know I’ve solved the problem, in any case?’

‘By examination, of course. I have been observing you and thinking about what you’ve told me. You say you are not a university student, you are merely here in Germany for a few months to study our language. You have no profession, you are not a soldier, you are not in any sort of formal training. Oh dear, I think to myself, the young man’s parents must despair of him, but then I make the observation that this youngster is no wastrel. And the way he talks of men like Schopenhauer being second-rate, this shows some mental acuity, and a degree of self-confidence unusual in one so young.’

‘I think you are being too kind,’ said Valentine. ‘The natural conclusion must be that I am like most young men, arrogant, self-opinionated, and worthless.’

‘Oh no, not in this case. My observations tell me otherwise!’

Valentine was prepared to be annoyed, but something told him that Lustgarten was not flattering him but speaking the truth. By now they had reached the gate. Like the gate at the front of the house it was carved and decorated with runes. The handle was an iron ring which the professor turned while looking closely at Valentine’s expression. Valentine inclined his head in acknowledgement.

‘All right,’ he said. ‘I solved the problem by taking a bed-sitting room near the British Museum. My father wanted me to study medicine, but it didn’t interest me enough to make a career of it. My mother on the other hand wanted me to go up to Cambridge and read English, which appealed to me slightly more. However, I decided not to take the path of formal education. It would have been too easy, that was my thinking. I should have been given a generous allowance and taken up my rightful place as a prospective member of the governing class. The idea repelled me.’

‘But why?’ asked Lustgarten. They were still standing by the gate which was only partly open.

‘It’s difficult to explain. Everyone I know takes life for granted. Heidegger has a phrase which captures it entirely: the triviality of everydayness. It is as if they are forgetful of existence.’

Lustgarten was nodding his long head in great seriousness.

‘Well, I’m not. I don’t want to forget I exist, or rather, I cannot forget. It’s like an itch I can’t scratch, and I can’t understand why everyone else doesn’t feel the same way. How can you train for a career, even a worthy career like medicine, when there is this great unanswered question ignored by everyone around you? No, I wanted purpose and meaning to my life. I think if I’d taken the easy route to university, I would have ended up like the poor devils you and my father treat! Sorry, I’m talking too much.’

‘Not at all, not at all.’

Valentine knew he wasn’t talking too much. The problem was, the longer they stood there in the cool shadows by the gate, the more uncomfortable he became. Lustgarten was standing close to him, and although Valentine was six foot three, the German appeared to tower over him. Valentine wanted to move a step back but was determined not to do so. The situation was becoming more ridiculous by the second, and he firmly decided that he would make an excuse and leave as soon as he reasonably could.

When Lustgarten asked, archly, ‘And what do you do in your bed-sitting room near the British Museum?’ for Valentine it was the final straw.

‘I write,’ he said, coldly. ‘Every day I cycle to the Reading Room at the Museum, and I write. I write because I have the gift of finding words for divine truth. I write because I am destined to be the greatest English author of the twentieth century. Before I came to Germany, I sent a thirty-page letter to Bernard Shaw telling him I am his natural heir.’

Now it was Lustgarten’s turn to be amused. He finally pushed open the gate and stepped through into the heat of a sun-lit wide-open space that contained a wooden changing hut and a swimming pool.

‘You think it funny?’ Valentine asked him.

‘No,’ said Lustgarten. ‘Please don’t be offended. It was just your reaction that made me smile, not the grandeur of your life’s ambition. That I can do nothing but applaud. There are so many little people, and so few great men. You have the makings of the latter.’

‘More flattery,’ said Valentine.

Lustgarten turned to face him. ‘Now you are going to tell me you have decided to leave,’ he observed, with a touch of mockery. ‘Believe me, you are quite safe.’

Valentine was angry. It was an automatic reaction and one he had no intention of giving in to. Annoyed, he said, ‘I suppose you have no swimming togs.’

Lustgarten began to take off his jacket. ‘On the contrary, you will find bathing shorts in the pavilion.’

‘Then I shall be quite safe.’

Lustgarten chuckled. ‘You will. You have nothing to fear from me.’

And so, Valentine went into the pavilion, disrobed, put on swimmers, and dived cleanly into the pool, which is what he’d wanted to do as soon as he’d set eyes on it. Lustgarten, also wearing trunks, came and joined him a minute later. The Professor was wearing a white handkerchief tied around his head, and as the German raised a hand to shield his eyes from the sun, Valentine looked at him in surprise. He wiped the water from his eyes and looked again. It was remarkable. For all the world, Lustgarten looked exactly like Bakst’s painting of Vaslav Nijinsky, at the Lido in Venice. Lustgarten slipped into the water, and the moment passed. Now that all that was visible was his head and the handkerchief, he looked almost prosaic, nothing like the dancer at all.

‘Ahhhh,’ said Lustgarten, with great pleasure. ‘How lucky I am to have the use of this pool.’

The water was sun-warmed, and both men luxuriated in its refreshing coolness, floating on their backs, and talking without constraint. The comment about the pool had softened Valentine’s opinion of the Professor.

‘Do you know who you remind me of?’ James asked.

‘No.’

‘Nijinsky.’

‘I am flattered. I saw him dance in Paris once. He was superb.’

‘Are you a dancer?’

‘Me? Oh no. In my youth, I climbed mountains. I like to keep physically fit. I swim, I use the gymnasium, and I row. I also follow a special diet, eating no meat, only fish. Now, do you know who you remind me of?’

James answered flippantly. ‘John Tanner?’

‘Oh no, greater than that: Wotan. You remind me of Wotan.’

‘Wotan?’ James repeated, wondering if he had misheard.

‘Yes. Haven’t you read Shaw’s book on Wagner? He is mistaken in many respects, but he is correct in saying that Wotan is symbolic of the Godhead. You remember what he said of those rare persons who in comparison to the dwarf Alberich might be called gods?’

‘Those whose aims extend beyond the satisfaction of mere bodily appetites and personal affections, you mean?’

Valentine thought that he had offended the older man, who now stood up in the shallows cupping a hand and looking up with a scowl at the brilliant sky. ‘What is it?’

Lustgarten made a growling noise at the back of his throat and violently washed his hand in the water. ‘Idiots!’ he said to himself.

Something floated past Valentine. It was dark and sooty, and at first he thought it was a downy feather from a corvid. It landed on the surface of the pool, and he examined it more closely: an oily smut. Lustgarten was noisily climbing the ladder out of the pool.

‘Excuse me,’ he apologised, hurriedly. ‘I must go and telephone.’

‘Why?’

‘It is forbidden to use the incinerator in the daytime or at weekends,’ he explained, picking up a towel and draping it around his muscular neck. ‘Against stupidity even the gods fight in vain!’

Valentine looked up at the sky. It was spotted black by the smuts that floated on the gentle breeze across a serene ocean of white and blue.




It was half an hour before Lustgarten returned. He was wearing a short towelling robe and carrying a camera.

‘I wondered where you’d got to,’ said Valentine.

‘My apologies. Now, before you leave, I would like to take your photograph. You don’t mind, do you?’

Valentine, who was drying off on a lounger, was surprised. At lunch, Lustgarten had made the effort to get him to come alone to the Institute, and since they arrived he’d been intent on keeping Val there, so why the sudden change of heart? For all his ambition and brilliance, in many ways James Valentine was an innocent.

‘Go ahead,’ he said.

Lustgarten raised the camera, focusing on him lying on the sunbed, and took the pictures.

Reluctantly, James got up. The thought of returning to his lodgings was unappealing. His room at the top of the house was hot and cramped. At the villa, Lustgarten hurried upstairs to change, and Val took the opportunity to visit the downstairs lavatory. When he came out, he noticed the door across the corridor. It stood ajar at the bottom of a short flight of steps. He was sure that earlier the door had been closed. Curiosity aroused, he descended the steps, pushed it open a few inches and peered inside. The basement room was lit by narrow horizontal windows shaded by blue blinds. It was the strangely coloured light which had attracted his attention.

On a bench lay a leather apron and a horse crop, but it was the strange wooden structure against the wall which caught his eye. He reached out a hand for the light switch. The structure turned out to be a sort of box about six feet high, inside which was a wooden throne upholstered in plush purple cloth and decorated with runic designs. The overall effect was somehow unsettling. He narrowed his eyes, trying to figure out why, but no idea presented itself. From upstairs came the sound of running water.

He glanced at himself in the mirror which hung on the wall above the bench. There was a book half-hidden by the leather apron. He looked at the title: it was a volume of de Sade. There were other books arranged on a shelf beneath the mirror. Deciding he ought to leave the room, he picked one at random and opened it. What he saw repulsed him, and he snapped the illustrated volume closed. But it occurred to him that he ought not be repulsed, and opened the book again, turning the pages until he found the photograph of the woman. He read the description beneath. The woman’s throat had been cut after she had been raped by Haarmann, the so-called ‘Vampire of Hamburg.’

Now that he had become used to the depiction of the gaping wound, he was able to think more clearly. It was difficult to imagine that the woman had once been alive, and that she had met such a violent end. The corpse did not seem real. Once again, the familiar feeling of devastation came, a laying to waste of reality.

He returned the book to the shelf, thinking, why existence? Why something; why not nothing? Why am I here? There was the familiar feeling of imprisonment. But he knew that analysis was pointless, the intellect powerless before the problem. It was infuriating. He wanted to penetrate life, to see it from the outside. There had to be a way to do it. But if there was, he had yet to discover how. If the intellect couldn’t help him, what could? Emotion? The body? It seemed unlikely. He was conscious that at lunch he’d been acting a role, pretending to be something he wasn’t, and he had lied to the Professor.

James had quarrelled so violently with his father over medical school that he’d been thrown out of the house, and it was only due to the kindness of his grandmother that he’d found somewhere to live. He ought to have been happy. He had got what he wanted. A room of his own, books, a typewriter, enough money for food (his mother sent him a postal order fortnightly), but half the time he was bored and listless, incapable of creative writing, even of thinking. It was quite ridiculous. There was something fundamentally wrong with human beings. To be free is nothing to us, but to become free everything.

That was when he became aware of the blue glow. He concentrated on its source with a kind of relief: he had struggled with the devastation many times before, and its immensity had always defeated him.

The blue glow appeared to be coming from a wooden box that stood on a workbench at the other end of the room. No longer worried about being discovered, he went over and examined it. The box was decorated with runes. He recognised only one with certainty – the life rune, Algiz, that looked like a stick man with raised arms. The hooked cross immediately above the life rune was easily identifiable, to be seen everywhere in Germany. He was about to lift the lid and discover the source of the blue glow when he heard footsteps in the passageway outside. He moved away. A moment later, Lustgarten’s head appeared round the door, and they looked at each other in the mirror.

‘There you are,’ said Lustgarten, amiably. ‘I wondered where you’d got to.’

‘The door was open,’ explained James.

‘I know, I opened it. You suspect me of an ulterior motive, bringing you here? Quite right. You are a Wyvern like your cousin, Clarissa. When I heard that name, I was determined to make your acquaintance. Come along, I shall explain in the car.’

It was a twenty-minute journey back to town. Lustgarten spoke without pause the whole way. He spoke about his discovery of the very stuff of life, which he called Odinic energy, explaining that he had discovered it by considering Freud’s libido as a genuine physical phenomenon and not simply a metaphor. He spoke of his investigations into the theories of Reichenbach and Mesmer; he spoke of his Odinic Energy Accumulator Apparatus, and of his search for a cure for cancer; but most of all, he spoke of his admiration for Valentine’s ancestor, Sir Edward Wyvern, alchemist of Bohemia.

‘In his work I have discovered some of the most advanced ideas about Odinic energy,’ said Lustgarten. ‘But there is something missing, something which he only alludes to, and which he never fully explains. It is said that the Wyvern family have in their possession certain documents . . .’

Valentine at last understood. By this time they were in central Munich, and Lustgarten was parking the car near the railway station.

‘I have never heard of any such documents,’ said James, apologetically.

‘That is a pity,’ said Lustgarten.

‘I could enquire about them. My uncle is something of an expert on Sir Edward. He is writing a book about him.’

‘I know,’ said Lustgarten. ‘I have tried to contact him more than once, but he has not deigned to reply.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said James, automatically.

He noticed that Professor Lustgarten’s expression had changed. No longer was he good humoured. He looked defensive, almost resentful, as though on the verge of losing his temper. Then Lustgarten laughed, and the air was cleared.

‘I have enjoyed our afternoon together,’ he said.

‘Me too,’ said James. ‘Thank you very much.’

‘Sex,’ said Lustgarten.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Sir Edward’s secret doctrine. It is something to do with the sexual impulse.’




When James Valentine returned to his lodgings, it was late afternoon. The sky had darkened, and the hallway with its portrait of the Fuehrer, its dark brown walls and heavy curtains, appeared gloomy. Someone was coming downstairs. Valentine paused, a hand on the balustrade. He looked up and saw the figure of a man slowly descending. He did not recognise him at first, then he realised with a shock that it was the Italian nobleman Lustgarten had brought along to lunch at the Osteria.

Valentine’s first thought was that Baron Andrea had escorted Clarissa home, but this he dismissed almost at once. One did not escort an unmarried woman to her room, after all. No, Clarissa had invited Andrea upstairs. Valentine experienced a sickening of the stomach at the realisation, swiftly followed by anger. How could she!

It was only then that Giulio Andrea saw him. He’d almost been slouching down the stairs, leaning heavily on the banister with one hand, his hat held limply in the other. When he realised he was not alone, Andrea pulled himself together. Automatically, he smoothed back his dark hair, which was in some disarray, and put on the soft felt hat. He picked up the pace and trotted down the final few steps which only served to emphasise his former lethargy.

‘Good afternoon,’ he said, looking at Valentine as though nothing were wrong.

Valentine swivelled round. If the Italian hadn’t already been out of reach and heading for the front door, Val thought he might have grabbed him and knocked him to the ground.

‘I’m giving a talk tomorrow evening,’ said the Italian, casually. ‘Why don’t you come along? Your cousin has the details.’

Valentine did not trust himself to speak.

‘I think you’ll find my friends interesting,’ said Andrea. ‘As a writer, I mean. Well, goodbye.’

Without undue haste, Andrea let himself out into the street and closed the door quietly behind him. Valentine stood there breathing heavily, face flushed, his heart pounding. He looked up the stairs, wondering if he should go out again rather than go up to his room. He dismissed the idea immediately. It wasn’t in his nature to turn away. On leaden legs, he climbed the stairs.

His room was on the top floor at the back. Clarissa occupied the best room on the first floor, at the front overlooking Osterwaldstrasse. He paused and looked along the corridor. Her door was shut. Just then he heard another door open further along, and saw Clarissa appear from the bathroom. She was dressed in a robe, and carried a sponge bag and towel. When she saw him, she smiled, and Valentine felt all the anger drain out of him. She was beautiful and he loved her, and there was nothing she could do that would ever change his feelings for her. He walked a few paces towards her.

He wondered if he should just head upstairs and try to forget all about it, but he was still standing there when Clarissa reached the door to her room. She looked at his face. He could smell the scented soap she used. Her long white neck was reddened, he thought from washing, and it was obvious that she was naked under the robe.

‘You saw him,’ she said, ‘and you’re terribly jealous.’

‘Yes, I am.’

Clarissa regarded him kindly. ‘Poor Jimmy,’ she said. ‘But why? There’s no need to be jealous. Love-making is as natural as eating when one’s hungry.’

The anger returned, but not as fiercely as before. He remembered the way Giulio Andrea had stared at Clarissa during luncheon, as though he were fascinated by her. In a way, Valentine could sympathise, because he was fascinated by Clarissa as well, and so was almost every man who saw her. If only Professor Lustgarten had been as well. If he had, Clarissa might have accompanied them to the Institute, rather than go off alone with Andrea.

Then Clarissa held out her hand to him. He hesitated. The thought of Clarissa being used by other men as nothing more than a repository for semen was repulsive to him, but evidently not repulsive enough, for the next thing he knew he was reaching for her, slipping his hand into hers.

‘Oh Jimmy,’ she said, pulling him closer so that she could kiss his lips.

As they went into her room and she closed the door and turned the key, he was worried that he wouldn’t be able to last, but he was wrong: she was so well-lubricated that he felt barely any sensation at all as he entered her and began to move. Clarissa took his right hand and placed it around her throat. It puzzled him.

‘Silly goose,’ she said. ‘Don’t stop.’

He began to thrust.

‘Like this,’ she said, pressing his fingers tight.

‘I don’t want to throttle you.’

‘You won’t do.’

‘But why?’

‘Because it gives me pleasure.’

Tentatively, he increased the pressure on her throat. Now he knew why Clarissa’s neck was reddened. But not even the realisation that Giulio Andrea had been choking her only minutes before could dampen his ardour as Clarissa became more and more excited. Her orgasm was explosive, and so too, immediately after, was his.
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They’d been at sea for three hours, for the most part submerged, when Valentine woke from a confused dream in the captain’s cabin. The dim white lights had been switched off, replaced by red night lights.

His neck was stiff. He’d fallen asleep on his side, with his legs drawn up. He had an unpleasant feeling of oppression and pointlessness. Sitting up, he placed his feet on the floor, massaging the muscles at the back of his neck. He remembered Clarissa, gently choking her, and experienced a sexual charge that dissipated before the stark fact of her death.

‘Come on,’ he told himself. ‘This will never do.’

He stood up, stamping his feet, rubbing his hands together, attempting to drive away the oppression. Then he remembered the dream that had woken him. He tried to reconstruct the narrative but found it was impossible. All that remained were fragments. An ancient cyclopean city. An impending cataclysm. The moon which had trespassed too close to the earth. The High Priest making bloody sacrifices. Atlantis. It had to refer to Atlantis. But even as he came to this conclusion, Val was experiencing the kind of disquiet that only the rarest of dreams can instil, as though a message or information were being conveyed.

Still not fully awake, he began re-arranging his gear. Then he heard someone outside in the passageway. The curtain was pulled aside a few inches and Petersen looked in.

‘Sorry,’ Val said, stifling a yawn. ‘Nodded off.’

‘Haven’t you eaten? You’ve missed supper.’

‘That’s all right. I’m not all that hungry.’

‘Mind if I come in?’

‘Not at all.’

‘Best sit down,’ said Petersen. ‘No room standing.’

Valentine sat on the bunk, and produced from the rucksack the bottle of Haig he’d brought along as a present.

‘Thank you very much,’ said Petersen, accepting the gift. He sat on the chair in front of the small desk. ‘Sorry if I was a little sharp earlier.’

‘Not a bit of it.’

Petersen nodded his thanks, found a couple of glasses, and opened the scotch. He poured two stiff measures.

‘Chin chin,’ he said.

‘Cheers.’

They drank, and Petersen began to talk in a desultory kind of fashion, as though he were distracted. ‘We’re making good time. Shouldn’t encounter the enemy just yet, not until we’re further north. Doesn’t like to get too close to Egypt. Too many of our patrols. Saw one of our flying boats just before we submerged. Looked like they’d been in a scrap, trailing smoke from a starboard engine.’

He kept pausing to rub his eyes, which sometimes caused him to lose the thread of what he was saying. Then he remembered something. ‘Oh yes, commander’s perquisite,’ he said, opening the empty cigarette case. ‘Knew I’d come in here for a reason.’

Valentine watched as Petersen found a tin of fifty Players in one of the cupboards and began to fill the case with cigarettes.

‘You don’t.’

‘No,’ said Valentine.

‘I’ll surface shortly,’ said Petersen. ‘Gives one a chance to have a smoke. Useless habit really, but I can’t seem to kick it. You don’t, of course,’ he repeated.

In the Great War, Valentine’s father had served as an Army psychiatrist treating what was then known as shell shock. Since that time, psychiatric thinking on the subject had developed. No longer was war neurosis thought to be caused by the percussive effects of artillery barrages on the brain but as the result of cumulative stress. Every man, however brave, had a breaking point. There was some discussion as to how many days a man could remain effective in battle, but it was known that after a certain number of weeks of constant stress, the break would come, and there was nothing anyone could do about it.

That was what Valentine was thinking as he exchanged small talk with Commander Petersen about home - you’ve just about had as much as you can take, haven’t you? He imagined that the submarine and its captain had been at sea pretty much constantly, as the Navy attempted to sever the Afrikakorps’ supply lines from Sicily and Crete. In the confined space of the cabin, Petersen’s affliction was much more evident, and the way he was putting back the Scotch – without any apparent effect – only tended to confirm Valentine’s diagnosis. The man ought to have been relieved, but there was probably no chance of that, or he already would have been. But even though Valentine sympathised, even though he knew the probable cause, he still experienced a kind of wariness, an urge to keep Petersen at a distance, as though his defeat might be contagious.

It was only after replenishing Valentine’s glass for the second time and his own for a third, that Petersen finally brought out the chart.

‘As soon as it’s properly dark,’ he said, ‘I shall surface and make the best time I can until just before dawn. We’ll submerge and proceed the rest of the way underwater. If all goes well, we shall be south of Panos twenty hours from now. That will give you enough time to get ashore by midnight.’

‘Five hours of darkness for us to make our way inland.’

‘Yes, thereabouts,’ said Petersen, turning the chart so that south was facing Valentine. ‘There are four beaches on the south-west tip of the island. You’re expected at the most northerly one, right?’

‘That’s it.’

‘Yes, it shouldn’t be too much of a problem to get in relatively close. Depends on the sea condition, of course.’

‘We’ll make the best of it.’

‘I’m told you’ll be making your own way home.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Well, if there’s any problem, I can try and come back this way, say in seven days’ time.’

‘That’s good of you. I don’t envisage a problem.’

‘Of course not, but if you can’t get off,’ said Petersen, fingering the map. ‘Not the same beach. Somewhere further north perhaps, where the mountains come down to the sea.’

‘All right, what about here?’

‘Mmm,’ said Petersen, taking a drink of Scotch.




Unbeknownst to either man, Private Sweeney had stumbled upon the cause of the crew’s ailment, the straw which had broken the camel’s back.

‘Look out, lads,’ said Sergeant Manning, when the cook came to clear the plates away after supper.

The cook’s name was Timothy Joyce. Sweeney knew this because he and Joyce had once shared a cell at Pentonville Prison. Joyce was wearing leather sandals and a tight pair of shorts, and his shirt was tied by the tails around his narrow waist. In the red lighting it was difficult to say if Joyce was wearing eye shadow, but Sweeney thought he was. He was definitely wearing scent.

‘Blooming heck,’ said Skinner, taken aback. ‘It’s a ruddy pansy.’

Joyce pouted at him, finished collecting the plates and flounced off, ignoring the unkind comments that pursued him.

‘She can cook though,’ said Manning, affably. ‘I’ll give her that. Decent bit of scran.’

‘How does that khazi work?’ asked Sweeney, getting to his feet.

‘You heard the lecture,’ said Inglis. ‘Same as the rest of us.’

‘Gah,’ said Sweeney. ‘Can’t be that difficult. It’s only a lav.’

He set off along the passageway. He was out of sight of the boys when he passed the door to the head. The control room was crowded. Sweeney half-expected to be challenged by one of the officers, but they all appeared to be busy, and he made it to the galley without being stopped.

‘No use you come trolling in here,’ said Joyce. ‘Sling your hook. I’ve nanti jarry for you, ducky.’

He was speaking Polari, the cant of the homosexual underworld. It took Sweeney straight back to Pentonville. 1938 it was. Twenty-eight days for breaking and entering.

‘I’m not after seconds,’ he said.

‘Ain’t you?’ said Joyce, quick as a flash.

‘You remember me, then.’

‘Soon as I varda’d your lovely eek, Pauline.’

‘Hey. Don’t call me that. The name’s Paul.’

‘Ooh, don’t worry, ducks. Your secret’s safe with me. You’re not bibi. Even if you are hanging out with all that rough trade.’

Sweeney had to laugh. Joyce was as amusing as he remembered. ‘Tell ‘em, if you like,’ he said. ‘I don’t care.’

‘Don’t you, dear? I’ll believe you. That sergeant, though. Ooh, soon as I varda’d her, I knew she was mauve.’

‘Manny?’ said Sweeney, laughing. ‘Aye, he loves getting dragged up.’

‘Hot-bunk with her? Don’t mind if I do, ducky. She can share my doss any day of the week, dear.’

‘Here,’ said Sweeney. ‘How does the khazi work? Tell us, Joyce. I’m touching cloth.’

‘The lavatory? I wouldn’t go in there, dear. All those hairy matelots’ bums burping on it? No, thank you. Do what I do. Bottle it up till you get home.’ Joyce turned suddenly away, upset.

‘What’s up, mate?’

‘What’s up? I’ll tell you what’s up, Pauly. I’m a bag of nerves, I am. Living on borrowed time. We all are.’

‘Why? How come?’

‘I only joined the Navy because of the uniform. Bell-bottom trousers. I’ve lovely ankles.’

‘Aye, I remember.’

Joyce dried his eyes with a lace hankie and turned round again. He managed a smile.

‘Last time out, lover, we was almost sunk. Depth charges, this Italian torpedo boat. The batteries started leaking chlorine gas. Captain had to surface. We had six dead and nine wounded, including my friend Cyril. He’s lucky, Cyril, he’s out of it. Well out of it. He died in hospital, in Alex.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that, mate.’

‘So am I, dear.’

‘It’s the way things are.’

‘I know. It’s just this horrible bloody war.’

‘Look, I’ve got to go.’

‘Know how to use it, don’t you, Paul, love?’

‘Yeah, that fella told us,’ said Sweeney, unbuttoning his fly, and hurrying away.

The PO of the deck party had indeed instructed the pongos upon the correct use of the toilet. It was while James Valentine - who in any case remembered the lecture from his previous voyage - had been up top, speaking to the captain. But the careless Sweeney hadn’t paid attention, and so after hotly relieving himself and being confronted by the complicated mechanism, had made a cardinal mistake.

In the captain’s cabin, Valentine and Petersen were interrupted by the sudden commotion. Valentine heard disgusted voices and scornful laughter. Puzzled, he looked at Petersen.

‘One of your chaps,’ said the captain, standing. ‘Sounds like he got his own back.’

Petersen yanked the curtain open. Valentine still did not understand. It was only when he caught the stink of excrement that he realised the cause. ‘I’m awfully sorry,’ he said.

Petersen went out into the passageway and Valentine followed him.

Sergeant Manning said, ‘That pillock Sweeney, I’ll bastard swing for him one of these days.’

Sweeney was standing outside the toilet, covered in his own filth. His mates were laughing uproariously.

‘That’s enough,’ said Valentine.

‘All right, all right,’ said Manning to the men, casually. ‘Give it a rest, can’t you?’

Valentine turned once more to Petersen in apology.

‘Not to worry,’ said Petersen. ‘It’s happened to the best of us, believe me.’

‘What did I tell you? After you’ve charged the air bottle and opened the sea valves, you open the flush inlet valve carefully,’ an aggressive Petty Officer explained to the soldiers. ‘Next, you free the lever and bring it to pause, then to flushing, then to discharge, back to pause, then to normal and lock. Finally, you close all the valves. Now, have all you pongos got it this time?’

A grinning Ryder appeared from the mess, an unappetising plate of food in one hand. ‘Hungry?’ he asked Val.

Petersen left for the control room, and Valentine took the opportunity to return to the cabin. He closed the curtain slowly, careful not to betray his annoyance, and sat down on the bunk. People poisoning. He felt like he was suffering from a bad case of people poisoning. What he wouldn’t have given to be alone, with nothing but books and a typewriter for company. He sometimes wondered why the majority of people had bothered to be born. His contempt focused on the men’s interminable card school. Hell was an eternity of triviality. He looked about him, feeling his confinement, narrowness.

‘This will never do,’ he said aloud.

He smiled as the idea occurred to him, allowed the annoyance to ebb away. He couldn’t physically leave the submarine, but that did not mean that his imagination was prisoner as well. The insight comforted him, and he felt more relaxed. Ignoring other people, their noises and smells, he sat on the bunk and allowed his mind to range. Up through the sea he went, swimming powerfully towards the surface where he burst into the air and flew. He could range at will through time and space, to Munich if he wanted to, that August Sunday seven years before, the day that Clarissa disappeared.

‘Soul of sweet delight,’ he quoted aloud, ‘who can never be defiled.’

He remembered the talk the Italian baron gave in the private room at the Four Seasons Hotel, remembered it because of the baron’s icy hauteur, his disdain for the plebeian. Andrea explained that although he was associated with the Italian Fascist Party and on good terms with Mussolini, he did not consider himself to be a fascist: no, he said, I am super-fascist. By which he meant that he was a reactionary, a monarchist and an aristocrat, who criticised fascism from the right.

The audience was small, exclusively male, and appeared to be composed of reactionaries like Andrea. This was confirmed after the talk when Andrea introduced Valentine to a succession of barons, counts, and hereditary knights. This is the nephew of Sir Henry Wyvern, Andrea said, much to Val’s amusement. How had the audience received the Italian’s views? As far as Val could remember, with some surprise.

Andrea called his beliefs Perennial Traditionalism, but the tradition he had in mind was not Roman Catholicism – something which Bavarian aristocrats might have approved of – but what he called ‘pagan Imperialism.’ Andrea dreamed of nothing less than the restoration of the Imperial Roman Empire - minus the Church. The baron did not entirely despise Christianity, he said, for it had retained elements of pagan Rome within itself, but he believed that it was an effeminate foreign religion which had poisoned the wellspring of European masculinity.

His world-view was essentially Manichaean. A virile hierarchical North stood in opposition to the feminine democratic South. The Nordics stood in opposition to the Hebrews, Europe opposed the African. He spoke of his admiration for the SS, which he saw as a nascent military-religious Order, along the lines of the Templars and the Teutonic Knights. He had visited an SS training school, and said how impressed he was by the men he met there, youngsters in the peak of health and physical fitness, intelligent, indoctrinated and orientated towards that which is above. But Valentine was unimpressed. He remembered Hitler’s SS bodyguards, whom he’d encountered the previous day at the Osteria Bavaria, criminal types, not demigods.

Val’s general impression of Germany, in spite of the air of confidence he encountered almost everywhere, was of an undercurrent of violence. Its source was the Fuehrer himself, of course. Valentine said as much when he and Andrea were left alone for a few moments.

‘He is a man possessed,’ agreed Andrea. ‘And not by the transcendent.’

Val remembered thinking that Andrea’s days in Germany must be numbered. Surely the police knew of his views, and would soon ban him from speaking, perhaps even ban him from Germany itself.

‘By dark forces, you mean?’

‘Not demonic forces,’ came the answer. ‘Chthonic, I think. Almost everything about him is directed downwards. He has an obsession with the Earth, with blood and soil, with the workers, man in the mass. A leader who believes a street sweeper, merely because he is German, is of higher rank than a foreign monarch is a fool. No, Hitler is essentially a plebeian, which is why I have no time for him.’

Valentine had to agree. He remembered seeing Hitler. He’d been close enough to touch. Clarissa had an obsession too. If only she could make Hitler fall in love with her, she believed, then war between England and Germany could be prevented.
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If he leaned back in his chair, James could see Hitler’s table in the back room of the Osteria Bavaria. Hitler was eating lunch with a noisy entourage of SS officers. Lying on the floor at the Fuehrer’s feet was a blonde German Shepherd bitch. The dog’s uplifted brown eyes appeared wary of her master.

James was relieved when Clarissa went off to parade before the Fuehrer. It was obvious that the Roman aristocrat, Baron Andrea, was fascinated by her, and as a result James was suffering from a severe case of jealousy. To the young Englishman, Giulio Andrea was as distant and as impressive as the Alpine peaks he climbed, and James felt an attraction to him that mitigated the feelings of jealousy. Andrea had earlier spoken of art as an impartial creation coming from an individual’s higher consciousness, and capable of transcending the passions. James renewed his efforts to stop obsessing about Clarissa. Doing so made him feel superior.

‘There is a book I’ve been hearing about,’ he said. ‘It’s by Erich Fechter.’

‘Yes,’ said Andrea, ‘I recommend it to you. Fechter speaks of a new pragmatism, a free, anti-romantic world without sentimentality.’

‘That’s right. He makes common cause with Bernard Shaw.’

Andrea seemed to ignore the remark. ‘The coming generation no longer worships the soul,’ he said, ‘wrapping everything up in feelings, making human concerns the centre of existence. Such thinking belongs to yesterday. The new generation seeks impartiality in human affairs. It seeks to encounter existence in its starkness, ignoring the sentimental and focusing entirely on actuality.’

‘There is nothing new in this,’ said Lustgarten. ‘In the trenches at the front, we felt the same.’

‘Real value can only be found in what exists for itself,’ said Andrea to Valentine, ‘that which demands interiority, and takes personal power from nothing external.’

The assertion amused James, given the Italian’s obvious interest in Clarissa. James turned his head until he could see Hitler. He too was obviously taken with the beautiful Englishwoman, smiling at her in admiration.

‘Autarchy,’ said Lustgarten. ‘That is what you demand, Baron. It is but a small step from there to the conviction that one is in total control of everything.’

‘You know my theory of the Absolute Individual,’ replied Andrea.

‘Our young friend here does not.’

Andrea regarded James with hauteur. ‘The Absolute Individual,’ he began. ‘The type of man who frees himself from the limitations of the individual ego, and strives to attain an impersonal transcendent perspective, that which is usually attributed to the gods.’

‘Fascinating,’ said James enthusiastically. ‘I’d like to learn more.’

‘In that case,’ said Dr Lustgarten, ‘you will have to learn Italian. The Baron’s book on the subject has not been translated.’

‘Books,’ said the Italian, waspishly. He looked around him at the well-fed Bavarians enjoying Saturday lunch in the crowded restaurant. ‘Today what is needed is people who do not prattle, nor scribble, nor debate, but who begin with Being.’

‘Agreed,’ said Lustgarten. ‘Authority would come as a natural consequence.’

James Valentine felt that what was being said was of fundamental importance. He was reminded of the Russian philosopher exiled to London, Demianovitch, who declared that humanity was asleep. He said, ‘When I see those banners with the slogan, “Germany Awake,” I want to laugh. The men marching behind them appear to me to be mechanical, to be sleepwalkers.’

‘Ha!’ cried Andrea. ‘A penetrating observation. Don’t you agree, Professor?’

Lustgarten was noncommittal. Andrea looked from him to James, and for the first time there was a measure of respect in his gaze. It was this that emboldened James to challenge the Italian.

‘You are quite wrong when you disparage writers,’ he said. ‘There is a dignity that attaches to literary creation that cannot be gainsaid.’

‘I think you will find,’ said Andrea, ‘that the blood of the heroes is dearer to God than all the ink of the novelists, and all the prayers of the faithful.’

The comment was delivered with condescension, and Dr Lustgarten looked at James speculatively, as though wondering how he would react.

‘War does not decide who is right,’ said James, ‘but who is left.’

‘You certainly know your Shaw,’ said Andrea, indifferently, as the waiter came to serve coffee.

James was glad of the interruption. He hated to be treated as a foolish youngster. But at the same time, he was mindful of the discussions he’d had with his father, about mechanicalness and ‘sleep.’ It would have been easy to have been resentful, to have lashed out at Andrea automatically. James observed the churning feelings of annoyance, rejecting them. Pleased with this self-discipline, he turned his attention to Lustgarten.

Like the Italian, the German was an impressive man, physically imposing, handsome and highly intelligent. Like Andrea too, he was refined and self-assured, and throughout the meal he had been courteous to James, unlike the aristocrat. In some ways Lustgarten reminded James of his father, not surprisingly since both men were doctors. Lustgarten had the same physician’s solicitude, but there was something about him that James found slightly off-putting. He watched as Lustgarten took a sip of coffee. The German looked stern and pensive, apparently distracted.

‘James,’ he said. ‘I have a patient I think you would find interesting. He is a student at the University, studying philosophy and literature. Yesterday afternoon, I was examining him when he began to speak about God. He told me that he did not believe in God, and could not accept the invention of an imaginary God like generations past. Therefore, he said, he had been forced to manifest his own divinity in order to demonstrate that God exists.’ Lustgarten paused, looking expectantly at James.

‘Really?’ said the youngster. ‘Why, that’s Kirillov, straight out of Dostoyevsky.’

‘I told you that he is a student of literature.’

‘And he said that to you?’

‘Most sincerely. As I listened to him, he enumerated the attributes of his own divinity. First, his free will. Second, all actions with which he could prove his insubordination to God.’

‘He attempted suicide?’ asked James. ‘Is that why he is your patient?’

‘Exactly. He told me that this new and terrifying freedom is most convincingly proven by the act of self-murder. He who dares kill himself has discovered the great secret, that of becoming God. Yes, I have to say he is a brave man. To commit suicide, one must conquer the utmost fear, and as a consequence one will become the new man that is God.’

‘He failed,’ observed Andrea.

‘He did, but one has to admire the bravery he showed in choosing the method. He soaked his mattress in kerosene, lay down, and set himself alight.’

‘Oh!’ said James.

‘But that is not all,’ said Lustgarten in admiration. ‘He twice got up from his burning bed to record the experience. Sadly, the document is lost to medical science. It was destroyed in the resultant conflagration. There, Andrea. Proof that not all scribblers are worthless.’

The Italian sniffed.

‘And he survived?’ said James.

‘I doubt he will live out the weekend,’ said Lustgarten. ‘Valhalla beckons, eh?’

The comment was directed at Giulio Andrea. Lustgarten explained, ‘The Baron is dismissive when he hears talk of Aryan paganism. He says that unlike Rome, the chain has been broken, that the tradition is nothing more than a husk. But there are some here in Germany who know better. The old gods are awakening. Some are in contact with them. Odinism is the spirit of the coming age.’

James was embarrassed. He concentrated on his coffee, not wanting to appear rude by voicing scepticism. Earlier, Dr Lustgarten had spoken of his research into the Odinic Force, and all James had been able to think of had been Bulwer-Lytton’s fantasies about Vril and the Coming Race. It was strange, this combination of brilliance and delusion in a man of science. James decided that this was why he found Lustgarten suspect.

‘Splendid,’ said Andrea. ‘She returns.’

James looked. Clarissa was leading Hitler’s dog. Lustgarten ignored her.

He said, ‘One must recognise the existence of a vital force that has yet to be identified by orthodox science. Don’t you agree? James?’

‘Sorry?’

‘A vital force yet to be discovered.’

But James was distracted. If Hitler had allowed Clarissa to take his dog, it meant perhaps that she was closer to her goal.

‘This is Blondi,’ said Clarissa. ‘Isn’t she simply gorgeous? Yes, you are.’

James liked German Shepherds, and he reached out to pet the dog, but as he did so Blondi backed away, tail tucked between her legs.

‘Poor thing,’ cooed Clarissa. ‘Don’t be frightened. Jimmy won’t hurt you, he’s a very nice boy.’

The comment made James want to cringe.

Hitler was making ready to leave. His SS bodyguards were already standing, straightening their uniforms and putting on their caps. For the first time, James looked closely at their faces. Their appearance shocked him. They might have been the habitual criminals described by Carlyle: miserable distorted blockheads; ape-faces, imp-faces, heavy sullen ox-faces. Perverse creatures, the sons of indocility. In one word, stupid.

When the Fuehrer appeared from the back room, people stopped eating, some of them standing, greeting the German Messiah, saluting him. The young James looked at Hitler in confusion. How could a political leader surround himself with such idiotic thugs? It was a moment of epiphany. The Fuehrer was dressed in a summer-weight grey suit. His complexion was pasty, and the fixed grin as he acknowledged his people looked unnatural. Then James saw the dog whip half-concealed by the soft felt hat Hitler gripped in his left hand, and was repulsed.

As Hitler moved through the throng, one of his SS guards stumbled against the back of James’ chair. Annoyed there was no apology, James turned and glared at the man. It was heavy sullen ox-face. Close to, the face was even more repellent. Ox-face barely glanced at him, but James was startled by the man’s bovine eyes. One was olive green, the other bright blue. They reminded James of marbles he’d played with as a child, not only their colouring but in their glassiness.

‘Well, I never,’ said the SS officer over James’ head. ‘If it isn’t Dr Lustgarten, and with Signor Andrea as well.’

James felt a heavy hand grip him by the shoulder. ‘Who’s this, then, eh?’ asked the thug, with unpleasant levity.

James went to shrug off the hand, but it was removed as the loutish SS man stepped aside for Hitler. Lustgarten rose to his feet, reaching out to shake Hitler’s hand.

‘My dear Professor,’ said the Fuehrer.

Lustgarten briefly bowed his head. ‘May I introduce Baron Andrea?’ he said.

Hitler acknowledged the Italian, who regarded him coolly.

‘Blondi misses you,’ said Clarissa to Hitler. ‘I shall hand her back.’

‘Thank you, dear lady,’ said Hitler, sweetly. ‘I hope we shall meet again.’

‘Oh, so do I, mein Fuehrer. Please believe me when I say that nothing would give me greater pleasure.’

‘Goodbye,’ said Hitler.

And then the Fuehrer was gone, swept out into Schellingstrasse with his entourage and his dog. Clarissa clapped her hands together in delight and twirled around.

‘Isn’t he adorable?’ she asked the three of them.

No one responded, but Clarissa was unperturbed. She appeared to be enraptured. Lustgarten signalled for the bill.

‘You’ve been perfectly beastly about your own race,’ said Clarissa to Andrea. ‘Singing waiters indeed. Now come along, you’re to take me for ice cream. I know the perfect place. It’s Italian.’

For the first time, the Roman smiled. So too did the German.

‘Wonderful,’ said Lustgarten. ‘Would you like ice cream as well, James?’

‘No.’

‘Perhaps you’d like to come to the Institute instead,’ said Lustgarten. ‘You seemed interested in my Planaria experiment.’

‘It sounded fascinating,’ said James, unable to look at Clarissa, ‘I’d like to see it.’
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It was early evening when Dr Spiros arrived at the Venetian fort at St George’s on the island of Panos. Captain von Quetzow received him in his quarters. The shutters were closed, the thick stone walls cool.

‘I sent a message asking you to come this afternoon,’ said the German commander reproachfully, as soon as the servant Buch had left them alone.

‘We Greeks have little sense of time,’ replied Spiros. ‘Forgive me. I did intend to come sooner but I was delayed. I wanted to bring you this, and could not locate it. It is a photograph of me, taken in Bokhara in 1905.’

‘Please sit down,’ said von Quetzow, holding out a hand.

The Greek came and joined him at the table, sat down opposite and gave him the photograph. Von Quetzow didn’t look at it immediately. No, he took his time examining the Greek.

‘What do you see?’ asked Spiros, quietly.

‘You interest me,’ answered the German nobleman. ‘You interest me very much. Now,’ he went on, turning his attention to the photograph and screwing the monocle into his eye.

‘1905,’ repeated Spiros. ‘Physician-hypnotist.’

‘You mean to tell me this was some sort of calling card or advertisement?’

‘Yes, an advertisement, for my services. The photograph was printed in the Bokhara Sharif, the Tajik newspaper, in its very first edition. Very good price they gave me, worth every penny. Many customers.’

‘I see. That would explain it. You are striking a pose.’

‘It is what was expected.’

‘And you are still posing, aren’t you, Spiros?’

The Greek looked at him innocently. ‘Please?’

‘You are hiding something, Dr Spiros, and what you are hiding is yourself.’

Spiros did not respond immediately. A few seconds went by, the two men looking at each other, before the Greek made that gesture of his, as though weighing the truth in the palm of his hand.

‘One must be cautious,’ he said.

‘Why did you come to the island?’ asked von Quetzow.

‘I am sure you know why.’

‘If I knew, I would not ask you.’

‘I came to Panos in search of the Golden Fleece.’

After what Jost had told him about the perfumed tomb of Saint Beelzebub, von Quetzow was in no way surprised by this.

Spiros said, ‘When the war began and interrupted my plans, I was in negotiations for the purchase of a motor yacht from an Athenian businessman. The yacht was undergoing repairs in Crete, and I came to the island in the winter of 1939 to inspect the vessel, in order to see whether it was suitable for my proposed expedition.’

‘An expedition, in search of the Golden Fleece.’

‘Yes. I planned to sail around the Greek islands and along the coast of Turkey before proceeding to the Black Sea.’

‘In order, like Jason, to claim your rightful throne.’

‘Precisely,’ said Spiros.

‘In wartime.’

‘A miscalculation on my part, I admit, but in my defence, when I arrived in Chania the war had barely begun, and the price I thought the Athenian would be willing to accept for the yacht was extremely tempting.’

Von Quetzow looked at the photograph. It was ridiculous. In it, the man known as Dr Spiros was quite deliberately posing as a mountebank, and yet this was the photograph that he had brought along to the meeting as though in good faith. There could be only one conclusion: Spiros did indeed have special powers. Why else would he invite ridicule by acting the charlatan? Decided, von Quetzow placed the photograph on the table.

‘I,’ he announced, ‘am addicted to morphine. I want to know if you can cure me of it.’

‘By use of hypnosis?’

‘Yes.’

‘It is possible. Quite possible, in fact.’

‘Now.’

‘Now? Yes, we can begin now, if you like, but it will most likely take several sessions over a period of a week, at the very least.’

‘No, I mean I do not have time for several sessions. You must do it now.’

‘Oh. Impossible, I’m afraid.’

‘You told me this morning that you are a miracle worker. I believe you. I intuit that you are a man of remarkable attainment, a man of power. So do as I say. Cure me of this addiction, and do it now.’

The Greek considered von Quetzow’s words for some time before saying, portentously, ‘It will cost.’

‘Name your price. I know what you want in any case, and it isn’t money, is it?’

‘No.’

‘You want to see the people of the island treated fairly.’

‘Yes,’ said Spiros. ‘No brutality. I abhor brutality.’

‘Has there been any brutality, here on Panos, while I have been in command?’

‘No, there has not. I want it to stay that way.’

‘You have my word.’

‘Are you sure?’

Von Quetzow looked at the Greek hard. ‘You have my word as a German nobleman.’

‘Oh? It is easy to say.’

‘Do you doubt me?’

‘It is easy to say, here and now. Who knows what you might say at some point in the future?’

‘I don’t know what else I can say to convince you, Spiros.’

‘Nor do I,’ said the Greek, before repeating: ‘It will cost.’

‘What do you mean?’

The Greek took a pill case from the pocket of his jacket. ‘You will need a glass of water.’

‘Over there, by the bed.’

Spiros crossed to the bedside table and returned with water. Von Quetzow watched as the Greek shook two pills from the case and enclosed them in his hand.

‘Swallow these,’ he said, offering them to the German.

Von Quetzow searched his face. ‘You give me pills to cure my addiction?’

The Greek’s expression changed, and it was as though he were showing his face for the first time. Gone was the acting, and revealed was . . . what? Regality? Spiritual power? Yes! And yes again! And then it was gone, and the mask was back. Spiros, the mild-mannered Greek.

Von Quetzow swallowed the pills with water.

‘When I said it would cost,’ said Spiros, ‘I meant me, not you.’

He sat down again at the table, von Quetzow silent. It was a minute before the pills began to work their magic. He felt a welling up of energy within. In surprise, he looked at Spiros. It was then that the miracle occurred. It was as though a violent electric blue light emanated from the Greek and entered von Quetzow’s body.

‘My God!’ gasped the German. The tiredness, the sickness drained out of him.

Spiros was breathing heavily, his shoulders hunched over. ‘It has gone?’ he muttered.

‘Yes,’ said von Quetzow, astonished.

‘Where has it gone?’

The German was moved to tears. ‘You,’ he managed to say, ‘you have taken it from me.’

Von Quetzow watched as Dr Spiros slowly stood up. The man’s face had changed. It had changed into the gaunt pale face of the addict, the eyes watery, the nose running.

‘Say nothing of this,’ Spiros muttered, his voice as contorted as his body. ‘I must go home, rest.’




Eleni’s first thought was that the Germans had beaten him.

She was waiting for Dr Spiros at the bottom of the stone staircase, and when she saw him, bent over and struggling down the steps, she wanted to go and help. But she knew that she must not - he would only bark at her. Instead, she observed, both herself and Spiros. No, the Germans had not beaten him. Not at all. On the contrary, it appeared that he had beaten the Germans.

‘Let us go back to the yacht,’ said Spiros, when he eventually reached the bottom of the stairs.

There was sweat on his face and his hands trembled, but she was aware of the actuality: Spiros was driving himself, ordering his body which resembled that of a person suffering from a fever to obey his command. And the command was to walk. Spiros’s body obeyed. It walked. She followed him outside and into the courtyard.

The yacht. That is what Spiros called the Villa Pan. Eleni and the others had a different name for the villa: Noah’s Ark. That was how they felt, that a great cataclysm had engulfed the world, a cataclysm that would all but destroy civilisation, and that it was their duty to preserve knowledge, knowledge that in the future, once the madness was at an end, would be used to rebuild.

They left the fort by the main gate. It was always open and unguarded, for the Germans had no fear of the islanders. But Eleni was afraid - of several things, the foremost of which was Dr Spiros himself, so help her. Yes, sometimes she was afraid of him. Of course, he could be a monster. His towering rages were legendary, but only those who did not truly know him thought that such rages were real. She knew better, even if such knowledge did little to alleviate the shock when one found oneself on the receiving end of such a lashing.

No, what made her afraid was that he, Spiros, was no longer entirely human.

He would have scoffed had she said that to him. In his own mind he was a normal man, and it was everyone else who was abnormal. But look at him now. Look at him! By some strange process he has taken from the German commander his addiction to morphine. Taken it from him, and was in the process of eating it! That was the impression she had, walking next to him as they slowly made their way along the road out of the town. He was devouring the weakness he had taken from Herr von Quetzow. It was not merely remarkable, it was astonishing!

She came back to herself. She had been walking and thinking automatically. She wriggled her toes in the sandals, trying to connect herself to her body and to the ground. Once more she was remembering herself instead of walking around in what amounted to sleep. Being present. This was the foundation of Dr Spiros’s System. As he liked to say, I have good leather for those who wish to make shoes.

Eleni was Spiros’s nephew’s widow. Her late husband, George, was the eldest son of Dr Spiros’s brother, Dmitri. Before the war, they’d all lived together near Paris at the Institute Dr Spiros had established in order to teach his System. But things had gone terribly wrong. First, George died, killed in a traffic accident as he crossed the Rue de Rivoli. Then the Institute had floundered. Always short of money, and always extravagant with what he had, Spiros had too long neglected to pay debts owed to the local grocer. The grocer had gone to court to recover the money, and, one thing leading to another, Dr Spiros decided to liquidate the Institute and send all his pupils away.

As far as Eleni was concerned, the matter of the few thousand francs owing had been merely a pretext to shut up shop. The money could quite easily have been found, and was indeed offered by more than one of the wealthy middle-class English and Americans who made up the Institute’s students.

No, Dr Spiros had decided to get away, to get away from his students, to get away from France and the imminent war with Germany. But where would he go? To the safety of America, or to England? Eleni did not care. She decided that she was going to stay in Paris. It was in Paris that George had died; it was there he was buried. She could not leave him. Neither could she leave literary work. Together, they had edited a small but influential magazine, and Eleni intended to continue publishing, herself as sole editor.

But Dr Spiros had other plans for her, and she had been unable to gainsay him. The human material assigned to him by Providence, he declared, had proved wanting, which is why he had liquidated the Institute and sent the remaining ‘guinea pigs’ packing. It was time to embark on a new venture. He intended to write a series of thirteen books, in which he would explicate his System. There was only one problem: he had no idea how to write.

‘And only one solution,’ she’d provided.

‘Precisely. You will edit my books.’

And so that is what had happened. The hapless guinea pigs, who had returned home to New York and to London, now assumed their secondary animal form, as sheep for shearing. The thirteen books in which Dr Spiros intended to outline his System would take many years to write, during which time he would have little opportunity to earn money as a businessman, as he had done to finance the Institute, therefore his followers must stump up the necessary in order that the work should begin. And stump up money they did. From dollar-printing country and from sterling-holding country, the USA and Great Britain, sufficient cash had flowed in for Dr Spiros and his extended family to decamp from Paris to Crete.

Why Crete? Dr Spiros at first refused to say. Dmitri said that it would not be the first time his brother had visited the island. He had been there in his youth, incredibly, during the war against the Ottoman Turks.

Spiros stopped suddenly and lifted his head. He stood in the middle of the road and turned to face the north, as though he had heard something.

‘What is it?’ Eleni asked him.

To the north was Crete, beyond Crete, mainland Greece. Spiros raised his left hand and pointed to the west, to the setting sun.

‘Eleni,’ he said. ‘I am afraid.’

She tried to speak but her mouth was so dry the words failed to come. She cleared her throat, saying, ‘Why?’

‘The war,’ said Spiros. ‘It is getting closer.’

‘Let us go home,’ she said, taking his arm.

‘Yes,’ said Dr Spiros.

They walked to the Villa Pan in the gathering dusk. ‘Can you smell perfume?’ he asked.

‘Yes, wild thyme.’

‘I can smell it too,’ said Spiros.

Yes, he could smell thyme, but he smelt blood as well, and wine. An image came to him, the image of a raving mad man.
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That night, in the suite at the Hotel Orientale on the Corso Garibaldi in Brindisi, Professor Dr Siegmund Lustgarten was contacted by the High Priest of Atlantis.

The suite consisted of four rooms – bathroom, sitting room, and two bedrooms, a double and a twin. Lustgarten and his assistants eschewed the hotel dining room. Instead, they ate from their own supply. Lustgarten warned of spies, insisting that doors be locked, and the windows kept fastened. Fromm and Pfister had their machine pistols, just in case, and Lustgarten unholstered his pistol and placed it within reach on the table.

It was hot with the windows closed, all three of them perspiring freely. But no one complained. What was a little sweat compared to such warm comradeship? For it began as one of those rare occasions when the Professor was relaxed and expansive. He had even ordered a bottle of wine, and persuaded his assistants to drink. They’d been hesitant at first, Fromm and Pfister, fearful of provoking a violent reaction if they succumbed, but the offer was not one of the Professor’s tests.

‘It will help us in our task,’ he explained, taking from the briefcase the map of the Panosian Atlantis. ‘Let us see if we can find the location of the depository, dear friends. But first, a toast. To success!’

‘To success!’ chorused Fromm and Pfister.

They cleared the table of their biodynamic dinner and Lustgarten spread out the map. The telepathist Fromm was the expert. He fetched his pendulums and his rune-carved pointing stick. Pfister the astrologist found his notes on the alignment of the heavens the day that Professor Lustgarten had estimated the destruction of the fabled continent, and Lustgarten replenished the wine glasses. They were just about to begin when there was a polite tap at the door.

Lustgarten reached for the pistol. ‘I’ll go,’ he said, darkly. But it was only the maid offering to turn down their beds. ‘No,’ said the Professor, firmly closing the door.

When he returned, Pfister and Fromm had laid down the machine pistols. Smiling, Lustgarten drank some wine. ‘Begin here,’ he said to Fromm, indicating the temple altar.

Fromm set the bob length, held out the pendulum, and placed the tip of the pointing stick on the map. After a few moments, when there was no response from the pendulum, he moved the pointer half a centimetre to the left. It was painstaking work and strangely fascinating. Lustgarten and Pfister sat watching quite happily as Fromm went about his intricate task. Relaxed concentration, that was their state of consciousness, a state they well knew was conducive to the psychic.

Fromm closed his eyes. ‘I am getting something,’ he said, eventually.

Lustgarten looked at the pendulum. It had not moved. He took Pfister by the hand, saying, ‘Fromm.’

Fromm knew the procedure. He laid down the pointer and the pendulum, and completed the circle, left hand in Lustgarten’s, right in Pfister’s. The three had formed a magical chain. Lustgarten immediately felt its potency. He began to see across the millennia.

There was a ceremony in progress. It was mid-summer’s day, twelve thousand years before. The ceremony was in honour of the completion of the repository. Bull’s blood ran red and foaming over the stones of the temple in the capital city of the sunken continent. The blood’s smell was hot and metallic, and the sound of the horns, so deep that the stone pavement vibrated, might have been the bellow of the Minotaur from beneath the earth. The repository was being sealed, and the slaves who knew its location were beheaded with single blows from the priests’ curved bronze swords. The spilling of their blood was exquisite, and Lustgarten smiled. Now, the High Priest whose name was Askolkin raised his arms to the life-giving sun, and as it rose from the watery eastern horizon, its holy light illuminated the niche into which the scroll was to be placed, the scroll upon which the High Priest’s name was inscribed, and with it the location of the Text of Odin, instructions in apotheosis, secreted in case the priestly elite should be destroyed in the coming cataclysm. The vision gradually faded.

‘Oh my boys,’ murmured Lustgarten, exalted. ‘Oh my boys. What has just been vouchsafed to me is remarkable, absolutely remarkable. I have seen it. I have seen it. The location of the repository.’

They opened their eyes and unclasped their hands. Fromm and Pfister looked at him in anticipation, and he related to them what he had just seen, before leaning close to the map to try and locate the repository.

‘Here, Fromm,’ he said. ‘Try here.’

Lustgarten reached for his glass and drained it with pleasure. Pfister drank too, and the Professor refreshed their glasses. He got to his feet, saying, ‘Another bottle, I think.’ While Fromm dowsed, he went and telephoned room service. Anticipating a triumph, he ordered two bottles of champagne.

But Lustgarten was premature. By the time the chilled wine was delivered to the suite, twenty minutes had elapsed, and Fromm had still not found the repository. The Professor was becoming tetchy. He berated the waiter for his tardiness, but Fromm knew the tirade was really directed his way. Lustgarten returned to the table and said a few soothing words, but by then it was too late. Fromm was tense, and tension is fatal to the pendulum dowser. The sensible thing would have been to rest and to try again later, but Fromm could see from the Professor’s knitted brow that that was out of the question.

‘Finish your wine, Fromm,’ said Lustgarten. ‘It will help.’

Fromm wasn’t so sure, but he drained his glass anyway. Lustgarten went and opened the champagne.

It was half an hour later when Fromm laid down the pointer and said he had to have a break. He glanced at Lustgarten apprehensively, for the Professor had by now downed three glasses of champagne and was annoyed and anxious.

‘Ach, very well, Fromm,’ he said. ‘Five minutes.’

Fromm hurried to the bathroom to wash his hands and face. Pfister, who was feeling sickly, asked Lustgarten if it might be possible to open a window and let in a little fresh air.

‘Are you mad?’ snapped Lustgarten, staring intently at the map. He held up his glass. ‘More wine.’

Pfister hurried to the ice bucket and brought the bottle. He filled the Professor’s glass. As he sank the bottle in the melting ice, Fromm returned from the bathroom and the two exchanged worried glances. The Professor was quiet and very still, his long head bowed ominously. It was a pose they knew well, fearing it because it so often presaged the breaking of the storm.

‘Take off your rings,’ said Lustgarten. The voice was strained.

Fromm and Pfister did not understand. Lustgarten raised his head and looked at them.

‘Take off your rings,’ he repeated, harshly.

Like Lustgarten, the two assistants were SS officers, and had been awarded the Death’s Head ring, rings that were only supposed to be removed after the death of the bearer.

‘Take them off,’ barked Lustgarten, tugging the ring from his own finger.

Finally, the two did the same.

‘You are imbeciles,’ said Lustgarten, flinging the ring at them. ‘Don’t you understand? Wiligut! Wiligut designed the rings. That is why you cannot locate the repository, Fromm. Weisthor is blocking you, his ring is blocking you. Get rid of them, and get out of my sight, both of you. Why I brought you along I don’t know. You are useless.’

Weisthor’s Death’s Head ring - no wonder the psychic blockage had been so simple to effect! Fromm and Pfister, Lustgarten noticed, had fled the room. Desert me. I am used to it.

‘What a fool I am,’ said Lustgarten to himself, ‘too trusting, that is the trouble, and when one is surrounded on all sides by enemies. One must be on one’s guard from now on.’

Wiligut had learnt of the Odin’s Text, that much was obvious. It was jealousy, jealousy pure and simple. In the Weisthor world-view, Wotanism was nothing more than the exoteric manifestation, whereas nothing could be further from the truth! Wiligut, this ‘secret King of the Germans,’ he was nothing more than a pseudo-Christian. The Bible, originally written in German? The Aryan ‘Krist’? It was madness, pure madness. The ravings of a lunatic!

‘Nothing more,’ said Lustgarten, and drank. ‘The ravings of a lunatic. But a dangerous lunatic.’

The man ought to be confined to the rubber room, or better yet humanely disposed of, like the human refuse that he was. Wise Thor? The mad man’s life was certainly one unworthy of living!

Lustgarten found that his glass was empty. He went to replenish it but discovered that the first bottle was empty as well. Fromm and Pfister, eh? They are pleased to drink my wine, the sow-hounds, but never once do they offer to pay even for a single bottle. He ripped the foil off the second bottle of champagne, unfastened the wire, and popped the cork. The idiot waiter had shaken it so that half the contents gushed over Lustgarten’s hands and onto the floor. Cursing, he carefully filled his frothing glass.

‘I do not need them,’ he said, stiffly. ‘I shall locate the repository myself.’

The next hour was one of mounting frustration for Siegmund Lustgarten. However hard he tried he could not achieve his aim. Defeated, he sat slumped on the floor amongst the debris and drank. First angry, now maudlin. The strain, the worries, the sleepless nights, they have all taken their toll on me. There is not a single soul in the whole of the Reich who understands what I am doing and would work alongside me. Most of my colleagues are decent people working hard for victory, but this does not alter the fact that they are all, without exception, entirely against what I am trying to achieve.

‘Yes,’ he said, tearfully. ‘Every single one of them is envious of me, interferes with my efforts, blunts the keenness of my mind, seeks to reduce to nothing years of systematic effort and decades of human suffering.’

He laid his head in the crook of his arm and wept.

Some indeterminate time later, possibly after passing out, Lustgarten found himself pacing the floor of his bedroom, drinking champagne from the bottle dry-mouthed, and muttering to himself.

‘What is it that we observe? That our psychic faculties are blocked. What then is the simplest and most likely conclusion? Why, that someone is blocking them. And who might that be? There is but one suspect and one suspect only: Karl Maria Wiligut. Oh yes. It was obvious, was it not? Wiligut, also known as Weisthor, or Wise Thor, our implacable enemy. But where was the proof of this?’

Proof? Uncertainty and doubt were foreign to Lustgarten’s nature. He cackled.

‘The most likely conclusion? Inferring the best explanation? No, thank you. No, and no! I shall decide what is true and what is not. I look inside myself and I see Wiligut, like a maggot in walnut meat. There is your proof! If my psychic faculties are blocked then the logical consequence is that it is the work of my arch-enemy, Weisthor. What other explanation can there be? There can be no other explanation.’

Lustgarten stopped pacing. What was that? A noise from the other room. Intruders? Letting the champagne bottle fall onto the bed, he went unsteadily to the door and looked around it. The sitting room was empty, and in some disarray, the map torn to shreds and scattered across the carpet. Wide-eyed, Lustgarten hurried to locate his pistol. Where was it? It was gone! So too the machine pistols, he now discovered. He must have a weapon. The sounds were coming from the second bedroom. That was when he remembered the riding crop in his suitcase.

He went and fetched it, and took it with him to the room the warm boys shared.

‘Fromm? Pfister?’ he called softly, listening at the door, his eyes wild.

What was this, or was he mistaken? The bouncing of bedsprings? The filthy sow-hounds! Apoplectic, Lustgarten burst through the door.
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At dawn a few hours later on Kalamaki airfield, the noise of heavily laden trucks and aircraft engines starting up jolted Sepp Kahn awake.

He’d spent the night asleep in the wicker chair on the veranda of the officers’ mess. Cursing the Plank for having deserted him, he glanced around, saw his dumped luggage and the field telephone, and many glasses and bottles on the damp table. In fact, everything appeared to be damp, including his uniform. For a moment, Kahn thought he must have soiled himself, but then he identified the cause. It was dew, the result of high humidity no doubt, being this close to the sea. He reached out for the nearest beer bottle and freshened his parched mouth with the dregs.

He lay dozing in the chair for a while, until from inside the building came the delicious scents of freshly brewed coffee and frying sausage. Growling ravenously, Kahn struggled to his feet, unbuttoned, and relieved himself over the side of the veranda. He’d just finished when a mess orderly came and unlocked the doors. Turned out the orderly was a local, a Greek, and Kahn had to repeat his order two or three times before the fool got the message.

Next, Kahn ransacked the luggage and stumbled off to the ablutions, soap and razor in hand. When he returned, he found the table cleared and wiped, and replaced with a tray of food and a pot of coffee. Kahn sat down and tucked in immediately. He was ravenous, and with barely a trace of a hangover, which considering how much he’d put away was something of a miracle. He wolfed the food, but it failed to fill his groaning belly. Between gulps of coffee, he called for a second helping. It came piping hot almost immediately, and he set to, not caring that it burnt his mouth, so urgent was the need to eat.

Red-faced and sweating, Sepp Kahn sat back in the chair, second breakfast demolished. He lifted a buttock, and broke wind with satisfaction. The old Sepp was back, it appeared. Aye, and it was a pleasure to welcome him. Grinning to himself, Kahn’s eyes lighted on the field telephone, and in a spirit of playfulness, he reached out for it, plonked it on his knees and opened the lid.

‘Have a bit of fun, eh?’ he muttered. ‘Old Sepp’ll have a bit of fun. Local area calls not connecting, you say? Better make it long distance then, shall we? See how you like that, caller! Buzz! Buzz! Fry your sausage for you, and your nuts!’

Genghis Kahn dissolved into a gale of laughter and lit a cigarette. No longer was he feeling out of sorts and put upon. On the contrary, the world seemed delightful, and the prospect of a jaunt to Panos combined with an opportunity for devilment only made the sunshine seem all the nicer.

‘Good morning, Holz,’ called Kahn when he saw the policeman approaching. ‘It’s a great time to be alive, isn’t it, eh? A wonderful time to be alive! Fuck peacetime, oh yes. Well, let’s have something to eat, eh? I’m starving.’

The airfield was coming alive. An aeroplane took off into the blue, and mess waiters were ferrying coffee and trays of food to the tents where the officers slept. Holz came and sat down.

‘Looks like you’ve already eaten,’ he said.

‘I fancy a second breakfast,’ Kahn explained, cheerfully. ‘How’s your head?’

‘Perfectly fine,’ said Holz. ‘I don’t indulge myself.’

Once again, the food and coffee came promptly, and once again Kahn tucked in. Holz watched him, fascinated. He fancied himself as an amateur psychologist and criminologist. Yes, Captain Holz had observed this kind of behaviour before from Josef Kahn. It reminded him of two episodes in Professor Berg’s famous book on Kurten, the so-called ‘Vampire of Düsseldorf.’

The evening before giving himself up to the police, the mass murderer, Kurten, had taken his wife out to dinner, but the woman had been unable to eat, so Kurten had finished her food after eating his own. And on the night before his execution, Kurten’s appetite had again been stimulated. After finishing the schnitzel and fried potatoes, he’d asked for and been served a second helping. What did this mean? It could mean only one thing: that the murderer was excited, excited not only by the prospect of confessing to mass murder, but also by the prospect of his own judicial decapitation. The excitement stimulated the man’s vital functions, including his appetite.

Holz nodded to himself in satisfaction. He really ought to write a book of his own one day. He looked across the table at Sepp Kahn’s sweaty face, at the bulging eyes and cheeks, at the chest struggling for breath because the nose was blocked and the mouth crammed. Horribly, Kahn gulped down the food. He raised a red hand and waved the fork, signalling to the mess waiter.

‘Beer,’ he called. ‘Bring me a beer.’

Egon Holz tried to gain fresh insight into Kahn’s behaviour. If he were to write a book, one needed all the material one could get. He recalled what the drunkard Kahn had said the night before, about the dog catcher. Hansi Kellermann lived in the cellar of the boy Kahn’s tenement building. Not only a dog catcher but a dog torturer. That’s where it began for Kahn, apprenticed to Hansi Kellermann.

‘Want to know how to make a dog loyal?’ Kahn had asked, laughing. ‘Tug him off! Oh you rotten bastard, Hansi. You rotten son of a bitch. Did you know that dogs can scream? Did you know that? Dogs scream when you slice them open, or when you hold them down and chop off a leg with a butcher’s cleaver. Jesus Christ, Plank. What an upbringing, eh? What a fucking upbringing.’

It must have seemed completely normal to Kahn, aged seven. They lived nine to a room, parents, three boys, four girls. Kahn senior was a violent drunk, his mother an alcoholic. Holz could well imagine the situation. Father would come home stinking, throwing punches, and laying down the law. The little kids would cower in the communal bed, the older ones taking their beatings and liking it. Then pa would get ma to strip, and he’d rape her, punching her in the head to show her a man was a king in his own domain. Yes, Holz could well imagine. He’d seen similar as a young copper, along the Reeperbahn and in Schanzenviertel. One of Kahn’s noxious farts broke Captain Holz’s train of thought.

‘Pardon,’ said Kahn, laughing. ‘My shit is speaking.’

Holz regarded him with contempt before returning to the assessment. The subject, Kahn, is not particularly intelligent, and that he is lacking in sensitivity goes without saying. For instance, in all their time together, Holz had never seen Kahn read a book, or a newspaper or magazine come to that. His recreation consisted solely of drinking and smoking, always in the company of others, for Kahn did not like to be alone. As far as Holz knew, Kahn had always been part of the military or paramilitary, always living a communal life, regimented, regulated. He had no inner life at all, was always directed outwards, towards the other.

What would Kahn have been, if he hadn’t been in the Army, the SA, or the SS? In jail, was the quick answer. But no, thought Holz, what talent did the man have? None, apart from killing. It was killing that gave his life purpose. Holz knew this because the eradication of sub-humans had lent his own life meaning. But wait one moment. Holz got no pleasure from torture and killing. Kahn, however, did. Feeling that a revelation was at hand, Egon Holz groped for the next insight.

It had to be sexual, didn’t it? He’d watched Kahn’s face as he tormented someone with electrical shocks. It was the face of a man about to achieve sexual satisfaction. Had Kahn ever ejaculated during such procedures? Holz wasn’t sure, but he would not have been surprised. So then, what conclusion can we make?

That Kahn’s urge for intensity, for stimulation was a physical urge. It was a physical urge that had nothing to do with the intellect or emotions, which is why Kahn never read a novel or listened to the gramophone – the only music he enjoyed were military bands.

‘Why are you looking so pleased with yourself?’ Kahn demanded.

Holz only smiled, raising the coffee cup to his lips.

‘Not hungry?’ Kahn asked him, eyeing Holz’s untouched food.

Kahn’s own plate was empty, wiped clean of grease with swipes from a slice of bread. Holz passed the plate across, and watched as Kahn stubbed out a cigarette, put down the beer, and rubbed his horny hands together.

This could not be sustained. The heavy burden could not be carried by the body alone, could it? It was easily exhausted, easily damaged, demanded ever stronger stimulation. With luck, the fat oaf would drop dead from a stroke before they’d even got on the plane.

‘What about a brandy?’ suggested Holz.

‘Now you’re talking,’ cried Kahn. A thought occurred to him. ‘Hey, did you sort out that thing?’

‘Yes,’ said Holz, laconically.

He’d had only a few hours’ sleep. Arranging with the airbase commander for the loan of an aircraft, and assembling sixteen heavily armed men had taken half the night. He returned to Kahn the letter signed by Hitler, and turned to look. Through the haze of dust, he could see his auxiliary policemen waiting by the truck.

‘As soon as you’re ready,’ he said to Kahn.

‘All right, all right,’ said Kahn. ‘What’s the rush? Never hurry me when I’m eating. Leads to heartburn.’

A few minutes later, the base commander arrived by car, and drove them out to the waiting Junkers.




The Luftwaffe’s transport pilots were flying three missions a day, providing Rommel’s Afrikakorps with reinforcements and supplies. Kalamaki airfield was crowded with soldiers and drums of gasoline, and the Junkers Ju-52s that would transport both to Derna in Libya via Crete. Each time an aircraft started its engines, great clouds of dust were sent billowing across the field, and the waiting soldiers would turn away, covering their faces with handkerchiefs and scarves. The soldiers were youngsters, apprehensive and excitable. Few of them had ever flown before, let alone flown across the Mediterranean to Africa. This was the last stage of a journey which had lasted in some cases for months. From holding camps in Germany, the soldiers had travelled by train through the Balkans to holding camps in Greece, and there they’d waited for a place on a ship or a plane.

The young soldiers would have been even more apprehensive had they known how inexperienced many of the aircrew were. Not yet fully fledged, the pilots were plucked from training squadrons to replace men killed or wounded by enemy action or in accidents. With dust and heat haze obscuring the ground, and the sun dazzling the eyes, a young pilot had to be careful not to misjudge his height as he came into land. Flying too fast and too low could result in disaster, which is exactly what happened to Leutnant Stanislaus Zimmermann, pilot of a Ju-52 returning to Kalamaki from an overnight stay in Crete.

Zimmermann, half-blinded by the sun and unable to see the runway as it was suddenly obscured by a cloud of dust, panicked, and instead of aborting the landing and going round again, committed himself to land.

‘No!’ shouted the co-pilot, who was even younger than Zimmermann’s nineteen years. ‘Look out!’

Zimmermann froze, and for a split second he was unable to decide whether to pull back on the yoke or push the throttles forward to emergency power. That was when the dust cloud cleared, and he saw the Junkers trimotor on the ground directly in his path, no more than fifty metres distant. Desperately, Zimmermann hauled on the control column, but the lumbering transport had barely responded when it struck the tail of the taxiing Ju-52. There was a terrible noise of rending metal that sent judders through the airframe. The aircraft yawed and the starboard wing tip touched the ground.

Sepp Kahn, who was seated in the taxiing Junkers as far away from the doors as possible, looked out of the window and saw an aircraft tip sideways and smash into the ground. That was two seconds after the collision which had stunned him and his fellow passengers, Egon Holz and the sixteen men of the reserve police battalion.

When the taxiing aircraft turned sharply to the left, the tyre of the port side wheel burst. Moments later, the undercarriage spar buckled and snapped, and the propeller of the port side engine touched the ground and shattered into flying debris. It was a piece of the propeller which smashed through the cockpit window and penetrated the pilot’s skull. The pilot, who would never see his twentieth birthday, slumped forward onto the yoke. Next, when it could no longer bear the pressure, the wing-spar snapped, and the Junkers turned in a sharp leftwards curve that brought up the damaged tailplane and tipped the nose-motor into the ground, where its propeller burrowed into the dirt and brought the broken aircraft to a shattering halt.

In the rear, Sepp Kahn found himself buried under a pile of bodies. Some of the bodies were groaning, some were yelling out, and some were making no sound at all. Kahn had a pain in the wrist and another in the head, and there was a cut on his face somewhere that was dripping blood into his eyes.

‘Move, damn you!’ he yelled. ‘Get off me! Sort yourselves out!’

Gradually, the uninjured began to move, but it was minutes before help arrived in the form of ground crew in speeding vehicles, and by that time there was the ominous smell of gasoline, and the sound of it spilling from a ruptured fuel line. One desperate man became hysterical, crying out that they were all going to die. Kahn reacted with fury, telling the cop to shut his stupid mouth.

‘You’ll pray you burnt, boy, by the time I’ve finished with you!’

The fire started in the cockpit. Kahn could hear it crackling. Then he smelt it, and finally saw it, smoke first, seeping between the cracks, then yellow flames. By that time, his bladder had betrayed him, and he was so frightened he was squeaking in terror. Then suddenly a weight was lifted off him, and he discovered he could move. A screaming injured flatfoot was being dragged up the slope of the fuselage floor. Kahn turned his head and saw that the cargo doors on the starboard side were open, and rescuers were hauling the wounded men out of the plane.

‘Ach, thank God,’ Kahn muttered when he saw a new type of smoke.

It was white and billowing and held no threat: the ground crew were extinguishing the flames with fire retardant. From the cockpit he heard windows being smashed with axes, but there’d been no screaming: both the pilots must be dead.

He didn’t have the strength to stand. Instead, he slid up the slope, pulling himself along with his good hand. The left was sprained or broken; he couldn’t tell. At the cargo door he paused, breathing heavily. His head was pounding. The blood was drying on his face, so he guessed it was nothing more than a scratch.

The way clear, Sepp Kahn allowed himself to be helped to the ground, but once his boots were on terra firma he angrily shoved the helping hands away. Truth be told, he was ashamed he’d soiled himself. He took a couple of steps, staggering a bit till he felt better. His good hand searched for the damp patch at the top of his thigh. Not that wet. He glanced down, wincing at a sudden pain behind his eyes, and saw that the stain was barely noticeable. He wiped it with dirty fingers to make sure, went and leaned against the side of the blood wagon.

‘Jesus,’ he muttered, reaching for his smokes, ‘what a life.’

He stuck the nail between chapped lips and looked about him suddenly. Which of these dogs had been squawking like a woman? He couldn’t tell. He was about to spark up when he remembered the spilt fuel. He sniffed, but his nose was blocked. A gobbet of phlegm caught in his throat, and he coughed it up and spat its foulness into the dirt. He lit the gasper anyway, and rested his weary head against the hot metal side of the ambulance, inside which he could hear medics at work. He dragged the smoke into his lungs and luxuriated in the feeling of being alive.

Which was more than could be said for those fellows, he thought, looking at the corpses of three reserve policemen laid side by side on the ground behind the wrecked Junkers. Kahn stuck the cigarette between his lips, took a few steps and looked around the front of the ambulance. He saw Holz, seated in the dirt, his head in his hands. All around him were the other survivors.

What a crew. They’d looked bad enough before boarding the transport, like villains Hieronymus Bosch might have painted, but now they were looking even worse. Kahn remembered them the previous summer, these Hamburg flatfeet, before they realised what service Adolf Hitler required from them. One or two had refused the duty, and at least a dozen had gone sick after the first action, but the rest had stuck it out, and Kahn had seen the effect it had had on them – not that he cared. The round-ups, the murder pits - a bruised shoulder from the recoil of your rifle was the least of your worries. What they’d done was written in every line on their faces.

‘Swine Adi,’ muttered Kahn. He approached Holz. ‘You hurt?’

Very slowly, Holz lifted his head and looked at Kahn. ‘Don’t think so,’ he said manfully. ‘Neck aches like hell, though.’

Kahn offered his right hand. Holz took it and Kahn hauled him to his feet.

‘Fucking flybys.’

‘Yes,’ said Holz.

Kahn followed the line of his gaze. The pilot’s burnt body was being extracted from the smashed window of the cockpit. His co-pilot already lay on the ground, blood in his boyish blond hair, his bloody face blackened where the skin had been burnt off. Kahn growled dismissively. His brain was starting to work again. By the look of what was left of Holz’s command none was fit for duty. It didn’t seem likely that they’d be landing on Panos today. That meant he needed to speak to the commandant of the airfield to make sure Lustgarten wasn’t going anywhere.

‘Holz, this lot have had it,’ he said. ‘Get back to camp. Thirty-five men this time, understand? We’ll be flying in two aircraft, not one. That way at least one of us should make it, baring mishaps and fuck-ups. Understand?’

‘Yes,’ said Holz, wincing in pain. He cupped the back of his neck with a hand, looking at the wounded. ‘These were my best men.’

‘I don’t need your best men,’ Kahn growled, ‘bring me your worst men.’

Holz didn’t seem to register what Kahn had said. Blinking, he appeared to notice for the first time that Kahn was nursing his left arm. ‘Broken?’

‘A sprain,’ said Kahn. ‘Make sure you get my field telephone out of the wreckage.’

He turned to go. Spying an airman near a Hanomag two-seater, he waved at him.

‘Hey, can you drive that thing?’

The airman looked at him. ‘Yes sir,’ he said, saluting.

‘Then get in it, and drive me to the commandant.’




Ten minutes later, Kahn was seated in a comfortable chair next to the Commanding Officer’s desk while the commandant, whose name was Schaeffer, ranted and raved. Kahn wasn’t paying much attention. Schaeffer had produced a bottle of schnapps, and Kahn had refilled the glass twice in quick succession, hurrying down the water of life until it had begun to have the desired effect. Now he was enjoying a cigarette and feeling, if not no pain, then very little.

‘All right, Colonel,’ he said when he’d finished the nail, ‘you’ve blown your load I reckon. Now shut up and listen to me.’

Oberst Schaeffer who was standing by the windows of the upstairs office, a pair of oversized binoculars in his hands, turned round. His mouth was open, but no words were coming out.

‘That’s better,’ said Kahn.

The colonel closed his mouth, swallowed hard and crossed to the desk, on which he placed the binoculars. No wonder he was agitated, allowed Kahn. If the colonel was to be believed, he’d lost seventeen aircraft in the past month, and only one of those to enemy action. At this rate the flyer would soon be commanding ground crew only.

Kahn said, ‘Tomorrow morning at first light I want two of your best aircraft ready and waiting. I want you to find me your best pilots. Not kids wearing diapers, men, you understand? Men who know how to fly. That’s two Auntie Ju’s and four pilots.’

The colonel sat down behind the desk, nodding his head dolefully. ‘Yes,’ he said.

‘I’m not asking for myself, you understand,’ Kahn continued. ‘Remember? Holz showed you Adolf Hitler’s autograph just yesterday.’

‘I remember, Sturmbannfuehrer.’

‘So do I, Oberst. Pin back your ears and listen to this. I want you to get onto the airfield in Crete. What’s it called?’

‘Maleme.’

‘Maleme, right. That’s where the Government Squadron Junkers will have to refuel, right?’

‘Yes.’

‘Find out if it’s landed yet. If it has, impound it, and put everyone on it under armed guard, by order of you know who. If it hasn’t turned up yet, find out where it is.’

The colonel was on his feet again. ‘If you’ll excuse me, Sturmbannfuehrer, I shall attend to it right away.’

Kahn picked up the schnapps bottle. ‘No need to rush,’ he said, refilling the glass.

Kahn was feeling mellow by the time Schaeffer returned. He’d smoked a couple of cigarettes, carelessly using the wooden floor as an ashtray, and the level in the bottle was below the label.

‘It’s expected before noon,’ said Schaeffer, decisively. ‘A Government Squadron Junkers-52 filed a flight plan at Brindisi before dawn.’

‘All right, all right,’ said Kahn. ‘No need to get excited.’

‘It could go straight to Panos, though. It has enough range to do that.’

Kahn thought about it. ‘All right, it lands at Panos. What then?’

‘There’s no fuel on Panos. It’s a rudimentary strip. They’d have to fly to Maleme to refuel.’

‘Leaving him on Panos, you mean? All right, all right, I’ll buy it. Either way it doesn’t matter. I’ve got him all bottled up.’ Kahn got to his feet, lighting another smoke.

‘Will you go to the sick bay now?’ asked Schaeffer.

‘What? No, I’m on my way to the bar. Today’s a drinking day, Schaeffer. About time Sepp Kahn had time off.’
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Fromm and Pfister acted as though the strange events of the previous evening had never happened. Smartly dressed and with everything in order, they entered Lustgarten’s room and woke him. It was 05.35.

There was a strong smell of stale wine. Fromm opened the windows wide. Lustgarten rolled over in bed and groaned. They looked at him. He was wearing an expression they knew well. It was not dissimilar to the defensive look of a tormented artist. Sometimes, after one of his episodes, the Professor seethed with anger, resentment, and jealousy. But not this morning. He was instead tearful with remorse.

With difficulty, Fromm and Pfister got him out of bed and into the bathroom where they helped him shower and shave. He told them more than once they were good boys, and that he didn’t deserve them. They dried him, got him dressed, and plied him with restorative glasses of water. By degrees, Lustgarten recovered his dignity.

Soon after six, the three of them were in a car on the way to Military Airfield Orazio Pierozzi. By seven, they were airborne aboard the Government Squadron Junkers, flying south-eastwards from Brindisi towards Crete. When the steward brought biodynamic food for breakfast, Lustgarten ate sparingly. For a long time, he gazed at a shelled walnut before closing his eyes and sleeping for at least an hour.

When he awoke, he went and visited the toilet, and returned with a glass of water provided by the steward. He sat down and looked at his assistants, but still did not speak.

‘You remember, gentleman,’ he said at last, ‘how yesterday we recited from The Sayings of the High One? I know that I hung on the windy tree nine night’s long . . .’

‘Wounded with a spear,’ quoted Fromm, once again.

‘And dedicated to Odin myself to myself,’ continued Lustgarten.

‘On that tree,’ said Pfister, ‘of which no one knows from whence its roots run.’

Then all three voices intoned together, ‘No bread did they give me, nor a drink from a horn, downwards I peered, and took up the runes, screaming I took them, then fell back from there.’

‘Yes,’ said Lustgarten with feeling, ‘what I should like you to think about, gentlemen, is this: how was Odin able to sacrifice himself to himself?’

Fromm and Pfister glanced at each other as they considered the problem. They were seated across the narrow table from Professor Lustgarten, their legs companionably brushing his.

‘A duality,’ said Pfister. ‘It is as though one aspect of Odin already has the runes, but that the other Odin cannot gain access to this knowledge without painful personal sacrifice.’

‘Indeed,’ said Lustgarten.

‘In that case,’ said Fromm, ‘he is a partial god, at least as far as we mortals are concerned. He presents to us only, so to say, his more human side.’ Fromm slowly shook his head. ‘I feel uneasy with this kind of speculation.’

Pfister looked at Lustgarten to gauge his reaction, but the Professor did not comment. Pfister glanced away.

He said, doubtfully, ‘But without speculation how will we learn?’

‘He makes a fair point, Fromm,’ said Lustgarten.

Fromm said, ‘It does make me uneasy, but I did not say that we should not examine the problem.’

‘Good,’ said Lustgarten, briefly. ‘Let us first approach it, therefore, from a different angle, a different tradition, that of Western Hermeticism. Yesterday, I was thinking of my friend Andrea, so let us approach the duality of Odin from a perspective my Roman colleague would appreciate, that of Chaos and Egg.’

‘Ahhh,’ said Pfister, the light slowly dawning.

Fromm looked at him, and nodded in agreement. ‘The serpent Ouroboros.’

‘The two aspects of the Supreme One,’ said the former, leaning forward and placing his arms on the edge of the table. ‘One the All, whose symbol is the circle, the line or movement that encloses and contains both its beginning and end.’ Pfister paused, trying to recall a quotation. ‘One is the serpent which contains the poison according to the double sign, and also One is the All, the source of all and the culmination of all. If the All did not contain the All, it would be nothing.’ Pleased with himself, Pfister looked at the other two in expectation.

Fromm said, ‘It is not a static unity, but a process, an oscillation between chaos and harmony.’

‘Good,’ said Lustgarten. ‘We make progress. It is not difficult to see that the Egg is the peaceful transcendent aspect of the tendency toward disintegration, and that Chaos is the active, fierce manifestation of destruction.’

‘Chaos,’ said Pfister with animation, ‘Chaos is obviously Odin, the active, fierce and destructive.’

Fromm nudged Pfister’s arm as though to restrain his enthusiasm. Pfister appeared to have forgotten the subtext to their talk. When he realised, Pfister lowered his gaze in apology.

‘We see something similar in the Indo-Aryan tradition,’ said Fromm, to cover his colleague’s embarrassment. ‘Shiva and Rudra.’

‘Life,’ said Lustgarten with great feeling, as though to himself, ‘life which can only exist by destroying life, this is a manifestation of Rudra.’ He looked from Pfister to Fromm, saying, ‘Shiva is the dynamic source of all being, self-generating, self-perpetuating. If Rudra is the sun, then Shiva is the eternal sucking gorge of the void, as Jung might have put it. Shiva is the Will to Power, the god of life and death, all that exists is resultant of Shiva’s abundance, and so it should not be any surprise to us that he is sometimes represented by that other One-Eyed God.’

‘The lingam,’ said Fromm.

‘The phallus,’ said Pfister.

‘Indeed,’ said Lustgarten, remembering the lads’ hot embraces the night before. They smiled at him. ‘But to be serious once again, gentlemen: another name of Shiva is the Lord of Knowledge, Maheshvara.’

He paused for a moment, thinking of the escape from personality which had always been symbolised for him by the title, Lord of Knowledge. Yes, it was science, art, philosophy that provided the escape from the merely personal, the first step towards the transcendental. He felt much better now. The certainty had returned. His discovery on the island of Panos was of world-historical importance, and he imagined the acclaim that would attach to his name for all eternity. Triumphantly, he held up the shelled walnut.

‘The human brain has two chambers,’ he said. ‘That is how Odin was able to sacrifice himself to himself. In one half of the brain, the left, is the scientist. In the right half, we find the artist.’ Fromm and Pfister were completely captivated by the revelation. ‘Or better yet,’ he went on. ‘The left sees the particular, the right sees the whole.’

‘Of course!’ cried Fromm. ‘You’ve got it!’

‘Absolutely brilliant, Professor!’ cried Pfister. ‘Of course, you are right!’

Lustgarten was delighted. ‘Yes indeed,’ he said. ‘The intuition came to me when I was reading a paper on split-brain research.’ Lustgarten was about to go on when he saw the co-pilot approaching. ‘Yes?’

‘Excuse me, Oberfuehrer,’ he said, ‘but I thought you would like to know. There is a strong tail wind, and we are forty minutes ahead of schedule. If you wish, we can go straight on to Panos instead of stopping off at Maleme to refuel.’

‘Excellent,’ said Lustgarten, taking the news as a propitious omen. ‘Do that.’

A short time later, Crete came into view from the port windows, and within the hour, they were losing altitude on the approach to Panos.

The Ju-52 carrying Lustgarten and his companions touched down on the rough airstrip north of the town of St George’s just before 1100 hours. It was an exemplary landing as befitted a pilot of the Government Squadron. The three passengers broke into applause at this skilful exhibition, not that the pilot could hear them, so noisy was the aircraft as it bumped along the ground. Gradually, it reduced speed and promptly came to a halt.

One by one the three engines were switched off. The steward went and opened the side door. Damp heat flooded in. Fromm and Pfister unfastened their safety belts and began to stand up. Lustgarten meditated for a few moments, his eyes closed, enjoying the thought of triumph to come. He heard German voices. The steward was speaking to an officer of the Panos garrison.




Biedermann was in charge of the guard of honour. The ten picked men hurriedly lined up opposite the passenger door, Feldwebel Lardner checking the line was straight and the men’s spacing correct. Captain von Quetzow stepped down from the Mercedes, brushing dust from his best uniform. He checked that the SS rune badge was affixed to the breast pocket, above the wound badge. He didn’t normally wear it, even though he was entitled to, holding as he did junior rank in the General-SS as well as being an Army officer. Buch was in close attendance.

‘Where is the band?’ asked the servant. ‘It would have been nice to have some music.’

‘Enough,’ said von Quetzow, chiding him.

Buch had been in a strange mood all morning, giddy almost. The singular event of the night before, when Dr Spiros had performed his magic and cured von Quetzow of his humiliating addiction, had obviously unsettled Buch’s mind – there could be no other reason. When he’d brought the captain his coffee as usual that morning, his hands had been trembling and his face was all aglow, as though it were he himself who had been cured and not his master. Von Quetzow was indulgent. After all, it was Buch who had instigated the cure, bringing the Greek to the fort without a by your leave.

‘Calm yourself,’ said von Quetzow. ‘We have a very special visitor. I want everything to go like clockwork.’

Buch took a deep breath, and von Quetzow noticed him clench and unclench his fists.

‘Everything is in order,’ Buch reported, in a more military fashion than was normal for him. ‘The cook has his instructions, the table for luncheon is laid, and I have brought lemonade. Do you think the Oberfuehrer would like a cool drink?’

‘You may ask him yourself, Buch, as soon as he has inspected the honour guard.’

Saying this, von Quetzow limped over to where Oberleutnant Biedermann was standing, and took up position beside him. Yes, he thought, it would have been nice to have had a band ready to play as soon as the Professor appeared in the aircraft doorway, for it was something of an anti-climax when the familiar figure began to climb rather stiffly down the steps, preceded by his aides.

In a loud clear voice, Biedermann brought the honour guard to attention. ‘Present!’ he ordered, and the soldiers presented arms impeccably.

Von Quetzow was gratified. The men of the Panos garrison were hardly the Prussian Guards but they had done themselves proud with their turnout nevertheless. Following Biedermann’s lead, von Quetzow snapped out his right arm in the German greeting.

‘Excellent, excellent,’ he heard Professor Lustgarten say.

The Professor ran his eyes along the line of soldiers, nodding in approval. Then he turned his attention to von Quetzow, a smile spreading across his long, pale face.

‘Captain von Quetzow,’ he said. ‘Richard, my dear friend, how wonderful it is to see you again, and on such an historic occasion.’

They shook hands warmly.

‘Thank you, Professor. May I welcome you to Panos, and introduce to you my second-in-command?’

‘By all means.’

Lustgarten shook Biedermann’s hand, and beckoned Fromm and Pfister to come forward. The introductions were made, and words of greeting exchanged, accompanied by smiles and laughter and questions about the flight. Buch appeared, a tray in his hands, on which were five glasses of lemonade and a thermos flask.

‘My servant’s speciality, Professor, lemonade.’

‘No champagne?’ joked Lustgarten.

‘None could be had, I’m afraid.’

‘How thoughtful, Buch. Thank you very much, it is indeed hot today.’

Ernst Buch’s face coloured. ‘The Herr Professor remembers us. We are honoured.’

‘Your good health,’ said von Quetzow, hurriedly. He toasted Lustgarten.

‘Good health.’

The five men drank deeply, and soon the glasses were emptied.

‘Superb,’ said Lustgarten to Buch, ironically.

‘A great pleasure, Oberfuehrer,’ said Buch, bringing his heels together.

‘Would you like to go to the fort, sir, to freshen up after your journey?’ asked von Quetzow, once again stepping in.

Lustgarten examined his face, realised that the scroll was at the fort. Sensible. Far better to examine the artefact in private, rather than out here in the open.

‘No,’ said Lustgarten, emphatically. ‘Straight to the Temple of Poseidon, I think. My assistants here can barely contain their excitement.’

Fromm and Pfister laughed nervously.

‘Come along,’ said the Professor, briskly, taking von Quetzow by the arm and walking him towards the cars. ‘I am feeling inspired!’

‘Biedermann,’ said von Quetzow.

The Oberleutnant bowed his head, and gave the order for the men to stand at ease. ‘Carry on, Sergeant Lardner.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Lardner. He directed four men to help unload.

‘My aircraft will go on to Crete to refuel,’ explained Lustgarten. ‘Himmler has placed it at my disposal for as long as I shall need it. The instruments are delicate . . .’

‘Yes,’ said von Quetzow. ‘Have a care, Lardner, those things must not be thrown about.’

‘As though they are fresh eggs, sir.’

The truck had been captured from the British on Crete, but the two cars were German, a Mercedes-Benz 340 and a Wanderer 23, both of which carried four persons. Lustgarten nodded his approval.

The man named Ernst Buch hurriedly stashed the flask, glasses, and tray in the rear equipment locker of the Mercedes. Lustgarten remembered the little fellow. Used to work at that place in Schwabing. Lustgarten watched as the baggage was transferred to the truck. As he did so, von Quetzow opened the Mercedes rear door for him. Buch got behind the wheel, and Biedermann escorted Fromm and Pfister to the smaller second car. With the troops loaded aboard the truck, Lardner climbed into the cab, and engines were started. Then the small convoy began the short journey from the airfield to the site of the archaeological dig.

The Germans barely noticed the locals they passed. Panos was a small sleepy island where nothing ever happened, and the native inhabitants did what they always did when there were Germans about: they turned their backs and ignored them. At least, they seemed to. There were usually keen eyes keeping a watch on the activities of the occupiers, and especially so today. The landing of the Ju-52 had been carefully observed, so too the number of persons who disembarked from the aircraft, and the equipment they carried.

The site of the Temple of Poseidon was also under observation, and not just by Panosians. The British wireless operator, Captain Archibald Muir, was hidden amongst the rocks overlooking the Villa of Pan, armed with a Thompson sub-machine gun and a pair of powerful binoculars. With him was a runner, a rough Cretan youth, a nephew of Kapitan Kalamos. It was this teenager who brought word to the leader of the andartes, hidden with his band on the mountain at the Cave of Pan, that the German general had arrived.

Richard von Quetzow spent the ride answering Professor Lustgarten’s questions, and as von Quetzow had expected, the Professor was forensic in his interrogation. When had the scroll first been uncovered? What was it made from? How big was it? What condition was it in? Naturally, von Quetzow had come prepared. From the leather document case he extracted the photographs, good quality prints which the policeman Jost had prepared. Lustgarten examined them with keen interest. What he saw pleased him immensely. He threw back his head, a smile creasing his pale eyes.

‘Remarkable,’ he said. ‘Richard, my boy, this is absolutely remarkable.’

‘Thank you,’ said von Quetzow, delighted.

Lustgarten’s expression was exultant. He looked about him keenly, taking in everything. ‘I shall make this island my headquarters,’ he confided. ‘Himmler can keep his Wewelsburg. Can you feel it, Richard? Can you feel the power of this place?’

Von Quetzow’s response was non-committal.

‘Can you not?’ asked Lustgarten. ‘As we approached by air, I began to sense an immense force . . .’

‘I lack your sensitivity,’ said von Quetzow.

He was relieved that the Professor was so pleased, but nevertheless he still felt rather nervous now that they were approaching the site of the find. To calm himself, he began to point out the various components of the temple complex.

‘I believe I have found evidence of three outer walls,’ he said. ‘The first wall is just visible over there, and in one trench I dug, there is what appears to be the remains of cladding.’

‘Of what material?’

‘Fragments of brass.’

‘Is that so? The Temple of Poseidon, Plato tells us, had three walls, each of which were clad in brass, tin, and orichalcum.’

‘Yes indeed,’ said von Quetzow, ‘and I believe that the scroll is manufactured from orichalcum as well. You see the tent? That is the location of the find.’

The paved road had been left long ago, and they were now travelling along a dusty rutted track. Buch kept up speed as long as he could, but they had come to the point where the track deteriorated and there were deep holes and rocks to negotiate. He slowed down to a crawl. It was some minutes before they arrived at the guard post. The policeman Jost was waiting, standing at attention in the shade of the hut. The vehicles pulled up onto the rough ground that was used as a car park. As he got out of the Mercedes, Lustgarten saw that there were two soldiers seated in the shade of an open tent.

Professor Lustgarten jumped out of the car with the kind of energy that belied his years. In spite of having spent two days in transit, he felt tremendous. Had he done what most men would have done on a long journey, namely smoke cigarettes and catch up on lost sleep, he would have arrived in a state of torpor. As it was, he and his assistants had used the opportunity the flight had afforded them to best advantage. Fromm and Pfister appeared to be almost as energetic as he himself was, collecting instruments and cameras from the truck.

Lustgarten clapped his hands together in anticipation. ‘Now, my children,’ he said, ‘finally the wait is over.’

And with that, he led the smiling company down the wooden steps, and along the paved roadway that led to the find. Von Quetzow signalled to Jost to come with them.

‘I want to introduce you to the Professor,’ he explained.

Lustgarten turned his head. ‘Yes?’

‘This is Jost,’ said von Quetzow. ‘He is the expert in photography.’

Without slackening the pace, Lustgarten turned to the gendarme. ‘Jost? You are to be congratulated. The photographs you took are superb.’

‘Thank you,’ said Jost, briefly.

If Lustgarten noticed this lack of effusion he did not remark upon it. ‘Come along, Richard,’ he cried. ‘Or can’t you keep up?’

Captain von Quetzow, slowed by the steps, was stumping along at the rear, outpaced by Lustgarten and the Professor’s two assistants.

‘Here,’ said one of them to Jost.

Jost realised the officer was tossing to him a roll of Agfa film, taken from the camera bag.

‘Thank you,’ he said as he caught it, and with more animation than when addressing the Professor. Jost showed the captain the roll of film. ‘Like gold dust,’ said Jost.

Pained, von Quetzow barely acknowledged him. Jost allowed the officer to go first, politely slowing the pace so that he would not catch him up. He’d noticed the SS badge on von Quetzow’s uniform jacket. He’d noticed something else as well. When Professor Lustgarten clapped his hands together, Jost had seen a band of white skin on the third finger of his left hand. Senior SS officers wore the skull ring on the wedding finger. To remove it was unheard of. And the Professor’s assistant hadn’t been wearing a ring either. It was most strange, and something that he would highlight in his report to Colonel Witt.

Jost had no time for the SS, none at all. As far as he was concerned it was a criminal organisation, staffed by murderous thugs. He had heard of Professor Lustgarten’s illicit activities at the Institute in Munich, and, as a good Roman Catholic, absolutely disapproved. How he wished that the Bishop would make public the Church’s objections, but, so far as he knew, no statement had yet been made. As was always the case, word had leaked out. The kids who lived locally knew what went on behind the walls of the asylum, joking horribly that if you were too dumb to pass the Abitur, you’d find yourself on the bus to the ovens. It was disgusting, thought Jost, killing the defective and disabled just to save a few German marks. He turned in solicitation to the captain.

‘Nearly there, sir.’

‘Yes,’ said the nobleman, politely.

Captain von Quetzow’s stump hurt. Hurrying had been a mistake. He knew that the stump was chafed, and that when he removed the prosthetic at bedtime, there would be blood, and pain. Not that he was unduly troubled by this. The miraculous cure was still fresh in his mind. His immediate concern was what the Professor would make of the site. Von Quetzow approached the rim of the excavation. There was a low wall half a metre back from the edge, and he leaned against it, taking the weight off his amputated limb. He often stood here while directing operations below.

‘Aren’t you joining us?’ Lustgarten asked, his hand on the ladder.

‘There is not much room down there,’ said von Quetzow. ‘Four is too many, especially if measurements are being made.’

Fromm and Pfister were unpacking the leather bags they’d carried from the vehicles, producing notepads and pencils, dowsing pendulums, a sun compass and sextant, and a movie camera.

‘Come, Richard,’ said Lustgarten. ‘Stand beside me. A record for posterity. Fromm, Pfister, you too.’

Von Quetzow went to join him.

‘Jost,’ said Lustgarten. ‘You know how to operate this camera?’

Obediently, Jost came forward. He himself owned a motion-picture camera, a Pentaka 8, but it was nothing but a toy when compared to this Zeiss 35mm, a professional piece of equipment used by film companies. Jost took the camera from Fromm, and, looking through the eyepiece, focused the lens on the four officers arranging themselves by the ladder.

Lustgarten said, ‘Jost, I will shake Captain von Quetzow’s hand, next we shall move closer to the edge where you, Richard, will point out to me the place where we have made this world-historical discovery. Ready?’

‘Ready,’ confirmed Jost.

He would have liked to have gone on filming, but the Professor’s assistant came and took the camera from him as soon as the scene was shot. He went and stood in the shade with the soldiers, and was surprised when the man named Fromm called to him.

‘There’s a Super Ikonta B in the bag there,’ he said. ‘Take some stills of us when we are down below.’

Jost beamed with pleasure, his reluctance to help a man like Professor Lustgarten if not forgotten, then conveniently pushed aside by the chance of getting to use such fine German instruments.

Already, Professor Lustgarten was nearing the bottom of the trench. He paused to glance around him, three rungs from the excavated stone pavement. Then he saw it. The spot had been marked with an SS pennant that peeped out from beneath a stone slab. He looked up, grinning wolfishly, and saw young Richard, a look of pride on his noble face, pointing a finger at the flag. Eagerly, Lustgarten jumped down from the perch.

‘Camera, Fromm,’ he called, delighted. ‘Pendulums, Pfister.’

He knelt to examine the site more closely. Relaxing, he allowed his inner eye to open. Lustgarten did not move, so engrossed was he, even when Fromm and Pfister joined him noisily at the bottom of the trench. He was aware of them politely waiting, but his attention was turned within, and there he saw . . . nothing.

What was wrong? Normally, when he turned his attention towards his inner vision, immediately intuitions and images rose to greet him. But not here. The place did not communicate to him anything of its history. Where formerly there had been superhuman power, now there was a blank, an empty space. The Professor got slowly to his feet and moved aside so that his assistants could examine the site.

‘Pendulum,’ he said. With an impatient movement of the hand, he signalled to Pfister. ‘Set to 23 centimetres,’ he ordered. ‘Remove the pennant and make a thorough examination of the area.’

Fromm moved the pennant out of the way, watching as Pfister unwound the string that was marked in units of one centimetre. Setting it to 23, he set the bob swinging. When Fromm lifted the camera to film his colleague, Lustgarten peremptorily stopped him with a shake of the head. Lustgarten watched the pendulum intently, but it did not begin to circle. In the science of pendulum dowsing, 23 centimetres is the rate of ‘safety.’

‘The opposite,’ said Lustgarten.

He watched Pfister lengthen the bob until the mark for 74 centimetres was reached, the rate for ‘danger.’ Again, there was nothing.

‘One hundred?’ suggested Pfister.

‘No,’ said Lustgarten. ‘Try 123 centimetres.’

Again, the bob was lengthened, again the pendulum swung, and this time the oscillation changed to a regular clockwise circular motion. Pfister turned to the Professor, smiling faintly. Lustgarten nodded. It made sense. One hundred centimetres was the rate for ‘death.’ Anything beyond a hundred related to the afterlife, and here was the reassuring signal that all was well.

Lustgarten was relieved. He waved regally at von Quetzow.

‘All is well, Richard. The site speaks to us. I knew it, I knew it. What a day this is! It was here that the slaves were beheaded. Yes, I can see it now. The builders of the repository were beheaded by the High Priest himself . . . Come along, Fromm, don’t just stand there. Start filming, my boy! We shall go to the fort in a moment.’

Then Lustgarten saw the policeman Jost aiming the stills camera at him, and so looked directly into the lens, posing with a suitable expression: victory.




On the journey to the fort, Captain von Quetzow felt strangely disquieted. He reacted automatically to Professor Lustgarten’s excited talk. He’d been feeling rather unusual ever since Dr Spiros’s miraculous cure. He had even begun to wonder if the scroll were indeed genuine. That morning he had taken it out of the safe and examined it for the first time free from the effects of addiction, and it looked to him subtly different. What before had seemed genuinely ancient now looked slightly suspect. But von Quetzow was not worried. He knew the Professor would pronounce it genuine. He had to. There simply was no alternative.

And pronounce it genuine he duly did, in von Quetzow’s office at the fort, speaking exultantly and without pause for eighty minutes. And at the luncheon celebration, Professor Lustgarten was at his most brilliant – charming, loquacious, and kind. By turns he had the company laughing, engrossed in his explanation of the loss of the Aryan Atlantis, and touched by his solicitation. Finally, he began to expound upon the discovery of the Piri Re’is map at the Topkapi Palace in 1929, a map which showed Antarctica, but which dated from the 1540s, more than 250 years before the discovery of the continent.

‘Not only that, but the Turkish privateer’s chart showed Queen Maud’s Land – free of ice! Here was evidence of our ancient Aryan ancestors, great navigators, setting out from the harbour here behind us perhaps, venturing forth to all corners of the globe, mapping the seas and the land. Of course, you are all familiar with my Theory of Earth Crust Displacement, eh, Biedermann?’

‘I’m afraid not, Herr Professor,’ said Oberleutnant Biedermann, smiling.

‘Well, never mind. I shall send you one of my pamphlets. Put simply, I have proved that the Earth’s axis has shifted numerous times during geological history. It was the displacement at the end of the Last Glacial Maximum which caused the catastrophe of Atlantis, and the movement of the crust shifted what is now the island of Panos from the Hyperborean regions to its present position here in the Mediterranean.’ He paused, his head bowed, before amiably looking around the table at the four officers. ‘Forgive me, gentleman. When I am excited, I have a tendency to talk too much.’

‘Not at all.’

‘Not at all, Professor.’

‘You’re very kind,’ said Lustgarten. ‘Now, where is Buch? Buch, this meal is superb. You work miracles.’

‘Herr Professor, we do our best.’

It was at that moment that a change came over the Professor. He suddenly looked at the servant Buch as if seeing him with fresh eyes. Lustgarten’s face darkened, and he scowled.

‘Yes,’ he said, harshly. ‘I remember you now. Notorious! And you, Richard, you ought to be ashamed of yourself.’

Captain von Quetzow was astonished. ‘I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,’ he said, glancing uncomfortably at Buch who stood just behind him.

‘You don’t know what I mean?’ thundered Lustgarten. ‘Your manservant is a pervert, sir, a dirty pervert.’

Wide eyed, Buch fled from the room.

‘Please, Professor,’ began von Quetzow. ‘That is outrageous.’

Lustgarten flung down his napkin. As guest of honour, he was seated at the head of the table. Now he pushed back his chair and stood up. His face was puce, and his fists were clenched, as though he were trying to control his anger. Fromm and Pfister regarded him fearfully. Biedermann stared at him open-mouthed.

‘It is the measure of a German officer,’ stated Lustgarten, ‘whom he chooses to wait upon his person. And you have chosen this infamous invert!’

Von Quetzow did not know how to react. His worst fears had already been confirmed, and more than likely this was only the beginning of the tirade.

‘You know what hole he crawled out of, don’t you, sir?’ roared Lustgarten. ‘A male brothel! A brothel, moreover, which caters for sadistic perverts. I know because more than one of them became patients at my Institute. Filthy, degraded sub-human specimens, lives most certainly unworthy of living. Well, you can guess what became of them, can’t you, von Quetzow? That’s right! Up the chimney they went!’

Twitching, Professor Lustgarten turned on his heel and went and stood at the window; behind his back, his clenched fist was gripped tightly in one hand. Momentarily, Fromm and Pfister exchanged knowing glances.

‘Perhaps the Professor would like a cup of coffee,’ suggested Biedermann, lightly.

‘No,’ said Lustgarten. ‘No coffee. Not from that man.’

He turned around slowly, his eyes narrowed, and pointed at von Quetzow, saying, ‘You were such a handsome youth, Richard, but look at you now – broken.’

Von Quetzow struggled to his feet. ‘Sir, that is quite enough.’

There was a pause before Lustgarten said, ‘A drug addict. You are a drug addict, Richard. I am in no way surprised. You were always a weakling. Ever since you were a boy, growing up on the estate next to mine, you have been a sorry excuse for a German.’

Von Quetzow was furious. ‘How dare you!’ he said.

Lustgarten laughed at him. ‘I dare because I speak the truth. Look at him, gentlemen, look at the so-called nobleman. You can see he hates me, but his fear of me is greater. Yes. Yes, I see it now. I can see how you have tried to claim my discovery for yourself.’

‘But that is quite ridiculous, Professor,’ exclaimed Biedermann in exasperation.

‘Is it?’ Lustgarten asked him, casually. ‘You don’t know him like I do, Biedermann. He is subtle. He schemes and he wheedles. He is like a thief in the night, creeping in through a crack in the window to steal the family jewels. You see? He does not deny it.’

‘I don’t deny it because your claim is laughable,’ von Quetzow spluttered.

Lustgarten returned to the table and calmly resumed his seat. ‘Richard,’ he explained, his voice measured, ‘Richard has never taken responsibility for the suicide of my dear mother, and for the subsequent death of my father.’

Von Quetzow’s face drained completely of colour. He could hardly believe what he was hearing. Neither could the three others seated around the table. He slumped into his chair.

‘Well, go on,’ said Lustgarten. ‘Tell them.’

‘There is nothing to tell,’ said the captain, helplessly.

‘Then I shall.’

‘How on earth could I be responsible? I was born the same year as the suicide!’

‘Kin liability,’ said Lustgarten, equably. ‘Kin liability. He knows as well as I do, gentlemen, that in ancient German law, the clan is responsible for crimes committed by its members.’

‘True,’ said Pfister.

‘Yes,’ said Fromm, looking sternly at von Quetzow.

‘Have you all gone mad?’ asked von Quetzow, desperately.

‘His uncle’s tutor was also my tutor,’ explained the Professor. ‘It was the tutor, in the employ of the Quetzow clan, who seduced my mother.’

‘Surely, he was in the employ of your family as well,’ objected the captain, but Lustgarten ignored him.

‘The tutor was deliberately inserted into my household for the purpose not only of seduction, but in order to drive my mother to self-murder.’

‘Perhaps your father had something to do with that,’ said von Quetzow, hotly.

Fromm and Pfister recoiled at the insult, and Lustgarten raised a hand to calm them.

‘Ach so,’ he said. ‘The worm has turned. Our so-called nobleman has guts after all.’

His patience at an end, von Quetzow slammed his fist down on the table, making the cutlery jump. ‘Do you want me to tell them the true story, Professor? Of how your father caused your dear mother to kill herself?’

‘Lies,’ roared Lustgarten.

He got to his feet, and so too did Pfister and Fromm. Biedermann looked at the latter two in warning, as his commanding officer continued to speak:

‘He could not stomach the fact that he had been cuckolded. After all, you only have to look at the son to discover the father. He was like you, Professor. He was paranoid, could never admit that he might be wrong. His wife’s adultery broke him like nothing else could. He was shattered. After her death, which he drove her to, the only thing that kept him alive was you. But even you were not enough. Do you know what he did? He tried to scam the insurance company by standing in the lake fishing in icy weather, hoping to catch pneumonia.’

‘He died of tuberculosis!’

‘He died of shame, because he forced that poor lady to take her own life after convincing her she was nothing but a filthy whore.’

By now, Biedermann too was on his feet, trying to calm turbulent waters. He said, ‘This business is now at an end, I think. We shall leave the table separately. Perhaps later we can reconvene when we are all in a better frame of mind.’

‘You take his side, Biedermann,’ observed Lustgarten, enraged further. ‘Don’t think that I shall forget this!’

Lustgarten was breathing heavily, leaning over the table, his fists twitching. Suddenly, he gripped his diaphragm and threw back his head with a cry, and there was a report like a pistol shot that made everyone flinch.

‘Good God!’ cried Biedermann, pointing.

The tabletop had split in two. Fromm and Pfister went to the Professor’s aid.

‘Exteriorisation phenomenon,’ said Lustgarten, in a strangled voice. ‘Catalytic exteriorisation phenomenon!’

Taking him by the arms, his two assistants helped support his weight.

‘That’s right,’ encouraged Biedermann. ‘He needs to go and lie down, I think.’

‘Come along, Professor.’

‘We’ve got you.’

‘You should be ashamed of yourself,’ said Fromm to von Quetzow.

‘Yes,’ said Pfister. ‘You are the cause of all this.’

‘And your servant.’

‘And him, the pervert.’

When Lustgarten had been helped from the room, Biedermann sat down heavily, saying, ‘I never did.’

‘I told you,’ said von Quetzow.

‘You did. A strange and brilliant man.’

‘Would you say he was mad?’

Biedermann considered the question as though it were seriously meant. He felt sorry for von Quetzow having been humiliated in such a fashion, but on the other hand, there was some truth to what old Lustgarten had had to say – Quetzow was an addict, and to some extent a weakling to boot. And as for Buch . . .

‘No doubt about it,’ said Biedermann, eventually. ‘It often happens, and not just with psychiatrists. With police, the judiciary, and so on. When you spend your working life surrounded by mad men and criminals, it wears you down, doesn’t it? How many policemen turn to crime? It’s the same with the head shrinkers.’

Biedermann could tell his commanding officer was displeased with these observations, but he didn’t care. Ask a direct question, expect a direct answer. But what the captain said next surprised the second-in-command.

‘I don’t think it’s genuine.’

‘What?’ said Biedermann. ‘This scroll of yours?’

Von Quetzow looked tense. His face was pale, and his brow was beaded with perspiration.

‘How do you mean?’

‘I mean it is fake.’

‘But Lustgarten doesn’t. You heard him go on about it.’

‘He has to believe it genuine. I’m telling you, it is fake.’

‘Not my area of expertise,’ began Biedermann, before suddenly asking, ‘Who put it there then?’

Richard von Quetzow felt nauseous. What an idiot he had been. It was this damned addiction. If he had been in good health, never would he have been fooled.

‘Biedermann,’ he said. ‘Who do you think put it there?’

‘The enemy, you mean?’

‘Who else, you imbecile?’

Biedermann was annoyed. He looked at von Quetzow coldly. ‘There is no need to insult me. I know nothing of archaeology.’

‘Be quiet and let me think.’

‘It was obviously meant to bring Professor Lustgarten here,’ said Biedermann.

‘Obviously.’

‘Do we tell him?’

‘Of course,’ said von Quetzow, sarcastically. ‘Go and tell him the scroll is a fake.’

‘He’d go off like a rocket.’

‘Better to say nothing.’

Biedermann stood up and went over to the window. ‘They won’t attack the fort. Do you want me to send out a patrol?’

‘No, do nothing. As you say, they cannot attack us here.’

‘An assassination,’ said Biedermann. ‘Like Heydrich, the bastards.’

‘Perhaps. But not with parachutists.’

‘No, from the sea. Are they already here, though? If not, then there must be a spy with a wireless set.’

‘Hidden somewhere at the top of the mountain.’

‘Useless to send a patrol up there. Like trying to find a needle in a hayrick.’

‘He won’t leave. Even if I could convince him the scroll is fake, he still wouldn’t go.’

‘No, you’re right. All this talk of turning Panos into a cult centre for his new religion . . .’ Biedermann, the practical man, spoke with an edge of contempt. ‘Maybe the best thing all round would be if we let them bump him off,’ he added, facetiously.

Von Quetzow grunted. ‘That’s the first sensible thing I’ve heard all day.’
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‘Want to have a look?’ asked Petersen.

There was an air of tension in the crowded control room of the submarine. On the port side sat two hydroplane operators; in front of them, facing for’ard, was the helmsman. Behind the captain stood the pilot at the chart table, and standing by were two lookouts and the signalman. Valentine swapped places with Petersen and peered into the search periscope’s binocular eyepiece. It was dusk, the sun a red disk already dipping below the western horizon. Valentine made a circuit.

‘All clear.’

‘Good,’ said Petersen, taking over and quickly scanning 360 degrees once more. He checked his watch. ‘We’ll wait ten minutes, make sure it’s completely dark. Down scope.’

The wait seemed interminable. No one spoke, the submarine almost completely silent. Petersen kept checking the time. Valentine watched him distract himself by taking out the cigarette case and fiddling with the contents. Finally, the captain ordered the periscope raised again.

‘Blow main tanks.’

‘Blow main tanks. Aye aye, sir.’

The ‘Outside’ ERA, or Engine Room Artificer, pressed buttons on the blowing panel, and there came the sound of high-pressure air rushing through the pipes to the for’ard tanks. The deck pitched upwards, and the submarine began its ascent to the surface.

‘Down scope,’ ordered Petersen, taking up position at the conning tower ladder. ‘Wait until the Bren’s come up, then you can follow.’

‘All right,’ answered Valentine.

Petersen disappeared up the ladder, closely followed by the signalman, a wiry little man whose hands and arms were decorated with amateurish tattoos: a rope and coiled anchor, a mermaid, ‘Mam & Dad.’

Valentine tried to relax, exchanging a smile with the navigator who stood waiting with the lookouts. Surfacing in hostile waters was fraught with danger, particularly this close to land. Enemy vessels might be lying in wait, engines stopped, undetected by ASDIC. A patrol aeroplane from Crete might be scanning the vicinity, waiting for a submarine to appear, its captain eager to recharge batteries under cover of darkness.

Valentine looked up the tower. Petersen was unfastening the clips on the first cover. He opened the hatch, and again disappeared as he climbed the fifteen feet to the top. The signalman followed him, and hung onto his legs as he opened the outer hatch. Valentine’s ears popped, and a rush of foul-smelling air swept past him and up the tower, drawn out by the sudden change in pressure. From above, a not unpleasant trickle of seawater dampened his neck.

Petersen scrambled out into the fresh air. Immediately, he made a scan of the sea and sky to port. The signalman, who had followed him onto the deck, did the same to starboard.

‘All clear, sir,’ he reported.

Petersen spoke into the control room voice pipe. ‘Look-outs to the bridge.’

Valentine stood aside. The Navigation Officer went up first, carrying his charts and instruments, closely followed by the two lookouts carrying binoculars, a Bren light machine gun, and spare ammunition.

Conscious of being a supernumerary, Valentine waited half a minute before climbing up to the bridge. He had just put his foot on the bottom rung of the ladder when two sweaty matelots, encumbered by buckets, entered the control room from aft, accompanied by the pungent odour of potato peelings, tinned sardines, and fried bully beef. He stood aside.

‘Goin’ up top, sir?’ asked the first. ‘I’d go up there now if I was you, sir. You don’t wanna be standing there if the line breaks.’

‘Right.’

For a big broad-shouldered man, climbing up the inside of the conning tower was an uncomfortable business, and Valentine added a few more bruises to compliment the ones he had already collected while they’d been submerged. It was a relief to reach the bridge, to stand up straight with nothing above one’s head but the radio aerials and the early evening sky.

Valentine looked around appreciatively. ‘Like being reborn,’ he murmured to himself.

Petersen bent over the speaking pipe as soon as it sounded. ‘Bridge.’

‘Permission to ditch gash, sir?’

‘No,’ said Petersen, annoyed. ‘Permission denied.’

It made sense, thought Valentine. No need to advertise one’s position with buckets full of distinctly British waste.

‘Why don’t people listen?’ Petersen asked the pilot.

‘I don’t know, sir.’

‘Didn’t you hear me give the order that gash was not to be ditched?’

‘I’m not sure. Did you?’

‘Yes, I did.’

Valentine ignored the petty exchange. The submarine throbbed reassuringly beneath his feet, and in place of nervousness at the prospect of going ashore, Valentine felt a tremendous surge of well-being. Mick Miller’s dream of disaster seemed utterly irrelevant here, now, at this moment. What mattered was one’s own drive and self-belief. Nothing was decided in advance, nothing was written, except perhaps for the will-less, those storm-tossed by chance, those without a goal and the vitality to achieve it, but not for the man who imposed himself on life.

That had to be the case, didn’t it? Of course it did. Again, Valentine experienced a welling up of excitement that almost made him want to laugh out loud.

‘Enjoying yourself?’ Petersen asked, glancing his way.

Valentine’s teeth flashed in the darkness. ‘Would it be impolite to ask if we are on schedule?’

‘Well, pilot?’

‘We made good time submerged,’ said the navigator. ‘If we carry on like this, we should sight the island in less than two hours.’

‘Excellent,’ said Valentine. ‘It certainly beats . . .’

His next words were drowned out by the shout of the starboard look-out: ‘Aircraft! Aircraft red ten, sir!’

‘Get below,’ ordered Petersen, pressing the klaxon to signal crash dive even as he spoke.

Valentine was the first into the hatch, but the signalman and lookouts were far smaller and more agile than he was, and he wasn’t even halfway down before he was entangled in a mess of arms, legs and equipment. He could feel the submarine submerging and heard the waves swilling over the deck. The navigator and captain hurried to join them, and the outer hatch clanged shut.

‘Come on,’ said the navigator, ‘shove over,’ and the heel of his shoe scraped Valentine’s nose.

He allowed the lookouts to go first, thus freeing up space. Urgently, he followed them, sliding down the ladder, the navigator urging him on. Somehow, the men rearranged themselves to give Petersen room to close the inner hatch.

Later, Valentine decided it was his imagination, but at the time he could have sworn he heard the whistle of the bombs as they fell. The first explosion was close enough to make him flinch, and it was immediately followed by a second, much closer, which violently shook the conning tower and sent Valentine’s head banging into the side of the ladder.

‘All right,’ he heard himself say through the ringing, ‘let’s sort ourselves out.’

Valentine moved his head aside as the muzzle of the Bren gun poked him behind the ear.

‘Sorry,’ said one of the lookouts, whose face was immediately underneath Valentine’s chin.

‘Just so long as the safety’s on.’

It seemed an age, but was probably less than ninety seconds before all six men were back in the control room, and Petersen had fastened the hatch.

‘Well done, Jackson,’ he was saying. ‘Well spotted.’

‘He came in proper low, sir, else I’d’ve seen him sooner. Twin-engine Junkers 88.’

‘Damage report, Number One?’

‘Nothing as yet, sir, still checking.’

‘All right. Bit of a close shave, that’s all.’

But Petersen’s verdict did nothing to lessen the tension. Everyone was waiting for more bombs, or depth charges, to fall from above, explosive devices that might shatter the thin skin of the submarine, all that protected them from death by drowning. It was fifteen minutes before Petersen brought the boat up to periscope depth again. Twice he scanned the horizon, then a third time, but could see nothing.

‘Down scope,’ he said. ‘We’ll proceed submerged. It’ll take longer, but there’s nothing I can do about that.’

‘My fault,’ said the pilot. ‘I shouldn’t have tempted fate.’

The comment annoyed Valentine. He asked Petersen, ‘How much longer, submerged?’

‘At least an hour, maybe more.’

‘By midnight?’

Petersen responded tetchily. ‘I’ll have to see what I can do.’

The first lieutenant entered the control room from aft. ‘There doesn’t appear to be any damage, apart from a few smashed plates.’

‘We won’t know for certain until we surface,’ said the captain.

‘I’ll just go and check on my chaps,’ said Valentine.

He returned aft and discovered the men were feeling no pain: PO Evans and a rating were distributing rum to them.

‘Will you have one yourself, sir?’ asked Evans. ‘Pusser’s special.’

‘Thank you,’ said Valentine, and accepted the proffered tot.

‘Gulpers for you, Sergeant Manning?’ said Evans.

‘Eh?’

‘Any complaints?’ Valentine asked the men, joking.

‘No, sir,’ they chorused, laughing, their eyes bright as they enjoyed the unexpected treat.

Valentine moved on, hearing the PO begin to explain the difference between wetters, sippers, and gulpers.

In the captain’s cabin, he began to marshal his kit. He was travelling light, discounting the gold sovereigns and the handcuffs, of course. The pack, which, apart from the handcuffs and gold, contained nothing more than binoculars, a change of socks, a clean shirt and shaving kit; water bottle filled in Egypt, webbing, the trusty brass compass; ammunition pouches containing one hundred rounds for the Thompson, and twelve for the revolver that he strapped to his belt. He slipped the lanyard over his head and put on the webbing. All that was left was the tommy gun. He leaned it against the wall and sat on the bunk.

He was ready. There was nothing left to do. He’d be glad when they were on the surface again, though, imagining the cool breeze and the smell of the sea. He thought of Clarissa, knowing that once they landed on Panos there would be no room in his mind for her. He settled down to try and rest, and shortly after began to think about the time he came face to face with Heinrich Himmler.




On the Monday morning, when Clarissa failed to appear at breakfast, James went and knocked on her door, but there was no answer. He tried the handle. The door was unlocked, and he opened it but there was no sign of her. He supposed she had spent the night elsewhere. It was only when she did not turn up for her morning class that he started to become worried. Clarissa was deeply serious about learning German, and whatever she got up to, she had never missed a single day before.

At lunchtime he went and rang the Institute, and after a great deal of difficulty was finally allowed to speak to Lustgarten. The Professor sounded perplexed. He said that he had driven Clarissa back to Munich early Sunday evening, dropping her off in the city centre. Clarissa told him she was meeting a friend for dinner. Lustgarten did not know who, but inferred that it was a man.

James felt somewhat reassured, if a little jealous at the thought that Clarissa had gone off with another man. But when he returned to the hotel in the late afternoon and Clarissa still had not appeared, he began to think he ought to go to the police station and report her missing. He did not do it immediately, hoping that she would finally return, and it was nine o’clock before he walked up the steps of the Police Presidium. A bored desk sergeant took the details, said she’d probably turn up by morning, and sent James back to his room to wait. On the way there, James visited every bar, café and restaurant he could think of, but could not find her anywhere. No one had seen her since Saturday.

That night he lay awake in bed for hours worrying. It seemed like he’d only just fallen asleep when the door burst open, the light was snapped on, and a man in black came in. James was too dazed to object.

‘What is it?’ he asked.

‘Get dressed, youngster,’ said the man, bullishly. ‘You’re coming with me.’

James realised he had seen the SS officer before. He was one of Hitler’s cronies, the ox face from the Osteria Bavaria.

‘Have you found her?’

‘I won’t tell you again, English. Get fucking dressed.’

Waiting outside was a black Mercedes with the engine running. It wasn’t far to Brienne Strasse. He’d walked along it with Clarissa more than once. James guessed their destination – the Brown House, Munich headquarters of the NSDAP. He didn’t ask any questions. He was confused and frightened. The SS officer dragged him out of the car, and marched him through the front door into the neoclassical building.

‘Heini wants a word,’ the thug explained, propelling him across the echoing foyer.

Nazi Party standards flanked a door which opened as they approached. James blinked as he recognised the face of the man who stood revealed.

‘The English boy, Reichsfuehrer.’

‘Thank you, Kahn,’ said Heinrich Himmler.

Despite the elaborate black uniform worn by the leader of Hitler’s SS and chief of the German Police, James found Himmler bland and unimpressive. The face was weak, like that of a bank clerk or petty bureaucrat. Criminal Inspector Heinrich Mueller was altogether more formidable. He came into the room by a side door, a cardboard folder in his hand. His gaze was hard and shrewd.

‘Do you recognise this man?’ Mueller asked.

James looked at the freshly printed photograph the policeman took out of the file. ‘Yes, I’ve seen him,’ he said. ‘I can’t think where, though.’

‘Have you spoken to him?’

‘No.’

‘Do you know his name?’

‘No.’

James looked more closely at the photograph. It smelt of darkroom chemicals and had obviously been taken in a police station. The face was oddly misshapen. One of the man’s eye sockets sat noticeably higher than the other, the unshaven chin as weak as Himmler’s.

‘Yes, I remember now. He works in the bar across the road.’

‘Which bar?’

But James couldn’t remember its name. Annoyed that he felt so nervous, he said, ‘Across the road from where we’re staying, on Osterwaldstrasse.’

‘Correct,’ said Mueller to Himmler. ‘He’s the pot boy and cellarman. His name is Merkmann, Albert.’

James looked at Himmler, asking in a clear voice, ‘Has Clarissa been found?’

‘No,’ said Himmler, gravely. ‘Your cousin has not been found. Merkmann claims that he killed her, and disposed of her body in the Isar. A search of the river will begin at first light. He also claims responsibility for five other joy-murders.’

James, who had until now been standing before Himmler’s desk, reached out for a chair, and sat down.

‘Oh God,’ he said.

He remembered before going to the police station asking at reception if Clarissa had been seen. She had not. Instead of returning to his room, he’d gone across the road for a drink. Seeing one of Clarissa’s friends, he went and told her everything. Albert Merkmann had been wiping down tables nearby. He must have been gloating as he overheard the anxious conversation.




It seemed that almost every big city in Germany had its vampire. Peter Kurten, Vampire of Düsseldorf. Fritz Haarmann, Vampire of Hanover. And now Munich had its vampire as well, Albert Merkmann. Not that everyone was convinced. The London newspapers, obsessed with the case, ran stories that the accused had made a false confession, that the Munich police had put pressure on him. But this ignored the fact that Merkmann had walked into a police station of his own volition and confessed. James remembered that there were no signs of a beating on the face in the photograph.

To confess to a murder you had not committed - it seemed nonsensical. Why on earth would anyone do that? James had tried to put himself in Merkmann’s place. Merkmann the itinerant, Merkmann the odd job man, moving from place to place, with no family, no roots, no prospects. Here was a man without talent, without merit, without qualities. James remembered him clearing tables, downtrodden, with the look of the rodent about him. Here was a worthless man, a man lacking a sense of purpose, a man disgusted with himself because he had found nothing to do with his life.

It wasn’t hard to imagine a man like that feeling envious of the sex-murderer, a man too frightened to imitate the crimes of rape and murder and dismemberment that everyone was reading about in the newspapers. (Everyone but James, that is. He had no idea Munich was in the grip of a sexual serial killer). No, Merkmann didn’t have the nerve to attack a woman in the park beside the river, he didn’t have what it took to be a killer. But what he did have was an urge to tell stories. James imagined Merkmann arriving in a new town. No one knew him, it was a fresh start, he could be whatever he claimed to be. Yes, Merkmann was an accomplished liar, a fantasist. He must have spent many nights lying awake, fantasising about being the Munich Vampire.

And now he had his chance. Here was a girl who’d gone missing, a girl he’d seen, a real beauty, a girl who’d never so much as looked at him, a girl right out of his league, just the type of girl he’d go for, if he really had been the Vampire.

Yes, it was easy for James to put himself into the mind of Merkmann, and find him an improbable murderer.

There were many other suspicious elements, not least Himmler’s night-time summons. Clarissa’s body was not recovered from the dragged river. It was never found. Lustgarten, even though he was the last person known to have seen her, did not take the stand and give evidence at the trial. Merkmann’s connection to the other murders of which he was convicted was equally unconvincing. And the judicial proceedings were hurried, as though the National Socialists wanted the case closed as quickly as possible. Less than ten weeks after Clarissa’s disappearance, Albert Merkmann had already been executed, in the yard at Munich Gaol, decapitated by the falling axe.

Valentine remembered the basement room at Lustgarten’s villa, the strange blue light, the riding crop, and the volume of de Sade. Thought of the illustration of the woman with her throat cut repulsed him. He also remembered something else Baron Andrea had mentioned at the Four Seasons about Lustgarten, that he had not only cured Hitler of gas blindness but had created him, guiding his early career. Creation. Val understood that impulse, for he was an artist himself, but to have created someone like Hitler, a ranting gangster, was perverse.

He sat for a while on Petersen’s bunk, not thinking of anything, then unfastened his top pocket and took out the document he’d forged over Churchill’s signature:

‘Upon safe arrival in Egypt, Professor Dr Siegmund Lustgarten is to be provided with a laboratory in order that he may continue his vital work into the Odinic Force, the all-pervading cosmic energy which is not subject to the mechanical laws of nature. A fund of £10,000 will be placed at his disposal. He will be sole director of research; no one may interfere with his work.’

He wondered if it would come in useful. He wasn’t sure. He checked the time, but all he saw was the watch face and had to look again with greater attention a few moments later. Ought to get the chaps together, he told himself, but it was several minutes before he overcame inertia and got to his feet.
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It was ninety minutes before the submarine surfaced off the south-west coast of Panos. For the final approach, Captain Petersen reduced speed to three knots and brought the boat up to periscope depth.

‘Want a look?’ he asked Valentine once more.

‘Yes.’

It was his first view of the island. Seawater trickled down the lens, distorting his view of the cliffs that seemed to rise sheer from the sea. He traversed to the left, and saw what he thought was a beach.

‘Is that it?’ he asked. ‘Our beach?’

‘It is,’ said Petersen.

‘Congratulations.’

‘Thank the pilot, not me,’ said the captain.

‘Thanks,’ said Valentine.

Petersen said, ‘The offer still stands: one week today.’

‘Understood,’ said Valentine, shaking Petersen’s hand warmly.

‘Goodbye.’

Sub-Lt Garneau and Petty Officer Evans were waiting to escort Valentine forward. On the way they collected Ryder and Andros, the Greek’s eyes flashing in anticipation at the return home. Valentine’s men were waiting for them in the torpedo room, which was crowded and appallingly hot, but the men were as stoic as pit ponies, burdened as they were with weapons and packs.

‘I could murder a fag,’ muttered a voice.

‘And I’ll murder you if you spark up before I give the word,’ warned Sergeant Manning.

‘Here we go,’ said Garneau. ‘Hold on to your hats.’

The surfacing procedure was by now as familiar to the soldiers as it was to the submariners. The high-pressure air rushing through the pipes above their heads, the sudden pitching of the deck as the boat began to surface. Valentine felt his chest tighten, his heart to beat that little bit quicker.

‘Nice fresh air in a minute, chaps,’ he said. ‘Andros, come on, you’re in the first boat.’

Unceremoniously, Andros pushed his way forward, saying, ‘I will be the first to land on Cretan soil.’

The deck began to level off, and despite the noise of the tanks blowing, the men could hear the sea draining off the hull.

‘Permission to open torpedo hatch,’ said Garneau into the voice pipe.

There was a pause. ‘Permission granted.’

‘Opening torpedo hatch.’

Mr Evans reached up and unfastened the heavy clips with practised ease. He took a few steps up the short ladder and pushed the hatch open. A few gallons of seawater flooded in, along with clean air and the smell of the ocean.

‘Cor, lovely,’ said Butcher. ‘Margate, here we come.’

The seamen went out first, followed by Garneau and Petty Officer Evans. The two dinghies were stored in the gun tower, and there was a further delay while they were made ready before Garneau allowed the pongos out on deck.

Valentine found he was relieved to escape from the confinement of the hull. It surprised him, and he supposed that he was not cut out to be a submariner after all. He was glad they’d be returning by aircraft and would not have to endure another voyage beneath the waves.

The sea was choppy, a stiff cooling breeze blowing onshore. Valentine raised a hand in farewell to the conning tower, but wasn’t sure if Petersen saw him. The gun crew, Bren gunners, and lookouts were all at their posts, and many pairs of eyes scanned the sea and sky with binoculars.

Valentine was the last man into the first dinghy, Ryder taking command of the second. It was awkward, embarking into the small boats over the ballast tanks, weighed down as the Pirates were with weapons and equipment. The last bits of kit were passed across. They were ready to go.

‘Cast off,’ said Petty Officer Evans, quietly.

Hands were raised in farewell and the dinghies slowly made way, bobbing in the swell even though they were heavily laden. There were two sailors in each dinghy, and extra paddles were passed to the soldiers; those without, used rifle butts. Even so, progress was slow. Low down in the water, the beach seemed further away than it had done from the deck. Valentine glanced at the luminous dial of his watch: it was 01.10. They ought to have landed sooner, but the number symmetry appealed to him and seemed therefore auspicious. There was still plenty of time before the sun came up to get into the mountains and hide.

Soon he could hear the sibilant sound of the sea breaking on the beach.

‘Nearly there,’ called Hunt, cheerfully.

A matelot hissed at him: ‘No talking, voices carry at sea.’

Valentine concentrated on paddling. Unwelcome questions came to mind: was this the right beach; was it the right island? He pushed the thoughts away, rejecting them as automatic, focusing instead his attention on his body, the movements it made as he paddled, the feeling of the breeze on his face, the sounds of effort from the other men. Just then, Andros knelt up in the front of the dinghy and pointed excitedly.

‘There, Val.’

Valentine looked at the beach. From the gloom, a figure emerged, then another. Arms waved in greeting. Andros gave a cry of satisfaction: he was almost home and with his people again. With renewed vigour, the Greek paddled hard and the others joined in, driving the dinghy towards the shore with powerful coordinated strokes. It was a race, Ryder’s vessel coming up alongside.

As soon as the dinghies reached the shallows, friendly hands reached out to drag them ashore. Valentine could smell cigarette smoke, the tobacco harsh and unfamiliar. The dinghy began to empty, someone lent him a hand, and he stepped through boiling foam onto land. Andros was being noisily and enthusiastically welcomed by his countrymen. Valentine turned to look about, glad not yet to be the centre of attention. His boys were all ashore, and the last of their kit was being transferred from the dinghies. He felt a surge of exhilaration and smiled at the grinning Johnny Ryder.

‘Well,’ he said.

‘Piece of cake,’ said Johnny.

Private Mayo began to joke, naming as many types of cake as he could think of.

‘You’re soft in the head, Mayo,’ Skinner told him. ‘Shut it.’

‘Shut up, Mayo,’ said Mayo, his stock response when told to pipe down.

Valentine turned: Andros was calling his name. ‘Mr Val, Captain Valentine, this is Kapitan Kalamos. He has come to greet us.’

There was no moon, but there was starlight, and with its aid, Valentine could dimly see Andros and the man Sir Harry Wyvern had codenamed Squid Ink.

Kalamos was a giant, as tall as Valentine but enormously broad and possessed of a huge girth. He was dressed in the traditional attire of the Cretan mountain fighter: dark baggy breeches, knee-length black boots, an embroidered waistcoat, and a black headscarf. Tucked into the silk cummerbund that was tied around his belly was an ivory-handled dagger. The kapitan’s andartes were dressed in similar fashion. Valentine went and shook Kalamos by the hand, thanking him, and introducing Johnny Ryder as second-in-command.

‘Is this all men you bring?’ demanded Kalamos, after acknowledging Ryder. The voice that rumbled deep in the man’s throat was both disappointed and belligerent.

Valentine looked about him, seeing how few Cretan fighters there were, and decided that the best policy was to counter-attack. ‘It seems we outnumber you, Kalamos,’ he said.

Kalamos growled, saying, ‘On Crete I have two hundred men, and can call on a thousand when we rise and fight. What I need is weapons and ammunitions.’

‘And you shall have them,’ said Valentine, ‘when the time comes. But for now, we have a mission to perform, and for that we do not need an army. Has the German general arrived?’

Kalamos spat contemptuously into the sand. Sergeant Manning immediately moved in close, tommy gun at the ready, and in response so too did the andartes.

‘All right, Manny,’ said Valentine, evenly. ‘Take it easy.’

Spiritedness was something Kalamos and his fighters understood and appreciated. Kalamos signalled with a hand that all was well.

‘German general,’ he announced. ‘He is here.’

‘When did he arrive, Kapitan?’ asked Johnny Ryder.

Kalamos searched for the English word, but spoke it in Greek. ‘This afternoon,’ translated Andros.

Kalamos spoke over him in short rapid phrases.

‘After midday, in a trimotor airplane,’ said Andros, translating. ‘The general, and two men. The German commandant was there to meet them. They drive to the temple, stay there an hour maybe, then go to the fort. They are still there. The commandant prepared a feast.’

‘Now we go,’ announced Kalamos, turning abruptly and heading up the beach.

Some of his men followed, others, smiling, offered cigarettes to the British and help in carrying the equipment. Valentine noticed for the first time that there were a few men and boys waiting not far away. Unlike the fighters, these Cretans were dressed in trousers, shirts and flat caps, villagers who had come to help.

‘Go on then,’ said Sergeant Manning. ‘Spark up.’

With enthusiasm, the smokers did just that, and soon there were sighs of satisfaction, and the familiar smell of English cigarettes. For a moment, Valentine stood alone, thinking about the task ahead. Then, without a word, Valentine overtook Manning, and the soldiers followed them.

The beach was roughly a semi-circle, raking gently down to the sea. Once away from the damp of the shoreline, the going became heavier, boots sinking into soft fine sand. Kalamos and his fighters were waiting, dark figures amongst the rocks. Valentine noted that his own men were wary, obviously wondering if these Greeks could be trusted, and where exactly they were leading them.

It was then that a bright light appeared in Valentine’s peripheral vision. He snapped his head round in surprise at the same instant as the sound of the explosion reached him. Shaken, he did not properly understand what he was seeing, and it was several seconds before his mind accepted the new actuality.

The submarine!

Had she struck a mine? There’d been no sound of gunfire. A torpedo, then? The Greeks were shouting, and Sergeant Manning was pointing out to sea. ‘There,’ he said, laconically.

Valentine looked, and saw the phosphorescent wake of a dark vessel moving at speed. The torpedo boat came streaking in from the southern point of the island, the roar of its powerful motors echoing now off the cliffs as the throttles were opened. A gun opened up, the flashes it made illuminating the darkness.

‘She’s on fire!’ cried Johnny Ryder.

The submarine, which had been all but invisible from the beach, being so low in the water, was now brightly lit by orange and yellow flames that licked around the conning tower. Tiny figures that were British sailors ran along the deck and leapt into the sea. Then the shells from the fast-firing gun of the torpedo boat began to strike home.

‘Oh Christ,’ gasped Ryder.

‘Poor beggars,’ muttered Valentine.

He was just about to tell Manning to get the men off the beach double quick when there came a second explosion. The burning submarine appeared momentarily to be lifted out of the water, a great gout of boiling foam obscuring the conning tower, followed by flames of orange, red, and green, and thick black smoke.

‘All right. Move out,’ ordered Valentine.

The British and Greeks were strung out along the top of the beach onto the path that led up to the rocks above, all of them watching the terrible spectacle, their faces faintly lit by the fires out to sea. The men in the water didn’t stand much of a chance. Their shipmates in the dinghies were valiantly paddling to their rescue, but there was no point in the men ashore hanging around: there was nothing they could do.

‘Get cracking,’ Valentine repeated, raising his voice, ‘it’s not a pantomime, so stop gawping.’

The soldiers began to move, but the Cretans were more reluctant. Some of them were shouting, excoriating the enemy boat that had now brought its secondary weapons to bear on the stricken submarine, a rapid-firing autocannon and heavy machine guns.

‘Nothing we can do,’ said Valentine, moving off. ‘Come on, Mr Andros, tell them.’

‘Yes, Val.’

Kapitan Kalamos called to some of the villagers from the rocks, speaking urgently to them. When he had finished, and saw Valentine approaching, he explained, ‘Four men wait here, to help, in case.’

‘Just so long as the Germans don’t find them.’

‘The Germans, they do not come. They are afraid of dark. Very brave men in daytime, but at night hide indoors.’

Valentine wasn’t too sure he agreed, but he said nothing.

‘They not be found,’ said Kalamos, emphatically.

‘Kalamos, take me to the wireless and to Mr Muir.’

‘Then come,’ said the Cretan, turning to climb the path with long strides.

Valentine followed him, already calculating the possible consequences of the loss of the submarine. The Germans would have been alerted. Even if the torpedo boat was not in contact with the Panos garrison, the explosions would certainly have been heard in St George’s. The Germans might then know that the enemy had perhaps landed, and it wouldn’t take them long to discover the truth of the matter. Damn it. It was the very worst start possible.

Soon, Sergeant Manning fell in beside Valentine. He gave his CO a look, saying, ‘Do you trust him? This here Kalamos knew the sub was due tonight.’

‘Kalamos,’ Valentine called. ‘My sergeant is wondering if we are walking into a trap. He’s worried someone told the Germans about our arrival.’

Kalamos didn’t pause in the climb, but he turned his head. Again, he spoke in Greek, and Lt Andros had to translate: ‘If I were the sergeant, I too maybe think the same thing. But the sergeant does not know Kalamos, he does not know people of Crete, of Panos. If Germans came to England, would the sergeant help them, be a traitor? No. He is a brave man, a fighter, come here to help us.’

Kalamos paused in the climb. As soon as Andros had finished translating, he called loudly, ‘So you tell me, Walentine. What you think?’

‘I don’t think you are a traitor, Kalamos,’ replied Valentine.

Again, Kalamos spoke rapidly in Greek. Val turned to Andros.

‘Your sergeant has a suspicious mind, but this is good also. He is loyal, thinking only of his captain and his men. If I am traitor, then I give the sergeant permission to slit my throat, okay?’

With a sudden burst of speed, Manning scrambled up the path, pushing men aside until he could confront Kalamos. ‘Don’t you worry, cock,’ promised Manning, ‘I fucking will do.’

Kalamos glared at the British NCO who was being restrained by a fighter. The stand-off went on for several seconds. Valentine observed, silent. The air of tension communicated it to the others below until everyone was standing, staring, waiting for the outcome.

Manning was the first to laugh. Kalamos joined in, and his laughter was so loud and deep that Valentine felt sure he could feel its very vibration.

‘You’ll do,’ said Manning.

‘This,’ said Kalamos, reaching out and gripping Manning’s shoulder, ‘this is man after own heart. This is real man.’

‘Kalamos,’ Valentine interrupted. ‘The wireless. I must tell Cairo what has happened, immediately.’

‘Yes yes,’ said the Cretan. ‘We only go slow because you British are with us, and is dark. We go fast now. See if you can keep up, eh?’ And with that, the smiling Kalamos and his fighters set off at a lick.

‘Come on, lads,’ said Johnny Ryder from below. ‘Get cracking.’

Almost immediately, the going became much steeper, and with only starlight to see by, the British, weighed down with equipment, had great difficulty keeping up with the Cretans who were like mountain goats, quick and nimble and sure of foot. But the Pirates loved a challenge. They had all walked many miles before, burdened with wounded and weapons, through the burning wastes of the Western Desert, and so a steep climb over rough ground did not perturb them. Yes, they slipped and cursed and sometimes fell, but they were young and fit and angered by the loss of the sub, and made it a point of honour not to be shown up by their allies.

They found Kalamos waiting for them at the base of the cliff. He was watching the burning submarine. The torpedo boat was a small black shape out to sea, its white wake showing that it was slowly turning, coming back to its prey, but not this time to shoot, for the submarine was dead in the water. No, to pick up survivors perhaps, and to examine the results of the attack.

Valentine joined him, but barely glanced out to sea. He stared up at the cliffs which towered above, a good hundred feet high. To the north-west were the mountains proper, a dark and massive eminence that shut out the sky. Kalamos pointed a finger, indicating the path and tracing its way through the rocks. Valentine nodded.

The sounds of marine engines and of the occasional shout of the shipwrecked grew fainter as they climbed. No one looked back. There was nothing to be done, and the path was treacherous, narrow and precipitous. Men stumbled, and Valentine could hear muffled English curses. He paused to glance at the luminous dial of the watch. It was less than twenty minutes since they’d left the sub, and yet time appeared to have been elongated by events.

Again, Valentine was conscious of feeling more alive than usual; everything was more vivid. Despite the loss of the submarine, he experienced a sudden certitude that as far as he was concerned, his life was not totally at the mercy of chance. A feeling of power swelled his chest and aroused in him a glow of optimism. He had an urge to laugh aloud but permitted himself only a grin. The mission would be a success. He knew this as a fact, just as he knew one and one made two.

How he knew he could not say. It had something to do with the fact that he believed the world meant well by him, that he was born for a purpose, as though he had been sent into life to achieve something, and could not be destroyed until he’d accomplished his goal.

Johnny appeared behind him. ‘What?’ Ryder asked.

Valentine placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder. ‘Come on, Conrad,’ he said, ‘great deeds await us.’

‘Oh yes,’ agreed Ryder.

‘And so does Archie Muir.’

Ryder made a sound of indifference: he and Muir did not get along.

‘The poet and the practical man,’ said Val, ‘is it any wonder you don’t see eye to eye?’

‘I am climbing into Eternity from Panos strand,’ said the poet. ‘I praise in spite of.’
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Valentine could hear the bleating of goats. He paused to catch his breath.

They had reached the top, and the going was easy. The path wound between rocks and boulders, and now and then there were clumps of coarse grass underfoot. Up ahead, Valentine heard some of Kalamos’s andartes speaking animatedly with a British officer. Val recognised the public school accent of Archie Muir. He called his name, and a few seconds later the familiar figure of Muir appeared from the gloom and greeted him, after a fashion.

‘Hello, Valentine,’ he said. ‘I hope he’s worth it, this general of yours. The loss of a submarine for the founder of a religion.’

‘Hello, Muir,’ said Ryder, coldly.

‘Ryder,’ acknowledged Muir.

‘He’s worth it, Archie,’ Valentine stated. ‘Now shake my hand, and stop being an arse.’

‘All right,’ said Muir. He and Valentine shook hands.

Ryder said, ‘That was the easy part.’

Valentine interrupted him, ‘All right, Johnny.’

Ryder shut up. Archie Muir turned away from them, as though he hadn’t heard.

‘They’re preparing a feast for you,’ he said, walking off. ‘Hope you like goat. I’m heartily sick of it.’

Valentine and Ryder followed him. ‘I want you to call Cairo,’ Valentine said. ‘Tell them about the sub.’

‘Can’t,’ explained Ryder. ‘The set’s u/s.’

‘Why is it unserviceable?’ Valentine asked.

‘If I knew that, I’d be able to fix it.’

‘Can you fix it?’

‘I shouldn’t be at all surprised.’

Ryder muttered under his breath. Valentine let it go. Wireless sets were temperamental things, well known for their misbehaviour. If the set really was beyond repair, Muir would have said so. He relaxed and put it out of his mind.

There was wood smoke in the air and people conversing excitedly in Greek. They rounded a curve in the path, and Valentine saw for the first time the stone shepherd’s hut that Muir was lodged in outside the Cave of Pan. There were campfires, and people coming out of the vast entrance to the cave, not fighters but villagers, old men, women and children, carrying drinks.

‘Come on, lads,’ called Ryder to those following. ‘The bar’s open.’

An old man approached Valentine and gave him a mug of water.

‘Winston Churchill,’ said the man, by way of welcome.

‘Thanks,’ said Valentine, smiling.

His throat was parched, and he drank the cold fresh water with relish. The grinning old man, who had a wizened face like a walnut, gave a second mug to Johnny.

‘Winston Churchill,’ said the man, grinning toothlessly, ‘Winston Churchill.’

Laughing, Johnny accepted the water, and the old man passed by, going to greet the British soldiers coming along the path. Valentine could hear their responses to his only words of English:

‘He’s not here, mate. He’s not come with us.’

‘He’s back in Blighty, smoking a big cigar.’

‘Walentine,’ called Kalamos. ‘I welcome you to home of Cretan fighter on Panos.’

‘Thank you, Kapitan.’

‘You are welcome here in the Cave of Pan.’

Kalamos spoke in Greek to the young girls. They came forward shyly to distribute tumblers of wine to the British.

‘Drink, drink,’ urged Kalamos. ‘You are guests in my home, Cave of Pan.’

‘Haven’t you heard?’ Ryder said. ‘The great god Pan is dead.’

‘What?’ boomed Kalamos. He narrowed his eyes and pronounced vociferously, ‘The great god not die. Pan, he not dead.’

‘Don’t upset him, there’s a good chap,’ Valentine told Ryder.

Ryder toasted Kalamos. ‘To you, Kapitan, and to the great god Pan!’

‘To Pan,’ agreed Kalamos, placated.

The wine was cold and sharp and tasted of pine resin. Valentine drank thirstily but did not drain the glass. To do so would invite a refill, and he didn’t want to get tipsy. There was work to do.

‘Archie,’ he called. ‘Did the general visit the temple site?’

‘He did,’ confirmed Muir. ‘From what I saw, I’d say he’s taken the bait.’

‘Excellent,’ said Valentine. ‘Now, how long does it take to get to the site from here?’

‘Four cigarettes.’

Val remembered that this was how the Cretan fighters measured the march. ‘About an hour,’ he said. ‘In darkness?’

‘Yes.’

Valentine checked his watch. ‘We leave no later than 03.30, then.’

Kalamos said, enthusiastically, ‘We go and fight!’

‘I hope not,’ countered Valentine. ‘If the Germans have time to fight back, then the ambush will have gone wrong.’

‘What is this?’ said Kalamos, as though consternated.

Valentine did not answer immediately. Andros and Manning came over to join them. He waited until he had everyone’s attention.

‘I predict that the German general and his staff will arrive at the temple site at dawn,’ he said. ‘We will be waiting for them, and when I say we, Kalamos, I mean my men and not yours.’

‘No!’ cried Kalamos, flinging the glass he was holding violently aside. There was a small crash as it smashed against a rock.

‘Yes,’ said Valentine, easily. ‘Your men will wait here. When we return, it will be with the German general.’

Kalamos began to argue. Valentine held up a hand.

‘Please,’ he said. ‘You will do as I say. We are not here to fight. We are here to capture an important German officer and transport him to Egypt.’

‘The Germans are here,’ objected Kalamos, darkly, ‘here in my land, and you tell me we are not going to fight them?’

‘Not today, and not yet. Here, Kapitan. A gift from Winston Churchill.’

Valentine tossed the pouch of gold coins to Kalamos, who caught it in a giant hand. ‘Gold?’ he said, angrily. ‘You try to buy me?’

Valentine ignored the question. ‘Yes, gold, for now. Next time, I will bring you weapons, weapons and ammunition. When the time is ripe to fight the Germans.’

Kalamos was looking at him speculatively. Valentine could hear a goat bleating. It was a plaintive sound. He guessed that a different goat’s throat had already been cut. When Kalamos began to speak in Greek, Andros translated once more.

‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I will do what you say. My men will wait in the rocks and cover you as you return. If the Germans pursue you, we will come down from the rocks and kill them.’

‘The Germans will not pursue us,’ said Valentine. ‘Once we have the general, the other Germans will be tied up.’

‘Tied up?’ objected Sergeant Manning, as though he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. ‘For crying out loud, boss, we’ve still got to get off this island. We’ve still got to get to the chuffing airfield.’

‘I know that, Sergeant, and that is why I want to keep the Germans as calm as possible. If we kill German soldiers, particularly their officers, then they are liable to react the way we know them to do - ruthlessly. When we kidnap the general, no shots will be fired, and no Germans killed.’

‘We’ll tie them up?’ said Manning, sarcastically. ‘Don’t you think they’ll get untied, and then be waiting at the airfield to stop us getting on the ‘plane?’

‘No, I don’t. I think they’ll be waiting on the beaches. I think it will not occur to them that we might be leaving by air.’

Manning grumbled to himself, his hands on his hips.

‘Well,’ said Valentine. ‘That’s agreed. Sarn’t Manning? Tell the men to be ready to leave in an hour. Weapons and water bottles. We’ll leave the Bren gun behind. Give Layton my Thompson.’

‘All right,’ said Manning, taking the tommy gun.

Kalamos was calling to his men, telling them that the British had brought with them gold. Valentine signalled discreetly to Andros. ‘What are they saying?’

Andros did not answer immediately. The expression on his face spoke of divided loyalties.

‘Kalamos is pleased with the gold,’ he said. ‘His men expected it and here it is, like he told them. He says that he is prepared to wait but that his patience is limited. He says that one day soon blood will be spilt, and when that happens, the people of Panos will rise from their knees, rise up from where they grovel in the dirt before the invader.’

‘And what do you think, Mr Andros?’ Valentine asked. ‘Do you agree with him?’

The young Greek’s face became hard. ‘I want to kill them,’ he said, his voice constricted. ‘This is my homeland.’

‘I understand,’ said Valentine. ‘I want to fight as well. The Nazis are barbaric, and I despise them.’

Andros looked at Valentine in agreement. ‘But we have this job to do,’ he conceded.

‘We do. You are going to be the look-out. When the Germans come, you will tell us, right?’

‘Yes,’ said Andros.

Roughly, Valentine patted him on the back. ‘Good man.’

The second goat had been slaughtered and the villagers were butchering it. The first was already cooking on the fire, and the smell of roasting meat caused Valentine’s mouth to water. One of the fighters began to sing.

‘What does he say?’ asked Ryder, happily.

This time it was Archie Muir, fluent in Greek, who translated. Andros, emotional, had moved away.

‘Where is February’s starry sky, that I may take my gun, my beautiful rifle and bandolier, and go down to Panos town, to capture and kill the Germans?’

‘Poetry,’ remarked Ryder to Muir.

Kapitan Kalamos drank from an earthenware wine jug before taking up the song. His voice was so deep Valentine could feel its vibration in the solar plexus.

‘You should see them when the Germans are about,’ Muir said to Valentine, ‘the locals, I mean, not the andartes. They’re abject.’

‘I know,’ said Valentine. ‘I saw it in Crete. And they are afraid of us, and of Kalamos as well, aren’t they?’

‘Yes, most of them. They know what Jerry is capable of.’

‘Which is why we shall do our level best not to poke the hornet’s nest.’

‘They park their vehicles by the huts,’ said Muir. ‘That’s where I’d be waiting for them.’

‘You’ll have that wireless set working by the time we get back, won’t you?’

‘I shall have to.’

‘Once we’ve nabbed him, I want to tell Cairo immediately to send the South Africans.’

‘Dawn tomorrow?’

‘Yes.’

‘Okay,’ said Muir, moving away.

Rugs had been laid out in honour of the visitors. The men had already installed themselves, and Valentine went and sat down gratefully. His feet were wet, and he would have liked to have taken his boots off and get dry. He propped his pack against a nearby rock instead, and tried to get comfortable. Ryder was attempting to cheer up Andros, and the men were eating and chatting quietly amongst themselves about the submarine, speculating about how many of the crew might have survived. Valentine smiled as a young girl approached. He took the bowl which contained yoghurt and honey.

‘Thank you,’ he said when she gave him the spoon. Like the bowl it was carved from wood.

When Valentine began to eat, he discovered that he was ravenous. He spooned the honey-yoghurt mixture into his mouth hungrily, and did not stop until the bowl was empty. It was only then that he noticed one of the andartes undressing. So too was Ryder. Costumes were being swapped, to the great amusement of those gathered round. Johnny put on the embroidered waistcoat, and once the cummerbund was wrapped around his midriff, he tucked the dagger into it and struck a Byronic pose.

‘That man of loneliness and mystery, scarce seen to smile and seldom heard to sigh,’ he intoned. Kalamos clapped his hands together loudly and laughed in delight. ‘His death yet dubious,’ declaimed Ryder, ‘deeds too widely known, linked with one virtue, and a thousand crimes.’

Kalamos roared, ‘This is my brother, Lord Vyronis. God be praised, he has returned!’

Ryder’s face lit up. He might have been on stage in the West End, the recipient of a standing ovation. When he noticed Val looking at him, his expression changed to one of self-deprecation. Valentine returned his attention to the yoghurt, scraping the bowl to enjoy the last of it. Presently, Ryder came and joined him, throwing himself down on the ground with a great sigh of satisfaction. He was still wearing the Cretan dress.

‘Not long now,’ Valentine observed.

‘No,’ said Johnny. He clenched his jaw, and when he spoke again, his voice was hard. ‘I can hardly wait.’

Valentine knew that his friend was thinking of Clarissa, the girl he’d never met. ‘Why don’t you rest?’

‘I think I will,’ said Ryder, lying back and closing his eyes. He laughed suddenly, saying, ‘Kalamos thinks I’m the cat’s pyjamas.’

Valentine put the bowl and spoon aside. He remembered Clarissa using the same phrase. He pushed the memory away. He did not want to think about her here.

Johnny said, ‘The First Lieutenant told me a strange story when we were eating supper. He said that Liverpool was their home port, and that just before the outbreak, the captain invited him along to visit a cousin of his in Southport. They had lunch, then walked along the front where they saw a little booth, you know, a fortune teller. They’d been drinking, so in they went. You know the sort of thing, woman in a shawl pretending to be a gypsy. But her face fell when she saw their uniforms. Most reluctant to read their palms she was. Kendrick went first, then the captain, then his cousin, and she was relieved, telling each of them that they’d live to see their grandchildren.’

Valentine thought he could guess the ending.

‘Then they quizzed her about why she’d seemed so reluctant. She didn’t want to tell them at first, but then she admitted that half the men whose palms she’d read recently, especially those in the services, their lifelines stopped abruptly. They’d all be dead within a year or two.’

‘Go to sleep,’ Valentine told him. ‘I’ll wake you when it’s time.’

‘All right.’

But a moment later, Ryder spoke again. ‘I’ve been thinking,’ he said. ‘You know, it’s not the Germans we’re at war with. It’s technology. I don’t mind the bullet. A bullet is as honest as an arrow. But high explosives, a single bomb that can kill hundreds when it explodes?’

‘The only thing that protects us from technology,’ said Valentine eventually, ‘is the mind.’

‘And the mind can control even fate?’

‘Yes. It can. Go to sleep, Johnny, and dream of success.’
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There were three wooden huts near the entrance to the archaeological site, just as Muir had said. The young Cretan guide left them, and Valentine’s men, moving purposefully and with care, opened the unlocked doors one by one and quickly searched the interiors.

‘Nowt but picks and shovels,’ Sergeant Manning reported.

Valentine had been scouting the vicinity. ‘There’s a dip in the ground with a wall,’ he said, pointing. ‘I want Inglis and Skinner here with me near the steps. Take the rest of the men and wait there. As soon as they arrive, move up to the huts and await my signal.’

‘Right,’ said Manning, moving off. ‘Mayo, Sweeney? Butch, Hunt, Layton, with me.’

Those remaining gathered around Valentine, crouching amongst the rocks and tumble-down walls. It was pleasantly cool, and the air was still, the sky imperceptibly lightening. Valentine glanced at his watch: ten minutes to sun up.

‘Andros,’ he said.

The Greek came closer. ‘Yes, Val?’

‘I want you to move back down the track and find a vantage point. As soon as you see them coming, signal. It’ll be light soon.’

‘Yes,’ said Andros simply, and with that he was off.

‘You all right, Johnny?’

‘Of course,’ came Ryder’s languid reply. He was keeping look-out.

Valentine was amused. He knew that his friend was desperate for a cigarette. Corporal Inglis changed position. Valentine watched as he peered round the side of a boulder and looked out over the site. There was some kind of tent visible in the middle distance. Skinner was a few yards away on the left, seated with his rifle across his knees, his back against a smooth rock, as nonchalant as if he were waiting for the tram to take him to work. Both Inglis and Skinner were crack shots.

Valentine experienced a sudden surge of emotion. These were his boys, and if he didn’t quite love them, then he was exceptionally fond of them. Even the oaf Sweeney didn’t seem quite so bad. He hoped they’d all come through, and that he’d return home to base with a full complement – along with their prize, of course. Thought of Lustgarten chilled the warm glow of fellow feeling. Valentine’s expression became as hard as the rock he was crouched behind. How long he had waited for this moment, how much he had desired it.

‘Boss?’

It was Skinner. Val looked at him. ‘I think I can hear summat.’

Valentine listened but could hear nothing. He turned around and stood up. First light showed in the eastern sky. He looked towards the fort but apart from a few birds flying here and there, everything was still. Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw Andros waving urgently from behind a wall amongst the grove of orange trees.

‘Here we are,’ said Ryder. ‘It’s that man again.’

Valentine raised his arms high above his head in acknowledgement. Eventually, Andros signalled that he understood, and disappeared into cover. Val crouched down again. A few seconds later, he heard the noise of distant vehicles.

‘All right, chaps,’ he said. ‘Remember: no shooting unless absolutely necessary, and under no circumstances shoot the general. Right?’

‘Right,’ said Corporal Inglis. Skinner merely nodded.

Johnny Ryder smiled grimly. ‘Tally ho,’ he said, a piratical look on his face.

Calmly, Skinner took up position. Val watched him as he mimed taking aim and moving out of cover. Valentine took the Webley from the holster. He felt perfectly calm, even content. It was because this was an ambush. He remembered the fear he had experienced at the airfield the last time he’d gone into action, but pushed the memory away, annoyed by it. The calmness returned.

‘Two cars,’ reported Skinner. ‘With the tops down.’

‘Stand by,’ ordered Valentine.

‘Yep, two cars. Looks like . . . eight men,’ said Inglis.

In fact, there were seven men riding in the two open-topped vehicles. Ernst Buch was driving the first car, chauffeuring von Quetzow and Biedermann. The second car was being driven by the policeman, Jost. Next to him sat Fromm, a sub-machine gun in his hands. Behind Fromm sat Pfister, also armed with an MP40. Next to Pfister was Professor Lustgarten, seated at attention, his keen eyes scanning the site of the temple as the car approached it.

Lustgarten was head and shoulders above the others in the car, and an excited Andros easily spotted him. As soon as both vehicles had passed his position, Andros began to follow them eagerly, moving from cover to cover, watchful that none of the Germans should look behind and see him. None of them did. Not until that is, Andros tripped and fell. As he hit the ground, his finger was forced against the trigger, causing the Thompson to discharge a single round.

German heads turned. Lustgarten stood up in the back of the second car, ordering Jost to accelerate. Jost obeyed, and as his vehicle approached the car in front, Buch was forced to press hard on the accelerator. And so it was that the Germans arrived at the huts, bouncing along the rutted track and with weapons ready. There the road ended. The two vehicles turned onto the parking area and Fromm and Pfister jumped out, MP40s in their hands. Von Quetzow and Biedermann had drawn their pistols and were speculating on what had just happened. Discounting the drivers, only Lustgarten was unarmed. From the back of the car, the Professor was loudly voicing his displeasure.

It had all gone wrong before it had even started, but Valentine was unperturbed. Using hand signals, he ordered Inglis and Skinner to kill the two Germans with the machine pistols.

‘Do it now,’ he said, standing up.

The corporals were armed with Lee Enfield .303s, the standard rifle of the British army. A skilled marksman could kill a man with a single shot at a range of half a mile, but Fromm and Pfister were less than forty yards away. They didn’t stand a chance. Both died almost instantly from bullet wounds to the chest. It was as though puppets’ strings had been cut, the way their legs gave way, and they collapsed on the ground where they stood. Valentine took aim at Lustgarten who was about to step down from the car, one hand on the top of the door. Johnny Ryder had the driver, Jost, in his sights.

‘Stand still!’ shouted Valentine in German. ‘Do not move!’

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Sergeant Manning and the others come rushing between the huts.

Biedermann saw the enemy soldiers as well. It was instinct that killed him. He held in his hand the Luger P.09 he’d drawn and cocked moments before. In a reflex action caused by the approaching danger, he fired at the leading enemy soldier. This was Sergeant Manning, who was advancing with the Thompson sub-machine gun tucked into his shoulder. He saw the German officer with the pistol and fired. The moment before he did so, recognising that Lustgarten was not in this vehicle, Manning thumbed the selector to automatic.

Biedermann took the brunt of the volley. The force of the bullets striking his body knocked him out of the open door of the car, and he hit the ground mortally wounded. Crouching in the driver’s seat, a terrified Buch survived unscathed, but his master, Captain von Quetzow, was not so lucky. Most of Manning’s volley missed him, but a single bullet struck him high in the chest, spinning him round so that his prosthetic leg twisted and gave way. He lay stunned on the ground, unaware for the moment that he’d been hit, his boots caught in the open car door. He thought he could hear a German officer giving the order to cease fire and wondered who it could be.

Afterwards, Valentine could laugh about shouting to his own men in German. That he had done so was an indication of the confusion which so often accompanies battle.

‘Cease fire!’ yelled Ryder, even though no one was doing. ‘Hands up!’

‘Get them hands up!’ echoed Inglis.

‘Your hands!’

Slowly, the Germans complied.

‘Johnny,’ Valentine said, casually. ‘Get their weapons, would you? No more firing, lads!’

‘A pleasure,’ said Johnny, his nonchalance belied by the way he was scanning the Germans for signs of resistance.

Only when he was certain that it was safe did Ryder leave cover, protected by Inglis and Skinner. Valentine watched as his friend approached the bodies of the junior SS officers, picked up their MP40s and slung them over a shoulder. The drivers of the two vehicles, still seated, had their hands in the air. Certain that there would be no further resistance, Valentine finally turned his attention to the immobile figure of his quarry, Professor Lustgarten.

Lustgarten had sat down in the back seat of the second car. Even with his hands raised, he might have been a statue carved from granite, titled ‘Infra Dignitatem.’ His expression was one of disdain, as though the ambush and the bloody events in his immediate vicinity, were beneath him. Valentine had the impression that the man was not play-acting. No, Lustgarten appeared to be genuinely unmoved by what had just befallen his party. In its way, it was impressive. Valentine felt a compulsion to rattle the man. The violence of the compulsion surprised him. He rejected it out of hand.

‘Bingo,’ said Sergeant Manning, approaching with the men. ‘Looks like a full house.’

Manning was pleased with himself. Valentine watched as the men fanned out, weapons ready, alert. Terry Mayo, the unit’s clown, looked sombre, as he so often did when confronted by the recently killed. Sweeney, by contrast, had a cock-eyed grin on his hollow-cheeked face.

‘Well done,’ Valentine congratulated Manning, without irony.

‘If he hadn’t gone for his pistol . . .’

‘You had no choice.’

The two of them turned to watch the approach of Lt Andros. In contrast to Manning, his expression was one of acute dismay. Valentine watched the Greek as he examined the scene of the action, and saw his relief. Andros turned to Valentine in apology. Valentine raised a hand, showing that it didn’t matter. Sergeant Manning, however, was less forgiving.

‘I’m not impressed, Mr Andros, not impressed one bit,’ he said, going over to the first car and dragging Buch from behind the wheel. ‘Negligent discharge. You could have fouled up the whole bloody job.’

‘I am sorry, Manny,’ muttered Andros, miserably.

The heavy-weight NCO took out his anger on the hapless Buch. Manning held the little man by the scruff of the neck while Hunt searched the German for weapons. Finding none, Private Hunt reached into the car, picked up a Mauser carbine by the barrel and hurled it away. It landed in the dirt, and so too did Buch, next to the supine body of Captain von Quetzow. Recovering himself, Buch began straight away to tend to his master. His voice was thin and reedy.

‘Are you shot? Oh my God. Where are you shot?’

Von Quetzow rolled onto his back, moaning at the pain the movement caused him. His face was pale, and his breath came in little gasps as though his lungs would not fully inflate. Buch helped disentangle his legs from the car door, looking up imploringly at the British as he did so. Ryder went and collected von Quetzow’s pistol, knelt beside the wounded man and called for a field dressing.

Sweeney was the unit medic. Reluctantly, he produced a dressing from his satchel and lobbed it to Ryder, but the German servant intercepted it. Ryder gave Buch room to work. Sweeney stood watching, the expression on his face saying that he thought Ryder had gone soft. Then Sweeney seemed to notice the German’s eye patch and the false leg for the first time, and said, grinning, ‘Not your war, mate, is it?’

‘Anything?’ This was Valentine speaking to Corporal Skinner.

‘Not a dickie bird, boss,’ said Skinner, from his perch atop the boulder. ‘I can see the fort. Maybe they’re deaf.’

Valentine wasn’t so sure. In the still early morning air, the noise of gunfire would have been audible right across the island. Every German and every Greek would know that something was amiss. Still, there was nothing that could be done about it. The only thing to do was to get away as quickly as possible.

‘Move that wounded officer,’ he ordered, ‘and get these cars started up. We’re leaving.’

Holstering the Webley, Valentine took the handcuffs from his pocket and approached Lustgarten. He wondered if the German had recognised him. It was impossible to tell. Lustgarten’s face was impassive.

‘Give me your hands,’ Valentine told him.

Lustgarten did not stir. Not even when Inglis came and aimed a rifle at him.

‘All right, Corporal,’ said Valentine.

Inglis lowered the weapon. Then Ryder came over, and the other men gradually turned their attention to their prize as well. It was as though the audience brought the statue to life. Lustgarten lowered his hands, and his eyes met Valentine’s for the first time since that weekend in Munich in August 1935.

‘Your hands,’ repeated Valentine.

‘No,’ said Lustgarten, looking at the handcuffs in disdain. ‘You will not put those things on me. I am a German officer. I am your prisoner. I give you my word that I will not try to escape.’

Valentine might have said several things in response to this, might have forced Lustgarten to wear the fetters, but he did not. It didn’t really matter and there was no time to waste arguing.

‘Very well, Brigadier,’ he said, with a formality that he knew the German would appreciate. ‘You have given me your undertaking, your word of honour, which I accept.’

Lustgarten bowed his head sharply once. ‘I thank you, Captain,’ he said, as though that was the end of the matter.

‘Johnny,’ said Valentine. ‘Sit next to him, would you?’

‘With pleasure,’ said Ryder.

‘What about these two?’ asked Sergeant Manning, indicating Buch and the policeman, Jost, who was standing unharmed with his hands on his head.

Buch was applying pressure to the dressing on von Quetzow’s bare chest, having unbuttoned the officer’s tunic and shirt. Realising he was the object of attention, Buch looked up in alarm.

‘Leave them,’ said Valentine. ‘You can put your hands down,’ he added to the middle-aged policeman.

Jost did as he was told. He glanced towards the nearest shed.

‘What’s in there?’ Valentine asked him.

‘My bicycle,’ answered Jost.

‘All right, ride to the fort for help. You might just save his life.’

‘Thank you,’ said Jost.

‘Get a move on, lads. There’s no point in hanging around.’




When they came to the ravine near the Villa Pan, Valentine ordered the cars to halt and got everyone to dismount. By now the sun was up and it was getting warm. He was parched and his voice was hoarse, but it did not matter because he had his prize. He saw the look of recognition on Lustgarten’s face as the German got out of the car.

Lustgarten had finally recognised him. It appeared to have taken him some time. Perhaps it was the shock of ambush, or it may simply have been that Valentine, in uniform and wearing a hat that shaded his eyes, was not immediately familiar.

‘James Valentine,’ he said. ‘You remember me.’

‘Yes,’ said Lustgarten, ‘we meet again.’ His tone was neutral.

Valentine watched as Lustgarten looked about him. The men were noisily manoeuvring the cars in preparation for launching them over the side of the road into the ravine below. They were scavenging bits of German kit, the camera bags and the satchels containing the dowsing pendulums.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Valentine. ‘We’re not going to shoot you and send you after them.’

The German’s eyes flickered. That apparently had been exactly what he was worried about.

‘If we wanted you dead,’ explained Johnny Ryder, ‘we’d have done it back at the huts.’

Lustgarten looked from Ryder to Valentine. ‘A kidnapping,’ he said. ‘Was that your idea?’

‘I prefer to think of it as an arrest.’

‘Arrest? Arrest for what? What are you talking about? Are you mad? You are not a policeman.’

‘True,’ said Valentine. ‘I’m not really a soldier either.’

Ryder said, ‘There is such a thing as natural justice, Herr Lustgarten.’

The German considered this. ‘Again, I ask you,’ he said. ‘What are you talking about? I have committed no crime.’

‘Really?’ said Ryder.

‘Am I to have a fair hearing?’ Lustgarten asked Valentine, ironically. ‘Is there not a rule against bias in English law?’

This angered Valentine who remembered how his cousin Clarissa had been treated by those who were supposed to uphold German law. But by an effort of will he controlled himself, not wishing to give in to hot emotion.

‘I’m not here to judge you, Professor. There is no jury, and certainly no executioner. My job is simply to transport you to Cairo. After that, you’ll be out of my hands.’

Lustgarten regarded him for a moment, thinking. ‘How?’ he said. ‘Now that your submarine is sunk.’

‘There’s no need for you to worry about that,’ Valentine said, amiably. ‘Now, if you don’t mind, it’s time to start walking.’

Johnny Ryder waved encouragement, and Lustgarten began to move.

‘Hang on,’ Valentine heard Sergeant Manning say. ‘There’s a briefcase in there.’

‘Got it,’ said Sweeney, a German cap perched on the back of his head. He reached under the seat and plucked the briefcase out.

The other men were happily pushing the first car towards the edge. Valentine paused to watch. His boys enjoyed destroying German equipment. He’d noticed their glee before, and even though he partly shared it, there was another part of him that was repelled by such vandalism. It seemed to offend the creator in him, the part that wished to build and not destroy. With a final heave, the German car went over the edge, bounced off some rocks and careened out of sight before smashing into the dry riverbed below. In short order, the second vehicle followed it. Destruction achieved, the men got themselves together and set off up the hill, laughing and joking.

Valentine followed them, but he’d only gone a few paces when he had the feeling someone was watching him. He looked around, and saw a man standing in a rocky field next to the villa. The man was of medium height and wore a white shirt open at the chest. With his moustache, bald head and brown face, he was obviously a Greek. Seeing that there was no danger, Valentine set off again, waving a hand amiably. The gesture was not returned. He had the impression that the man was saddened. A young woman, bare-footed and wearing a long nightdress, appeared from the villa carrying a leather bag. She called to the man, who turned and hurried towards her.

Valentine decided the man was a doctor, on his way to tend to any wounded. That would account for his sadness. Valentine thought to himself, annoyed, I would much rather not kill as well, my dear doctor, but the Nazis are a disease, and one that must be eradicated.




They paused at the stream and raided the stash of water bottles. Valentine waited until everyone else had drunk, including the prisoner, before slaking his own thirst. Most of the men were smoking, taking their ease where they could amongst the rocks on the steep hillside. The adrenaline rush they had experienced during the ambush had worn off, and they looked subdued. Valentine watched as Johnny offered Lustgarten a cigarette.

‘I do not,’ said the German in English. ‘It is a foolish habit.’

‘Suit yourself,’ said Johnny Ryder. ‘I find tobacco stimulates the brain.’

‘My brain is in no need of artificial stimulation, thank you.’

Something caught Ryder’s eye. Valentine followed the line of his gaze and saw a dark figure amongst the rocks high above. It was one of Kalamos’s men moving at speed down the hillside. The man moved as only one born amongst the mountains could move, leaping from rock to rock as surely as a mouflon. Johnny watched in admiration, cigarette forgotten. Lustgarten put the water bottle aside. He too had seen the andarte coming down the mountain. Valentine watched the German begin to move. So too did Sergeant Manning. Valentine raised a hand, and Manning stood still. Lustgarten passed him, climbing the path with long strides, just as he had done before the halt.

‘Fag break’s over,’ announced Manning, tossing away his own cigarette. ‘Move yourselves.’

Cigarettes were extinguished and weapons shouldered. As they prepared to set off again, the men noticed that the German officer was leading the way.

‘Keen, ain’t he?’ said someone.

‘Maybe he’s on a promise.’

‘Shut your yapping,’ said Manning, moving swiftly after the prisoner.

Ryder came over to Valentine. ‘Remarkable,’ he said, watching Lustgarten’s progress. ‘Although when he meets Kalamos he may wish he’d remained here below.’

‘Come on, then. Don’t want to miss that encounter, do you?’




Kapitan Kalamos was waiting at the cave. So said Archie Muir near the top of the climb. The andarte who had come to meet them made no secret of what he would like to do with the German prisoner, repeatedly making cutting motions against his own throat, accompanied by the unpleasant noises associated with severing a windpipe. But again, Professor Lustgarten appeared entirely unmoved. Valentine heard the men chattering about it. Lustgarten did not even flinch when the Cretan fighter came and spat in his face.

‘Enough,’ said Ryder, hotly.

The Greek lieutenant, Andros, berated him. ‘Why, Johnny? Because it not gentlemanly to do this? You do not understand, I think. This man’s father was shot by the Germans, and the family home dynamited. His mother and sisters live in a field. They have nothing, all their belongings burnt and blown to pieces. This is in Crete, the land of the Greeks. Yes, in Crete, not in England.’

The fighter was glaring at Lustgarten, and in his hand was a lethal-looking ivory-handled dagger. The Professor stared at him, face impassive even though the spittle was running down it and forming a drip on the chin.

‘Call him off, please, Andros,’ said Valentine, calmly.

For a moment, Andros did nothing. Then he spoke softly and urgently to the man, and eventually the fighter turned and stalked away without a backward glance. Only then did Lustgarten take out a folded handkerchief and wipe away the spittle.

‘Congratulations,’ said Archie, coming towards Val and Johnny.

Val nodded his thanks and watched as Muir produced a bottle of raki from the canvas bag he carried slung over a shoulder. ‘Thought you might like a noggin.’

‘Why not?’ said Valentine. ‘Pass it around.’

‘You first, Val,’ said Ryder.

‘Aye, boss,’ said the Yorkshireman, Skinner. ‘You always take last turn. Time you went first.’

‘That’s right, Mr Valentine.’

‘Go on, sir, you deserve it.’

‘Yeah, go on. Fill your boots, boss.’

Valentine took the bottle with a smile and drank. The men gave him a cheer and he passed the bottle to Ryder, who, after taking a swig, called on Lt. Andros to be next.

Andros shook his head and averted his eyes. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I almost ruined everything.’

Sergeant Manning stepped forward and grabbed the bottle. ‘You’ll drink with the rest of us, Mr Andros,’ he said, fiercely, ‘and we won’t take no for an answer.’

‘All right,’ said the Greek, after a pause.

He drank and so did Manning. Next, the corporals took a turn, and finally the men, the order reversed, for it was always the junior ranks who were fed and watered first, followed by the NCOs, and only then the officers. But this was a special occasion as everyone knew. Valentine glanced at the prisoner. He appeared to be muttering to himself, his eyes staring, head hanging.

Archie Muir took Valentine to one side. ‘You’ll be glad to learn that the wireless set is now in working order.’

‘Archie, I didn’t doubt you for one moment.’

‘Really?’ said Muir, wiping a hand across his brow. ‘I most certainly did. Been driving me potty.’

‘All right. Call Cairo. Tell them to send the aeroplane. It’s to land as close to first light tomorrow as possible.’

‘Will do.’

‘And another thing. I’d like to borrow your shepherd’s hut so I can speak to the prisoner in private.’

‘Certainly,’ said Muir. ‘It’s not unlike a prison cell.’

Valentine noticed Sweeney looking in the captured briefcase. The Liverpudlian was puzzled.

‘What is it?’ Val asked him.

‘That is mine!’ yelled Lustgarten, suddenly.

‘Not any longer,’ Valentine told him, taking the case from Sweeney. He rifled through the contents – maps, pamphlets, papers – until he found the metal scroll.

‘That is mine,’ repeated Lustgarten. ‘I found it!’

‘Tell him, Archie.’

‘I buried it in the ground a couple of weeks ago, actually,’ said Muir. ‘It’s not ancient at all.’

‘See, Professor? You’ve been duped.’

Lustgarten began to laugh. ‘You too?’ he said, scornfully. ‘You think I am unused to this kind of reaction to my discoveries? You are suffering from what is known as malicious plague. It is a virulent malady of epidemic proportions. All my life it has swept through Europe. I see now that it has crossed the Channel to England!’

And with that, Professor Lustgarten turned his back on them dismissively and began to climb the path again.
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Dr Spiros set off with his bag, his faithful dog Philo trotting along beside him. He’d been walking briskly towards the temple site for several minutes before Eleni caught him up. She was dressed now, her fair hair carelessly tied with a scarf.

‘They are coming from the fort,’ she said.

Dr Spiros had already seen the truck. He said, ‘We will wait for them.’

They waited in the shade of a tree, the panting Philo reclining, a paw laid companionably across the toes of his master’s shoes.

‘Are you sure you want to come?’ Spiros asked Eleni.

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘It will be a new experience.’

‘How will you react?’

‘I shall try not to react. I shall observe myself, my automatic reactions.’

‘No,’ said Spiros. ‘Observe what you see, not yourself. It is important that the emotions go beyond the everyday, just as it is important that the body is driven harder than it wants to be driven. Only the greatest efforts matter. So too with the emotions.’

‘Yes,’ said Eleni. She was apprehensive and did not mind that she showed it.

‘It will give you something to work on,’ said Dr Spiros as he raised his medical bag and waved down the approaching truck. The soldier in the passenger seat stuck his head out of the cab window.

‘It is the sergeant,’ explained Eleni. ‘His name is Lardner.’

The truck was travelling at speed, the soldiers standing in the back being thrown from side to side. Spiros stepped out of the shadow of the tree and showed himself. A few seconds later, the truck slowed down.

‘Get in,’ said Lardner, urgently. ‘Have you seen anything?’

‘Nothing,’ said Spiros. ‘Just heard shots.’

The soldiers reached down to help them climb in the back and the truck pulled away, the driver revving the engine hard. Philo trotted along beside and broke into a canter when the truck picked up speed. The soldiers were heavily armed. Eleni saw that some of them had stick grenades stuck in their belts and ammunition belts slung around their necks. She averted her gaze. The soldiers were grim-faced, unfriendly. They frightened her.

‘Nothing is theirs,’ said Dr Spiros to her in Greek.

‘Yes,’ she answered. ‘I remember.’

‘They have no particularity,’ Spiros continued. ‘That is why they look as they do. Everything they have is copied from others.’

‘Yes,’ said Eleni. ‘From society’s norms.’

‘From their fathers, from their sergeants, their officers, from their petty tin god.’

Eleni nodded. Their petty tin god: Adolf Hitler. ‘Other people’s stuff made flesh in them,’ she said, recalling the phrase.

As the truck approached the site of the ambush, the soldiers began to speak, cursing and swearing, as they saw their fellow countrymen lying dead and wounded. Even before the truck lurched to a halt, some of the men had climbed over the side and jumped to the ground. Then the back flap was let drop with a crash and the rest of the soldiers hurriedly disembarked, the German sergeant, Lardner, barking orders at them.

‘Come,’ said Spiros, helping Eleni.

As she came round the side of the truck, she saw the dead men. They lay on their sides in large pools of dark blood, unlike anything Eleni had seen before. Herr Biedermann looked like he had been shot many times. She did not want to look any closer, but she forced herself to do so, holding onto the arm of Dr Spiros. Yes, Biedermann had been machine-gunned. His uniform jacket was soaked in blood and part of his nose was missing and his face was masked with drying blood and already there were many flies. Eleni was determined not to cry out. She reined herself in, gained a measure of control.

So this was what the shot looked like, she told herself, this is what men do to each other, as part of the process known as ‘reciprocal destruction.’ Now you understand the true meaning of Dr Spiros’s phrase, she told herself, before turning her attention to the wounded man. At first, she did not recognise von Quetzow. Buch was shielding the wounded man from the sun, holding up his jacket as a shade and obscuring his face. It was only when she noticed the false leg that she realised who it was.

Lardner’s men secured the area. As soon as they reported that there was no sign of the enemy, Sergeant Lardner approached his commander, followed by the two Greeks. Dr Spiros placed his medical bag on the ground and knelt beside the German officer.

‘Can you save him?’ asked Buch.

Spiros did not reply. Lardner said, ‘Let the doctor see.’

Reluctantly, Buch lay von Quetzow’s head against the ground and stood up. He looked blankly at Eleni, and she saw that the man had been crying. He moved away, head bowed and round-shouldered, one hand held out before him as though he were infirm and might fall down.

‘Well, can you?’ Lardner asked Spiros, anxiously craning over the wounded man.

‘Please,’ said Eleni, moving the sergeant out of the way.

Lardner lit a cigarette and looked to the men. Like him, they were nervous. Raiders had landed from an enemy submarine, kidnapped the Oberfuehrer, killed Biedermann and two SS officers, and wounded the CO. The signal from the damned Italians had been incorrect. The motor torpedo boat had not sunk the submarine out at sea before it could land the raiding party at all. Baron von Quetzow had insisted the Italians put in at St George’s to land the British survivors, but the spaghettis had refused and sped off back to Crete instead. Unable to speak proper German, that was the problem.

When Captain von Quetzow opened his eye, Eleni took his hand, squeezing it gently.

‘Hello,’ he said. His voice was faint.

‘Hello,’ she said.

‘Where is my monocle?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘My monocle,’ said the German, closing his eye again.

Eleni’s fingers moved to take the man’s pulse. She could not find it at first, and when she did it was as soft and faint as his voice. Dr Spiros was making his examination. It seemed that the German had been struck by a single bullet high on the right side of the chest beneath the clavicle.

‘Roll him onto his side a little,’ said Spiros. Von Quetzow gasped when they moved him, and the doctor quickly examined the exit wound.

‘You are lucky,’ he told the German. ‘The bullet appears to have gone clean through, missing the lung, the scapula, and the clavicle.’

‘You are not a real doctor.’

‘You will find I am better than nothing.’

‘It hurts to breathe.’

‘Better that than not being able to breathe at all.’

‘The pain,’ said von Quetzow. ‘Get me to the fort and give me morphine.’

‘No,’ said Dr Spiros. ‘No morphine. A man must be master in his own house. Eat the pain. It will do you good.’

Von Quetzow gasped. ‘Please,’ he said. ‘I must have it; I will have it.’

‘Not if you want my help,’ said Spiros. ‘The choice is yours. You can send for your Army doctor from Crete, but who knows how long he will take to arrive? A foreign body has gone straight through you, taking with it dirt and cloth from your uniform. I must clean the wound as soon as I get you somewhere sanitary. You decide. Morphine, or my help.’

Von Quetzow rolled his head from side to side in exasperation. Dr Spiros stood up, ignoring him, and went and briefly examined the three corpses. The Germans had found some old blankets and pieces of sacking in the wooden huts. Now they covered the bodies of Biedermann and the two SS. The Germans were as grim-faced as before but not as frightened, presumably because there were no enemy soldiers in the immediate vicinity. Sergeant Lardner approached.

‘You can help us,’ said Lardner, improbably.

‘I am helping you.’

‘No, I mean you can help us find the English raiders, and the German officer they abducted.’

Spiros looked at the soldier with a measure of contempt. ‘It makes no difference to me who wins the war,’ he said, ‘no difference at all. Germans, English, Russians, Americans, it is all the same to me. All of you have ideals, all of you kill innocent people. There is no difference between you, whether fascist, democratic, or communist. I stand to one side and do what I can to clear up the mess you make. That is my job. I am a doctor.’

Lardner listened with a look of grave displeasure on his face. ‘You will help us, or face the consequences,’ he said.

‘I am a man of God,’ explained Spiros, ‘and God abides where no blood is shed.’

He looked down at the ground, at the pooled blood around the dead bodies that had soaked into the parched earth. Lardner, disquieted, looked as well.

‘Get your commander into the truck,’ Spiros told him, kindly. ‘Move him carefully. At the fort, I must clean the wound.’

Sergeant Lardner could not argue with that. He ordered his men to move the bodies of the dead into one of the huts, and to put Captain von Quetzow in the back of the truck. Spiros moved off to supervise the transfer, but Lardner caught him by the elbow.

He said, ‘They took our vehicles. There is only one road. They must have gone past your house, and you must have seen them if you heard gunshots.’

‘I saw them,’ said Spiros, matter of fact. ‘You know where they’ve gone.’

‘Up the mountain,’ said Lardner, angrily.

‘Precisely. So why did you need my help to tell you what you already knew?’

The sergeant lost his temper. ‘Why the fuck didn’t you say so?’ he demanded, grabbing the Greek roughly by the arm.

Alerted by the commotion, Eleni looked to see what was happening. What she saw was something she had sometimes seen before. Dr Spiros was a humble man, but at the same time he was also possessed of an astonishing self-esteem, and it was this self-esteem which now revealed itself. It was as though this unshaven Greek in the unbuttoned waistcoat and dusty brown shoes had transmogrified into a man of high rank, into a count or a duke, or perhaps even into a monarch.

Eleni saw Sergeant Lardner’s hand fall away from Spiros’s person. The German gazed at the Greek, perplexed, unable to understand what had just happened. Lardner took a pace back, his mouth open. It was as though, instead of saluting him, he had inadvertently grabbed hold of General Field Marshall Rommel!

‘Sorry,’ Lardner muttered, backing further away.

He glanced about him, worried that the men might have seen what had happened. When it became obvious that some of them had, Lardner’s expression changed to one of anger and shame.




‘Will I die?’ asked von Quetzow as he was transferred from the stretcher to the kitchen table at the fort.

Jost had organised the soldiers at the fort after Lardner had taken off in the truck. He sent two men to find a stretcher and take it and wait in the courtyard. In the kitchen, he had water boiled and the long wooden table scrubbed. He’d even told the signaller to send word to Crete, reporting what had happened at the site of the archaeological dig.

‘Not today,’ forecast Dr Spiros, before asking Eleni to pass the scissors.

He used them to cut away the German’s shirt and jacket. Hot water was brought, and the doctor selected instruments from the case. Cleaning the wound took a matter of minutes but the pain of it tired the patient. Eleni helped to bandage him. When that was done, von Quetzow smiled wanly.

‘Now give me morphine,’ he said. ‘And my monocle.’

‘You remember I told you I was in central Asia,’ Dr Spiros said as he washed his hands.

‘Yes.’

‘There I saw a dead man walk.’

Von Quetzow frowned.

Spiros said, ‘This man was a Master. He had attained the pinnacle of what is possible for a human being, on this planet. He had grown within him three bodies, called the carnal, psychic, and spiritual bodies. This means that he was immortal within the confines of the solar system. Even though his physical body was eaten by cancer, he was still alive. I saw him walk, even though to all intents he was a cadaver.’

Von Quetzow was breathing heavily. ‘Please,’ he said, pleading.

‘You have no conception of what a normal man is,’ Spiros told him. ‘This man, he was normal. You and all the men you have ever met, Baron, are not men at all. You are men in inverted commas. When you die, nothing will remain of you, because you are nothing. There is nothing inside you, nothing real, nothing permanent. All is flux, and when you die you will evaporate like gas from a bottle.’

Von Quetzow appeared to be amused. He even managed to laugh quietly. ‘Do not spare my feelings, doctor,’ he said. ‘Please tell me the truth.’

The doctor was not amused. He said, ‘It is up to you. I will leave you now. If you wish, you can have your servant administer morphine, but remember that if you do, to take a smaller dose than usual or it will make you very sick. On the other hand, you can be a man. You can master the pain. It will do you good. Perhaps when you die there will be something inside you that being master in one’s house brings about, namely the growth of a soul.’

And with that, the doctor dried his hands on a clean towel and packed up his bag.

‘Come, Eleni, we shall go now,’ he said. ‘Buch? Your master’s dressing must be changed every morning and evening. I shall return tomorrow to check on him. Find him his monocle. Perhaps then he will be able to see, although I somehow doubt it.’
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At first light, when Sepp Kahn climbed out of the car that had carried him to the pair of waiting Junkers, Holz brought the men of the auxiliary police battalion to attention.

The police captain gave him a smart salute which Kahn returned in an equally military manner. His left arm was in a sling, and he was hungover, but Kahn was feeling in top form. It might have been the Pervitin tablet that he’d swallowed upon waking. Yes, it might have been the methamphetamine, in part at least. But it was also a recognition that he must not foul this up. No, Genghis Kahn had made a deal with himself. No booze. No booze until Lustgarten was a corpse. He was serious: he’d poured away what was left of the brandy and smashed the bottles in the dustbins round the back of the officers’ mess.

‘Good morning,’ he said to Holz.

‘Good morning, Sturmmbannfuehrer,’ returned Holz.

Kahn turned his attention to the flatfeet. One or two of them he recognised from the day before, but most of them were strangers. Had they been with him in Russia? He could not remember. He looked along the line of sunburned faces. Were they really police? It looked like roll-call at Moabit Jail.

‘All right,’ said Kahn, raising his voice. ‘You’ll get no speeches from me. I’ll say only this: if any of you foul up on this island we’re going to, I’ll put a bullet in your head myself. But if all goes well, I can promise you an extended holiday courtesy of Adolf Hitler himself.’

Kahn looked to see what effect his promise had had. Not much was the short answer, the miserable bastards.

‘All right, Holz, load ‘em up.’

Kahn turned on his heel and marched over to the nearest of the two Junkers. There were ground crew and an airman attending to what were likely pre-flight checks.

‘Hey,’ he called. The airman turned and saluted. ‘You the pilot?’

‘No, sir. He’s in the cockpit. I’m the co-pilot, Kirst.’

‘This contraption airworthy?’

‘It is.’

‘Drink much milk?’

‘No, flyer’s beer.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Lemonade. But for breakfast we drink coffee, black.’

‘Did you shave this morning?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘What about the pilot?’

‘He wears a moustache, like Dolfo Galland.’

‘Does he also smoke cigars like Galland?’

‘When he can get them.’

‘Well, that’s something. I have a mistrust of flybys who still are boys.’

‘Don’t worry, Sturmbannfuehrer, we’ll get you there, and back again.’

‘You’d better, son, or you’ll wish you’d never been born.’

The airman grinned at him and threw a salute which Genghis Kahn returned somewhat sourly. He’d just realised he would be up in the air again in a few minutes. An urgent need for alcohol momentarily possessed him, but then it was gone, replaced by the rush of Pervitin.

Kahn became thoughtful for a moment. Perhaps from now on methamphetamine would be his thing. He’d heard the horror stories, about the terrors heavy users experienced, convinced that they’d never ever be able sleep again and would therefore die of exhaustion. But Kahn didn’t reckon that would apply to him. No, he was feeling on top of the world. In fact, he might pop another pill before take-off, just to be on the safe side.

‘Come on, you flat-footed bastards,’ he bellowed, ‘shift your arses and climb aboard!’

Holz came and approached him. ‘When are you going to let me in on the secret?’ he said.

‘All right,’ allowed Kahn, after a moment’s thought. ‘We’re going to arrest this SS Oberfuehrer, put him before a firing squad, and execute him.’

Holz glanced at the police lining up to board the Junkers, and said, ‘What if someone tries to stop us?’

Kahn laughed at him. ‘Don’t worry, Plank, you’re forgetting my magic letter. No one’s going to stand in Adolf Hitler’s way.’

Kahn patted the letter. It was in his breast pocket, over his racing heart.




Flight time to Panos was three hours. Kahn spent the journey chain-smoking, seated on his torture box right beside the cargo door. His brain appeared to have been wired to the mains, his thoughts so clear and swift that he had trouble keeping up with them. The nicotine he had a compulsion to consume seemed to help as well. He had it all planned out: how to take over the fort, how to separate Professor Lustgarten from his protectors, how to get the old swine to talk. Yes, Lustgarten would talk all right, before getting the bullet.

Grinning unpleasantly, Sepp Kahn shifted on top of the torture box. It was tortuous sitting on the damned thing, but of course nowhere near as uncomfortable as it would be when its electrodes were applied to Lustgarten’s old fellow. Oh yes, Lustgarten was going to talk all right. Sepp Kahn was certain of that. Lustgarten was going to answer all the questions put to him, and few more that Kahn reckoned Hitler would probably want answered as well.

It was strange. Kahn was feeling far more well-disposed to old Adi than had been the case for years. What a man he was! Kahn wondered how he could ever have doubted him. His was a world-historical mission. It was an honour to have served with him. In fact, where would Kahn have been without the Fuehrer? Kahn lit a cigarette from the coal of the copper seated beside him. It was only when he’d puffed it into life that he realised he still had one half smoked, fuming between the fingers of his other hand.

‘Ach,’ he said, laughing.




It was just after 09.00 when the first of the Junker-52s carrying the auxiliary police landed on the airstrip at Panos. The strip was short and narrow, bounded by stone walls and rocks, and it took a great deal of skill for the pilot to pull up in time. But there was no mishap. As soon as the aircraft lumbered to a halt, Kahn had the cargo door open, and he was the first man to set foot on the ground. As soon as the rest of the passengers had disembarked and all the kit unloaded, the pilot swung the Junkers around and took off immediately, there being no room for the other transport to land otherwise.

Kahn ordered the bulls to spread out. Not that he was fearful of a reception committee, he just wanted the men to be on their toes. Two cigarettes later, and Egon Holz and the rest of the flatfeet had disembarked from the second aircraft.

‘Nothing to it,’ Kahn said to him. ‘I can’t understand how some men fear to fly, can’t understand it at all.’

Holz said, ‘I saw the fort from the air.’

Kahn had seen it as well. There was a swastika flag flying from its square tower, and a couple of lookouts who’d been watching the Junkers. Not that it mattered. Lustgarten wouldn’t know who’d just landed. Kahn laughed: but he was about to find out!

Holz moved away a few paces. One of the men was calling to him and pointing.

‘Trucks approaching,’ said Holz. ‘Soldiers.’

‘Let them come,’ said Kahn, following after him.

The two of them marched over to the rough stone wall that separated the airstrip from a grove of olive trees. Beyond that was the road. By the time the two of them had climbed over the wall and negotiated the rocky ground around the trees, the trucks were pulling up. In the back of them were heavily armed Landsers. A sergeant jumped out from the cab of the first truck and came running over.

‘Your name, Feldwebel?’ Kahn asked him.

The man saluted. ‘Lardner, Sturmbannfuehrer, Officer Candidate.’

‘What’s the hurry?’

For a moment, Sergeant Lardner was flummoxed. ‘We radioed for reinforcements, sir. I thought you . . .’

‘Make a proper report, man!’

Lardner immediately came to attention. ‘English raiders, sir. Landed last night from a submarine. Submarine destroyed by Italian Navy. Seven survivors rescued, two officers, five men. This morning, the raiders attacked. My commanding officer is wounded, the second in command is dead. Two SS officers were also killed.’

‘Names,’ said Kahn, darkly. ‘What are their fucking names?’

‘Pfister and Fromm, sir.’

‘But Oberfuehrer Lustgarten, tell me he is safe, Lardner.’

‘He was captured by the British, sir. I was just about to pursue them into the mountains when I saw your airplanes land.’

Sepp Kahn’s reddened face had turned purple. ‘Fuck!’ he spat.

‘How many British?’ asked Holz.

‘I’m not sure, sir. No more than a handful. There are probably a few bandits up in the mountains as well, but nothing my boys can’t handle.’

Holz first looked doubtfully at the terrain, then doubtfully at Kahn, who was snorting and attempting to light a cigarette with a hand that tremored.

Lardner said, ‘I have assembled fifty men, leaving twenty in reserve. My intention is to pursue the raiders and recover the Oberfuehrer.’

Holz was about to give his opinion, but Kahn forestalled him.

‘Lardner, you’re a complete idiot. Fifty men? Even if you had five hundred, you’d still be shot to pieces before you were halfway up that mountain. Ten rifles could hold off a regiment in this sort of country. No, you need to get out of the sun, boy, you aren’t thinking straight. Sun’s fried your brains.’

‘What should we do, then?’ asked Lardner.

‘Got any Greeks?’ said Kahn.

‘Hostages,’ explained Holz when Lardner looked blank.

‘That’s right,’ said Kahn. ‘Hostages. Wouldn’t work in Russia. The Ivans don’t care, but the British, the British are sentimental, right? Shooting a few hostages might just concentrate their minds and save us a lot of sweat. Right, Lardner?’

‘At your command, Sturmbannfuehrer,’ said Lardner, coming to attention.

‘That’s right, sergeant, so you are. You say your commanding officer is wounded. Badly?’

‘He’s laid up in bed.’

‘Out of the picture, then?’ said Kahn. ‘Wonderful.’
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Before the Ju-52s landed, the prisoner’s arrival at the Cave of Pan had been witnessed by the assembled Greeks, both civilians and fighters, in complete silence. Not even Kapitan Kalamos, glaring balefully at the captive, said a word. In its way it was far more impressive than derision and excoriation would have been. Lustgarten looked at Valentine nervously.

‘Sit down,’ said Valentine, indicating one of the rugs.

For a moment, Lustgarten did not react. He was about to ask a question but thought better of it. Valentine and Ryder watched him closely as he looked around the cave. The sight of water in the cistern seemed to attract his attention, and not because he was thirsty. Next, he peered into the gloomy recesses of the cave. Whatever it was that he discerned there caused him to straighten his uniform, brush the dust from his trousers, and square his shoulders.

‘Dignified,’ said Ryder, quietly.

‘Do you think so?’ said Valentine.

‘For the moment, anyway. He seems to be somewhat excitable.’

‘Harry mentioned there were reports from Germany that Lustgarten was becoming increasingly unhinged.’

‘Malicious plague,’ mused Johnny. ‘Not what you would expect from an objective man of science.’

‘I want to get him alone shortly.’

‘All right.’

‘What now?’

‘Breakfast, I hope. I could eat a horse.’

‘No horse. Last night’s goat, I expect.’

The German sat down near the cistern, and his captors threw themselves down on the rugs. Immediately, Greeks came to offer the British food and drink, and with it, congratulations. The men looked relieved the oppressive silence had been broken. Valentine accepted a dish of goat meat, olives, yoghurt, and raisins. The bread was fresh, and in it was sea-salt and thyme. To drink there was water, wine, and raki.

‘None for you,’ said Sergeant Manning, intercepting a glass of raki.

‘Give over,’ said Sweeney.

‘No. I’ll drink yours, rat bag.’

‘Look at Terry Mayo,’ said Ryder.

Valentine looked. Private Mayo was seated close to the German, regarding him as a child might have done upon being confronted by an exotic creature only seen before in a picture book. But Valentine was distracted. He was thinking about the German officers they’d killed.

‘One captured, one wounded, and three killed,’ he said.

‘Things never go to plan,’ Ryder reminded him.

Valentine did not answer. He was looking at Lustgarten. Their captive was deep in thought. Not even the offer of food and drink could distract him.

‘Go on,’ said Mayo to the German. ‘Take it.’

‘Leave the silly sod alone,’ said Manning.

‘The Professor is a vegetarian,’ explained Valentine, getting to his feet. ‘He doesn’t eat meat, or yoghurt.’

‘And him a big fella,’ said Mayo. ‘How long have you been a vegetarian, Professor? Six foot six, you say?’

When Valentine joined in the laughter, Lustgarten looked sharply at him. ‘They mock me?’ he asked in German.

‘You should hear them mock Hitler. It was not meant maliciously,’ Valentine explained. ‘Only in fun.’

‘Fun? You find the situation funny?’

‘Not particularly.’

‘You are as much a prisoner on this island as I am, Captain. But perhaps your men are too stupid to realise.’

‘You assume that our plan is to leave by sea,’ said Valentine, spying Archie Muir approach. ‘Excuse me for a moment, won’t you?’

Valentine went and spoke privately with Muir. ‘Well?’

‘Tomorrow, at dawn,’ confirmed Archie.

Triumphant, Valentine returned to Lustgarten and the men. Raising his voice, he said, ‘The South African Air Force will be here at first light to collect us.’ The men cheered in delight. ‘You see, Professor? Everything is in hand.’

‘Do you really think so?’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Ryder.

‘Even now, the alarm has been raised on Crete. In a few hours, the German Army will arrive on Panos in force. Do not persevere in your foolishness, gentlemen. Captain Valentine, give me your pistol. I shall accept your surrender.’

‘What a nerve,’ said Archie Muir, amused. ‘You are the prisoner, sir, not us.’

‘Yes,’ said Lustgarten, vociferously. He pointed a finger at Archie. ‘I remember you. Your name is Muir, you are the son of the archaeologist. Just as you, Valentine, are the nephew of the spymaster, Sir Wyvern. You think you have pulled off a coup? You think that this hussars’ exploit has succeeded? I beg to differ.’

‘How so?’ asked Valentine. ‘Do you mean it is a low trick?’

‘It is a low trick, but allow me to inform you nevertheless, Captain, that those persons behind this scandalous affair have themselves been tricked.’

‘Oh, come on,’ exclaimed Muir. ‘You mean to say you still believe the bait is genuine?’

‘It is genuine!’ cried the German. ‘It is not bait! Odin’s Text exists! This island is the remains of Atlantis!’

The three British officers exchanged glances.

‘He’s off his rocker,’ muttered Archie Muir.

‘Don’t be so sure,’ said Ryder, thoughtfully.

Muir regarded him sceptically. ‘What utter rot.’

Valentine addressed Lustgarten politely. ‘Why do you say that, Professor?’

‘I know,’ pronounced the German.

‘By some process not vouchsafed to the herd?’

‘Precisely, Captain. That is correct.’

Lustgarten looked as though he considered the matter settled. He stood and leaned over the basin reverently, scooped up water in the palm of a hand and drank. Valentine watched him, thinking, he is a strange combination the Professor, of power and weakness, of erudition and delusion. Then the German appeared to cock his head, as though hearing something. Expectantly, he looked into the depths of the cave. Valentine followed his gaze but saw nothing except dark shadows and rocks that glittered metallic green.

‘Hauptmann Valentine,’ said Lustgarten in German. ‘I should like to speak with you, alone.’

‘As you wish.’




They walked outside the cave, and Valentine allowed the German to take the lead, following him as they wandered amongst the brown rocks and the bushes. It was bright and hot, and there was birdsong. Behind the shepherd’s hut, circular, domed, and built from stone, was Archie Muir’s wireless set standing on a rickety wooden table, a nearby tree festooned with its aerial. Valentine saw that Kalamos and his rascally fighters watched the German intently. Johnny Ryder was watching as well.

‘Yes, I remember you very well,’ Lustgarten began, evenly. ‘I had high hopes for you. This, I remember thinking to myself, this is a young man of genius. He will go far, become a great writer and stride upon the European stage.’

They were nearing the shepherd’s hut. Valentine steered the German towards the entrance.

‘It is too hot in the sun,’ he said. ‘Let’s sit in the shade. I’ve something I want to say to you.’

‘What?’ asked Lustgarten. ‘More of your tricks?’

‘No, Professor, no more tricks. I want you to tell me everything. If you lie to me or hold back, I shall know, and I’ll hand you over to Kalamos and his andartes. They won’t cut your throat immediately. No, first they tell me they will cut off your genitals and stuff them in your mouth.’

Lustgarten was shocked. ‘But you have your orders,’ he objected. ‘You are to deliver me to Cairo.’

‘It’s true what I told you - I’m not really a soldier. I don’t care for the Army. Like all organisations, it depersonalises. I’m an individual, wilful, and so long as you’re on this island I can do what I want with you. Once the authorities have you, I’ll never see you again.’

‘Then you do not want me dead.’

‘I thought I didn’t. I flatter myself that I can control my emotions, but it isn’t true. Seeing you again has made me angry, it has rekindled old feelings, feelings I thought I’d mastered, but evidently haven’t.’

Valentine could see that his stratagem had had the desired effect. Lustgarten was frightened.

He said, ‘But you are an English officer . . .’ Valentine made as if to call to Kalamos. ‘No!’ said Lustgarten, reaching out a hand.

Valentine looked at him sharply. ‘If you lie to me . . .’

Lustgarten let out a long sigh. ‘Why should I lie?’ he asked with sincerity. ‘I have nothing to be ashamed of.’

‘All right,’ said Valentine. He signalled to Ryder that all was well, and took the forged letter from the top pocket. ‘I met Winston Churchill in Cairo the other day,’ he explained. ‘He asked me to give you this.’

Lustgarten looked at him suspiciously before taking the letter and unfolding it. What Lustgarten learned as he read appeared to have the effect Valentine had intended. Lustgarten paused, looked up and smiled in condescension at Valentine, before paraphrasing the letter in its entirety:

‘Upon safe arrival in Egypt, I, Oberfuehrer Professor Dr Siegmund Lustgarten, am to be provided with a laboratory in order that I may continue my vital work into the Odinic Force, the all-pervading cosmic energy not subject to the mechanical laws of nature. A fund of £100,000 will be placed at my disposal. I will be sole director of research and no one at all may interfere with my work.’

‘Shall we?’ said Valentine, opening a hand.

‘Thank you, yes.’




Lustgarten was so tall that he had to stoop to enter the shepherd’s hut. He looked around, saw the lambing chair, and immediately went and sat in it. Valentine regarded him closely. It was remarkable. The Professor already appeared to have recovered his poise. He might almost have been about to begin a seminar with a doctoral student. There was a slight smile on the lips, and the eyes were bright. Once again, Valentine was aware of Lustgarten as a man of power. But the recognition did not perturb him. He felt equal to what lay ahead. It was a matter of suspending judgement, of withholding assent. Straight away, Lustgarten went to the heart of the matter.

‘Clarissa Wyvern,’ he said. ‘That is really why you are here.’

‘Yes. Tell me about Clarissa.’

‘Very well. You remember Sir Edward Wyvern on the imagination?’ Lustgarten began. ‘What is it? God preordained in such a way that fantasy is hidden in two persons, the imagination in one of them being adapted to the imagination in the other, the imagination of man being adapted to that of woman, and vice versa? For man has only a half imagination but has a whole one together with woman. That is the starting point.’

‘Sexual magic, you mean?’

‘Sexual alchemy,’ Lustgarten corrected him. ‘The union of male and female. Sir Edward again: Our bodily Gold is as if dead before it is united with its bride. Only then does the inner secret Sulphur develop. In thee is hidden all the dreadful and the wonderful mystery.’

‘Yes,’ said Valentine, ‘that describes Clarissa all right.’

‘Your cousin was indeed special, the embodiment, one might say, of the Eternal Feminine. When Baron Andrea met her, he hurried to see me.’

‘You mean you were working together?’

‘But surely you knew that, James?’

‘I was naïve,’ said Valentine, dissembling. ‘So that was why he invited me to the talk he gave that Sunday evening.’

But the Professor hadn’t heard him. Lustgarten was gesturing with a hand and staring into the middle distance, as though remembering.

‘The Incombustible Sulphur,’ he said, slowly drawing out the words.

It was a moment before Val discerned their meaning. ‘One must not ejaculate.’

‘Precisely. The Operation is fraught with danger unless one has steel within.’

‘What went wrong?’

Again, Lustgarten did not appear to hear. He said, ‘I was seated on the bench in the changing room beside the pool. She straddled me. You understand the symbolism? The male is the pole, immobile, unchanging; the female is in motion, energetic, ever changeable. I had schooled her in certain esoteric practices. She foolishly believed that by taking part in the ritual she would enchant Adolf Hitler, cause him to fall in love with her, thereby cementing an alliance between Germany and England that would prevent a second war.’

‘But you had a different motive,’ Valentine suggested.

‘Of course. Her imagination was in no way superior to mine. It was child’s play to dominate and redirect it.’

‘To what end?’

‘Oh, I had my own reasons for wanting to influence Hitler.’

‘To influence him how?’

‘I could control him,’ said Lustgarten, simply. ‘Do you understand? By the use of certain esoteric means, I controlled Adolf Hitler. I control him still.’

Lustgarten looked at Valentine. It was an open expression, one that spoke of candour. Valentine nodded in acknowledgement, as though accepting Lustgarten at his word, without judgement.

‘Yes,’ said Lustgarten, quietly. ‘I created Hitler, you see. Hitler is my creation, mine. When I met him, he was nothing. No, that is not exactly the truth. If it were, then I could have done nothing with him. He was a man of potential. I showed him the way, put him on the path to greatness. Of course, the Myth of Hitler tells us that the Greatest Field Marshall of All Time created himself, that no one taught him how to become great, that he was born a genius. Nonsense. If only he had not gone along with it, he would be greater still . . .’

Lustgarten looked suddenly at Valentine, a smile on his face. ‘You know what it is to be great, James,’ he said with feeling. ‘We men of genius, it is as though we belong to a different race.’

Valentine ignored the flattery. He said, ‘How did you meet him? Was it after the war?’

‘No, he was a patient at my clinic. According to the official story, Hitler was gas blind. False: he was suffering from hysteria, hysterical blindness. Not a trait with which the German Messiah can ever be associated.’

‘Perhaps not in Germany. In England, Hitler is indeed seen as an hysteric.’

Lustgarten scowled briefly. ‘Well, I cured him of it. I convinced him that he was the man chosen by God to lead Germany out of the abyss. That was just the beginning. I schooled him, moulded his mind. I gave him books to read, and I saw to it that he understood what he had read. I introduced him to influential people, directed him in the beginning of his political career. We grew close, as close as two men can be. I would go so far as to say that he loved me.’

‘Did you love him?’

‘In a way. The way a father loves a son, or a tutor his favourite pupil. In the beginning it was wonderful. But by November 1923, I had washed my hands of him.’

‘The Beer Hall Putsch?’

‘Politics,’ said Lustgarten. ‘A filthy business. I knew it would end badly. As the Party grew, Hitler came more and more under the influence of others. I knew it would happen. Also, Hitler grew as well, of course. He wanted to make his own decisions, came to resent my advice. I said repeatedly that the Putsch would be a gigantic failure. I told him he would either end up shot dead or in prison. Unfortunately, it was the latter. Yes, perhaps it would have been better if his career had ended in ignominy in 1923.’

‘But you still had means of exerting control over him, magical means?’

‘Yes, but I turned to far more important matters, my scientific research. Hitler was sentenced to five years in Landsberg Prison. It was a relief. My involvement with him and with politics had become uncongenial to me. It was almost as if I had been poisoned by it. Yes, I was delighted to escape into the impersonal. My research into the mysteries of the life force was the perfect tonic. Within a few weeks, I no longer gave Hitler a thought, and when I did inadvertently recall him, it was with absolute indifference.’

‘But he only served nine months.’

‘Correct. As soon as he was released, he immediately came to me and presented me with the manuscript of his book, which he had written in jail. I read it and made some suggestions about improvements, but my heart wasn’t in it. You see, I was already making great strides in my research. Compared to this, Hitler was irrelevant.’

‘That I can understand.’

Again, it was as though Lustgarten had not heard him. He continued talking as though Valentine wasn’t there. It was a compulsion, this talking, thought Val, pleased by the insight: a compulsion the German could not resist.

‘I published my first paper on Odinic energy in January 1925. It was received respectfully by the scientific community. In the summer, I established my Siegmund Lustgarten Society. Our first publication was my refutation of Knecht’s theories about orgastic potency. Soon after, I met Knecht at a psychological conference in Vienna. When I told him he was the founder of a genital utopia he was so angry he was unable to speak. The fact that I was telling the truth did not matter to him. Soon after, he suffered a nervous breakdown, which he blamed on me. I became his obsession. He developed persecution mania and paranoia, made the break with Freud, and joined the Communist Party instead. Yes, it was in 1928 that I realised he was trying to find out about my research. One of his comrades approached an assistant of mine and quizzed him about Odinic energy. I was unperturbed. I had nothing to hide. By then, I’d published at least twenty papers on the subject.’

Valentine had been observing Lustgarten closely as he spoke. He had the idea that it was Lustgarten who had been paranoid and obsessed by Leon Knecht, not the other way around. Lustgarten was labouring under a delusion, thought Val. He decided to challenge him.

‘I remember my father speaking about your research,’ he said. ‘Or rather, about the reception your ideas received.’

‘Yes,’ said Lustgarten, magnanimously. ‘The scientific community is conservative by nature; it does not appreciate great breakthroughs. The history of science shows us this, so it was not unexpected. I took the sensible course, addressing objections raised in a systematic manner, and gradually I won over the doubters. But of course, there were a few hotheads like Knecht for whom my findings were abhorrent. Jews, communists, materialists, all kinds of riff raff - I was anathema to them. Here was I, Siegmund Lustgarten, with proof of metaphysical reality while they were promoting an outdated mechanistic materialism. Naturally, they hated me.’ He smiled genially. ‘But what were they to Siegmund Lustgarten? As mosquitos to the elephant.’

‘From what my father told me, this is untrue, Professor.’

Lustgarten responded with equanimity. ‘I have a temper,’ he admitted. ‘It can be trying to have one’s research, research of the highest order, ridiculed by politically obsessed idiots.’

‘Did you kill Clarissa in a fit of temper?’ asked Val.

For the first time, Lustgarten appeared downcast. He growled in the back of his throat, and for several seconds did not respond.

‘To ride the tiger,’ he said, eventually. ‘Have you heard the expression?’

‘Yes. I think Andrea used it, about the man of tradition in relation to modernity.’

‘Yes, he would have done. The expression comes from Aryan India. If one can ride the tiger long enough, it tires, and one remains unharmed. An analogous idea is to walk barefoot along the razor edge of a sword, but one slip and you are sliced to pieces. That is what happened. The tiger bit me, the sword slashed me.’

‘And Clarissa,’ said Val, calmly, ‘what happened to her?’

Lustgarten took a deep breath, hesitating. It was obviously costing him an effort to tell the story. When he spoke again his voice was constricted.

‘The power she released was astonishing. I could not resist it. I was losing control. Already, she had placed my hands around her throat. As I felt the orgasmic crisis approach, I thought it would kill us both. I tried to stop her, but it was impossible. I knew that if I ejaculated, all was lost. I tightened my grip, hoping to make her lose consciousness, but I used too much pressure and killed her.’ He paused, and Valentine heard him swallow. ‘It was not my intention. Believe me when I say that.’

‘All right, I believe you. What happened next? Did you have her cremated?’

Lustgarten glanced at him curiously for a moment before continuing:

‘No, I saw to that myself. It seemed entirely fitting. There is an esoteric saying from ancient Egypt: A woman’s body burns like fire. And, my God, how Clarissa’s had! I assure you that the cremation was conducted with all due reverence.’

Valentine nodded before saying, ‘You lied when we spoke on the telephone the following day.’

‘Did I?’ said Lustgarten, sharply. ‘You must realise that the Gestapo thought she was a spy, and that you were too.’

‘But she was a member of the British Union of Fascists, a close friend of its leader, Mosley.’

‘Yes, but you forget her family name. It was self-evident that her father, Sir Wyvern of the Secret Service, had sent her to Germany to spy on the Fuehrer. And here was I, the man who had created Hitler. What was I supposed to do?’

‘What did you do?’

Lustgarten frowned. ‘As soon as Himmler found out what had happened, he immediately told Hitler. The cover-up began.’

Valentine said nothing. He felt empty inside. Not sad or upset, not angry or vengeful - empty. His mind was clear. Baron Andrea had offered him ideas, something he could never refuse. He did not feel guilty. He could not have saved her.

‘Once the ashes were cold,’ said Lustgarten, gravely, ‘I raked them into the urn myself. Then I performed a small ceremony amongst the trees, and buried them there in the clean earth.’ He paused, and Val saw him lay a hand on his chest, breathing rapidly.

‘Go on.’

‘I cannot.’

‘You must.’

Lustgarten looked at him in apprehension, and when he continued, it was with a gasp:

‘I knew that this was not the end. It was as though I had become a character in a gothic romance.’ Lustgarten paused as though overcome. Valentine stared at him, willing him to speak. Eventually, Lustgarten continued, stammering out the words: ‘I, I had lost the principle of my supernatural manhood. I became subject to the power of the goddess. You see, she was not dead.’ Lustgarten moaned plaintively. ‘She continued to act upon me in a subtle form, as a kind of bewitching or fascination.’ Tears ran down Lustgarten’s face. ‘Precisely what she had intended to do to Hitler.’

‘You mean that for you she had turned into a succubus?’

‘Yes,’ Lustgarten managed to say, wiping away the tears. ‘Can you imagine my horror? She took complete possession of my senses. You know how attractive to men she was in life. Well, in death her power increased a thousand-fold. I was tormented by desire for her! She never left my side day or night. It was like a continual maddening thirst. Whatever I tried to rid myself of it, the thirst turned myself against me. It was as though she were growing inside me! The Sucking One, yes, sucking the life out of me, even to my very manhood.’

Red faced, Lustgarten stifled a cry. Valentine observed his own reaction. It was two-fold. Part of him was glad, but there was also a large measure of sympathy.

‘How did you escape from her?’

‘Oh, I didn’t. It was a matter of not giving in, of not breaking down. I retreated into myself and tried to concentrate my mind on my research. To some extent I was successful, but again it was like riding the tiger. Time after time, I was thrown from its back and devoured. But what could I do, apart from climb back on again? In a strange way, the longer this went on the stronger I became. I found reserves of energy and of will that I had never suspected. Weeks, then months went by, and one day when I awoke from a troubled sleep, I found her gone.’ Lustgarten bowed his head. He appeared suddenly tired, as though the confession had exhausted him. ‘Do you believe what I have told you?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ said Valentine.

‘I am relieved.’

It wasn’t entirely true. Valentine did not believe Baron Andrea had been in cahoots with Lustgarten. Quite the contrary.

‘I am comfortable here,’ said the Professor, looking round nervously. ‘This chair reminds me of my Accumulator. I don’t want to go back to the cave.’

‘All right, you can stay. But don’t worry, I won’t let Kalamos harm you.’

Lustgarten’s head twitched. ‘No, you are a good boy,’ he said.

Valentine looked at him, puzzled. It was a strange thing to say, given the circumstances. Again, Lustgarten twitched violently.

‘Are you all right?’

‘Can’t you hear it?’ asked Lustgarten, desperately.

‘What?’

‘The voice. The voice from the cave.’

‘What kind of voice?’

‘Erda!’ cried Lustgarten, falling out of the chair. He writhed on the ground, crying, ‘I have given up the accursed ring! Can’t you leave me in peace?’

There was movement outside. Val guessed it was Ryder.

‘Johnny,’ he called. ‘Come in here a moment, would you?’

Then he went to Lustgarten’s aid. The Professor appeared to be having a fit. Val wondered if he was shamming. When Johnny came in, Val said, ‘Grab his legs.’

‘Blimey, what happened?’

Val didn’t answer. The Professor was foaming at the mouth and his body was violently trembling. Strange gargling noises came from his throat, and he kept snarling and biting as though warding off an attacker. For the first time since the encounter began, Valentine felt disturbed. Lustgarten had gone mad. What was the use of taking him to Cairo now?

Eventually, when the fit had subsided, the two Englishmen helped the German into the chair. He appeared exhausted.

‘Let him sleep,’ said Valentine, adding quietly, ‘He was ranting about Erda.’

‘The Earth Goddess?’

‘Goddess of Fate.’

‘Destinies pronounced,’ said Ryder, looking at the Professor.

Val turned to go, and Lustgarten reached out and caught him weakly by the sleeve.

‘I have the last laugh,’ he muttered. ‘On Peregrine Muir and your uncle, I have the last laugh.’

‘How so?’

‘On the flight here to Atlantis,’ explained the German, ‘I deciphered the contents of the Odin’s Text.’

‘Without ever laying eyes on it?’

‘It is all in here,’ explained Lustgarten, tapping himself on the forehead. ‘The process by which I am to deify myself was already contained within me.’ He smiled triumphantly. ‘You have failed.’








  
  
  CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

  
  







From the tower of the fort, the gendarme watched what was happening in the town square below.

He had convinced himself that nothing could be done to stop the action, that nothing he could say or do would prevent it, that it would be pointless to try. But if he could not stop the massacre, he could at least document it. He opened the bag, took out the camera, and in the shadow offered by the castellations, loaded the film that the dead SS adjutant had given him. Once this was accomplished, and feeling resolute and nervous, Jost positioned himself, ready to take photographs that in due course he would present to Colonel Witt.

In the town square, the men of the police battalion paraded. Their leader, whose name was Holz, was preparing to address them, flanked by two NCOs. It was very hot and the breeze off the sea did little to cool the air. In the distance, Jost could see fishing boats.

‘Attention!’ ordered the officer.

Slovenly, that was Jost’s opinion. Look at them. But what could you expect? The Orpo was last in line. The Infantry and the Waffen-SS got the pick, the Luftwaffe and Submarines also. What was left after the Artillery, Pioneers, and Signals had taken their share was not much use to anyone. Some of them looked as though they were the wrong side of forty. Presumably family men. Jost frowned. It was dreadful. How could you do this to people, to women and children exactly like your own kin at home?

Holz began to speak, his clear voice amplified by the buildings and the flagstones, so that Jost could hear every word he said.

‘A senior German officer has been abducted,’ he began. ‘British raiders landed from a submarine, and with the help of Cretan bandits, laid an ambush less than two kilometres from here. Three German officers died in this cowardly attack, and another was wounded.’

Captain von Quetzow. He’d taken morphine and now lay drugged on his bed. Jost despaired. Useless.

‘However, the submarine was sunk, and the British have no way of leaving the island. They are trapped. Sturmbannfuehrer Kahn has decided that hostages will be taken. If the British do not release the German officer, then the hostages will be shot. They have until sundown to comply.’

Jost focused on the parade below and took a photograph. He half expected Captain Holz to make a speech about how German women and children were being killed in English terror-raids, about how the men must remember this if the time came to shoot unarmed civilians. But Holz did not. Perhaps, thought Jost, there had once been a time when he had made such speeches, but that now such sentiment was redundant.

‘The town is small,’ Holz was saying. ‘There are fewer than one hundred inhabitants. Most of the men are out fishing. You know what to do. Begin at the outer, move into the inner. Hostages are to be confined to the church. Don’t let them know we’re coming.’

‘Sir,’ said Holz’s senior NCO. ‘Parade, at ease. Ten men to form the perimeter. Begin the sweep as soon as they are in position. Move them into the square first, then we’ll get them into the church.’

Jost watched as the police began to sort themselves out. Again, there was a lack of discipline. One man dropped his rifle, another went and dipped his cap in the fountain, drank from it and put it dripping on his head, while others lit cigarettes. Then Jost saw Eleni with Holz. They were speaking together outside the little tavern. The woman’s hand was at her throat, the other was being gripped by Captain Holz. It was a little while before the woman calmed down. She followed Holz inside the tavern.

Greeks appeared. At first, there was little in the way of commotion. Perhaps the populace had been lied to, perhaps they did not expect to be taken hostage, Jost did not know. But when it became obvious that everyone was being rounded up, including the elderly, infants, and the infirm, then the clamour began to rise. Jost could hear children crying, old women weeping, parents arguing about what to do. The German police who had begun the action using the minimum of force now became rather more brutal, using their rifle butts to hurry the recalcitrant into the square. The Greeks gathered near the fountain.

The translator reappeared with Captain Holz. She was distraught, pleading with him. Jost was feeling emotional. His lip trembled. What a terrible business.

And then he saw its architect. The SS officer – if one could call him that – named Kahn. He emerged from the dark shadows cast by the church, his iron-shod boots ringing on the worn flagstones. He came to a stop, and took his time lighting a cigarette. A Greek cried out, then others joined in. They were looking towards the entrance to the church. A few seconds later, Jost saw what they had already seen: the priest.

He was being supported on either side by German police. Jost got into place to take a picture. The priest was having difficulty walking, his feet were dragging on the flagstones, and it seemed that he had been badly beaten. The Greeks were crying and shouting out, some crossing themselves, others waving their fists at the German police who had them penned in.

‘No!’ shouted Eleni in German. ‘You must not! Let Father go!’

The bulls threw the priest down in front of the Sturmbannfuehrer whose cigarette by now needed its ash flicked. Kahn did so, on the head of the priest. Jost waited apprehensively. The SS officer was in no hurry. A hush came over the townsfolk. Kahn unfastened the leather holster on his belt. A woman knelt, begging the Germans. A man pointed, cursing. The priest was trying to lift himself up. Kahn took out his pistol, and, accompanied by a chorus of revulsion, shot the priest once, twice in the head.

Jost took two pictures as well. The first he thought had probably been ruined by shaking hands. For the second, he clamped his elbows firmly in place against the stonework, before stepping back, away from the terrible scene.

‘Swine,’ he said, his voice shuddering.




‘All right,’ shouted Genghis Kahn, annoyed by the clamour, ‘get them inside that church. What are you waiting for, you idle bastards? Clear the square!’

As the bulls began to follow the order, Kahn made the pistol safe and holstered it. ‘Not her,’ he said to Captain Holz.

Holz grabbed the translator’s arm, preventing her from joining her countrymen. Kahn signalled that Holz should bring her to him. He did so. Leering, Kahn looked her over.

‘They tell me you speak English,’ he began. Then, when he saw that she was labouring under the delusion that he could be swayed, said, ‘It won’t work, sweetie, so save your breath. Listen to me. If you want to help them, then do as I tell you. Go to the English. Shut up and listen to me, you stupid bitch. Go to the English and tell them that if Lustgarten – that’s the German officer – isn’t returned safe and sound by sundown then I will massacre every man, woman and child in this town. Stop wailing, darling, and dry your eyes. You’ve only got a few hours, so make best use of them. Go on. Tell them Kahn sent you.’




As soon as Andros saw Dr Spiros approaching the top of the climb, he knew who it was, and hurried to meet him. Ever since the two Germans transports had landed, Andros’s sharp eyes had been trained on the island below. He was agitated and felt almost sick with anticipation.

‘What a surprise, sir, and a pleasure,’ he said. ‘I mean, you remember me, don’t you? I was acting for my father, in the matter of the sale of the yacht.’

Dr Spiros regarded the youngster closely. He did not look surprised by the unexpected encounter. Rather, his expression was one Andros well remembered – the searching gaze which seemed to take the measure of you. It had always made him nervous, this gaze, and he was glad when Spiros nodded warmly.

‘I bring news, young Androutsos,’ said Dr Spiros. ‘Where is the German?’

‘In the shepherd hut,’ said the young Greek.

Immediately, Dr Spiros set off. Andros hurried after him. They hadn’t gone far when Kapitan Kalamos appeared, a look of displeasure on his hawkish face.

‘Spiros,’ he called. ‘It is always an ill omen when you dog my steps.’

Dr Spiros turned to look but kept walking towards the hut, his expression blank. Kalamos stalked after them, some of his men following behind.

‘I know you, Spiros,’ he said, his dark eyes as sharp as a falcon’s. ‘You claim to be a man of peace, but I knew you when you were a man of war.’ He addressed his men. ‘I was a boy, my father’s right hand. Spiros came to Crete to fight with us against the Turk. He was not a success. The Turks shot him before we could find out if he had the makings of a warrior or not.’

Spiros turned to look at Kalamos, by now only a short distance from the hut. Sergeant Manning appeared from behind the curved stone wall, tommy gun tucked under one arm.

‘Giorgi,’ said Dr Spiros to the Kapitan, as though speaking to a naughty child, ‘your father was the descendent of pirates and murderers, and so it is fitting that he was murdered in his turn by the Turk. The question I ask myself is whether you have developed any since the last time we met. Are you still nothing more than a rapist and a killer, or is there a part of you that is akin to a normal man?’

‘Bastard!’ cried Kalamos, drawing the ivory-handled dagger and holding it aloft.

Andros’s heart thrilled at the unexpected drama. Here was his own torment being played out before him. I am part spirit, part flesh. Part of me yearns for goodness and for God, but the lower part wants to fuck and to butcher!

‘I have come to take the German,’ Dr Spiros explained. ‘Put away your knife, imbecile, you aren’t going to use it.’

In exasperation, Kalamos lowered the dagger. ‘What did you say? The German is going to Cairo with the English.’

‘Not anymore. He is coming with me.’

And with that, Spiros continued towards the hut. As he did so, Andros saw Val and Johnny appear behind Manning.

‘Why is that?’ asked Valentine, after Andros had translated.

‘The Germans have taken hostages,’ explained Spiros, looking keenly at the leader of the English raiders. ‘They will execute one hundred persons if the German general is not returned.’

‘Is there a deadline?’

‘Nightfall.’

‘You’re a doctor, aren’t you?’

‘Is the German ill?’

‘You’d better have a look at him.’

Andros hurried to catch up. As he reached the entrance to the hut, he saw that Valentine and Spiros were standing either side of the German general who was seated slumped in the lambing chair. Spiros lifted the prisoner’s wrist, feeling for the pulse.

‘We will have to take him down by donkey,’ said Spiros, eventually.

‘Now hold on,’ said Ryder.

‘That’s right,’ said Sergeant Manning. ‘He’s not going any-fucking-where.’

Again, Andros was passionately moved. So what if a hundred people died? How often had he wanted to scream at stupid peasants, ‘I will kill you all!’? It was as well that he was unarmed. If he’d had a knife, he might have burst into the hut and stabbed the German over and over until he was dead! Manning and some of the soldiers who were gathered around the door continued to raise their voices.

‘No way.’

‘How many of our lads died on that sub?’

‘That’s right. They died for him, that Nazi swine in there.’

‘No way are we giving him up.’

Valentine came out of the hut. His expression was calm. He raised a hand for silence.

‘I’ve made up my mind. The German goes with the Greek doctor. We didn’t come here to provoke a massacre.’

‘No,’ shouted Sergeant Manning.

‘Bloody hell, boss.’

‘You’re not serious?’

Valentine said, ‘All right. If you don’t care about dead Greeks, think about it a different way. Professor Lustgarten has gone mad. He’s insane, and I doubt that he will ever be sane again. The reason we were sent here was to bring him back for interrogation. There’s no point in interrogating him now, is there? He’s lost his mind.’

‘He’s having you on,’ said Sergeant Manning.

‘I think otherwise,’ said Valentine. ‘From speaking to him, I can tell that this hasn’t happened suddenly. I knew him in Germany. Even then there was something not quite right about him. He is not shamming. He’s mad, and of no use to us.’

The soldiers were disappointed, but they knew that Valentine was speaking the truth. Andros felt deflated, and ashamed of his blood lust moments before. He didn’t want to be the cause of a massacre. What had he been thinking? Those were his own compatriots down there. He ducked inside the hut. Even the mad man deserved his compassion.

Spiros appeared to be speaking in German to the prisoner. He was bending over him, talking quietly in his ear. Andros could just about pick up what was being said.

‘But I don’t want to go.’

‘You must,’ said Spiros. ‘Your people want you back.’

‘But you don’t understand. He is going to kill me.’

‘Who is going to kill you?’

‘I heard the aircraft. He is here.’

‘Who is here?’

‘Genghis Kahn.’

‘Genghis Khan?’

‘Yes, Hitler has sent Genghis Kahn to kill me. He has forsaken me. Hitler, I loved him once.’

The German was in tears, his voice as pathetic as a small child’s. Moved, Andros turned away. As he did so, Lustgarten burst out of the chair, knocked Spiros aside and bolted for the door. Andros grabbed him but the huge German barely slowed down. He was half out of the hut when the soldiers blocked his escape. Lustgarten raved and raged and tried to throw them off. In the end, Sergeant Manning felled him with a vicious blow to the jaw.

Watched by an impassive Spiros, they dragged him back to the chair, and Valentine ordered that he be handcuffed and tied to the chair. Once that was completed, everyone left the prisoner alone in the hut. Cigarettes were shared and raki passed from hand to hand. From time to time, they could hear the German raging inside, but they ignored it.

‘Will you be able to manage him?’ Valentine asked Spiros.

‘If I tie him to the donkey, it will be all right. I will send someone to fetch it, and also take word to the Germans that the prisoner is being returned.’

‘How many Germans landed?’

‘Two dozen, I think, perhaps more. They are SS police, killers. I should thank you. I was worried you would say no, and that I would have to argue for the lives of the people.’

‘I hate killing,’ Valentine explained.

‘And yet you are a soldier.’

‘If a rabid dog is attacking you, only an idiot would let it.’

Dr Spiros sighed, lowering his gaze. ‘Reciprocal destruction,’ he said, sadly.

‘I detest it.’

‘At least that is something. Well, I thank you again. Now I must send word.’

‘I’ll go with you,’ said Andros. ‘If that’s all right, Val?’

‘Don’t get caught,’ said Valentine, pointedly.

He’s a wise one, thought Andros. He knows I am torn. Dr Spiros pushed his way between the andartes who were blocking the path. Andros followed him.

‘What are you, boy?’ Kalamos demanded. ‘Have you decided yet if you are a Greek or an Englishman?’




Inside the hut, Professor Lustgarten experienced the familiar burning sensation in his diaphragm. The Accumulator was transforming his rage into great power. He remembered splitting the table asunder, and the time he projected his veridical self to terrify the interloper. Now he would do it again, only this time he would kill his tormentor!




The lads were getting tipsy. Valentine let them. The doctor would take the Professor to the Germans. We will make our way down to the airfield as soon as it is dark. There might be some fighting. If there was, Val was sure that he and the men were up to it. They still had a trick up their sleeve: the Germans would not expect an aircraft, they’d be looking out to sea. Yes, it was still possible for them to get home without loss. Apart from Lustgarten of course, but it was as if he were dead already. He had gone mad.

It was Johnny Ryder who smelt it first.

‘Val,’ he said.

‘Mmm?’

‘What’s that?’ asked Johnny. ‘They’re not roasting another goat.’

Now Valentine smelt it, and realised the scent of cooking meat was coming from inside the stone hut. Confused, he went and threw open the door. What he saw astonished him. Professor Siegmund Lustgarten was on fire. He was tied to the lambing chair and his chest was a mass of flames, his head thrown back and his mouth open in a rictus of pain. He was alive, but he wasn’t making a sound. His innards were on fire and there was the crackling of the flames and the smell of roasting meat, but the Professor made no complaint.

Valentine stood there dumbfounded, and it was Ryder who pushed him aside, grabbed a blanket and smothered the burning man.







  EPILOGUE






‘Spontaneous human combustion,’ said Peregrine Muir. ‘There’s Rolli’s famous account of the Countess Zangheri Bandi, but I would never have believed it if you hadn’t witnessed it first-hand.’

‘I’m still not sure I believe it.’

‘You think that it was Lustgarten who caused this Kahn to die from a heart attack?’

‘I don’t know. That’s what the Professor claimed before he died. And then there’s what the police officer Jost told me.’

They’d captured the gendarme at the airfield after the skirmish. It was a one-sided battle, the German patrol no match for Valentine’s raiders. He’d brought them all home as well, including Archie Muir, and every one of them unscathed, apart from himself. During the skirmish, a stray bullet had clipped his Achilles’ heel. Val thought the site of the wound somehow fitting, although he wasn’t quite sure why or what it meant, if anything.

‘But there was no massacre,’ said Muir, ‘even though you returned Lustgarten dead and burnt?’

‘No, Jost told me that the commandant of Panos resumed command.’

‘Von Quetzow, the man you wounded at the dig.’

‘Yes, he countermanded Kahn’s order and released all the prisoners. His men carried him out on a stretcher to the church where the Greeks had been locked in. Kahn went and confronted him before suddenly keeling over. Jost mentioned Kahn was high on amphetamine, so perhaps that was a cause.’

‘Talkative fellow, Jost.’

‘Yes, and I think I know why: the Shout.’

‘Shout?’

‘Of Pan.’

‘Really?’

‘We heard it too. I think the whole island did. Didn’t Archie mention it?’

‘I haven’t spoken to him yet.’

‘No, well perhaps he won’t mention it.’

‘Perhaps you’re right.’

Archie Muir had been unable to credit it, unlike Kalamos who had been beside himself with joy: Pan was not dead, he had not deserted his people!

‘Jost was unnerved by it. He told me he’d photographed the rounding up of the islanders, said he’d intended making an official report to his superior, Colonel Witt, at headquarters in Crete.’

‘A man of conscience,’ said Jock Muir, appreciatively.

‘Yes,’ said Val, thinking of Dr Spiros.

While Lustgarten’s partially cremated body was being secured to the donkey, the Greek had confided to him that Panos was not in fact the remnants of Atlantis, but the refuge of Atlanteans who had escaped the cataclysm.

‘How do I know this?’ Spiros asked, rhetorically. ‘By the attainment of a certain state of being, in which the three centres – intellectual, emotional, and physical – are in perfect harmony. Only those who have thus attained objective reason can access the thought-records of Atlantean adepts who had themselves attained objective reason.’

In this being-state of contemplation, Spiros claimed to have learned the secrets of an Atlantean research society, secrets relating to the purpose of human life . . . If true, thought James Valentine, it sounded immensely exciting.

‘Hello,’ called a familiar voice.

‘Johnny!’ said Valentine, turning in the wheelchair. ‘What took you so long?’

‘Ready for the off?’

‘If there’s nothing else?’ said Valentine to Jock Muir.

‘No, I don’t think so.’

‘I’ve organised a party,’ explained Ryder. ‘Everyone’s coming.’

‘I do hope you’re joking,’ said Valentine, severely.

Ryder assumed an innocent expression before bursting out laughing.

‘Thank God for that,’ said Val. ‘You had me worried for a moment. What I want is some peace and quiet in which to read this.’

‘What is it?’ asked Ryder, helping himself to grapes.

‘Uncle Harry’s manuscript,’ explained Val, standing up. ‘His biography of Sir Edward Wyvern.’

Peregrine Muir was about to hand him the walking stick, but Valentine shook his head.

‘No, thank you. I think I can manage.’
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