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Synopsis
January 1945, Lower Silesia. As the Red Army's winter offensive tears through the Eastern Front, SS-Obergruppenführer Hans Kammler oversees a secret Ahnenerbe program buried inside Project Riese — the Giant — at the unfinished tunnel workings of Sóboń, bored into the Owl Mountains around a rift that should not exist. Vril, the occult energy leaking through it, promises to remake ordinary soldiers into something beyond human. It also, with terrible reliability, destroys them.

A four-person Allied team — an SOE demolitions officer, his wireless operator, a Polish AK guide fighting to reclaim her own family's land, and a liaison desperate to learn his son's fate — infiltrates the site on what they are actually facing. What they find could change the war, if it does not consume everyone who touches it first.

As the front collapses and Kammler's own exposure to the vril — which has broken every other subject — has been quietly working on him too, both sides converge on the same reckoning: some doors, once opened, cannot be safely closed — only destroyed, at whatever cost that takes.
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  Prologue

The photograph had gone soft at one corner from sixty-five years of handling. The man studying it under a kitchen lamp in the Taunus hills held it up beside the small shaving mirror propped against the sugar bowl, the way he had held it up perhaps a thousand evenings before this one, and found, as he found every time he troubled to check, that the two faces matched in a way sixty-five years should never have permitted them to.

Same eyes. Same economy to the mouth, the restraint of a man who had learned, once, that the wrong word to the wrong ear cost considerably more than embarrassment.

Beside the photograph, upright in its own small brass stand, sat a sealed glass vessel that had not aged either — not in sixty-five years, and, so far as anyone still living could have told him, not for a great deal longer than that. He turned it once in the lamplight and felt the old, familiar tremor answer in his own hand, the same tremor that had arrived, decades before, in the same season the not-ageing had, and had never once, since, shown any sign of intending to leave him alone.

He did not know what it was keeping him for.

He set the vessel back in its stand, turned off the lamp, and sat a while in the dark of a house whose name would have meant nothing to the century’s few surviving files on the man he had once been — a man the record, closed long ago in another country entirely, had only ever managed to call inconclusive.

Far to the east, under a mountain that no longer had a throat, the valley he had once administered had gone back, across those same sixty-five years, to being simply a valley.
Arrival

The road into the Owl Mountains had not been built for cars, and the staff driver took its switchbacks with the resigned competence of a man who had made this drive too many times to pretend otherwise. Kammler sat in the back with a dispatch case across his knees and watched the pines go past, black against snow that had stopped being white sometime around Breslau and hadn’t been anything else since. Twice they passed columns of men on foot, guarded, moving the other direction, and twice Kammler noted the direction — away from the site, towards the rail spur — without troubling himself further about where they were bound. Manpower reallocation was not his portfolio. He had enough of his own.

Some kilometres before the site itself there had been a camp, low huts strung along a fenced perimeter within sight of the road, smoke rising thin and grey from stovepipes that could not have been keeping much of anything warm. Kammler had seen the designation on the logistics manifests without ever troubling to visit it in person — a subcamp of Gross-Rosen, one of dozens feeding labour to sites like this one across the region, its population a line item he approved the ration allocation for twice monthly and otherwise did not think about, in the same way a man did not think about the plumbing that kept a building functioning. He had seen worse. He had, in an earlier posting, seen men and women treated by men very much like himself as a category beneath consideration entirely, not workers to be rationed but material to be consumed, and something in him — not conscience exactly, he was careful with himself about the word, but a kind of professional fastidiousness — had found that earlier work distasteful in a way he had never quite been able to articulate in the reports he was required to file about it. This, at least, ran on volunteers and rations rather than on the presumption that the men doing the labour were expendable by category. It was a distinction that mattered to him more than he generally admitted, and less, he suspected, than it should have.

The valley opened without warning, the way these mountain roads always did, one bend revealing what the last dozen had concealed: a scar of raw earth and timber shoring cut into the flank of the ridge, gallery mouths dark as missing teeth, a rail line threading up from the valley floor to feed them. Anlage Sóboń — the mountain’s own old name, carried over unchanged rather than replaced with anything more properly administrative. The site office had wanted a fresh German designation assigned before the first shovel went in, the standard practice everywhere else in the region; the Ahnenerbe had overruled them, on Voss’s own written recommendation, on the grounds that a place answered to whatever the ground itself had always been called, and that renaming it was the kind of vandalism a serious historical institute declined to commit. Kammler had never found the argument persuasive. He had stopped, some months into the posting, finding it worth the energy to argue.

The car slowed at the checkpoint. A young Untersturmführer with a clipboard and the over-correct posture of someone who had memorised the inspection protocol without yet understanding why any of it mattered came to the window, saw the insignia, and straightened further, as if that were possible.

“Herr Obergruppenführer. We weren’t told the exact hour—”

“No one is ever told the exact hour,” Kammler said, not unkindly, and the man had the sense to simply nod and wave them through rather than construct an explanation nobody wanted.

Beyond the checkpoint the scale of the place declared itself properly. Kammler had read the engineering reports, had approved the labour allocations himself from a desk four hundred kilometres away, and still the reality of it — the sheer tonnage of rock moved, the gallery entrances receding up the slope in a ragged echelon, the cranes, the narrow-gauge track glistening with ice under work lights that stayed lit around the clock now that the days had shortened past usefulness — struck him with the particular satisfaction of a man watching a difficult sum resolve correctly. Behind the visible operation, further up where the rock face folded back on itself, a work detail moved crushed stone in handcarts along a duckboard path, guards at intervals, the detail’s collective posture communicating exhaustion more precisely than any report could have. Kammler watched them for the length of three handcarts and then did not watch them further. It was not that he failed to see it. He had seen a great deal in postings less comfortable than this one, work sites where the men in his charge existed in the paperwork as fractions — hours logged, calories allocated, replacement rates — because the science being done there had classified them as a resource with no meaningful difference from the raw stone. He had signed those allocations too, at a desk very like this one. He did not think about that often, and when he did, it was with the specific, contained relief of a man who has been transferred to marginally cleaner work.

These men, at least, would eventually go home. Or would have, before the front made the concept of home increasingly theoretical for everyone within a hundred kilometres of this ridge.

The excavation itself was into its second year, which by the standards of the region’s other secret works was neither remarkable nor especially fast — Kammler had seen the file on at least one comparable complex further north whose schedule had slipped so many times the engineers had stopped including projected completion dates in their reports at all, on the grounds that the number embarrassed everyone who had to read it. Sóboń had the advantage, if it could be called that, of a narrower brief. It was not manufacturing anything. It was extracting something, and the something in question did not care what quarter Berlin wanted it delivered in.

The car stopped at the administrative block, a squat concrete structure that had clearly been built second and reluctantly, after someone in Berlin had decided the whole operation needed a headquarters that looked less like what it was. Kammler stepped out into air cold enough to have a texture, took the dispatch case from the driver himself rather than wait for it to be handed to him, and went inside without checking to see whether anyone was watching him do either of these things. It was a habit from long before this posting: the appearance of competence mattered less to him than the fact of it, but he had learned that subordinates worked better for a superior who seemed entirely unconcerned with being observed doing his job correctly. It read as confidence. It was, mostly, simply preference.

Inside, a duty officer took his coat and informed him, with the particular blankness of a man delivering news he suspected would not be welcome, that Reichsführer Himmler’s office had transmitted twice in the last week requesting a progress assessment, and that the second transmission had used the word urgently, underlined.

“Twice,” Kammler repeated, mostly to himself, and set the dispatch case on the nearest table so he could read the transcripts standing up, the way he preferred to read anything that was likely to annoy him. RESULTS REQUIRED THIS QUARTER STOP RESOURCE COMMITMENT UNSUSTAINABLE WITHOUT DEMONSTRABLE PROGRESS STOP ADVISE SOONEST, the second one read, and beneath the cable-office bluntness of it Kammler could hear, as clearly as if the man had been in the room, the particular tone of a superior who had made promises upward that he now needed someone else to keep for him.

It was, predictably, the usual complaint dressed in the usual language — resources committed, results expected, the war situation lending everything an urgency that had very little to do with the actual physics of how quickly a bone could knit or a nervous system stabilise. Berlin wanted a weapon. Berlin had wanted a weapon for eight months, and would go on wanting one for as long as it took someone in a warmer office to notice that the front was now close enough to make the whole conversation academic. There was, Kammler thought, a particular kind of man who had built a career on the assumption that will alone could compress a timeline — that enough conviction, correctly directed, was itself a kind of engineering — and he had spent enough of the war watching that assumption fail against artillery tables and supply chains and the simple arithmetic of manpower to have lost whatever patience he might once have had for it. He did not say any of this in his replies. He had learned, early and permanently, that saying it changed nothing except how his own file read afterwards.

Kammler read both transmissions twice, folded them precisely along their existing creases, and set them back in the case. He did not feel the particular anxiety the tone was presumably meant to produce. He felt, if anything, a kind of professional irritation — the sensation of a man being hurried by someone who did not understand the work well enough to know that hurrying it changed nothing except the quality of the eventual failure.

He was still turning that thought over — how precisely to phrase a reply that acknowledged the pressure without promising anything the timeline couldn’t support — when Voss came through the outer door in a coat too thin for the weather, hatless, moving with the particular urgency of a man who had heard the car arrive and abandoned whatever he’d been doing to meet it.

“Herr Obergruppenführer. I hadn’t expected you until tomorrow.” Voss said it while already extending a hand, and Kammler took it, noting as he always did the faint electric quality to the man’s manner, an eagerness that sat oddly on a doctor of his age and standing. Anton Voss was, by every external measure, a serious man — Ahnenerbe credentials from before the credentials had become a formality handed out for loyalty rather than scholarship, a publication record Kammler had actually read rather than merely filed, a bearing that suggested someone who had once cared a great deal about being taken seriously. He had, Kammler understood, come to the organisation by way of prewar expedition work, some pre-war survey of sites the institute’s more esoteric circles had considered significant for reasons that had never been fully explained to Kammler and that he had never asked to have explained; there was a predecessor’s report somewhere in the site archive that Voss occasionally referenced with the particular reverence of a man quoting scripture, and Kammler had long since stopped pressing for specifics, on the reasonable grounds that specifics of that flavour were rarely worth the time it took to hear them out.

And yet there was this: a brightness that came into Voss’s face at the mention of the work itself, a quality Kammler had seen before only in men discussing something they privately considered sacred rather than merely important. Kammler did not share the quality and had stopped expecting to. It made Voss useful in a way a purely rational man would not have been — the useful ones rarely were purely rational, in his experience — but it also meant every conversation with him carried a faint current of things Kammler chose not to interrogate too closely, the way one didn’t interrogate a good mechanic’s superstitions about a particular engine as long as the engine ran.

“The Reichsführer’s office would prefer I’d arrived last month,” Kammler said. “Walk with me. Tell me what’s changed since my last report.”

“A great deal, actually.” Voss fell into step beside him as they crossed towards the inner block, and Kammler noted — filed, rather than remarked on — the way the man’s pace quickened slightly with his own enthusiasm, so that Kammler found himself unconsciously slowing to keep them level. “The readings from Gallery Nine have stabilised in a pattern we haven’t seen before. Dr. Brandt’s file is ready for your review, if you want the physical-integration proposal in front of you before Berlin asks again what we intend to do with the volunteers.”

“Brandt is the soldier, not the doctor,” Kammler said, mostly to confirm he was still tracking the file correctly rather than because he doubted Voss.

“Brandt is the subject, Herr Obergruppenführer. Erich Brandt. Infantry, three years’ service, two commendations, currently listed as convalescent from wounds that no longer exist in any meaningful sense.” A small, private satisfaction crossed Voss’s face, there and gone. “He volunteered without needing to be asked twice.”

“They generally do.” Kammler said it without particular weight, a simple observation rather than a judgement, though he was aware, distantly, that it could be read either way and that Voss would likely choose to hear it as approval. Whether the volunteers understood what they were agreeing to was a question Kammler had decided, early in the programme’s life, not to spend time on. They had been told enough to consent under the regulations that governed such things, which was to say they had been told what the regulations required and no more, which was to say, if Kammler were being honest with the particular corner of his own mind he reserved for honesty, not very much at all. He did not think of this as a moral failure so much as an administrative one — a gap in the informed-consent process he would, in a calmer decade, have flagged for revision. There was no calmer decade coming. There was this valley, this rock, and a schedule that had already slipped twice.

They reached the inner door, and Voss produced the key himself rather than wait for the duty guard, which told Kammler something about how much the man had come to think of this section as his own — not disloyalty, nothing so simple as that, but the particular proprietary warmth of a scientist towards his instrument. Beyond the door, the corridor ran level and lit for perhaps forty metres before dropping towards the gallery proper, and even at this distance Kammler could feel the temperature shift, the air taking on the mineral flatness of deep rock. He had walked this corridor perhaps a dozen times since the programme’s inception and had never entirely lost the sense — irrational, he assumed, and therefore not worth mentioning to anyone, least of all Voss, who would have read far too much into it — that the air changed again, more particularly, somewhere past the second checkpoint. He attributed it to ventilation. He had never asked Voss to confirm the attribution, on the grounds that Voss’s answer would almost certainly involve a vocabulary Kammler had no professional use for.

Their footsteps carried oddly in the levelled section, the concrete underfoot giving way by degrees to bare rock that had been smoothed rather than finished, and somewhere below them Kammler could hear the ordinary sounds of the operation continuing regardless of who had arrived to inspect it — a generator’s steady drone, a call and response between two men working a winch, the particular clatter of a handcart on rail joints. It was, he reflected, the sound of any well-run site anywhere, and he found that reassuring in a way he did not examine too closely. Whatever waited at the bottom of the gallery, the men keeping it running still behaved like men running a site, not like men who had noticed anything requiring a different vocabulary. That, more than any report Voss could hand him, was the number he trusted.

“The readings,” Kammler said, as they came level with the second checkpoint, a single guard who straightened and then, recognising Voss, relaxed by exactly the amount regulations permitted. “Show me the numbers before you show me anything else.”

“Of course.” Voss said it readily enough, but there was a beat before it, brief enough that a less attentive man might have missed it, in which something crossed his face that was not quite disappointment and not quite indulgence — the expression, Kammler thought, of a man who has learned that his superior wants the arithmetic first and the wonder never, and has made his peace with delivering things in that order regardless of what he privately believed the numbers actually meant. “Though I should tell you now, Herr Obergruppenführer, so you’re not blindsided by it in the file — there’s something in this week’s data I don’t yet have a clean explanation for. I’d value your read on it, if you have the patience for something slightly outside the usual reporting.”

Kammler considered him for a moment in the corridor’s flat light — the coat still too thin, the colour that had come up in his face from the cold or the walk or simply the pleasure of having something new to show, the particular stillness of a man waiting to see whether his audience would indulge him. It occurred to Kammler, not for the first time, that indulging him cost nothing so long as the indulgence stayed contained to conversation and never migrated into policy — that a man could listen to a colleague’s private mythology with perfect equanimity as long as he remembered, afterwards, to translate whatever he’d heard back into figures before doing anything about it. Whatever this was, it would keep for the length of a briefing. Everything so far had.

“Show me,” Kammler said, and followed him down towards the vault.
The Briefing

The vault door was not, properly speaking, a door at all, but a section of the original rock face fitted with a steel frame and a counterweighted mechanism heavy enough that it took two men turning a wheel to move it, and even then it moved with a reluctance that Kammler had once, in an unguarded moment he did not repeat, described to Voss as bad-tempered. Voss had not laughed. Voss rarely laughed at things that touched, even glancingly, on the chamber beyond it.

Beyond the door the gallery narrowed and the temperature dropped in a way that had nothing to do with altitude or season, a coldness with a texture to it that Kammler had long since stopped remarking on aloud, on the grounds that remarking on it seemed to please Voss more than the observation warranted. The chamber itself was smaller than the scale of the excavation around it suggested it ought to be — a room perhaps eight metres by six, walls left deliberately unfinished where the rock had been judged too significant to smooth, cabling run along the ceiling in neat military runs to a bank of instruments Voss’s people had assembled from requisitioned equipment never designed to measure whatever it was they were measuring. At the centre of it, behind a secondary containment lattice that Kammler privately thought did rather more for morale than for safety, was the thing itself: not visibly anything, most days. A discontinuity in the air that the eye slid past unless deliberately held there, and that when held there resolved into nothing more dramatic than a faint, wrong quality to the light, as though the chamber had two suns and one of them was very far away and very cold.

“Here.” Voss went straight to the instrument bank, not waiting for Kammler to finish his customary survey of the room, which told Kammler something about how much the morning’s readings had unsettled or delighted him, possibly both. “This is the pattern I mentioned. Compare it against the baseline from November.”

Kammler studied the two curves Voss laid side by side — hand-drawn, because no printing equipment in the complex could be trusted this deep, the ink slightly smeared where someone had worked too quickly. The November trace wandered in the modest, directionless way it always had, a system breathing. The new one held something closer to a rhythm, three sharp intervals repeating at what looked, even to Kammler’s untrained eye, like suspiciously regular spacing.

“It’s periodic,” Kammler said.

“It’s periodic,” Voss agreed, and there was the brightness again, the one Kammler had stopped expecting to share. “It has never done that before. Not once, in two years of readings. It has fluctuated, it has spiked under load, it has done things I have three notebooks of unsuccessful explanations for — but it has never settled into a rhythm on its own, unprompted, with nothing being drawn from it at the time.” He set the papers down with the particular care of a man laying out evidence for a case he already believed. “Herr Obergruppenführer, I don’t say this lightly. I think it’s stabilising because it wants to be used.”

Kammler let that sit for exactly as long as politeness required and no longer. “Or a fault in one of your instruments has finally settled into a fault pattern instead of a random one. Have you ruled that out?”

“Twice. Independently calibrated equipment, same result.” Voss said it without offence, which was one of the things that made him useful — he had learned, over two years, precisely how much of his own conviction to keep off the table when the man across it wanted arithmetic. “I’m not asking you to take the interpretation. I’m giving you the numbers and telling you what I think they mean, which is my job, and you can discard the second half freely.”

“Noted.” Kammler looked back at the curve, the three even intervals, and felt the specific, unwelcome interest of a man who has just been handed a genuinely new fact in a field he’d assumed, after two years, had stopped producing them. “What’s your explanation, if I ask for it anyway.”

Voss hesitated — not from reluctance, Kammler judged, but from the particular care of a man deciding how much vocabulary his listener would tolerate before switching off. “The original survey work on this site,” he said finally, “predates the excavation by some years. It was conducted on the understanding that a location like this one doesn’t simply contain something valuable the way a seam of ore does. It was opened. Prepared, by people who understood — or believed they understood, if you prefer that phrasing — what conditions made an opening like this possible at all. I’ve inherited their notes. I don’t share all of their conclusions. But I have come to think their central claim was correct in substance, if not in every particular: that whatever this is, it isn’t inert, and it isn’t passive, and treating it as a mineral deposit to be mined is going to go on producing exactly the kind of unhelpful, directionless data we’ve had for two years, right up until the day it doesn’t.”

“And a rhythm means it’s no longer being passive.”

“A rhythm means something has changed. I don’t know what. I would like to find out under conditions we control, rather than wait for it to find out under conditions we don’t.”

Kammler set the notebook down and crossed, instead of merely looking, to the containment lattice itself, close enough that its steel crossbars threw a faint lattice-shadow across his own hands. He rested one palm flat against the nearest bar rather than simply observing from the instrument bank, on the same principle that had made him take the dispatch case from his own driver rather than have it handed to him — that a man who verified things with his own senses caught what a report left out. The metal was cold in the ordinary way of metal in an unheated chamber, nothing more, though the air just beyond it carried the same faint, wrong quality as the light, a texture against the skin that he could not have properly described to anyone who asked him to and saw no reason anyone should. He held his hand there for perhaps ten seconds, found nothing in the sensation that struck him as worth Voss’s notebooks, and stepped back to where the curves still waited on the bank.

He looked, briefly, at the discontinuity itself, the wrong-quality light he’d trained himself not to stare at directly for longer than a few seconds at a time, for no better reason than that staring at it produced a mild, formless unease he saw no professional benefit in cultivating. He was a man who had built a career on refusing explanations that could not be measured, and he did not intend to abandon that now merely because Voss had found a word — prepared — that implied a hand behind the phenomenon rather than a cause. Words were not data. He would take the curve. He would leave the ritual behind it exactly where it belonged, which was in Voss’s notebooks, and nowhere near his own report to Berlin.

“You said before I’d want the physical-integration proposal in front of me,” Kammler said. “This is why.”

“This is why.” Voss produced a folder from the shelf beside the instrument bank — already prepared, Kammler noted, before this morning’s reading had even given him the pretext to raise it, which told its own story about how long Voss had been waiting for permission to ask. “If the source is, for want of a better word, willing to be drawn from in a stable, repeatable way, then the question stops being whether prolonged exposure does anything to a body at all — we’ve had that answer since the first technician spent too long unshielded in this room and came out of it stronger than he went in, before either of us had the sense to call it anything but an accident — and starts being whether we can direct it. Controlled dose. Controlled subject. Controlled outcome, God willing, though I’d settle for controlled data even if the outcome is a failure.”

Kammler remembered the case, though he had not thought of it in some months. A labourer, not even one of Voss’s own people, who had spent the better part of three shifts inside this chamber running cable before anyone thought to ask why the work was taking so long, and who had turned out, on the belated physical that followed, to be carrying rather more muscle than three shifts of cable-running could account for, and healing a crushed finger in a fortnight that should by rights have cost him the digit. Voss had been quietly delighted by it in a way Kammler had found, at the time, faintly excessive, given that the man in question had simply been reassigned to lighter duties and told to say nothing, which he had, being the sort of man who understood without being told twice that saying something would not improve his circumstances. Kammler had filed it as an anomaly worth watching rather than a result worth building on. He was beginning to suspect that distinction had been a failure of imagination rather than of caution, and he did not much care for the feeling.

“Volunteers.”

“Volunteers, properly consented under the standing regulations, briefed on the general nature of the trial if not its specifics, which the regulations don’t require and which I’d argue against providing regardless — a man who thinks too hard about what’s being done to him is a worse experimental subject, not a better one.” Voss opened the folder and turned it so Kammler could read it right way up, a courtesy Kammler noted and did not remark on. “I’d propose we begin with physical integration specifically. It’s the most direct application of what the readings suggest, it gives us the clearest baseline to measure against — strength, reflex, tissue response, all things we already know how to quantify — and, candidly, it’s the application Berlin will find easiest to understand if they ask what their investment has bought them.”

Kammler turned the pages without hurrying. A requisition list — drilling equipment for a procedure Voss had apparently been developing in parallel with the readings, on the theory, evidently correct as it now looked, that the theoretical work would eventually need somewhere practical to go. A short, clinical description of a delivery method that involved rather more of the skeleton than Kammler had expected, until he read the reasoning behind it and found the reasoning sound, in the narrow sense that it followed from premises he had no immediate grounds to reject. And, at the back, a name.

“Brandt.”

“Erich Brandt. I mentioned him earlier. Infantry, three years, physically well within range for the baseline measurements we’d need, and — this matters more than it should, but it does — he asked good questions at intake. A man who asks good questions tends to follow instructions accurately during a procedure, in my experience, which is not nothing when the procedure runs the better part of a day.”

“What’s the failure mode.” Kammler said it flatly, the question he asked of every proposal that crossed his desk regardless of subject, because a man who could not answer it plainly usually hadn’t thought hard enough to deserve authorisation.

“Unknown, in specifics. We have the accidental case as a data point, and the accidental case simply became stronger and stayed that way, with no adverse effect we’ve been able to detect in the eighteen months since. That’s one data point, uncontrolled, on a man we didn’t dose deliberately and can’t fully account for beforehand. I would be lying if I told you I could predict what a controlled, larger dose does with any confidence. That’s rather the point of running the trial.” Voss said this without apparent discomfort, which Kammler took, on balance, as a point in his favour rather than against — a man selling him certainty he didn’t have would have been the greater risk. “I’d propose staged escalation, full physiological monitoring throughout, and a stop authority vested in whoever’s supervising the procedure directly, not requiring my sign-off or yours in the moment. If something goes visibly wrong, someone in the room needs to be able to end it without waiting for Berlin’s permission, or mine.”

“Containment, if the subject becomes unmanageable during testing.”

“Combat drills under controlled conditions before any field application — restrained testing first, unrestrained only once we have grounds to trust the outcome. I’d rather lose six weeks to caution than explain to you why a volunteer put a guard through a wall on his second day.” A small, dry note there, the closest Voss came to humour when the subject was serious. “I’ve drafted a monitoring protocol. Bloodwork, reflex testing, and daily observation logs, reviewed weekly by myself and — if you’re willing — by you personally, at whatever interval you judge appropriate. I’d rather over-report to you than have you find out from Berlin that something happened here I should have flagged.”

Kammler read the monitoring schedule twice, the way he read anything he intended to hold someone to later, and found nothing in it he would have drafted differently himself, which was, from Voss, close to remarkable. The requisition figures were reasonable. The timeline was honest about its own uncertainty rather than dressed up with false confidence, which counted for more with Kammler than any amount of polish would have. And underneath all of it, structurally sound regardless of what Voss privately believed about why the readings had changed this morning, was a proposal he could defend to Berlin in language that owed nothing to ritual or rhythm or anything Voss’s predecessors had understood or believed they understood: a programme, properly documented, testing a repeatable physiological effect under controlled conditions, with a stop authority and a monitoring schedule and a volunteer roster that would survive an inspector’s scrutiny without anyone in the room needing to use a word like willing about a hole in the world.

“Full initial trial roster,” Kammler said. “Not just Brandt. I want alternates listed in case he’s unsuitable once the physical exam is complete.”

“I have three others provisionally identified. I’ll have the complete list to you by this evening.”

“Do.” Kammler closed the folder and set it on the instrument bank, beside the two curves that had started all of it, the wandering November trace and the new one with its three even intervals that Voss believed, in the part of himself Kammler had long since agreed not to interrogate, meant something was listening on the other side of it. Kammler did not believe that, and saw no reason the belief needed correcting today, or any day the numbers kept being numbers he could use.

“Proceed with Brandt as primary,” he said. “You have your authorisation. I want the first monitoring report on my desk within the week, and I want to be informed personally, at any hour, if the failure mode you can’t predict turns out to be one you should have.”

“Of course, Herr Obergruppenführer.” Voss was already reaching for the requisition forms, the brightness in his face settled now into something steadier, more like satisfaction than excitement, a man who had got what he came for and had the sense not to show more pleasure in it than the moment warranted. “You won’t regret the caution. Whatever else this is, it rewards it.”

Kammler did not ask what Voss meant by whatever else this is, on the same principle that had served him for two years and would go on serving him for exactly as long as the numbers kept behaving like numbers: that the question was Voss’s to have, and the answer, whatever it turned out to be, was not required for the file.

He signed the authorisation standing at the instrument bank, in the chamber’s wrong, cold light, and did not look again at the discontinuity while he did it.

Outside, the two men turning the wheel to seal the vault door again did so without being asked, the mechanism’s bad temper as pronounced going shut as it had been coming open, and Kammler walked back up through the levelled section towards the ordinary cold of the surface world with the folder under his arm and the morning’s readings already composing themselves, in his mind, into the shape of a report Berlin would find perfectly reasonable — a programme, a schedule, a name. Nothing in it that required anyone to believe the mountain wanted something. Only a curve that had learned, for reasons the file did not need to specify, to repeat itself.
Nightjar Down

The Halifax’s despatcher gave the two-minute signal with a torch rather than a shout, because at this altitude and this close to the drop zone a shout carried further than anyone flying tonight’s route wanted anything to carry, and Fenwick watched the red light steady into green with the particular calm he had learned, over four previous drops, not to trust entirely. Calm before a jump was not the same thing as readiness. It was simply what fear looked like when it had run out of new things to say.

“After you,” Fairfax said, close to his ear over the engine noise, entirely too cheerful for half past one in the morning over Silesia, and went first without waiting for an answer, which was in its own way an answer — Fairfax never made Fenwick ask twice for anything, a habit Fenwick had noted early and filed under the short list of reasons he’d been glad, on paper, to have this particular wireless operator assigned to him rather than any of the three others London had floated.

Then there was no more time to think about it, only the drop itself, the aircraft’s slipstream taking him sideways for a sick half-second before the canopy opened, and the noise fell away all at once, replaced by the enormous, specific silence of altitude — no engines, no voices, only the wind working at the rigging lines and, somewhere below, the black country of occupied Poland arranging itself into shapes he had studied on a map table in Baker Street a lifetime and eleven days ago and now had to trust his own eyes to match against the real thing, in the dark, with perhaps ninety seconds left to get it right.

He got it near enough right. The tree line came up faster than the map had suggested it would, and he took the landing the way four drops had taught him to — knees soft, weight rolling, the container swinging wide on its line and thumping down a few metres off — and came up into a crouch with his Sten already half out of its webbing before his brain had finished confirming that the surrounding silence was the ordinary silence of a Polish forest at night and not the particular silence of men waiting to see who moved first.

Fairfax was down thirty yards off, already collapsing his canopy with the brisk, unhurried efficiency of a man folding a picnic blanket, and lifted one hand in a small, economical wave that meant all correct in whatever private semaphore the two of them had settled into over the flight out. Fenwick worked his own canopy down, buried it under leaf litter with the entrenching tool from his kit, and allowed himself, for exactly as long as it took to do that, the specific relief of having both feet on solid ground in one piece, which was not nothing, four drops in.

“Container’s a bit further than I’d like,” Fairfax said, low, crossing to help him drag it clear of the open ground. “But nothing broken by the sound of it. I’ll want ten minutes with the set before we move, just to be certain nothing’s rattled loose.”

“You’ll have five.” Fenwick was already working the container’s fastenings, checking by feel rather than torchlight, the cold finding the old scarring across his left hand and up the forearm before it found anywhere else, the way it always did — charges, detonators, the spare battery for Fairfax’s set, all present and, as far as he could tell without actually seeing them, intact. His fingers found the Welrod last, wrapped separately in oilcloth the way the Baker Street armourer had insisted on, a slim, ugly length of tube that looked like nothing so much as a piece of plumbing until you knew what the bore at one end was for. He’d carried one on every drop since Norway and used it exactly once, and had no particular wish to improve on that number, but a weapon built to put a man down without a sound from six feet away was not the sort of thing you left behind on the strength of hoping not to need it. He settled it into the holster at his hip and said nothing about it, the way he said nothing about most of what he carried until the moment it mattered. “We’re not the only thing London’s dropped into this valley tonight, and I’d rather not still be sitting in a clearing when the Germans come looking for whoever else was.”

“Five, then.” Fairfax said it without argument, which was, again, the thing Fenwick had come to rely on in him — not blind obedience, Fairfax argued plenty when he had grounds to, but a working instinct for which arguments were worth the sixty seconds they cost. He crouched over the wireless set with the quiet, total focus of a man who had done this specific task enough times that his hands no longer needed instruction from the rest of him, and Fenwick left him to it and took the perimeter instead, working a slow circuit of the drop zone with his ears doing most of the work his eyes couldn’t.

It gave him time, which he used the way he’d used every spare five minutes since the briefing in London, running back over what they actually knew, which was less than he’d have liked for a job that had been graded, on the cover sheet alone, higher priority than anything he’d been handed since Norway.

Norway had at least had the virtue of a clear target — a plant, a process, a specific quantity of heavy water that either kept flowing to Germany or didn’t, and a demolitions officer could hold a shape like that in his head and plan against it properly. He had come away from that one with a decent conceit of himself as a man who worked best against a known problem: assess the structure, calculate the charge, execute cleanly, and let the moral weight of it settle afterwards, in the debrief, where it belonged. Three years of that had taught him to distrust jobs that arrived without a clean shape, and this one had arrived without any shape at all, which was precisely why he’d said yes to it inside of ten seconds when the offer was put to him, a fact he had not yet worked out whether to be proud of or wary of.

The mission had also cost him his usual partner, which still nagged at him more than he let show. Ordinarily he’d have taken young Ellery, who’d been with him since Norway and knew his hand signals better than his own reflection did, but Ellery had broken an ankle badly enough on a training jump a fortnight before departure to rule him out entirely, and London — with the particular speed of a headquarters that had already decided this job mattered more than the comfort of familiar partnerships — had produced Fairfax within forty-eight hours, fully briefed, entirely unfamiliar, and, as far as Fenwick had been able to establish in the short time available to establish anything, very good indeed at the one thing this job needed most: German fluent enough to pass, and a manner unflappable enough that Fenwick had stopped, somewhere over the North Sea, actively worrying about the substitution.

The site itself had a name now — Sóboń, the old local name for the mountain, confirmed independently by both Tadeusz’s contacts and Sikorska’s own childhood memory of the ground long before anyone at a London desk had thought to ask either of them for it. The Germans, for reasons nobody in the order of battle section had troubled to explain, had never bothered replacing it with anything more properly administrative, which struck Fenwick, reading the file, as its own small, useful fact — a site that hadn’t earned itself a fresh name yet was, in his experience, generally a site whose own occupiers hadn’t finished deciding what it actually was. What it actually was remained, after three separate intelligence summaries and one badly reproduced photostat of a requisition manifest, essentially a shape with no filling. Ahnenerbe-run, which was itself the first oddity — not the Wehrmacht’s ordnance people, not even the SS’s more conventional weapons-development apparatus, but the outfit that catalogued runes and funded expeditions to prove improbable things about ancient history, now apparently overseeing a site with priority allocations that read like something out of the rocket programme. The manifest, when Fenwick had finally been allowed to see the original rather than a summary of it, had made no more sense up close than it had at a distance: heavy engineering plant, the kind you’d expect at any mine or tunnel works, sitting on the same requisition line as surgical drilling equipment and electrical apparatus that the boffins back home hadn’t been able to place at all.

And then the human intelligence, thinner and stranger than either: three separate AK reports, unconnected as far as anyone could tell, all describing the same general shape of a rumour — soldiers going into the site as volunteers for something unspecified, and either not coming out again, or coming out changed in ways nobody local had the vocabulary to describe more precisely than wrong. One report, the one Fenwick had read most often, quoted a farmer’s wife near the perimeter who claimed her nephew had been billeted with the garrison for a fortnight and had refused, in a single strange visit home, to say a word about what he’d seen inside the wire — not from discretion, she’d insisted, but from something closer to fear, and had left again a day early rather than be asked a second time. It was the sort of detail an intelligence officer was trained to discount, second-hand and unfalsifiable, and Fenwick had discounted it accordingly in every formal assessment he’d written. He had also read it more times than the rest of the file combined, which told him something about which parts of an intelligence picture actually lodged in a man’s mind regardless of what the training said should.

London’s assessment, delivered to Fenwick in a windowless room by a civilian he was fairly sure held a rank he’d never been told, had been almost embarrassingly honest about its own thinness. We don’t know what it is. We know it’s flagged as a possible war-changer by people who don’t flag things lightly, and we know the AK network on the ground is nervous about it in a way they’re not nervous about the ordinary secret-weapons sites. Go and look. If it warrants direct action, you’re authorised to take it. If it doesn’t, get out clean and tell us what it actually is, because right now nobody knows.

It was not, Fenwick reflected, the worst brief he’d been given. It was, if he was honest with himself, one of the more unsettling ones precisely because of how little shape it had — a demolitions job he could plan for. A demolitions job wrapped around a question mark was a different exercise entirely, and he’d have preferred, on balance, slightly more certainty about what he was walking towards and slightly less about the size of the charges he might need to carry there.

Fairfax straightened from the wireless set as Fenwick came back round the circuit, packing the last of it away with the same unhurried care he’d taken it out with. “Set’s sound. I’ll raise London properly once we’re clear of the DZ — no sense broadcasting from the exact spot they’ll be searching first if anyone marks the aircraft.”

“Sensible.” Fenwick crouched beside him, checking the map by shielded torchlight one more time, the RV point marked in pencil eight kilometres south-east, a farmhouse the briefing notes described only as reliable, used before, which was London’s way of saying a great deal of trust was being placed in people neither of them had met. “You’ve the German, if we’re stopped before we reach them.”

“I’ve the German.” Fairfax said it lightly, but there was something underneath the lightness that Fenwick had noticed before and rather liked — not swagger, exactly, more the quiet confidence of a man who knew precisely which of his skills was load-bearing and didn’t feel the need to perform modesty about it. “My mother would be appalled to hear it put to this particular use, but yes. If a patrol wants papers checked, let me do the talking. I’d rather charm us out of it than shoot our way out — I’ve never claimed to be much good in a proper scrap — and you’re a rather better shot than I am regardless, so someone ought to be free to prove it if charm doesn’t take.”

“Let’s hope it takes.” Fenwick folded the map away and got to his feet, testing his own weight against the ankle he’d landed slightly wrong on, which held, which was the only verdict that mattered tonight. “Eight kilometres. We’ll want to be under cover well before first light.”

They shouldered their packs and the demolitions container between them, and Fairfax paused only long enough to key the set once, briefly, a short burst timed to the schedule London had set before they’d ever left Brindisi — Nightjar down, safe, proceeding to first RV — the kind of message that told London almost nothing beyond the fact that two men were still alive to send it, which struck Fenwick, as it always did at this exact moment in an operation, as both the least and the most reassuring thing a signal could say.

They had covered perhaps four hundred yards, working a line parallel to a farm track Fenwick had marked on the map as worth keeping close enough to for a bearing without walking on it, when the engine note reached them — a single-cylinder motorcycle, working hard against the track’s ruts, close enough already that there was no question of outrunning the sound to better cover. Fenwick had them both down and off the track’s verge before the headlamp’s wash swept the trees above them, into a stand of bramble thick enough that going to ground in it cost real skin, and he judged the cost worth paying without needing to spend more than a half-second deciding it.

The motorcycle stopped almost exactly level with their position, sidecar and all, and two voices carried clearly enough in the cold night air for Fenwick to make out the shape of the exchange even without Fairfax’s fluency to translate the particulars — one man impatient, wanting to press on to whatever the patrol’s proper business was tonight; the other insistent, certain of what he’d seen. Fairfax, pressed flat beside him with thorns working through his sleeve, breathed the gist of it against Fenwick’s ear in a whisper thinner than the wind. “Parachutes. He says he watched two come down from the ridge road, clear as anything against the moon, and he wants it logged before anyone can tell him he imagined it.”

A torch beam began working the treeline in slow, unhurried sweeps, the particular thoroughness of a man determined to be taken seriously by a partner who plainly thought the whole report a waste of a cold night, and Fenwick lay perfectly still beneath it, Sten drawn in close against his chest rather than up, on the theory that a weapon spotted was a fight neither of them wanted and a weapon ready was insurance against the fight finding them regardless. The beam passed within perhaps ten feet of the bramble stand, hesitated — Fenwick felt Fairfax go rigid beside him in the dark, and matched it — and moved on, unsatisfied but apparently unwilling to commit to a proper search of ground this thick on the strength of a shape half-seen against the moon.

The argument went on a while longer above the idling engine, the impatient one plainly winning it by attrition rather than persuasion, and it ended, as far as Fenwick could make out, with an agreement to report the sighting at the next checkpoint and let a daylight search party take the ground properly rather than waste a night patrol thrashing through brambles for two men who might, after all, have been nothing more than a trick of moonlight on hanging cloud. The motorcycle pulled away a few minutes later, engine note fading back the way it had come, and Fenwick made himself count a full twenty minutes by the slow, deliberate arithmetic of a man who had learned not to trust his own sense of elapsed time under exactly this kind of strain, before he allowed either of them to move.

“Skin’s the least of what that cost us,” Fairfax said, very quietly, working a thorn free from the back of one hand once they’d eased clear of the bramble. “But I’ll take torn skin over a torch beam finding what it was looking for.”

“So will I.” Fenwick worked his own sleeve loose from a bramble runner and took a moment, crouched in the dark, to let his pulse settle back to something nearer its ordinary rate. “They’ll log it as a probable sighting and nothing firmer, which buys us the rest of the night, but it also means there’ll be men out looking at first light with rather more purpose than a routine patrol. We move faster from here, and we put more ground behind us before dawn than I’d originally planned.”

“Understood.” Fairfax shouldered the wireless set again, and there was, even in the dark, something steadier in the set of him than there had been a quarter of an hour before — the particular calm of a man who had just had his first real fright of the operation and found, on the other side of it, that his nerve had held. “I’d rather that be the worst surprise the valley has for us tonight.”

“So would I,” Fenwick said, “though I shouldn’t think we’ll be that fortunate two nights running.”

They walked the first hour in the particular silence men fell into on the ground after a jump, ears doing the work eyes couldn’t in the dark, and it was only once the terrain settled into the kind of easy forest track that allowed a man to spare some attention for conversation that Fenwick ran back through the contact procedure aloud, less because Fairfax needed reminding than because saying it aloud settled it properly in his own head before it mattered.

“The recognition phrase is theirs to open with, not ours. If the man at the farmhouse says anything about the price of eggs in Kraków, that’s our contact. Anything else, and we’re not there, we’re a pair of lost labourers looking for work, and we withdraw without argument.”

“And if there’s no one at the farmhouse at all.”

“Then we hold up in the treeline until first light and reassess. London’s people are meant to have confirmed the safe house within the week, but a week’s a long time in this part of the world just now, with the front doing what it’s doing.” Fenwick said it evenly, a fact stated rather than a worry aired, though it was both. “I’d rather lose a day to caution than walk into a farmhouse the Germans have already turned.”

“Understood.” Fairfax adjusted the wireless set’s weight against his shoulder, not for the first time, the particular gait of a man recalibrating a burden he intended to carry a long way yet. “For what it’s worth, I read the same reports you did on the flight out. The nephew who wouldn’t talk.”

“I wondered if you’d noticed that one.”

“Hard not to. It’s the only line in the whole file that reads like a person said it, rather than a committee summarised it.” Fairfax’s voice had lost, for a moment, the light professional cheer he’d carried since the aircraft, replaced by something quieter and more considering. “I don’t know what we’re walking into, Fenwick. I’ll say that once, here, and not again unless it becomes operationally relevant — I don’t like not knowing, and I don’t think not liking it is going to change anything about the job, so there’s no sense dwelling on it past this one admission. Consider it made.”

“Consider it noted.” Fenwick allowed himself, in the dark, where it cost him nothing to admit it, a flicker of something like fellow-feeling for the man beside him — not friendship yet, four hours was no time to build that, but the particular, provisional trust of two men who had just fallen out of the same aircraft together and found each other still standing on the other side of it. “We’ll know more once we’ve eyes on the place. Until then, it’s exactly the job it’s always been. Get in, find out what’s true, get out clean if it isn’t ours to burn.”

“And if it is ours to burn?”

“Then we burn it properly, and worry about the rest afterwards.” Fenwick said it the way he said most things that mattered to him, flatly, without decoration, and found, saying it, that he believed it rather more than the thinness of the brief in his pocket strictly entitled him to.

“Nightjar’s down,” Fairfax said quietly, folding the aerial away, and there was something almost fond in the way he said the callsign, as though he’d chosen it himself rather than had it assigned. “Let’s see if we can keep her quiet a while longer.”

They went south-east through the trees, two shapes in a dark country that had no idea yet what either of them had come to find.
Her Ground

Halina had been watching the tree line since an hour before the earliest sensible time for anyone to arrive, because waiting badly was a habit she had never managed to break and had mostly stopped apologising for. The farmhouse behind her sat dark and correctly ordinary, one shutter left a hand’s width open on the upper floor the way the recognition signal required, and the yard below smelled of the pig they didn’t have any more and the cold, mineral smell of snow that had frozen and thawed and frozen again so many times it had stopped being anything you could call weather and become instead simply the given condition of the world.

She knew this ground the way she knew the sound of her own name. The farmhouse belonged to her mother’s cousin’s husband, three times removed by marriage and twice by the sort of quiet family disagreement nobody discussed at table, but the land under it — this valley, this particular fold of hill running down towards the Bystrzyca, the beech wood that turned gold in October in a way she had never seen matched anywhere else she’d been sent in four years of this work — was hers in the older, simpler sense that had nothing to do with deeds. She had been born eleven kilometres from where she now stood. Her father had ploughed a field that no longer existed, because the field, along with the house that had stood on it and the orchard her grandmother had planted, now sat somewhere underneath the gallery entrances the Germans had bored into the mountain on the far side of the ridge, and had been told, when the requisition notice came, that the resettlement was a temporary military necessity, in the tone of men who had used the phrase so often it no longer required them to believe it.

She still had, folded into the lining of a coat she’d worn across three borders since, the eleven days almost whole in her memory, in the particular over-lit clarity that only the worst weeks ever seemed to keep. Her mother packing the good china into a milk churn because there was nowhere else to put it and no time to argue about whether it was worth the space. Her father standing a long while in the doorway of the barn, not moving, until Janek — fifteen then, and still young enough that the whole business had struck him as more adventure than catastrophe — had gone and physically taken his arm to walk him to the cart. The requisition officer himself, a tired man in his forties who had apologised, actually apologised, in the flat, private way of someone who knew apology changed nothing and offered it anyway because the alternative was pretending he didn’t know that. She had hated him for the apology more than she had hated the men who never bothered with one. It had felt, at seventeen, like being handed a small courtesy specifically so that the larger theft could go down easier, and she had not entirely revised that opinion since, though she had stopped, in the years between, expecting the world to offer her anything cleaner to be angry about.

Two shapes came out of the tree line a little after four, moving with the particular economical caution of men who had been walking all night and had enough training left in them not to let the tiredness show in their footing. Halina let them come to the agreed distance before she straightened out of the shadow of the barn wall, close enough to see them properly and be seen, and said, in German pitched to carry no further than it needed to, “The eggs are dear this year, in Kraków.”

The taller of the two — fair, tired-eyed, moving like a man doing sums about how much daylight was left — answered without missing a beat. “Dearer every week, I’m told. We came a long way to complain about it.”

“Then you’ve come to the right farm.” She stepped fully into the open. “Captain Fenwick?”

“Fenwick.” He extended a hand, English in a way that struck her, even now, as slightly absurd given the circumstances — two strangers meeting in a Silesian farmyard before dawn, war on every side of them, and the man still offered a proper handshake as though they’d been introduced at a garden party. “This is Fairfax.”

“Halina Sikorska.” She took the offered hand, found the grip firm and unshowy, and turned to the second man, who had already removed his glove before she could notice he hadn’t, a small courtesy that told her more about him in half a second than most men managed to convey in an hour — the specific, unhurried ease of someone who had never once in his life had cause to wonder whether a room was going to be comfortable for him. “Your German on the drop zone signal was better than London’s usual liaison officers. I was told to expect competent. I wasn’t told to expect good.”

“Kind of you.” Fairfax said it lightly, but there was a genuine flicker of pleasure under the lightness, the particular satisfaction of a man complimented on the one thing he’d actually worked hardest to be good at. “My mother would take the credit. She’d be entirely right to.”

“Inside, both of you, before the light does the Germans’ watching for them.” Halina led them across the yard, glancing once towards the tree line to confirm nothing had followed, an old habit that had saved her life exactly once and cost her nothing the other several hundred times she’d done it for no reason at all. “Tadeusz has coffee, or something close enough to coffee that complaining about it has become its own kind of insult to the man who makes it.”

Tadeusz was waiting in the kitchen with the particular readiness of a man who had heard the yard gate and decided against coming out to look, on the sound theory that two extra sets of eyes in the open was two too many before the strangers had been properly identified. He rose when they came in, unhurried, and Halina watched the two Englishmen take him in the way she’d watched dozens of new arrivals take in dozens of local contacts over four years — the quick, professional assessment, weighing what could be trusted against what merely wanted to be.

“Tadeusz Kamiński.” He said it himself, offering the hand first this time, and switched without any visible effort into German fluent and unaccented enough that Fairfax’s eyebrows went up a fraction before he caught himself. “You’ll forgive me starting in German. It’s the language I trust least to be overheard incorrectly by the wrong person, out here.”

“You’ll get no complaint from me,” Fairfax said, in German himself now, something like delight breaking through the professional reserve he’d been carrying since the yard. “Where does a man come by German like that, this far east?”

“The same place most of us out here did, if we’re honest about it. This region has never been quite as simple as the maps like to pretend.” Tadeusz said it easily, without defensiveness, the way a man says something he has said many times before to many different strangers and has long since stopped finding the question tiresome. “My grandmother’s people worked land on the German side of a border that has moved four times in my lifetime alone. You learn to speak whichever language the tax collector arrives in, and it turns out the habit doesn’t leave you just because the border moves again.”

Tadeusz caught himself then, the particular small correction of a man remembering that not every ear in the room had followed him this far, and turned to include Fenwick, switching into English with the visible, deliberate care of someone building each sentence one short piece at a time rather than letting it arrive whole the way the German just had. “Sorry, Captain. Did not mean leave you standing outside your own kitchen.” He paused over what came next, the particular small hesitation of a man who knew exactly what he wanted to say and had momentarily mislaid the English for it, and glanced, without any evident embarrassment, towards Halina rather than towards Fairfax, though they’d known each other only minutes. “The word. For country other men keep redrawing, with treaties. Whether people living on it agree, or not.”

“Contested,” Halina said, not looking up from the coffee.

“Contested. Thank you.” Tadeusz took the word the way a man files something he intends to keep, precisely and without ceremony, and Halina understood, watching him do it, that this was simply how the habit worked between them by now rather than any particular occasion for it. “German I have since before I have much Polish, Captain. My grandmother’s people made sure of it — long before there was war to make it useful.” He said it plainly, without the elaboration an Englishman might have reached for in his place. “English came to me later. As man already grown. Out of necessity, not from childhood. Still shows seams, here and there. Halina finds what I am missing, mostly, before I finish looking myself.”

“Useful, regardless of the reason,” Fenwick said, settling at the table with the particular deliberate ease of a man conserving what energy he had left. “We’ll want it for more than pleasantries before this is done, I expect.”

Halina, watching him pour, thought — not for the first time, though it struck her freshly this morning with two new faces in the room to measure him against — that Tadeusz wore the work more lightly than almost anyone else in her cell, and had done since she’d first been put in contact with him two years before, not because the work cost him less but because he had a particular gift for setting a room at ease that she suspected he’d built deliberately, out of necessity, rather than been born with. He had a wife somewhere safer than here, and a son not much younger than Janek had been when the requisitions started, and he spoke of neither often, which she had always taken to mean he held them carefully rather than that he held them cheaply. It was, she thought, one of the reasons she trusted him as completely as she trusted anyone left alive in this work: a man with that much to protect, protecting it by making himself steady for everyone around him rather than brittle, was not a man who cut corners when it mattered.

“I expect you will.” Tadeusz poured the coffee that wasn’t quite coffee, dark and bitter and made, Halina knew, from roasted barley and a fraction of the real thing he was hoarding for exactly the kind of morning that called for it, and set two cups down in front of the Englishmen without ceremony. “Halina will have told you shape of it already. I can fill in rest — guard rotations, what local labour details permitted say to families. Not much. But little is more than London had, until now.”

“She’s told us nothing yet, actually,” Fenwick said, glancing at Halina with the faint, dry humour of a man noting an oversight rather than complaining about one. “We’ve been on the ground four hours. Introductions first, in my experience, tend to save time later.”

“Fair,” Halina said, and found, unexpectedly, that she was glad of the reprieve — glad to have the practical business of guard rotations and labour details to hide behind for another few minutes before she had to say the rest of it, the part that wasn’t operational at all, the part she’d been rehearsing since London first confirmed the target’s location and she’d understood, with a clarity that had put her on the floor of the safe house in Kraków for the better part of an hour, exactly where on the map they were sending her.

She made herself say it plainly, because plainly was the only way she’d ever found to say it without it costing her more than she could afford to pay in front of strangers she needed to trust her.

“Before the guard rotations. You should know why London chose to route this through my cell specifically, rather than any of the others working this district.” She set her own cup down, untouched. “The site is built on my family’s land. Not near it. On it. My father farmed the ground your target now sits on top of, until the requisition notice came in the spring of ‘forty-two and gave us eleven days to be gone. My grandmother’s orchard is somewhere under the spoil heaps, I’d guess, though I’ve never gone close enough to be sure which pile of rubble used to be which tree.” She said this in the flat, controlled register she’d built for exactly this purpose, over exactly this length of time, because the alternative register was one she couldn’t afford in front of men she’d just met. “I know that ground the way you know the streets you grew up on. Every fold of it, every path that isn’t on any map the Germans have drawn. That’s why I’m here, and it’s not incidental to the job. It’s the reason the job is possible at all.”

Fenwick held her look for a moment before he answered, and she gave him credit, afterwards, for not reaching immediately for sympathy, which she would have found harder to sit through than the silence. “That cuts both ways, I’d think. Useful to us. Costly to you, walking back onto it.”

“Costly.” She allowed herself the ghost of something that wasn’t quite a smile. “That’s one word for it.”

“There’s more,” Tadeusz said quietly, when it became clear she wasn’t going to say the rest of it herself without a prompt, and she was grateful to him for the prompt in a way she didn’t have the words to tell him, then or ever. “Halina’s younger brother. Janek. Part of same displacement. Young enough, fit enough, that they did not just resettle him with rest of family. Assessed him for labour draft. Took him straight into it. To subcamp at site.”

“Two years ago.” Halina kept her voice level through the two words with an effort that cost her more than the whole speech before it. “I’ve had one confirmed piece of information about him in that time, which is that he was alive as of the autumn before last, on a work detail moving stone. Nothing since. I don’t know if he’s alive. I don’t know if he’s dead. I know the conditions in that subcamp well enough, from what filters out, to know which of those two is the more likely answer, and I’ve made my peace, as much as anyone makes peace with a thing like that, with the possibility that I’ll finish this job without ever learning which it was.” She looked at Fenwick directly, because it seemed important that he hear the next part as a statement of fact rather than an appeal for anything. “I’m telling you this because you need to know it before we’re in the field together, not because I want it managed. I won’t let it compromise the mission. But I’d rather you heard it from me now than wondered about it later, when it might matter more.”

There was a silence that Fairfax, to his credit, didn’t rush to fill, and Fenwick took his time answering, which she also credited him for — a man who answered too quickly on a thing like this was a man performing sympathy rather than actually weighing it.

“Understood,” Fenwick said finally. “And appreciated, that you said it plainly rather than making me guess at it later. I’ll only ask one thing in return — if it does start to compromise your judgement, out there, I need you to tell me before it costs us something, not after.”

“That’s a fair trade.” Halina meant it. It was, she thought, rather more than she’d expected from a man she’d known for less than half an hour, and rather less than she’d have accepted from anyone whose good opinion she needed less than she currently needed this one’s.

“Right, then.” Fenwick pulled the folded map from inside his coat and spread it on the table, and the room’s temperature seemed, to Halina, to shift by some small practical degree, the way it always did when a conversation moved from the personal back into the operational, which she had come, over four years, to think of as its own kind of mercy. “Talk me through what we actually know of the perimeter. Guard density, rotation timing, anything Tadeusz’s contacts inside the labour detail have been able to pass out.”

They worked through it methodically for the better part of an hour, Tadeusz sketching the perimeter fence’s rough shape from memory with a confidence that told Halina he’d walked it, or near enough to it, more times than was strictly comfortable to think about, Fairfax noting timings in a hand so small and neat it looked printed, Fenwick asking the sort of dry, specific questions that told her he’d done this before, in other valleys, against other fences.

“The main gate rotation changes at six and eighteen hundred,” Tadeusz said, tapping the rough pencil line where the fence met the road. “Reliable, to within few minutes. Or was, fortnight ago — confirm fresh before you plan around it. There is second gate, smaller, east side. For labour convoys. That one keeps looser schedule. Never pinned it down properly. Sloppiness, maybe. Or deliberate. Never decided which worries me more.”

“Sloppiness, generally, in my experience,” Fenwick said. “Deliberate irregularity takes more discipline to maintain than most garrisons this far from the fighting bother with. But confirm it before we trust it either way.” He made a note of his own, small economical marks that meant nothing to Halina upside down. “Wire itself — single fence, double, dogs?”

“Single fence, where I seen it. No dog anyone reported — though may mean no one close enough find out at night.” Tadeusz glanced at Halina. “You know tree line better than me, along southern stretch.”

“Close enough to the wire in two places to put a man within twenty metres without breaking cover, if he’s patient about the approach.” She traced the line herself, the old paths surfacing in her memory with the specific, unwilled clarity of ground she’d walked as a child long before she’d ever needed to walk it as anything else. “The mill two kilometres north has a sightline onto what I’d guess is their exercise ground, if a man doesn’t mind the cold and can sit still for a few hours without deciding he’s wasted his morning.”

“Nobody wastes a morning establishing a sightline,” Fenwick said. “That’s the job, same as the charges are the job. Fairfax and I will want that mill, once we’ve a sense of what’s worth watching from it.” He looked between the two of them. “I’ll not pretend this is a short list of unknowns. I’d rather have it honestly short of answers now than confidently wrong later.”

“That is only honest way to run this,” Tadeusz said, and there was something in the way he said it — not quite weary, but adjacent to weary, the particular fatigue of a man who had watched confident wrongness cost people he knew — that Halina noted and set aside to think about later, when there was time for noting things that weren’t strictly operational.

She contributed the rest of what she had — the old paths, the places where the tree line came close enough to the wire to offer cover, the abandoned mill’s exact bearing from the farmhouse — and felt, doing it, something she hadn’t expected to feel this early in the job: the particular, grim satisfaction of turning grief into something with a shape, something that could be planned against and, eventually, acted on.

It was Fairfax, in the end, who called the session to a close, glancing at the window where the shutter’s narrow gap had gone from black to the deep, bruised blue that meant first light wasn’t far off. “We should let the farm be a farm again before anyone comes looking for reasons it isn’t. I’ll want to get the set up properly once we’re settled — a status signal to London before the day’s out, if we can manage it without exposing the frequency twice from the same spot.”

“There is barn loft, two farms over. Empty, since family who owned it resettled in ‘forty-three,” Tadeusz said. “I can take you there this morning. Good height for aerial. And nobody left living close enough notice wire where should not be one.”

“That’ll do.” Fenwick folded the map away and stood, testing, Halina noticed, some ache in his shoulder he hadn’t mentioned and clearly didn’t intend to. “We’ll split the reconnaissance over the coming days rather than move as a single group more than we have to. Tadeusz and Halina know the ground and the local traffic — I’d want the two of you working the perimeter and the labour convoys, building the pattern of what actually moves and when. Fairfax and I will take the wireless and start building London’s picture from what you bring back, and I’ll want eyes on the exercise ground myself before I trust anyone’s account of it secondhand, mine included.”

“Understood.” Halina found she liked the shape of it — not because it kept her at a comfortable distance from the site, which it plainly didn’t, but because it gave her something to do with the next several days that wasn’t simply waiting, which she had already established, tonight, in a farmyard before dawn, that she was not built to do gracefully.

They dispersed before full light, Tadeusz and Fairfax towards the barn loft with the wireless set wrapped in sacking against the frost, Fenwick to sleep the few hours the farm could safely offer him before he’d need to be moving again. Halina stayed a moment longer in the yard, alone, telling herself it was to check the tree line one final time, though she knew, standing there, that it was something closer to the opposite — not checking for danger, but simply looking, the way she had allowed herself to look perhaps a dozen times in two years and never for very long.

From this angle, in the last dark before the sky properly lightened, she could just make out the shape of it: not the mountain itself, which sat where it had always sat, indifferent to what had been built into it, but the black slots of the gallery entrances on the far ridge, lit faintly at their mouths by work lamps that never went out, a scatter of unnatural stars low on a horizon that had never, in her whole life before the war, had any stars there at all. Somewhere under that ridge was her grandmother’s orchard, and somewhere near it, if he was anywhere at all, was Janek, and somewhere between the two of them was whatever it was that London had sent her, with two strange Englishmen and a demolitions kit, four years of practice, and a plain refusal to let any of it stop her, to go and find out about.

She watched the lights a while longer than she meant to, and then went inside, because the farm needed to look, by full daylight, exactly as ordinary as it always had.
Routine Authorisation

Kammler’s office was, by design, the least remarkable room in the administrative block — a desk, two chairs, a filing cabinet with a lock he used more out of habit than necessity, and a window too small and too high to offer any view beyond a slice of grey sky and, when the wind was right, the sound of the site’s ordinary business carrying up from below. He had chosen it himself, over a larger room with a proper view that the previous administration had favoured, on the theory that a man who spent his working hours looking at a mountain eventually started thinking like the mountain wanted him to, and he had no use for that particular occupational hazard. The room’s dullness suited him. It was the one place in the complex where nothing was ever, under any circumstances, permitted to feel like anything other than paperwork.

The volunteer roster arrived on his desk the following morning in the particular grey folder the administrative office used for anything it considered sensitive enough to warrant a folder rather than a simple clip, and he set his coffee aside to read it properly before the day’s other business could accumulate around it and dilute the attention it deserved. Voss’s promised alternates had come through as agreed — three names beneath Brandt’s, each with a shorter, thinner file, the sort of documentation that told Kammler these had been assembled quickly rather than cultivated over time, which was not in itself disqualifying but was worth noting for what it implied about how much genuine selection had gone into the list versus how much had simply been availability. He read all three regardless — a signaller with a minor cardiac irregularity that ruled him out on the physician’s own recommendation, a quartermaster’s clerk who had volunteered, by his own account, chiefly out of boredom, and a young engineer whose file was thorough enough that Kammler set it aside as a genuine second candidate rather than a formality, should Brandt’s physical examination turn up anything disqualifying at the last stage.

Brandt’s file, by contrast, had clearly had care taken with it. Kammler read it the way he read anything he intended to hold someone else to later, twice through, the second pass slower than the first.

Brandt, Erich. B. 1918, Küstrin. Infantry, 1941 to present. Iron Cross Second Class, Kharkov. Wounded twice, both times returned to fitness within the standard convalescence period, no lingering impairment noted on either occasion. Assessed by the camp physician as physically exceptional even before consideration for the programme — Voss’s word, exceptional, underlined once in the physician’s own hand, which struck Kammler as the sort of enthusiasm a man allowed himself only when he genuinely believed it rather than when he was managing an audience. The psychological assessment ran to two pages, longer than Kammler had expected for a volunteer roster this size, and read, on the whole, as the file of a stable, unremarkable man who had simply decided, for reasons the assessing officer summarised as a straightforward and apparently sincere desire to be useful, that this was worth doing. There was a line near the bottom of the second page, in a different hand from the rest — a note, evidently added after the formal assessment was filed — that Kammler’s eye caught and held on longer than the rest of the document warranted: Subject asked, unprompted, whether the procedure’s risks had been fully characterised before he was permitted to volunteer for it. Assessing officer unable to answer with confidence. Subject volunteered regardless, on the stated grounds that someone would have to be first, and he would rather it be a man who’d asked the question than one who hadn’t thought to.

Kammler read that line three times before he moved on, and found, doing it, an emotion he did not have an entirely comfortable name for — not quite admiration, because admiration implied a kind of endorsement he wasn’t prepared to extend to the whole enterprise, but something adjacent to it, a respect for the specific clarity of a man who had looked at an unquantified risk and decided to accept it anyway, with his eyes as open as the information available to him allowed. It was, Kammler thought, rather more than most of the men who’d sent Brandt into this position had managed themselves.

A duty clerk interrupted him twice before Voss arrived, once with a routine requisition for winter boots that had somehow required his personal signature rather than the quartermaster’s, and once with a query, relayed third-hand from Berlin, about whether Sóboń’s coal allocation could be reduced in favour of a site further west that had apparently made a more persuasive case for its own urgency that week. Kammler answered both without particular irritation, because irritation at the ordinary machinery of running a site was, in his experience, a luxury a man paid for later in worse ways, and it struck him, setting the coal query aside for a proper written reply, how entirely unremarkable this morning would look to anyone reading his outgoing correspondence for the day — boots, coal, a training exercise reclassified as a personnel matter — a man doing the routine business of an out-of-the-way command, nothing in the paperwork to suggest that one line on one folder, still sitting closed at his elbow, concerned itself with the deliberate rearrangement of a living man’s blood and bone.

Voss arrived at the appointed hour with a second folder under his arm, thinner than the roster, and set it on the desk without preamble. “The monitoring protocol, revised per our conversation yesterday. I’ve built in the staged-escalation structure we discussed, and the stop authority vested in whoever supervises the procedure directly.”

“Good.” Kammler opened it, scanning rather than reading in full — he’d trust the detail to a second pass, this was a matter of confirming shape rather than substance on the first. “There’s an addition I want made before this goes final.”

“Herr Obergruppenführer?”

“The monitoring requirement doesn’t apply only to the subjects.” Kammler said it the way he said most operational decisions, as a statement of settled fact rather than an invitation to discuss it, though he was prepared, if Voss had grounds, to hear an objection. “Anyone with regular access to the vault chamber — you, myself, the technicians assigned to instrument maintenance — goes onto a standing monitoring schedule as well. Bloodwork and basic vitals, fortnightly, filed alongside the subject data rather than separately.”

Voss’s expression did something complicated for a fraction of a second, there and gone before Kammler could fully parse it — not quite surprise, closer to a man recalculating a piece of arithmetic he’d assumed was settled. “May I ask the reasoning? I don’t disagree with the instinct, only I’d expected to be arguing for it rather than being handed it.”

“Prudence.” Kammler said it flatly, because it was, to his own ear, a sufficient answer and didn’t require dressing up as anything more considered than it was. “We’re working next to an anomaly we don’t fully understand, in a chamber none of us can say with confidence is entirely inert to unshielded exposure over time. If there’s a physiological cost to proximity — and your own accidental case suggests there might be, however modest — I want the data on the men handling this daily, not a discovery made only once someone’s unwell enough that Berlin asks why we didn’t think to check. It’s the same principle as the subject monitoring. I’m simply not willing to apply it selectively to people I happen to outrank.”

“That’s —” Voss stopped, seemed to reconsider the sentence he’d been about to produce, and settled for something plainer. “That’s more thorough than I’d have proposed myself. I’ll draft the addendum today.”

“One further point, before you do.” Kammler set the roster down. “I don’t want the wider technical staff reading anything alarming into this. Frame it administratively — a standard occupational health measure for personnel working in a confined excavation environment, the same justification you’d give for monitoring men in a coal seam. Nothing that invites questions about the chamber specifically.”

“That’s an easy enough frame. It has the advantage of being partly true — confined-space work carries its own ordinary hazards regardless of anything else down there.” Voss made a note of his own. “How many names, beyond the two of us?”

“The instrument technicians with standing clearance. Four, by my count, though I’ll want that confirmed against the current roster rather than my memory of it. Anyone whose duties bring them past the second checkpoint on a regular basis, not merely the occasional errand.”

“I’ll have the list to you by tomorrow. Fortnightly draws, the same laboratory that processes the subject bloodwork, filed under a designation that won’t draw a clerk’s attention if the file’s ever pulled for something unrelated.” Voss said it with the particular briskness of a man already three steps into the logistics, which Kammler had come to recognise, over two years, as his most reliable tell that a proposal had genuinely satisfied him rather than merely been accepted.

“Do.” Kammler turned back to the roster, satisfied enough with the exchange to consider it closed, though something in Voss’s brief hesitation had registered with him as worth a moment’s private notice — not suspicion, nothing so specific as that, only the small, filed observation that Voss had expected to be the one arguing for caution in this room, and had not entirely known what to do with an occasion where he wasn’t. Kammler set it aside as an observation about Voss’s habitual expectations rather than anything requiring further thought, and moved on.

“The psychological assessment on Brandt,” Kammler said, tapping the relevant page. “This note here, appended after the formal write-up. Your hand?”

“Mine.” Voss leaned to see which line he meant, though Kammler suspected, from the speed of the recognition, that Voss knew precisely which line without needing to look. “He asked the question directly, at the end of the intake interview, after the formal assessment had already been recorded. I thought it worth preserving separately rather than folding it into the official document, since it wasn’t strictly part of the assessment protocol.”

“Why preserve it at all, if it’s outside protocol?”

Voss considered the question with more care than Kammler had expected the exchange to require. “Because I think it matters what kind of man is first, Herr Obergruppenführer, even if the file doesn’t formally require us to record it. If this works, the file will say a great deal about physiology and very little about the man it happened to. I wanted at least one line, somewhere, that remembered he asked the honest question before he volunteered anyway.”

Kammler did not have a ready answer to that, and didn’t attempt to manufacture one, which was, in its own way, as close as he came most days to acknowledging that Voss’s instincts occasionally reached somewhere his own didn’t trouble to go. He closed the folder instead and reached for the third document on the desk — the standard racial-fitness assessment that accompanied every volunteer file as a matter of regulation, a form Kammler had signed off on so many times across two postings that he no longer read it with any real attention, until this particular copy, filled in by a medical officer evidently more enthusiastic about the regulation’s spirit than most, caught his eye with a phrase he hadn’t seen deployed with quite this much conviction before: Subject represents an exceptional specimen of Nordic physical type, suitable in every particular for advancement of the Reich’s biological aims.

Kammler read it twice, the second time with the specific, weary irritation of a man encountering, yet again, a document that had confused a man’s usefulness to a scientific programme with a set of claims about his blood that the programme’s own data would do nothing whatsoever to support or refute. He had signed a great many forms like this one over the years, in postings where the language had mattered rather more to the men reading his reports than it mattered to him, and he had long since arrived at a private accommodation with the practice that he had never once discussed with anyone, Voss included: he would sign the form, because refusing to sign it accomplished nothing except drawing attention he had no use for, and he would file, privately and permanently, his own considered view that the form’s central premise was nonsense dressed up as biology.

It was not, in his estimation, even a defensible kind of nonsense. He had spent enough of his career reading the actual data from actual bodies — his own earlier postings had given him more of that data than he cared to remember in detail, results drawn from men and women the regime had classified as beneath the standard this form now applied so approvingly to Brandt — to know, with a confidence he kept entirely to himself, that whatever this programme discovered about physical enhancement, it would discover it about bodies that worked the same way regardless of the ancestry printed on the intake form. If the underlying tissue responded differently along racial lines, the earlier data would have shown it, and it hadn’t, not once, not in any of the postings where he’d had occasion to compare results across the categories the regime insisted on maintaining. He remembered, with the specific clarity of a fact he had filed away rather than a memory he returned to willingly, a set of comparative wound-healing figures from one of those earlier programmes, tabulated by a junior physician who had clearly expected the numbers to demonstrate something and had submitted them, in the end, with no comment at all, because there had been nothing in them to comment on. The tissue had healed at the rate tissue healed. Kammler had read that report as confirmation of something he’d already privately suspected, and had never once seen it cited, by anyone, in any of the documents that continued to insist on the opposite.

He signed the form anyway, in the space provided, and set it at the bottom of the stack rather than the top, a small private act of relegation that changed nothing about the file’s contents and cost him nothing to indulge.

“Something wrong with the assessment?” Voss asked, watching him.

“Nothing that affects the authorisation.” Kammler said it without elaborating, on the settled principle that some opinions were more useful held than spoken, particularly to a man whose own convictions ran, by a different route entirely, towards believing this site’s anomaly cared a great deal about the specific nature of the people who came near it. Voss’s superstition and the regime’s racial doctrine were not, in Kammler’s private taxonomy, the same species of error, but they shared enough family resemblance — both claimed to know something about the world that no measurement had actually confirmed — that he saw no profit in explaining to Voss precisely which one he found more tiresome today.

They worked through the remainder of the protocol in the practical register Kammler preferred, confirming the escalation schedule, the equipment requisitions, the specific hour at which the procedure would begin — early, Voss’s preference, on the reasoning that Brandt would be better rested and the technical staff fresher for a morning start than an afternoon one.

“Should I arrange for you to see him beforehand?” Voss asked, near the end. “A number of the site commanders I’ve worked with in other contexts like to meet a volunteer personally before a procedure of this scale. It tends to be appreciated.”

Kammler considered it, briefly, and found the idea held less appeal than he’d expected it to. “No. I’ll see him afterwards, if the procedure goes as intended, and review the file properly regardless of whether it does. I’ve no wish to make this a personal transaction between us before it’s begun. It complicates a man’s judgement when it becomes personal too early, and I’d rather mine stayed exactly as uncomplicated as the file requires it to be.”

“That’s honest, at least.”

“It’s practical.” Kammler said it without any particular defensiveness, because he didn’t feel the need for any. “You’ve met him. You’ll be in the room. That’s sufficient humanity for one procedure, and rather more than most of the men authorising work like this bother to provide at all.”

Voss didn’t answer that directly, though something in his expression suggested he’d filed the remark somewhere he intended to return to, which Kammler noted and let pass without further comment. By the time the sun had moved fully past the small window Kammler’s office allowed him, the folder held everything it needed to hold: a roster, a protocol, a monitoring schedule that now covered considerably more people than it had that morning, and, at the bottom, Kammler’s own signature, given without ceremony, in the same hand he used for requisition forms and leave approvals and every other piece of paper that crossed his desk in the ordinary course of running a site.

“I’ll want the first day’s readings myself,” Kammler said, as Voss gathered the papers to have them properly filed. “Not your summary of them. The raw log, alongside whatever interpretation you want to attach to it.”

“Of course. Though I’d ask you trust my summaries in future, once you’ve seen a few and judged them accurate.”

“I likely will, eventually.” Kammler said it without apology, because it wasn’t, in his own accounting, a comment on Voss’s competence so much as a description of a habit he had never successfully trained himself out of and had stopped trying to, somewhere around his second posting, once it had become clear the habit caught things a trusting man missed. He had built a career, such as it was, on the specific discipline of not taking another man’s word for a result he could verify himself with a modest additional effort, and he saw no reason a programme this consequential should be the occasion he finally relaxed the standard. Reports summarised what someone else had decided was worth reporting. Raw data, however tedious to work through, summarised nothing — it simply sat there, indifferent to anyone’s interpretation of it, waiting to be read correctly or not, and Kammler had long since decided he would rather do the reading himself, however much longer it took, than discover too late that someone’s summary had quietly smoothed over the one number that mattered.

It was, he thought, closing the folder and setting it aside for the administrative office to process, a reasonable enough principle to carry into a programme whose entire premise rested on the honesty of what a body actually did under controlled conditions, rather than what anyone wanted, for whatever reason, to believe it had done. A man who trusted only what he’d verified himself was, by definition, a man who would eventually verify something he would rather not have.

He did not think that thought through to its end. There was no reason, yet, that he should have.
What the Marrow Holds

The procedure room sat two levels below the administrative block, cut into rock that had never been dressed for appearance the way the upper corridors had, and it had the particular chill of a place that had been designed for equipment rather than for the men who’d have to work in it for hours at a stretch. Kammler arrived a quarter of an hour before the scheduled start, as he preferred to for anything he intended to observe from beginning to end, and found the room already alive with the low, competent noise of technicians completing final checks — a generator’s idle hum, the rubberised squeak of cable being coiled and recoiled, someone testing a set of electrodes against the meat of their own forearm and grunting satisfaction at whatever reading it produced.

Brandt was already on the table when Kammler came in, stripped to the waist despite the cold, and Kammler took a moment, before the procedure proper began, to look at him properly rather than merely at his file. He was, as advertised, an unremarkable sort of exceptional — good shoulders, a runner’s leanness rather than a labourer’s bulk, a face that had the settled calm of a man who had made his decision some days ago and had no further use for revisiting it. He met Kammler’s eye once, briefly, with something that wasn’t quite deference and wasn’t quite equality either, the particular look of a soldier acknowledging a superior officer’s presence without making a production of it, and then returned his attention to the ceiling, where he kept it for most of what followed.

“Herr Obergruppenführer.” Voss looked up from the instrument tray, a grease pencil already in hand. “We’re ready when you are.”

“A moment.” Kammler crossed to the table itself, which was not his habit before a procedure and which he did now chiefly because the file’s small, unexpected line about the intake interview had stayed with him longer than he’d have predicted. “Brandt.”

“Herr Obergruppenführer.” Brandt’s eyes came off the ceiling and found him directly, steady, no more deference in them than regulation required and no less.

“Your assessing officer noted that you asked whether the risks had been fully characterised before you volunteered. They hadn’t been. They still aren’t.”

“I know that, sir.” Brandt said it without apparent concern, a statement of fact rather than a complaint. “I asked because I wanted it on the record that I’d asked, not because I expected a different answer would have changed my mind. Someone has to be first at a thing like this. I’d rather it were done by a man who went in with his eyes open.”

“That’s your own reasoning, or one you were given?”

“Mine, sir. Nobody gave me any reasoning at all. They mostly seemed to want me to sign the forms and stop asking questions.” A ghost of dry humour crossed his face, there and gone. “I signed the forms.”

Kammler found he had nothing further to say to that, which was, in its way, an answer of its own. He returned to the observation stool without further comment, and Voss, watching the exchange with an expression Kammler didn’t trouble to read, said nothing about it either.

“Before we begin.” Kammler crossed instead to the instrument tray, where a rack of four small ampoules sat prepared, each holding a measure of the dense, faintly luminous material that had cost two years and a rift in the mountain to produce. “I want to see what we’re actually putting into him. I’ve signed for this by the gram often enough that I ought to know what a gram of it looks like.”

“Of course, Herr Obergruppenführer.” Voss handed one across, and made, Kammler noted, no move to offer him the gloves folded beside the tray — whether from an oversight or from the same private reverence that kept Voss’s own hands bare around the material more often than the safety notes he’d drafted himself strictly permitted, Kammler didn’t ask.

The ampoule was warmer than the cold room had any business making anything, a warmth with no fever in it, more like a hand that had recently let go of something than a hand itself, and Kammler turned it once in his fingers, weighing it, before he felt — there and gone before he could properly locate it — a faint tingling in the pads of both fingers holding the glass, the specific, mild pins-and-needles of a limb that had been sat on too long and was only now remembering it had feeling to complain with. He set the ampoule back on the tray, flexed his fingers once, and found nothing further in them worth remarking on.

“Cold gets into the hands faster down here than anywhere else in the complex,” he said, to no one in particular, and Voss, capping the ampoule again, didn’t trouble to agree or disagree with the diagnosis.

“Proceed.” Kammler took the position Voss had set aside for him, a stool set back from the table at a distance calculated, he suspected, to give him a clear view without putting him near enough to feel obliged to speak.

Brandt lay face-up under lights bright enough to work by, and did not flinch when Voss marked the four sites with the grease pencil — a cross above the left knee, another at the widest part of the right upper arm, a third low on the breastbone, a fourth at the crest of the left hip.

“Where the marrow lives,” Voss had told him at intake, in the tone of a man discussing something almost administrative, and Brandt had nodded as though that settled it.

The drilling itself took the better part of half an hour per site — a slow, deliberate bore through cortical bone into the softer material beneath, the material introduced directly rather than trusted to find its own way there through blood alone. Kammler had asked Voss once, early in the programme, why the marrow specifically, and Voss had given him an answer with enough Latin in it that Kammler had stopped asking and simply signed what was put in front of him. It worked, or it didn’t. The mechanism was Voss’s problem.

He watched the first site through in full, because he considered it his obligation to understand precisely what he’d authorised rather than to take the description on trust, and found the work itself almost tediously careful — a technician’s hands steady over the drill, Voss calling depth readings aloud at intervals, Brandt’s own breathing the only sign that anything at all was happening to him, slow and controlled in the manner of a man who had decided, somewhere before he ever lay down on this table, that panic would serve him worse than patience. By the second site Kammler had seen enough of the mechanics to satisfy himself the procedure matched the file, and gave his attention instead to the room as a whole — the technicians’ economy of movement, the particular hush that settled over men doing careful, repetitive work they had rehearsed enough times to trust their own hands. It was, whatever else it was, competently run. That mattered to him more than he generally admitted.

Between the third and fourth sites, Voss stepped back from the table to confer briefly with the senior technician, and used the pause to cross to where Kammler sat.

“He’s tolerating it better than either of the two before him,” Voss said, low enough that it wouldn’t carry to the table. “Heart rate’s elevated but stable. No sign of the distress response we saw early in the first case.”

“Is that meaningful, or simply luck?”

“Too early to say with confidence. I’d want three or four data points before I called it a pattern rather than a favourable individual.” Voss glanced back at Brandt, something in his expression that Kammler recognised, by now, as the specific satisfaction of a man watching a hypothesis survive contact with evidence. “But it’s a good sign. I’ll tell you plainly rather than dress it up as more than it is.”

“Plainly is what I want.” Kammler nodded him back to the table, and the fourth site proceeded with the same unhurried care as the first three.

After the drilling came the current — electrodes at both thighs, both upper arms, the long muscles of the back, wired to a generator two technicians monitored in shifts, cycling in patterns Voss had refined over the two subjects who’d come before Brandt and not survived the first week. Brandt’s body arched and released, arched and released, hour after hour, and by the second cycle he had stopped making any sound at all, which Voss noted approvingly as tolerance rather than the alternative. Kammler stayed for the first two hours of it and then excused himself to the business that had accumulated regardless of what else the day required of him, satisfied that the procedure had proceeded exactly as described and confident, from what he’d already seen, that the remaining hours would produce nothing he needed to witness in person to properly evaluate afterwards. He returned once more before the day was out, near the end of the final cycle, and found the room much as he’d left it, Brandt slack against the restraints with the particular exhaustion of a man who had simply run out of anything left to spend, the generator’s hum winding down as the last cycle completed.

“How does he seem?” Kammler asked.

“Alive. Coherent, when I’ve asked him to be.” Voss checked a final reading and made a note. “The real test starts tomorrow, once we see what the body’s done with what we’ve given it overnight.”

The visible cost came due within two days. Brandt’s hair came away from the scalp in the technician’s comb, first in strands and then in sheets, until by the third morning his head was as bare and pale as the rest of him; the eyebrows went the same way, giving his face a scrubbed, unfinished look that made him difficult to read. His fingernails lifted at the cuticle one by one over the same span, each bed weeping briefly before it closed — Kammler watched a technician document ten small wounds on a man’s hands that had not existed the day before, and by the following morning could find none of them on the film at all. The toenails went the same way, unremarked, inside his boots.

Brandt reported the rest himself, matter-of-fact, the way a man reports weather. “I can hear something. In my teeth, not my ears —” he tapped his own jaw to demonstrate, an oddly boyish gesture for a man with no eyebrows left. “Like a wireless, between stations. No words in it. Just the sound wireless makes when there aren’t any.”

Kammler found, hearing it, that his own fingers had gone very briefly to the pads he’d felt tingle around the ampoule the week before — an association made and dismissed in the same half-second, the sort of idle pattern-matching a mind performed on its own account and a rational man declined to credit with meaning. Cold fingers and a volunteer’s altered nerves were not, by any standard of evidence he was prepared to accept, the same phenomenon wearing two faces. He did not raise it with Voss.

And, separately, two days after that: “There are people standing at the edges of the room. I only see them if I don’t look. The moment I turn my head there’s nothing there.” He said this without alarm, the same register he’d used for the wireless, and Voss wrote it down without comment, and Kammler, reading the log later, found he had no better category for it than the one Voss had used: subjective, unconfirmed, monitor.

He read that entry twice, standing at his own desk with the day’s other paperwork still spread around it, and found himself, for a moment he didn’t examine too closely, wondering what it would sound like — a wireless between stations, no words in it, just the sound a wireless makes when there aren’t any — before he set the thought aside as an idle and unproductive one, the sort of curiosity a man in his position had no professional use for indulging.

He visited once more mid-week, unannounced, on the reasonable principle that a scheduled inspection saw only what it was prepared to be shown. He found Brandt sitting up in the observation cell, bald and browless and entirely composed, working through a hand of solitaire with cards a technician had evidently supplied out of simple boredom on the patient’s behalf, and if the man harboured any private alarm about what had been done to his own body over the preceding days, he gave no outward sign of it that Kammler could detect.

“They tell me I’m healing oddly,” Brandt said, without looking up from the cards, when he noticed Kammler in the doorway. “I don’t feel odd. I feel very well, actually, sir, which I understand is itself considered part of what’s odd about it.”

“Does the sound in your teeth trouble you?”

“Not troubles, exactly. I’ve mostly stopped noticing it, the way you stop noticing a clock in a room after enough days living with it.” He turned a card, considered it, set it down. “The shapes at the edges are stranger. But they don’t ask anything of me, and they’re never there when I look properly, so I’ve decided not to give them more attention than that.”

Kammler left without further comment, and found, walking back up through the levelled corridor, that he had no ready category for a man who could describe his own transformation with the same flat equanimity he might use to describe a change in the weather, and decided, on balance, that it was a favourable trait in a subject even if it left him without anything useful to say about it in the file.

By the end of the first week the drilling sites had closed over without scarring anyone could find, the hair had not returned, and Brandt could bend a steel bed frame far enough out of true that it had to be replaced. Kammler came down to observe the demonstration himself, and watched Brandt take the frame in both hands, without apparent effort, and fold it the way another man might fold a length of wire, an expression on his face that was less strain than mild, detached curiosity about his own capability, as though he were testing a new tool rather than his own body.

“Reflexes next,” Voss said. “Then the combat drills, restrained testing first, as agreed.”

The reflex testing itself took less than an hour, and told Kammler more, watching it, than any of the written reports had managed to. A technician stood behind a padded frame and released a weighted ball along a measured track without warning, at intervals designed to defeat anticipation, and Brandt’s hand closed on it, every time, before Kammler’s own eye had properly registered that the ball had left the frame at all. By the sixth repetition the technician had stopped bothering to vary the timing, on the sound observation that variation had ceased to make any measurable difference to the outcome.

“Numbers,” Kammler said.

“Reaction time under a tenth of a second, consistently, against a baseline that would put an exceptional athlete at perhaps a fifth.” Voss didn’t look up from his own notes as he said it, which told Kammler the number had already been checked more than once before either of them trusted it enough to say aloud. “I don’t have an instrument in this facility that can resolve it more precisely than that. We may need to requisition something better suited to the range we’re now working in.”

Kammler signed off on him for the combat-drill phase of testing the same afternoon, the authorisation as unceremonious as every other piece of paper that had crossed his desk that week. The wireless in the teeth and the shapes at the edge of the room went into the file under side effects, non-critical, and stayed there.

He stood a moment longer in the doorway before he left, watching Brandt flex one reconstructed hand and then the other, testing a grip strength that had, by every measure Voss’s instruments could take, no reasonable precedent in the medical literature either of them had access to. It was, by the standard Kammler judged everything by, an unambiguous success — the numbers real, repeatable, exactly the kind of result Berlin had been demanding for eight months and would now, at last, have something concrete to show for. He allowed himself, walking back up towards the surface, the particular satisfaction of a difficult problem yielding to careful method, and did not trouble himself further, that evening, with a phrase from Brandt’s own report that Voss’s clinical shorthand had already filed safely out of the way: the sound a wireless makes when there aren’t any.
What Doesn’t Come Out Right

The overwatch position Halina had chosen sat where the tree line folded back on itself above a shallow gully, close enough to the perimeter wire to make out individual faces at the guard hut if the light was right and far enough back that a man moving carelessly through the undergrowth wouldn’t silhouette against the sky. She had known the spot since she was nine years old and had used it, then, for nothing more serious than watching for her father’s cart coming back from market, and there was a particular, quiet violence in returning to it now with a British officer beside her and a notebook instead of a childhood.

“Good ground,” Fenwick said, low, settling into the hollow beside her with the economy of a man who had done this in enough countries that the specific cold of this one barely registered as remarkable. “You could hold this position for a week and never be made.”

“I have held it for longer than a week, at different times, for different reasons.” She didn’t elaborate, and he didn’t ask her to, which she was coming to recognise as one of his more reliable qualities. “The gate you can see from here is the main one. There’s a second, smaller, on the far side — you can’t see it from this angle, but Tadeusz has walked it twice.”

They settled into the particular stillness of a long watch, trading the field glasses back and forth at intervals, and Halina found the rhythm of it almost restful despite everything the rhythm was in service of — the guard rotation confirmed itself within the first hour exactly as Tadeusz had reported, two men relieved at the main gate with the loose, unhurried competence of soldiers who had stopped expecting trouble from this particular stretch of road months ago. Fenwick noted timings in the small, neat hand she’d already seen him use once, at the farmhouse table, and said little, which suited her; she had worked with men before who felt obliged to narrate their own competence aloud, and she had come to value the ones who simply did the work instead.

They worked the fence line methodically before the light was properly up, Fenwick sketching its run against the map he’d carried folded inside his coat, correcting the pencil marks where the ground didn’t match what London’s aerial photographs had suggested.

“Single strand, plain wire, no second fence behind it that I can see,” he said, low. “That’s either confidence or complacency. I’d want to know which before I trusted it.”

“Complacency, I’d guess. This far from the fighting, and this deep into occupied ground, they’ve had no reason yet to expect anyone coming at them from outside the wire. Everything they’ve had to worry about has come from inside it.” Halina kept the glasses on the guard hut as she said it, watching the shift change complete itself with the same unhurried indifference as the day before. “That may not last. But it’s true today, and today is what we’re planning against.”

“There,” he said, after the better part of two hours, and passed her the glasses without further comment.

A column of trucks had turned off the main road, three of them, canvas-backed, moving at the deliberate pace of vehicles whose cargo mattered more than their schedule. Halina watched them approach the perimeter, watched the gate guards wave them through with the particular indifference of men processing something they’d seen too many times to find remarkable, and felt the old, familiar tightening in her chest that she had never managed to train herself out of, no matter how many times over four years she had watched a convoy like this one arrive somewhere she couldn’t follow it.

“Labour transport,” she said, keeping her voice level with an effort Fenwick, to his credit, didn’t remark on. “Not soldiers. You can tell from how they’re loaded — soldiers ride facing out, ready to move. These are packed in, no room to do anything but stand.”

The trucks slowed at the inner checkpoint, and for a moment, before the canvas flaps were pulled properly closed again, Halina caught sight of what the truck bed actually held — men, dozens of them across the three vehicles, in clothing gone the same uniform grey-brown that clothing became after enough months of a single set with no replacement, faces turned towards nothing in particular with the specific, terrible blankness of people who had learned that watching for anything better only cost them the energy to be disappointed by it. One of them, near the tailgate, was young — younger, she thought, than Janek had been when they took him, though it was impossible to be certain at this distance, through glass, in bad light — and she made herself keep the glasses steady on the truck rather than on the boy specifically, because steadiness was the only thing she had to offer him from here, and even that wasn’t much.

“How many, would you say?” Fenwick asked, quietly, watching her rather than the convoy in that moment, which she noticed and set aside to think about later.

“Thirty to a truck, perhaps more. Ninety men, this delivery alone.” She lowered the glasses because her hands had begun, very slightly, to want to shake, and she was not willing to let that happen in front of him. “This is not unusual. Tadeusz has logged convoys like this one twice a week for months. It’s simply the first I’ve seen myself, this close.”

“You don’t have to watch it again if you’d rather not.”

“I’d rather watch all of it than none of it.” She said it more sharply than she’d intended, and moderated her tone before she continued. “I’m sorry. I mean that I would rather know exactly what this place is than protect myself from knowing. I’ve built the last two years on that principle. I’m not discarding it today.”

Fenwick didn’t argue the point, which she was grateful for, and they logged the rest of the convoy’s processing in the practical, unadorned language of the trade — arrival time, unloading location, the direction the empty trucks departed in afterwards — because the alternative to that language was no language at all, and neither of them, she suspected, could have sustained the watch much longer without it.

They broke from the position an hour before dusk, working back through the tree line by a route Halina could have walked blind, and it was on the path down towards the second farmhouse — not the one Fenwick and Fairfax had dropped near, but a smaller holding further along the valley, where a woman named Zofia kept goats and, twice a week, carried a cart of turnips and black bread to the camp’s outer kitchen under a supply arrangement the Germans tolerated because it cost them nothing and saved their own quartermaster the trouble — that Halina turned aside from the main track without explanation and told Fenwick, in a tone that didn’t invite discussion, to wait for her at the treeline.

Zofia was in her yard when Halina reached it, restacking firewood against the coming dark, and looked up without surprise at Halina’s approach, the particular unsurprise of a woman who had learned, over four years of occupation, to treat sudden arrivals as ordinary rather than alarming, since alarm cost energy she needed for other things.

“You’re later in the season than usual,” Zofia said, which was as close to a greeting as either of them generally bothered with.

“I need to ask you about the camp deliveries. Anything from the last month you haven’t already passed to Tadeusz.”

Zofia set down the log she was holding and considered the question with the particular care of a woman deciding how much a piece of information was worth to the person asking for it, though Halina suspected, from long acquaintance, that the calculation had less to do with payment than with whether the telling would cost her anything afterwards. “There’s talk among the kitchen women. You know how that talk travels — third-hand, fourth-hand, nothing you’d want to build a plan around.” She glanced once towards the darkening road before she went on, an old reflex rather than any specific fear. “They say the Germans have volunteers going into the deeper part of the works now. Not labourers — soldiers, their own men, offering themselves up for something nobody’s been told the shape of.”

“Volunteers for what?”

“That’s the part nobody can say plainly, because nobody who’s seen it has come back able to describe it properly.” Zofia’s voice dropped, not from caution now but from something closer to genuine unease, an emotion Halina had rarely heard from her in two years of exchanges conducted mostly in the flat, practical register of two women trading useful facts. “One of the kitchen women has a nephew billeted with the garrison. He came home once, on a short leave, and wouldn’t talk about what he’d seen inside the wire — not wouldn’t as in wasn’t permitted to, she was clear about that distinction, but wouldn’t as in couldn’t make himself say it. Left a day early. Hasn’t written since, though she says that might mean nothing at all, letters being what they are just now.”

“And the volunteers themselves — anything more specific? What becomes of them?”

“Nothing specific. Only that the ones who go in for it don’t come out again looking quite like men who went in for anything ordinary.” Zofia shook her head, as though shaking off the shape of the thought rather than the thought itself. “I don’t know what that means, Halina. I’m not sure the women saying it know what it means either. But I’ve traded gossip with this camp for two years, and I’ve never once heard fear in it before. I heard fear in this.”

Halina thanked her, left what supplies she’d carried for exactly this purpose, and walked back to the treeline with the particular, unproductive clarity of a woman turning a single unsatisfying phrase over and over because she had nothing better to do with it — don’t come out again looking quite like men who went in for anything ordinary — a sentence that told her everything about the fact of a horror and nothing whatsoever about its shape.

Fenwick was waiting exactly where she’d left him, and fell into step beside her without asking what the detour had been, which told her he’d guessed enough of it not to need the rest confirmed aloud until she was ready to give it.

“There’s something,” she said, once they’d put enough distance behind them that a raised voice wouldn’t carry. “A rumour, nothing more, but consistent with what London’s already flagged. Soldiers volunteering for something inside the deeper works. Whatever it is, it changes the men who go through it, badly enough that the ones who’ve seen the aftermath won’t describe it, even to family.”

“Consistent with our own file, then. Not new information, exactly, but not nothing either.” Fenwick said it in the same careful, unhurried register he’d used all afternoon, though she caught, underneath it, the same specific unease she’d heard in Zofia’s voice a few minutes before — the tell of a professional encountering a problem that didn’t behave like the problems his training had prepared him for. “I’ll want it in tonight’s signal to London, framed exactly as thin as it is. We don’t gain anything overstating a rumour as confirmed intelligence.”

“Agreed.” Halina walked the rest of the way to the barn loft in silence.

Tadeusz and Fairfax were already there, the wireless set laid out on a crate between them, and Tadeusz looked up at their arrival with the particular alertness of a man who’d read something in their pace before either of them had said a word.

“Something happened.”

“Nothing happened. We saw a labour convoy, and I spoke to Zofia.” Halina set down her own kit and gave them the whole of it plainly, the convoy’s numbers, the nephew who wouldn’t talk, the sentence that had followed her the whole way back through the trees. “It’s the same shape as what London’s already given us. I’d hoped for something more specific. I got confirmation instead, which isn’t nothing, but isn’t much either.”

“It matches what I’ve had from the labour details directly, for what that’s worth.” Tadeusz’s voice was carefully even, the tone of a man laying a second data point beside a first rather than reacting to either of them. “One of the men on the stone-moving detail told a cousin of mine that two soldiers from the garrison went in as volunteers for something back in the autumn, and that one of them was quietly reassigned to light duties within the week, wouldn’t discuss why, and flinches now at loud noises he never used to flinch at. The other simply isn’t seen any more. No funeral, no notice, nothing anyone in the garrison will explain if asked directly.”

“Two separate sources, unconnected, telling the same story from different angles.” Fairfax had been listening without looking up from the set, and said it now with the particular flatness of a man doing arithmetic he didn’t like the answer to. “That’s not proof of anything specific. But it’s a great deal more than coincidence.”

“I’ll signal it to London as exactly that — two unconnected sources, consistent shape, no hard specifics.” Fenwick crouched by the set as Fairfax made room for him, and for a moment none of them said anything further, the four of them sitting in the barn’s cold half-dark with a single fact between them that none of them yet had the vocabulary to properly name. “It’s enough to keep this flagged as a priority. It isn’t enough to plan an operation against. We need eyes on whatever’s actually happening inside that wire before any of this becomes more than a rumour with good sourcing.”

“Then we get eyes on it,” Halina said, and found she meant it more than the tiredness in her own voice suggested she should.

The evening’s business went on a while longer after that — timings confirmed, the next day’s tasks divided, Fairfax’s careful hand recording it all for the signal he’d send once full dark had settled — and Halina found herself contributing to the conversation with one part of her attention while another part, entirely separate, kept circling back to the same six words, worrying at them the way a tongue worries at a broken tooth — not because the words explained anything, but because they were the only shape the fear had been given so far, and a shape, however useless, was better than none at all.

She did not sleep well that night, and did not entirely know, lying awake in the farmhouse’s borrowed dark, whether it was the convoy she kept seeing or the sentence, or whether, by now, there was any longer a meaningful difference between the two.
Holding Stable

Six days into the combat-drill phase, and Kammler had made a habit, in that time, of coming down to the procedure levels once each morning before the rest of his correspondence could claim him — not from any particular anxiety about what he’d find, but because a habit deferred long enough stopped being a habit at all, and he had learned, over a career built on other men’s programmes as much as his own, that the ones which slipped from daily attention were the ones that eventually produced a surprise nobody could account for. Sóboń would not produce that kind of surprise on his watch. Not this one, at any rate.

Berlin’s latest inquiry had reached him two days before, routed through the usual chain of a courier who knew better than to ask what he was carrying, and it had said, in the particular bloodless prose the Reichsführer’s office favoured for anything it wanted to sound like patience while functioning as a deadline, that the programme’s continued allocation of matériel and personnel remained under periodic review pending demonstrable results, and that the office looked forward to Obergruppenführer Kammler’s next full report at his earliest convenience. Kammler had read it twice, filed it, and told himself it changed nothing about the pace he’d already set for himself. He had not entirely believed himself while doing it. A programme under periodic review was a programme one administrative reshuffle away from becoming someone else’s portfolio, and he had watched that particular mechanism consume two colleagues’ work already this war, both of them men who had arrived, in their own reports, at results not so very different in kind from his own, and had simply been a season too slow in proving them.

He found Voss already at the observation desk when he arrived, three folders open in front of him in the particular fan a methodical man arranged his evidence in before he intended to argue a point rather than merely report one.

“You’ve the look of a man who wants ten minutes rather than two,” Kammler said, taking the chair Voss had begun, over the past week, to simply leave pulled out for him.

“I want both, Herr Obergruppenführer. Two minutes for the numbers, and ten for what I think we ought to do about them.” Voss slid the topmost folder across without ceremony. “Strength output, day six: consistent at just under triple baseline, no further gain over the last forty-eight hours, which I read as the ceiling rather than a plateau we’ll break through with more time. Reaction time, unchanged from the reflex testing you witnessed yourself — under a tenth of a second, and my instruments still can’t resolve it more finely than that. Healing’s the most interesting figure of the three. A four-millimetre laceration to the forearm, taken deliberately under controlled conditions two days ago, closed to an unscarred line within eleven hours. A subject with no augmentation would show visible scarring at ten days, if it closed cleanly at all.”

“And the earlier symptoms. The wireless. The shapes.”

“Unchanged, and — I want to be careful how I put this — he no longer volunteers them unless I ask directly. Not concealment. He’s simply stopped finding them remarkable enough to mention on his own initiative, the way a man stops mentioning the sound of his own house settling once he’s lived in it long enough.” Voss said it with the particular flatness he used for anything he found more unsettling than his voice let on. “I ask every morning regardless. Both are still present. Neither has changed in character, only in how much attention he gives them.”

Kammler set the folder down and considered it the way he considered any set of figures that had come in better than he’d allowed himself to expect — with a specific, deliberate suspicion of his own satisfaction, on the theory that a result too clean to argue with was usually a result he hadn’t looked at hard enough yet. “You said healing was the interesting one. Not the strength, not the reaction time.”

“Because the strength and the reaction time are simply better versions of things a body already does. Healing at this rate isn’t a better version of anything. It’s a different category of process entirely, and I don’t have a mechanism to offer you for it beyond the one I’ve already given you too many times for either of our comfort.” Voss allowed himself, briefly, something that wasn’t quite a smile. “I know your appetite for that particular conversation, Herr Obergruppenführer, so I’ll spare us both and simply say: it works, the numbers are real, and I have no better account of the process than I had six months ago.”

“Then we won’t have that conversation again today.” Kammler closed the folder. “You said you wanted ten minutes for what we ought to do about it. I take it we’re past the numbers.”

“We’re past the numbers.” Voss squared the remaining folders, a small, precise gesture that told Kammler, by now, that whatever came next had been rehearsed in the mirror before it reached this desk. “Come and watch this morning’s combat testing first. I’d rather you saw it before I made the case, not after.”

The training yard sat in a cleared gallery two levels up from the procedure room, lit by the same unforgiving lamps and ringed with a low timber barrier that had been built, Kammler suspected, more to give the watching technicians somewhere to lean than out of any real expectation it would need to contain anything. Brandt was already inside it when they arrived, stripped to shirtsleeves despite the cold, working through a series of stretches with the loose, unbothered economy of a man limbering up for a football match rather than what was about to happen to him.

Three instructors waited at the yard’s far end — men Kammler recognised from the garrison’s own close-combat cadre, chosen, Voss had explained at the outset, specifically for their competence rather than their expendability, on the theory that a controlled test against mediocre opposition proved nothing worth having. All three carried padded batons rather than live blades, and all three had the particular stillness of professionals who had been told, in advance, that the exercise ahead of them did not resemble any other exercise they had run.

“Restrained testing, as agreed,” Voss said, low, beside him. “He’s under instruction not to press an advantage past the point of a clean disabling contact. We’ve run this progression twice already this week — one opponent, then two. This is the first time at three.”

“He’s aware of the stakes if he doesn’t restrain himself.”

“He’s aware. I don’t believe restraint is where the difficulty will lie.” Voss said it without elaborating further, and gave the signal to begin.

It was, for the first several seconds, recognisably a fight — three trained men closing from three angles with the coordinated caution of soldiers who understood the value of not committing everything to a single approach, batons up, feet finding the yard’s uneven floor with the small, constant adjustments of men who expected to need to move fast. Brandt turned to meet the nearest of them without apparent hurry, and it was in that turn, more than anything that followed, that Kammler felt the specific, familiar chill of watching a number become a fact — the same sensation he’d had watching the reflex ball vanish from the frame before his own eye had registered the release, translated now into something with mass and intention behind it.

The first instructor’s baton never landed. Brandt took the strike on a raised forearm that should, by any reasonable account of what a forearm was for, have fractured under the force behind it, and used the same motion to redirect the man three full strides into the timber barrier, controlled enough that the barrier held and the man, badly winded, did not immediately get up. The second and third came together, better coordinated, and Brandt met them with an economy of movement that struck Kammler, watching, as closer to accountancy than combat — no wasted motion, no flourish, each contact placed exactly where it needed to be and nowhere else, the second instructor’s baton arm turned and pinned before the man had finished his swing, the third disarmed and set down onto the floor with a control that looked, from this distance, almost gentle, if a thing that ended with a grown man face-down and immobile inside two seconds could be called gentle at all.

The whole exchange took perhaps eleven seconds. Brandt stood at its centre afterwards, breathing only slightly harder than he had been at the start, and looked towards the observation rail with an expression Kammler found harder to read than the numbers had been — not triumph, not even satisfaction exactly, more the mild, faintly apologetic look of a man who suspected he’d been asked to do something slightly unfair to the people asked to oppose him and wasn’t entirely sure what the correct response to that was.

“Are they hurt?” Kammler asked, meaning it as a genuine question rather than an idle one.

“Winded, and the second man’s wrist will want strapping, but nothing that won’t mend inside the week.” Voss was already making a note. “That’s the fourth restrained bout he’s run this week, and the first at three opponents. I’d call the outcome unambiguous.”

“So would I.” Kammler watched Brandt help the winded instructor to his feet, an unprompted courtesy that told him something about the man that the numbers alone hadn’t, and found himself, not for the first time this week, faintly reluctant to look away from it. He crossed to the barrier rather than waiting for Voss to finish his note, a departure from his usual habit of receiving a subject’s report at one remove, through Voss, rather than directly. “Brandt.”

Brandt straightened at the sound of his name, unhurried, and came to something that wasn’t quite attention but read close enough to it for the setting. “Herr Obergruppenführer.”

“How do you find it. Honestly, not for the file.”

Brandt considered the question with the same unshowy care he’d given everything else Kammler had asked him since the intake interview. “Strange, sir, if I’m honest. Not the fighting itself — that part feels close enough to what I trained for that I can still recognise it as fighting. It’s more that I know, before I’ve decided anything, what I’m about to do. There’s no gap between seeing the opening and taking it. I used to have to choose. Now it’s more as though the choosing already happened somewhere I wasn’t invited to.” He glanced at his own hands, turning one over as though it belonged to someone he was still being introduced to. “I don’t say that as a complaint, sir. Only that it’s strange, and you did ask.”

“Does it trouble you.”

“Less than it probably should.” A ghost of the same dry humour from the procedure room crossed his face, there and gone. “I’ve decided not to spend too much time deciding how it ought to feel, sir. Seemed a better use of the time than the alternative.”

Kammler found, as he had found once before with this particular subject, that he had nothing further to say to that which belonged in a report, and nodded him back towards the instructors rather than press it. It was, he told himself, walking back to where Voss waited, a satisfactory answer — stable, self-possessed, no sign of the fraying Voss’s earlier subjects had shown even at this stage. He did not examine too closely why the phrase somewhere I wasn’t invited to had stayed with him rather longer than the rest of the exchange.

“Say what you came to say, Voss.”

Voss set his notes down on the rail and turned to face him fully, which was itself a small departure from his usual habit of delivering difficult opinions to the middle distance rather than to Kammler’s eyes. “Everything we’ve measured here has been measured under controlled conditions, against opponents instructed to hold back, in a space we built specifically to be safe for everyone concerned. That tells Berlin what Subject Falke can do against three men who don’t want to hurt him and aren’t permitted to try very hard. It doesn’t tell them what he can do in a live engagement, against an enemy trying in earnest to kill him, under conditions we don’t control down to the last variable. I don’t think the distinction is academic. I think it’s the entire distinction Berlin will actually care about when your next inquiry arrives.”

“You’re proposing a field trial.”

“I’m proposing we stop pretending the training yard will ever answer the question the training yard can’t answer.” Voss said it plainly, without the hedging Kammler had half expected from him — Voss, who reverenced the material and the process both, who had spent the better part of a decade treating every step of this programme as something closer to a rite than a procedure, was not, on this particular point, offering him a scientist’s caution. “There’s a Soviet reconnaissance element reported working this side of the river, small, lightly equipped, the kind of target a single augmented soldier could plausibly be tasked against under ordinary combat doctrine, if such doctrine existed yet for a soldier like this one. It gives us a live engagement with genuine stakes, genuine resistance, and a scale small enough that we retain control of the exercise’s edges even if we can’t control everything inside them.”

“And if he doesn’t hold up under genuine stakes the way he’s held up against three men with padded batons.”

“Then we learn that now, under conditions we chose, rather than learning it later under conditions Berlin chose for us.” Voss let that sit a moment before he added, more quietly, “I’d be lying if I told you I have no reservations. I have several. But every reservation I can name is outweighed, on my own accounting, by the cost of Berlin discovering the programme’s actual limits before we do.”

Kammler looked back towards the yard, where a technician was strapping the second instructor’s wrist and Brandt stood to one side, waiting with the patient, faintly abashed posture of a man who understood he had caused an inconvenience without having done anything he could reasonably have avoided doing. Six months of Berlin’s inquiries had taught Kammler a specific, uncomfortable arithmetic: a programme that produced impressive numbers in a controlled yard was a programme still awaiting its verdict, and a programme still awaiting its verdict was a programme vulnerable to a different kind of intervention than the one he’d spent six months trying to forestall — reassignment, absorption into someone else’s portfolio, the quiet administrative erasure that swallowed projects which failed to produce a result Berlin could point to before someone else’s project did. He had watched it happen to two colleagues already this war. He did not intend to watch it happen to this one.

“Casualties among his own side, if it goes wrong.”

“I’ll want a support team standing off at a safe distance, briefed to hold rather than intervene unless directly ordered. I don’t believe intervention will improve on whatever outcome the trial itself produces, one way or the other, but I’d rather have the option available and unused than absent and needed.” Voss said it carefully, the tone of a man who had already run the scenario through more than once in his own head before bringing it here. “I won’t pretend to you that the risk is zero, Herr Obergruppenführer. I’ll only say that the risk of not running it is a risk to the programme itself, and I’ve come to believe that’s the larger one.”

“How large a reconnaissance element are we speaking of.”

“Reports put it at a dozen men, perhaps fourteen, light arms, no armour attached. Small enough that a single augmented soldier engaging it is a plausible tactical proposition rather than an obvious fiction we’d have to dress up for the record. Large enough to constitute a genuine test rather than a formality.” Voss had clearly anticipated the question; the answer came without hesitation. “I’d want confirmation of their position no more than a few hours old before we commit him, and a fallback if the element’s moved or merged with a larger formation in the meantime. I’m not proposing we send him against anything we haven’t verified in daylight, on the day.”

“And extraction, if the trial concludes cleanly, and he’s still fit to be recovered.”

“The support team’s second function, alongside observation. I’d rather not commit to the detail of it until we’ve confirmed the ground — the terrain along that stretch of the river isn’t uniform, and I’d want to choose the engagement site partly for how easily we can bring him back out of it.” Voss met his eye directly, which he did rarely enough that Kammler noted it each time it happened. “I’d rather tell you honestly that I haven’t finished that part of the planning than pretend I have.”

“See that it’s finished before the trial runs, not after.” Kammler allowed himself a moment’s genuine approval, the specific, ungrudging kind he reserved for subordinates who told him what they didn’t yet know rather than filling the gap with something plausible. “Anything else you haven’t finished.”

“Only the question of how closely we monitor him once he’s committed. The chest receiver worked well enough in the yard, at short range, over clean instrumentation. I don’t yet know what it will give us at distance, under field conditions, with whatever interference the terrain introduces. I’d rather you heard that as a genuine unknown now than discover it as a silence in the data later.”

“And how do you propose I report it, if Berlin asks before we’re ready to answer.”

“You needn’t report it at all until it’s concluded, Herr Obergruppenführer, if that’s your preference. A reconnaissance element engaged and destroyed along that stretch of the river will read, from Berlin’s side of the file, as an entirely ordinary piece of front-line business — hardly the sort of thing that requires advance notice to a desk three hundred kilometres from the fighting. The interesting report is the one you send afterwards, once you have a result to attach to it rather than a proposal.” Voss allowed himself the ghost of something dry. “I imagine that arrangement will suit your temperament rather better than asking permission for something you’ve already decided to do.”

“It suits it considerably.” Kammler did not trouble to deny the observation, which was, he reflected, one of the small advantages of working with a man who had stopped performing surprise at Kammler’s own instincts some months ago. “Draft the trial parameters properly, Voss. I’ll not authorise anything on the strength of an outline.”

“You’ll have the full plan within the day.”

Kammler weighed it the way he weighed most decisions that mattered — not as a moral question, which would have taken longer and arrived, he suspected, at an answer he had no particular use for, but as a resource question, the only kind of question he trusted himself to answer cleanly. Six days of stable, repeatable, unprecedented results sat on one side of the ledger. An unproven programme’s slow bureaucratic death sat on the other, alongside the plainer, less comfortable fact that he wanted, personally, to know the answer to Voss’s question nearly as much as Voss did, a wanting he did not examine too closely because examining it would have required admitting how much of his own professional identity had come, over six months, to rest on this specific result succeeding.

“Do it,” he said. “Full authorisation. I want the support team briefed by tomorrow, and I want to be at the command post myself when it runs — I’ve watched the last six days from an observation rail. I’ll watch this from close enough to see it properly.”

“Understood, Herr Obergruppenführer.” Voss made a final note, closed the folder, and permitted himself, for the first time since the conversation began, something that read as genuine relief rather than professional composure. “I’ll have reconnaissance confirm the target element’s movements over the next two days. We’ll want a window when they’re isolated enough to make a clean exercise of it — no wider engagement, nothing that draws in more of the line than we intend to test against.”

“See to it.” Kammler turned back to the yard a final time, where Brandt had finished apologising to the wrist-strapped instructor and was working back through his stretches with the same unbothered economy he’d begun with, as though the last eleven seconds had cost him nothing worth remarking on. There was, Kammler allowed himself to notice and then declined to sit with any longer than the noticing required, something almost peaceful in the way the man held himself — the particular calm of someone who had stopped needing to wonder what he was capable of, because the yard had just told him, plainly, in front of witnesses, and the answer had turned out to be more than enough.

He left the gallery ahead of Voss, climbing back towards the surface levels through the same cold stone corridor he climbed every morning, and found himself composing, without quite deciding to, the report he would send to Berlin that evening — a careful, deliberately incomplete document, the kind of report he had grown practised at over six months of managing an office that wanted results without wanting to know precisely how those results were obtained. It would describe six days of stable integration, combat testing exceeding every projection, strength and reaction time confirmed against instrumentation Voss trusted, and it would say nothing at all about the reconnaissance element on the river, or the trial scheduled to test against it, because a proposal was a liability in a way a completed result never was, and Kammler had learned, across two colleagues’ quiet administrative deaths, precisely which kind of document Berlin’s office preferred to receive. He would send the second report once he had something Berlin could not argue with — a habit, he told himself, of a careful administrator rather than a man managing his own exposure, though he did not examine the distinction too closely, and reached his office satisfied that the day’s business, on balance, had gone rather well.

Voss had asked, in passing, on the way out of the gallery, whether he was keeping well himself — the routine question the monitoring protocol required of every vault-cleared officer, asked so often by now that it had worn smooth as a coin passed between the same two hands for months. Kammler answered, without quite considering why the question had settled slightly oddly against him this particular morning, that he was perfectly well, and did not think of it again that evening, which was, in its own small way, exactly the point of a question asked so routinely that neither man any longer expected the answer to be anything else.
The Convoy

The road ran straight for nearly a kilometre before it bent around a stand of pine that had been left uncut for exactly the reason Fenwick was using it now, and he’d chosen the culvert beneath it three days before on the strength of that single fact — good sight-lines both directions, cover close enough to reach in under ten seconds, and a drainage channel dry enough this late in the winter to lie in without soaking through to the skin inside the first hour. Fairfax lay beside him with the field glasses, breath fogging in small, disciplined clouds he’d learned, over four years of this work, to keep low and slow rather than let plume up where a careless eye might catch the movement of it against the treeline.

“Tadeusz says this stretch sees perhaps two lorries a week, ordinarily,” Fairfax said, quietly, not lowering the glasses. “Requisitioned local traffic mostly, farm produce for the garrison kitchens, the odd fuel delivery. Nothing that would earn a watch of its own if it weren’t for where this particular road actually goes.”

“Which is Sóboń, by every route Tadeusz has walked and every one Sikorska remembers from before they cleared her family off it.” Fenwick kept his own eyes on the bend rather than the glasses, which he’d learned was the more useful discipline of the two men lying here — Fairfax read detail, Fenwick read pattern, and between them, they generally arrived at a fuller picture than either managed alone. “London’s aerial photographs show three access roads into the valley. This is the widest, which makes it the one anything heavy has to use.”

They’d been in position since before first light, on intelligence three days old that had come to Tadeusz through a cousin who drove a requisitioned timber lorry and had noticed, without being asked to notice anything in particular, that the traffic on this road had changed character over the past fortnight — fewer farm carts, more military transport, and twice now a convoy heavy enough that the cousin had pulled his own lorry onto the verge rather than contest the road with it. Fenwick had turned that single loose observation over for the better part of an evening before deciding it was worth three days of a demolitions officer’s time to sit in a drainage culvert and see for himself, on the theory that a pattern change on the only wide approach to a site London already couldn’t properly characterise was exactly the kind of detail that repaid patience.

Three weeks on the ground had taught Fenwick more about the limits of London’s brief than about the site itself. Reading it again, the way he did most mornings before first light, cost him nothing but the small, familiar frustration of a demolitions officer being asked to plan against a target he couldn’t properly describe — we don’t know what it is, the brief had said, honestly enough, and honesty of that particular kind had struck him at the time as a fair enough basis for a job. Three weeks on, it had begun to feel less like honesty and more like a gap he was expected to close through patience and cold mornings in a drainage culvert, one convoy, one checkpoint, one fragment of overheard rumour at a time, with no clear sense of how many more fragments the picture would need before it resolved into something he could plan an operation against. He didn’t resent the brief for it. He’d said yes to exactly this kind of job inside ten seconds when it was offered, and a man who complained afterwards about the shape of the thing he’d volunteered for was a man who hadn’t been listening properly the first time it was described to him. But the frustration was there regardless, quiet and low-grade, the way hunger was there on a long watch even when a man had trained himself not to dwell on it.

The patience paid out a little after nine, when the sound reached them before the sight did — the low, laboured note of heavy engines working against a grade, more than the single vehicle the cousin’s report had led Fenwick to expect. He raised his own glasses this time, and watched the column come round the bend in the particular order that told a trained eye more than any manifest would have: an armoured car first, unhurried, the kind of escort a commander assigned when the cargo mattered rather than when the route was dangerous; then three heavy lorries, low on their springs in a way that spoke of genuine tonnage rather than the illusion of it; then a smaller truck, canvas-sided, moving with the careful, deliberate pace of a vehicle whose driver had been told explicitly not to jolt whatever sat in the back of it.

“Heavy engineering plant on the first two,” Fenwick said, low, cataloguing it the way six years of demolitions work had trained him to catalogue anything mechanical that passed within sight of him. “Drilling rig components, by the shape of that housing — I’ve seen the like on mining contracts before the war. Compressor unit lashed behind it, and enough cable drum to wire a small town.”

“And the third.” Fairfax had the glasses trained on the last of the heavy lorries, his voice gone flat and careful in the particular way it did when something didn’t sit easily against what he already knew. “That’s not engineering plant. Unless German mining contractors have started fitting their sites with what looks uncommonly like hospital apparatus.”

Fenwick shifted the glasses to follow his lead, and found, in the gap where the lorry’s canvas had worked loose at one corner, a glimpse of crated equipment that read, even at this distance and through poor optics, as unmistakably medical — racked cylinders that might have been oxygen or might have been something else entirely, coiled cable of a gauge too fine for anything structural, and a shape beneath oilcloth that Fenwick, after a moment’s study, decided against speculating on further, since speculation without evidence was a habit that got careful men killed. “London’s manifest again. Heavy plant and hospital gear on the same requisition line, same destination. I’d hoped seeing it with my own eyes would make it make more sense. It hasn’t.”

“The small truck’s the one I’d want to know about.” Fairfax nodded towards the canvas-sided vehicle bringing up the rear, moving with a care the heavier lorries ahead of it hadn’t troubled with. “Whatever’s back there rides gentler than a compressor unit needs to.”

They logged it in the practical, unadorned shorthand the trade demanded — vehicle count, cargo type where it could be established, time of passage, direction — and let the column go, because following it further than the treeline allowed would have meant abandoning the position for a piece of information they could establish more safely another way, and Fenwick had not survived four drops by trading a secure position for an impatient one. The column disappeared around the bend towards the valley proper, engines fading into the ordinary quiet of a winter morning, and Fenwick allowed himself, watching the road settle back into stillness, the specific, unglamorous satisfaction of a man who had just confirmed, at some personal cost in cold and cramped muscle, a fact worth confirming.

“We’ll want to move before the light’s fully up,” he said, working the stiffness out of one leg that had gone half dead beneath him. “Tadeusz has a route back that keeps us off the road proper for most of the distance. I’d rather use it than test our luck against a second convoy.”

They came off the culvert and struck out through the tree line on a bearing Fenwick had memorised the night before rather than trust to a map in poor light, moving with the particular economy of men who had learned that speed and silence traded against each other and chose silence every time the choice was theirs to make. It was perhaps forty minutes later, working down a fold in the ground that Tadeusz’s route promised would bring them out well clear of the road, that the ground betrayed them — a checkpoint neither Tadeusz’s information nor London’s photographs had flagged, a temporary roadblock thrown across a minor junction with the particular improvised look of something stood up in the last few days rather than a fixture the AK network would already have logged, two soldiers and a corporal working a stack of identity papers with the bored, methodical thoroughness of men who expected to find nothing and intended to check anyway.

“Not on Tadeusz’s map,” Fairfax said, very quietly, going still beside him in the same instant Fenwick did. “New, then. Which means we’re the first to walk into it, and there’ll be no one behind us to warn.”

There was no clean way back the way they’d come without crossing open ground the checkpoint’s angle covered, and no way forward that didn’t put them directly in the corporal’s line of sight within the next thirty seconds — the fold in the ground that had promised concealment delivered them, instead, almost onto the checkpoint’s flank, close enough that retreat would read, to any soldier paying attention, exactly like what it was. Fenwick felt the specific, cold calculation every SOE officer learned to make in the space of a single breath — papers, cover story, the Sten slung under his coat and the arithmetic of how many seconds a clean shot bought against how many it cost, against the certainty that a shot fired here would bring every man within earshot down on a mission that could not survive being burned this early, this far from anything worth the sacrifice.

He had perhaps two seconds to decide, and used most of them doing nothing at all, because the two soldiers had not yet looked up from the papers in front of them, and a man who moved before he needed to was a man who created the very attention he was trying to avoid. It was the corporal who broke the stillness first, glancing up from the identity papers with the bored, habitual suspicion of a man checking a stranger’s face against nothing more specific than the general principle that strangers deserved checking, and found, in that glance, two figures who had not yet decided whether they were walking towards the checkpoint or away from it — a hesitation that read, Fenwick knew even as he felt it happening, exactly like guilt.

Fairfax straightened out of the fold before the hesitation could finish reading as anything worse, and walked directly towards the checkpoint with the loose, unhurried gait of a man who had nowhere urgent to be and no reason to imagine anyone thought otherwise.

“Guten Morgen,” Fairfax called, well before the corporal had properly registered them, pitched with exactly the right note of a local labourer’s mild, unbothered irritation at being delayed on a cold morning. “Papiere, ja? Wir sind spät genug dran, wie es ist.”

Fenwick followed a half-step behind, papers already in hand, and watched — because there was nothing else useful for him to do at this range, in this language, with this cover story riding entirely on another man’s voice — as Fairfax talked. It was not, watching it, anything like the deliberate, careful German Fenwick himself could manage well enough to order a meal or ask directions, the kind a foreigner spoke with the seams still showing. Fairfax’s German arrived already worn smooth, complaint and small talk woven together with the unthinking fluency of a man who’d grown up somewhere the language simply was, and the corporal, checking their papers against a list that plainly hadn’t anticipated two labourers on this particular track this particular morning, seemed to relax by degrees with every sentence Fairfax gave him — a remark about the cold, a grumble about a work rota that kept a man from his breakfast, the specific, practised cadence of a native complaining to another native about nothing in particular.

“Timber contract, papers say,” the corporal said, glancing between the documents and the two of them with the last, dwindling suspicion of a man who wanted to be finished with the cold as much as they did.

“Timber contract that’ll see me frozen through before I’ve cut a single tree, at this rate,” Fairfax said, with the exact note of put-upon good humour a genuine labourer might have used, and the corporal, despite himself, huffed something that was nearly a laugh and waved them through with a jerk of his head that cost the exchange perhaps ninety seconds altogether, start to finish.

They walked clear of the checkpoint at the same unhurried pace they’d approached it with, because a man who broke into a hurried stride the moment he was past a checkpoint was a man inviting a second look, and it was only once the trees had properly closed behind them, the checkpoint lost from sight and sound both, that Fenwick allowed himself to feel the full weight of what had very nearly happened.

“That was closer than I’d like.” He kept his voice level with an effort, the particular flatness he reached for when the alternative was letting a subordinate see how badly a near miss had rattled him. “Your German bought us out of it, though. I’ll say that plainly.”

“I’d rather it hadn’t needed to.” Fairfax said it lightly, but there was something underneath the lightness Fenwick had learned, over four hours in an aircraft and several weeks on the ground since, to read as the man’s genuine register rather than performance — a faint, private unease that read, to Fenwick, as nothing more sinister than an intelligence officer’s ordinary discomfort at having come nearer to disaster than the mission plan allowed for. “My mother would call it a mercy I’ve something useful to show for all those childhood summers, given how little use I’ve made of them since.”

“A considerable mercy, from where I was standing.” Fenwick meant it, and let it show, because a man who’d just saved both their lives with nothing but his own fluency deserved better than grudging acknowledgement. “I’ll not pretend I could have talked us through that. Whatever else this job asks of us both, I’m glad it’s your voice doing the asking when a checkpoint’s involved.”

Fairfax accepted the compliment with a small, deflecting shrug, the particular modesty of a man who preferred not to dwell too long on his own competence, and they pressed on towards the second rendezvous without further comment on it — though Fenwick, turning the exchange over once more as they walked, found himself thinking that luck of that specific, timely kind was the sort of thing a superstitious man might have worried at rather than simply been grateful for. He was not, by his own reckoning, a superstitious man, and set the thought aside accordingly.

Sikorska and Kamiński were waiting at the fold where the ground rose towards the ridge overlooking the exercise ground proper, Kamiński crouched over a hand-drawn sketch of the valley he’d been refining for the better part of a week from local report and his own careful walking of the approaches, Sikorska standing watch with the particular stillness of a woman who had learned to make waiting look like nothing at all.

“You’re later than the hour we agreed,” Sikorska said, though there was no real reproach in it, only the flat accounting of a woman who tracked time the way other people tracked money. “I take it something delayed you.”

“An unlisted checkpoint, a mile back on the low track. Fairfax talked us through it.” Fenwick kept the account brief, professional, the way the trade demanded even for the moments that had frightened him most. “We’ll want that checkpoint added to whatever Tadeusz is keeping, since it wasn’t there a week ago and there’s no reason to think it won’t be there again.”

“Will have it noted by tonight.” Tadeusz didn’t look up from the sketch immediately, marking something in pencil first with the careful economy of a man who’d learned not to lose a thought before it was safely on paper. “And convoy. You see enough of it, to be useful.”

“Enough to confuse us further, if nothing else.” Fenwick crouched beside the sketch and gave them the full account this time — the drilling rig components, the compressor, the cable enough to wire a town, and the third lorry with its glimpse of hospital apparatus riding behind canvas that had worked loose at exactly the wrong corner for German security and exactly the right one for Allied intelligence. “Heavy engineering and medical equipment, moving together, under armed escort, towards a site London still can’t properly characterise six months into watching it. I’d hoped a closer look would settle the question. It’s only sharpened it.”

“It matches the odd requisition manifest from London’s original file, at least.” Fairfax had crouched beside him, tracing a line on Kamiński’s sketch with one finger — the road they’d walked, the checkpoint newly marked, the fold of ground where they now sat. “Whatever this site actually is, it wants both kinds of equipment badly enough to move them together under armour. That tells us something about priority, even if it tells us nothing about purpose.”

“It tells us we were right to keep watching.” Sikorska said it simply, without embellishment, and Fenwick found himself, not for the first time since the team had come together, grateful for the particular clarity she brought to a picture the rest of them were still struggling to properly see. “My family’s land sat exactly where that convoy is heading. Whatever they’re building on it, they’ve decided it’s worth this much traffic, this much armour, this much secrecy. That’s not nothing, Captain, whatever else we don’t yet understand.”

“It’s still not enough to take to London as more than we already have.” Fenwick said it carefully, aware of how the words would land and unwilling to soften them past honesty. “A drilling rig and a crate of hospital apparatus travelling together tells us this site is peculiar. It doesn’t tell us what it does, or why a demolitions charge against it would be worth the risk of placing one. I’d rather we spent the next few days confirming the shape of the thing properly than signal London a guess dressed up as a finding.”

“Then we watch the exercise ground itself, and we watch it properly.” Sikorska’s tone didn’t invite much argument, though it wasn’t unfriendly either — simply the flat certainty of a woman who had already decided, some time before this conversation started, exactly how much patience she still had left for uncertainty for its own sake. “Whatever they’re testing on that cleared ground, it’s the closest thing to an answer any of us has had in three weeks. I’d rather risk the watch than risk another month of convoys we can log but not explain.”

Kamiński finished his notation and turned the sketch so the others could see it properly — the valley’s approaches marked in careful, patient detail, the exercise ground itself sketched in from a vantage he’d walked twice already this week at some personal risk, a cleared depression in the treeline perhaps four hundred metres from the ridge where they now crouched, ringed by what he’d taken, from a distance, for observation posts rather than anything more permanent. “There. If we want eyes closer, on whatever ground is for — that is position. Cover, three sides. Clear line to depression. And fall-back, through gully behind, if we are seen.”

Kamiński folded the sketch closed and tucked it back inside his coat, a small, careful motion that told Fenwick the man had already weighed the same calculation Sikorska had and arrived, independently, at the same conclusion. “Will have food brought to fall-back position by evening. Dry clothing also. Whatever watch finds, before then. Four people cannot hold cold position forever, without support. Better learn that now, than day it matters.”

“Good ground,” Fenwick said, echoing, without quite meaning to, the same phrase he’d used weeks before on a different ridge with Sikorska beside him, and found the echo settled oddly against him, the particular unease of a man noticing a pattern he hadn’t consciously chosen to repeat. “We’ll take it in shifts. Two forward, two in reserve, rotating before anyone’s cold enough to lose their edge.”

They moved into position as the light climbed properly over the ridge, working the last stretch on their bellies through undergrowth gone stiff with frost, and settled, by unspoken agreement, into the particular stillness of a long watch — Fenwick and Fairfax forward first, glasses trained on the cleared depression below, Sikorska and Kamiński holding the fall-back position with the patient readiness of people who had done this kind of waiting more times than any of them cared to count. Nothing moved on the exercise ground itself in the first hour, nor the second, only the ordinary, unremarkable stillness of cleared winter ground under a grey sky, and Fenwick found himself settling into the watch’s familiar rhythm — the small, constant discipline of staying alert against a target that gave you nothing to be alert about, hour after hour, on the strength of nothing more than a hunch, a manifest, and a convoy that had told them a great deal about scale and almost nothing about purpose.

The ground below them was, by any ordinary reading, unremarkable — a flat, cleared depression ringed by low earthworks that might have been firing berms or might have been nothing more sinister than drainage, a handful of low structures at its far edge that Kamiński’s earlier reconnaissance had catalogued as observation posts without much confidence in the label, and beyond that, the treeline continuing on towards whatever the gallery complex proper looked like from ground level, a question none of them had yet had eyes close enough to answer. Fenwick found his attention drifting, over the second hour, to the practical business of staying warm without moving enough to be seen doing it — small, controlled flexes of fingers and toes, the old trick of tensing and releasing each muscle group in turn, learned on a training ground in Scotland from an instructor who’d sworn it kept more men alert on a cold watch than tea ever had. His left hand wanted the exercise before the right did, the way it always did in weather like this, and he gave it the extra attention without troubling to wonder why, the way a man tends an old habit rather than an old question. Fairfax lay beside him with the same discipline, glasses steady, breath still fogging low and slow, and said little, which suited them both; four hours into a watch was no time for conversation that didn’t serve the work.

He did not know, lying in the frost with the glasses steady on empty ground, that the purpose was less than a day away from announcing itself in terms none of them would be prepared for, and settled instead into the watch the way he’d settled into every watch before it — patient, professional, and entirely unaware that the ground below him was about to show him something that would make every convoy, every checkpoint, every careful, unsatisfying fragment of intelligence they’d gathered so far look, in retrospect, like the smallest possible warning of what this valley actually held.
Subject Falke

The command post was nothing more than a cleared shelf of ground above the exercise field, ringed by the same low earthworks that ran the depression’s full perimeter, and Kammler had chosen it himself three days before on the strength of a single requirement: a clear line to every corner of the ground below, close enough to see the thing properly and far enough back that whatever happened down there would happen to someone else first. Voss’s technicians had been setting up equipment since before dawn — a field radio with its aerial run up into the nearest tree, a portable receiver bank wired to record whatever the chest unit strapped to Brandt sent back, a second man with nothing to do but hold a stopwatch and a clipboard, because Voss had learned, over six months of this programme, that a number written down in the moment was worth ten reconstructed afterwards from memory.

Kammler arrived with the light still grey and thin, and found Voss already at the receiver bank, headphones half on, one ear left clear for the world outside them.

“Confirmed positions from Tadeusz’s people an hour ago.” Voss did not look up from the dials as he said it, the particular economy of a man conserving his attention for the part of the morning that would actually need it. “Fourteen men, moving in loose column along the treeline south-east, no armour, light weapons only. It’s the element we’ve been tracking. It hasn’t moved or merged with anything larger overnight.”

“Fourteen. Not the dozen your first estimate gave me.”

“Reconnaissance elements grow and shrink day to day, Herr Obergruppenführer. Fourteen is still well within the bounds I described to you — a genuine test, not an impossible one.” Voss said it without apparent concern, though Kammler noted, filing it the way he filed most small things Voss did without comment, that the man’s hand had gone very still on the dial the moment he’d finished speaking. “The support team’s briefed for the larger number. I’d rather send six men down that slope prepared for fourteen targets than four men prepared for twelve and short-handed if the count runs high.”

“See that they understand the difference between briefed and rehearsed.” Kammler took up the position at the earthwork’s forward lip that Voss had left clear for him, glasses already in hand. “And I want confirmation, before we send him, that London’s people haven’t put a wireless observer anywhere within sight of this ground. I’ll not have a training accident witnessed by anyone we haven’t accounted for.”

“Tadeusz’s people report nothing unusual on the approaches, and our own patrols swept the ridge-line at first light.” Voss said it with the particular confidence of a man reporting a box already ticked rather than one still open. “I’d put it at the same negligible risk we’ve carried on every previous trial, Herr Obergruppenführer. Nothing about today’s exercise should read differently to anyone watching from outside the wire, even if such a person existed.”

Kammler accepted that with a short nod, filing the reassurance alongside the small, familiar unease he carried into every field exercise regardless of how thoroughly it had been secured, and said nothing further about it. “A number on a page is not the same thing as a man’s nerve holding when the moment actually arrives.”

Brandt was brought up from the treeline below a few minutes later, stripped to fighting order, and stood for a moment at the base of the slope looking up towards the command post with an expression Kammler, even at this distance, read as something closer to readiness than fear — the same settled, unhurried calm he’d carried since the intake interview, undisturbed, as far as Kammler could tell, by the particular knowledge that he was about to be sent, alone, against fourteen armed men with nothing between himself and them but whatever the past six days had actually made of his body. A junior officer went down to confirm the final brief; Brandt nodded once, said something too quiet to carry, and settled into a loose, ready stance at the tree-line’s edge, waiting.

The volunteer’s name had been Erich Brandt, once. On the manifest he was Subject Falke, and by the time Kammler raised his field glasses to the ridge above the exercise ground, the name hardly mattered to anyone but Voss, who still used it in his notes out of some sentiment Kammler had stopped trying to correct.

The integration had held for six days. Six days of blood work, reflex tests, controlled combat drills against three men at once — Brandt had put them all down before any landed a solid blow. Voss’s numbers were extraordinary. Strength output nearly triple baseline. Reaction time measured in fractions no stopwatch in the camp could properly resolve. Not invulnerable — a bayonet had opened his forearm to the bone in testing, and Kammler remembered the way Brandt had looked at the wound with mild curiosity rather than pain, the way it had closed to a pink seam by the following morning. Rapid healing. Stable. Repeatable. Kammler had signed off on the field trial himself, on the strength of exactly that record, and had told himself, walking up to the command post this morning, that a record this consistent earned a certain confidence rather than demanded a caution he had already, by his own accounting, exercised in full.

Now he watched through the glasses as the advance elements of the Soviet reconnaissance company came up through the treeline below, spread in the loose, unhurried column of men who had walked this stretch of country enough times to have stopped expecting it to hold anything worth the caution — fourteen of them, by the count Voss’s radio had confirmed and Kammler’s own glasses now verified man by man along the line, entirely unaware that they were about to become the most expensive data set in the Reich.

“Send him,” Kammler said.

Brandt went down the slope at a dead run, and for the first ninety seconds it was everything the file had promised. He closed forty metres before the first man even had his rifle up, took a round in the shoulder that turned him half a step and nothing more, and was inside the Soviet skirmish line before the second man had finished the thought that something was wrong. Kammler watched him take a rifle from a soldier’s hands and use the stock to cave the man’s skull in a single motion, already moving to the next before the body had finished falling. A third turned to run and made it four strides before Brandt closed the gap and put him down without breaking his own stride at all, the particular horror of it being how little the killing seemed to cost him in either time or effort, as though the men in front of him were less an enemy than an inconvenience being cleared from a road.

Through the glasses, Voss’s voice came thin over the field radio, reading numbers off the portable receiver strapped to Brandt’s chest. “Heart rate climbing past parameters. Cortical activity — Herr Obergruppenführer, I’m losing the pattern, it doesn’t match anything in the baseline—”

“Keep reading,” Kammler said.

The recon company’s return fire found him twice more in the next minute, a graze along the ribs that didn’t slow him and a second round that took him high in the thigh and turned, visibly even at this distance, into nothing more than a stumbling half-step before he closed the last gap and ended the man who’d fired it. A fifth and sixth had time to find each other and form something briefly resembling a defensive pair, backs together, rifles up in the drilled, textbook stance two trained soldiers fell into without needing to discuss it — and it bought them, by Kammler’s estimate, perhaps four additional seconds over the men who’d simply run, which was, he thought watching it happen, its own small, terrible data point about how little conventional training weighed against what Brandt had become. By the ninth kill the survivors had stopped trying to form any coherent line and were simply running, in ones and twos, in whatever direction put the most ground between themselves and him, and Brandt ran them down with the same mechanical, unhurried efficiency he’d shown the first man, closing distances no unaugmented soldier could have closed, ending each pursuit in the same handful of economical motions. It was not swordsmanship. It was not even soldiering, quite. It was efficient the way a threshing machine was efficient, and Kammler found himself, watching it, doing the arithmetic without quite meaning to — nine, ten, eleven, the count climbing towards the fourteen Voss had confirmed at first light, each kill logged in his own head with the same clinical remove he’d have given a production figure.

Brandt was through the recon company in under four minutes. Fourteen men, by Kammler’s count, cross-checked twice against the ground below to be certain the number held, and he did not stop when the fourteenth fell. That was the first thing wrong — not the killing, the killing had been the point, but the lack of any pause afterwards, any orientation, any check for further threat. He simply kept moving, into open ground, into nothing.

“He’s not stopping,” someone beside Kammler said, unnecessary.

Through the glasses Kammler saw it start in the shoulders — a tremor that had nothing to do with the earlier wounds, a kind of shudder that ran down both arms and left them longer than they should have been when it passed. Brandt turned in a slow circle in the empty field, and even at this distance Kammler could see something building under the skin, a restlessness in the muscle that had no target left to spend itself on.

“Bring him back,” Voss said. “Herr Obergruppenführer, we should signal recall—”

“Let it run its course. This is the data we came for.”

The support team went down the slope on Kammler’s signal, six men rather than the four the earlier trials had used, rifles slung rather than raised, briefed to guide rather than confront. Kammler recognised two of them from the training yard’s own instructor cadre — the same men, or men very like them, who had spent the past fortnight learning exactly how much a body like Brandt’s could absorb and give back without apparent injury, which made them, in theory, the best-prepared six men in the garrison for whatever came next. He had approved the larger number himself that morning, on Voss’s reasoning that a fourteen-man engagement warranted more hands for the retrieval than a twelve-man one had, and found himself, watching those six men cross the open ground now, doing the same arithmetic in reverse — wondering, in the specific, unproductive way a man wonders about a decision already made and already in motion, whether the larger number had bought them anything at all beyond a larger number of men now walking towards whatever Brandt had become.

In practice, watching them cross the open ground with the loose, professional caution of soldiers who trusted their own training and had not yet had reason to distrust it, Kammler found himself doing the same silent arithmetic he’d done through the company’s destruction, and did not like, this time, where the number seemed to be heading.

Brandt watched them come. Kammler saw the moment — he would describe it later in the report as loss of target discrimination, a clean phrase for what he actually saw, which was a man’s face losing every marker of a man’s face. Brandt’s eyes had taken on a wrongness even the glasses couldn’t quite resolve, something too bright behind them, and when the team’s leader called his name — clearly, twice, in the calm command voice the man had presumably used to steady frightened recruits a hundred times before — Brandt answered by closing the distance in a single motion none of the six had time to properly react to, and put the leader through the trunk of a young pine hard enough that the tree itself came half out of the frozen ground.

The other five scattered rather than closed ranks, which was, Kammler thought even as he watched it happen, precisely the wrong instinct and precisely the one any untrained animal would have followed in their place — training held for perhaps two seconds before four years of a body’s older, deeper wiring simply overrode it. Three of them he caught within the first ten strides, the same economical, unhurried violence he’d shown the recon company, each man down before the next had covered another yard. A fourth made it nearly to the treeline before Brandt closed on him from an angle that shouldn’t have been possible at that distance in that span of time, and Kammler lowered the glasses for a moment rather than watch the particular manner of that one, because there were details a report needed and details it did not, and he had learned, over a long career of writing reports about things that shouldn’t be looked at too closely, which was which.

Only the sixth man reached the treeline and kept going, and Kammler noted, with the same detached, filing-away part of his mind that had counted the recon company’s dead, that someone would need to be sent after him before nightfall, quietly, to be certain he understood the value of silence about what he’d just seen.

Kammler lowered his own glasses for a moment, not from any need to look away but from the simple, practical necessity of steadying his hands, which had begun, he noted with a detached, clinical surprise, to shake very slightly — the first time in longer than he cared to calculate that his own body had failed to hold the composure he expected of it. He attributed it, standing there in the cold with the field radio’s static hissing faintly beside him, to the ordinary strain of witnessing something at close range that no written report could have properly prepared a man for, and told himself, raising the glasses again, that the shaking would pass once the exercise had concluded and there was proper data to occupy his attention instead.

He raised the glasses again in time to watch Brandt’s silhouette begin, properly, to change.

He heard it before he understood what he was hearing — a sound like green wood splitting, over and over, and Voss beside the radio had stopped reading numbers and was simply saying oh, oh, oh, quietly, an awful little metronome that Kammler found, afterwards, he could not entirely stop hearing even once the man himself had gone silent. The shoulders had widened past any proportion a body should carry, past anything the training-yard numbers had prepared even Voss’s most careful projections for, and Brandt turned in the open field with his arms hanging wrong, longer on one side than the other, the muscle beneath the skin moving in a way that suggested it was still deciding what shape it ultimately intended to hold.

Brandt’s back arched at an angle no spine allowed. He went down onto all fours in the frozen mud, and what came up out of that position was not standing so much as unfolding, wrong in every joint, one arm now noticeably longer than the other and the shorter one bent backward at the elbow, still trying, still functioning, still reaching for something to kill even as it reshaped itself into something that could no longer properly reach at all. His jaw worked without sound, or with a sound that wasn’t a voice — and it was then, in that stretch of open, ruined ground, that the last of the recon company made himself known: a man Kammler had marked as dead in his own earlier count, wounded rather than killed, who had spent the last several minutes dragging himself towards the treeline on the strength of nothing but the specific, animal will not to die in the open. He got within ten metres before Brandt fell on him and simply did not stop, long after the man beneath him had stopped being anything that needed killing.

It ended without a final report from Brandt himself, because Brandt no longer had the equipment left to make one. What remained, when the muscle finally exhausted whatever fed it and the shuddering slowed, then stopped, lay half-collapsed in the field the way a puppet lies when someone has cut every string at once. Kammler made himself look at it through the glasses rather than send a man closer, because the men who had gone to retrieve him already had not come back the same, or come back at all, and a commanding officer who couldn’t trust his own judgement about when to stop spending men on a lost cause had no business commanding anything. The face, what remained of it, had set into an expression that was not quite pain and not quite hunger — something in between, fixed there, that Kammler found himself unable to stop looking at even after he lowered the glasses for the last time.

The command post held its own particular silence for a while after that — the stopwatch officer had stopped writing some minutes before, Kammler noticed, his pencil simply resting where his hand had left it; the two remaining technicians at the receiver bank sat with their headphones half off, listening to nothing, because the chest unit had gone dead along with everything else somewhere in the final minute. Twenty men lay on the ground below, by Kammler’s own count — fourteen Soviet reconnaissance troops, five of the support team, and Brandt himself, though whether the last figure still counted as a twentieth man or simply as remains was a question Kammler declined, for the moment, to settle in his own head. The sixth support man was presumably still running, somewhere beyond the treeline, and would need finding before the day was out.

“Herr Obergruppenführer.” One of the junior officers, pale, professional, kept his voice level with an effort Kammler recognised because he was making the same effort himself. “Do we send a party down.”

“Not yet. Let it settle an hour, and send men who weren’t watching.” Kammler said it the way he said most things that needed saying and not dwelling on, flatly, and gave the rest of the morning’s business the same treatment before he allowed himself to consider any of it further — the sixth man to be found and dealt with quietly before nightfall, the ground itself to be cleared and made unremarkable again before curiosity from elsewhere in the garrison had time to properly form, the six families to be written to in whatever language the standard file kept ready for exactly this purpose. It was, he reflected, the same administrative machinery he’d used a hundred times before for losses that had nothing to do with Vril at all, and there was a kind of grim, functional comfort in discovering that the machinery still worked regardless of what had actually happened to produce the paperwork it now needed to generate.

He turned to find Voss still seated at the radio, headphones now fully off, staring at the middle distance with an expression Kammler had not seen on the man before — not the flat, controlled unease he wore over difficult data, but something closer to the specific stillness of a believer who had just watched his own faith prove, in the worst possible way, entirely justified.

“The numbers,” Kammler said, because the numbers were the one part of the morning he still knew how to ask for.

Voss took a moment to answer, the particular delay of a man reassembling his professional voice from somewhere it had briefly gone missing. “Strength output beyond anything I have instruments to properly resolve, in the final ninety seconds. Cortical activity — I don’t have language for what the readings showed, Herr Obergruppenführer, only that it stopped resembling a human pattern some time before the body did.” He gathered his notes with hands that were not quite steady, a small, precise motion that told Kammler, watching it, more than the words had. “I’ll want the full data reviewed properly before I say anything further. I don’t trust my own reading of it, taken like this, in the moment.”

“Nor should you. That’s what the review is for.” Kammler kept his own voice level, deliberately, because a man in his position did not have the luxury of the stillness Voss was currently fighting his way out of, not with twenty bodies on the ground below and a report to Berlin that would need, by tonight, to say something coherent about what those bodies meant. “You’ll have it reviewed by tomorrow. Today, I want the ground cleared, the sixth man found, and every one of the six support team’s families told whatever the standard language covers for a training accident, because that is precisely what this will be recorded as.”

“Understood.” Voss closed the folder over his notes, and did not, for a moment, say anything further, and Kammler, recognising the particular shape of a subordinate working up to a request he’d rather not make, waited him out rather than press it.

“Herr Obergruppenführer,” Voss said, very carefully, “the readings on Subject Falke’s tissue in the final ninety seconds — I would like your permission to compare them against your own last physical.”

Kammler did not answer right away. He was still looking at the field, at the particular stillness that had settled over it now that nothing down there moved any longer, at the low earthworks and the treeline beyond them and the sixth man somewhere past that, running, and found himself thinking, with the specific, unwelcome clarity of a thought he had not invited and could not immediately dismiss, that a comparison of that kind was a door he had no present intention of opening, whatever eventually proved to be behind it. There would be time enough for Voss’s comparison once the day’s more urgent business was properly closed out — the report to Berlin, the sixth man, the six families — and a busy man was entitled, he told himself, to defer a request that could just as easily wait for tomorrow as be answered today.

“Later,” he said, and did not look away from the field until the hour Voss had asked for had properly passed.
What They Saw From the Trees

They had held the hide since before first light, and by the second morning of the watch Fenwick had settled into the particular rhythm four years of this work had taught him to trust — glasses forward, weight distributed so that no single limb went properly numb before its allotted rest, attention rationed across the long, empty stretches so that it would still be there, sharp and complete, in the one moment it might actually be needed. Fairfax lay beside him with the wireless set packed and ready rather than assembled, on the theory that a signal sent from this close to the ground they were watching was a risk worth taking only once they had something worth the risk of sending. Sikorska held the position twenty yards back with Kamiński, glasses of her own trained on the approaches rather than the depression itself, the fall-back route through the gully memorised well enough between the two of them that neither had needed to discuss it since the first morning.

The previous day had given them nothing beyond the ordinary, unremarkable stillness of cleared winter ground, and Fenwick had begun, somewhere around the second hour of this second morning, to entertain the small, familiar frustration of a watch that might run a week without producing anything worth the cold. He had said as much to Fairfax over the last of the tea from the flask an hour before, in the low, unhurried tone the two of them had settled into over three weeks of long hides together.

“If this ground gives us nothing further, I’d want to reconsider whether Kamiński’s vantage is worth the risk of holding much longer,” Fenwick had said. “A week of empty ground tells London something too, even if it isn’t the something we came for.”

“Give it the day,” Fairfax had said. “A convoy and a checkpoint in the same fortnight isn’t nothing. I’d rather waste one more cold morning than abandon the position a day before it finally shows us something.”

Nothing had moved on the exercise ground itself since the light came up properly, until, a little after nine, it began, all at once, to move a great deal.

“Activity at the far structures,” Fenwick said, low, glasses steady. “Vehicles I hadn’t marked before — must have come up in the night, before we were in position to see them arrive. Radio aerial, by the shape of that rigging. Whatever this ground is used for, someone’s treating this morning as more than routine.”

Fairfax eased up beside him without being asked, taking the second pair of glasses from the kit between them. “Personnel gathering at what Kamiński called the observation posts. Six, perhaps eight men, and one further out, alone, near the treeline on the depression’s near side.” He held there a moment, adjusting focus. “That one’s not with the others. He’s standing apart from them in a way that reads deliberate rather than accidental.”

“An officer, inspecting the ground before whatever comes next.” Fenwick kept his own glasses on the wider picture, the discipline of reading pattern rather than detail that had served him well enough on watches like this one before. “We’ll want Sikorska and Kamiński brought up closer, quietly. If this valley’s about to show us something, I’d rather all four of us saw it first-hand than have to reconstruct it later from what two of us managed to half-catch.”

It was another twenty minutes before the shape of the morning’s business declared itself, and when it did, Fenwick’s first read of it — he would turn this over for a long time afterwards, trying to decide what it said about a trained intelligence officer that his first read had been so entirely wrong — was that he was watching an ambush, cleverly laid and well sprung: a column of men in the unmistakable winter kit of Soviet reconnaissance troops came up through the treeline on the depression’s far side, fourteen of them by Sikorska’s careful count beside him, moving with the loose, unhurried confidence of a patrol that believed itself unobserved, and a single man broke from the German position and went down the slope towards them at a dead run.

“That’s not a soldier retreating from contact,” Fairfax said, low, glasses steady on the lone figure. “That’s one man going towards fourteen. Deliberately. At a sprint.”

“Then it’s a trap, and a badly conceived one, unless he’s got support I haven’t spotted yet.” Fenwick swept his own glasses along the treeline, hunting for the flanking fire that would have made sense of what he was watching, and found none. “There’s no covering position I can identify. No second element. If that’s genuinely one man against fourteen, someone on the German side has made a catastrophic error, and I confess I’d rather understand how before I trust what my own eyes are about to show me.”

“Unless he’s meant to draw them somewhere,” Sikorska said, from her own position a little further back, glasses already up despite the distance still separating her from the depression proper. “A single man, running towards a superior force, in open ground, in full view — that’s either lunacy or bait. I’d want to know which before I decided this was worth abandoning our own cover to watch more closely.”

“We’re not abandoning anything. We hold here and we watch, and if it turns into something that threatens this position, we’re gone down the gully before it can.” Fenwick said it without lowering the glasses, the old, familiar discipline of an officer keeping a watch’s discipline intact even as his own certainty about what he was watching began, for the first time in three weeks, to properly fray. “Whatever he’s doing, he’s committed to it now, and there’s nothing any of us can do from here except see it through to whatever it actually is.”

He did not have long to wait for his eyes to show him something his training had no ready category for at all. The lone man closed the gap between himself and the Soviet column with a speed that read, even at this distance, as simply wrong — not fast in the way a fit, motivated soldier was fast, but fast in a manner that made Fenwick’s first instinct distrust his own glasses rather than the man moving through them. He watched the German take a rifle from a Soviet soldier’s hands, apparently without effort, and use it to end the man in a single motion before moving to the next as though the exchange had cost him nothing at all.

“Christ,” Fairfax said, very quietly, and it was the first time in three weeks Fenwick had heard him say anything that wasn’t measured.

“Keep counting,” Fenwick said, because counting was the only useful thing either of them could do with what they were watching, and because giving Fairfax a task, in that moment, seemed a kinder thing to do than leaving him alone with what his own glasses were showing him. “I want a number London can use, if we ever manage to explain any of this to them.”

Sikorska and Kamiński had come up the last stretch of the gully in a low crouch and settled in beside them without a word, and Fenwick heard Sikorska’s breath catch, once, sharply, as she brought her own glasses up and found what the rest of them had already found. The Soviet column had broken entirely within the first minute, men scattering rather than holding any line, and still the German came on through them with the same unhurried, mechanical efficiency, closing distances that should not have been closeable, ending each man in a handful of motions that read, from this distance, less like combat than like a task being completed with methodical, joyless thoroughness.

“He’s not stopping,” Kamiński said, very low, after what might have been three minutes or might have been considerably less, time having become, for all four of them, a less reliable measure than it had been at the start of the morning. “There’s nothing left standing down there, and he’s still moving.”

Fenwick had, by his own count, watched thirteen men fall, and was still trying to locate the fourteenth when the German — whoever, whatever he was — stopped in the centre of the emptied ground and simply turned, slowly, in a full circle, as though searching for something the field no longer held. It was in that turn that Fenwick’s understanding of what he was watching began, properly, to come apart.

“Something’s wrong with him,” Sikorska said, glasses steady, her voice gone flat in the particular way Fenwick had heard from her only once before, on the ridge above the labour convoy, the tone of a person deliberately keeping her voice level because the alternative was worse. “Look at his shoulders. That’s not a man catching his breath. That’s—”

She didn’t finish the sentence, and none of them, in that moment, had a word to offer her that would have finished it any better. Fenwick watched the shape below continue its slow, searching turn, and found himself doing the specific, unwelcome arithmetic of a man trying to reconcile what his training told him a body could do against what his own eyes were currently insisting one was doing — the shoulders too wide now for the frame they’d started the morning attached to, the arms hanging at an angle that suggested joints working against instructions no ordinary skeleton had ever been built to follow. He had seen wounded men do strange things with their bodies before, the particular grotesque theatre of a man’s frame failing under trauma it couldn’t process properly. This was not that. This had the unhurried, deliberate quality of a thing becoming, rather than a thing breaking, and the distinction, once his mind fully admitted it, was considerably worse than the alternative would have been.

A second group of Germans came down the slope towards the lone soldier a few minutes later, six of them by Fenwick’s count, rifles slung rather than raised, moving with the particular caution of men sent to retrieve rather than to fight — and it was watching that second approach, more than anything that had come before it, that told Fenwick, with a cold, settling certainty he would carry for the rest of the mission, that whatever they were witnessing was not a battle at all but an experiment, and that the six men crossing that open ground had no real idea what they were walking towards.

“They’re not soldiers approaching a threat,” Fenwick said, low, working it through aloud because saying it aloud was the only way he had of making himself properly believe it. “They’re handlers approaching an animal that’s slipped its lead. Whatever that man is to them, they built him, and they’re about to learn something about what they built that they didn’t want to learn today.”

“Built him how.” Kamiński’s voice had gone very quiet, the particular quiet of a man doing arithmetic he badly wanted to be wrong about. “London’s file spoke of volunteers who didn’t come out right. It never said anything that could account for what we’re watching now. Whatever this is, it’s beyond a rumour whispered by a frightened nephew on short leave.”

“It’s beyond most things I’ve been trained to have a name for, and I don’t intend to pretend otherwise to any of you.” Fenwick kept his glasses steady, because steadiness, at this particular moment, was the only contribution he had left to make to the watch. “We record what we see. We don’t need to understand it to report it accurately, and accuracy is the only thing London can actually use from us today.”

The six men never properly closed the distance. Fenwick watched the lead figure go down first, thrown or struck with a force that carried him clean into a stand of young pine, and the rest scatter rather than close ranks — a decision Fenwick recognised, even through the horror of watching it, as the same instinct he’d have trusted in green troops facing something their training had no answer for, panic overriding drill in the space of a single heartbeat. Three went down within a handful of strides of each other. A fourth nearly reached the treeline before he too was caught, close enough now that Fenwick made himself lower the glasses rather than watch the particular manner of it, a mercy he extended to himself rather than to the dead.

“Two got clear,” Fairfax said, very quietly, glasses still up, his voice gone thin and careful. “One towards the far treeline. One—” He stopped.

“One what.”

“One’s coming this way.”

Fenwick brought his own glasses round in time to see it — a single German soldier, unarmed or having discarded his weapon somewhere behind him, running in the flat, blind, arm-pumping panic of a man who had stopped thinking about direction and was simply running away from the thing he’d left behind, cutting across the open ground at an angle that would bring him through the treeline perhaps eighty yards from where the four of them lay concealed.

“Down, all of you, and still.” Fenwick said it in the barest whisper the situation allowed, flattening himself further into the cover of the gully’s lip. “If he comes through the trees on this line, we let him pass. We are not here. We do not exist. Whatever he’s running from, it isn’t our business to be found by him in the middle of it.”

They held that stillness through the longest ninety seconds Fenwick could remember enduring on any watch, in any country, in four years of this work. The sound reached them first — boots and ragged breath growing audible through the trees well before the man himself came into view, the particular, uneven rhythm of someone who had stopped running towards anything and was simply running away, as fast and as far as legs already burning could carry him. Fenwick’s hand had found the grip of his Sten without his quite deciding to put it there, and he made himself ease it away again, because a shot fired here, at this man, for this reason, would accomplish nothing beyond confirming to whoever eventually found the body that someone else had been watching this morning’s business from the trees. The German passed close enough, at its nearest point, that Fenwick could hear the specific, panicked catch in the man’s throat with each ragged breath, close enough to make out, in the single half-second his eyes tracked the shape through the gaps in the undergrowth, a face gone entirely white and slack with a terror that had nothing left in it of soldiering — before it passed within perhaps thirty yards of their position and faded away south, deeper into the forest, towards whatever thin chance of surviving the day the man imagined that direction offered him.

It was only once the sound had properly gone that Fenwick allowed himself to look back towards the depression, and found the thing that had been a man perhaps ten minutes before no longer resembling one in any particular he could afterwards bring himself to describe fully, even in the report he would eventually have to write. The sound reached them a moment later, carried thin and wrong across the open ground — something like green wood splitting, over and over — and Sikorska made a small, involuntary sound beside him that she brought immediately, visibly, under control, the same iron discipline he had watched her exercise on the ridge above the labour convoy weeks before, spent now on a horror that made the convoy look, by comparison, almost comprehensible.

“We need to be gone from here,” Kamiński said, low and urgent, already gathering his kit. “Whatever that was, whatever’s left of it down there, I do not want to be within a mile of this ground when it’s finished, and I do not think any of us should want that either.”

“Agreed.” Fenwick was already moving, working the retreat the way he’d worked every retreat before it, discipline reasserting itself over horror because discipline was the only thing likely to get all four of them out of this valley alive. “The gully route, quietly, and we don’t stop properly until we’re clear of this ridge entirely. Fairfax, the set stays packed until we’ve put real distance behind us — I’ll not risk a transmission from anywhere this close to whatever’s happening down there.”

They moved fast and low through the first quarter-mile of trees, the particular urgent silence of four people who had each, independently, decided that speed mattered more than comfort and had not needed to say so aloud to agree on it, and it was only once the ridge itself had dropped well behind them that Fenwick allowed the pace to ease into something more sustainable for the distance still ahead. Nobody spoke for the better part of an hour. Sikorska led with the particular fixed concentration of a woman using the physical business of route-finding to keep her mind from settling anywhere it didn’t want to be, and Kamiński held the rear, glancing back towards the ridge more times than the actual risk of pursuit strictly warranted, as though some part of him needed repeated confirmation that nothing was following.

They went back the way they’d come in the same low, careful crouch that had brought them up, and it was not until they had put the better part of two hours and several miles between themselves and the ridge, safe inside the second farmhouse’s cellar with the door barred and Tadeusz’s cousin standing watch above, that Fenwick allowed the full weight of the morning to properly land on him, and found, once it did, that his hands were not entirely steady either.

“I need the set,” he said, and Fairfax, without a word, had it assembled and ready before Fenwick had finished the sentence.

“What do we send them.” Fairfax’s voice had recovered its usual careful register, though Fenwick could hear, underneath it, the same thing he could feel in his own chest — not fear exactly, or not only fear, but the specific, disorienting vertigo of a man who had just watched something that broke every assumption his training had ever made about what an enemy could be. “We don’t have a name for it. We don’t have a mechanism. We have a man who moved faster than any man should, and then stopped being a man at all, and I don’t know how to write that into a signal London will read as anything but hysteria.”

“Then we write it exactly as we saw it, plainly, and let London decide what to make of it.” Fenwick took the key himself, because this particular message felt like one he owed his own hand rather than Fairfax’s, whatever the usual division of labour between them. “We tell them what London’s file already half-suspected and couldn’t confirm — that the volunteers going into that site come out changed, and that whatever changes them is real, and worse than anything the file dared put into words. We tell them we witnessed a single German soldier destroy a fourteen-man reconnaissance element in under five minutes, and then continue transforming into something that killed five more of his own side before it finally stopped moving. We tell them the site is not merely developing a weapon. It is producing something closer to a weather event, and I do not know yet whether that makes the case for burning Sóboń to the ground more urgent or considerably less safe to attempt.”

“And Sikorska’s brother.” Fairfax said it carefully, glancing towards where she sat, still and pale, in the cellar’s far corner. “The camp beneath that site. If this is what the volunteers become—”

“Then it is exactly the reason we need eyes inside that wire before we decide anything further, not a reason to look away from it.” Sikorska’s voice came flat and steady from the corner, though Fenwick, watching her, could see what the flatness was costing her to maintain. “I have spent two years assuming the worst about what happens on that ground. Today confirmed the worst was an understatement. It does not change what I came here to do. If anything, it settles it.”

“My son went into that labour pool, not into whatever produces a volunteer for something like this morning.” Kamiński said it quietly, from where he sat cleaning mud from his boots with the same methodical, displacement-seeking care Sikorska had given the route-finding, though Fenwick could hear, underneath the studied calm, a man reassuring himself of something he had no actual confirmation of at all. “I don’t know that for certain. I don’t know anything for certain about where he’s ended up, which is rather the whole of my problem. But I have to believe there’s a difference between the men taken to dig and carry and the men who go into that programme willingly, or I don’t know how I get through another day of not knowing which one my son became.”

“No one’s suggesting they blur.” Fenwick said it gently, because Kamiński’s particular grief deserved more care than the morning had generally allowed any of them. “But it tells us the site is capable of things London needs to hear about in the plainest terms we can manage, whatever else it does or doesn’t mean for the labour details.”

Fenwick keyed the transmission himself, working the message down into the clipped, careful shorthand the trade demanded even for horrors that resisted being made small — Nightjar reports direct observation of experimental German programme, effect unconfirmed but severe, single subject destroyed fourteen-man Soviet element before uncontrolled physical breakdown, casualties among German handlers, request further instruction — and sat afterwards in the cellar’s close, candlelit dark with the other three, none of them speaking for a long while, each turning over, in their own private register, the particular, unshakeable knowledge that whatever Sóboń actually was, it had just shown them more of its true shape than London’s thinnest file had ever managed to suggest, and that none of them yet had the first idea what to do with what they now knew.

    
    Descent

    


  Overwork

By early afternoon the exercise ground had been cleared of everything a casual eye might have found remarkable, and Kammler stood once more at the earthwork’s forward lip, watching a work detail finish raking the last disturbed patches of frozen mud into something that would pass, by tomorrow, for ordinary winter ground. It was, he reflected, a peculiar kind of competence his staff had developed over six months of this programme — not merely the science of it, but the housekeeping, the specific administrative skill of making catastrophe disappear into paperwork quickly enough that the site’s ordinary rhythms resumed almost before the blood had properly dried.

“Final count,” Voss said, joining him at the rail with a folder he had clearly been reluctant to close until every figure in it had been checked twice. “Fourteen Soviet dead, all accounted for and already removed by the detail assigned to make it read as a border skirmish rather than anything stranger. Five of the support team. The sixth found an hour ago, three miles south, exhausted rather than wounded — he’ll be transferred quietly to a posting well away from anyone who might ask him questions, with the clear understanding of what happens if he answers any regardless.”

“And Brandt.”

“What remained has been removed for proper study. There will be no funeral, no notification beyond the standard file entry, and no family in a position to ask why the details are thin.” Voss said it without inflection, though Kammler noted the particular care with which the man avoided using the name a second time, as though one use per conversation was as much as he could presently afford. “I’ve drafted preliminary notes on the tissue readings. I’d rather not present them to you until I’ve had a full night to review them properly. Today’s data deserves more care than a tired man can give it honestly.”

“Agreed.” Kammler found, standing there, that he had no argument to offer against a night’s delay, which was itself unlike him — ordinarily he pressed for figures the same day a result came in, on the theory that a night’s sleep dulled the sharpness of an observation more than it clarified it. Today the prospect of the delay arrived, instead, as something close to relief, and he set that observation aside without examining it further, filing it under the general heading of a difficult morning rather than anything requiring its own separate attention.

The rest of the day’s business proceeded with the same grim, practical momentum that had carried the morning’s clean-up — a junior officer brought him the six support-team files for the letters that would need to go out to families, and Kammler worked through each one himself rather than delegate the task, on the reasonable principle that a man who sent other men to their deaths owed them, at minimum, his own hand on the paper that told their families why. The standard language was well-rehearsed by now, worn smooth by six months of similar letters for reasons that had nothing to do with Vril at all — died in the course of duties essential to the war effort, further details restricted for reasons of security, the Reich’s gratitude for a sacrifice that could not, regrettably, be more fully explained. He signed each one in turn, and found the familiar, grim comfort of the task settling him more than he’d expected it to, the specific relief of a difficult day resolving, piece by piece, into paperwork a tired man still knew exactly how to produce.

A separate matter required his attention before the light failed entirely — confirmation, relayed by the same junior officer, that the sixth support-team man had been collected from the transport that met him three miles south and was already on his way to a new posting well clear of anyone who might ask him useful questions, accompanied by an escort briefed to make the reassignment feel like routine promotion rather than what it actually was. Kammler signed off on the transfer without comment, filed it alongside the day’s other loose ends, and told himself that a man handled quietly now was a man who stayed quiet indefinitely, which was, on the evidence of every similar arrangement this programme had required before today, generally true.

They walked the ground together before the detail finished its work, Kammler’s habit of personal verification asserting itself even here, even now, though he found his attention snagging on details it would not ordinarily have troubled with — the particular angle of the light through bare branches, the sound of the detail’s shovels against half-frozen earth, a faint, persistent hum somewhere at the edge of hearing that he attributed, after a moment’s consideration, to the wireless still running back at the command post rather than anything closer.

“You’re quiet,” Voss said, at length, in the careful, sideways manner of a man testing whether a remark would be welcomed before committing to it properly.

“I’m tired, Voss. I imagine most men would be, after this morning.” Kammler said it flatly, and found the statement more true than he’d intended it to sound when he’d reached for it — a genuine, bone-deep weariness that had settled over him sometime in the last hour, heavier than the morning’s horror alone seemed to account for, the particular fatigue of a man who had slept badly for a week without noticing the accumulation until it arrived all at once. “It was not an easy thing to watch. I don’t imagine it was an easy thing for you to watch either.”

“No.” Voss said it simply, and did not elaborate, though something in the single syllable carried more weight than Kammler had generally heard him spend on an admission of that kind.

They walked on a little further in silence, the detail’s shovels scraping steadily behind them, before Voss spoke again, in the careful, considering tone of a man thinking a thing through aloud rather than delivering a conclusion already reached. “I keep returning to the six days that preceded this morning. Every measure we took of him in that time was stable, repeatable, entirely within the bounds we’d projected. Nothing in that data predicted what happened on this ground today. I don’t yet know whether that means our instruments failed us, or whether stability of that kind was never anything more than a plateau waiting for the right trigger to break it.”

“Which would you prefer it to be.” Kammler asked it genuinely, curious despite the fatigue pulling at him, because the two possibilities implied rather different futures for the programme he was responsible for.

“Neither, if I’m honest, Herr Obergruppenführer. An instrument failure I can correct with better instruments. A plateau that breaks without warning under its own eventual weight is a harder thing to plan a second trial against.” Voss looked back once towards the ground below, now nearly restored to its ordinary, unremarkable stillness. “I’ll have a clearer answer once I’ve slept on the data. Today I have only the question, and I’d rather give you that honestly than a false confidence I haven’t earned yet.”

“Honesty of that kind is worth more to me than confidence, today of all days.” Kammler said it and found he meant it more than the fatigue pulling at his own attention strictly allowed him to properly appreciate.

They returned to the command post as the light began its early winter fade, and Kammler settled at the desk that had been set up there for the day’s business with the particular relief of a man finally permitted to sit, and found, reaching for the first of the day’s remaining paperwork, that his hand did not want to hold the pen quite as steadily as he expected of it. He set the pen down, flexed his fingers once, twice, and picked it up again, and the tremor — if it had been a tremor at all, rather than simply the ordinary unsteadiness of a tired hand at the end of a long day — did not return.

It was some while later, drafting the day’s report in the particular careful, incomplete language he had grown practised at over six months of managing an office that wanted results without wanting to know precisely how those results were obtained, that he noticed the sound properly for the first time — not the wireless after all, since the wireless had been packed away an hour before, but something fainter and closer, seated somewhere behind his own teeth rather than in the room around him, a thin, persistent static with no pattern to it he could identify, the specific, wordless hiss of a receiver tuned to nothing at all.

He sat very still for a moment, pen halfway through a sentence, and found himself, without quite deciding to, running back through the day’s paperwork in his mind — Brandt’s own file, the entry Voss had logged and Kammler had read himself, more than once, over the preceding week: I can hear something. In my teeth, not my ears. Like a wireless, between stations. He had read that line and filed it, at the time, under the same heading as the peripheral shapes and the unnaturally fast healing, a curiosity of the procedure’s aftermath, logged as side effects, non-critical and set aside because a subject’s private sensory report, however strange, was not the kind of thing an administrator built policy around.

It did not follow, he told himself, setting the pen down properly this time, that a sound behind his own teeth after a day spent watching a man’s body come apart in a field was evidence of anything beyond the obvious. He had not undergone Brandt’s procedure. He had not been drilled, dosed, subjected to cycles of current strong enough to arch a man’s spine against restraints. Whatever produced the sensation in a volunteer’s altered body had no plausible route into his own, and a rational man did not build a diagnosis on a coincidence of description alone, particularly not on a day when exhaustion, grief for men he’d have preferred not to lose, and the specific, lingering horror of what he’d watched happen to Brandt were all fully sufficient explanations for a mind playing small tricks on itself.

He attributed it, in the end, to precisely that — a long day, a short night before it, and the ordinary strain of nerves that had been asked to hold steady through something no training adequately prepared a man for. The sound persisted for perhaps another minute, faint and unbothered by his attention to it, and then, as such things generally did, receded beneath the more immediate business of the report still waiting half-finished under his hand.

“Voss.” He said it without looking up from the page, because the question, once it had formed, felt easier to ask lightly than to dwell on. “The wireless-in-the-teeth business, in Brandt’s log. Did any of it have an obvious physiological account, or was it simply logged and left.”

Voss, at the receiver bank still packing away the day’s equipment, went very still for a moment before he answered, and Kammler, glancing up, caught something in the man’s expression that was gone again before he could properly name it — not surprise exactly, but the particular alertness of a man hearing a question land somewhere he had not expected it to land.

“No account I could offer with any confidence, Herr Obergruppenführer. I logged it as I logged the shapes at the edge of vision — subjective, unconfirmed, monitor. Why do you ask.”

“No particular reason. It occurred to me, watching the ground cleared, that we’ve never properly resolved what that sensation actually is, and it seemed worth asking while the case was fresh in both our minds.” Kammler said it evenly, and found, saying it, that the lightness came easily enough to satisfy his own ear, whatever it did or didn’t satisfy Voss’s. “File it as a question for the full review, alongside everything else. There’s no urgency to it.”

“Understood.” Voss did not press further, though he held Kammler’s gaze a moment longer than the exchange strictly required before returning to the equipment, and Kammler, watching him do it, found himself wondering, briefly and without any clear reason to wonder it, what exactly Voss had been about to say before deciding, evidently, not to say it.

The Berlin signal took the better part of an hour to draft properly, and Kammler gave it the same careful attention he gave every report that needed to satisfy an office three hundred kilometres from anything it could actually verify for itself. He drafted three versions before settling on the fourth, each pass stripping away a further degree of the morning’s actual texture in favour of the clean, bloodless language the file demanded — the first draft had described the transformation in enough clinical detail that he’d read it back and recognised, uncomfortably, his own hand shaking slightly as he’d written it, a detail he corrected on the second pass by removing the description almost entirely rather than by steadying whatever in him had produced it.

The version he finally sent described a live-fire field trial against a Soviet reconnaissance element, conducted successfully, with the subject demonstrating combat performance substantially exceeding all prior projections before a catastrophic and unforeseen physiological failure terminated the trial; regrettable losses among the support cadre, to be treated administratively as a training accident; the programme’s broader findings to remain extremely promising, pending further study of the failure mechanism, with a second, more rigorously controlled trial to follow once that study was complete. It was, he reflected, reading it back a final time, a report that told Berlin everything the office actually needed — that the allocation remained justified, that the setback was contained and administratively manageable, that the officer responsible retained full command of the situation — while withholding everything that might have prompted a more searching inquiry than either the programme or, he found himself thinking with a candour he would not have permitted himself on an ordinary day, than he himself currently had the energy to survive. He sent it, and found, in the particular grim comfort of a difficult day reduced successfully to manageable prose, something close to his usual professional satisfaction returning.

He allowed himself, before returning to the rest of the day’s correspondence, a short interval simply sitting with his eyes closed, the particular small indulgence of a man who had earned it and intended to take no more of it than was strictly necessary. The static behind his teeth had faded to nothing he could presently detect, and the tremor in his hand, when he checked it again by holding a single sheet of paper at arm’s length, had settled as well, both observations arriving as further, welcome confirmation of the account he had already settled on — a difficult day, properly weathered, its after-effects already receding the way after-effects of that kind generally did once the immediate strain had passed.

“Berlin will want to know the timeline for a further trial,” Voss said, once the signal had gone, closing the last of his cases with the deliberate care of a man who wanted his hands occupied with something simple after a day that had asked too much of everything else about him.

“Berlin will have their timeline once we understand what happened today well enough to promise them it won’t happen again in the same way.” Kammler said it without heat, though the words carried more finality than his usual manner with Voss generally allowed. “I’ll not authorise a second field trial on the strength of six days of stability and a single catastrophic data point. We proceed to the second track, as planned, and we proceed carefully, and Berlin will have to accept that carefully is the pace this programme runs at, whatever their own timeline would prefer.”

“Understood, Herr Obergruppenführer.” Voss gathered the last of his things and paused at the door, the particular hesitation of a man deciding, for a second time that evening, whether a thing was worth saying and arriving, again, at the conclusion that it wasn’t. “Get some rest tonight. Today asked a great deal of everyone who watched it, and you more than most, carrying the decisions of it.”

“I intend to.” Kammler said it and meant it, and found, once Voss had gone and the command post had emptied around him into the ordinary quiet of a garrison settling towards evening, that the fatigue he’d mentioned earlier as a passing observation had, over the course of the day, become something closer to a genuine, heavy weight behind his eyes, the kind of tiredness that no longer responded to the small disciplines — a straightened back, a deliberate breath — that had always, before today, been sufficient to hold it at arm’s length until the day’s business was properly finished.

He sat alone for a while in the emptying command post, the static-quiet hum of the wireless equipment gone now along with the rest of the day’s apparatus, and found his mind returning, without his quite inviting it there, to the field below — Brandt’s face in the last moment Kammler had been able to look at it properly, the particular expression fixed between pain and hunger that he suspected he would carry longer than he’d have liked to admit to anyone, Voss included. He thought, too, of the sound behind his own teeth, already fading from immediate memory the way an unremarkable ache faded once a man stopped attending to it, and told himself, gathering his own coat and the last of the day’s papers, that it had been exactly what he’d told Voss it was — nothing, a coincidence of description, a tired mind reaching for a familiar phrase to describe an unremarkable sensation because the day had given it no better vocabulary to reach for instead.

The walk back up through the levelled corridor took longer than usual, or seemed to, the particular stretched quality a familiar distance took on when the body walking it had spent more of itself than it had properly accounted for. He passed the procedure room’s sealed door without pausing, as he generally did at this hour, and found himself, this once, slowing very slightly as he passed it — not from any specific thought he could have named, only the vague, unexamined sense of a man’s attention snagging briefly on something before moving on, the way it might snag on an unfamiliar smell in an otherwise ordinary room. He did not stop. There was nothing behind that door tonight that required his attention, and a tired man, he told himself, was better served getting to his own bed than standing in cold corridors indulging impressions that dissolved the moment he tried to examine them properly.

His quarters, when he reached them, held the same orderly, impersonal calm they always held — a narrow bed, a desk with the week’s unfinished correspondence squared away in its usual stacks, a single lamp he lit now more from habit than need, since the last of the grey daylight still held enough to undress by. He ate a little of the bread and cold meat his orderly had left for him, more out of the disciplined sense that a man ought to eat something after a day like this one than from any genuine appetite, and found himself, chewing slowly, turning the day over one final time in the particular methodical way he turned over any set of facts before permitting himself to file it as closed.

Fourteen Soviet dead. Five of his own. One transferred quietly to a posting that would keep him silent. A programme’s most promising result to date, and its first genuinely catastrophic failure, both produced by the same six days of data that had shown nothing but stability until the exact moment it showed everything else instead. A tremor in his own hand that had passed. A sound behind his own teeth that had faded. A fatigue that sleep would answer, the way sleep answered every ordinary exhaustion a demanding position eventually extracted from the man who held it.

Tomorrow, he told himself, drawing the blanket up against a chill his quarters never entirely lost even with the lamp lit, he would sleep properly, eat something more substantial than the day had permitted him, and return to the programme with the clear head it deserved and that today, by any reasonable measure, he had simply been too exhausted to bring to it. It was, when he considered the whole of it fairly, nothing more sinister than overwork — the accumulated cost of six months managing a programme that asked everything of the men who ran it and gave back, in exchange, results that made the asking worthwhile. A man in his position was entitled to feel the weight of a day like this one. It would have been stranger, he thought, settling at last into the unfamiliar comfort of his own bed rather earlier than his habits generally allowed, if he had felt nothing at all.

He was asleep within minutes, and did not dream, so far as he could afterwards recall, of anything at all.
Contingency

The signal reached Kammler’s office a little after seven in the morning, relayed through three separate hands before it reached his desk, and he read it standing, coat still on, because a message routed with this particular urgency was not one a man sat down for first.

SOVIET FORCES HAVE BROKEN THE VISTULA LINE IN STRENGTH STOP ADVANCE ELEMENTS REPORTED MOVING AT A PACE EXCEEDING ALL PRIOR ASSESSMENTS STOP ALL INSTALLATIONS WITHIN THE GENERAL GOVERNMENT AND LOWER SILESIA TO BEGIN CONTINGENCY EVACUATION PLANNING IMMEDIATELY STOP FURTHER INSTRUCTION TO FOLLOW

He read it twice, the second time more slowly than the first, and found that the specific shape of his own reaction surprised him — not alarm, which he might have expected of himself, but a kind of grim, professional recalibration, the sensation of a man who had been managing one set of variables discovering that a second, larger set had just been added to the equation without warning. He had known the front was moving. Every officer in this theatre had known it, in the abstract way a man knew winter was coming before the first real frost arrived. What the signal told him was that the abstraction had acquired a timetable, and that the timetable was worse than anyone in Berlin had apparently allowed themselves to plan against.

He crossed to the map he kept folded in the second drawer of his desk, a civilian road atlas rather than anything the Wehrmacht would have issued, because a civilian atlas showed the distances a retreating population would actually have to travel rather than the abstractions a General Staff map preferred, and traced the line from the Vistula west with one finger, the particular cold arithmetic of a man converting a strategic disaster into a question of days. Warsaw had fallen already, weeks past, a fact he’d noted at the time with the detached interest of a man reading about a fire in a city he didn’t live in. This was different. This was the fire moving towards the street.

He thought, briefly and without much profit, of the camp he’d passed on his first drive up this valley two years before — the low huts, the thin smoke, the population he’d never troubled to visit in person and had signed the ration allocation for twice monthly regardless. Whatever contingency planning eventually required of Sóboń’s own staff and material, it would require considerably less humane consideration for the labour pool feeding the excavation, and Kammler found the thought arriving with the same detached, filed-away quality most of his thoughts about that particular subject arrived with — a fact noted, a fact set aside, a fact that was, strictly speaking, someone else’s portfolio even in a collapse. He did not examine why the thought had surfaced at all this morning, when it hadn’t troubled him in months, and returned instead to the atlas and the considerably narrower question of what the site itself could still control.

Voss found him still standing over the atlas when he arrived for the morning’s scheduled review, and took in, Kammler noted, the particular stillness of the room before either of them had said anything at all.

“You’ve had the signal.”

“I’ve had the signal.” Kammler didn’t look up from the map immediately. “Soviet forces through the Vistula line in strength, advancing faster than Berlin’s own assessments allowed for. Every installation in the region ordered to begin contingency evacuation planning as of this morning.”

Voss was quiet for a moment, and when he spoke his voice had lost the particular brightness Kammler had come to associate with him, replaced by something flatter and more careful. “How far, by your reckoning.”

“Too far to say with any confidence, and that’s precisely the problem.” Kammler set the atlas down, open still, and looked at Voss properly for the first time since he’d come in. “Two years ago I’d have told you this valley was as safe from the front as anywhere in the Reich’s remaining territory. Six months ago I’d have told you it was safe enough not to plan against seriously. This morning I can tell you only that an advance moving at the pace this signal describes could plausibly be within artillery range of this ridge inside a matter of weeks, and I would rather plan against that possibility now, however unlikely it still feels standing in this office, than discover in three weeks that unlikely was the wrong word for it.”

“What does contingency planning actually require of us.”

“An evacuation route for the material and the essential staff, prepared and rehearsed rather than merely filed. A destruction plan for anything we cannot move, prepared with the same seriousness, because I’ve no intention of leaving this site’s work intact for whoever occupies this valley next. And a revised sense of how much time we genuinely have before either of those plans stops being theoretical.” Kammler said it in the flat, cataloguing tone he used for anything that needed doing rather than discussing, though he was aware, saying it, of the specific weight the second item carried that the first didn’t — a destruction plan for the vault itself, should it come to that, was not a piece of paperwork he could draft without engaging, more directly than he generally permitted himself, with exactly what would be lost.

“And the wider staff. What do I tell them, if anything.”

“Nothing, for the moment, beyond what the ordinary rhythm of the site would already suggest — that contingency planning is standard practice this close to a shifting front, and that standard practice doesn’t require alarming anyone who isn’t directly responsible for executing it.” Kammler said it the way he said most things that required careful handling, flatly, as though the caution were simple administrative hygiene rather than the considerable act of discipline it actually was. “I’ll brief the senior administrative staff this afternoon on the evacuation logistics in general terms — routes, priority manifests, timing thresholds — without reference to what specifically makes this site worth evacuating carefully rather than simply abandoning. The technicians with vault clearance already understand enough of what they’re protecting to need no further explanation. Everyone else can go on believing this is an ordinary excavation facing an ordinary wartime contingency, because for their purposes, it is.”

Voss absorbed that in silence, and Kammler watched him do the same arithmetic he’d just done himself, arriving, evidently, at the same uncomfortable conclusion a moment later. “The programme’s timeline was already tight before this morning. Berlin’s patience was never going to survive a full year of careful, methodical trials. Now it sounds as though the front itself may not survive that timeline either.”

“That’s the shape of it, yes.” Kammler folded the atlas closed and set it aside, the particular small gesture of a man returning his attention from strategy to administration, though the two had stopped, this morning, being entirely separable. “Which brings me to yesterday’s data, since I imagine that’s what you actually came here to discuss before the signal changed the agenda.”

“It is.” Voss produced the folder he’d been carrying, thinner than Kammler had expected given how long the man had spent on it. “The tissue readings from the final ninety seconds are, in a word, inconclusive in the way that matters most to us. The mechanism of the failure remains opaque. I can tell you the muscle and skeletal changes in granular detail — cellular structures I don’t have adequate language for, growth patterns that shouldn’t be physically possible in the timeframe involved — but I cannot yet tell you why six days of stability gave way, in under three minutes, to complete structural collapse. Until I can, I’m not in a position to promise you a second physical-integration trial wouldn’t fail identically, or worse.”

“Which was already my position yesterday, and remains it this morning, offensive or no offensive.” Kammler said it without particular emphasis, because it wasn’t a new decision so much as a confirmation of one already made. “So tell me plainly what you’re actually proposing instead.”

Voss’s expression shifted, the particular brightening Kammler had learned to read as the man’s private engine turning over on a subject he found genuinely compelling rather than merely useful. “A second physical-integration trial, but a better-controlled one than Brandt’s. I don’t believe the procedure itself failed him. I believe the field trial did — we asked a six-day-stable subject to sustain violence at a pitch nothing in his six days had tested, and I don’t yet know whether that pitch is what broke him, or whether he’d have broken eventually regardless. I’d like a second subject held for considerably longer under quiet observation before anyone proposes sending him anywhere near a battlefield, so that if the same collapse comes, it comes somewhere we’re watching for it properly rather than in front of a Soviet reconnaissance company.”

“That tells me why a second trial. It doesn’t tell me why this particular volunteer.” Kammler said it because the question had occurred to him the moment Voss produced the second folder, and he preferred to ask it before the file could argue the point for him.

“Because Brandt gave us excellent numbers and remarkably poor description. A soldier under this kind of stress reports what a soldier is trained to report — pain, function, the state of his equipment. He gave us ‘a wireless, between stations’ and little else, and I’ve since wondered how much we missed simply because the man holding the sensation didn’t have the vocabulary, or the habit of mind, to notice it changing.” Voss tapped the second folder without yet opening it. “I want a subject capable of noticing something subtle happening to him and describing it with precision, whatever that something turns out to be. Konrad Hartmann is a doctoral mathematician, university-level athlete, and by every account exactly as observant about his own mind as we’d want a data source to be. I’m not proposing anything different is being done to him. I’m proposing we finally have someone capable of telling us properly what the same procedure actually does.”

“You said, on the day of the trial, that you had reservations about running it at all, and gave them to me plainly rather than dressing them up. What are your reservations about this one.”

Voss considered the question with the same unhurried care he generally gave anything Kammler asked him to examine honestly rather than persuasively. “That we’re running a second trial before we’ve properly understood why the first one failed, which is precisely the discipline I’d have argued for a month ago and am now arguing against, because the timeline no longer permits the discipline I’d prefer. I don’t like reversing a principle simply because circumstances have made the principle inconvenient. I like it less than I like the front itself, but not by so wide a margin as I’d want.”

“That’s an honest reservation, and I’ll note it stands regardless of what we decide this morning.” Kammler said it without softening it, because Voss’s honesty deserved a plain acknowledgement rather than reassurance he didn’t yet have grounds to offer. “But the alternative to running it is doing nothing new while the front closes the distance, and arriving at whatever end this valley has coming with no second result to show for the extra weeks. I’d rather accept your reservation as a cost of the decision than let it become a reason to make no decision at all.”

“Then it’s accepted, and noted, and I’ll proceed regardless — which is, I imagine, precisely the answer you were expecting from me before you asked the question.” Voss allowed himself something dry, there and gone. “I wouldn’t be much use to you if I let a reservation I’d already decided to work through anyway slow down the working through of it.”

Kammler considered the fuller proposal, turning it over with the same deliberate care he gave any decision that would need to survive both Berlin’s scrutiny and his own later judgement of it. The logic held, on its own narrow terms — a longer, quieter observation window, a more articulate subject, no rush towards anything resembling a field trial until the first collapse was better understood. And yet he found himself, standing at the window with its narrow slice of grey sky, weighing something the logic didn’t quite capture: that a front collapsing towards this valley made every remaining trial, whatever its shape, a race against a clock that had, as of this morning, acquired teeth it hadn’t had the week before.

“Full physiological monitoring throughout, the same as Brandt received. And I want the volunteer psychologically assessed with rather more care than Brandt’s file received, given how much weight we’re now placing on his own account of himself.” Kammler said it and found the reasoning sound on its own terms, independent of anything Voss had argued for. “If his description is meant to catch what Brandt’s numbers missed, I want confidence the man giving it is a reliable narrator before I build any conclusions on his word.”

“Agreed, and already accounted for in the draft protocol I’d prepared before this morning’s signal arrived — I confess I’d been hoping to bring you a proposal on its own merits, rather than one argued for by the sound of Soviet guns somewhere over the horizon.” Voss allowed himself something that was almost a rueful smile, there and gone. “The timeline simply makes the case for me rather more forcefully than I’d intended it to.”

“Timelines rarely ask permission before they make themselves felt.” Kammler returned to the desk and the atlas folded away inside it, the morning’s two separate crises — the front and the programme — now sitting, in his own mind, as facets of a single problem rather than two competing ones. “Tell me about him properly.”

Voss set the second, thinner folder on the desk. “Konrad Hartmann. Twenty-six, a doctoral candidate in mathematics at Göttingen before conscription interrupted him, fluent in three languages, university-level middle-distance athlete and still within competitive condition by his own physician’s estimate — physically as suitable a candidate as Brandt was, which matters to me at least as much as the rest of it. I’d rather not repeat the first trial on a weaker physical baseline and risk confusing a poor foundation for a genuine failure mode.”

“And if it fails.”

“Then it fails against a man capable of describing his own failure to us with some precision, which is rather more than Brandt’s failure mode gave us the chance to obtain.” Voss said it steadily, without flinching from the implication. “I’d rather learn what goes wrong from a man capable of telling us, than from wreckage alone.”

Kammler read the file’s opening page — the Göttingen credentials, the conscription record, a note from an assessing officer that read, in its entirety, volunteered without requiring the standard second interview; asked more intelligent questions about the procedure than this officer was equipped to answer — and found in it the same specific, familiar respect he’d found in Brandt’s file weeks before, the clarity of a man choosing a risk with his eyes properly open rather than stumbling into it. It was, he thought, setting the file down, a species of courage the regime’s own propaganda never quite managed to properly describe, precisely because the propaganda required its heroes to be simple, and men like Hartmann and Brandt both were anything but.

“Proceed with him as primary. I want the intake interview and full psychological baseline before anything else moves forward, and I want the evacuation contingency work started in parallel, not after — Berlin’s signal was explicit that both matters proceed immediately, and I intend to honour that instruction in fact rather than merely in the language of my reply to it.”

“There’s a shape to this I’d like to flag now, Herr Obergruppenführer, rather than let you discover it from me later as something already decided.” Voss said it carefully, the particular care of a man raising a thing before he’d entirely finished thinking it through himself. “If the front keeps closing at anything like this morning’s pace, we won’t have the luxury of running these trials in the sequence I’d naturally prefer — one subject, fully understood, before the next begins. I may be asking you, inside a fortnight rather than a season, to authorise a second volunteer alongside Hartmann rather than after him, purely so we’ve more than one data point in hand before whatever happens to this valley happens.”

“Not yet.” Kammler said it without hesitation, though he found, saying it, that the refusal cost him something it wouldn’t have cost him a week before. “One variable at a time, for the present — I want to understand what Hartmann’s early weeks actually show us before I ask you to divide your attention across two subjects at once. But I hear the shape of what you’re describing, and I won’t pretend the clock doesn’t make it a reasonable thing to be already thinking about. Raise it again properly once you have something from Hartmann worth weighing against the cost of running two trials in parallel, and I’ll give it a fair hearing rather than a reflexive one.”

“Understood. I’d rather have raised it a fortnight too early than a fortnight too late.” Voss said it with the particular relief of a man who had said an uncomfortable thing plainly rather than let it sit unsaid until circumstance forced it out of him regardless.

Voss gathered both folders, the thinner new one and the thicker aftermath report from the day before, and paused at the door with the particular hesitation Kammler had come to recognise as the shape of a thing the man wanted to say and had decided, once again, not to. “For what it’s worth — I don’t think the front reaching this valley is the worst outcome available to us this month. I think it’s simply the most visible one.”

Kammler did not ask him to elaborate, on the settled principle that had served him well enough for two years, and Voss did not offer to, and the door closed behind him with the same ordinary, unremarkable click it always made, as though the morning’s two catastrophes — one bearing down from the east in the shape of an army, the other already resident in the mountain and waiting, patiently, to be better understood — had not just been folded, by two tired men standing in a grey little office, into a single afternoon’s paperwork.

He spent the remainder of the morning on the evacuation logistics themselves, a task he found, despite its gravity, considerably easier to hold in his hands than the programme’s own uncertainties — priority manifests for equipment that could not be replicated elsewhere, a manifest for equipment that could, a rough sequence for which staff travelled with which cargo and in what order, the specific, unglamorous arithmetic of moving a site’s worth of irreplaceable material down a single mountain road ahead of an army rather than behind one. He drafted it the way he drafted anything intended to survive both Berlin’s scrutiny and a future inspector’s hindsight, in the flat, careful language of a man who had done this kind of planning before, in other postings, against other fronts, and had learned that the plans which survived contact with an actual retreat were the ones drafted calmly, months before anyone needed them, rather than assembled in panic on the day the guns became audible.

The vault itself he left for a private annex to the plan, one he did not show Voss that morning and did not intend to circulate beyond his own safe until circumstances required it — a destruction protocol, sketched in outline rather than detail, for the one asset in this valley that could under no circumstances be permitted to fall intact into anyone else’s hands. He found the drafting of it a strange, uncomfortable exercise, not from any sentiment about the material itself, which he still regarded, on his better days, as a resource to be managed rather than a thing to be reverenced, but from the specific, practical difficulty of describing how a man destroyed a hole in the world, when the hole had never, in two years of study, behaved like anything else in his experience that could be destroyed by conventional means. He set the annex aside unfinished, told himself he would return to it once the immediate evacuation logistics were properly settled, and found, filing it away, that he was in no particular hurry to return to it at all.

He drafted the revised timeline himself rather than delegate it, working through the calculations with the same flat, careful attention he gave anything that would need to survive both Berlin’s scrutiny and his own later judgement of it — a fortnight, perhaps three weeks, before the front’s advance made evacuation planning something more urgent than theoretical; considerably less than that before the second trial would need to show Berlin something concrete enough to justify the resources it was about to consume. Two clocks, running at different speeds towards the same unmarked point, and Kammler found himself, setting the draft aside for typing, thinking that a man who had spent two years managing a single, patient anomaly in a mountain now found himself managing two, one of them advancing at the deliberate pace of geological time and the other closing at the speed of tank columns, and that he would need, in the weeks ahead, considerably more of himself than either problem alone would have required.

He did not think, drafting it, of the sound behind his own teeth, which had not returned since the day of the field trial, or of the tremor in his hand, which likewise had not, and took the absence of both as further, welcome confirmation that the difficult day which had produced them had properly passed, the way difficult days generally did, once a man had slept enough and returned to the ordinary business of running a site under pressure. There was, after all, a war closing in from the east, and a programme that needed a result before it arrived. A tired man’s imagination, he told himself, was a luxury this particular month could not especially afford.
Subject Adler, Week One

Konrad Hartmann’s file reached Kammler’s desk the same afternoon Kammler had authorised the second trial, and he read it standing, the way he’d read Brandt’s weeks before, because a man worth sending into this programme deserved at least the courtesy of being read on his feet rather than filed alongside the coal allocation.

Hartmann, Konrad. B. 1918, Hanover. Doctoral candidate in mathematics, Göttingen, dissertation on differential geometry interrupted by conscription in 1941. Fluent German, English, French. Middle-distance athletics at university level, still within competitive condition by the assessing physician’s estimate. No disciplinary record. No political flags of any kind, favourable or otherwise — the file’s author had noted, almost apologetically, that Hartmann appeared entirely uninterested in politics in either direction, a man who had simply wanted, before the war took the choice away from him, to finish a piece of mathematics nobody else was working on.

Voss brought him down for the intake interview himself, at Kammler’s request rather than the reverse — a departure from the arrangement Kammler had settled on with Brandt, where he’d declined to meet the man beforehand on the reasonable principle that personal acquaintance complicated a judgement that needed to stay uncomplicated. The compressed timeline had changed his calculation. A programme running against a shrinking clock, he’d told himself, could no longer afford the luxury of a commanding officer who kept his own hands clean of the men he was about to spend, and he found, walking down to the interview room, that he did not entirely mind the change of habit.

Hartmann rose when they entered, a tall, loose-limbed young man with the particular unhurried composure of someone comfortable in his own body without making a display of it, and inclined his head rather than snap to a formality neither Kammler nor the room seemed to want.

“Herr Obergruppenführer.” He said it evenly, without the over-correct stiffness Kammler generally had to wave down in younger volunteers. “I understand I’m meant to have questions ready for you, though I suspect Dr. Voss has already answered most of them more thoroughly than the file required.”

“He generally does.” Kammler took the second chair, leaving Voss the desk, and considered the young man properly — the leanness of a runner rather than a labourer, the same category Brandt had occupied physically, but a different quality of stillness behind the eyes, a mind visibly working even while the body sat idle. “Tell me why you volunteered. Not the answer you gave the assessing officer. The actual one.”

Hartmann considered the question with evident pleasure at being asked it properly rather than performed at. “Because I’ve spent three years doing arithmetic for artillery tables while men considerably less use to the war effort than I might be are dying in it, and Dr. Voss offered me the chance to actually be of some use to it physically, for once, rather than merely useful on paper. I understand it’s the same procedure the first subject received. Strength, speed, healing — I’m told the numbers were extraordinary, whatever else went wrong with the field trial afterwards, which I gather I’m not meant to ask about in detail.” Hartmann said it without any particular weight, a plain accounting rather than an appeal. “I volunteered to be strong, Herr Obergruppenführer, same as I understand the first man did. I’d be lying if I told you I hadn’t also wondered, privately, what a stronger, faster version of myself might let me finish that the current one hasn’t had time for. But that’s my own hope riding along with the procedure, not anything Dr. Voss has promised me. He’s been careful not to promise me anything beyond what the first trial actually produced.”

“That’s an honest answer, and I appreciate that you’ve drawn the distinction yourself rather than making me draw it for you.” Kammler said it without disapproval, because he found, hearing it, that the honesty itself was the thing he’d come down to test. “I want you to understand plainly, before we proceed, that you are volunteering for the identical procedure Brandt received, with the identical uncertainty about what happens to a man afterwards. Whatever private hopes you’re carrying alongside that are yours to carry. They’re not part of what this facility has undertaken to deliver.”

“I understand it entirely, sir. I asked Dr. Voss the same question I understand Brandt asked — whether the risks had been properly characterised — and received, as I gather he did, an honest ‘not yet.’ I found the honesty more reassuring than a confident lie would have been.” Hartmann’s mouth curved, briefly, something between amusement and genuine equanimity. “I would rather be the second data point in an honest uncertainty than the tenth in a comfortable one.”

“One further question, before Dr. Voss takes you through the rest of the protocol.” Kammler said it because the question had been sitting with him since he’d finished the file, and he preferred to ask a thing plainly rather than let it go on sitting. “You mentioned a dissertation you consider unfinished. What becomes of it, in your own reckoning, if the procedure gives you nothing more than Brandt received — strength and speed, and no particular gift for anything else.”

“Then I finish it the ordinary way, sir, if the war ever again permits anyone to finish anything the ordinary way — a stronger, faster body still leaves a man exactly as much time to think as he had before, only marginally less exhausted while he’s doing it.” Hartmann said it without hurrying, the same careful honesty he’d given the rest of the interview. “I’ve made my peace with that being the whole of it. Anything beyond that is a hope I’ve no grounds to expect granted, and I’d rather not pretend otherwise to you or to myself.”

Kammler found he had, once again, nothing further to add to an exchange that had already said everything it needed to, and nodded Voss towards the remainder of the intake protocol without further comment, though he carried the exchange with him afterwards in a way he did not examine too closely — the specific, uncomfortable respect of a man watching someone walk towards a risk with rather better reasons for it than Kammler could currently supply Berlin.

The procedure itself proceeded three days later along the same lines Brandt’s had — the marrow drilling, the electrical cycling, the same careful, unhurried competence from the same technicians who had, by now, done this often enough that Kammler’s own presence at the table had become more habit than necessity. He attended the opening hour and left the remainder to Voss’s log, satisfied that the mechanics, at least, held no further surprises worth his personal verification.

It was the week that followed that made a believer of Berlin, if not quite of Kammler, and Voss’s own notes from those seven days read, when Kammler reviewed them properly, like a man watching a miracle settle patiently into place rather than arrive all at once.

“Reflexes up forty per cent over baseline within seventy-two hours,” Voss reported, on the fourth morning, with the particular restrained satisfaction of a man who had learned, working under Kammler, precisely how much enthusiasm the room would tolerate before it started to look like advocacy rather than data. “Grip strength beyond the calibrated range of the dynamometer — we’ll need a heavier instrument before we can put a number to it properly. Both consistent with Brandt’s early trajectory, which is exactly what we hoped for and precisely nothing more — the same procedure, producing the same physical result, under conditions we’re controlling rather better this time.”

“Good. That’s the repeat we needed before Berlin will trust a second attempt at anything further.” Kammler said it with the particular relief of a man watching a plan hold its shape. “Nothing else worth noting.”

Voss hesitated, there, in a way that told Kammler the question had landed somewhere he hadn’t quite finished thinking through himself. “Possibly nothing, Herr Obergruppenführer. He’s been filling notebooks in his free hours — mathematics, which I confess I gave no particular weight to at first, since a mathematician confined to an observation cell is a mathematician who’ll do mathematics regardless of what’s been done to his marrow. I only began to take it seriously yesterday, when the chief engineer confirmed, independently, that a calculation Hartmann had made almost as an aside actually solved a calibration problem the drilling-rig team has been fighting for a month. I would rather you saw the rest yourself than have me try to characterise it secondhand, because I’m honestly not yet certain what I’m looking at.”

He took Kammler down to the observation cell himself, and Kammler found Hartmann exactly where Voss’s note had promised — seated at a small table with three notebooks open around him, writing in a hand that had, by the third day, developed a slant and speed Kammler didn’t recognise from the intake interview’s careful signature, muttering to himself in the low, delighted register of a man arguing happily with his own best idea.

“Herr Hartmann.” Kammler said it from the doorway, and Hartmann looked up with the particular unfocused pleasure of someone surfacing from deep water.

“Herr Obergruppenführer. Forgive me, I hadn’t heard you come in.” He set the pen down, though his eyes kept drifting back to the open page as though the equation itself were reluctant to let him fully leave it. “I don’t know how to properly describe what’s happening, sir, except to say that I don’t merely calculate faster than I did a week ago. The problems themselves look different. I see the shape of an argument the way I used to see the shape of a room — all at once, rather than wall by wall. I filled the first notebook in a single sitting and didn’t notice four hours had passed until Dr. Voss came to ask whether I intended to eat dinner.”

“Show him the drilling-rig calculation,” Voss said, with the specific pride of a man presenting evidence rather than merely reporting it.

Hartmann turned back through the second notebook to a page dense with figures, and Kammler, who had authorised the requisition for improved calibration instruments not three weeks before on the strength of an engineering report that had called the problem, in essence, unsolvable within the facility’s present means, found himself looking at a solution laid out in a hand he’d have called careless if the mathematics beneath it hadn’t been so plainly, elegantly correct.

“The engineers have been fighting a drift in the drilling rig’s depth calibration for a month,” Hartmann said, tapping the page. “They assumed it was mechanical — wear in the gearing, temperature effects on the housing — and built increasingly elaborate compensations for a mechanical cause. It isn’t mechanical. It’s a resonance effect from the proximity of the vault chamber itself, propagating through the rock in a pattern that repeats on an interval nobody had thought to look for because nobody had reason to suspect the source. Once you know to look for the interval, the correction is almost embarrassingly simple. I asked Dr. Voss why nobody had simply tried it that way sooner, and he had, I think, rather less patience for the question than I’d hoped.”

“Because nobody sooner had the advantage you currently enjoy,” Voss said, dry, though Kammler caught, beneath the dryness, something that read as genuine, unguarded delight. “The chief engineer confirmed the correction himself yesterday, Herr Obergruppenführer, independently, without knowing where the insight had originated. It works. It’s not merely a plausible mathematical curiosity — it’s already been implemented on the number-three rig, and the calibration drift that’s cost us three weeks of recalibration time is, as of yesterday afternoon, solved.”

Kammler read the page again, more slowly, tracing the argument’s shape with the same deliberate care he gave any result he intended to build a decision on, and found nothing in it that struck him as anything other than what it plainly was — a genuinely superior piece of mathematics, produced by a mind that had, by every measure available to him, become more capable in a single week than any training or study could have made it in years. It settled something in him that Brandt’s numbers, for all their spectacle, never quite had — not the crude, brute fact of strength multiplied, but the considerably rarer thing of intelligence multiplied, applied usefully, immediately, to a problem that had genuinely resisted every other mind in the complex.

He had spent a career reading reports written by men who mistook confidence for competence, Berlin’s own signals office chief among them, and had learned, across two postings, to distrust any result presented to him with more polish than evidence behind it. Hartmann’s notebook page had neither polish nor performance in it — cramped, hurried, corrected twice in the margin where an earlier line had proven imprecise — and it was precisely that unfinished, working roughness that persuaded Kammler more thoroughly than a fair copy would have. A man performing competence took the trouble to make his working look tidy. A man who simply possessed it, and was in a hurry to move on to the next idea before this one cooled, left the page looking exactly like this one did.

“This wasn’t in the protocol,” Kammler said, more to himself than to Voss, turning the notebook page a final time before setting it down. “Nothing in the monitoring schedule we drafted asked for a mathematics examiner.”

“Nothing in it did, Herr Obergruppenführer, because nothing in either of our own reasoning gave us cause to expect this. I built the protocol to catch the same kind of change Brandt showed us — strength, reflex, tissue response, the things we already knew how to measure because we’d already seen a body do them.” Voss said it with the particular candour of a man conceding a gap in his own planning rather than claiming credit for an outcome he hadn’t designed for. “I have no instrument in this facility calibrated to measure a man’s mathematics. I don’t know that such an instrument exists anywhere. I’d like your authorisation to build one regardless — a standing set of problems, timed and scored, administered daily alongside the physical testing, purely so we have something better than my own increasingly excited say-so if this continues.”

“Authorised. Bring me the first week’s scores alongside the physical figures, not separately — I want to see both curves on the same page, in case one explains the other.” Kammler said it and found, saying it, the same clean satisfaction of a man watching an unexpected variable get properly folded into a method rather than left to accumulate as an anecdote. “And I want it recorded plainly, in your own hand, that this was observed rather than sought. If Berlin ever asks why the protocol changed mid-trial, I’d rather the file show a facility discovering something honestly than one which quietly rewrote its own ambitions after the fact to claim credit for a result it stumbled into.”

“I’ll draft the addendum this evening.” Voss said it, and there was, beneath the professional composure, something Kammler recognised as the specific, private thrill of a man who had spent two years hoping for exactly this kind of surprise and had very nearly talked himself out of noticing it when it finally arrived.

“Has he shown any inclination to apply this to the vault readings directly,” Kammler asked, half to himself, because the thought had arrived unbidden and seemed, once arrived, worth voicing. “If he’s solved a resonance problem in the drilling rig from first principles, I’d be curious what a mind like his made of two years of curves Voss himself hasn’t been able to fully explain.”

“I’ve kept him away from that material deliberately, Herr Obergruppenführer, at least for the present.” Voss said it carefully, the tone of a man who had already considered the question and arrived at a decision he expected to need to defend. “Not from any lack of confidence in what he might find. From an excess of it. I’d rather understand what a week of this integration does to an ordinary engineering problem before I hand him something considerably stranger to think about.”

“A sound instinct. Note it in the file as a deliberate exclusion, not an oversight — I’d rather Berlin see the caution as considered policy than have someone later mistake it for a missed opportunity.” Kammler said it and found himself, for a moment, entertaining the same curiosity Voss had just declined to indulge, and setting it aside with rather more effort than the earlier moment’s dismissal of Voss’s mysticism had generally required.

Voss, watching the exchange from beside the door, allowed himself a moment of open pleasure Kammler had rarely seen him permit in front of a subject rather than reserved for the privacy of his own notes. “May I show him the reflex figures, Herr Obergruppenführer, or would you rather I saved the demonstration for a report rather than a performance.”

“Show him. A man’s entitled to see the evidence of what’s been done to him, whatever form the evidence takes.” Kammler said it and found, saying it, that the principle applied more comfortably to Hartmann than it ever quite had to Brandt, though he did not examine too closely why that should be so.

Voss produced a small rubber ball from his coat pocket and, without warning, tossed it towards Hartmann’s face from perhaps four feet away. Hartmann’s hand came up and closed on it before Kammler’s own eye had properly registered the throw, the same unhurried, unstartled economy Brandt had shown with the reflex ball weeks before, though here it arrived wrapped in an entirely different register — Hartmann laughed, delighted rather than merely competent, and tossed the ball back with the loose, easy motion of a man enjoying a party trick rather than submitting to an examination.

“Forty per cent over baseline, and climbing slightly each day rather than plateauing the way Voss tells me the physical trial’s did.” Hartmann said it with the specific pleasure of a man reporting his own data rather than having it reported to him. “I asked him yesterday whether that trajectory continuing indefinitely was cause for concern. He told me, and I appreciated the honesty, that he didn’t know, and that not knowing was rather the point of running the trial in the first place.”

“How does the rest of you feel,” Kammler asked, because it seemed, watching the man, the more important question than any figure Voss’s instruments could currently supply.

“Extraordinary, sir. I don’t know how else to put it honestly.” Hartmann said it with the same equanimity he’d shown at intake, though there was, now, an unmistakable current of pure pleasure running under the composure that hadn’t been there a week before. “I sleep less and need it less. I eat because Dr. Voss insists rather than because hunger asks. And the mathematics —” he stopped, searching for the words with the particular frustration of a man who suspected the words themselves were now too small for what he was trying to fit into them. “I keep wanting to describe it as clarity, but that undersells it. It’s closer to having spent my whole life reading by a single candle and only now discovering the room has windows.”

“Any symptoms beyond the physical and the intellectual. Anything Dr. Voss’s instruments wouldn’t think to measure.”

Hartmann considered the question with real care, the same intelligent thoroughness he’d brought to everything else in the interview. “Nothing I’d call troubling, sir. I occasionally lose the thread of a sentence spoken to me if I’m mid-calculation — Dr. Voss has had to repeat himself once or twice this week, which I understand isn’t especially remarkable in a man absorbed in his work. And I dream more vividly than I used to, though I couldn’t tell you the content afterwards, only that the vividness itself is new.” He said it lightly, the way a man reports a change in appetite rather than a change in his mind, and Kammler, watching him say it, filed the observation without weighting it more heavily than the moment currently warranted.

“Keep the notebooks coming, and keep Dr. Voss informed of anything that changes, however small it seems to you.” Kammler said it as he rose to leave, and found himself, at the door, pausing to add something that wasn’t strictly required by the protocol. “You should know that the correction to the drilling rig has already saved this site three weeks it didn’t have to spare. Whatever else this trial produces, that alone justifies the risk you took on volunteering for it. I wanted you to hear that stated plainly, not merely filed.”

“Thank you, sir.” Hartmann’s smile, this time, reached properly into his eyes, the specific pleasure of a man being told his work mattered by someone whose good opinion he had, evidently, some private reason to want. “I’d rather earn the file’s good opinion than simply occupy a line in it.”

Kammler and Voss walked back up through the levelled corridor together, and Kammler found himself turning the whole of the week over with the particular satisfaction of a difficult problem yielding, at last, to a second attempt he could actually trust.

“Your instinct was sound,” he said, as they reached the surface levels. “A repeat of the physical result, held under conditions we control properly this time, is exactly what this programme needed before Berlin’s patience ran out entirely. I’ll want the drilling-rig correction documented separately from the trial file, incidentally — Berlin’s engineers will want to know how it was solved, and I’d rather that story include Hartmann’s name properly rather than let the facility’s own engineers quietly absorb the credit.”

“I’ll see to it.” Voss said it with the particular satisfaction of a man watching a hypothesis survive not merely one contact with evidence but several in quick succession. “I’ll confess, Herr Obergruppenführer, I hoped for nothing more than Brandt’s numbers repeated under quieter conditions. I did not imagine, and would not have dared predict, that a volunteer would hand us a solved engineering problem inside the first week. I’m still working out what that tells us, beyond the fact that it happened.”

“Then work it out carefully, and don’t let the pleasure of it rush the working out.” Kammler said it and meant it, and found, drafting the week’s report to Berlin that evening, that he wrote the opening line — the programme’s second trial has produced its first unambiguous success, along with an unanticipated secondary finding now under active study — without the careful, defensive hedging he’d built into every report since the field trial, because for the first time in longer than he cared to calculate, he had a result he did not need to manage, only to describe honestly, surprise and all.

He set the drilling-rig correction out in full, attributing it plainly to Subject Adler rather than folding it into the facility’s own engineering credit, and found a private, uncomplicated satisfaction in doing so that had nothing to do with Berlin’s likely reaction and everything to do with a young mathematician two levels below who had, in a single week, earned rather more than a line in a file. He described the reflex and strength figures in the same clean, confident language he’d used for Brandt’s early results, before the field trial had taught him what confidence in this programme was actually worth, and permitted himself, reading the draft back, the specific pleasure of a report that required no careful stripping-away of texture to make it safe — a rare enough thing, in this posting, that he noticed its absence of effort almost as much as its content.

Voss read the draft over his shoulder before it went to the signals room, an informality Kammler allowed him only on the evenings when the day’s business had gone well enough to earn it. “You’ve been generous with the credit.”

“I’ve been accurate with it. Berlin can decide for itself whether accuracy counts as generosity.” Kammler sealed the report and set it aside for the courier. “I’d rather build this programme’s record on results a man actually produced than on the comfortable fiction that a controlled research environment invents its own breakthroughs without anyone in particular doing the inventing.”

“That’s more sentiment than I generally credit you with, Herr Obergruppenführer.”

“Call it accounting, if sentiment troubles you. A ledger that correctly attributes its assets is simply a better-kept ledger.” Kammler said it lightly enough that Voss, for once, let the observation stand rather than press it further, and the two of them parted for the evening with the particular unhurried satisfaction of men who had, for one week at least, been allowed to enjoy a result without immediately needing to defend it.

He did not think, drafting it, to wonder what a mind that could see the shape of an argument all at once might eventually see when it turned that same attention on itself, or on the room around it, or on the particular quality of a silence that used to be occupied by another person’s voice. There was no reason, yet, that he should have. The notebooks were full, the drilling rig ran true, and Konrad Hartmann sat in his cell two levels below, filling a third notebook with the specific, unhurried delight of a man who had, for the first time in his adult life, been given a room with windows in it, and had not yet noticed how few of them, in a week or two more, would still open onto anything he recognised.
Inside the Wire

The lorries had been running past dark for four nights running, and it was the fourth night, watching the fifth pair of headlamps swing along the valley road towards the site, that Halina finally said aloud the thing she’d been turning over since the pattern first became a pattern rather than a coincidence.

“They’re moving things out. Or preparing to. Nobody runs a supply route this hard, this late, for any other reason.” She kept the glasses steady on the gate as she said it, the fourth lorry already through and swallowed by the dark beyond the checkpoint. “Whatever’s happening inside that wire, they’re anxious about it reaching here. That anxiety is the gap we’ve been waiting three weeks for.”

“Anxious men make careless guards,” Fenwick said, beside her in the frost-stiff bracken, “which is either the best chance we’ll get or a trap dressed up to look like one. I’d rather assume the first and watch hard enough to catch the second before it catches us.”

Tadeusz had confirmed it from his own sources two days before — increased vehicle movement, a rumour among the labour details of staff being reassigned west, a supply clerk who’d let slip, to a woman he was courting in the village, that the garrison was drawing up lists of what could be moved and what couldn’t. None of it said why. All of it said the same thing Halina’s own eyes had now confirmed across four nights of watching: whatever Sóboń actually was, its keepers had begun, quietly, to prepare for the possibility of losing it, and a site preparing to lose something moved its guards, its attention, and its discipline in ways a settled site never had to.

They had debated the timing for the better part of an hour before Halina’s own observation settled it. Fairfax had argued for another two nights of watching, on the reasonable principle that a pattern confirmed five times was safer to act on than a pattern confirmed four, and Fenwick had weighed the caution seriously enough to make Halina wait through most of the argument before offering her own view, which was that the confusion they were watching for would not hold in a straight line — administrations under pressure tightened as often as they loosened, once the initial scramble had passed and someone senior enough noticed the scramble itself was a liability. A window like this one, she’d told them, was a thing you used at its widest point, not a thing you waited to watch narrow.

“She’s not wrong,” Tadeusz had said, when Fairfax pressed the case for patience a second time. “I seen it happen other way. Other places. Panic makes site careless — but only long as it takes someone in authority notice panic is showing. After that, tightens harder than before. Because now someone watching, to be sure does not happen twice.”

That had ended the argument, and it was Fenwick, in the end, who’d given the order to move, though Halina had noted, filing it the way she filed most small things about the men she worked alongside, that he’d waited for Tadeusz’s confirmation before giving it — a habit of testing his own instinct against a second, independent judgement rather than trusting it outright, which she had come, over five weeks, to read as one of the more reassuring things about him.

“Tonight, then.” She said it with the flat certainty of a decision already made rather than one still being argued for. “The confusion won’t hold indefinitely, and I’d rather use it while it’s fresh than wait for them to settle into a new, tighter routine once the panic wears off.”

Fenwick didn’t argue the point, which she’d learned over five weeks to read as agreement rather than mere tolerance, and they worked back through the tree line to where Fairfax and Tadeusz waited with the rest of the kit, packed and ready since before full dark on the strength of exactly this possibility.

The route in was hers, properly hers, in a way none of the men beside her could have claimed even with London’s best aerial photographs spread across a table for a week. She had walked this exact stretch of ground as a girl, following her father’s cattle along a track that ran below the ridge line and cut behind what had been, before the requisitions and the clearances, the Sikorski family’s lower pasture — good grazing, her father had always said, better than anything the neighbouring farms could offer, which was precisely why the SS surveyors had wanted it, two years before, for a rail spur that never in the end got built where the pasture had been, though the clearance had happened anyway, land taken on the strength of a plan later abandoned, her family displaced for a spur of track that existed now only as a scar of cleared trees nobody had bothered to explain.

“The fence follows the old boundary hedge for the first three hundred metres,” she said, low, leading them along a fold in the ground that kept them below the sight-line from the nearest watchtower. “It won’t have moved. Nothing this site has built pays any attention to what the ground actually is beneath it — they’ve simply drawn their perimeter over whatever was there before, the way they draw everything over whatever was there before.”

“You know this ground better than any map London’s given us,” Fenwick said, quietly, and there was something in the way he said it that acknowledged, without needing to dwell on it, everything the observation actually cost her to be true.

“I know this ground because it was taken from people who knew it considerably better than I do, and most of them aren’t here to walk it with us.” She said it without bitterness, or with a bitterness so old and so worn that it no longer announced itself as bitterness at all, simply as fact. “Use what’s left of it well. That’s the only tribute I’ve got to offer them tonight.”

They moved in the particular silence of people who had learned, each in their own trade, that conversation and careful movement rarely improved each other, Halina reading the ground a half-step ahead of where her feet actually landed, the old habit of a girl who’d walked this exact fold at night more times than she could count, fetching a strayed calf or avoiding a father’s temper, neither errand remotely comparable to this one and both of them, somehow, still present in her body’s memory of how the ground itself behaved underfoot — where it firmed, where it gave, where a loose stone waited to turn an ankle if a foot came down carelessly in the dark. She was grateful for the memory without examining too closely what it cost her to be drawing on it for this particular purpose, on the theory that examining it now would cost time she didn’t currently have to spend.

Fairfax kept pace a half-step behind her for most of the approach, the wireless set’s weight settled against his back with the particular economy of a man who’d long since stopped noticing it as a burden, and said little beyond what the ground required, though she caught him once, crossing a stretch of open pasture gone silver with frost, looking back the way they’d come with an expression she read, in the poor light, as something closer to private calculation than simple caution — a man checking a route rather than merely walking it, she thought, and set the observation aside as she set most small things aside on a night like this one, for later consideration if it ever proved to matter.

They reached the fence’s first weak point a little after midnight — a stretch where the perimeter wire ran through a stand of birch too dense for the watchtower beams to properly clear, a gap Tadeusz’s people had marked weeks before and Halina had confirmed twice herself since, on the theory that a gap worth using was a gap worth verifying more than once before betting four lives on it. Fenwick went through the wire first, working the cutters with the same unhurried, silent economy she’d watched him bring to every piece of demolitions kit since the drop, and held the gap wide while the rest of them came through in turn, low, one at a time, Tadeusz counting the interval between watchtower sweeps under his breath in a whisper none of the rest of them needed but all of them found steadying regardless.

Inside the wire the ground changed character almost at once — cleared, level, worked hard by traffic that had nothing to do with the ordinary business of an excavation site, storage huts strung along a service road in the particular grim uniformity of buildings raised fast and meant to be forgotten. Halina led them along the road’s shadow rather than its open verge, working towards the low rise Tadeusz had identified as the best vantage over the subcamp proper, and it was there, crossing the gap between two storage huts, that the first patrol found them.

Three men, unhurried, the loose confidence of guards who’d walked this exact circuit too many nights to expect anything different tonight, and Tadeusz stepped out to meet them before Fenwick could so much as raise a hand to hold the rest of them back, already talking in the easy, unbothered Silesian German of a man entirely at home in the language and the ground both.

“Spät dran, was?” one of the guards said, torch coming up, and Tadeusz answered before the beam had properly settled on any of them, some rapid, plausible account — a work detail’s schedule confused by the reassignments, a delivery meant for the kitchen stores gone astray in the dark, a cousin billeted with the garrison who could vouch for him if anyone cared to check in the morning — delivered with exactly the unhurried irritation of a local man mildly put out at being stopped for something this trivial. Halina, pressed flat in the shadow with Fenwick and Fairfax beside her, understood perhaps one word in three of the actual exchange and understood, entirely, the shape of what mattered in it: the guards’ postures easing by degrees, the torch beam dropping, one of them laughing at something Tadeusz had said, all three moving on within the space of perhaps ninety seconds, unbothered, uninterested, exactly as Tadeusz’s whole cover existed to make them.

“Clear,” Tadeusz breathed, once the patrol’s footsteps had faded properly into the dark, and they moved again, faster now, the particular urgency of people who’d used one piece of luck and had no wish to test how much of it remained.

“What did you actually tell them,” Halina asked, once they’d put enough distance behind them to risk the question, curious despite the urgency, because she’d understood the shape of the exchange without catching enough of the words to know precisely what story had bought them the ninety seconds.

“That cousin’s boy is billeted here. That I heard he took chill. I wanted see for myself he was looked after properly — before I went home and told his mother something that would only worry her, for nothing.” Tadeusz said it without slowing, the particular flat efficiency of a man reporting a tool he’d used rather than a performance he was proud of. “Has one advantage. Is kind of story a man tells when little ashamed of telling it — fussing over grown lad like mother hen. Reads as embarrassment, not nerves, to anyone paying attention. Embarrassment very convincing to fake. If you let little real embarrassment leak through it.”

“You’ll have used that story before.”

“Twice. Works because is small enough lie. True of someone, somewhere, most nights. Nobody remembers fussing uncle long enough compare notes about him.” He said it, and Halina heard, underneath the professional flatness, something that hadn’t quite finished being a joke — the specific, private ache of a man reaching, for cover, into a category of worry that was not, for him, entirely invented.

It was the isolated sentry, at the edge of the rise Tadeusz had marked, that Tadeusz’s cover story could not reach.

He stood alone at a fixed post rather than walking a circuit, a young man, younger than the patrol had been, positioned exactly where the service road gave way to the open slope above the subcamp — a post with a purpose, Halina understood at once, watching him, that had nothing to do with catching stragglers and everything to do with denying anyone a clear line down into the huts below, which meant he was watching precisely the ground they needed to cross and had no plausible reason to be talked away from watching it. He caught the movement before any of them had properly settled into cover, a shape wrong against the pale scar of the cleared slope, and brought his rifle up with the flat, immediate competence of a man whose entire post existed for exactly this moment.

There was no story Tadeusz could offer a man standing a fixed, deliberate watch over the one approach they needed, no cover plausible enough to explain four figures moving low across open ground at this hour towards this specific vantage, and Halina felt the whole operation balance, for the length of a single indrawn breath, on the width of the next five seconds.

Fenwick moved before the sentry’s rifle had finished coming level, closing the distance in three long, silent strides, and the Welrod came up and fired once, a sound closer to a cough than a shot, swallowed almost entirely by the ordinary night noise of wind through birch. The sentry folded rather than fell, Fenwick’s free hand already at his collar to control the drop, and was down in the frozen grass, entirely and permanently still, before the echo of anything at all had time to properly register against the watchtower’s more distant sweep.

Halina found she had stopped breathing at some point during those five seconds and made herself start again, deliberately, the way she’d trained herself to do years ago the first time she’d watched a man die at close range and discovered that horror, left unmanaged, could cost a person the next necessary action along with the last one. Fenwick knelt beside the body for a moment, checking, with the same economical care he brought to everything, that nothing about the man’s kit or posture would read wrong to whoever eventually found him, and then rose and looked back at the rest of them, his face giving away considerably less than Halina, watching it closely, suspected it was costing him to give away so little. He flexed his left hand once before he trusted it with anything further, an old, private habit she’d noticed once or twice before without remarking on it, and she read it, in the moment, as nothing more than the particular cold this ground held after midnight, finding a man’s fingers the way it found everyone’s eventually.

“We move him off the post line, into the treeline there, and we keep moving.” Fenwick said it flatly, the particular flatness of a man choosing not to let the moment cost more of the operation’s remaining time than it already had. “He’ll be found. Not tonight, with luck, and not in a way that points anywhere useful by the time he is.”

“Understood.” Tadeusz was already helping shift the body, quick and quiet, and Halina found herself, working alongside him, doing the same private accounting Fenwick’s face had refused to show — a young man, a rifle, a post he hadn’t chosen assigned to a site he likely hadn’t chosen either, dead now for the crime of standing exactly where his orders had told him to stand. She did not let the accounting slow her hands. She had learned, over four years, precisely how much grief a resistance could afford to spend on the men it was forced to kill, and the answer, always, was less than the grief actually wanted.

She had killed herself, twice, in four years, both times at a distance that let the act arrive as a decision rather than an intimacy, a trigger pulled, and a result observed rather than a body handled afterwards with her own two hands. Watching Fenwick do this — close, silent, over almost before it had properly begun, and then the same hands settling the dead weight of a stranger’s collar with something that looked, from this distance, almost like care — she understood, in a way she hadn’t fully understood before tonight, the particular cost of a trade that asked a man to be gentle with the men he killed, afterwards, as though gentleness now could answer for the absence of it at the moment that had actually mattered. She did not ask him whether it got easier. She suspected, watching his face in the poor light, that the honest answer would have cost them both more than the question was worth.

“How many is that for you,” she asked instead, quietly, once they’d left the body settled in the treeline’s deeper shadow and were moving again.

“Enough that I’ve stopped keeping the number anywhere I have to look at it on purpose.” Fenwick said it without evasion, the same flat register he used for anything that needed saying and not dwelling on. “I’ll tell you honestly, if it matters to you — it doesn’t get easier in the way people mean when they ask that. It gets quieter. The noise afterwards is smaller than it used to be. I don’t know that quieter is the same thing as better, but it’s the only direction I’ve found the feeling to move in, and I’ve stopped expecting a different one.”

“Quieter will do,” Halina said, and found, saying it, that she meant it more than she’d expected to.

Fairfax, crouched at the tree-line’s edge with the wireless set still packed against his back, said nothing at all through the whole of it, and Halina noticed, in the single glance she spared him, that his face had gone the particular still, careful blank of a man keeping a great deal behind it rather than the shocked openness she might have expected from the team’s least combat-tested member. She filed the observation without examining it, the way she filed most things that didn’t immediately bear on the next thirty seconds, and turned back to the slope ahead.

They reached the vantage a few minutes later, a shallow fold in the ground screened by low scrub that gave a clear, unbroken line down into the subcamp proper, and Halina came up onto her elbows beside Fenwick with the specific, careful discipline of a woman who had spent two years imagining this exact view and had promised herself, imagining it, that she would look at it properly rather than flinch from any part of it once the chance actually arrived.

The subcamp lay below them in the flat, ordinary light of perimeter lamps strung along a wire fence considerably lower and more provisional than Sóboń’s own — a scatter of huts, longer and lower than the storage buildings above, smoke rising thin from a handful of stovepipes into air cold enough to hold it visible for a long time before it thinned, a muster yard beaten bare of snow by the passage of feet, and, along the yard’s near edge, even at this hour, a work detail already forming up in the particular slow, deliberate shuffle of men whose bodies had learned, over months or years, exactly how much haste a guard’s patience actually required and no more.

Halina had known, in the abstract, exactly what she would find here. She had spent two years building her whole understanding of this valley around the fact of it, had told Fenwick and Fairfax both, weeks ago, that she had made her peace with knowing rather than protecting herself from knowing. She found, looking at it now, properly, for the first time, that the abstraction and the actual ground beneath her elbows were not, in fact, the same thing at all, and that no amount of preparation had quite readied her for the particular, specific weight of seeing her family’s old pasture — she was almost certain, from the lay of the ridge and the angle of the valley, that this was the very ground, or near enough to it that the distinction barely mattered — wearing this instead of what it had once worn, and holding, somewhere within the huts below, whatever remained of everyone this valley had ever taken.

“That’s the ground,” she said, very quietly, more to herself than to either of the men beside her, though she felt Fenwick go still at the words in the particular way of a man who understood, without needing it explained further, exactly what she meant by them. “That’s my family’s ground, under all of that.”

Fenwick said nothing for a moment, and when he spoke it was without performance, the plain, careful register he used for things he judged too large for comfort. “Then we look at it as long as you need to, and we move when you’re ready, not before.”

“I’m ready now.” She wasn’t, not entirely, and suspected he knew it, but readiness, tonight, was a thing she intended to manufacture by simple force of will rather than wait patiently to arrive on its own schedule. “Whatever’s down there, I’d rather know the whole of it than spend one more night imagining a version that spares me anything.”

Tadeusz settled in beside her without a word, and Fairfax a moment after him, and the four of them lay together in the cold scrub above the wire, looking down at the muster yard’s slow, grim choreography — a guard moving along the forming line with the bored, methodical thoroughness of a man counting livestock rather than people, a second detail already being marched out through the near gate towards whatever the night’s labour required of them, the whole scene lit in the flat, colourless wash of lamps that seemed, to Halina’s eye, designed less to illuminate the place properly than to ensure nothing within it could move without being seen doing so.

“Kamiński.” She said his name quietly, not quite a question, because she had watched him go very still beside her the moment the muster line came into full view.

“Thought I saw face I know.” He said it without turning from the yard, and didn’t add anything further to it.

Halina let it go, and turned her own attention back to the wire.

Fenwick said nothing further, though Halina felt him settle deeper into the scrub beside her, glasses steady, the particular stillness of a man committing a target to memory in the same careful, unhurried way he committed everything else — the guard rotation, the gate positions, the fence’s low, provisional wire, all of it filed away against whatever this reconnaissance eventually became. She did the same, forcing herself to catalogue rather than simply feel, because feeling, she had learned, was a thing this valley would still be offering her in unlimited supply long after the cataloguing was done, and only one of the two actually helped the people still living down there tonight.

She stayed at the vantage a long while after the others had begun, by unspoken agreement, to ready themselves for the walk back, watching the smoke rise thin from the stovepipes into air too cold to properly disperse it, and found herself thinking, not for the first time this year, that grief and reconnaissance had come, for her, to occupy almost exactly the same posture — lying still, watching closely, and refusing, for as long as the body could stand it, to look away from the thing that hurt most to see.
What the Roster Says

“Hysteria,” Fairfax said again, three days after the field trial, turning the word over the way a man turns over a coin he doesn’t much like the look of. “That’s the word London will reach for if this is all we ever give them — one partial sighting, four frightened witnesses, and a signal thinner than the one we sent after the checkpoint scare. I’d rather hand them something with a shape to it before they have the chance to reach for that word at all.”

“Which means testimony, not another sighting.” Fenwick said it from across the barn loft, the map spread between them where the guard-rotation notes had been a week before. “We can’t put a second team on that ridge and hope for a cleaner view of the same horror. We need someone who was already inside the wire when it happened, or close enough to what happens to those men beforehand to describe it properly. A pattern, not an incident. London can dismiss an incident. It’s considerably harder to dismiss a pattern with names attached to it.”

“I’ve read the signal back to myself a dozen times since we sent it,” Fairfax said, “and I keep landing on the same problem. We described a thing no reasonable man would credit without having seen it, and we described it in the careful, hedged language a nervous officer uses when he half expects to be recalled and questioned about his own state of mind. I don’t fault us for the hedging — I’d have written it the same way, watching what we watched. But a second signal in the same register only compounds the first. If we can’t give London something harder this time, I’d almost rather give them nothing at all than give them more of the same uncertain shape.”

“Then we don’t give them the same shape.” Halina had been standing at the loft’s small window through most of the exchange, watching the last of the evening light fail over the valley, and turned back to the room now with the particular decisiveness she brought to a problem once she’d finished turning it over privately, a problem she had in truth been carrying since the morning after the field trial without yet arriving at a clean answer for how it was to be managed. “We give them something we can build ourselves, out of what this valley already half-knows and has never had reason to say aloud to anyone asking the right question. That’s not the same as another sighting. That’s evidence assembled rather than witnessed, and I don’t think London’s caution survives evidence assembled nearly as easily as it survives a single frightened report. The kitchen women. Zofia’s contacts inside the wire, and Tadeusz’s cousin on the labour details — between them, that’s the closest thing to an inside view this valley has produced in six months of watching. If anyone’s heard more than a rumour about what actually happens to a man who volunteers for whatever that site is doing, it’s one of them.”

“Then that is where we go back.” Tadeusz said it from the loft’s far corner, where he’d been mending a boot with the particular unhurried patience of a man giving his hands something to do while his mind worked a separate problem. “I can reach cousin again. Same delivery arrangement as before. Is risk we already run once — we know its shape. Better spend it on question London can use, than not spend at all.”

“Ask him plainly, then, and ask him to ask further if he’s able to without exposing himself doing it.” Fenwick tapped the map, though the question had nothing to do with terrain. “How many men has the labour detail heard of going in as volunteers. Over what span of time. Whether any account exists, even second-hand, of what one of them looked like coming back out, if any of them ever have. I want dates if he can manage them, and I want it in his own words rather than anything that sounds rehearsed for our benefit — London’s more likely to credit a confused, partial account that sounds like a real man remembering a real thing than a tidy one that sounds like it was written for them.”

“Will give you what he has, honestly. Is not man who dresses up answer, to please whoever asking.” Tadeusz set the boot aside and reached for paper, and it was only once he’d begun composing the query in the same small, careful hand he’d used before that he added, without looking up, in the tone of a man raising a second matter he’d rather fold into the first than ask for separately, “Would like add one more line. If length does not trouble arrangement. Question of my own. Riding on back of yours.”

“Add it,” Fenwick said, without asking what it was, which Halina noted and understood, the particular courtesy of a commanding officer declining to make a man justify a private grief in front of the whole room.

The note went out with the delivery cart two mornings later, folded into the same oilcloth, carrying London’s real business and Tadeusz’s own alongside it, and the waiting that followed felt, to Halina, considerably more bearable for having a proper mission’s shape to occupy the days rather than only her own private dread — Fenwick and Fairfax working the wireless log into a draft they could send the moment they had something worth sending, Tadeusz resuming his ordinary contact with the labour details as though nothing about the exchange had changed anything in how he carried himself.

The real business of those four days was the exercise ground itself, and Fenwick drove the work with a fresh, particular urgency Halina hadn’t seen in him since the morning after the field trial — a second, higher vantage further north along the ridge, chosen specifically to give them a clear line onto the command post’s earthworks rather than merely the cleared depression below it, on the theory that whatever had directed that soldier’s trial from that position would, sooner or later, direct another one from the same ground, and a team that understood the command post’s own routines might yet find a way to disrupt the next trial before it reached the stage this one had.

“I want entry and exit routes to that command position mapped properly, not merely observed from a distance,” Fenwick said, working the new vantage with the same methodical care he’d given every piece of ground since the drop. “Who comes and goes, at what hours, whether the earthworks are manned continuously or only when a trial’s actually running. If we’re ever in a position to act directly against this site rather than merely report on it, that position is where the decisions get made, and I’d rather understand it now, while the understanding costs us nothing but cold mornings, than discover its shape for the first time under fire.”

They held the new vantage across two full days, trading the watch in careful shifts, and the picture it gave them was considerably more useful than anything the earlier reconnaissance had produced — a technical staff rotating through the earthworks on a schedule Fairfax logged to the minute, a wireless aerial run up permanently rather than assembled fresh each time, a pattern of vehicle movement between the command post and the gallery entrances further up the ridge that suggested, to Fenwick’s reading, a far larger administrative structure behind the single field trial they’d witnessed than any of them had previously credited. It was disciplined, unglamorous work, the kind that produced no single dramatic observation but accumulated, hour by cold hour, into exactly the sort of pattern Fairfax had said London needed and none of their earlier reporting had managed to supply.

It was on the second of those days, shifting position to extend the sight-line’s northern edge, that the subcamp itself came properly into view for the first time, and Halina found the sight of it arriving sideways, as a consequence of the ground they needed rather than the object of the day’s watch — a scatter of huts below the site’s outer wire, a muster yard, smoke rising thin from stovepipes into cold, flat air, all of it simply there, unavoidable, on the route to the vantage that actually mattered to the job at hand.

“That is labour camp,” Tadeusz said, low, beside her, glasses briefly drifting from the earthworks to the huts below before returning, with visible effort, to the actual task. “Will not linger on it. Not what we came up here for.”

“No,” Halina agreed, and made herself keep her own glasses on the command post rather than the camp, though she felt the pull of it the whole while, the particular gravity of a place she had spent two years imagining and had never yet properly seen in daylight. They finished the day’s sight-line work as planned — confirmed angles, a second position marked for whatever use it might eventually serve, a full log of the command post’s traffic that Fairfax judged, reading it back that evening, the single most useful piece of reconnaissance the team had produced since the drop — and it was only walking back, the camp briefly visible again through a gap in the trees, that she allowed herself the one unguarded thought she permitted the sight of it: that Janek might, at this exact moment, be somewhere below that smoke, and that she had no way, from this distance, of knowing whether the thought was a comfort or simply another shape of the same old wound.

The answer came back four days after the note had gone out, tucked into an empty flour sack on Zofia’s returning cart, and Tadeusz read it first, alone, before bringing it to the rest of them, a courtesy Halina understood without needing it explained.

“He gives us six names, or partial names — nicknames the labour details used among themselves, since none of them were ever told the men’s proper identities. Six, over the better part of a year, each one a soldier from the garrison who simply stopped being seen after a period of unexplained absence, the last of them the one who vanished the week before this valley’s own convoy traffic began building. Nobody on the labour details has ever seen one of them again, in any capacity, which he says is itself unusual — a transferred soldier is normally seen once more, in passing, before he’s properly gone. These men simply weren’t, all six of them, as though the site had a door that let men in and never let anyone see them leave through it again in any form the labour details could recognise.” Fenwick read it over Tadeusz’s shoulder as he spoke, making his own notes as he went. “That’s a pattern. Six cases, a year’s span, a consistent shape to the disappearance. That’s precisely what I asked for, and rather more of it than I’d let myself expect.”

“It’s enough to write London a signal that doesn’t need the word hysteria anywhere near it,” Fairfax said, already reaching for the wireless log. “Six names, a year’s pattern, cross-referenced against what we witnessed ourselves. I can have a draft ready within the hour.”

“Before you draft it, I want the detail on the last of the six properly confirmed.” Fenwick tapped the relevant line on Tadeusz’s note. “If the timing lines up as closely as it reads here, that’s not simply a sixth case. That’s the same case we watched from the trees, corroborated from an entirely independent source who had no idea we’d seen anything at all. That’s the difference between a pattern London might find interesting and a pattern London can’t credibly ignore.”

“I read it the same way.” Tadeusz set the note down flat, so the others could see the relevant lines for themselves. “My cousin places sixth man’s disappearance in same week labour details noticed convoy traffic building. Before any of us understood why — only something at site had changed. He did not put it beside what we saw. Does not know what we saw. Only logged it. One more name gone, from roster he learned, over year, to watch carefully.”

“Independent corroboration, from a source with no knowledge of our own observation, converging on the same week.” Fairfax was already writing as he spoke, the particular quick, sure hand of a man who’d found, at last, the shape of a report he could send without flinching from his own uncertainty. “That’s the signal. That’s precisely the signal I didn’t think we had a fortnight ago.”

“Do.” Fenwick said it with the particular satisfaction of a man watching a difficult problem finally yield him something usable, and it was only once the operational business had properly settled that Tadeusz, still holding the note, added the rest of it in a voice gone considerably quieter than the one he’d used for the six names.

“There’s a second part. My own question, answered.” He did not read this part aloud, and none of them asked him to, and Halina watched him fold the note away into his own coat with the same careful, private economy she’d used, weeks before, for a letter of her own that had never arrived, and understood, watching it, that whatever the answer had told him, it had told him something he intended to carry alone for the present, exactly as she had once intended to carry her own.

It was later that same evening, the wireless signal already sent and the day’s real business concluded, that Tadeusz mentioned, almost as an afterthought folded into an entirely different sentence, that his cousin had also passed on, unprompted, a fragment of camp gossip too old and too uncertain to have been worth a query of its own — a name half-remembered from a transfer roster read aloud at evening count the better part of a year before, a young man from the spring displacement, moved out under the same “special allocation” designation Halina had never yet heard applied to anyone who’d been seen again afterwards.

“He could not be certain of the name,” Tadeusz said, carefully, watching her rather than the fire. “Offered it only because he knew — from things I said, these last weeks — might matter to someone in this room. Would not have asked him for it directly. Want you know that. Plainly. Before you decide what to do with it.”

“You didn’t ask for it, and I’ll not treat it as though you did.” Halina said it because she judged, watching his face in the low firelight, that the distinction mattered to him considerably more than it mattered to her own grief, and she found she could afford him that much before she let herself feel anything further. “What does he actually recall of it.”

“Little enough. I hesitate to call it evidence at all. More the shape evidence takes, before it is properly formed.” Tadeusz chose the words with visible care, a man handling something he knew could not be made gentler by careful handling and was trying anyway. “Young man. Eighteen, nineteen, by his guess. Moved off stone details, under that designation, in same season your family’s requisition would place your brother on those same details. Remembers name only as close to Sikorski. Not certainly Sikorski itself. Remembers it because roster clerk stumbled, reading aloud — way man stumbles over name he read many times, and still cannot quite say, without some small hesitation he does not want.”

Halina sat with that for a long moment, in the barn loft’s cold, close dark, and found that the grief which arrived was quieter than she’d braced herself for, precisely because it had not been the thing she’d gone looking for tonight — a name half-remembered, offered sideways, unconfirmed and likely to stay that way, exactly the same shape of unresolved absence this whole valley seemed built to produce rather than answer. She turned it over the way she had turned over every fragment of information about Janek for two years, testing it for the particular quality of certainty she knew, even as she tested it, it would never actually yield. A name close to Sikorski. A season that matched. A clerk’s small, human hesitation, remembered a year later by a man with no reason to invent it. It was not proof. It would never be proof, in this valley, of anything at all. It was, she made herself accept, turning it over a final time, as close to an answer as this particular question was ever likely to come.

“Thank you for telling me plainly,” she said, at last, “and for not letting it cost the actual job anything to ask for it.” She meant both halves of that sentence, and found, saying them, that they sat together without contradiction in a way she would not have predicted a month before — the mission’s real business, properly served, and her own private wound, tended to as a consequence of it rather than instead of it, which was, she thought, very likely the only honest shape grief and reconnaissance could ever take, out here, in a valley that had never once offered either of them cleanly.

“It doesn’t change what we came here to do,” she said, to Fenwick, once the fire had burned down and the others had begun, by unspoken agreement, to settle for what little of the night remained to them. “I want that understood plainly. Whatever I learned tonight, on the side of a question that wasn’t mine to ask, it doesn’t move me an inch from the job London actually sent us to finish.”

“I never thought it would.” Fenwick said it without hesitation, and there was something in the plainness of the answer that told her he’d been turning the same question over himself, on her behalf, for longer than the evening had actually allowed him. “I’ve watched you carry this since the farmyard, the first morning we met. You’ve never once let it slow your hand when the job needed it fast, or clouded your judgement when the job needed it clear. Tonight doesn’t strike me as the night that changes that pattern, whatever it’s cost you privately to hear.”

“No.” She said it, and found, saying it, that it was true. “It’s simply one more weight added to a load I’d already agreed to carry. I don’t expect it to be the last.”

“Nor do I, if I’m honest with you.” Fenwick’s voice had gone quieter, the register he kept for the things he judged too large for easy comfort. “This valley’s given every one of us a private reason to want it burned, one way or another, before this is finished. Yours simply arrived a little more plainly than the rest of ours have, tonight. I don’t think that makes you any less fit for the job. I think it makes you exactly the kind of soldier London should have been sending into places like this one from the start, and mostly hasn’t had the sense to.”

Halina found she had nothing further to say to that, and let the silence stand rather than fill it, and it was in that silence, glancing once across the loft to where Tadeusz sat alone with the fire’s last light on his face, that she caught him watching the middle distance with the same fixed, unseeing attention he’d carried since the note had first come back — a man doing arithmetic of his own, on a name she hadn’t asked to hear and he hadn’t offered to share, and she let him keep it, exactly as she would have wanted her own kept, and turned back to the fire.
Different Mathematics

By the second week Voss had stopped bringing Kammler down to the observation cell to see the notebooks and started bringing the notebooks up to Kammler instead, a small administrative reversal that told its own story before either of them said a word about it. He arrived that morning with three of them under his arm, held the way a man holds something he is not entirely willing to set down on an unguarded surface, and Kammler found, watching him choose the chair rather than the desk, that he had already half-guessed the shape of the visit before Voss opened the first one.

“I want to be honest with you about something, Herr Obergruppenführer, before you read this yourself and ask me a question I can’t presently answer.” Voss set the notebook down open to a page perhaps two-thirds of the way through, dense with a compressed, slanting hand that had lost, somewhere in the last week, whatever resemblance it had once held to the careful signature on Hartmann’s intake file. “I can follow the first page of most of what he’s writing now. I hold a doctorate in a related field, and I can follow the first page. Past that, I am reading notation I don’t recognise, applied to a structure of argument I can’t reconstruct backward from the conclusion, the way I generally can even with work considerably beyond my own specialism. I don’t say that to alarm you. I say it because I think you should hear it from me plainly, rather than form the impression yourself and wonder why I hadn’t mentioned it.”

Kammler read the page anyway, out of the same stubborn thoroughness that had made him read Brandt’s file standing rather than filed, and found Voss’s account accurate to an uncomfortable degree — the first several lines legible as mathematics, symbols he half-recognised from a physics education two decades cold, and then, without any visible seam where the sense gave way, a run of notation that simply stopped resolving into anything he could follow at all. Not incoherence. The hand stayed confident, the corrections in the margin stayed sparse and decisive rather than groping, every mark on the page carrying the unmistakable weight of a man who knew precisely what he meant by it. It was, Kammler thought, turning the page and finding the same wall a paragraph later, considerably more unsettling than incoherence would have been. A confused page could be dismissed. A page this certain, and this closed to him, could not.

“What is it he’s actually working on.”

“I asked him that yesterday, and he gave me an answer I wrote down verbatim because I didn’t trust myself to paraphrase it accurately.” Voss consulted his own notes, a habit Kammler had come to recognise as the specific caution of a man who no longer trusted his memory to carry a thing this strange without smoothing it into something tidier than it actually was. “He said, and I quote, that he’d stopped working on problems and started working on the space the problems lived in — that most mathematics, as he put it, is a man walking a corridor one door at a time, and what he’s doing now feels more like standing somewhere the corridor can be seen all at once, doors and walls and the rooms behind them, without needing to open any one of them individually to know what’s inside. I asked him whether he could show me the result of that, in terms I might follow. He said he was trying to, and that the notebooks were his best current attempt at translating something he wasn’t certain translated cleanly into a form built for men walking corridors one door at a time.”

“That’s a poet’s answer, not a mathematician’s.”

“It’s both, Herr Obergruppenführer, which is rather the difficulty. He gave me the poet’s version because I asked for the poet’s version. When I pressed him for the mathematician’s, he wrote four more pages I couldn’t follow past the first line, and seemed genuinely puzzled that I’d expected anything else.” Voss closed the notebook, carefully, the particular care of a man handling something he’d decided, privately, was worth more than its physical weight suggested. “I don’t say this to trouble you unduly. I say it because it’s the honest shape of where we currently stand, and I’d rather you heard the honest shape from me than a tidier one I’d had time to prepare.”

Kammler set the notebook down and found himself, for a moment, doing the thing he generally disciplined himself out of doing with Voss’s reports — reading past the data to the shape of the man delivering it, and finding, this time, something closer to genuine unease sitting underneath the careful professional composure than he’d seen from Voss even in the worst hours after the field trial. It did not read as fear exactly. It read as the particular vertigo of a man who had spent two years believing himself the most capable interpreter of Vril’s effects in this entire facility, discovering that the ground he’d been standing on to make that claim had, without his noticing the exact moment, stopped being solid underneath him.

“Bring me the drilling-rig correction’s successor, if there is one. Something I can hold against a result rather than a metaphor.”

“There is, as it happens, and it’s rather better evidence than the metaphor.” Voss’s composure returned, visibly, the moment the conversation moved from the abstract back onto ground he could stand on properly. “The engineers cutting the new storage gallery on the lower level flagged an irregular stress reading in the rock face three days ago — nothing alarming on its own, well within the tolerances they normally work to, but odd enough that the senior man mentioned it at the evening report out of habit rather than concern. Hartmann heard the mention in passing. He wasn’t shown the survey data. He wasn’t asked for an opinion. He simply heard a stress figure and a bearing read aloud in the corridor outside his cell, the way he might have overheard the weather.”

“And.”

“And the following morning he asked me, entirely unprompted, whether the gallery cutting had been halted yet, because in his words the reading the engineers had dismissed as within tolerance was, in fact, the leading edge of a fracture propagation pattern that would reach a critical threshold within roughly nine days of continued cutting at the current rate, assuming a set of rock properties he inferred rather than measured, from a single stress figure and a bearing overheard through a door.” Voss let that sit a moment before continuing. “I did not believe him. I want that stated plainly, because I think the honest record should show my own scepticism rather than let it look, in hindsight, as though I’d simply taken his word for it. I had the chief geological officer re-survey the face properly, with instruments, expecting to prove Hartmann’s inference wrong and close the matter. The re-survey confirmed the fracture pattern almost exactly as he’d described it, including the propagation rate, from a single overheard figure that gave him, by any ordinary reckoning, nowhere near enough information to reach that conclusion.”

Kammler sat with that longer than he generally permitted himself to sit with any single report, because it asked something of him that the drilling-rig correction never had. The drilling rig had been an answer — elegant, verifiable, a solved problem sitting still long enough for a chief engineer to check the working. This was something closer to a diagnosis reached from a symptom nobody else in the room had thought worth mentioning, a conclusion arrived at with a completeness that implied access to information Hartmann plainly hadn’t been given. It was the specific, precise thing Voss had tried and failed to describe with the corridor and the doors — not faster mathematics, but a different relationship to what counted, for an ordinary mind, as insufficient information to reach a conclusion at all.

“You halted the cutting.”

“Immediately, on his say-so alone, before the re-survey confirmed it, which is a decision I’d like your retroactive approval for rather than have you discover from the production log without context.” Voss said it with the particular directness of a man who had made a judgement call and preferred to own it plainly rather than have it read, later, as an oversight. “I judged the cost of three lost days against the cost of a gallery collapse two levels below the vault chamber, and the arithmetic wasn’t close, whatever the eventual answer turned out to be. As it happens, the eventual answer vindicated the decision considerably more thoroughly than I expected it to when I made it.”

“You have it. Note the date and your own reasoning in the file, in your own hand, the same as the drilling-rig addendum — I want a record that shows a man making a defensible decision under uncertainty, not one that reads, after the fact, as though the uncertainty had never existed.” Kammler said it and found, saying it, a species of satisfaction he recognised from the previous week and had not expected to feel again quite so soon — not the crude pleasure of a result, but the considerably rarer comfort of watching a subordinate’s judgement hold under a genuinely difficult test. “Take me down. I’d rather see the man than read one more page I can’t follow.”

They found Hartmann in the observation cell in a posture Kammler had come, over the intervening week, to think of as characteristic — seated, but only technically, his whole attention pitched forward into the notebook in front of him with the specific unbalanced energy of a man who had forgotten his own chair existed as anything other than a place to rest the part of him not currently occupied by the page. He looked up at their entrance with the same unfocused, surfacing pleasure Kammler remembered from the previous visit, though there was, now, something added to it — a faint hollowness beneath the eyes that hadn’t been there a week before, the visible cost of a man who had, by his own earlier account, stopped needing sleep the way ordinary men needed it and had not yet learned to distinguish that freedom from a debt quietly accumulating regardless.

“Herr Obergruppenführer. I hope Dr. Voss has been fair to me in whatever he’s just told you, because I confess I’ve had rather a difficult week explaining myself even to my own satisfaction.” Hartmann set the pen down with visible reluctance, the specific small tug of a man leaving a conversation he’d rather have finished. “I understand I frightened the geological survey team rather badly, which wasn’t my intention. I only meant to mention what I’d noticed. I didn’t expect it to halt an entire excavation.”

“You may take some comfort in having been correct, if not in having frightened anyone.” Kammler said it and watched the observation land, the particular unguarded pleasure of a man for whom being right was still, evidently, its own uncomplicated reward. “Tell me how you knew. Not the poetry Dr. Voss has already given me. The actual reasoning, as plainly as you can put it to a man who isn’t equipped to follow the mathematics itself.”

Hartmann considered the request with real care, the same deliberate thoroughness Kammler remembered from the intake interview, though it moved now with a fluency that made the earlier version look, in retrospect, almost hesitant by comparison. “I think the honest answer, sir, is that I don’t entirely know how I knew, in the sense you’re asking for. I heard a stress figure and a bearing, and the moment I heard them, the rest of the pattern was simply there, the way the end of a sentence is there before a man finishes saying it aloud to you, if you know the man and the sentence well enough. I could reconstruct an argument for you afterwards, on paper, and I did, because I understood you’d want the working shown rather than take a soldier’s plain assurance for a geological survey. But the reconstruction came after the knowing, not before it. I’m not describing that well. I don’t think I have better language for it yet than the corridor and the room Dr. Voss has already given you, which I gather struck him as more unsettling than illuminating.”

“It struck me as both,” Voss said, from the doorway, and there was, in the admission, something Kammler recognised as a man choosing honesty over comfort in front of the subject himself, a courtesy Kammler had not specifically asked for but found himself, hearing it, glad Voss had extended anyway.

“I don’t mean to be unsettling, sir.” Hartmann said it to Voss directly, and there was real warmth in it, the specific easy affection of a man who had, over two intense weeks of close observation, come to genuinely like the person observing him. “You’ve been decent to me from the first morning, and I’d rather you found this exciting than frightening, because from where I’m currently sitting, it very much is exciting. I keep wanting to apologise for how much I’m enjoying it, given what I understand happened with the first man, but I find I can’t quite manage the apology honestly. I feel extraordinary. I don’t know a gentler way to put it.”

“Then don’t manage it,” Kammler said, before Voss could answer, because the observation had arrived in him with more force than he’d expected and he preferred, for once, to voice it rather than file it silently the way he generally disciplined himself to. “A man’s entitled to the honest pleasure of his own good fortune, whatever the eventual cost of it turns out to be. I’d rather have your genuine account than a manufactured humility that serves nobody’s understanding of what’s actually happening to you.”

“Then genuinely, sir — it’s the finest thing that’s ever happened to me, and I include the dissertation I thought I’d never finish, and the two Christmases before the war I still remember properly.” Hartmann said it with a warmth that filled the small cell considerably more than its size should have allowed, and reached, unprompted, for the second notebook, flipping it open with the particular eagerness of a man who had been waiting, politely, for permission to show off something he was privately delighted by. “May I show you something that has nothing to do with the gallery, or the drilling rig, or anything Dr. Voss needs for his file. Purely because I think it’s beautiful, and I haven’t had anyone in this room yet who I could show a beautiful thing to without first justifying its usefulness.”

“Show me.” Kammler said it, and meant it, and found himself, reading the page Hartmann turned to, entirely unable to follow a symbol of it, and entirely unable, despite that, to look away from the evident, unforced joy with which it had been written — line after line in the same confident, slanting hand, no corrections at all on this page, the specific fluency of a man who had, for once, not been solving a problem but simply following one wherever its own logic wanted to take him.

“I can’t tell you what it proves, sir, not properly, not yet — I think I’m still several days from being able to state the result in a form even Dr. Voss could verify, let alone a form you could. But I can tell you what it feels like, if that’s worth anything to you.” Hartmann’s finger traced the final line, slowly, the way a man touches something he’s proud of without quite believing he made it himself. “It feels like the shape underneath several problems I once thought were separate. Not similar to each other. The same problem, wearing different clothes, and I never once suspected it until this week, because I never had the vantage to see all of them from the same place at once. I keep thinking of my old supervisor at Göttingen, who would have given a great deal to see this page, and then remembering that I couldn’t possibly explain to him how I came to write it, and finding that thought considerably sadder than I expected it to be, given how happy the page itself makes me.”

It was a small thing, that sentence, dropped almost carelessly into the middle of an otherwise uncomplicated pleasure, and Kammler noted it the way he noted most things that arrived sideways rather than announced — filed, not weighted, the specific discipline of a man who had learned that the significance of a detail was rarely obvious at the moment it first appeared. A private grief, briefly surfacing and as quickly submerged again beneath the larger, plainer joy of the page itself. Nothing in it read as symptom. It read, if anything, as the ordinary cost of a brilliant, isolated young man discovering something he couldn’t share with the one person who might once have understood it, and Kammler set it aside as exactly that, and no more.

“Keep the notebooks coming,” Kammler said, rising, because he found he had, for the moment, taken as much of the page’s beauty as he was equipped to receive, and preferred to leave the rest of it to a man who could actually read it. “And keep showing Dr. Voss the beautiful ones as well as the useful ones. I’d rather this file recorded the whole of what’s happening to you than only the part that solves problems for us.”

“I will, sir. Thank you.” Hartmann’s smile, saying it, carried the same unguarded warmth it had all through the visit, and Kammler, walking back up through the levelled corridor beside Voss, found himself turning the phrase over privately — I’d rather this file recorded the whole of what’s happening to you — and recognising in it something he had not quite permitted himself with Brandt, a species of personal investment in an outcome that went some distance past the programme’s plain utility to Berlin.

“You’re fond of him,” Voss said, once they’d cleared the observation level, not quite a question.

“I respect him. There’s a difference, though I grant the line between them has grown less distinct this week than I’d generally allow it to.” Kammler said it and found it, on reflection, entirely true. “Write me the log entry yourself tonight, in your own words rather than mine, and I’ll append my own beneath it before it goes to Berlin. I want two independent accounts on record of the first genuinely successful outcome this programme has produced, in case either of us is later tempted to remember it more cautiously than we currently feel it.”

“You believe it’s a success, then. Fully, without the reservation you kept for Brandt’s numbers even at their best.”

“I believe it’s the finest result I’ve had cause to report since I arrived at this posting, and I intend to write it exactly that plainly.” Kammler said it with the particular clean certainty of a man who had, for once, allowed himself the full weight of an unqualified judgement rather than the careful, hedged language two years at Sóboń had otherwise trained into him. “Whatever comes of it eventually, Voss — and I’ve learned better than to assume I know that yet — this week, on its own terms, is the best thing this facility has given Berlin since I signed the order that started it. I’d like the file to say so, in language a man reading it ten years from now would recognise as honest, rather than language built only to survive the reading it gets tomorrow.”

There was one further matter, and Kammler raised it before Voss could take his leave, because the offensive news from Berlin sat behind every decision he made now whether he chose to look at it directly or not. “I want a third trial begun this week, not after Hartmann’s concludes. Whatever timeline we’d have allowed ourselves in October, we don’t have it now, and Berlin will ask what this programme has proven considerably sooner than either of us would like.”

Voss’s surprise showed itself only briefly, and then settled into the same careful consideration he brought to everything. “Run concurrently, you mean. Two men under observation at once, rather than the second waiting on the first.”

“Concurrently. I’d rather two data points arrive together than one arrive twice as slowly.” Kammler said it with the flat economy he reserved for decisions already made. “Find me a volunteer with nothing remarkable about him — no Hartmann’s brilliance, no Brandt’s build. If this is a repeatable result rather than a fortunate one, I want it repeated on the least promising material we have, not the most.”

“I have a man in mind already, as it happens. A mechanic, unremarkable in every particular that matters to this. I’ll have him in by the week’s end.” Voss said it without any of the reservation he’d have once brought to adding a second subject to an already-taxing observation schedule, which Kammler noted and read, correctly, as the man’s own confidence in Hartmann’s trial extending itself forward onto whatever came next.

He wrote the log entry himself that evening, before Voss’s account arrived to sit beside it, in a hand considerably steadier than the one he’d used for the first week’s report — the programme’s second trial continues to exceed every expectation set for it, in a register the facility’s existing instruments were never built to measure, and Dr. Voss and I are, for the present, more occupied with learning how to properly value what we’ve been given than with any doubt about its value — and found, reading it back, that he had written something close to happiness into an official record for what he suspected was the first time in longer than he cared to calculate. There was no reason yet, sealing it for the courier, that he should have felt anything else. The gallery stood safe on Hartmann’s word alone, vindicated by instruments after the fact rather than before it. The notebooks kept filling, page after confident page, with a joy that read, on every visit, as entirely unclouded. And two levels below, in a cell too small for the size of what was currently happening inside it, Konrad Hartmann sat turning a beautiful, solitary proof over in his hands, delighted with the shape of it, delighted with himself, delighted with the whole improbable width of the room he’d been given to think in — and did not yet notice, filling the fourth notebook past midnight because sleep had stopped asking to be noticed at all, how much of what he was thinking now had nobody left in the building who could follow him there.
Drift

Voss came without the notebooks the next time, which was itself the first thing Kammler noticed, because in eleven days it had not once happened before. He arrived at the appointed hour with his hands empty and his collar not quite straight, a small disorder Kammler had never seen on the man in two years of working with him, and stood for a moment just inside the office door as though he had climbed the stairs faster than the conversation ahead of him actually wanted to be had.

“You’ve left the evidence behind.” Kammler said it lightly, expecting the correction to land as a joke rather than the observation it turned out to be.

“I haven’t, Herr Obergruppenführer. I’ve left the good evidence behind, because I don’t think it’s the evidence that matters this morning.” Voss said it without his usual economy, the sentence arriving slightly out of order, as though he’d rehearsed a cleaner version on the stairs and lost it somewhere on the last flight. “May I show you something instead, rather than tell you about it.”

He produced a single loose page from inside his coat, folded once, and set it on the desk without the ceremony he generally gave a result he was proud of. Kammler unfolded it and found, at the top, three lines of the same confident, slanting hand he’d read a week before — legible, purposeful, an argument visibly going somewhere — and then, without warning, without even the seam of a crossed-out attempt, the hand simply stopped being a hand. What followed was not notation Kammler couldn’t follow. It was not notation at all, so far as he could tell: a scatter of marks that resembled mathematics the way a child’s drawing of a house resembled a house, shapes with the memory of purpose but none of the substance, trailing down the page in a line that grew looser and less committed the further it went, until the last third of the sheet held nothing but a single repeated curve, drawn over and over, each pass slightly different from the one before it, the way a man traces a shape he is trying to remember rather than one he currently knows.

“When did this happen.”

“Some time in the small hours, by the look of the ink — he was still working when the night orderly checked at midnight, and the page was found this way at the six o'clock rounds. I don’t know how long the drift took. I don’t know whether it happened gradually, across an hour, or all at once, in the space of a single sentence.” Voss said it with the particular flatness Kammler had learned, over eleven days, to read as the man holding something considerably less flat underneath it. “I asked him about it myself, an hour ago. That’s the part I’d rather you heard directly from him, if you have the time this morning. I don’t trust myself to characterise his answer fairly.”

They went down together, and Kammler found himself, walking the levelled corridor, doing something he generally disciplined himself against — rehearsing, in advance, several different versions of what he might find, as though preparing for a report before the data had actually arrived. He caught himself at it somewhere past the second checkpoint, and put it down deliberately, the way a man sets down a habit he recognises as unhelpful the moment he notices himself indulging it.

Hartmann was at the table when they came in, and for the first several seconds everything about him read as it had every other visit — the loose, unhurried posture, the pen still in hand, the faint, pleased distraction of a man surfacing from somewhere interesting. It was only when he looked up properly that Kammler noticed the change the week had made more plainly than any single symptom on its own could have shown it: the hollowness under the eyes had deepened into something closer to a bruise, and the hand that set the pen down did it with a small, unnecessary tremor that hadn’t been there at the last visit. His hair had thinned further at the temples since Kammler had last looked closely enough to notice, a bare, papery patch he hadn’t had a fortnight before, and the nail of his right thumb had come away clean at some point in the past few days, the new growth beneath it already advanced further than a normal fortnight could account for, the same unnatural, accelerated healing that had made Brandt’s forearm close in a night rather than a month. It was, Kammler thought, watching him, a peculiar kind of bargain the body seemed to be striking with itself — mending faster than any body should, in every particular except the one that mattered most this morning.

“Herr Obergruppenführer. Dr. Voss.” Hartmann’s smile arrived on schedule, warm as ever, though Kammler thought, watching it land, that it took a fraction of a second longer to reach the eyes than it used to. “I understand I’ve given the night orderly something to talk about.”

“Show him the page you finished before this one,” Voss said, gently, and there was, in the gentleness, something Kammler recognised as a man choosing his words with unusual care in front of a subject he had stopped, somewhere in the past week, being able to think of purely as a subject.

Hartmann turned back through the notebook without hesitation, found the page, and looked at it himself for a long moment before he answered, the particular pause of a man reading his own handwriting as though it belonged to someone else.

“Ah.” He said it lightly, and laughed, a short, easy sound that Kammler had heard from him a dozen times over the past fortnight, always attached before to some small, genuine amusement. “I remember starting that one. I don’t, I find, remember finishing it, which I suppose is rather the point of showing it to me.” He turned the page a final time, tracing the last repeated curve with one finger, the same gesture he’d used a week before to touch a proof he was proud of, though there was nothing proud in it now. “Would you like me to tell you what it was meant to prove.”

“If you’re able to,” Kammler said.

Hartmann opened his mouth, and Kammler watched something happen behind his eyes that he did not have a clean word for — not blankness exactly, because blankness would have been simpler, would have read as a man with nothing there to find. This read instead as a man reaching for a shelf he knew, with total confidence, held exactly what he wanted, and closing his hand on empty air. The pause stretched a second longer than it should have, then two, and Hartmann’s easy expression held through all of it, unbroken, as though the not-knowing hadn’t yet reported itself to whatever part of him managed his face.

“I find I can’t, actually.” He said it with the same lightness he’d used for everything else, though Kammler thought the lightness now had the particular quality of a man holding a door shut against something on the other side of it rather than a man genuinely unbothered. “Which is new. I want to be honest with you both about that, since I gather honesty is the entire currency of this arrangement. I don’t merely not remember the argument. I don’t recognise the shape of the question it was answering. It’s not that the answer’s gone missing from a room I know. It’s that I can’t presently find the room.”

“Take your time,” Voss said, and Kammler noted the particular gentleness in it again, a register he had genuinely never heard Voss use with Brandt, not once, across the whole of that earlier trial.

“I don’t think time is quite what’s wanted, Dr. Voss, though I appreciate the offer of it.” Hartmann said it and laughed again, shorter this time, with something underneath the laugh that hadn’t been there a moment before. “Forgive me. I seem to have misplaced a rather large room, and I find myself wanting to make a joke of it before either of you can, which I recognise isn’t much of a strategy.”

Kammler let the silence sit rather than fill it, because he had learned, across a long career of extracting difficult information from men who preferred not to give it, that silence generally did more useful work than a follow-up question. Hartmann filled it himself, eventually, in a voice that had lost some of its brightness.

“I asked the chief engineer something, three days ago. About the vault readings — nothing you’d authorised, sir, I want to be plain about that, I only asked in passing, the way a man asks a colleague a question he assumes has an easy answer. He told me he didn’t understand what I was asking. I remember being surprised by that at the time. I don’t, now, remember what I’d asked him.”

“You went to the chief engineer directly,” Kammler said, keeping his voice level with an effort he didn’t examine too closely. “Not through Dr. Voss.”

“I did, sir, and I understand now that I oughtn’t have, though I promise you the oversight was carelessness rather than deception — it didn’t occur to me, at the moment, that the question belonged to anyone’s authorisation. It felt like an ordinary curiosity. I’m not certain, in hindsight, that it was ordinary at all.” Hartmann said it with visible discomfort, the first genuinely uneasy thing Kammler had heard from him since the intake interview. “I’d like you to know I haven’t gone back to him since. Whatever I was reaching for, I don’t currently trust myself to reach for it a second time without understanding first what happened the first.”

Kammler filed the admission carefully, in the particular part of his mind he reserved for facts that would need weighing later rather than acted on immediately, and found, doing it, that Voss’s earlier reservation — I’d rather understand what a week of this integration does to an ordinary engineering problem before I hand him something considerably stranger to think about — had just acquired a weight it hadn’t carried a week before, when it had read as simple, sound caution rather than a warning that had already, without anyone’s authorisation, been overrun.

“Talk me through the last hour before the page went strange, as best you can reconstruct it,” Kammler said.

Hartmann considered the question with the same careful thoroughness he brought to everything, though Kammler thought the thoroughness now cost him visibly more than it used to. “I remember the early part clearly. I remember reaching what I thought was the difficult step, and finding it wasn’t difficult at all, which is generally the moment a piece of work starts to feel like flying rather than climbing.” He paused, and something crossed his face that Kammler almost missed for how quickly it passed — not the easy discomfort from a moment before, but something closer to genuine fear, brief and total, the specific look of a man glimpsing, for less than a second, the full size of something he’d been managing not to look at directly. It was gone again before Kammler could properly name it, folded back under the familiar warmth so smoothly that a man watching less closely might have doubted he’d seen it at all. “After that I don’t have clear pieces. I have the sense of having kept working, and being certain, while I worked, that it was going well. I didn’t feel it go wrong, if that’s useful to you. I think that may be the part that troubles me most, actually, now that I’m saying it aloud. I’d have expected to feel it going wrong.”

“That’s useful,” Kammler said, and meant it, though he found the usefulness of it sat considerably less comfortably than the drilling-rig correction’s usefulness had a fortnight before.

“May I show you the figures alongside it, Herr Obergruppenführer, while we’re here.” Voss produced a folded slip from his own coat this time, a habit Kammler recognised as the man reaching for the ground he could still stand on properly. “Reflexes, strength, healing — all three continuing to climb, not merely hold, a full fortnight in, which is itself something Brandt’s trial never gave us the chance to observe. By any measure the body currently trusts, Herr Hartmann is the healthiest man in this facility.” He said it without any of the pride the same sentence would have carried a week before, the figures now arriving as a kind of accusation rather than a triumph. “I don’t have an instrument that measures the other thing at all, which is precisely the difficulty. I can hand you a curve for his grip strength. I have nothing to hand you for whatever just happened to that page.”

Hartmann, listening, said nothing for a moment, and then, quietly, in a voice with none of its earlier lightness left in it: “I’d rather you found the instrument for the other thing first, if it’s all the same to you both. I find I trust the strength rather less than I used to, now that I understand it isn’t buying me anything back.”

It was Voss who caught the second thing, a few minutes later, in a manner so quiet Kammler almost missed the moment it happened. Hartmann had turned back to an earlier notebook to show them a passage he could still explain, tracing an argument with his old fluency restored, and midway through a sentence he paused, glanced towards the empty corner of the cell nearest the door, and said, in the same easy, conversational register he’d used for everything else, “— yes, exactly that, I think you’re quite right, though I’d want to see the second derivative before I’d commit to it in writing,” and then continued the explanation to Kammler and Voss as though nothing at all had happened between the two halves of the thought.

Kammler looked at the corner. There was nothing there — bare rock, the shadow of the door frame, the particular ordinary emptiness of a cell with three people and no fourth in it.

“Konrad.” Voss said the name carefully, gently, the way a man wakes someone from a dream he isn’t certain has finished. “Who were you speaking to just now.”

Hartmann stopped mid-sentence, and Kammler watched the same thing cross his face that had crossed it a few minutes before — the brief, total fear, there and then gone, replaced almost instantly by an expression of genuine, easy puzzlement that read, disconcertingly, as more sincere than the fear had been.

“I’m not entirely certain, Dr. Voss, now that you ask me plainly.” He glanced towards the corner himself, briefly, the particular quick look of a man checking a room he half-expects to have changed since he last properly looked at it. “I had the distinct impression, for a moment, that someone was following the argument closely enough to want the second derivative before committing. I couldn’t tell you now who I imagined that to be.” He laughed, and the laugh, this time, didn’t quite land the way his laughter usually did, arriving a half-beat too late and holding a half-beat too long, as though he were performing the sound rather than producing it. “That’s rather more alarming, said aloud, than it felt at the time. I want to be honest that it didn’t feel alarming at all, in the moment. It felt like being interrupted by a colleague. It’s only now, hearing myself describe it to you, that I understand there wasn’t one.”

“Does it trouble you.” Kammler asked it because it seemed, watching the man, the only question that mattered more than the mathematics.

Hartmann took a moment before he answered, and when he did, the fear crossed his face a third time — longer this time, or perhaps only more visible because Kammler was watching for it now, a genuine, unguarded flash of something close to terror, gone again within a second or two, folded back beneath the same easy warmth with a speed that struck Kammler as its own kind of symptom, distinct from whatever had produced the fear in the first place.

“It should, sir. I want you to know that I understand it should, and that I’m telling you it doesn’t, quite, which I recognise is the more troubling of the two facts.” He said it steadily, the particular hard-won steadiness of a man choosing honesty over the comfort either of them might have preferred him to offer instead. “I keep reaching for the alarm a reasonable man would feel, hearing what I’ve just heard about myself, and finding it there for perhaps a second before something else arrives to take its place. I don’t yet know what that something else is. I’d rather tell you that plainly than pretend to a fear I’m apparently no longer fully capable of holding onto.”

Nobody answered that for a moment, and Kammler found himself, in the silence, doing the arithmetic he generally reserved for programme resources rather than a man’s face — weighing what he’d just watched against the drilling-rig correction, the fracture prediction, the beautiful, useless page of pure mathematics from a week before, and finding, for the first time since Hartmann’s procedure, that the ledger’s two columns no longer sat as comfortably apart as he’d been telling himself they did.

“Keep the notebooks coming, the same as before,” Kammler said finally, because it was the only instruction he currently trusted himself to give. “And I want a note made, in Dr. Voss’s hand, of everything said in this room this morning, exactly as it was said, not smoothed into something tidier for the file. Including the part about the chief engineer.”

“Understood, sir.” Hartmann’s smile, saying it, had recovered most of its old warmth, though Kammler thought, walking out, that he would not again be able to look at that particular smile without also seeing, underneath it, the half-second where it hadn’t been there at all.

They climbed back through the levelled corridor in a silence that lasted considerably longer than Kammler’s usual walks with Voss generally did, and it was Kammler, in the end, who broke it, because Voss showed no sign of intending to.

“You brought me the page without the notebooks this morning. You’ve never done that before.”

“No, Herr Obergruppenführer.” Voss said it and offered nothing further, which was, Kammler realised, its own kind of answer — Voss, who had spent a fortnight bringing him theories along with every result, arguments about what the data might mean, private engine turning visibly over on every question Kammler put to him, had nothing this morning. No theory. No metaphor about corridors or rooms. Only the flat, careful fact of what he’d shown him, and a silence he seemed disinclined to fill with anything beyond it.

“You’ve a view on this. You generally do.”

“I’ve the beginning of one, Herr Obergruppenführer, and I’d rather not offer it to you half-formed.” Voss said it without meeting his eye, the particular evasion of a man who was, Kammler understood without being told, genuinely uncertain whether the view forming in him was one he wanted to have finished forming at all. “Give me a few days with the data properly, rather than my own impression of a single difficult morning. I don’t think either of us is well served by my guessing aloud at something this large before I’ve earned the right to.”

There was one other matter, brief enough to close before they parted. “The third man. Straub.” Kammler said the name almost as an afterthought, though it was nothing of the kind — a plain fact, chosen deliberately, to hold onto before the day asked anything further of him. “Tell me he’s giving you nothing to write home about this morning.”

“Nothing at all, Herr Obergruppenführer, which I confess I’ve come rather to enjoy about him.” Voss allowed himself something close to a genuine smile, the first Kammler had seen from him since he’d arrived. “Compliant, unremarkable, entirely uninterested in being anything other than what he volunteered to be. Reflexes climbing on schedule, no complaints beyond the ordinary discomfort of the procedure itself. If Hartmann is teaching us how strange this can get, Straub is, so far, teaching us nothing at all — and this morning, I find I’m grateful for a man with nothing to teach.”

Kammler let it stand, on the settled principle that had generally served him well with Voss across two years — a man who asked for time to be careful was rarely a man wasting it — and they parted at the corridor’s junction without further discussion, Voss towards the laboratory levels and Kammler towards his own office and the ordinary afternoon still waiting for him there.

It was only once he was alone, seated again at the desk with the day’s untouched correspondence squared in front of him, that he noticed the faint tingling at the ends of his fingers, the specific, cold-seeming numbness he’d felt once before, months ago, handling one of Voss’s prepared ampoules ungloved, and had put down at the time to the chamber’s poor circulation rather than anything worth a second thought. He flexed his hand once, twice, and found the sensation fading readily enough under the ordinary business of holding a pen, and set it aside now exactly as he had then — a small, unremarkable thing, the kind of detail a man’s body produced on a long day for reasons that owed nothing to anything as large as what he’d just watched happen to Konrad Hartmann. He had, after all, filed an identical complaint from Brandt himself as trivial, months before any of this had properly begun, and a man who had already decided a symptom meant nothing in one file saw little reason to decide differently reading the same sensation in his own hand.

He turned the morning over instead with a specific unease that had nothing to do with any figure Voss’s instruments could currently supply him, and everything to do with the particular quality of the silence the man had carried the whole way up from the cell, the silence of someone who had already seen the shape of something and had not yet decided how much of it he was prepared to say aloud.
What the Trees Gave Up

Tadeusz brought the name up almost apologetically, the way he brought up most things that had cost him more legwork than the room generally credited him for. “Cousin’s wife has cousin of her own. Works laundry for garrison staff, in village three kilometres south. Says clerk there — quartermaster’s office, not site proper, but close enough see manifests before they go up mountain — drinks most evenings at Bierkeller off the square. Same table. Same hour. Man of habit.” He set the single sheet of notes down flat, the way he set down anything he considered more fact than opinion. “Also says clerk has photographs he would not want wife finding. Cousin’s wife has seen them. Was asked keep them safe, for man too frightened keep them himself.”

“Compromising, I take it, rather than merely embarrassing,” Fairfax said, and there was, in the mild dryness of it, the readiness of a man already turning a problem over for its practical shape rather than its moral one.

“Compromising enough clerk pays woman small money each month, so photographs stay where they are.” Tadeusz said it without any evident relish in the fact, a plain accounting rather than a judgement on the man’s arrangements. “Is not proof of loyalty to Reich, Captain. Is proof man has something to lose that has nothing to do with Reich at all. Different kind of leverage. Sometimes better kind.”

Fenwick turned the shape of it over the way he turned over anything that asked him to trade the team’s own safety for a stranger’s fear. “A clerk who sees manifests before they go up the mountain is a clerk who might know what those manifests are actually manifesting. That’s worth the risk, if the risk is contained to one evening and one room.” He looked between the two of them. “Fairfax and Kamiński go in. Two men drinking is unremarkable in a way four people asking questions never is, and I want the German handling this at the table, not shouted across it. I’ll take the approach and the street outside — if anything goes wrong in that room, I want eyes on the door before it reaches either of you.” He looked to Halina last. “You stay. If this goes badly, someone needs to still be standing who knows how to reach London and tell them why.”

“I don’t love being the one who stays,” Halina said, and there was no real argument in it, only the flat honesty of a fact she’d decided not to dress up as anything gentler. “But I take the reasoning. Four of us walking into one small room together is a stupider risk than the job actually needs.”

They went down after dark, the three of them parting at the edge of the village the way they’d learned to part on jobs like this one — Fenwick peeling off first towards the shadow of a woodshed with a clean sightline on the Bierkeller’s door and the lane running behind it, Fairfax and Kamiński continuing on towards the square’s lit window and the ordinary, unremarkable warmth of a room full of men who wanted, this particular evening, nothing more complicated than beer and a few hours’ forgetting.

Fenwick settled into the wait with the same disciplined patience four years of this work had built into him, glasses low so the lenses wouldn’t catch what little light the square offered, and did the ordinary arithmetic of a man holding a position rather than working one — how many exits the building actually had, how long a shout would take to carry, how much of the street a single sentry could cover if the evening went wrong in the specific way evenings like this one occasionally did. Through the window’s fogged glass he could make out shapes rather than faces, Fairfax’s fair head unmistakable even blurred, a second, smaller table where the two of them had settled within easy reach of a man Fenwick took, from the careful way Tadeusz had described him, to be the clerk himself.

The evening ran long and ordinary. A patrol passed the square once, unhurried, and did not trouble the Bierkeller’s lit window at all. Somewhere behind the building a dog barked twice and gave it up. Fenwick held his position and watched the door, and found the waiting easier to bear than he generally found waiting, because there was, in the ordinary tedium of it, at least the comfort of nothing yet having gone wrong.

It was well past the hour he’d have called comfortable that the door opened and Fairfax came out alone, unhurried, folding something small into his coat with the particular unremarkable ease of a man who had done nothing more eventful than settle a bill. He did not look towards Fenwick’s position, which was itself correct tradecraft rather than any failure of trust, and turned instead towards the lane that would bring him round to the rendezvous point from the square’s northern edge.

Kamiński came out perhaps two minutes later, alone as well, and where Fairfax had turned north, Kamiński held at the doorway a moment, still, in a way that read to Fenwick, even at this distance, as a man listening for something rather than simply gathering his coat against the cold.

Fenwick followed the line of his attention and found it: a lone soldier, unremarkable, off duty by the loose way he wore his own coat, walking away from the square’s far side towards the treeline that backed onto the lane behind the Bierkeller — the same treeline, Fenwick registered without yet understanding why the registering mattered, that ran behind the building’s own rear wall.

Kamiński went after him.

He did not hurry, not at first, the same loose, unremarkable pace the soldier himself was keeping, and Fenwick watched the two shapes separate from the square’s lit edge into the deeper dark beyond it with the specific, cold attention of a man whose training had already flagged something before his conscious mind had finished asking what. There was no reason for it that Fenwick could see. No exchange he’d witnessed, no signal passed, nothing in the whole of the evening’s ordinary tedium that explained why a Polish liaison would follow a German soldier away from a lit square into the trees at this particular hour, and Fenwick, glasses still up, did the same unwelcome arithmetic he did over anything that arrived without an explanation attached to it — weighing whether to move, whether moving would help either man or simply announce a second shape in a dark none of them could currently afford to be seen in.

He did not move. He told himself, afterward, that the distance alone would have made any intervention useless, and did not fully believe the telling even as he offered it to himself.

The two shapes closed the last of the distance at the treeline’s edge, and it was over before Fenwick’s eye had properly resolved what he was watching — no cry, no scuffle he could make out from this range, only a single, economical motion and then one shape folding into the dark while the other straightened, briefly, and stood a moment over what remained of it with a stillness that read, even across the whole width of the square, as a man confirming rather than a man recovering. Kamiński bent, once, and Fenwick could not tell at this distance what the motion retrieved or arranged, and then he was moving again, unhurried, back towards the lane and the rendezvous point, exactly the pace he’d have kept coming out of any ordinary evening at any ordinary Bierkeller.

Fenwick held his own position a full minute longer than the job required, glasses still trained on the treeline’s black edge, and found his own pulse had gone somewhere his training generally didn’t permit it to go on a job this contained. He had watched men die before, more times than he’d ever troubled to count properly, and had done a fair portion of that killing himself, close and silent, the Welrod’s particular cough against a rifle coming level in a treeline not so very different from this one. This was not that. This was a man he’d trusted beside him for two months walking alone into the dark after a soldier who had done nothing, so far as Fenwick had seen, to earn the walking, and coming back from it exactly as unhurried as he’d gone.

He gave it the full minute, and then he moved, because the job still had a rendezvous point and a wireless log and a debrief that London would want regardless of what Fenwick had or hadn’t just watched happen in a treeline he had no authority over and no explanation for.

Kamiński was waiting at the agreed fold in the ground when Fenwick reached it, unhurried, his coat settled the way a man settles a coat he has had time to arrange properly, and said nothing beyond the evening’s ordinary business. “Clerk talked. Fairfax has it written, better than I could tell you.”

“Understood,” Fenwick said, and found the word cost him more to produce evenly than any single word had cost him in some while, though he kept his voice exactly as level as the job required, on the settled principle that whatever he had just watched was not a thing he intended to raise standing in the open, in the dark, with the night’s real business not yet finished. “Fairfax ahead of us?”

“Gone on to loft already, I think. Or close behind.” Kamiński said it without any particular weight, a man reporting the ordinary shape of an evening rather than concealing anything about it, and fell into step beside Fenwick for the walk back with the same easy, unbothered economy he’d carried out of every job since the drop.

Fenwick said nothing further, and found the silence between them, walking, considerably louder than any conversation could have made it.

Fairfax was already at the loft when they climbed up, the wireless log open and a single folded sheet set out on the crate that served the four of them as a table, and Halina came up from the corner where she’d been keeping her own private watch on the ladder, reading the shape of the return before either man had said a word. “Well?”

“He talked,” Fairfax said, and there was, in the easy satisfaction of it, nothing that read to Fenwick as anything beyond the ordinary pleasure of a job competently finished. “There’s a vault, Captain. Not simply galleries — a specific chamber, sealed separately from the rest of the works, that the staff themselves don’t have general access to. Whatever this site is actually protecting, it’s protecting it there, and nowhere else worth our attention. He’d heard talk, too — second-hand, kitchen-table gossip rather than anything he’d seen himself — of a mathematician who went strange in his own head, past anyone’s ability to bring him back from it. He didn’t have a name for the man. He had enough shape that I don’t think either of us needs the name to understand what we’re looking at.”

“Then we finally have a target worth the word,” Fenwick said, and found the sentence arrived in him with less satisfaction than it should have, given how long they’d wanted exactly this. “A vault. Sealed separately. That’s a door somewhere, and a door is a thing a demolitions officer can actually plan against, rather than a whole mountain he can only guess at.”

“It’s a start on the how, at least,” Halina said. “Which is rather more than we had this morning.”

Fenwick let the debrief run its course, the vault’s rough position, the clerk’s own uncertain sense of the access route, the paper trail Fairfax had already begun sketching against the older Riese contracts, and, through the whole of it, watched Kamiński with an attention he did his level best not to let show — the same loose, unbothered posture, the same careful, patient hand setting his own few notes down alongside Fairfax’s, nothing in the whole of his bearing that a man walking in cold off the street would have read as anything other than ordinary.

“Good work, both of you,” Fenwick said finally, because it was true regardless of anything else the evening had shown him, and because the room deserved to hear it said plainly. “We’ll want the vault’s position confirmed against the contracts before anyone commits to anything further. Get some rest. Tomorrow’s a longer day than tonight was.”

The meeting broke, and Fenwick climbed down last, as he generally did, and stood a while in the yard’s cold dark turning over the one thing he had not said aloud in that room and did not yet know how to say aloud in any room. He had told himself, across a long career, that a commanding officer owed his people the courtesy of asking a hard question plainly rather than letting it fester unasked. He found, standing there, that the principle held considerably less comfortably tonight than it generally did, because the question itself was not yet a question he trusted himself to phrase without accusing a man of something Fenwick had not, in the strictest sense, actually seen him do anything to deserve.

He had seen a soldier walk into a treeline. He had seen Kamiński follow him. He had seen one shape fold into the dark and the other straighten over it, unhurried, and walk away exactly as he’d walked in.

He did not know why. He was no longer at all certain he wanted to.
Who Watches the Liaison

Tadeusz was late again, and Fenwick, waiting on him in the cold of the barn loft, worked the fingers of his left hand loosely against his palm, an old habit the cold always seemed to bring back out in him, while doing the unwelcome arithmetic of a commanding officer counting a pattern he would rather not have noticed forming. Twice the week before. Once, briefly, the week before that, explained away at the time by a delivery-cart delay nobody had thought to question. This made four in a fortnight, by Fenwick’s count, and four was no longer a coincidence a reasonable man could comfortably file under bad luck — though Fenwick understood, doing the counting, that the arithmetic itself had changed its own weight three nights ago in a way none of the earlier absences had, and that he was doing it now less because the pattern troubled him on its own account than because it gave him somewhere safe to put his attention that wasn’t a treeline he still hadn’t found a way to think about properly.

“He’ll have his reasons,” Fairfax said, not quite a defence, more the reflexive courtesy of a man filling a silence he’d noticed Fenwick sitting inside a beat too long. He had the wireless log open in front of him, working through the week’s traffic with the unhurried neatness Fenwick had come to associate with him — every entry squared away, every timing noted to the minute, the competence of a man who made the least glamorous part of the job look considerably easier than Fenwick knew it actually was. “He generally does. I’ve never once known him to waste an absence on nothing.”

“I don’t doubt he has reasons.” Fenwick said it and felt, saying it, that the sentence sat less comfortably than he’d meant it to. “I’d simply like to know what they are, at some point before it stops being my choice whether to ask.”

Halina, cross-legged near the loft’s small window with a boot she wasn’t actually mending, didn’t look up from it. “He has a wife and a son somewhere safer than here, Captain. A man in that position keeps things back that have nothing to do with betraying anyone. I’d rather you remembered that before you started counting his absences the way you’d count anyone else’s.”

“I’m not accusing him of anything, Sikorska. I’m doing the job London pays me to do, which includes noticing patterns whether I like where they might eventually point.” Fenwick kept his voice level, because the last thing this particular conversation needed was to arrive at the table already sounding like an accusation. “I’d rather raise it plainly with you both now, while it’s still nothing, than let it sit unspoken until it’s something.”

He’d have said more, but the ladder creaked below, and Tadeusz came up through the trapdoor with the unhurried economy of a man who’d rehearsed his own arrival on the walk over, snow still on his shoulders, a look on his face that read, to Fenwick’s practised eye, as a man arranging his features rather than simply wearing them.

“Sorry for late. Cousin’s boy had fever. Family needed extra pair of hands at well, before I could get away.” Tadeusz said it easily, settling into his usual corner with the boot he’d left half-mended two days before, and Fenwick noted, with the same unwelcome thoroughness he’d been applying to the absences themselves, that the explanation was plausible, specific, entirely unverifiable, and offered before anyone had actually asked for one.

Fenwick watched him thread the needle with the same patient, unhurried care he brought to everything, and found the image sitting itself down inside a different one entirely without his permission — the same hands, three nights before, closing something in the dark with exactly this same unhurried economy, and then settling a coat as though the hour behind them had cost the settling nothing at all. He put the thought down, because the room had business that couldn’t wait on it, and because he had not yet found a version of the question that didn’t require him to explain, first, how he came to be watching a treeline he’d had no proper business watching that closely.

“Nothing serious, I hope,” Halina said, and there was, in the easy warmth of it, something Fenwick read as deliberate — a woman closing a door before anyone else in the room had the chance to push it further open.

“Nothing night’s rest will not answer. Children run fevers, way rest of us run late trains, Halina. Alarming to watch. Rarely as serious as looks.” Tadeusz said it with a small, tired smile, and turned to the boot, and the moment, such as it had been, closed over as smoothly as it had opened.

Fenwick let it go, for the present, and turned the meeting towards the business that had actually called it, though he found the absence sitting with him through the whole of what followed in a way it hadn’t managed to the three times before it.

“The Zabrowski drop,” he said, spreading the map across the space where the boot mending had briefly occupied the floor. “Karol’s people were meant to collect the last consignment Tuesday night. The consignment sat exactly where we left it. Nobody came.”

“Weather,” Fairfax offered, though he said it in the tone of a man reciting the least interesting of several possibilities rather than advancing it seriously. “Or cold feet on Karol’s end — it wouldn’t be the first courier network to lose its nerve for a night rather than its loyalty.”

“Or the drop point’s been watched,” Fenwick said. “Which is the possibility I want ruled out properly rather than assumed away because the other two are more comfortable.” He tapped the relevant crossing on the map. “There was a patrol through that stretch of road Monday evening, tighter than the usual rotation, stopping traffic rather than simply passing through it. Tadeusz — that’s the same evening you were away at your cousin’s, if I’m not mistaken.”

The room went very still in a way that owed nothing to the cold, and Fenwick watched Tadeusz’s hands go quiet over the boot, not stopping exactly, but slowing, the careful stillness of a man choosing each subsequent motion rather than simply continuing the ones before it.

“It is, Captain.” Tadeusz set the needle down, unhurried, and Fenwick watched him reach for the rest of the sentence the way a man reaches for a tool he knows is somewhere close by without yet having his hand on it. “Though I do not see the—” He stopped there, turning the missing word over rather than reaching past it, without any apparent embarrassment about the pause itself.

“Connection,” Halina offered, quietly, not looking up from her own mending.

“The connection you’re drawing. Thank you.” Tadeusz took the word and folded it into the sentence as though it had always been there. “Say plainly, Captain. Do not let it sit unsaid, between us.” He said all of it without heat, which Fenwick noted and respected in roughly equal measure — a guilty man, in his experience, generally reached for either outrage or a rehearsed alibi, and Tadeusz offered neither, only the flat, patient request that the accusation be made properly if it was going to be made at all.

“I’m not drawing one. I’m noting a coincidence of timing, which is a different thing, and I want it noted aloud in this room rather than left to sit quietly in my own head until it’s grown into something worse than the facts currently support.” Fenwick said it and meant every word of it, though he was aware, saying it, that the distinction he was drawing for Tadeusz’s benefit was considerably finer than the one his own instincts were currently drawing for him privately. “A tightened patrol on a road you happened not to be near that same evening is worth exactly one line in a log, nothing more, unless it happens again.”

“Then let us hope it does not.” Tadeusz said it evenly, and returned to the boot, though Fenwick noticed he didn’t pick up the needle again for several seconds, sitting instead with his hands loosely folded, the stillness of a man doing arithmetic he’d rather not be doing in front of an audience.

Halina had gone very quiet through the whole of the exchange, and Fenwick, watching her not-quite-watching Tadeusz, thought he recognised something in her stillness that went beyond simple loyalty to a man she trusted — the careful blankness of someone holding a piece of knowledge she’d been given in confidence and had no intention of spending on his behalf, whatever it cost her to sit on it while the room drew its own conclusions around her. He did not ask her what she knew. He had learned, across four years of running teams built out of people with more history between them than any brief ever properly accounted for, that a secrecy offered freely inside a team was generally a different animal from a secrecy withheld from it, and he preferred, for the present, to trust the difference rather than force the distinction before he had cause to.

It was Fairfax who moved the meeting on, with the easy, practised tact of a man who had clearly decided the room needed somewhere else to look. “The Zabrowski business aside, I’d like the group’s view on something London’s signal rather pointedly didn’t ask for outright, but I think we ought to answer regardless.” He set the wireless log aside and produced, from inside his coat, the folded copy of the previous week’s traffic. “The Soviet advance has moved considerably faster than anyone’s briefing prepared us for. I make it a matter of weeks now, not months, before this valley’s own position becomes considerably less academic. I want us to discuss, plainly, whether reconnaissance is still the right use of the time we have left, or whether London ought to be hearing from us about direct action instead.”

“Direct action against a site we still don’t properly understand the shape of,” Fenwick said, though he found the objection arriving with less conviction than it would have carried a fortnight before. “We’ve a partial picture of the command post’s routines, a witnessed field trial none of us can fully explain, and a rumour ladder about volunteers that London’s finally taking seriously. That’s reconnaissance’s harvest, and it’s a good one. It isn’t yet a plan.”

“It isn’t, and I’m not proposing we pretend otherwise.” Fairfax said it with the care of a man who had clearly turned the argument over more than once before bringing it to the room. “I’m proposing that a timeline which used to run to our advantage no longer does. If the front reaches this valley before we’ve moved from watching to acting, every piece of intelligence we’ve gathered dies with us in a Soviet advance we’ve no part in and no credit for. I want London hearing from us now that we’re prepared to shift the mission’s shape, on our own initiative, rather than discovering in a month that we sat on good information until the war made the question moot for us.”

“He’s not wrong, Captain.” Halina said it quietly, and Fenwick, watching her say it, thought he heard in it something that went beyond the tactical argument Fairfax had just made — the urgency of a woman who had spent two years waiting for permission to do more than watch, and had recently been given, by a scrap of second-hand roster gossip, considerably more reason than she’d had before to want the waiting over. “Reconnaissance has done what reconnaissance can do. I don’t say that lightly, and I don’t say it because I’ve stopped believing in the work. I say it because I think Julian’s arithmetic is sound, whatever else either of us feels about it.”

Fenwick turned it over properly, because the argument deserved better than a reflexive defence of the approach he’d built the last month around. “I’ll not disagree that the clock’s changed shape under us. I will say that a demolitions team moving before it understands what it’s demolishing is a team that gets its own people killed for nothing, and I’ve buried men under exactly that mistake before, in other valleys, made by better-prepared officers than any of us currently are for this particular target.” He said it flatly, without theatre, because it was the truest thing he currently had to offer the room. “I’ll signal London tonight and put the question to them properly — reconnaissance continuing on the current timeline, or a shift towards direct planning, with the honest risk that shift carries laid out plainly rather than dressed up to sound braver than it is. I’d rather that decision come from a desk with the wider picture than from four tired people in a cold barn who’ve every reason to want the waiting finished.”

“That’s fair,” Fairfax said, and there was, in the easiness of the agreement, nothing that troubled Fenwick at the time, though he would turn the exchange over more than once in the weeks that followed, wondering what precisely had been riding underneath Fairfax’s evident relief at having the decision handed upward rather than settled in the room. “I’ll draft the signal myself, if you’d like it ready before tonight’s window. I’ve a clean hand for exactly this sort of thing, and you’d do better spending the evening on the map than on my prose.”

“Do that.” Fenwick said it, and felt, saying it, the small comfort of a job competently offered and competently likely to be done, the same comfort he’d come, over the past month, to associate with Fairfax generally — a man who made the unglamorous administrative bones of the operation simply disappear, so thoroughly and so reliably that Fenwick had stopped, somewhere in the last fortnight, thinking to check the work at all.

“Before we close it,” Fenwick said, because the thought had been sitting with him since the map first came out, and he preferred to raise it while the room was still assembled rather than let it wait for a quieter moment that might not arrive. “I’d like the Tuesday checkpoint logged properly, while it’s fresh, given everything else we’ve just discussed. It’s worth having on the record that not every close call this fortnight has gone against us.”

“That’s kind of you to raise, though I’ll admit I hadn’t thought it worth a line of its own.” Fairfax said it with the modest deflection Fenwick had come to expect of him whenever his own competence became, briefly, the subject rather than the instrument of a conversation. “There’s not much to log. A patrol stopped the cart on the Świdnica road, asked the carter’s business, and I answered for him before he’d properly opened his mouth to make a hash of it. They were satisfied and waved us through inside a minute.”

“You’ll forgive me thinking it worth rather more than a line,” Fenwick said, and found he meant it, the memory of the evening arriving with a fresh, specific weight now that he turned it over deliberately rather than simply filing it, as he had at the time, under a job well done. The patrol had been thorough with the cart ahead of theirs, thorough enough that Fenwick had spent the better part of two minutes doing silent arithmetic about how badly a search would go for four people carrying rather more than the innocent farm goods stacked over it. Fairfax had stepped down before anyone asked him to, addressed the corporal in an accent so unremarkably native that the man’s whole posture had changed within a sentence, complained good-naturedly about the cold and the lateness of the hour in the specific, grumbling register of a local rather than a performance of one, and had the cart waved through with a familiarity that read, watching it, less like a trick successfully played than like two Germans agreeing the war was equally tiresome for both of them. “That’s the second time your German’s bought us a road nobody else at this table could have talked our way down. I don’t say that as flattery. I say it because a man who can do that reliably is worth rather more to this operation than his file probably credits him for, and I’d like it noted somewhere that I’ve noticed.”

“You’re generous, Captain, though I’d rather you credited the accident of my mother’s choices than anything I’ve actually earned.” Fairfax said it lightly, and there was, in the lightness, nothing that troubled Fenwick in the moment — only the familiar, faintly self-deprecating modesty of a man who made his own considerable usefulness look like luck rather than instrument, a quality Fenwick had come, across a month, to find genuinely restful in a team where almost everyone else carried their competence like a weight rather than a gift. “I’ll take the compliment regardless, and try not to let it go to my head before tonight’s transmission.”

The meeting broke soon after, Tadeusz gathering the boot and what remained of his composure with the same unhurried care, and Fairfax was already reaching for the wireless log again before anyone had properly stood, the unhurried efficiency of a man moving straight from one part of his evening into the next without needing to be asked. “I’ll get tonight’s transmission off before the frequency gets busier,” he said, to no one in particular, the way he said it most evenings. “Atmospherics have been poor all week — better to fight the static for a clean signal now than leave it any later and lose the window.”

“I’ll stay and keep you company on the watch, if you’d like the extra pair of eyes,” Halina said, already turning back from the ladder rather than away from it, the plain, practical offer of a woman who thought nothing more of it than the cold outside plainly warranted.

“Kind of you, but I’ll manage well enough. It’s a short aerial run tonight, and you’ve had as long a day as the rest of us.” Fairfax said it lightly, already settling back at the set with the contentment of a man who simply preferred his own company for this piece of the job. “I’ll have London’s reply, if there is one tonight, waiting for you both by morning.”

Halina didn’t press it, and Fenwick, watching the small exchange from the ladder, found nothing in it that struck him as anything other than what it plainly was — a competent signals officer getting on with an unglamorous piece of the evening’s business, and a colleague’s ordinary offer of company, declined without any weight on either side. “Appreciated,” he said, and climbed down into the yard’s early dark, and, walking back towards his own billet, turned the evening over with the unsettled thoroughness of a man who had raised one suspicion plainly in a room and left with a second, quieter one he hadn’t yet found a shape for.

It wasn’t Tadeusz’s alibi, precisely, that sat with him — the fever, the cousin’s well, all of it plausible enough on its own thin merits, and none of it, if he was honest with himself walking this particular road tonight, the actual weight doing the sitting. The actual weight had a treeline in it, and a soldier who had done nothing that Fenwick had seen to earn what he’d been given, and a pair of hands that had gone back to mending a boot within the hour as though the hour before it had cost them nothing at all. He thought of Halina’s defence of him, warm and immediate and entirely unevidenced beyond her own two years’ trust in the man, and found he didn’t discount it — Halina’s judgement of people had proven itself sound in every test Fenwick had personally witnessed since the farmyard — but neither did trust, however well-earned, actually answer the question of where four Monday evenings had gone, and it answered considerably less of the other question, the one he still hadn’t found the words to ask even privately, in the dark, with no one left in the room to overhear him failing to ask it.

He thought, too, briefly and without particular weight, of the same fairness a careful man owed everyone he worked closely with and trusted without proof — that an honest inventory of suspicion, properly run, couldn’t simply stop at the one name the evidence happened to be pointing towards tonight. He turned the thought on Fairfax for exactly as long as fairness required, and found, turning it, nothing whatsoever to hold onto. Fairfax had been vetted by London before ever reaching the drop zone, spoke the language of the enemy only because his own country had needed men who could, and had done nothing across a month of close, difficult work except make every part of the operation that touched him run more smoothly than it had any right to. Tadeusz, by contrast, had given the team four unexplained gaps and a patrol that had tightened, once, on an evening he happened not to be near it.

He turned the treeline over as well, because it deserved at least the same discipline he was giving everything else tonight, and found it refused the shape a suspicion generally took — there was no pattern to weigh it against, no second instance to test it for coincidence, only a single, complete, unexplained fact that he had watched happen and had chosen, in the moment, not to stop. Raising it meant admitting that much plainly, to a room that already had one man’s trust running thin, and admitting, alongside it, that he did not currently know whether what he’d watched belonged to this operation at all, or to some private account of Kamiński’s own that touched none of the rest of them. A commanding officer who confronted a man over an act he hadn’t understood well enough to describe accurately was a commanding officer inviting exactly the kind of answer that either explained everything or explained nothing, and Fenwick was not yet certain, walking this road, which answer he was actually prepared to hear.

It was not proof of anything. Fenwick was careful, reaching his billet and the thin comfort of its cold stove, to hold the thought at exactly that weight and no further — a pattern worth watching, not yet a conclusion worth acting on, the discipline he’d built across four years of exactly this kind of work, where the men who survived longest were the ones who could hold a suspicion loosely enough to keep gathering evidence rather than closing their hand around it too early and missing whatever came next because they’d already decided what they were looking at.

He would watch Tadeusz, quietly, without raising it again until he had more than four absences, a tightened patrol, and a night in the trees he still couldn’t properly account for to raise it with. He would say nothing to Halina beyond what he’d already said, because a divided team was a team that made mistakes neither side could afford, and he would say nothing to Fairfax at all, because there was, as yet, nothing whatsoever to say to a man who had walked away from that same evening entirely clean of it. He banked the stove, and sat a while in the growing dark with the map still spread across his knees, and, before sleep finally came for him, did the same quiet arithmetic one final time — the absences, the patrol, and now the treeline, three separate weights that refused to sit on the same side of any scale he currently trusted himself to build — turning each of them over the way a man turns over a stone he isn’t yet ready to look under properly, and setting them down again, unresolved, for the night to carry.
A Man Who Isn’t There Anymore

Voss came back to the office on the nineteenth day with the view he’d asked for time to finish forming, and Kammler understood, watching him choose the chair again rather than the desk, that whatever the intervening week had done to that view had not made it easier to deliver.

“You said you’d rather not guess aloud at something large before you’d earned the right to,” Kammler said. “I take it the week’s earned it.”

“It has, Herr Obergruppenführer, though I find I’d still rather show you than tell you, which I recognise is becoming something of a habit of mine where Hartmann’s concerned.” Voss set no notebook on the desk this time, which was itself its own small announcement. “There haven’t been any pages worth bringing you since Tuesday. I don’t mean he’s slowed. I mean he’s stopped, and I’d rather you saw the shape of that for yourself than take my account of it second-hand.”

They went down together, and Kammler found the corridor’s familiar cold doing less, this time, to steady him than it usually did. He had catalogued, without quite admitting to himself that he was doing it, the small dishonesties of the past week’s optimism — the drilling-rig correction filed as triumph, the gallery fracture filed as vindication, his own hand writing the finest result this facility has given Berlin into a permanent record he had not yet found cause to regret, though he was aware, walking the levelled stone now, that the regret was arriving regardless of whether he’d found cause for it yet.

Hartmann was not at the table when they reached the cell, and it took Kammler a moment, through the observation glass, to locate him at all — a shape moving along the far wall in a rhythm too regular to be pacing in the ordinary, restless sense, six paces one direction, a turn, six paces back, the same interval held so precisely that Kammler thought at first he was watching a man counting something, before he understood there was nothing being counted. Hartmann’s hand found the concrete at the end of each pass and rested there, briefly, fingers spread flat against the wall, the specific unhurried thoroughness of a man checking that a door was still locked, though there was no door where his hand landed, only rock that had been rock since before either of them arrived at this posting.

“He’s done that since Tuesday morning,” Voss said quietly, watching through the glass with him. “The interval doesn’t vary. I’ve timed it three times, on three different days, and had a technician time it independently without telling him what I’d measured. Six paces, always. I don’t know what the six paces are answering to. I don’t think he does either, any longer.”

Kammler opened the door himself, because it seemed, watching the rhythm, the only honest way to test what remained of the man producing it. “Herr Hartmann.”

Hartmann did not turn towards him. He turned towards the sound — a small distinction, but Kammler caught it and held onto it, the specific way an animal’s head comes round to a noise without the eyes finding the thing that made it — and for a moment something moved behind his face that Kammler still recognised, some last ember of the calculation that had once filled four notebooks with a joy nobody else in the building could follow. It did not resolve into anything Kammler could call recognition.

“Do you know who I am.”

Hartmann looked at him — through him, Kammler thought, with the particular unfocused attention of a man reading a page held slightly too close — and then he spoke, in a voice that had lost none of its old evenness and all of its old warmth, a string of numbers, spaced with perfect, mechanical regularity, six of them, and turned back to the wall before the last one had properly finished leaving his mouth.

Voss did not write anything down for the better part of a minute.

“He did that yesterday as well,” he said finally. “A different string. I’ve kept both. I don’t know whether they’re a residue of the mathematics, or an answer to a question I’m not equipped to hear him being asked, or simply noise a mind produces when there’s no longer anyone behind it choosing what noise to make. I’d rather tell you plainly that I don’t know than offer you a theory dressed up to sound more finished than it is.”

“You said, a week ago, that this wasn’t blankness. That it read as a man reaching for a shelf and finding it empty.”

“I did, and for the first fortnight I believed it, because the emptiness still seemed to trouble him when he found it — you’ll recall the fear, brief and real, before the ease came back over it.” Voss watched Hartmann complete another circuit, the same six paces, the same flat hand against the same stretch of wall. “I don’t see the fear any longer, Herr Obergruppenführer. I’ve watched for it particularly, because I thought it the single most useful measurement left to us, and I haven’t seen it in four days. I don’t think that means the shelf’s stopped being empty. I think it means there’s less of him left to notice the emptiness at all.”

Kammler said nothing for a while, watching the pacing continue with the specific inexhaustible patience of a thing that had never once, in six passes or six hundred, shown the smallest sign of tiring. He thought of the drilling rig, and the gallery, and the beautiful ungraded page Hartmann had wanted to show him purely because he thought it lovely, and found the ledger Voss had once given him a vocabulary for — strength and speed climbing on one side, something else draining on the other — no longer read to him as two columns a rational man might hold apart with sufficient care. It read, watching the wall and the hand and the interval that never varied, as a single account, closing.

“Keep timing it,” he said. “And keep the numbers, both strings, in Hartmann’s own transcription rather than paraphrase. If Berlin ever asks what became of the programme’s second trial, I want a record precise enough that no one reading it in ten years mistakes precision for comfort.”

*

The notebooks did not resume, and by the following week Voss had stopped bringing anything down to the office at all, arriving instead with a single folded page that he set on the desk with the particular careful reluctance Kammler had come to recognise as the shape of bad news Voss had already tried, privately, to make smaller than it was and failed.

“The technician offered him a hand to squeeze yesterday morning. Nothing invasive — the same dynamometer test we’ve run weekly since intake, and he’d have needed his consent for anything more, which I’m no longer confident he’s capable of giving in any sense the word actually asks for.” Voss said it without looking up from the page. “The casing fractured before the reading registered. Not the mechanism — the housing itself, brass an inch thick, split along the seam the way a man might crack an egg he’d forgotten he was still holding. The technician withdrew his hand rather faster than dignity generally allows, and I don’t fault him for it.”

“And Hartmann.”

“Continued holding the broken housing for some while afterwards, turning it, the way he’s taken to turning most things lately, and gave no sign at any point of having understood what he’d just done to it. I asked him myself, an hour later, whether he remembered the test. He didn’t answer the question. He hasn’t answered a direct question in eight days, Herr Obergruppenführer, not with anything I’d call an answer.” Voss set the page down fully now, and Kammler noted the tremor in the hand that had, only a fortnight before, held a notebook of Hartmann’s like something worth more than its weight. “The retest is cancelled. I’ve written that much in the file, along with my own note beneath it, and I’d rather you read the note yourself before I try to say the same thing aloud and manage it less carefully.”

Kammler read it. Exceeds equipment tolerance. Retest cancelled by order of Dr. Voss. And beneath that, in the same careful hand, smaller: He did not appear to know he had done it.

He set the page down and found himself turning, for a moment, to the ordinary, blunt fact of his own left hand resting on the desk’s edge — the fingers had gone faintly cold again that morning, the same brief, unremarkable numbness he’d noted once before and set aside as nothing worth a second thought, and it had passed, as it always did, under the plain business of the day’s correspondence, and he set it aside again now with the same practised ease, because a man who had already filed an identical complaint as trivial in two other men’s files before ever thinking to weigh it in his own saw little reason to weigh it differently today.

“I want to see him,” Kammler said. “Once more, properly, rather than through a report.”

*

He went down alone with Voss on the twenty-sixth day, and found Hartmann seated on the cell’s bare floor rather than pacing, which Voss noted, quietly, as itself a change — the fixed loops had stopped three days before, without any warning Voss’s instruments had caught, the way a clock simply stops rather than winding down audibly towards it. Hartmann held a spoon, the plain tin kind issued with every meal, and turned it over in his fingers with an attention that had, Kammler thought, watching from the doorway, nowhere left in the world to go except into the spoon itself — over, and over, the same slow rotation, his eyes following the metal’s turning surface with a focus more total than anything Kammler had seen from him even in the first fortnight’s brightest hour, when four notebooks a week had seemed a modest output for a mind moving as fast as his evidently had.

He did not look up when they entered. Voss set a metal tray down deliberately, from a height calculated to make a sound no man in a small stone room could fail to notice, and Hartmann did not startle, did not pause the spoon’s rotation by so much as a beat, gave no sign whatsoever that the sound had reached whatever remained of him to reach.

“The strength is real,” Voss said, very quietly, watching the same scene Kammler was watching. “The speed, presumably, is real, though I’ve no way now to measure either — he won’t take an instruction, and I’m no longer certain he processes one as an instruction at all, rather than simply a sound that happens near him. I can hand you a curve for what his body’s become. I can’t hand you anything at all for what’s become of the man inside it, because there’s no longer an instrument built that measures the absence of somebody.”

Kammler crouched, at the limit of what the room’s small distance allowed, and studied the spoon turning in fingers strong enough, he now understood without needing Voss’s figures to confirm it, to have closed Brandt’s forearm wound in a night and cracked an inch of brass without noticing the effort of it. Hartmann’s face held none of the fear Kammler remembered from three weeks before, none of the easy warmth from the fortnight before that, nothing at all that Kammler could read as belonging to the young man who had made two doctors laugh at his own intake interview with a dry observation about the paperwork. It held only the spoon, and the turning, and an attention so complete it had stopped, so far as Kammler could tell, needing anything else in the room to exist at all.

“He’s in there,” Kammler said, not quite a question, and heard, saying it, how little conviction the words actually carried once spoken aloud.

“I don’t know that, Herr Obergruppenführer, and I’d rather tell you honestly that I don’t than offer you the comfort of pretending I did.” Voss said it gently, watching the spoon turn. “I know the body’s healthy. I know the reflexes, whatever’s left to trigger them, would outmatch any man in this facility including Brandt at his considerable best. I don’t know if there’s a Konrad Hartmann remaining to be found inside that, or whether the thing we’re looking at has simply outgrown the shape of a question with an answer in it.”

Kammler stood, and found the movement cost him something he hadn’t expected it to, a brief unsteadiness he put down, without examining it further, to the cell’s poor air and the long morning already behind him.

“Sedate him,” he said. “Keep the tissue samples current, in case Berlin or anyone after Berlin ever has use for them. Close the file as inconclusive.” He looked once more at the turning spoon, the patient, total, inaccessible attention of a body that had succeeded past every measure the programme owned and lost, somewhere in the succeeding, whoever it had once succeeded on behalf of. “Berlin doesn’t need a body count for this one, Voss. It needs to understand there’s a difference between a man surviving something and a man remaining, afterwards, someone it was worth surviving for. Write it so the difference is clear. I don’t want this filed as a failure indistinguishable from Brandt’s. It’s a considerably stranger thing than that, and I’d rather the record said so honestly than let the next man reading it assume he already understands what happened here.”

“I’ll write it tonight,” Voss said, and did not move to leave immediately, watching the spoon turn a moment longer with an expression Kammler chose not to examine too closely, because he suspected, examining it, that he would find something close to grief in it, and grief was not a category the file had any use for.

They climbed back through the levelled corridor in the same weighted silence that had followed them down a week before Drift, and it was Voss, this time, who broke it, a few strides short of the junction where their paths would part.

“You’ve missed two physicals now, Herr Obergruppenführer. The second was scheduled for last Thursday.”

“I’m aware of the calendar, Voss.” Kammler said it without heat, the flat economy he reserved for anything he’d already decided and saw no profit in re-litigating. “There’s a war collapsing eighty kilometres from this desk, and a programme with two closed files and a third subject barely a fortnight into his own trial. I’ll find the hour for a physical when the hour finds itself, and not, I think, before.”

Voss looked as though he might say something further, and did not, which Kammler noted, walking on alone, as its own kind of answer — a man who generally pressed a point he believed in, choosing instead to let this one go unpressed, the particular silence of someone who had already decided the argument wasn’t his to win by insisting, and meant to win it, if at all, by some other means entirely.

He reached his office and sat again at the desk, and found the correspondence there exactly as untouched as he’d left it, and his own left hand, flexing once against the blotter, entirely steady, the morning’s brief cold already forgotten under the plain, ordinary business of a day that still, whatever else it had shown him, expected to be finished.
Subject Rabe, First Sessions

Anselm Straub arrived at the site the way Voss had promised he would, which was to say without any particular fanfare — a mechanic’s build gone slightly soft from two years behind a desk rather than a bench, a face built for being forgotten in a crowd, and a manner so entirely uncurious about his own situation that the intake officer noted it in the file as though it were itself a symptom worth recording. Volunteer expresses no reservations. Asked one question during the entire interview, regarding whether the procedure would interfere with a skin condition on his left forearm. Otherwise entirely compliant. Kammler read it standing, as he had read the others, and found in it none of Brandt’s soldierly directness or Hartmann’s bright, restless intelligence — only the flat, patient willingness of a man who had spent a working life trusting machines to do something useful to him, and saw no particular reason a procedure should be different.

He attended the first two sessions in person, out of the same discipline that had made him read every file standing rather than filed, and found them, if he was honest with himself in the privacy of his own office afterward, almost restful by comparison with the cell two levels below where Hartmann’s notebooks kept multiplying past anyone’s ability to follow them. Straub sat for the readings the way he must once have sat for an engine’s diagnostics, still and unbothered, offering the requested arm or the requested breath the moment it was asked for and volunteering nothing beyond it. When a technician remarked, on the second morning, that a man in his position might reasonably ask more questions than he had, Straub had considered this with the same unhurried attention he gave everything and said, “I expect I would, if I thought the answers would change anything I’m doing here,” which struck Kammler, reading the transcript later, as either the most sensible thing any volunteer had yet said to him or the single most unsettling, and he found he could not, on reflection, decide which.

He made a habit, that first week, of walking down to Straub’s session directly from whatever he’d just witnessed in Hartmann’s cell, and found the sequence did something useful to him each time it happened — the raw, restless brilliance of one man’s mind outrunning the room it sat in, followed within the hour by a second man entirely content to sit still and be measured, asking nothing of anyone that the instruments hadn’t already asked first. Voss, dividing his own attention across both without complaint, remarked once that he’d never expected to find a volunteer’s incuriosity a comfort, and Kammler had agreed with him more readily than the observation probably deserved. A programme that had given them one man too strange to properly follow seemed, for the moment, to have balanced itself with a second who offered nothing to follow at all.

By the second week the readings had settled into a rhythm steady enough that Kammler’s own attendance had begun to feel, to him, like theatre rather than oversight — Voss capable, thorough, and entirely equal to a subject who required none of the delicate handling Hartmann’s brilliance or Brandt’s soldier’s stoicism had each demanded in their different ways. He stopped going down. It was, he told himself, the correct allocation of a limited attention against a front that gave him less of it every week — the evacuation logistics alone now claimed the better part of his mornings, and a subject who required nothing beyond a technician’s routine hardly justified the hour a personal visit cost him — and Voss’s written reports, arriving twice-weekly rather than in person, gave him no cause to reconsider the decision — reflexes climbing on schedule, healing accelerating within the range Brandt’s and Hartmann’s had both established, no complaint beyond the ordinary discomfort of the procedure itself. Compliant, unremarkable, Voss had written once, in a phrase Kammler had privately enjoyed enough to repeat back to him the next time they spoke, entirely uninterested in being anything other than what he volunteered to be. Against the mounting strangeness of the cell below it, a subject with nothing to teach had become, to Kammler’s own quiet surprise, the closest thing this month had given him to comfort — one clock, at least, that seemed content to run at an ordinary pace while the other two, the front and Hartmann both, kept closing at speeds he trusted rather less.

The request that broke the rhythm reached his desk on the fourteenth day, in Voss’s own hand rather than a technician’s, and Kammler read it twice before he understood why it had stopped him as thoroughly as it had — not the request itself, which was ordinary enough on its face, asking only that Kammler attend the next session in person, but the single line beneath it, offered without qualification or apology, in the careful, precise hand of a man who had spent two years never once being at a loss for a word to describe what he was seeing.

I do not have a word for what I am looking at.

Kammler had read a great many reports from Voss across those two years — cautious ones, excited ones, reports hedged so thoroughly they said almost nothing and reports so certain they bordered on reckless — and every one of them, without exception, had reached for language, however inadequate, in the attempt. This reached for nothing. It simply admitted the absence of the thing it would ordinarily have reached for, and Kammler found, folding the note and reaching for his coat, that the absence troubled him a great deal more than any of Voss’s more alarming turns of phrase across the whole of the programme’s history had managed to.

He went down alone, the corridor’s cold doing its familiar, diminishing work on him, and found the observation cell arranged as it always was for the routine bloodwork — Straub already seated in the restraint chair, forearms held by straps loose enough to be procedure rather than necessity, a technician laying out the standard kit on the tray beside him with the unhurried competence of a task performed identically some two dozen times already this fortnight. Voss stood by the door rather than at the chair, which Kammler noted immediately as itself a departure from his usual close, engaged posture, and said nothing beyond a short nod as Kammler came in, the particular economy of a man who had decided, evidently, to let the room speak for itself rather than preface it.

“Herr Obergruppenführer.” Straub’s greeting arrived exactly as flat and unremarkable as every account of him had promised, a man acknowledging a visitor rather than a superior officer, though there was nothing insolent in it, only the same incurious steadiness he’d apparently carried into every room of this programme so far. “I understand you’ve come down specially. I hope it’s not on my account. I’ve nothing new to report, so far as I know.”

“We’ll see,” Kammler said, and took up a position where he could watch the technician’s hands rather than Straub’s face, on the settled principle that a man’s expression rarely told him as much as the instrument did.

The technician rolled back Straub’s sleeve to find the crook of the elbow, the same practised motion he’d have used on any of the two dozen prior draws, and stopped with the fabric only half-turned, his hand going still in a way Kammler noted before he’d properly understood what had stopped it. A patch of the forearm, perhaps the width of two fingers, was not skin at all. It was, so far as Kammler could make sense of what he was looking at, a cross-section — the pale ring of skin at its border giving way, cleanly and without any seam of damage, to the banded red of muscle beneath, laid open the way an anatomical plate laid it open, and beneath that again a vein, sectioned neatly through its middle, visibly carrying blood along its own length right up to the cut and, by every appearance, some distance past it. There was no bleeding anywhere in it. No raw edge, no seep, no bruising at the margin the way even a clean surgical cut would show. It looked, Kammler thought, less like a wound than like a demonstration — a teaching model built to show a student precisely what lay under a man’s skin, switched out for the skin itself without troubling to disguise the substitution, and left, somehow, still working.

“Proceed,” Voss said, quietly, when the technician looked to him rather than move his hand, and the technician set the needle against the sectioned vein exactly where a whole arm would have offered it the easiest draw, and pushed.

It did not meet the vein. It did not meet anything. Kammler watched the needle continue forward past the depth at which the visibly intact vessel, carrying blood not two centimetres from the point of entry, should by any reasonable law have stopped it, the technician’s hand slowing not from resistance but from the specific, dawning confusion of a man whose fingers had just told him something his eyes were still catching up to. The needle drew nothing. It advanced through the space behind that clean, still-functioning cross-section and found, so far as Kammler could tell from where he stood, nothing at all to find.

“Again,” Voss said, and the technician withdrew the needle — it came away clean, no bead of blood at the puncture, because whatever the needle had passed through, it was not tissue in any sense the word properly meant — and set it a second time, at a slightly different angle, with the same result. The technician’s hand had gone very still around the barrel of the syringe, the particular stillness of a man who had trained for years to trust his own competence and had just watched that competence report back something it had no category for, and Kammler, noting it, found he could not fault him for it in the slightest.

“I can’t feel it,” Straub said, into the silence that had settled over the room, watching this happen to his own limb with the same mild, unbothered attention he’d given the earlier tests, as though the arm under discussion belonged to someone he was observing on the technician’s behalf rather than his own. “I haven’t been able to feel that part since Tuesday, if I’m honest. It isn’t painful. It’s more like—” he considered the comparison with real care, the way a man reaches for a word in a language he’s still learning rather than one that arrives to him whole— “like holding your breath. Somewhere you’ve simply stopped noticing.” He flexed the hand at the end of the same arm, unprompted, opening and closing it twice with an easy, unimpaired strength that Kammler found considerably harder to look at than the needle had been. “It still does what I ask it to. I want that noted as well. Whatever’s missing, it hasn’t cost me the use of the rest of it.”

Kammler crossed the small distance to the chair himself, because it seemed, watching the technician’s evident unease, the only way to properly understand what he was being shown rather than take it at a remove. A wound had a grammar — edges, a direction things had gone, blood or its visible absence, tissue displaced by some force applied to it. This had none of that structure, and worse than none of it: it had, instead, the entire grammar of an intact limb, faithfully maintained right up to and including the part of it that was demonstrably not there. The vein kept its colour. The muscle, watched closely enough, seemed to hold the faintest tension a resting muscle ought to hold, as though it were still doing the ordinary, unconscious work of a living arm rather than ending in the middle of the air. A man glancing at Straub’s forearm from across the room, Kammler thought, watching it, would see nothing wrong with it at all — would take the whole limb for whole, exactly as Straub’s own body seemed to be taking it — and only a hand, or a needle, pushed into the specific few centimetres where the grammar ran out, would ever learn otherwise.

“You’ve touched it,” Kammler said, to Voss rather than to the room, because it was, of everything he’d just watched, the single fact he most needed confirmed or denied.

“Two days ago. Before I wrote to you.” Voss said it without moving from the door, and there was, in the stillness of the admission, something Kammler recognised as a man who had already sat with this privately for longer than he’d let on, weighing how much of it he was prepared to say aloud before he’d finally decided the weighing itself had gone on long enough. “I wanted to be certain before I brought you down to see it, and certainty required more than watching. I wrote nothing about it in the log beyond a single line, because I found, having done it, that I did not have very much more than a single line to offer.”

“And the line.”

Voss met his eyes properly for the first time since Kammler had entered the room, and said it plainly, the way a man delivers a fact he has already decided cannot usefully be softened by delivering it any other way.

“There was nothing on the other side to touch, either. I pressed a probe through it myself, from the far side, and felt nothing meet it — no wall of tissue, no floor to the gap at all, only the same clean absence coming back at me from whichever direction I tried it. Whatever’s missing isn’t hidden, Herr Obergruppenführer, and it isn’t merely invisible, which was my first and considerably more comfortable theory. It’s gone. The arm is simply continuing to behave, in every particular that matters to Straub, as though it weren’t.”

Nobody spoke for a moment after that, and Kammler found himself, in the silence, doing the same careful arithmetic he had done in the corridor after Hartmann’s page went strange — reaching for the reassurance of a category the thing in front of him might belong to, and finding, this time, that no category presented itself at all. Brandt’s failure had been violence, a body breaking under a stress it had never been built to sustain. Hartmann’s had been absence of a different kind, a mind emptying by degrees while the body it lived in kept climbing toward something healthier than health. This offered him neither. Straub sat in the chair exactly as steady, exactly as unbothered, exactly as willing to answer a question honestly as he had been on the first morning, his arm still closing into a fist on request, still carrying blood past a cut no surgeon had made and no wound had ever produced, and a portion of him, cleanly and without any apparent cost to the rest, had simply stopped being there at all.

“I would like it in the file that it doesn’t hurt,” Straub said, into the quiet, with the same mild, faintly hopeful courtesy of a man requesting a small kindness he wasn’t entirely sure he was owed. “Whatever this turns out to be. I’d like credit for that much, if there’s credit going.”

“It will be,” Kammler said, because it was the only thing he currently trusted himself to promise the man, and found, saying it, that his own voice had come out steadier than he had any right to feel.

He gave the order to continue observation rather than intervention, because Voss, asked directly, could offer him no procedure for the alternative — there was no accepted method for suturing an absence, no protocol that addressed a wound with no edges, no bleeding to stanch, and a body that had, so far as any instrument in the room could show, not noticed anything had happened to it at all — and stood a while longer at the chair’s side after the technician had withdrawn, watching the vein hold its steady, ordinary colour up to the cut and no further, watching Straub’s hand open and close once more, unbothered, exactly where, by every rule either science or superstition had ever offered him, something should long since have stopped working.

He climbed back through the levelled corridor alone, having sent Voss ahead to begin the written record properly, and found himself, walking it, doing the thing he had disciplined himself for two years against doing — holding his own hand up, briefly, in the poor light of the passage, and watching it throw its ordinary shadow against the rock wall beside him, whole and unremarkable and exactly where a shadow belonged to fall. He put the hand back in his coat pocket before he’d properly finished the thought behind the gesture, and told himself, reaching his office and the day’s undisturbed correspondence, that a tired man checking his own shadow against a wall was a foolishness beneath a report of any seriousness, and did not, this time, entirely manage to believe it.

The evacuation manifests were waiting for him where he’d left them, and he sat down to them properly, because a war did not pause for a man’s private unease any more than it had paused for Berlin’s, and there was, whatever else the morning had shown him, still a front closing on this valley at a pace that made every other clock in the building look, by comparison, almost patient. He worked through the priority lists with the same flat, careful attention he gave anything meant to survive scrutiny, and found, doing it, that the ordinary arithmetic of crates and routes and travelling order held him rather less well than it usually did, the columns of figures sliding, more than once, into the memory of a needle advancing through the exact place an arm ought to have stopped it, and finding nothing there at all.
What London Decides

Fairfax came up through the trapdoor two days after the signal went out with the particular brisk economy of a man who had run the whole way from the set rather than walked it, snow scattered across his shoulders and a single sheet of paper held flat against his chest as though the cold might otherwise take the ink off it before anyone had the chance to read it properly.

“London’s answered.” He said it without preamble, which was itself unusual enough that Fenwick set down the charge diagram he’d been squaring against the perimeter sketch and gave him his full attention. “Decrypted it myself on the walk back rather than wait for the loft. I wanted the two of you hearing it plainly rather than filtered through whatever I made of it first.”

He read it out rather than hand it across, the particular formal courtesy of a signals officer who understood that a message this shaped by his own decryption deserved to arrive in his own voice rather than be picked over silently by three pairs of eyes at once.

“NIGHTJAR YOUR SIGNAL RECEIVED AND ASSESSED STOP SOVIET ADVANCE CONFIRMS YOUR OWN READING OF THE TIMELINE STOP AUTHORISED TO SHIFT FROM RECONNAISSANCE TO ACTIVE PLANNING AGAINST TARGET STOP FINALISE DEMOLITION PROPOSAL SOONEST FOR LONDON APPROVAL STOP FURTHER RECONNAISSANCE AT YOUR DISCRETION BUT NOT AT THE COST OF TIMELINE STOP GOOD LUCK”

Nobody spoke for a moment after the last word landed, and Fenwick found himself doing the specific, private arithmetic he generally reserved for the instant a plan stopped being a proposal and became a thing a man was actually going to have to execute — not relief exactly, though there was some of that in it, and not the clean satisfaction Fairfax’s face was currently showing either, but something closer to the settling weight of a decision he’d been half expecting for a fortnight finally arriving with a date attached to it.

“Well.” Halina said it from the window, where she’d been watching the valley the way she watched it most mornings now, and there was, in the single flat syllable, more feeling than the word had any business carrying. “That’s rather less ambiguous than I expected London to manage.”

“London’s rarely ambiguous once the decision’s actually been taken from them by events rather than argued for by us,” Fairfax said, folding the sheet away with the particular satisfaction of a man who’d delivered good news competently and knew it. “I suspect our signal did rather less of the persuading than the front itself did. Still. I’ll take the outcome regardless of who’s owed the credit for it.”

“Reconnaissance at our discretion, but not at the cost of the timeline.” Fenwick turned the phrase over aloud, because it was the one line in the whole signal that actually told him anything about how much room he had left to work in, rather than simply confirming what he’d already assumed the answer would be. “That’s London’s way of telling us they’d rather have an imperfect plan on time than a perfect one they can’t act on before the front makes the question academic. I’d rather know that plainly now than discover it the hard way in three weeks.”

“Then we’d best make it as good an imperfect plan as four tired people in a cold loft can manage,” Fairfax said, and there was, in the easy competence of it, nothing that struck Fenwick as anything other than what it plainly was — a man settling into the part of the job he was actually built for, the way he always did once a decision had stopped being a question and become a task.

They spread the accumulated month’s work across the floor where the map usually lived — Fairfax’s timing notes, Tadeusz’s perimeter sketches, Halina’s memory of the old paths overlaid in her own hand on London’s aerial photographs — and Fenwick found, looking at the whole of it assembled properly for the first time rather than in the piecemeal way it had accumulated, that a month of careful, patient reconnaissance had in fact given them considerably more than he’d credited it for on any single day of gathering it.

“Before any of that.” Tadeusz set his own notes down first, deliberately, the particular care of a man about to say something he judged more important than the order it happened to arrive in. “The sentry. From subcamp rise. Was found — little over fortnight after — half-buried by frost, in same treeline we left him. My cousin had it from man on burial detail, who had it from duty roster itself. Site’s own explanation is exposure. Young man wandered off fixed post in bad weather, died of cold, before anyone thought look for him properly. Nobody told it differently since, so far as I find. I do not think anyone intends to.”

“And the consequence.” Fenwick asked it flatly, because the story the site had told itself mattered rather less to him than what the site had actually done afterwards.

“Fixed posts, along whole stretch, paired now. Where solitary before. Two men, not one, wherever ground denies watchtower clear line — which was, as it happens, exactly kind of post we needed talked past, or dealt with quietly. And exactly kind that is hardest manage quietly, once two of them, not one, to account for.” Tadeusz said it without any apparent weight of blame in it, a plain operational fact reported the way he reported everything, though Fenwick thought, watching him, that the man had chosen his words with more care than the flatness let on. “Patrol frequency increased generally too, along that stretch. Not sharply. But noticeably. Kind of change site makes quietly, rather than announce — so as not admit to itself how badly caught out.”

Fenwick sat with that a moment, and found himself turning over, unbidden, the tightened checkpoint on the Świdnica road that had troubled him enough three weeks ago to raise it plainly in this same loft — the same fortnight, he realised, doing the arithmetic properly for the first time, that would have put the sentry into the ground. He did not say so aloud immediately, weighing it, because a coincidence noticed too eagerly was its own kind of trap, the particular danger of a man who wanted an innocent explanation badly enough to reach for the first one that fit the shape of his wanting.

“That may be where our tightened patrol came from,” he said finally, plainly, because withholding the thought once he trusted it would have cost the room more than voicing it half-formed. “Not from anything nearer to us. I’d rather have that possibility sitting in the room than let it go unsaid simply because I’d already started building a different explanation for it.”

Halina looked up at that, and said nothing for a moment, and Fenwick understood, watching her, that she was doing the same quiet arithmetic he was — a young man, a fixed post, a cold night, and now a second consequence spreading outward from it that neither of them had thought to plan for when the decision to move had been theirs alone to make. “Quieter,” she said at last, very softly, more to herself than to the room, and did not explain the word to anyone who hadn’t already been there to understand it.

“The main gate rotation we can plan around with confidence,” Fairfax said, tracing the pencil line with one finger. “Tadeusz’s figure has held steady across three separate confirmations. The eastern labour gate’s looser schedule is the genuine unknown — if we’re moving material or people through that route, we want a second confirmation before we build a timing around it that a coincidence could unravel.”

“And whatever’s actually at the centre of it.” Fenwick said it flatly, because it was the question the whole plan actually turned on, and every other piece of the reconnaissance was, in the end, only the scaffolding built to answer it properly. “We’ve a partial picture of the gallery system’s shape from Tadeusz’s contacts and Halina’s own memory of the old workings before the Germans bored into them. We don’t have confirmed depth, confirmed structural bearing, or confirmed access once past the outer perimeter — and we still don’t properly know what we’d actually be trying to reach, beyond whatever’s important enough for Berlin to have spent two years guarding this closely. I’ll not put a demolitions plan in front of London that pretends otherwise.”

“No,” Fairfax agreed, and there was, in the single flat word, none of his usual lightness. “That’s the piece reconnaissance still has to give us, and I don’t see a way to shortcut it honestly. A closer approach, at minimum — near enough to the gallery mouth to judge scale properly, even if whatever they’re actually protecting down there stays out of reach until the raid proper.”

Fenwick said nothing for a moment, turning the shape of the problem over with the particular deliberate care he gave anything that touched the actual placing of charges rather than the getting to them. A demolitions plan built against an assumed structure was a plan built against a building that might not exist the way anyone had drawn it, and he had buried men once already under exactly that mistake, made by an officer confident enough in second-hand intelligence to skip the single reconnaissance that would have shown him the target’s real bones before the charge went against the wrong wall of it. He didn’t say any of that aloud. He rarely did. But it sat behind the flatness of what he said next the way it sat behind most of his caution, unspoken and entirely load-bearing regardless. “I want bearing, depth, and at minimum a sense of what’s holding the gallery roof up before I commit anyone to placing charges against it blind. A structure that size doesn’t forgive guesswork, and I’ll not send a team in to learn that the hard way underneath a mountain rather than beside one.”

“Understood, and agreed without argument,” Fairfax said, and there was something in the readiness of the agreement that Fenwick noted and filed as simple professional respect rather than anything requiring further examination. “I’ll have London send whatever they can dig up on the original Riese construction contracts, for what little decade-old civil engineering paperwork is worth against a site the SS have spent two years quietly rebuilding. It won’t replace eyes on the actual gallery mouth, but it may narrow what those eyes need to confirm once they’re there.”

“Which is a considerably more dangerous reconnaissance than anything we’ve run so far,” Fenwick said, “and I want that said plainly in the room before anyone volunteers for it out of simple momentum.” He looked between the two of them, because it seemed the kind of decision that deserved to be made with everyone’s eyes open to the cost of it rather than assumed. “I’ll not order it. I’ll ask for it.”

“I’ll go,” Halina said, before either man had finished drawing breath to answer, and there was nothing rash in the way she said it, only the flat, settled certainty of a decision she’d plainly arrived at some time before this morning and had simply been waiting for the right moment to say aloud. “I know that ground better than either of you ever will, and I’d rather it be me than watch you two learn it clumsily and pay for the clumsiness.”

“Noted, and I’d rather it were considered properly before it’s decided, not settled on the strength of who spoke first,” Fenwick said, though he found, saying it, that he already suspected how the decision would eventually land, and that the suspicion sat considerably less easily with him than he’d have liked.

It was the ladder’s creak that interrupted the thought, and Fenwick found himself doing the same small, unwelcome arithmetic he’d been doing for a fortnight now before he’d even properly turned to look — the particular reflexive counting of a commanding officer who had stopped being able to hear that sound without measuring the hour against it. Tadeusz came up through the trapdoor a good forty minutes past when he’d said he’d be there, snow still melting off his collar, and offered no excuse before anyone had asked for one this time, which Fenwick noted as its own small variation on the pattern rather than a break from it.

“Sorry for late,” Tadeusz said, settling into his corner with the particular economy of a man who had learned, over the past fortnight, that the room now weighed his lateness whether he explained it or not, and had apparently decided a plain arrival cost him less than another explanation would. “Will not pretend have tidy account of it. Not this time. Took longer that should have. Would rather leave it there, than give story I not finished believing myself.”

Fenwick let it sit, because there was, in the room’s compressed timeline and the plan spread across the floor still wanting the whole of everyone’s attention, no profit in relitigating four weeks of small absences on the exact morning London had finally given them a clock to work against. He filed it instead, in the same patient place he’d been filing it since the checkpoint, and turned the meeting back to the map.

“You’ve missed the shape of London’s answer,” Fenwick said, “but the short version is that reconnaissance is closing and the plan proper opens. I’ll want your read on the eastern labour gate before anything else — Fairfax’s figure for it is the one piece of this we’re least confident of.”

“Then is one piece I should already brought you something better on. Sorry I have not.” Tadeusz said it plainly, without excusing it further, and pulled his own notes from inside his coat with the same careful, patient hand he brought to everything operational, whatever else the mornings were currently costing him. “Give two more days. Properly. And will have you confirmed figure. Rather than the—” He paused, the particular small hesitation Fenwick had learned by now not to fill for him, and glanced towards Halina rather than force the word out unfinished.

“Loose,” Halina offered, without looking up from her own notes.

“Loose one you currently working from. Thank you.” Tadeusz took the word and continued as though the gap in the sentence had never opened, an easy, practised handoff that Fenwick had watched pass between the two of them often enough by now to have stopped remarking on it even privately.

“Two days is a good deal more than London’s just told us we comfortably have,” Halina said, not unkindly, though there was an edge under the courtesy that Fenwick recognised as the same urgency that had put her at the window rather than the table when Fairfax first read the signal aloud. “I don’t say that to press you unfairly, Tadeusz. I say it because I think we’re all about to discover how much of what we’d have liked to confirm properly, we’re instead going to have to act on at only mostly confirmed.”

“That may be true, and I’d rather hear you say it plainly than have it sit unsaid until it costs us something,” Fenwick said, “but I’ll not build a demolitions plan on ‘mostly confirmed’ where the alternative is two more days of a local contact’s patient, careful work. The eastern gate isn’t the heart of this site. It’s a timing question we can still afford to get right rather than merely fast.” He said it with more weight than he’d meant to give it, and found, saying it, that the disagreement had arrived considerably sooner than he’d expected it to, on a morning that had otherwise felt, for the first hour of it, like relief.

“I don’t disagree that it deserves to be right,” Halina said. “I disagree that we still have the luxury of treating every piece of this the same way we’d have treated it a month ago, when the front was a line on a map rather than a sound some evenings now carry to us on the wind. Janek has been in that camp for two years on evidence I can’t act on. I don’t intend to spend a third year of careful confirmation on a target I can already see well enough to hit.” She said it evenly, without raising her voice, which made it land, if anything, harder than heat would have. “I’m not asking you to be reckless, Captain. I’m asking you to notice that caution has a cost too, and that the cost has started coming due whether either of us has finished being comfortable with that or not.”

Fenwick held her look for a moment, because the objection deserved a considered answer rather than a reflexive one, and found himself, weighing it, unable to entirely dismiss the shape of what she’d said even while he still trusted his own caution over hers on the narrower question of the eastern gate specifically. “I hear you. I’m not going to pretend I don’t, and I’m not going to pretend the arithmetic’s as comfortable as it was a fortnight ago. But I’d rather we disagree about it honestly, in this room, than paper over it and discover the disagreement again at the worst possible moment underneath the wire.” He looked to Tadeusz. “Two days. Not three. And if London’s clock forces our hand before you’re back with it, we’ll act on the loose figure and accept the risk knowingly, rather than pretend the risk isn’t there.”

“Two days,” Tadeusz agreed, and gathered his notes again with the same careful economy, though Fenwick thought, watching him, that the man looked more tired setting them down than he had climbing the ladder.

Fairfax, who had said nothing through the whole of the exchange beyond the small, attentive stillness of a man letting his commanding officer actually command, gathered the wireless log now with the particular unhurried efficiency Fenwick had come to rely on more than he generally admitted aloud. “I’ll draft the demolition proposal’s skeleton tonight, from what we’ve got assembled here, and we can build the missing pieces onto it as they arrive rather than wait for the whole picture before we start writing any of it down. London did ask for it soonest, after all, and I’d rather hand them a document that’s honestly incomplete in its margins than nothing at all while we wait for perfection.”

“Do that,” Fenwick said, and found, saying it, the particular comfort he’d come to associate with handing a piece of the job to a man who made it disappear competently and without fuss. He looked once more at the map, the accumulated month of watching finally folding itself into something with an actual shape to it, and felt the room settle, by degrees, into the specific quiet of people who had just agreed, whatever their disagreements about the particulars, on the larger fact underneath all of them.

Reconnaissance’s season, whatever comfort it had offered any of them across the past month, was over. The clock London had just handed them ran now in the plan’s favour or it didn’t run at all, and Fenwick, folding the map away for the night, found he could no longer tell, watching the four of them gather their separate pieces of the work in the barn loft’s failing light, whether the thing settling into his chest was readiness or simply the absence of any further reasonable place left to hide from it.

He climbed down last, as he generally did, and stood a moment in the yard’s early dark once the others had gone their separate ways towards their separate billets, turning the morning over the way he’d turned over a dozen mornings like it in other valleys before this one — a plan that had, an hour ago, existed only as a month’s worth of careful fragments, now sitting somewhere in his chest as a single shape with a date attached to it, however incomplete its edges still were. He thought of Halina at the window, and of the disagreement that had arrived faster than he’d wanted it to, and found he did not regret having let it happen plainly in the room rather than smoothing it over for the sake of a morning that had otherwise felt like good news. A team that couldn’t disagree honestly with a fortnight’s pressure sitting on it was a team that would disagree badly under considerably worse pressure later, and he’d rather have paid the cost of it now, in a cold loft with time still to absorb it, than find it waiting for him underneath the wire instead.
Nothing Left to Retrieve

The gap at Straub’s ribs opened on the seventeenth day, and Kammler, coming down for what had by then become a daily rather than occasional visit, found Voss already crouched at the chair’s side with a hand torch, angling the light with the particular deliberate care of a man documenting something he did not expect to be believed without a record of it.

“Here.” Voss said it without preamble, and stepped back enough to let Kammler see for himself. Low on the left side, between two ribs Kammler could no longer properly count because the ribs themselves were no longer entirely there to count, a second window had opened in Straub exactly as the first had in his arm — clean, bloodless, the skin giving way at its border to a cross-section of the muscle beneath and then, past that, a narrow, moving glimpse of something Kammler’s mind insisted on filing as lung before it had properly finished deciding that the word applied to what it was looking at. The tissue expanded and settled with Straub’s own unhurried breathing, entirely and visibly functional, exactly as the exposed vein in his arm had gone on carrying blood past a cut that led nowhere.

“It breathes with him,” Voss said, quietly, watching the same small motion Kammler was watching. “I’ve timed it against his pulse for the better part of an hour. Perfectly synchronised. Whatever is missing there, the part that remains has not been told to stop doing its work on the part’s behalf.”

“Does it trouble you to breathe,” Kammler asked, because it seemed, watching the strange, patient window in the man’s side, the only question that mattered more than the mechanism of it.

“No, Herr Obergruppenführer.” Straub said it steadily, and there was, for the first time since Kammler had known him, the faintest catch beneath the steadiness, gone almost as soon as it arrived. “I checked, when Dr. Voss first showed it to me. I breathed in as deep as I could manage, to see if it changed anything. It didn’t. I want that in the file as well, though I confess I’m not entirely sure why I keep asking for things to go in a file I’ll likely never read.”

“Because it’s the only thing left you that still behaves like a decision,” Kammler said, and found, saying it, that the observation had arrived in him with more sympathy than he’d expected to have available this morning.

Straub considered that with the same unhurried care he brought to everything, and something crossed his face that had not been there on any of Kammler’s earlier visits — not fear exactly, not yet, but its foundation, the first visible settling of a man beginning, cautiously, to understand the shape of what was actually happening to him rather than simply reporting its symptoms. “That’s a kinder way of putting it than I’d have found myself, sir. I’ll keep it, if you don’t mind.”

The foot went two days later, and it was Voss who noticed it first, asking Straub, as part of the ordinary morning inventory, to shift his weight onto the restraint chair’s footrest, so the technician could check the ankle strap’s fit. Straub attempted it, and found, with an expression Kammler would afterward think of as the precise moment the whole account changed register, that there was nothing beneath the ankle for the weight to rest on at all — the foot simply absent below a clean, unbleeding line at the joint, the leg ending in the same patient, functional cross-section the arm and the ribs had already shown, and no floor of any kind beneath it to take a step against.

“I can’t stand on it.” Straub said it flatly, and then, a moment later, in a voice that had lost, all at once, the mild, incurious register he had carried through every session before this one: “I don’t think I can stand at all, sir, if you were to ask me to right now. I’m not certain there’s enough of the leg left doing the standing.”

“You’re not required to stand,” Kammler said, and meant it as reassurance, though he heard, even as he said it, how thin a comfort the fact actually was against what it was answering.

“I understand that, sir. I want to be honest that it isn’t really the standing I mind.” Straub’s hands had gone still in his lap, the first time Kammler had ever seen him hold anything other than perfectly loose. “It’s that I’ve been telling you both, since the first morning, that whatever this is hasn’t cost me the use of anything. I rather liked being able to say that. I find I don’t currently have it to say any longer, and I don’t know yet what else it’s going to take before it’s finished not letting me say things.”

Voss made a note, and did not, for once, offer him the gentleness he had extended to Hartmann in the same circumstance, and Kammler understood, watching the omission, that Voss had simply run out of a register equal to what he was recording.

By the third morning after the foot, the gap had reached the side of Straub’s face, and it was this, more than either of the two losses before it, that Kammler found he could not watch without a specific, private effort to keep his own composure level with the one Straub was visibly failing to hold onto. The margin ran from somewhere above the ear down past the jaw, and within it, where a cheek and the muscle beneath it should have been, was the same clean, bloodless nothing the rest of him had already shown — except that this time the nothing sat directly beneath a working eye, which blinked, and watered faintly in the cold air of the cell, entirely unsupported by any tissue Kammler’s own eye could locate holding it in its socket.

“Say something,” Voss asked him, gently, and Straub tried, and the words came out correctly formed on the whole side of his mouth that remained and simply did not arrive at all on the side that no longer did, so that half of every sentence reached the room a fraction quieter and a fraction later than the other half, as though two men were speaking the same line out of step with each other.

“That is — considerably harder than it was,” Straub said, and Kammler heard, beneath the strange, doubled cadence of it, the first sound from the man that was unmistakably fear rather than its foundation — not loud, not undignified, but present now in a way it had not been present three days before, the particular fear of a man watching himself disappear by increments and understanding, for the first time, that increments were not the same thing as an ending he could brace for in advance. “I would like to know, if either of you can tell me, how much longer I have before I can no longer ask that question at all.”

“I don’t know,” Voss said, and it was, Kammler thought, the most honest sentence the man had offered in this room since Straub’s trial began. “I wish I could give you an answer that cost you less than the truth does. I don’t have one.”

“Then I’d rather have the truth,” Straub said, “though I’ll admit it costs rather more than I expected it to, now that I’m actually holding it.”

Kammler left the cell that morning without his usual parting instruction, because he found, for once, that he had none left to give that would have meant anything to the man receiving it, and climbed back through the levelled corridor turning over, without wanting to, the particular arithmetic of a programme that had now produced three results and not one survivor equal to describing what the results had cost him.

He was in his office, two hours later, drafting a line for the evacuation manifest that would not hold his attention, when the technician came up without knocking, breathless in a way the man’s usual composure made considerably more alarming than the words that followed it.

“Herr Obergruppenführer. Dr. Voss asked me to fetch you directly, and to tell you plainly rather than soften it on the stairs.” The technician said it the way a man delivers a report he has rehearsed twice already on the way up and still does not trust himself to deliver well. “Subject Rabe. There’s — considerably less of him than there was an hour ago, sir. Dr. Voss thought you’d want to see it yourself, while there’s still something left to see.”

Kammler went down at a pace he did not generally permit himself inside the site’s own corridors, and found Voss standing at the chair’s side with the particular still, careful blankness of a man who had already decided, in the time it took Kammler to arrive, exactly how much of his own reaction he intended to allow the room to see. The restraint chair held, now, considerably less than a man — the straps that had once crossed a chest closed now around a narrower remainder that ended, on the left, somewhere above where a hip had been that morning, and on the right, at a shoulder with nothing hanging from it at all, no arm, no sleeve, no cuff, simply the strap resting against the last intact edge of him and holding position around the shape he no longer filled. Above the ruin of the rest of him, entirely undamaged, entirely his own, Straub’s head sat upright against the chair’s headrest, breathing, blinking, and — when Kammler came fully into view — speaking.

“Herr Obergruppenführer.” The voice came out level, and Kammler understood, hearing the levelness, precisely how much it was costing the man to produce it. “I find myself in the peculiar position of not knowing quite where to direct my attention, sir, given how little of me there currently is to direct it with. I would ask you not to look away on my account. I think I would rather be looked at, just now, than have the room decide for me that I’ve become something no longer worth looking at.”

“I’m not looking away,” Kammler said, and did not, though the effort of it cost him more than he had expected any single instruction to a subject to cost him across the whole of this programme.

“Thank you, sir.” Straub’s eyes moved, once, towards where his own hands should have been, and found nothing there to look at, and returned, evenly, to Kammler’s face. “I want to say, while I still have the shape to say it in, that I’m frightened. I’ve tried, the last three days, to find the calm I had at the start of this, and I can’t presently locate it. I don’t think it’s gone because anything hurts. I think it’s gone because I’ve run out of enough of myself to hold it in.” He said it without any of the performance a lesser man might have reached for, the plain, unguarded honesty of someone reporting a final, difficult fact because the alternative was leaving it unreported. “I would like it known, whatever remains of me to know it by, that I volunteered for this honestly, and that I am not, even now, sorry I did. I would simply like someone to have heard me say, before there’s no one left to say it, that I was afraid at the end, and that I would rather you knew that than believe I went through it as easily as I managed to look, most days.”

“It will be known,” Kammler said, and found his own voice had gone unsteady in a way he had not permitted it to go unsteady since he was a very young man, “exactly as you’ve said it. Plainly. Not smoothed for anyone’s comfort.”

Straub held his eyes a moment longer, and something in his face eased, fractionally, the particular relief of a man who had said the one thing he most needed said and found, having said it, that the fear underneath it had not lessened but had at least stopped, for the moment, being carried alone. He did not speak again. Kammler stood with him a while longer, because it seemed the only remaining thing he could actually give the man, and it was Voss, eventually, who touched his arm and said, very quietly, that there was nothing further either of them could usefully do standing in this room, and that a man deserved, whatever else this programme owed him, not to have his last hour turned into an audience for two officers who had run out of anything left to ask him.

They left a technician posted at the glass, with instructions to fetch them the moment anything further changed, and it was less than an hour later that the summons came, and this time neither of them went down at all, because Voss, reading the technician’s report at the office door, said only, in a voice entirely without its usual composure, that there was no longer a reason to.

There was no body. There was no stain. There was, in the technician’s careful account, only the restraint chair itself, straps closed now around nothing whatsoever, holding the shape of a man who was no longer present in any part sufficient to be called one, and a room gone otherwise exactly as ordinary and exactly as empty as it had been before Anselm Straub had ever been brought into it.

Voss requested permission to photograph the chair for the file, and Kammler, for reasons he did not examine closely enough to put into the refusal, said no.

He worked late that evening on the evacuation logistics, because the front had not paused for the morning’s events any more than it had paused for anything else this month, and found the figures held him even less well than they generally did, the columns of crates and priority manifests sliding, more than once, into the memory of a head speaking levelly above a chair that no longer held a body to match it. He did not think, working, of the sound behind his own teeth or the numbness that occasionally found his fingers, both of which had visited him again twice this week without his troubling to mention either occurrence to anyone, including himself in any register more serious than a note filed and set aside.

Voss came to find him past midnight, when the corridor outside the office had gone quiet enough that Kammler had assumed the day’s business finished, and stood in the doorway a moment before he spoke, in the particular stillness Kammler had learned, across two years, to read as the shape of a man who had been sitting alone with something for longer than he’d let on and had finally decided the sitting alone had gone on long enough.

“I spent the evening laying Straub’s readings against the full run of his file, Herr Obergruppenführer, the way I generally do once a trial closes, so the record shows a complete picture rather than a scattered one.” Voss said it carefully, and there was, beneath the care, something Kammler had not heard from the man before, not in two years, not across Brandt’s death or Hartmann’s collapse or anything this valley had shown either of them since. “I compared his baseline against the two other men’s, as I always do. And then, because the pattern troubled me enough that I wanted a fourth point to test it against, I compared it against yours as well. Your last full physical, Herr Obergruppenführer. Fourteen months ago, though I understand it feels considerably longer ago than that to you.”

“And.”

Voss did not answer immediately, and Kammler watched him choose, visibly, how much of what he had found he was prepared to say aloud tonight rather than carry a while longer the way he had plainly been carrying it since the report came up from the cell.

“I’d rather finish being certain before I say it badly,” Voss said finally, “and I find I am not yet certain enough to trust my own voice with it tonight. I’ll come to you properly, Herr Obergruppenführer, once I’ve earned the right to say it plainly rather than half-formed. I wanted you to know only that I mean to. Soon. Not indefinitely.”

He left before Kammler could ask him to stay and say the rest of it regardless, and Kammler sat a long while afterward with the day’s correspondence still squared in front of him, untouched, turning over the particular, cold shape of a sentence Voss had not yet finished being brave enough to say, and finding, for the first time in two years of trusting the man’s caution without question, that he was no longer entirely certain he wanted to.
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  Measured Data

Voss asked for the meeting in writing rather than in person, a folded note delivered by hand rather than left with the day’s ordinary correspondence, and the request itself — a private hour, Herr Obergruppenführer, at your earliest convenience rather than mine, and I would ask that we not be interrupted — carried enough of its own weight that Kammler cleared the whole of the following morning for it without asking why, on the settled principle that a man who had spent two years asking for nothing beyond the ordinary shape of his job had earned the courtesy of being taken at his word when he finally asked for something outside it.

Voss arrived on time, which he generally did, and closed the office door himself rather than let Kammler’s adjutant do it, which he generally didn’t, and set a slim folder on the desk with a care that told Kammler, before a single page had been opened, that the folder was heavier than its thinness suggested.

“I told you, the night Straub’s file closed, that I meant to come to you properly rather than half-formed. I’ve spent the days since making certain I wasn’t.” Voss said it without sitting, which was itself its own small departure from habit. “I would ask you to hear the whole of it before you answer any part of it, Herr Obergruppenführer. I don’t say that to manage you. I say it because I think the shape only holds together if it’s seen whole, and I’ve watched myself want to soften it piece by piece every time I’ve rehearsed saying it aloud.”

“I’ve cleared the morning for exactly that,” Kammler said, and found, saying it, that some part of him had already begun the private, disciplined work of preparing for a report before the report had actually arrived — a habit he generally trusted and had, twice now this month, in a corridor after Hartmann and again after Straub, found himself unable to fully put down. “Show me.”

Voss opened the folder and laid the first sheet flat, a hand-ruled chart Kammler recognised at once as the same format Voss used for every subject’s cumulative readings — reflex latency along one axis, days along the other, a line climbing in the particular smooth, deliberate curve of a body improving faster than a body should. “Hartmann’s reflex curve, first fortnight.” He set a second sheet beside it, the line on it climbing at nearly the same gradient. “Straub’s, same measure, same span.” A third sheet, and Kammler felt something in his chest go very still before Voss had said a single word to explain it — not because the line matched the two beside it, which it plainly did not, rising at perhaps a third of their rate and nowhere near their eventual height, but because the shape of it was unmistakably the same shape, the same smooth, sustained departure from a flat baseline that no ordinary month of a man’s life should have produced at all.

“Whose is the third.”

“Yours, Herr Obergruppenführer. Drawn from the fortnightly bloods you’ve had done since you mandated the monitoring, and the reflex and grip figures the same programme requires of every vault-cleared officer. I’ve run it exactly as I’d run any subject’s file, against the same instruments, calibrated the same week.” Voss said it steadily, and Kammler heard, beneath the steadiness, the same effort Straub had spent holding his own composure level against a body no longer entirely cooperating with the attempt. “I want to be plain that I did not go looking for this. I went looking for a fourth data point to test my unease against, expecting it to disprove the unease rather than confirm it. It did not disprove it. It climbs at a fraction of theirs, which I’d ask you not to read as reassurance. A smaller, slower climb is exactly what I’d expect from ambient exposure rather than a procedure seated directly in the marrow. The shape troubles me a great deal more than the shallowness of it comforts me.”

Kammler looked at the three lines a long moment, and found the first, most immediate response arriving in him exactly where he generally trusted it to arrive — not alarm, but the cool, practised instinct of a man accustomed to interrogating a result before crediting it. “Three curves of the same shape, at three considerably different heights, tells me three men experienced three different things, not one thing measured three times. Hartmann and Straub received a direct procedure, seated in the marrow by design. I received nothing by design at all. The difference in magnitude is exactly what I’d expect if the difference in cause is the real story here, and the resemblance in shape is coincidence dressed up to look like more than it is.”

“That was my own first objection to myself, and I gave it a full day before I let it go, because the magnitude is precisely what argues against coincidence rather than for it.” Voss did not sound defensive, only tired, the particular tiredness of a man who had already fought this argument alone in his own head and lost. “If the three of you had nothing in common but bad luck, I’d expect no relationship at all between how much material a man was exposed to and how far his curve climbed — Straub’s direct dose producing Straub’s height, and your ambient exposure producing noise, unconnected to either. Instead I find a graduated response. The heaviest, most direct exposure produces the largest effect. The lightest, most indirect exposure produces the smallest version of the identical shape. That isn’t the signature of three coincidences, Herr Obergruppenführer. That’s the signature of one dose-response relationship, measured at three different doses.”

“Instruments drift. Calibration slips. A dozen mundane explanations sit between three similar curves and the one you’re reaching for.” Kammler said it with less conviction than he’d have liked the sentence to carry, and heard the thinness of it even as he offered it, the particular hollow sound of an argument built for the comfort of making it rather than the strength of surviving scrutiny.

“I recalibrated the reflex apparatus myself, twice, once before I trusted the pattern and once after, specifically to rule out exactly that.” Voss produced a fourth sheet, smaller, a simple table rather than a chart. “Grip strength, tested on a separate instrument entirely, shows the same climb across the same three men in the same span. Two independent instruments agreeing is a harder coincidence to file under drift than one instrument alone would be.”

“Or a man who has spent a month watching two subjects decline reads their pattern into a third set of figures without meaning to. You’ve been closer to Hartmann’s collapse and Straub’s than I have, Voss. A trained eye can still find what it expects to find, in a column of numbers as readily as anywhere else.” Kammler offered it carefully, aware even as he said it that the objection did the man across the desk more credit than it did the argument, and found, watching Voss’s face, that he had already anticipated this one too.

“I considered that the most dangerous possibility of the four, which is why I had the reflex figures transcribed onto a blank ledger, unlabelled, by a clerk with no knowledge of whose numbers he was copying, before I ever sat down to compare them myself.” Voss produced a final slip, a plain column of figures with nothing beside them but a letter — A, B, C — to distinguish one man’s readings from another’s. “I matched the letters back to the names only after I’d drawn my own conclusions from the blind copy. The pattern held before I knew which line was yours, Herr Obergruppenführer. I’d rather you see that I built the test to catch my own bias before I let myself trust the result, than simply take my word that I’d thought to.”

Kammler read the table, and found the numbers arranged themselves in his mind with the same unwelcome clarity three separate charts had already shown him, and reached, because it was the only avenue of retreat still open to him, for the explanation that required nothing of the material and everything of the man. “Stress. Fatigue. A site under evacuation pressure produces exactly the adrenal response that would elevate reflex and grip figures across any three men working under it, myself included. You’ve measured a front closing on this valley, Voss, not a material.”

“I considered that as well, and it very nearly held, until I laid the timing against it properly.” Voss’s voice had not once, through any of this, taken on the shape of a man proving a point rather than reporting one, and Kammler found the restraint of it considerably harder to argue against than triumph would have been. “The evacuation pressure began the day the offensive signal reached us. Your own curve begins its climb considerably earlier than that — weeks earlier, by the fortnightly record, back into a period when this site’s greatest available stress was an underperforming drilling schedule. Stress explains a spike. It doesn’t explain a climb that predates the stress it’s meant to be caused by.”

Kammler sat with that longer than he had permitted himself to sit with any single fact since the war began, and found, in the silence, that his mind had gone, without his direction, to a wireless set two rooms away receiving nothing at all, and to the particular, cold-seeming numbness that occasionally found the ends of his fingers on a long morning, and to a sound behind his own teeth he had noted once, weeks ago, walking back from Hartmann’s cell, and dismissed, in the same breath, as the ordinary complaint of a tired man’s jaw.

“Say the rest of it,” Kammler said, because it seemed, watching Voss’s careful, unhappy face, considerably less costly to hear the remainder plainly than to make the man work towards it in stages.

“The wireless in the teeth. A static, no words in it, that Brandt reported first and that I logged as non-critical because I had nothing else to measure it against.” Voss said each item with the flat, deliberate spacing of a man reading a charge sheet rather than reciting it from memory, though Kammler understood, watching him, that he had not needed to consult a single note to produce any of it. “The shapes at the edge of vision that resolve into nothing when the head turns to look at them directly — Hartmann’s account, filed the same way, for the same reason. The healing. A cut that closes in a night rather than a week, which I noted first in Brandt’s forearm and have since watched, more quietly, in cuts that never made it into any file at all because the man holding them never thought them worth reporting.”

Kammler found himself, hearing the list assembled properly for the first time rather than scattered across three separate months and three separate files, doing the specific, unwelcome arithmetic of a man recognising his own hand in a ledger he had believed, until this morning, belonged entirely to other men. The tingling that had found his fingers in Voss’s own office the day Hartmann’s page went strange, and again in the corridor the morning he’d learned of Straub’s foot, both times dismissed as the ordinary cold of a poorly heated passage. The sound behind his teeth, walked off as fatigue. A shaving cut, a fortnight past, that he recalled now with a clarity he had not troubled to give it at the time, closed and faded to nothing by the following evening when a cut of that depth had no reasonable business closing inside a week. And once, alone in this same office past midnight, a shape at the edge of the window’s reflection that had resolved, when he turned to look at it properly, into nothing but the ordinary dark of an empty room — filed at the time as a tired man’s eyes playing a tired man’s trick on him, precisely the same private, dismissive phrase Hartmann’s own file used, in Voss’s hand, for the same complaint.

“The shape at the window,” Kammler said, and found the sentence had left him before he’d properly decided to volunteer it, the particular involuntary honesty of a man who had run out of room to keep something back once every other room had already given way. “Some weeks ago. I didn’t think it worth mentioning to anyone, including myself in any register more serious than a note filed and set aside.”

“Then I’d like it in the file now, in your own words, exactly as you’ve just given it to me,” Voss said, quietly, and there was nothing of triumph in the request, only the same careful, unhappy thoroughness he had brought to everything else this morning.

“I filed Brandt’s static as trivial,” Kammler said, and heard his own voice arrive flatter than he had meant it to, “because a wireless operator complains of noise in his teeth and a rational man writes it down as nerves before he writes it down as anything stranger. I filed my own the same way, for the same reason, without once thinking to lay the two files beside each other.”

“Nor did I, Herr Obergruppenführer, for considerably longer than I’m comfortable admitting to you now. I had your numbers in front of me at every fortnightly review for months, and I read them as a superior’s clean bill of health rather than as data, because I had already decided, before I ever looked at the page, what the page was permitted to tell me.” Voss said it with the particular unflinching honesty of a man determined to take his own share of the failure rather than let Kammler shoulder the whole discovery of it alone. “I don’t offer that as an excuse. I offer it because I think you’re entitled to know that this wasn’t concealed from you by anyone’s design. It was simply not looked at properly, by either of us, until a third man’s chair held nothing where a man had been sitting an hour before, and forced the looking.”

Kammler reached for the chart again, the three curves climbing in their patient, parallel lines, and found himself running, almost against his own will, through every explanation he had offered across the last quarter hour — coincidence, instrument drift, stress, fatigue — and finding each of them, laid a second time against the specific, accumulating weight of the evidence, considerably thinner than it had sounded in the moment of reaching for it. A man could argue with a feeling. He had built a career, and a considerable portion of a character, on the specific discipline of arguing with feelings until they either produced evidence or dissolved under the demand for it. He found he did not currently know how a man was meant to argue with a chart.

“Run it again,” he said, because it was the only instruction he currently trusted himself to give, and heard, giving it, that his voice had gone quieter than the room strictly required. “Independently. A different instrument again if one exists that we haven’t already used, and a different pair of hands drawing the blood, so that no one can say afterward that the same tired man read the same tired numbers into existence.”

“I’ll have it run again by morning, with Ulrich drawing rather than myself, on the reserve apparatus we’ve never yet calibrated against the primary.” Voss gathered the sheets, slowly, and did not immediately leave, standing instead a moment longer with the particular stillness of a man who had said the hardest part of what he’d come to say and found the room no easier to be standing in for having finally said it. “I would rather be wrong about this than right, Herr Obergruppenführer, more than I have wanted almost anything else since I came to this posting. I want that said plainly, before I go, whatever the second run eventually shows either of us.”

“One further thing, before you do.” Kammler said it as Voss reached the door, because the question had been sitting with him since the third chart first went down and he found he would rather ask it plainly than let it wait for a morning that might arrive with less patience left over for asking it at all. “You’ve had the same exposure I have. Longer, if anything — you’ve handled the raw material directly for two years in a way my own rank has only recently obliged me to. Where is your own curve in this comparison.”

Voss stood in the doorway a moment without answering, and Kammler watched something move behind the man’s careful composure that he could not immediately name, though he recognised, watching it, that it was not simple honesty struggling to find its next sentence, but something closer to a man deciding, in real time, how much of an answer the question actually required of him. “I haven’t run it, Herr Obergruppenführer. I wanted to be certain of the pattern on data that wasn’t my own before I went looking at data that was.” He said it evenly enough that the sentence very nearly passed as the whole of the answer, and Kammler, watching him go, found himself noting, in the same careful place he generally reserved for facts that would need weighing later rather than acted on immediately, that a man who tested everyone else’s numbers twice before he trusted them had offered no date, no instrument, no plan at all for when he intended to test his own.

Voss let the silence stand after that, and gathered the folder, and left him alone with the three charts still spread across the desk exactly where he had set them.

Kammler sat with the numbers a long while after the door had closed, turning the objections over a final time in the same disciplined, methodical order he had raised them aloud, and found each one, examined without an audience left to perform the examining for, exactly as thin as it had sounded the first time Voss had answered it. The curves did not care what he told himself about them. They held their shape regardless of the explanation he offered, patient and unmoved, three lines of one unmistakable pattern climbing at three different, honestly graduated speeds towards a conclusion he had spent a career training himself to trust above any feeling, any superstition, any comfortable story a tired man might otherwise have reached for.

He was, by his own oldest and most settled conviction, a man who believed in what could be measured over what could only be felt. The numbers had just measured him.

He thought, sitting with that, of two years’ worth of mornings spent walking a levelled corridor he had told himself, each time, he was merely inspecting rather than visiting, two years of blood drawn from his own arm on the same fortnightly schedule he had mandated for everyone else’s protection and had never once, until this morning, thought to apply to his own case with the same rigour he demanded of every other file that crossed his desk. A rational man built his rationalism to survive exactly this kind of morning, or it was not rationalism at all, only a comfortable story a clever man told himself about the kind of man he was. He did not yet know which of the two he had actually been. He suspected, folding the charts closed with hands that held, for now, entirely steady, that the second run Voss had promised him by morning would not leave him the comfort of wondering much longer.
The Turn

Voss brought the second run himself, a little after seven the next morning, and did not sit, and did not open the folder he carried before he’d said the whole of what he’d come to say, in the particular careful order Kammler understood, watching him, as a man determined not to let the good news of a rigorous method soften the bad news of what the method had actually found.

“Ulrich drew the blood. The reserve apparatus, calibrated fresh against a control sample rather than against yesterday’s readings. I was not in the room for either.” Voss set the folder down, closed, and did not immediately open it. “The pattern held, Herr Obergruppenführer. Independently drawn, independently measured, independently read by a technician who had no idea whose sample he was running until I told him afterward. I’d rather you hear that plainly before you see the numbers themselves, so you know the numbers aren’t asking to be trusted on their own account alone.”

“Then I don’t need to see them to know what they’ll say.” Kammler said it evenly, and found the sentence cost him considerably less than he’d expected it to, the particular flat relief of a man arriving, finally, at a fact he no longer had the energy to keep arguing with. “Leave the folder. I’d rather sit with it alone than watch you watch me read it.”

Voss set it down properly this time, and lingered a moment at the door with the same unresolved stillness he had carried out of the office the evening before, and Kammler, watching him hesitate, found himself expecting, for a moment, that the man might finally say the thing he had twice now declined to say. He did not. “I’ll be in the laboratory the rest of the morning, if you want me for anything,” he said instead, and left, and Kammler sat alone with the folder unopened in front of him for some while before he found he was ready to open it at all.

He ran the objections one final time, in the same disciplined order he had raised them aloud the day before, because a fact examined only once, however thoroughly, was a fact a tired man could still privately suspect he had examined badly. Coincidence. Instrument drift. Observer bias, however carefully Voss had built his blind test against it. Stress, fatigue, the ordinary adrenal cost of a site closing itself down under a front that grew louder by the week. Each explanation arrived in him exactly as thin as it had arrived the day before, and each one, tested a second time without an audience left to perform the testing for, dissolved a little faster than it had the first time, the specific diminishing return of an argument a man no longer entirely believed even while he was still making it.

It was the memory, more than the numbers, that finally closed the question, and it arrived on him unbidden, the way memories generally did when a man had spent a long career filing them somewhere just short of examined. The command post, the evening after Brandt’s field trial, the ground below finally raked back into something that would pass, by morning, for ordinary winter earth. A sound behind his own teeth, thin and wordless, that he had noticed only once the wireless equipment had been properly packed away and could no longer be blamed for producing it. Brandt’s own file, read and reread that same week: I can hear something. In my teeth, not my ears. Like a wireless, between stations. He had held the two facts in his hands that evening — his own sensation, the dead man’s identical description of it — and had set them down again, deliberately, separately, on the entirely rational grounds that he had not undergone Brandt’s procedure, had not been drilled, dosed, driven through cycles of current strong enough to arch a man’s spine against restraints, and that a coincidence of language was not evidence of a shared cause in a man whose body had received nothing whatsoever to cause it.

There had been the shapes as well, he remembered now, turning the evening over more thoroughly than he had ever once permitted himself to turn it over at the time — a movement at the edge of a room that resolved, whenever he turned to look at it properly, into nothing but the ordinary furniture of whatever room he happened to be sitting in. He had noticed it perhaps three or four times across the past year, always briefly, always dismissed in the same half-second it took to turn his head, and had never once thought to write any of them down, because a thing gone the instant a man looked at it directly did not feel, in the moment, like a thing worth troubling a file with. Hartmann had described exactly the same movement, in exactly the same terms, in the transcript Voss had shown him weeks ago. He had read Hartmann’s account and felt, at the time, a clean, professional pity for a young man’s mind coming apart under pressure the file wasn’t equipped to describe more precisely. He understood now that he had been reading his own future back to himself in another man’s handwriting, and had not recognised it, because recognising it would have cost him something he had not yet been willing to pay.

He understood now, sitting with the folder Voss had left him, precisely how much work that rationalisation had been doing, and precisely how little of it had actually held. He had not needed Brandt’s procedure to receive Brandt’s exposure. He had needed only two years of a corridor he told himself he was merely inspecting, a bare hand rested once on a containment lattice he had never once troubled to glove himself against, an ampoule handled ungloved before a trial began because gloves were, in his own long-held estimation, a junior officer’s precaution rather than a superior’s necessity. The tremor in his hand that evening, walked off as a tired man’s unsteadiness. The fatigue, walked off as the ordinary cost of a difficult day. He had filed his own file, that night, under the same comfortable heading he had filed Brandt’s — side effects, non-critical — and had done it not because the evidence supported the filing, but because the alternative was a conclusion he had not yet been ready to survive.

He was ready now, whether readiness was a thing a man ever genuinely arrived at rather than simply ran out of room to keep deferring.

There was, in the numbers themselves, when he finally opened the folder and made himself read them properly rather than merely confirm that they existed, one fact he found himself turning over with something closer to relief than the rest of the morning had offered him anywhere else. His own curve, set beside Hartmann’s and Straub’s, climbed at a fraction of their rate, and had reached, in two years of chronic exposure, scarcely a third of the height either man’s had reached inside a matter of weeks under direct procedure. It was not nothing. He made himself hold that plainly, without flinching from it the way he had flinched from the sound behind his teeth for the better part of a year. But it was not, either, the same clock Hartmann had run on, or the same clock that had taken Straub apart in pieces over a fortnight. A slower dose, sustained across a longer exposure, might reasonably be expected to produce a slower unfolding of whatever this eventually became — weeks, perhaps months, where the two direct subjects had been given only days. He did not know that this was true. He found, examining the hope honestly, that he wanted it to be true rather more than the data alone entitled him to believe it, and he permitted himself the want regardless, on the practical grounds that a man facing an unmeasured amount of remaining time was a man who could still usefully plan, where a man facing none at all could only wait.

The planning, once he let himself begin it, arrived with an ease that troubled him more than the numbers had. If he had weeks rather than days — and he made himself hold the qualifier honestly, if, rather than let the hope harden prematurely into a certainty the data hadn’t earned him — then the front’s own collapsing timeline and his own, private and unspoken, were no longer necessarily running at the same speed. Berlin wanted a result before the war reached this valley. Berlin’s timeline, and the site’s, had always been the same timeline, the only timeline Kammler had spent two years serving without once asking whether it was also his own. It occurred to him now, turning the folder’s numbers over a final time, that the two clocks had just come apart, quietly, in a way neither Berlin nor the front had any way of knowing about, and that a man who understood his own clock ran differently from the institution’s had, for the first time in a career built on serving that institution without much private reservation, something worth calculating for that the institution’s own interests did not automatically cover.

He did not yet know what that calculation would ask of him. He understood only that it existed now, as a fact rather than a temptation, and that a rational man did not pretend a fact out of existence merely because he had not yet decided what to do with it. He found himself, turning it over, doing the same quiet inventory a man does when he first understands a journey will be longer than the supplies he packed for it — not yet a plan, nothing so definite as that, only the beginning of a private ledger running alongside the programme’s own, tallying what this valley held that a man in his particular, narrowing position might reasonably want to have set aside before the valley itself stopped being his to draw from.

It was turning the whole of the last two days over, in the particular unhurried way a man reassembled a picture he had previously only owned in fragments, that he found himself circling back, more than once, to the single loose thread Voss had left him the evening before and had not, this morning, offered to tie off. You’ve had the same exposure I have. Longer, if anything. He had asked the question plainly, and Voss had answered it with a sentence that had, on the surface, sounded like the whole of an answer and had, on reflection, contained nothing of one at all — no date for his own comparison, no instrument named, no plan volunteered for when the man who tested everyone else’s numbers twice before trusting them intended to test his own. Kammler did not, turning it over now, arrive at anything so definite as suspicion. Voss had given him no reason across two years to expect concealment, and a man who had just spent two straight days building blind tests specifically to catch his own bias was not, on the available evidence, a man currently practising deception of any kind. But the absence sat with him regardless, the particular small, unresolved weight of a question a careful man had not yet answered and had, when asked directly, visibly chosen his next sentence rather than simply produced it. He filed the observation the way he filed most things that would need weighing later rather than acted on immediately, and found, filing it, that it was the first thing in two years he had ever filed about Voss specifically, rather than about the programme the two of them jointly served.

He sat a long while longer with the folder closed again in front of him, the morning’s grey light climbing slowly up the wall opposite without ever quite reaching a brightness he would have called daylight, and found the shape of the last two days settling, finally, into something he could hold at arm’s length rather than continue turning over from every angle at once. Berlin wanted a result. Berlin had always wanted a result, and had never once, in two years of requisitions and inquiries and increasingly impatient signals, asked what the result might cost the man delivering it, because the office three hundred kilometres away had never had cause to imagine that the cost might fall on him rather than on the volunteers whose files he’d signed. He understood now, with a clarity that arrived less like a decision than like a fact simply completing itself, that Berlin’s interests and his own had, at some point across the last two days, quietly stopped being the same interests, and that no one in Berlin would ever be told the exact hour the divergence had occurred, because no one in Berlin had any way of knowing it had occurred at all.

He would go on serving the programme, because a front collapsing on three sides gave him, for the present, no meaningfully different choice, and because two years of discipline did not simply switch itself off the morning a man learned an uncomfortable fact about his own body. But he found, sitting with the decision once he had finally let himself reach it, that he had also decided something else alongside it, quieter and considerably less negotiable than the first — that whatever this valley eventually asked of him, whatever it cost him in the weeks or months the shallower curve might or might not actually grant him, he did not intend to go into it with nothing of his own to show for the asking. Berlin could have its result. He intended, from this morning forward, to see to it that he had something as well, and that the seeing-to-it was a calculation he made for himself, carefully, the way he made every other calculation that mattered, rather than a thing he simply allowed to happen to him the way it had already happened to Brandt, and to Hartmann, and to a mechanic named Straub who had asked, at the very end, only that someone remember he had been afraid.
Berlin’s Order

The signal that ended the question reached Kammler’s desk a little after five in the morning, ahead of the light and ahead of the courier’s own explanation for arriving at that hour, and he read it standing, as he had read every signal this valley had sent him worth reading standing for.

SOVIET FORCES HAVE CROSSED THE ODER IN STRENGTH STOP BRESLAU GARRISON CUT OFF AND EXPECTED TO HOLD ONLY AS AN ENCIRCLED POSITION STOP ALL INSTALLATIONS WITHIN THE OWL MOUNTAINS SECTOR TO COMMENCE FULL EVACUATION AND DEMOLITION IMMEDIATELY STOP NOTHING OF VALUE TO BE LEFT INTACT FOR ENEMY OCCUPATION STOP CONFIRM RECEIPT AND TIMELINE BY RETURN

He read it a second time, more slowly, and found the second reading changed nothing in it, which was itself a kind of answer — a signal a man could argue with on a first pass sometimes softened on inspection, and this one had not softened at all, had simply sat on the page being exactly as absolute the second time as the first. Six weeks ago a signal like this would have arrived to him as a distant contingency, the kind of order a careful administrator filed and refined against and hoped never to actually need. It arrived this morning as a deadline with a date roughly the shape of next week attached to it, and Kammler found himself doing the specific, immediate arithmetic of a man converting a strategic collapse into a schedule, the same arithmetic he had done the morning the offensive first broke, except that the valley between then and now had shrunk from something he was managing to something that was very nearly managing him.

The telephone line to Breslau held long enough, when he tried it an hour later, for a liaison officer’s voice to confirm in person what the signal had already told him in writing, thin and static-broken across a connection that clearly would not hold much longer.

“Herr Obergruppenführer. I’ve been asked to confirm the order stands exactly as sent, and to add nothing to it that might read, later, as discretion you weren’t given.” The voice was young, and tired in the particular way Kammler recognised from his own mirror most mornings now, a man reading from a script he had probably delivered to four other sites already this week. “Berlin’s position is that Anlage Sóboń represents two years of investment Berlin cannot afford to hand the Soviets intact, whatever that investment eventually turns out to have been worth. Destroy what cannot be moved. Move what can be moved to the fallback coordinates already on file. You have, by my own reckoning rather than anything I’ve been authorised to promise you, perhaps a week before the question stops being yours to manage at all.”

“A week.” Kammler said it flatly, testing the word’s weight against the one he’d been privately, provisionally allowing himself since the morning Voss brought him the second run — weeks, perhaps, where Hartmann and Straub had been given only days. Berlin’s week and his own body’s week were not, he understood, hearing the number said aloud by someone else, necessarily the same week at all, and the small, cold relief of that distinction arrived in him before he had properly decided whether relief was the honest word for it.

“A week, Herr Obergruppenführer, and I’d treat it as an optimistic one.” The line crackled, dropped, and returned. “I don’t envy you the demolition side of it. I understand this site was never an easy one to explain in a signal, and I don’t intend to ask you to explain it in one now. Berlin wants confirmation it’s gone. Berlin does not, this week, particularly want to know what it was.”

“It will be gone.” Kammler said it with the particular certainty of a man answering the one part of the question he currently had a genuine answer for. “The gallery system is bored through rock that will collapse cleanly if the charges are placed against the right load-bearing points, and I trained as an engineer before I was ever anything else. Whatever else this week costs me, the demolition itself is not the part I’m short on confidence about.”

“Then you’re better placed than most of the men I’ve made this call to already.” The officer’s voice had, for the first time, something in it that read as genuine rather than scripted, the small, tired relief of a man hearing a problem land on a desk actually equipped to solve it. “Most of them ask me how. You’re the first this week who’s told me he already knows.”

“Understood. You’ll have my confirmation within the hour, and a timeline within the day.” Kammler said it in the flat, closing register he used for a conversation he had already extracted everything useful from, and found the officer, on the other end, plainly grateful to be released from a call that had cost him more than the script strictly required.

He set the receiver down and sat a while with both documents in front of him — the signal, and the single page of notes he’d made across the call — and found the morning’s genuine work only beginning now that the order itself had stopped being a question. Destruction was, in its own bloodless way, the easiest half of the instruction. He sketched the gallery system’s rough profile from memory on the back of the officer’s own notes, the particular unhurried confidence of a man returning, after two years of administration, to the one discipline he had trained in before the SS had ever trained him in anything else — the vault chamber’s ceiling load, the storage galleries’ bearing walls, the single narrow throat of tunnel that connected the whole complex to daylight and would, charged correctly, bring the mountain down through its own weight rather than require a charge sized to do the work alone. A demolitions charge against a gallery system this size was engineering, and engineering was a discipline Kammler trusted the way he trusted little else this valley had shown him lately. It was the second half of the order, the part Berlin had phrased so blandly it had nearly slipped past him on the first reading — nothing of value to be left intact — that asked him a question Berlin had not intended to ask and could not have known it was asking.

He understood now, in a way the officer three hundred kilometres away could not possibly share, precisely how much of Sóboń’s value had migrated, over two years, from the site itself into the specific, measurable fact of his own body. The vault would be destroyed. The gallery system would be destroyed. Whatever remained of the raw material after this week’s charges went off would remain nowhere at all, sealed permanently under however many tonnes of rock a demolitions officer judged sufficient to guarantee it. He had spent the last several days learning to hold, provisionally, the hope that his own condition ran slower than Hartmann’s or Straub’s had, that a shallower curve bought him weeks rather than days — and he understood, sitting with Berlin’s order now squared in front of him, that whatever those weeks eventually asked of him, they would ask it of a man with no further access to the one material anyone on this earth had ever managed to extract from that particular rift, once the charges went off and the rock came down on it for good.

A rational man did not simply permit a fact of that size to complete itself around him without asking what he owed himself in response to it. He drew a fresh sheet towards him, and began, in the same flat, cataloguing hand he used for anything that needed doing rather than discussing, a private inventory that bore no resemblance to the evacuation manifest he would need to draft for the file — not crates, not priority routes, not the language of an administrator managing a withdrawal, but a shorter, considerably more specific list. The working stores held perhaps a dozen sealed ampoules of the refined material, prepared months ago for procedures that would now never run, and a further, smaller quantity of the raw ingot itself, dense and faintly luminous and, by Voss’s own account, soft enough to work with ordinary tools rather than anything a fleeing man would need to requisition specially. He wrote down the quantities as plainly as he would have written down crates of any other material the site held, in the same disciplined hand, and found the plainness of the exercise its own small, uncomfortable revelation — a man could apparently itemise the thing that was quietly killing him with exactly the same detachment he itemised everything else, provided he never once let the list’s true purpose arrive at him as anything other than administration. He did not yet write down what he intended to do with the list once it was complete. He found, drafting it, that he did not currently need to know the answer to that in order to know the list itself was worth having.

The question of Voss surfaced only once, sideways, while he was working, and he set it down again as quickly as it had arrived, on the grounds that a man drafting a demolition timeline had no present use for a question that belonged to a later week entirely. Voss would need to run the actual charges against the vault chamber’s structure — no one else on this site understood the material well enough to place them without risking a detonation that took half the mountain down with it before the material itself was properly destroyed, and Kammler was not, this week, prepared to gamble the demolition’s success on anyone less careful than the man who had spent two years learning the rift’s every documented property. Voss, for the present, remained necessary in a way that made the shape of any further question about him entirely academic. What happened to a necessary man, once he stopped being necessary, was a question Kammler filed rather than answered, in the same disciplined place he had learned, across this whole difficult month, to file most things that would need weighing later rather than acted on immediately.

He spent the remainder of the morning on the public half of the order, because the public half could not wait on the private one and because the specific, orderly comfort of drafting something the whole site would read had not entirely deserted him even now. He kept the language plain, deliberately so, on the theory that a staff already exhausted by six months of a demanding programme deserved clarity rather than euphemism about what the coming week would actually require of them.

By order of Berlin, Anlage Sóboń will commence full evacuation effective immediately. Essential material and personnel will withdraw to the designated fallback position according to the priority schedule to follow. All material and installations that cannot be evacuated within the timeline will be destroyed prior to withdrawal. Every member of staff has served this programme with discipline these past two years, and I expect nothing less of you in the days remaining to us. Further instruction will follow as the evacuation proceeds.

He read it back twice, satisfied himself that it told the site everything it needed and nothing it didn’t, and had it posted at the administrative block and read aloud at the labour details’ evening muster within the hour, so that the whole of Sóboń would hear the same plain sentence at roughly the same time rather than let rumour outrun the order and arrive at something considerably less orderly than the truth actually was.

He stood at his own window afterward, watching the first visible ripple of the announcement move through the yard below — a work detail pausing mid-task, a junior officer breaking into a run towards the vehicle pool, the particular, unmistakable stir of an institution beginning, all at once, to dismantle itself in public exactly as it had spent two years quietly building itself in private — and found the sight arriving in him with less feeling than he’d expected an ending of this size to carry. It was, after all, only the shape he had spent his whole career producing on other men’s orders, applied now to a site he happened to have run rather than one he’d merely reported on. He had signed a hundred orders like it, in other postings, for other reasons, and had never once stood at a window afterward wondering what the order itself might be quietly costing him to issue.

He was wondering now. He found, watching the yard, that he did not currently have an honest answer, only the private list still squared on the desk behind him, unfinished, and a week Berlin had given him that he intended, whatever else this evacuation asked of him, to spend at least partly on his own account before it ran out.
The Cache

The vault, on the third day of the evacuation, had become the one room in the whole complex where a man could still expect to work without an audience, because every pair of hands the site could spare had already been given to the gallery’s own dismantling, and the handful still cleared for vault access were occupied, this particular morning, with the far less delicate business of crating instruments two levels up. Kammler had chosen the hour deliberately, the way he chose most things now, and found the door’s familiar, reluctant weight swinging open under his own hand with the same unhurried ease it always had, two years of routine access asking nothing further of him than the ordinary courtesy of turning the wheel himself rather than waiting for someone junior to do it.

He worked methodically, because methodical was the only register he currently trusted himself to work in, and because a man moving quickly through a room like this one was a man inviting exactly the kind of question he had spent the last three days making certain nobody would think to ask. The working stores sat where they had always sat, in the same reinforced case Voss kept meticulously inventoried against the day some future review demanded an accounting — a dozen sealed ampoules of refined material, racked in their padded slots, and beside them the smaller, heavier tray of raw ingot, dense and faintly luminous under the vault’s poor lighting, soft enough under a gloved thumb that Kammler could have marked it with his own nail if he’d been the kind of man who tested things that way.

He took four ampoules, and a quantity of the ingot small enough that its absence would read, to anyone counting quickly, as well within the ordinary variance a two-year programme’s stores generally showed. He handled each piece bare-handed rather than gloved, a small, deliberate lapse in a protocol he had otherwise enforced without exception for two years, and found the choice arriving in him less as carelessness than as a kind of grim, private honesty — a man who had already taken however much this material intended to take from him saw little remaining profit in pretending a glove would still make any material difference to the taking. The familiar cold, faint tingling found his fingertips within a minute, exactly as it always had, and he let it sit there this time rather than dismiss it, the first symptom he had permitted himself to simply feel rather than immediately file. He wrapped the selection in the same padded cloth the case itself was lined with, and set it inside a battered instrument satchel he’d requisitioned from the laboratory stores that morning under his own name, for a reason — transport of sensitive apparatus during evacuation, Herr Obergruppenführer’s personal charge — plain and dull enough that no clerk reading it later would find anything in it worth a second look.

The paper trail took longer than the selection itself, and asked more of him. He drew the vault’s master inventory towards him and worked through it with the same patient thoroughness he brought to any figure that needed to survive a future audit, adjusting four lines rather than deleting them outright, because a deletion invited the specific kind of question a revision generally didn’t — samples retained for continued study pending relocation, he wrote, in his own hand, against each of the four ampoules, and a fifth line, shorter, accounting for the ingot as material consumed in a final round of stability testing he had, in point of fact, never ordered and had no intention of ever being asked to produce results for. It was, he thought, checking the revised figures a final time against the case’s now genuinely lighter weight, a defensible fiction rather than an indefensible one — the kind of adjustment a reasonable auditor, finding it months from now in the wreckage of a programme that no longer existed to answer for itself, would read as administrative untidiness rather than theft, provided nobody thought to look at it too closely while the site itself was still standing to be questioned about it.

He was closing the case when the door’s wheel turned behind him, considerably sooner than he had budgeted for anyone’s return, and he found himself, for the length of a single indrawn breath, doing the same cold, immediate arithmetic he generally reserved for a checkpoint rather than his own vault.

“Herr Obergruppenführer.” The quartermaster sergeant came in with a clipboard already in hand, the particular brisk, harried energy of a man three days into an evacuation who had stopped expecting any part of his day to go as planned. “Forgive the interruption, sir — I’m running the final stores count against the manifest before the case goes on the transport list, and I wanted to confirm the ampoule figure while you were down here rather than chase it through channels later.”

Kammler set the case’s lid down without closing it fully, a small, deliberate act of unconcern he trusted rather more than he trusted the actual steadiness of his own pulse in the moment, and turned to face the man directly, on the settled principle that a superior who met a subordinate’s eyes without hesitation was a superior whose figures were rarely questioned twice.

“The figure stands as logged,” Kammler said, and found his own voice arrive exactly as level as he needed it to, the particular flat, unhurried authority of a man for whom a subordinate’s question had never once, across two years, been permitted to read as an obstacle. “I’ve drawn four for continued study during the relocation. It’s noted in the ledger, dated this morning.”

The sergeant flipped to the relevant page, and Kammler watched him read it, the particular small pause of a man checking a figure against his own private expectation of what it ought to have been, and found the pause stretching a half-second longer than the moment strictly required. “I had the case at sixteen, sir, from the count I ran Tuesday. The ledger shows twelve as of this morning, which tracks with your note here, but I’ll confess Tuesday’s own figure was mine, and I’d rather flag the discrepancy now than have it surface after the transport’s already moved.”

“Tuesday’s count was taken before I drew the four, which is precisely why today’s ledger entry exists — to reconcile exactly the discrepancy you’re now flagging, a full day ahead of your own audit finding it.” Kammler said it without any visible change in register, though he found the specific, cold clarity of the moment settling over him the way it had settled over him twice before in this valley, once watching a soldier’s rifle come level in a treeline and once watching a corporal’s suspicion ease under the weight of a story told plausibly enough to survive it. “I’d commend the thoroughness, Sergeant, rather than apologise for the interruption. A man who catches his own figures out before someone senior has to catch them for him is precisely the kind of discipline this evacuation needs more of, not less. Log it as reconciled, note my name against the four, and move on to the next case. We haven’t the hours to spend on figures that already balance.”

“Understood, sir.” The sergeant made the note, visibly relieved to have the exchange land as commendation rather than correction, and Kammler watched him gather the clipboard and turn back towards the door with the particular unburdened haste of a man who had a dozen further cases still to count before the day allowed him to stop, and found himself, watching the man go, doing the quiet, unwelcome accounting of exactly how easily the whole exchange could have gone otherwise — a sharper question, a demand to see the four ampoules produced and weighed against the ledger’s own figure, a version of this same sergeant who trusted his Tuesday count over a superior’s Thursday correction. It had not gone otherwise. Kammler understood, watching the door swing shut behind the man, that the margin between the version that had happened and the version that hadn’t was considerably narrower than he found comfortable to sit with, and that he would not have a second sergeant’s worth of luck to spend if the first questioner had simply been less inclined to accept an explanation delivered with sufficient authority behind it.

He finished securing the case alone, working now with the particular heightened care of a man who had just been reminded, plainly, that competence and discretion were not the same virtue, and that a programme two years deep in the second had just shown him, in the space of ninety seconds, exactly how thin the first could still run underneath it. The satchel went into his own quarters rather than the transport pool, logged under his name as personal effects, which was, he reflected, closing his own door on it at last, very nearly the only entirely honest word he had used all morning.

It was turning the morning over afterward, alone at his desk with the evacuation’s ordinary business still waiting for him in stacks he had not yet found the attention to properly address, that his mind arrived, as it had arrived with increasing regularity across the past several days, at the question he had been filing rather than answering since the morning Berlin’s order first reached him. Voss knew. Voss had built the very comparison that had shown Kammler his own condition in the first place, had drawn the charts, matched the letters, laid the numbers side by side with a rigour that left no honest reading of them ambiguous. Voss knew, too, in a way even Kammler himself did not yet fully hold, what the material actually was — not merely its measurable effects, which the fortnightly bloods had made plain enough to both of them, but whatever deeper account Voss’s own two years of study had given him, the account Kammler had never once pressed for because he had never once needed it, back when the material’s origin had still been institutional colour rather than a fact with his own name quietly attached to it.

A man who knew that much, and who would shortly be leaving this valley alongside every other survivor of its collapse, was not a loose end in the ordinary sense the word generally carried in this line of work — not a witness to be managed through reassignment and a quiet word about consequences, the way the sixth support-team man had been managed after Brandt’s field trial. Voss was the one man alive who could describe, with precision, exactly what Kammler had become and exactly what four stolen ampoules in a requisitioned instrument satchel were actually for. He thought, turning it over, of Voss’s own face across the desk the morning of the three charts, the particular unhappy honesty of a man who had built a blind test specifically to catch his own bias before he trusted a result — a man that thorough did not stop being thorough merely because the surrounding war had entered its final week, and a thoroughness like that, turned eventually towards the question of where Kammler himself had disappeared to and why, was not a thing four ampoules and a head start could be relied upon to outrun indefinitely. Berlin would ask questions, eventually, about a site destroyed and a commanding officer unaccounted for. A survivor who could answer those questions honestly, however loyally he had served up to the very last week of the programme, was a survivor Kammler found he could no longer afford to imagine surviving alongside him.

He sat with the thought a long while, turning it the way he turned any conclusion he had not yet fully permitted himself to reach, and found it, examined from every angle he generally trusted to test a decision properly, offering him nothing to argue against beyond the plain, private cost of what the conclusion would ask him to do to a man who had, whatever else this valley had made of both of them, never once in two years given him genuine cause for anything but trust. The cost did not change the arithmetic. He had learned that lesson properly, at last, somewhere in the last difficult week — that a fact’s cost to a man’s conscience was not the same measure as a fact’s truth, and that he had spent considerably too long, across this whole programme, mistaking the first for a reasonable excuse to keep ignoring the second.

Voss could not be allowed to leave this site knowing what he knew. Kammler did not yet know how, or precisely when, in the compressed handful of days the evacuation still allowed him. He understood only that the question itself had stopped, somewhere in the last hour, being a question at all, and had become, instead, simply the next item on a list he was no longer permitting himself the comfort of deferring.
No Standing Left to Explain

Halina came back from the closer approach three days after London’s signal, cold to the bone and later than she’d promised, and said almost nothing about it until she’d got both hands properly round a mug of the loft’s thin, bitter tea, the particular deliberate silence of a woman rationing her own account of a thing until she trusted her voice to deliver it without shaking.

“The gallery mouth’s set back further than any of Tadeusz’s contacts had it,” she said finally. “Wider, too. Whatever’s behind it wanted room, not concealment — the concealment’s all in the approach, not the thing itself.” She looked up, and Fenwick saw, in the flat set of her mouth, the same specific arithmetic he’d watched her run twice before, once at the tree line above the field where they’d watched a man come apart in front of them, and once at this same table the morning the roster’s rumour first reached her properly. “There’s a work detail routed past the mouth twice a day, regular as a church bell. Forced labour, not staff. I watched it both passes before I came back, because I wanted to be certain rather than merely willing to believe it, and I am certain, Captain. I saw a face I think was Janek’s, from far enough that I can’t swear to it in a report, and near enough that I’ll swear to it privately for the rest of my life.”

Nobody in the loft asked her to swear to it properly, because the room had learned, across two years of exactly this kind of near-certainty arriving and never quite closing into fact, that pressing her for more precision than the ground had actually given her only cost her something the ground itself hadn’t asked for. Fenwick let the silence hold a decent interval before he moved the meeting on, because it seemed the only thing he could usefully give her, and because the plan spread across the floor between them had, in the three days since London’s signal, stopped being an abstraction any of them needed convincing of.

“Then we’ve seen what we needed to see,” he said, “and I’ll not pretend either of us needed the confirmation to know what this place is asking us to do about it. Reconnaissance gave us the shape. The shape’s ugly enough on its own account that I don’t think any of us are still debating whether it gets destroyed. We’re debating how, and by when.”

“We stopped debating the first question some while ago, Captain, if I’m honest,” Halina said, and there was, for the first time since she’d sat down, something in her voice that read closer to relief than grief. “I think we’ve all known it since the subcamp. I simply hadn’t said it plainly. I’m saying it now, because this loft already carries too much left unspoken as it is.”

Fairfax had the wireless log open at his usual corner of the table, and looked up at that with the particular attentive stillness Fenwick had come to associate with a man deciding whether a moment wanted his input or his silence. “Then London’s authorisation and the room’s own conviction have finally caught up with each other,” he said. “Which is rather more agreement than this operation’s generally managed at once. I’d take the coincidence as a good sign, if I still believed in those.”

“Call it a plan finally catching up with the facts,” Fenwick said, and drew the map back towards the table’s centre, the accumulated weeks of fragments now sitting, at last, in something close to a single completed shape. “Where are we against the gaps I raised a fortnight ago. Bearing, depth, load-bearing structure.”

“Bearing and depth, largely closed, thanks to Halina’s own eyes rather than anyone’s second-hand paperwork.” Fairfax tapped the relevant corner of the sketch, tracing the gallery’s rough profile with the same unhurried neatness he brought to everything on this table. “The original Riese contracts London dug up gave us the bones of the excavation as it stood in ‘43. Halina’s approach confirms the site’s kept broadly to that original bore rather than expanding it — which is the one piece of luck this whole reconnaissance has actually handed us, because it means the load-bearing calculations London’s engineers ran against the old civil paperwork should hold reasonably true against what’s actually down there now.”

“Reasonably,” Fenwick repeated, because the word was doing more work in that sentence than Fairfax’s easy delivery of it suggested. “Reasonably is what the charge placement gets built around, and I’ll say so to London in exactly those terms. I’ll not let the proposal read more confident than the ground underneath it actually is.”

“Say it in whatever terms you like. I’ll simply make certain the wording doesn’t cost us London’s confidence in the plan along with its honesty about the plan’s limits,” Fairfax said, and there was, in the mild deflection, nothing that struck Fenwick as anything beyond the ordinary competence he’d come to rely on rather more than he generally admitted aloud. “I’ll have the fair copy ready for tonight’s window regardless. It’s the better half of a good demolitions proposal, by my limited understanding of the trade — knowing precisely what you don’t yet know, and saying so plainly rather than papering over it for London’s comfort.”

“Then we’re agreed on the one part of this I actually trained for,” Fenwick said, and felt, saying it, something close to the settling weight he’d felt three days before in this same loft, a plan that had spent a month as scattered fragments now sitting close enough to whole that the remaining gaps had started to look like the ordinary, survivable kind rather than the sort that got men killed underneath a mountain rather than beside one.

It was the ladder’s creak, once again, that told him the meeting’s easier half was over, and Fenwick did the arithmetic before he’d properly turned to look, the same reflexive counting he’d been running since long before the checkpoint had ever given the counting a name. Tadeusz came up through the trapdoor two hours past the figure he’d promised, and two days past the two he’d asked for, and Fenwick watched him settle into his usual corner with none of the easy explanation he’d offered every time before this one — no cousin, no fever, no well needing extra hands. He simply sat, and set his notes down, and said nothing at all, which was, in its own way, the loudest thing the man had done in this loft in a fortnight.

“The eastern gate figure,” Fenwick said, because someone had to say it first, and he’d rather it were him than let the silence stretch until it curdled into something worse than a straightforward question deserved. “You asked for two days. It’s been four. I’d like the figure, if you have it, and I’d like to know honestly if you don’t.”

“I do not have it, Captain.” Tadeusz said it plainly, without the small, practised economy he generally brought to an admission of any kind, and Fenwick understood, watching him, that whatever cost the plainness, it was costing him more than a fabricated excuse would have. “I am sorry for that. Figure is not finished. I have not been where I said I would be, to finish it.”

“Then where have you been.” Fenwick kept the question level, because heat would have cost the room more than the answer was likely to give it back, but he found he no longer had the patience, this particular morning, to let the question sit unasked the way he’d let it sit through three earlier absences. “I’ve asked this before, gently, and had it answered gently, and I’ll admit the gentle version hasn’t served either of us particularly well. Say it plainly now. Whatever it costs to say.”

The loft went very still, and Fenwick watched Tadeusz’s hands go quiet over his own knees, the particular careful stillness of a man weighing exactly how much silence he could still afford against how much the silence itself was now costing him with every second it ran on.

“I cannot tell you, Captain.” He said it without heat, and without the rehearsed alibi Fenwick had half expected, only the flat, exhausted honesty of a man who had clearly run out of better answers some days before this one. “Not because I do not trust you. Because telling costs something I am not only one who pays for it. I ask you believe that, though I understand is much to ask, from man who give you nothing else to believe it on.”

“I know this.” Tadeusz’s voice had gone very quiet, though it hadn’t lost the flat, careful steadiness Fenwick had watched him hold through every earlier version of this same conversation. “I know exactly this, Captain, better than you do, I think, because I am one living inside of it every morning I go, and every morning I come back to room that looks at me like this one looks at me now. I would give you answer, if answer were only mine to give. Is not. Is someone else’s too, and I will not spend what is not mine to spend, even to make this room easier for myself to sit in.”

Halina had gone very still through the whole exchange, her hands folded in her lap in the same careful, deliberate blankness Fenwick had watched her hold once before, the night the same question first arrived at this table with a checkpoint attached to it, and he understood, watching her now, that whatever she knew or half knew, she had made the same choice again, tonight, to hold it rather than spend it on his behalf.

“Halina.” Fenwick said her name plainly, because it seemed, at this point, the fairest way to ask the question rather than let it sit implied. “Do you know what he isn’t telling me.”

She held his eyes a long moment before she answered, and Fenwick watched the specific, difficult calculation cross her face, a woman weighing a friend’s trust against a captain’s plain right to ask. “I know enough to trust that it isn’t betrayal, Captain,” she said finally, carefully, each word chosen the way a woman chooses a foothold on ice she doesn’t fully trust. “I don’t know enough to explain it to you properly, and I won’t pretend to more certainty than I actually have, because a half-true reassurance would serve you worse than an honest gap. I’d ask you to weigh two years of a man’s conduct against four mornings you can’t currently account for, and to weigh it fairly, the way you’d want your own record weighed if the positions were reversed.”

“I’m trying to weigh it fairly. Credit me that much, at least.” Fenwick said it without any particular heat, though he found the fairness she was asking for considerably harder to locate than she made it sound. “But fairness cuts both ways, Sikorska, and I’ll not pretend a demolitions plan gets to lean on a man’s two years of conduct instead of an honest account of where he’s actually been, simply because the alternative’s uncomfortable for everyone sitting at this table who’s grown fond of him in the meantime. I’m fond of him too. That’s precisely why this is difficult, and precisely why I don’t think fondness is the thing that should be deciding it.”

Fairfax had said nothing through the whole of it, the wireless log still open in front of him, and Fenwick, glancing across at the small, attentive stillness of the man, felt briefly and unfairly grateful that at least one person at this table had nothing whatsoever riding on the answer either way. “For what it’s worth,” Fairfax said now, carefully, into the gap Fenwick’s last sentence had left open, “I don’t think either position is unreasonable. I think this is simply the cost of running an operation built out of people who each carry more history than any brief could properly account for, and I don’t envy you having to be the one who decides how much of that cost the mission can absorb.” He said it lightly enough that it read, on the surface, as simple even-handedness, and Fenwick, hearing it, filed it exactly that way, without troubling to look for anything further underneath it.

“I’m not asking anyone to decide anything tonight beyond the one thing that actually needs deciding,” Fenwick said, and turned back to Tadeusz, who had not moved, and had not looked away, and sat now with the stillness of a man who had said the whole of what he intended to say and had nothing further to offer the room in its place. “I can’t make you explain yourself, and I’ve apparently reached the end of what asking gently is going to buy either of us. I’ll tell you plainly what I can and can’t do instead. I can’t put an unaccounted man’s figure into a demolitions plan that people’s lives are going to depend on, not when the figure’s four days late and I’ve no honest account of why. I can put the plan together on the loose figure we already have, and treat it as a risk knowingly taken rather than a gap pretended away, which is precisely the standard I held Halina to a fortnight ago on this very question. And I can keep you on this team regardless, because two years of conduct is not nothing, whatever else tonight’s cost it, and because losing the German and the ground-knowledge that’s kept the four of us alive this long, over a suspicion I can’t yet prove, costs this operation a great deal more than working beside a man I don’t fully understand ever will.”

Something in Tadeusz’s face eased, fractionally, though Fenwick watched it cost him something rather than relieve him of it entirely — the particular, complicated relief of a man granted a continuance rather than an acquittal, and understanding the difference plainly enough not to mistake one for the other. “Thank you, Captain,” he said, quietly. “I will not ask you feel better about decision than you do. I do not feel better about it myself, sitting other side of it. But I will not leave this team, and will not stop working, and will bring you eastern figure soonest I am able, whatever soonest turns out to mean this time.”

“Then that’s the decision, and we’ll sit with it plainly rather than pretend it’s cost us nothing.” Fenwick said it to the whole room rather than to Tadeusz alone, because it seemed, of everything said tonight, the one sentence that actually needed saying to all four of them at once. “We proceed. Together. With less trust between two of us than there was a month ago, and I’ll not dress that up as anything other than what it plainly is. A team that knows honestly what it’s carrying survives the wire a great deal better than one that’s pretended the weight away and finds out how heavy it actually was underneath it.”

The meeting broke soon after, in the subdued quiet of a room that had settled something without anyone in it feeling settled by the settling, and Fenwick, gathering the map for the night, watched Tadeusz gather his own few things with a deliberateness that read less like composure than like a man rationing the last of it. Halina left first, with a look back towards Tadeusz that Fenwick read, correctly, as an apology she hadn’t found the words to say plainly in front of the others, and Fairfax followed soon after with the wireless log tucked under one arm, pausing only to say, quietly, that he’d have the fair copy ready by morning regardless of how the evening had otherwise gone, the small, steady competence of a man who let the job carry on beneath whatever else the room had just survived.

Fenwick climbed down last, as he generally did, and found Tadeusz still in the loft above him a moment longer than the others, framed for a second in the trapdoor’s failing light before Fenwick’s own head dropped below the floor and took the sight of him away. He stood a moment in the yard’s early dark, listening to the quality of the silence still coming down through the boards overhead — not the sound of a man packing up to leave, but the sound of a man sitting still with something he had no one left in the room to say it to. Fenwick thought, standing there, of every version of tonight’s conversation that might have gone differently, a plainer answer offered sooner, a suspicion voiced with less patience and more heat, and found none of the alternatives sat any easier with him than the one that had actually happened. He had told the truth as he understood it, and had asked for the truth in return, and had been given, instead, a man’s whole, quiet dignity spent entirely on protecting someone else’s secret rather than his own reputation — and Fenwick, turning towards his own billet at last, found he could not decide, walking away from it, whether that was the mark of an innocent man or simply the mark of a man who had run out, tonight, of any other kind of standing left to explain himself with.
Housekeeping

The evacuation had stopped, somewhere in the last two days, feeling like a schedule and started feeling like a countdown, and Kammler noticed the distinction the way he noticed most things now — not as a fact arriving all at once but as a fact he found, checking, had already been true for some while before he’d got round to naming it. The gallery charges were laid and logged. The priority manifests had thinned to a single page of what remained rather than the three pages of what had to be decided. Two days, the officer on the Breslau line had said, treat it as optimistic. Kammler had treated it as exactly that, and the treating had cost him less sleep than he’d expected, mostly because there was very little of the actual planning left that still required his sleep to solve it.

What remained fit onto the private sheet he kept in the same drawer as the atlas, and had for a week now: not crates, not routes, a shorter list than either. He drew it towards him this final morning, read it the way he read anything he intended to act on rather than merely file, and found the item at the bottom exactly where he had left it, unresolved, three days running.

Voss.

He had turned this over enough times now that turning it over further offered him nothing except the comfortable sensation of turning something over, which was not the same discipline as deciding it, and Kammler was careful, this particular morning, to notice the difference and refuse himself the comfort. A data-witness problem, properly stated. Voss held, in his own head and in no file Kammler had ever been permitted to burn, the full comparison — three curves, four men, a shape that would survive Sóboń’s own collapse in exactly the one place paper couldn’t reach it. Berlin would ask, eventually, about a commanding officer unaccounted for at a site that no longer existed to answer for him. A man that thorough, given long enough and a reason to look, was not a man four ampoules and a head start could be relied upon to outrun. It was, Kammler told himself, arithmetic rather than sentiment, the same clean category he had used for the sixth support-team man and for every other loose end this valley had produced across two years — a resource to be managed, tidied, closed out before the file itself stopped existing to close it in. Housekeeping. He let the word sit a moment, tested its own honesty the way he tested any word he was about to lean his conscience on, and found it held, provided he didn’t look at it any harder than the word itself required.

He sent for Voss an hour later, on a pretext that cost him nothing to construct because it happened, this once, to also be true.

Voss arrived within the quarter-hour, a folder under his arm from long habit though there was little left in it that mattered, and took the chair rather than the desk, the same seat he had taken the morning he’d brought the notebooks that no longer came at all.

“You wanted the vault chamber’s final structural reading before the last gallery’s charges go in,” Voss said, without preamble, setting the folder down unopened. “I’ve had it confirmed twice. The ceiling load holds within tolerance provided the charges follow the sequence I drafted — outer galleries first, vault last, so the collapse works inward rather than catching the chamber before the material’s properly contained inside its own rubble. Anything else and you risk exactly what I warned you about a fortnight ago: the mountain coming down around something still active rather than onto it.”

“Walk me through the sequence again. In full, this time, not the summary.” Kammler said it plainly, and Voss, if he found the request unusual for a man who had trusted him with considerably less rigorous confirmations before, gave no sign of it beyond a brief, considering pause.

“You want it because you intend to place it yourself, if something happens to me before the charges run.” Voss said it as an observation rather than a question, and there was, in the flatness of it, something that told Kammler the man had already reasoned his way to the shape of the request before Kammler had finished making it. “Sensible. I’d want the same redundancy, in your position.”

“I’ve buried men under worse assumptions than a demolitions officer expecting his own competence to survive to the last charge,” Kammler said, and did not examine, saying it, how neatly the sentence served two purposes at once. “Walk me through it.”

Voss did, and did it properly — the vault’s own bearing walls, the throat of tunnel that would need to fold before the chamber behind it could safely follow, the specific interval between charges that let the mountain’s own weight finish the work a man’s explosives alone couldn’t be trusted to. Kammler listened with the whole of the attention he generally reserved for a result he intended to act on, because the attention itself was, this morning, entirely genuine — he would need every figure Voss was giving him, and would need it exactly this precisely, once there was no longer a second man in this valley who understood the material well enough to check his working.

“You’ve asked for this with unusual care,” Voss said, once the sequence stood complete between them, and something in his voice had gone quieter, testing rather than reporting. “More than the redundancy strictly requires, I think, though I confess I can’t say precisely what the difference is that I’m noticing.”

“Two years of a programme ending inside a fortnight asks a certain carefulness of a man, regardless of what he’s being careful about.” Kammler said it evenly, and found the evenness cost him nothing to produce, which troubled him considerably less than it perhaps should have.

Voss did not press it, and instead sat a moment longer than the business required, the folder still closed on his knee, in the particular unhurried stillness of a man deciding whether the morning had room in it for something he hadn’t been asked to say. “I’ve been thinking, since the charts,” he said finally, “about what it actually means, what’s happening to you. Not the numbers — I’ve given you those, and they’ll say what they say regardless of what either of us adds to them. The shape of it. Straub disappeared by pieces, and Hartmann’s mind went first and left the body climbing after it, and yours is neither of those, or not yet — a slower curve, ambient rather than seated, which I’ve told you should mean slower everything, weeks rather than days. I find myself wondering, more than the data entitles me to, what a man becomes at the end of a curve that shallow, that stretched. Whether he becomes anything at all, or simply goes on being exactly what he already is, for longer than the material generally permits anyone to remain themselves.”

Kammler heard the question the way a man hears his own name spoken by someone who does not yet know they’ve said anything remarkable, and understood, in the same instant, precisely why the answer could never once be given to the man asking it. Voss had the vocabulary. Voss had built it across two years of a predecessor’s report Kammler had never troubled to read himself, a rift and a ritual and whatever else the man’s private scripture held that Kammler had always declined to hear because hearing it changed nothing about the numbers. It changed something now. A man who could name a shape was a man who could eventually name a cause, and a man who could name a cause was a man whose usefulness to Berlin’s later inquiries would run considerably past the point where Kammler could afford him to remain useful to anyone at all.

“I don’t know,” Kammler said, which was true, and let it stand as the whole of his answer, which was not.

“No,” Voss agreed. “I don’t suppose either of us will, until the curve’s run its course. I find I’d rather not know too far in advance, if I’m honest — there’s a comfort in the not-knowing I hadn’t expected to value, given how much of my career I’ve spent trying to replace it with data.” He gathered the folder at last, and rose, and paused a moment at the door, the same pause Kammler had watched him hold a dozen times across two years, weighing a further sentence and setting it down unsaid. “I’ll have the sequence confirmed in writing by this evening, in case either of us needs it and neither of us is available to remember it aloud.”

“Do that.” Kammler said it in the flat, closing register he kept for a conversation already extracted of everything useful, and watched Voss go, and found the door’s ordinary click landing on him with a weight the sound had never once carried before this morning.

The rest of the day’s business he conducted with the same disciplined attention he gave anything that needed doing rather than dwelling on, and it was late in the afternoon, the light already failing towards the short, hard dusk the mountain kept at this time of year, that he sent word down asking Voss to confirm, in person and alone, that the vault chamber’s containment lattice sat exactly where the final structural reading required it to before the last gallery’s charges went in — a task that wanted, by its own nature, one careful man working without an audience, and no one else on this site Kammler trusted to judge the lattice’s position as precisely as the man who had built his whole professional reverence around it.

He did not go down himself. He told himself, signing the evening’s correspondence at his own desk with a steadiness he did not examine too closely, that a commanding officer’s presence would have served no purpose the instruction itself didn’t already serve better alone, and found the explanation, offered to no one, entirely sufficient for the hour it needed to survive.

The report reached him a little after full dark — a section of the outer gallery, weakened days before by the same fracture pattern Hartmann had once diagnosed from a stress figure and a bearing overheard through a door, had given way without warning some thirty metres short of the vault chamber itself, the collapse burying the connecting passage under rock that would take the remaining demolition crew the better part of a week to properly clear, had there been a week left to clear it in. There was no week. There was, the technician delivering the news said, carefully, watching Kammler’s face for a reaction he plainly expected and did not receive, no reasonable prospect of reaching whoever had been working past that section before the mountain settled fully, and no reasonable case for risking further men to try.

Kammler ordered the section sealed rather than dug, on the grounds that a war closing on three sides did not permit the luxury of a rescue attempt against odds this poor, and drafted the file entry himself that same evening in the same flat, careful hand he had used for Brandt’s letters and Straub’s closed account — Dr. Anton Voss, lost in a structural collapse during final demolition preparations, the section rendered inaccessible by the same instability that caused it — and found, reading the sentence back, that it was, by the narrowest possible measure, entirely true.

He sat a long while afterward at the desk that had held two years of Voss’s folders, the office emptied now of the one man who had ever brought him a result Kammler hadn’t had to manage the shape of before receiving it, and understood, sitting with the particular silence a room takes on once it has stopped expecting a second voice, that the vault’s whole accounting — the curves, the rift, the shape of whatever this eventually made of him — belonged now to no one else living. He had wanted, once, a colleague to carry the weight of it alongside him. He found, this evening, that the weight had never actually required a second pair of hands to hold it, only a first pair willing to stop pretending otherwise, and that he was, whatever else the coming days asked of him, entirely and finally that.
The Scheduled Transmission

The artillery had been audible for two days now, a low, continuous pressure on the air rather than any single distinguishable report, the kind of sound a body stopped consciously hearing and started simply carrying, the way it carried cold or hunger, and Halina had noticed herself, this morning, doing sums with it without meaning to — how many kilometres a sound like that generally travelled, how many days a front moved to close whatever distance currently separated its noise from its actual arrival. She did not share the sums with the room. She suspected everyone in the loft was already running the same arithmetic privately, and saying it aloud would only have confirmed what silence was doing a perfectly adequate job of confirming already.

“Tadeusz has the eastern gate figure,” Fenwick said, spreading the map across its usual space on the floor, “four days later than he first promised it, which I’ll not pretend hasn’t cost us. But he has it, and I want it walked through properly before anyone commits to a timing built on anything looser.”

Tadeusz was already unfolding his own notes, and Halina watched him do it with the carefulness of a man handing over something he’d paid for at greater cost than the room fully knew, though nobody asked him to account for the four days again, which she understood as its own small mercy the room had settled into without discussing it. “Gate opens at irregular hours now. Not fixed schedule like before. Convoys through it, loaded heavy, going out rather than in. Site is emptying itself, Captain. I watched three days running. Crates, instrument cases, men on lorries who did not look like men going to fight anywhere. Looked like men going home, except home is west, and west is where front is coming from.”

“They’re evacuating.” Fenwick said it flatly, turning the observation over the way he turned over anything that changed the shape of a plan already half-drawn. “Which answers the eastern gate question rather more usefully than the figure itself does. If they’re pulling material out ahead of the front, they’ll be pulling attention off the interior galleries to do it. Fewer eyes exactly where we need fewer eyes.”

“Or fewer eyes because there’s less left worth watching,” Halina said. “If they’re emptying the site, Captain, they may also be preparing to destroy what they can’t carry. I’ve seen exactly this pattern before, in smaller ways, at smaller depots — a garrison doesn’t leave working equipment behind for whoever comes after it. It rigs what it can’t move and burns the rest.” She said it plainly, because the alternative was letting the room arrive at the thought a slower way, and she’d rather spend the discomfort of saying it than the time of waiting for someone else to. “If that’s what’s happening below that mountain, then every day we spend confirming a gate schedule is a day closer to finding nothing left down there to destroy ourselves.”

“That’s not confirmed,” Fenwick said, though she noted, watching him, that he didn’t say it the way a man says something he still believes without qualification.

“No. It’s not confirmed the way you’d want it confirmed, with a second source and three days to check it against a first.” Halina let the map sit a moment, and made herself say the rest of it evenly, because the alternative was letting it arrive as an accusation rather than a fact she was owed the right to state plainly. “Janek is dead, Captain. I’ve made my peace with that being as close to certain as this valley is ever going to let me have it, and I made that peace some while ago, before tonight, so don’t hear this as grief talking over the arithmetic. I’m asking you to weigh a gallery system this site has spent two years hiding against a schedule built for a war that’s no longer moving at the pace it moved when you first drew it. We have artillery on the wind. We have a site visibly emptying itself of exactly the kind of cargo a retreating garrison prioritises. I don’t think caution buys us anything further worth having, weighed against what waiting costs.”

Fenwick held her look for longer than the room strictly needed him to, and she recognised, watching it, the same considered weighing she’d watched him give her once before, in a farmyard before dawn, the first morning any of them had met. “I’ll not pretend the clock’s on our side any longer. I haven’t pretended that since London’s own signal told us as much.” He looked to the map, and then to Tadeusz, and then back to her. “Give me the bearing depth and load figures Fairfax finalised against the Riese contracts, and I’ll set tonight’s timing against the eastern gate’s actual traffic rather than its schedule. If the interior’s thinning out the way you’re reading it, I’d rather move against a target still worth reaching than watch it empty out from under us while I finish being certain.”

“Bearing and depth are sound,” Fairfax said, from his corner, not looking up from the wireless log. “I’ve had them checked twice against the contracts and once against Halina’s own eyes. I can have the proposal’s final figures to you within the hour, if you want the timing set tonight rather than tomorrow.” He set the log aside, unhurried, and rose, brushing a fold from his coat with the same easy competence he brought to everything that wasn’t strictly urgent. “I’ll want to get tonight’s scheduled transmission off first, though, before the frequency gets crowded — London’s expecting the window regardless of what we decide here, and I’d rather not let our own planning cost us a habit that’s kept this whole operation invisible for two months running.”

“Go,” Fenwick said, already turning back to the map, and Fairfax gathered the set and climbed down towards the barn’s lower floor with the unremarkable, practised ease of a man who had done the same thing at the same hour more evenings than any of them had troubled to count, and Halina gave the departure no more attention than she gave the ladder’s ordinary creak beneath him, because there was nothing in it, this evening, that asked for any more than that.

“Two hours, then,” Fenwick said, once Fairfax’s footsteps had faded below. “Tadeusz — final confirmation on the gate traffic, whatever you can get without exposing yourself further tonight. Halina, I want your read on the approach route one final time, in case the traffic pattern’s changed anything about which stretch of tree line still holds cover. I’ll finish the timing myself, and we move once it’s set, tonight, not tomorrow. I’ll not ask this room to wait on my own caution a second longer than the facts currently justify.”

“Understood, Captain,” Tadeusz said, and gathered his notes with the same careful economy he brought to everything now, four days of cost still sitting somewhere behind his eyes though his voice gave none of it away. “Will confirm gate, quiet as I can manage. Will not take risk with it tonight I would not have taken week ago. Trust is smaller than was. Work is not.”

Halina heard the sentence land the way she suspected he’d meant it to land — not an appeal, not even quite a reassurance, simply a plain accounting of exactly how much of himself the last week had cost him and exactly how much of it he still intended to spend regardless. She had watched Fenwick’s decision settle over the room three nights before, less trust and more work both true at once, and had not, in the days since, found herself any closer to knowing what she believed about the man beyond the flat, unhelpful fact that she wanted to believe him and did not currently have the evidence to justify the wanting.

They worked through the final hour methodically, the way the trade demanded even on an evening that carried, underneath its ordinary business, the weight of a night that would not end the way every other night in this loft had ended. Halina walked the approach route aloud a final time, confirming the tree line’s cover against what Tadeusz’s last week of watching had shown her, and found the ground holding as she remembered it, patient and unchanged beneath whatever the site above it was currently doing to empty itself. Fenwick set the timing against the gate traffic and the artillery’s own distant rhythm, working the figures with the same flat, unhurried care he gave anything that would need to survive contact with the actual ground rather than merely the map of it, and it was full dark, the loft’s small window gone from grey to black, before he set the pencil down and looked up at the three of them properly.

“Tonight,” he said. “We move within the hour.”

Fairfax came back up the ladder a few minutes later, the set packed away again, snow melting off his shoulders from some errand Halina hadn’t troubled to ask the shape of, and settled into the evening’s business with the same unhurried readiness he brought to everything, checking over the final proposal’s figures with Fenwick in the particular quiet, competent shorthand the two of them had built across two months of exactly this kind of work. “London had nothing further for us tonight,” he said, to no one in particular, folding the last of his own notes away. “Which I take as its own kind of blessing. Silence from that end generally means nobody there’s found reason yet to complicate what we’ve already decided to do ourselves.”

They gathered the last of the kit in the particular hush a room takes on once talking has stopped being useful and only the doing is left, Fenwick checking the demolitions pack a final time with the same unhurried thoroughness Halina had watched him give every piece of equipment since the drop, Tadeusz folding his notes away inside his coat with the care of a man who had learned, across four years, exactly how little paper a resistance could afford to leave behind it. Halina found herself watching him longer than the packing strictly required, the same watching she’d caught herself doing more than once across the last difficult week — not suspicion exactly, not any longer, but something she hadn’t yet found a cleaner word for than simply unresolved, a question she had decided, three nights before, not to spend the little trust remaining between them on asking again.

“You are looking at me,” Tadeusz said, without looking up, not unkindly.

“I am,” Halina agreed, because there seemed, at this late hour, on the edge of this particular night, no profit left in pretending otherwise. “I don’t entirely know what I’m looking for any longer. I don’t think I did four nights ago either, if I’m honest with you.”

“Is fair answer.” He finished the fold, and met her eyes properly for the first time since the argument had settled over the room. “I would tell you, if telling were only mine. Is not. You know this already. I only want you know I have not stopped being sorry, that it is not.”

She held that a moment, and found she believed the sentence exactly as much as she had believed every other plain thing the man had ever told her across two years, which was to say entirely, and understood, holding it, that the believing and the not-knowing could apparently sit in the same chest without one resolving the other, the way grief and reconnaissance had sat together in her for two years without either one properly answering for the other.

“Then that will have to do, for tonight,” she said, and rose, and reached for her own pack.

They went down through the loft’s ladder in the order they had settled into without ever quite deciding it — Fenwick first, Tadeusz and Fairfax behind him, Halina last, pausing a moment at the top to look back at the small, cold room that had held two months of exactly this kind of preparation, maps and figures and four people’s separate griefs folded in around the practical business of a job none of them had fully understood the shape of the morning they’d first climbed up into it. She did not linger. There was nothing in the room worth carrying down with her that she hadn’t already carried into it, and the artillery’s low, continuous pressure was waiting outside regardless of how long she stood at the top of the ladder pretending otherwise.

The yard held the raw cold of a night with snow still deciding whether to fall, and the four of them crossed it in the loose, practised silence of people who had done this often enough that further instruction would only have cost them time none of them currently had to spend. Somewhere to the east, past the treeline and past whatever remained of the front separating this valley from the war that was ending it, the artillery kept its slow, patient rhythm, closer tonight than it had been the evening before, and Halina found the sound arriving in her, for the first time since she’d first learned to carry it without hearing it, as something closer to a companion than a threat — the same clock that was emptying Sóboń of its cargo was the clock that had finally given her permission to stop merely watching the valley and start, at last, doing something to it.

They moved off towards the ridge in the dark, four shapes against a night that held more sound in it than light, walking towards a site that was, by every account they currently trusted, already beginning to come apart from the inside, and none of them yet knew how much of that unravelling had anything to do with the war closing in on it and how much had already begun, quietly, for reasons the site’s own commanding officer had never once put in a signal London would ever read.
Into the Collapse

The artillery had stopped being a sound somewhere over the horizon sometime in the last hour and become, instead, a fact of the ground itself, each fall close enough now that Fenwick felt it through his boots before his ears properly registered it, a rhythm the whole valley seemed to be flinching under in unison. Sóboń’s own perimeter, when they reached the tree line above it, was lit worse than any night Halina’s reconnaissance had ever shown them and busier than any of them had planned against — vehicles moving in both directions at once along the service road, a work detail hauling crated equipment towards the rail spur at a dead run, somewhere below a voice shouting orders that broke off halfway through, as though the man giving them had forgotten, partway, what he’d meant to say next.

“That’s not a garrison holding a perimeter,” Fenwick said, low, glasses up. “That’s a garrison trying to leave one.”

“Which is precisely the chaos London told us to use, if we ever got it,” Fairfax said, beside him, his voice carrying the same easy readiness it carried into everything. “I’ll not pretend I expected quite this much of it.”

“Nor I. We use it regardless.” Fenwick swept the wire a final time, marking the gap Tadeusz’s last confirmed figure had promised them, and found the ground, at least, exactly where the reconnaissance had left it. “Tadeusz — the eastern stretch, as agreed. Halina, the old boundary line. I want us through the wire in under four minutes, while whatever’s happening down there is still happening loudly enough to cover the sound of us doing it.”

A shell landed somewhere south of the ridge while he was still speaking, close enough that the ground answered it a half-second later through the soles of Fenwick’s boots, and none of the four of them so much as flinched at it, four people who had each, separately, spent long enough under exactly this kind of pressure to have stopped affording it any reaction beyond the arithmetic it demanded. Tadeusz was already moving towards the eastern stretch before Fenwick had finished the instruction, unhurried, the wire cutters out and ready in a hand that showed no more tremor tonight than it had shown on any of the forty other nights Fenwick had watched it work.

They went through cleanly, the wire cut and held the way Fenwick had watched it held a dozen times since the drop, and the first hundred metres inside gave them nothing but confirmation of what the chaos outside had already promised — storage huts standing open and half-emptied, a work party too occupied with its own crates to spare the tree line a second glance, the whole visible machinery of the site running, for once, on a schedule too urgent to police its own edges properly. Kamiński led the middle stretch, reading the ground with the same easy, patient competence Fenwick had watched him bring to every approach since the farmyard, and it struck Fenwick, following the man’s back through the dark, how entirely ordinary the competence still looked, how little the whole of it had changed in the fortnight since a treeline had shown him something he still hadn’t found a shape for.

It was the second checkpoint, the one Halina’s own approach had marked as thinly manned three weeks before, that told Fenwick the evening had stopped being as simple as its opening had promised.

Four men where Tadeusz’s figures had never shown more than two, and these four alert in a way the outer chaos hadn’t prepared him for — rifles slung ready rather than merely carried, a torch worked in careful, overlapping arcs rather than the bored sweep a tired garrison generally managed this late into a long evacuation. Fenwick held the team back at the treeline’s edge and watched the pattern a full two minutes before he trusted himself to read it properly, cataloguing the same details he’d have wanted from any watch report — the rotation’s interval, the angle each man favoured for his own torch sweep, the single point midway along the post’s own length where two overlapping arcs left a gap just wide enough for four low, patient bodies to cross if the timing held.

“That’s not evacuation nerves,” Halina said, quietly, beside him. “That’s a post that’s been told to expect something specific.”

“Or a post that’s been told the whole site’s worth watching harder this week, for reasons that have nothing to do with us.” Fenwick kept his voice as level as the moment allowed, because the alternative was letting the same unwelcome shape into his own thinking that he’d been carrying, unresolved, since a treeline of his own a fortnight before, and he was not yet willing to let that particular weight anywhere near a decision this operation actually depended on. “A commander losing material this fast tightens whatever he’s still got standing. That’s arithmetic any of us would run in his position. I’ll not build tonight’s plan on the alternative until the alternative’s given me something firmer than four rifles instead of two.”

“Understood,” Tadeusz said, low, and said nothing further, and Fenwick, glancing at him for exactly as long as the moment allowed, found nothing in the man’s face beyond the ordinary, professional attention the checkpoint itself deserved.

They found the gap Halina’s memory promised, forty metres east of the post’s own sightline, and went through it in the same low, unhurried crouch that had carried them past worse obstacles than this one, and it was only once the checkpoint’s torch had swung past them a final time without finding anything that Fenwick allowed himself the breath he’d been rationing since the treeline.

*

Two levels below, in the vault chamber’s last unsealed corner, Kammler worked through the final inventory with the same disciplined attention he had given every figure that had crossed his desk across two years, alone now in a way the room had never once been alone before Voss’s own accounting had ended. The charges along the outer galleries were laid and logged, the sequence confirmed in Voss’s own hand and countersigned in his, and what remained fit onto a single page considerably shorter than the evacuation manifest it would eventually be filed beside — the vault chamber itself, last in the sequence, timed to bring the mountain down through its own weight the moment the final charge went home.

He had the satchel already settled in his own quarters, the ampoules and the ingot logged as personal effects a careless clerk would read as nothing worth a second look, and found, checking the figures a final time, that the work had reached the specific, narrow stage where there was very little left for a careful man to do except wait for the hour he had already chosen to arrive. Berlin’s week had compressed to a day. His own week, the shallower, slower one Voss’s numbers had promised him, remained exactly as unmeasured as it had been the morning he’d first learned to call it that.

He thought, briefly, of Voss’s own curve, unrun, and set the thought aside in the same disciplined place he had learned to file most things that would need weighing later rather than acted on immediately. There was no one left in this valley to run it now. That fact, too, he had filed rather than examined.

A junior officer came down to confirm the last of the transport manifests, breathless in the particular way every man on this site had learned to be breathless over the past week, and found Kammler steady enough at the desk that he delivered his figures without the hesitation Kammler had come to expect from men reporting to him this late in a collapse. “The final convoy’s loading now, Herr Obergruppenführer. You’ve transport reserved on it, whenever you’re ready to take it.”

“I’ll take it when the last charge is confirmed, and not before.” Kammler said it in the flat, closing register that had served him for two years of exactly this kind of exchange, and noted, saying it, that the sentence cost him nothing further than it would have cost him a month ago, which he took, on balance, as evidence that whatever the shallower curve was doing to him, it had not yet touched the part of him that governed a plain instruction. The tingling had found his fingers again an hour before, the same familiar, cold-seeming complaint he no longer troubled to file as anything at all, and he flexed his hand once against the desk’s edge and found it answered him readily enough. “See that the crew on the final gallery understands the sequence exactly as drafted. Outer first, vault last. I’ll not have two years of discretion undone by a man in a hurry.”

“Understood, sir.” The officer withdrew, and Kammler sat a moment longer with the emptied desk in front of him, the drawer that had held the atlas now holding nothing but the single sheet he’d need for the morning, and found the quiet of the room considerably larger than the room itself — the silence of a desk that had held two men’s work for two years and now held only the one man’s, considerably diminished by the difference.

Somewhere above him the evacuation’s ordinary chaos carried on, trucks and shouted orders and a front close enough now to make the whole complex feel less like a site being emptied than a house catching alight around men still arguing about which room to save first, and Kammler, hearing none of it as anything other than the sound of a schedule he had already accounted for, gathered the last page of the inventory and did not think, even once, to wonder whether the chaos above him was carrying anything through the wire that his own figures hadn’t planned against.

*

They worked the interior galleries the way Fenwick had rehearsed it a dozen times in the loft with a map that had never quite matched what the ground itself now showed him — narrower in places than the Riese contracts had promised, a section freshly timbered where the old bore had clearly needed shoring against something recent, and twice more the same unsettling density of guards that the second checkpoint had first suggested, though neither post, examined properly, gave Fenwick anything he could point to as more than a tired garrison keeping closer watch on itself than usual.

“The vault’s bearing should put it another two hundred metres, past the fork,” Fairfax said, consulting the marked sketch by shielded torchlight, his voice carrying the same unhurried confidence it had carried through every close call since the drop. “If the clerk’s account holds, we want the left branch. The right’s storage, by his reckoning, nothing worth the time.”

“Then we take the left, and we take it slowly,” Fenwick said. “Whatever’s made this place jumpier than three weeks of watching led us to expect, we should meet it with time to think.”

Halina fell in beside him as they moved, glasses steady on the tunnel’s next bend, and said, low, “You’ve been turning something over since the second checkpoint. More than the checkpoint itself accounts for.”

“I have,” Fenwick admitted, because there seemed, this deep into a night already this costly, no profit left in pretending otherwise to the one person on this team who’d have caught the pretending regardless. “I don’t have a name for it yet. I’m not certain I want one before we’re clear of this mountain, given what a name would cost the four of us to sit with tonight of all nights.” He said nothing further, and Halina, to her credit, didn’t press him for the rest of it, and they went on into the dark together, the artillery’s distant rhythm following them down through rock that no longer troubled to muffle it properly.

The fork came exactly where the sketch had promised, and the left branch beyond it ran level and quiet, quieter, Fenwick noted, than any stretch of gallery they’d yet walked, quiet in the particular, complete way that told a trained ear it had been cleared deliberately rather than simply left empty.

“Nothing,” Fairfax said, low, glancing back the way they’d come. “Which is rather the trouble with it. A working gallery this deep into an evacuation ought to have someone in it, moving something, even at this hour.”

“I’d noticed.” Fenwick kept them moving regardless, because stopping now would cost more than the unease was currently worth him, and because four years of exactly this kind of work had taught him that the moment a silence first announced itself was rarely the moment it actually became dangerous. Tadeusz had gone very still beside him, glasses up though there was nothing yet to train them on, and Halina’s hand had found the grip of her own weapon without, so far as Fenwick could tell, her having consciously decided to put it there.

“That’s wrong,” Fenwick said, and had no further word to give it before the wrong of it announced itself properly — light, sudden and total, from both ends of the gallery at once, and a voice in German, clipped and confident, ordering them down in a tone that carried the specific, practised authority of men who had been waiting, positioned, for exactly this shape of intrusion to finally arrive.
Two Kinds of German

The light took the whole gallery at once, both ends, and Halina’s first coherent thought, underneath the animal one that had already dropped her flat against the near wall, was the specific, useless observation that there was nowhere in this stretch of tunnel a body could go that the light hadn’t already found. Fenwick was down and moving before she’d finished the thought, low along the base of the wall towards the nearest fold in the rock, and Tadeusz was already there ahead of him, and for a handful of seconds the four of them existed as nothing more than shapes trying to become smaller than the light allowed.

“Waffen niederlegen! Hände wo ich sie sehen kann!” The voice came from the near end, young, carrying the particular strained authority of a man who had been told to expect trouble and had not, until this exact moment, believed the telling.

It was Fairfax who stood first.

Halina understood, watching him do it, that there was a version of the next ten seconds where standing was exactly the right decision — Fairfax’s German had bought them a road once already, had walked them past a corporal too thorough for anyone else at that table to have managed, and she found herself, crouched against the cold rock with her own weapon half-raised, trusting the decision the way she had trusted every one of his decisions since the farmyard.

It was not that decision.

“Hier — die Sprengstoffgruppe, die Sie gesucht haben.” Fairfax said it with his hands spread, and his voice pitched to carry, unhurried, and gestured back towards the rest of them without so much as a flinch of apology in it, the particular, terrible ease of a man completing a transaction rather than surviving a threat. “Ich habe sie für Sie hergebracht, wie vereinbart. Jetzt lassen Sie mich —”

Halina’s understanding of the sentence arrived a half-second behind its meaning, the specific, sick clarity of a word translating itself properly only once it was already too late to matter, and she found the whole of the last two months rearranging itself around that single verb — hergebracht, delivered, brought — before she had time to do anything useful with the rearranging at all.

The soldiers did not move as quickly as Fairfax had plainly expected them to. That, more than anything Halina herself might have done in the next three seconds, was what saved them — the nearer man’s rifle came up rather than down, uncertain, his eyes moving between Fairfax and the rest of them with the particular, unhappy hesitation of a man who had been told to expect an arrangement and was not at all certain this was the shape the arrangement had been described to him in.

It was Tadeusz who found the crack in that hesitation before anyone else in the gallery did.

“Er lügt. Ich bin der Verbindungsmann — er versucht nur, Zeit zu gewinnen, bevor Sie das merken.” Tadeusz said it fast, furious, entirely unlike the careful, deliberate English he offered the rest of them every day of his life, and Halina understood, hearing it, that she was listening to the first language he had ever owned rather than the third one he had built for their benefit, thrown now into the single narrowest gap the evening had given anyone to work with. He did not glance towards Fairfax as he said it. He did not need to. The claim itself was doing all the work he needed it to do, planting a second story directly across the first one’s throat and trusting the soldiers’ own confusion to do the rest.

It very nearly did nothing at all except get him killed where he stood. But the nearer soldier’s rifle hesitated a second time, properly this time, caught between two men both claiming, in the same breath, to be the one thing that was supposed to make the other four safe to shoot, and it was that second hesitation, and nothing else, that gave Fairfax the only move he had left to make.

He went for his own weapon, and turned it not on the soldiers but on Tadeusz.

Halina would turn the next half-second over for the rest of whatever life the mountain left her, and never once manage to make it last as long in the memory as it had actually taken to happen. Fairfax’s hand closing on the grip. The nearer soldier’s eyes catching the motion before his own mind had finished deciding what the motion meant. The shot that answered it, fired not by Tadeusz, who had no weapon anywhere near clear, but by the soldier himself, reflexive, aimed at the one man in the gallery who had just raised a gun on someone in the middle of a conversation the soldier still didn’t properly understand.

Fairfax went down without the theatre Halina’s mind had somehow expected violence to carry, simply folding at the middle and then the knees, and was still by the time he reached the ground in a way that told her, even through the whole roaring confusion of the next several seconds, that there had been nothing left to save. She had known the man two months. She had trusted his voice to walk them past worse than this a dozen times over, and found, watching the whole shape of that trust collapse in under four seconds, that she had no ready place in herself to put the watching — not grief, nothing so formed as that, only the specific, useless shock of discovering a tool had been a weapon all along, and had very nearly been used on all of them rather than merely failed them.

The single shot broke whatever restraint the rest of the gallery had been holding, and the dark came apart into gunfire from both ends at once. Fenwick had his own weapon up before Halina’s mind had caught up with the necessity of hers, and she fired twice into the confusion without any clear memory of aiming, and did not know, afterwards, whether either shot had found anything at all. A soldier came round the near bend at a dead run and Fenwick met him without breaking stride, close work, silent work, the same economical violence Halina had watched him bring to a sentry once before on a colder night than this one, and somewhere in the same handful of seconds the gallery’s remaining rifles went quiet one by one, until there was nothing left standing in the light but the four of them and what the light no longer had any reason to keep illuminating.

Tadeusz went down in the middle of it, and Halina did not see the shot that took him, only the moment after it, his own step folding sideways against the rock a half-breath before Fenwick’s arm caught him and kept him from the ground entirely.

They broke for the side passage in the gap the chaos had bought them, Fenwick half-carrying Tadeusz between one stride and the next, and the passage’s dark closed over them within a dozen metres, the gallery’s noise and light both falling away behind a bend in the rock that gave them, for the first time since the light had found them, something that read like cover rather than merely like a different angle of exposure.

Fenwick got Tadeusz down as gently as the speed of it allowed, and Halina, crouching beside them both with her hands already finding the wound before her mind had finished admitting what it was, understood within the first few seconds of trying that gentleness was not, tonight, going to be the thing that mattered.

“Captain.” Tadeusz said it with a steadiness that cost him visibly more than steadiness ever had before, his hand finding Fenwick’s sleeve rather than his own wound, and Halina heard, underneath the English, the same careful economy the man had brought to every hard thing he’d ever had to say in this loft, this valley, this whole difficult two years. “Listen. Please. Have not much time to say it twice.”

“I’m listening.” Fenwick’s voice had gone somewhere Halina had never once heard it go, flat still, but flat the way ice is flat over water that hasn’t stopped moving underneath it.

“Fairfax.” Tadeusz’s other hand worked at his own coat, slow, and found what it was looking for — a single folded paper, soft with handling, that he pressed into Halina’s palm rather than Fenwick’s, and she understood, taking it, that he had chosen her for a reason he didn’t currently have breath to explain. “Took from soldier. Bierkeller night. The one I —” He stopped, and something crossed his face that wasn’t quite apology and wasn’t quite relief, the specific, complicated look of a man finally permitted to say the thing he had spent a fortnight not saying. “The one I killed, Halina. Was following Fairfax. Saw him go into trees, saw guard come out other side after. Did not know why. Killed him before he could tell anyone, or before anyone could ask him what he was told.”

“Tadeusz —”

“Read it. After. Not now.” His grip on the paper’s edge held a moment longer, insistent, before it let go entirely. “Is meeting time. Written in hand that is not soldier’s own hand. Matches nothing this soldier would write himself, for himself. Is someone giving him instruction. I could not prove whose. Could not say aloud without saying also what I had done to get it, and who would believe accusation from man everyone already watching.” His breath had gone shorter, and shorter again, and Halina, holding the paper without yet daring to unfold it, understood that the sentences remaining to him were going to run out considerably before the things he still needed to say did. “Please. Halina. Believe this before you bury me doubting it. I was never —”

“I know,” Halina said, and knew, saying it, that it was the truest thing she had said to anyone in longer than she could presently calculate. “I know, Tadeusz. I should have known it a fortnight ago. I’m sorry it’s taken losing you to make me certain of it.”

He looked at her a moment longer, and something in his face eased, the particular, terrible relief of a man who had carried a thing alone for exactly as long as he could manage it and was permitted, at last, to set it down in someone else’s hands before his own stopped being able to hold anything at all.

Fenwick had gone very still on Tadeusz’s other side, both hands pressed uselessly against a wound that had already stopped being the kind of thing hands could answer, and Halina, glancing at him once, saw something move behind his face that she had no time tonight to properly name — not surprise exactly, or not only that, but the specific, private collapse of a man watching a suspicion he’d carried in silence for a fortnight prove itself wrong in the worst possible direction, on the worst possible night, from the mouth of the one man who’d had every right to hate him for ever having carried it at all. He said nothing. Whatever he owed Tadeusz for that, it was not going to be paid in words, not tonight, and Halina let him keep the silence rather than ask him to spend it.

Somewhere back along the gallery the artillery found the ridge again, close enough that the whole passage shuddered with it, and none of the three of them so much as flinched.

Tadeusz’s breathing had gone very quiet by the time the shudder passed, quiet in the way that asked nothing further of the surrounding room, and Halina held the folded paper in one hand and the man’s own hand in the other, and did not yet let herself understand, fully, which of the two she was going to be left holding alone. She had known him two years. She had doubted him for the length of a fortnight, quietly, the way the whole room had doubted him, and found, kneeling in the dark with his hand cooling in hers, that a fortnight was apparently all it took to cost a man everything he’d never actually done, while the one thing he had done — the single, private, unforgivable act he’d carried alone since a treeline none of them had properly understood until tonight — turned out to be the truest service any of them had given this operation since the drop.
Too Late to Be Believed

Tadeusz’s hand went slack in Halina’s a few minutes after the artillery’s last shudder passed, so quietly that Fenwick, watching for it and still somehow unprepared for it, could not afterwards have named the exact second it happened. There was no last word. There had been no breath left to spend on one, and Fenwick was grateful for that, in a way he did not examine too closely, because a man who had already said the only thing that mattered had earned the right to spend his last few seconds simply breathing rather than performing an ending for the two people left to witness it.

He sat back on his heels in the passage’s cold dark and made himself do the thing he had trained four years of officers to do before he had ever needed to do it for himself — the flat, disciplined inventory of a loss, taken now rather than later, because later was a country a man in his position could not always be certain of reaching. Tadeusz Kamiński. Two years with this cell, longer with this valley, a wife and a son somewhere the war had not yet reached, and a death that had cost him everything a suspicious room could take from a man except the one thing he’d apparently refused to let it take, which was the truth, held onto and delivered at the exact cost of the last breath it required.

He thought, doing it, of the boot the man had spent a fortnight half-mending in the loft’s cold corner, needle and thread worked patiently between one absence and the next, and found the small, domestic detail considerably harder to sit with than anything the ambush itself had shown him — a man who mended things properly, quietly, without being asked, was not a man Fenwick had ever seriously believed capable of the betrayal he’d half-suspected him of, whatever the fortnight’s own arithmetic had occasionally argued otherwise in the small hours. He had simply let the arguing happen anyway, because arguing cost him nothing and asking plainly might have cost him a great deal, and he understood now, sitting with the actual cost instead, that the exchange had not been the bargain it had felt like at the time.

“Show me,” Fenwick said, because it seemed, of everything currently available to him, the only useful thing left to ask for.

Halina unfolded the paper with hands that were not quite steady, and held it towards the shielded torch so they could read it together, and Fenwick found the whole of it considerably shorter than the weight Tadeusz had spent his last minutes buying it at — a time, a location he didn’t immediately recognise, and a single line of instruction in a hand that was, exactly as promised, nothing like the loose, functional scrawl a soldier generally used for his own affairs. Educated. Unhurried. The hand of a man who had written a great many careful things in his life and had not expected this particular note to be found on a body at all.

“Thursday, the ninth. Past ten.” Halina read it aloud, quietly, and Fenwick heard her voice catch, once, on the date, before she made herself finish the sentence. “That’s the night Fairfax asked for the extra hour on the set. Atmospheric conditions, he told us. I remember believing him without troubling to check it, because there’d never once been a reason to check anything he told us.”

Fenwick did not need the date confirmed against the wireless log to know she was right. He remembered the evening himself, now that she’d named it — the ordinary, unremarkable request, granted without a second thought, exactly the kind of small administrative gap a man built an entire career of quiet treason around, one plausible hour at a time.

“He was meeting someone that night. Passing something, or receiving instruction for something, in a location this soldier’s own hand never troubled to write down for himself, because a soldier receiving instruction doesn’t generally need to remind himself where he’s meant to be.” Fenwick said it flatly, the same disciplined register he reserved for anything that needed stating rather than felt, because felt was a country he did not currently trust himself to enter in front of the two people who most needed him steady. “Tadeusz took this off the man three weeks ago and has been carrying it since, unable to say how he’d come to have it without saying the rest of what a man in his position couldn’t afford to say aloud.”

“He killed a German soldier to close off whatever passed between them that night, and carried the proof of it in his own coat for three weeks rather than clear his name with it, because clearing his name would have cost him admitting what he’d done to earn the clearing.” Halina folded the paper closed again, carefully, the way a woman handles something considerably more fragile than paper actually is. “I doubted him the whole of that three weeks, Captain. Quietly. The way the whole room doubted him. I told myself I didn’t, and I find, sitting here, that the telling was never entirely honest.”

“Nor was mine.” Fenwick heard himself say it before he had properly decided to, and found, once it was said, that he had no wish to call it back. “I watched him do something in a treeline a fortnight ago that I couldn’t explain to myself, let alone to either of you, and I let the not-explaining sit in me as suspicion rather than the plainer, more generous reading it apparently deserved. I had a whole fortnight to ask him plainly what I’d seen. I told myself I was being careful. I understand now that I was simply being a coward about a question I didn’t want answered in a way that would have cost me the comfort of my own doubt.”

Halina looked at him properly for the first time since the passage had gone quiet, and there was nothing in her face that read as absolution, because she had none currently available to give, only the flat, shared weight of two people arriving at the same late understanding from two different directions. “He forgave you for it. Whatever else he didn’t have breath to say, he had that. He told me to believe it before I buried him doubting it, which is not the sentence of a man holding a grudge against the room that made him carry it alone.”

“It’s not,” Fenwick agreed, and found the agreement cost him considerably more than the two words themselves should have. “It’s rather worse than a grudge would have been. A grudge I could have argued with. This is simply a debt I’ll be carrying the rest of whatever this mountain leaves me, with no one left alive to tell me I’ve paid enough of it.”

They sat with that a while longer than the mission strictly allowed them to, because some debts wanted at least the courtesy of a moment’s proper weighing before a man went back to the business of surviving the night that had produced them, and it was Fenwick, in the end, who made himself stand first, because standing was the only thing currently available to him that resembled doing something useful with the grief rather than simply drowning in it.

He went back along the passage’s edge to where the light still bled faintly from the gallery proper, and made himself look, once, at the shape Fairfax had left behind him, because a commanding officer owed even a traitor the courtesy of an honest accounting rather than a convenient one. There was nothing on the body worth the risk of retrieving — no second note, no further name, nothing that told Fenwick anything he didn’t already have folded into his own coat from a better man’s hand. He felt, looking at it, considerably less than he’d have expected to feel over two months of trusting a man this completely, and found the absence of feeling its own small, cold confirmation of everything the evening had already taught him about which of the two men in this passage had actually been worth the trusting.

“We can’t carry him,” he said, coming back to where Halina still knelt, and heard how bare the sentence sounded even as he said it. “I’m sorry for it. I’d give a great deal to be wrong about that, and I’m not.”

“I know.” Halina stood as well, and looked back once at the shape they were leaving in the dark, and Fenwick watched her make her own peace with it in whatever private register she’d built for exactly this kind of leaving across four years of a war that had asked it of her more often than any person should reasonably have to bear. “We come back for him, Captain, if this valley ever lets anyone come back for anything. I’ll not pretend I believe it will. I’d rather say it anyway.”

“Say it as often as you need to.” Fenwick checked the demolitions pack a final time, the motion steadying him in the specific, disciplined way it always had, and found, doing it, that the plain, unglamorous business of equipment gave him somewhere to put his hands that his own thoughts currently couldn’t be trusted with. “Two of us, now, for whatever’s left of tonight. Fairfax dead by his own doing, and Tadeusz dead proving he was never the thing this operation spent a month suspecting him of being. I’ll not let either fact slow us down further than it already has. We finish this for the reasons we came here with, and we finish it, now, for him as well — properly, so that whatever’s left of this valley when we’re done with it, nobody ever again mistakes a man’s silence for his guilt without first asking him plainly what the silence is actually protecting.”

“Agreed.” Halina’s voice had gone level again, the particular, hard-won levelness of a woman setting grief down long enough to let the job through, and Fenwick recognised it because he was doing precisely the same thing himself, one disciplined breath at a time. “The vault’s still ahead of us. Whatever it cost us to learn where it was, it hasn’t moved for the costing.”

They went on together through the dark, the two of them where four had walked in, the artillery’s distant rhythm following them the way it had followed every step of this valley’s whole difficult month, and Fenwick, walking it, held the folded paper’s weight in his own coat now rather than Halina’s, a small, private inheritance from a man who had asked, with his very last breath, only to be believed. He intended to see to it that the belief outlasted him by considerably more than the width of one dying man’s request. He intended, whatever else this night still cost either of them, to make it count for something before the mountain took the chance away from both of them entirely.
Nightjar Goes Silent

The last stretch of gallery ran wider than anything they’d walked to reach it, the rough-bored walls giving way, without warning, to dressed stone and a floor levelled properly for the first time since the outer wire, and Fenwick understood, well before Halina said anything to confirm it, that they had finally walked out of the part of this mountain the Reich had merely tunnelled and into the part it had actually built something to hold.

It was the light that stopped them short of the last bend, spilling round the corner in a wash considerably brighter and considerably busier than an empty vault chamber had any business showing this deep into an evacuation.

Fenwick eased them both back into the shadow of a support timber and looked properly. The gallery forked here, deliberately, the way a passage forks when someone has planned two different uses for the ground rather than simply followed the rock — one branch running on, level and short, towards a slab of fitted steel he took, from its weight and fit alone, to be the vault’s own sealed door; the other dropping away towards a loading bay, cut lower into the rock, where the narrow-gauge line that had carried crushed stone up from these depths for two years now carried something else entirely. A flatbed truck stood loaded on the rail down there, four crates already lashed under canvas and a fifth being manhandled onto it by two soldiers working with the particular, unhurried care of men who had been told plainly what would happen to them if they dropped it. A third man, older, stood at the truck’s head consulting a manifest by torchlight, and a fourth kept a rifle slung but ready at the fork itself, watching both branches at once, the last guard on the last consignment of whatever this valley’s whole two years had actually produced.

“That’s not evacuation,” Halina breathed, glasses up, reading the scene the same way Fenwick was reading it. “That’s the last of it, going out ahead of the charges. They mean to save this much, at least, whatever else they’re leaving to the mountain.”

“Then it doesn’t leave.” Fenwick said it flatly, because there was, once he’d looked at the crates properly, no other sentence available to him that fit the job London had actually sent them to do — not simply a mountain full of rumour and secondhand horror, but this, four wooden boxes on a rail truck, packed and labelled and bound, this evening, for somewhere considerably further from the front than the men loading it currently stood.

They took the guard at the fork first, Fenwick’s hand finding the man’s collar and his blade finding the rest of it before the rifle slung across his shoulder had cleared its own strap, and the older man with the manifest turned towards the small, wrong sound of it a half-second too late to do anything with the turning except die making it. The two soldiers at the crate broke for cover rather than for their own weapons, which cost Halina nothing to correct, and for the length of perhaps eight seconds the loading bay held only the two of them, the truck, and a silence considerably more complete than the one they’d walked in on.

“We won’t get it up that line before someone below hears the quiet and comes looking for the reason,” Fenwick said, already moving down into the loading bay rather than back towards the branch that led to the vault. “I’ll not leave four crates of this valley’s whole reason for existing sitting on a rail line for the next man through to simply push the rest of the way himself.”

He put two rounds into the nearest crate at close range, and the report that answered him was not the flat crack of splitting wood but something considerably stranger, a faint, wrong shimmer in the air above the shattered slats that Fenwick had no vocabulary for and no time to look for one, and Halina was already at the second crate with the same flat, economical violence, working down the line of them before whatever had woken in the first one finished deciding what it meant to be woken.

It was the sound from below, boots on the gallery floor, urgent and multiplying, that told them the eight seconds had run out.

“The vault,” Fenwick said. “Now. Whatever’s left on that truck, it’s not leaving whole regardless, and I’ll not spend our last minutes making certain of a job already half done.”

They broke back up to the fork and took the other branch, the vault’s sealed door standing at its end exactly as its weight had promised from a distance, and went through it together. It took the two of them, hauling on the same geared wheel, to bring the mechanism shut behind them — slow, reluctant, bad-tempered in a way neither of them had any way of expecting until they had it under their own hands, built by men who had plainly never once considered that speed might matter more than certainty. Fenwick understood, feeling the weight of it fight him the whole way shut, that whoever built a door to need two men and a wheel had not built a door that gave easily to one man’s shoulder and a rifle butt, and that whatever was coming up that line behind them was going to need considerably longer than either to undo what the two of them had just done.

The chamber inside was smaller than the scale of everything leading to it had promised, and held, at its centre, behind a containment lattice whose steel crossbars looked, in the poor working light some departing technician had left burning, like the bars of a cage built for something that had never once needed physical bars to stay where it was. Nobody had told Fenwick what he was walking towards. London’s own brief had been honest about that much from the first morning — we don’t know what it is, go and look — and no amount of not-knowing, arrived at honestly, could have prepared him for the specific, wrong quality of the light behind that lattice, a faint doubling to it, as though the chamber held two suns and one of them belonged somewhere considerably colder than this world had ever been. The eye slid off it if a man let it, the way an eye slides off any fact too large to be looked at directly for long, and Fenwick, in the handful of seconds he permitted the looking, understood, finally and completely, exactly what kind of thing four people had been sent into a mountain to argue with.

He did not linger over the understanding. There was a job in front of him that did not care what the thing behind the lattice actually was, only what a sufficient charge, correctly placed, could do to the rock holding it, and it was moving to place it, running a hand along the chamber’s rear wall for the seam his own eye had already half-guessed at, that he found the job largely done already — a demolition charge, German-laid, wired into the rock with a neatness Fenwick recognised the way one tradesman recognises another’s work, tied back to a firing point that led, by the cable’s own confident routing, somewhere well clear of this chamber entirely.

“They meant to bring this down themselves,” he said, and heard, in his own voice, something that was not quite surprise. “Later. On their own schedule, once whatever else they wanted out of here had actually gone. This isn’t a room the Reich meant to leave standing, Halina. It’s a room they meant to bury on their own time, once they’d finished stripping it — the same crates we just put a stop to on that line outside.” He set his hand against the charge a moment, an odd, unwilling respect in the gesture, before he turned back to his own pack. “I’ll not trust a stranger’s timing on a job this size, however neatly he’s laid it. But I’ll not waste his work either. Mine ties into his. Whatever’s left of this mountain’s own patience for delay, it runs out the moment I want it to now, not whenever Berlin would have preferred.”

Something struck the sealed door hard enough to ring it, a slow, heavy, testing blow that told Fenwick more about the mechanism’s own strength than it told him about any real danger — a door built to need two men and a wheel was not a door that gave way to shoulders and rifle butts, whatever urgency stood on its other side.

“That door will hold them a good while yet,” Halina said, glasses on it regardless, her own weapon up. “Longer than we’ve got work left to do, I should think.”

“Longer than that. It’s not the door I’m working against.” Fenwick tied the last connection into the German charge’s own leads with the same unhurried care he’d have given it on the quietest night of the operation, because a rushed job against a structure like this one was a job that left something standing that shouldn’t be, and he had not come this far, at this cost, to leave it half-finished on the strength of understandable haste. “It’s this throat of tunnel behind us. It’s the only way in or out of this chamber, and there’s nowhere along its length that reads as cover from what two charges this size are going to do to the air inside it once they go. A timer buys us distance, if we can clear forty metres of dead-straight rock before whoever’s still moving in this complex finds another way down to us, or another way to reach this charge before its own hour comes. I don’t currently rate our odds of clearing it very highly.”

“Then we don’t clear it.” Halina said it without hesitation, glasses still on the door, voice level in the particular, hard-won way Fenwick had come to recognise as the sound of a decision already settled rather than one still being reached. “I didn’t walk two years towards this room to leave it half-destroyed for the sake of a timer neither of us would live long enough to see run properly regardless.”

“I’d have made the same call alone. I wanted it made together.” Fenwick looked at her once, in the chamber’s cold, wrong light, and found he had nothing further to offer the moment beyond the plain truth of it. “I’m sorry it’s this room.”

“I’m not.” The door rang again, further off now, a dull, patient hammering that told Fenwick someone on its far side had given up on speed and settled in for a siege the mechanism was never going to grant them in time. “Whatever’s waiting on the other side of this, Captain, I’m glad it was you I walked into it with.”

“And I you.” Fenwick closed the final connection with a hand that had not shaken once through the whole of the night’s business and did not intend to start now, and thought, in the half-second the wiring still allowed him, briefly and without ceremony, of Norway, and of Tadeusz’s own half-mended boot, and of a brother somewhere still unaccounted for whose sister had carried him the whole width of this valley without once setting the weight down.

The door was still whole, and still shut, and would stay both for considerably longer than either of them had left to need it to, when the charge answered a question neither of them had needed to ask aloud any further.

*

Two levels up and a considerable distance north, Kammler felt the mountain answer the sound before his own ears properly registered it, a deep, complete shudder that ran through rock he had spent two years learning to trust and betrayed, in that single moment, every assumption he had built his own timeline around. He did not know, standing in the truck bed with the satchel already secured against his chest, what had actually happened two levels below him, and found, in the flat, disciplined part of his mind that had governed every decision of this valley’s whole difficult month, that he did not currently have the leisure to properly wonder. His own charges were running to schedule. Whatever this new sound was, it was running to a schedule of its own, one he had no further authority over and no remaining reason to delay his own departure in order to investigate.

“Drive,” he said, to the driver waiting for exactly that word, and the truck pulled away from Sóboń’s emptying yard into a night lit, behind them, by a collapse that no single report would ever fully reconcile with any other — his own demolition crew’s careful sequence, a rail consignment that had apparently never reached the surface at all, and something else entirely underneath both of them, arriving at very nearly the same hour by a cause Kammler would never trouble himself to learn the shape of, because he was, by the time the mountain finished settling, already three kilometres down a road the front had not yet reached, with a satchel of stolen material small enough to have travelled on his own person rather than any truck a demolitions officer might have thought to stop, and a body that had not yet finished deciding what it eventually intended to become.

*

The blast reached the outer wire a full four seconds after the ground itself had already answered it, a column of dust and displaced rock rising from a mouth of tunnel that had, until that instant, still held two people inside it, and settled, in the minutes that followed, into the ordinary, unremarkable silence of a mountain that had simply finished doing what mountains did to whatever men asked them to hold for too long.

London’s set, three hundred kilometres west, waited the length of the scheduled window and the length of every window after it, and received, in place of the message the operator had been briefed to expect, nothing at all — no further traffic, no explanation, no answer to the query sent, eventually, out of a courtesy the silence itself no longer had any use for. Nightjar had gone quiet the way a signal goes quiet when there is, at last, no one left anywhere within reach of a key to keep it speaking, and the silence held, complete and undisturbed, for as long as anyone ever thought to listen for something different.
Two Files

The war left behind two files that never once managed to become one.

The first survived because a records clerk in the reconstituted Silesian administration, working through a filing cabinet nobody had thought worth locking, found a folder marked Anlage Sóboń — Verwaltung and did what records clerks did with anything that didn’t fit a category already printed on a form: he filed it under the closest available heading and moved on. The folder held requisition logs, a personnel roster with more names crossed through in the last month than remained legible, and a final entry, undated, in a hand the clerk did not recognise and made no effort to trace, noting a structural failure in the site’s lower workings coincident with the general evacuation and the presumed loss of remaining technical staff. Of SS-Obergruppenführer Hans Kammler, site administrator of record, the entry offered nothing further. A subsequent Allied inquiry, cross-referencing the name against the dwindling list of senior SS engineering officers still unaccounted for at war’s end, found no body, no confirmed sighting, and no paper trail leading further than a requisitioned truck logged departing the valley on the night in question, destination illegible. The file was closed, eventually, in the only language a records office had available for a man who had simply stopped appearing in any document anyone could find. Stamped, in block capitals a tired official had pressed hard enough to show through three pages beneath it: INCONCLUSIVE.

The second file began its life in London rather than Berlin, and stayed considerably thinner for it. Four names — Fenwick, Sikorska, Kamiński, Fairfax — entered against a mission designation that meant nothing to anyone outside a small office that itself no longer entirely existed by the time anyone went looking. The file recorded a final scheduled contact, unanswered; a query, sent once the silence had run past every reasonable margin for atmospheric conditions or equipment failure; and no reply to the query, ever. It recorded, dryly, that the team’s own last confirmed transmission had reported charges to be set and the operation proceeding, and that no further signal, of any kind, had followed it. Whatever the four of them had found in that valley, whatever it had cost them to reach it, the record that survived them said only what a records office could honestly say about four people who had walked into a mountain and not walked back out of it. Missing. Presumed killed in action.

Neither file ever met the other. No clerk on either side of the widening postwar border ever thought to ask whether a German site gone suddenly and permanently silent in January of 1945 might have some bearing on an Allied team gone silent in exactly the same valley, in exactly the same week. The war had produced, by its end, considerably more silence than any filing system built to explain it, and this was simply two more silences among the great many that never found each other, filed a continent’s paperwork apart, in drawers that would not be opened again by anyone curious enough to ask the obvious question for the better part of a lifetime.

The valley itself kept no files at all. The gallery entrances collapsed further with each hard winter, the rail spur rusted where it lay, and the wire came down, in the end, not to any deliberate clearing but to the same slow, indifferent decay that took every other fence in that stretch of country once nobody remained who needed it to keep anything in or out. Grass found the disturbed ground the way grass finds any ground eventually. A pair of birds nested, the second spring after, in a gap in the rock that had once been watched, at considerable cost, by four people who no longer had any say in what became of it, and sang there, mornings, over rubble that had stopped, by then, being anything anyone thought to call a mountain that had swallowed something.
Half-Life

The house sat at the end of a lane outside a town in the Taunus hills whose name he had chosen, sixty-five years before, for no better reason than that it appeared, when he first went looking, on no list any Allied clerk had troubled to compile, and he had kept it since on the same principle that had kept him alive through every other decision of that whole difficult decade: a thing that drew no attention rarely earned any.

He sat now at the kitchen table with the good lamp on, because the light in this house had never been generous and age — other people’s age, the ordinary kind he had spent sixty-five years watching move through everyone he had ever troubled to know — made poor light considerably harder to work by than it had once been for them. He had not, himself, found the light any harder to work by in all that time. This was not a fact he examined often, in the same disciplined way he had once declined to examine a great many facts that argued for conclusions he had no present use for, though he had learned, across the intervening decades, that a fact this large did not so much go unexamined as sit, permanently, in the room with him, whatever else he found to occupy his attention.

The ampoule stood on the table in front of him, upright in its small brass stand, the same stand that had held it since a night he still, on his worse evenings, dated with more precision than any of the ordinary anniversaries a man his apparent age was supposed to have accumulated by now. The glass had yellowed faintly with the decades in a way the substance inside it had not; the material still held the same faint, wrong luminescence it had held the morning he had logged it, in his own hand, as samples retained for continued study pending relocation, a phrase he had written to satisfy an audit that had never come and had gone on, since, to satisfy nothing except the private, unexamined comfort of a man who preferred his own thefts filed rather than merely committed.

The rest of what remained he kept in a safe two rooms away, wrapped and logged with the same careful hand he had once given a site’s whole inventory — three further ampoules, and what little was left of the raw ingot, smaller now than even the modest quantity he had first taken. It was not this ampoule in particular that asked to be kept close, he had established, eventually, after testing the question with more rigour than he generally still bothered applying to his own habits; any of the four did exactly the same work, provided the glass stayed between his hand and whatever the material was actually doing to him. He had tried, more than once in the early years, locking all four away together and simply leaving them there, reasoning that a man wishing to survive his own theft ought not make a habit of handling the evidence. Each time, within days, a weakness he could not otherwise account for had crept into his hands, and a fog had settled behind his eyes that no sleep answered, until the wanting outgrew every other habit he still governed, and he went back to the safe and brought one of them out again, alone, and felt the weakness lift within the hour in a way that told him considerably more about what he had become than he had ever cared to know.

The ingot he had never once, in sixty-five years, taken out of its own wrapping to hold bare-handed. He could not have said, honestly asked, what the glass was actually supposed to be protecting him from, given that whatever the material did to a man it had plainly already done to him long before any ampoule’s thin wall had entered the arrangement, but the ingot unnerved him in a way the sealed ampoules never had, and he had never once tested whether the unease was reasoned or merely superstition, because a man who had spent a career distrusting Voss’s talk of magic took a certain grim comfort in discovering he was not, after all, entirely immune to wanting some barrier of his own between himself and the thing he could not put down. He no longer fought the rest of it. He kept one ampoule here instead, in its stand, within reach, and turned it in his hands most evenings the way another man might have turned a rosary he no longer entirely believed in.

He turned it once in the light, the way he had turned it perhaps a thousand times across sixty-five years, and felt, doing it, the small, familiar static gather at the back of his teeth that no dentist in three different assumed names had ever once found a cause for, and the fine, answering tremor that had lived in his right hand since a winter he preferred to think of, most days, as a professional hazard rather than a diagnosis. Voss would have had a curve for it by now, though Voss, honestly consulted, would have been the first to say the curve did not apply — every reading he had ever taken, every case he had ever charted, had belonged to a man deliberately dosed, forced past whatever the body could absorb in a single sitting, in service of a programme that had wanted soldiers and had produced, with terrible reliability, corpses, vacancies, and men reduced past even that. Kammler had never been a subject. He had stood near the material for two years, unshielded, out of nothing more dramatic than rank and his own insistence on verifying everything himself, and the readings Voss had taken of him, alongside the actual subjects’, had always sat at the shallow, uninteresting end of the same chart — smaller, slower, the kind of thing a cautious man filed as ambient rather than acute and moved on from. Voss had never once suggested where that shallow end eventually led, because nobody, least of all Voss, had ever kept a man like Kammler under observation for longer than two years. Kammler had gone on being observed by no one at all for sixty-three years further than that, and had arrived, alone and by a route no chart of Voss’s had ever mapped, at an answer that belonged to no category the man had left him.

He found, turning the ampoule a second time, that he missed the curves rather more than he missed the man who had drawn them — an admission he permitted himself only here, only now, in a kitchen no one else would ever have reason to enter, because a man could not measure himself without a second pair of eyes, however much he’d have preferred, across two years and then sixty-five more, to manage the whole of it alone.

He had told Berlin, once, that the material was a resource to be managed rather than a thing to be reverenced, and had believed it, on his better days, right up until the evening a bathroom mirror in a rented room in Argentina had shown him a face identical, feature for feature, to the one a photograph from 1943 had shown a colleague three years before, a discovery he had made alone, at what should have been forty, and had gone on making, alone, at what should by any ordinary accounting have been fifty, sixty, seventy, each birthday a smaller and more private horror than the last precisely because there was no longer anyone left who had known him at Sóboń to share the horror with, no Voss, no Berlin, no institution of any kind equipped to log a case study of one. He had wanted, once, a colleague to carry the weight of a result alongside him. He understood now, turning a small glass ampoule under a kitchen lamp with a hand that would not quite hold steady, that the weight had never actually required a second pair of hands to hold it, only a first pair unwilling, this far into the holding, to admit it had grown too heavy for one man to manage after all.

The rift itself was gone. He had read enough, over the decades, in enough careful languages, to be entirely certain of that much — a valley in what the maps now called Poland, a mountain with its throat properly collapsed, no further material, from that source or any other, ever surfacing in any market he had learned, cautiously, over the years, how to watch. What he held in the brass stand in front of him was, so far as he had ever been able to determine, among the last of its kind anywhere in the world, four ampoules once, fewer now, each one spent exactly as sparingly as a man spends a fortune he suspects, correctly, he will never be permitted to replace.

He did not know what it was keeping him for. He had asked himself the question so many times across so many decades that the asking itself had become one more habit, worn smooth as the wheel of a door he no longer had to turn, and had never once arrived at an answer he trusted any further than he’d trusted Voss’s original claim that the whole of it was, at bottom, something considerably older than physics. He had built a career, and then a second, quieter life, on refusing to credit exactly that kind of claim. He found, this evening, turning the last of a rift’s whole ruin over in one unsteady hand, that refusing it had cost him rather less than believing it eventually would.

He set the ampoule back in its stand, and did not sleep, that night, any more than most nights, and did not, in the morning, look any different in the glass than he had the morning before, or the one sixty-five years before that.
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