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Content Warning
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For Penelope, my own little lifeboat.
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FLASHES OF RED IN THE DARK. ECHOED CREAKING.

Dull aches, throbbing temple. It’s another dream and another memory again, something in between. Heidi opens her mouth to call out to the dark but a sharp sting pronounces her split lip – gluey and crusted with blood.

Am I still here? she wonders.

But what the fuck does here mean now? The present is a swimming state of somethings and maybes. Here is nowhere, there is nowhere.

‘Still with us, Miss Sperling?’

The voice startles her, pinches the ache behind her eyes. It’s a distorted voice – tinny. A speaker? No, somehow it feels more immediate.

Fuck, her head – it’s pounding into oblivion. She looks to her fingers but the darkness has swallowed them. That glare of red continues to flash from somewhere above, barely illuminating the ceiling corner and a sheet of glass below.

Glass. Or is it a mirror? A mirror for her, maybe, but for them?

‘I would like you to answer my question.’ He’s a Soviet. Russian. The voice is deep, has to be in the same room – but she still can’t make out where. Can’t be behind the glass. What’s the point of the glass if it’s not a two-way mirror?

‘Who the fuck is that?’ she spits.

She tries to stand up but can’t move. Can’t feel her limbs outside of the pain. Maybe they’ve drugged her, shot her up with the KGB’s own brand of scopolamine, primed for interrogation.

The voice comes again, behind her now. He’s circling like a shark.

‘Tell us how you escaped the vessel.’

Her temple throbs and she seethes through gritted teeth. ‘Where am I?’

Whispers back and forth. There’s another person in the room. This room, that room.

‘She’s cracking.’ They’re still speaking English. She can understand Russian well enough, but maybe they don’t know that. That should tell her something. They want her to hear. ‘Doesn’t understand what is real.’

There’s a cold feeling in her gut upon hearing that. Can’t feel her fingers. This isn’t right.

No, she knows what’s real. It’s familiar now. That question – this room. She’s not insane. But that question … the rest?

‘I don’t remember …’ she says to herself, itch worsening, panic rising. How did she escape? When did she get here? Concussion, she must have suffered a concussion when they grabbed her. Short-term memory loss. Makes sense.

Make sense of the rest, Heidi. Pay attention.

‘Time is running out, Miss Sperling.’ The other voice again. A nasally German woman. ‘Tell us what happened on the TК-15.’

German. Stasi? Has to be – it’s the only thing that makes sense. They must’ve taken Heidi from her apartment while she was sleeping. Every night she’d worry it might be the final night, the moment they’d actually grab her.

But that was before. She couldn’t remember going back. Hell, why would she go back, even if she were able to? Her cover was blown as soon as she left Berlin, no shred of a doubt about that. That’s right, isn’t it?

‘We’ll let you die, if you answer our questions.’

‘I said I don’t—’ She stops. That sense of gut panic deepens, twists inside her in some horrible, sickly manner. ‘What did you say?’

‘We’ll let you kill yourself. Just like you wanted, Miss Sperling.’

‘No … No, I don’t—’

‘Instead, we can start with Sabine Richter, twenty-eight years old, lives with her mother in Biesdorf, Berlin.’

Oh God, they found her. They know.

Heidi isn’t meant to be here, not meant to be part of this – she’s not a patriot, not a special ops agent. Never trained to withstand this.

‘Listen, I promise I’ll cooperate. Just, please, give—’

‘Nguyen Vickers, thirty-three years old, lives with her infant child in Horsell, Surrey.’ Vickers. That sheer, pressing guilt smothers her. After everything. ‘Which would you like us to kill first?’

‘Scheiße, I’m talking! I’m talking! I don’t know what you want!’

‘We need you to tell us how you escaped the vessel designated TК-15.’

TК-15 … Heidi remembers TК-15 – she’ll never forget it so long as she lives. How long since then? Years, surely. An impossible time. She searches her memories, scrambles through the endless fog for its endpoint, the last piece. But it’s all a fever sludge, every piece without place. Canterbury. Berlin. Rügen. Viking. TК-15.

‘I’m trying to remember,’ she says. ‘What day is it, can you tell me the date? If I work backwards, I promise—’

‘We cannot go backwards.’

‘Ground her with another,’ the Russian whispers. Why can she hear him so clearly?

‘Please, please – you don’t have to inject me with anything. I’m listening, I’m talking.’

The Stasi bitch whispers to the Russian. ‘Only forwards.’

‘Miss Sperling,’ the Russian says, ‘when did you leave the GDR?’

GDR. DDR. Focus.

Picture it, go back.

Berlin. Several years in. Broken radiator again. Hissing, crackling in the pipes. Nursing a beer alone. Getting better, maybe.

Late-night delivery.

Even in her memories, she’s panicked. A new panic, though. Doesn’t quit after this crucial moment.

Phone calls. Print checks.

Out the door, watch the corners. Run a few blocks.

Payphone.
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‘IT’S THISTLE. T-H-I-S-T-L-E. NOW PUT ME THROUGH.’

‘I’m sorry, who was your handler?’

‘Meine Fresse,’ Heidi cursed. ‘I. Don’t. Know. They’ve switched a dozen goddamn times since I started out here. Elliot said—’

‘Did you say Elliot? We don’t have an Elliot here, miss.’

‘Elliot Williams, back from when I started. None of them worked at the station, they were back at command.’

‘If you’re not affiliated with the station then I’m afraid we cannot help at this time.’

‘It’s a separate operation. Look, I’m on the salary and pension forms at Bletchley. You can find me on those. Heidi Sperling. Thistle. Your base should at least have a note about Thistle – especially for previous exfils. That should be enough.’

It was enough last time, but of course tonight it wasn’t.

The woman on the other end of the line sighed. ‘And you don’t have a number for London?’

‘It’s a daytime number, no one’s picking up.’

‘And where are you calling from tonight?’

‘I already told you: Mitte, Ost-Berlin. Check the number.’

The other woman hesitated. ‘Very well. Hold please.’

‘No, wait, I don’t have time to—’

A poorly recorded song responded: cheap lift jazz.

Heidi kicked the phone booth, wrung the handset like a chicken’s neck. Fucking useless station. Her heart still hadn’t settled, extremities alight with adrenaline.

Another car rolled past her, and she turned her back to the headlights.

She glanced over her shoulder, past the empty phone booth beside this one. A wide boulevard of sparse lamp posts in the dark, a couple of teens hanging around a bus stop in the nearest cone of light. Salted road, dusty snow on the pavement. The ever-present glow of the Palast der Republik beyond the park: that giant modernist block that the locals had come to call Erich’s Lamp Shop on account of the several thousand chandeliers in the monstrosity.

Heidi tucked the phone’s handset in the crook of her neck and shoulder, rubbed her hands together to fight the chill. Hell, if she knew this was going to take so long, she would’ve brought her gloves out of the car.

The headlights of another car drew over her. A black Trabant, moving slower than the last.

Her throat tightened. Was the car coming to a stop? Heidi tapped her fingernails against the handset. Hurry up, you fuckers.

The car passed.

She watched it continue down the road, checked to see if it was stopping anywhere else. But it continued down the boulevard and a drunk came shuffling up the pavement, stopped to lean against Heidi’s car.

She quickly swung open the phone booth door.

‘Hei!’ she hissed. ‘Fass das nicht an.’

The drunkard didn’t seem to hear her.

Should have taken the files out of the glovebox. Fuck. She was doing this all wrong.

No time.

The compressed Muzak stopped.

‘Miss Sperling, you’re connected.’

Heidi fumbled to grasp the phone tight. ‘Thank you.’

An older male voice grumbled down the line. ‘Is this Thistle?’

‘Yes. Is this the station chief?’

‘It is. I take it you’re one of command’s special little projects from their more creative years?’

‘Look, I don’t know what your assistant told you but I need you to patch me through to London, Bletchley, high command. I have in my possession a document from Strausberg that highlights an immediate naval threat – something totally anomalous.’

‘Anonymous?’

‘Anomalous, as in unlike anything else. I’m talking about a serious advancement in the USSR’s capabilities that’s been overlooked, something previously undisclosed.’

‘Undisclosed to us or them?’

‘Both.’

‘And this is sound?’

‘I’ve checked it over fifty times. It’s solid.’

A pause. ‘Command will need more details.’

‘It’s almost all redacted. I have coordinates and … Listen, I’ll explain it all to them, okay? But I need to get through right now. There’s been a very recent development on this.’

‘I can’t connect an external line to Bletchley.’

She paused, pinched the bridge of her nose. ‘Fine. Just tell them exactly what I’m about to tell you, and you tell them right away. Do you have a pen?’

‘Mm-hm. Go ahead.’

She spelled it out as quickly as she could, remarkably not tripping over her words as much as she’d done when she was rehearsing this in the car a moment ago.

The reaction was about what she expected, though.

A long silence.

‘Are you still there?’ she asked. ‘Please, I need to get moving.’

The station chief responded in a whisper. ‘And you’ve verified that document?’

‘Yes.’

Another pause.

‘I’ll see what I can do.’

Muzak again. Joyful trumpet, big band swing.

This would be it. One last look at the apartment if she was lucky, then out beyond the wall. No last words to those she’d be leaving behind. Goodbye to home. Goodbye to everything.

Too much. Had to breathe.

She opened the phone booth door for the frigid air only to hear a choking, retching sound nearby. Heidi looked back to see the drunk had vomited onto her car wheel. The man promptly slipped on the icy gutters, thudding against the car bumper.

Heidi glanced over to the group at the bus stop; if they’d noticed the ruckus from the drunk, they didn’t seem to care. Down the road, a couple of police officers in grey-green jackets and peaked caps wandered along the edge of the park towards the bus stop. Heidi cursed under her breath, set the handset atop the box, marched past the drunk and opened the driver’s seat door. She snatched a bottle of water out from the car’s backseat, grabbed the drunk by his coat and hauled him off to the nearest bench overlooking the park.

He was just a kid. Easy to carry. Hairless, vomit-painted chin. Blubbering to himself.

She stuffed the bottle of water into his hands once she’d sat him down, rushed back inside the yellow phone booth, held the handset to her ear.

The Muzak came to a dramatic conclusion.

And started up again.

‘Come on, come on.’

She tapped her fingernails against the booth’s windows, eyeing the backs of the police officers as they passed the bus stop, smoking and muttering to one another.

Stasi were probably listening. They must’ve tapped most of the lines. Fuck.

Heidi looked back to see the drunk teen cradling his bottle of water with the look of a stroppy five-year-old.

‘It’s me.’

Heidi jumped at the noise. The gravelly words of the station chief again.

‘Gott sei Dank,’ she said in relief. ‘Did you get through?’

‘Yes. Do you have a gun?’

‘I, um, yeah – yes, some second-hand Makarov. I haven’t used it before.’ The phone line crackled in her ear. One of the officers at the bus stop glanced over at her. ‘Look, I need to get these fucking documents out of my hands immediately. I can cross over to you in the city or out in the country; which checkpoint is best tonight?’

‘They don’t want you to cross the wall,’ he stressed. ‘You’re going to have to listen very carefully and keep all this in your head. Do you have a car?’

Heidi felt that sinking feeling in her gut again. The sense of freefall.

‘Where do they want me?’

A scramble for her car keys.

Ignition. Side roads.

Last glance of her neighbourhood.

North out of the city.

Rügen. Her second time to Rügen.

Someone once told Heidi those seaside towns in winter were more like dead amusement parks, but in the early hours of the morning, she found the entire island took on that uncanny persona. Farmlands lay spare of wandering cattle, every field dusted with snow and sapped of life. Rustic villages with their red-brick cottages and churches stood alongside communist-built concrete blocks and holiday lets, all laced with frost and abandoned for the season. And on the very edge of the main road, a lone petrol station attendant stood shovelling the snow under a yellow lamp post, stopping to shield their eyes from the headlights’ glare.

Forest passed the petrol station and Heidi eyed the fuel gauge: needle now touching R.

She checked her mirrors again. No lights following.

She could still make it.

For the past half-hour, the car had been screeching a complaint every time she changed gear, making her imagine hundreds of fax machines across the country simultaneously spewing out sheets of warm paper, each showing Heidi’s ID cards, headed with the words FAHNDUNG – Staatsverräter. MANHUNT – traitor to the state.

What a fucking mess.

North road before the town proper, that’s what the station chief had said over the phone. Skip the beach. Skip the fancy resorts and Ferris wheel bullshit. Almost there.

She rubbed her knuckles against her eyelids – itchy with fatigue. Still felt like she was holding her breath.

Almost there. Almost out.

The woods were uniform in the snow: a colony of black towers against the distant, burgeoning glow of dawn. In familiar territory now: she could place where the cars and vans were parked last time. Hundreds of campers flocked to this spot every summer – those who didn’t have the stomach for the hotels or the money for the resorts. It was only a few months ago that she came here with Sabine. Back when the sun was a vengeful god and the picnic spots were infested with flies, when she felt fifteen years younger and might’ve fooled herself into thinking she could make a real life out here.

Another hill brought the car to a snail’s pace. The coastline bursts out from the earth on this island – chalk cliffs like a mini Dover. Could’ve even been the same rock, some billion years ago. There was something funny about that these days.

Heidi pushed her weight into the accelerator, only for the car to gradually slow to a halt. That would be it for the engine, then.

Handbrake up, she leaned back in her seat and ran her fingers through the knots in her hair. She eyed the mirrors again, tingly anxiety rising in her chest. The road was just about visible now in the dimmest blues.

Couldn’t shake the feeling that she wasn’t alone, that someone else was back there in the shadows, watching. No figures to be seen, though. No silhouettes of cars or bikes. But the feeling didn’t shift.

She could still make it.

After everything, this was how her time in the East would end: suddenly and all too fucking dramatically.

Heidi breathed deep. ‘Off we go, then.’

She popped the cassette tape out of the deck: Jefferson Airplane’s Surrealistic Pillow. Didn’t want to lose that one. There she was, chasing her own ‘White Rabbit’, after all. That in hand, she rifled through the glove compartment, pulling out another handful of tapes, a couple of strips of chewing gum and a packet of Bambina chocolate before polishing off the Club Cola she’d left on the passenger seat. She stuffed the rest into her satchel, grabbed her coat and gloves from the back seat and stepped out into the cold.

Eerily still. No wind chill but freezing cold all the same.

Coat and gloves on, Heidi made for the wooded flanks, crunching through the mounds of dense snow to get clear of the road view. No need to make it any easier for her tails.

Just beyond the leafless trees, a herd of fallow deer perked up at the sound of her trudging steps and went bounding through the pale farmlands, silent in their little pilgrimage. Heidi turned to follow the road from afar, only to spot another lone doe limping its way through the bracken to keep up with its sisters.

Another mile of aching knees, frozen, wet feet and dripping nostrils, and she finally reached the turn-off.

A beaten-up van was parked beside the wooden pole which marked the walking trail down to the coast.

She reached into her coat pocket to grip her gun, the cold metal and weight of it a small reassurance as she checked between the trees for any movement. Pointless really, the minimal training she’d gone through some dozen years ago only confirmed she was a terrible shot.

They hadn’t told her anything about this contact she was meant to meet: not what make of car they’d be driving, not what they looked like, not even who they worked for.

She glanced into the van. Empty save for a copy of yesterday’s Berliner Zeitung and a pair of sunglasses on the passenger seat.

Couldn’t waste any more time. She stepped up to the beginning of the trail. No one out between those old beech trees and naked shrubs, as far as she could see. The sapphire of morning light had risen above the canopy now, with the pale gold of a sunrise creeping over the distant-most ridge. Its beauty felt wasted.

Heidi hurried down the path, constantly checking that ancient block of stainless steel on her wrist: a genuine Rolex Oyster Perpetual, covered in scratches and scuffs from two lifetimes at war.

Running late. How the fuck did they expect her to get to this extraction point before sunrise? They could have already left. Too high a risk, too hot for exposure.

She sniffled again and again. Wiped her nose, rubbed her cold ears.

She thought about all those she was leaving behind in Berlin, wondered if she’d be missed at von Mahlsberg’s next club night. If Sabine would ever wonder where she was. Maybe they’d hunt down everyone she had ever associated with. Hell, there were probably a couple of informants in the club anyway; that’s just how things were – it’s something everyone came to accept for their own sanity.

All beside the point. What she was doing now was for everyone, either side of the bloody curtain. She had to tell herself that much.

Down at the shoreline, where the gradual descent gave way to a pebbled beach against jutting chalk cliffs, the shallows of the sea were dotted with great boulders, each encased in ice, like sculptures from an alien world.

Heidi glanced up and down the beach. She headed northward, where the ocean breeze came creeping in. An air of salt, brine and … coffee?

‘Entschuldigen Sie.’

Excuse me. The words stopped her in her tracks.

A burly man sat in a hollow in the cliff face, hands hidden by a thick woollen coat. Wisps of steam rose from the mug in his lap, his breath pluming into the frigid early-morning air. Heidi clenched her fingers around her gun, thumb resting on the safety.

The man continued. ‘Wie spät ist es?’

Heidi relaxed her grip. Do you have the time? The words she’d been waiting for. She’d entirely forgotten.

‘Nein,’ she replied, reciting the code. ‘Ich habe meine Uhr im Kino vergessen.’ I left my watch at the cinema.

‘You are late.’

The man spoke with a thick Plattdeutsch accent, even with the English words. Evidently not an agency plant like Heidi.

Heidi shrugged. ‘They were bullshitting you to expect me any earlier; just be glad I’m here at all. Where’s the boat?’

The man stood, tossed the coffee from his mug and fished a pack of cigarettes from his pocket before offering her one. She declined. ‘Follow me, please.’

‘You know, we can keep speaking German if it’s easier.’

He ignored her and led them around the cove to where a small boat languished on the pebbles. A two-seater Glastron, its paint chipped and hull marred with scratches. Heidi’s stomach grumbled at the sight of it. Had to be a damn speedboat.

‘Your assistance, please.’

Ever the literal German. The two of them got to work, pushing the boat out onto the water just as a creaking and flutter sounded above them, the local birds parting to whistle their morning song.

Soggy toes gave way to drenched ankles. A biting chill.

‘In, please.’

She hopped over to the passenger side, shivering against the icy sea breeze. The skipper wasted no time: a gaseous roar and they were bouncing across the waves into the wide blue of the Baltic. Wind lashed out at them, spitting salt water.

‘How far is it?’ Heidi asked over the engine racket, teeth chattering.

‘Twenty-five minutes. Your colleagues desire to keep in neutral waters. They wish to retain ach …’ He motioned for a word to arrive.

‘Plausible deniability?’

‘Yes.’

‘I don’t think we’ll have to worry about that.’

‘A NATO vessel surfacing here will cause distress. The Soviets have the entire area under surveillance. If you are found, you will be chased for the duration of your journey home.’

Home, she thought. Christ, she was really going back. After all these years, after everything she’d built had gone up in flames.

‘I don’t think we have to worry about them going public.’ She glanced down at the leather satchel on her lap, overstuffed and stained with coffee. ‘Not with this.’

‘Do not count on this assumption. The one who called me said this could be worse than Cuba – those are your agency’s words.’ He thumbed to her satchel. ‘I hope there is something good in there.’

She grunted. ‘It’s not the word I’d use, exactly.’

Beyond the frigid waves, that outer glow of sunlight spread higher until the first real rays set the sea glittering and came to scorch those clouds the night had left behind. Heidi raised a hand to shield herself from the glare.

Heavy bones. Dizzy. Her whole body ached for sleep.

The jolt and jumping of the boat turned her stomach – she focused on that nausea, homed in on this moment to try not to think of the days before today. To stop thinking about all she was leaving behind. Here now. On a mission. Doing something important. Something essential.

The skipper slowed the boat and cut the engine. ‘This is sufficient.’

‘Do you have a radio or …?’

He shook his head. ‘They will have tracked our sound. I recommend you try to enjoy the sunlight while you still can.’

‘Sure.’ She squinted to the horizon, the warmth of the sun just breaking through the vicious wind chill. ‘Any other advice?’

Silence stretched out as they bobbed and rocked on the water.

Bile rose in her throat and Heidi swallowed it back down.

‘I have a friend,’ the man continued after a moment. ‘Her father worked with torpedoes on one of the U-boats during the war. He died onboard, like most of them.

‘This friend, she lost her mother recently.’ His voice had a strange, distant affectation, his eyes never meeting Heidi’s, as if he were in conversation with himself. ‘And in her possessions, my friend found letters sent from her father to her mother. He said how he would dream of being buried alive while he was sleeping, how every one of his crewmates had the same dream – trapped in a box, buried. He said that it felt like living outside any sense of time and place, when they were inside those things. They are strange machines.’

Heidi wasn’t sure what to say to that.

A splash and hiss sounded beside them. Fifty yards away, a trail of froth ran across the water as rigid antennae came pushing up from below. As they rose higher, they gave way to reveal their base: a black tower, gently cruising forward as more bubbles and sea froth celebrated its arrival.

Heidi grasped the windshield of the boat, hair blown about as she stood upright. The leviathan continued to rise – ever so smoothly despite its immensity – the furthest reaches of its central body revealing themselves, sail planes to the bow, diving and directional rudders at the stern, as the whole being settled into place.

A whale of a thing. The conning tower alone must have been four times as tall as Heidi.

‘Heilige Scheiße.’

The skipper lit another cigarette and gunned the boat’s idling engine back to life. ‘Good luck.’

Heidi laughed instinctively. ‘Yeah, thanks.’

They chugged over to the obsidian beast, Heidi keeping both hands on the windshield. Nothing she’d read or seen had quite captured the strangeness of these things. A sleek giant defying nature. Armed to the fucking teeth, to boot. A black horse of the apocalypse. To think these things were everywhere and nowhere.

There was a screech of metal. A hatch opened on the central chassis beside the sail as they approached, a figure quickly emerging to wave them over.

‘Hold there.’ The submariner pulled a rope ladder out from the hatch and swung it down the side of the hull. ‘Easy does it.’

Heidi turned to clap her skipper on the shoulder before leaving. ‘Tschüss.’

He ignored the gesture.

Heidi checked her satchel, reached out for the ladder and began to haul herself up the loose rungs. A whirr and hush of churning water sounded behind her as the speedboat pulled away.

The submariner’s hand met her at the top and hauled her upright and onto the hull. For some reason, she’d expected a slippery surface, but the outer hull seemed to be covered with a sort of rubber. Figures, she thought. Sound-absorbing, marine-like.

‘You’re Thistle, correct?’ the man asked.

She half considered giving him her real name, wondering how useful it was to stick with a code name when the Stasi likely already had her identified. A wanted woman.

‘Yes, sir,’ she replied, shaking his hand. ‘That’s me.’

Best foot forward, after all. Stick to protocol.

‘Daniel Vickers, executive officer.’ Very proper accent. Queen’s English. The man was clean-shaven and owlish – handsome in an old-fashioned, public-school sort of way that Heidi wasn’t too fond of. And notably pungent, despite his immaculate dress of shirt, tie and jacket. ‘A pleasure. Our orders are to dive as soon as you’ve gone below, then we’ll have your accommodations arranged before the briefing. Do you have any difficulties with confined spaces – past episodes of claustrophobia?’

Heidi shrugged. ‘A little seasickness.’

‘Shan’t be a problem. If you’d like to follow me.’

Vickers led her by the hand to the hatch: what made for a manhole on the surface of this silent death machine. Now Heidi could glimpse valves, pipes and harsh, artificial light below.

She glanced back to the horizon one last time. To the distant coasts of her erstwhile home. To the blinding sun against the dark waves.

‘Ladies first, ma’am.’
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THE FIRST THING THAT STRUCK HER WAS THE STENCH. THE ABSOLUTE stench.

Unsurprising, once she gave it a second thought. Squeeze a hundred sweating men into a container of poorly recycled air, add stale cigarette smoke and a constant cycle of meals and farts, and you get something quite fucking spectacular. A salty-sweet, sulphurous musk.

Heidi descended the ladder that dropped down from the hatch to a metal cave crowded with bodies and control panels. The bridge? She wondered what the term would be. A dozen men in blue shirts sat cramped around tiny screens, giant gauges and a thousand switches and handles, with terminals jutting out here and there. Vickers pulled the hatch closed above her, locking them in with a creak and whoosh of hydraulics.

The men glanced over their shoulders at her. Heidi dropped from the ladder, wet boots squelching against the solid floor, the very slightest sway with the waves reminding her of where she was. The warmth was a welcome reprieve from the December morning. She stepped aside for Vickers as he descended.

‘All personnel aboard the ship,’ he declared to the crew. ‘Hatch secured. Brig rigged for dive.’

‘All personnel aboard,’ another repeated, ‘hatch secured, brig rigged for dive, aye, sir.’

‘Thistle,’ Vickers continued, gesturing to one of three other white-shirted figures in the compartment. ‘This is Captain Abasi.’

Similarly pristine in his dress. More flair on his insignia. Dense beard. Deeply wrinkled forehead. A scrutinizing expression.

The captain hesitated before offering her a stiff handshake. ‘Welcome aboard.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

Behind Heidi, two blue-shirted crew members folded the ladder she’d climbed down and stowed it overhead. Vickers motioned to a handle on the ceiling. ‘Worth grabbing hold.’

Heidi clenched her fingers around the worn rubber and wondered just how much a boat like this would tilt, vertically or horizontally.

‘Quartermaster. Sounding.’

‘Sounding twenty-six point two fathoms beneath the keel. Checks with chart, sir.’

‘Very well. Coxswain, submerge the ship.’

Heidi glanced up at the harsh light fixtures, where only more valves and pipes and wires ran across the low ceiling. It felt closer to an industrial plant than a ship. For however warm it might actually be in here, everything else screamed cold. Unsentimental.

And she’d never felt claustrophobic before. But she’d never been in one of these things before, either. The amount of space in itself wasn’t the problem, so much as the number of people stuffed within it.

All around her, commands were repeated and cross-checked and echoed again.

‘Officer of the watch, pass the word, sound two blasts of the diving alarm; dive, dive.’

Another white-shirt plucked a mic from one of the terminals. ‘Dive. Dive.’ His voice echoed from speakers outside the compartment. Some sort of intercom. A flick of a switch and a throttling, low-pitched alarm rang twice throughout the boat. ‘Dive. Dive.’

‘All vents indicate open.’

‘Venting now.’

The faintest bubbling noise arose amid all the orders. Heidi looked up and around, as if there might be some window, some way to see what was happening, but it was a blind space.

‘What you can hear there is air escaping from the upper hull,’ Vickers whispered to her. ‘This adjusts our buoyancy.’

‘Decks awash,’ another voice announced.

Heidi glanced behind her to see a blue-shirted man sat at the end of the room with his hands gripping a steering wheel. The fourth white-shirt was perched behind him, both their eyes fixed on the numerical displays of this blind cockpit. Another sailor sat in the corner, calling out the numbers.

Screens and screens but nothing to see. No camera feeds, just numbers, gauges, charts. She imagined this was what it was like to live inside a tank. More reports and orders were barked out around the room.

‘XO, continue with asset.’

‘Aye, captain.’ Vickers touched Heidi’s elbow. ‘If you would follow me, please.’

Unsure where to look and overwhelmed by the sheer abnormality of the place, Heidi was led out of this nerve centre. She felt the gentlest tug beneath her and held tight to her satchel as she followed Vickers out of the room. She was overheating in her coat, could feel the sweat drip down from under her arms.

‘So, I’m guessing we’re underwater right now?’

‘That’s correct. We’ll be adjusting pitch and roll to maintain a zero-degree bubble as we dive, so you may notice some very gradual shifts.’

They stooped through an open hatch of dense metal into a narrow companionway. The ever-reaching valves and pipes followed them all the way – this mechanical whale’s guts all out in the open.

Vickers paused in front of a door marked EXECUTIVE OFFICER. ‘Just in here, ma’am.’

Hearing anything other than Frau or Fräulein after so long was strange enough, but the way he said ma’am felt deeply patronizing.

She peered through the doorway. Inside was a room without all the pipes and valves: instead, the walls and ceiling were blank panels with wood trims, slanted awkwardly to enclose a stack of two bunks on one side and a plain desk squished next to a wardrobe on the other. The gap between bunks and desk was just wide enough to walk through, albeit restricted by a fancy leather chair which sat lodged at the end.

Heidi took it all in. A cupboard of a room.

She nudged the XO lightly and offered a smile. ‘You’ve spoiled me, Vickers.’

‘A free bunk is a rarity,’ he replied. ‘Usually additional passengers would sleep in the torpedo compartment.’

‘Bully for me.’

‘I’ve taken the liberty of emptying these two containers,’ he continued, entering the room to point out the metal cupboards underneath the lower of the two bunks. ‘You can take the top bunk. Use this handle to pull yourself up. The officers’ bathroom is just to the end of the companionway, to your right. There are instructions on proper usage displayed therein. Do you need anything to prepare before the briefing?’

Vickers stepped outside and Heidi took his place in the room, wondered how the hell she had ended up in this thing. ‘Just a projector should do it, thanks.’

‘Of course. I’ll take you through when you’re ready. Would ten forty-five GMT work?’

Heidi checked her scuffed old watch. Needed to turn it back an hour. ‘Sure, that’s fine.’

‘I must also ask if you brought any weapons aboard, as they’ll need to be handed in to the armoury.’

She hesitated. Though she’d never actually used it, the Makarov in her coat pocket had rarely left her side. Besides, it was doubtful there were many lockable doors here, and while she didn’t catch anything too off about Vickers, she wasn’t so naive as to think a strictly male military environment was a safe place for her.

‘No,’ she said. ‘Nothing.’

‘Very good. I’ll see you shortly.’ He nodded, turned to leave.

‘Hey, wait.’

Vickers paused in the companionway, hands still clasped behind his back. ‘Yes, ma’am?’

She glanced at the bunks again. For the first time in a decade, she wouldn’t have to worry about being grabbed by the Stasi in the middle of the night. But there was that other matter. That far stranger thing. Had to ask.

‘It’s just something I heard from that man who picked me up … Do you ever get weird nightmares sleeping in this thing,’ she gestured around to indicate the submarine, ‘like you’re buried alive?’

‘Ah.’ Vickers made a polite smile. ‘Myself? Perhaps one per tour. Par for the course.’

‘Huh.’

A brief quiet between them. The hull creaked against the distant chatter of the control room. Heidi glanced around again, taking in the absurdity of this moment, in this distinctly unnatural space.

‘Welcome aboard HMS Viking, Thistle.’

She turned her eyes back to the executive officer, judged his gaze. Formal, perhaps, but not unkind. ‘Thanks.’

As he made his way down the steel corridor, Heidi slipped off her satchel and coat and put them on the desk. She glanced back to the hallway, making sure no one was watching as she tucked the Makarov under her pillow.

A goddamn submarine. Emergency exfiltration by a goddamn submarine. Scheiße, this was too much. She punched her satchel half-heartedly. All thanks to those fucking documents. And how the hell was she going to explain them and not sound insane?

Framed photographs looked back at her from the wall: an East Asian woman cuddling a newborn in a hospital bed; Vickers and the same woman on a peak in what Heidi reckoned was the Highlands, the two of them sitting with their child – now a toddler, chin covered in cake – grinning at the camera.

What a lonely place this was.

Heidi squatted on the chair and undid her laces, kicked the boots off and slipped out of her waterlogged socks. She wiggled her toes: red and stiff with cold.

Once again, she glanced around, half expecting a window; the absence of natural light and air triggered some part of her animal instinct, this vague need to escape, to find those missing pieces. In place of windows were built-in cabinets that resembled hotel safes and shelves stacked with what looked to be mostly operational manuals and paperback westerns, a couple of which she recognized from her dad’s old selection. Eerie to see them here, of all places.

She didn’t have any books with her. No time to grab them before leaving Berlin. Now she rifled through her satchel and retrieved her Walkman and tapes, chucked them on the top bunk. Her new home for a time. She had a curtain, at least. And an overhead light. Quality amenities.

Christ, she needed sleep. She could deal with this but she just needed some sleep.

Her watch read 11.38. She wound it back an hour to GMT.

She took the classified documents out, parsed them for the twentieth-odd time. As if something would change. As if it might become easier to explain. All legitimate stamps and sign-offs, no tell-tale errors of a fake.

Tucking the documents under her pillow, she stumbled out to the hall. The floor wasn’t as cold as she’d expected. But she couldn’t shake off the close, humid atmosphere, the sweat and grime stubbornly clinging to her skin.

The bathroom was no larger than the executive officer’s cabin. A corner cubicle of shiny metal was fitted with a shower and toiletries rack, spare of any door or curtain. Beside it, a lidless steel toilet, with a valve and lever in place of flush, and above a roll of toilet paper was a bulleted procedure list titled INSTRUCTIONS FOR FLUSHING WATER CLOSETS. And finally, a sink and mirror. Heidi washed her face with warm water before she noticed another sign warning her to conserve all water usage, use only enough to wet, then lather, then rinse.

You’re in a military vessel now, she reminded herself. A living deterrent.

She stared into the mirror. Bloodshot hazel eyes below shaggy blonde fringe, hair tickling the inside of that stripy blue jumper that used to belong to Sabine. But Sabine didn’t want it back. Didn’t want a reason to deal with Heidi again, couldn’t handle it.

There was a certain hollowness in those mirrored eyes. But the anxiety wasn’t so obvious. There was something else, too. Something cold beyond her.

Even now, she felt she was being followed, being watched.

‘You’re okay, girl,’ she said, taking a deep breath of that acrid air to stem the shaking. ‘You’re okay.’
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PAIN SHOOTS THROUGH HER HEAD. GOD, HER HEAD.

The Russian’s words thunder in her ears, insistent. ‘Were they aware of your instability?’

Are they doing this? She could be hooked up to an IV or electrodes for an aggressive ECT. Drugs to numb her, shocks to keep her awake.

‘It’s not instability,’ she gasps. ‘It’s just … What does this have to do with the TК-15 anyway?’

‘Were they aware?’

She concentrates. Rolls it back. Where is she now? When? ‘They had my records, yes. Someone mentioned there was one incident noted down from my previous placement.’

‘Did that concern you – that they knew about this?’

‘I didn’t know for sure.’

‘Was that the only incident?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘How many other times did you try? Before or after the recorded event.’

Why does this matter? How could it? Every other moment, this interrogation is marked by vicious urgency, and the next, they’re lingering on things that seem pointless, trivial.

It’s a way to soften the meat. They’re going to kill her.

She feels a tugging in her chest.

Did she do something? Why can’t she remember?

The woman snaps at her. ‘Was that the only incident, yes or no?’

‘No.’

Ignore her. Answer, but ignore. Try and understand.

She got out, somehow. Out of that place.

But to be in this room, she’s failed – she can be sure of that. Still, there’s something worse. Something hidden beyond this, inside, something which is bringing about the primal sense of panic. Something missing.

Her throat tightens, as if someone is strangling her in this endless dark. The red light above her is the tiniest blip in a sea of black. Nothingness and nothingness. A haze of here and nowhere. When is now? Where?

‘You still have time for one more try,’ the Stasi bitch says. ‘But you’ll get it right this time, won’t you, Miss Sperling?’

‘What the fuck is wrong with you?!’
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