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Author’s Introduction: Footprints in the 

Snow. 

Strap yourself in for a long, cold and frightening ride. 
This story is based on a common theme I use, rather than a single story idea as 
such. You see, I’ve always been bugged that in a lot of horror books and films 
the victims never simply leave at the first sign of trouble. Like, in the 
Amityville Horror why didn’t everybody just pack their bags and run the 
moment any blood started trickling down the walls? Okay, maybe the guy in 
the ice-hockey mask will be waiting behind the door, but generally it’s 
annoying how people are portrayed as being so conveniently stupid that they 
stick around to be terrified, killed or tortured after having plenty of 
opportunity—not to mention incentive—to flee for their lives. 
So I’ve always tried to put characters into situations where they can’t leave, 
even if they wanted to. I did this in my earlier horror novels and I’ve also 
added a touch of the concept in The Devil’s Net. 
For Footprints in the Snow I wanted to use the weather—extreme weather. 
Impassable ice and freezing temperatures were going to imprison my heroes 
(or anti-heroes) just as effectively as any locked door or barred window. From 
there I wanted traditional creepy old monasteries and crumbling graveyards, 
everything candlelit and lots of wind moaning through the eaves—I’m sure you 
get the idea. 
Next I thought of the Battle of the Bulge which was fought during 1944 in 
terrible conditions, the worst of winter blizzards. My main characters became 
a platoon of German soldiers trapped by the weather (and the war) in a rather 
dubious convent. Sometimes I wonder if we should be moving on from the 
Third Reich and its sad legacy, but at the same time thousands of authors like 
me the world over still acknowledge Hitler for at least providing a cast of 
villains who will be politically correct for years to come. 
In this story the ghosts are where you’d expect them. That doesn’t mean they 
don’t deserve any less respect. Ghosts don’t care about guns and bullets or 
sharp knives. They aren’t moved to pity for the living just because there is a 
war beyond the walls. If anything, ghosts and wicked spirits tend to feed off 
our misfortune. 
So if you’re ever in trouble, don’t expect any nearby restless spirits to leave you 
alone. More likely, they’ll move closer and stand right next to you. Maybe even 
whisper something unpleasant in your ear. 
I suggest you don’t listen. 
  



Footprints in the Snow 

ONE 

 

Wide slants of moonlight swept across the countryside showing a blanket of 

white smothering everything, hiding the muddied drains and torn roads 

savaged by the tracks of Panzer tanks. Worse things were mercifully out of 

sight. The corpses in the ditches, their frozen faces open-mouthed in pain. 

Pieces of men blown apart by high explosives. Snow had been falling heavily 

for three days, lining the railings of fences and rock walls like sugar icing, and 

clinging to the branches of trees until the timber gave way, cracking loudly in 

the darkness or tipping their load to the ground with a shuffling sigh, before 

beginning the cycle once more, catching fresh flakes with their outstretched 

leaves. 

From the distance came stuttering gunfire and occasionally the snow-

muffled blast of a grenade. From another direction the bellowing roar of a 

diesel engine was like a tortured animal struggling to free itself. Each noise 

was another tragedy playing itself out within a greater performance—the 

German Army's counter-attack through the Ardenne forest. An attack that had 

become less likely to succeed with every passing hour spent in the furious 

snowstorms and chilling cold. 

The twelve men staggering exhausted through the knee-deep snow cared 

nothing for what might be happening around them. Not even the gunfire and 

thin screams echoing out of the darkness. The soldiers’ entire focus was on 

their leader, Sergeant Karl Muller, as he bullocked his way across this latest 

field, angrily smashing the snow aside with his legs. The men following needed 

only to march in his wake, the journey made easier for each of them as the 

person in front cleared the path further.  

After five years of war sucking up every resource, their uniforms were thin 

and of poor material. The gloves and boots were next to useless in these 

conditions. Some of the men owned scarves sent from home. Wearing them 

made you nervous. They were almost worth a bullet in the back. 



Muller was a fighter. A stubborn and disliked man who joined the army in 

1938 knowing his chance was coming. The war was his future and even now 

he'd never give in the bitter fight, although the outlook was bleak. Tonight, he 

admitted his men needed shelter, but it wasn't a concession. The way things 

were going he figured the army that survived the snow could win the battle 

and maybe even the war. He had to believe it was still possible. So Muller was 

leading the remains of his section towards a village he remembered. The 

French occupants wouldn't be happy to see them, especially as they'd been 

briefly liberated by the Americans a week earlier, before the German offensive 

drove the allies out again, but Muller wasn't planning on winning any 

popularity. If the locals wanted to be difficult, there were faster and more 

efficient ways of demanding food and lodgings than being likeable. 

The last man in their line was Paul Speidel, the section's radio operator. He 

half-carried the heavy field unit, making a corner drag in the snow, because 

one of the straps had snapped. The radio itself was broken, but Muller insisted 

he bring it all the same. 

The Germans had been surprised by a small group of American soldiers. Out 

of the whiteness a volley of rifle and machine-gun fire had sent them 

scattering for safety. Speidel dropped the radio in his haste to find cover and 

the hail of bullets destroyed the mechanism completely. Two Germans were 

killed, their blood leaking red on the snow. One man had been Muller's 

corporal and last, trusted friend. Like ghosts, the Americans vanished before 

anyone could recover. Muller later guessed there couldn't have been more 

than four or five of the enemy, otherwise they might have stuck around and 

made more of a fight of it. 

The way Muller saw it, the two dead men weren't as much a loss compared 

to the ruined radio. Now they had no chance of knowing how the offensive was 

going. Whether the Wehrmacht was winning or losing. That made things 

harder and the Sergeant was so incensed that Speidel had abandoned the 

radio to save his own skin, he'd ordered him to carry it anyway. Muller 

screamed at him, spitting steam in Speidel’s face, saying he must keep the 

wrecked unit for as long as it took to replace it, or hear news otherwise.  

Since then, the further Speidel hauled the deadweight, the more he cursed 

Muller, the war and everything to do with it. The radioman's fingers were 



numb and possibly frost-bitten. He didn’t give a damn about the battle or even 

Germany anymore. The fervour of patriotism that roused him and the rest of 

the army into this final effort had long been extinguished by the freezing cold. 

One of the riflemen, Private Lehman, called ahead anxiously. ‘Sergeant! 

How do we know we’re not walking straight into a minefield with all this snow 

covering everything?’ 

Muller stopped, his panting breath coming out in clouds between folds of a 

muffler around his head. The others quickly came to a halt and exchanged 

worried looks. It wasn’t wise to question Muller’s methods. 

‘You’re right, Lehman,’ Muller said harshly, his square, workingman’s face 

framed by the helmet and the muffler underneath. ‘And as I'm the only one 

who knows where we’re going, it wouldn’t do to have my legs blown off, would 

it? Perhaps you should take the lead? I can herd you like a sheep in front of me 

for protection.’ 

Lehman visibly blanched. Muller frightened him—he scared all of them. 

Lehman was young, as were most of the men, since experienced and mature 

soldiers became hard to find after the casualties in Russia and the retreat from 

Normandy. Of their platoon only Tiedemanne, Graf and Eppler, all privates, 

had been in the army more than two years. Two of them, Christian Stenger 

and Fritz Dostler, had been drafted from the Hitler Youth. Muller treated 

them like unwanted children. 

‘Well?’ Muller barked, when Lehman took too long in replying. ‘No, I 

thought you wouldn’t like that.’ With a snarl of disgust Muller turned and set 

off again, saying loudly over his shoulder, ‘We’ve been retreating at a run for 

months. The Americans pursued us like hounds on a scent. No one has had 

the time to lay fucking mines, you fool. Besides, the damned Yankees care for 

the civilians.’ 

Tiedemanne gave Lehman a sympathetic slap on the shoulder as he passed. 

He said quietly, ‘You should know better than to ask anything.’ 

They forced a way across open fields for another half-hour until they came 

to a dark, forbidding forest. It looked a daunting place, but under the trees the 

snowfall was less and travelling was easier. Muller continued on, going deep 

into the woods. The trees acted as a windbreak, providing some relief from the 

weather and some of the men hoped they would camp. By now it was past 



midnight and they were willing to rest anywhere without shelter and huddle 

together for warmth while they slept. Muller had no intention of stopping and 

the men glared at his back, hating him. It kept them moving, this mixture of 

fierce, angry desire not to be seen as weak and a dread of the consequences 

should they fail. Muller was capable of shooting someone as a deserter, if they 

collapsed from exhaustion. He’d threatened it before and sounded utterly 

confident he would do it. 

The men began stumbling with fatigue, unseen by Muller who steadfastly 

refused to turn around. Then abruptly he stopped and dropped into the snow 

behind a large tree. The platoon members found instant, new energy to fling 

themselves down, too. Private Weiss, burdened with a small mortar in 

addition to his own rifle, wanted to stay still forever with his face cushioned on 

the cold snow. He could sleep, he was certain. And surely the enemy wouldn’t 

shoot a man too tired to fight? 

A furious hissing noise made him raise his head. Muller was waving an arm, 

telling them to close up. One by one they reluctantly ran crouching to his 

position. Without the snow it would have been totally dark, but instead their 

shapes were black silhouettes against the white background. 

Muller whispered, ‘We're near the village, but not so close we should see 

that.’ He pointed at a pin-prick of light wavering among the trees. ‘That is 

something else, not the hamlet.’ 

He spread them out in a line and ordered the platoon to advance keeping 

Muller in the centre, always heading for the light. It was slow going, 

maintaining the line and using trees for protection whenever possible. 

Tiedemanne figured it would be U.S troops bivouacking in the area. Only 

Americans had the audacity to light an open fire that betrayed them to their 

enemy. All the Yankees thought themselves bulletproof. This might teach 

them a lesson and make amends for the Germans killed earlier in the evening. 

Tiedemanne fingered his trigger, smiling both nervously and grimly, and 

dreamed they might shoot the Americans just as a hot meal and coffee was 

ready. The spoils of war could be simple things on a freezing night like this. 

Speidel was hoping they’d have a radio they could steal. A lightweight one. 

Josef Rumey was thinking of chocolate. He’d taken ration bars off dead 

Americans before and liked their chocolate. 



They were all wrong.  

‘I’ll be damned,’ Muller grunted, staring upwards and stepping out into the 

open. 

They were at the base of a high, stone wall topped with ornate, iron spikes. A 

thin coating of gleaming ice betrayed the wicked steel in the darkness. The 

wall stretched for a long distance in either direction, but it presented no 

problem for seeing what was on the other side, if the men stepped back a 

dozen paces. The building was large enough to reveal itself towering four 

stories into the night sky, past the canopy of the forest. Against distant shafts 

of moonlight it showed them jagged outlines and gothic spires. A strange 

howling noise came from the wind above the forest, whistling and moaning in 

the many eaves. It might have been a small hotel or a boarding school. It was 

impossible to tell. Among all the blackened curves and squares, which the 

soldiers could only assume were windows, a solitary light burned. A candle or 

small oil lamp. 

‘This way, gentlemen,’ Muller told them. He moved to the left glancing up at 

the stonework regularly, his machine-pistol held ready. The snow was again 

knee-deep in the exposed gap between the forest and the wall. Muller waded 

through it with contempt. The others fell into line behind him. 

They found a double gate, again of wrought iron, with both sides open wide. 

Beyond these the strange building was fully revealed along with its 

surroundings, which appeared bare although any proper gardens would be 

hidden under the snow. Something was in the far corner, but no one could 

make it out. Their attention was caught by an arched door with a low light 

fluttering in an alcove beside it. The falling snow obscured everything and the 

soldiers hesitated outside the gate, unsure what to do. From habit and training 

they stood spaced well apart to avoid all being killed by a single mortar or 

artillery round. So now they gave puzzled looks at each other across the small 

distances. Except for Muller, who seemed more amused than anything. 

‘The village isn’t far,’ he told them. ‘But they never told us about this.’ 

‘Why should they?’ Private Voss asked. He wore rimless glasses and flicked 

at them with his forefinger to wipe away snowflakes and moisture. ‘What is it, 

anyway?’ 

‘Oh, they had a good reason to tell us everything,’ Muller smiled at him slyly. 



‘Hey, that’s a graveyard,’ Speidel announced with a jerk, startling some of 

them. ‘Down the back. You can see the larger headstones.’ 

‘So it’s a church?’ Graf was thinking of sacramental wine to be had. 

Tiedemanne answered him carefully, ‘More likely a monastery, or even a 

nunnery, if the villagers kept its existence quiet.’ He gave Muller an odd look, 

which the Sergeant didn’t see. ‘But it will have its own chapel, if that’s what 

you need.’ 

Graf grunted a laugh. ‘No, only the cellar for a few minutes. And a trusty 

corkscrew.’ 

This got them all interested. Even the youngest, Stenger and Dostler, had 

acquired a taste for wine to keep at bay their unhappy existence for a few 

drunken hours. And of all things undisciplined, Muller didn’t seem to mind 

drinking. 

‘Monastery or nunnery, who cares?’ Muller said. ‘It’s a gift from God.’ His 

tone was suspicious and he pointed at the clean snow in front of them. ‘No 

tracks, either of men or vehicles, and we can’t see anything parked. I can’t 

believe no one else has found this place yet. It must be on all the maps. Aerial 

reconnaissance couldn’t have missed those damned things,’ he waved his gun 

barrel at the nearest spire. He couldn’t check for himself. The last time Muller 

saw a proper map had been of the area north of the Omaha beach landings, 

before the chaos of retreat. He had nothing for this part of the country. 

‘But it’s possible, isn’t it?’ Weiss said. ‘Anything is possible these days. 

Perhaps we just got lucky and we’re the first to find this place?’ 

‘Perhaps we did, Oskar,’ Muller humoured him with a grave nod. He was 

thinking the Americans were oddly, if illogically, capable of honouring the 

sanctity of such a place even in this appalling weather. The German army, 

colder and hungrier, wouldn’t be so considerate. 

Which was disturbing for another reason. Because no Germans here could 

mean that Muller and his men might be behind enemy lines. 

‘What denomination would it be, Friedrich?’ he asked Voss. Muller only 

used the men’s Christian names when he mocked them. He insisted Voss was 

too clever to be in their company, a well-educated man among imbeciles. This 

was based solely on Voss’s rimless glasses, which made him appear studious. 

Voss had long since given up arguing otherwise, although, in fact, he had been 



drafted out of university. 

‘I—I wouldn’t have a clue, Sergeant.’ 

‘Well, I pronounce them a German denomination, if nothing else,’ Muller 

declared loudly. ‘So, what’s a good German denomination?’ 

Voss was expected to answer again. ‘For God’s sake…catholic will do—yes, I 

suppose catholic,’ he said, exasperated. 

‘Good.’ Muller started striding forward. ‘Then let us go and inform the 

occupants that some fine and upstanding German, catholic soldiers are in 

need of a room and shelter for the evening. Not to mention hot food and some 

of Private Graf’s altar wine.’ 

In a rare moment his platoon was quick to agree. 

Remaining carefully spaced apart the men moved through the gates into the 

yard. Within the shelter of the stone walls it should have felt safer, at least 

from the prying eyes of any enemies in the forest. Instead, it was suddenly all 

too easy. As they drew closer to the abbey the men watched the dark windows, 

waiting for the muzzle-flash of weapons. Walking boldly up to the front door 

like this was a recipe for the perfect ambush. 

Muller was wary too, but it occurred to Tiedemanne that their Sergeant was 

on the lookout for people trying to escape. With his automatic pistol cocked, 

Muller was ready to cut down anybody fleeing to warn the nearby village of 

their presence, or worse to tell an American unit. 

They reached the front door without incident. It was a huge portal with an 

ornate, oak barrier. The flickering candle was designed to reveal a bell-pull in 

the alcove behind. 

‘Ring the bell,’ Muller told Voss, who was stamping the snow from his boots. 

Three of them stood close to the door under its eave. The others were backed 

against the walls on both sides, scanning their surroundings for signs of 

danger. 

Voss put his hand inside the niche as if it were a lion’s mouth. It was the sort 

of thing that would be booby-trapped. He yanked the rope once and snatched 

his arm back, earning a grunt of amusement from Muller. A deep, sonorous 

sound came from somewhere inside the abbey. 

They waited. Muller shuffled his feet impatiently and checked the safety of 

his weapon, the snick loud in the enclosed space. 



After a minute he growled at Eppler standing out in the weather, ‘Go and 

check the windows. Look for the light we saw.’ 

‘On my own?’ Eppler was alarmed. 

‘For God’s sake—all right, take Dostler with you.’ Muller gave him a 

disgusted stare. 

Before the two men could move away, a noise came from the other side of 

the door. Muller let out a hiss and halted everyone with a cutting motion of his 

hand. He stood back and to one side, his machine pistol aimed at the door 

jamb. 

Rattling sounds were followed by a soft grating as the oak swung slowly 

back. Weak, yellow light spilled out onto the flagstones. The figure silhouetted 

against the glow inside was small and dressed in a heavy, white flowing robe 

with a hood. It was impossible to tell if it were a woman or man, until she 

spoke. 

‘Good evening to you, sirs,’ she said in a low, almost childish voice. ‘Are you 

lost? Do you need directions for the village?’ 

Muller couldn’t see her face in the depths of the robe, but it was an easy 

guess the girl was young. 

‘We’re traveling through,’ he said with a gruff authority. ‘It’s late. We need 

shelter and some meals.’ 

She was poised with one hand against the door, blocking the gap with her 

slight body. She didn’t move. 

'I'm sorry, but the abbey is a sacred place. We have never given shelter to 

soldiers of any army and by this rule we have survived the centuries. You may 

camp against the walls out of the wind until daybreak, if you wish.' 

One of the men let out a bark of laughter, and of disbelief. Muller's own face 

was twisted into an ugly grin. 

'Sister, I am not giving you a choice,' he growled. 'I'm letting you open the 

damned door, rather than having me break it down with a grenade—’ 

'The sisters will pray for you. It will make your journey safer.' She seemed 

unimpressed by his threat. 

Muller said, 'Our journey is over for the night. Didn't you hear me, girl?' 

Eppler called from where he stood out in the falling snow, 'They can pray in 

the kitchen, Sergeant. While they make us some hot soup.' 



'Exactly, Werner,' Muller said, without taking his eyes from the girl. 'Did you 

hear that, sister? Stand aside or we will make soup from your skinny bones.' 

He went to shoulder the door further aside, but a new voice stopped him as 

his arm touched the woodwork. 

'What is this, Simone? Do we have visitors?' 

The door opened more to reveal a tall, stout woman in the full dress of a 

nun. Her face, like the younger Simone's, was hidden. But rather than a hood, 

it was shadowed from the candles in the room by the wings of her head dress. 

Simone took a step backwards and bowed her head. 'Some soldiers want 

shelter for the night, Mother Bernadette. I was telling them it is not our way, 

but they can bivouac against the wall.' 

'Nonsense, Simone. Times have surely changed, especially with this war and 

in this weather? I'm sure these men will respect our position, if we offer them 

kindness.' 

'But we have taken an oath—’ 

'Enough of old promises, Simone. There is a little bread to share and 

perhaps some soup to warm. Two rooms in the upper west corridor will suffice 

for warriors.' 

A silence between the two women seemed a battle of wills. In the end 

Simone acquiesced with a quick nod. 

'You may enter,' she told Muller, who accepted this with a smirk. 

'Why, thank you… Mother Bernadette?' He pushed the door open further 

and walked inside.  

Beyond the oak entrance Muller found himself in a large foyer with high 

ceilings and tall, darkened doorways leading into further gloom. Scattered 

candles created more shadows than light, but it didn’t conceal the grandeur of 

the room. Twisting stairways and carved beams disappeared into the heights. 

The walls were lined with drapes and oil paintings. The polished, wooden floor 

echoed his footsteps far into the building. 

‘A hidden paradise,’ he murmured, amazed it had somehow escaped the 

attention of the occupying German forces for so long. 

‘Not hidden, Sergeant,’ Mother Bernadette said calmly. ‘Forbidden. No one 

else has been allowed through those doors before now.’ 

The other members of his platoon followed him inside, each momentarily 



surprised at what they saw. They had the same thoughts. How had this place 

survived untouched? Muller was measuring Mother Bernadette. No doubt she 

was a clever woman, and tonight she was covering her bets. If the Americans 

returned, which they might do very soon, they wouldn’t blame her for 

patronising his platoon in the hope it could guarantee safety. There was no 

question of collaboration. The price paid would only be a short time of having 

their precious sanctity defiled. If the Germans triumphed, it might be a 

turning point of the war and the way things stayed for Hitler’s Thousand Years 

Reich. Showing Muller charity now would be a good investment. 

‘My men need some food and a warm place to sleep,’ he said. ‘And Private 

Graf has a taste for some wine.’ 

‘Which one is he?’ Mother Bernadette asked with a sweetness which may 

have been feigned. It was difficult to tell. Muller had a sudden urge to sweep 

off her headgear. No matter where she turned her face remained in shadow. 

‘He is the thirsty one,’ Graf replied for himself, frowning. When she stared 

in his direction, Graf dropped his gaze. 

‘I will send Simone for some bottles,’ the Mother told him, making it clear 

the men wouldn’t be getting unlimited access. Her nerve impressed Muller. 

‘How many of you are here, Mother?’ he asked, matching her smooth tone. ‘I 

think I need to see them all to satisfy my suspicious mind.’ 

‘Then you must see them in their beds. Because I will not disturb them at 

all.’ She was suddenly sharp. ‘There are ten women in the abbey including us, 

all sworn to the order, except for Simone who has yet to take her vows. There 

is no one to threaten you, Sergeant. I hope you will be gone in the morning, 

before most of the sisters will know you even arrived.’ 

‘Of course, I can trust you about this?’ Muller said dryly. 

She didn’t answer. 

Tiedemanne offered carefully, ‘We could search this place for the rest of the 

night, Sergeant. Find nothing they don’t want us to see and miss the sleep we 

need. Why don’t we stay together in one room? We should be safe.’ 

Muller nodded slowly. ‘I should worry they might run to the Americans, but 

they don’t know where they are any more than we do. For once, you might 

have the best solution, Hans.’ 

‘I have already offered you rooms,’ Mother Bernadette said. 



‘Just one room,’ Muller replied. ‘A large one with a big fire.’ 

‘All right, then. Whatever you wish.' 

Mother Bernadette turned away and called, ‘Sister Louise! Louise? Please 

take these men to the upstairs study in the west wing.’ 

Another sister appeared from a hallway, arriving so quickly the soldiers 

reacted, some of them lifting their weapons. 

‘I thought you said the others were all asleep?’ Muller snarled. 

‘Sister Louise sleeps very lightly. I heard footsteps coming and knew it must 

be her—who else?’ Mother Bernadette looked to Simone and smiled without 

warmth. ‘Simone, fetch the wine and enough bread, then some soup. These 

men can warm it over the fire. You will find it ready to light, Sergeant.’ 

‘Is that so? You were expecting guests after all, Mother?’ Muller was wary 

again. 

‘All the rooms are prepared, Sergeant. It keeps us occupied. We never 

anticipate visitors.’ 

Muller shook his head in annoyance and considered this. He wondered 

about leaving one of the men to stand watch in the foyer, but any ambush 

would hardly come through the front door and staying together was still the 

best idea. The other men, sensing his thoughts, watched him uneasily. None of 

them wanted to be stuck here while his companions slept in warmth and 

comfort. 

‘Lead the way, sister,’ he said to Sister Louise, a small woman with her 

features, like Mother Bernadette, mostly hidden. Muller thought scathingly, 

Do they think covering their bodies would diminish a man’s desire? Women 

could be so foolish. A soldier's imagination would then be their worst enemy. 

The idea made him decide all the nuns were attractive beneath their clothing. 

In single file they moved through the abbey. Each hallway turned into 

another, the decorations similar and just as magnificent. The rooms to either 

side were ignored. Sister Louise took them a long way and finally up some 

stairs. After three flights Muller got suspicious. 

‘Why so high?’ he called harshly. ‘And so far?’ She replied without stopping 

or looking at him. 

‘The lower floors near the main entrance were originally for servants and 

staff. The rooms are smaller and some without heating. Upstairs is better. The 



study is large and has the fireplace.’ 

‘Do the nuns live up there?’ 

‘No, we prefer more simple means.’ 

Muller laughed at this, turning to see if the others did the same. They 

dutifully offered feeble smiles, but their weariness showed more. The stairs 

were like a last obstacle sapping the platoon’s final energy.  

Muller said, ‘Did you hear that, men? A place like this all to themselves and 

they choose to live like mice in the cellars. God will be impressed, no doubt, 

and reward them with Paradise later.’ 

The study turned out to be a spacious room easily big enough for them all to 

sleep on the floor. A single desk graced one corner, ornate with inkwells, pens 

and a leather writing pad. The chair had a straight wooden back and no 

padding. Apart from these, the room was bare of furniture. The walls had 

similar decorations to the rest of the abbey. Hanging drapes and non-descript 

paintings of unknown value. By now Muller and his men couldn’t have cared if 

all the riches of the world adorned the paneling. 

‘This will do,’ Muller told Sister Louise, who placed the candle carefully on 

the desk, bowed and left. 

Weiss immediately huddled in front of the fireplace and searched his 

pockets for matches. 

‘Not yet.’ Muller stopped him by shoving his boot against Weiss’ rump, 

nearly toppling him into the hearth. ‘Stenger, you are the youngest of us all. 

The fittest and the least weary of this fucking war, yes?’ 

Stenger answered warily, expecting a trick. ‘I’m the youngest, yes, Sergeant 

Muller. But I will fight for my Fatherland until the bitter end—’ 

‘Yes, yes,’ Muller silenced him. ‘I’m merely choosing you as first watch.’  

He pinched out the candle, making the room utterly dark. Somebody let out 

a small noise of dismay.  

‘Oh? So brave? Stenger, open the window and check the grounds outside, 

before Oskar announces to the world we are here with his damned bonfire.’ 

The window was a pale, latticed square in the darkness. Stenger went over 

and fumbled with a catch, then pushed the two casements aside. They swung 

outwards with a squealing noise letting in a wash of freezing air and crystals of 

snow. Self-conscious of the rest watching him, Stenger looked out into the 



night. 

‘For God’s sake, get your head outside and look,’ Muller told him. 

Stenger leaned on the sill and reluctantly leaned further out, pushing his 

head well beyond the edges of the windows. His voice sounded distant when 

he called back in a loud whisper. 

‘There’s a light, Sergeant. I see a light. Down in the cemetery.’ 

Muller seemed taken by surprise.  

‘What?’ He rushed over and hauled Stenger back, dumping him on the floor. 

Muller took his place, thrusting himself far outwards. If he could have seen the 

expressions on the faces of his platoon behind, Muller would discover all of 

them were thinking of this chance to throw him out the window completely. 

Or perhaps he knew and was taunting them more. ‘What light, you fool?’ 

‘There was a glow like a fire,’ Stenger said, climbing to his feet. ‘I saw it.’ 

‘I can’t see a damned thing.’ 

A flickering light came into their room, causing them to spin around 

nervously. It was Simone carrying a candle in one hand and a blackened pot in 

the other. Two bottles of wine were tucked precariously under her arm. A loaf 

of bread stuck out from a bag over her shoulder. She stood in the doorway a 

moment staring at them, and at Muller’s legs protruding from the window. 

‘It is phosphoresce, Sergeant,’ she said. ‘Coming from some of the older 

headstones. It shines with the moon beyond the clouds, even if we can’t see it.’ 

Muller thumped heavily back onto the floor and looked at her. Snow frosted 

his eyebrows and the brim of his helmet. ‘Really? What if I think it’s one of 

your sisters out there signaling to the village or hoping to contact the 

Americans?’ 

‘Is that what you really think? Did you see any footprints in the snow?’ 

Muller didn’t look outside again. For the first time they saw most of 

Simone’s face. It was clear-skinned and stunningly beautiful. He told her, ‘No, 

and you are too damned clever for a young girl.’ He walked away from the 

window, gesturing for Stenger to close it. ‘Light your fire, Oskar. We’ll eat and 

get to sleep as quickly as we can. Graf, open the wine and share it around.’ 

Like Sister Louise, Simone placed her load on the desk and turned away, 

leaving the candle behind. As she reached the door Stenger asked her, ‘Don’t 

you need the candle to get back?’ 



‘No, I know these halls. I can find my way well, thank you.’ 

‘I could come with you carrying the candle, and return on my own.’ 

‘No, I’ll be fine.’ 

Stenger seemed about to try again, but Muller said with a soft growl, ‘I told 

you, you’re our first guard. You’re not going anywhere. Leave the girl alone.’ 

Mustering courage, Stenger said, ‘It would only take a minute, Sergeant. 

And they've been very kind.’ 

Muller gave him a strange look, drawing out the moment, then pointed at 

the door. ‘Too late, Romeo. She’s gone.’ 

From the hearth a crackling started, building fast into a roaring fire. The 

wood must have been readied a long time and was very dry. The soldiers 

gathered eagerly around, including Muller, pressing shoulder-to-shoulder and 

holding their hands towards the flames. The light in the cemetery was 

forgotten. The abbey around them wasn’t so disturbing with a comforting fire 

to stay near. Their damp uniforms steamed. Voss’s glasses reflected the flames 

brightly. Together they remained silent, torn between the warmth and coming 

food, and a desperate need to lie down and sleep. When the fire died down a 

little, Eppler balanced the pot on some burning logs and used his bayonet to 

stir the soup. The others were prompted to bring out their mess tins. Rumey 

began breaking the bread into chunks they could share. 

Eppler murmured into the fire, ‘That Simone is an angel. Did you see her 

beautiful face? I wonder what else she has under that gown I would like?’  

It wasn’t clear if he was serious or just teasing Stenger, who looked alarmed. 

‘She has nothing for you,’ Muller grunted, spearing a piece of bread with his 

bayonet and dipping it into the soup. ‘And you’ll remember that all night.’ 

Eppler raised his eyebrows. ‘I wouldn’t have thought you’d care for a French 

peasant, Sergeant. She’s not even a nun. The mother superior said that.’ 

Muller told him in a silky tone, ‘What if we are losing the war again, 

Werner? What if we are greeted at the gates tomorrow morning by American 

soldiers and behind us are only violated women, or even dead ones? What will 

be our chances of seeing the next sunrise?’ When Eppler didn’t answer Muller 

added with a scowl, ‘Leave all the thinking to me, Eppler. The women must be 

safe for the time being at least.’ 

Stenger burst out, ‘For the time being? But you wouldn’t ever—’ 



‘Wouldn’t what, Christian? Let Eppler have his way with the girl—or any of 

them?’ Muller snorted, spraying bread crumbs. ‘It happens to hundreds of 

women every day. Why should I care, except that it might make the men under 

my command happier? Will you shoot straighter, Werner, if your balls are 

emptied?’ 

‘I could march further for not having to drag them behind me, Sergeant,’ 

Eppler said, making everyone but Stenger laugh.  

‘Well, you’ll have to wait. That goes for everyone,’ Muller told them. ‘Nobody 

touches the women.’ 

They got back down to the business of eating the soup and bread. The only 

sound was the scraping of mess tins and Eppler using a mug to ladle the soup 

out. The hot food made them sleepy, as did the warmth of the fire, but they 

made the effort to share the wine as well. Between a dozen men the two bottles 

didn’t last long. Soon the candles were extinguished and everyone except 

Stenger curled under their army ponchos and fell asleep. The young soldier 

stood by the window and opened it a crack, not so much to see out, but to get 

the stream of cold air on his face and keep him awake. Stenger had an hour, 

before he was supposed to wake Dostler. It was also his duty to keep the fire 

stoked and this he did enthusiastically, making the blaze crackle again. The 

flames lit the room so he could see, and the noise masked anything he didn’t 

want to hear happening inside the strange abbey. 

  



TWO 

‘Speidel, you useless fucking prick! You piece of shit!’ 

The soldiers woke to the sound of Muller screeching abuse and someone 

crying out. In the weak morning light the Sergeant was kicking Speidel, who 

sat on the floor beneath the window and hugged his knees to protect himself, 

his face buried in his arms. Between yelps of pain as Muller’s boot struck him, 

Speidel cried out a desperate apology. 

‘I should let everyone line up and kick your stupid head!’ Muller screamed, 

kicking him again. ‘I should shoot you. You fell asleep on guard duty. That is 

punishable by death, don’t you know?’ 

Speidel howled, ‘It was just as I saw you waking, Sergeant. I closed my eyes 

for a second, that’s all.’ 

‘You lying fool. How much of an idiot do you take me for?’ 

‘It was just for a moment, Sergeant. For God’s sake!’ 

Muller stepped back, panting from his efforts. He stared down at Speidel, 

then wetly spat on him. ‘Don’t you ever do that again, Speidel. Don’t you ever, 

ever do that again.’ 

‘I won’t, Sergeant—’ 

‘Shut the fuck up. I still might shoot you. I haven’t made up my mind.’ 

Muller turned on the others and they all recoiled from his fury. ‘Teidemanne, 

get that damned fire burning properly again. It’s nearly out. Rumey, perhaps I 

can rely on you to keep a watch out the window? Take a look—a good look. 

God knows what has gone on while Spiedel was enjoying his wet dream.’ 

‘Yes, Sergeant.’ Rubbing at his eyes and tripping on his poncho Rumey 

scrambled to his feet. He had to step over Speidel, who was still cowering on 

the floor and Rumey thought better of apologising in case it incensed Muller 

further. Straddling the radioman with his feet he thrust open the windows and 

braved the blast of icy air in his face. 

Teidemanne reported from the hearth, anxious to please, ‘The fire is only 

very low, Sergeant Muller. Not out. It should be burning again very soon.’ 

‘No thanks to Speidel,’ Muller snarled. ‘I wonder if these damned nuns have 

been hoarding coffee, too? It wouldn’t surprise me. Someone should go and—’ 



The sound of a rifle shot was only slightly louder than the noise of the bullet 

striking Rumey as he stood framed in the window, looking out. The impact 

punched him backwards and he fell to lay face upwards on the floor. He was 

dead instantly, his eyes open, and he wore a slightly puzzled expression. 

The others froze in shock, before erupting into panic, babbling curses and 

warnings to each other. Most of the soldiers threw themselves down for cover. 

Two of them flattened against the wall. Only Muller snatched up his weapon 

and ran to the window, staying clear of the opening. After a moment he jerked 

his head around for a fleeting look and drew back just as quickly. 

Straight away he looked again, this time snapping his machine pistol to his 

shoulder and pulling the trigger. The explosive chatter of the gun was 

deafening in the room. Brass cartridges made a musical sound dropping 

around his feet. Muller emptied half a magazine out the window, before he 

pulled away and leaned hard against the wall, the smoking weapon held to his 

chest. His eyes went wide as he noticed the soldiers all still cringing in shock. 

‘Get up, you glorious warriors of the Reich. He’s gone,’ Muller rasped. ‘I 

missed him.’ He was disgusted with his men and angry he hadn’t hit his target. 

‘It was a partisan—a fucking French partisan. I saw him in the trees beyond 

the wall, but he dropped down as I fired.’ 

‘Partisans?’ Voss asked worriedly, getting to his feet. ‘Are you sure?’ 

‘It was a civilian and a well-armed one. A bloody good shot, too.’ Muller 

looked down at Rumey’s body. 

Moving fast, Muller hauled the windows shut with a slam. They wouldn’t 

protect anyone, but he guessed the sniper wouldn’t shoot blindly through the 

frosted glass, if he climbed into the tree again. 

‘Partisans…’ Voss said again softly. ‘That’s bad.’ 

‘Bad for Rumey,’ Muller shoved the corpse with his boot. ‘And yes, bad for 

us.’ 

Dostler stared from one to the other. ‘Why? They’re just the Resistance 

aren’t they? With no real guns or tanks, like the Americans have. It could be 

worse. It might be Yankees out there.’ 

Muller said heavily. ‘We’re supposed to have guns and tanks too, 

remember? And aircraft. So the partisans wouldn’t show their fucking noses, if 

they weren’t confident of not fighting the Wehrmacht. It might mean the 



Americans have control of this sector. The whole damned forest perhaps, if the 

French bandits have come out of their holes.’ 

‘You think we’ve lost the battle? We’re going to be captured?’ Dostler was 

appalled. Mother Bernadette’s voice came from the doorway, startling them. 

‘You are perfectly safe here, Sergeant.’ 

Weapons rattled for a moment, before a sigh of relief went through the 

room. 

Graf growled, ‘You should knock, damn you.’ 

She gave him a steely glare. The sunlight coming though the window 

revealed her face as unnaturally pale from a lifetime of living inside. Lines of 

age and permanent disapproval ran down from the corners of her cold eyes, 

and past her cheeks to disappear at the neck of her robe. 

Muller gestured at Rumey. ‘Safe, Mother Bernadette? Like Josef here?’ 

‘As safe as you can be inside the walls of the abbey grounds. The partisans 

will honour the sanctity of this place, I can promise you.’ 

‘Why should you care?’ 

‘So you know, Sergeant, that you and your men are alone in your contempt 

of our rules. No one else would dare force themselves upon us.’ 

Baumer said, puzzled, ‘But you practically invited us in last night after 

Simone tried to stop us.’ 

Muller answered for her. ‘Because the good mother didn’t know which side 

of the fence she needed to stand. Isn’t that right, sister?’ 

Mother Bernadette didn’t reply, her expression deadpan. 

Lehman asked, ‘What shall we do, Sergeant Muller? Fight our way out?’ 

‘No, we bury Rumey, then we stay put until we know more. We are guests of 

the nuns for a little longer.’ 

‘Bury Rumey?’ Lehman glanced around for support from the others. ‘Are 

you crazy? We’ll get shot down like dogs.’ 

Muller sighed, as if he were dealing with a child. ‘They are partisans, not 

monkeys. He climbed high enough to put a bullet through this window, but 

the ground is well protected by the walls. Stay away from the gates and we’ll 

be quite all right. Rumey must be buried properly.’ 

‘But you didn’t even like him.’ This was Speidel finding his voice for the first 

time, still weak with fear and expecting a rebuke. Muller stabbed at finger at 



him, making Speidel flinch. 

‘Don’t forget, I still might shoot you for falling asleep. But if I do, I’ll give 

you a soldier’s burial, too.’ He turned to Mother Bernadette. ‘Bring us some 

more bread. And cheese—anything for a breakfast, I don’t care. After we eat, 

we’ll bury Rumey. One of you can provide a service.’ 

Mother Bernadette’s tone didn’t change. ‘I’ll have some food sent, but none 

of the sisters will preside over your comrade’s funeral. We will do nothing that 

might be mistaken for collaboration. Nothing at all.’ 

Muller was genuinely surprised, but he turned his look mocking. ‘What, so 

full of the Christian spirit? Is that the proper way for sisters of mercy to 

behave?’ 

‘You cannot force us.’ 

Their eyes locked, then with a tired curse Muller said, ‘And I can’t be 

bothered, either. Go and get our food. Quickly.’ 

When Mother Bernadette had left Muller stared around at his platoon 

members. No one moved or met his eyes. He flung a hand at Rumey. 

‘Someone cover his stupid face, for Christ’s sake.’ 

*** 

After four years of a war that had touched everybody in some way, none of 

the men in the room were strangers to death at close hand. But it felt 

disturbing to be toasting hunks of bread, melting cheese over it, in the comfort 

of the study while Rumey's corpse leaked blood from under his poncho beside 

them. Occasionally Muller studied the body thoughtfully, the sergeant's mouth 

crammed with food as he chewed noisily. There was no coffee. Only tea, which 

Muller accepted with a disgusted shrug. He slurped it to annoy the others. 

'All right, now we have a burial detail,' he announced, tossing the dregs of 

his tea into the fire. Resigned to this latest torment, everyone stared at him 

and waited for the worst. 

Graf dared to ask, 'Who will do it?' 

Muller frowned. 'All of us, of course. Those who don't dig will want to pay 

their last respects to a fallen soldier.' 

A sigh went through them, although it wasn't unusual. As Tiedemanne once 

commented to Graf, 'He treats us like shit, but buries us like kings. The only 



way to find Muller's approval is to get yourself killed.' 

'I don't want to get shot by the partisans for the sake of a funeral.' Graf 

looked around for support, but everybody dropped their eyes. 'I can say my 

goodbyes here, can't I?' 

'Tell you what,' Muller smiled unpleasantly. 'You can do most of the digging. 

Until we plant Rumey down, you'll have a nice trench to hide in.' 

'How will we know where to dig?' 

'In the fucking cemetery, of course.' 

Graf tried desperately, 'Are we allowed to? Isn't it…it sacred ground? You 

can't just bury anyone there.' 

'Let's see if the good sisters try to stop us. Perhaps we'll get our service yet.' 

It was an awkward procession that carried Rumey's body down the staircase 

with each landing needing some maneuvering around the corners by the four 

men hefting his limp form. His corpse kept folding at the waist or knees, 

always at the wrong moment and making someone stumble. Everyone swore 

and cursed poor dead Rumey, a safer outlet for their short tempers than 

abusing Muller, which is what they really wanted to do. Those men not lifting 

the body offered helpful advice, but not so much it earned them a place taking 

the weight. Their suggestions were usually met with a stony silence among the 

swearing. 

None of the sisters were seen as the soldiers struggled down the steps. At 

the bottom, after Muller scratched his head and pretended being lost while 

they sagged under Rumey's bulk, the sergeant led them down the hallways and 

turned into a short passage to a side entrance. 

'Did anyone else see this last night?' he asked, jerking a thumb at the door. A 

line of weak sunlight along the base showed it opened directly to the outside. 

When nobody answered him, Muller grunted, 'I thought not. Too busy 

thinking of wine and sleeping, like our expert sentry Private Bloody Speidel.' 

'But how did you know last night? Tiedemanne asked, frowning. 'Without 

the light from outside?' 

Muller was pleased to demonstrate his own cleverness. 'The cork mat built 

into the floor, Hans. Hardly used, I see. But people don't need to wipe their 

feet coming from another room, no?' 

‘That’s why you’re the sergeant and we are just foot soldiers,’ Tiedemanne 



said with a straight face. 

Muller said, ‘Are you making fun of me, Hans?’ 

‘No, not at all, Sergeant Muller. I’m saying your experience often shows us 

the right way.’ 

Muller kept his stare on Tiedemanne for a long moment, letting the private 

know he wasn’t fooled. He said softly, ‘Since you’re not doing any of the 

carrying, you can be first out the door. Go straight to the wall opposite. Don’t 

try to come back, if someone fires at you.’ 

In the background Dostler said, ‘You said they couldn’t shoot. Because of the 

wall.’ 

Muller closed his eyes. ‘And I still say that, Dostler. But in case I’m wrong, 

let’s not give the French criminals a complete, sitting duck to kill. Now 

everyone, step back from the door.’ 

Although the main hallway was wide and its intersection with this entrance 

made more room, the eleven men with their gruesome burden choked the 

space as they backed warily away from the door. Their rifles and ammunition 

pouches clattered against the walls. The rubber soles of their boots squeaked 

on the polished, timber floor. When Muller checked his men a last time, before 

he threw open the entrance, he saw ten pale, anxious faces staring intently 

back at him. 

Two solid bolts at the top and bottom needed wriggling hard to draw them 

out. The latch of the door had no locking mechanism. It swung inwards 

smoothly letting in a dull glow from the snow and a spray of ice on a freezing 

wind. Outside the sun made hardly an impression through the heavy clouds 

other than a suffused gloom. There wasn’t enough light to cast proper 

shadows. Beyond the abbey walls the snow was no doubt being driven 

horizontal by the wind, but within the grounds and baulked by the buildings it 

was twisted into swirling mini-tornadoes and explosive gusts that rattled the 

windows. Listening, Speidel thought it sounded like someone trying to escape 

the abbey. 

'Go, Tiedemanne,' Muller ordered. 'Do you need an invitation?' 

Tiedemanne needed no urging at all. Despite the friction between the men 

and their sergeant, soldiers like Hans Tiedemanne did their duty without 

question. He obeyed instinctively. The war still had to be fought and won, no 



matter what, or Germany itself might die. Everyone silently agreed that since 

the invasion at Normandy things had become that desperate. 

In front of them the open door announced to their watching enemies 

something was happening. Tiedemanne’s best move was getting quickly 

outside and across to the wall. Partisans might be scrambling to pour bullets 

into the opening. The men sheltering inside might even be hit by rounds 

ricocheting from the walls and flooring. 

He sprinted out, or at least he tried to. Tiedemanne was weighed down by 

his equipment and his muscles were stiff from fatigue and sleeping on the 

study floorboards. Freezing air bit into his lungs and stung his lips. The knee-

deep snow clung to his legs, dragging at him. Within a few steps Tiedemanne 

believed he was moving too slow and he braced himself for the first smashing, 

agonising bullet to hit. He prayed death would come quickly.  

Nothing like that happened. He fell, sobbing for breath and almost wetting 

his pants with relief, against the wall. Crashing his shoulder into the stone 

made his helmet clang into the granite. Tiedemanne wasn't a coward any more 

than the others, but the shot that killed Rumey had been excellent 

marksmanship and he’d fully expected to share the same fate when his feet 

had begun sticking treacherously in the ice. The fact that he'd survived was 

telling. Perhaps once again Muller was right. 

Tiedemanne looked back at his comrades peering fearfully from the 

doorway just thirty metres away. The falling snow hid them partially. He 

raised a hand and managed a weak smile. 

'It's a stroll in the park,' he called. 'Nothing to worry about.' 

Muller barked back, 'Don't be a fool. Cover us, for Christ's sake.' His voice 

echoed strangely around the abbey grounds. 

Tiedemanne's attention was drawn by something at a window above 

Muller's snarling face. It was somebody on the third floor, apparently 

watching the soldier's progress. A pale shape with empty, black eyes staring 

down. Something about them made a shiver run through Tiedemanne's gut 

and he felt an inexplicable urge to lift his rifle and shoot. His instincts said it 

was something bad. Indefinable, but frightening and dangerous. 

Even though it was just someone's face. 

Voss plunged messily into the snow beside him. Gasping, he said, 'I think 



we're safe. Fucking Muller is right about the walls. We're trapped for the time 

being, but safe. And we could pick the partisans out of the trees, if they try that 

trick again.' 

'So, are you just going to walk out there?' Tiedemanne asked shakily. 

'I suppose so—’ 

Muller was beating them to it, suddenly striding confidently out into the 

snow before turning to impatiently urge the others to follow. He called to 

Tiedemanne and Voss, 'Well done. I told you the walls are too high. The 

bastards can't get a bead on us. It's almost funny, don't you think?' 

'I don't hear anyone laughing,' Voss said softly, so Muller wouldn't hear. 

Tiedemanne tugged at his sleeve. 'Look up there at the window. Can you 

see—’ he stopped. The face was gone. 

'See what?' 

Tiedemanne wasn't even sure which window it had been. It seemed a 

deliberate taunt. The image had disturbed him, but if he wanted to hunt the 

woman down and allay his fears, he wouldn't know where to look.  

'Damn it, someone was up there spying on us,' he muttered unconvincingly. 

'One of the sisters?' Voss's eyebrows raised themselves above his rimless 

glasses. 'I doubt you could call it spying. Most likely she was hoping we'd all 

get shot. Muller, at least.' He was only half-kidding. 

'There was something about her,' Tiedemanne began, but regretted saying 

it, because he knew it would be too hard to explain without sounding odd. 

Before Voss could ask more, Muller's called in a sing-song voice, 'Come on, 

you two. We can't wait all day. You have a grave to dig, remember?' 

'That prick never stops amusing himself,' Voss growled, moving off. 

'Abusing himself, you mean,' Tiedemanne said behind him. They shared the 

joke with stifled laughter. 

Neither man could bring himself to leave the shelter of the wall, even though 

Muller took the rest of their platoon, with Rumey's corpse sagging between 

them, brazenly down the middle of the yard. It was like he dared the partisans 

to try a shot. The sergeant was willing to risk himself and any of his men to see 

if the French could fire on them. 

When they reached the far end of the grounds and found a dozen or so 

crooked headstones poking out of the snow, all of the Germans were feeling 



more at ease. As long as they stayed away from the exposed gates they were 

protected. Unable to escape, yet out of harm's way. 

The snow was knee deep. 

'How do we know where we can dig?' Graf asked, unwittingly repeating 

himself. Already he was feeling chilled to the bone and the prospect of digging 

was actually attractive. The work would warm him. Plus Graf had figured out 

during the short trip that any partisan snipers would probably aim for the men 

standing still, rather than a target constantly moving as they dug. 

Muller was frowning. 'Anywhere there isn't a grave marker,' he growled. 

'That doesn't mean there's no grave. It might be a simple plaque on the 

ground.' 

Muller nodded impatiently. 'You're right. We'd better scrape the snow back 

first. Find somewhere clear. Let's start at the edges.' 

All of them carried the folding, trenching tool for digging foxholes. These 

weren't suitable for making a decent, deep grave unless everyone pitched in to 

help. Rumey's body lay forgotten on the snow as they all carved away at the ice 

in the shape of a large square. Only Muller didn't make an effort, but he came 

forward to inspect the result, kicking at the last of the snow to search for 

anything underneath. 

'It looks clear,' he announced. 'Start digging. And hurry it up. I'm fucking 

freezing.' 

At first the men huddled close and hacked at the ground with the shovels. 

Muller stood back smoking and watching, his machine pistol hung 

nonchalantly over his shoulder. Once the hole got deeper and not everyone 

could climb inside, the soldiers rotated and shared the task. Like Graf, 

everybody was eager to help. It was better than standing and letting the cold 

seep into their bones. When it seemed the grave was big enough some 

expectant glances went Muller's way. No one else was willing to declare the job 

done.  

Finally Muller said, 'Who went through his pockets?' He was answered by a 

silence. 'Well? Did anybody?' 

From inside the grave Eppler said carefully, 'We all thought that would be 

your responsibility, Sergeant Muller.' 

'Ah… responsibility,' Muller looked interested, as if the idea was new to him. 



'I'd forgotten about that. I'll bet his damned cigarettes are gone, though? Am I 

right?' 

He didn't wait for an answer, but stooped over Rumey's corpse and tossed 

the poncho back. The dead man's face was still opened-mouthed, his eyes wide 

with surprise. A trickle of red ran from his lips and onto the snow. Muller 

shoved at the body, thrusting his hands into pockets and around Rumey's 

waist, where some men wore money belts, then under his collar to get the 

identity tags. Muller snapped the leather cord easily and threw the bloodied 

tags towards Lehman, who jumped backwards. 

'Use snow to clean those,' Muller told him. 'It wouldn't do for his poor 

mother to see them like that, would it?' 

As Lehman tried to pick them up inside handfuls of snow, Speidel said 

thickly from the background, 'He was an orphan. You needn't worry.' 

Muller gave him a heavy-lidded, loathing look. 'It would be better he's an 

orphan, than some sad woman to have a useless fool like you for a son. Are 

you feeling sleepy? Would you like a rest, while we finish burying Rumey?' 

Speidel dropped his eyes and didn't reply. His fingers gripped the stock of 

his rifle with a white-knuckled strength. 

With a nod at the corpse Muller grunted, 'Put him in. Fill the hole.' 

As this was being done Muller wandered around in circles, scuffing at the 

snow with his feet. Then he went over to a gravestone close to the wall and 

rested one boot on top. He gave it an experimental shove, peering at the top of 

the wall like he was going to lift himself up. Above him the iron, ornamental 

spikes glinted in the weak sunlight. 

'Oskar, do you think I could climb here?' Muller asked. 

Weiss paused in trampling down the dirt and said warily, 'It's no worse than 

the obstacle courses at training.' 

'True. Then I suppose you could do it, too?' Over his shoulder Muller gave 

him an unpleasant smile. The others were suddenly intent on finishing filling 

the hole. 

'Any of us could climb it,' Weiss said hastily. 

'Yes, and so one of us will,' Muller turned and held up a gloved finger at 

them. He seemed pleased with himself. 'Tonight. The partisans will be 

watching the gate. If nothing else, they'll be expecting all of us to make a 



move. Instead, someone can sneak over the wall here and go for help. Take a 

look around… like a scouting party, right?' 

In a silence Lehmann asked, 'What if it's too dangerous?' 

Muller shrugged, telling him too easily, 'Then he comes back. No harm is 

done.' 

'How?' Voss said sharply, his tone making them stare at him. 'Without a 

gravestone on the other side as a step up, the wall is too high.' 

'See? I always say he's the smart one.' Muller briefly applauded Voss, his 

gloves making no noise. 'Friedrich is right, you might have to find another way 

back in. All the more incentive to find us some reinforcements. Catch a ride on 

a Tiger tank and you can return any way you like.' No one thought it was 

funny, so Muller shrugged theatrically and added, 'Well, anyway… who will 

go?' 

It was another challenge. He didn't expect anybody to volunteer and it was 

just a form of tormenting the men, like he always did, before choosing 

whoever Muller had in mind all the time. But Speidel surprised him. 

'I'll go,' he said shakily. Speidel stood at the foot of the grave, his boots 

sinking into the exposed soil. 

Muller snorted, 'Don't be stupid. You'll fall asleep, before you get 

anywhere—’ 

'No! I mean it. I'll go.' 

'Really? Are you feeling brave all of a sudden, Private Speidel?' 

Speidel took a trembling breath. 'I'll face anything, if it means I get the hell 

away from you.' 

Everyone went still with shock and waited for Muller to explode, but the 

sergeant took his time and said softly, 'And you can leave me here to rot? But 

you won't, of course. Because your comrades would rot with me.' Muller made 

himself mockingly official, coming to attention and snapping a respectful 

salute. 'Private Speidel it is, then. Everybody take note he has volunteered for 

this dangerous mission. He'll deserve a medal. The Iron Cross, I'd say.' 

No one said anything. 

Muller held his salute and walked towards the grave. He halted at the edge 

and gazed down at the damp earth. 'Rumey died in the service of his country. 

For that, he deserves our gratitude, too. May God rest his soul.' He made the 



sign of the Cross on himself. 

Caught unawares the others managed to murmur raggedly, 'Amen.' 

With steaming breath drifting over his shoulder the sergeant was already 

stomping back across the snow to the abbey entrance. Oddly, he yelled to the 

sky. 

'Come on, you idiots! If you don't want the Yankee bomber to see you.' 

The others came to the same realisation together as to why Muller was 

striding so urgently towards the shelter of the abbey. From somewhere above 

them in the clouds a sudden, growing noise was the sound of an approaching 

aeroplane. It was certainly multi-engine and the synchronised, smooth note of 

the motors said it was most likely an Allied aircraft. German planes had a 

distinctive, wavering sound. 

'Take cover,' Tiedemanne called, breaking into a run for the doorway. The 

rest of the platoon followed in a rush, gathering their shovels and weapons at 

the run.  

Harald Baumer cried, 'We must come back and mark Josef's grave.' 

'You can piss his name in the snow,' Muller said, vanishing into the hallway. 

With the rumbling aircraft passing close overhead everyone tumbled inside, 

falling into a tangle beyond the door. No one actually saw a plane. Probably, it 

didn't descend below the low cloud base. But it gave them all a nasty fright. 

Voss said shakily, as they all found their feet, 'An enemy bomber alone. 

That's not good.' 

Stenger stared at him, puzzled and frightened. 'Why not? Doesn't it mean 

they're weak? Undermanned in men and machines?' 

Contemptuous, Graf snarled through his own trembling relief, 'A single 

plane flying unchallenged? It means the enemy has control of this air space. 

The damned Luftwaffe has either been shot down or they're hiding under their 

beds again.' 

'Don't panic yet,' Muller said. 'It might be lost. In this weather, who knows?' 

He didn't sound convincing. 

'God, will they bomb us?' Stenger looked at the ceiling. 

'No, they won't destroy here,' Muller shook his head, thinking as he spoke. 

'We aren't worth the effort or the price of attacking a place like this. Not unless 

the Fuhrer himself was sleeping beside us.' 



'So what do we do now?' 

'We sit around our campfire and tell stories.' When Stenger looked at him, 

completely confused, Muller said with a wry expression, 'We wait, Stenger. We 

wait out the day until our hero Speidel makes a break for it tonight. So we 

might as well enjoy the comfort of the fire in our room and Sister Bernadette's 

hospitality.' 

Slapping a mess of snow and soil from their clothing, the soldiers followed 

Muller back up the stairs to the study. 
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