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Dedication
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  one
The Arrangement


Captain Sommer adjusts his gray Nazi uniform as he walks down the hall of the Bendlerblock in Berlin. He struggles to carry the tubes filled with microfiche, and each step on the wooden floor echoes through the corridor. He pauses before Major General Gehlen’s office to compose himself, then quickly opens the door. Inside, he sees a thin man seated in a wooden chair with a carved eagle emblem. The man’s uniform, similar to Captain Sommer’s, is unbuttoned, revealing a neatly pressed white shirt underneath. The slender officer seems small in the chair. He leans forward, holding a magnifying glass as he examines a strip of microfiche. His eyes are fixed on the tiny writing, and a frown creases his forehead in concentration. So absorbed in his work that he doesn’t notice Sommer entering. 
“Herr, Major General,” Captain Sommer announces. 
Major General Gehlen responds with a grunt, looks up, then gestures toward the side table, refocusing on the microfiche. Captain Sommer sets the tubes down there. 
Above, a detailed world map covers the wall, marked with pins and symbols to show troop movements, supply points, routes, and positions. Next to the map, a few lines of Asian script label locations in the Far East, adding an exotic touch. A red Nazi banner hangs behind Gehlen, while to the left, a large stone fireplace dominates the wall. 
“There is a tube for the movements into Austria, Major General.” 
Gehlen looks up as his attention is caught. His voice is calm and quiet. “Captain, the fiche, please.” 
“Of course, Sir.” Captain Sommer eagerly searches through the tubes and finally finds the correct one, promptly placing it on Gehlen’s desk. 
 He opens the tube and takes out the roll of microfiche. Excitedly, he grabs his magnifying glass and examines the fiche. He nods in approval, then looks up and asks, “The rest?”
“Sir, those are reports from our contacts in Soviet-occupied territory. A few of our prisoners have joined the fight against Communism.”
“Good, gather the necessary fiche and send them to Austria as discussed.” Gehlen stands up and approaches Sommer. “Albert, I need your personal commitment on this. I want to know when you leave, when you arrive, when they are secured, and when you return. Understood?” 
“Of course, Sir. I will be leaving this evening.” 
“Things are getting a bit hectic here lately. The war’s end is near. We must prepare for what lies ahead.” 
“Your meeting with the officer from Seelow is today. He’s waiting here, Sir.” Captain Sommer smiles. “He has no idea why he's here, so I think he's a little anxious.” 
Gehlen smirks while buttoning his uniform. “Let his worries occupy his mind for a while. It’s good for him. I’ll see him soon, but I need to finish this report on the fiche.” His lips tighten and eyes narrow, then he adds, “Give me twenty minutes, then send in the captain.” 
Captain Sommer snaps to attention and says, “Yes, Sir,” before turning around and leaving the room. 
Gehlen sits back down with the magnifying glass and carefully examines the original microfiche he was working on, scrutinizing every detail like an investigator searching for clues. He leans back in satisfaction, then murmurs aloud, “The quickest route to Berlin is this path.” He places the fiche into a folder and seals it shut. 
Knock! Knock!
Gehlen looks up, tidies his desk, sits back down, and says calmly, “Enter.” 
The door opens, and a German officer in his gray Nazi uniform steps in. He stops two steps from the desk, almost falling over himself, abruptly adjusts himself, and nervously stands at attention. 
“Herr Major General, you requested my presence.” 
“Indeed, I did. Captain Karl Wolff, is it?” 
“Yes, Sir.” 
Gehlen points to a chair next to the table. “Karl, grab the chair and sit down.” 
Karl scurries to retrieve the chair and sits down. 
“You may be curious why I would request your presence?”
The visitor nods nervously and mumbles, “Yes, Sir.”
“From what I understand, you have the Seelow region under your command. You’ve recruited the region’s youth into our ranks,” Gehlen says, pulling a file from his desk and flipping through it as he speaks. “My reports tell me that you take great pride in your work, but sometimes you can be, let’s say, a bit overzealous. My informants also tell me that you like to take liberties with the wives of our countrymen who are fighting and have even killed to set an example.” 
Karl looks down as beads of sweat form on his forehead. 
Gehlen leans forward. “For such crimes, I can have you hanged or shot on the spot. No questions asked.” He examines Karl, evaluating him carefully. “Do you know what I do here, Captain Wolff?” 
Karl looks uneasy. “I don’t know exactly. I just heard that I don’t want to be on your bad side.”
Gehlen smiles and replies, “No, no, you don’t.” He tosses the file on the desk, still keeping his calm tone and demeanor. “So, I am proposing something to you, Captain Wolff. Either you accept the proposal, or I will make sure your life is taken. It is that simple.” 
Karl stands up sharply. “At your service, Sir.” 
Gehlen chuckles. “Sit back down. I oversee the Foreign Armies East, also known as the FHO. What does that exactly mean?” He points to Karl. “Don’t answer. It means that I know everything possible about everything east. I know who killed whom, who slept with whom, where troop build-ups are, where the resistance is, and who doesn’t like each other. I know that of every country east of us, but also of our commanders and people east of Berlin. From what I understand, you served with Captain Huber.”
“This is true, sir. He saved my life.” A look of confusion crosses Captain Wolff’s face. 
“Yes, this I know. I also know that he died four weeks ago in Poland.” 
Karl, a little caught off guard, lets his chin quiver for a moment. 
“His wife, Carina, is my sister-in-law, and from my understanding, their son Gerd has not yet been introduced to the military. Is that correct?” 
Karl frantically responds, “Herr, Major General. I am sorry. I will fix that right away.”
Gehlen stands up suddenly and slams his fist on the desk. “No!” he shouts, shaking his head. “Carina will never leave her house. She doesn’t need to know that her husband died, and I will take care of Gerd. Captain Wolff, you are to go back to Seelow and tell Carina and Gerd that he must leave and head south. Carina will likely send him to our place, near Kitzingen. You need to guide him away from Seelow when you return. Point him south, and I will forgive your dastardly deeds regarding German servicemen's wives and those you have murdered. I believe this is more than fair compared to the alternative. Don’t you think?”
Karl answers eagerly, “Yes, Major General.” 
“Good, that’s why I called you, Captain Wolff. I knew you were the right man for the job. We don’t have much time. From what I hear, I expect the Soviets to cross the Oder soon. After that, it’ll be a race to Berlin. The Americans are heading this way too. Both are eager to plant their flags in the Führer’s house. Germany’s future depends on how these two countries divide our nation. Once Gerd heads south, I expect a call to my office. A simple, ‘This is Captain Wolff, the mission is a success or the mission failed,’ will do. If it’s a failure, you’ll be executed shortly afterward, so don’t try to disappear. I have agents everywhere. You’re easy to find. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Sir. I will not let you down.” 
“Good, go as I instructed, and this is never to be discussed again. You are dismissed.” 
Karl swiftly leaves the office as the door closes. 
Captain Sommer returns. “Sir, the Führer requests your presence.” 
Gehlen’s face reflects sadness as life drains from his expression. He responds calmly, “Yes, this I know. He will dismiss me today. He has made it clear that he expects more optimism from the intelligence community. Unfortunately, there is none to offer. Intelligence does not lie. Captain Sommer, continue with my duties, and I will meet you down south where we discussed five days after Germany surrenders.”
“I will be there.” 
“Good. Have my car and driver ready for me. You stay safe, my loyal trooper, and I’ll see you soon.”







  
  two
Hell


Soviet forces have crossed the Oder River in Germany and are advancing rapidly toward Seelow Heights, the final major barrier before Berlin. The darkness of early night conceals the mayhem on the battlefield. Explosions and gunfire reverberate across the plains and along the river. The shouts and screams of men, combined with the movement and roar of tanks and military vehicles, fill the area with chaos. The frantic battle cries echo from the valley floor and rise up the slopes toward Seelow. 
Renate, a mother in her early forties, rushes out of the barn and shouts, “Run, Emilia. Don’t look back. Go to the Huber family; they will protect you. Don’t look back.” 
Emilia, a pretty sixteen-year-old with wavy blonde hair, rushes to the corner of the house and hides, watching in horror. 
Enormous flames roar in the distance from burning buildings. The air is thick with a harsh stench of hell on earth. The heat radiates from the buildings, while artillery continuously whistles through the air. 
Shrapnel and debris scatter around the barn. Renate is thrown through the air and hits the ground. 
Emilia gasps, her eyes wide with fear, while her mother struggles to stay upright, stumbling as she tries to walk. 
Two Soviet soldiers rush toward Renate like a pack of dogs attacking their prey, dragging her to the barn. 
Tobias, Emilia’s older brother by two years, quickly runs into the barn. Emilia helplessly crouches and peeks inside through two broken slats. A Soviet soldier throws Renate into a haystack, his smile cold and threatening. Another soldier struggles with her, taking advantage of her vulnerability. Renate kicks and screams as rough hands tear at her yellow dress, revealing her breasts. A slap silences her briefly. Tobias’s face flushes as he thrusts a pitchfork into the soldier. The soldier screams and falls. The soldier on Renate turns, jumps up, grabs his gun, and thrusts his bayonet into Tobias's stomach. Tobias falls back. Renate, hysterical, staggers to her feet and runs to Tobias. The soldier looks at his comrade, then at Tobias, both suffering. He then turns to Renate, raises his rifle, aims at her head, unbeknownst to her, and pulls the trigger. 
Pow!
Emilia screams as her mom collapses onto Tobias's dying body. She runs away from the barn, past the house, as quickly as she can. The Russian exits the barn, lifts his rifle, and aims.
Kaboom!
Dirt, gravel, and shrapnel fly, knocking the soldier through the air. He is thrown in one direction, while his rifle goes another, as he flails toward the ground. 
Emilia picks up her pace, running faster with each step as she sees the woods ahead. She pushes into the thicket of trees, grabs onto a tree trunk, and spins around, looking at the destruction around her house. Tears roll down her face, and she shivers with fear. She murmurs uncontrollably, “I got to go. I got to go.” Then she turns and runs down the wooded trail away from the battle scene. As she runs faster, tree branches relentlessly slap her body and face, ripping parts of her brown dress. 


      [image: ]A German sedan pulls up outside the Huber's farmhouse. The car stops, and distant explosions are heard. Karl Wolff calmly lights a cigarette. Smoking is one of his many guilty pleasures. He takes a drag and slowly exhales the smoke, which lingers around him. He walks to the front door and knocks.
The door creaks open, seeming annoyed at being opened, and Carina Huber stands in the doorway, wearing a gray dress. “Yes, Commander?”
“Frau Carina, may I come in? I don’t think there is much time.”
She opens the door wide, and it creaks, sounding like the door's final bit of resistant protest, as she leads him into the house. He points to the kitchen table, looks around, and sits down. “And the boy?” 
Carina walks to a bedroom and then steps back into the kitchen with Gerd, her seventeen-year-old son. His characteristic German features include blond hair and striking blue eyes.
“Carina, I've known you for a long time, so I wanted to reach out. Earlier tonight, the Russians broke through and crossed the Oder. Usually, my role is to send Gerd to the front lines to defend our country.” 
Carina gasps in fear as Gerd watches her.
Karl stubs out his cigarette on his heel, looks at both of them, chooses his words carefully, and removes his hat. He gazes at Carina and says, “You know I have been ruthless for our country. I have sent boys to war. I have beaten those who refused and even killed some and their mothers. Some mothers have tossed their bodies to me for my pleasure, hoping to sway me from sending their boys to war.” He looks down in remorse and pauses. “I gladly obliged them. I bed them proudly and then still send their sons to war, after the favors were done without batting an eye. I have not always been a good man. We both know this.” Karl leans toward Carina and Gerd. “I need you to listen to me now. No matter what we put out in front of the Russians, we don’t stand a chance. Now, I am just sending boys to their deaths. If the Russians locate Gerd, they will likely force him to fight for them.” 
Gerd stands up. “I won’t do that.” 
Karl gestures for him to sit down again, saying, “They might just kill him. Luckily for you, you only have a boy, not a girl. For those with daughters, the Russians often rape them or force them into their moving brothels, making them perform sex with thirty soldiers daily, or they kill them. Options are limited here. However, I know you have family elsewhere. You should send Gerd there for his safety. Do you know where this place is? 
“It's outside Würzburg, east of Kitzingen, on a farm in Castell. It’s a very rural area.” 
“Good, the Americans have broken through in the south. Gerd, it's better to be around Americans than Russians. The Russians are ruthless, and their brutality is indescribable.”
Someone pounds on the door. Karl looks at Carina and Gerd, then stands up, draws his Luger, and cautiously opens it. 
Emilia rushes in, almost knocking Karl over. She collapses onto the floor, screaming frantically, “They killed Tobias and my mom! They killed them.” 
Carina quickly takes Emilia into her arms. “Who did, Emilia?” 
Emilia hides her face in Carina’s chest and answers, “The Russians. They tried to rape Mom, and Tobias killed one of them. Then, they killed them both.” 
Carina looks at Karl with despair. 
Karl nods, then looks at Gerd. “Listen to me, Gerd. If you run into German Commanders, they will ask why you are not serving. They will demand your service, so you need to stay away from them. There is an organization called the Red Hammer here in Germany. It’s Germans and Russians who have infiltrated the area to cause disruptions, recruit, or handle easy kills. They are ruthless cutthroats. You must stay away from all military because they want your service or your death.”
Gerd nods and looks at Emilia. “What about her?” 
Carina stands up, helping Emilia to her feet. “You take her with you and treat her like a sister.” 
Karl nods. “Carina, what about you?” 
Carina confidently stands up and declares, “I will stay in my house and wait for my husband.” 
Karl, looking serious, responds, “If they find you here, Carina, they will rape and kill you.” He raises his voice, warning her. “Listen to me, they will hurt you until they're finished, and then they will kill you. There will be no dignity in any of it.” 
She proudly lifts her chin. “Then let’s hope they don’t find me and move on.” Carina heads to the kitchen and pulls out a wicker basket. She looks at Gerd. “Go grab a stick from outside. You’ll need a few things.” 
Gerd steps out the back door. 
“Does he have his Hitler Youth knife?” Karl asks. 
“In his top drawer.” 
“Emilia, come here, dear.” Carina packs the basket with bread and other items. She pulls a piece of paper from a coffee cup in the cupboard. She quickly copies the information onto another piece of paper and places the original in a towel inside the basket. “This is the address, in Castell, east of Kitzingen. There is a farm where my sister, Herta Gehlen, lives. Keep this address safe. I will give one to Gerd, who will keep it in his pocket or knapsack.”
Gerd comes back inside with a three-foot stick. Carina gathers a blanket, folds the corners together, and ties it to the stick, creating a bag. She leaves one side open. Karl places the knife in the sack and says, “You never know when you may need this.”
Carina explains, “I put two drinking cups in there to collect water from the river.” She then adds, “Also, grab another pair of socks and drawers. Emilia, come with me.” 
The two women walk into Carina’s bedroom. “I know you’re a young woman and thinner than I am, but you can use these socks and drawers. Make do with them until you get to your destination. Here is another dress. Yours is torn pretty badly. Go ahead and change.” 
Emilia removes her dress and puts on Carina’s blue dress. Her wavy, golden blonde hair falls over her shoulders. Carina nods, then looks Emilia in the eye and says, "Trust no one but Gerd, you hear?” 
Emilia’s chin trembles as she nods, saying, “M, my mom, m, my br, brother.” 
Carina embraces her firmly. “Stay safe and look out for each other no matter what. Avoid public places as much as you can.” 
Artillery screams through the sky overhead. “Carina, they must leave now. The artillery is advancing.” 
The four of them walk back into the kitchen, where Gerd secures the knapsack tightly. Karl turns to Gerd and Emilia, advising, “Head south, but steer clear of any military presence. Eventually, you’ll need to move west towards Würzburg, but do so cautiously. Don’t worry about whose territory you’re in and trust no one. Everyone’s at war, but you must leave the Soviet-occupied zone eventually. There are reports that movement will be limited once territories shift in the future Soviet countries, so leaving Soviet-controlled areas might become impossible. Say your goodbyes, and I’ll give you a ride to Münchenberg. From there, head south and avoid Berlin.” 
Gerd hugs Carina tightly. “Mom, what about you?” 
Carina kisses her son on the cheek and tells him, “You go now. I'll find you if I survive this war. Head to Herta’s house; it's our best option.” Gerd’s eyes fill with tears as Carina pushes him gently, urging. “Go, my son. Go!” She covers her mouth, trembling. 
Karl opens the door, and Emilia and Gerd walk out of the house and get into the car. Gerd sits in the front passenger seat, while Emilia takes the back. Karl starts the car and drives away, and Gerd watches Carina as they leave. 






  
  three
First Steps


The Mercedes sedan speeds into the night, leaving the creeping destruction behind. Karl holds the steering wheel, occasionally checking the rearview mirror. 
A distant, muffled boom interrupts the silence. As they flee the chaos, the explosion sounds diminish, leaving only the rumble of the car’s engine. Gerd glances at Karl and asks, “I won’t see my mom again, will I?" 
Karl responds, "Most likely not.” 
A tear rolls down Gerd’s cheek. “Why are you helping us?” 
“I served with your father, and he saved me when I was wounded. It was a promise I made to myself to look in on you guys.” 
Gerd looks at the back seat. “She is passed out.” 
“I think she deserves some rest. My suggestion is to walk mostly at night and, if possible, find an old barn to sleep in during the day. Hopefully, you can find an abandoned farm. Pick apples, steal food, do whatever you need to do.”
“We will.” 
“You know your German geography, so you know the towns.” Karl stops the car at an intersection. He glances at his watch. “You have a couple of hours of darkness left. Keep south along this road to Fürstenwalde. You’ll need to head southwest for a bit but continue south in that direction. At some point, you will need to cross the Elbe River, probably around Torgau. You will be close to Leipzig but stay east of it as you pass. Many people in that area might turn against you, so be cautious. I believe in you, Gerd.” 
Karl opens the door and steps out of the car. Gerd opens her door to wake Emilia up. “Emilia, we have to go.” 
Startled, she backs away to the other side of the car, then realizes where she is and climbs out. Karl gets back in. “I must go back and help whoever I can.” 
The car speeds away, leaving them alone in the darkness. 
Emilia looks at Gerd as they walk down the road together. The sound of their footsteps breaks the night’s silence. The young crescent moon shines overhead, giving off some light. Emilia glances at Gerd, who is about six inches taller. He wears light-brown pants, a dark-brown button-up shirt, and a white T-shirt underneath. Emilia walks near the center of the road, while Gerd stays close to the far right. 
Gerd surveys the road and notices the lights of an approaching vehicle. He grabs Emilia by the arm, pulls her off the road, and they tumble about four feet into a ditch, with him landing on top of her. She hits him, and he places his hand over her mouth, pressing his body against hers. Leaning toward her ear, he whispers sternly, “There's a vehicle coming. Be quiet. We don’t know who it is.” 
Emilia relaxes as he tilts his head slightly. The sound of the car grows louder, and the lights flash past them as it speeds by. Gerd gently lets go of her arm, but Emilia flails her arms wildly, hitting him repeatedly in the chest. He quickly pulls back from her rage.  
She yells, “Are you crazy?” 
 His eyes widen in fear as he hurriedly moves toward her, silently pressing a finger to his lips to signal silence. In a low, angry whisper, he says, “We must stay quiet to avoid detection. We have about an hour before sunrise, and we need to find a hiding place before daybreak. The fields around us offer no cover at the moment, so we have to move.” Gerd then crawls to the road, listens closely, and turns to Emilia. He stands and scans the area for potential hiding spots.
Gerd reaches down, extends his hand, and after some hesitation, she takes it. He pulls her to her feet. She looks around to make sure everything is back in her basket. Grabbing his knapsack, they continue down the road. Gerd waves at Emilia, urging her to walk faster as she hesitantly falls behind him. 
On the left, there’s a dense patch of woods. Gerd turns to Emilia, nods, and moves closer to the trees. He spots a small opening and waits for her. When she arrives, he stops, looks at her, and whispers, “The deeper we go into the woods, the better off we will be.”
She looks at Gerd and says, “I need to use the toilet.”
Gerd sighs deeply. “Look, you just gotta pick a spot.”
“Yes, but I don’t want you watching.” 
“It’s dark, and I can hardly see where I’m headed. I definitely can’t sneak a glance at you,” he says, rolling his eyes and turning away.   
She stomps behind a tree, squats down, and starts to pee, breaking the early morning silence.
Gerd scans the woods as best he can, squinting into the darkness. A wave of despair washes over him, and frustration starts to build. Emilia, feeling more optimistic, stands up and walks beside Gerd. He extends his free hand to avoid bumping into obstacles. Emilia clings to his shirt as they move further into the darkness. They venture deeper into the woods, distancing themselves from the road. The deeper they go, the darker it becomes. 
Suddenly, Gerd steps on a twig, creating a loud crack that shatters the silence of the woods. Emilia tightens her grip on his shirt. As Gerd moves deeper into the darkness, he trips and falls. Emilia also falls, screaming as she rolls down a slope into the forest. Gerd flails his arms, and his knapsack flies off in a different direction before he crashes into a tree trunk. Emilia’s basket slips from her hand, and she crashes into Gerd, still screaming.
Gasping for air and in pain, Gerd feels Emilia shudder as she begins crying on his chest.
He wraps his arm around her shoulder, whispering, “Shh, shh, shh.” 
Frantically, Emilia moves away from Gerd, crawls to another tree's base, and sniffles. “My mom and brother are gone. Now, I’m with a boy I barely know, and he’s my only hope. I’m so scared.” 
Despite the pain in his ribs, Gerd adjusts to a sitting position and whispers in the dark, “Maybe this is a good place to sleep, at least until we can see again.” 
Emilia sniffles and responds, “Okay.” She leans on the tree and closes her eyes. 
Gerd lies down, his eyes slowly closing as he drifts off to sleep. 

      [image: ]A rhythmic noise echoes from a distance. Gerd slowly opens his eyes and notices Emilia about three feet away, leaning against a tree. Her wavy blonde hair falls over her shoulders, and her head tilts to one side. 
He slowly awakens, noticing that morning has come and sunlight is shining. The synchronized sounds grow louder and approach. He crawls along the trail toward the road, moving carefully and peering down while trying to stay hidden on the ground. About a hundred German soldiers are marching down the road toward him. He quickly retreats along the trail and wakes Emilia. She squints as she opens her eyes, looks at Gerd, and recoils. Gerd signals with a finger over his lips, telling her to stay quiet. As the soldiers march past. Gerd watches her, then glances up at the trail to make sure they are overlooked. The marching footsteps gradually fade away. 
Gerd moves around Emilia, gathering items that fell from his knapsack. Emilia watches him, then stands up, gathers her belongings

      [image: ]
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