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Cover Blurb

The Nazi Civil War rages on ...

The Provisional Government has scored a significant victory, driving the Waffen-SS back from Berlin and winning itself time to plot a counteroffensive.  But Karl Holliston - the self-declared Fuhrer of the Greater German Reich - isn't about to give up so easily.  As mighty armies prepare for the final campaign, winter sweeps down from the east and both side prepare their ultimate weapons, the fate of the world hangs in the balance ...

... And if the Reich burns, the rest of the world may burn too.

Author’s Note

I’m not particularly fond of books, even alternate history books, that attempt to reproduce foreign accents or make excessive use of foreign terms.  Unfortunately, writing a book set in Nazi Germany makes it impossible to avoid the use of some German words, including a number specific to Nazi Germany and the SS.  I’ve done my best to keep this to a bare minimum and, just in case the meaning of the word cannot be deduced from context, I’ve placed a glossary at the rear of the book.

Please don’t hesitate to let me know if there’s a word I’ve missed during the editing.

And if you liked this book, please leave a review.

CGN

Prologue

Berlin, Germany, 1950

It was very quiet in the Reichstag bunker, deep under Berlin.

Karl Holliston kept his face impassive - and his mouth closed - as the uniformed flunky displayed photograph after photograph on the big screen.  Four cities, all in blackened ruins; the charred remains of hundreds of thousands of bodies clearly visible towards the edge of the blast zone.  The dead were the lucky ones, Karl told himself; the survivors, if they somehow managed to escape the Einsatzgruppen waiting outside the cities, were doomed to die lingering deaths as the radiation worked its dark magic on their bodies.  No medical treatment could save their lives, even if the Reich cared to try.

And we wouldn't, Karl thought.  They’re Untermenschen.

But no one would have cared about his opinion, if he’d given voice to it.  He was just Heinrich Himmler’s aide.

“Four cities,” Field Marshal Albert Kesselring said.

Himmler showed no emotion as he leaned forward.  “Four cities that rose up against us,” he said, his voice utterly dispassionate.  “I saw no reason to waste the lives of our soldiers in teaching them a lesson.”

“The Americans have already announced that they will cancel the trade deals,” Speer said, flatly.  The civilian licked his lips, nervously.  “They’re calling it mass murder.”

“Tell them to tell it to the Indians,” Himmler said.  His face twisted into a sneer.  “Or to the Japanese.”

Kesselring slapped the table, hard.  “It was decided that the atomic bomb would not be used ...”

“... Unless the Reich itself was at risk,” Himmler said.  “I determined that the Reich was at risk.”

Speer looked incredulous.  “You plan to argue that a bunch of religious fanatics in the desert could somehow threaten the Reich?”

Himmler gazed back at him, evenly.

“Untermenschen cannot be allowed to revolt,” he said.  “It would give other Untermenschen ideas.”

He nodded towards the map.  “Or do you believe that we can continue to hold the Lebensraum in Russia if the Russians think we can be beaten?  That they can drive us out of the lands we won by the sword?  Or that we can keep our access to oil if the Untermenschen tribes revolt against us?  We needed to take strong action and I took that action.”

“You used nuclear weapons on four defenceless cities,” Speer said.

“I destroyed four cities that would have been destroyed anyway, in the fullness of time,” Himmler countered.  “Were we going to leave the useless Untermenschen alive?”

No, Karl thought.

He smiled to himself.  The Arabs had been foolish to side with the Reich.  They might have chafed under British rule - they might have feared and hated the Jews as much as the Reich itself - but the Reich intended to enslave or exterminate all Untermenschen.  And the Arabs were definitely Untermenschen.  They had gleefully assisted the Reich in driving out the British and slaughtering the Jews, only to discover that the Reich intended to slaughter them next.

“I did what I had to do,” Himmler said.  “The Fuehrer’s death made us look weak.  If I hadn't taken action, who knows how far the revolt would have spread?”

Karl nodded in agreement.  Adolf Hitler might have been declining in his later years - he flinched away from the thought hurriedly, knowing that expressing it meant death - but no one had doubted he ruled the Reich.  And there had been no designated successor.  The three men at the table - Himmler, Kesselring, and Speer - were collectively the most powerful figures in the Reich, yet none of them had a strong claim to Hitler’s title.  Who would take the throne?

Himmler should, Karl thought.  But the other two fear him.

“Never again,” Speer said.  “The decision to deploy nuclear weapons will not be left in your hands.”

“Oh?”  Himmler asked.  “And you intend to enforce it ... how?”

“There will be a new division of the military specifically charged with handling nuclear weapons,” Kesselring said.  “They will take their orders directly from the Reich Council, no one else.  There will be no nuclear release without authority from the very highest levels.”

That’s not an answer, Karl thought.

He weighed up the odds in his head.  There were a dozen crack SS units deployed near Berlin, but there were also a number of Wehrmacht infantry divisions ... all on high alert since Adolf Hitler had died.  If the power struggle over who should succeed Hitler turned violent, there was no way to know who would win.  Karl had every faith in the Waffen-SS, but would Himmler order them to attack the Wehrmacht?  Or to slaughter the other members of the Reich Council and present the Wehrmacht with a fait accompli?

“The revolution begun by the Fuhrer must be completed,” Himmler said.  “If we have to deploy nuclear weapons to reach our goals, we will deploy them.”

Speer looked even paler than usual.  “Even at the risk of war with America?”

Himmler snorted, rudely.  “Do you really think the Americans would sacrifice New York or Washington for the sake of Untermenschen?  Or the British?  We could turn Britain into a radioactive slagheap and they know it.”

He cleared his throat.  “The Americans will moan and whine because that is what Americans do,” he said.  “They won’t risk war with us.”

“They crushed the Japanese,” Speer said.

“Little yellow men,” Himmler countered, dismissively.  “We rule, directly or indirectly, a third of the world.  We have millions of men under arms, hundreds of thousands of panzers, aircraft and U-boats; we are far stronger, far more formidable, than Imperial Japan.  And we have nuclear weapons.  We can destroy them.”

“They can destroy us,” Speer said.

“They will not risk their existence by waging war against us,” Himmler said.

Kesselring tapped the table, sharply.  “We have a compromise in mind,” he said.  “You - the SS - will be given Russia as your private domain.  You’ll have complete freedom to reshape society any way you choose.  In exchange for this, you will accept the position of the Reich Council and surrender the SS’s claim to nuclear weapons.”

Karl looked at Himmler, wondering how his ultimate superior would react.  The SS already ruled much of Occupied Russia, enslaving or slaughtering the Russians while slowly establishing massive settlements on the soil.  Himmler was being offered something he already had.  And yet, the SS didn't have an entirely free hand.  They still had to contend with the Wehrmacht and Speer’s civilian bureaucracy.  To be rid of that, to create a land where the Volk could live free and hold up its head with pride ...

And we would grow strong, he thought, as our success attracted more and more Aryans into the Reich.

It wasn't ideal, he knew.  Germany itself would not be transformed so radically.  The civilian bureaucrats were already objecting to some of the more important transformations - and their influence would only grow stronger if the SS concentrated on Russia.  But the Reich Council’s control would not last.  It would grow weaker and weaker until the true masters took their place at the head of society.

Himmler took a long moment to compose his reply.  “You believe this will appease the Americans?”

“This is not about the Americans,” Kesselring said.  “This is about preventing a civil war.”

Karl had to fight to keep his face impassive.  He’d known what was at stake - everyone knew what was at stake - but he’d never heard it expressed so bluntly.  There were just too many competing factions within the Reich, all held in check by Hitler.  If the Reich Council couldn’t put together a compromise to stabilise the Reich, the entire edifice would go down into civil war.  And that would utterly destroy the Reich.

“The Americans are not our greatest threat right now,” Speer added.  “Our greatest threat is ourselves.”

Himmler barely moved for a long cold moment.  “Very well,” he said, finally.  “You’ll have your control over nuclear weapons.”

“You will still have a seat on the council,” Speer said.

Karl nodded, inwardly.  Speer was the weakest member of the triumvirate.  What was control over the economy, over the factories and farms, compared to control over the soldiers, sailors and airmen who fought to expand the Reich?  Speer needed Himmler to keep Kesselring in line, just as much as he needed Kesselring to keep Himmler in line.  No doubt Speer expected to slowly extend his influence eastwards, no matter what agreements were made.  He’d assume the SS couldn't handle its own economy.

He allowed himself to relax, just barely, as the three men discussed the practicalities of their agreement.  It wasn't what he wanted - what he knew Himmler wanted - but it was enough to keep the triumvirate happy.  And, in the long run, the SS would reshape Russia into a paradise, a good example to the rest of the Reich.  It might take decades - or more - but eventually the entire Reich would follow in their footsteps.

And as long as we never lose sight of our goals, he thought, we will prevail.

Chapter One

East Germany

28 October 1985

The village was a blackened ruin.

Hauptsturmfuehrer Hennecke Schwerk barely noticed as he stumbled through the ruined streets, heading east.  He’d lost contact with his unit - all that remained of his unit - two days ago, during the chaotic retreat from Berlin.  Now, the handful of men surrounding him were the remnants of a dozen units that had been hammered so badly that they’d shattered, only a handful of troopers surviving long enough to escape the caldron and make their escape to the east.  He walked over a body - male or female, it was impossible to say - barely registering its existence.  There was no way to know if the dead person had been a loyalist, a traitor, or merely a poor innocent civilian caught up in the maelstrom washing over the Reich ...

He shook his head, feeling a sudden surge of anger.  There was no such thing as an innocent civilian, not now.  The world was divided into loyalists, men and women who would give their all to preserve the Reich, and traitors, men and women who would tear it down and spit in the face of everything the Reich had achieved since Adolf Hitler had taken power in 1933 and reshaped the world.  And the traitorous civilians had turned on the Waffen-SS and driven them from Berlin, driven them east ...

They will pay, he promised himself.  They will pay.

He shivered as a cold wind blew from the east.  They’d been meant to take their winter clothing with them - the Waffen-SS had plenty of experience fighting in colder climes - but the offensive had been organised in such a tearing hurry that they’d ended up outrunning their logistics network.  East Germany was nowhere near as cold as the Urals - or even the garrison towns near Germanica itself - but it was still cold now.  He wrapped his arms around himself as he kept walking, somehow.  They’d make it back to friendly lines and then ...

The Waffen-SS was not supposed to lose.  It had never lost, not until now.  Hennecke had grown up on stories of the black-clad stormtroopers fighting the French, the British, the Russians and a dizzying series of subhuman opponents who couldn't hope to stand up to the Reich.  The Waffen-SS had always taken the lead in fighting, from the coldest realms of Germany East to the darkest depths of Africa.  And it had never been bested, not until now.  

At least we lost to fellow Germans, Hennecke thought.

The thought wasn't reassuring.  He’d been told, time and time again, that none of their opponents could hope to match them, man for man.  Even the vaunted British SAS or the American Marines were no match for the SS.  But they’d faced their fellow Germans - the softies of the west - in combat ... and lost.  Berlin had been held so strongly that thousands of blackshirts had died, even before the panzers had come to the traitor’s aid.  Hennecke knew how close he had come to death, more than once.  What sadistic god had deemed that he would survive long enough to flee Berlin and join the retreat?

I am strong, he told himself.  I survived because I am strong.

He shivered, helplessly, as he heard a dull roar in the distance.  An engine, he thought; he couldn't tell if it was a panzer or a truck.  Watching the panzers come at him had been a nightmare, leaving him with an odd flicker of sympathy for the bandit Untermenschen who’d faced the armoured vehicles on the steppes.  For once, the panzers hadn't been on his side ... he didn't want to look behind him, but there was no choice.  And yet, there was nothing, save for plumes of smoke rising in the distance.

Perhaps they’ve given up the pursuit, he thought, numbly.  Perhaps ...

It was wishful thinking, he knew.  German soldiers - the Wehrmacht as well as the Waffen-SS - were taught to take the offensive and keep taking the offensive.  And if their opponents were in retreat, their formations scattered and their command networks a joke, the soldiers were taught to take advantage of it.  How many Frenchmen had gone into the camps, back during the war, because they’d been caught in the open and captured?  How many Russians had been mown down by the advancing panzers because their leadership refused to even consider the virtues of retreat?  He’d thrilled to such tales, back in the past ...

... They didn't seem so exciting now.

He glanced up, sharply, as he saw something flicker at the corner of his eye.  The overcast skies were clear - thankfully, the enemy wouldn't be able to peer down on them from orbit - but that could change in a hurry.  He hadn't seen a friendly plane ever since the Wehrmacht had broken the lines around Berlin.  The Luftwaffe was full of traitors.  Almost all of their surviving pilots had sided with the rebels, bombing and strafing the loyalists as they retreated eastwards.  Perhaps a handful of soldiers, some wounded, wouldn't be a tempting target, but he knew they couldn't take it for granted.  The hatred he’d seen unleashed over the past few months was terrifying.

“Don’t get caught by the traitors,” his superiors had warned.  “They’re not taking prisoners.”

They kept moving, driven onwards by the grim knowledge that the only way to survive was to reach friendly lines.  But where were the friendly lines?  Hennecke thought they were moving east - he’d lost his personal compass somewhere in the retreat - but what if he was wrong?  They could be moving north or south ...  And yet, the devastation surrounding him - the destroyed villages, the shattered roads - suggested that they were on the right track.

But he hadn't seen anyone outside his group for days.

Another farming village loomed up in front of him.  Common sense suggested they should walk around it, but he was too tired to care.  The village had been wrecked as thoroughly as the previous village, save for the church.  It stood alone, surrounded by ruined buildings and piles of blackened debris; outside, a dozen men and women dangled from ropes, their decomposing bodies suggesting they’d been hanged weeks ago.  He shuddered, even though he’d seen worse horrors during the advance westwards.  Who knew why the villagers had been hanged?  And who knew who’d done it?

He didn't bother to issue orders.  In truth, he was unsure if any of his companions would follow them.  Instead, he walked straight into the church and looked around.  It felt oddly peaceful, despite the horrors outside; he had to fight the urge to just slump down in one of the pews and collapse.  There were few churches in Germany East - he’d certainly never been in one - but, just for a moment, he could understand why the religious took comfort in them.  And then he started to search the building, looking for food or drink or something they could use to survive.

“Nothing,” he said, twenty minutes later.  “Nothing at all.”

He shook his head, bitterly, as they made their way back into the cold afternoon.  Perhaps it was just his imagination, but the air felt colder, as if winter was coming early. German citizens were meant to keep emergency supplies somewhere within reach at all times - it was something the Nazi Party taught in schools - yet the church had been bare.  But then, the coddled folk of Germany Prime felt safe.  They had no reason to believe that they might have to fight for their lives at any moment, that they might be attacked ... let alone that the entire country might be attacked.  The risk of nuclear war had declined, hadn't it?

And so they stopped building shelters and worrying about life after the blast, he thought, bitterly.  And so they turned on the guardians of the Reich.

He swallowed, hard, as he heard an aircraft high overhead, but when he looked up he saw nothing.  A friendly aircraft, perhaps?  Hiding within the looming clouds?  Or an enemy aircraft hunting for panzers to plink from the sky?  He’d heard whispers about entire SS panzer divisions wiped out by enemy aircraft, whispers he’d studiously ignored.  But now, all of a sudden, those whispers seemed all too plausible.

Gritting his teeth, he peered into one of the ruined buildings.  Someone had already been through it, he realised; they’d torn through a shattered wardrobe, taking clothes and whatever else they could find in a desperate bid for survival.  The only remaining clothes were clearly designed for a teenage girl.  Normally, he would have been reluctant to wrap them around his body - there was no hope of actually putting them on - but now there was no choice.  The laws against cross-dressing - cross-dressers were automatically sent to the camps - were no longer important.  All that mattered was staying alive long enough to reach friendly lines.

“Bitch,” one of his companions muttered.

He held up a pair of blue jeans, clearly intended for someone a great deal slimmer than the average stormtrooper.  Hennecke felt his lips thin in cold disapproval.  There was no shortage of clothes from the textile combines in Germany East, but whoever had owned the jeans had preferred to buy American-made clothes off the black market.  The single pair in the house - he pretended not to see his companion stuff the jeans into a bag - had probably cost more than everything else in the wardrobe put together.  He knew precisely what his father would have  said - and done - if he’d caught Hennecke or any of his siblings with American clothes, but their family lived in Germany East.  They knew, all too well, just how cruel and uncaring the world could be.

And besides, buying American clothes helps them to fund wars against the Reich, he thought.

He took one last look at the remaining clothes, then led the way outside.  There was no way to know what had happened to the original owner.  She might have been evacuated by the rebels, she might have hidden somewhere in the countryside ... or she might have been rounded up and shipped to the camps by the loyalists.  Or she might have been raped and murdered by prowling stormtroopers.  Rape was officially forbidden, but discipline had been breaking down even before the retreat from Berlin.  The Waffen-SS hadn't known what to do with a rebellion and a civil war, rather than yet another pacification campaign.

Let us hope she made it out safely, he thought.

He was too tired to be angry with her, really.  No one had really expected a civil war, not when the Reich had held together since 1933.  Everyone knew the Reich would last a thousand years.  But now, old certainties were falling everywhere.  No one knew their place any longer.  Soldiers were turning on their officers, workers were turning on their managers, women were turning on their husbands, collaborator governments were starting to savour the taste of freedom ... nothing was the same any longer.  And, no matter who won the civil war, it was hard to imagine things going back to the way they were before the rebellion.  The old certainties were gone.

Darkness was falling when they finally walked into friendly lines.  A handful of stormtroopers, looking reassuringly competent rather than refugees; a couple of armoured vehicles, hiding under camouflage netting; an officer, looking as though he was definitely in command.  Hennecke was relieved, even though he rather doubted the officer had experienced the maelstrom of Berlin.  He had the supercilious air of a man who hadn't had his confidence knocked out of him.

“Heil Holliston,” Hennecke managed.  “Herr Sturmbannfuehrer.”

The Sturmbannfuehrer looked him up and down for a long moment.  Hennecke realised, in a flash of sudden horror, just how awful he must look.  He was a Hauptsturmfuehrer, yet he couldn't be said to have taken command or done anything, really, apart from lead a handful of men to safety.  But he’d lost touch with his unit during the retreat ...

“Heil Holliston,” the Sturmbannfuehrer returned.  His gaze moved to the other men.  “Go to the tent, report to the officer there.  You’ll be fed, watered and assigned to new units.”

Hennecke felt cold.  The Sturmbannfuehrer spoke of stormtroopers as if they were animals ...

He watched his men go, suddenly wishing he’d never been promoted.  It had been a battlefield promotion, the kind of promotion he’d dreamed of before he’d discovered what it entailed.  He’d led men into battle; he’d watched them die, even as he’d been spared himself ... going back to the ranks would be a demotion, but he would almost welcome it.  The war hadn't been what he’d been promised.  It had never been what he’d been promised.

“You should have taken command,” the Sturmbannfuehrer said, coldly.

Hennecke said nothing.  He knew the Sturmbannfuehrer was correct.  He’d outranked everyone else in the little group.  He could have issued orders, he could have done ... done what?  There had been nothing he could have done, save for continuing the retreat until they reached friendly lines.  But they’d shuffled into the lines like Untermenschen slaves doing their best to avoid a full day’s work.  His men had looked pathetic ...

... And so did he.

A pair of stormtroopers seemed to materialise out of nowhere.  Hennecke had been so absorbed in himself that he hadn't seen them coming.  The two men looked absolutely perfect; their uniforms clean and tidy, their boots and buttons shined until they almost glowed, their faces utterly impassive.  It was clear that they had never seen combat.

“Take this swinehund to the pen and hold him there,” the Sturmbannfuehrer ordered.

Hennecke had no time to protest before the two stormtroopers frisked him - removing his pistol, his knife and a handful of tools - and then frog-marched him through the concealed camp.  It was larger than he realised, he saw; a dozen tents, all carefully hidden under netting and guarded by SS stormtroopers.  One tent was clearly set aside for the wounded; he glanced inside, ignoring the grunt of complaint from his escorts, and winced as he saw thirty men lying on the hard ground.  A pair of medics were doing what they could, assisted by five young women, but it was clear that they were badly overworked ...

He stared in horror until his escorts yanked him forward.  He was no stranger to blood and gore, but the sight before him was horrific.  Men had lost arms and legs, their bodies hideously mutilated ... even if they were somehow rushed to better medical facilities, their chances of ever living a normal life again were slim.  It made him realise just how many men might have been killed by their own side - a mercy kill - or left to bleed out and die during the retreat.  The medics had strict orders - standing orders - to concentrate on the soldiers who could be saved.  There wouldn't be anything, not even morphine, for the ones who had no hope of survival.

And some of the ones left to die could have lived, with proper treatment, he thought.

His escorts kept dragging him forward until they reached the pen, a small region fenced off and guarded by armed stormtroopers.  It didn't look very secure - Hennecke was sure he could escape, easily - but he knew better than to try.  The stormtroopers guarding the fence wouldn't hesitate to shoot him down if they caught him trying to escape - and no one, least of all their superiors, would give a damn.  Hennecke was an embarrassment.  It was quite possible that he’d be taken out and shot within the next hour.  Or perhaps they’d just slit his throat.

There’s probably a shortage of bullets, he thought, morbidly.

He glanced at his fellow prisoners as his escorts thrust him into the pen, then marched off to torment someone else.  A number of soldiers - he was still the highest-ranking, he noticed - a trio of older men in civilian clothes and a pair of young women.  He wondered, as he found a space on the ground, why they were being detained.  If they were insurgents - or whatever one called treacherous rebels - they would have been shot already.  Maybe they were just hostages for someone’s good behaviour.  Neither of them seemed inclined to talk to him or anyone else.  

There was nothing to do inside the pen, so he lay down on the hard ground and closed his eyes.  He’d long-since mastered the art of sleeping whenever he had a spare moment, even though the ground was uncomfortable and there was a very real prospect of being shot by his own side.  But it still felt as if he hadn't slept at all when he was woken by the guards, who escorted him and the other soldier prisoners out of the pen and down to where a grim-faced Brigadefuehrer was standing.  He honestly wasn't sure how long he’d slept.

“You cowards fled,” the Brigadefuehrer snapped.  His gaze raked over the prisoners, cold and hard and utterly devoid of mercy.  “You could have fought.  You could have organised yourselves.  You could have given the rebels a bloody nose.  Instead, you fled.”

Hennecke resisted the urge to say something in his own defence.  There was nothing he could say.  The SS was looking for scapegoats.  And if they’d chosen him ...

“You should be dispatched to the camps,” the Brigadefuehrer added.  “But we have need of you here.  You’ll be assigned to a penal unit instead.  If you survive ...”

Hennecke barely heard the rest of the speech.  He’d heard horror stories about penal units.  A soldier who was assigned to one would be allowed to return to his unit - his record wiped - if he survived a month in the penal unit ...

... But the odds of survival were very low.

It might not matter, he told himself.  In the distance, he heard thunder - or shellfire.  The odds of any of us surviving are very low.

Chapter Two

Germanica (Moscow), Germany East

29 October 1985

They had lost.

To lose was unthinkable, but they had lost.

No, Karl Holliston told himself, firmly.  We have not lost.  We have merely suffered a setback.

He sat in his office and studied the map on the wall.  It was updated every hour on the hour by his staff, but he didn’t need the updates to know it told a tale of disaster.  The Waffen-SS, the most powerful fighting force on the planet, was retreating from Berlin, pursued by the panzers of the treacherous Heer.  A handful of units, he’d been told, were fighting a rearguard action, but there was no point in trying to make a stand until the SS was well away from Berlin.  Entire formations had been shattered, first by the meatgrinder of Berlin and then by the enemy counterattack.  Putting the Waffen-SS back together would take weeks, perhaps months.  Karl was all too aware that he didn't have months.

Winter is coming, he thought, grimly.  That will buy us some time, at least.

He glared down at his hands.  He’d been a child during the great conquests, back when the panzers had captured Moscow and pushed the borders of the Reich all the way to the Urals, but he’d heard stories.  His time as Himmler’s aide had given him a chance to hear stories his boss had never heard.  Men freezing in their uniforms, panzers and their supporting units breaking down because of the cold, even personal weapons failing because it was just too damn cold.  The Waffen-SS had learned a great many lessons about fighting in the extreme cold over the last forty years.  But far too many Heer units knew them too.

The office was massive, easily large enough for a hundred men.  But he was alone.  He knew, all too well, that his position had been badly weakened.  No one gave a damn what the ordinary citizen thought - and the average citizen of Germany East was solidly behind the Waffen-SS - but his military and political subordinates posed a very different problem.  Karl had declared himself the Fuhrer, the first true warlord since Adolf Hitler himself; as long as he succeeded, as long as he met no significant setbacks, his position was completely unchallengeable.  No one would dare to question him ...

But now he had suffered a massive setback.  

He was honest enough to admit it, at least to himself.  The planned reconquest of Berlin had failed, miserably.  There was no way, now, to destroy the rebel government.  And of thousands of stormtroopers had been killed in the fighting.  It was enough to weaken the resolve of a lesser man.  Karl knew, all too well, that quite a few of his subordinates were lesser men.  They’d sell out to the rebels in a heartbeat if they thought they could maintain their power and position.  But he could do nothing.  Purging every senior officer who might pose a threat would not only weaken his command structure, it would almost certainly prompt a coup.  There were too many officers, even among the loyalists, who would assume that they too were going to be purged.

His hands touched a thin folder on his desk.  Karl picked it up and opened it, reading - again - the nuclear codes for his stockpile of tactical nuclear warheads.  His engineers hadn't managed to unlock the launch codes for the missile fields in Siberia, something that bothered him more than he cared to admit, but he had some nuclear warheads.  And yet, using them might also prompt a coup.  

He shook his head in frustration.  It had been a mistake, he acknowledged now, to allow the stormtroopers so much freedom during the march to Berlin.  No one gave a damn about how Untermenschen were treated, but the citizens of Germany Prime were Germans.  The censors had slapped down hard on any whispers of atrocities, yet all they’d managed to accomplish was to give the darker rumours credence.  A wave of mass slaughter, of rape and looting ... there was no way to deny it, no way to convince the population that he hadn't ordered the SS to punish Germany Prime.  Victory would have blown those rumours away.  Instead, they’d grown in the telling.

And if you added all the death reports together, he thought sourly, we would have slaughtered the entire population several times over.

His phone rang.  “Mein Fuhrer,” Maria said.  His ruthlessly efficient secretary was still guarding his door.  “The cabinet has arrived.  Oberstgruppenfuehrer Alfred Ruengeler is being escorted from the airport and will arrive momentarily.”

“Understood,” Karl said.  He forced himself to sit upright, checking his appearance in a small mirror.  Hitler had never had to worry about how he presented himself to his subordinates.  “Have them escorted in when Ruengeler arrives.”

Making them wait was petty, he acknowledged, but he didn't dare do anything that suggested he was losing his grip on power.  And he wasn't, he told himself firmly.  He still controlled a formidable force, he still ruled Germany East ... he still had the nuclear devices.  There had been setbacks - there was no disguising the fact that there had been setbacks - but he hadn't lost.

And I still have my source in the enemy camp, he thought.  His private staff had received two more messages from his spy, telling him that the enemy were still trying to consolidate their gains after the Battle of Berlin.  We have not lost.

He leaned back in his chair as his cabinet started to file into the giant office, Ruengeler bringing up the rear.  The man looked torn between defiance and a grim acceptance that he was probably about to die.  Karl didn't blame him.  He needed a scapegoat for the retreat from Berlin and Ruengeler, the man who had been in command of the operation, was the most likely choice.

Pity I can't put the blame on someone who wasn't there, Karl thought, darkly.  It would be a great excuse to purge some of the unreliable swinehunds.

His gaze swept their ranks as they took up position in front of him.  Territories Minister Philipp Kuhnert and Industries Minister Friedrich Leopoldsberger, two men who had served on the Reich Council before the civil war.  Both reliable, if only because they knew they wouldn't survive an enemy victory.  Gauleiter Emil Forster, a stanchly conservative official who could be relied upon to do whatever it took to serve the Reich; Gauleiter Hugo Jury, a fanatical loyalist; Gauleiter Staff Innsbruck, a wavering weakling who should never have been promoted above his level of competence.  Karl would have liked to dispose of the man - he was simply unreliable - but Innsbruck had too much support from the lower orders.  His position would need to be undermined thoroughly before he could be purged.

And he wasn't in command when we lost the battle, Karl thought, sourly.  It was hard to believe that anyone would consider Innsbruck a strong candidate for anything more important than street-sweeper, but Innsbruck hadn't lost a major battle.  A pity he can't be used as a scapegoat.

“Heil Holliston,” they said, in unison.

Karl allowed himself a flicker of amusement, although it didn't show on his face.  Some of them - Jury in particular - sounded enthusiastic, but others seemed rather more dubious.  The Reich hadn't had a real Fuhrer since Adolf Hitler had died, the Reich Council choosing to establish a figurehead ruler rather than fight over who should take the throne.  To them, his claim to supreme authority was a deadly threat.  The power Hitler had wielded had been utterly unconstrained.  Karl doubted that any of them were foolish enough to believe that he wouldn't use the power, once he held it.  Purging Germany East of those who doubted him would be a good first step.

But it wasn't important, not now.

“Gentlemen,” he said.  There was no more time for brooding.  “Let us begin.”

***
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Oberstgruppenfuehrer Alfred Ruengeler held himself ramrod straight, even though he rather suspected that he was about to be arrested and marched straight to his own execution.  The Fuhrer needed a scapegoat for the defeat and there was no better candidate, particularly as Alfred had defied the older man’s commands in ordering the retreat from Berlin.  There had been no choice - the Waffen-SS had been on the verge of breaking - but he knew Holliston wouldn't see it that way.  The man had been growing increasingly unstable as disaster followed disaster, a tidal wave of chaos breaking over the Reich.

He studied Holliston through impassive eyes.  The Fuhrer wore a simple infantryman’s uniform with a single Iron Cross - Adolf Hitler had worn the same outfit - and he’d cut his hair to resemble the former Fuhrer in his prime.  And yet, it was easy to see that Holliston was deeply worried.  The Fuhrer was good at hiding his emotions, but there were enough signs for Alfred to be sure he was worried.  Holliston would definitely need a scapegoat ...

... But my subordinates will be safe, Alfred thought.  He certainly hoped that would be the case.  The Reich had lost too many good men to go around executing people merely because they’d been too close to the designated scapegoat.  And we are already pulling the formations back together.

He sighed, inwardly.  Tactical defeats were one thing - and the Waffen-SS had suffered tactical defeats, no matter what the Ministry of Information said - but the Reich had never suffered such a catastrophic setback in its entire history.  Even the first Battle of Moscow hadn't been so shocking.  He’d had to look as far back as 1918 to see a comparable defeat - and that had resulted in the end of the Second Reich.

“Herr Oberstgruppenfuehrer,” Holliston said.  His voice was very cold.  “Is it true that you ordered the retreat from Berlin.”

“Yes, Mein Fuhrer,” Alfred said.  There was no point in trying to lie.  He knew the rules.  His guilt had to be firmly established to make it clear that he was more than just a scapegoat for his superior.  And if he played his role, his family would be safe.  “I saw no choice.”

“Indeed,” Holliston said.

There was a long chilling pause.  “You did the right thing, Herr Oberstgruppenfuehrer,” Holliston added.  “The Reich owes you a great debt.”

Alfred felt his expression crack, just for a second.  He wasn't going to be turned into a scapegoat?  Holliston approved of his decision?  And yet ... cold ice ran down his spine as he realised it wasn't anything of the sort.  The Waffen-SS wasn't led by incompetent fools.  It wouldn't be hard for one of Alfred’s former subordinates to put two and two together and realise that the real blame lay with Holliston.  The rivalry between the Waffen-SS and the rest of the SS would only make it worse.  And who knew what would happen then?

“You will continue to hold your position, charged with organising the defence of Germany East in the short term and the reconquest of Germany Prime in the coming year,” Holliston continued.  “In your opinion, what is the current situation?”

Alfred had to fight the urge to giggle.  Reconquer Germany Prime?  Right now, he honestly wasn't sure they could defend Germany East.  Four entire divisions had been shattered in the Battle of Berlin, their panzers destroyed, their supplies expended ... Germany East had vast stockpiles of war material, but it didn't produce much for itself.  Replacing everything that had been lost in the fighting would take years.  Hell, merely reorganising the survivors into new units would take far too long.

He took a moment to organise his thoughts.  “The last set of updates I saw, Mein Fuhrer, had lines being formed west of Warsaw,” he said.  “Stragglers are being rounded up and funnelled into makeshift units” - thankfully, the Waffen-SS had a great deal of experience in throwing together scratch battlegroups at a moment’s notice - “while we are massing the remainder of our panzers and aircraft well behind the front lines.  Small teams of dedicated commandos have been assigned to impede the enemy, directly and indirectly.  As you are aware, experienced teams can cause considerable delay.”

As the enemy showed us during the march to Berlin, he thought, grimly.  And blowing up bridges will make it harder for us to take the offensive too.

“Very good,” Holliston said.  “And our chances of defending Germany East?”

Alfred knew the right answer.  “Very good, Mein Fuhrer.”

Gauleiter Staff Innsbruck cleared his throat, loudly.  “Herr Oberstgruppenfuehrer,” he said, carefully.  “Is it not true that we have lost vast quantities of materiel as well as men?”

“It is,” Alfred confirmed.  He’d met Innsbruck before; indeed, he was mildly surprised Innsbruck had survived Holliston’s assumption of power.  The man didn't owe his success to the new Fuhrer.  “However, there are several factors working in our favour.”

Innsbruck lifted his eyebrows.  “Indeed?”

“Yes, Herr Gauleiter,” Alfred said.

He ticked off points on his fingers as he spoke.  “First, the enemy is likely just as disorganised as ourselves,” he said.  “Their thrusts eastwards are already weakening as they outrun their logistics.  They will need time to reorganise before taking the offensive.

“Second, the distance between Berlin and Germanica is quite considerable,” he added.  “If they wish to crush us, they will have to thrust eastwards ... and do it at a time when winter is coming and the roads swiftly become impassable.  Our contingency plans for the defence of Germany East will only make matters worse, for them.  By the time they muster the force to launch an invasion of their own, perhaps in spring, we will have our forces solidly in place and ready to stop them.”

“But that would require a massive commitment,” Innsbruck said.  “We would need to conscript more and more young men from the farms.”

Alfred nodded, unsure where Innsbruck was going.

Innsbruck turned back to Holliston.  “Mein Fuhrer, we must discuss peace.”

Holliston’s face darkened.  “Peace?  There can be no compromise with traitors!”

“Two-thirds of the young men in my district have already been called up,” Innsbruck said, sharply.  “Garrison levels have already fallen dangerously low in some places - and winter is coming, winter ... when bandit attacks are typically on the rise.  My people have already faced a number of raids that came far too close to success.  How long can we sustain this commitment without losing Germany East completely?”

Alfred winced.  Forty years of occupation hadn't been enough to exterminate the bandits, not the ones stubborn enough to hold on and fight back whenever they saw an opportunity.  Most towns and villages in Germany East were practically garrisons, military bases in a sea of Untermenschen insurgents and bandits.  And he had no doubt that the Untermenschen slaves would revolt, if given the opportunity.  They were worked to death by their owners.  The only thing keeping them under control was the certain knowledge that resistance was futile.  

And it might not be futile now, he thought.  We don’t have the manpower to keep them in check any longer.

Holliston made a visible effort to control his anger.  “The traitors believe they won the war,” he said, sharply.  “Do you think they would agree to any terms we might accept?”

And if they did, Alfred asked himself, how long would it be before they crushed us anyway.

He sighed, inwardly.  Germany Prime had nearly seventy percent of the Reich’s industrial base, even though it had been decaying for years.  Given a couple of years of peace, the traitors could simply out-produce the loyalists and resume the war when it suited them.  And ideas from the west would be slipping east all the time ... the ideals of the Reich would come under threat.  

Because they seem easier, he thought.  And very tempting.

It wasn’t a pleasant thought.  Germany East was built on an ideal, the ideal of transforming a barren country into living space.  It had built hard men and women, people who truly understood the harsh world around them.  But Germany Prime ... they’d had it easier for decades.  They didn’t realise the truth, that one could either bend the world to one’s will ... or be bent in turn.

“There is no prospect for peace,” Holliston said.  “Do you wish to see your lands returned to the Untermenschen?”

He tapped the table sharply.  “Does anyone wish to surrender?”

No, Alfred thought.  He doubted that any of the senior officers would like the thought of giving up their power, even if it didn't lead to their execution.  But do they think the war can be won?

“As long as we have the power to preserve the ethos of Germany East,” Gauleiter Emil Forster said, “we must not surrender.”

Alfred frowned to himself.  Gauleiter Emil Forster was an older man, one known to be stanchly conservative.  He would have expected Forster to consider coming to terms with the rebels, if it was possible.  Continuing the war might lead to defeat - or total annihilation.  But then, who knew how long Germany East would survive if it still had contact with Germany Prime?  Would the Easterners be seduced from their ideals?

“We will not surrender,” Holliston said.  He looked at Alfred.  “You will take command of the defence.  You will ready the troops to resist the coming offensive.  And you will hold the line.”

“Jawohl, Mein Führer,” Alfred said.  He found himself torn between relief and fear.  Relief that he hadn't been executed; fear that he’d been given an impossible job.  But what else could he say?  Defeatism was punishable by death.  “Given enough time, we can make Germany East impregnable.”

“And you will have something very special to help you,” Holliston added.  He smiled, unpleasantly.  “But for now ... I believe we have other business.”

And there was something in the way he said it that chilled Alfred to the bone.

Chapter Three

Berlin, Germany Prime

29 October 1985

“That’s the latest set of reports, Herr Chancellor,” Field Marshal Gunter Voss said, as he tapped the updated map.  “The SS lines are definitely beginning to solidify.”

Volker Schulze, Chancellor of the Greater German Reich - or at least the part of it that accepted the authority of the Berlin Government - nodded in irritation.  He'd hoped, against experience, that the SS stormtroopers would have broken completely, but they were trained to rebound from defeat faster than any other military unit in the Reich.  It had been years since he’d served alongside them, yet he still recalled how little difference losing the CO - or even the NCOs - had made.  The SS, whatever its flaws, had been a meritocracy.  A skilled stormtrooper - assuming he had good Aryan blood - had every prospect of rising in the ranks.

“I see,” he said, finally.  Life had been a great deal less complicated last year, when he’d been nothing more than a factory foreman.  “Can you keep thrusting forward?”

“Not until we get our logistics network up and running,” Voss said.  “Herr Chancellor, we simply don’t have the logistics to push them further back.”

“Work on it,” Volker ordered.  He knew Voss was right.  No one had ever seriously contemplated having to fight a civil war, of all things.  The Reich had countless contingency plans - everything from an invasion of Britain to a defence of Occupied France - but none of them had ever been put into practice.  “I assume we are continuing to harass them?”

“Of course,” Voss said.  “But we’re reaching the point of diminishing returns.  Even our air supremacy is under threat.”

Volker scowled as he contemplated the map.  The Luftwaffe had largely joined the provisional government, once the Reich Council had lost its grip on power, but the air force had paid a high price for its decision.  A number of bases and aircraft had been destroyed, either by sleeper agents or cruise missiles, while the remaining pilots were exhausted and running out of supplies.  They had planned for an intensive operational tempo, he’d been assured, but - once again - the Reich’s planning had not matched reality.  He had a nasty feeling that he would have to order the air force to reduce its operations soon, before exhaustion and poor maintenance took an even greater toll on its pilots.  

A shame we can't send the navy, he thought.  The Kriegsmarine had been solidly behind the rebels from the start, save for a handful of warships that had fled harbour and escaped to the east.  They’ve done very little so far.

He shook his head in annoyance.  It was a foolish thought, unworthy of him.  The navy couldn't come to grips with the SS, not when the SS was largely landlocked.  Maintaining a blockade of the handful of ports in Germany East was largely pointless.  The Americans weren't going to sell supplies to the SS.  And if the Chinese decided to pour fuel on the fire by shipping weapons to Germany East, there was nothing the Kriegsmarine - or anyone else - could do about it.

“Order the Luftwaffe to do whatever it sees fit,” he said, finally.  “If they feel they have to reduce their operational tempo, they can reduce their operational tempo.”

Voss didn't argue.  That worried Volker more than he cared to admit.  He’d been a stormtrooper, but he’d never reached high command.  Voss, on the other hand, was a Field Marshal.  He’d never hesitated to point out the limits of Volker’s experience before ...

... And if he wasn't arguing, it meant the situation was truly dire.

Volker looked down at the map, silently translating the pencil-drawn symbols into something understandable.  Berlin was safe now, ringed by panzer divisions and infantrymen who’d force-marched from the coastal defences of France to the heart of the Reich.  But the SS had utterly devastated the land between Berlin and Warsaw.  The reports pulled no punches, none at all.  Every last bridge had been destroyed, every last village and town had been devastated ... improvised mines had been scattered everywhere, covered by a handful of commando teams who’d fired a couple of shots at the advancing soldiers, then scattered into the undergrowth and vanished.

And the enemy defence lines are forming, Volker thought, coldly.  They’ll be ready for us soon.

He sighed, then looked up at Voss.  “If we leave them alone for six months,” he said, “they’ll be ready for us.”

“Yes, Herr Chancellor,” Voss said.

Volker rubbed his eyes.  He’d often considered emigrating to Germany East; he’d planned to emigrate, once he reached retirement age and his children were married off.  And he’d visited, during his career.  He knew just how tough the easterners were.  Given time to raise and deploy a new army, they could make the cost of winning the war intolerable.  If it had been possible, he would have accepted sundering the Reich in two.  But he knew, all too well, that Karl Holliston wouldn’t accept anything less than the reconquest of the entire Reich.

There can be no peace, he thought, morbidly.

“Field Marshal,” he said.  “Could we win before the first snowfall?”

Voss looked unsurprised by the question.  Volker rather suspected he’d been considering the issue himself.

“Perhaps,” he said, finally.  “We don't know when the snow is going to fall.”

“But we could still chew them to ribbons,” Volker mused.  “They’d either have to abandon vast tracts of land or fight us.”

He scowled at the thought.  The SS - and the Heer - was good at slotting newcomers into units and relying on the old hands to teach them the ropes.  There was no such thing as a unit completely composed of soldiers - or stormtroopers - fresh out of basic training.  But if the SS’s combat veterans were killed, the SS would have fewer experienced soldiers to teach the newcomers how to fight.  It wasn't a pleasant thought, but it was one that had to be faced.  A campaign - even a limited thrust eastwards - would make it harder for the enemy to regenerate their forces.

“Yes, Herr Chancellor,” Voss said.  “But if we waited six months, we would also be far stronger.”

Volker had his doubts.  Germany Prime might possess most of the Reich’s industry, but Hans Krueger had made it clear that their industrial base was on its last legs.  The demands of the war hadn't helped, either.  They needed to give the machinery a rest; instead, they’d upped the demands to support the military.  Pushing the industry any harder might result in a general collapse.  And even if they didn't have a wave of large-scale failures, they’d still pay a terrifying price for occupying Germany East.

And they might get their atomic bombs up and running, he thought.  It was anyone’s guess just how long it would be before the SS unlocked their own bombs.  A trained engineer, he’d been warned, might just be able to remove the PAL system and improvise a replacement detonator of his own.  What will they do if they have working atomic bombs?

He cursed under his breath.  The Siberian missile fields probably couldn't be turned on Germany Prime, but they could be pointed at America.  And Karl Holliston was insane.  Who knew what he’d do if he thought he was losing the war?  Taking the United States down too might make perfect sense to him.  Or perhaps he'd reason that the Americans would retaliate against Germany Prime, giving Germany East a chance to rebuild.  Stopping him from using the damned things was worth almost any price.

“We have to move now,” he said, softly.  “If we give them too much time, they will use it against us.”

“Yes, Herr Chancellor,” Voss said.  “But I should caution you that we need more manpower.”

Volker sighed.  Almost every male German in the Reich had some military skills - thanks to the Hitler Youth - but not all of them had gone into the military.  They’d started training volunteers even before the siege of Berlin had begun, yet it would take months before the new recruits were ready for the demands of modern war.  There was an entire army in South Africa, but getting it back to the mainland in time for the big offensive was impossible.  Even disengaging from the South African War was proving tricky.

“See what you can drag up,” he said, finally.

“My staff did have an idea,” Voss said.  “We could approach the French or the Italians for manpower.”

Volker looked up at him, sharply.  “Are they mad?”

“Italy and France both have good reason to want to keep Holliston out of power,” Voss pointed out, dryly.  “Fighting beside us would be better than fighting Holliston on his own, later.”

“Hah,” Volker said.

In truth, he wasn't sure how to react.  The French could fight well, he’d been told, but they’d lost so badly in 1940 that they’d never recovered.  Their infantry had a great deal of experience fighting in North Africa, yet could they stand up to combat in Germany East without panzers and jet fighters of their own?  And the Italians were laughable.  They’d been jokes back in 1940 and they were still jokes.  Their empire would have fallen apart long ago if they hadn't been backed up by the Reich.

And they weren't interested in crushing the life out of their territories, he acknowledged, ruefully.  They might have lost their empires if their subjects hadn't realised that they were better masters than us.

“If you can convince them to send troops, do so,” he said, finally.  “But see what they want in exchange.”

He shook his head in frustration.  The Reich simply didn't have many diplomats.  A year ago, the subject nations had known to obey - or else - while the North Atlantic Alliance had known better than to lower its guard, no matter what honeyed words came out of Berlin and the Reich.  Now ... he didn't know quite how to talk to the French.  Barking orders was no longer possible, but he didn't want to let the French walk all over him either ...

“They’ll want political freedom,” Voss predicted.  “And the return of Alsace-Lorraine.”

Volker nodded.  The French had made that demand before, back when Gudrun had tried to come to terms with them.  And it was politically impossible.  There wasn't a single ethnic Frenchman living in Alsace-Lorraine, not now.  They’d all been driven out in 1950, when the Reich had been reshaping Western Europe after the war.  The French hadn't even had the worst of it.  Countries such as Belgium and the Netherlands had completely disappeared from the map.  The lucky ones - the ones who couldn't pass for German - had been shipped into French North Africa.  

And the unlucky ones were exterminated, he thought, grimly.

He’d been in the SS.  He knew how Untermenschen were treated.  And yet it had been a shock to realise just how many Untermenschen had been slaughtered.  The dispassionate remarks in school textbooks utterly failed to convey the sheer horror of what the Reich had done.  Volker wouldn't shed any tears for Untermenschen who had opposed the Reich, but how many of the Reich’s victims had been enemies?  How many of the dead had been Germans who had been wounded in combat or born with defects?

“See what they say,” he said.  “But we can't give them Alsace-Lorraine.”

It was going to be a nightmare, he predicted.  The Reich knew how to handle subject states - they supported the Reich and did as they were told, in exchange for what scraps the Reich offered them - but independent states?  What would happen when the French started to build up their armoured divisions?  Or produce their own jet fighters?  Or even develop their own nuclear weapons?  Would they want revenge for forty years of oppression?

“They may be satisfied merely to know that the SS beast has been slain,” Voss offered.  He didn't sound confident.  “We will see.”

Volker sighed.  “Begin drawing up the plans to take the offensive as soon as possible,” he said.  “Even if we don’t have the French and Italians in support, we need to move anyway.”

Which will weaken us if they decide to take matters into their own hands, he thought.  The French had a long way to go before they could stand up to the Reich, let alone match it, but what would happen if the German population was thoroughly sick of war?  And they will know it.

He sighed as Voss saluted and left the room.  If he’d known what Gudrun would unleash, when she'd started asking pointed questions, he would have gone to her father and ... and done what?  Konrad would still have been left in the hospital, trapped between life and death; his parents, his sister, his girlfriend utterly unaware of his condition.  It wasn't fair to blame Gudrun, he told himself sharply, for everything that had happened.  The underlying weakness of the Reich, the steady collapse of the entire structure, had been underway long before she’d been born, let alone reached adulthood.  

Her father might have told her not to meddle in politics, he thought.  She might have been pulled out of the university and married to someone he chose, but would it have made a difference?  Or would we have fallen harder because no one was prepared to stand up and point out that the Kaiser had no clothes?

He looked down at the map for a long moment.  He’d approved of Gudrun as a possible wife for his son, back when the world had made sense.  And then his feelings had grown mixed when she’d made it impossible for him to hide from the truth any longer.  Part of him had been angry at her, even though he’d known it wasn't her fault.  And now she was a prisoner, taken by the SS.  Volker knew, all too well, just what the SS would do with her, after everything she’d done to them.  He'd hoped Gudrun - or her body - would turn up somewhere in Berlin, but there had been no sign of her.  

She’s been taken to Germanica, he thought.  And all we can do is hope they give her a quick death.

There was a tap on his door.  He looked up to see his aide, looking grim.

“Herr Chancellor,” he said.  “Minister Krueger is here to see you.”

“Show him in,” Volker ordered.  “And then bring us both coffee.”

He schooled his face into impassivity as Hans Krueger was shown into his office.  Krueger was a smart man, but he wasn't a likeable man.  He’d been on the former Reich Council and had switched sides, a little too quickly, after the uprising.  Volker had no reason to distrust him - Holliston wouldn't give Krueger a quick death if Krueger were captured - but there was something about Krueger that annoyed him.  The man was more concerned with his figures than the real world.

And those figures can change the real world, Volker thought.  There had been something oddly effeminate about the accountants in the factory, the men who could decide - seemingly on a whim - who was worth keeping and who could be fired.  And Krueger had something of the same air about him.  He was not a manly man.  He cannot be trusted completely.

“Herr Chancellor,” Krueger said.  He was carrying a leather folder under one arm.  “Do you have a moment?”

“Too many of them,” Volker admitted.  He wanted to be out there, doing something.  “Is this important?”

“I’ve been running the latest set of figures,” Krueger said, quietly.  He took a seat and opened the folder.  “We’re looking at a total economic crash within three months.”

Volker sucked in his breath.  “Are you sure?”

“That’s the best-case,” Krueger said.  “Frankly, we’ve been pushing everything too hard over the last decade.  We simply didn't give our industrial base any chance to breathe.”

“I didn't make those decisions,” Volker snarled.

“I know,” Krueger said.  “But we still have to deal with the consequences.”

He looked grim.  “It gets worse,” he added.  “Food supplies are starting to run out.”

“Then grow more,” Volker said.

“We can't, not immediately,” Krueger said.  “Quite a few farmers were drafted into the army, Herr Chancellor.  That had an impact on productivity.  But we also drew most of our food from Germany East.  Germany Prime - alone - cannot feed itself forever.  We have already started expanding our farming capabilities, but it will be several years before they make an impact.”

He sighed.  “And if we have an industrial collapse at the same time,” he added, “we will be staring at outright chaos.”

“Take food from the French,” Volker said, after a moment.  “Or buy it from the Americans.”

“The French don’t produce enough food to meet our demands - even if they were willing to meet our demands,” Krueger warned.  “They never pushed production - they knew we’d steal it.  And the Americans will expect us to pay.”

“And we don't have any cash,” Volker said.  The Reich’s stockpiles of foreign cash had always been very limited.  “There’s nothing we can use to pay the Americans.”

“If indeed they have the food on hand,” Krueger added.  “They might not be able to meet our demands either.”

Volker cursed under his breath.  The Americans had been helpful, but he couldn't help thinking that the United States would welcome a German collapse.  Whoever won the war would need to spend years rebuilding, years the Americans could use to make themselves invincible, utterly untouchable.  They were already too far ahead of the Reich ...

... And they weren't even his real problem.

He gritted his teeth.  “And if the entire population starts to starve ...”

“We lose,” Krueger said, bluntly.  “We need to take action, quickly.”

“And that means we need this war to end, quickly,” Volker agreed.  “And if we don’t win soon, we’ll lose.”

Chapter Four

Germanica (Moscow), Germany East

29 October 1985

They were scared of her.

Gudrun clung to the thought, even though she felt utterly naked and utterly helpless.  The SS was scared of her.  They had stripped her down to her underwear, searched her so thoroughly that she doubted there was even a millimetre of her body that hadn't been inspected, then chained her up so carefully that she could barely move.  And if that hadn’t been enough, they’d repeated the search at regular intervals.  Did they think she’d somehow managed to conceal a weapon even as they carried her into the very heart of their territory?

She knew it was insane - she knew they weren't scared of her - but it was all that gave her hope.  They’d driven her east, then transferred her to a plane.  She wouldn’t even have known they were flying her to Germanica if one of her guards hadn't said it out loud, clearly unaware she was listening.  Or perhaps it had been deliberate.  They’d wanted her to fear ...

“They will try to break down your resistance,” Horst had told her.  It felt like years since they’d been students together, plotting how best to bring down the Reich.  “They will want to make you feel helpless, as if you have lost all control over yourself.  And if you let them convince you that you are hopeless, you’re doomed.”

But it was hard, so hard, to keep from feeling helpless.  Gudrun had been arrested before, but the SS hadn't known who or what she was.  They’d seen her as just another troublemaker, a student in the wrong place at the wrong time ... and the experience had nearly proved too much for her.  Now ... they knew who she was; they knew what she’d done.  She had no reason to expert mercy.

And the only reason they went to so much trouble to take me alive, she thought, was because they want me for something.

She shivered, helplessly.  The temperature had been dropping for hours now, ever since she’d been taken from the airport and dumped into a prison cell, but none of the guards had offered her anything more substantial to wear.  Her bra and panties, already torn by the repeated strip searches, provided no protection at all.  She couldn't help wondering if she would catch her death of cold before the SS started torturing her, then decided the cold was probably part of the torture.  Horst had warned her that they would do everything in their power to break her will, but his words hadn't been anything like enough to convoy the sheer sense of helplessness and futility pervading her body and soul.  Her life was definitely no longer her own.

The cell itself was completely empty, save for a bed and a bucket she was too chained up to use.  She suspected it was yet another humiliation, although they hadn't fed her anything like enough for it to be a real problem.  And they hadn't made any attempt to hide the cameras either, hanging four of them from the ceiling and wrapping them in steel mesh.  Absurdly, the sight almost made her giggle.  She was chained - and even if she hadn't been, she was too short to reach them, even if she stood on the bed.  

But they might have taller prisoners, she thought,  Horst was a head taller than her - and she knew the SS prized height.  For all she knew, Horst was a dwarf compared to some of his former comrades.  Besides, the Slavs she'd seen had all been short and ugly, but was that true of all Slavs?  And they clearly don’t want to take any risks.

She forced herself to relax, even though it was futile.  Her wrists and ankles ached; the metal belt they’d wrapped around her hips dug into her flesh and she was hungry, terrifyingly hungry.  She’d never really gone hungry in her life, even though some of the food she’d had to choke down at school was barely a step or two above the slop fed to prisoners and Gastarbeiters.  Now, she couldn't help feeling as though she didn't have the energy for anything.  It wouldn't be long, she suspected, before she died ...

... And the hell of it was that a quick death would probably be a relief.

The cell door opened.  Two burly male guards stepped through, glaring suspiciously at her as if they expected her to have vanished somewhere in the last hour.  Gudrun resisted the urge to rattle her chains at them; instead, she just waited - reluctantly - as they glanced around the cell, then yanked her to her feet and shoved her through the door.  They didn't speak to her, they never did.  Only one of her captors had spoken to her since she’d been taken prisoner and Gudrun hadn't seen her for days.

She forced herself to stand still as they ran their hands over her body, telling herself - desperately - that it was Horst who was touching her.  But it was hard to believe it - truly believe it - when their rough fingers were pinching at her flesh and tugging down her panties to check that she hadn't managed to conceal something between her legs.  And this time, they were worse.  Their hands were rubbing at her clit as if they expected her to enjoy it, their breathing growing deeper and deeper with anticipation as they pushed her over to the table and bent her over.  She realised, feeling a surge of fear, that she was about to be raped ...

“That will do,” a cool voice said.

The guards started, then let go of her.  Gudrun twisted her head and saw Hauptsturmfuehrer Katharine Milch standing there, looking grim.  The older woman - the first woman she'd seen wearing a uniform - looked hellishly intimidating.  If she had a right to wear that uniform, Gudrun thought, she wouldn't just be as good as a man, she’d be better.  And she’d saved Gudrun from a fate worse than death ...

... Or had she?

Did they really plan to rape me, Gudrun asked herself, or was she always meant to save me from them?

It was impossible to tell.  She knew just what horrors awaited prisoners, but she found it hard to believe that the SS guards in Germanica were so undisciplined that they would rape a prisoner without permission.  And yet ... she couldn't help feeling relief, clinging to Katharine like a drowning man would cling to a lifejacket.  But had the whole incident been set up to make her cling to Katharine?  She had no way to know.

She cursed under her breath as Katharine pulled her panties back into position, then helped Gudrun to walk slowly towards the door.  It was hard, so hard, to walk with a chain wrapped around her ankles.  If Katharine hadn't been holding her, she would have fallen over several times.  And yet ... what was Katharine doing?  Where were they going?

It was a relief to be out of the cell, but the interior of the building wasn’t particularly reassuring.  She couldn't help remembering the interior of the first prison she’d visited - and her old school, which had probably been designed by the same person.  Grey walls, solid metal doors ... no signs on the walls, let alone paintings or anything else that would give the building personality.  It was completely soulless ... she shivered, again, as they reached an elevator and stepped inside.  The air was, if anything, growing colder.  It was all she could do to keep her teeth from chattering.

She hadn't wanted to talk to Katharine, but she couldn't help herself.  “Where are we going?”

The older woman gave her a cold look.  “Someone wants to see you.”

Gudrun winced as the elevator came to a halt.  She had a nasty feeling she knew precisely 
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