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Chapter One

	Darmstadt, Germany

	November 9th, 1938

	THE HOUR GREW LATE and Hauptsturmführer Hubert Zimmer felt exhausted. Hours of waiting had racked his nerves with an adrenalin-fueled anticipation. Distractedly, he played with his silver skull ring. He’d received it earlier that year, at his rank promotion ceremony—a sign of respect from Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler himself. To Hubert Zimmer, it was like a wedding ring. 

	The Hauptsturmführer’s office was gray and depressing, a reflection of his own visage. The walls were naked of any decoration and the furniture was sparse and industrial. In the corner was a radiator, and above it a small window that was sealed shut with milky whitewash. The air inside the stuffy room was thick with the smoke of Overstolz cigarettes, the butts of which were overflowing from a heavy glass ashtray with notched sides. 

	In his black uniform, Hubert sat in the cushy interrogator’s chair. Upon the heavy desk in front of him there lay a reading lamp shaped like a long and narrow stork leg, an inkwell, the department’s stamp, a block of paper, and a fountain pen, all arranged with the meticulousness of a surgeon’s instruments in a sterilized tray. Across from him were two hard, bare, uncomfortable seats—appropriate for suspects undergoing interrogations. 

	To his left was a chest of drawers full of information that never stopped coming in, filed in folders containing articles and extensive descriptions of civilians who had drawn the attention of Himler’s department. The public assumed that the Gestapo and the SS were everywhere, and indeed they were. But though thousands of agents were walking among them—investigating their behavior, eavesdropping on their conversations, and rummaging through their belongings—most investigations of the unfortunate souls documented in those files were initiated by reports received from civilian informants. It had taken Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler a remarkably short amount of time, Hubert often thought, to transform an entire nation into a squad of secret agents snitching on each other. 

	Hubert opened the desk drawer and pulled out a metal flask wrapped in a firm suit of aged, cracked leather. After a generous swig of whiskey, and the resulting burn tearing through his esophagus, he felt a warm euphoria spread to his head, and he wiped his lips on the sleeve of his jacket before rising, leaning his hands against the desk, and drawing a deep breath. 

	This was a special day for him, a milestone as real as the pin on his lapel or the Nazi ring on his finger. He pushed the chair back and paced the room, dragging his left leg—a memento from his childhood Osteomyelitis. In grade school he’d learned to compensate for the limp by balancing out his gait in a manner that called to mind a rooster’s strut, which, although it allowed him to walk without the aid of a cane, had also led to merciless teasing from his schoolmates.

	He sat back down, took hold of the armrests, and exhaled heavily, trying to push the distress out of his body. Children can be among the most horrific kind of monsters, and his prominent limp provided all the ammunition that any aspiring bully would need. During recess, the schoolyard periodically and without warning would suddenly become a chicken coop, featuring children mimicking silly walks through bursts of crowing laughter and nasty comments. Sometimes there were even rhyming limericks about the limping rooster, set to music. 

	His appearance was also cause for shame: a prominent nose, black hair, and a wiry frame—a stereotypically Jewish look. His eyes were asymmetrical and his nose and mouth were too close together, making him look like a pointy bird. And those scoundrels never missed an opportunity. They called him jüdischer vogel—Jewish Bird, a nickname that stayed with him for years, causing him no shortage of agony. As an adult, he consoled himself with the knowledge that his limp resembled that of Herr Goebbels and that his hair was as black as the führer’s, but he never dared point that out to his colleagues. A comment like that could cost him his job, or worse. 

	When he joined the Nazi Party, he did his best to prove his allegiance. He swore to defend the führer and the homeland. Many wanted to take away what the führer had already accomplished, and Hubert Zimmer planned to do everything in his power to prevent that, and to protect the country from the Jewish dogs and the dirty communists. 

	He pulled up his sleeve and glanced at his watch. Haverbeck and Hempel would be back any minute with reports from the field, and then he would lead the squadron of young recruits on the arrest mission. The anticipation inside him was threatening to boil over like a bubbling cauldron. Whenever he thought of the words that poured out of Herr Goebbels’s mouth, he could almost smell the violence in the air. It was time for the enemies of the state to pay for their crimes. Those Israelites who brought on the loss of the Great War, who sat in their dim offices on top of heaps on money stolen from laborers that worked themselves to the bone and survived on scraps. Tonight it would begin: the orders instructed that every Jewish man up to the age of sixty should be detained and sent to the Buchenwald Concentration Camp. Only once they got rid of all the Jews and Germany was finally clean could the Third Reich truly emerge. 

	Frau Kejtel knocked on the door. “Hauptsturmführer, the lists have arrived,” she said as she walked in, laying a stack of papers on his desk.

	He thanked her politely, his nostrils flaring to inhale the intoxicating bergamot fragrance that radiated off her body. He tried to maintain a calm demeanor, his thumb almost uncontrollably fluttering over the silver ring. When she leaned closer, his bespectacled eyes fixed on the neckline of her blouse, where her flesh curved on its way up to the hills of her enormous breasts. Then he got a hold of himself, took a deep, quiet breath, and allowed the smell of her to flow through his arteries and fill him with intense desire. What he wouldn’t give to bed this perfect woman. His tongue dampened his thin lips. A true Aryan with a strong, sturdy Nordic build, long and smooth yolk-toned hair, fair skin, and tall stature. A beauty whose baby blue eyes were veiled with eroticism. But he knew his insatiable lust for her would forever be confined to his nightly fantasies of fornication. 

	He had no chance of landing such a woman anywhere other than Frau Greta Wieler’s brothel. He knew that some officers regularly patronized that establishment, but he was too shy and awkward to show his face in a place like that. Disgusted as he was by the shape of his own body and the reflection of his face in the mirror, he did not enjoy the idea of inflicting it on others. His isolation forced him to endure many hours of lonely boredom. But as an SS officer, this shortcoming became an advantage, as the long hours he spent at the job bought him the respect of his commanders, who recognized his industriousness and promoted him swiftly. 

	He lived with his elderly parents in a cramped apartment that, despite any amount of determined cleaning, harbored a distinct smell of cabbage, sweat, cigarette smoke, and alcohol—an astringent combination of sour rot. 

	His father was a crude and critical man, who used to subject Hubert to sudden, inexplicable acts of violence in his childhood that ranged from face slaps to punches to the more serious belt whippings. From time to time he would offer him a swift kick in the ass, then double up with laughter at Hubert’s stunned reaction. 

	His mother was a more amiable creature, but had long been drained of any talents or joyfulness she may have once possessed. She inhabited the apartment like a quiet ghost, unable to defend her son or lift his spirits. Their home had never been a pleasant place to be—neither during his childhood, nor now. 

	Hubert Zimmer watched Frau Kejtel’s seductive rear end as she walked away. Only when the door closed did he look down at the list. He tapped his finger against his tongue and flipped swiftly through the pages, scanning the last names until he reached the letter F. His heart fluttered with excitement as he drew his finger along the lines of names and addresses pristinely composed in black typewriter ink: Furst, Fleischman, Fliesing, and finally Frank—7 Schlossgarten Street, across from the royal gardens. 

	He folded the papers and stuffed them into his jacket pocket. He’d known Josef Frank since childhood—they’d spent every afternoon playing in the thicket together behind their school. Both were the favorite targets of the neighborhood children, Hubert for his limp and Josef for being Jewish, and an alliance had developed naturally. They had stood up for each other as best they could.

	Hubert’s parents were not pleased by their friendship—they’d never been too fond of Jews. But the Frank family embraced it. That was the way of the Jews, he now understood. They were as sly as snakes, and would use any opportunity to bond with Aryan Germans. 

	Years later, when the Great War broke out, Josef Frank was recruited to the Imperial Armed Forces while Hubert stayed on at the arms factory, which needed all the help it could get from the women, the elderly, and disabled Hubert Zimmer. 

	At the end of the war Josef returned as an officer decorated with medals, and was accepted into the Munich School of Medicine. They exchanged letters for a while. In one of them, Josef recommended that Hubert enlist in the police force and Hubert took his friend’s advice. 

	For several years, Josef was Hubert’s doctor. But when the Nazis rose to power, and then after the Nuremberg Laws were enacted, it was no longer appropriate for an SS officer to be treated by a Jewish doctor so Hubert switched to Dr. Friek Rudolf, an Aryan. Even then, the inferiority he had always felt in the presence of Josef Frank continued to intensify. 

	Hubert’s distaste for Josef grew in lockstep with his dislike for all Jews, which—under the influence of Julius Streicher’s newspaper Der Stürmer, the führer and Herr Goebbels’s passionate speeches, and the party’s dramatic propaganda films—was soon fanned into a frenzy. He recalled the times he’d visited the doctor’s home—a large estate with a wonderful garden and tall trees shading the entrance. A German servant would escort him to the waiting room, or, if he was lucky, it was the doctor’s wife—the exquisite Ruth Frank—who opened the door. 

	 Ruth had full black hair and a cherry mouth, and she always smelled of a sweet perfume. Her beauty stabbed him in the heart and made him hate Josef Frank even more. 

	Hubert would flip through a magazine until the doctor became available. He felt that his friend probably kept him waiting longer than necessary, even when he wasn’t with another patient, simply in order to emphasize the class divide between them. This suspicion didn’t leave him even when Josef Frank finally greeted him with a friendly smile and a warm handshake, never forgetting to ask his wife to serve Hubert a cup of tea and a piece of cake. 

	Sometimes, when she knew her husband would be delayed, Ruth invited Hubert into the kitchen, where they would have a drink and a chat. Hubert would imagine himself married to the Jew’s wife. They would talk about their children while she cooked the Jewish dishes that filled the house with their inviting smells.

	 When the Hauptsturmführer imagined the look he would see on his friend’s face that very night, he felt a quiver of excitement. But it was quickly diluted by something else that he couldn’t quite identify. Was it fear? He suddenly felt like a man about to sentence his own father. 

	 


Chapter Two

	THEY SAT IN THE CAR, engine running, waiting for a military truck full of young recruits to accompany them on their detainment operation. The growling of the engine scattered Hauptsturmführer Hubert Zimmer’s thoughts, as if pulling him out of his own body. For a moment, he perceived himself from the outside—squeezed into the backseat, a tiny puppet trapped in an officer’s oversized uniform. A petrifying pair of questions ran through him: Does this place belong to him? Does he belong to this place? 

	He shook his head, hard, holding on to the edge of the seat in order to anchor himself. His breath only returned to him when he felt the cold wind blowing through the window that Sturmscharführer Hempel opened. A light smell of smoke from his newly lit cigarette wafted into the car, clinging to the fabric of his uniform. 

	The heavy gates of the SS headquarters opened, and the black, formidable Mercedes Sedan D260 rolled out into the city streets.

	Hempel and Haverbeck, the two NCOs sitting beside him, were silent, as usual. Staring straight ahead, they looked tough and determined. Zimmer’s eyes rested on Haverbeck’s face. An old scar notched a smooth line along his skin, from his left earlobe to the tip of his square chin. The wide, crudely gleaming scar was intimidating—malicious looking, even. It imbued his appearance with a bestial dullness.

	They drove through Adolf-Hitler-Platz, then the market square. The city that just a few hours earlier had been tidily locked up for the night was now in a state of bedlam. 

	“Goebbels released his hounds,” Haverbeck said, his voice low and flat. 

	“Looks like war,” Hempel added. 

	“They’re getting what they deserve,” Hubert heard himself replying.

	In the streets around them, Jewish-owned shops were in the process of being vandalized and looted—tables and chairs were being thrown off balconies, the feathers torn out of a pillow billowed through the cold air as if in a snowstorm. On the dark horizon, flames flickered. Gangs of thugs chased terrified men and children, dragging them out of their homes. The screams of women sliced through the dark. It was obvious this night would end with more than damage to property. Some would be injured. Some would die. 

	They arrived. Hubert Zimmer slammed the Mercedes door shut and strode ahead, not waiting for the others. His legs carried him down the path he knew as well as if it led to his own home. 

	The front gate had been ripped off its hinges and tossed onto the sidewalk like a chewed bone. The manicured garden, Frau Frank’s pride and joy, was demolished. The colorful wisteria arches that welcomed guests had been pulled out and crushed, the jasmine bushes, still spreading their delicate scent, had been trampled by angry feet. 

	Hubert pushed the broken wooden door open and walked into the house. His two subordinates walked in behind him, followed by foot soldiers who spilled out of the military truck parked outside. 

	Inside, the destruction was just as complete. Ruth Frank always kept her house spotless and smelling of fresh flowers and laundry. Now the air was saturated with the smell of alcohol and cleaning supplies. The living room windows were shattered, and shards of glass crunched under his black boots as he stepped on the floor. 

	He hoped the Franks were still alive and well. If any of them was hurt, he would miss his moment to shine, and that disappointment would smart. He had wanted to arrest the doctor himself, looking into his eyes as he sent him into custody. 

	Suddenly, he heard the screeching of a piano being shattered. Hubert rushed over to the living room, where, beside the broken instrument, stood a tall, fair-haired body, gripping a heavy iron mallet. The boy hesitated when he laid eyes on Hubert, unsure if he should carry on or drop his weapon and run away. 

	Unexpectedly, Hubert felt a pinch in his heart. Ruth Frank’s antique piano would never act as a vessel for her tender music again. He viewed himself as a cultured man who appreciated art. This was aimless vandalizing. It’s one thing to purify Germany of the Jews, but trampling a musical instrument? Shattering artwork? That’s barbarism, and not in line with the führer’s intentions.

	Wordlessly, he raised one finger.

	The boy got the hint right away, dropped the mallet and hurried off, not looking back.

	Hubert smiled with satisfaction. His finger was like a loaded gun. The people feared him. His status, his uniform and the ranks he’d earned. This was pure pleasure.

	At the end of the stairs, the door to the Franks’ bedroom was ajar. 

	Inside, a boy in a Hitler Youth uniform stood by the bed, shredding the mattress with a knife, then reaching into its guts like a butcher dismembering an animal. The floor of the room was covered with mattress stuffing, closets were lying on their sides, their contents spilled over the ground. 

	The boy spotted the men and froze, the mattress falling back like a bleeding animal. “They told us to do this to the Jews,” he said, voice trembling, awaiting affirmation.

	Hubert ignored the statement. “Is there anyone else here?” he asked.

	A dark silence fell.

	“Kurt and Hans Bauer are here, as well as the Jews,” the boy said with a combination of excitement and uncertainty. “After we beat up the man, we locked them in one of the rooms. I wanted to throw him out the window, but Kurt was scared we’d get in trouble. We weren’t sure if we were allowed to kill them. We were only told we could beat them and break down their homes, so we did that.” He remained standing awkwardly, one hand holding a knife, the other wiping his damp forehead, removing a few stray feathers. 

	“Very good,” Hubert said coolly. “Now take Kurt and Hans Bauer and get out of here. And remember, if you hear anything that could help your country, come see Hauptsturmführer Zimmer at SS headquarters.” 

	Alone in the bedroom, Hubert stared at the dismembered bed. This is where Josef Frank used to sleep with his wife. An odd thought passed through his head, improper yet unstoppable. He ran his tongue over his upper lip and a hot shame took over him. 

	Then Haverbeck’s voice interrupted his reveries. “Hauptsturmführer! The Jews are here.”

	Zimmer crossed the hallway, his steps measured.

	“Hubert! Thank God.” Josef Frank sounded exhausted, but his voice still carried the echo of desperate hope. 

	Ruth was sitting on Sarah’s overturned bed, her daughter curled up under a thick woolen blanket, clinging to her mother’s dress like a frightened kitten. Beside her was a fat Persian cat, his white long coat mussed. He looked like someone who’d just realized the world around him had been transformed. 

	Hubert paused and looked at the doctor. Josef was bruised, his face swollen, his left eye almost completely closed, his clothes torn and blood-stained. He was no longer the rich, formidable doctor. Now he was a defeated, decimated Jew. 

	“These thugs broke into our house,” Josef whispered, his voice stifled. “I couldn’t resist, Hubert. I was trying to protect Ruth and Sarah. They had bats and knives.”

	Hubert stood before him. Straight-backed, official, cold. Not a hint of friendly recognition in his voice as he said, “How are you, Frau Frank?” He spoke to Ruth as if they were strangers.

	She said nothing.

	Josef now asked the question that had been hovering in the air. “Can you help us, Hubert?” His voice faded out in the middle of the sentence, the words swallowed by his desperation. 

	Hubert walked closer. Josef was a head taller than him, and Hubert had to tilt his chin in order to look him in the eyes. This was the moment. The moment he’d lived and relived in his mind’s eye. He took a deep, quiet breath. Then, theatrically slowly, he removed the black leather gloves from his hands and slipped them into his coat pocket, well aware that everyone in the room was holding their breaths, awaiting the next words to come out of his mouth. He took hold of Josef’s chin, supposedly examining his injured face. “Help you, Dr. Frank?” The words dripped with contempt. “Now is not the time to help Jews. Tell me, please—when have Jews helped anyone but themselves?” He let his words sink in. Then, his voice steady, almost generous, he added, “You ought to at least thank me for not leaving you in the good graces of the looters. Next time they’ll hurt more than your precious possessions.”

	“But, we’re your friends.” 

	“I don’t have Jewish friends,” said Hubert. “Never have.” He gave Josef one last look, then took a step back. “Josef Frank, I’m here to inform you that you are under protective custody. Tonight, you’ll be sent to a concentration camp.”

	Silence. No crying, no begging. Just the freezing air, and the smell of blood.

	“On what grounds, Hauptsturmführer? Because I was beaten up and my house was vandalized?” Josef Frank asked, his voice broken and his eyes torn with pain.

	“Because I can, Josef,” Hubert Zimmer replied coldly, his voice low and distant. “And because you’re a Jew.” Then he turned to Haverbeck and Hempel. “Take him to the truck.”

	“I’m begging you, Hubert,” Ruth said, taking his hands, tears in her eyes. “How can you do this to us?”

	“I’ll deal with you in a moment,” he replied coldly. “Take him away,” he told his subordinates again. 

	Haverbeck and Hempel took Josef by his arms and led him outside. 

	“Hubert! You can’t do this! I’m an officer in the Imperial German Army!” Josef cried as Haverbeck and Hempel dragged him away like a criminal.

	“Aren’t you ashamed, Hubert? How many times have you sat in my kitchen with a cup of tea?” Ruth spat.

	“I’ve got nothing to be ashamed of,” he replied calmly. “Times have changed, Frau Frank, and so has the power dynamic.”

	“What are you talking about? We are not at war with one another. We’re all Germans. This is just politics. When things change again, how will you be able to look us in the eyes?” 

	Hubert played with his silver ring as if tuning a radio. “Times have changed,” he said again. “Social relationships are meaningless. This is a time of transitions. When it’s over, the Third Reich will be judenrein. That’s the führer’s decision. And who are you to question him, Frau Frank? I’m sorry, but I can’t help you. I’m hearing whispers that soon, Jews won’t even be allowed to leave the country. Josef will now be sent to a concentration camp.” Then his voice changed, softening, almost merciful. He sat down on Sarah’s bed. The girl was still curled up in the blanket, wiping away tears, attempting to conceal her fear. “If you’d be willing to do me a small favor, Ruth,” he said, his voice low, “I’d be glad to meet you halfway. I’ll make sure Josef is released, and that you can leave Germany with your money.” He placed a hand on Ruth’s thigh.

	Then a slap rang across his face, making his glasses fly off his nose. “Don’t you dare touch me!” Ruth cried. 

	Hubert put his glasses back on and quickly got to his feet. He looked stunned for a moment before getting a hold of himself and smoothing his black uniform. He felt different, faced with Ruth and her terrified daughter, no Josef there to protect them. He was no longer the patient who came to visit the doctor’s house. He was an SS officer, and his power emanated from the purity of his race. “You’re lucky this time, Frau Frank,” he said, his voice cold as ice. “It is not my habit to hurt women, unless of course they are suspected of acting against the government—something I would not put past you.” He didn’t wait for a reply. Standing, he said, “I’m leaving now. Consider my offer. Until we meet again, Heil Hitler.” He threw his hand into the air in a salute, then left the room, leaving behind a threat as palpable as a stench. 

	 


Chapter Three

	New York, NY

	January 6th, 1957

	MARK SPENCER was a thirty-nine-year-old veterinarian who held a venerable position at the Central Park Zoo. He was a Cornell graduate, made more than 7,000 dollars a year, and drove a brand new, 8-piston, 283-horsepower Corvette. He was the kind of man who, though always having been dealt the best cards in the deck, firmly believed his own hard work was the only reason for his success. Having no desire to bind himself to one woman, he wasn’t married. This may have had something to do with the fact that he’d devoted his entire adult life to caring for wild animals and understood that allegiance to one partner was unnatural, unless you were a stork, or deluded by romantic notions. 

	He was already settled in for the night and watching The Ed Sullivan Show when the phone rang. After a hurried conversation he quickly stood up, threw on his discarded jacket from earlier that day, and left for the zoo. 

	The fluorescent lights were on in the clinic as he entered, highlighting his breath as it thickened into a steam that resembled cigarette smoke. He saw the lion sprawled over the stainless steel medical table, drained of all semblance of royalty, and felt an unfamiliar pang of sadness. It wasn’t like him to feel emotional at a time like this.

	Where was Bernard? He couldn’t start until his assistant showed up. He took off his leather jacket, draped it over a hanger, donned a white doctor’s coat, and pulled on rubber gloves. 

	During autopsies, especially when performed on large animals, he tended to reflect on thoughts about the perfection of the intact outward body, before the scalpel sliced into it and revealed the putrid interior anatomy that could never again be wholly contained. It brought up notions of his own death and the fate of the muscular body he’d nurtured with hard work and care. But he had no time to ponder this now, already hearing Bernard’s footfalls.

	“Good evening, Doctor.”

	“Good evening, Bernard. Are you here to work on old Father Christmas?”

	“I just had to use the bathroom, but everything is ready. Do you want some coffee before we get to it?”

	“Coffee would certainly be a lifesaver, Bernard.”

	His dedicated assistant went into the kitchenette and returned with two cups. Bernard was in his mid-twenties, a classic redhead with freckles that dyed his skin a reddish brown. He had mussed hair and a bouncy, scattered personality. He’d recently graduated from veterinary school and was peppy and enthusiastic. 

	“Do we know what happened to him?” Mark asked. 

	“As you know, Dr. Spencer, he hasn’t been doing well for the past few weeks. His death was most likely caused by—”

	“That’s your first mistake,” Mark said, cutting him off. “Never perform an autopsy based on medical history. We must come into it with open minds. Our mission is to figure out why this lion died, not to confirm theories based on clinical findings from his medical file.”

	“I understand, Doctor.”

	“Fine. Then let’s begin.”

	Bernard nodded vigorously.

	“Have you performed all the necessary tests?”

	“Yes, it’s all here.” Bernard handed over the forms. 

	“Good. So we’re talking about Christmas, a male lion with a color mutation, twenty-four years old, which is a ripe old age for a lion, even one that is well taken care of in captivity. Weighs 352 pounds, and seems to be in generally good health.” Mark paused for emphasis. It was one of his teaching methods. “Remember, Bernard—we must check everything carefully. There may be multiple lesions, exterior and interior, and we must examine them all. Let’s start with rigor mortis, signs of rotting, wounds, blood, diarrhea, the positioning of the body, signs of struggle or any other kind of distress. All of these may prove relevant to the cause of death.”

	“I understand, Doctor.”

	“Good. Then let’s begin with an exterior exam,” Dr. Spencer said before commencing to check the lion’s cold body. “Reasonable nutritional state; full fur coverage without any prominent balding; orifices intact, no signs of blood or stool; some missing teeth and advanced rotting, inflamed gums. Nothing unusual for his age. Do you notice anything out of the ordinary, Bernard?”

	“Nothing, Doctor. I have nothing to add.”

	“The scars, Bernard. You must point out the scars. We can estimate they were caused by a 9-mm bullet. An old wound from before Christmas was acquired by the zoo.” Mark shifted the lion’s mane, exposing the scar. “Entry wound in the large chest muscle. I presume the bullet ricocheted off the sternum and went out right here.” He pointed at a second scar. “He was very lucky. He could have died or had a limp for the rest of his life, but we know he didn’t suffer any special limitations.”

	Bernard allowed Dr. Spencer to play the part of the learned teacher by taking on the part of the hardworking protégé. He nodded at the explanations and hurried to refill Mark’s coffee cup. 

	“Thank you, Bernard.” Mark sipped on the coffee, put down the mug, laced his fingers together, and stretched them until his knuckles popped. “Now we get to the truly interesting work. Scalpel, Bernard,” he announced loudly and clearly, as if he were a heart surgeon in the middle of a lifesaving operation. It was a magical moment that made his long years of study all worth it. It may have even been worth more than his high salary and his new luxury car. “You must perform the incision from the center of the stomach toward the lower jaw, then to the right toward the rectum.” Very slowly, he demonstrated this to Bernard. “To minimize damage, the incision must be done through the hypodermis, like so. Are you watching, Bernard?”

	“I’m keeping my eyes on you, Dr. Spencer.”

	“Now we’ll perform a second incision above the leg, exposing the entire right side, the lymph nodes, and the neck veins. Yes, excellent, just like that,” he complimented himself. “What do you say, Bernard? Should we take the king of the jungle’s manhood?” 

	“You want to remove his mane, Doctor?” 

	“I’m talking about his testicles, Bernard. We’ll cut off his testicles and check for swelling, growths, or signs of atrophy, then weigh and measure them.” 

	Mark continued to explain to Bernard where to perform incisions, which organs to remove first, and how to examine them. As the hours ticked by, the enormous beast was carved like a turkey on Thanksgiving. They inspected the contents of the chest cavity and the belly, careful not to unspool the intestines. They searched for evidence of bleeding and tumors, opened the pericardium and checked the color of Christmas’s old pump, keeping an eye out for any fluid retention. They sliced along the lower jaw, removing the tongue, the hyoid bone, the throat, and the esophagus. They lifted the guts and disconnected the heart and lungs from the rest of the body.

	“The bowl, Bernard. Bring it near, please.” Mark placed the heart inside the stainless steel bowl that Bernard had rushed over as if they were dealing with a beating heart that could be implanted into another lion’s body. “The heart examination requires careful attention and many delicate incisions. We must look at the atria and the valves, check the entire tissue in order to confirm or deny any illness that could have caused his heart to stop. We’ll get to that shortly, but first I want to remove the spleen. Just like that. Look at this gorgeous, elongated wonder. Like a ripe eggplant.” He placed the reddish-purple organ into another stainless steel bowl. Then he removed the pancreas and allowed Bernard to take a close look, to smell and touch it. “Before we return to the heart, then remove the liver, I’m going to cut the stomach and intestines down to the anus. It’s very important that we make sure the contents of the intestines do not contaminate the stomach or our instruments. We usually leave the intestine check for the end, but today we’re doing things differently. Do you know why?”

	“I’d love to know, Dr. Spencer,” Bernard said, enthused. 

	“So that you can comprehend how lovely everything up until now smelled in comparison,” he said with a straight face, then sliced the intestines and emptied their contents into a bowl as large as a laundry pail. 

	The stench threatened to break the excitable assistant, who struggled to conceal his revulsion. It was one thing to smell internal organs that have only started to decay, and a completely different thing to smell the partially digested food of a carnivore. 

	“What do you say, Bernard? Should we carry on or grab a bite to eat?” 

	“How can you think about food right now? Oh, I get it, Doctor. Good one. I’ll never check the contents of a big cat’s intestines before the end of the autopsy.”

	Indulging in Bernard’s ingratiation, Dr. Spencer was about to continue his teaching when something silver caught his eye. He poked the scalpel into the pile of rotting flesh and stirred it around until he hit something hard. “Dear Bernard, you may often find all sorts of odd objects in your patients’ guts. That’s very common in zoos, where people throw food and other things into cages. Look at what I’ve just found inside our old lion.” He grasped the small object with the tips of his scalpel and carried it over to his worktable, where he placed it in a small bowl and poured sanitizer over it.

	“What have you got there, Doctor?”

	“A ring. A silver ring.” He picked it up and rinsed it thoroughly, sanitized it again, then dried it and held it to the lamp for a closer look. “Well, this is certainly the strangest thing I’ve ever found in a wild animal’s intestines. God knows how it got there.”

	“Most peculiar, Doctor. Why would Christmas swallow a ring?” 

	But things got odder still. Inside the ring was a faded engraving that Mark could hardly read. The ring was skull-shaped, with geometric openwork and a swastika.

	 


Chapter Four

	MARK AND ARIAN sat at a table at the White Horse Tavern on Hudson and 11th Street. Arian Argel was a Welsh blonde, an aspiring poet who studied philosophy and English at NYU. She was half his age, but had a mature look and a dramatic way of speaking even about the most mundane things that made her sound like a Shakespearean actress. She was Hamlet, asking whether to carry on living and suffering or put a stop to his pain by ending his life. 

	The White Horse Tavern was one of New York’s oldest pubs and was favored by bohemians, among them renowned Welsh poet Dylan Thomas, whose portraits decorated the walls, interspersed with stylized images of white horses. Like a typical English pub, it was made up of a number of small, dim spaces. 

	“Isn’t it exciting?” Arian asked Mark. She held his hand with trembling excitement. 

	He wasn’t as thrilled as she was because he’d never heard of Dylan Thomas before. He was just happy to be with the prettiest girl there. They were tipsy, and a Charley Parker jazz tune played in the background, rhythmically sensual. They exchanged desirous looks and rubbed each other’s hands and arms so much that they almost got up and left to start the next part of their night, which would be taking place in his apartment. Just then, a tall and handsome man in a charcoal suit and striped tie walked over to their table.

	“Miss Argel, fancy seeing you here. I hope you’ll be able to wake up in time for class tomorrow,” he winked. 

	“The question is, will Professor Rubin wake up in time to teach the class,” Arian said, laughing and squeezing Mark’s hand to quell his concerns. She was his. The man in the suit was just her university professor. 

	“If it isn’t Mike Rubin!”

	“Mark Spencer? Say it ain’t so! Well, for your information, your date is my student. You haven’t changed a bit, my friend.” 

	The three of them burst out laughing. 

	Mark explained to Arian that he and Mike Rubin had gone to high school together. They hadn’t kept in touch or even seen each other in over twenty years. He asked Mike to join them and ordered another round of drinks. Mike pulled a gold cigarette case from his jacket pocket and offered them a smoke. 

	“Those were the days. Remember the hell we raised back in Clinton?” he asked, leaning toward Mark as he lit his cigarette with a matching gold lighter. 

	“I’d never have guessed you’d become a history professor.”

	“Why do you say that?” Arian asked, amused.

	“Your professor was a wild child. An occasional criminal, even. I’d have expected him to become a car salesman or a stock trader or the head of an organized crime outfit. And yet here he is, so dignified in his fine suit, his salt-and-pepper hair, and his gold cufflinks.”

	“Twenty-four karats, Mark dear.”

	Arian laughed. It seemed nothing pleased her more than the sight of two peacocks amicably sparring. 

	“And what do you do, Mark? Wait, don’t tell me. A lawyer? You were always argumentative, not to mention a know-it-all.”

	“He’s not a lawyer,” Arian said. 

	“Not a lawyer. Well, then, you must be involved in local politics. City Hall, perhaps?”

	“Wrong again,” Arian cried, amused by the game.

	“I give up. Tell me what’s become of Raven Mark?”

	“Raven Mark?” 

	“Didn’t he tell you about his old school nickname? One day, I think we were in seventh grade, he found a dead raven. He hanged the poor thing by a long cord from the window frame, making it look as if the poor creature had killed himself. Then he attached a tiny suicide note to the raven’s foot. I’ll never forget the expression on Ms. Morris the math teacher’s face when she walked into the classroom.”

	“Disgusting. How could you, Mark?”

	“He never had boundaries when it came to animals. He would pick up any insect and climb any tree to rescue a cat. Hang on, my friend—is that what you ended up doing? Did you become a dog boarder?”

	“Something like that, Mike.” Mark was beginning to regret inviting Rubin to sit down with them.

	“He’s being modest.” Arian kissed him quickly on the lips, which lifted his mood. “You’re looking at Dr. Mark Spencer,” she lingered on his title, “Veterinarian at the Central Park Zoo.”

	“That’s impressive. Well done, Dr. Spencer. It certainly suits you. I hope no other animals have killed themselves because of you.” Rubin laughed, but his laughter faded into discomfort.

	“What do you teach at the history department?” Mark asked, gamely rescuing the conversation. 

	“I’ve just started a new class, actually. The fall of the Weimar Republic and the rise of Nazism.”

	“They’re already teaching history classes about the war?”

	“My friend, last year, last week, even yesterday—they’re all part of history. But seriously, it’s true that it’s only been twelve years and we’re just starting to investigate the Nazis’ regime of horrors, but there’s already a massive amount of research materials about it.”

	“Incredible,” Mark cried, banging his fist against the table, his eyes lit up. “It’s so lucky we ran into you, Mike. You’re just what I need.” He felt around in his jacket pocket, pulled out his wallet, then fished out a silver ring from a small, zippered pocket. 

	“I’m so sorry, Mark. I’m already married. But you can certainly propose to Miss Argel.”

	“What I’m about to tell you is crazy,” Mark said, ignoring his friend’s quip. “A few weeks ago, I performed an autopsy on one of our lions and found this ring in his intestines.”

	“Interesting. Though I imagine it isn’t all that unusual to find strange objects in the guts of predators. They aren’t exactly selective about what they eat, are they?”

	“Very true. But this is not just any ring.” Mark placed it in Rubin’s hand. 

	Professor Rubin held the ring under the light of a candle on the table, then pulled out gold-rimmed glasses from his pocket, slipped them on, and took a closer look. Arian rested her chin on her hand and waited as eagerly as if he were a forensic examiner. Mark played with his empty whiskey glass in an attempt to modulate his excitement. “Look,” Rubin finally said. “I can’t say for sure if this is an original. But if it’s a fake, it’s a very good one. In Germany, this ring is known as a Totenkopfring—a skull ring. But that’s more of a nickname. The official name of this kind of ring is SS-Ehrenring. The SS honor ring.”

	“What else can you tell me about it?” Mark signaled for the waitress to come over. 

	“We know it was given as a sign of respect by Heinrich Himmler, head of the SS and the Gestapo.”

	“Excuse me for a moment, Mike. Another round of whiskey, neat, for all of us, please,” he told the waitress. “A sign of respect from Heinrich Himmler, you say?”

	“Yes. He served as commander of the SS and the Gestapo until the war ended. In April 1945, Hitler dismissed him of all his positions when he heard that Himmler had met with Swedish diplomat Folke Bernadotte and tried to discuss different conditions for a surrender to the Allies.”

	“The ring, Mike.”

	“Yes, forgive me. I get carried away sometimes. The ring.” He held it up to his glasses again. “On the inside, you can find an engraving of the recipient’s name along with the date it was received and Himmler’s signature. See over here? It’s hard to read the name but if I’m not mistaken the year says 1938.”

	“How riveting! It’s like a Hitchcock film,” Arian gasped.

	“The design is attributed to Karl Maria Wiligut, and was greatly influenced by Himmler’s affinity for Germanic mysticism. The skull was used as an SS symbol, borrowed from old Prussian and German military emblems. Here you can see a swastika as well as other runes.”

	“Runes?” Arian asked.

	“Ancient Germanic handwriting,” Mike explained. “Something like 14,000 original rings were made. Toward the end of the war, when Himmler stopped giving them out, he ordered the rest be buried under a hill near Wewelsburg Castle. Scholars estimate that about 3,500 original rings remained after the war ended. Obviously they’re a very hot commodity for collectors.”

	“Wow, Professor, how fascinating!” Arial Argel said, clapping enthusiastically just as a waitress arrived with their drinks. 

	“That really was astonishing, Mike.”

	“Yes. It was a very interesting time, and the research is just beginning.”

	“Do you think we’d be able to track down the owner?” asked Mark.

	“If you mean the Nazi who got
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