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			Berlin. May 1940. As Hitler prepares to invade Western Europe, there is bloodshed closer to home.

			 

			CI Horst Schenke is an exceptional investigator with the Kripo unit. Powerless against the consequences of the wider war, he fights to keep criminals off his patch of Berlin. But with influential men questioning his loyalty to the Nazi regime, he is walking a tightrope. If his secret relationship with a Jewish woman is exposed, that would spell the end.

			 

			Berlin's gangsters run their crime rings with impunity. Decadent senior Nazis are happy to protect them. Schenke is different. He refuses to turn a blind eye when innocent victims are caught in the crossfire between warring gangs. But dangerous enemies know everything about him. They will do whatever it takes to bend him to their will . . .

			 

			From the seedy wartime nightlife scene to aristocratic homes frequented by the Führer himself, against a backdrop of a war spiralling into a greater, and closer, conflagration, A Death in Berlin conveys the horror and banality of evil. And the terrible danger for those who dare stand against it.
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			Author note

			Writing about life in Germany during the Third Reich inevit­ably brings an author face to face with some of the darkest aspects of human nature. It’s impossible to write honestly about the time without referring to some of the attitudes of and terminology used by those in the regime. I hope that I have handled this aspect of the novel with sensitivity.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter One

			Berlin, 4 May 1940

			Otto Bachmann took a sip from his beer glass as he surveyed the audience seated before him. The spotlight reduced them to dark shapes, to the extent that he could barely distinguish men from women, and even then some of them were probably cross-­dressers, so who could tell them apart? Before the Nazis had seized power, such a thing would be common enough. The clubs and cabarets of the German capital were frequented by those who experimented with their couture and identity. But after seven years of iron rule by the Führer and his regime, there were few places where that was now possible.

			The Ace of Hearts club was one of the handful remaining whose clients could dress and mingle freely. Amongst them were men in suits and Nazi Party uniforms, and the mistresses and girlfriends they brought with them to enjoy the forbidden shows and refreshments that were denied to the rest of Berlin’s inhabitants. It was as if there were two worlds. The stern, stiff and, of course, patriotic reality of public life and the secret inner world into which most people silently retreated, from where they regarded the gaudy pageant of the Third Reich at a remove. The Ace of Hearts occupied a space between the two. Those who entered the club understood and accepted that what happened within its walls remained there. The norms imposed on life outside were left at the door, and inside people could express themselves more freely. To a degree, at least.

			
			

			That was understood by the club’s owner, Max Remer, who had befriended influential members of the party for many years before they came to power. Back then he had mixed with politicians of all persuasions. After 1933, he ruthlessly cut ties with those declared persona non grata by the Nazis, even before they began to eliminate their rivals and banned political opposition. He cultivated his Nazi connections and his club was safe from the attentions of the police and the paramilitaries. He had been shrewd enough to join the party just before its leader had been appointed Chancellor of Germany, and thus escaped the contempt reserved for the opportunists who rushed to join once the Nazis had taken over.

			Bachmann could see the club’s owner sitting in a special booth close to one side of the modest stage, and noted the irritable flick of Remer’s wrist as he indicated that he should get on with his act. Clearing his throat, he winked at the audience and prepared to deliver his finale. He had worked his way through a repertoire of jokes about the Jews, the soft, self-­indulgent French and the insipidly effeminate British, and milked the audience’s appetite for such low-­hanging fruit. Now he needed to offer them something more daring than they were inclined to accept in the world outside the club. Something to make them laugh spontaneously before they took that self-­conscious gasp of surprise and then laughed again at their timidity in such safe surroundings.

			
			

			‘You know, I sometimes wonder about some of the great men of state who are leading our glorious race of supermen to victory over our enemies . . .’

			‘To victory!’ a voice slurred as a young officer punched a half-­empty champagne bottle into the air and shot some of its contents over his female companion, who scowled and then snapped her expression into one of gleeful delight before he noticed her displeasure. ‘Germany over all others!’

			‘Indeed, sir!’ Bachmann grinned. ‘With heroes like fat Hermann and tiny Joseph leading the way, how can we lose?’

			There was laughter from the crowd. Bachmann had picked his targets wisely. A comedian he’d once known had been rash enough to have a crack at Himmler a year earlier and had disappeared shortly afterwards. Disappeared completely. The eyes and ears of Himmler’s agents were everywhere, and while they might tolerate jokes made at the expense of others, mocking the Reichsführer SS and the Führer was suicidal.

			‘Speaking of Joseph,’ Bachmann continued, ‘have you ever wondered how a runt like him could have risen so high?’ He pursed his lips. ‘It’s a good question and one I’ve heard many people ask. They say how is it possible for club-­footed little Joseph to be one of those leading the way for the master race? Well, I’ll let you into a secret, my friends. Our Joseph wasn’t always a shrimp. Back in the old days, when he was sent to Berlin to lead the Nazi effort here, he was a tall, strapping fellow. What? You don’t believe me? I can assure you it’s true. I was there. I saw it with my own eyes. He was a head taller than our beloved Führer and the envy of almost every man.’ He nodded and took another sip of beer. ‘But our Joseph had a problem . . . A very small problem.’ He leered as he raised his hand and wiggled his little finger.

			
			

			There were sniggers from the audience and a few ribald comments.

			‘It seems that whenever he got it out, the women just laughed at him. If he got as far as the bed, they’d never know if he was inside them or not.’

			A quick glance revealed Remer’s cruel grin and Bachmann was relieved. Beside the club’s owner sat his current mistress, a tall blonde who called herself Kitty rather than the more prosaic name she had been christened with. She took Remer’s expression as a cue and chuckled dutifully as Bachmann went on.

			‘Anyway, a man’s pride can only take so much, and Joseph, being the good Catholic boy he was back in those days, goes down on his knees one night and begins to pray.’ Bachmann put his glass down and clasped his hands together as he stared up at the ceiling. ‘“Lord God almighty,” he says. “Dear God, I have been a good man. A righteous man. A loyal servant of the party and our divinely anointed leader. Why have you cursed me with a dick the size of a peanut? I pray, I beg you to reward me for my years of sacrifice.” At that moment, a thunderous voice fills Joseph’s bedroom: “What is it you ask of me? Speak, and it shall be granted.” Joseph replies in a flash. “I want the biggest dick that ever was! I want a dick so long that it touches the floor!” “Very well,” says God. “Go to sleep, my son. In the morning you will wake up and it shall be so. Bless you.”

			‘So Joseph dives under his covers and clamps his eyes shut and counts sheep until he passes out . . .’ Bachmann chewed his lip for a moment. ‘Well, when he wakes up, he leaps out of bed and drops to the floor – to find that his legs are a metre shorter!’

			Most of the audience roared with laughter, though a handful of the more inebriated or slow-­witted looked around bemused. Bachmann saw that Remer was laughing, and he sighed with relief. As long as the club’s owner was amused, he was safe. He beamed at his audience before raising his hands as the laughter subsided. ‘Thanks, ladies and gentlemen! That’s all from me tonight!’

			
			

			There were hoots and clapping as Bachmann raised his glass and stepped off the stage. Remer, still smiling, beckoned to him and pointed to the red leather upholstery of the seating opposite. Bachmann felt his pulse quicken with anxiety. He’d hoped to beat a quick retreat to the bar, share a few laughs with the customers and cadge free drinks off them before he left. Instead he’d have to sit with the boss and warily tread whatever fine line Remer chose to torment him with, as he had done many times before.

			The next act, a thin man wearing tails and burdened by a large accordion, was settling onto the stool that Bachmann had vacated. He tested a few keys as Bachmann slipped onto the seat and nodded a greeting.

			‘You’ve nearly finished your beer.’ Remer gestured to the glass with a finger upon which a jewelled ring glinted. ‘You must be thirsty. What’ll you have?’

			‘I’m fine, boss.’

			Remer glanced round and waved to a waiter, who scurried to him at once. ‘A bottle of Dom Perignon. Make sure it’s been chilled properly.’

			The waiter bowed his head and disappeared into the gloom.

			Bachmann forced himself to smile. ‘Thanks. Throat’s always a bit dry after a performance.’

			‘I would imagine so. I’d feel the same way if I had just told a joke about the Reichsminister of Propaganda. You never know who might be listening.’ Remer stared at him, his dark eyes like polished ebony unblinking for a few long seconds before his lips lifted in the slightest of smiles. ‘Take it easy, Otto. You’re safe . . . Unless I decide you’re not.’

			
			

			Bachmann tried to hide the tremor in his voice as he laughed briefly and shook his head. ‘You had me there, boss.’

			Kitty exchanged a fleeting glance with him before she tapped Remer playfully on the sleeve. ‘You big kidder!’

			Remer’s lips parted a little further to reveal large, neat teeth, white as piano keys. ‘As I was saying, Otto, that’s quite a joke. I’d be careful about telling it again.’

			Bachmann indicated the customers at the other tables. ‘Seemed to go down well enough, boss. The crowd liked it.’

			‘Yes, they did. But you see, Otto, that’s the kind of joke people used to get away with. Now Germany is at war. And that means our political masters are going to be sensitive to any criticism, however innocent.’ He suddenly reached over and took one of Bachmann’s hands, closing his powerful fingers over it tightly. ‘I’d hate for one of my customers to be indiscreet enough to repeat your joke outside the club. You know how it goes. Word gets round. Someone high up – someone who doesn’t share our sense of humour – starts asking who is responsible for the joke. Before you know it, the boys in black leather coats beat down your door and make you disappear. More to the point, they might start taking a closer look at my club, my business, and that would never do. You understand?’

			Bachmann nodded. ‘Sure, boss.’ He winced as Remer tightened his grip.

			‘You’re hurting him,’ Kitty said. ‘Max . . . you’re hurting him. Stop it.’

			
			

			Remer flashed a steely look at her before he released Bachmann’s hand and reached for a silver cigarette case inside his black velvet jacket. He helped himself to a cigarette before offering one to Kitty and then snapping the case shut. He struck a match from the bowl on the table, and a lurid red flare lit up his saturnine features before he inhaled, paused, and exhaled swirls of smoke in Bachmann’s face.

			The comedian fought back a cough and attempted to look composed. The glare of the spotlight had caused him to perspire, and now fresh sweat broke out on his brow. He was heavily built, with a round, boyish face that caused women to want to mother him – something he used to seduce them. But despite his heft, there was less muscle than fat on his frame. Unlike the lean-­featured club owner opposite.

			Bachmann had witnessed two drunks accost Remer and Kitty outside the club at New Year. Remer had floored the pair of them and then kicked them unconscious before straightening his tie and coat, putting his arm back around Kitty’s shoulder and calmly entering the club as if nothing had happened. The drunks had been lucky. Men had died for less, according to word on the streets of Berlin. Bachmann had heard the details from someone who really knew where the bodies were buried. Some of them at least.

			Remer aimed the glowing tip of his cigarette in Bachmann’s direction. ‘That was a good set tonight, Otto. The punters laughed. That pleases me. Just work on your material. Ease up on the powers-­that-­be and go for the obvious targets: the French, the British, communists, Jews – that sort of thing. My customers come here for cheap laughs and expensive drinks. Not to be provoked into second thoughts about Germany’s leaders. It’s too late for that. The Weimar days are long gone. Dawn of a new age and all that. Those who don’t adapt become extinct. Clear?’

			
			

			‘Blindingly so, boss.’

			Remer chuckled. ‘Very well. You can go.’

			Bachmann hesitated. ‘No champagne?’

			‘Don’t push it, Otto. Use the side door in case one of Joseph’s admirers decides to take exception to your quip.’

			Bachmann rose to his feet as the first strains of a drinking song sounded from the accordion player. There was a rousing cheer from the crowd before they started to belt out the opening lines of the first verse. Keeping to the side of the room, he made for the door to backstage, closing it behind him with a sigh of relief.

			 

			Back in the booth, Kitty was still for a moment before Remer spoke in an undertone.

			‘You disapprove of the way I treated him.’

			‘I didn’t say that.’

			‘Didn’t have to. Your silence was thunderous.’

			She turned towards him. ‘All right, yes. I disapprove. Otto draws a good crowd. You wouldn’t want to lose him.’

			Remer gave a dry laugh. ‘Not much chance of that. Where would he go? There aren’t any other clubs that would tolerate his line of humour. No, he’ll stay here and he’ll be grateful for it. That’s why he’ll do as I tell him.’

			‘Someone else you can keep under your thumb, eh?’ she remarked as she tapped the ash from her cigarette.

			The waiter arrived with the champagne, uncorked and in an ice bucket, together with three flutes.

			‘The other gentleman will not be returning to the table,’ Remer said. ‘Take the spare glass away.’

			
			

			The waiter nodded and filled the flutes, then strode off towards the bar. Kitty lifted her glass and took a belt.

			‘I needed that.’

			‘Enjoy it while you can. There’s only a few dozen bottles left in the club’s cellar. We’re going to run short. Until France is defeated.’

			Kitty arched an eyebrow. ‘How likely is that? I thought the Führer was pushing for a peace deal.’

			‘Maybe not . . .’

			‘What have you heard from your party friends?’

			‘Enough. Let’s just say things are about to get interesting, and if it works out, the Führer and his boys are going to be around for a long time. A very long time. So we have to stay on good terms with them, my dear. They’re like any other criminal gang. They don’t play by the book, so you keep them sweet.’

			She nodded, then looked down into her near-­empty glass. ‘Are you afraid of them?’

			‘No sane man isn’t. But right now, I have more pressing concerns. There are others I need to look out for.’

			There was movement towards the rear of the club, near the main entrance, as four men entered. Three of them wore coats and hats. The fourth was pinned between two of his companions and was dressed in a suit, with cap pulled down over his eyes. One of the others indicated the direction of Remer’s office and led his companions up the stairs beside the counter where the hat-­check girl sat on a stool looking bored.

			Remer set his glass down and rested his cigarette on the edge of the ashtray. ‘I have some guests to attend to, Kitty. Enjoy the champagne.’

			He slid out of the booth, put his hands in his jacket pockets and made his way around the tables to the stairs. Kitty watched him go, then leaned back and listened to the accordion player, though her mind was filled with dark thoughts about the future.

			
			

			 

			Remer closed the door to the office, cutting off the din from the drunken singing in the club. The room was carpeted, and oak-­panelled around the bottom of the wall. There were framed posters and pictures of the stars who had graced the Ace of Hearts since he had taken over the club fifteen years earlier. A large leather-­topped desk stood angled across one corner, close to the window that overlooked the interior of the club. Beside it stood a safe and some locked cabinets. The men who had preceded him up the stairs stood in the opposite corner, the dishevelled man held down by his shoulders on a plain wooden chair.

			‘So tell me, Wohler, where did you find our friend?’ Remer asked.

			The broad-­shouldered man who had led the small party into the club took off his hat before he replied. ‘He was at the Augsburgkeller. We waited until he came out and grabbed him in a nearby alley.’

			‘Did you make sure you weren’t seen taking him?’

			‘Quite sure, boss. It was dark, no one else around. We bundled him straight into the back of the van.’

			‘Good work.’ Remer turned to the man sitting in the chair. He was young, in his early twenties, his blonde hair shaved at the sides but left with a wave on top, as was the fashion. He reminded Remer of himself back in the day. Attractive and ambitious. But the man had been foolish enough to think he could cheat on his employer and get away with it. Remer had been loyal to his former crime boss until the day he had been gunned down by a rival gang outside the club. Since then he had demanded absolute loyalty from his own followers, just as he had given it before he took over the gang.

			
			

			‘Wilhelm Feldwitz,’ he began in a weary tone, ‘I am disappointed in you. How long have we known each other?’

			‘Listen, Max, it’s not how it looks—’

			‘Five years.’ Remer spoke over the top of him. ‘Five years . . . You were a street boy at the time, living off pickpocketing, and I took you in and gave you a job managing the club. I saw you had potential and raised you up through the organisation. You’ve done well for yourself. Your own apartment, nice clothes and decent money. And blessed with a pretty face.’

			Wohler gave a dry sniff of amusement.

			‘So, Wilhelm, you owe it all to me.’

			‘I’ve always been grateful . . .’

			‘So you should be.’ Remer raised his hand and frowned as he recalled that he had left his cigarette resting on the ashtray at the booth. He glanced down through the window and saw that Kitty was still sat there, staring fixedly into the middle distance. He took out another cigarette from the case and used the heavy brass lighter on the desk. ‘I don’t like people who repay my kindness with disloyalty, Wilhelm. Not because I take such things personally, but because it’s bad for business. It makes me look weak. It makes me look like a man who doesn’t have control over those who work for him. That kind of thing can be dangerous in our line of work. So tell me, how long have you been selling my ration coupons to Paul Guttmann?’

			The younger man affected a frown. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about . . .’

			‘Of course you do.’ Remer smiled. ‘Perhaps you need a little incentive to refresh your memory.’

			
			

			He nodded, and Wohler opened his fist to deliver a hard slap across the younger man’s face. Feldwitz blinked and rolled his head as a dribble of blood seeped down his chin and dropped between his feet.

			‘Not too hard, Wohler. I don’t want to spoil the carpet. Work his ribs and gut next time.’

			‘Sorry, boss.’

			‘Now then, Wilhelm, I’ll ask again. How long?’

			‘I swear I don’t know—’

			Wohler slammed his fist into the young man’s stomach, causing him to fold forward with an explosive gasp before his minders wrenched him upright.

			Remer took a steady drag on his cigarette. ‘Don’t insult my intelligence. I know exactly how many coupons have been printed and who we have sold them to. You were the one tasked with delivering them to our customers. No one else. So tell me, how else did Fat Paul get his hands on our product?’

			The young man made no attempt to reply, and Remer clicked his tongue. ‘You know, you might have got away with it if Guttmann hadn’t recently started to sell coupons to our customers. And so word inevitably gets back to me. What was the plan, Wilhelm? Salt away a small fortune and then slink off to Hamburg or someplace and start over? Do you think I wouldn’t have been able to track you down? You fool . . .’

			He drew on his cigarette again and the tip flared bright red. ‘Hold his head still.’

			Wohler clamped an arm around the young man’s neck and clenched his fist amid the fair hair. The other minders pinned his arms so that their prisoner could barely move, even as he strained with all his strength.

			‘You are out of the organisation, Wilhelm,’ Remer said. ‘You go back to the gutter where I found you. But I’ll leave you a parting gift, something to remember me by. Something others will see and know that you betrayed me.’

			
			

			‘Please, Max . . . don’t!’ Feldwitz managed to grunt through clenched teeth.

			Remer’s lip lifted in a sneer as he eased the end of the cigarette towards the young man’s face. Feldwitz clenched both eyes shut. Remer used his spare hand to force the lids of the left eye apart and pressed them back to expose the eyeball and iris. He thrust the cigarette home with a soft hiss and a wisp of acrid smoke. His victim let out a keening whine as every muscle in his body tensed.

			Remer stubbed out the ruined cigarette on Feldwitz’s cheek. ‘Throw him out of the back of the club, once you’ve given him a beating. If he tries to show his face here again, make sure he disappears for good. Now get this piece of shit out of my office before he pisses on the carpet.’

			 

			Kitty looked up as Remer returned to the booth. She noted his sour expression.

			‘Trouble?’

			‘Not any longer. The matter has been sorted out.’

			‘What matter?’

			‘It doesn’t concern you, Kitty. If it did, I’d say.’ There was an edge to his voice. ‘I’ve told you before – don’t ask questions about my business.’

			‘You think I don’t know what you do? Who you are? I’ve seen more than enough of what goes on. I’m no fool. I can use my eyes.’

			‘I know. That’s one of the reasons I’m attracted to you.’ Remer picked up his champagne glass and took a sip, then set it down with a look of distaste. The chill had gone off it. ‘Kitty, I like you. I really do. But you need to understand something. Too much knowledge can be a dangerous thing. Best to ignore what goes on here. Whatever you see, you keep to yourself. Same goes for whatever you think you know about me and my business. For the good of those eyes of yours.’

			
			

			She glanced at him, and then looked away with a shudder.

			 

			They stayed at the club for another hour, until the accordionist had been replaced by an exotic dancer clutching long fake feathers, with which she caressed her body, steadily revealing more of herself with a knowing look at her drunken, leering and cheering audience. Remer and Kitty barely exchanged another word, and drank little of the fresh bottle of champagne he’d called for. Just after midnight, he stirred.

			‘I’ve had enough. We’re going back to the flat.’

			He signalled to a waiter and instructed him to have the car brought to the front of the club. He helped Kitty out of the booth and they went to collect their coats and hats from the cubicle by the stairs. He left her waiting a moment while he went up to his office, coming back with a gleaming leather briefcase containing the club’s takings for the previous month. A man at the entrance opened one of the double doors that gave onto the pavement, and they stepped out into the night.

			The street, not far from the centre of the capital, was subject to the strict blackout conditions that had darkened every city and town in Germany. Windows were shrouded by thick material, street lights switched off, car headlamps masked, with only narrow slits to allow the merest beam of light to guide drivers. Even bicycle lamps were similarly concealed. The only concession to the safety of the people of Berlin was occasional strips of luminous paint on the kerb stones to differentiate road from pavement. Even so, the number of accidental deaths had soared since the imposition of the blackout. As had muggings, rapes, murders, prostitution and shady black-­market dealing. The war had caused all manner of crimes to flourish, and Remer welcomed the conflict.

			
			

			He stood with his arm around Kitty, holding her protectively. The night air was cool but not cold, and yet he sensed her trembling.

			‘The car will be here in a moment,’ he muttered.

			They heard the engine as it approached, a sleek, black four-­door Daimler Double Six with a wide running-­board and elegantly curved wings over the wheel arches. At a time when the party had ordered that all civilian cars be handed over for military use, there were still plenty on the streets of Berlin. Remer was permitted to keep his car so that he could carry out ‘vital contributions to the war effort as a party member’. That permission had been approved by a senior official in the propaganda ministry who was a frequent recipient of a share of the proceeds and goods from Remer’s black-­market activities. Moreover, he had been gifted a Nazi stormtrooper to serve as his driver. The brown uniform was useful in discouraging any uniformed police from asking questions.

			The vehicle pulled up outside the club with a ratcheted click of the handbrake. The driver darted round to open the rear door. Remer handed Kitty inside and glanced at the unfamiliar features of the driver, barely visible by the light of the dashboard dials.

			‘Who are you? Where’s Kurtz?’

			‘He’s been taken ill, sir. I’ve been assigned to you temporarily.’

			
			

			‘Your name?’

			‘Sturmmann Schlemminger, sir.’

			‘Schlemminger, eh?’ Remer took in the man’s solid build and the neat array of his webbing and lanyard beneath his cap. ‘All right, we’re heading to my flat on . . .’ He hesitated.

			‘Kurtz told me the address, sir. Hangelstrasse in Pankow. I know the way, even in the dark.’

			‘Very well.’ Remer climbed in beside Kitty. A moment later, the car pulled away, heading north towards Pankow.

			Remer muttered in Kitty’s ear. ‘I’m not sure he is who he says he is.’

			‘Why wouldn’t he be?’

			‘I’ve never known Kurtz take a night off since he started driving for me.’

			He leaned forward to address the driver. ‘Who ordered you to take Kurtz’s place?’

			Schlemminger kept his gaze fixed on the barely visible road ahead of the Daimler.

			‘Came from the top, sir. I work as a messenger at the ministry. Just happened to be there when Kurtz called in to say he was ill.’

			‘Called? He doesn’t have a phone.’

			‘No, sir. He used the one in the block warden’s apartment.’

			‘I see . . . Who gave you the order to replace Kurtz?’

			‘Schlacter, sir.’

			Remer dimly recalled the name and put a face to it an instant later. A sallow, bald man who had been an academic until Goebbels had given him a job at the ministry. He eased himself back beside Kitty, reassured. She took his hand, squeezed it slightly and gave him a questioning look.

			‘We’ll be fine. Besides . . .’ He patted the bulge in his coat where he kept his leather cosh, a relic from his days as a street fighter for the party.

			
			

			The Daimler made its way through the dark streets beneath a moonless sky. Only the brightest stars glinted through the thin smog hanging over Berlin. Some five minutes after leaving the club, halfway to the apartment as far as Remer could calculate it, the vehicle slowed and the driver muttered something to himself in an irritable tone.

			‘What is it?’ asked Remer.

			‘Looks like a detour, sir.’ Schlemminger indicated a figure in the street, just visible in the narrow beams of the headlights. He wore the coat and hat of one of the uniformed police, the Orpo, and he flicked on his torch and indicated a narrow alley to the right. The driver turned the wheel and drove the Daimler into the alley. The dark, tall bulk of factory warehouses and tenements loomed on either side. Then the headlights picked out a grimy stretch of wall at the end of the alley.

			Remer leaned forward. ‘What the hell is this? You bastards! Kitty, get down!’

			The car drew up abruptly. Behind them the policeman approached the rear of the car.

			All was quiet on the main street, then there was a series of dull flashes of light from the alley, and several loud reports crashed out, echoing off the walls on either side. Running footsteps sounded and then faded into the distance as a woman cried out in agony and screamed for help.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Two

			Pankow Police Precinct, 5 May

			‘I am Oberführer Radinsky.’ The precinct commander gazed down at his subordinates from the narrow platform. His men were gathered in the canteen for the monthly ideological education session. Their muted conversation died away abruptly as they turned their attention towards him. Radinsky had taken over from an acting commander at Pankow ten days earlier, following the suicide of his predecessor. This was his first opportunity to address all his men, aside from the handful patrolling the streets at this, the quietest time of day from a policing point of view.

			He clasped his hands behind his back and lifted his chin slightly. He was a tall man, slender and in his mid thirties. Even though he had an alert expression and youthful features, his hair was already almost entirely grey, with only a darker patch on the crown of his head. He wore the uniform of the SS, which had raised a few eyebrows when he had first arrived at Pankow. Although a number of those at the precinct had accepted SS rank, in addition to that of the police, none had taken to wearing the uniform at work.

			Radinsky cleared his throat and continued. ‘Some of you may be wondering why I was appointed to Pankow. The fact is that the precinct has achieved a certain reputation at the Reich Main Security Office. A reputation for being slack in enforcing the law. A reputation for being on the take. A reputation for having a significant number of those not in step with the ideology of the Reich. I have been sent here, on the direct order of Obergruppenführer Heydrich, to crack down on the lazy, the corrupt and the un-­German alike. I have been sent to rebuild the reputation of the precinct and restore the honour of those who serve in the police. I will not tolerate any person who stands in the way of that. You will match the standards expected of you by the German people, or you will be kicked out of the precinct. Those found to be corrupt or harbouring un-­German values will face the severest of punishments.’ His cold grey eyes swept over those standing in the mess hall. ‘I trust I have made myself clear.’

			
			

			He turned to another man in SS uniform standing at the edge of the platform. The latter had been sent from the headquarters at Wilhelmstrasse to deliver the lecture.

			‘Carry on.’

			Radinsky stepped to the side as the junior officer carried a lectern to the centre of the platform and set it down, before taking the sheets of typescript from under his arm and arranging them before him. He swallowed nervously, then began in a loud, flat voice. ‘Comrades! You are well aware of the challenges facing our sacred mission to win the necessary space for those of our blood to settle, tame and civilise for the benefit of mankind. You have read about the conditions encountered by our victorious soldiers in Poland and seen the newsreels depicting the barbarous nature of the Poles and the squalid, subhuman conditions in which they live. These are only exceeded in their repulsiveness by the character and manner of Poland’s Jews.’ He looked to the rear of the mess hall. ‘Curtains, if you please, and ready the projector.’

			
			

			While some men drew the blackout blinds across the windows, another turned on the projector, casting a bright shaft of light over the heads of the policemen. As soon as the last of the daylight was cut off, the projectionist started the propaganda reel. The clarion shrill of trumpets from the speaker attached to the projector filled the room as the familiar Deutsche Wochenschau newsreel titles flashed up on the screen. The narrator’s breathless delivery recounted the glorious conquest of Poland over footage of Polish soldiers throwing down their rifles in front of grinning German soldiers and the unfurling of swastika banners from the balconies of public buildings while subdued civilians looked on.

			At the rear of the mess hall, a small group stood slightly apart from their uniformed comrades. These were members of the precinct’s Kripo section, the elite criminal investigation division of the police. Inspector Horst Schenke, a wiry figure, wore his wavy brown hair slightly longer than the austere cut sported by most men in Germany. In Berlin there was still something of an anti-­authoritarian edge that characterised most of the capital’s inhabitants, despite the best efforts of the regime. Schenke sat on the edge of a mess table, arms folded as he watched the newsreel.

			‘For God’s sake, how many times have we seen this kind of thing?’ the man at his side grumbled. ‘You’d think Poland was only defeated yesterday . . . It’s been six months.’

			Schenke glanced at the thickset man with close-­cropped hair. Sergeant Hauser was second in command of the ten men and two women of the section. A veteran police officer of twenty years, and before that a veteran of the imperial army who had served on the Western Front. He was a party member, but lax in his adhesion to its dogma.

			
			

			‘Just be thankful that the leadership are still rejoicing in this victory,’ Schenke muttered. ‘Rather than picking any fresh fights.’

			‘France and Britain are still in the game,’ Hauser countered.

			‘True, but for how long? It’s too late to save Poland and they’re being given a good beating in Norway, so what is there to gain from continuing the war?’ Schenke said in a dry, sardonic voice. ‘As the Führer keeps pointing out.’

			It was a line of argument Schenke had heard on many occasions and one that was often seen in newspaper articles presenting Hitler as a man of peace, striving to put an end to hostilities. However, there was a growing sense of anxiety in Berlin about the prospect of the war spiralling into a more dangerous conflagration. Schenke felt it keenly, though he shared such thoughts with only a handful of those he knew well enough to have trust in their discretion.

			The newsreel moved on with a fresh title – What is to be done with lesser races? – accompanied by more trumpets, before the tone of the music shifted into a sinister register. There followed a montage of peasants standing beside their shacks, and then Jews in run-­down suburbs. Schenke lowered his gaze and stared at the worn floorboards as his thoughts switched to a Jewish woman he knew, intimately and therefore illegally. Ruth had spent some weeks at his apartment until the bitter winter gave way to the first days of spring. She had had to live in silence while he was out, in case the neighbours detected her presence, and both of them were relieved when she found a room in a house close to the Siemens plant, where she now worked long hours for a pittance. He had not had a word from her in nearly a month and was anxious for news.

			
			

			When he looked up again, the newsreel had moved on to a different topic and a new caption filled the screen: Bringing law and civilisation to the east! The narration extolled the courage and determination of the police battalions that were hunting down the remaining Polish partisans and clearing the farms and urban property of Jews to make way for German settlers. Schenke paid little attention to the details, and the newsreel soon came to an end with another flourish of trumpets.

			‘Open the blinds!’ the Nazi education officer called out as the projector shut down. The curtain rails rasped and beams of light filled the mess hall. The officer glanced at his notes and addressed the audience.

			‘The last section was of particular relevance to police comrades. There are great challenges facing the Reich’s mission to impose order on our new lands to the east. The police battalions already there are doing a fine job, but they are too few for the immensity of the challenge facing them. Therefore, new battalions are being formed to go to their aid. I am proud to announce that one is being raised here in Berlin and the call has gone out to experienced men to volunteer. We’ve already had a large number of volunteers amongst the young men of Berlin, eager to enlist . . .’

			‘No surprise there,’ Hauser growled. ‘Gutless creatures hoping to serve in a cushy, safe billet rather than wait to be drafted into the army and face an enemy that can fight back.’

			It was a fair complaint, Schenke conceded. He had not heard of reports of casualties amongst the police battalions serving in Poland. Policing the conquered territory was surely a safer duty than being drawn into any wider conflict that might yet embroil Germany. He glanced over at the members of his section who were present. Persinger was in his forties and married. It was doubtful that he would volunteer for the new battalion. But Baumer, married the previous year, was younger and ambitious – he might well choose to serve and seek promotion to impress his wife. It was regrettable, since he showed some promise as a criminal investigator. Then there was Liebwitz, who had been transferred to the section from the Gestapo. Schenke had no clue what Liebwitz was thinking. The man’s gaunt face gave nothing away as he watched the presentation. The others – Frieda Echs, a mature woman with close-­cropped dark hair, and Rosa Mayer, tall, blonde and young – would not be eligible to serve in the field. In any case, given her expensive taste in clothes and perfumes, Rosa would not dream of leaving such luxuries behind. Working for the police was one of the few occupations that the Nazi Party exempted from its exhortations for women to perform the roles of wives and mothers. The remaining members of the section were off duty and fortunately spared from having to attend.

			
			

			Schenke felt a familiar guilt and unconsciously reached down to his left leg. A motor-­racing accident several years ago had left him with a limp and unfit for military service at a time when every man was needed to defend the Fatherland. Hopefully the conflict would end soon. The campaign in Norway was the only place the opposing armies were clashing. Elsewhere, the occasional naval and aerial skirmish aside, they stared at each other across the no-­man’s-­land stretching along the heavily fortified French frontier while laughing at the crude propaganda leaflets dropped by the enemy. It was as if their respective governments were terrified of being drawn into repeating the horrors of the trench warfare of the previous conflict.

			
			

			The education officer’s tone became more sombre as he concluded his address. ‘National Socialist comrades, those who volunteer for the police battalions will be making a vital contribution to the German people’s mission to rid Europe of the Jews – the eternal enemy of our race. The Jews who cunningly seduce decent Aryan women, infiltrate our society, our professions, our businesses and our seats of learning to spread their poison against us. While at the same time closing ranks against us, absolutely refusing to mix with the hosts upon whom they prey like parasites, so that they might better plot in secret to bring down the Aryan race.’

			Schenke saw Liebwitz raise his hand, an earnest frown on his bony face as the lenses of his round spectacles glinted in the light from the nearest window.

			‘Ah, Christ, there he goes again,’ Hauser sighed. ‘Might have guessed our former Gestapo boy might chip in.’

			The education officer looked down the length of the mess hall at Liebwitz, momentarily unsure how to respond. ‘Uh, it is customary to await the ending of the lecture before asking questions. I, er . . .’

			He turned to Radinsky, who gave him a curt nod.

			‘Very well. What is it?’

			Liebwitz spoke in his customary flat tone of voice. ‘Sir, you say that Jews are seducing our women.’

			‘Yes. It is well known.’

			He nodded. ‘I have read some material on the subject in the Black Corps journal. However, surely they will find such a thing difficult to achieve if at the same time they are refusing to mix outside of their race. The two activities would seem to be mutually incompatible.’

			
			

			The others in the audience turned to look at him, and some chuckled. Liebwitz had been seconded to Schenke’s Kripo section from the Gestapo a few months earlier to observe an investigation into a politically sensitive murder. It quickly became clear that the real reason for the move was that the man’s awkward manner and uncompromising intelligence was not appreciated by his Gestapo companions. He had since proved his worth as a diligent investigator, and Schenke had willingly accepted his request for a permanent transfer to the Kripo.

			The education officer blinked, then checked his notes and coughed before he responded. ‘Yes, that is typical of the cunning demonstrated by the Jews.’

			Liebwitz frowned. ‘That still doesn’t account for—’

			Radinsky stepped to the centre of the platform. ‘The session is over. We have work to do and I am sure our comrade from the ideological education division has other pressing engagements he needs to attend to.’

			The education officer nodded quickly as Radinsky took a deep breath and called out to his subordinates, ‘Heil Hitler!’

			The majority of the audience snapped out their arms and echoed the phrase. There were others, though, who looked surprised, as it had not been common practice under the previous precinct commander. They hesitated too long, Schenke and his section amongst them, and failed to join in before Radinsky and the others lowered their arms.

			‘Dismissed!’

			The audience began to file out of the doorway behind the projectionist, who was already removing the spools and packing them away. As the Kripo section climbed the stairs to their office on the first floor, Hauser fell into step alongside Schenke.

			
			

			‘Bit of a starched collar, our new precinct commander.’

			Schenke nodded. ‘True, but not necessarily a bad thing. Particularly as far as Orpo are concerned. You know how it is. Some of them are on the gangs’ payroll. We could do with having them weeded out of the precinct.’

			‘Maybe. Just as long as he leaves our lot alone and lets us get on with our work. This ain’t the bloody army. We’re professionals, we are. Not a bunch of monkeys in uniform.’

			Schenke was accustomed to his subordinate’s disdain for the uniformed police, and he smiled. ‘Say that again, louder. I’m sure there’s some in the basement who may have missed your assessment of their worth.’

			‘Ach, you start using long sentences like that and you’ll confuse them.’ Hauser turned and looked down at Liebwitz, who was a few steps behind them. ‘Scharführer, why did you go and ask that question?’

			Liebwitz shrugged his thin shoulders. ‘He stated two apparently contrary propositions. I merely sought to direct his attention to that in order that he justify his comments. What is the purpose of an educational presentation if some of its premises are flawed?’

			‘Ah, but it wasn’t flawed.’

			Liebwitz raised an eyebrow. ‘No?’

			Hauser paused to let the younger man catch up, and then patted his shoulder. ‘You’d better start getting used to holding two opposing ideas in your head if you’re going to be a good party member and ever hope to be promoted beyond the rank of Scharführer.’

			
			

			‘That’ll do, Sergeant,’ Schenke interrupted. He was weary of Hauser’s constant ribbing of the Gestapo man. Particularly as Liebwitz, through some flaw of character, was unable to judge whether the sergeant was mocking him or addressing him with candour, which resulted in a measure of distress. He needed more time to get used to his new Kripo comrades and their world-­weary manner, which had been hardened by the harsher kinds of crime they had to deal with.

			Back in the section office, the others returned to their desks and Schenke beckoned to Hauser. The sergeant followed him into the small cubicle in the far corner of the grey-­painted room. Schenke took his seat and indicated the thick file on his desk. Hauser had no need to twist his head to read the label on the cover.

			‘That damned ration coupon forging case never goes away.’ He grimaced.

			Schenke nodded. ‘Seems so. No one we’ve questioned on the streets or hauled in for interrogation will give up the names we need to track down the source of the coupons. We’ve nailed plenty of street dealers, but almost all of them prefer to do time in the Sachsenhausen camp rather than turn in their suppliers. The few who did crack merely got us one rung up the supply chain.’

			‘They’re afraid. They’re all afraid.’

			‘Quite. But I think we might have finally had some luck.’ He flicked the file open and handed the top document to the sergeant. ‘It’s a copy of a report from the Kripo section in the Templehof precinct. They’ve got a lead on the fake coupons being traded. It points to a crime ring run by Paul Guttmann. Heard of him?’

			Hauser nodded. ‘He ran a protection racket in Mitte before the party came to power. After that, he moved into clubs and brothels. Our Paul has a certain reputation for violence. More than a few bodies have been fished out of the Spree with his trademark left on their skin.’

			
			

			‘Trademark?’

			Hauser nodded. ‘His initials carved into their chests. Served as a warning to anyone thinking of crossing him. Most of that was before your time, though. Back in the days of the Weimar government. Before Adolf and his lads came in and drove many of the criminals underground, or at least off the front pages of the newspapers. You know how it goes: if it isn’t reported, then the government gets to say it ain’t a problem.’

			Schenke made no comment. Even though he trusted Hauser, he still felt wary about openly criticising the party in front of one of its members.

			He gestured towards the report. ‘Seems like Guttmann has expanded into the black market since the war started, like most of his kind. Some of his men have been caught dealing the forged coupons, and more were discovered after their places were searched.’

			Hauser smiled. ‘Looks like we might have finally discovered the source.’

			‘Maybe . . . I don’t know. The forgeries have been found right across Berlin. Do you think Guttmann’s ring has developed that kind of reach so quickly?’

			‘It’s possible,’ Hauser countered. ‘Since the war kicked off, hundreds of police have been transferred to the army and sent east. The blackout hasn’t helped. Once it gets dark, we virtually lose control of the streets. It’s feeding time for every petty crook, and especially the crime rings.’

			‘But they do like to protect their turf, and I find it difficult to believe that Guttmann is now one of the major players in Berlin.’

			
			

			‘Then it’s possible that he wants to be, and is making his move by cornering the market for forged ration coupons. There’s a fortune to be made out of that. High stakes. If Guttmann is behind it, there’s going to be trouble with the other crime rings. They’ll want a piece of the action, and if he refuses, there’ll be blood on the streets and we’ll be fishing bodies out of the Spree until it’s over.’

			‘Or we get to the source of the coupons, smash the ring and destroy their printers.’

			Hauser sat back and crossed his arms. ‘What’s to prevent some other ring starting up their own production of forged coupons?’

			‘They need the official ink if they want the coupons to pass muster. Someone is supplying them with that. Someone close to the official printing process in the food ministry.’

			Hauser instinctively looked round before he lowered his voice. ‘You need to be careful who you say that to, sir. You know that the powerful people have their fingers in every damned pie in the country. If it’s one of their own, and they have the right connections, then you’d better have balls of steel if you want to take that on. And you’ll have to go through Radinsky. The SS put party first, almost every time. You know it.’

			Schenke could not help a dry chuckle. ‘If that’s what it takes . . . But if we’re going to put an end to the forgeries, then our best chance is to tackle it from both ends. Find the ring that’s turning them out and find out who’s supplying them with the official ink.’ He glanced through the glass partition into the section office and fixed his eyes on Liebwitz, who was ordering his desk with his usual serious expression. Files, notepad, pencils and his pen were arranged perpendicular to each other and the edges of the desk. He leaned back and regarded the arrangement, nodded in satisfaction and reached for the first document in his in-­tray.

			
			

			‘I think it would be best to assign Liebwitz to tracking down the ink supplier. He knows his way around the Reich Main Security Office, and if there’s any trouble with the party, he can fall back on his SS membership to offer him some protection.’

			Hauser sucked a breath through his teeth. ‘Not sure how much good that will do him. The only reason he’s here is because Heinrich Müller wanted to get him out of the Gestapo and dump him on someone else.’

			‘He applied for the transfer,’ Schenke reminded the sergeant.

			‘And you approved. Thanks to which we have one of Müller’s boys in the office watching us like a hawk. I don’t much care for it. Even if he’s persona non grata at Prinz Albrechtstrasse, how do we know we can trust him?’

			Schenke had dealt with his sergeant’s suspicion of Liebwitz on several occasions and tried to keep the frustration from his voice as he responded. ‘He’s proved himself to be useful to us. He has the kind of mind we need in Kripo. He’s methodical and will see a task through to the end.’

			‘He’s like a machine, sir. Machines aren’t perfect. Sometimes you have to act on gut instinct in our line of work. Look here, I’ll admit he’s good on details and he’s smart, and he can handle himself well when the bullets fly.’ Hauser paused.

			‘But?’

			‘He’s just odd. He doesn’t fit in. He doesn’t have any friends. He’s not one of us.’

			‘He is now, Sergeant. You’d better get used to him.’

			
			

			Hauser was about to renew his protest when they were interrupted by a rap on the glass. Schenke looked up to see Rosa Mayer outside.

			She opened the door enough to put her head round the frame. ‘Sorry to interrupt, Inspector, but Oberführer Radinsky wants you up in his office.’

			Hauser raised an eyebrow.

			‘Did he say why?’ asked Schenke.

			‘No, sir.’

			‘Very well. Thank you.’

			Mayer closed the door and returned to her desk.

			‘What do you think it’s about?’ asked Hauser.

			Schenke smiled. ‘I think it’s about time to find out.’

			‘Ha ha.’ Hauser left the office, leaving the door ajar.

			Schenke examined his reflection in the glass, checked his tie and made sure his mid-­brown hair was neat enough to avoid drawing attention to it. He had the kind of features that suited his profession – a certain blandness of appearance. His calm reserve contributed to
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