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CHAPTER 1

Herr Dracon
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Berlin

November, 1935
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A telephone was ringing unanswered in Moench’s office next door. There were voices too, out in the corridor, one of them was the Oberstleutnant’s, the other was Colonel Schiffer’s. Kurt couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he heard Schiffer’s laughter muffled through the door.

Finally, the telephone stopped ringing and the peace was welcome. 

Kurt was looking into reports from their agent in Turkey. There was a certain British Naval adviser to the Turkish navy in Istanbul, and it had come to light, that Lieutenant Benjamin Bosworth RN, a torpedo expert, no pun intended, was engaged in a secret homosexual affair with a young Turkish policeman.

It touched a raw nerve and Kurt was empathetic to their situation. The Abwehr’s agent in Istanbul had burglarised the Turkish policeman’s apartment and found a stash of love letters from Lieutenant Bosworth, letters Kurt had read, and each one was incriminating. More than enough to use against Lieutenant Bosworth in a blackmail sting. 

This was just the sort of dirty work Kurt hated, especially when it involved brother Priapics, whose only crime is to love other men. Yes, it was a dirty business, inflicting the miseries of Nemesis herself on the poor Englishman, who would lose his career, his reputation, go to prison, and be utterly vilified by good society, as for his Turkish lover, he might well be executed for this “unspeakable crime”.

The Oberstleutnant knocked at the door and went into Kurt’s office and Kurt jumped to his feet and came to attention. 

‘As you were, Hauptmann.’ Hugo closed the door and came over and sat down on the other side of the desk. ‘How did it go with the Führer...?’ He made a gesture to be cautious in his reply. These walls might have Gestapo ears. 

The irony of having the man he so desperately wanted to kill shaking his hand for saving his life, wasn’t lost on Kurt, in fact, it was like a knife gutting him as he took the Führer’s hand in his. ‘A great honour, sir. The greatest honour of my life,’ he said mendaciously, laying it on with a trail. 

Hugo smiled. ‘He wanted to thank you in person,’ he said. ‘You and von Ritter. And it was an outstanding job you did, Hauptmann. Outstanding.’

Too bloody outstanding, Kurt told himself. But now wasn’t the right time. The important thing was, he had earned their trust, and that gave the group a big advantage. It wasn’t the time to kill Hitler. He was too popular, most of the general staff supported him, and then there was that damned oath they had to swear. Kurt never had any intentions of honouring it. None of the group did, and they carried on regardless, preparing for the day they could topple the regime.

‘The Admiral’s expanding the Abwehr,’ Hugo went on, changing the subject. ‘Reorganizing everything and expanding the number of personnel and departments. That includes us in Covert Operations. Fortunately, the Admiral’s leaving the recruiting to us as we’re better placed to assess suitability. So, I’ll be putting Moench on that whilst you’re away.’

‘Away, sir?’ Kurt frowned.

‘Yes. You’re going to Switzerland to see what you can find out about the Blood Eagle. I want a man I can trust on this and that man is you. Fräulein Monk has all your paperwork. Identification, passport, rail tickets and expenses money.’

‘When do I leave, sir?’

‘Tonight. You’re to go to Zurich first, to try and track down this middleman, the lawyer, Egon von Veltheim. There’s also the hotel on Lake Constance, the Ronca de Scona, a room has been reserved for you under your cover name, Ludwig Bäcker. See what you can find out. It’s unlikely they’re still using it as a letter drop, but you never know.’

Kurt nodded his head.

‘Once you’re in Zurich, you shouldn’t encounter any ... difficulties...’ 

Kurt thought the comment was odd knowing as they did, that the Blood Eagle had already proved themselves to be coldblooded killers. 

‘Tell no one where you’re going, this is completely invisible, no paperwork.’

Kurt nodded his head, that went without saying. 

‘You’re booked into the Zurich Centrale Hotel for three nights, then move on to Lake Constance.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Hugo stood up and gave Kurt a long careful look, as if deciding something. ‘Keep an open mind, Kurt,’ he said cryptically. 

Again, that was an odd thing to say. Just what was he supposed to keep an open mind about? 

Later, on his way home, Hugo stopped at a telephone booth in the suburbs. He got out of the car and went into the booth and dialled the operator. ‘I want to make an international call to Zurich, Eight-Six-Seven-Three, thank you.’ He fed three marks in change into the money slot and the coins clattered through the mechanism. 

When a voice answered the other end, Hugo said: ‘Chameleon is leaving tonight.’ Hugo hung up the telephone and returned to his car and drove off through the rain slicked streets.
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It was only five o’clock and it was already dark. Kurt shuddered in the icy cold as he stood on the esplanade looking across the lake, languid and silent; as black as ink under the vague and lurid glint of stars in the clear night sky, pierced by the jagged snow-capped mountain peaks. 

The pavements were silvered in hoarfrost, puddles frozen to ice that made them treacherous for the uncertain pedestrian, who many a time have ended up on their backsides instead of their feet. 

He could hear the music drifting out from the bar of the Ronca de Scona Hotel, which was a quaint place, built to the traditional alpine style, like a giant coocoo clock on the bank of the lake. It was well-lit with coloured fairy lights that ran beneath the gables and refracted in the water in a milieu of rippling colours like gemstones scattered on satin. 

A musician was playing a squeeze organ, another a gypsy fiddle, and together they put out a merry country tune.

The hotel was popular with tourists, and its restaurant-bar was always busy with locals and tourists alike. 

Kurt had been here for two weeks and there wasn’t a hint of anything out of the ordinary going on. Whoever or whatever the Brotherhood of the Blood Eagle was, they had dissolved into the ether after they killed General Vrubel and the other Czechs in the Englischer Garten. 

Every turn he made had led nowhere except dead-end after dead-end. Whoever they were, they were a very slick outfit, and they were exceptionally good at covering their tracks. 

There was nowhere else to look, nobody left to ask – no reason to stay here any longer he decided, and this morning, he informed the landlady that he would be checking out in the morning and to have his bill ready. Just who this secret group were, and what their motives had been in financing “Operation Valhalla” would remain unresolved; for now, at least. What he did know, was that they were ruthless, they had killed Katerina Vinogradov and Krüger, Leutnant von Estbrüken and Sergeant Gessler, as well as Victor’s men and the Russian mercenaries who were hiding in Berlin. That also told Kurt that they must have or have had covert operatives in Germany, probably with advanced orders to eliminate all possible witnesses, and that implied a substantial and sophisticated organization. That raised the question, that perhaps they were dealing with a covert operation by a foreign government? If so, it wasn’t Czechoslovakia or Russia. Possibly Poland, but unlikely to be France or Great Britain, and the United States would have no motive. Japan? Again, unlikely. Italy? Yes, that was a possibility, but a remote one. The Duce and the Führer were on reasonable terms. The only bone of contention was Austria, and that was a sleeping dog for now. Well, now he’d probably never know.

He planted a cigarette in his mouth and struck a match, cupping his hand around the flame as he offered it to his cigarette and puffed it alight.

He was suddenly drawn from his introspection when a softly spoken voice behind him asked in English: ‘Excuse me, young man. Could I trouble you for a light?’

Kurt turned to the well-dressed gentleman, wearing a black fedora hat and a long slate black overcoat with a fur collar, his narrow face sporting a grey goatee beard that made him look distinguished. Kurt handed him his matches. 

The gentleman took them. ‘Beautiful, is it not?’ he said in his soft voice as he struck a match and lit an Havana cigar, puffing out a plume of grey smoke infused with the distinctive odour of the finest cigar tobacco. ‘The lake.’

Kurt glanced across the lake and the snow quilted hills and the peaks of the Alps balking into the night. He nodded his head. ‘Yes. Breath taking,’ he replied in English.

‘I never tire of the view,’ said the gentleman. ‘No two days ever look the same. Even on grey rainy days, the scene is one of profound majesty. And in the sunset, when the snowy slopes are cast in a rusty red, or at dawn, when they’re a golden yellow they seem to glow. I ask you, young man, is there any greater artist than God himself? I think not...’ He handed the matches back to Kurt. ‘Are you here on your holidays?’

‘Yes. But I’m going home tomorrow.’

‘Berlin, am I right...?’ He smiled. ‘Forgive me. It’s a little hobby of mine, working out accents and placing them where they belong.’

Kurt nodded his head. ‘Yes; Berlin.’

The man dragged on his cigar. ‘Your English is exceptionally good, if you don’t mind my saying so?’

‘Thank you.’

The man nodded his head and looked at Kurt’s Leica camera hanging from a strap around his neck. (It was the same camera Kurt had bought in Munich in 1932, when he was on his debut mission as an Abwehr agent). ‘Have you managed to take many nice pictures?’ he asked.

‘Yes, a few.’

‘Personally, I prefer the impressions of an artist. I’ve seen some wonderful sketches and paintings of the lake over the years. Artists come here from all over the world, just to capture this wondrous view.’

Kurt nodded his head with vague interest. ‘It’s very picturesque.’

Kurt had determined that the gentleman was no more an Englishman than Kurt was a Frenchman, and he was growing more and more suspicious. 

The gentleman took a drag from his cigar. ‘It is indeed,’ he said through the smoke. He looked across the lake, dark and mysterious in the lambency of moonlight glinting across its deep still waters. ‘I’m quite surprised you didn’t bring a sketchbook with you?’ he said, suddenly switching to German, undoubtedly his natural language. (Bavarian Kurt determined). ‘I’ve heard you’re quite an accomplished artist yourself, Herr Bäcker. Or would you prefer, Hauptmann Eichhorn?’

Kurt’s heart somersaulted in his chest. His cover was blown, probably from the moment he arrived at the hotel two weeks ago. He didn’t deny it; there was no point. Kurt didn’t even show the gentleman that he was surprised. Staying as cool as the frigid night around him, reassured by his Walther under his overcoat if needs must, he wouldn’t hesitate. ‘It seems you have the advantage of me, Herr...?’

‘Dracon.’ He proffered his gloved hand. ‘Maximillian Dracon.’ 

Kurt was now on the wing of fate. Whoever Der Brudersinn auf das Blut Adler were, and whatever their motives, there was one thing he knew for certain, and that was that they would kill him without hesitation if they felt he was a threat to them. He shook Herr Dracon’s hand, unsure if he was shaking hands with a friend or with the Devil.

A few moments later, a silver-grey four door Rolls Royce Phantom II Tourer, with the roof up, pulled into the side of the road and stopped. The chauffeur, suitably liveried in a blue-grey uniform and cap, got out and opened the back door. 

There was a good-looking young man sitting in the front passenger seat, leaning across the seat, looking at Kurt with a big smile on his face. 

Herr Dracon gestured to the car. ‘The Count has had an extra place set for you at dinner, you will join us, won’t you? Cook’s gone to a great deal of trouble. He’ll be very upset if it’s for nothing, and the Count has been very much looking forwards to meeting you for quite some time.’

Kurt hesitated. Who the hell is the Count? ‘Do I have a choice?’

Herr Dracon smiled. ‘We all have choices, Hauptmann Eichhorn. The question should be, what is the right choice? But, if it makes you feel more comfortable, why don’t you keep your pistol with you, and I know you’re a crack shot.’ He smiled. 

Kurt raised a brow. ‘Well, I wouldn’t want to disappoint Cook, would I...’

Adrian in the front chuckled and Kurt looked at him. 
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Temporal Twins
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Once they got into the car, the driver closed the door and got in behind the wheel and they pulled away, driving out of the village into unlit countryside, up into the mountains.

‘Make yourself comfortable, Hauptmann, it’s about an hour’s drive.’

Adrian turned in his seat, his deep blue eyes lingered indiscreetly on Kurt, who he had been wanting to meet ever since he first saw him in Munich, when Adrian assassinated General Vrubel in the Englischer Garten.  

Kurt felt uncomfortable, instantly sensing Adrian was a fellow brother of the Priapic order. It was nothing obvious, but he could feel it, that sixth sense he got with other gay men ... it was uncanny at times, like an extra sensory perception. With some, it was clearer than with others, with Adrian, it was dangerously obvious. 

Kurt couldn’t deny it, he was attracted to the young man, despite not wanting to be. Kurt noted a small scar under his jaw about two centimetres long, that in some strange way enhanced the attraction he felt. 

‘You must forgive Adrian, Hauptmann. He has very bad manners...’ Max made a turning gesture with his hand. ‘Face front and don’t be so rude to our guest.’

Adrian gave Kurt one final lascivious look and turned to face the front.

‘Oberst Count von Wallenberg invested a great deal in you, Hauptmann Eichhorn. Special training, your mission in the house of Fräulein George in Thirty-Two, and let’s not forget your display of outstanding marksmanship in the Bayerischer Wald. And those concentration camp thugs you’ve been eliminating. We’re all very impressed, Hauptmann.’

Kurt gave him a blank look, wondering how the hell they knew so much about him. Things that the SD and Gestapo would very much like to know. ‘I think you have me mistaken for someone else, Herr Dracon.’

Herr Dracon smiled. ‘Are we really going to play that game, Hauptmann? Count von Wallenberg posted something from the Bayerischer Wald the night he was killed, do you remember? The deeds to Marcus Wolff’s Bayerischer Wald bolthole and a letter. Have you never wondered where he sent them? Or what he wrote in that letter?’

Kurt stared blankly at him but said nothing. This could be an elaborate SD trap, or they might be fishing for information to confirm uncertain theories?

Max nodded his head. ‘Too soon perhaps?’ He smiled again. ‘We have something in common, Hauptmann Eichhorn.’ 

‘And what’s that?’

‘We all hate the Nazis...’

‘Hitler is the Anti-Christ,’ Adrian said, looking back at him again from the front. 

Kurt met his gaze and said dryly, ‘I’m an atheist.’

Adrian smiled.

‘What do you want, Herr Dracon?’ Kurt asked, looking back at Max.

‘I rather think that should be my question, Hauptmann. After all, it was you who came to Switzerland looking for us.’ 

Kurt glanced out the window into the snowy night and the black void that fell away a thousand feet to certain death just a metre or so from the mountain road, snaking up into the mountains. He wondered how many drivers had met their end on this treacherous road? How many has skidded off in winter conditions like this? It was a chilling thought.

Adrian’s hungry eyes were still lingering on Kurt. 

Max sat back and looked at Kurt. ‘We’re none of us naïve enough to believe that peace has any hope of lasting in Europe with Hitler as supreme ruler of the German Reich,’ he said. ‘Hitler’s avaricious eyes have always been set on unifying Austria with Germany and taking back what was lost to Germany after the war, and mounting an invasion of Germany’s Slavic neighbours and ultimately Russia in a holy crusade against Bolshevism. It’s all in his book. It’s the blueprint of a madman’s mind, Hauptmann. But now, that madman is Führer of Germany, and he’ll not rest until he fulfils his manifesto...’ He stubbed his cigar out in the ashtray. ‘He’s a dreamer who dreams of ruling Europe under his iron will, eliminating all opposition, driving out the Jews from Europe. This man of dark dreams is destroying all that is good about Germany, our very history and culture is being Nazified, and if it doesn’t fit their ideology, it’s simply written out of the history books and suppressed as though it had never existed. This man isn’t just the enemy of culture and free will, he’s the enemy of humanity itself.’

Well, Kurt thought, that was quite a speech, but still, he didn’t rise to it or make any response at all; instead, he asked: ‘Why didn’t you kill me in the Englischer Garten when your man killed General Vrubel? That was your people, wasn’t it?’ Kurt asked, looking at Max.

Adrian seemed to be amused by the question. 

‘Why would we want to kill you, Hauptmann?’ Max answered. ‘You’re not our enemy. To the contrary, we hope to be allies in our common cause.’

‘General Vrubel wasn’t your enemy either.’

‘General Vrubel knew too much, and we couldn’t risk him betraying our group to the Gestapo or SD,’ Max explained. 

‘The way you dealt with Vrubel’s driver was a stroke of genius...’ Adrian said in admiration. ‘Magnificent. He didn’t suspect a thing. Even I thought you were drunk...’ He laughed. ‘Oh, it was pure art, Kurt. Pure art. Nerves of steel. I knew then that we’re temporal twins.’

Kurt looked intensely at him. ‘You were there when Vrubel was killed?’

‘I did the deed,’ he said proudly. ‘Were you impressed? I took him at about eighty metres...’ His smile broadened. ‘You were impressed, weren’t you?’

Kurt, who had been sitting right next to Vrubel when he was shot, stared incredulously at him. ‘That would be one way of putting it,’ he quipped slowly.

Adrian laughed. 

‘Did you kill Leutnant Estbrüken and Sergeant Gessler at Katerina Vinogradov’s house?’

Max shook his head. ‘Katerina’s lover Georg Krüger killed them. They were in the process of leaving, when our people arrived. By then, Leutnant Estbrüken and the sergeant were already dead. But yes, we killed Krüger and Katerina Vinogradov and the Russians. Once the operation started to collapse, we had no choice. Like Vrubel, Katerina simply knew too much, and she would not have thought twice about selling us out to save herself.’

Kurt didn’t speak and only the deep purr of the engine filled the void of silence. 

‘Did you kill Untersturmführer Graf von Ritter’s men and the two printers?’

‘Yes. Our friends carried out that operation. You and Untersturmführer Graf von Ritter were getting too close. Unfortunately, the SD men arrived before we could deal with Gaertner and Jäger, so we had no choice but to kill them. Like the von Wallenberg Group, we have very highly placed friends whose lives are at risk-’ 

‘Men like Pfeiffer, you mean?’

‘Pfeiffer wasn’t our man. He was Vrubel’s creature. Our friends are loyal to our cause, Pfeiffer was only ever loyal to money,’ Max said. 

Kurt made no comment. He knew that it would be pointless asking who their “highly placed” friends were.

‘We take a more direct approach to the situation than do the von Wallenberg Group. Our objective remains the elimination of Hitler and his inner circle and seize power in support of a military panel to oversee the country until free democratic elections under the constitution can be held within a year of the coup.’

Kurt raised his brows. ‘You have it all planned out.’

‘Everything but where and when to kill him,’ Max said. ‘And who should do it.’

Kurt lit himself another cigarette and looked into the front as they drove along a driveway lined with tall topiarised pencil trees. Beyond he saw the magnificent rococo mansion with its ornate façade painted pastel blue and white. 

The car drew up to the steps and a footman wearing his eighteenth-century costume, including a powdered wig, was standing at the bottom of the steps, ready to open the door for Herr Dracon and the Count’s guest.
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Brotherhood of the Blood Eagle
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‘I’ll let Uncle know you’re here,’ Adrian said and loped off ahead of them, hurrying up the steps like a petulant child, he vanished into the rambling mansion. 

Herr Dracon led Kurt up the steps, passing the spot where Adrian had blown Egon von Veltheim’s brains out. He escorted Kurt into the palatial mansion. It was like walking into a museum or art gallery, Kurt couldn’t decide which as he was confronted with ancient marble statues dug up from Pompeii or some such places, along with great works of art that adorned the walls. 

A middle-aged woman appeared in a gallery. She smiled. ‘Good evening, Hauptmann Eichhorn...’ She proffered her hand. ‘Izabella von Bayer.’

Kurt clicked his heels and shook her hand. ‘Good evening Fräu von Bayer.’ 

She smiled pleasantly and gestured to some double doors. ‘We’ll have drinks in the library.’

A servant opened the doors for them. 

The library was just as impressive at the rest of the house. It was floor to ceiling filled with bookcases; each shelf crammed with books covering every conceivable subject – thousands of them, many were hundreds of years old, beautifully bound in leather. A gantry completely encompassed the room with a spiral staircase at either end. 

Fräu von Bayer led them across the room to some comfortable seating, their shoes retorting loudly on the polished black marble floor. ‘Please,’ she said with a gesture to the armchairs arranged in a circle around a low table, upon which was a crystal ashtray. Just behind them were some French windows that overlooked the snow quilted terrace and an alpine lake beyond. 

‘You and Obersturmführer Graf von Ritter gave us a good deal of trouble,’ Herr Dracon said as they settled into their chairs. ‘Cost our group a good deal of money too. But it was a job well done all the same, Hauptmann.’

‘Why didn’t you let us kill Hitler?’ Fräu von Bayer asked.

Kurt did not answer her.

A servant came in carrying a tray of coffee things and placed the tray down on the table and withdrew without uttering a single word. 

‘You have an impressive home, Fräu von Bayer.’

‘Oh, this isn’t my house unfortunately. My house is rather more modest. This is my brother’s house, he’s obscenely rich.’

The leather creaked like a fart as Kurt moved in his seat.

Max picked up his coffee and sat back and crossed his legs, holding the cup and saucer in his lap.  

‘My late husband, Helmut von Bayer,’ Fräu von Bayer started up, looking intensely at Kurt, ‘was a renowned judge and state legislator in Bavaria in the twenties...’ 

Kurt looked back at her and was trapped in her intense stare, rigid as stone.

‘... He was an outspoken opponent of the Nazis. He advocated life imprisonment for Adolf Hitler after his failed coup in Twenty-Three. The Nazis took their vengeance on him and murdered him in Nineteen-Twenty-six. They kidnapped him and our eleven-year-old son from our home and took them into the woods, where they stripped my husband naked and carved swastikas into his body and beat him half to death, whilst they forced my eleven-year-old son to watch. Then they hanged him, Hauptmann Eichhorn. All this they did in front of my son.’

Kurt nodded his head, the image of it was poignantly clear in his mind. He saw the pain in her face.

Herr Dracon quickly took her hand in his to comfort her.

Kurt felt awkward and uncomfortable, like an interloper on a stranger’s grief. ‘Your son, Fräu von Bayer...?’ he said, feeling compelled to ask. 

Anticipating his question, Herr Dracon said, ‘Adrian, Hauptmann. The boy was Adrian.’

The young man in the car, Kurt thought as he reached for the jug of cream and poured some into his cup of coffee. 

They were startled when the doors suddenly flew open. Kurt looked over sharply. It was Adrian, making a grand entrance, smiling, his deep blue eyes glimmering brightly as he approached. 

‘Uncle will be here shortly,’ he said as he sat beside Kurt.

‘I was telling Hauptmann Eichhorn about your father,’ said Fräu von Bayer, dabbing her puffy eyes. 

Adrian’s smile withered and his eyes dimmed with a pain that went beyond grief, and the nightmarish trauma of his boyhood, a trauma that had filled him with simmering hatred for the Nazis. 

‘In Nineteen-Thirty,’ Herr Dracon started up, sticking to a theme. ‘They murdered my wife and my beautiful daughter in Munich, when they set fire to our shop during one of their anti-Semitic rampages. I’m a Jew, you see. We murdered Jesus apparently. They threw a petrol bomb through the window and the entire building went up, with my wife and daughter inside, screaming for help while those brownshirt scum laughed...’

Kurt listened to the profound stories and tragedies that had happened to them at the hands of the Nazis. He had his own story of course, Sascha and Xavier, both murdered by Nazis, as well as his friends in the Türkenstrasse house.

‘Good evening, Hauptmann Eichhorn,’ came a voice from above. 

They looked up onto the gantry, and there was the Count.

Kurt rose to his feet and the Count started down a spiral staircase. 

‘I’m very pleased you could join us.’

‘How could I say no to such an invitation.’

The Count approached and proffered his hand, ‘Count Octavian von der Wittenberg.’

Kurt knew that name. He was a retired diplomat from the Kaiserreich and the Weimar Republic. He had been an adviser to the Kaiser towards the end of the war.

The Count gestured for Kurt to resume his seat. ‘We are the Blood Eagle, Kurt,’ he said as they sat down. ‘Our objective is the same as yours. To remove the regime by any means possible.’

‘We’re what you might call head office,’ Herr Dracon said. 

‘Oberst Count von Wallenberg was an instrumental part of our group,’ the Count said. ‘He set up the von Wallenberg group to explore avenues within the military and the Chiefs of Staff. We financed your mission in Munich in Thirty-Two...’

Kurt shifted uneasily. 

‘Oberst von Wallenberg, Hauptmann Wagner and Generalmajor von Saarland and I were founding members of the Blood Eagle. Rather grand sounding I know, but it’s important to maintain absolute secrecy, Kurt, as I’m sure you understand. The Oberst and Hauptmann Wagner were grooming you to join us in our fight.’

Kurt was silent for a long time. And then he asked, ‘Why have you told me all of this? What is it you want from me...?’
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CHAPTER 5

The Arrest


Würzburg, Bavaria

December

[image: ]


~~~
[image: ]


The Scharführer could see the dark footprints in the snow leading from every direction into the woods beyond the snow-covered lawns and paths. There were at least twelve individuals in those woods by his reckoning. A nice little haul if they can round them all up.

The trees were bare of foliage and daubed with snow, looking stark against the dark cold night sky.

The truck backed up slowly and stopped. The canvas flap at the back lifted and a dozen ordnungspolizei and SS men jumped down. 

This was a Gestapo Department Two One H operation, under the directive of Obergruppenführer Josef Meisinger,* who had issued a national order that all known covert meeting places for One-Seven-Fivers should be raided and closed down. Anyone caught engaged in, or suspected of the intent of engaging in any lude behaviour was to be arrested, detained and charged under section 175-A of the penal code, concerning homosexual and homoerotic behaviour. 

‘A nice easy job for a change,’ said the Scharführer in a low voice, his breath misting in front of his face. ‘Remember, boys. Nice and quiet, boys, we don’t want to scare the little ballerinas off now, do we...’

There was a low murmur of laughter in the ranks. 

‘Don’t release the dogs in until you hear the whistles, then let them loose. We go in slow and quiet. Schneider, move your men in from the other side of the woods...’ He looked at his wristwatch. 9:45; ‘I’ll give you five minutes to get in position.’

Rottenführer Schneider nodded his head and hurried off with four men along the pavement, to the far side of the three-acre wood. 

The scharführer lit a cigarette, his men were lined up by the truck.

Just then, an Audi pulled up in the middle of the road beside the truck and an SS-untersturmführer got out from the back, wearing his black uniform, his greatcoat draped over his shoulders, his peaked cap sat squarely on his head, his jackboots buffed to such a high shine, it seemed a pity to dirty them in the icy sludge. 

‘Look sharp, boys, the Untersturmführer’s decided to join us?’ the Scharführer said. He took a drag of his cigarette and then threw it down and walked over to the Untersturmführer.

Edmund Sauber’s narrow blue eyes shifted from left to right, watching the ordnungspolizei and an SS dog unit with four Dobermans on leashes, sitting obediently beside their handlers. 

Across the street, curtains twitched at dark windows where pale sleepy faces peered out, watching the activity, wondering what was going on over in the park?

There was something cold and unsettling about Sauber. Even the men under his command were wary of him. He was a fanatical, Jew hating Nazi, a former lawyer with a doctorate.

The Scharführer came to attention and threw up his arm in a smart Hitlergruss. ‘We’ll be ready in a couple of minutes, Untersturmführer? We think there’s about ten of them in the woods.’

Edmund gave the Scharführer a nod of his head. ‘Then let the games begin, Scharführer,’ he said, adjusting his great coat against the icy wind. He could feel the eyes at the windows behind him, watching. 

The Scharführer gave the order and the police and SS moved in, about thirty of them, quiet and dark clad, their flashlights turned off, following the footprints in the snow. 
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Mischa was in flagrante delicto with two other men. They had followed Mischa through the trees, hot on his heels, drawn to his youth as moths to a flame. 

They were standing under a big old oak tree in a close huddle, shifting and shuffling up against each other, fumbling and groping, hungry for cock, their hot breaths puffing and steaming into the frigid night.

And then, from out of nowhere, the police and SS pounced on their prey. 

Whistles blew.

‘Polizei!’ one of them exclaimed in horror, and all three of them, filled with the fear of Hades ran off in different directions, kicking up snow...

Whistles blew again. Men were shouting.

‘HALT! POLIZEI! HALT...!’

Flashes of light glimmered through the trees, swinging from side to side, moving rapidly. Dogs barked and snarled viciously in the distance, dark figures ran about frenzied and terrified. 

‘HALT! POLIZEI...!’

Mischa hadn’t felt this afraid since that murderous night in Fräulein George’s house...

Three SS trucks moved in across the heathland, their lights on full beam. 

Police whistles blew like sirens, more shouts and a crack of a pistol shot as an SS man fired into the air. 

Mischa ran hell for leather through the forest, clutching his unbuttoned trousers – he was a gazelle pursued by lions. He ran and ran, never looking back, the trees flashed by in a blur. 

The dogs were getting closer, he could hear them barking, growling, snarling, hungry for flesh, baying for blood.

‘HALT! POLIZEI!’ The voices were closer and louder. 

Mischa kept running, not stopping, his breath panting and gasping, his heart pounding in his chest so hard, so fast, he feared it might burst in his chest. 

‘POLIZEI! HALT!’ 

Two more shots rang out through the empty cold night. 

Nearby, a man was running, and then, something black leapt out of the darkness at him – a dog, then another, and with frenzied snarls and biting teeth they tore at the felled man, ripping through his clothes into his flesh beneath.

‘Get them off! Get them off! Gott helfe mir! Helfe mir!’ the man screamed in terror and pain.

Mischa didn’t stop, it was every man for himself, and he kept running as dozens of ordnungspolizei and SS gave chase, spreading out across the heathland, charging towards the woods. 

Mischa, kept on running through the snow and undergrowth. The man’s screams echoed through the forest behind him, disembodied like a banshee as the dogs mauled him to death. 

Whistles blew again and he heard someone running heavy footed through the undergrowth behind him, too scared to look round, he ran and ran without pause, gasping breathlessly, consumed by fear. 

And then, something hard hit him across the side of his head with a bone jarring crack.

Mischa tumbled to the ground and rolled several times through the snow to a stop. 

Dazed, his head spinning, a dull but intense pain riveting across his skull, which he was certain must have been fractured. He felt something warm running down his face ... Blood...

Just then, a dog, snarling and salivating, its muzzle matted with blood, was in front of his face, restrained by a leash, gnashing at the air just centimetres from his face. 

An SS man was pulling on the leash as the dog went up on its hind legs, trying to get at Mischa, to rip into him as it had the other man.  

Two men were standing over him, one of them, holding a baton; both of them were laughing... 
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[image: ]


(*Josef Albert Meisinger (the Butcher of Warsaw), at this time headed Department II 1 H and II H 1 is tasked with uncovering the Führer’s opponents inside the Party; as well as the persecution and prosecution of homosexuals, abortionists and the women who have aborted their pregnancies and the persecution and prosecution of cases of intimate relations between Jews and non-Jews. He was executed on 7th March 1947 in Warsaw, Poland).
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CHAPTER 6

Hitler hates God
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Berlin
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It was snowing and streets were decorated for Christmas, well-lit shop windows were cheery with their Christmas displays, enticing passers-by, wrapped up warm against the biting December cold, to pause and admire. 

The city was settled under a fresh Layer of snow. Along the curbs, the snow, sludge and salt grit from the roads and pavement had been mounded up half a metre like a mountain range in miniature with sloping sides and uneven peaks.

It was icy cold, but the air smelled fresh and clean with the occasional waft of coal fumes carrying on the breeze, which, in itself, wasn’t an unpleasant smell. 

It was a good night to walk home and clear his head after the smoky gloom of Coco’s Palace, where Richard had been playing Schubert, and his conscription letter, which arrived this morning in an official envelope that immediately reminded him of the Gestapo summons that ended him up in Dachau. 

The cold didn’t bother him, he had grown somewhat used to it during his time at Dachau, when they were often ordered to stay on rollcall parade in the freezing Bavarian winter, shin deep in snow, or pounded by icy rain and swirling winds that seemed to issue from hell itself, especially in those thin pyjama uniforms, sometimes, they had to stand for an entire day or even all night. He witnessed a lot of prisoners dying that way, especially the infirmed and older prisoners, they just couldn’t take it and their hearts gave out. And God help anyone who fell over, they were given one hell of a beating from the capos. 

There wasn’t a day that passed, when Richard didn’t think about Dachau, and how grateful he was to Kurt for rescuing him, giving him a home, even getting him his job at Coco’s Palace. 

He was worried about conscription, in so far as not wanting to be a disappointment to either Kurt or his father’s memory. 

Kurt reassured him that he would make an excellent soldier, he knew this, he said, because he knew Richard was resilient and had a strong will, he told him. Richard didn’t see himself as either of those things, but Kurt pointed out that he had survived Dachau, and that took resilience and a strong will.

He had five more days of freedom, five short days, and then, he belonged to the Wehrmacht. It filled him with trepidation just to think about it as he walked along Friedrich Strasse, off in his own head, only vaguely aware of the tram rumbling past, sparks arcing from the wet catenary briefly lit his face. 

A man and woman wrapped in their winter overcoats hurried ahead of Richard, making for the tram stop. 

He thought he had been in love with Sebastián, who had betrayed him to the Augsburg Gestapo. (Richard never blamed him. He was tortured himself, and had he known the answers to their questions, he may well have broken too)? But he knew now, that it wasn’t love, it was plain old-fashioned lust, and lust is not love, just as dislike is not hate.

That was one thing Richard did learn in the Katzenstadel Gestapo prison and at Dachau, how to hate and hate so deeply it filled him with rage that consumed him so completely, and sometimes, when he thought too much, he feared he might explode into a murderous rage and go on a killing rampage, killing every Nazi he encountered. 

Kurt had gone away again, on some secret mission to who knows where. He worried so much about Kurt when he was away. He knew enough about his work to know that it was sometimes dangerous. But he lived under the golden rules ... Never ask questions, never snoop and never tell...

Sometimes, Richard took the long way home, via the Anhalter, but tonight, he decided to cut along Kronenstrasse, shaving ten minutes off of his journey. It was a decision he instantly regretted-

As he turned the corner, he walked right into a gestapo checkpoint just beyond the junction. There were several men and a couple of women stood facing a wall with their hands raised up over their heads, and there they stood like statues under the watch of two SS, while another patted them down, searching them, as a Gestapo man checked their identity papers. 

They were stopping cars and pedestrians. Even a bus was stopped and everyone was ordered to show their identities as the police and Gestapo boarded. They searched all the bags, clearly looking for something, or someone.

Richard’s heart pounded ten to the dozen, suffering a thousand terrors of being arrested and vanishing again into the concentration camps. He looked at the arrested men and women and a cold dread of joining their doomed rank swept through every vein and nerve in his body. 

One prisoner’s trousers were down around his ankles after being searched. Maybe they examined his penis, Richard thought, looking for the circumcised, a giveaway that they might be Jewish. He recalled that poor bastard at Dachau who was circumcised and got the beating of his life before they sent him to the Jewish barracks, despite his protestations that he was a Catholic. 

There were three Gestapo there, and seven SS and ordnungspolizei.

Victor told him that the Gestapo was a very small organisation, that mostly they depended on their spies, informants and block wardens for information. They were always polite, at least initially, and they didn’t go about randomly arresting people either. But it was of little comfort, his own experience had left him deeply traumatised and fearful of the authorities, who could take his liberty upon a whim.  

He couldn’t turn back now, if he did, they would arrest him for sure. Richard pulled his identity papers out ready, holding them tight in his sweaty hand, his feet felt heavy, as if weighted down by lead as he approached the checkpoint. His mouth was so dry, his tongue stuck to his palate. He stopped...

‘Papier, bitte!’ demanded a Gestapo man, who was wearing a Trilby hat and a long black leather coat with a swastika armband. 

Richard handed him his papers, while two policemen and an SS man studiously watched him. 

Just to the side of him, an elderly man was being questioned by the second Gestapo agent who wore a drab brown suit and no hat.

‘Where have you come from?’ asked the Gestapo man as he looked at Richard’s papers and compared the photograph with the young man standing in front of him. 

‘From Bellevue, sir. Coco’s Palace. I work there, sir.’

The Gestapo man considered him closely, still holding onto his papers. 

‘I’m just on my way home, sir. Munze Strasse, number Nine.’

The Gestapo man checked the address on Richard’s papers.

‘... Answer me, you fucking kike!’ the second Gestapo man growled at the terrified old gentleman beside Richard. ‘What shithole did you crawl out of?’

Richard looked.

‘Potsdam Strasse eighty-four,’ answered the old gentleman tremulously.

‘What do you do at Coco’s Palace?’

Richard jerked his face back to the Gestapo man with his papers. ‘I’m a pianist. I play the piano, sir.’

‘Is that right?’ he said, giving the identity papers closer scrutiny. Occupation, pianist. ‘Are you a Jew?’

‘No, sir. Lutheran.’

The Gestapo man looked at his face, into Richard’s frightened blue eyes, his fair hair and pale complexion. And then, he showed Richard a leaflet. ‘Have you seen anybody distributing this rubbish?’ 

Richard looked at the leaflet. He had seen others just like it, stuck to walls, windows and billboards. It was a caricature of Hitler with his boot crushing the churches and synagogues, with the headline in thick black letters: “HITLER HASST GOTT!” (Hitler hates God), it read.

Richard shook his head. ‘No, sir. Be assured, if I did, I’d call the police immediately, sir,’ he said, making all the right noises, and for good measure, he added, ‘It’s disgusting that people would say such things about our Führer.’

The Gestapo man nodded. ‘Thank you, Herr Wagner. You can go.’ He handed Richard’s papers back to him. 

‘Thank you, sir...’ He gave the Hitlergruss. ‘Heil Hitler, and Mary Christmas.’

‘Heil Hitler,’ the Gestapo man responded.

Richard hurried on, passing the poor old Jewish man, just as the Gestapo man slapped him in the face and threw his papers into the gutter. ‘Get lost, Jew...’

The relief in Richard was palpable as he walked on briskly. He felt vulnerable all the way home, continuously looking over his shoulder as he walked the dark quiet streets.

It was almost a quarter to midnight when Richard got home and the relief he felt when he closed the street door was profound, and for a long time, he just stood in the hallway, trembling, as white as a sheet. He put his hands out in front of him, they were still shaking.
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CHAPTER 7

Fatal Decision
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Gestapo HQ Ludwigstrasse 2, Würzburg

~~~
[image: ]


Mischa’s hair was still matted with dry blood, they hadn’t even given him a bandage to cover the wound where he was struck by the police baton. They had him locked up downstairs in a cell down in the cellars for the past three days, along with three others they caught that night. 

He burned in despair, pondering his fate. Tomorrow, he and the others who were arrested with him, were due to appear at the criminal court and nobody had any delusions what that meant. Three months minimum in prison, possibly up to three years imprisonment with hard labour, and then, on their release, they would likely be arrested again and taken into “protective custody” by the Gestapo and sent to a concentration camp. The thought of it filled Mischa with an immutable fear, and the more he thought about it, the more afraid he became.

The thought of going to prison was scary enough, the idea of being sent somewhere like Dachau utterly terrified him. Like many others in the gay underground, he had heard the most horrific stories about those places, the endless and gruelling slave labour, beatings; murders and torture. As he stewed on these worries over the past three days and sleepless nights, he had come to the realisation that he would never survive the ordeal and he had to use whatever he could to get out of it. If that meant betraying the man who saved his life, then so be it, it was a bargaining chip, and a pretty damn good one too, he thought.

‘... I’d kill for a cigarette,’ came a disembodied voice from the next cell.

‘We’ve got more to worry about than a smoke,’ said another voice. ‘You wait until they question us, about our friends.’

‘Well, they can kiss my arse,’ said one of the others. ‘I’m not telling them anything. I’m ready for the beating, so fuck them and their mothers, I’m not turning my friends over to them and that’s that...’

‘How long d’you think we’ll get?’ the third voice asked.

No reply came, and the cells fell silent again as they pondered the very question. And why? What was it that was so heinous, so terrible about men loving other men? They weren’t hurting anyone. It wasn’t like they had any choice in it. Who would possibly make such a choice at such a time as this? It was who they were ... who he was and Mischa hated what he was, he practically despised himself, but he had not the strength to become a celibate, chaste like a hermit in a cave. He had needs and desires, just as all living things have needs and desires. 

‘Christ, I want a smoke...’

‘I want to go home,’ the second man said tearfully.

‘Dream on,’ said the smoker. ‘We’ll be lucky if we ever see home again. I’ve had two friends who got arrested. Both of ‘em were shot trying to escape. That’s what they say when they murder you. My cousin was in Dachau for six months, because he was a Social Democrat,’ he went on. ‘And I tell you, the man who came out was not the same man who went in. He was completely broken, body and soul. Now he jumps out of his skin every time there’s a knock at the door. They beat the shit out of you for the most minor infractions of their rules. They take everything away from you ... even your name.’

‘Give it a rest, will you,’ said the second voice. ‘I don’t want to think about that.’

‘Well, you should, because we’re all in the same shit.’

‘What’s your name?’ asked the third voice.

‘Hector,’ said the smoker.

‘I’m Jan,’ said the third voice.

‘Rudolf,’ said the second voice.

‘Mischa.’

‘How’s the head, Mischa?’ Hector asked.

‘Splitting.’

‘Bastards.’

‘What happened to the others?’ Mischa asked.

‘One was killed by the dogs; I saw his body when they grabbed me. His throat was all torn out. 

The others were taken to the police station,’ Jan said. ‘They probably didn’t have enough cells available, so they brought us here.’ 

‘Either that, or they’ve singled us out for some special treatment,’ Rudolf said ominously.

Nobody needed to have that explained to them and for a long time, nobody spoke.

‘No, said Jan. If that was the case, they’d have started already.’

‘You seem to know a lot, Jan?’ Hector said.

‘My brother’s in the ordnungspolizei in Kaiserslautern,’ Rudolf said. ‘He told me what goes on, and they hate One-Seven-Fivers like us, almost as much as they hate the Jews.’

Another long silence fell. 

Later, when he heard the guards coming, Mischa, and presumably the others, stood up and stood against the wall at the back of the cell facing the door. 

Mischa’s cell door opened and outside were two guards and a trolley with dishes of thin watery soup and a pile of sliced stale bread. One of the guards came in with a dish of the soup and a single slice of the un-buttered bread with green spots of mould on it. 

As the guard put Mischa’s dish down on the floor, Mischa said:

‘I want to speak to somebody in authority. I have some information.’

The guard stared blankly at him. ‘What information?’

‘I’ll only talk to somebody in authority,’ Mischa reiterated.

‘Yes. But concerning what? Nobody’s going to come down here just because you say so, queer.’

‘Concerning the killings at two-hundred and thirty-six Türkenstrasse in Munich five years ago.’

The guard stared wordless at him, then he left the cell, closed the door, locked it and went to the next cell with another dish of soup...
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CHAPTER 8

The Promise
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Sauber was in the Gestapo office, where he was passing the time chatting with Scharführer Steiner, who Edmund had known for years. They both came from the town of Erding. Steiner had been a schoolfriend of Edmund’s older brother Reinhart, who was cold-bloodedly murdered in Schwabing in 1932, at least that was the official version. It was hardly coldblooded murder; even Edmund knew that. 

‘... One of the biggest problems in Munich, is from the rebellious youth,’ Edmund said, carrying on from a conversation they had been having. ‘They want to rebel against authority. Against the new order. Adolescents often rebel against authority. Especially those who’ve come from undisciplined families, where the fathers can’t control their progeny.’

‘Uh-ha,’ Steiner murmured from his desk in front of a big Adler typewriter. A cigarette hung from the corner of his downturned mouth with a long column of ash barely clinging to the glowing cherry. He was typing a report using all of his fingers and he was fast, like Fräu Kuss next door. Edmund, who was a one finger hunt and peck sort of typist, envied him his skill. He had been a detective in the criminal police before coming over to the Gestapo. He wasn’t a Nazi, but few Gestapo agents were; but he was conscientious and obedient to the law and that’s what counted. 

‘Lock the parents up,’ Edmund said. ‘It’s for the parents to discipline and maintain order with their children, and if they can’t, they should be locked up for a few months, and see if that doesn’t improve their parenting skills. My children are good children,’ he added with a certain tone of pride in his voice. ‘Polite, orderly ... obedient. That’s how all children should be. Yes, lock up mum and dad, that’ll bring the brats into line.’

Steiner chuckled lowly. ‘Sort of the sins of the father but in reverse.’

‘Yes. Hell, lock the kids up too.’

‘You’re all heart, Ed.’

‘I am,’ he said flippantly. 

‘So, what’re we going to do about Mayerhrofer? D’you want him brought in?’ Steiner asked.

Edmund blinked. He picked up the file and perused it. 

Herr Johan Mayerhrofer was a taxi driver, reported to the police by a blockleiter, (block warden) that Herr Mayerhrofer had been distributing Bolshevik propaganda against the Führer. Edmund had ordered Steiner to investigate and for police surveillance to be put on the suspect. So far, Herr Mayerhrofer hadn’t put a foot out of line. Edmund suspected that it was a malicious accusation by the blockleiter.

Herr Mayerhrofer had a good reputation with his neighbours who spoke of his generosity, often giving them free rides in his taxicab. A chatty man who rarely spoke about politics. 

Edmund, basing his assumption on the evidence, decided that the blockleiter had made a false claim to settle a personal vendetta. The blockleiter, Eugene Dittmann, had had a falling out with the suspect several months ago, when the two men got into an altercation over Herr Mayerhrofer’s daughter. Dittmann, who was in his forties, made a sexual advance on the suspect’s daughter, who was barely seventeen. Understandably, Herr Mayerhrofer was furious and he went hunting for Dittmann and eventually found him in a bar, having free drinks, (Dittmann rarely paid for anything these days, since becoming blockleiter). Mayerhrofer walked up to Dittmann and punched him in the face in front of a dozen witnesses, knocking him out cold. When Dittmann came round, Herr Mayerhrofer warned him that if he ever went anywhere near his daughter again, he would kill him.

‘No. This is just sour grapes,’ Edmund said, putting the file down. ‘No court will uphold an accusation like that from a corrupt informant like Dittmann. Put in a recommendation that in the Gestapo’s opinion, Eugene Dittmann be relieved of his position due to corruption and misuse of his authority,’ he said. 

Steiner nodded his head and took a hands free drag of his cigarette and still the bent column of ash clung tenaciously to the cherry. ‘I have to say,’ he said as he typed. ‘If he groped my Isabelle, I would’ve done more than punch the pervert in the face.’

‘Hmm. You and me both, Steiner,’ Edmund agreed. ‘No further action. He inked his stamp and banged it down on the file then signed it for no further action.  

Just then, a rottenführer came into the office. ‘One
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