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Prologue
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September 1939

Salvatore Domenico parked his imported Dodge panel delivery van at the curb outside a row of shops, lit a cigarette and gazed through his open driver’s side window at the Pantheon, Rome’s best preserved ancient building–construction began during the reign of Caesar Augustus. The black letters on the sides of his work van, a 1939 model, advertised his line of work: Classic Masonry Repair. Without a degree, he had learned the trade from his late father and was recognized as Italy’s foremost craftsman in the restoration and preservation of churches and monuments. And because much of his work was on behalf of the Roman Catholic church, the Vatican had employed its influence to enable Sal’s procurement of the workman’s van that was significantly larger than those made in Italy by Lancia or Fiat. The Chrysler straight six-cylinder flathead engine and 3-speed manual transmission was the new pride and joy of Sal’s life, allowing effortless cruising on the roads of the Italian peninsula from the rocky and forested mountains of the north to the dry, barren hills in the southern boot.

His companion in the gleaming, silver-painted humpback-style van got down and stretched his legs. They had left a city in the north at midnight, relying on a pair of bug-eyed headlamps to illuminate the two-lane blacktop south to Rome. It was mid-morning in the central Italian city on the Tiber River and the man, dressed casually in workman’s loose wool garb, poured the last of the coffee from a flask into a tin mug and drank the bitter liquid. Shifting his vest to cover his shoulder holster, he looked around to make sure no one had noticed the exposed butt of his pistol. In Mussolini’s Italy, there were many informers willing to report on a fellow citizen for the favor of Il Duce’s Blackshirts.

Sal whistled and pointed at the eight tall, granite Corinthian columns fronting the portico of the Pantheon as a black Lancia saloon pulled up in front of the concrete-domed building. An elderly man dressed as a parish priest climbed from the vehicle, accompanied by a young man in a gray gabardine suit with a bulge under the left side of his coat. Another vehicle, a Fiat Topolino van, parked opposite the Pantheon next to a fountain at the base of a tall obelisk that had once been part of the Temple of Isis in Egypt. It was  now topped with a cross. When a uniformed policeman approached the small commercial van in the Piazza della Rotonda, the passenger got out and produced a wallet. No money changed hands, just the sight of some kind of identification.

“Your time to make a move, Sal,” his companion said, and gestured at the Pantheon. “He wants a word with you. I’ll stay with the cargo.”

“Not sure I’m up for this, Marco. I’m just a simple workman.” He got out of the truck, rubbed his tired eyes and twisted this way and that, his 5’10” broad-shouldered frame carrying 180 pounds of muscle, a body fit at 41 from years of hard work, the hands bearing callouses and scars. A two-day beard of black whiskers testified to his dedication to the job at hand.

Marco had to laugh. “Skip the humility routine. You’re the best at your trade.”

“But why me? He could’ve chosen a butcher, a baker...”

“A candlestick maker?” Marco shook his head. “He didn’t rise to the top at the Vatican this year for lacking wisdom and the ability to plan ahead.”

“But the Holy Father, Pope Pius XII–’’

“Is not a saint. At least, not yet. He’s a man like you and me, only” Marco shrugged, “he was chosen to lead the Roman Catholic Church. So relax, let him do the talking.”

“You can say that. You received the previous pope’s blessing while being accepted into the Pontifical Swiss Guards.” Sal jammed a cloth cap on his head. “You’re around the new pope everyday. You, Marco Bandini, are sworn to protect him, even to take a bullet.”

“A bullet-catcher? Yes, there is that. But who knows how one will react at such a moment?” Marco pointed at the Pantheon. “Never keep the Holy Father waiting. Go!” 

Just then a black Mercedes-Benz sedan roared out of a side street and Sal jumped onto the running board to avoid being run down. As the Mercedes’ driver spun the wheels sharply left around the fountain a three-ton flatbed truck came up a street and rammed the sedan’s right from fender hard, spinning the German-made vehicle in a half-circle. There was a cacophony of voices, shouting insults in Teutonic-accented Italian followed by answering curses in coarse Italian before the damaged car and banged-up occupants left the square. The Fiat started up and followed the intruders, while the truck driver and his passenger remained.

“What was that?” Sal exclaimed.

“SD agents,” Marco said, “from the German embassy. They spy for General Heydrich’s Sicherheitsdienst and enjoy diplomatic immunity, so we cannot easily get rid of them. With Benito Mussolini’s alliance with the Third Reich, it becomes a bit of a game for us.”

“Destroying expensive machinery is a game?” Sal sighed. “There are many things I do not understand. Granite and marble, chisels and hammer...that I understand.”

“Not to worry. You are watched over by the same men that protect the Holy Father.”

“Indeed. Swiss Guards, out of your colorful ceremonial uniforms.” Sal referred to the Renaissance-inspired tailor-made outfits in the Medici colors of yellow, red and blue that each new recruit was provided with. Essentially serving as a small mercenary army, members were required to complete the obligatory Swiss Army service, be between 19 and 30 years old, single and carry the endorsement of their parish priest that the candidate was a devout Roman Catholic. Usually, recruits travelled to the Vatican City from the German-speaking area of Switzerland. Besides their traditional weapon, the halberd–a long-handled spear with a hatchet-like implement near the sharp point–a guard on special assignment, like Marco, was issued a modern firearm.

“We try to blend in as necessary,” Marco conceded.

Sal went to the back of his van, made sure the latch on the double doors was locked, and strolled across the square and into the Pantheon. In the circular hall under the rotunda, he found an older man studying a memorial. A young watcher remained by the altar of the Church of St. Mary of the Martyrs, a discreet distance apart. The priest turned slowly and faced the workman. Instinctively, Sal genuflected.

“Get up, my son,” the priest intoned solemnly.

“Holy Father,” Sal said softly.

“Today in this place I am a priest, no more and no less. The little drama outside that you witnessed tells a story.”

Sal stared at the floor, afraid to look the Pope in the eye. 

“Alas, this hall, formerly a pagan temple that was transformed into a church in the 7th century A.D., tells many tales from our past.” The priest indicated the tomb. “You have worked on churches containing the art of Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci?”

Sal nodded.

“Here lie the ashes of Raphael, another of Italy’s great painters. He was laid to rest in this place, honoring a request made in his will as he lay dying at the age of only 37.” The priest pointed to another memorial slab. “There are the earthly remains of his sweetheart who, reportedly, died of a broken heart. Her uncle was the Cardinal Bibbiena and he offered the artist his niece to become his wife. Raphael accepted the offer but delayed the wedding under the pressure of his commitment to finish commissioned murals in Papal apartments and work in St. Peter’s Basilica. In time, the bride-in-waiting fell ill. Some suggest that Maria felt neglected in favor of the artist’s labor for the Church; others maintain it was more from disappointment at the postponement of her big day. In any event, she died, leaving her epitaph,” which the priest translated from Latin into Italian, “Whose happy marriage was prevented by death.”

“A tragic end,” Sal muttered.

“You are married, Salvatore?”

“To my work, Holy Father.”

“As am I.” The pope sighed. “I tell you, the Church has many enemies, within and without. Inside Vatican City there are spies and informers, beholden to political masters in other countries. Those German agents outside are ignorant of any details of your mission; however, their presence reveals curiosity on behalf of their Fuehrer.”

Sal looked over his shoulder at the watcher, lowered his voice. “Il Duce is too close to the Nazis, isn’t he?”

“See, you do understand the dangers that lie ahead. That is one reason why you have been chosen for this task on behalf of the Church of God. Captain Bandini is one of my longest-serving guards at 29 years old, a man whom I trust completely. He personally recommended you, Salvatore.”

“Why not Marco alone?”

“You have a reputation for discretion in your trade. You have faithfully carried out contracts throughout Italy, jobs which allow you to travel the roads from north to south without raising suspicion. Your work on churches in the large cities of Milan and Rome and Naples has been noticed, while your excellent repairs on structures in Assisi and Monte Cassino speak of your willingness to labor in more remote locations.”

“That’s it then? My ability to move freely throughout the land?”

“The cargo you carry is without price, Salvatore Domenico. Allow me to go so far as to say it is worth dying for. Captain Bandini has orders to protect the contents of that wooden box in your work van. Your duty is to drive. So,” Pope Pius XII made the sign of the cross over Sal, “drive carefully and say nothing to anyone. The clouds of war threaten all of Europe. Our brethren in Poland feel the ruinous ambition of Adolf Hitler. You must remain silent about this mission until the time of the Fuehrer has passed, as it will for all.”

“Am I allowed to know what is in that locked box?”

The pope shook his head. “Only I, the king and the crown prince and an archbishop know. It is a matter of utmost secrecy. The leader of Germany lusts after objects presumed to possess magical power, such as the Sword of Destiny–that of the Roman centurion Longinus which pierced the side of Our Savior on the cross. The Fuehrer seized that sacred relic out of a museum in Vienna last year. The fewer who know of this operation, the better.”

“A driver needs to know his destination, Holy Father,” Sal suggested respectfully.

“After you arrive in Naples, you will be told. Now, go with God.”
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Berlin, 1942

Cold winds off the Baltic rendered even the end of May a bad time to be outside. But as an inmate at Sachsenhausen concentration camp eighteen miles north of the capital of the Third Reich I had no choice when called to assemble in the exposed common yard. My threadbare clothes did little to keep my body heat from escaping–the only part of me with any hope of leaving the prison camp before death took me away. My worn out shoes failed to insulate aching feet from the frozen ground, patches of snow still in shaded spots.

In addition, the inadequate diet left all of us in a constant state of near-starvation, such that even rats knew better than to wander past the barbed wire fencing that surrounded the compound, lest the vermin become a desperate meal. The barracks were a foul-smelling refuge from the brutality of the guards, our living quarters infested with fleas and lice, the smell of unwashed men mixed with constant fear. Not many of us had managed to evade the harsh and indiscriminate discipline doled out–punishments that included beatings with a shovel or being hung by our arms from a post. Then there was the misuse of exercise, men forced to run until many dropped from exhaustion, some dying from heart attacks. 

This Saturday morning I stood in the first row, facing the camp commandant. Already we had been standing for over an hour in the early morning, just after sunrise. Three men had collapsed. One had been carried by two inmates to the infirmary, the others half-dragged back to their bunks. I looked at my faded, vertically-striped prison clothing, issued five months earlier. The fit was loose. No one gained weight at Sachsenhausen, not even the guards in their brown uniforms who stole the precious foodstuffs sent in packages by friends and relatives of the prisoners. The camp commandant, however, retained his military bearing in a black SS uniform and had, no doubt, enjoyed a large hot meal before coming on duty, as well as having a warm place to sleep during the night hours.

In contrast, I had caught little rest in one of the crowded and drafty wooden barracks, accompanied by the coughs and snores and cries of dozens of men condemned to camp life by the harsh police and judicial organs of the Nazi regime. Jews, Gypsies, Slavs, political prisoners–including the few Communists left alive in Germany–Christians who had not submitted to the State’s version of the church, and men like me...held because of what we knew, but left alive instead of being executed by a bullet to the back of the head or being hung alive from a meathook fixed to the ceiling in some dark cellar.

The officer’s voice boomed over the yard. “Prisoners of the Third Reich, you will hear rumors this day. Certain news will seep through the gate and fences of this compound, as always, but do not believe what you hear. The Fuehrer remains fearless and strong, his leadership of our great country is assured. In any war there are casualties. Do not hope that anything will change your lot. You are dismissed. Report to your workplaces!”

With that order, guards rounded up hundreds of inmates for the march to a brickworks and a long day of hard labor from which some never returned, such was the nature of the job. Without any consideration for worker safety, we were all expendable.

“What the hell was that all about, Thomas?” a tall scarecrow of a man asked.

“I suppose we’ll find out soon enough, Klaus,” I mumbled, and shuffled to the administration building where I labored at the same document-fabricating shop that my father had before his premature death.

Last December I had reluctantly agreed to perform a task for General Reinhard Heydrich. The man, sometimes referred to as the “Blond Beast”– never to his face–had promised freedom for my father if I carried out a secret mission to find and acquire the lost diary of Hitler’s niece. Peter Rost had disappeared into the Night and Fog of Nazi Germany until Heydrich informed me that the former editor of the country’s great writer, Thomas Mann, was being held in Sachsenhausen. My father warned me not trust the word of a Nazi, but I was anxious to secure his release. In the end, father died and I took his place.

As soon as I entered the heated shop I began to perspire, such was the difference from the temperature outside. Taking a blank passport, I was typing in the false identity of an SD agent in occupied Belgium when I picked up the excited whispers of two elderly counterfeiters.

“Have you heard the news, Thomas?” one of them said.

I shook my head. Sometimes it is best not to know, I told myself, and glanced over at the nervous-looking guard by the door.

“The Butcher of Prague...he is in a hospital. He is dying.”

Another of the names for Heydrich, appointed by Hitler last year as Reich Protector of Bohemia and Moravia, his execution of hundreds of Czech citizens earning him the not so humorous sobriquet. An illness was unlikely the reason with Heydrich a relatively young man–world-class alpine skier, concert-level violinist, fearless pilot–not one of the older hard-drinking, cigar-smoking Nazis in love with debauchery. No, General Heydrich, as the feared head of the RSHA (the Reich Security Administration, which oversaw the Gestapo, the SD and the Kriminalpolizei) was not one to be felled by disease.

“What happened, Helmut?”

“There are rumors he was attacked by Czech partisans. Four days ago a grenade was thrown into his open car near Prague.”

“Hey, you!” the guard shouted and advanced on the old man.

“It’s all right, Rottenfuhr,” I told the corporal. “He was explaining a technique–’’

The guard shoved me aside with the barrel of his rifle and struck the old man in the head with the butt of his weapon. Groaning, the counterfeiter went down hard. Then the guard apparently realized his overreaction and called for assistance.

“We are all on edge today, Herr Rost,” the guard said and left the shop.

So it was true, I thought. The Reich’s top policeman had been mortally wounded. As a former crime reporter I always had a lot of questions. For now, I could only wonder what effect the attempted assassination would have on my situation. I didn’t have to wait long for a change in my status.

A stern, but pretty young woman in the uniform of an SS sergeant entered the shop, stood back while two inmates lifted the unconscious man off the floor and took him away, then strode confidently up to me, her black hair cut short, the bangs curled above her hazel eyes. She wore no makeup and, at about 5’6” and slender, she moved like an athlete.

“Herr Rost? Thomas Rost?” she said, and poked a closed fist into my left shoulder.

Site of an old injury. I suppressed a cry of pain, not wanting to appear weak to this young lady. “I am Rost, Scharfuhrer.”

“Come with me,” she said, and spun on her boot’s heels.

I glanced at the counterfeiter left alone in the shop, shrugged, and followed the sergeant out of the building and to the guardhouse by the front gate–the gate with the sign proudly proclaiming “Work Shall Make You Free.” There a grizzled guard handed me a used greatcoat, which I pulled on over my tattered prison garb. As my hand brushed my facial whiskers, the guard splashed cheap after-shave on my cheeks in an attempt to overpower my body odor, jammed a fedora on my head and pushed me outside the camp.  

“Well, let’s go!” the sergeant barked and opened the rear door of a black Maybach saloon. The 12-cylinder vehicle was no longer produced at the plant near Templehof Airfield. Instead, engines made there powered the Army’s battle tanks.

I climbed in after her, resisting the obvious question of  “Where am I going?”

As the uniformed driver pulled away, I realized that I must smell like a farmer six days from his Saturday night bath. Why no opportunity to bathe and change into clean civilian clothes? I asked myself. Was I being taken to my execution at the Gestapo’s notorious Columbia House? I held my tongue, not giving my escort a chance to silence me.

The car picked up speed on the lightly-travelled road through Oranienberg–the severe wartime rationing of gas keeping most private vehicles parked–past the Heinkel long-range bomber plant and the Borsig steelworks which turned out locomotives, in addition to artillery for the Wehrmacht, and into Berlin’s northern suburb of Prenzlauer Berg. My ears picked up the booming sounds of the anti-aircraft batteries located nearby. The familiar Humbolthain flak tower had just erupted with its Fliegerabwehrkannonen hurling projectiles as high as eight  miles into the daytime sky before bursting into sharp, jagged pieces of shrapnel aimed at enemy bombers in a rare daytime air raid by Britain’s new four-engine Lancasters, its air force usually limited to the greater safety of night raids.

Then the 20mm cannons joined in, accompanied by more distant batteries atop the 13-story Zoo Tower, so named because of its location on the Tiergarten by Berlin’s zoo. Every ninety seconds the gunners fired shells from the eight 128mm anti-aircraft guns, shredding the sky with hot metal able to tear gaping holes in aluminum fuselages.

Finally, the SS sergeant spoke. “I am Scharfuhrer Rosa Berger, attached to the office of the Reichsfuehrer-SS.”

A stay of execution? I wondered. Still, the mention of Heinrich Himmler’s title left me feeling uneasy. I had imposed an arrangement on him at the end of last year, one that left me in a concentration camp but had permitted a woman to live unharmed in Scandinavia. She possessed compromising material which threatened Himmler and Hitler’s chief aide, Martin Bormann. My mouth was dry as fear for her safety infiltrated my mind.

“Let’s see,” Rosa said, and lifted a cardboard file off the floor at her feet. “Thomas Rost, 35 years old. Son of former Fischer-Verlag editor, Peter Rost, and Amanda, daughter of an American professor who taught at Berlin University. After you graduated from that institution you were employed as a so-called crime reporter in Munich for a Jewish newspaper, the Berliner Tageblatt. Wisely, the state shut down that rag. Then you found a position as a book critic with the Deutsche Allegemeine Zeitung.”

I watched her lips. She had an attractive round face, and her voice was a pleasing alto. But her ideas were clearly influenced by the anti-semitism of the Party. How could it be otherwise? Hopefully, she was no Helga Schmitt, the bodyguard assigned to shadow me last December. I took a chance.

“You know all about me, Scharfuhrer. Your accent suggests Thuringia.”

“Nice try, Rost. I was told not to open up to a newspaperman.” She allowed a brief smile. “You’re all so predictable.”

“How’s that?”

“Questions. Always questions. Who, what, when, where, why and how.”

“Actually, reporters are not paid to ask ‘why.’ We leave that to the editorial writers.”

“You want to know where I am taking you?”

“Curiosity is only natural,” I had to admit.

“No. 8, Prinz-Albrechtstrasse.”

I turned away and stared at the grimy streets of the Wedding district, an industrial area. Workers and drably-attired women listlessly roamed the streets in front of tenement buildings, no flowers growing yet to add a touch of color to a city under the cloud of war. Bricks and concrete thrown up by enemy bombs lay in piles at the curb.

The car passed over a bridge on Friedrichstrasse, leaving behind the River Spree, and soon turned onto Prinz-Albrechtstrasse, the heart of the Nazi Party’s security apparatus, the site of holding cells and torture rooms, and the office of Heinrich Himmler.

Himmler, a former chicken farmer, worshipped Adolf Hitler. In spite of his many strange ideas, the Reichsfuehrer was a paperwork man whom the Fuehrer could always count on to fulfil whatever order was given. Though Himmler was an infighter for power in the Party, he posed no threat to the Boss. Like many of the top Nazis, he was an apostate Catholic, one who had substituted Teutonic legends and a fascination with the occult for the Christian faith. Such men and women were living examples of the teaching of Jesus of Nazareth who, after casting out demons from a tormented man, warned the newly-freed soul to submit himself to God’s word lest his now empty soul become the home of even worse creatures than before. A soul cannot remain empty forever, I said to myself.

“Get out, Thomas,” Rosa said.

That’s when I spotted the black Horch automobile speeding toward the Maybach and a window rolling down. The ominous barrel of a Thompson submachine gun appeared and I grabbed hold of Rosa’s tunic and belt and yanked her back in the car and covered her with my body. Heavy .45 caliber bullets thudded into the sheet metal, cracked and splintered the windshield and driver’s side windows and flattened the tires. Our driver had tried to unsnap his leather holster but took a round in the head, throwing blood and brains and bits of skull bone over the dashboard
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