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Hope Abandoned

Loss of hope and not loss of lives

is what decides the issue of war.

— B. H. Liddell Hart

[image: ]

May 1945; Dachau Concentration Camp

“You are free to go.”


The young American private stood next to a thin, pale man at the camp’s iron gate wearing an oversized US Army field jacket, the reverse “Arbeit Macht Frei” mocking him even as it looked outward down an empty street.


Weak but still able to walk, he simply stared.


“Free? They still hate us. All of them. Everywhere.”


The soldier handed him a small piece of paper.


“Go home. Cap’n says this pass will get you through the American checkpoints back to the French coast.”


“Home?”


He dared not smile at such a thought.


“I was a fisherman in L’Epine. They took my father’s boat. When he tried to stop them, he was shot and died at my feet. They came for me that night and forced me to work in the Vosges quarry.”


The soldier put his hand on the man’s shoulder.


“You don’t have to fear the Germans any more.”


He did not bother to turn his head.


“My own villagers did this thing.”


He continued to stare at the gate.


“How can I fish with this?”


He held up a grossly disfigured right hand, his fingers gnarled, broken stumps.


The young soldier could think of little else to say besides, “The war is over.”


Alain Rivette took a deep breath, then turned to face the soldier.


“Your war,” and he turned back to face the iron gate.


“My war has just begun.”




Chapter 1

When We Tell You To Die

Dependence begets subservience and

paves the way for tyranny.

— Thomas Jefferson

[image: ]

Present Day

I reread Angus McDonough’s email several times.

Sorry, lad. This needs work. Not the punch you normally write. Revenues for the “Curious Case” story were off a tad. Have to do better.


Off a tad. That sounded more like a shot across my bow than a gentle nudge.


“What are you going to do?”


Duval Racine brought a plate of croissants to my table at L’Hotel de Paris on the quay in Courseulles and joined me for coffee before opening the restaurant.


“I don’t know. I’ve been kicking the Skorzeny file around now for months. I’ve accomplished little except to waste a lot of time. I know there’s something here - otherwise Sid would not have left this in the briefcase.”


I reached for a croissant as Cheyanna arrived to refill my coffee.


“Why not simply skip it and move on? That’s what you did with the Clarke case.”


“Only because Arièle intervened for her friend Trinette. That at least got me back in print. But publishing is a slippery slope - keep sliding or die. I think Angus is cooling off on my stuff.”


“I read the ‘Curious Case’ story in The Guardian. Seemed OK to me.”


“OK? OK is never good enough. Remember Patton ... in the movie, when he said ‘I need to do something spectacular to get out of this dog house’? That’s how I feel right now.”


A knock on the door interrupted our small talk. Duval looked at the clock on the wall.


“9:00. The sign says I open at 9:00. It is 8:55.” He pushed his chair back. “They look American - of course. You people can be so annoying.”


“You people? Are you saying I am annoying?”


He rose, turned toward the door, and smiled - not so genuinely I thought.


“All Americans are annoying. The difference, my friend, is you are annoying on purpose.”


He opened the door and put on his game face.


“Welcome to L’ Hôtel de Paris.”




Six tables filled rather quickly - that gave me time to work without any interruptions as Cheyanna and Duval busied about serving a steady stream of customers.


“You are going to take up a table all morning?” Duvall hissed as he hurried past with a large platter holding four orders.


“Yep,” was all I replied.


I had pieces of the Skorzeny file scattered all over the table. I tried to categorize them into logical stacks, but they appeared disconnected - almost as if Sid had put random notes into one file folder with no specific purpose.


Only two of the files appeared to be from Sid’s OSS days. One was a set of travel orders dated 15 August 1945 and signed by General Donovan. Handwritten notes scribbled across the face did little to help. 


“Schützenstrasse 12 - probably an address. But where?”


The other was simply a list of names written on OSS letterhead. No description, no title, no notes. Smudged and worn. The paper had been folded and cross-folded several times.


“Jimmy, come back to the table!”


The woman’s voice forced me to look up - just as little Jimmy grabbed the list and ran off across the restaurant.


“Leave that man’s paper alone. Take it back.”


“No!” little Jimmy screamed, and took off at a dead run across the floor.


The woman looked over at me with a silly smile.


“I am sorry. Boys will be boys.”


Suddenly little “Jimmie” let out a scream.


“Mine!”


“Plus maintenant - not any more,” and Cheyanna grabbed the boy by the back of the belt and snatched the paper away. She gave him a swat on the butt and he ran off screaming back to his mother.


“I never!” she huffed.


“Maybe you should!” Cheyanna snapped back as the woman gathered her things and little “Jimmy” and headed for the door.


The locals in the restaurant began to clap as Cheyanna made her way back to my table.


“I am sorry, M. Larry. But really, quel sale gosse!” and she handed back the list, all wadded up.


She smiled sweetly and refilled my coffee as Duval came out from the kitchen.


“Remind me not to cross her,” I muttered.


“You should see her mother,” was all he could say.




I checked the paper - ripped in half when little Jimmy got a good whacking. I tried to smooth it out on the table as Duval took a seat.


“What is it?”


“Just a list - names. No particular pattern, no notes. And handwritten. I’ve look at it before, but haven’t done anything with it.”


“Well, it is useless now.”


“I’ll just retype them,” and opened my laptop. Suddenly the door opened and Police Captain Chanler Richard entered. Little Jimmy’s mother stood with her hands on her hips outside in the garden entrance.


“I hope he is here just to play chess,” Duval sighed.




My two friends retired to the kitchen - my guess, to open a bottle of wine and complain about American tourists - while the woman waited outside. In the meantime, I turned to my word processor.


Name #1 on the list - I typed “Reimund Sommer,” and hit return.


Immediately my browser popped up and began to search for the name.


“Oh, crap, I forgot … ,”


The last time I had used the word processor I turned on “auto search.” That activated an annoying feature that searched for isolated phrases in the background without leaving the program. I had to wait until the search was completed before I could disable it, so I finished my coffee while Duval’s slow WIFI churned away.


The search returned a few pages of links ranging from a Wikipedia page for Glasow, a municipality in Germany whose mayor is named Reimund Sommer, a video on Instagram of a Starbuck’s coffee cup - no clue why that popped up - and a couple of Facebook entries.


Near the bottom of the page was a possible match that caught my attention.

Reimund Sommer was a German army officer and member of the Bavarian industrial family Sommer. An early convert to National Socialism, Sommer played a key role in the restoration of order in Berlin following the failed 20 July plot of 1944 to assassinate Adolf Hitler.




Birth name: Reimund Wilhelm Sommer

Born: Nov 15, 1901, Jettingen, Kingdom of Bavaria in the German Empire

Died: Uncertain

“That is odd.”


I wrote a note on the list - “date of death? Why ‘Uncertain?’”




While there was not a lot of detail, Name #1 did point me toward what I assumed would be Nazis fleeing Berlin using the Das Spinne network - the presumed connection to Otto Skorzeny. That angle hit a dead end with name #2 - Eduard Weiter.


SS-Obersturmbannführer Eduard Weiter, it turns out, was the last commandant of the concentration camp at Dachau. He shot himself after fleeing the approaching American army at one of the Dachau sub-camps according to the official Dachau website. I marked "Lt. Col.” after his name.


Name #3 - just a last name. Wimmer, with a question mark. And it was crossed out.


Name #4 - Horst Bauer - registered nothing; with no supporting information there was simply no way to draw any conclusions about any of these.


“Temple - FDE - no first name. What the heck is that about?”


I just filed that one away hoping something would trigger a connection later.


The next three names in the list shifted from German surnames to Hispanic - suggesting, maybe, a connection to South America. After all, that was what Colonel Skorzeny was infamous for. However, none of the name searches returned anything.


Johanna Säenger.


Finally, a match - to something. Johanna Säenger - Argentine socialite. Her estranged husband was a petty industrialist during the war. According to what little I could find Johanna Säenger lived in Buenos Aires since before the war and died in 1948.


Not much to draw from.


The next five names were a random assortment of potential nationalities with no discernible pattern, and no search results either.




Captain Richard eventually took a seat across from me with a cup of coffee.


“In the middle of Cheyanna’s little parenting lesson are we?” I laughed.


“I had to assure the woman the restaurant would be assessed a fine and the waitress would be fired before she would go away … in a huff, I might add.”


“Just like that? You issue a fine and fire the poor girl?”


“Of course not. But it got her off my case, as you like to say.”


He settled back as Cheyanna came by with more croissants, and with an impish smile refilled his coffee.


“Delightful girl,” he smiled back.

I love this little village.


“A little young for you, Captain.”


“Never too young for an experienced lover,” he grinned, and grabbed one of the croissants. “Just kidding,” he muffled as he stuffed it into his mouth. “What are you working on?”


“A list Sid left me.”


“List of what?”


“Names. I have a few hits but can't be certain they are the same ones on the list. There is no apparent correlation between them.”


He looked back at the original list - both torn pieces.


“Well, looks pretty boring to me,” and he gulped down the last of his coffee. “Have to leave - I have important police business to attend to.”


“Someone lock their car keys inside their rental car?”


He grabbed the last croissant from the plate.


“I hope so,” and he headed for the door.




“Last one, thank god,” I mumbled to myself as I typed into my browser. This name was separated from the rest by a wide space … and circled. As the WIFI worked away Cheyanna came back once more.


“Are you going to order lunch, M. Larry? Uncle Duval says he needs the table back.”


“Yeah, yeah, I’m almost done,” and she left … without refilling the coffee. “I get the hint.”


The browser refreshed, and I clicked on the link.


“Now, this is different.”


I started to read, and sipped the last of my now cold coffee.




Winnipeg Guardian Conference Room

“The numbers - they’re just not there.”


Tom Clarendon, the managing editor of The Winnipeg Guardian and gatekeeper to The Guardian News Service, looked over the reports and shook his head.


“No, they’re not. I pushed back on Angus over the last set of stories, but you know how he can be.”


The feature editor Madeleine Abbot nodded her head, reluctantly, and closed her file folder.


“Let me talk to Angus,” she offered. “He knows you’ve wanted to kill this for a while. A fresh perspective may help.”


“Probably a good idea. But break it to him gently.”




I burst through the sliding glass door of the beach house and hurried into my office.


“Where the hell did I file that?” I muttered to myself as I started opening file drawers. One by one, they yielded nothing.


“It’s here somewhere!” and I stopped and looked around the room.


The safe?


“Oh, crap! It was burned up in the explosion!”


But no. I remember copying the CD onto my iMac. That means it would be in my backup files.


I booted up the computer and sat tapping my foot anxiously as I waited. The screen finally refreshed, and my backup drive popped up.


I did a quick search.

GELA VIDEO


“Thank god!”


I double-clicked on the file, pulled a pad from my satchel and got ready to take notes.


Gela Pientka-Chavette’s voice streamed out from the speakers. It was this video that opened my world when the search for Antoine Bouchard hit a dead end. It revealed the fate of Antoine’s Marianne, and through that publicity I found Arièle. My life was inexorably changed by this video - but I remembered something else. At least I thought I did - hoped I did.


I listened intently, my stomach in knots.

Gela (translation closed captioned): Everyday we feared what he would do, who he might send to the gas chamber, or shoot on the spot with only the slightest excuse. After he murdered Marianne he became even more violent. I was never so relieved when I escaped from that monster.




Paulina: Do you remember his name, Nana?




Gela: I could never forget it. Never forgive.




6 December 1944; Berlin

“Hauptmann Konrad Ackermann. I see you transferred from service in the Alsace at a work camp.”


“Yes, Herr Oberst.”


SS Col. Reimund Sommer looked over the captain’s personnel report clipped to a copy of his orders. He looked back up at the young soldier, standing perfectly erect. 


He despised the blonde, pale, waxy-faced Aryan soldier ideal of the Nazi propaganda machine.

His face - a bit prissy. He reminds me of one of Roehm’s pretty boys.


Colonel Sommer commanded the security detail at the bunker complex in Berlin. A veteran of the Nazi security apparatus, as a lieutenant he was decorated following the infamous Knight of Long Knives when Hitler and Himmler murdered the rival members of Ernst Roehm’s SD force. Murdering Roehm’s “pretty boys” as he called them was like shooting ducks in a wooden barrel.


“You served briefly in the East.” He noticed a scar below the soldier’s right ear. “Were you wounded, Hauptmann Ackermann?”

Probably a whore with a knife demanding her money.


“A minor shrapnel wound, Herr Oberst.”


“It is not mentioned in your file.”


“I did not require medical attention, Herr Oberst.”


“Yet you were sent to France afterwards.”


“An administrative transfer, Herr Oberst. Experienced SS personnel were needed in the French labor camps.”


“Your service at the Natzweiler quarry camp … almost two years.”


“Yes, Herr Oberst.”


“A long time for an SS officer in any such post, is it not?”


He turned to the last page in the file - stamped with the word “transfer” in red ink.


“I am proud of my service record, Herr Oberst. I requested transfer to Berlin after I supervised the resettlement of the prisoners from Natzweiler to Dachau.”

Requested, Hauptmann Ackermann? I think not.


Colonel Sommer closed the file.


“You are assigned to the bunker security detail. Your immediate commanding officer is Major Günsche.”


“Yes, Herr Oberst.”


“Standing orders are very clear, Captain. When the Führer is in residence you will remain a minimum of thirty meters from his person at all times and keep all personnel at this distance except those accompanied by either Major Günsche or myself. No one outside of his personal staff are permitted to speak to the Führer. No photographs may be taken by anyone regardless of their rank besides Herr Hoffman, his personal photographer.


“You will keep no diary or journal. Any correspondence you wish to post must be read and approved by your immediate commanding officer. Discussion of events or activities in the bunker with anyone outside of your official duties is prohibited.


“Any violation of these standing orders is cause for immediate dismissal from this service and transfer to the Eastern forces.


“Is that clear?”


“Yes, Herr Oberst.”


“You do not ask questions, you do not offer opinions. You are not permitted to carry a weapon of any kind. You will stand where we tell you to stand, go where we tell you to go … ,” and he stopped and gave the young captain a steady stare … “and die when we tell you to die.”


“Jawohl, Herr Oberst.”


“Dismissed.”




Chapter 2

Justice … or Revenge?

Life being what it is, one dreams of revenge.

— Paul Gauguin
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Present Day

“Ackermann.”

“First name?” Monique asked.

“I don’t know. Gela only identified the monster as an officer named Ackermann.”


“How about a rank?”


“I can only guess. An officer, probably a captain. Most likely SS. Part of the camp system.”


That caught her attention.


“Concentration camp?”


“That’s right.”


“OK,” and she drilled in. “So, who is this guy supposed to be?"


I hesitated. I wasn't sure I wanted to tell her.


“Just a name on a list, that's all. One I think I recognize.”


That seemed to placate her.


“I will see what I can do.”


After Monique hung up the call I settled back in my chair to clean up my morning mess and see what leads I might find.


I knew in September 1944 inmates from Natzweiler were evacuated to Dachau as Free French forces moved up the Rhöne valley with the Americans. So I checked to see if the name “Ackermann” showed in the Dachau online records database. That would draw a connection between the name “Ackermann” and the name “Weiter” - the camp's commandant.


Nothing.


But if the Ackermann I found was the same one, it was still possible he escorted the prisoners on that evacuation to Dachau. His Natzweiler assignment over, he could have ended up there on temporary assignment.


Maybe.




“I emailed you a synopsis. Three officers and six enlisted soldiers named Ackermann served at some point in the camp system. Their dispositions if known are included.”


“Any mention of Natzweiler camp?”


“No,” and I could tell her radar suddenly turned back on. “Why do you ask?”


“Just a hunch,” I lied.


“Well, this information was pretty sparse. Not sure what to tell you.”


Just after she hung up the email arrived. Sparse was an understatement.


Were any of these THAT Ackermann?


I walked over to the book shelf in the study and took down my first edition of The Juno Letters. I turned to “Chapter 20 - Marianne.”

Marianne Bouchard closed her eyes and remembered the beautiful smile of her Arièle, and a warm spring day when a shy fisherman entered her bakery and the picnic they shared on the grass.


I only read that page publicly once - for a gathering of writers at the community college at home just before I returned to France to stay. I couldn't finish it. My chest seized, my eyes blurred. Eventually Professor Douglas came on stage and finished the reading for me.


Marianne's death still haunts me.


I took a walk on the beach.




December 1944

“Room 306. Top of the stairs to the right. Water closet at the end of the hall.”


The building manager took no notice of the silver double-”S” on his collar. A room voucher simply meant more useless military script. He used script to light the coal stove - when there was coal.


The officer climbed the stairs, the sounds of the tenement building echoing through the stairwell - a woman crying as a man shouted, followed by a stifled scream; sounds of pleasure seeping through the thin walls, likely a prostitute and some enlisted soldier; the incessant crying of a small baby.


The door was not locked. The room, barely four meters square, reminded him more of a horse stall than a tenement room. By the smell, he would have preferred a stall. A single window looked out on the rubble-filled alley between buildings. The window still had its glass intact - rare for this part of Berlin.


Captain Ackermann threw his service duffle on the rude wooden chair, struck a match, and lit the candle on the bed’s side table. Had he been a civilian, making a light this time of night could result in an arrest. No one, however, would trouble a member of the SS, even if he were a mere captain.


He stretched out on the thin straw-filled mattress and stared at the peeling wallpaper, the water-stained ceiling - anger and frustration boiling inside.


He closed his eyes, the steady ringing in his ears intensifying until it morphed first into oscillating tones … and then voices.




Rothau Station, 1 September 1944

“Load the prisoners quickly. I have a schedule to keep.”


“Jawohl, Herr Hauptmann.”


The sergeant turned and began to bark orders at his small squad of soldiers. A line of wooden cattle cars stretched along the siding, the steam from the locomotive hissing noisily. The prisoners, dressed in faded gray-and-blue-striped pajamas, prodded by gun butts and barrels, clumsily climbed up through the sliding doors and packed tightly into the open-slatted cars.


One by one the doors slid shut, the cast-iron hasps closed and locked.


“The prisoners have been loaded, Herr Hauptmann,” the sergeant snapped to attention.


“Very well. Once I have boarded, inform the engineer we may depart.”


Captain Ackermann turned and began to walk the length of the prisoner train inspecting each of the doors personally, the sergeant following dutifully behind him. Once a cattle car was mistakenly not properly locked. The desperate prisoners managed to free the hasp just as the train slowed sufficiently to allow an escape - aided by a sudden attack by French criminals.


Ackermann personally shot the SS lieutenant responsible for supervising the trainload.


Duty, diligence. He demanded perfection in all things.


He passed the closed door of car #6 then stopped, staring straight down the tracks.


“Sergeant, a prisoner has a hand outside of the car.”


The sergeant turned and began screaming at the prisoner in broken French.


“Hand inside. Immediately!”


Suddenly, the captain spun around and with a swift, ferocious crack of his baton smashed the prisoner’s fingers into a bloody pulp. The prisoner screamed as he pulled his hand back inside the car.


“Order, Sergeant. I will have order.”


“Jawohl, Herr Hauptmann.”




He opened his eyes and sat up, trying to dispel the voices that swirled around him.


He rose from the bed, stepped to the washbowl, and filled it with water from a small pitcher. He splashed the water carefully on his face, dabbing it dry with a small towel, then stared at his reflection in the small mirror over the washstand, at the scar on his right ear. The scar that colonel noticed.

That filthy Jewish bitch. She deserved what she got.


The ringing in his ears continued as he simply stared at his reflection.

How did I end up here?




Present Day

“Why do you not answer your phone?”


“I was taking a walk!”


Monique was half-mumbling as she scolded me for not surgically attaching my cell phone to my ear - a systemic affliction of her generation. She probably was working with a croissant stuffed in her mouth.


“I sent you a note about the microfilm records. Read it, then get back to me. See you tomorrow.”


Tomorrow? She was coming to Courseulles?




“Good morning, M. Larry. What brings you back to Paris?”


The clerk at the Hotel Vivienne was her usual cheerful self as I left the elevator and headed for the street and the short walk to the data center. I had arrived late the night before on the last train from Caen. Morning came far too quickly.


“Work, as always, but not by choice,” I grumbled.


“Really, M. Larry. Too much work will ruin your life. You should take in the sights of Paris once in a while. I am certain your darling wife would appreciate the treat.”


“She is in the states … grandchildren, you know.”


“Well,” she said dismissively, “if all you do when you come to the city is work I can understand why.”


“Good morning to you, too,” I growled … and she gave me “that look.”


They must teach that to girls in school.




I caught Monique in the conference room meeting with a small group of people, all dressed in expensive business suits. She looked up and pointed to her office, mouthing the words “on my desk.”


Feeling definitely out of place in jeans and cowboy boots I turned away from the door and headed down the hall.


Monique’s iPad was on, connected to one of the servers in the data center. An index of sorts was displayed on screen, in Hebrew. Floating in a small window was a hyperlink, entitled “CLICK ME.”




“Did you figure it out?”


Monique breezed in with a latte in-hand as the group left the conference room escorted to lunch by Josette - in her element as hostess for Roland.


“You are not joining them?”


“Me? Hell, no. Let that dizzy redhead do it,” and she grinned.


Monique and Josette actually were great friends, but their kidding could be brutal at times. Secretly, Monique envied Josette - a single mom with a young girl - a beautiful red-headed carbon copy. Yet she still juggled her work demands, travel, and hostess duties at the office.


“It asked me for my password."


“And you forgot it.”


She pulled up a chair and sat down, half pushing me out of the way.


“Here it is.”


The screen refreshed, and I watched as a document displayed with an official government seal in the upper left corner - a menorah surrounded by Hebrew text.


“You broke into a server at the Mossad?”


Monique grinned.


“Do not tell Gilbert.”




Marcel sat with me at Le Café Reuban Vert as I finished a typically American breakfast - hard to find in Paris. A couple of years of haranguing him meant he kept eggs, hashbrowns, and bacon on hand for Americans, although he was none too happy about it.


“That will shorten your life by at least ten years,” he griped as he sat back with a coffee.


“Maybe,” I smiled as I stuffed the last strip of bacon in my mouth.


He just shook his head.


“Did you find who this man was?”


“Monique did.”


I pulled out the report she collated.


“Several Ackermanns showed up on a long list compiled by Israeli intelligence of German military officers and government officials who went missing after the war.


“A Captain Konrad Ackermann was the only one who fit the limited profile we have. Indications were he spent time in the camp system in France - it did not directly mention Natzweiler - then served at the Hitler bunker until the fall of Berlin. Mossad says he died in Salzburg shortly after leaving Berlin.”


“So your man Ackermann died in Salzburg. Your mystery, it is solved,” Marcel declared. “Go home.”


I looked over a summary of the report, and slowly shook my head.


“Not really.”




“A couple of things bother me,” I spoke into my cell phone from the café.


“That is no surprise,” Monique countered, and I heard her fussing around with something in her office before she announced, “OK, you are on speaker.”


“I’ve always assumed the list was ex-Nazis following Skorzeny’s ratlines. But with a bunker full of command colonels and generals, why is Sid following a mere captain? What makes Ackermann so special?


“The only name on Sid’s list also on the Mossad list was Konrad Ackermann. Mossad was not formed until December 1949. Why are they looking for a man they say died in Salzburg in 1945 if the Mossad file is about active, or at least suspected active fugitives?”


“You think we have the wrong guy?”


“No. Just the opposite. But I think my initial assumption is wrong. I think Ackermann is a wiggling fish.”


The line went quiet.


“A what?”


“A wiggling fish. In a school, the fish that wiggles - the one that stands out as different - that’s the one that gets eaten.”


“O … K … explain that one a little more.”


“I think everyone - the OSS, British Intelligence, the Russians, and eventually Mossad - they thought Ackermann and Bormann were connected."


"Bormann? Martin Bormann?"


”Think it through. There is panic in the bunker. Hitler commits suicide. The rules of the game suddenly change, and it’s everyone for themselves. Bormann escaped along with others from the bunker complex. It’s no great leap to assume he decided his escape route was compromised. So he sent someone in his place, somewhat expendable from the bunker like a captain, as a rabbit … ,”


“A what?”


“A rabbit - a decoy while Bormann tried to escape along a different route. His escape failed - although no one would know this for many years.”


“So the OSS and SOE chased Ackermann trying to get to Bormann?”


“And, through Bormann, Adolf Hitler.”


“Hitler? You are not on that doppelgänger kick again are you?”


“No,” I tried to lie convincingly. But there were eye witness accounts that claimed Hitler escaped out the back of the bunker. People took them very seriously at first - the Russians were not exactly a trusted partner.


“After the Russian evidence of Hitler’s death was disclosed to the SOE and OSS, the focus shifted to Bormann. And that stayed active until his remains were found - much later.”


“This is getting really mixed up.”


“Well, I agree with that. But the reasons why Ackermann is the focus of the list are not as important to me as following the order of the names. They should lead me to Ackermann.”


“He is probably dead by now. He would be, what? Mid-nineties, if he is still alive.”


“Something like that.”


“M. Larry. What is the point?”


“The point?”


That moment of clarity, that perfect void, returned - the same feeling I had as I stared into the face of General Kennedy as I pulled the trigger; or when the time-traveling psychopath Captain Baecker confronted me in Courseulles.


“He killed Marianne."


Monique just looked over at me, speechless.


"I want proof he is dead. Or proof he is still alive.”


“Then what?”




Monique stood in Roland's open office door while he finished a phone call.


"Something on your mind?"


"I need your help with something. It's M. Larry. I think he found the name of the man who killed your grandmother. Mossad claims he died in 1945. M. Larry does not believe it."


“Another one of his wiggling fish?"


“What the hell is that all about? Some men’s room secret or something?”


Roland just stared back for a moment, then took a deep breath.


“Something like that. I feared it would eventually come to this."


"What do you want me to do? He will not let this go."


"How could he?"


He sat quietly for a moment, then reached for his cell phone.


"Leave this to me."




Chapter 3

The Camp Officer

Look not mournfully into the past,

it comes not back again.

— Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

[image: ]

The Next Day

Roland left a message to meet him in his office.

And dress nice. Leave the old cowboy boots at home. - R


As I passed by the glass wall separating the data center from the private offices Josette looked up from a workstation and hollered something - I could not tell what through the soundproof glass wall. But Monique popped up from inside her cubicle wall and both of them started to giggle.


“What?” I mouthed.


Josette made some kind of silly gesture like she was straightening a tie - an obvious slam at my sports coat, slacks, and tie - and she and Monique began laughing again.


I got the last laugh on both of them. I showed them my dress boots as Roland met me in the hall.


“Well, you can clean up. Although I thought I told you to leave the boots at home.”


“You said the old boots. These are my new ones.”


“Funny guy. I want to introduce you to a group of people in the conference room - just a formality - then take a chair in my office and wait. Got it?”


“What’s going on.”


“Just trying to keep you from getting your butt shot off, that is all,” he smiled.


He practically shoved me in the direction of the conference room, opened the door, and walked in with a grand gesture.


“Before we take a break, I want to introduce an unexpected guest. Friends, this is the writer who has made so many headlines in the past few years. It is what, now? Twelve books?”


And he looked over at me with a silly grin that screamed “I am setting you up!”


“May I introduce the author of The Juno Letters, M. L.W. Hewitt.”


A low murmur of polite but completely disinterested head nods followed, then I felt Roland pulling on my arm - time to get out.


“Say nothing,” he whispered, then shut the door to his office behind me. I took a seat, but not before sneaking myself a snifter of the Comet.


The door opened and a small athletic-looking man in his mid-forties I had seen in the conference room stepped into the room. He sat in the chair opposite.


“You have five minutes before the meeting begins again. Take notes,” was all he said.


Caught a little by surprise, I grabbed a note pad Roland always keeps on the corner of his desk - this one completely blank, with a pen next to it. He was anticipating this.


“You are investigating the whereabouts of Konrad Ackermann. As a favor to Roland I will tell you what we know.”


“Mossad?” I asked, incredulously.


He ignored me.


“Konrad Ackermann served in several of the work camps, including Natzweiler. He supervised the forced march of prisoners transported to Dachau in September 1944. He remained at Dachau until December.”


“He does not show in any of their personnel records,” I interrupted.


He did not like interruptions. It showed.


“He was never officially posted. And the SS records in France were destroyed shortly after the southern landings. We do have confirmation he was reassigned to bunker security in Berlin where he commanded the guards at the entrance to the underground parking garage. How he ended up in the main bunker complex is still unknown."


“Garage security - a pretty low-level flunky.”


“According to witnesses, when the bunker evacuated Ackermann was ordered to remain behind as the ranking officers and their entourages collected in the basement of the New Reich Chancellery. But we have anecdotal evidence he left the bunker shortly thereafter following the Bormann party.”


“I have seen a report that Ackermann turned up dead in Salzburg. What can you tell me about that?”


He shot me angry glance.


“No comment,” the man nearly spit. “In 1952 Mossad recruited Col. Otto Skorzeny. It is our understanding you are party to some of his private correspondence.”

Is that why we are here? They want to see the Uncle Otto letters?


“Skorzeny? Working for Mossad?”


"Colonel Skorzeny informed us SS Captain Konrad Ackermann left Berlin aboard Grey Wolf and ended up in Austria. You figure out the rest.”

Grey Wolf?


He began to gather his things and headed for the door. I followed after him, down the hall.


“Is that it? What the hell happened to Ackermann?”


He ignored me and passed out of the offices into the foyer.


I waited almost hour before Roland stepped back in the office.


“I hope you followed directions,” was all he said as he grabbed the decanter of cognac and gave me a stern look.


“And left a little for me.”


He poured himself a snifter and sat behind his desk.


“You mind telling me what that was all about?”


He swirled the cognac in his glass a moment before answering.


“A little misdirection. I broke up the meeting just long enough for my Israeli friend to feign a trip to the bathroom to meet with you. As far as anyone else knew you had already left.”


“Why the cloak and dagger?”


“Your government has a special interest in my acquisition, and Gilbert thinks one of our guests today was bugged. We staged your introduction to create a little confusion to throw them off. I am certain your CIA is wondering right now just what the hell you were doing here.”


“My CIA? Ex-pat, remember?”


“Oh, I remember. I also know your relationship with Sidney Woodard still riles them up. I was counting on that.”


“So you used me as a patsy. Thanks a lot.”


“Do not get yourself worked up. It was for your own good.”


“And the guy from Mossad?”


“Just a finance rep from one of my subsidiaries, so they think.”


“You weren’t concerned they had surveillance listening in this place?”


“In my office? - not a chance. Gilbert has seen to that.”


“What the hell are they be interested in me for?”


I did not like being played, and had just about enough of Roland’s games.


“I do not know. But I suspect they will tip their hand soon. In the meantime, watch what you say on your phone and double check your emails before you send them.


“And keep your damn head down for a change.”


Josette passed me in the hall as I left Roland’s office.


“M. Larry, do you need a taxi?”


“I’m walking,” was all I muttered, irritated.


“M. Larry? Are you all right?”


I ignored her.


As I walked back to my hotel I had an uneasy sense I was being followed. I stopped several times to check … then just shook my head.


“Roland is just getting the jitters over this deal of his,” I rationalized. I checked my watch - 4:30. I had at least two hours to kill before a planned phone call back to the states, so I stopped off at a small café and ordered an early dinner.


While I waited for my wine I sent a text message:

Need to talk to you. Call me when your lecture class is over.


0900 Hours- Pacific Standard Time (USA)

"Grey Wolf? Another Hitler conspiracy story?”


Terrance Douglas, Professor of History at the community college in my home town, was one of my frequent advisors. I had first met the professor when researching the original Juno Letters. His lecture on the Uncertainty Principle as it applied to sociology and history was one of the things that stuck with me as I conducted my research.


He was also a published author on Hitler's life in the Berlin bunker. He refused to accept my story of the Otto letters, calling them an elaborate hoax.


He called me right after his lecture class - he knew of no one named Konrad Ackermann.


“What is Grey Wolf?”


"Not what, but who. Grey Wolf was the code name for Adolf Hitler, allegedly used as a part of Hitler's secret escape from Berlin. Eventually it became synonymous with the escape conspiracy itself.


“The story says Bormann arranged a private flight out of Berlin for Hitler, himself, and a couple of key security officers bound for Munich. It was supposedly the keystone of the alleged plan to fight from the Redoubt in the southern Alps - and Skorzeny was helping organize that effort.”


"A fight that never actually materialized, which could have been a factor why Hitler killed himself instead."


"Conjecture,” Douglas interrupted. He constantly challenged my suppositions - the “leaps of faith” he called them that confirmed I had no future in academia as he often reminded me.


“There was no conclusive evidence the aircraft ever existed in the first place.“


“One source I have may indirectly confirm Ackermann fled Berlin aboard the Grey Wolf flight.”


"Are you looking for more evidence of your doppelgänger? You haven't joined them have you?" and he emphasized the word "them" a little sarcastically.


I was beginning to tire of all this doppelgänger crap.


"No, it really has nothing to do with that. Ackermann is the last name on my list, and at least one of the names points to a key Nazi from the Berlin bunker."


"List? What list?"


17 Dec 1944

Even from the miserable shack at the entrance to the bunker’s underground garage the news from the front overwhelmed the routine small talk and gossip.


“The Americans were caught completely by surprise.”


“The panzers have pushed deep into Belgium. The Allied lines will collapse at any moment.”


“Bradley has been captured and Montgomery is surrounded.”


Ackermann commanded the security detail guarding the car park - mostly a few young boys and old men, one wounded on the Eastern front who walked with a pronounced limp.


The captain did his best to contain his resentment - especially toward Commandant Weiter who sent him here with a “red stamp” - a euphemism for unsatisfactory service.


“That petty bureaucrat sits behind his desk and gets fat and drunk. And he dares reprimand me. And for what? For shooting a stupid guard? A miserable kapo? I had complete discretion over such matters in France.”


He repeated his outrage to anyone who would listen; anyone whose rank did not threaten him.


“Combat commands will open again soon. You must push your request forward, Herr Hauptmann. If you risk nothing, then you risk everything.”


That was the advice from one of the Reich Chancellery office clerks allowed to park in the underground.


Today. Today he would make his move.


“A moment of your time, Herr General?”


As the general’s staff car pulled to a stop and the driver showed his credentials, Captain Ackermann called through the open car window. He was taking a risk. And his hands were shaking.


The general stepped out of the car, surprising the captain who snapped to attention. The general turned toward his driver.


“I will walk to the Chancellory from here.”


“Jawohl, Herr General,” and the driver proceeded on into the underground. The general turned back to Captain Ackermann.


“You may speak.”


Ackermann took a deep breath.


“Herr General, I am an experienced field officer - service in the East, two years in France, decorated by the commandant of Dachau himself,” he lied. “I respectfully seek a combat assignment in the West.”


The general stared at him with an indifferent, vacuous look.


“Your commanding officer?”


“Colonel Sommer, Herr General.”


“Your name?”


“Hauptmann Ackermann, Herr General.”


The general grunted, and turned toward the street.


“I will speak to Oberst Sommer, Ackermann.”


“Thank you, Herr General. Heil Hitler!”


“Ja, ja,” he muttered under his breath as he walked away.


Perspiration began to drip down his forehead but he dared not move. Major Günsche paced back and forth venting his fury.


“How dare you go above me, and to a general no less!” He stopped and glared at Ackermann. “A combat command? When you have the chance to serve the Führer in his personal security forces? Are you mad?”


Günsche sat back at his desk and grabbed for a cigarette.


“Embarrass me again, Ackermann, and you will post guard duty yourself. Do you understand?”


“Jawohl, Herr Major.”


“Dismissed!”


As Captain Ackermann wound his way back through the labyrinth of halls and rooms back to his duty station at the garage he could imagine the snickers of the lessor-ranks, the furtive glances of clerks and assistants.


16 January 1945; 0600 Hours

Captain Ackermann buttoned his overcoat against the icy wind as he stepped off the U-bahn and emerged from the underground. The opening to the bunker garage was a few short blocks away.


The day before the traffic in and out of the garage had been heavy - something was happening. Something unplanned.


There had been no news from the front for several weeks. Had the Allies been crushed? That was what the newsreels promised. Had the war planners moved west into the command bunkers along the French border again? If so, why was there so much activity?


His orders today were simple - no one was to enter the garage without written orders.


No one.


“What is this?” he screamed as he stepped to the guard station.

The two night guards, the sergeant wounded at Kursk and a mere child of the Volkssturm, stood huddled together for warmth. Neither stood at attention.


The boy trembled uncontrollably from the cold.


“You will stand at attention at the entrance until you are relieved. Do you understand?”


The two barely acknowledged the captain as they shuffled into formation. When Captain Ackermann slammed the door to his small cubicle office they retreated to the inadequate shelter of the guard shack and huddled back together again against the chilling cold.


The telephone rang at his desk.


“Hauptmann Ackermann,” he answered - and breathed a sigh of relief he had arrived in time to receive the call.


“Jawohl, Herr Oberst. The guard changes at 0700 … immediately, Herr Oberst … I understand … Heil Hitler,” and he hung up the phone.


At precisely 0655 hours two smartly uniformed SS-Unterscharführers emerged from a military truck that screeched to a halt in the garage drive. A parrot-faced Sturmbannführer, a Major Waechter who Ackermann had seen once in the company of Oberst Sommer in front of the old Chancellory building arrived moments later in a black Mercedes.


The sergeants wore actual wool overcoats, not the paper-infused coats issued to the security detail. And they carried MP40 Maschinenpistoles.


His own guards had to scavenge for rifles from the lagerungüberschuss.


“You are Ackermann?”


“Yes, Herr Major.”


“You received your instructions from Oberst Sommer?”


“Jawohl, Herr Major.”


“Very well. Dismiss your guards.”


Ackermann barked an order to the two miserable guards now standing at attention in the freezing cold, and they disbursed quickly, heading for the relative shelter of the U-bahn. The two sergeants immediately assumed positions on opposite sides of the drive, machine pistols held across their chests, as the wind whipped icy cold through the garage entrance.


The major retreated to the relative warmth of the Mercedes and it sped away.


Ackermann reviewed his orders from Colonel Sommer in his mind as he stood, waiting.

You will greet the convoy with the Hitlergruß in the company of two armed guards. You will not look at the automobile. Once the convoy has entered the garage, the entrance is to be sealed. No one is to enter until further notice. No one is permitted to leave without orders signed by me personally.


There was no further explanation.


1100 Hours

Captain Ackermann stood stoically alongside the garage entrance. He could remember every vehicle that passed the entrance to the garage since the major left. Both of them. Both military and heavily armored.


He fought off another wave of chills that coursed thorough his body as he looked over at the two SS sergeants, still standing at attention.


Suddenly the silence of the empty street filled with the roar of powerful engines as an enormous black Mercedes led by six motorcycle troops with side cars passed the Brandenburg Gate and headed toward the garage entrance. A line of staff cars followed, with three Leichter Panzerspähwagens taking up the rear.


The motorcycles took up positions blocking the road in both directions as the motorcade turned and roared through the garage entrance. The two sergeants snapped a “Heil Hitler” salute on cue.


It is the Führer!


Ackermann snapped to attention and raised his arm, crying out “Heil Hitler,” his voice drowned out by the cacophony of noise.


Against orders, he could not resist the temptation to stare through the side window. A figure he recognized stared straight ahead as the car passed in the briefest of moments. Once inside the motorcycle escorts took up the guard position at the street entrance, joining the two sergeants.


The Mercedes’ doors remained closed. A smartly dressed officer exited one of the trailing staff cars and barked orders at Ackermann.


“Herr Hauptmann, you are dismissed!”


20 Mar 1945

Philipp Zimmermann always walked up Hermann Göring Strasse and cut through to the back entrance of the old Chancellory building to go to work. He paid little attention to the guards with the wool overcoats at the entrance to the parking garage - they never smiled, never acknowledged him.


Even as spring tried to reclaim the streets of Berlin the air remained cold. He hurried along from the U-bahn station before the cold became unbearable.


He was luckier than most. As an assistant to Hitler’s official photographer Heinrich Hoffmann he could keep the coal stove in the darkroom stoked.


He kept his Agfa Karat carefully concealed beneath his overcoat. Herr Hoffmann looked the other way when he took his own photographs, but the SS on the streets were never so lenient.


“Zimmermann, I will be in the courtyard this morning. See to it the darkroom is cleared and ready when I return.”


The photographer and his Number 1 assistant - carrying the camera equipment - headed
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