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Those who begin by burning books will end by burning people.


—Heinrich Heine
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Poland, December 1942



What can you offer a man with less than two hours to live? What levers can you pull to bend him to your will? Rolf Schneider had been pondering this riddle as he waited for such a man to be brought to him. He didn’t have an answer.


Schneider had travelled a long and dangerous road to meet this man. He had given no warning of his arrival as that would only have shortened the man’s lifespan even further. At the gate, he had shown the magic piece of paper bearing the scrawled, almost indecipherable signature. He was admitted. Schneider took the path towards the commandant’s office. Every eye followed his passage with the usual interest of those condemned to the drudgery of routine, and who welcome any break from that monotony. But he sensed something more in the stares. It was something he couldn’t quite define, an absolute fear, an unremitting terror, but of what, he didn’t know. Then he realised it was of him, or rather of the uniform he was forced to wear. To these pitiful watchers, all such uniforms, and those who wore them, meant death itself walked among them.


When he reached the office, he had tried to clear his head of the smell. He doubted it would ever leave him. Burnt flesh, human waste and disease had combined into an indelible olfactory memory. But at least the piece of paper had again worked its magic, and now, finally, the small, emaciated figure of the man he had come to see stood before him. And still Schneider didn’t know what he could offer him. Life? He doubted if he would be believed. Even the paper had a limit to its powers. Money? It was meaningless to this man. There had to be something. Then the man’s eyes gave him the answer. They were fixed not on Schneider nor his uniform but on an apple lying on the desk. Schneider picked it up. The man’s eyes followed as if attached by an invisible string.


‘Would you like this?’


A nervous nod.


Schneider passed the piece of fruit over and it was devoured, core, pips and all, in less than ten seconds.


‘Would you like another?’


The same nervous nod.


‘First of all, I want to ask you something. Is that all right?’


Schneider had found his lever. He bluntly ignored all other considerations. He was the best policeman in Germany. He had been given a task to do. He would do it. It wasn’t his job to get mixed up in politics.


But even as he passed the fruit over, he knew he was only fooling himself. He already wore the black uniform with the Death’s Head emblem. And to come to Auschwitz extermination camp, bearing a paper signed by Adolf Hitler himself, meant he was more than mixed up in politics. He was at its very heart.


Berlin, the same day


Heinrich Himmler finished burning the letter. A man of infinite caution, he ground the ashes into dust before flushing them down the toilet. The thin lips twitched into a smile. Everything was going according to plan. Soon now, very soon, it would be time. But then he didn’t know that at that very moment, an old man was hungrily devouring his third apple.


*


Another man had also just finished reading the same letter. But he didn’t destroy it. He kept it in a file. He also believed things were going well. He walked to his window and stared out into the night as if trying to see across the distances that separated them. The time was getting close.
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Berlin, October 1941


‘I think our man is a soldier. He is someone who enjoys killing. He is cunning and extremely dangerous. He is probably also completely insane.’


Chief Investigator Rolf Schneider of the Berlin Criminal Police Department took a final look at what had once been a young woman. What remained of her now lay at his feet. He didn’t need to be the best detective in Berlin to have arrived at the final part of his conclusion. The head that had been almost severed from the body, and the terror in the dead eyes, gave silent testimony to the frenzied nature of the killing. But maybe it was a jilted lover rather than a madman? No, only a madman would have carved the religious symbol on the chest of his victim. Only a madman would have butchered the stomach to leave the bloody internal organs exposed.


His assistant, Hans Albert, had done his best to ignore the horror but had finally lost that battle, and his breakfast. Now, wiping his mouth with a handkerchief, he tried to redeem himself by emulating his boss’s deductive reasoning.


‘Maybe if we check which army units were in the city at the time of the other five killings, we could narrow down who we are looking for. Then if we interview those soldiers to see where they were on the nights in question, we might get lucky?’


It was almost as though Schneider hadn’t heard him. He was looking at the dead girl’s identity card as if it could tell him something more than the printed information it held. Evidently it could, for suddenly Schneider snapped his fingers, a habit of his when he had made a breakthrough.


‘Of course, of course. It’s been staring me in the face all along. I think I know where to look for our man now.’


He started back to the car, ignoring Albert.


‘Should I ask the army for details of the units that were here?’


Schneider stopped, as if he had heard him for the first time. Perhaps he had. He gave Albert a look that somehow managed to be both dismissive and encouraging at the same time.


‘How many soldiers do you think pass through Berlin on their way to the Russian front? Do you think the army high command would have such details as we require? And even if they did, how long do you think it would take for us to get them? Our man could well have committed another six murders by then. In any event, how do you know he is a soldier?’


‘But you said he was.’


‘And do you always believe me?’


Hans Albert nodded. Of course he did, just like every other policeman in Berlin.


Schneider sat in silence on the journey back to police headquarters. He was obviously deep in thought and clearly didn’t require any help from his assistant. So, Hans Albert allowed his own mind to run over the investigation to date. And to thank God that he had been assigned to work with the man now regarded by many as Germany’s greatest detective.


The first murder had been carried out more than two months earlier. The woman’s throat had been cut and she had borne the same mutilations as today’s victim. In wartime, lots of people die and there is little time for detailed forensic investigations, so the marks had been put down to other wounds inflicted during the attack. It was only when another two victims were discovered within the space of a week that Schneider had been called in. No other murders took place in August and there was a hope that the killer had either stopped or was no longer in the city. Maybe he had even been killed in an air raid. Schneider had said this man would never stop until he was caught or killed and that, sooner or later, he would strike again and that it would only be in Berlin. He had been right. Since the last week of September there had been three more killings, all bearing the same gruesome hallmarks.


The victims were all respectable women in their mid-twenties. All were married and had apparently led completely normal lives. None of them had children and none had criminal records. While some had belonged to the Party, none were known to be die-hard Nazis. In short, they were all unremarkable and ostensibly sharing only one thing in common: either by chance or design, they had all fallen victim to the same killer.


Yet Schneider seemed to have seen something in the last victim’s identity card. But that was so typical of Schneider. Hans Albert looked across at the unremarkable face of his boss. He was forty-six years old, and it showed. He was single, had no known vices nor interests and lived only for his job. He spent every day and some nights in his office. His home, if it could be called such, was a small one-bedroom flat. No one had ever been invited there and Schneider had never been known to accept an invitation to a colleague’s home. He had no female friends, and some said he had no friends, full stop. His life was his work and his work his life. It was almost as if the man didn’t exist some of the time, leaving only that brain and its deductions. Whether Schneider was aware of how others viewed him was debatable. What was certain, however, was that he didn’t care about the views of others, be they colleagues or criminals. The man who had written that no man was an island had clearly never met Rolf Schneider. He had joined the police as soon as he had been old enough and the myth of Schneider had slowly been born.


Hans Albert mused that, if truth be told, his boss was a bore, perhaps even an eccentric, and would have been treated as such except for his unique ability to solve crimes. In that, he was a genius.


*


Back at headquarters, Schneider quickly obtained the information he wanted from all six files. He didn’t explain to Hans Albert what he was doing or looking for, but that was his normal way. Albert knew that eventually Schneider would explain, and then maybe he could for a fleeting moment see into and share the mind of genius.


Schneider was poring over the files he had extracted from the well-ordered filing cabinets. The light was dim, in keeping with war-time economics, but German efficiency still prevailed in the filing system. Every crime was recorded, and every citizen had a personal file. And these records were Schneider’s territory. He could sift through them for hours, apparently seeing connections that escaped lesser mortals. Albert moved a little closer and noticed that Schneider seemed to be concentrating on the husbands of the victims. This seemed strange to him as he knew that only one of them had been in Berlin at the time of his wife’s murder. And it was obvious that the man had been destroyed by her death. In any event, he had an alibi. He was visiting his sick mother in hospital at the time of the murder, and this had been verified. So, what was so special about these absent husbands? Albert knew all he had to do was wait.


Schneider made what seemed to be a final check and then snapped his fingers.


‘I think we are getting close. So, Hans, tell me what you deduce from the following pieces of information. One. The victims are all married to soldiers in the same regiment. Two. Only one of those soldiers was in Berlin at the time, and we know he is innocent. Three. All the victims are mutilated in the same way.’


Schneider might just as well have asked him to explain the theory of relativity. His blank expression was answer enough for Schneider.


‘Nothing obvious? Then let me help you a little more. Did you notice that this regiment has been stationed in Russia, attached to “police duties” behind the front line? Do you know what “police duties” are, Hans? Of course you do. It means working with our friends in the SS, dealing with “enemies of the state”, whoever they are. Does that help you any further?’


Some men might have been embarrassed by this sort of questioning, but Hans Albert knew that was not Schneider’s intention. It was more akin to a kindly teacher encouraging a slow but keen pupil. Since he still hadn’t made any sense of the clues, he said nothing.


‘A little more then. Did you also note that it was the first murder victim whose husband was here? And did you note what the pathologist told us had been removed from every single victim? Her womb. So, putting all this together, what does it tell you?’


Hans Albert shrugged. It was still beyond him. But he knew he wouldn’t be alone in that regard. Perhaps the only man who could get something out of this information was Schneider himself. Whether it was by reasoning or some intuition beyond the ken of mere mortals, Hans Albert didn’t know.


‘Well, my dear Hans, it tells me that the unfortunate husband of the first victim knows who the killer is. We only need to ask him. So, get onto army headquarters and find out the current location of Sergeant Helmer. I suspect the poor man will still be in hospital. And if he is, find out from that hospital which of his comrades-in-arms has visited him the most.’


*


As usual, Schneider was proved right. Helmer had never really recovered from his wife’s death and was now in a clinic just outside Berlin. The doctors doubted if he would ever make a full recovery. Albert noted with interest that Schneider asked if the killer being caught would help the recovery. Schneider had never been known for his small talk or idle speculation; to ask this, he must be close.


As they waited for the patient to be brought to them, Hans Albert saw the first signs of the effect of a lengthy war. Doctors were noticeable only by their absence. Order had been replaced by disorder: beds were left unmade, patients were propped in chairs anywhere a space could be found. Nurses rushed and voices were raised, a sure sign of growing chaos. Worst of all was the constantly braying martial music that only served to remind these shattered men of what they once had been and never would be again. Albert hoped he didn’t take ill soon.


Sergeant Helmer was less than happy to see Schneider again. The thick-set neck sank even lower into the broad shoulders, and the narrow brow furrowed its displeasure. The eyes still held a trace of the insanity that had brought him here. Deep down among all the other nightmares that must be filling his every waking moment, he knew that at one time he himself must have been a suspect. To be suspected of doing that to your own wife was not something you forgot.


Schneider ignored the sullen anger of the broken man opposite him and tried to make him see that it was normal police behaviour to investigate those closest to the victim. He explained that most victims know their killers, but it was difficult to tell if anything of this got through to Helmer. Finally, Schneider asked the questions that he needed to, knowing the last one could, and probably would, send Helmer completely over the precarious edge of sanity that he was clinging to.


‘I think you had a friend with you from the regiment on the day your wife died, didn’t you? Who was it?’


Helmer seemed surprised at the question. ‘How did you know that?’


‘I don’t know that. I’m asking you now.’


‘Peter Berger. He was new to the regiment, and it was his first leave. He seemed a little lost, so I took him to our house. We had something to eat and then he left for the station to get his connection.’


The eyes became misty. He was starting to remember the last day he saw his wife alive. Schneider had to be quick.


‘And I take it that this Peter Berger was less than enthusiastic about your duties in Russia?’


It snapped Helmer back. ‘What do you know about our duties in Russia? We only did what we had to, what we were told to do.’


‘I’m not criticising you. You were a soldier. You will be one again. I just want to know what Berger thought of what you were doing, that’s all.’


Helmer’s face mirrored the memory of Russia as his mind took him back to a time when he had been a man, a proud member of the Aryan master race. It hardened as he remembered who had been in charge then, amongst the Jews, amongst the eastern Untermenschen, the subhumans.


‘We did what was necessary. It was a hard job, but it had to be done for the Reich. But Berger? He was young, from the country. He never liked it, not from the start. He said it was wrong to kill people like that. That God would punish us. So, in the end, we gave up on him. We’d do the shooting and let him organise the burials and so on. Now I come to think of it, I don’t think he ever shot any of the Yids himself. I didn’t like it that much myself, but orders are orders. But I sort of felt sorry for him and knew he could end up at the front line if he wasn’t careful. So, I sort of took him under my wing, I suppose. Why are you asking this? What’s he got to do with . . . with . . . what happened to her?’


Hans Albert was unable to hide his shock at what he was hearing, but Schneider’s face was a mask as he pressed on, ignoring the question. He was almost there.


‘On the day you took him to your home, did you tell him that you and your wife were planning to start a family?’


Helmer slumped back in his chair as if struck by some invisible force. His lips puffed as he breathed out once, then twice. The eyes bulged until it seemed the sockets would be unable to contain them. And as they grew, the madness in them grew too. The scream that finally broke through the furiously working mouth only confirmed what Schneider already knew.


After they were out of the ward, Schneider asked Albert if he had discovered where Berger’s regiment was stationed in Berlin.


‘How did you know they’re back here?’


Schneider gave him a knowing look and then Albert got his reward. As if a light had suddenly clicked on in a darkened room, he put it together himself.


‘Are we going there to get him now?’


Schneider nodded. You didn’t leave a murderer on the loose for any longer than was necessary.


*


Army barracks have that same look the world over. Grey, cold and masculine. Outsiders were not welcomed, and Schneider and Albert were clearly marked as outsiders. They could be nothing else but police, and to the soldier on rest and recuperation that spelled only trouble.


With a very obvious show of bad grace from the guard on duty, they were shown to the commandant’s office. He was a man used to giving orders, not taking them, but when he heard Schneider’s name his attitude softened. It must be serious if he was here. It took less than a minute to confirm that Peter Berger was indeed in the barracks, and a guard was dispatched to summon him to the commandant’s office. The three men waited in silence until the knock at the door announced Berger’s arrival.


‘Private Berger, these men are from the police and would like to ask you some questions.’


Peter Berger was everything the idealised German soldier shouldn’t be. For a start he had black hair and brown eyes. He was short and thin with the face of an innocent. His eyes held the kindly, almost submissive look of a country boy rather than those of the Aryan conqueror. At the mention of the word ‘police’, those same eyes had taken on the concerned look of someone who might have unwittingly broken some minor law. They were not the eyes of a serial killer.


Schneider sensed that his assistant was starting to doubt his own conclusions and a small smile played across his lips. He himself had no such doubts.


‘My name is Schneider. I am here to arrest you for the murder of six women. Do you have anything to say?’


It was an old ploy of Schneider’s. No gentle introduction, no circuitous questioning, but rather a brutal, all-out assault. Over the years he had seen many reactions to this tactic. Some had hysterically denied any knowledge of the charge, other had started to cry, and some had even confessed on the spot. But whatever they did, they always did something. Peter Berger did nothing. It was as if Schneider had spoken a foreign language.


‘You have nothing to say, then?’


Slowly the head shook, indicating no. There had been absolutely no change on the young soldier’s face. No change at all. He meekly accepted the handcuffs and walked out to the car between Schneider and Albert. He could have been going for a stroll. And then they heard it. Softly, almost inaudibly, Berger was singing. It was a hymn.


*


Schneider and Albert went to an interrogation room and waited while Berger was being booked in. Like all new prisoners, he had to be searched and examined by a doctor to ensure he was up to interrogation. While they waited, Albert risked a question.


‘Why do you think he was singing?’


‘Because he was fulfilling his destiny. He thinks of himself as a martyr now. He has only been serving his God, and the unbelievers – that’s us, by the way – will now make him a martyr. So, he was singing to his God.’


‘Then you think he is insane?’


‘Who knows what insane means these days? I don’t really know what you would call him. But whatever he is, he is our man.’


They spent the best part of an hour trying to get him to talk, but Peter Berger was now beyond such earthly matters. He sat staring blankly, his mind elsewhere. Albert thought that they should simply hand him over to the shrinks. Not that it would matter in Nazi Germany. Insanity would not excuse him from the firing squad. But Schneider was determined to get a response. He decided to try a different tack. Maybe the cold interrogation cell was wrong. He told Albert to give him ten minutes and then to bring Berger up to his room. It was to be one of the few mistakes that Schneider made in his long career.


Schneider told Albert to leave him alone with Berger. Now in the cramped but more human atmosphere of his room, Schneider tried to get inside the mind of the other man. He hitched his chair closer, and his hands began a strange rhythmic wringing motion. The eyes had taken on a strange intensity that Hans Albert would not have recognised. Nor would he have recognised the voice. Low, almost a whisper, yet strangely staccato, as if the words were coming too fast.


‘I thought it would be better if we spoke here alone. The others wouldn’t understand, you see. I can’t pretend to understand why you did what you did, but I know it must have been the right thing for you to do. I know that the Lord works through you. I have prayed for years that I might also become an instrument of His will. Could you tell me how I can do this? How did the Lord choose you?’


Berger still showed no reaction, so Schneider press-ed on, both the hands and words moving faster now.


‘Maybe I’m unworthy in some way. But I want to do the Lord’s will. Maybe it is to help you to carry on with His sacred work. Do you want me to let you go?’


That brought a reaction. Berger was now staring at him. Schneider’s voice dropped to an even more urgent whisper.


‘I can, you know. I’m in charge. I can simply say that I was wrong, that you are innocent. Is that what the Lord wants? Tell me, we don’t have much time.’


When the voice came, it surprised Schneider. It was soft, almost without any intonation, but overlaid with the guttural sounds of a strong Bavarian accent. It sounded like the voice of a lost soul.


‘I want to go home. I want to see Mittenwald again before I die. I don’t deserve to live. What we did in Russia is wrong. It is a sin crying out for vengeance. They made me kill those people. Just because they were Jews. I watched them taking off their clothes and standing there while we shot them. They never tried to stop us. Somebody said it was almost as if they wanted us to kill them, that we must be doing God’s work. But that was when God spoke to me. He told me that this evil that is Germany must end. So, I stopped the killers from fathering more killers. I took their wives in atonement for what we had done in Russia. And now I just want to go home.’


Before Schneider could stop him, Berger rushed towards the window. He went through it headfirst. By the time Schneider reached the window, Berger was a broken heap in the courtyard forty feet below, the dark blood stain already starting to spread beneath him.


When he got down to the courtyard, Schneider looked at the smashed face and twisted body. Already he was asking himself why someone could do the things this boy had done. And then to kill himself. Maybe Berger was insane, but he hadn’t always been. What had changed him? Schneider felt his mind going back to what the young man had told him about the happenings in the east. He knew it was something he had ignored before and insisted others did the same. But could he do it now? What sort of police officer would do that? What sort of man could do it? Before he could muse further, a car roared into the courtyard and screeched to a halt beside him. An SS officer leapt out. He ignored the human wreckage lying only feet away, as if it was an everyday occurrence for him.


‘You are Chief Investigator Schneider? You have a Peter Berger in custody. Obergruppenführer Heydrich has deemed the matter one of state security and I am here to take him with me. Where is he?’


Schneider nodded to his feet. ‘There he is. I don’t think you’re going to get too much out of him.’


Schneider wondered why someone like Heydrich would be interested. He put it to the back of his mind, but he didn’t forget it.


*


‘The body has been taken to the morgue. What do you want done with it after they are finished with it there?’


Schneider seemed to have been affected by the suicide. He had been happy to let Albert tie up the loose ends.


‘Why don’t we send him home to Mittenwald? That’s what he wanted. Find out about his family and try to keep the worst from them if you can.’


Albert hesitated before asking the next question. You could never be too careful. Instinctively, his eyes checked that they were alone.


‘Have you . . . eh . . . thought what you’re going to put into the report to the SD?’


Although the matter was purely a criminal one, every major crime had to be reported to the Sicherheitsdienst, the Reich security service under the command of Reinhard Heydrich.


The question seemed to bring Schneider to himself. ‘You mean, am I going to say anything about what Berger told me was happening in Russia?


‘It doesn’t really have to go in, does it? It doesn’t really have that much to do with the killing. He was just insane, wasn’t he?’


‘Hans, Hans . . . Yes, he was insane, and yes, it would be so easy to leave it at that. But he told me why he did it. I am a policeman. It’s not for me to get involved in politics. That’s for others. Now leave me to finish this, and then I’m going home for a long sleep.’


As he was writing the report, Schneider mused whether he should accurately report what Berger had said about Russia. The thought had occurred to him, even without his assistant’s prompting. He had always stayed clear of politics. Politicians just talked endlessly, they never actually did anything. He talked only when necessary. He was a doer. Talking served no purpose unless it was followed by action.


The coming to power of the Nazis had meant little to him. Wars start and wars finish, but crime is constant. Like everyone else, he had heard the whispers and the rumours about what was happening in the east and in the concentration camps and, like most other Germans, he ignored them. It was the safest course of action. In any event, what could he do? Speaking out against what was happening would achieve nothing apart from his dismissal from the police, and he was arrogant enough to think that was not in Germany’s interest.


He had seen the yellow stars of David appear, and the disappearance of Jewish police officers and lawyers. He didn’t want to think about it. It was the law, after all, and he was a police officer, nothing else. But should a law like that even exist? Such matters were for the politicians or the philosophers, not for the likes of him. But now he couldn’t put Berger’s words out of his head. He felt it would almost be betraying him not to report what he had said. He put Berger’s final words into his report. Let them do what they want with it and with him. He threw the report into the typing basket and headed home.


If you had told Schneider that in less than a year, he would be investigating the SS itself on the direct order of Adolf Hitler, he would have thought you as insane as Berger.
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Berlin, 20 January 1942


The fifteen men made their separate ways to the attractive but anonymous villa in the prosperous suburb of Wannsee. They greeted each other warmly, secure in their positions of authority in an authoritarian state. They made small talk and boasted about their latest purchases from the conquered territories. They complained about their long and demanding working days, as middle managers do everywhere. The meeting was set to start at noon and chairman Reinhard Heydrich, head of the SD, was the last to arrive. He glanced at no one as he took his place at the front of the room. A hush had fallen with his arrival, and the fifteen took their seats and waited for him to begin.


They were an unremarkable group, comprised mainly of middle-aged bureaucrats. It could have been a gathering of executives from any large industrial company, except for the black-uniformed senior SS officers scattered among them. Only Heydrich noticed the small, insignificant-looking man who remained on the periphery of the others. He wore the collar studs of an SS colonel, which put him well down the pecking order. Most of the other delegates, even if they were aware of his presence, simply ignored him. Out of politeness, a few nodded a greeting and received the grateful, fawning response of the classic sycophant. Adolf Eichmann had turned obsequiousness into an art form and was quickly dismissed by the movers and shakers around him. He simply blended into the background. Only Heydrich knew his true worth, and Eichmann was content with that. At least for now.


Heydrich rose to his feet and the murmur of conversation died. His athletic physique was enhanced by his sharp features and blond hair. Here was the perfect specimen of Aryan manhood. His eyes passed coldly over the gathering before him, probing their inner thoughts, and few chose to meet his gaze. Not for nothing had he been called the handsome young god of death. His eyes finished their survey of the faces and minds before him and he began. As was his habit, he wasted no time on preliminaries.


‘I have been appointed the plenipotentiary for the final solution of the Jewish question. It is our purpose here today, gentlemen, to decide how best we can implement this plan.’


If Heydrich’s words shocked any of those present, it didn’t show on their faces. Such men were well schooled in the practical politics of the Third Reich. Showing nothing was usually the best course of action until it became clear which way the wind was blowing. If they even suspected what ‘final solution’ meant, they hid that suspicion very deeply.


Heydrich went on to briefly summarise the history of the Jewish problem to date. He reminded them that the original plan had been to forcibly remove all Jews to the island of Madagascar. Unfortunately, the war had now made that impossible, and so the Führer had charged him with finding another solution. That solution was to be the forced evacuation of all Jews to the east to work as slave labour.


‘Undoubtedly, the majority will fall through natural diminution, but a hard core of Jewry will remain. That hard core will be the product of natural selection and so will be the most dangerous to us. They will, therefore, have to be treated accordingly.’


Heydrich didn’t spell out what ‘treated accordingly’ meant but then he didn’t need to elaborate any further to such an audience. They were senior Nazis, after all, but even Heydrich was surprised at how readily his audience appeared to be accepting his plan. Quickly he turned to numbers. He had calculated that there were eleven million Jews in Europe, and all of them would be moved east. It was clearly going to be a mammoth undertaking, but it must be done.


All the while, Eichmann had sat and listened. He knew what ‘final solution’ and ‘treated accordingly’ really meant because Heydrich had told him. These euphemisms were only for the minutes of the meeting. As far as he was concerned, it didn’t really matter what words were used. He had been given an order and he would obey it. As Heydrich continued, he was already thinking of the logistical problems of moving so many people. Clearly the railways were the only practical solution. He must ensure that he had absolute priority in this area, as that would be vital.


Heydrich was almost at the end of his speech, and Eichmann was looking forward to lunch. It would be a rare chance to meet important people and ensure that they remembered his name. Such opportunities should never be missed. If he did it well then surely further promotion could not be far off.


He was brought back to the present by Heydrich’s raised voice. One of the bureaucrats seemed to be daring to argue with him.


‘I do not agree with Obergruppenführer Heydrich’s analysis. It seems to me that to take such a view would be very dangerous. I would propose a much simpler solution, I would—’


But Heydrich cut him off. It was clear to Eichmann that a problem had arisen.


‘I have made my position clear. It represents the will of the Führer. I do not see that any further discussion is required on this topic.’


Heydrich brought the full power of his lynx-like blue eyes to bear on his opponent. His gaze was pitiless and had terrified countless numbers of friends and foes alike. He was known to be completely without pity, without any humanity. He was a man you did not cross. But the other bureaucrat was confident enough of his own position to argue further. And, incredibly, it was he who was arguing for the more radical solution.


‘But we all know of the Führer’s great humanity. And he has so much on his mind just now with the Russian front. So, I think that we, his faithful followers, should remove this burden from him once and for all. It seems to me that all Jews, irrespective of how much Jewish blood they have, should go east. That would be the real final solution.’


Eichmann realised that the argument was over the definition of a Jew. Even in Nazi Germany, there was still the pretence of laws and courts. Perhaps such a pretence was absolutely necessary to allow the good burghers of the country to sleep easily at night. The Jews had to be dealt with legally. It was necessary, therefore, for a law to be drafted, and laws require definitions. A Jew was a Jew, but were the children of mixed marriages Jews? So, there were laws about how much non-Jewish blood was needed to make one a non-Jew. What the bureaucrat was saying was what a lot of people really felt. But clearly not Heydrich. Eichmann knew of the rumours about Heydrich’s own bloodline, of how he himself was tainted with Jewish blood. Was this why he was protecting those of mixed race? But that was inconceivable. How could you personally take responsibility for the extermination of an entire race of eleven million people and yet think that you may share some of that bloodline yourself?


It was clear that others at the meeting felt the same way. They would all know of the rumours about Heydrich. Maybe they were just testing him. It was a dangerous game and, ultimately, an unsuccessful one.


‘Do you really dare to think the Führer has not thought this out? Have I not also personally devoted much of my own time to this plan? So, tell me exactly where you think I have made a mistake. I presume you do not intend to suggest the Führer has erred in some way – or do you?’


The question could not be answered, as everyone there knew. It was enough to quell any further discussion. Certain categories would not be going east.


After that, the meeting ended quickly and the participants enjoyed a leisurely buffet lunch and brandy. Eichmann mingled and flattered. No one there, apart from Heydrich, knew his true function. No one cared. Eventually, the party broke up and these fifteen men went their separate ways. Their consciences were clear. They were simply obeying the law of Nazi Germany.


As he travelled back to his office, Heydrich was troubled. Not by what had been decided. He had no scruples in that direction. Nor by the difficulty of the mixed race question. He was too powerful to let the rumours about his own bloodline affect him, and they had no idea of why he thought this important anyway. He was troubled by the whereabouts of his boss, Heinrich Himmler. Where had he been instead of at the conference? What could be more important to him than the final solution of the Jewish question?


At that moment, Himmler was also leaving a meeting. It had taken place in the Hungarian embassy and was indeed infinitely more important to him than the Wannsee conference. And it had to be kept more secret, much more secret.


*


Serendipity. Making discoveries by accident. It does not matter the lengths that men go to keep secrets, for on occasions serendipity will override every plan. It is likely that Himmler’s meeting would have remained a secret from Heydrich but for a chance remark. Upon his return to headquarters, Heydrich requested a meeting with Himmler to report on the conference. This was immediately granted, and Heydrich found Himmler looking as relaxed as he ever did. The inscrutable eyes, shielded by the pince-nez, showed nothing of what was going on in the mind behind them. Physically, the two men were at opposite ends of the spectrum. Himmler was short, podgy, with receding brown hair and pitifully weak eyes. But mentally, they were on a par, each fully aware of the danger the other carried and also, in a strange way, each feeling a camaraderie with the other, as only men in their positions could.


Heydrich gave a brief report of the meeting. He used this as an opportunity to ask Himmler why he did not attend himself. He didn’t expect to find out anything of value, but you never knew if you didn’t try.


‘I have every confidence in you and so my attendance wasn’t necessary. And I had one of my migraines this morning.’


‘I hope the Reichsführer is feeling better. Is there anything I can do?’


Heydrich’s voice carried sympathy, but the eyes were cold, watching like a hawk. But Himmler was at least his match and betrayed nothing.


‘Thank you, Obergruppenführer. But I am quite well now. I am afraid that I had to rest here all morning, but I am fully recovered now. So, I have much to attend to. Is there anything else?’


There wasn’t and Heydrich left. Who knows what Himmler had been up to? Maybe he was even telling the truth. He did suffer from migraines. Heydrich would have dismissed it from his mind except that he met Himmler’s chauffeur-cum-bodyguard in the corridor. Heydrich was a good boss to work for if you produced results. The chauffeur had once worked for him until stolen by Himmler. He had been a good driver, and Heydrich always had a word for him.


‘So, you’ve had a quiet morning then, Erich, eh? Sitting with your feet up reading the papers, I suppose?’


It was an innocuous question just made in passing. The chauffeur was only too aware of the rivalry between Himmler and Heydrich to ever reveal what his master had been doing. But Heydrich had just left his master’s office. Clearly, he was aware of what Himmler had been doing.


‘I’m afraid that the Hungarian embassy doesn’t have any papers that I would want to read. And as for the temperature there . . .’


Heydrich passed on without a flicker on his face. Well, well. So, Himmler had been to the Hungarian embassy rather than in bed with a migraine. Something was happening. All politicians, or those seeking power, need information. Like an insect’s antennae, they gain such information by constantly sensing what is happening around them. If they lose this sense, they lose power. In Nazi Germany if you lost it, you would probably also lose your life. Heydrich had never allowed anyone to surprise him. His senses were acute as were his myriad sources of information. He had his own source in the Hungarian embassy. It was time to give him a call.


*


His contact in the embassy had been less than happy to hear from Heydrich again. His diplomatic passport offered him no protection against the likes of Heydrich. The photographs of him in bed with a young boy safely locked away in Heydrich’s secret files ensured his co-operation. Such behaviour was not tolerated in Hungary and carried a lengthy prison service.


Heydrich’s request had been simple and to the point. Find out how often the Reichsführer had visited the embassy and, more importantly, whom he had seen there.


He had his answer that same day. His contact had access to the embassy day book, which recorded all visits. It disclosed that Himmler had visited the embassy three times in the last four months and had always met the same man, a Victor Meznik. He was a middle-ranking embassy official who seemed to be of no great significance. But the Reichsführer SS does not meet a man of little significance three times. Clearly, there was more to this man than met the eye. Heydrich thanked his contact and assured him that his secret was safe, at least until the next time he needed him. He now needed to find out more about Victor Meznik.


Heydrich called for the SD files on the embassy staff. He let it be known he suspected a British spy was there and wanted to check any ties the staff might have to Britain. Heydrich was infamous for checking almost everything himself, so his request raised no suspicions. To have asked for Meznik’s file alone could have got back to Himmler, and that would have been as dangerous to Heydrich as it would have been to Meznik.


Alone in his office, Heydrich extracted the thin file headed Victor Meznik and started to read. Like everyone in Germany, whether citizen or visitor, the SD maintained a biographical file on them. Most were bland and restricted to routine information. But a diplomat’s file held details of all his postings and any indiscretions that the SD were aware of.


Victor Meznik had been born in Budapest in 1907. He had attended university and joined the Hungarian diplomatic service in 1931. He had served in three different embassies and had an unremarkable record. There were no other details recorded. But on a different sheet of paper in the file, Heydrich found what he had been looking for. He made one phone call to someone loyal to him and him alone in a different department of the Reich security service. He had only to wait now for the trap to be sprung.


*


Four weeks passed before Heydrich got the call he was waiting for. In that time, he had watched Himmler for any sign, any clue of what he was planning. But he simply didn’t have enough information. In every way, the Reichsführer was his old self. But that meant nothing. The man was a sphinx.


Heydrich had made his plans in the four weeks. He knew what had to be done. He had his two most trusted men on standby for this day. They didn’t know why they were to do the job, only that it had to be done. Heydrich had thought of many different ways it could be done, but all of them carried risks of it eventually being traced back to him. So, he decided to do it the old-fashioned way. People might have their suspicions, but there would no proof.


The two men waited at the airport. The drive from Tempelhof to the Hungarian embassy was not a long one, so it had to be done as soon as the car left the safety of the airport. Victor Meznik had not enjoyed his short trip back to Budapest. For a start, the weather was poor and he was airsick. He had literally only been in Hungary for three hours and didn’t even have time to see his family. But he had collected the package as normal and was now returning with it in his briefcase. As he had diplomatic immunity, his bag was never searched and so he was the perfect courier. He didn’t know what the package contained, nor did he wish to. Unbeknown, save to a few, Victor Meznik was Jewish. That alone would have been enough to cost him his post in Germany. But he also had many relatives in Germany, in his extended Jewish family. Unfortunately for him, one of the few who knew his secret was Heinrich Himmler. How he had found out, Meznik had never discovered. But instead of exposing him, Himmler had offered to protect not only him but his German relatives in return for occasionally acting as a courier for him between Berlin and Budapest. He had never known what he was carrying and knew better than to try to find out. Himmler himself collected the packages from him. He received anonymous phone calls advising him when it was time to visit Budapest again. As a diplomat he only needed a day to get his exit visa, and the package was always waiting for him at the Hungarian foreign office. He had no idea where it came from. Himmler would call the day after he returned to Berlin. He simply collected the package, assured Meznik his relatives were being cared for and left. It usually took only a minute, but Meznik had come to dread that odious little creep even being near him for that length of time.


The embassy car was waiting and Meznik climbed into its warm interior. He had just had time to pick up a bottle of plum brandy in Budapest and was looking forward to using it to ease his shattered nerves and churning stomach. The car appeared out of nowhere and careered straight into the side of the embassy car. The force was enough to throw Meznik against the door opposite. He lay stunned as the door was ripped open. His last memory was of a large hand with a black jack in it. When he regained consciousness the next morning, everything in his pockets had been taken. So had the briefcase.





– 3 –


Berlin, 20 April 1942


Schneider had tried to avoid the party. Every year since 1933 he had successfully pleaded pressure of work as a reason not to attend. But this year his pleas were ignored. The Reichsführer himself was attending. All the senior SS, SD and police officers in Berlin would be there to celebrate the fifty-third birthday of Adolf Hitler. That alone would have been more than enough reason for Schneider to avoid it. Greedy, ambitious men bereft of intelligence had never been his type. He also knew that he would be regarded as a curiosity among them, someone who had never joined the Party. Schneider hated being the centre of attention, and the idea of having to make small talk with these morons made him feel almost physically unwell. But this year he had to do it. He had checked his tie was straight in the old mirror in his hallway and set off. The thought that he could maybe feign illness after the first hour or so sustained him as he drove the short distance to SS headquarters.


But now, over an hour later, he was actually finding it an interesting experience. First of all, he had been generally ignored by the other guests. He realised that in time of war he was no longer a significant figure and all the talk around him was of what was happening in the east. Domestic crime paled into insignificance when set against a world war. Whether the ubiquitous, overwhelming confidence in the final victory was genuine or simply the mouthings expected of these people, he didn’t know and really didn’t care. He was happy to be allowed to stand in a corner, keep his mouth shut and observe.


He observed the sycophancy and the posturing. He observed the winning smiles to faces and the killing looks behind backs. He noticed the currents of power that eddied through the room and the way people were drawn from one to the other. But there were two circles of power that dominated all others. In these circles, sycophancy was raised to new and almost unimaginable levels. Men who wielded the power of life and death in the capital of the German Reich hopped nervously like errant schoolchildren. They hung on every word of the men at the centre of these circles as if they were holy script. Schneider smiled to himself as he suddenly realised that it was exactly that to these hangers-on. He was the only person in the room who had not tried to enter the circles around Heinrich Himmler and Reinhard Heydrich.


He noticed that gradually the two circles were drawing closer together. Suddenly, like some joining of two separate organisms, they merged, and Himmler and Heydrich stood together. Schneider had spent his life observing people and now studied the two men less than twenty feet away from him. Himmler was short with closely cropped dark hair. His little pot belly ruined the cut of his black tunic. He was an entirely unprepossessing figure, yet power seemed to radiate off him. But that sixth sense that Schneider had but could never explain told him the power came only from his position and not from the man himself. It was a common failing of such men that they always felt the need to demonstrate their power. To a keen observer like Schneider, it only demonstrated their weakness. In some ways, however, that weakness made Himmler even more dangerous. He would wield his power ruthlessly against anyone who even suspected he was not the German superman he craved to be. He was a bureaucrat and no matter what post he held, he would have used its power first and foremost for his own aggrandisement.


Heydrich was a different proposition altogether. Tall, blond, with piercing eyes, he radiated genuine power. Here was a man who would go to any lengths to achieve his goals. It was the first time that Schneider had seen his two bosses so close. Despite himself, he was impressed with Heydrich. He would have been even more impressed if he had understood the nature of the conversation that was going on between them. Heydrich was probing like a surgeon searching for a tumour.


‘I understand that the wallet and briefcase of the Hungarian diplomat have now turned up. They were both empty, of course. Do you think they might have contained anything of importance to the Reich?’


Heydrich watched Himmler closely for any reaction. He had personally sifted through everything that had been taken from Victor Meznik. He had found the letter in the briefcase. It was short but completely incomprehensible. For the last six weeks he had mulled over its meaning, having retained it word for word in his almost legendary photographic memory.




H.


I agree with your proposals. The problem is one of co-ordination. Direct communication is impossible, and the M. route takes too long. I propose we set the time and act accordingly. We should wait until after this summer’s battles have been fought. Regardless of the outcome, their positions will both be weaker. I propose 30 November. Do you concur?
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