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‘We are awake. Let others sleep. What today is known as history, we will abolish altogether.’


Adolf Hitler


‘Nor can we ever know what visions sweeten the dreams of the crocodile.’


John D. MacDonald, One Monday We Killed Them All


‘So I ask myself the question: could the religions I study teach us the art of killing the dragons in our flesh? This diabolical presence, buried within us yet constantly surfacing: is this the original sin I was taught as a child?’


François Bizot, The Gate













ONE


Homs, Syria


16 JULY 2012


The peace demonstration was spiralling out of control. John Hart had been a photojournalist for fifteen years, and he was attuned to outbreaks of negative energy. He could sense when things were about to turn bad. It was why he was still alive.


Hart elbowed his way to the front of the crowd and began taking pictures, switching focus and emphasis as instinctively as he switched cameras. There was a time limit to this one, and he needed to get his material in the can before the mob began to search for scapegoats. He had hidden his Kevlar vest and flak helmet behind a wall, but he still stood out from the pack. He had three different cameras slung around his neck and a separate rucksack for his iPad and lenses. If even one man singled him out for special notice he would need to run. Hart was nearing forty, and he couldn’t run as fast as he used to.


Shots rang out. They were single spaced and ordered, as if whoever was firing had a specific agenda – a sniper, or someone firing a sequence of warning shots. The crowd surged in their direction.


Hart had seen such a thing before. It was a bad sign. It meant that people no longer cared what happened to them. That they were relying on the sheer force of their numbers to protect them.


Hart allowed himself to be swept towards the side of the avenue. He smelt tear gas. He veered down a side street that ran parallel to the main avenue. Almost immediately he found himself running alongside a gang of about thirty young men, their faces covered. Some were talking into mobile phones. There was organization of a sort here, he decided. And intent. He would shadow them and wait to see what happened.


Hart and his companions emerged onto a semi-derelict square. The area had recently been subjected to either a bombardment or a concerted tank attack. Sheet metal and crumbling concrete amplified the moonscape effect. The sun glistened off a field of broken glass.


Hart sidestepped alongside the young men, taking pictures all the time.


A yellow Peugeot 205 breasted the far corner of the square at breakneck speed, struck a lump of concrete and flipped over.


The group changed direction like an animal scenting prey.


A man climbed out of the shattered front door of the Peugeot. Blood masked his features. When he saw the crowd surging towards him he made the most disastrous decision of his life. He took out his pistol.




There was a collective roar. The group turned into a mob. Their focus, once random, became explicit.


The man fired three shots into the air. The mob stuttered a little and then regrouped. It began hurling bricks, stones and lumps of concrete as it ran. Hart realized that no one was in the mood to pay any attention at all to the word PRESS stencilled onto the Peugeot’s roof in both English and Arabic.


He positioned himself on a pyramid of shattered concrete and began taking photos. He knew better than to involve himself in what was happening. He was a veteran of the siege of Sarajevo. Of the troubles in Sierra Leone and Chechnya. Of the war in Afghanistan. Photographers didn’t make history – they recorded it. That was set in stone. You kept your nose the hell out.


It was then that the woman stumbled into view and overturned all his certainties. She had been sitting in the back seat of the Peugeot typing copy onto her iPad, which she was clutching to her chest like a talisman. Hart recognized her despite the Kevlar vest and the padded helmet with her blood group stencilled onto the front in indelible white ink. It was journalist Amira Eisenberger.


Hart had known Amira for ten years. They had slept together in Abidjan, in Cairo and in Baghdad. Once they had even shared a fortnight’s leave on the Kenyan island of Lamu, following which Amira had briefly fallen pregnant. The on/off nature of the affair had suited them both. No ties. No commitments. Falling in love in wartime is painless. The hard part was to pull it off when peace broke out again.




Hart shifted his cameras onto his back and sprinted towards the mob, shouting. The driver was dead. The mob was focusing all its attention on the woman.


One youth made a grab for Amira’s iPad. She tried to hold onto it, but the boy cuffed her across the face with the back of his hand and sprinted off with his prize. He loosed a kick at the battered body of the driver as he ran past.


Another man, slightly older than the others, picked up the driver’s pistol. He forced Amira onto her knees, threw off her helmet and put the pistol to her temple.


‘No!’ shouted Hart. ‘She is a journalist. She is on your side.’


The mob turned towards him as one.


Hart waved his Press Pass above his head. He spoke in halting Arabic. ‘She is not responsible for what her driver did. She supports your revolution. I know this woman.’ He was counting on the fact that some of the men would have seen him shadowing them and taking pictures. That they might be used to him by now. Might sense that he didn’t work for Assad or the CIA. ‘I know her.’


They made Hart kneel beside Amira. Then they took his cameras and equipment bag.


Hart knew better than to argue. Three cameras and an iPad weren’t worth a life. He would buy them back on the black market when things quieted down again. That was the way these things were managed.


‘You are spies dressed as journalists. We shoot you.’


‘We are not spies,’ said Amira, also in Arabic. ‘What this man says is true. We support your revolution.’




Amira’s use of their language wrong-footed the men.


‘Show us your Press Card.’


Amira felt in her breast pocket and took out her pass.


The older man raised his glasses and held the pass so close to his eyes that it was clear that he suffered from extreme myopia. ‘It says here your name is Eisenberger. This is a Jewish name. You are a Jew.’


‘My first name is Amira. My father is Arab.’


‘But your mother is a Jew. You have chosen to carry her name. You are a Zionist. You are an Israeli spy.’


Hart knew that he and Amira were doomed. Nothing could save them. The man holding the pistol had a thin mullah’s beard and was an acknowledged leader. As Hart watched, he cocked the pistol.


The snap and fizz of incoming machine-gun fire echoed around the square. The crowd unfolded in all directions like a flower in the wind.


Hart threw himself onto Amira just as the man with the pistol took aim. Why did he do it? Instinct? Knight errantry? Because Amira had briefly – ever so briefly – carried his child? The bullet would probably pass through his unprotected body and kill Amira anyway. What a stupid way for both of them to die.


The pistol clicked on an empty chamber. The man with the beard called on Allah to witness the uselessness of the dead driver’s gun.


Hart turned round and looked at him.


The two men locked gazes.




Hart stood up and approached the man.


The man put the pistol to Hart’s forehead and pulled the trigger a second time.


Nothing happened. The magazine had contained only three bullets, and the dead driver had exhausted them with his warning shots.


Hart put his hands round the man’s neck and began to squeeze. Amira told him later that he had been shouting, but he had no memory of this. He only knew that a red mist descended on him and that his gaze turned inwards, like a man on the verge of death. Like a dead man living.


Syrian government soldiers dragged the two men apart a few moments later. At this point the man who had tried to kill both him and Amira was still very much alive.


Afterwards, when he and Amira passed through the square again on their way to the airport following their formal ejection by the Syrian authorities, they saw the man’s body crumpled against a wall as if he had been washed there in the aftermath of a tsunami. When they asked the military driver what had happened, he told them that the man had tried to escape and had been inadvertently crushed to death by a lorry.


Hart sat back against the side of the van and closed his eyes. What is this madness? he asked himself. Why am I here? Why am I still alive?


When Amira reached across to touch his arm, Hart shook his head.











TWO


The Saleph River, Cilician Armenia, Southern Turkey


10 JUNE 1190


Johannes von Hartelius had never seen a man in full armour fall into a raging river before. Much less the Holy Roman Emperor.


Dressed only in a linen undershirt and a pair of sheepskin breeches, Hartelius sprinted to the riverbank and plunged into the icy water. He was instantly swept towards the central current, fifty feet above the spot where Frederick Barbarossa and his wounded horse were still struggling to stay afloat. The king’s charger was no match for the combination of man and armour that was clinging in deadweight to the pommel of his saddle. Added to which the crossbow bolt in the stallion’s neck, from which blood now jetted, was weakening him by the minute.


Hartelius, a poor swimmer at the best of times, spooned the water towards his chest, alternately lunging forwards and then throwing out his arms like a man welcoming a loved one back to his bosom. Both the king’s squires, swiftly separated from their own mounts, had already succumbed to the river. Hartelius was alone with the sixty-seven-year-old monarch, but still more than twenty feet to his rear. Behind him, he could sense the clamour of the ambush diminishing, to be replaced by the greedy roar of the river.


Riding parallel to him, and on opposite sides of the bank, were the two Turkish crossbowmen who had targeted the king. Hartelius swung onto his side as first one and then the other crossbowman let fly. The first quarrel ricocheted off the surface of the water a few feet from Hartelius’s head, whilst the second quarrel sliced through the gathering twilight in a looping downward arc. Hartelius threw himself backwards in an effort to avoid the missile, but the bolt split the skin on his right cheek as cleanly as a hatchet splits wood.


Hartelius sank beneath the surface of the river. He could feel the water’s icy grip numbing his wound; see the crimson spread of his blood being snatched away by the current against the sky’s fading light. When he resurfaced, the king’s horse was swimming alone – the king was nowhere to be seen. Hartelius arrowed downwards, but the cold and the shock from his wound were beginning to tell on him. He tried three more times to force himself towards the river bottom, but at each attempt his dive was shallower and less effective than before. He now knew himself to be well beyond the place where the king had become separated from his horse. And there was no possible way back against the current.


Hartelius let his head fall forward between his arms and allowed the river to take him. Thirty feet away he could see the bracketing crossbowmen hesitate and look backwards. Their main target was dead – no man could withstand the actions of such a current whilst dressed in full armour. With darkness falling, was an injured and half-naked knight with no accoutrements worth their further efforts, when the real plunder lay back at the camp? The Turks reined in their horses and retraced their path along the opposing banks of the river, first at an amble, then at a canter.


Had the crossbowmen really not recognized that their victim had been the Holy Roman Emperor himself? Hartelius concluded probably not. The ambush had commenced just a little before dusk. And for a good three days now the king had no longer been accompanied by the telltale flock of ravens whose sudden absence, for many, had portended his coming death.


The ravens and the Holy Lance of Longinus had between them constituted unimpeachable proof to the faithful that the king’s authority was directly vested in him by God. The sacred Lance was the very one used by the half-blind Roman centurion, Longinus, to spear Christ’s side on the Cross. History had construed this as a final act of pity to prevent the symbolical breaking of Christ’s bones by the followers of the Israelite High Priests, Annas and Caiaphas. Since then, the Holy Lance had served as emblem to all the great leaders of Germany and the Western Kingdoms. Now the ravens were gone and so was the king. And the Holy Lance had doubtless sunk to the bottom of the Saleph River, never to be recovered.


Hartelius had little choice but to submit to the current and allow it to carry him along. Far ahead he saw the king’s stallion struggle towards the far bank and collapse onto a sand spur. The horse’s body spasmed once, its legs sweeping the air like those of a newborn foal, and then it died. He struck out towards the spur. He was beginning to die of cold himself. There was only one possible solution to his condition.


Hartelius crawled onto the spur and dragged himself towards the horse. The king’s sword was still attached by its scabbard to the saddle. He levered it out and used its blade to disembowel the stallion. The hot blood and stomach contents of the horse gushed over his feet. He tore out the Turcoman’s gut sack and intestines, and then, still gagging, he eased himself inside the animal’s vacated belly. He could feel the heat from the Turcoman’s body enveloping and cradling him as if he were a child.


In this way, through this symbolical rite of passage, was Johannes von Hartelius, celibate Knights Templar and proud wearer of the white mantel of purity, frater et miles, and oath-sworn servant of the German kings, reborn.











THREE


Morning came, and with it, the sun. Hartelius, noisome and fly-infested, crawled from his hiding place and looked around. In the distance he could see smoke – whether from cooking fires, or as the result of carnage, it was impossible to tell.


Hartelius glanced down at the Turcoman. The stallion had harboured him well. All night its residual warmth had protected Hartelius from the cold, as well as from being spotted by any Turkish scouts or outriders on the lookout for stragglers. Now, having long ago sacrificed his shirt to bandage his wounded face, Hartelius decided that the caked blood and gore that still coated his body might serve to protect his armour-pale skin, at least for a little while, from the rays of the morning sun. He had lived with the offal-stench all night – he was pretty near immune to it by now.


Hartelius hefted the king’s sword and turned to go. But a fleeting memory caused him to pause. Some years before, as a very young knight, he had seen the king ride past him during an investiture at Speyer Cathedral. He remembered asking his companion what was in the finely tooled leather pouch that hung from the opposite side of the king’s saddle to his sword.


‘But that is the famous Lance. The Holy Lance of Longinus. The king carries it everywhere with him.’


‘That is no lance. It is less than a foot in length.’


His companion had laughed. ‘The Holy Lance is more than a thousand years old, Hartelius. The wood on its haft has long since rotted away, leaving only the blade, and a single nail from Christ’s Cross, which has been bound to the bevel with gold thread.’


Both men crossed themselves at the mention of the Redeemer’s name.


‘You have seen it, Heilsburg? You have seen the Holy Lance yourself?’


‘No. No one but the Holy Roman Emperor may look upon it. But whilst it is in his possession, or that of his successors, God is with us. Everything is possible.’


Sick with anticipation, Hartelius cut the leather girth and levered the saddle away from the Turcoman’s carcase. Yes. The pouch was still there, hanging from the pommel straps just as he remembered it.


Hartelius reached down to unlatch the retaining buckles and reveal the Lance, but some power outside himself stayed his fingers six inches from the hasp.


‘No one but the Holy Roman Emperor may look upon it,’ Heilsburg had said.




Hartelius snatched his hand back as if it had been burnt. As a Templar he had taken many vows. Foremost amongst these was his oath to the Grand Master, and, above this even, to his Liege Lord, the Holy Roman Emperor. Such oaths might not be broken, even in the exceptional circumstances of the death of a king, without the oath-breaker risking eternal damnation.


Hartelius used the girth to fashion himself a harness strap, from which he hung the king’s sword and scabbard, together with the leather pouch containing the Holy Lance. When he was satisfied with his arrangements, he secreted the king’s saddle inside the Turcoman’s still reeking stomach, drank his fill from the river, and started in the direction of the camp. Whether it would be his companions he found there, or a triumphant enemy, was entirely in the hands of the Lord. One thing he knew, though – he would smash the Holy Lance to pieces with the pommel of the king’s sword rather than let it fall into any Saracen’s hands.


It took Hartelius three hours to retrace the distance it had taken the river a mere twenty minutes to sweep him. He was in bare feet. Even with the remaining parts of his undershirt wrapped around each foot, every step he took was agony. The ground was rocky and unrelenting. The sun, even this early in June, was fierce. Many times he was forced to stop and retie the Saracen-style turban he had fabricated to protect his facial wound from the flies that hovered eternally around him.


Hartelius only realized that the encampment had been abandoned when he ascended a hill a quarter of a mile short of where the original site had lain. He stared out over the mayhem the crusader knights had left behind them and felt his heart clench inside his chest with shame. He could read the signs as if they were seared across the sand in Gothic script.


Crushed and unmanned by the unexpected death of their king, the knights had gone home. There was no other explanation. The course of their retreat was clear. Hartelius shaded his eyes and tried to discern some further narrative from the chaos left behind by the panicking army.


Yes. A smaller trail did indeed lead on in the direction of Acre. Surely this meant that the Emperor Barbarossa’s son, Frederick VI of Swabia, might nonetheless be pressing onwards to Jerusalem with his remaining knights? Or was this trail the one left behind by the retreating Turkish skirmishers after they had attacked the camp and killed the king?


To retreat at this point seemed to Hartelius an impossibility. If he walked into a trap, so be it. But his duty now lay with the king’s family. He needed to return both the king’s sword and the Holy Lance to its rightful owners. He also needed to explain where and how the king’s body might be retrieved from the river, if such a thing had not already been done.


Hartelius had acted so much on the spur of the moment in following the king into the water that he was still unsure if anyone else had seen him in the confusion caused by the first Turkish onslaught. The attack had occurred near sunset. Most of his companions had been at evening prayers. Hartelius had been excused from attending vespers through being outwearied from guard duty. Such exonerations were customary on campaign, where military realities had long since overcome excessive dogma. Hartelius had been preparing for bed when the Turks struck.


Now, perilously close to despair, Hartelius foraged amongst the detritus left by the retreating knights for some item that he might wear over his sheepskin breeches, which were now in a lamentable condition. He found only a lady’s bliaut, belonging, no doubt, to one of the noble handmaidens being sent from Germany to serve at the court of Sybilla, Queen of Jerusalem, and Countess of Jaffa and Ascalon.


Grimacing at the sun, Hartelius hacked off the ludicrously extended sleeves of the bliaut and abbreviated the ground-scraping hemline of the garment with the point of his sword. Then he rinsed himself clean in the river and slipped the bliaut over his head and into place. The discarded sleeve-cloth could serve as further head protection.


If he must die dressed as a woman, thought Hartelius, so be it. At least he would not die of sunburn.











FOUR


The four horsemen approached him at a gallop, with the sun behind them.


Hartelius freed the king’s sword from its scabbard and took up the port arms position. He decided that he would attempt to bring the lead horseman down and then take cover behind the dead horse. He had been taught this technique as a young squire and had used it numerous times on the battlefield when deprived of his own mount. It felt good to Hartelius to be about to die as a martyr should, protecting the Holy Lance, and with a guaranteed place in heaven as a result. No knight could wish for a better end. At the last possible moment he would slide the Holy Lance under the dead horse, where it would hopefully rot, quickened by his own and the horse’s body fluids, unseen and unrecognized by the enemy.


He was disappointed, therefore, when he recognized the first of the four approaching horsemen by the cant of his silhouette. Its rider was constrained to lean at least thirty degrees off the upright, thanks to a congenitally foreshortened leg. Einhard von Heilsburg was unmistakeable, even in battle.


‘Heilsburg. Put up your weapon. It is I, Hartelius.’


Heilsburg pulled up his horse thirty feet from where Hartelius stood.


‘Hartelius?’


‘Yes.’


‘You are alive?’


‘So it appears.’


‘Why are you wearing a turban? Do you have toothache? Or have you decided to become a Saracen?’


‘I shared a quarrel with a Saracen crossbowman. He instigated the direction of the quarrel and I received its after-effect on my cheek. I needed to protect my wound from the sun.’


Heilsburg slapped his thigh with his gauntleted hand. ‘Why are you dressed in women’s clothing, then? Did the Turk offer to marry you after your temporary misunderstanding?’


‘I am still celibate, Heilsburg. You may rest assured of that. My vows are intact.’ Hartelius leant wearily on his sword. There were moments – and this was one of them – when Heilsburg’s perpetual good humour became a little wearing. ‘These women’s clothes were all I could find to cover me back at the camp. When I dived into the river after the king, I was wearing only my shirt and my sheepskin breeches. Later I used the shirt for bandages and the breeches for decency. I still required protection from the sun, however. The bliaut seemed like a good idea at the time. I realize now that you will never allow me to live this down, so I shall unfortunately have to kill you.’ Hartelius straightened up and made as if he were about to take off the bliaut before engaging in combat.


The three knights with Heilsburg burst out laughing, but Heilsburg’s expression turned serious. ‘Are you telling me you followed our king into the river?’


‘Yes. But I could not save him from drowning. I recovered his sword, though, and the Holy Lance. The king’s Turcoman fetched up on a sandbar some way downstream, and I was able to retrieve these objects from his majesty’s saddle.’


‘You have the Holy Lance?’


Hartelius held up the leather pouch.


The four knights crossed themselves.


Heilsburg unhitched himself from his horse and limped towards his friend. ‘Here. You are tired. Take my mount. The king’s son is encamped a mile down that track. We were sent out in posses of four to check for further marauders. It is lucky we ran into you, Hartelius. The Turks are everywhere. They can smell the scent of carrion on the wind. You would have been dead meat. After they had raped you, of course. The bliaut sets off your beauty very well.’


Hartelius made as if to strike his friend. Then he eased himself into Heilsburg’s vacated saddle. It felt good to be on a charger again. ‘Come, Heilsburg. We can ride like Bactrian camels from Turkestan. You can be the front hump and I the rear. Surely you trust me in this rig?’


Heilsburg forced back a smile. ‘No, Hartelius. You are the bearer of the Holy Lance. I will walk below you, as is fitting. Our Seneschal was killed in the raid. We have only a Marshal left. The Holy Lance’s return will be a cause of great rejoicing to him and to all the remaining knights.’


Hartelius turned to his companions. He was grateful to them for their instant acceptance of a story that other non-knights might have found catastrophically far-fetched. ‘I saw a slug trail leaving the site of our camp. How many men did we lose?’


‘Three-quarters of our fighting force have deserted. There are less than a thousand knights remaining. And only a scant few thousand followers left to minister to our needs and those of our mounts. Many knights committed suicide when they heard of the death of the king. Their bodies are scattered in unmarked graves along the Silifke-Mut road. They will be eaten by turtles, or so the priests tell us. And then basted by demons in the eternal pot.’


‘You have not lost your sense of humour, I see, Fournival.’


‘You neither, Hartelius. But I have to tell you. You make a piss poor woman.’











FIVE


By the time Hartelius and his posse arrived at the outskirts of the fresh camp, they were surrounded by at least fifty knights, all clamouring for news of their dead king. Each moment that passed brought more knights, so that it soon proved impossible for Hartelius to break away from the throng, far less dismount.


The charivari flowed inexorably towards the tent of the king’s twenty-seven-year-old son, Frederick VI of Swabia. Whilst his elder Minnesinger brother, Henry VI of Staufen, was running their father’s kingdom from Frankfurt during the crusade, the as yet unmarried Frederick had been taken along by the Holy Roman Emperor as battle companion and fallback leader. Having just lost three-quarters of his effective fighting force in the panic following his father’s death, Frederick was both fearful for the future and in mourning for a dominant and charismatic father lauded throughout Europe as the greatest Christian king since Charlemagne. If this was a test of his mettle, Frederick was little prepared for it.




‘What is this? What is happening?’ Frederick strode out of his tent, accompanied by his ally, Prince Géza of Hungary. A small group of noblewomen, destined for the Queen of Jerusalem’s court, shadowed the two men.


Hartelius now found himself shunted to the forefront of the mass of mounted knights. He eased himself from the saddle and prostrated himself on the earth. A vast muttering swept over the throng like the reverberation from a flight of starlings, and then fell silent.


‘What is this? Why is this man dressed as a woman? And what is he doing here?’


Some of the ladies began to laugh behind their hands.


Heilsburg limped forwards. To kneel, he first needed to corkscrew his body to one side and then compensate by a second counter-screw, accompanied by a deft backward flick of his leg. The entire performance seemed to fascinate both the crowd and the two paladins facing it.


‘It is Hartelius, Sire. One of your Knights Templar. He has come to tell you of the exact manner of the king’s death. He also wishes to return to you your father’s sword. Together with the Holy Lance.’


Bedlam erupted from the crowd encircling the tent. Cheers became mixed with wailing and weeping and guttural shouts. Frederick Barbarossa had been Germany’s beloved king – a legend both to his family and to his people. His death had been perceived as a sign from God that all was not well in Europe. Might this be God’s countersign?


Hartelius moved towards the Duke of Swabia on his knees, bearing Frederick Barbarossa’s sword in front of him like a talisman. He laid the sword carefully on the ground. Then he unhitched the Turcoman’s girth from around his neck and placed the pouch containing the Holy Lance beside the sword.


‘You retrieved these from my father’s body?’


‘No, Sire. I failed to reach the king before the river took him. Instead, I followed his horse to its place of death. The king’s sword and the Holy Lance were still attached to the saddle.’


‘How was my father killed?’


‘Turkish crossbowmen, my Lord. A quarrel struck the king’s horse. The horse plunged into the river to escape the pain. The king was in full armour. He hung on for some moments whilst the crossbowmen dogged him. I tried to catch up with him but I am a weak swimmer, and I was almost immediately struck on the face by a second quarrel.’ Hartelius revealed his wound. ‘But the cold water revived me and served to numb my pain. When I regained my wits the king was gone. Only his horse remained.’


‘So you know where my father’s body can be found?’


‘The certain place, my Lord. We can dredge the river and retrieve the king’s person, I guarantee it. I will show you exactly where he has fallen. I marked a sosi tree – what we call a plane tree – on the riverbank as I was swept past. It is unmistakeable.’ Hartelius prostrated himself on the ground behind the sword and the Holy Lance.


Frederick inched forward. He was uncomfortably aware that the many mounted knights and their followers were watching his every move. Nobody dared dismount. Only the nicker of the horses and the swishing of their tails against the flies disturbed the pregnant silence. It was as if the throng was waiting for a revelation.


Frederick understood that he was facing his moment of destiny. Whatever he chose to do now would dictate the future progress of the crusade, together with the honour, or dishonour, that would subsequently adhere to his name.


He picked up the pouch containing the Holy Lance. Then he grasped the pommel of his father’s sword and cradled the weapon across his chest. ‘You have done well, Hartelius. What is your full name and noble title?’


‘Johannes von Hartelius, Lord. I have no noble title. That belongs to my elder brother.’


‘Where do you come from?’


‘Bavaria, Lord. Near Saint Quirin.’


‘Which is near Tegernsee Abbey, is it not? Where the Ruodlieb was written? And the Quirinals? And the Game of the Antichrist?’ Frederick found himself smiling. ‘My grandmother, Judith, was Bavarian. I have family there.’


‘Yes, Lord. Your grandmother was the daughter of the Black Duke. My great-uncle was briefly Abbot of Tegernsee before his death. He was accorded the great honour of baptizing her.’


Frederick raised his father’s sword. ‘Rise to one knee, Hartelius.’


Hartelius did as he was bidden.


Frederick brought the flat of the sword down on each of Hartelius’s shoulders in turn. Then he twisted the sword in his hand and lay the virgin side onto the crown of Hartelius’s head and the opposing side against his own forehead. ‘Now stand and take back the pouch that you have brought me.’


Hartelius stood and took the pouch.


‘I dub you Baron Sanct Quirinus. From this moment you and your descendants will be Guardians of the Holy Lance. In perpetuity.’


Hartelius squinted into the sun. ‘In perpetuity? Descendants? But, Lord, my vow of chastity. As a Templar Knight I am constrained not to marry. I can therefore have no children.’


For a moment Frederick looked crestfallen. He briefly closed his eyes. ‘I have done what I have done.’ He turned his full gaze onto a knight standing to his right. ‘Marshal. Can this man be freed from his vows?’


The Marshal stepped forward. He was still in shock following the Seneschal’s unexpected death the day before, followed so swiftly by that of the king. As if that were not enough, he was also smarting from the disgrace brought upon the Templars by the desertion of a significant number of their knights, and the suicide of others. The Marshal was determined not to rock the royal boat before he knew the full extent of his duties, responsibilities and even liabilities. The actions of this young Templar might very well be enough to redeem the honour of the brotherhood.


‘Your action has freed him, my Lord. You stand here as representative of your father. This knight’s oaths were taken, first to your father, then to the Templar confraternity. Such an oath may only be negated by the perception of a greater duty than that owed to the brotherhood. You have pointed to such a duty. The way is clear.’


‘Good. He is exonerated, then. Now we need to find him a wife.’ Frederick turned to the noble ladies behind him. As he did so, he winked at Prince Géza. Both men had long ago chosen mistresses from amongst their number, for, needless to say, the vows of poverty, chastity and obedience taken by most of their followers could hardly be deemed to apply to princes of the blood. ‘Can any of you ladies suture a wound?’


One of the young women had been looking fixedly at Hartelius from the moment he dismounted from his horse. It had become clear to her from the outset that it was her own abandoned bliaut that the knight was wearing. Thanks to this fact she had been one of the first to laugh in delight at the ridiculous picture he made. This alone was her connection to him. But it was enough. She knew this as if a weight were pressing from outside her chest and hard upon her solar plexus. ‘I can suture a wound, Lord.’


‘What is your name, my Lady?’


‘Adelaïde von Kronach.’


‘So you are also Bavarian?’


‘Yes, Lord. From Upper Franconia.’


‘How old are you?’


‘Fifteen, Lord.’


‘Perfect. If I were to suggest to you that you tend to the Baron’s wounds, and if the two of you were to come to an understanding during this process – in terms of dowry, transfers of property, and suchlike – that you were then to marry him in a binding Muntehe ceremony, might you be amenable to this? I would, of course, underwrite such an agreement in your father’s absence. I am sure he sent papers of lodgement with you?’


Adelaïde could feel all her companions staring at her. Her face turned ashen white. ‘I am your ward, Lord. As are we all until we reach the court of the Queen of Jerusalem. My father has placed me in your hands. And yes. I have my papers of lodgement. It was always expected that I would marry whilst at the Queen’s court, and with the Queen’s permission. But I am not as yet under her tutelage. I will do as you wish.’


‘Excellent. Hartelius?’


Hartelius was struck dumb. In less than two minutes he had moved from being an inconsequential younger son, dedicated for the span of his mortal life to chastity, poverty and obedience as a Templar, to being a soon-to-be-married Baron and hereditary Guardian of the Holy Lance. He wondered for a moment whether his wound had become infected and he was imagining all this. Was he still lying inside the belly of the king’s Turcoman and fever dreaming? But no. The icy waters of the Saleph had cleansed and anaesthetized his wound. There was no fever. And now this elegant young woman – his future wife – would soon be leaning over him and suturing his wound with hemp. Never – beyond his mother and his nurse – had any woman been allowed to touch his body. His battle wounds, his jousting knocks, even the care of his hair and beard and teeth, had all been vouchsafed to men. The prospect facing him was therefore quite extraordinary.


‘Hartelius? What do you say? Will you agree to a verba de praesenti without the presence of clergy?’


Hartelius opened his eyes as wide as he was able. He feared that he might be about to plunge forward and measure his length on the ground. ‘If my Lady will agree to tend to my wounds. And if she is not put off by this proximity to my person, who am unused to women. And if she respond positively to my request for her hand at the despontatio. Then will I agree to the verba de praesenti.’


‘Good. That is settled, then. In one week from now you and your wife will return to my brother’s court. I will provide you with a suitable escort. You will take my father’s sword and the Holy Lance with you, Hartelius, and you will personally place them in my brother’s hands, together with a full account of what has befallen our father. One of our Turkish notaries will transcribe a record of all that has occurred to be given to my father’s advisors. We remaining crusaders, meanwhile, will fulfil our holy vows. We will first take Acre, and then Jerusalem.’


The assembled knights cheered the Duke of Swabia. The feeling around the camp had changed, in an instant, from desolation to hope. Frederick felt more than satisfied with his morning’s work.


Johannes von Hartelius, on the other hand, beset by wounds, blood loss and dehydration, drifted slowly to his knees. He appeared to hover for a moment between the earth and the air, almost as if he were estimating the potential value of each.


Then he yielded to nature and to the forces of gravity and pitched headlong onto the ground.











SIX


Syrian Air Flight 106 from Damascus


17 JULY 2012


‘What in God’s name made you do it?’


‘Do what, Amira?’


‘You know what I’m talking about.’


‘No, I don’t.’


‘Yes, you do.’


John Hart and Amira Eisenberger were standing in the rear galley of the early morning Syrian Air flight from Damascus, via Aleppo, to London. It was the first time they had been alone together since their sequestration. They had been escorted onto the plane in handcuffs by the Syrian police. They had not been allowed to pack their own cases. But they had been made to pay for their flights in hard currency and encouraged to add a hefty tip on top of the ticket price to make up for the inconvenience they had caused their captors and to recompense them for the fuel used in ferrying them around town. It was made clear to them at the time that it was either that or spend another few days in one of Assad’s jails, this time communally. Amira, who was on a significantly more advantageous expense account than Hart, had, under protest, divvied up for them both.


Hart filled two plastic cups with ice. He took out two of the whisky miniatures he kept hidden beneath the false floor of his holdall and cracked their caps. He poured the whisky over the ice. When Amira shook her head, he transferred her whisky into his own cup and threw the unused cup into the trash bin. He loved the crackle the whisky made when it kissed the ice and the scent of the Bailie Nicol Jarvie in his nostrils. One needed to be alive to enjoy such things. And free. And – against all the odds – he was both.


‘By “do it”, do you mean clatter in on my white destrier to your aid when I might have turned round and run away?’


‘No. You were right to do that – I am a fellow journalist. I mean throw yourself across me when that man was threatening to shoot. What do you think that would have achieved? Apart from sending me to my grave covered in bruises?’


Hart took a sip of his whisky. He held onto it for a moment, letting the fumes filter through the roof of his mouth, then swallowed. ‘I wasn’t thinking. I just did it.’


‘The story of your life, then.’


Hart took a second sip of his drink. This one he held for even longer. Amira was an Aquarius, he told himself. An idealist. She viewed humanity as a mass that needed to be saved. Not as a collection of individuals, each with their own eccentricities and modes of behaviour. Hart, a Robin Hood Aries of the old school, thought he understood this. But it blindsided him every time.




His phone buzzed, saving him from having to respond. He retrieved it from his shirt pocket and squinted at the display. ‘I need to take this. It’s my mother.’


‘We’re on a plane, John. Using mobile phones is forbidden.’


‘My mother doesn’t know that.’


Hart moved away from Amira and went to stand by the porthole. He stared at the passing clouds as if they might hold the answer to some question he had not as yet managed to formulate.


‘Yes, Mum. I’m all right, Mum. The Syrians just decided to throw us out, that’s all. Nothing heavier than that. No, Mum. They didn’t imprison us. They didn’t torture us. They didn’t hold us to ransom.’


There were pauses in between each answer whilst Hart attempted to digest the question. His mother was crowding the line in her panic. She was in the early stages of dementia, and still frighteningly aware. He could feel Amira staring at the back of his head, but he refused to turn round.


‘I’m sorry? What did you just say? You’re handing me over to Clive? Why would you do that, for Pete’s sake?’


Hart sighed. He signalled to Amira for a pen and paper. He stood with the phone trapped between his ear and his shoulder and began to write.


‘Yup. Okay, Clive. Yup. I got that.’ There was a long pause whilst he scribbled something down in longhand. ‘Thank you for passing on the message. Yes. Thanks. I’m glad my mother’s all right. Seriously. Yes. I know you’re doing everything you can in the circumstances. I appreciate that. And yes, I’ll send you the cheque as we agreed. Thank you, Clive. Thank you. Would you please pass me back to Mum for a moment?’


The connection ended and Hart stared at his phone.


‘Who is Clive?’ said Amira.


‘My honorary stepfather. Or so he likes to call himself.’


‘Did he just hang up on you?’


‘No. He hasn’t got the imagination. The connection broke. Or Clive pressed the off switch before he had time to listen to what I was asking him. I’m used to it. He does it all the time.’ He blew air out through his lips. ‘Both of them are off their trolley. Only in subtly different ways. My mother chemically, Clive genetically. But it no longer matters. The damage has been done.’


‘What damage?’


Hart shook his head. He motioned for Amira to precede him back to their seats. She eased her way through to the window and he sat down beside her. He spent a long time rearranging the cup on his tray whilst Amira stared at him.


‘John. What is this damage you’re talking about?’


Hart rubbed his forehead, his elbows outspread like butterfly wings. ‘It concerns my father.’


‘Clive?’


‘No. My real father. My American father. James Hart.’


‘Your American father? I didn’t know you were American. You never told me you were American. You don’t sound American. You don’t even look American.’


‘That’s because I’m not American. My mother is English. I was born in the Bristol Royal Infirmary. My father left my mother when I was three years old. Some sort of breakdown, apparently. But then I no longer know what to believe when it comes from my mother. Half of what she tells me stems from memories she can’t be sure she ever really had. One thing I do know, though: my father now lives in Guatemala. Under a false name.’


‘Why would he use a false name?’


‘Maybe he’s become one of those nutters who thinks the CIA is after him? Or the Internal Revenue Service? Or the Child Support Agency? I haven’t seen the man for thirty-six years, Amira, so I really don’t know. He’s calling himself Roger Pope, according to Clive. Well, at least the bastard has a sense of humour.’


‘John. Stop joking please. You joke about everything.’


Hart closed his eyes. He let out a ragged breath. ‘My father is dying. Clive tells me he phoned my mother and told her he needs to see me. Urgently. To pass some kind of message on to me. Something of crucial importance that has only recently come to light. And my mother, being my mother, promised him that I would go.’


‘And she’s sure that it was him?’


‘She’s not that far gone, Amira. She was married to the man for seven years.’


‘And you’re planning to go?’


Hart shrugged. ‘Yesterday, before that stuff happened in the square, I’d have said no. That nothing on earth would get me out of Syria. That my father could go fuck himself. But suddenly, for the first time in years, I’m a man with no assignment. And no cameras.’ Hart made a phantom pass towards his chest, as if he was responding to some ancient muscle memory known only to photojournalists. ‘Staring down the barrel of that pistol has shaken me up. Last night I dreamt of the kid we might have had together. That he was talking to me. Urging me towards something. But I couldn’t make out what he was saying. Maybe my father feels the same way about me? Maybe he has the same nightmare? Maybe he wants to apologize for leaving me when I was three? I suppose I should be grateful that he didn’t persuade my mother to have me aborted.’


Amira grasped Hart’s arm. Her face was ashen. ‘I had to abort our baby, John. You know that. I’ve told you over and over why I never wanted to bring children into this filthy, stinking world. Why I never wanted to be a mother.’ She struck her chest with her fist. ‘I’m a journalist. And a good one. That is who I am. Nothing else. My career is the whole of me. You knew that right from the start. I thought we were agreed on that? That the rest was just icing?’


‘You might have asked me. About our baby.’


‘I know what you would have said.’


‘And what’s that?’


Amira turned her face away from him and refused to answer.











SEVEN


The Hitlerbunker, Reich Chancellery, Berlin


29 APRIL 1945


‘We’re dead.’


Inge von Hartelius stared at her husband. ‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean that we’re dead.’ The colonel held out the palm of his hand. Two blue ampoules nestled in the valley formed by his headline, his lifeline and his mound of Venus. ‘The Führer gave these to me. He assures me that he has had them tested out on his Alsatian, Blondi, and that they work. Actual tears sprang into his eyes as he told me. Now he’s handing them around to his people as if they are lollipops.’ Hartelius gave an involuntary shudder, as if someone, somewhere, had just walked over his grave. He glanced up at the ceiling of the anteroom and raised his voice. ‘It is a great honour to be asked to die with the Führer.’ He lowered his voice to little more than a whisper. ‘They’re potassium cyanide. Two hundred milligrams. Bite one and you lose consciousness in seconds.’


‘How…’




‘Heart attack.’


‘I mean how long will it take for us to die? If we’re desperate enough, or stupid enough, or frightened enough to bite on one of these things?’


Hartelius pocketed the pills. He reached for his wife’s left hand, squeezed it in both of his own, and kissed the ring finger. It was a long-standing ritual, and each recognized its significance. ‘The actual time span is irrelevant, Schatzi, because we will no longer be conscious of the process once it has begun. In reality, between thirty minutes and three-quarters of an hour. But even if the Ivans burst in just as we are taking them, they will not be able to resuscitate us or avenge themselves on our bodies in any way that we will notice. From the moment we bite into these we will be freed from any such nonsense.’


‘But what about –’


‘Inge. No.’ Hartelius pressed a finger to his wife’s lips. His gaze travelled round the upper corners of the anteroom. He cleared his throat and raised his voice. ‘Ever since the July plot the Führer has become justifiably suspicious.’ He rolled his eyes to show that he was in deadly earnest about the possible presence of microphones. ‘All of us are searched. Nobody is immune. Not even our generals. Yesterday he had the traitor Fegelein brought in. His own brother-in-law, I tell you, accused of conniving with that sewer rat Himmler. The Führer has brought in Müller of the Gestapo to question him personally. This is happening as we speak. Then he is to be taken out and shot. Good riddance, I say.’




Colonel Freiherr von Hartelius raised his hands in mute supplication as if to apologize to God for the gulf between his words and their meaning. He was a Wehrmacht officer. A career soldier. Instinctively non-political. For the past two years he had seen Adolf Hitler steadily arrogate all military power and all strategic decision-making solely onto himself. First it was the fifty-six-year-old and otherwise healthy General Guderian who had been overruled and forced to take sick leave; now it was General Krebs’s turn. Everybody knew that the daily strategy meetings held in the bunker had become little more than a screaming match in which Hitler blamed everybody but himself for the imminent collapse of the thousand-year Reich. He was the Gröfaz, after all – the greatest commander-in-chief of all time.


‘But Johannes. Why did the Führer order me to fly you out here if all he intends for us to do is to die with him? It’s grotesque. And why us? What significance do we have? We are little people compared to the Bormanns and the Goebbels of this world.’


Hartelius shrugged. ‘Because they couldn’t spare any male pilots, I suppose. And you just happen to be number two on the Führer’s favoured list of celebrity female test pilots. You also happen to be my wife, Schätzchen, and I’m not able to fly a plane to save my life. Lieutenant Colonel Weiss just explained to me that we were called in as last-minute replacements for another husband-and-wife team. Any guesses who they might be, in the light of what I’ve just said?’


Inge von Hartelius rolled her eyes.




‘Yes. General Ritter von Greim and Hanna Reitsch. Who are unfortunately a little higher up in the pecking order than we are. Even though they are not, strictly speaking, married.’ Hartelius’s laugh was almost a bark. Test pilot Hanna Reitsch, alongside film-maker Leni Riefenstahl, was the most famous woman in wartime Germany, and her affair with von Greim was an open secret. ‘The pair flew in on the twenty-sixth. But just as Greim was landing his Fieseler Storch on the East–West Axis, they were hit by a Russian artillery shell. It blew out the bottom of the plane and damaged Greim’s foot. I got all this verbatim from von Loringhoven, who is one of Krebs’s aides. Hanna Reitsch had to take the controls herself and land the plane. But Greim has since recovered and the Führer has sent them away again. Greim has been promoted to Field Marshal, apparently, and is now in charge of the Luftwaffe.’


Inge began to mouth the words ‘what Luftwaffe?’ but her gesture was swamped by the crump of incoming Russian shells landing on the nearby Chancellery.


The vibrations in the Hitlerbunker were more or less constant now. Water trickled everywhere – down the corridors, down the walls, from the ceiling – and the smell of unevacuated waste was overpowering. As Hartelius and his wife waited for the shelling to diminish, the emergency lights began to flicker. Smoke and dust drifted underneath the doors and through the ventilation shafts as if strobe lit.


Inge von Hartelius could no longer control her outrage. ‘That whore Reitsch didn’t steal my plane, did she, Johannes? You understand why I am asking you this?’ She glanced up at the ceiling in an echo of her husband’s acknowledgment that there might be listening devices. ‘As one of the few women left in this house of fools, everybody treats me as if I am invisible. Even the secretaries refuse to acknowledge me. I would like to crack their simpering heads together.’


‘I understand very well why you are asking me this.’ Hartelius begged her with his eyes to be discreet. ‘Von Loringhoven informed me that the lovebirds flew out in an Arado Trainer, not a Fieseler Storch. And from the far side of the Tiergarten. Also that they landed safely at Rechlin Airport. So it is still possible to get out of here if one is allowed to purchase a suitable lottery ticket.’ Hartelius pointed up at the light brackets and then to his ear. ‘Your plane is still on the Charlottenburger Chaussee. The Führer has ordered his men to keep it on standby.’


‘For him and Eva Braun?’


‘Absolutely not. The Führer has made it very clear that he means to die here with his wife.’


‘His wife?’


‘He and Frau Hitler were married last night. Things move fast here in Berlin.’ Hartelius lowered his voice again. ‘Though not as fast as the Ivans, apparently. They are within two hundred metres of the bunker as we speak. Only the two thousand men of the SS Mohnke Brigade stand between us and Götterdämmerung. Normally, I wouldn’t trust the SS further than I can spit. But for once we must be grateful for their crass stupidity.’




Inge von Hartelius took her husband’s hand. ‘Why don’t we make a break for it, Joni? If we can somehow reach the plane I could still fly us out.’


‘What? You mean bluster our way through?’


‘Yes. You’ve always been particularly good at that.’


Hartelius gave another of his barking laughs. He loved it when his wife made fun of him. He lowered his voice to match his wife’s. ‘Impossible. These fanatisch glaübig SS diehards who stand between us and Armageddon also stand between us and freedom. And all officers have been disarmed on the Führer’s direct order. If he doesn’t want us to leave, we don’t leave. It’s as simple as that.’ He squeezed his wife’s hand. ‘We have been allocated a bedroom in which to rest after our flight, Schatzi. May I suggest that we withdraw there, barricade the door and go to bed? When we hear the first grenades going off in the corridors, we can say our farewells to each other and crack down on our pills. In the interim, I know exactly what I would like to do with my remaining time on this earth. If you are agreeable, that is?’


‘But how can we…’


Hartelius lowered his voice to a hoarse whisper. ‘Schatzi. No. He is safe for the time being. I promise you this. We cannot think about him. We cannot even talk about him. Saving a miracle, we are both going to die in this place. It is a certainty. I beg you, please, to believe what I am telling you. And to make your peace.’











EIGHT


The fourteen-year-old boy had been watching the gap between the two buildings for twelve hours now. His stomach felt as if rats were gnawing at his entrails. Each hour, the hunger pains got worse. But he had been told by the SS sergeant to wait until the first Russian tank rounded the corner, fire his Panzerfaust, and only then retreat. Failing that, he would be shot. If he knocked out the Russian tank, on the other hand, the Führer would congratulate him. Personally. And give him a medal. For he would have helped save Germany.


The boy glanced down at his Hitler Youth uniform. He rubbed the brass belt buckle with the back of his sleeve. Then he took off his crusher cap and looked at the badge. He began polishing the buttons on his blouson.


Yevgeny Lebedintsev grinned as he watched the boy through the telescopic sight of his Mosinka sniper rifle. He had been watching him for more than an hour, ever since he had slithered along the upper floor of the abandoned warehouse and taken up his position covering the square. When the first friendly tank approached the turning he would have to take the boy out. It would make him sad to shoot such a young boy, but it was his duty. Take him out earlier and another would replace him, but possibly in a less amenable position. This Yevgeny could not countenance. It might lose his people a Betushka or, God forbid, a T-34. And such tanks, in the battle for Berlin, could mean the difference between stalemate and victory. Meanwhile Yevgeny would wait and see if a better target came along first. If that happened he could spare the boy with a clear conscience.


The boy reminded him of his younger brother, Valentin. Valentin was thirteen. He was the apple of their mother’s eye. If the war ran on for another two years and Valentin was taken as a soldier, their mother would pine away. It was as simple as that. So it was Yevgeny’s duty to foreshorten the war as far as it was in his power to do so. To this end he had killed 143 men. Of these, 117 had been in Stalingrad, the remainder in the seemingly endless run-up to the battle for Berlin. His teacher, Vasya Zaytsev, whom they all looked up to, had killed many more: 257 in total. But 143 was good. Good enough for one of the master’s zaichata – one of Vasya’s ‘leverets’, as his sniper students were called.


Yevgeny caught movement out of the corner of his eye. He waited ten seconds, and then swivelled his head at considerably less than what Vasya used to call the ‘speed of a rutting tortoise’. He saw the SS lieutenant colonel dart from one ruined doorway to another. Yevgeny swore under his breath, but the expletive stemmed more from astonishment than anger. What was a shit-kicker SS officer with a briefcase and no weapon in his hand doing alone on the battlefield? Collecting for the German Red Cross?


Yevgeny inched the Mosinka round so that the 3.5 power PU fixed-focus sights bracketed the last doorway which the shit-kicker had entered. He waited with indrawn breath.


The officer burst from the doorway and Yevgeny shot him. The shit-kicker spun wildly round and plunged back through the threshold.


‘Fucking acrobat.’ Yevgeny checked the ground outside the doorway through his telescopic sight. Yes. There were gouts of blood on the ground. The bastard was probably lung shot. He wouldn’t last long.


The boy sprinted through Yevgeny’s field of vision, almost slipping on the blood, and then disappeared into the doorway. Yevgeny grunted. ‘You’re a brave little squirrel.’ He had already reloaded. The good news was that the boy had abandoned his Panzerfaust, so that danger was at least past.


Inside the ruined house the boy crouched over the wounded officer. ‘Sir. Sir. What can I do?’


Obersturmbannführer Baldur Pfeidler knew that he had only minutes left to live. The sniper had got him through both lungs. Already the pain of breathing was threatening to make him delirious. He coughed up some blood. It tasted like the scrapings from a metal pannikin. It struck him as strange that his body could change from functional to dysfunctional in the space of a few seconds.




‘Your name?’


‘Scheuer, sir.’


‘Age?’


‘Seventeen, sir.’


‘Don’t shit with me, boy. I haven’t the time.’


‘Fourteen, sir.’


‘Anyone out there with you?’


‘No, sir.’


‘So you’re the front line?’


‘Yes, sir.’


Pfeidler sighed. So this was how it was going to be? Pfeidler was the sole survivor of six officer volunteers whose task it was to carry an important dispatch from the Tiergarten to the Hitlerbunker and place it directly into the Führer’s hands. As luck would have it they had stumbled into a Russian patrol within five minutes of starting out and been massacred. Pfeidler, the only survivor, had been on the run ever since with the briefcase he had liberated from a gutshot Wehrmacht major whose name he did not even know.


‘You are to take this.’ Pfeidler canted his head towards the briefcase. ‘The sniper who shot me will be covering that doorway waiting for you to emerge. You must exit by another route.’


‘But sir? Where am I to go with it?’


‘You know where the Reich Chancellery is?’


‘Yes, sir. Five hundred metres behind us. My mother used to clean there.’


‘And the bunker?’




‘Yes, sir. Below the Chancellery.’


‘Take this briefcase to the Führer. Place it directly in his hands. No one else’s. Take the Luger from my holster. If anyone tries to stop you, kill them.’ Pfeidler coughed up some more blood. This time it was lighter in colour. Bright red rather than crimson. Pfeidler knew that this was because it was mixed with oxygen from his lungs. He had only moments left. ‘When I die, take the ID tag from around my neck. You will need this to show to the SS guards surrounding the Führer. Listen to me, boy. Don’t look away. Take my medals too. These will prove to the guards who I am. They will let you through. Give them my pistol when they ask for it. You will not be allowed into the presence of the Führer bearing it.’


Pfeidler felt a great pressure on his chest, as if a heavy man was standing on him with the full extent of his weight.


‘Gerda,’ he whispered.


Then he died.


The boy burst into tears. For a long time he sat beside the officer, weeping. His father had been killed during the Battle of Kursk nine months earlier. Now he wept both for his father and for the man lying beside him. He wept also for his childhood, and the loss of it. For his mother, and her widow’s grief. For his sister, and the broken country that she would inherit. Hans Scheuer did not understand that he was weeping for all these things. If such a thing were explained to him, he would have made a face and ducked his head to one side, laughing.




When he was finished crying, he stood up. He had forgotten all about the sniper. He ran out through the same entrance he had entered by.


Yevgeny Lebedintsev let the boy pass. He knew it was a stupid thing to do, but there it was. The boy resembled his brother, Valentin, too closely for comfort. Someone, somewhere, might one day spare Valentin just as he had spared the boy. Such things happened. He knew it. His mother had the second sight. She had brought him up to believe that certain things were fated.


He watched the boy darting through the rubble but did not vary his rifle’s position. The boy’s own people would probably kill him on the assumption that he was running away. Yevgeny had seen this happen many times now. Even the Red Army’s own Commissars had been ordered to do similar things to Russian troops who funked battle. Such was warfare. Yevgeny was pleased that he had let the boy live and instead killed the shit-kicker SS officer. This was the correct way of things. He inched his way back from the blasted-out window and took up a new position further along the building. Someone would soon come to claim the boy’s abandoned Panzerfaust and he would kill them. That, too, was the correct way of things.


The boy, Hans Scheuer, zigzagged through the rubble like a hare pursued by gazehounds. At every moment he expected to be shot in the back. At the very last instant before hurtling through the door he had remembered the lieutenant colonel’s warning about the sniper, but by then it was too late. He stopped thinking about the sniper and began thinking about the SS sergeant. He had left the Panzerfaust behind him in the trench. Such a thing was tantamount to treason. He deserved to be shot.


Hans ran and ran. He ran until his lungs burned with the effort. He was running towards the Führer. He had been tasked by a senior officer with an important mission. The Führer would realize that he was not running away and give him a medal. He would show his mother the medal and she would be proud of him. She would rub his hair the way she did when she was particularly pleased, and then give him a gingerbread man, which he would eat with a tall glass of creamy milk, straight from the cow. All the neighbours would turn out to see his medal. Arthur Axmann himself, the national leader of the Hitler Youth, would come by to admire it. The mayor would tell Hans to take the medal back to his school and show it off in front of his class.


Young Hans Scheuer never felt the bullet that killed him. It was fired by SS Master Sergeant Friedhelm Eberhard. He had warned Scheuer not to abandon his post until the Russian tanks came calling. Scheuer deserved to die. If everybody behaved as he did, there would be chaos. As it was, things had already descended into a state of anarchic disorder. Eberhard considered himself one of the final bulwarks of civilization against the Red Army hordes that threatened the Fatherland. Killing cowards was a necessary part of his duties. The traitor Scheuer was lucky not to have been hanged from a lamp post like the three men Eberhard and his gang had encountered the day before. The bastards had even changed into civilian clothes. But Eberhard knew a military haircut when he saw one. The court – of which he was the only functional member – had condemned the men out of hand. They had been strung up within minutes, with signs hung round their necks as a warning to others.


Eberhard turned the boy over with his foot. He was taken aback by how little he weighed. Where had the snivelling tick found a Luger and a briefcase? And what were these? Medals? The identity discs of an SS lieutenant colonel? Had Scheuer been plundering the dead as well as running?


Eberhard broke open the hasp of the briefcase with his combat knife. What he saw turned his skin as cold as if he had inadvertently swum through an ice current. The documents inside the briefcase were marked ‘For The Führer’s Eyes Only’. Eberhard looked around. Some of his men were watching him. Eberhard could see disgust at his action in killing the boy written all over their faces.


‘This traitor has been plundering the body of an SS officer. Look. He has stolen the medals and identity tags of one Obersturmbannführer Baldur Pfeidler. Here. This one is a Knight’s Cross. And this one a Close Combat Clasp in gold. The man he stole from was a hero of the Reich.’ Eberhard held out the medals as proof. He glanced down at the boy’s body. Maybe the boy had been running back to bring him the briefcase? Maybe he had made a mistake in shooting him?


Eberhard forced the thought from his mind. In war, everything was justified if it led to victory. That’s what they had taught him during training at Bad Tölz, and that’s what he believed. Whichever way you chose to look at it, the boy had died for his Fatherland.


‘You. You are not one of mine. What is your name?’ Eberhard asked of one of the men standing near him.


‘Gerlacher, Sergeant.’


‘Go and take over Scheuer’s Panzerfaust, Gerlacher. The first Russian tank that rounds the corner – paff. No need to tell you what happens to cowards. You’ve just seen.’


‘Yes, Sergeant. There is no need.’


‘I shall be gone for a while. I am needed at the Führerbunker. This briefcase Scheuer stole contains a document of the utmost importance to the Reich. A safe pair of hands must deliver it.’


Eberhard didn’t wait for a reply. He started off immediately in the direction of the bunker. When next he turned back to look, some of his men were clustering round the body of the Hitler Youth boy.


Well. They could transform themselves into sitting targets if they so desired. He had other fish to fry.


By the time he had rounded the first corner, Eberhard had convinced himself that what he carried in the briefcase would garner him at the very least a commendation. Possibly even a promotion. Perhaps even a medal.


But best of all it carried with it the chance of meeting the Führer himself.











NINE


Adolf Hitler looked like an old man. At fifty-six years and nine days old, he was developing the beginnings of a dowager’s hump from stooping, dropping his head, and hunching his shoulders. His skin was ash-coloured from lack of sunlight, and his eyes and expression were dull. He wore blue-tinted glasses. When he walked he dragged his left leg and shuffled. During the past nine months he had developed the habit of favouring his left arm following the damage his right arm had received in the July 1944 assassination plot, making him seem lopsided when he approached people.


But for Master Sergeant Friedhelm Eberhard, the evidence of his own eyes was irrelevant. He had worshipped the Führer for so long from afar that the reality he saw in front of him bore no relation to the picture his mind succeeded in conjuring up. To him, as he stood there in the Führer’s personal study, the man who took the briefcase from him seemed God-like. And to serve such a man was the equivalent of a divine commission.




‘How did you come by this item?’ There were stress lines on Adolf Hitler’s cheeks, and dried spittle at the corner of his mouth from a recent outbreak of shouting.


‘I took it from a dead Russian soldier, Mein Führer.’ Eberhard had pocketed Lieutenant Colonel Pfeidler’s medals and wasn’t about to give them up. After the war was over he could claim them as his own. Failing that, they might be worth money. He had tossed Pfeidler’s ID tag into the rubble, where it belonged. And to hell with the boy he had killed.


‘Extraordinary.’ Hitler exchanged his blue-tinted glasses for a pair of reading glasses, painstakingly checked the condition of the official seal on the document wallet, then sliced through it with a penknife. He drew out the covering letter and read it. The hand holding the letter shook like that of a drunkard, so that the letter flapped limply, like a handkerchief farewell. ‘Quite extraordinary.’ As Hitler read further, a smile crossed his face. The smile steadily grew, and Hitler seemed to grow with it, until he resembled a partially inflated caricature of the man who had ordered the invasion of Poland in 1939. ‘Bormann!’ he shouted. ‘Bormann and Goebbels. I want them in here. Now.’


One of the SS guards standing by the study door saluted, swivelled on his heel and left the room.


Hitler began to laugh.


Eberhard stood aghast. What was going on? Why was the Führer in such high spirits? What could possibly have been inside the briefcase to cause such jubilation? For even Eberhard, a past master at wishful thinking, saw little or nothing to be jubilant about in the present crisis confronting the Reich.


As Eberhard watched, Adolf Hitler cut what amounted to a caper on the carpet in front of him. In reality it looked more like the uncontrolled gyrations of a madman. To Eberhard, however, Hitler’s dance resembled nothing so much as the victory jig he had seen the Führer do on newsreels after receiving news about the capitulation of Paris to German forces in June 1940.


‘You.’ Hitler pointed to the second guard. ‘Fetch me Colonel von Hartelius and his wife.’


‘They have retired, Mein Führer.’


‘Then un-retire them. They are to bring everything necessary for a journey. A long journey.’ The Führer clapped his hands together like a child impatient for his Christmas present.


Eberhard was left alone with his leader.


‘You know what is in here, Sergeant? What is on this piece of paper? What it says?’


‘No, Mein Führer. Of course not. It was marked for your personal attention only. I would have cut off my right arm at the shoulder rather than open it.’


‘Good. Excellent. You shall be rewarded for this. And you may keep your arm for the time being. I wish there were more men like you, Sergeant. Then we wouldn’t be in this pretty pass. Instead I have to deal with roomfuls of blithering incompetents.’ Hitler’s attention wavered. He stared for ten seconds at the skirting board. Then he slapped the paper in his hand and focused all his attention back on Eberhard. ‘As of this instant I am promoting you to sergeant major. My housekeeper will sew on your new collar tabs. Go to the armoury and procure yourself a weapon. Also two officers’ pistols and spare clips. One of my adjutants will see that you have all you need. Then wait outside until I call you.’


Eberhard saluted. He felt as if Hitler’s gaze had pierced his very soul.


‘Wait. You know how to get to the East–West Axis, don’t you?’


‘Of course, Mein Führer. I have been there many times.’


‘Can you get there still? Given the prevailing conditions? You can assure me of this?’


‘Yes, Mein Führer. We are dug in like moles out there. The Tiergarten is still very much in our hands, and is likely to remain so. Which means the Charlottenburger Chaussee is too. At least as far as the Victory Column.’ If Eberhard felt uncomfortable mentioning the Victory Column, he hid it well. Even so, his voice ended on a dying fall. There was a limit to the amount of self-deception even a dyed-in-the-wool Panglossian like Eberhard could conjure up.


Hitler had heard what he wanted to hear. ‘You will leave the bunker by the Kannenberggang. You will guide Colonel von Hartelius and his wife to their Storch. The plane is being held in readiness for them on the East–West Axis, one hundred metres due east of the Brandenburg Gate. When they reach it, you will see them safely aboard and into the air before returning and reporting to me personally.’ Hitler slapped the desk with the paper he was holding. ‘Into the air.’


‘Yes, Mein Führer.’


‘Now go and fetch the weapons. Then wait outside.’


As Eberhard left the study, he could hear Hitler cackling behind him. To Eberhard’s ears the sound resembled not the pathetic croaking of a beaten man but the triumphant cawing of a hawk, stooping onto its prey.


Not for the first time in his life Eberhard thanked whatever forces controlled his destiny for providing him with such a forceful and charismatic leader as the Führer. Germany could never be beaten when led by such a man. It was inconceivable. Something would always turn up. And Eberhard suspected that the documents contained within the briefcase he had just delivered constituted exactly that expected miracle.











TEN


Hartelius had just finished making love to his wife when the knock sounded. It was a military knock – forceful, ordered, and impossible to ignore.


Inge von Hartelius, whose real pleasure lay in the series of post-coital orgasms her husband nearly always provided her with, gave one final shunt of her hips and dismounted.


Hartelius wriggled out from underneath her and padded to the door. He threw aside the barricade he had constructed from two library chairs and flipped back the bolt.


The SS guard standing in the corridor affected not to notice that Hartelius was stark naked, and his member still semi-erect. ‘The Führer requires your presence and that of Frau von Hartelius in his study immediately, Colonel. You are ordered to prepare yourselves for a long journey. Bring all that you need with you. You will not be returning to this room after the interview.’ The direction of the guard’s gaze flickered briefly over Hartelius’s shoulder, and then shifted once again to neutral.




Hartelius gave a snort. He knew better than to prod the guard for any additional information. In the prevailing circumstances it would be absurd. ‘We’ll be ready in ten minutes. No. Make that fifteen. There is a lady involved.’ Hartelius slammed the door in the guard’s face. He couldn’t abide the SS. He could scarcely even bring himself to acknowledge their absurd uniforms. Far less their Ruritanian customs and ersatz mythology. The man had been unpardonably abrupt, given the differences in their rank. ‘You heard?’


Inge von Hartelius was already slipping into her underwear. ‘Of course I heard. You were both shouting at the tops of your voices.’ She finished attaching her stockings to her garter belt and slithered into her favourite Lucien Lelong dress.


Wearing a dress and stockings when you expected to be flying an aeroplane within the next hour, might not, at first glance, make sense. But Inge had come prepared. She understood men. And the Führer was a man like any other. The publicity pictures she had seen of Eva Braun in the follow-up to her sister’s society wedding to General Fegelein showed her elegantly and femininely attired, often with exotic furs draped over her shoulders. Inge had therefore deduced that the clothes Eva wore were a direct reflection of the Führer’s taste – how could it possibly be otherwise, when it was an open secret that the two of them had been lovers since 1931?


‘Wear your smartest outfit, Joni. Medals and all. This may be our last chance to make our mark.’


‘My smartest outfit? Who do you think I am? Marika Roekk?’ Hartelius grinned. Unlike many professional soldiers, he relished the differences between men and women, and the sometimes competing polarities of their thought processes. Despite his pretend outrage, he pulled his best uniform out of his kitbag and began putting it on. His wife was generally right on such matters. ‘What does the carpet-eater want, do you think?’


‘I don’t care what he wants. But I know what I want. I want my plane back.’ She glanced around the room and lowered her voice. ‘And everything that is inside it.’


Twenty minutes later, externally immaculate but still reeking of sex, Johannes and Inge von Hartelius were shown into the Führer’s study.


Martin Bormann and Joseph Goebbels were standing beside the Führer. All three men were laughing in that artificial way men have when they know they are the centre of interest. The SS guard who had escorted the Harteliuses from their quarters saluted and backed out of the door. He took up position in the corridor alongside his companion-in-arms and the frightened-looking female SS-Gefolge guard who had been called in to conduct the mandatory weapons search on Inge. Beside them, his face impassive, stood the newly promoted, and now heavily armed, Sergeant Major Eberhard.


Hartelius snapped out a Hitler salute. Inge did the same. The salute had only been imposed on the Wehrmacht after the July 1944 assassination plot, and it sat badly with the army. Its pragmatic use, however, was mandatory. People had been put into concentration camps for mocking or refusing to use it. Given the top echelon audience in front of him, neither Hartelius nor his wife dared not conform. Both shouted, ‘Heil, Mein Führer!’ in enthusiastic voices.


Hitler gave a lazy crook of his right arm in response. His attention seemed focused elsewhere. His expression, behind the forced levity he and his minions had seen fit to impose on themselves, was dark.


‘A thousand congratulations on your recent marriage, Mein Führer. Please pass on our compliments to Frau Hitler.’


Hartelius raised an eyebrow at his wife’s forthrightness. Well. At least she knew what to say and when to say it. Looking at her, he felt a surge of pride and possessiveness. Twenty minutes ago he had been making love to the beautiful woman beside him, and she had been whispering endearments in his ear. Now they were standing in front of their country’s certifiably insane leader, and two of his equally insane henchmen, bandying social niceties. Fate was a curious thing.


Joseph Goebbels stepped forward. His eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot. His face was covered with red blotches. He wore a rictus grin like a man already dead. ‘You are Colonel Freiherr Johannes von Hartelius, hereditary Guardian of the Holy Lance?’


Hartelius did a double take. The Guardian of the Holy Lance? Was that what all this nonsense was about? The Holy bloody Lance? The object itself was in the basement of an infant school in Nuremberg. On the Panier Platz. Near the entrance to the Oberen Schmied Gasse. Either that or it was at the bottom of Lake Zell, near Salzburg. Depending on which army rumour you had listened to last. But who gave a damn any more about the bloody thing? Or who its hereditary guardian was? The Ivans were at the gates of Berlin. The so-called magic Lance wouldn’t save anybody from them.


‘Are you the person this speaks of?’


Goebbels held out a document. On it were the seals of Frederick VI of Swabia and Henry VI of Staufen. Hartelius noticed that Goebbels’s fingertips were yellow with nicotine. Something of a paradox, as the Führer formally prohibited the smoking of cigarettes in his presence.


Hartelius took the document and held it up to the light. The emergency generator picked exactly that moment to respond to a more than usually concerted Katyusha rocket salvo on the Chancellery. It faltered for ten seconds and then regained its equilibrium. Hartelius had already recognized the document, despite the temporary blackout. It was an exact copy of the one his father had shown him a few weeks before his suicide in October 1938, following the annexation of the Sudetenland. It was painstakingly dated 1190 in Gothic Blackletter.


‘I have seen this document before. Or at least one similar to it. It refers to my namesake, Johannes von Hartelius. The Baron Sanct Quirin.’


‘I know who and what it refers to. Are you this man’s direct male descendant? According to semi-Salic law?’


Direct male descendant? Semi-Salic law? Hartelius forced back a baffled smile. ‘Yes. I suppose I am. Twenty generations later. Maybe more. But yes. I also carry the Uradel title of nobility mentioned in the text. It actually predates the oldest Uradel title, but that is beside the point. I would need to engage in a twenty-year court battle to prove it.’ Hartelius was playing for time. Before this, he had simply looked upon himself as nothing more than a high-ranking courier – albeit with the priceless additional convenience of a test-pilot wife. In the light of what Goebbels was asking him, he was rapidly being forced to reassess the situation in which he found himself.


Goebbels made an impatient gesture. ‘So you are indeed the Guardian of the Holy Lance? What is otherwise known as the Maurice Lance? You are certain of this?’


Hartelius was tempted to burst out laughing. Was this really what these maniacs had brought him and Inge five hundred kilometres to Berlin for? In the final stages of the war to end all wars? To ask him if he was hereditary guardian of some stupid lance that had probably been faked up nine hundred years before by an overzealous priest in order to galvanize recalcitrant crusaders? Were these really the people for whom he had been risking his life these past five years? The comedian in front of him was hardly Frederick Barbarossa now, was he? More like Cruel Frederick in Heinrich Hoffman’s Struwwelpeter stories, who loved to tear the wings off flies, and killed the birds and broke the chairs and threw the kitten down the stairs.


Hartelius could feel Inge’s eyes boring into him. Urging him not to spoil their final chance of freedom. Urging him to respond with caution. ‘Yes, I am certain of this. I am indeed Hereditary Guardian of the Lance.’


‘Excellent.’




Goebbels withdrew and Bormann stepped forward. It was as if the trio had rehearsed their respective moves prior to their appearance in a Marx Brothers movie, thought Hartelius. A nice irony.


‘Do you have children, Freifrau von Hartelius?’ Bormann appeared to be making a specific point by the use of Inge’s honorific title. It didn’t sit well with his butcher’s face and peasant’s body, however. In the haphazard light from the emergency generator he looked more like a character from a painting by Pieter Breughel the Elder than a German Party Minister and de facto General Secretary of the Nazi Party. He was the only one of the three leaders present who did not carry the aura of imminent death about him.


‘Yes. One.’


‘Boy or girl?’


‘A boy.’


‘How old?’


‘Six.’


‘And where is he now?’


Hartelius saw the maternal panic begin to flare on his wife’s face. He cut into her dialogue with Bormann, aping the role of the stern professional soldier with little time for small talk. The paterfamilias. ‘Johannes is with his grandparents in Darmstadt.’


‘Ah. Darmstadt. The first city in Germany to force its Jewish shops to close. We executed Leuschner and Hauback there. Two of our home-grown terrorists.’


‘No,’ Hitler cut in. His voice had a querulous quality, like that of King Lear on the heath talking to his fool. ‘They were executed here in Plötzensee. They came from Darmstadt, though. You are right on that score, Martin. They are in the photo collection. You used to have a better memory for such things in the old days.’


Hartelius was beginning to wonder whether Hitler might be working himself up to passing round the Schnapps? The atmosphere in the room was lurching towards the sentimental and nostalgic. He offered up a silent prayer of thanks that Bormann had veered off the subject of their son. He tried not to think to what the photo collection might refer.


‘Now. To business.’ Hitler pointed one shaking hand at the mid-sized leather suitcase resting on a painted table in the corner of the room. ‘This case contains two things, Colonel. One: the true Holy Lance. Not the ersatz model my people mocked up to fool the idiot Americans. And two…’ Hitler hesitated for a moment. He rubbed at the corners of his mouth with the sleeve of his tunic. ‘Suffice it to say that it contains something of crucial importance to the future of the Reich. Of equal importance – of equal significance even – to the Holy Lance, and in strategic terms, superior even to the V-2 rocket.’ Hitler’s eyes flashed. He resembled, for a moment, a magician who has just withdrawn an enormous lop-eared rabbit from a very small hat.


Hartelius could only nod. He hadn’t the remotest idea where the Führer was heading with his declarations.


‘Tomorrow morning I intend to offer up my life as a final sacrifice to the German Reich.’ Hitler’s gaze turned inward. ‘Frau Hitler, of course, will die alongside me, just as Isolde died alongside Tristan. I shall use the same cyanide tablets I gave to you, Hartelius. But in addition I shall use a pistol.’ Hitler’s bleary eyes gleamed with self-pity. He held up one shaking hand. ‘No. It is pointless to protest.’


Hartelius had not been about to protest, but Hitler was plainly at the stage where he saw only what he chose to see. Hartelius found himself wondering why the Führer was still intent on killing himself moments after taking possession of the plans for a new, all-conquering super weapon? This was, indeed, a house of fools, just as Inge had suggested.


‘To make entirely sure that the Russians will not be able to make use of our bodies in the same way that the communist filth made use of Il Duce’s, two days ago, I have ordered that our corpses be immediately incinerated. Reich Minister Goebbels and Magda, his wife, together with their six children, have requested permission to accompany me.’


‘To accompany you?’ Inge von Hartelius couldn’t help herself. The thought of the six Goebbels children being forcibly killed was too much to bear. She, like everyone else in Germany, had seen perennial images of this perfect Aryan family in endless propaganda magazines and newsreels. ‘Do you mean accompany you to die?’


‘What did you think I meant, Freifrau von Hartelius? Honour to the point of destruction. That is the only possible answer to the dilemma our nation faces. Reich Minister Goebbels and his family, to their eternal credit, have refused my direct order that they leave Berlin and help form the new government. They have chosen to accompany me in death. Head of the Party Chancellery Bormann will represent me in their stead. My decision is final. I have already made my will. Everything is left to the German people. The Reich expects nothing less.’


Hartelius’s eyes flickered towards the leather suitcase. Was Hitler anticipating a round of applause? Hartelius knew that he needed to get everybody back on track and away from their Wagnerian Ring des Nibelungen fantasies, or he and Inge would be doomed along with the rest of the asylum inmates in the impending Götterdämmerung. ‘Where are we to take the suitcase, Mein Führer?’


‘The suitcase. Yes. This must be our number one priority.’ Hitler took off his blue glasses and handed them to Bormann. Bormann inspected them for a moment and then began to clean them on the sleeve of his uniform. ‘The sergeant major – I forget his name, the one you passed outside in the corridor – he will guide you back to your Storch. He has pistols for you both. Also a packed lunch and thermoses of coffee made by my butler. I’m not allocating you extra guards. That would simply draw attention to what you are doing.’ Hitler took the glasses back from Bormann, checked that they were clean, and replaced them on his nose. ‘You will take the suitcase and fly it to Gmund in Bavaria. There you will be met by my representative, Heinrich Rache.’ He glanced at Bormann, who nodded. ‘You know Rache, I believe?’


‘Yes, Mein Führer. I met him before the war. Our parents are near neighbours.’




‘Good. That will make things easier. This is why we have chosen you for this duty. You will hand Rache the suitcase. He will hand you a receipt.’


‘Then what must we do?’


Hitler snorted. ‘If it’s still possible, save yourselves. Failing that…’ He made a scything motion with his left hand. ‘Swallow the pills.’











ELEVEN


Eberhard handed over the pistols unwillingly. But he had very little choice. The colonel had been told to expect them.


‘Come, sir. We must press on. The Ivans are getting closer by the minute.’


‘No, Sergeant Major. Stop. First I must change.’ Inge halted just before the Kannenberggang. She rummaged in her holdall and brought out some overalls and a pair of Luftwaffe pilot’s boots. ‘Avert your gaze please, Sergeant Major.’


Eberhard did as he was told. But he didn’t like it. He’d never in his life been ordered about by a woman. He muttered something under his breath. He could smell the colonel’s wife from nearly two metres away. A mixture of perfume, woman and sex. He heard the whisper her dress made as she slipped it over her head. It sent another gust of scent in his direction. Eberhard desperately wanted to ease his crotch. But he didn’t dare do it in front of the colonel – especially now that he’d been forced to arm the bastard. But somehow he’d have the stuck-up bitch. Somehow.




He glanced down at the suitcase the colonel was carrying. There was more in it than simply the document he had brought with him in the dead colonel’s briefcase. It was filled with cash, no doubt. Swiss francs, probably. Maybe even gold. Bribery money. Why would the Führer send this pair of clowns out of Berlin for any other reason?


A plane. Money. A woman. Eberhard decided that he’d been gifted Christmas, Easter and New Year all in one.


‘What are your specific orders concerning us, Sergeant Major?’


Ah. The colonel had been watching him, then? Eberhard straightened up. Pretending to obey whilst withholding his real character was second nature to him. ‘To see you both onto your plane. Then to report back to the Führer.’


‘Remember that. If I see you staring at this suitcase again, I will shoot you. For you, it doesn’t exist.’


‘No, sir. I didn’t know where to place my eyes, sir. That was all it was.’ So. His suspicions were confirmed. ‘The colonel’s wife, sir. She is ready.’ And so are you, you Wehrmacht shit.


Eberhard led the way to the surface. Each step brought them nearer to the war. Explosions rocked the night. Firelight lit up the sky. Eberhard signalled to an SS soldier sheltering behind a pile of rubble. He made a cutting motion with his hand. The soldier nodded. His face looked grotesque in the half-light. He seemed half-starved.


‘This way.’ Eberhard led Hartelius and his wife into the night, his black uniform blending into the shadows. ‘Stick close behind me. Go where I go. Do what I do. We are five hundred metres from the Brandenburg Gate. Your plane is due east of there.’


‘I know very well where our plane is.’


‘Good. Good. Then if anything happens to me you will be safe, sir.’ Eberhard put all the emphasis he could on the word ‘sir’. He grinned as he said it, knowing that neither of them could see his true expression in the darkness.


Halfway along the western border of the Tiergarten they came to a barricade manned by a detachment of six Hitler Youth. The oldest was perhaps fifteen years old. The youngest, ten. The boys’ eyes widened when they saw the colonel’s bars on Hartelius’s collar.


‘Is this way still open?’


The oldest boy nodded. He swallowed and tried to speak, but he had not had any water for eighteen hours, and his throat seized up on him. He began to cough.


A younger boy held up his hand as though he was still at school.


‘Yes? What is it?’


‘The Ivans. We’ve heard their women soldiers cut off our…’ He ducked his head and looked towards his companions.


‘What? What do they cut off?’ Eberhard pushed forward.


The boys huddled together when they saw that Eberhard was SS.


‘They won’t cut anything off if you kill them first. That is my suggestion to you. Kill the enemy first. That is the secret to survival. You have your weapons. You have your orders. What else is there to discuss?’




Hartelius caught his wife’s gaze. He rolled his eyes. He gave a marginal shake of the head as if to reassure her that this madness wasn’t any of his doing. ‘Sergeant Major. Can’t we send these children back to their mothers?’


Eberhard’s outraged look came straight from silent pictures. ‘If they move from these positions, I will shoot them. Sir. They know this. They will do their duty. This will make their mothers proud. Sir.’ Eberhard forged ahead as if the boys had already ceased to exist.


Hartelius shook his head again and followed his wife. As he passed the last of the boys he whispered, ‘Get out of here when we’re gone. All of you. Ditch your uniforms and go back home. Tell the others. That’s an order.’


The boy stared back at him, naked fear in his eyes.


‘A direct order. Do you hear me? Don’t listen to that turd. I outrank him four times over. Go and see to your mother. She will need all the help she can get in the next few days. We have lost this war. The Ivans own Berlin now. Your duties here are over.’


Once, when the shelling approached too close for comfort, they were forced to hide in a bomb crater until the salvo diminished. Hartelius took his wife’s hand. He pressed both the cyanide tablets into it. ‘These are in case anything happens to me or the plane. Think of them as backup. The Ivans are going to behave like ravening beasts when they break through. No one will be safe from them. No one.’


Eberhard was trying to eavesdrop on their conversation, but Hartelius didn’t care. A feeling of impending doom was overwhelming him. He felt like a man reaching the end of a long journey whose destination he neither knew nor cared about. A pointless journey that had been sprung on him as the result of a practical joke.


When he first saw the Fieseler Storch standing on the concrete sidings of the Charlottenburger Chaussee, Hartelius thought that he was seeing a mirage. How could this possibly be? How could the discipline needed to maintain a plane in satisfactory condition have been upheld in a hellhole such as this? How come no one had made off with it in the seemingly endless fourteen hours since they had landed? How come it hadn’t been struck by a mortar or an incoming shell? Set alight by phosphorous? Broken up for spare parts?


‘You are lucky,’ said Eberhard.


‘I know we are.’


‘No. I mean you are lucky that nobody around here knows how to fly. How long do you think your precious Storch would have lasted, then?’ Eberhard showed his pass to the head of the SS detachment guarding the plane. The man snapped out a Hitler salute when he saw the Führer’s personal seal.


‘Now we get on board.’


‘We?’


‘Yes. We.’


‘But you told me the Führer ordered you to see us safely into the air and then report straight back to him.’


‘That’s what I was told to say. This was a test of your loyalty. I am in fact ordered to come with you. To guard you until you reach your destination.’




Inge von Hartelius stepped forward. She was frowning. This was her plane. She was its captain. Not this SS worm. As a test pilot, she was used to dealing with men who were her inferiors in rank.


‘You can see the size of the cabin, Sergeant Major. Look at it. Three of us will not fit in. Our maximum take-off weight is 1325 kilograms. It will be impossible to lift off with both you and the overload tanks on board. The landing strip is too short. We will need more than the usual hundred feet to get into the air. Not to mention the utter waste of fuel.’


‘But still. You will do it, Freifrau. These are the orders of the Führer. Somehow you will take off. Somehow you will get us to our destination.’


Inge stared at her husband.


Hartelius gave a brief inclination of the head. The men guarding the plane were SS, not Wehrmacht. They would obey Eberhard, not him. Now was not the time to make a fuss, he told Inge with his eyes. Once safely in the air, he would use his pistol on Eberhard. Knock him out. Inge could land in a field somewhere and they could dump him. Save fuel that way. The bastard could look after himself from then on in. They would probably be doing him a favour.


Eberhard caught the look that passed between them. He twitched the barrel of his Schmeisser. Better to be hanged for a sheep as for a lamb. ‘You will hand me your pistols. Now.’


‘What?’


‘You will no longer need them once we are in the air. They will simply weigh you down. They will be safer in my care.’




The three men of the SS detachment guarding the plane snapped to attention when they saw what their sergeant major intended. They, too, were cradling Schmeissers. As far as they were concerned, a Wehrmacht colonel had about as much clout with them as a Russian commissar. An SS sergeant major was another beast entirely. They would obey him without question. And to the death.


Hartelius drew his pistol from his holster and handed it to Eberhard. Inge slipped the Luger from the specially made pouch in her flying jacket and did the same.


‘Thank you. Now I get in first. The colonel and I will share the twin passenger seats behind you. This way I can better protect the plane. You may have your pistols back when we land in Bavaria. You have only to ask.’


Eberhard ducked under the struts and swung himself up into the cockpit. The plane creaked on its hinges. Inge and Johannes von Hartelius followed.


Inge strapped herself into the pilot’s seat. She leant out of the staggered door and addressed one of the SS guards. ‘No one has tampered with this plane?’


‘No, Frau Flugkapitän. We did exactly as you requested when you landed. Both wingroot tanks have been filled to the brim with fuel – seventy-four litres in each. We have also filled the self-sealing overload fuel tank under the fuselage with a further three hundred litres. We brought the fuel in by hand, twenty litres at a time. Two of our men were killed doing it.’


‘I am sorry. You have all been very brave. The Führer is proud of you.’




The guard acknowledged her words with a brief inclination of the head. ‘Using the details you gave me, I have calculated that you will have a potential range of between eight hundred and one thousand kilometres, if you fly at no more than four thousand metres altitude and at a steady speed of circa one hundred and thirty kilometres per hour. No one has been inside the cockpit or tampered with the luggage compartment in your absence. Whatever you brought in with you is still safe. Just as you requested, Frau Flugkapitän.’


Inge wanted to weep for all the doomed and indoctrinated young men who were so earnestly defending what remained of her country. Instead she slipped on her leather flying helmet and goggles and gave a curt signal with her hand. ‘Fold down the wings.’


The SS guards did as she asked.


‘Now prep the engine by turning the propeller six times anticlockwise. Slowly. Then circle the fuselage and check all the flaps manually for freedom of movement.’


The soldiers split off into units and ran to obey her.


‘It is done, Frau Flugkapitän.’


Inge glanced at Eberhard. ‘If you didn’t insist on coming with us, we could manage an almost vertical take-off. As it is we shall have to launch ourselves over the Russian lines. This is an absurd extra risk, Sergeant Major. I beg you to reconsider.’


‘Then order your husband off the plane. That would lighten us up considerably.’


Inge turned back to her instruments. ‘He is the reason we are making this flight, Sergeant Major. Not you. You know that very well. He stays on, or I don’t fly.’


‘As you wish, Freifrau. You have a machine gun in the nose, don’t you? Use that on the Ivans.’


‘No. There is nothing in the nose beyond the propeller. The MG 15 is usually behind you. On a swivel. It was taken off in order to lighten the plane. It may have escaped your notice, but I am a test pilot, Sergeant Major, not a fighter pilot. Women in the Third Reich are not permitted to fly on combat missions. Although you wouldn’t know it to look at me now.’ Inge laughed and flipped the electric starter. The Storch burst into clattering life. ‘I suggest you view this plane as a woman, Sergeant Major. You can hit her, but she cannot strike you back. But I am sure that, given the particular qualities you have demonstrated to us on the way out here, you have encountered such a situation already in your life?’


Now that she was in charge of her plane again, Inge was feeling the first clear return of hope. She had seen her son Johannes’s Max and Moritz marionettes dangling from the control stick and knew that all was well.


‘Take away the chocks.’


‘They are clear, Frau Flugkapitän.’


Inge pulled back the throttle and the Fieseler Storch surged forward. She knew the plane intimately. She had been exaggerating when she had told the sergeant major that they would have to encroach over the Russian front line in order to take off. If she couldn’t take off within a hundred feet, and pretty much vertically, she didn’t deserve to be called a pilot.




The moment the Storch was fifty feet off the ground and rising, Inge swung the plane away from the flak towers and north across the Spree River towards the Moabit District, which she had been assured was still held by forces loyal to the Führer. One thing she knew for a fact: the southerly Tempelhof Airfield had been taken by the Russians on 24 April, and the even more southerly Schönefeld had fallen on 22 April. Both had originally been mooted as possible landing points for the Storch and been as quickly discarded. Travel in that direction and she would be shot down by low-flying Soviet P-39 Kobrushkas. At least this way they would have an outside chance of catching the Ivans napping. Who, after all, would be expecting any more German planes out of Berlin at this late stage in the game? And at night?


The ruins of Berlin opened out below them. The whole city seemed on fire. Little was left to the imagination thanks to the outstanding all-round visibility from the Storch cabin. Buildings burnt, or cast great shadows across other bomb-damaged skeletons of buildings. The fretwork of streets below them was thrown into even greater prominence by the retreat into rubble of the edifices and shop fronts that had once overlooked them. It seemed impossible that anyone or anything could still be living down there. The place was a wasteland.


Inge banked left in the direction of the Havel River. As she did so, languid tracers arced towards them, fizzing past the Storch’s wing towers like streamers fired from a shotgun. If just one round struck the overload fuel tank underneath the fuselage, the plane would brew up like a tank struck by a white phosphorous shell.


‘My God.’ Eberhard was gazing out of the window, his eyes wide with shock. ‘This is a tragedy beyond all imagining.’


Hartelius, who had already seen the devastation on the flight in, gazed fixedly at Eberhard. When the sergeant major bent forward to obtain a better view of the carnage, he struck.


But Eberhard was a street fighter and a former SS boxing champion. It had been Eberhard’s prowess in the ring, rather than any intellectual acumen or leadership skills, that had led to him being promoted master sergeant. And he had been fighting, in one way or another, ever since the invasion of Poland on 1 September 1939. He had been expecting Hartelius to make a move – even hoping for it.


As Hartelius attempted to ram Eberhard’s head against the metal surround of the window, Eberhard raised the cocked Luger he had been surreptitiously concealing beneath his greatcoat and shot Hartelius through the neck. The shot severed Hartelius’s spine and he died instantly.


Inge von Hartelius reacted from pure instinct. She swung the steel lunchbox containing the two vacuum flasks backwards over her seat. The lunchbox struck Eberhard on the temple. He fell to the floor of the aircraft and lay still. Inge hammered and hammered at his supine body with the lunchbox, but the position of her seat in relation to the seats behind her made any formal attempt at accuracy impossible. Every time she struck out at Eberhard she screamed her husband’s name. But he did not answer.




The Storch dipped to one side and then swung back across its own wake in a jerky arc. Inge let the lunchbox fall. She knew that she had to regain control of the aeroplane or she would never get her husband to a hospital. The Storch had performed a near perfect semi-circle during the fracas and was now heading directly back towards the Charlottenburg flak towers. Another sixty seconds’ flying time would see her and the plane ripped to shreds.


She levelled the Storch and took it down to just above roof height. For the next five minutes Inge flew by prayers and adrenalin alone, until she felt that they were safely out of the danger zone. Only then did she crane her head back over the seat and look down into the cabin’s semi-darkness.


Hartelius lay in an impossible position, his head at right angles to his body. No one still living was capable of such an unfeasible contortion. Inge began to wail.


The next fifteen minutes were lost to her. Somehow she continued to fly the plane, but it was not through any effort of will. Speed and direction appeared to have no meaning for her. Tears and mucus flowed unchecked down her face. She was as unaware of her flight position as she was of the Russian soldiers below her, targeting the Storch with their rifles, submachine guns and, in one case, a plundered Panzerfaust.


Instinctively, intuitively, when Inge first caught sight of the moon reflecting off Schwielow Lake, muscle memory caused her to ease back on the control stick and gain a little height.


Five minutes passed, during which her hearing slowly returned. She ripped off her flying goggles and mopped at her face with her sleeve. When she could see properly again, she set her course along the luminous strip of the Havel River, which she knew would carry her eastwards towards the American lines. Rumour had it that the US Ninth Army had reached Tangermünde. That’s where she would make for.


As a German woman, Inge knew that she could expect no mercy from the Russians. But the Americans were a different matter.


Now, with her husband dead, her country raped, and all her former allegiances null and void, Inge had nothing left to lose.











TWELVE


Eberhard regained consciousness just over an hour into the flight. This coincided exactly with the Storch’s crossing of the Elbe River into US-held territory. Eberhard, however, was aware of little more than that they were still flying in the dark – that his vision had in some way been impaired – and that a significant amount of time had elapsed between his execution of Hartelius and his return to full awareness.


He lay still and endeavoured to work out just how badly he was injured. It would be pointless to rear up in search of his pistol only to find that his limbs were not functioning correctly – or that he wasn’t able to see what he was looking for. The madwoman flying the Storch would hit him again with her metal lunchbox. And this he could not tolerate.


He needed the bitch alive, unfortunately, as he had not the remotest idea how to fly a plane by himself. Plus she was his now. He intended to take her at his leisure and inflict the maximum possible humiliation on her in the greatest possible time span. He might even fuck her on top of her dead husband’s body. There. That would be something to see, now, wouldn’t it?


The only thing Eberhard could not fathom about his condition was why he kept on hearing voices. Was he hallucinating? He began to probe around himself for the pistol. Slowly. Steadily. His fingers acting as feelers. It was an impossibility that the woman could have struggled across from the front seat whilst the Storch was still in motion and retrieved the weapon herself. The cabin was not designed for that sort of in-flight movement. Once the pilot was strapped into the bucket seat, that was the end of it – they were in there for the duration.


Eberhard muttered under his breath as he searched for the weapon on the cabin floor, but the muttering was lost in the Storch’s engine clatter.


At one point during his fingertip search, Eberhard glanced up at Hartelius’s dead body. The colonel’s cadaver loomed over him like the Hindenburg Zeppelin. A bullseye, straight through the neck. Eberhard had participated in the execution of hundreds of men as part of an SS Einsatzgruppe in Russia, and he knew exactly how it needed to be done. The last thing you wanted was for your victim to come back at you when they had nothing left to lose. So if they weren’t completely dead, you wanted them at the very least quadriplegic. So that your assistant could give them the coup de grâce without any slithering around on the victim’s part.


Eberhard’s hand closed gently around the barrel of the Luger. He allowed his fingers to palpate it, as though he were measuring the firmness of his own penis.


Power. Weapons gave you power. All his life Eberhard had sought to exercise power over others, just as his father had exercised power over him. That was the only way you could keep the bastards off. The only way you could stop the nightmares from returning to haunt you. He remembered his victims tumbling into the waiting slit trench like an endless rank of dominoes. He remembered the buzz it gave him. The total sense of control. It had been the highlight of his life. The meaning of his life.


Eberhard jerked to his knees and wrenched himself upwards, using the back of the pilot’s seat for leverage. What he saw when he straightened up stopped him dead.


Inge von Hartelius threw the Storch into a nosedive.


Eberhard was thrown backwards, the Luger skittering from his hand.


Incensed by her idiocy, and as good as blind, Eberhard lunged forward, using gravity as his aid. He got his hands round Inge’s neck. He was screaming incoherently, no longer rational.


Inge tried to force his hands away from her throat, but Eberhard both outweighed and outmatched her. She kicked wildly at the rudder-control pedals in an attempt to gain some traction, but she was unable to break Eberhard’s hold.


The Storch continued its nosedive.


Fifty feet from the ground, Inge managed to grab the joystick and wrench it backwards, forcing the plane into a vertical stall. It banked sideways, and then began to helicopter down, turning onto its side at the very last moment and ploughing into a field of corn.


Inge and Eberhard were catapulted through the windscreen. Inge was decapitated by the final turn of the propeller; Eberhard was speared through the chest by the port-side wing strut, which had shattered on landing.


Two and a half hours later, when a group of American GIs located the burnt-out wreckage, all they found alive was a six-year-old boy with a badly broken arm and three shattered ribs. He was clutching a battered leather suitcase and a set of Max and Moritz marionettes to his chest. The boy kept repeating that his name was Johannes von Hartelius, and that his mother and father were on the plane.


When one of the GIs made as if to lead the boy away, the boy refused to let go of either the suitcase or the marionettes. He kept on repeating his name – Johannes von Hartelius – just as his mother had told him he must do if he ever became separated from her.


The GI shook his head and let the boy keep the suitcase and the puppets. What the hell? He had seen the bodies in and around the wreckage. The boy’s escape, with so little obvious injury, was nothing short of a miracle. His parents and their mystery companion were no longer recognizable as human beings – the three of them had been fried when the overload tanks blew. All that remained to show that they had once been alive was a shattered wristwatch and a barely functioning Luger, shy one bullet, that had somehow been thrown clear. The rest was ashes.




‘Johannes von Hartelius, Johannes von Hartelius,’ cried the boy.


The GI pretended to cuff him round the ear. ‘From now on, son, you speak English. We’re through with this Johannes von Hartelius shit. I got a new name for you.’ The GI hesitated. ‘James. Not Johannes. James. James Hart. Now how about that? That’s close enough, isn’t it? That’s not so hard to remember?’ The GI pointed to his chest. ‘My name is Abe. Abe Mann. A good American name, see? None of this foreign garbage I been telling you about.’











THIRTEEN


Calle de Chipilapa, Antigua, Guatemala


19 JULY 2012


James Hart’s house was surrounded on all sides by churches. San Pedro. Santa Clara. San Francisco. La Concepción. The house itself sat back a little from the road, as if it had broken ranks from the other houses and decided to go its own way. John Hart approached it through an untended garden, under an unruly trellis of dog roses, tiger flowers and Heliconias.


Hart had flown in that morning via Miami to Guatemala City, and then taken the forty-minute cab ride on to Antigua. The difference between the two places was stark. Guatemala City was modern, grimy and lovelorn, whilst colonial Antigua seemed a throwback to a gentler, more idealistic age of faith, calm and spirituality. Hart could see why his father had chosen it. But why, in that case, had he felt the need to change his name to the quasi-iconoclastic Roger Pope? In a city which was home to the most frenzied Holy Week celebrations in all the Americas? And in a house surrounded by churches? It just didn’t make sense.




No one answered the door when Hart knocked. And there was no possible way round the house. Hart retreated a few paces and stared up at the frontage, trying to discern signs of life through the partially shuttered windows. He had telephoned ahead a number of times, but on each occasion he had been met by an engaged tone. Was this some gigantic con trick, he wondered? His father’s idea of a practical joke? You don’t see your son for thirty-six years, and then you call him out of the blue and invite him out on a wild goose chase to the other side of the world whilst you leave for a holiday in Europe, from where you summoned him in the first place? A post-Freudian variation on the game of vice versa, perhaps?


Hart stepped out into the street. The house on the right had been turned into a Casa de Huespedes for tourists – he could see people taking coffee in the morning room and preparing for their day’s sightseeing. The house on the left was still a private dwelling, however. He knocked on the door. An old woman answered. Before he had time to utter a word she pointed her fist at him and burst out laughing.


‘Ah. El hijo del Señor Pope.’


Hart summoned up his best schoolboy Spanish. ‘Yes. I am Señor Pope’s son. Is it so obvious?’


‘Oh, yes. There is no mistaking. He is expecting you.’


‘Could you please speak slower?’


‘He is expecting your visit. He knows you are coming.’


‘He asked me to come, yes. But he is not answering his door.’


‘But I have seen him.’ The old woman thought for a moment. ‘Yesterday. He was with a friend. A close friend. They entered the house arm-in-arm. This was in the morning. Since then, no sign.’


‘I’ll try once again then, shall I? He may be having a siesta.’


‘This is possible. He is an elderly man. Though not nearly so old as I. I shall come with you, Señor Pope, if you will allow. There is a spare key. I know where it is hidden.’


Hart accompanied the old woman back to his father’s house. When they reached the front door she stretched out her hands and shrugged. They were paralysed with arthritis. Hart inclined his head. He knocked five times. They waited. There was no answer.


‘The spare key is here.’ The old woman pointed downwards, using her hand and arm in concert, as if they were fused. ‘My daughter cleans for Señor Pope once a week. She also does his laundry and cooks when he has guests. But most of the time he…’ She stopped, looking forlorn.


‘He what?’


‘The key is under the stone, Señor. See? I cannot pick it. Please raise it yourself.’


Hart lifted the stone and retrieved the key. ‘Are you sure he won’t mind me entering the house without his permission?’


‘You are his son. Why should he mind?’


‘I am his son. Yes. But we have never spoken to one another.’


‘I am sorry?’


‘We don’t know each other, Señora. My father left home when I was three years old. I celebrated my thirty-ninth birthday three months ago. I am thirty-nine years old, Señora.’ Hart thumped his chest like a child. He was astonished to find himself on the verge of tears. ‘This is the first occasion he has been in contact with me in all that time.’


‘Dios mio. And still you came?’


Hart could see the pistol pointing at his head in the square at Homs. He could hear the click of the trigger as it fell on an empty chamber. Twice this had happened. Twice someone had tried to kill him and failed. What else did he have to do with his life but afford his errant father the courtesy of a hearing? For what other purpose had God decided to spare him? He didn’t have a wife. His mother was in the early stages of Alzheimer’s. And the woman who had aborted his child, and whose life he had just saved, was more interested in where her next scoop was coming from than in maintaining any sort of a relationship with a washed-out photojournalist with a death wish.


‘Yes. Still I came.’


Hart turned the key in the lock and entered the building. The stench was overwhelming. It made his eyes smart and his gorge clench in panic. It was an odour he was entirely familiar with. The odour of death and decomposition.


Hart crooked his forearm across his mouth. ‘Señora. Please wait outside.’


The old lady crossed herself. But still she came on in.


Hart’s ears were hissing with tension. It felt as if his head was being stuffed full of cotton wool and chloroform. He threw open the door to the first room and looked inside.


The old lady swept past him and down the corridor. She knew exactly where she was going. The pervasive stench didn’t seem to bother her at all. ‘Come, Señor Pope. Come with me. This is your father’s room. This is where he will be. This is where he always comes.’


She led Hart towards the far end of the house. She stepped back from a door and bade him enter, almost formally, as if she was already familiar with what might lie on the other side. But her eyes belied her certainty.


Hart hesitated. He felt like a drunken man on the lip of a precipice. One false step and he would pitch forward into boundless space and be lost for eternity.


He turned the handle of the door and allowed it to swing open ahead of him. He was sweating, and his heart was pulsing inside his chest. The room was in intense gloom. Hart tried the light switch. Nothing. He could hear the buzzing of a thousand angry flies in the darkness.


Hart clamped a handkerchief to his nose. He felt his way towards the solitary crack of light that was revealing itself via an interior shutter. The room had no access at all to the outside world. The interior shutter simply opened into another, marginally more enlightened, room. Hart tripped the latch and threw the slats aside.


The old woman let out a stifled groan and began to pray.


Hart turned round.


His father was nailed to the wall, stark naked, in the style of the crucifixion.











FOURTEEN


It took Hart a little less than twenty-four hours to arrange for the funeral and secure the release of his father’s body from the authorities. The local police made a desultory search of the premises, and the chief faithfully promised Hart that they would hunt down his father’s killers and bring them to justice, but that, if Hart were to ask his personal opinion, he would have to tell him that he believed the killers had come in from outside the country and had returned home the same way. They were probably Mexican. Or maybe from Honduras. Or possibly even El Salvador. Guatemalan criminals, in his experience, did not use the symbol of the crucifixion when they conducted their killings, as this would show a lack of proper respect.


When Hart asked him why, if the killing had been conducted by criminals, nothing was missing from the house – a fact attested to by the old lady’s daughter, Eva, who regularly cleaned there – the chief suggested that Señor Pope may have been involved in drug-trafficking activities into the USA, and that this was an honour killing. That the assassins were not after plunder but revenge.


‘Have you any proof of that?’ said Hart.


‘It is a supposition only. But if true, it will lead to the requisition of Señor Pope’s house by the authorities and a fire sale of all its contents.’ The chief flashed Hart a grin from beneath his Zapata moustache. It was a sad comment on life, the grin seemed to be saying, but everyone – even luminaries such as he – must at some point acknowledge existential reality. ‘Is this a direction in which you wish to go, Señor Pope?’


Hart steeled himself for the formality of the lie he knew that he must utter. ‘Absolutely not. I agree with you about the fact that my father was undoubtedly killed by outside elements. That is self-evident. I am sure the police department will do its utmost to find the killer and secure a conviction. Thank you, Chief. Thank you for your courtesy in this matter. It is much appreciated.’


Hart and the chief of police shook hands. Hart left the building.


Hart had been dealing with corrupt officials and unprincipled servants of the state for most of his working life, and he knew when he was facing a brick wall. The best thing to do on these occasions was to make a graceful retreat without drawing too much attention to oneself in the process.


He was in a country he neither knew nor understood. A country in which the murder rate, at forty-six per hundred thousand, was twice as high as Mexico’s. A country in which nearly half the children – most of whom spoke only Mayan and benefited, if that was the word, from less than four years of schooling – were chronically undernourished, and via which 350 tonnes of cocaine passed through to the US every year. A country in which the Zetas, Gulf and Sinaloa drug cartels were taking a significant interest. A wide-open country in which crimes went unpunished and in which heads were turned in whatever direction was the most profitable and the least amenable to risk. In this way it was like ninety-five per cent of the other countries that Hart visited professionally, and he felt curiously at home. He would have had less of a grasp of the situation in federal Germany or metropolitan France, where graft, jobbery and official corruption took on more subtle colorations.


He returned to his father’s house. Eva had taken it upon herself to clean up what she too called ‘Señor Pope’s special room’ after the mess left by the police and the paramedics, an act which struck Hart as above and beyond the call of duty. But the Maya, as he had learnt from her and her mother, accepted death as quotidian. Even violent death. The dead were of our world, not beyond it – they deserved consideration, not exclusion. They deserved respect.


Hart forced his eyes upwards. The marks of his father’s crucifixion were still visible on the wall; only drastic redecoration would mask them. The room reeked of fly spray, bleach and insect repellent. If his father had left any odour in the room at all during his life – cigars, good whisky, medication even – it was no longer apparent.




Hart sat down in his father’s library chair and lowered his eyes. A profound emptiness overwhelmed him – a deep sense of the hopelessness and futility of all human endeavour. In the entirety of his life Hart had never consciously spoken a word to his father. He’d no doubt gooed and gaahed and gagaahed at him as an infant, and maybe stuttered out the occasional ‘dada’, but he had no single memory of the man, nor any key to his nature or to his identity. And yet here he was, sitting in his father’s study, close to tears.


Hart looked at his watch. Two o’clock. The funeral was scheduled for three. He forced himself up and into action. He had set himself the task of going through all his father’s things, and he was now at the penultimate stage in which lateral thought was being called for. He had already checked every conceivable cupboard, wardrobe and storage box throughout the house. Now he would search along the tops and bottoms of things in case anything had evaded his eye during the first few sweeps.


It took him forty-five minutes to locate the photograph. It was taped beneath a drawer in his father’s desk – and relatively recently, for the Scotch was still fresh. The photograph had been cut from a book, as the black-and-white image bore a printed description beneath it and was blank on the back, as if it might have formed the frontispiece to something, rather than figuring within the double-sided bulk of the main illustrations. Hart upended the drawer and leant over to investigate the image.


It was of two people: a man and a woman. The woman was in her early thirties, the man perhaps a little older – possibly Hart’s age. The woman was wearing a white flying suit, which must have been designed and cut especially for her, as it had a fox-fur collar that no male pilot would have tolerated for an instant. The woman had taken off her flying helmet and goggles and was squinting at the camera, one hand pushing back her blonde hair, as though the photographer had snapped her a split second before she was quite ready to be photographed.


The man standing beside her was dressed in the uniform of a senior officer in the wartime German Wehrmacht. He, too, was looking directly at the camera. His visor hat was pushed well back from his forehead, revealing a widow’s peak of pale-coloured hair, suggesting that the photograph had been taken whilst he was nominally off duty. The logo, in English, read: ‘Wartime Luftwaffe test pilot Inge von Hartelius and her husband, Johannes, posing in front of the Messerschmitt 262A in which she first broke the sound barrier.’


Hart’s hand rode automatically to his hairline and touched his own widow’s peak. It was an entirely pointless gesture. The evidence was laid out in front of him. He and the Wehrmacht officer might have been identical twins.











FIFTEEN


Hart was barely aware of the funeral service. It was at the old woman’s insistence that he had finally agreed that she and her daughter might contact the local priest and arrange for a Mass, following her repeated assurances that his father was, on paper at least, still a Catholic. He also gave her permission to invite along any of his father’s friends who might care to swell the congregation. Nobody turned up. It was at this point that the old woman had tried to persuade Hart to consent to a novenario, which she explained was a sequence of nine daily memorial services that traditionally followed the inhumation, and which were crucial to the safe and speedy arrival of the defunct in heaven.


Hart had thrown up his hands in horror. ‘This is absurd. I believe in God, not in what people have made of him. I’m not going to sit in a strange church for nine days, all alone, mourning a man I’ve never met via a series of rites I don’t believe in. It simply doesn’t…’ he had hesitated, fearful of alienating his only ally in Guatemala even further … ‘punch my ticket.’


Hart had privately convinced himself by now that his father had been assassinated by rogue elements of the local Catholic Church, incensed at his choice of a pseudonym that implied the Pope be shafted. Who else would mimic the crucifixion to the extent, even, of mirroring the spear thrust in Jesus’s side, midway between the fourth and the fifth ribs? Failing that, maybe someone had uncovered the fact that his father was originally German and had taken revenge on him for some alleged atrocity his grandfather had committed during the war?


That idea was so far-fetched that Hart discarded it out of hand. His grandfather had been Wehrmacht, not SS – that much was clear from the photograph. And people didn’t revenge themselves on the children of people who behaved badly towards them but on the people themselves. And anyway, the American continent was stuffed full of the descendants of former Nazis. The place would have become a bloodbath long ago. No. Here in Latin America people were killed because of drugs, money, religion, politics or sex. Nothing else counted. And certainly not the Second World War, which had avoided the place entirely.


Hart was gradually coming to terms with the fact that he would probably never find out who killed his father, and that all he would derive from the whole benighted trip was that he wasn’t quite the half-English, half-American straight-down-the-liner he had thought he was – in fact, he wasn’t American at all. He wondered if his mother had known about his father’s German background when she married him? He decided probably not, as his mother was an honest being and would undoubtedly have told him. Now, given her condition, he would never know for sure.


Hartelius? Johannes and Inge von Hartelius? The names made perfect sense, Hart supposed, given his own variation on the theme. Johannes von Hartelius to James Hart to John Hart in three generations. He couldn’t see himself using the von Hartelius name, however, tempting as it might be to style himself as a wannabe German aristocrat in order to wrong-foot some of his more irritating colleagues. He’d been John Hart for nearly forty years now and it suited him. Plus he couldn’t speak German and knew next to nothing about the country and its history. It was odd, though, to realize how much cultural preconceptions dominated one’s life, when, in reality, it was genetic predetermination that probably ruled the roost. The males in the von Hartelius family were clearly prepotent. Peas in a pod. Each one looked like the other regardless of who the mother was. It was one of nature’s object lessons, and it had just reared up and stung him in the eye.


Hart walked into the hotel bathroom and stared at his face in the mirror. Yes. He could pass as a German at a pinch. But then he could pass as an American, or as an Englishman, or as a Dutchman, or as an Australian as well, if called upon to do so. So what significance beyond the mildly intriguing did his father’s ancestry hold for him? Probably none at all.




Hart was on his way out to an early dinner when the shakes overwhelmed him. The movements were so convulsive, and so far beyond his ability to control them, that he was forced to sit down on the edge of the pavement or risk collapsing.


Hart had never experienced anything quite like it. Not even following his first major bombardment in Sarajevo, when he had found himself subject to tremors and half-tremors and soarings and swoopings of the stomach for what had seemed like days, but which were probably only hours. Or even minutes. For normal time seemed to have eluded him in the aftermath of the bombing.


This time the shaking was largely confined to his hands, arms and upper body. Hart hugged himself as tightly as he was able, but the juddering would not stop. Sweat poured down his face and back, drenching his shirt and trousers. His teeth began chattering, and he was forced to clamp his mouth shut with one dancing hand or risk a splintered tooth.


Hart wondered for a moment whether he wasn’t having a recurrence of the malaria he had once contracted during the bush war in Sierra Leone, after he had managed to mislay his chloroquine in a spate ditch, but he soon discarded the idea. He was far too war-wise not to recognize the signs of post-traumatic stress. He had seen it in others many times and had pitied them for it, whilst still going on to plunder their images for his camera. Now he, too, was a victim of the syndrome. It was an object lesson in humility.


Hart hunched forward and tried to overcome the shaking by a process of rationality. The whole thing was hardly surprising, he told himself. A pistol had been aimed – first at his body and then at his head – and two botched shots had been fired. Shots that he had been convinced, in his essential being, would kill him. He had wilfully ignored the after-effects of these and had travelled halfway across the world only to find his father crucified, stark naked, on the wall of his study. What had he expected? That he would be able to soldier on with his life as if nothing had happened?


Gradually – despite the shaking and juddering that was inhabiting his body – Hart became aware that he was being watched. A woman was staring at him from the far corner of the square. She was sitting on a bench, her legs zigzagged beneath her. When it became clear that he had seen her, she started up from her place and headed towards him. Hart’s fevered imagination came up with a picture of a dog that has been forced to sit for too long and has finally resolved to anticipate its master’s command to come to heel.


The woman approaching him was around fifty years old, of Maya descent. She did not wear the traditional floor-length huipil, however, and neither did she have a head covering of any sort, but instead she wore a Western-style dress of a black silk material, set off by a black jade necklace of a strange geometrical design, with gold and coral inlays. Her manner of walking, too, was at once elegant and knowing, as if, long ago, she had made a study of its effect and was no longer able or willing to shake off the habits of youth.


If she had been younger, Hart might have assumed that she was a streetwalker, on the lookout for evening trade – in Central America, the zocalo, or central square, was where such women often approached you. But this lady was no streetwalker. Maybe she had seen him collapse onto the kerb and was concerned for his welfare? But Hart doubted it. There was intent in her walk.


He rose, meaning to give her the slip, but his legs gave out on him at the halfway point and he lurched backwards onto the kerb in a muddle of arms and legs. He put out a warding hand to slow her down. ‘I’m fine, Señora. Absolutely fine. I’ve had a little too much to drink, that’s all. I’ll be right as rain in a minute.’ Hart realized that he was babbling to the stranger in English.


The woman halted two yards from where he sat. She, too, replied in English. ‘You must come with me, Mr Hart. My name is Colel Cimi. There are things you should know about your father. Things that only I can tell you.’


Her English was American-accented and oddly imprecise, as if she was being forced to act as both speaker and interpreter for want of an assistant. Hart suspected that she had once been fluent in the language but had fallen out of the habit of speaking it. He tried to gauge the expression on her face but failed.


‘Why should I come with you? You’re a total stranger to me. And what should I know about my father?’


Colel Cimi fluttered her hand. A 1972 Lincoln Continental glided towards her from a distant part of the square. The car shone with a combination of Turtle Wax and four decades of elbow grease. The premium-grade whitewalls rumbled over the cobbles. The burnished trim gleamed in the reflection of the streetlamps. The chrome glistened like shot silk.


‘And how do you know my real name? Tell me that? How do you know I’m not called Pope? I’ve told no one that here. I’ve just let them make their own assumptions.’ Hart realized that he was sounding petulant and needy, like a fatally compromised man in a street brawl trying to act tough.


The Lincoln drew up behind Colel Cimi and its driver got out. He was wearing a white Guayabera shirt and a simple pair of dark trousers, not the chauffeur’s uniform, peaked cap and polished boots Hart might have expected given the immaculate condition of the car. He held the rear door open, his expression indicating that he didn’t much care whether Hart got in or not.


Hart allowed Colel Cimi to help him to his feet. He was shaking like a man with the ague and was thus far too weak, or so he now managed to persuade himself, to effectively resist her ministrations. The truth was that he found her presence – and her offer of unfolding secrets relating to his father’s life – tantalizing.


Hart sank back onto the rich burgundy leather seats. Despite the twitches and jerks emanating from his central core, Hart’s photographer’s eye noted that the seat covers were not original but had been installed at some later date. As had the leather on the dashboard console and the French polished walnut inlays. Money had been lavished on this car.


The chauffeur reached across and tucked a blanket, patterned with geometric Maya designs, around Hart’s legs. It, too, was a work of art.




Hart noted that Colel Cimi did not help tuck him in. Maybe she thinks that what I have is catching, he told himself. Or maybe she lacks the maternal touch? There was something about the woman that was as icy cold and polished as the black jade pendant that she wore around her preternaturally elegant neck.


The car started out of town. Hart decided that he no longer cared what happened to him. Kidnap? Extortion? Murder? It was all the same in the end.


His shakes were getting worse. He began to pitch and buck against the seatback as if he were tackling Niagara Falls on a lilo.


‘Take one of these, Mr Hart. It will calm you down.’ Colel Cimi inclined towards him. In her hand was a pill and an open bottle of mineral water.


‘No, thanks. I never take pills from strange women.’


‘As you wish.’


Hart clutched his knees. He began cursing his runaway body. What was wrong with him? Had his system decided to take a nosedive after twenty years of accumulated tension? Or had the shock of his father’s unexpected death finally flipped his off switch for good? He had a sudden image of himself as a drooling, juddering, straitjacketed zombie being forcibly sectioned inside an asylum for bewildered photojournalists.


‘I’m okay, you know. Really. It’s probably only a touch of malaria.’


‘I thought you said you’d been drinking?’


‘I lied. I wanted to put you off. I thought you were playing the Good Samaritan.’




‘Hardly that.’ She laughed. ‘Hardly that.’


The rest of the journey was conducted – apart from the occasional litany of curses from Hart – in silence. By the time they drew up at the back of Colel Cimi’s isolated ranch house, Hart’s shivering was in temporary remission. He staggered out of the car with the blanket still wrapped around his shoulders. Despite the residual heat of the day, he felt chilled to the bone.


‘You have sweated though your clothes, Mr Hart. Would you like to put on something of your father’s? He was about the same size as you.’


‘I’d rather not.’


‘Ah. “I’d rather not.” I recognize the quote. It is from Herman Melville’s Bartleby, The Scrivener. One of your father’s favourite stories.’


Hart stared at her in horror. ‘I never knew my father, Señora Cimi. So I don’t know what he read. I don’t know if he went to the cinema or to the theatre. I don’t know if he preferred dogs to cats. I don’t know if he was gay or straight or bisexual. Preferred classical music or rock and roll. Not to put too fine a point on it, Señora, I know fuck all about my father, and even less about you. You could be the person who killed him for all I know. Or you could be an escaped nutter with a passion for pimpmobiles and for picking up stray gringos on whom you will later conduct grotesque experiments in a bid to give yourself eternal life. Why don’t you tell me who you are and what you know about my father and let’s be done with it.’




Colel Cimi laughed. Behind her the chauffeur rolled his eyes and pretended to clap his hands in polite applause.


‘I was your father’s mistress, Mr Hart. If that is the correct word for the condition of a paid concubine. I am certainly not his killer.’


‘My father paid you for sex?’


‘He bought me this house. Settled a monthly allowance on me. Gave me presents.’ Her hand flicked towards her necklace. ‘So, to all intents and purposes, yes, I was paid for sex. But it was more than that in reality. Much more.’


‘Are you telling me you were in love with him?’


‘No. How could I have been? He was twenty-five years older than me. He bought me from my father when I was fifteen.’


‘Bought you?’


‘Came to an understanding. Does that sound better? My family was very poor. And your father wanted a virgin. A person he could shape to his will.’ She motioned Hart to a chair.


Hart sat down with a thump. He huddled forward in his blanket and stared at the woman in front of him as if she might at any moment burst from behind a curtain in yet another elusive guise. ‘I suppose you’re going to tell me next that the house in Antigua belongs to you as well? That it forms part of some grotesque bride price? And that I’d better not be getting any wrong ideas about inheriting the damned thing? Is that what this is all about?’


‘No. The house belongs to you. You are James’s only child. There are laws about such things. It is only proper.’




‘You can take it, then. With my compliments. You can add it to your property portfolio. I don’t want charity from a man I never knew. A man who didn’t speak to me for thirty-six years. A man who bought virgins.’


‘He loved you, Mr Hart. Your father thought the world of you.’


That silenced Hart for a moment. He tilted his head to one side like a cat listening for birdsong. ‘He had a very curious way of showing it.’


‘Still. He did. He followed your career. Got me to trawl the internet for mentions of your name. Endlessly planned on meeting you.’


‘It was one heck of a meeting when he finally pulled it off. I’ll give the old man that.’


Colel Cimi leant forward, her expression suddenly bereft. ‘I would have come to the funeral. You believe that, don’t you? I would have been there. But I am not liked by the Church. By decent people. Women like me are scorned in Guatemala. This is still a very Catholic country.’


‘You weren’t the only one not to attend. The congregation consisted of exactly three people. The woman who cleaned his house, her elderly mother, and me. Oh, and the priest. Who I had to pay sixty dollars for the use of his church, and who was pissed off that I wouldn’t agree to a novenario.’


Colel Cimi gave another of her laughs. They were curious eruptions that sounded more like coughs than laughter. ‘You and your father were more alike than you think. You were both prepared to pay to get the things that you want.’




Hart was not in the mood to cut either himself or his hostess any slack. ‘Pay how? With the shakes? With what happened to me out there in the zocalo? Maybe that is payment of a sort, come to think of it.’


‘For the shock of your father’s death, you mean?’


‘For surviving when I should have died. For using other people’s grief as the fuel for my ambitions as a photojournalist. For the two empty chambers in the gun a complete stranger pointed at me a few days ago in Syria, which should have put paid to me for good. These shakes are probably God tapping me on the shoulder and saying, “Straighten up, John Hart. Get a grip.”’


‘You believe in God, then, Mr Hart?’


‘I know God. I fear God. It’s no longer a question of belief with me. It’s way too extreme for that.’


‘You are a lucky man.’


‘No, I’m not. I’m cursed. Because I am utterly incapable of living a good life. God despises me. I despise myself.’


Colel Cimi got up. ‘You may not have noticed, Mr Hart, but you have an erection. This is a sign that the shaking you have is malarial, and not due to PTSD or shot nerves. That it is simply a reminder of an illness that lurks in your bloodstream, and not a full-blown repeat attack. Trust me, Mr Hart. You must go to bed now. Santiago will show you the way. He will give you quinine and sleeping tablets. Tomorrow, when you are feeling better, we will have our talk.’











SIXTEEN


Hart slept for three days. On the first day the shakes came back again, harder than ever. He was half aware of Colel Cimi by his bedside, feeding him pills, urging him to drink. Sometimes it would be the driver, Santiago, who visited him. Who sat him up. Bathed him. The man was unexpectedly tender, despite his initial air of detachment, and Hart soon gave up struggling and allowed himself to be ministered to. Each time he pissed his piss came out the colour of black Camellia tea.


The second day was worse than the first. Hart knew that he must be running a fever, but beyond that fact lay nothing. No concept of time. No purpose. Just entropy.


On his third day of fever Hart woke to find himself lying in a cold bath with ice cubes floating in it.


‘Can you stand up, Mr Hart?’ Colel Cimi was proffering him a towelling bathrobe. ‘You must try. I think the worst of the fever is over. We need to warm you. Quickly.’




Hart levered himself out of the bath, his knees cannoning together as if he were dancing the Charleston. When he glanced down at his newly emaciated body he realized that he had yet another one of his spasmodic erections. He ignored it. He and his hosts were way beyond embarrassment by now.


Colel Cimi enveloped him in the bathrobe. She called Santiago in from the corridor and the pair of them escorted Hart down the stairs and into a small room in which an open fire was burning.


‘Sit here. You will soon be warm. Santiago will bring you something to eat.’


‘Chicken soup? Isn’t that what you feed people after they’ve been involved in train wrecks?’


‘We have menudo rojo instead. Made from the tripe of the cow. We have been feeding it to you for three days, Mr Hart. Don’t you remember?’


Hart’s physical body might be in abeyance, but his mind seemed crystal clear. ‘Three days? I’ve been here three days? You’ve got to be kidding me.’


‘Three and a half days to be precise.’


Hart realized that there was no one in the world who gave a damn whether he lived or died – no one who would even notice that he had been out of circulation for eighty-four straight hours. Amira? On another assignment probably, busy burnishing her career. His mother? In a world of her own where no one could ever join her. His mute, prodigal father? Crucified by unknown parties before he had even been able to stutter out a first, tentative ‘hello, son’. Hart decided that he had drifted through life for thirty-nine years without making any mark on it at all. He might as well have been a will-o’-the-wisp.


‘Why are you doing this for me? Why are you and Santiago looking after me? My father is dead. You don’t owe me anything. In fact, you’ve got no earthly connection with me at all. You could have dumped me back at the local hospital and still felt noble. Nobody would have blamed you. Nobody called you to book. I’d have been just another visiting gringo who got sick.’


‘Listen to me, please, Mr Hart. Listen closely.’ Colel Cimi held Hart’s gaze with her own. For a split second Hart thought that she might be about to strike him, but she didn’t. ‘Your father is the only man I have ever known. He may have bought me from my own father, which is a bad thing, I agree, but from the outset he was good to me and gave me much freedom. Your father loved me very strongly. I would almost say he had a passion for me. He saw to it that I was properly educated. He never struck me. He never abused me. He waited until I was eighteen, and old enough to give my informed consent, before he took my virginity. We travelled everywhere together as a couple. He helped my village when times were bad, and protected us during the civil war. I owe him much. In Guatemala, women of my age and cultural background are usually dead by now. Or they are prostitutes. Or they’ve had ten children and their breasts sag to below their knees.’ Colel Cimi made a cutting gesture with her hand, akin to a person shooing away a fly.




‘And that’s why you’re looking after me? Because my father was kind to you and stopped your breasts from sagging? Why didn’t he marry you, then? Tell me that. Why didn’t he make an honest woman out of you if he loved you so much?’


Colel Cimi laid her hand on her chest. ‘I know what you are trying to do, Mr Hart. You are lashing out at me because I have seen you at your weakest and most vulnerable. And because you are still angry at your father’s memory. Angry, too, that he allowed himself to be killed before you were able to come to terms with him. But you need to understand something about your father. Something very important. Your father was a Catholic. As am I. And we Catholics marry only once. Your father believed that he was married to your mother in the sight of God – divorce was therefore out of the question for him. I accepted that. It was the least I could do for him.’


‘So that’s why you had no children?’


‘We did have a child, Mr Hart. A daughter. She died of meningitis when she was seven years old.’


Hart stared at Colel Cimi. His face was bereft of colour. ‘You and my father had a child together?’


‘Yes.’


‘You’re telling me I had a sister? For seven years I had a sister, and no one thought to tell me?’


Colel Cimi closed her eyes in a God-give-me-patience kind of a way. ‘I am telling you now, Mr Hart. Without being asked to. And without any need that I can see to provide you with this information.’ She got up and walked to a table in the corner of the room. ‘Here is a snapshot of your sister. She was called Carmen.’ She handed Hart a framed photograph.


Hart glanced sheepishly at Colel Cimi. He had been unforgivably rude, he knew that now. She was a lady still in mourning for her lover and their only child, who had welcomed him into her house and seen him through a violent malarial flashback. She was also the lady his father had chosen to share his life with for more than thirty years, and he owed her a little respect. Added to that was the fact that she was his one remaining link to a past he was as yet unaware of, and she had offered, out of simple kindness, to share that with him. He was the one at fault here.


He accepted the photograph and looked at it for a very long time. Tears collected on his eyelashes and began to fall unheeded onto his cheeks. He handed the photograph back.


‘She’s so beautiful. My sister is so beautiful. She looks like you.’


Colel Cimi took the photograph from Hart’s hands and inclined her head.


Hart began to sob – deep, wracking sobs that outwitted all his efforts to control them. He glanced at Colel Cimi in consternation and saw the echo of his own tears in her eyes. ‘I’m sorry, Señora. I don’t know what’s come over me lately. I’m not usually this emotional. I’m not usually emotional at all.’ Hart could scarcely get the words out.


Colel Cimi smiled at him. ‘What is happening is that you are discovering truths about yourself and about your life, Mr Hart, that you never knew existed. This is a hard thing for any man to deal with. Much more so for somebody who has just survived their own near death. For a man such as you, who has been wound so tightly for so many years, the process must be overwhelming.’


Hart sank his head in his hands. ‘I’m sorry for what I said just now and for the way that I said it. You have been more than generous to me. You deserve better.’
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