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Chapter 1

Leutnant Konrad Wengler

March 1942

 

It always starts the same way.

I am holding a gun--a rifle--and I beckon two people from the huddled crowd of ordinary people standing under guard in the field--a woman and child--and march them into the autumnal forest. The woman is weeping softly, and her child follows blindly, a chubby hand grasping her mother's.

My senses are quite acute. I am aware of her dark hair, the dark blue of her dress and the scuffed leather of her shoes. The forest is open and I can see a long distance through the trees, along the dirt trail past where the woman stumbles. I see a tiny flash of red on a tree trunk and recognise a butterfly opening and closing its wings, while in the covering of plants on the forest floor I glimpse a wood violet and tell myself to collect it on the way back, after...

After what? Why am I here? I see beyond the woman a long mound of earth and men in uniform waiting. It is the uniform of the Police Battalions. I look down at my own uniform and the rifle in my hands and remember why I am here.

Just short of the mound of earth and the trench cut into the dark woodland soil beyond it, the woman stops and, at a command, starts to undress. She puts her dress on top of a pile of clothing and hands her rings and a bracelet to one of the men. They allow her to keep her shift on as they have no interest in her nakedness, only her death. The child joins her beside the trench and I see it is a little girl, perhaps three years of age, crying in earnest now. They shiver in the cool autumn air and also because of what lies before them. Kneeling in the muddy soil beside the pit, they stare into it.

Bodies lie sprawled within this pit--this grave--white-limbed and splattered with blood, while pale tree roots stick out from the dark earth sides like fingers eager to grasp the life they are offered. I look at the back of the woman's head, seeing each strand of hair and a little pulse of a blood vessel in the side of her neck. I raise my rifle and a man steps up beside me, pointing his own rifle at the child. The little girl turns her head to look at me and I see it is my daughter Wilhelmina. I open my mouth to cry out that there has been some dreadful mistake but the man's rifle fires and the little body tumbles into the pit.

Now the woman looks round, accusingly, and I recognise the features of my darling Ilse. I stare into her eyes but I show no mercy, pulling the trigger and consigning her body to the grave that already holds so many other victims. I want to feel grief and horror, but I feel nothing, and when I look up I see I am standing on a road with many other men, and I am helping to herd shivering men, women and children into the waiting trucks.

I give a sweet, an Ingwer bonbon, to my Wilhelmina and hand her smiling to her mother who is already in the truck. The doors close and the engine starts, but the truck does not drive off. Instead, it just sits there with the exhaust fumes pouring into it and the screaming starts. Mercifully, it does not last long, and then the doors are opened.

Hilfswilliger step forward, native Poles who have lived alongside these people, and haul the bodies out of the truck, laughing and joking as they do so. I watch the Hiwis at work and do nothing, not even when an officer sticks his finger in Wilhelmina's dead mouth and hauls out the uneaten bonbon. He turns to me and says, "Konrad, you should have been in that truck too."

Then I am running and it is night. My boots clatter over the cobbles of a darkened city street and I hear shouts behind me. I duck into an alley and through a door, into someone's home. The home is a single room, almost devoid of furniture. Two men, a woman and three children sit on the floor huddled around a single candle. They are Jewish and I ask them to hide me because I am Jewish too, but they refuse saying that I chose to give that up long ago. One of the men calls to the men outside and they burst in, drag me out and...

...I am in a quarry, hauling broken rocks to a cart with a dozen other emaciated men. Guards stand around laughing and threatening us with death if we do not work harder. I fall to my knees but I am dragged upright and a coarse noose is settled around my throat. All the men, prisoners and guards alike, watch as I am hauled up, choking, and as I turn on the end of the rope, my chest in spasm as I struggle to draw breath, I see Ilse and my friend Erwin Schwab watching me. The rope burns like fire around my neck. I feel a scream building inside me...

 

 

The scream is still echoing off the bedroom walls as Ilse throws her arms around me, holding me tight as my shoulders shake and tears stream down my face. I am sitting up in bed, staring into the darkness, and my breath comes raggedly and my terror turns by degrees into common anguish and I sob quietly. 

Wilhelmina is bawling now in the next room and Ilse goes to attend to her. Alone in our bedroom I gather my courage and swing my legs over the side, tottering through into the parlour where I slump into a chair and stare out the window to where the first flush of dawn is pinking the eastern horizon.

Ilse comes in, having settled Wilhelmina, and bustles around, lighting the fire in the wood stove and filling a kettle with water. Then she draws up a chair and sits down beside me. She takes my hands in hers and looks into my face, her eyes filled with compassion.

"The same dream?" she asks, and I nod.

"You need to talk it out, Konrad. A doctor...or a pastor, perhaps."

I shake my head. "Who could I trust with my story? You and Erwin are the only ones who know."

"Then you must do as we agreed. Return to your work and find a way to make amends for your actions. Address the burden of guilt you say you bear."

Ilse is right. We have talked about this many times. I am Jewish on my mother's side, but I have a Blood Certificate signed by the Fuhrer himself, and that document gives me the right to live my life within Germany as if I was not a Jew. As long as I do not practice my faith openly, I am safe. But though I am safe, what of the thousands or millions of other Jews in Germany and the occupied lands? Why should I live while they die?

I have even killed some of them. I have taken part in the systematic hunting down and execution of Jewish men, women and children, and their blood stains my soul indelibly. I have repented of my actions and suffered because of my refusal to take any further part in that slaughter, but it is not enough. What else can I do? Is there any action that will make up for the evil I have committed? I have considered turning myself in, offering myself up for immolation and hoping to atone through my death, but that will only visit destruction on my Ilse and Wilhelmina. For their sakes I must continue my deception, and find a way to assuage my burgeoning guilt. But how?

The kettle boils and Ilse makes a pot of tea from her small container of dried raspberry leaves, and the sweet-sharp aroma fills the parlour. We sip the hot liquid from our cups and watch the sun rise over snow-covered fields.

"What day is it, Ilse?" I ask.

"Monday, March 23rd."

"Nearly three years since this first started--since I first heard about Falk's plans."

"You're not going to let him get away with it, are you?"

"He's already got away with it. He's Ortsgruppenleiter and a party member."

"No longer Ortsgruppenleiter. He's been given a new rank--Hauptabschnittsleiter. And besides, you're a party member too."

I shudder. "Don't remind me of that."

"I say it only because if he has power, then so do you. You are a Police Leutnant and Schutzstaffel. Use your position to bring him to account."

I think about this for a few minutes. "It would be satisfying, I admit, but there's probably little I can do."

"So if you accomplish nothing, at least you will have tried. Isn't that better than doing nothing and letting evil men go free?"

"I am an evil man too..."

"Do not say such a thing, Konrad Wengler," Ilse says sharply. "You are a good, decent man who got caught up in evil deeds."

"Deeds of which I am heartily ashamed."

"So do something to atone for those deeds. Bring the men responsible to account."

I laugh bitterly. "They are myriad and I am one man."

"So bring one man to account, Konrad. Find evidence to bring Hauptabschnittsleiter Heinz Falk before the courts."

"For what? Persecuting Jews? Stealing their farms? There is no court in Germany would punish him for that."

"You told me he stole Balzer's farm and killed him also. Balzer was not Jewish. Isn't that a crime for which he could be punished?"

I nod slowly, thinking. "You are right, Ilse," I murmur. She is no longer listening though, as Wilhelmina has awoken and she has gone to dress her for a new day. I must get dressed too, for it is the day I am to resume my police duties and Bad Reichenhall is many kilometres from here. I have a lot of work to do, but many men under my command, so maybe I can find time to investigate our Ortsgruppenleiter--no, sorry, Hauptabschnittsleiter--and maybe make him account for his sins.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Konrad parked his motorcycle behind the old police station in Bad Reichenhall a few minutes before nine and stood looking up at the rear facade of the building. Grimy windows stared down blankly at him, and he felt depressed at the thought of taking up his duties again. He wanted to just get back on his motorcycle and ride home, but instead he took his helmet off and walked toward the back steps, stripping his gloves from his hands and loosening his greatcoat.

The door squeaked as he pushed it open and his boots sounded hollowly on the worn wooden floor as he paced the length of a hallway and through another door into the main reception area. A Wachtmeister sat at a desk, engrossed in writing something in a large journal. He did not look up as Konrad entered. Konrad stood in silence for a moment and then cleared his throat.

"Yes? What do you want?" The Wachtmeister continued to write without looking up.

"I want to see your commanding officer."

"He's not in. God knows when he will be. He..." The Wachtmeister raised his eyes at last, his mouth falling open as he took in the insignia of rank and the SS flashes on Konrad's lapels. He leapt to his feet, knocking his chair over with a clatter, and his booted heels clacked together as he came to attention.

"Your pardon, Herr Leutnant. My commanding officer Leutnant Wengler has not..."

"I am Leutnant Wengler. Who commands here in my absence?"

"Th...that would be Meister Sauer, sir."

"And your name?"

"Wachtmeister Frank, sir."

"Take me to Meister Sauer."

"Yes sir...I mean...I cannot leave my post, sir."

"Then use your telephone, Wachtmeister, and call him down here. Now."

"Jawohl, Herr Leutnant." Frank picked up the receiver and dialled. "Guten abend, Meister. Leutnant Wengler is at the front desk... I cannot leave my post, sir... Jawohl." He replaced the receiver and turned back to Konrad. "Meister Sauer will be here in just a moment, sir."

Konrad nodded and then, seeing Frank still standing at attention said, "Resume your duties, Wachtmeister."

Minutes passed. Konrad's foot started tapping on the floor and Frank, hunched over his journal again, flinched at each tap on the wooden floorboards. Footsteps came clattering down hidden stairs and a door opened behind the desk. A tall, thin man pushed through, buttoning up the top of his jacket. He advanced on Konrad, then abruptly came to attention.

"Heil Hitler."

The Meister waited with an expectant expression on his face and Konrad sighed.

"Heil Hitler. You are Meister Sauer?"

"I am, Leutnant. We have been eagerly awaiting your arrival."

"Yes, so I was led to believe." Konrad looked pointedly at the Wachtmeister, who hunched his shoulders and tried to ignore the presence of his superiors. "Please show me to my office, Meister."

"Er, yes, of course, Leutnant. This way."

Sauer held the door for Konrad and then went ahead of him, mounting the stairs rapidly. Konrad gritted his teeth and followed more slowly. He wished he had brought his cane, but had not wanted to appear crippled on his first day. As it was, his leg was on fire by the time he had hauled himself up two flights of stairs. The Meister was waiting for him on the landing, an expression of concern on his face.

"I am sorry, Leutnant Wengler. I had forgotten your er..."

"My what?"

"Your war wound, Leutnant. Hauptman Rauland notified me that you were a decorated veteran of the last war. I should have remembered." Sauer paused, the toe of one booted foot twisting on the wooden floor. "Er, your office is this way, sir." He led the way again, and threw open the door to a large room with a desk and chair positioned to catch the grey morning light that filtered through the grimy windows.

Worn carpet occupied the middle of the floor and a filing cabinet was pressed against one wall. On the opposite wall, the obligatory visage of the Fuhrer stared grimly out at the faded room. A single upright chair stood facing the desk, accentuating the room's emptiness and squalor. The only splash of colour in the room was a vase filled with bright yellow daffodils. It stood on the desk next to a black telephone, and a small reading lamp.

"Fraulein Muller, sir." 

"What?"

"The flowers, sir. Your secretary Helga Muller brought them from her garden this morning."

Konrad nodded. "Who else works here? You have a staff list?"

"I shall tell Fraulein Muller to bring it to you."

"I shall also need the full personnel files and files of any investigations currently underway or recently completed--let's say the last twelve months."

"Just Bad Reichenhall?"

"The whole district under my jurisdiction, please."

"At once, Herr Leutnant." Sauer came to attention and lifted his arm in the Nazi salute. "Heil Hitler."

"Save such gestures for Party occasions, Sauer. In this building, and in my presence, a simple police salute will do." 

Konrad turned away and limped to his desk, pulling out the chair and sitting down. He sat for a moment, idly drumming his fingers on the polished oak surface of the desk, and then looked to left and right at the drawers. There were three on either side. The top one on the left held only some pencils and some sheets of paper, while the drawers below were empty. Two of the right hand drawers were locked, but the top one held a coffee mug and an empty tin of biscuits. Konrad sniffed the tin cautiously, but the contents had departed so long ago that even their aroma had dissipated.

Konrad looked up as someone knocked on the door. "Come," he called.

A young woman entered, her arms full of files. She smiled hesitantly and crossed to the desk, depositing her load on its surface.

"Guten morgen, Herr Leutnant."

"You are Fraulein Helga Muller?"

The girl bobbed her head and smiled.

"Thank you for the flowers, Fraulein. This room needs beautiful things."

Konrad had meant only the daffodils on his desk, but Helga blushed and avoided his gaze. He cleared his throat. "Perhaps you would be so good as to make me a cup of coffee, Fraulein? I seem to have been left a mug."

"Of course, Herr Leutnant." Helga grabbed the mug and almost ran for the door.

Konrad settled back in his chair and started sorting through the pile of files on the desk. He took one of the sheets of paper and a moderately sharp pencil and listed the names of the towns in his jurisdiction--Bad Reichenhall, Schneizlreuth, Gruttenau, Berchtesgaden, Schonau am Konigsee, Oberau, Marktschellenberg, Bischofswiesen.

Next came the names of the policemen associated with each town. Oberau and Schonau were not represented, while Bischofswiesen and Gruttenau were Einzelpost--they had only a single policeman to guard their interests. He wrote Rolf Haber next to Gruttenau, and grimaced as he did so. Then he dug into the files again, pulling out names and adding them to his list. He was surprised to see that Rolf Haber was still only a Wachtmeister despite his association with the Hauptabschnittsleiter, and also that he had an Anwarter under him, a Manfred Wolff.

I can see I will have to confront Haber soon and find out just who he is working for.

More files; more names. Bischofswiesen was under the control of Unterwachtmeister Gunter Schmidt; while Berchtesgaden rated a full Meister, only one step below Leutnant. Konrad guessed that this was because of the sometimes presence of the Fuhrer in his mountain retreat, though since the Russian campaign had started he was not often there. Konrad opened the file on the Bad Reichenhall station. Meister Hans Sauer was in charge...until I arrived...with Wachtmeister Frank, Unterwachtmeister Weber, and four Anwarters, two of them new recruits. He put off reading the personnel files and turned to the files on current and recent cases within the district.

At one point, almost unnoticed, Helga came in with a cup of coffee and placed it within reach of his hand. He looked up, grunted his thanks, and went back to his files. 

They made dull reading. The usual minor robberies, vandalism, drunken brawls outside the taverns, traffic accidents and the like filled page after page. Peacetime or wartime, it seemed to make no difference to human nature. Men mostly, and some women, just let their selfish and spiteful natures show. The only difference Konrad noticed was the age of these petty criminals. Very few were adults between twenty and fifty. Most were older men or youths, and Konrad frowned for a few moments until he realised the fit men had all been called up for service.

There had been five murders in the last year, all apparently solved, and the guilty men (and one woman) were incarcerated. Several people had been dispossessed of their land, and Konrad saw without surprise that they mostly had Jewish names. As if to remove all doubt, someone had scrawled 'Juden' in red ink in the margins. Konrad wondered what had become of the titles to the land--whether they had been put up for auction and knocked down at a paltry price to Party faithful like the Jewish farms in Gruttenau. Konrad tapped his pencil on the desk for a while, trying to decide whether to pursue it.

I could be making trouble for myself; this might have nothing to do with the Falks. On the other hand, if it is them, they are up to their old tricks and they shouldn't be allowed to get away with it.

He picked up the telephone receiver and listened to the tone before pressing the little button on the front. It gave a muted ring and Helga answered.

"Ah, Helga, dig out anything further we have on case numbers..." he read out five designations, "...and see if you can find a decent map of the district please."

They arrived half an hour later, as Konrad was finishing his now cold coffee, but it was not Helga who brought them. It was Meister Sauer.

"May I ask why you want these files, Leutnant? They are all old cases and of no interest to anyone."

"I thought they all had a common thread..."

"The farms all belonged to Jews, you mean?" Sauer interrupted. "Everything was done in accordance with Reich law. There were no loose ends to be followed up."

"May I see the files?" Konrad held out his hand.

"Herr Leutnant, you are only inviting trouble by investigating those cases." After a few moments, he saw that Konrad was not backing down. He stepped forward and laid them on the desk, laying the rolled up map alongside them. "As you wish, Leutnant." Sauer's arm lifted straight-armed, but he adroitly turned it into a normal salute, turned on his heel and left the room.

Konrad opened the files and started reading, making a few notes on a piece of paper. Then he unrolled the map and weighted its corners with his coffee mug and files. He oriented himself first, and then marked on the places he knew--his own home, the Balzer farm, Schneider's and Nussbaum's, shading in the rough estimates of area with a pencil. The coordinates of the confiscated farms in the files were harder to estimate, but he shaded those in as best he could and stood back to get an overall impression.

His first reaction was one of disappointment. The farms were small, and though they clustered together near Schneizlreuth, they were not adjacent to the ones owned by Martin Falk in Gruttenau.

Perhaps there really is nothing to my suspicions that the Falk cousins are amassing a farming empire at the expense of Jewish farmers.

He went back to the files, looking for the names of the present owners. They were not there, even though the documents listed the names of the dispossessed owners, the dates of confiscation and sale, and the amount paid. There was even a space on the form for the new owner's name but it had been left blank.

Konrad thought for a while and then put through a call to Helga. "Please connect me to the Central Registry of Lands for the Bad Reichenhall district."

"One moment, sir...connected."

"Good morning, who am I speaking to?"

"Registrar Schwarz. And you are?"

"Ordnungspolizei Leutnant Konrad Wengler. I am going through some of the change of ownership files in our system and find that a few of them are incomplete. In the interests of efficiency, I would like to fill in the gaps."

"Commendable, Leutnant Wengler. Do you have the file numbers?"

"Yes." Konrad read out the first number and waited while the Registrar sent for it.

"This is a Jewish file," the Registrar said. "What did you want to know?"

"The name of the new owner, Herr Schwarz. The farm was sold by the State after confiscation, but the space for the new owner's name has been left blank."

There was a distinct pause at the other end of the line, and when the Registrar spoke again, it was coldly. "The name is withheld."

"On whose authority?"

"I cannot say. Will there be anything else, Leutnant?"

"I have some more file numbers."

"Jewish files?"

"I believe so."

"Then I can tell you nothing more. Good day, Leutnant."

"Wait." Konrad scrambled to find a question that might unlock the mystery. "All land titles must show a registered owner, by Reich law. I understand you cannot tell me who the owner is, but how can you know to withhold it for this file? Is there a notation on the file instructing you to do so?"

A long pause. "Yes."

"To me personally, or to everyone?"

"Why should it be to you personally?"

"All right, then. So this instruction; is it a name? Initials? An official stamp?"

"I can tell you nothing, Leutnant." Another pause. "However, if you wish to pursue this further, you must contact the Hauptabschnittsleiter's office in Gruttenau. Good day."

Konrad put down the receiver and leaned back in his chair. So Falk is up to his old tricks, but he has become a bit more secretive.

He pulled out his pocket watch and checked the time, and then opened up the back of it, reading his father's initials--WW--inscribed on the cover. What would you do, father? He smiled. I know, you would tell me there is nothing I can do against the Party machinery. Konrad sighed and slipped the watch back into his pocket.

The rest of the morning, and part of the afternoon were spent getting to know the men under his command. One by one he called them into his office and spoke to them, trying to cut through their reticence at speaking to an unknown superior officer, striving to put them at their ease. He was moderately successful with the lower ranks as they had heard of his exploits in the Great War. Meister Sauer was the only one to remain aloof and unbending, answering questions where he must and volunteering nothing. Konrad was glad when he left, and instructed Helga to fix appointments with all the men under his command in the other towns of the district.

"To see them here, sir? It will leave the stations unmanned."

"We can't have that; I'll go to them. If possible, arrange it so I can see more than the men in one station on each day. Oh, and omit Gruttenau. I live there, so I'll call in and see them unannounced."

He left early, shrugging into his greatcoat and gloves, limping down the corridor. He was aware of men looking out at him from offices as he passed, but ignored their stares. The stairs were his biggest hurdle, but he negotiated those and put his head into Helga's office before he left.

"Find me an office on the ground floor, Helga. By tomorrow please, and transfer all the files on my upstairs desk to it."

Konrad did not wait for an answer or even acknowledgement, pushing through the back door to where his ex-army BMW R75 motorcycle sat. It was old, but he had lavished care on it and he loved the freedom of movement it gave him. Of course, it wasn't the most comfortable way of getting around on early spring days when ice and slush still coated the roads, but it would do for now. He did not have far to go, and he hoped that a late arrival might disconcert the men at the police station in Gruttenau.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

Konrad had avoided the streets of Gruttenau since returning from his experiences in the Police Battalions in Poland and the horror of the Mauthausen death camp. People in the town knew him and without a doubt rumours of his Jewish blood had been passed about. It was not out of shame that he had refrained from walking the streets, but rather the difficulty he still had in equating the terrible things being visited on some members of German society and the very ordinariness of the common folk. The disparity between members of the National Socialist Party and Schutzstaffel, and the plain people he had known most of his adult life was increasingly disconcerting. He doubted that most people had any idea what happened in those areas ruled by the SS.

Now he stood on the street outside the Gruttenau Town Hall where both the police station and the Hauptabschnittsleiter's office resided, and felt a familiar dread envelop him again. Heart hammering in his chest, he mounted the steps and pushed open the door into the vestibule. It was deserted, but he knew the stairs in front of him led to the offices of the Hauptabschnittsleiter, while to his left were the offices that housed the police station. To his right were more offices, but these were closed and unused since the Gruttenau Town Council had been made obsolete by the National Socialist party machinery.

Konrad lifted his hand to knock on the door of the police station and gave a wry smile as he realised he was answerable to no one therein. He opened the door and went in, expecting to find the Anwarter on duty behind the desk. Instead, he surprised Wachtmeister Rolf Haber coming out of the kitchen area, his tunic undone, with a mug of tea in one hand and a cigarette in the other. Haber stopped and stared at the officer in his greatcoat now confronting him.

"Konrad? By God, it is you. I heard...but you know..."

Konrad nodded. "A bit early to be knocking off, isn't it?"

"Ach, you know..." Haber waved his cigarette vaguely. "Sleepy little town, as you well know. Still on duty, but I needed a cup and a fag. Come in, Konrad, don't stand on ceremony. I can fix you up a cup; then you can put your feet up and tell me what you've been doing."

"Another time, Haber. Where is your Anwarter--Wolff, isn't it?"

Haber nodded. "Manfred. He's gone home. Did you want to see him about something? He'll be in at nine tomorrow."

"I want to see all the men under my command."

"Your command?" Haber stared for a moment, and then transferred the cigarette to his mouth and put his cup of tea down on the front desk. "I'd heard you'd taken over in Bad Reichenhall, but your jurisdiction doesn't cover the town of Gruttenau anymore. The Hauptabschnittsleiter is my boss now. I answer directly to him."

"That's not what Hauptmann Rauland says. The district is mine..."

"Hey, I don't want to fight, Konrad. If you want to dispute your rights, go and see Falk. He's still upstairs, I think."

"You are still in Orpo uniform and only a Wachtmeister; thus answerable to me."

Haber shrugged. "Talk to Falk." He sucked in smoke, tapped the ash off his cigarette onto the floor and exhaled upward.

"I shall," Konrad said. "And afterward, you and I will have something to say on your attitude and the chain of command." He turned and left, trying hard not to limp.

The stairs ate at his strength and he was in some pain by the time he reached the plushly carpeted hall that led to the Hauptabschnittsleiter's offices. The lobby was still dominated by a large desk and the severe looking woman behind it. She looked up as Konrad entered and her eyes opened wide for a brief moment before she took control of herself again.

"What is it you want, Leutnant Wengler?"

Konrad considered saying he was there just for the pleasure of her company, but decided against it. He doubted she had a sense of humour.

"To see Falk."

"The Hauptabschnittsleiter..." she stressed the title, "...is busy. Do you have an appointment?"

"No, but I need to clear up a matter of jurisdiction immediately."

"I'm sorry, Herr Leutnant, but you will have to make an appointment." She opened the book in front of her and leafed through a few pages. "I can fit you in next week..."

"I tell you what, Frau Bixler. You tell your boss that I'm here to see him and if he doesn't want to see me and discuss this jurisdictional matter, I'll take things into my own hands and he can clear up any mess later."

Frau Bixler glared at Konrad, but he refused to be cowed. "Very well, take a seat." She pointed to a couch across the room and waited until he had seated himself before picking up the telephone received.

"Hauptabschnittsleiter, Leutnant Wengler is here to see you... yes, I told him you were busy. He says there is a matter of jurisdiction to discuss... no, that's all he said... yes, Hauptabschnittsleiter... he says that if he cannot speak to you he will act and leave you to clean up the mess... yes, that is what he said... very well, Hauptabschnittsleiter, I will tell him."

Bixler replaced the receiver and looked across at Konrad. Her severe looking face took on an expression of extreme distaste. "Hauptabschnittsleiter Falk will see you in a few minutes." She looked up at the wall clock and then back at Konrad.

Seconds ticked by, and then slow minutes, and at last she got up and moved to the office door. "Hauptabschnittsleiter Falk will see you now."

Konrad limped across the lobby as she opened the office door and moved past her into a palatial study. The utilitarian office Konrad remembered from years past had disappeared. In its place were thick carpets, polished woods and leather chairs; beautifully bound books, paintings on the walls that could have graced a museum or art gallery, and heavy curtains that framed a view to the forest covered hills. He scarcely noticed the figure behind the desk until he moved. Heinz Falk had always been heavy-set, tending toward portly, but he was now several sizes larger, rolls of flesh threatening to strain the seams of his tailored Party uniform. He heaved himself to his feet and came around the desk and Konrad swore he could hear the floorboards protest.

"So, the Jew has decided to pay me a visit at last," Falk said. "I wondered how long it would be."

"I take no great pleasure in it, Falk, but my duties lead me here."

All expression left Falk's face. "Your duties? Concerning what?"

Interesting reaction, Konrad thought. "You've done very well for yourself," he said, waving a hand at the room.

"I am rising in the estimation of Gauleiter Wagner. Naturally, as a good Party man, I am justly rewarded."

"Beyond what I would have expected of an Ortsgruppenleiter."

"That rank is being phased out. I have been made Hauptabschnittsleiter, with all the responsibilities and privileges that high rank entails. If you thought me a bad enemy before, take heed, Leutnant Wengler, I can destroy you with a snap of my fingers." Falk made as if to do so, but his fingers slipped past each other with hardly a sound being made. 

"Yes, I heard your title had changed, but it doesn't alter the man within, does it? Anyway, I haven't come here to pass the time of day. You represent the Party in the district; I represent the Ordnungpolizei. You have, inadvertently I'm sure, trespassed on my purview."

"Really? And how have I done that?"

"Wachtmeister Haber seems to believe he is working for you now."

"Everyone in the Greater German Reich works for the State. Even you, Leutnant Jew."

"I am aware of my duties and responsibilities, Falk, but there are proper channels. Haber is Orpo, not part of your Party machinery."

"He is whatever I tell him to be," Falk said softly. "Do not forget I am the ultimate authority in the district."

"You are the authority on National Socialist matters, Hauptabschnittsleiter, but the police come under a separate jurisdiction."

"I can commandeer anyone for Party purposes."

"For a specific purpose, for a short time. You cannot move him out of the police without proper documentation. Do you have proper documentation?"

"I don't need it."

"Do not forget that the Orpo was subsumed into the SS, Falk, and I hold the rank of Obersturmfuhrer in that organisation. Must I take this matter up with my superiors? And I don't mean Hauptmann Rauland in Traunstein. I'm talking about taking it all the way up--to Reichsfuhrer Himmler if necessary. I doubt Gauleiter Wagner will hold you in such high regard when he hears how he has been dragged into a personal jurisdictional argument. Because that's what it is, isn't it, Herr Falk? This is to get back at me."

The colour had been rising in Falk's face as Konrad spoke, and Falk's lips were now contorted into a snarl. "Not everything is about you, Jude." He turned his back and lurched over to the window, where he stood with his hands clasped behind his back, staring out the window in the direction of the forested hills.

Konrad waited, the pain in his leg increasing, and he wished he had brought his walking stick with him. It was unrealistic to assume he would be offered a chair.

"Very well, Leutnant Jew, you may take your Wachtmeister. He has served his purpose anyway."

"Thank you, Hauptabschnittsleiter." 

"You know you will never be able to trust him? He will always be my man."

Konrad said nothing.

"I know what your game is, Leutnant Jew, but you will not win. You might think you are safe now that you have a Blood Certificate signed by the Fuhrer himself, but a reckoning will come. Your blood is tainted, and I have the purity of National Socialism behind me."

Konrad shrugged, a gesture wasted on the Hauptabschnittsleiter as he still had his back to him. "Well, I have work to do, so I will take my leave."

Falk turned and once more his face was calm. "Then goodbye for now, Herr Leutnant." He raised his right arm straight out. "Heil Hitler."

Konrad thought about just giving a police salute, but it was not appropriate with a Party member. Besides, this one would likely take offence at any omission and report him. He did not want the extra aggravation, so he returned the salute. "Heil Hitler."

He felt relief as the door closed behind him. For months he had wondered how he would feel in the presence of Heinz Falk, and was surprised that his major emotion was one of contempt. "Don't underestimate him, though," he muttered. "He's poison."

The stairs were easier on his leg going down, but not much, and he was limping badly by the time he pushed his way into the police station once more. Haber came out from his office as the door closed behind Konrad and his eyes narrowed at the sight of the Leutnant's limp.

"Leg's still bad? I've got some aspirin here somewhere."

Konrad shook his head. "We need to talk. Your office, now."

"Look, I'm going to make myself another cup of tea. How about I make you one too, dig out a couple of aspirin, while you take the weight off that leg in my office?" Haber smiled. "The armchair's quite comfortable."

Konrad opened his mouth to refuse, to order his subordinate into the office for the dressing down he planned on giving, but his leg chose that moment to flash an added complaint to his brain. He turned and limped into Haber's office.

The armchair in question was ancient, and had the worn look of continued use. An old torn-eared tomcat was dozing on the seat and he opened his eyes and looked at Konrad as he limped in. Konrad smiled, remembering the cat, and wondered if he had stuck in the cat's memory too. He reached down to scratch it behind its ears, and it sounded as if someone had started up his motorcycle.

"You do remember me, Felix," Konrad said. "How are you, boy?"

Konrad lifted the cat from the seat and the purring died down to a mutter before cranking up to full throttle as Konrad sat down and placed Felix on his lap. He stroked the cat and Felix made himself comfortable, flexing his claws and settling down to resume his nap.

Haber came in with two cups of tea and a bottle of aspirin. He passed one cup to Konrad, and then the aspirin. "Here, get a couple of those into you. I see Felix remembers you."

"Thank you." Konrad swallowed three aspirin, washing them down with strong sweet tea. He set the cup on the floor beside the armchair and looked at Haber as he sat in his upright chair behind his desk. Taken aback by the Wachtmeister's unexpected kindness, he wondered how to begin.

"So how was our old schnitzel-leiter?" 

"Our what?"

Haber grinned. "Sorry. I've got into the habit of calling him 'schnitzel-leiter' instead of Hauptabschnittsleiter--behind his back, of course. Boneless, covered in crumbs and a Party favourite."

"I'm surprised you would make fun of him so openly," Konrad said. 

"Well, I know you and he don't get along, so you're hardly likely to go telling tales. How was he, anyway? Learn anything useful?"

"As a matter of fact I did, Wachtmeister."

"Umm...now why do I get the feeling I'm not going to like what you're going to say next?"

"Falk has decided to abandon you, Wachtmeister. You have served your purpose, it seems, so you are once more under my command. Though why I should want you is another matter."

Haber shrugged and sipped his tea. "Am I dismissed?"

"I haven't decided. Can you give me any good reason why I shouldn't?"

"Well, let's see... I'm a damn good Wachtmeister with several years' experience. I know Gruttenau and the people who live here, and I know how our schnitzel-leiter's mind works."

"I'll allow you the first two points, but why should I give you any credit for being Falk's errand boy?"

"Like it or not, Falk is going to continue to be a presence in Gruttenau and the district, and that means your path and his are certain to cross. It might be useful to have me here. I know him and he trusts me...well, maybe that's too strong a word for our good schnitzel...but at least he doesn't mistrust me. I could give useful insights into his thinking."

Konrad considered Haber's argument, and wondered how much he could trust a man who had so willingly done Falk's bidding. He said as much, hoping to spark some sort of outburst from the other man. Open insubordination might make it easier to fire him.

Haber nodded, his expression thoughtful. "I can see your problem, Herr Leutnant, but please remember I was brought in by Falk as a temporary measure in your absence, and found myself completely under his authority. I could do nothing else but obey him, especially when he...ah...pointed out some facets of your background that cast aspersions on your loyalty to the Reich."

"You mean the fact that I am Jewish?"

Haber looked away and cleared his throat. "Er, yes."

"Do you have a problem with that fact?"

"Well..." Haber looked uncomfortable.

"I was investigated by the SS, and eventually cleared of any hint of disloyalty. I have a Blood Certificate signed by the Fuhrer, and I was confirmed in my position as Leutnant of Police. I have even been promoted over the whole district of Bad Reichenhall. What does all that tell you?"

Haber stared at Konrad for a minute and then burst out laughing. Felix snapped awake and dug his claws in for a minute before slowly relaxing again. 

"No wonder Herr schnitzel-leiter hates your guts."

Konrad nodded and allowed himself a brief smile. "All right, so you were only obeying orders then, but where does your loyalty lie now? You are no longer under Falk, but once more firmly in the ranks of the Orpo. I am your superior officer."

"As you say, sir, you are my superior. I, like you, have sworn an oath of personal loyalty to the Fuhrer and thus my ultimate loyalty lies there. However, I am a Wachtmeister of the Ordnungspolizei, and I know my duty. You may be assured of my loyalty, sir."

Konrad considered Haber's words for several minutes, his hand stroking Felix's fur and feeling the light rumble of the cat's purring. The aspirin were starting to take effect and the prospect of relaxing at home was suddenly very appealing.

"Very well, Wachtmeister, we will give it a go. Six months' probation and if I feel uncertain of your loyalty I will transfer you to another district."

"Thank you, Leutnant. You will not be sorry." Haber stood up and saluted--a good police salute.

Konrad dumped Felix unceremoniously to the floor and struggled to his feet, returning the salute. He turned and left the office.

 

 

Rolf Haber sat and smoked a cigarette after Konrad had left, while Felix claimed the armchair once more. He listened for the sounds of Konrad's motorcycle to die away into the distance before he picked up the telephone receiver and dialled a single digit that connected him to an extension in the same building.

"Haber, here... yes, if I may... thank you." He waited a few moments for his call to be connected. "He's gone... yes, he believed me... of course, Hauptabschnittsleiter. Heil Hitler."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

 

Konrad spoke to Anwarter Manfred Wolff the next morning and came to the opinion that there was no harm in the young man. He decided to leave Haber and Wolff to manage the police affairs of Gruttenau, and take himself back down to Bad Reichenhall. Here he became engrossed in the affairs of the district, and for a few weeks toured the outlying towns and villages, speaking to his policemen and to members of the public, seeking an overall feeling for the morale of the people. Aside from the drain of young men into the armed forces, the war had had very little effect in the area, though the farmers of the district benefitted from the demand on their produce.

It was the farmers that Konrad investigated once he had a little time to spare, in particular Martin Falk. The cousin of the Hauptabschnittsleiter now owned several large farms, most of which were contiguous and in the process of being merged into a huge cattle-farming concern. Most of the farms had been bought openly, by bidding whenever a confiscated property came up for tender, but Konrad thought it suspicious that Martin Falk had been successful in buying so many of them, and at such low prices. He sought out the paperwork involved, looking into the people who had tendered for the properties. Many of the documents were closed to scrutiny, but constant probing revealed a few details.

He started with what he knew. Martin Falk had owned a property near Gruttenau since long before the war and persecution of the Jews. To this he had added farms such as the Nussbaum and Schneider properties, and the adjacent Balzer chicken farm. Konrad's own property stood as a wedge of free land in the swathe of Falk land shaded on the map in Konrad's office. Heinz Falk had made a bid to confiscate Konrad's house and land, but it had failed at the last moment when his lawyer Erwin Schwab had produced documentation showing the property had been made over to Konrad's Gattin, Ilse Bauer.

Martin Falk had bought other properties around Schneizlreuth, but there were other confiscated properties that were not under his name, and several large ones connecting Falk's Gruttenau farms with the small ones near Schneizlreuth. These would have been invaluable, binding all the farms together, but they belonged to other people. Martin Falk's acquisitions were indicative of criminal activity, but also inconclusive.

Meister Sauer came in once or twice to drop off files or pick some up while Konrad had been working on his map, and the second time he paused by the door on the way out.

"May I say something, Leutnant?" he asked.

Konrad looked up. "I know what you're going to say. You've already warned me off investigating these farms."

"I would like to know why you are going ahead, sir. What do you hope to achieve? As far as I can see, each of these properties was bought legally."

"So it would appear, according to the Registry records, anyway."

"You think they are at fault?"

Konrad shrugged. "Perhaps."

"Do you have any proof, sir? Those are serious allegations."

"No proof, just a suspicion, which is why I haven't launched an investigation."

"Perhaps it would be wise to leave it at that, sir. There's no sense in stirring things up."

"Not even if a crime has been committed?" Konrad asked. "We are police officers, duty bound to uphold the law."

"Ah, but has a crime been committed? We have farms being bought and sold..."

"That's just it, though. These are mostly confiscated farms being sold by tender, and some of them at very low prices."

"Jewish farms, legally seized."

"Under Reich Law."

"What other law is there, Leutnant?"

Konrad sighed. "No, you're right. Under Reich Law everything is legal and correct for this farm..." he tapped Nussbaum's property, "...this one..." Schneider's farm, "...this one, no doubt, and many others, all belonging to Jews, but what about this one?" He pointed to the Balzer chicken farm.

Sauer peered at the map. "What about it? It's just another seized property, isn't it?"

"Yes and no. Seized, but Balzer was not Jewish--far from it. He just had the misfortune to own a piece of land that went well with other properties seized at the same time."

"The authorities must have had a reason."

"Balzer was supposedly a Jewish sympathiser and shot at the police. In the ensuing gun battle, he was killed. His daughter lost her inheritance because of his supposed Jewish connection, and a very valuable property ended up in Martin Falk's pocket."

"You don't believe he was a Jewish sympathiser?"

"No. According to his daughter, he hated them."

"Even so, he shot at police. That would justify criminal prosecution."

"But not confiscation of his land. Besides, there is some doubt he actually fired on them--at least, not before they stormed onto his property and shot him dead."

"So who was the man who really shot at the police?"

"He was never identified. I tried to talk to the policeman who was wounded, and some of the others who took part in the action, but difficulties were put in my way. I never managed to tie anything down."

Meister Sauer looked at the map as he thought about Konrad's words. "So there's really not much you can do, is there, sir? The reports on Balzer may be correct, but even if they're not, how could you ever prove it without finding the real shooter, and showing there was no connection between him and Balzer?"

Konrad nodded and limped back to his desk. "That's one line of enquiry. Another might be to find out the new owners and show that Martin Falk paid prices well below their actual value. That might tie in Heinz Falk and show there is evidence of fraud."

"The Registry of Lands?" Sauer asked, still looking at the map.

"They either cannot or will not give me such details."

"Then what more can you do?" Sauer turned to face Konrad. "Seriously, Leutnant Wengler, there is insufficient evidence of wrongdoing. Right or wrong, if you pursue this you will attract the attention of Party officials, and nobody wants that."

Konrad sat and pondered Sauer's words after the Meister left his office. They made sense, especially as he could not see any way forward. The Balzer affair seemed a dead end, and there was nothing to connect the Jewish confiscations around Schneizlreuth with Martin Falk--and there would be nothing unless he could find out the name of the owner.

He grinned. Konrad, what have you been thinking? It couldn't be simpler. "If I can't find out through official channels," he murmured to himself, "then go and ask."

Konrad let Helga know he would be out for an hour or two, but without saying where he would be. Minutes later, he was driving his motorcycle through the streets of Bad Reichenhall and out toward Schneizlreuth. The air was chilly though a weak sun shone in an almost cloudless sky, and Konrad was glad of his greatcoat, gloves and helmet. There was little traffic on the roads as few people could afford to travel unless, like Leutnant Wengler, they had access to petrol coupons.

An hour later, he found the property he was after. A side road led over a rickety bridge across a burbling stream and climbed through lush meadows toward a small but neat farmhouse. He stopped and regarded the approach with interest. A hand-painted sign declared 'Blick auf die Berge', and it made Konrad smile as he looked around.

Where isn't there a view of the mountains?

He drove across the bridge and up the long driveway to the farmhouse, parking in the clear space between the house and a freshly painted barn. It was peaceful this far into the hills, and hard to believe a war raged elsewhere on the continent. Birds sang, a light breeze hissed through the bare branches of a small orchard near the house, and cattle grazed contentedly in the meadows.

"Can I help you?"

Konrad looked around and saw a man emerge from the house, well-dressed and smoking a pipe. He smiled and introduced himself.

"Leutnant Wengler of the Ordnungspolizei of Bad Reichenhall. Whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?"

The man looked as if he was weighing and dissecting each word, staring in silence at Konrad. Then he took the pipe from his mouth and blew a gust of smoke between them.

"Karl Horst. What do the police want with me?"

"You own this farm, Herr Horst?"

"What business is that of the police?"

Now it was Konrad's turn to regard the man for a few moments. "You have something to hide, Herr Horst? I asked a civil question."

"I do not own this farm."

"Then why are you here? Do you work here?"

"Yes."

"Is the owner present? I desire to speak to him."

"No, he is not here."

"Where is he?"

Horst shrugged. "How should I know?"

"Very well. Who is the owner?"

Horst shrugged again and sucked on his pipe. "I don't know."

Konrad looked at Horst incredulously. "How can you not know who the owner is?"

"I only manage the farm. I'm not paid to ask questions... or to answer them."

"You are telling me that as manager you don't know who you work for?"

Horst shrugged again and said nothing.

"All right then, what does he look like, this man you work for?"

"Tall, thin."

"That's it? No distinguishing features?"

Horst shook his head.

"How do you contact him?"

"I don't. He contacts me."

"How?"

"He comes to see me from time to time. I offer an accounting of the farm; he pays me."

"How much?"

"That is my business, Leutnant," Horst said sharply. "Now, if you have nothing else, I have work to do." He turned and walked away without giving Konrad a chance to say anything further.

Konrad straddled his bike and thought about what the man had said. What have I learned? Almost nothing. Is it suspicious? Not necessarily. It could just be that both the owner and manager are private people. Do you believe that? No. There is something amiss here. How could he not know who gives him his orders? It's not reasonable. How did he describe him.. tall and thin...could be Martin Falk...along with a thousand other men.

He started up his motorcycle and rode back down to the road before turning away from Schneizlreuth, seeking out another of the farms that had been confiscated from its Jewish owner. This next one was harder to find, but he tracked it down at last, riding for kilometres along an overgrown dirt track that wound its way up into the mountains. He came at last to a padlocked gate and beyond it a farmhouse that had seen better days. The kitchen garden and orchard that surrounded it was choked with weeds, the paint was flaking off the wooden walls, tiles were missing from the roof, and gaping holes in the barn told Konrad the farm was no longer in use.

Who bought it then, and why?

Konrad extracted a dog-eared and folded map from his coat pocket and studied it. He traced the road he had taken, the smaller track he was now on, and tentatively identified the low ridge on which the tumbled down farmhouse stood. Understanding flooded over him as he realised this little mountain property connected the lush pastures of 'Mountain View' below, with another valley of rich grazing beyond the ridge. If a person wanted to run herds of beef cattle on both valley properties, then this one on the ridge, while of low quality in itself, would provide a useful connection.

Of course, I'm no nearer finding the owner, and there is no one to ask here.

Konrad turned and drove back down to the road, turning away from the town again and looking to find the farmhouse on the other valley property. It took him a while as the entrance to this other property was screened by a stand of conifers and he drove past it twice before seeing it. He drove deep into the property before finding a small house and well-kept barn and outbuildings. Parking his motorcycle, he rapped on the door of the house, being rewarded by a shuffle of feet inside. The door cracked open and an old woman peered out.

"Yes?"

"Good day, Frau. Is your husband here?"

"He is not here. Why do you want him?"

"I am Leutnant Wengler of the Ordnungspolizei. I want to ask him some questions." Konrad saw the expression of fear on the old woman's face and hastened to reassure her. "He has done nothing wrong, Frau. I merely want to find out who owns this farm. Is your husband the owner?"

"You think we could afford this? No, we only work here."

"Who does own it then?"

"You'll have to ask my husband."

"And his name is?"

"Walter."

"Last name?"

"Muller."

"Thank you, Frau Muller. When will your husband return home?"

"How should I know? When he's ready."

Konrad turned to go but then had a thought and put a hand on the door as it was closing. He saw again a fleeting expression of fear.

"Do you know Herr Horst? Karl Horst?"

Frau Muller shook her head, but she looked away from Konrad, not meeting his gaze.

"What about Herr Falk? Martin Falk?"

This time the old woman paled visibly. "Go away," she muttered, and closed the door firmly in Konrad's face.

Konrad had no alternative but to leave, but he felt excitement rising in him. He had not definitely proven that Martin Falk was the new owner of all three confiscated properties, but it looked like it might be a reasonable proposition. If he was the owner, then the next step might be to investigate the price paid. These were valuable properties and if Falk had bought them at unreasonably low prices, then that might be evidence of fraud on the part of Martin's cousin Heinz, the Hauptabschnittsleiter.

He needed to find Walter Muller first, and confirm the identity of the new owner. Then he would go to his friend Hauptmann Rauland and see what might be done to topple Heinz Falk from power. It would not be easy--Konrad had no illusions there--but it would be eminently satisfying.

Konrad rode home in a good humour.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 5

Hauptabschnittsleiter Heinz Falk

 

It is a ridiculous state of affairs. The Fuhrer has spoken out countless times against the Jews and the necessity of keeping our bloodlines pure, and what happens? That damned policeman throws the Reich's racial laws in our faces. I thought I had got rid of him when the Gestapo investigated him, declared him Jewish and threw him into one of the work camps. He should have died there, but somehow he got released. How he had the gall to return to Gruttenau in the first place is utterly beyond me, but now he goes further, impugning my loyalty, and all but accusing me of criminal behaviour.

This morning I got a telephone call from my cousin Martin. He was agitated and told me Leutnant Wengler had been making enquiries into the ownership of his properties near Schneizlreuth. I calmed him down and told him I would deal with it. And so I will, but the problem requires a bit of thought.

First, the properties concerned belonged to Jews, were legally confiscated and put up for tender. Martin bought them at admittedly low prices, but what of that? There are greater considerations than money. The farms are prime cattle rearing land and if they had been put to other uses, would have been wasted. The Reich needs meat before all else, and only large companies can possibly be efficient enough to give the Army a good rate. Martin is already the largest landholder in the district and it makes eminent sense to let him grow larger and more efficient. 

My word is law in this district and my decisions are final, so it was easy to ensure that my cousin's tenders were successful, but even so I had to be cautious. The word of the Hauptabschnittsleiter may be law, but it is Reich law I apply, and the tendering process must be applied fairly under that law. I cannot buy the land myself, lest I be accused of stealing from the Reich. My superiors have done so, on occasion, but I am not yet so powerful. I also cannot be seen to favour Martin above all others, for the same reason, so many of the sales are made to dummy corporations. A front man ostensibly owns the farm, but Martin or I actually own the land. This simple ruse is enough to deflect casual interest, but I further confuse the issue by instructing the Registrar of Lands to hide the ownership of some properties. It is easy enough to do, simply hinting that revealing the name might offend Party interests. Nobody wants the Geheime Staatspolizei sniffing around.

So, on the face of it, there is nothing overtly illegal in the acquisition of these Jewish farms. The two properties near Schneizlreuth that got Martin so upset are both in the names of nondescript men who have no knowledge of or interest in raising cattle. They have effectively disappeared into the background with their fee, enabling Martin to install managers on both farms. He would not need to go near them again, but he has, and now the Jew has sniffed out his involvement.

What to do? I could have Ausbach, my tame Hitler Jugend instructor, kill him, but the best means of doing this, his sharp-shooter, has departed for the Front. I dare say there is somebody else capable, but Wengler has friends and I cannot risk his death somehow being laid at my door. It must either appear to be an accident, to be as a result of official action against him, or have it happen far from here. Well, he is a Jew after all, and bad things happen to Jews.

I lifted my telephone receiver and instructed Frau Bixler to put a call through to Gestapo Headquarters in Munchen. To Standartenfuhrer Lentz. He had helped me before; I hoped he would do so again.

"Good morning, Standartenfuhrer Lentz. I trust everything is well with you?"

"Hauptabschnittsleiter Falk. What is the purpose of your call?"

"It is a beautiful spring day here in Gruttenau, and I thought it had been too long since I talked with my old friend..."

"We are not friends, Falk. Merely colleagues. Say what you must or hang up; I have work to do."

Damn the man. No wonder they call him 'the spider' behind his back. How can I possibly massage his ego and persuade him to my path if he refuses any small talk? Well, nothing for it, I suppose.

"I have a problem with a Jew and I need your assistance."

"I would have thought you quite capable of dealing with a Jew, Falk."

"He...shall we say...falls outside my authority, but within yours."

A slight pause conveyed itself down the telephone line. "Does this Jew have a name?"

"Konrad Wengler," I said. "Leutnant of police and SS."

Another silence, longer this time. "I cannot help you," Lentz said at last.

"But he is a Jew."

"You had me investigate him once before, Falk. Yes, his mother was Jewish, and he displays behaviour unbecoming an officer of the Schutzstaffel, but he holds a Blood Certificate signed by the Fuhrer himself. Furthermore, he was reinstated to his position and rank within the Orpo and SS, and even promoted. I cannot touch him unless he commits a crime against the State."

"You will do nothing? Despite him being a Jew and an affront to every right-minded German?"

Lentz laughed softly. "It sounds like Wengler has you by the balls. What has he done to upset you so?"

"He exists," I snarled. "Is that not enough?"

I slammed the receiver down and roared my outrage, pounding the desk with my fist. A light tap, almost unheard, sounded on my door and Frau Bixler eased her head round.

"Is anything wrong, Hauptabschnittsleiter?" she asked.

"Get out! No, Wait. Come back."

I waited until she hesitantly entered the room, during which time I took hold of myself, calming my rage, for a man in my position should not be seen to lose control.

"Send for Haber," I told her. She scurried off to do my bidding, and I contemplated the use to which I could put my policeman.

When he came in I pointed to the chair in front of my desk and waited until he had seated himself.

"You are on good terms with Konrad Wengler," I stated.

"Moderately," he replied. "I doubt he fully trusts me though."

"This is not a social occasion. You will address me by my title."

"Yes, Hauptabschnittsleiter."

"I have decided to remove the Jew permanently. I need your help."

Haber looked decidedly uncomfortable, confirming my opinion of him. He is weak and of limited use. 

"I am not an assassin, Hauptabschnittsleiter. Besides, there are other considerations."

"Such as?"

"His woman, his lawyer, possibly even Hauptmann Rauland in Traunstein. Who knows how many other people he has told about your...well, let's just say, the thing you don't want talked about. If he suddenly dies, questions may be asked, and I assume you would not like this brought to the attention of the Gauleiter."

I ground my teeth, because he was right. Wengler had to go, but how to manage it in a way that would not have people question my motives or bring the affair to the notice of my superiors. "How then?" I asked.

"If he committed a treasonable offence, for instance, then you would be perfectly within your rights as Hauptabschnittsleiter to remove him from office and even incarcerate him."

"What sort of treasonable offence?"

"I am sure that as Hauptabschnittsleiter you would know a lot more ways than I would, but perhaps, knowing his tainted background, if he was to help a Jew escape from arrest, then..."

I nodded, suddenly realising that there were hidden depths to this Wachtmeister of mine. "He would be suspicious."

"Not if it was handled properly." He sat in thought and I kept silent, interested in what he might say next. After a few moments, he continued.

"Please do not take this the wrong way, Hauptabschnittsleiter, but in some ways it is a pity the war is going so well. If battles were taking place closer to home, he might be persuaded to get involved. Accidents happen in war."

"Well, the German Army is victorious everywhere, so there soon won't be any war in which to involve him. I prefer the course of treason."

"It will require careful planning."

"I will give it some thought. You are dismissed, Wachtmeister Haber, with my thanks. I knew I had made the right decision when I kept you in my service. Heil Hitler."

Haber leapt to attention and snapped off a crisp salute. "Heil Hitler."

After he had left, I sent Frau Bixler for coffee and sat in thought for some considerable time. I weighed up both arguments, for although I had told Haber the war would soon be over, I knew it would last at least another year. That would be time enough to entangle Wengler should the opportunity arise. If not, well...there was always the path of treason.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

As the racial laws bit deeper into the lives of the people of Germany, it became harder for members of the Jewish faith to practice the ways of their forefathers. Some gave up the struggle and converted to Christianity in an effort to escape the Nazi machine, but usually without success. Blood was held to be of greater importance than outward trappings and they would be rounded up with their faithful brethren and disappear into one of the many camps that spread like pustules across the face of Europe.

Those who chose to remain true to their faith tried for anonymity, as any display of their beliefs led to arrest. For Jews, it was still necessary to partake of the rituals that separated them from their neighbours though, and events like circumcision, coming of age, marriage and death still required the presence of a rabbi. To admit to being one of these teachers was a certain path to arrest, so rabbis had to be especially circumspect. Despite these added dangers, there were still men who trod the mountain paths of the Bad Reichenhall district and adjoining territories, bringing comfort to their coreligionists.

Avram Heller was one of these. He was not a priest, a cohein, had no formal training from one of the rabbinical schools, and was not a holder of a Semikhah, the document issued at the end of many years training, but he had a good knowledge of the Law and the Prophets, and when he felt his God required it of him, he stepped up to serve his people. Devout but not fanatical, he found himself having to make certain compromises. He hoped his God would understand why he put away his tasselled garments, cut off his side locks and trimmed his beard back to rough stubble. Adding ragged clothes and a battered hat made him appear to be no more than one more itinerant farm worker wandering from town to town in search of work. The only thing he could not bear to part with was his tasselled scarf which he kept tucked inside his clothes, invisible to all but his God.

He had no home to call his own, nor wife and children, though he embraced the thought that all the men and women he served were his children. Jewish farmers or craftsmen in a score of small villages or hamlets counted it an honour to offer food and shelter to the wandering rabbi, and after a day or two of hospitality, would set off for the next point in his never-ending circle of duty. Often, he sheltered wherever night overtook him, living rough and hungry, but he was sustained by the Law, comforted by the Holy Scriptures and counted himself fortunate for every sunrise and sunset he lived to enjoy.

His circuit took him through Gruttenau at infrequent intervals. He used to go there more often, staying with the Nussbaum family, but they had been taken to Dachau, along with their neighbours, the Schneiders, three years before. There were other Jewish families in the area, of course, but fewer every year, so Avram found himself frequenting the more remote hamlets or isolated farms along the borders of Germany and Austria. Osterreich had, of course, been part of the Greater German Reich since the Anschluss, and was also incorporated into Avram's pastoral circuit.

In the spring of 1942, Rabbi Heller found himself once more visiting families in the farmland near Marktschellenberg. He spent the first three days of Pesach with a family near the township, hiding by day in a hay barn and joining the family in the evenings. The last four days of the festival were spent more openly with an old woodcutter and his wife on the edges of the forested hills along the border, and when he left he took with him a small loaf of bread and two hard-boiled eggs--all the old couple could spare in the way of food.

Avram's route now took him into Osterreich, via a little-used but perfectly serviceable road that wound up through the coniferous forests and would eventually deliver him to the town of Kaltenhausen. A bridge here would take him to the east bank of the Salzac where he could avoid the city of Hallein and strike northeast toward the Mondsee and the Attersee.

The day was cold, so Avram wrapped his old coat tightly about him, jammed his battered hat over his ears, and set off up the gravel road at a brisk walk. Wind soughed gently in the branches of the firs and except for the distant sounds of a woodpecker and the crunch of his own boots in the gravel, the day was silent. After several hours, he reached the ridge top, where the road forked, one branch heading downhill toward Osterreich, and the other clinging to the ridge and edging upward. Avram knew there were two houses along that ridge road, but as neither household was Jewish, avoided them. A storm had toppled a tree and it paralleled the road at this point, its upper branches in Austria and the tangled mass of its roots in Germany. Avram sat on the ground with his back to the trunk and ate one of the eggs and a hunk of bread.

The spot was sheltered from the wind and the afternoon sun broke through the clouds to shed a little light on the ridgetop, so Avram dozed in the welcome warmth until a sound snapped him awake. He sat up, listening to a sound that waxed and waned, a roaring sound of a motor, and at first he looked up into the sky, expecting to see an aeroplane. The skies were vacant though, and the sound was getting louder, so Avram scrambled to his feet, suddenly realising he should hide. Whoever was coming was likely to be unfriendly. He started to climb over the fallen tree, thinking to lie hidden behind it, but was too late. No more than straddling the trunk, he looked back helplessly as a motorcycle roared into view; gravel spraying as it took the corner.

The rider, clad in greatcoat and helmet, glanced at Avram sitting on the log, before turning up the ridge road. Avram paled at the sight of the rider, for the insignia on the greatcoat, while not decipherable, clearly designated some form of officialdom. The last thing Avram wanted was confrontation with a soldier or Party functionary, so he jumped down onto the road again and hurried off toward the road into Osterreich. As he passed the fork in the road, he looked up the ridge and saw to his horror that the rider had stopped and was looking back at him.

"Stop! Stay where you are," the rider yelled.

Avram took to his heels, down the road into Osterreich. It was a spontaneous action and one that he regretted the moment he made it. To stay and face the rider at least gave him a chance of talking his way out of trouble, but running made him automatically guilty. Behind him, he could hear the roar of the motorcycle engine as it accelerated back toward the fork and the ripping sound of gravel peppering the foliage as it took the corner at speed. Avram looked frantically for a way off the road, knowing his only chance of escape was to flee into the denser parts of the woods where a motorcycle could not go. The road was cut into the earth at this point, leaving high banks on either side, but he launched himself at one side, fingers scrabbling at tree roots and feet slipping in the loose soil. He had climbed no more than a metre when the motorcycle roared up and stopped below him.

"Get down. Now."

Avram glanced over his shoulder and saw the rider was sitting astride his machine pointing a Luger at him. His strength evaporated, and with a muttered prayer he slid back down to the road and turned to face the rider.

"Hands on your head. Keep them where I can see them."

The rider dismounted and, keeping his Luger trained on his prisoner, demanded his papers.

"In my inside pocket." Avram nodded his head to his left. "Shall I take them out?"

"Just keep your hands on your head." The rider stepped closer and pressed the muzzle of the barrel against Avram's head, slipping his left hand inside his coat. He pulled out a thin cardboard folder and, stepping back, unfolded it and glanced down.

"Johan Schmidt? Your occupation is listed as Labourer. What are you doing here?"

"I am looking for work, sir. I thought about trying my luck in Hallein."

"Open your knapsack."

Avram slipped out of the shoulder straps, moving slowly and deliberately, wanting to give the man no excuse to fire his gun. He unbuckled the clasps and folded the top back, sitting it on the road.

"Empty it onto the road and step back."

Avram did so, praying silently that the man would not recognise any of the objects he carried wrapped up in clean cloth. The man moved closer and nudged the objects that had spilled out onto the road with his boot.

"Where are your poaching snares?"

"Sir?"

"Do not pretend innocence. Your activities have been reported."

"I am not a poacher, sir. Just an honest labourer in search of work."

The man grunted and nudged the few contents of Avram's knapsack again. "What's this? A book?"

"Yes, sir, I... I..."

The man stooped and scrutinised the book, though he kept the muzzle of the gun pointed unwaveringly at his prisoner

"This is written in Hebrew." The man picked it up and leafed through it. "These are the Jewish Scriptures. What are you doing with them?"

Avram hesitated, torn between claiming he had found them and maybe still escaping arrest, or admitting they were his and keeping faith with his God. He had escaped the Death Camps once before but was under no illusion as to his chances of doing so again.

"You are Jewish?" Unexpectedly, the man's voice was gentler.

"Yes, sir."

The man sighed and put his Luger back in its holster. He reached up and removed his helmet and riding goggles.

"Why are you walking the roads so openly?"

Avram stared at the man in front of him, eyes opening wide as recognition flooded over him.

"Konrad? Konrad Wengler?"

The man stared back, his brow furrowing as his eyes searched the other man's face. 

"Avram? By God, Rabbi Heller, it is you. I didn't recognise you."

Avram slowly lowered his arms. "That is to the good. The fewer people who..." He stopped and looked at Konrad anxiously. "Am I still in trouble, Leutnant Wengler?"

"In trouble? God, no. Not from me." 

Konrad shook his head and bent to retrieve Avram's belongings from where they lay scattered on the road. He picked up a cloth and reverently wrapped the Torah up before placing it back in his knapsack. 

"That's a dangerous thing to be caught with. You should get rid of it."

"I'd sooner part with my arm."

"Then I suggest you make a small hidden compartment in your knapsack and keep it there." Konrad straightened and looked at the rabbi again, shaking his head. "I wondered if you had got away. Jakov too?"

Avram nodded. "We owe you our lives."

"Anyone would have done the same."

"Now you know that's not true, Konrad. What does the Law say about lying?"

"Well, I'm glad it worked out, anyway. Where is Jakov? Can you tell me? Or perhaps you shouldn't."

"I'd trust you with the knowledge, but I don't know. When the pursuit died down I came back to this area to continue my work, while Jakov went north into Poland."

"To his family."

"His family were all killed long ago. He means to join the resistance and kill Nazis. I told him that revenge would not heal his wounds, only make them bleed more, but he would not listen to me. I pray for him." Avram smiled. "I prayed for you too, Konrad, and it appears God listened to me. I thought you had died for helping us escape."

"I nearly did, but my lawyer got there just in time. I have a Blood Certificate now and my former position restored."

"So everything has worked out for you?"

Konrad's lips twisted into a wry smile. "Not everything. I don't know who I am any longer. I thought I was a good German, a faithful member of the Party, but I'm also a Jew. And that's the problem--I don't know how to be one. All I know is I want to try."

"Being a Jew is a dangerous occupation in the Reich." Avram hesitated a moment. "Look, Konrad, I am Austrian and a Jew. I put God first in my life and my country second. I obey the laws of the Reich as best I can except where they conflict with the laws of God. I keep my head down, try not to draw attention to myself, and serve my people. I cannot tell you how to live your life, but perhaps you should do the same. It is possible to be a good German and a Jew. Obey the laws of the land, enforce the laws even as that is your job, but try never to get in a situation where you break God's laws. If God wants more of you, He'll make it known."

"You make it sound easy."

"Never easy, Konrad, but what worthwhile thing ever is? Now, with regard to the law, what will you do? I suppose it is your duty to arrest me, but I'm hoping you won't enforce that particular one."

"Why on earth would I do that? You're my friend, I hope, and it would be a sorry state of affairs if I had helped you escape only to arrest you later. Nobody knows anything, but if I'm asked, then I questioned a man, an out of work labourer, about poaching but he knew nothing. Last I saw of him he was continuing his journey into Osterreich, where he will no doubt be swallowed up in the big cities."

"I owe you my life once more, it seems."

"Nonsense. You just make sure you are more careful in future."

"I am in your debt, Konrad."

Konrad started to put his helmet on, but hesitated. "I'm not sure I have the right to ask, but there is one thing you could do for me in return."

"If I can, I will."

"Marry me according to Jewish custom. I have been living with Ilse out of wedlock."

"Is this what she wants, Konrad? It is no small thing to marry a Jew in the Reich."

"She knows I am Jewish and she loves me."

"Wouldn't a civil service be safer? Or...what is her religion? Lutheran? Catholic?"

"We will marry in her church if she wants it, but I also want a proper ketubah performed according to law and tradition."

"I'm not a real rabbi, Konrad."

"You are as real a rabbi as I need, Avram. Will you do it?"

"When?"

"When you next pass through Gruttenau."

"All right, if Ilse agrees."

Konrad and Avram embraced and the rabbi shouldered his knapsack again, bidding the policeman goodbye. Avram watched as Konrad climbed back onto his motorcycle and turned it, then lifted a hand in farewell as he roared back up the hill and out of sight. When the silence of the forest returned once more, he turned his face to the east and started off again on the long road of his service. He smiled as he walked, and gave thanks to his God for putting Konrad once more in his path.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 7

 

The law offices of Schwab and Renner occupied the upper floor of an old building in the Schillerstrasse, a quiet back street of Bad Reichenhall. Erwin Schwab had an office looking out on the river and mountains beyond, and whenever he felt overwhelmed by the intricacies and idiocies of the law in Hitler's Third Reich, would put his pen and glasses down, swivel his chair round to face the large window, and lose himself in the glorious view. Thick forest cloaked the lower slopes, thinning out to precipitous rock and loose scree on the heights, and when the sun reflected off the last remnants of the winter snows, silhouetted against a clear blue sky, Erwin thought there was no better sight.

Unfortunately, cloud and drizzle obscured the Hochstauffen on this particular spring day, so Erwin procured a cup of coffee from his secretary and sat sipping it, staring out at the grey sweeps of rain as they spattered his window. He had numerous clients, because no matter what political system governed Germany, there were always people in need of a defence. Most of the offences with which his clients were charged were minor, which was just as well, he reflected. Anyone running foul of Party machinery was likely to be chewed up and spat out, no matter how skilled a lawyer represented them. In fact, he only had one client in danger of this fate, but that danger had been avoided for the time being.

Erwin Schwab had represented the Wenglers, father and son, for over twenty years, and now he had a woman and child to add to that. Ilse Bauer was the younger Wengler's Gattin and no doubt would one day be his wife, but Erwin hoped that day would be put off a while. Not that Erwin had anything against marriage--he was quite conservative on that point--but the marriage of Konrad Wengler and Ilse Bauer would add an enormous complication to all their lives. With a sigh, he turned his back on the dismal weather and applied himself to his files once more, working through the afternoon until there was a soft tap on his door, and a young woman looked in.

"Herr Schwab, your three o'clock appointment is here."

"Ah, thank you, Inge. Please show him in and bring two more coffees if you would."

She showed the visitor in, took his wet coat and hat, and went off to make fresh coffee. Erwin rose from his seat and came around the desk to greet his client, shaking him warmly by the hand.

"Sit, sit, please. I have sent for coffee." Erwin waited until his visitor was comfortable before taking his own seat. "Now, what can I do for you, Konrad?"

Konrad glanced at the closed door and asked, "Is it safe to talk?"

"Inge is my niece, but wait until she has served us coffee before speaking of anything of consequence. How is Ilse? And Wilhelmina?"

For a few minutes they exchanged pleasantries and talked about respective families. They also touched on the weather, and how it affected Erwin's arthritis and Konrad's leg. Inge came in with the coffee and a plate of plain biscuits.

"Thank you, Inge. Please make sure we are not disturbed. You may listen to the radio if you wish."

Konrad raised an eyebrow as Inge left the room and closed the door firmly behind her. "You allow her to listen to the radio during working hours?"

Erwin smiled and listened for the faint strains of music seeping through the door from the office beyond. He nodded and explained. "When I am conducting a conversation I do not want overheard, even by accident, I tell her she can listen to the radio. The music interferes with anything we might say."

Konrad took a biscuit and bit into it. "I wanted to ask your opinion on Falk."

"Our fat Hauptabschnittsleiter? What about him?"

"I am determined to bring him to justice."

"A commendable aim, Konrad, but I fail to see how you are going to achieve it."

"I have new information." Konrad proceeded to tell Erwin about the farms near Schneizlreuth that had their ownership hidden by the Registrar of Lands but were nonetheless owned by Martin Falk. "It is all part of this greater scheme of buying up Jewish farms at cut-rate prices. Heinz Falk arrests the owners, confiscates the land and puts the farms up for sale. Martin tenders low and Heinz accepts. It's fraudulent."

"Yes, it is fraudulent, but can you prove it? Do you have any evidence?"

"The farms were Jewish, and now Martin Falk owns them."

"You know as well as I that under present Reich laws the confiscation of Jewish lands is legal. Further, the Hauptabschnittsleiter is the political power in our little corner of Bayern and he upholds those laws. He is entitled to confiscate the land and offer it for fair sale. Do you know for a fact that other people bid for these farms? That Heinz favoured his cousin unfairly?"

Konrad shook his head. "No, but it stands to reason. How else could Martin have grasped so much land so quickly? There must be records that show the bids put in for each property. They'd show that Martin's bids were lower but still won."

Erwin sipped his coffee. "Perhaps, but how are you going to lay your hands on these records? They'll be in Party files, or Heinz may even have destroyed them. If the Registrar of Lands is refusing to release details of ownership, you may be certain he is under political control."

"Can't you do something? Legally?"

"It would be difficult."

"But not impossible?"

Erwin put his empty cup down and leaned back in his chair, seeming to listen to the faint music drifting in from Inge's office. "The Reich is governed by unprincipled men, murderers and thieves. They all indulge in larceny, but hedge it about with pseudo-legalities. Heinz Falk will be allowed a certain leeway in feeding his greed, unless it conflicts with the desires of his superiors. Now, if we could show the Gauleiter, for instance, that Heinz had been too greedy, he might step in, even remove him from office..."

"Then let's do that."

"The evidence we need is under the control of the Party offices of the Gau, and we cannot show the Gauleiter the evidence without having access to it ourselves. We cannot gain access without the permission of the Gauleiter and the Hauptabschnittsleiter."

"So we're stuck?"

"Unless you can find some way to get at those files, then yes." Erwin looked at Konrad, waiting for his friend to take the next step. When he didn't, he made it for him. "Of course, there is always the Balzer case."

Konrad looked up, surprise on his face. "How does that help us? The same rules will apply to its sale as for the others."

"Ah, but this is not a confiscated Jewish farm. Balzer was a rank anti-Semite, but he was falsely accused of treason and so his family could not inherit. Forget about whether it was put up for tender, whether a fair price was paid, or who is on the ownership papers. If Falk had anything to do with the false accusation that resulted in Martin gaining the farm, and we can prove it, then the laws of the Reich will bring him down. He is guilty of the murder of a Reich citizen for gain and even Nazi laws won't condone that."

"I've already looked into that," Konrad said. "I don't believe for a moment that there was a Jewish shooter on his property that day, but if there was another shooter I've got no idea who it might be. I tried locating the witness that Wachtmeister Haber said had seen the shooter, one Leo Pelz, but I couldn't find him. He was transferred into the army and he could be dead by now."

"We need to find him."

"How? The army is not going to list troop movements and all they'd tell me was he'd gone east."

"I have a few contacts. I'll see what I can find out. If we do find him, you'll have to go and interview him and try and persuade him to talk." Erwin shrugged. "Of course, he may not know anything, or if he does you may not like what he says."

"It's my only avenue of enquiry."

"There were no other witnesses?"

Konrad looked past Erwin to the grey sheets of rain sweeping across the landscape and furrowed his brow in concentration. "I only talked to Haber, who was there at the time. He said that the other shooter was a weasel-faced man and that Leo Pelz had also seen him. The circumstances of the supposed shooting were dubious at best, but without talking to Pelz and finding out exactly what he had seen, I only had Haber's report to go on. At the time, I had no reason to suspect Haber of being in Falk's pocket. Now I'm not so sure."

"You think Pelz actually exists?" Erwin asked. 

"He exists all right; I followed him as far as Munchen."

"What I meant was whether he was ever a real witness. Maybe Haber just plucked his name out of the squad to back his own story up, hoping you'd never bother to check. Then when you did, have Falk use his influence to spirit him away into the army."

"We'll never know unless I find him and hear his story."

Erwin considered their options while they sat in silence, listening to the rain beating on the window and the strains of music wafting in from Inge's office. A thought occurred to him. 
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