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​Chapter 1
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Munich, Friday June 29, 1934
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KriminalKommissar Saxon peered at the boy’s photograph once more. Johann Grau, the missing youth, had a boyish face with mousey brown hair and traces of acne about the forehead. The first fluffy bloom of a moustache appeared like a shadow on his upper lip. A typical boy of 16 with an impudent half-smile, and yet... There was definitely something about the eyes.

He passed the picture across the desk to his new assistant. “Look closely, Keller. Tell me what you see.”

“What am I looking for, Boss?” 

“Whatever occurs to you.”

Oberassistent Werner Keller looked barely older than the missing boy. His experience to date – messing about in boats with the Water Police – hardly equipped him for the rough and tumble of a city police force, but Saxon was glad to have him. Since the Gestapo takeover of the Munich police force, 9 months earlier, many of their best men had been scattered to the four corners of the country. Good men were hard to come by.

Keller puckered his brow in concentration. “He looks constipated.” 

“Constipated.”

“Either that or there’s a turn in his eye.”

Keller handed the picture back. Saxon looked at it again. Keller was right. Grau did have a slight astigmatism in his left eye, but even allowing for that, there was still something... “Well spotted, Keller. Is that all you can see?”

“His smile is a bit creepy, Boss. It’s a wide-eyed look of false innocence. The who-me look. You see it when someone farts in the wheelhouse. I’ve met smugglers on the Rhine with more genuine smiles on their faces.”

Saxon laughed. “You think Johann Grau might be a constipated smuggler?”

“Maybe not, Boss, but I think he has something to hide.”

Saxon flipped through the file. “We should start with his father, to get a list of his friends. Find us a car.”

Before Keller could reach the door, it burst open. Kriminalrat Glasser, the walking skeleton, strode in. 

“Leave us, Keller.” Glasser waved a bony hand, as if swatting a fly, and Keller scurried out, closing the door behind him.

Glasser sat in the vacant seat. “What are you working on, Saxon?”

Saxon ground his teeth. Barely 6 months earlier Glasser was a lowly Kriminaloberassistent, calling Saxon “Boss”, but, since his promotion, their roles were reversed.

Saxon handed the photograph across his desk. The superfluous question put him on his guard. They had discussed the case 12 hours earlier, when Glasser had stressed its importance, not just to the boy’s parents, but to the SS and by extension to the Third Reich. 

“Ah yes, the missing schoolboy. You haven’t found him yet, I suppose?”

“I’ve only been on the case for a couple of hours. I had to clear my desk.”

“You need to be less defensive, Saxon. No one’s questioning your abilities or your dedication to your work. What else are you working on?”

Saxon’s file cabinet was full to bursting. Painted gunmetal grey, it had the lopsided look of a sinking battleship. He rattled off the litany of his caseload: 5 possible suicides, 17 probable murders, 33 burglaries and countless reports of assault in the streets.

New cases poured in every day. Everyone was working crazy hours, but there was little that the Munich police could do to stem the flow. The list of unsolved crimes kept mounting. The dogs in the streets knew that Ernst Röhm’s Brownshirts were responsible for most of these crimes, but they had effective immunity from the law. 

Saxon steeled himself for the next onslaught, some new case to add to the ever-growing pile, no doubt. Since the Gestapo takeover of the Munich police, and the appointment of SA-Obergruppenführer August Schneidhuber as the new Chief of Police, everything had changed. Priorities changed daily, driven by political imperatives that were as unpredictable as they were imponderable. 

Glasser leaned forward, baring his teeth in a ghastly rictus. “Tell me, when did you last take time off?”

Saxon took a moment to recover from the shock before responding with a short snort of derision. “When was the last time any of us had time off?” If this was the opening gambit in some twisted game, he couldn’t guess its purpose.

“I’d like you to take a day’s leave. I’m acutely aware that you have had no time for your wife and your young son – how old is he now? When was the last time you had a break?”

Saxon sat bolt upright, his mind racing, seeking out the hidden threat behind the unprecedented offer. “It was over a year ago, when the boy was born. He’s 17 months old.”

“Seventeen months! How time flies! What was the boy’s name again? And how is your wife?”

“The boy’s name is Samuel. My wife is well. They are both well, thank you.”

“Take the rest of day. I don’t want to see you back here before Monday.” 
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Saxon headed home on foot in the midday sun. Confronted by a phalanx of marching Brownshirts, he stood to attention and gave the odious Hitler salute.  To do otherwise would have invited a beating.

When he got home, he found Ruth rocking Baby Samuel on her shoulder. “What do you mean? Don’t you have any cases to work on?”

“I’ve never been busier.”

“So why are you here?” Samuel was whimpering. “Hush, little one.”

“I told you, Glasser gave me the day. What’s the matter with Samuel?”

“And you let that pipsqueak order you around? He has new teeth coming through. We need to give him something to chew.”

“He may be a pipsqueak, my love, but he’s a senior pipsqueak.”

Saxon went to the closet and removed the transverse belt from his old uniform. He handed it to Ruth, and she gave it to Samuel. The baby sank his gums into the belt and peace was restored. 

“Glasser’s my boss now, Ruth. When he tells me to take a day, I take a day.”

“Well, I don’t like it. I don’t trust Glasser, or Chief Schneidhuber, or any Gestapo. They’re scheming something, mark my words.”
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Baby Samuel was quiet most of that night, but Saxon got little sleep. The sounds of Brownshirts rampaging in the streets outside kept him awake. He sat by an open window, smoking, and watched the glow from fires in the city centre.

The next day was Saturday, June 30. Saxon, Ruth and baby Samuel took a tram to the Munich zoo in Hellabrunn Tierpark. The sun shone on streets littered with broken glass and teams of municipal workers with handcarts, clearing up. 

The zoo was crowded – one of the few remaining places in the city where people could take their children in relative safety. Samuel laughed at the monkeys and clapped his hands at the rock-hopper penguins, but the old elephant frightened him. He cried, and Saxon bought him a toy giraffe made out of rubber.

By 4:00 pm they were on the return journey, Samuel fast asleep in his father’s arms on the tram. He’d had an exhausting day. Approaching their stop on Franz-Nissl-Strasse near the Piperstrasse junction, the tram driver braked suddenly to avoid a convoy of Kubelwagens heading toward the centre of town at speed.

Saxon shifted the child from one shoulder to the other. “The Brownshirts are out in force again this evening.”

Ruth shook her head. “They didn’t look like Brownshirts to me, dear.”

A second glance told Saxon that she was right. The Kubelwagens were full of Gestapo in uniform, all heavily armed. A prickling sensation of anxiety swept over his scalp at the sight. The nocturnal activities of the Brownshirts were bad enough. Armed Gestapo squads would add a toxic element that would make the streets even more hazardous for the ordinary residents of Munich.

The streets were strangely quiet that night. Ruth slept well. Samuel woke twice, and each time Saxon got up to change his diaper and give him a bottle he thought about smoking a cigarette. He had none. There were places where he might buy a packet at such a late hour, but he rejected the idea of leaving the apartment. The streets were not safe at night, not even for an armed police officer, and Ruth objected to his smoking in the apartment, in any case. For some reason, she thought the smoke was bad for Samuel’s health.

Saxon fell into a deep sleep in the early hours. The telephone woke him at 7:00 am. Ruth picked it up quickly and handed it to him.

It was Werner Keller. “Sorry to call so early on a Sunday, Boss, but there’s been trouble overnight. I thought you would wish to be informed.”
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Saxon walked the two kilometres to the police station in bright sunlight. He marvelled at the city’s transformation. There were few people about and the streets, littered with debris 12 hours earlier, were spotless. The scene should have lightened his heart, but there was something sinister about it, some brooding evil lying hidden. Perhaps Keller’s words had put him on edge.
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