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If Germany loses, it'll be a catastrophe for Germany. But if Hitler wins, it will be a catastrophe for mankind. 





Admiral Wilhelm Canaris












  
  
To my parents. 





All that time in the front room reading the encyclopedia did not go entirely to waste.
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Terminology 




Abwehr: The Third Reich's military intelligence organization. It nominally handled foreign intelligence-gathering, though many of its functions overlapped with its rival body, the SD. 

Der Widerstand: Literally 'The Resistance', the secret anti-Nazi movement within the Third Reich.

Kriegsmarine: The Third Reich's navy.

Luftwaffe: The Third Reich's air force. The literal translation of the term saw it retained for use after 1945.

Schutzstaffel (SS): Originally a paramilitary organization which acted as security for the Nazi Party, it developed into a powerful state within a state under Heinrich Himmler. 

Sicherheitsdienst (SD): The intelligence wing of the SS. Supposed to handle domestic intelligence-gathering, it developed a deadly rivalry with the Abwehr.

Reich Security Main Office (RSHA): an umbrella security organization comprising of the SD, the Gestapo secret police and the ordinary Kriminalpolizei, or Criminal Police.

Wehrmacht: The unified armed forces of the Third Reich, consisting of the Heer (army), the Kriegsmarine (navy) and the Luftwaffe (air force). However, the Wehrmacht was often used simply to refer to the army.

NKVD: Soviet intelligence. The precursor to the KGB.










  
  
Characters




Lieutenant Ako Wolff: an officer of the Abwehr and secretly a member of Der Widerstand. 

Admiral Wilhelm Canaris: the commander of the Abwehr and one of the main leaders of Der Widerstand.

Colonel Hans Oster: Canaris's trusted deputy within the Abwehr and a very active figure within Der Widerstand.

SS General Reinhard Heydrich: head of the Reich Security Main Office and a former naval subordinate of Canaris. 

SS Colonel Walter Schellenberg: Heydrich's trusted deputy within the SD.
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Prologue





Moscow,
July 25, 1941


“So, we’re agreed then. You shall do us this favor?” 

Ivan Stamenov hesitated. As ambassador of the Tsardom of Bulgaria, he had full diplomatic protection under international law. 

Even so, such niceties could be conveniently ignored in wartime, especially with the Germans having surrounded Smolensk and no more than 10 days advance from Moscow.

He lifted the spoon, taking his time by blowing on the hot soup. Every extra second bought him time to consider his position. The kharcho was excellent, the spiced beef melting in his mouth and contrasting sharply with the sour cherry plum puree. 

The seat under his backside in this private booth was soft black leather, and the starched white tablecloth was crisp and spotless. It was as luxurious as one might expect of a restaurant patronized by the elite of Soviet society.

There were other, cruder reasons for Stamenov to be careful of how he responded. Aragvi had opened just three years beforehand,  just a few minutes' drive from the notorious headquarters of the NKVD secret police, the Lubyanka. It was rumored it had been designed personally by the equally notorious head of the NKVD, Lavrentiy Beria. 

It was also rumored the tables were bugged, the better to catch small talk from the foreign dignitaries the NKVD wined and dined here. Furthermore, the man he was talking to, Beria's emissary Pavel Sudoplatov, was said to have personally organized the assassination of Leon Trotsky in Mexico.

“Explain to me again exactly what it is you require of me, comrade,” Stamenov answered at last. “I’m having trouble grasping the nature of this request.” 

Sudoplatov grinned. 

He understood Stamenov’s hesitancy, and the ambassador’s fears were not without foundation. But the tapes from these recordings would be delivered directly to Beria himself and, once listened to, would be destroyed.

Even if this scheme worked, the fact that the Soviet Union had originally proposed it would never be allowed to exist for prosperity. 

However, Stamenov would comply with the NKVD request. 

Everyone did, eventually.
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One week later, 
The border of Latvia and Estonia


Sergeant Ako Alfredo Wolff studied the map, spread out over a tree stump, which was rooted in a large clearing at the very edge of the German front lines. A forest separated his men from their objective. 

The village was around two miles away and situated right on the main highway, if you could call it that, to Leningrad.

Riga had been taken the previous week, but there had been no time for him to visit the Latvian capital as he had desperately hoped. 

Despite their exhaustion and their filthy uniforms and underwear, his requests for a few days' leave had been turned down. His unit was far too valuable to spare from the fighting.

The Brandenburger Regiment had become a victim of its own success. Technically under the command of the Abwehr, Germany’s military intelligence, rather than the Army proper, the regiment went where it was needed most.

Two weeks ago, they had ensured the quick fall of Latvia’s second-biggest city, Daugavpils, taking the main bridge leading to the town by driving up in two captured trucks while posing as Red Army troops fleeing the relentless German advance.

On that occasion, it had been ‘half-camouflage’ - enemy tunics pulled over their own - and the battle had begun earlier than planned when one of the Ivans spotted the arrivals’ field gray trousers.

A two-hour fight had ensued, but the Brandenburgers had won the day, albeit with heavy losses. Which was why Wolff was standing here with a sergeant’s epaulets on his shoulders, scrutinizing a map seized from a defeated Soviet. A position he neither sought nor wanted, but that was war.

“Well?” 

The army major whose name Wolff had long forgotten stood looking at him impatiently. They were only a few hours from darkness, but the pressure from Berlin to drive for Leningrad was relentless. 

Wolff stared back at him. At just short of six feet, he had several inches on the man. He was broadly muscled across the shoulders and, though just twenty two years old, had an air of natural authority conferred on him by coming through half a dozen infiltration missions.

Rank was theoretical here. It was clear who was really in charge. “I have the Ivan uniforms, Sergeant.” Wolff turned at the interruption. Lenz had returned from the POW camp to which he had been sent a couple of hours earlier.

A good man, Lenz, who, more importantly, had been a tailor before the war and thus was a shrewd judge of size. If his men were to die in others’ clothing, they at least deserved to wear those that fitted them.

“Enough for full camouflage?” Wolff asked, still ignoring the major. 

“Yes, Sergeant. Even the helmets.” 

“You can’t mean to put these Russian uniforms fully on over your own,” the major spluttered beside him. “You are German soldiers, even if you’re not actually from—” 

“If it means my men have a better chance of survival,” Wolff interrupted, “I will have them all grow mustaches like Stalin.” Lenz sniggered. The major’s cheeks colored, but he said nothing. Everybody knew how dangerous these infiltrations were and how many lives they had saved.

Still, as the battle in Daugavpils had proven, the Soviets were becoming wise to their tactics. To avoid instant identification as Germans, Brandenburger commandos were exempt from many Wehrmacht regulations.

They were not required to adopt the buzzcuts so beloved of Himmler, and the men wore collarless tunics to avoid being caught on the barbed wire under which they were frequently required to crawl.

However, a Red Army greatcoat thrown over Wehrmacht feldgrau was no longer enough to pass muster. In theory, Brandenburgers were supposed to remove enemy uniforms before launching their attack. But theory and the brutal, grinding reality of the war in the east had long ago taken separate directions. 

“How old is this intelligence?” Wolff asked, returning to the task at hand. 

“I don’t know,” the major sneered. “It came from your Abwehr superiors. Why don’t you ask them?” 

“Two days old,” Lenz said. “I questioned the men at the POW camp myself when I was getting the uniforms. One of them told me the Bolos were getting ready to pull out when he was captured.”

Wolff clucked his tongue. Two days. That was far too long in a conflict where the pace of the German advance meant information obtained in the morning was frequently out of date by the afternoon. The defenders could have retreated from the village some time ago and joined their comrades elsewhere. He made a decision.

“It will be dark soon. We’ll wait until then and carry out some reconnaissance. If the intelligence is still correct, we’ll go in dressed as Ivans in the morning.” 

“Impossible!” the major spluttered again. “Our orders are to take it today and continue the advance. Our timetable has us in Pskov next Tuesday.” 

“That’s my assessment,” Wolff replied calmly. “Of course, you’re free to lead the mission yourself. How is your Russian anyway, Major?” 

This time there was no response, the major simply turning on his heel and going off towards his own men, who had been observing the whole interaction from a distance.

Wolff watched as one of them mouthed the word Beutegermanen in their direction, Lenz responding with a smile and a raised middle finger. Booty Germans. They had all heard the term many times.

As Volksdeutsche, ethnic Germans raised abroad, they were supposed to be welcomed into the embrace of the Reich like long-lost cousins. Instead, they were derided as half-breeds and parasites, supposedly taking advantage of their long-lost Teutonic heritage to hitch a free ride.

It was why all of them had ended up in the 800th Special Purpose Instruction Regiment Brandenburg, referred to simply as the Brandenburgers after the town west of Berlin where its headquarters lay.

The regiment was the only one in the Wehrmacht where speaking a foreign language and being familiar with other cultures was seen as an advantage rather than something of which one should be ashamed.

Company I, to which Wolff belonged, consisted of Russian, Finnish and Baltic Germans, though as he had grown up in Brazil of Latvian-born parents, he could equally have belonged to the Romance language-speaking Company II.

His brown hair and eyes and easily-tanned skin meant he would have slotted imperceptibly into that outfit too. But Wolff had asked to be assigned to Company I in the hope of reaching Riga sooner.

There was another reason for the tension between his group and the infantry regulars. The latter was expected to obey orders without question, the former encouraged to be strong-willed individualists who thought on their feet. 

As their old training sergeant major Horst Salomon had told them on their first day of special forces instruction:  “I don’t care if you’re an Arschloch as long as you’re a capable Arschloch.”

The Landser who had been eyeballing Wolff and Lenz averted his eyes under the returned glares. The two Brandenburgers looked at each other and smirked. They had seen that before, too. The infantry might despise and resent them, but they knew Brandenburgers had been rigorously trained in unarmed combat. 

Wolff and Lenz returned to their discussion about what form the reconnaissance would take. The conversation had moved on to what efforts Lenz had made to ensure the Soviet uniforms he had obtained were free of lice when they first heard the panzers approach. Sensed would be a better word.

There was something primeval about the way tanks shook the earth underneath their feet that made every soldier pause. The infantry stopped setting up the tents they had begun erecting once it became clear they would be spending the night here. They all stood and watched as the three tanks rumbled steadily closer. 

“Here come the black pirates,” Lenz muttered. It was not until the new arrivals halted at the edge of the clearing that Wolff could see that Lenz was correct. He had heard an SS armored division had been assigned to Army Group North after the fighting in France had finished, but had not yet seen any in action here in the Baltics.

Now here were three Panzers Mark III, a skull and crossbones painted on the turret beside each tank’s identifying number. SS Panzerdivision Totenkopf. The Death’s Head Division.

Like their army counterparts, these SS tankers wore black, but the contemptuous nickname used by Lenz referred to the dark ceremonial uniforms for which the Nazi Party’s ‘Protection Squads’ were so famous. 

The combat Waffen - or ‘Armed’ - SS had long ago switched to field gray, but the arrogance of men required to prove their Aryan ancestry back to 1800 still set them apart. Not least because their spotless 'racial hygiene' was the very antithesis of the Brandenburger ethos.

There was a subtle but detectable shift in atmosphere around the clearing. 

The Brandenburgers and the infantry might normally be at each other’s throats, but they would all close ranks in the face of these Schutzstaffel pricks. Wolff watched as the captain in charge of the newcomers climbed down from his tank hatch and went over to the major. Both men gave each other the Hitler salute.

Though outranked, Wolff could see by the captain’s body language that he was immediately assuming command - and by the major’s stance that he was ceding it to him. After a brief chat, the SS man turned and strode over to where Wolff and Lenz were still standing by the tree stump, the major trailing hastily in his wake. 

“This won’t be good,” Lenz murmured. Wolff and Lenz both offered cursory regular salutes rather than the Nazi equivalent, and the captain’s eyes narrowed. His glance flicked up and down, and Wolff watched the man’s mouth tighten as he took in their shaggy hair and open-necked collarless shirts.

“Captain Stumpfegger agrees with my assessment that the infiltration should take place today,” the major said. Wolff looked at him. He detested the man even more now. 

“With respect, Captain, as I have explained to the major—” 

“Nonsense, Sergeant. Berlin expects us in Leningrad by November. The Führer has ordered the city be razed to the ground. We have a schedule to keep to. You will carry out your mission at once. No delays.”

Wolff bridled. 

“Sir, the village is only a mile away.” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the cowardly major stiffen at the arbitrary reduction in distance, but plowed on. “The Russians will likely have heard the panzer engines and will be on their guard.

“If the infiltration attack is to succeed, it is much better to reconnoiter the village, then carry it out in the morning. If we go in now, the enemy could be fully alert and offer much greater resistance, which will only slow the advance on Leningrad further. 

“You might also lose some of your panzers. A lot of the Ivans we’ve been coming up against recently have had that anti-tank rifle they use. The PTRD.” Wolff cursed the man silently for forcing him to bring forward his plans. 

The Brandenburgers were the tip of the spear, small groups designed to get in, cause chaos and disrupt enemy defenses until infantry weight of numbers arrived to seal victory. But Wolff did not like night-time operations. Too much could go wrong in the dark. 

Stumpfegger’s eyes moved up to the right as he calculated which outcome could potentially tarnish his reputation more, multiple casualties or delayed progression. After a moment, his gaze returned to Wolff, whom he addressed directly, the major forgotten. 

“I think you might be correct, Sergeant.” Wolff started in surprise. He had not expected such a response. Stumpfegger continued: “If you think they already suspect our tanks are there, then we shall confirm it for them.” After noting the village coordinates from Wolff’s map, he turned and shouted an order.

The two panzers which had been following Stumpfegger’s lead armor began to form up alongside it. “Ako...” Lenz turned to him. Wolff nodded. 

“Sir!” 

Stumpfegger turned from where he was in the process of bellowing more instructions at his tankers. 

“Sir, may I speak to you for a second?” 

Stumpfegger looked at him, irritated. “What is it, Sergeant?” 

“Well, sir, Corporal Lenz here heard from a POW that the enemy may have abandoned the village altogether,” Wolff said. “I really think we should be allowed to carry out some reconnaissance before you begin shelling, sir. To save ammunition, I mean. Our supply lines are rather stretched at the moment.”

But Stumpfegger saw through the ploy instantly and turned to face him. 

“First you tell me that I risk losing tanks and now you tell me I might be wasting ammunition. You know, Sergeant, there are many in the Reich who question where the genuine loyalties of people like you and your unit actually lie. Obviously, the Führer, in his wisdom, has seen fit to bring you all back within a greater Germany, but still. As the ancient Romans had it, qui cum canibus concumbunt cum pulicibus surgent.”

Stumpfegger reeled off the complicated Latin phrase with a practiced air which suggested he was quite fond of quoting it. He smiled patronizingly at Wolff and offered the translation. “Those that lie with dogs, get up—” 

“None of us have fleas, captain,” Wolff cut him off sharply. 

Stumpfegger’s irritation at being interrupted mid-flow was outweighed by his surprise. “Well, well. An educated man. A relative rarity in the army, I must say.” Stumpfegger looked at the major, who said nothing despite the insult to his troops and to himself. He turned back to Wolff. 

“I’ll take your word for it, Sergeant. Even though I hear you and your men have a habit of putting on these animals’ uniforms.” He waited another beat and smirked in satisfaction before turning back to where all three panzers had now lined up in a row. 

Their turrets were already turned slightly in unison, the long barrels of their 50mm cannons pointing at the same angle. Wolff, Lenz and the major walked quickly to the side as the firing began, covering their ears against the cacophony. 

If the ground had shaken from the clanking tank tracks earlier, it positively reverberated now as the panzers reared up slightly from shell recoil before slamming their 20 tons back down to earth. The two Brandenburgers were joined by the six other members of their small unit.

Four of them had been with Wolff and Lenz since the beginning of Operation Barbarossa, the invasion of the USSR. They had come through over a dozen of these missions together and knew instinctively they could rely on each other. 

The two newcomers had joined them fresh from training following the last battle at the bridge in Daugavpils, in which their lieutenant had been killed. Wolff was still sizing the pair up. He had no fears over their competence. 

Neither would be here unless they had made it through the same exacting drills dished out back at regimental headquarters on Lake Quenz. The doubts hung over their political leanings. He did not need any die-hard Nazis in his tight band. It was the one place in the Reich right now where he had successfully managed to stay free of them.

The eight men stood and watched the tanks recoil on their tracks as each high-explosive shell was launched. Wolff exchanged a glance with Lenz. Both had seen the aftermath of such bombardments.

“The Reds won’t fancy that!” Scherwinsky shouted. Wolff looked expressionlessly at the man's ecstatic grin. Of the two newbies, it was Scherwinsky who concerned him most. The man had introduced himself as being from Danzig.

This had rung alarm bells. 

Members of Brandenburger Company I were supposed to have grown up in locations outside the Reich with large ethnic Russian populations and to speak the language. It was said that a Brandenburger should not only know how to act like a Russian, he should know how to spit like one. 

Danzig, in the former sliver of Polish territory between east and west Prussia, was a long way from any such spot. 

When pressed, Scherwinsky had admitted he had been raised in Estonia but now considered himself a Danziger since his family had been resettled back in the Reich as part of the evacuation of Baltic Germans under Hitler and Stalin’s doomed treaty in 1939. The lie was silly, but telling. 

“That’s if they’re still actually there, Scherwinsky,” Lenz answered after a moment. “Yes, you’re right,” Scherwinsky shouted back, clearly missing the point. “They’ll probably already be fleeing, the cowards. Never mind, we’ll catch up with them yet and get our crack at a Knight’s Cross.”

The eyes of Wolff and Lenz met again. Just what they needed. A bloody Halsschmerz, an ‘itchy throat’. The lieutenant, along with all the other casualties from Daugavpils, had been awarded a posthumous Knight’s Cross. This fool would have them in the grave too in an attempt to get his own tin necktie.

The bombardment continued for a while before Stumpfegger considered it enough and ordered the three tanks to move forward, followed by the regular infantry. Wolff and the seven other Brandenburgers brought up the rear. As they reached the edge of the woods, the major had his men fan out and flank each other as they sprinted, heads down, towards the outskirts of the village.  

It was a textbook envelopment attack, with a full-frontal assault accompanied by troops spreading wide on either side. But there was no defensive fire.

Any Red Army forces in the village were either long gone or blown to smithereens. Heads low, Wolff and his men followed, though before they were even halfway across the open ground, the all-clear signal had been given.

Wolff, Lenz and the six others walked into the village and into the worst they had yet seen, even by the gruesome standards of the war they had been fighting so far. Several Wehrmacht regulars were being violently sick against the wall of the buildings which were still standing.

The carpet shelling with high explosive rounds had done its work, both to the small log izbas and the occupants sheltering within them. Body parts were everywhere, tossed around the single main street.

Clumps of flesh clung to hovel roofs. Wolff’s eyes had searched desperately, willing there to be some feeble justification for what he was seeing. But not a single one of the dismembered bodies was clad in the drab olive green of a Red Army uniform. 

Instead, they were those of women, children and old men. Lenz’s intelligence had been correct, the defensive forces had withdrawn, leaving only those with nowhere to go and the hope that they would be treated fairly by the invaders.

In one house, Wolff found a pathetic-looking garland of flowers. It was something they had seen time and again since they first crossed into the Baltics. Locals coming out to greet them as they entered villages abandoned by the Soviets.

Some of his men took it as righteous justification for the war they were waging, as did the Nazi hierarchy, who gleefully printed pictures of the handovers in the newspapers back home. But Wolff recognized it for what it was. 

People who understood their fates were out of their own hands and whose best hope of being left in peace involved currying favor with their new overlords. He felt his fingers clench tightly around his rifle. Only Stumpfegger was unaffected by it all, striding around inspecting the efficiency with which his orders had been executed. 

The fury on Wolff’s face must have been evident, for the SS captain had looked at him with the faintest trace of a smile, non-verbally challenging him to do something about it. It was then one of the infantrymen sent to check for concealed enemy returned, dragging a young, blonde girl who looked about nine years old. 

Wolff had seen the expression on the child’s face many times before on captured Russian POWs who had survived similar bombardments. Shell shock. 

The girl was left in front of Stumpfegger, who leaned over and stroked her cheek, telling her in German how pretty she was. He received only a wide-eyed unseeing stare in return. Stumpfegger sighed and straightened up. “You and your men speak these people’s language, don’t you, Sergeant? Come here and translate for me.”

Wolff stepped forward himself and kneeled beside the child. If nothing else, he could ensure any further trauma to her was minimized. After establishing she spoke Latvian, he spent a couple of minutes talking to the girl and learned her name was Lazda.

Lazda told him that the Red Army had left not two days beforehand, but three, taking all the food they could find and forcing her father and all the other able-bodied men to accompany the retreat. She had been on her way back from fetching water when the shelling had started and had arrived home to find the thatched roof of her house had collapsed. She thought her mother, grandparents and sisters were still inside.

Stumpfegger, who had been tapping his foot impatiently, interrupted, steering the conversation back towards the Soviet forces who had left. How many were they, what arms did they have? Did they have any artillery? The dazed child was unable to answer any of it. 

After Stumpfegger finished, the army major belatedly posed a couple of entirely superfluous queries about how long the Russians had been there and where they were originally from before the questioning petered out. Stumpfegger made no attempt to hide his irritation. The matter of what to do with the girl hung unspoken in the air.

“So they left three days ago?” Stumpfegger said after a few minutes, looking at Wolff in amusement. “Congratulations, Sergeant. It seems you were right all along.” Then, without another word, he unclipped his holster, pulled out his pistol and shot the child in the forehead.

For a split second, nobody moved. 

They had all seen arbitrary executions of captured enemy. The notorious Commissar Order, issued just weeks beforehand, required Soviet political officers to be put to death on the spot and was invariably obeyed. But this was different. This was a terrified child. 

Before he knew what he was doing, Wolff stepped forward.
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Two weeks later. 
Abwehr headquarters, Berlin


“You might have been shot, Wolff. Is that what you wanted? To be shot?” 

Wolff looked down at Admiral Wilhelm Canaris from where he stood at attention and pondered how to answer such a ridiculous question. For a moment, he considered telling the truth. That he would have welcomed it. He had endured enough by then. Endless attempts to make a new life for himself in the Reich and rebuild things with father. 

Even his vow to Mammu as she lay dying. All of it had come to nothing. But he refrained. He was already in enough trouble. He glanced to the left where Colonel Hans Oster, Canaris’ balding second-in-command, sat staring back at him icily. He had the air of a typical Prussian. Always be loyal and true went their old code.

Only Wolff had been a little too honest and not very loyal. Well, not to Nazism anyway.

Wolff returned his gaze to Canaris, who was technically his regiment’s commanding officer and who he was thus obliged to answer. “I accept responsibility for my actions and the consequences which follow it,” he mumbled eventually.

“Do you?” Canaris replied softly. “Do you indeed?” When Wolff failed to respond, the admiral continued. “Well, we’ll come back to that, and we might even see what we can do about it.” Wolff stared at him, but Canaris had returned to reading the file on the desk, despite Wolff’s sense that he already knew everything in it.

Rather than risk Oster’s penetrating glare again, Wolff’s eyes went to the bookshelf behind Canaris. There were tomes there in German, French, Spanish and even Russian. Wolff was surprised.

Not because Canaris was multilingual; many sailors were as a result of their travels and long periods at sea with nothing else to do but study. But because the admiral was a senior figure in a country which officially considered the latter language to be ‘subhuman’.

Behind Canaris was a giant world map, again, not unexpected for a former seaman. To its right was the obligatory portrait of Hitler, albeit quite a small one. To the left of the map was a much larger framed photograph of a dachshund. Almost double the size, in fact.

Wolff did not know what to make of the juxtaposition. He had heard gossip that Canaris was not the most devoted National Socialist and there had been no Hitler salute when he was shown in. But perhaps he was overanalyzing matters.

“Are you a Nazi, Wolff?”

Alarmed, he returned his gaze to Canaris, who was looking at him with an expression that was hard to fathom. It was as if the old man was reading his mind. The question had thrown him completely. Its phraseology verged on disrespectful, especially amongst military men required to take a personal oath of loyalty to the Führer.

The preferred terms in Reich society were ‘National Socialist’ or simply ‘a member of the Party’. ‘Nazi’ had originally been coined by the party’s left-wing opponents, especially as the word was also a derogatory colloquialism for a hillbilly in Bavaria, scene of Hitler’s original powerbase.

There was also the fact that Wolff was still entirely in the dark as to what he was doing here. If, as per his best guess, it was some sort of disciplinary hearing, it was a very strange one indeed. “Are you a Nazi?” Canaris repeated, his slightly more impatient tone making it clear that this query also warranted a response. 

“Answer the admiral!” snapped Oster. Wolff suppressed his flinch. One did not cower in front of superiors. Even those whose role here seemed to be that of an attack dog.  

“I used to be a member of the party,” Wolff said, recognizing his own defensive tone. This was ludicrous. He was being made to feel ashamed of something most people in Germany wore lapel pins to brag about.

“Yes, in Brazil. Where you grew up and lived until you moved here in ‘38.” Was he imagining it, or was there a mocking ring to Canaris’ words? 

“Indeed sir, my father founded the Porto Alegre branch after we settled there.”

“Ako, though. Not a German name, is it?” 

“No, sir. I was born in Riga in 1919. Both my parents were Volksdeutsche whose families had lived in Latvia for centuries, but my mother’s people had, er, integrated a little more with the locals than my father’s. 

"We left when I was still very young. My father had been planning to move abroad for some time before I was born. He said that the Latvians had turned anti-German after the last war.”

“But they still gave you a Latvian name?”

“My mother, sir. She wanted me to have a name which reflected my...birthplace. In case we never returned.” And my father refused to use it. Ever.

Wolff had delivered the explanation dozens of times since his arrival in Germany with his father three years beforehand, but still occasionally stumbled. The Reich was no place to use the phrase ‘Latvian heritage’.

“So she named you after a pagan chieftain who fought the German Christian crusaders?” 

Wolff could not stop his mouth from dropping open a little in astonishment. The slightest flicker of a smile crossed Canaris’ face, and he returned to his reading. Wolff stared at him a little while longer, but he was getting the distinct sense that Canaris was hopping from topic to topic to unsettle him. 

He felt his irritation grow and allowed his eyes to take another tour of Canaris’ office while he tried to calm himself. The room was largely in keeping with the rest of the Bendlerblock, as the H-shaped intelligence headquarters in Berlin’s elegant Tiergarten district was known. 

Despite its stately, neoclassical exterior and scenic setting on the banks of the Landwehr canal, the building’s interior was gloomy and not at all lavishly decorated. Der Fuchsbau, they called it, appropriately enough. The Fox’s Lair.

Apart from his desk, Canaris’s personal quarters contained a threadbare carpet, separate chairs by the window and a low-slung sofa. There was a military-style camp bed in the corner and what looked like a dog basket underneath it. In fact, the entire office smelled of dog.

Wolff had never been to Army High Command in Zossen, around an hour south of Berlin, but some of the training officers from his unit had made the short trip over from their base at Brandenburg on the western outskirts. From their descriptions, he had expected the Bendlerblock to be much more lavishly decorated. 

After all, as head of the Abwehr, Canaris was a top tier member of the Reich hierarchy. A golden pheasant, even if he eschewed the honey brown jacket which had earned the likes of Goebbels and other senior Nazis the nickname. 

After being freed from feldgendarmerie custody, Wolff had been ordered to change into his parade uniform before reporting here, but he felt overdressed in such down-at-heel surroundings. Both officers in front of him were a far cry from the carefully tailored images he was used to seeing of senior Reich figures. 

The admiral’s navy Kriegsmarine tunic looked worn and crumpled. Beside him, Oster was in a civilian suit, despite his colonel rank. Neither man looked bothered by the August heat, which had emptied Berlin as the great and the good of Reich society fled to the Baltic coast or the Bavarian Alps to cool off.

Wolff tugged distractedly at the high-necked collar of his own jacket. He need not have bothered getting dressed up. His days of wearing the regimental mask and dagger insignia were almost certainly over. The SS captain Stumpfegger was connected, apparently. 

The danger of the duties undertaken by the Brandenburgers had seen his regiment nicknamed the ‘Ascension Day Commandos’. But Wolff had a feeling any penal unit he was assigned to would be given suicide sorties which would outweigh even those. 

Full-frontal attacks against heavy machine guns, perhaps. Or charges through suspected minefields. Canaris looked up at him once more, this time with another unnerving intervention. “Why did you volunteer for the Brandenburgers, Wolff?” 

It was another difficult question to answer. Why on earth would anyone willingly leave the rank-and-file infantry and sign up to a unit whose members were repeatedly sent off dressed in enemy uniforms, allowing them to be executed as spies if captured?

Why indeed? 

To shake off the ‘booty German’ label? To prove himself after the incident in Hamburg? 

Or because it seemed to offer the best chance of reaching Riga before it was too late?

But he stuck to the official version. “I felt my language skills might best serve the Führer in this way, Admiral.” The merest trace of a smirk crossed Canaris’s face before it returned to deadpan. 

“I see. And exactly how good is your Russian?” 

“Entirely fluent, I would say, sir. My mother spoke it to me along with Latvian at home when I was growing up in Brazil.” Once her husband had gone to work. 

Canaris and Oster exchanged a glance, before the admiral went on. “Fluent Portuguese and Spanish, some English… how good?” Wolff lifted his hand palm down and waggled it from side to side in the universal self-deprecating gesture. 

Canaris smiled approvingly, before he turned grave once more. “So. The incident at the front. You attempted to strangle this…” He looked down at the file on his desk. “Captain Stumpfegger. Do you feel such behavior is acceptable?”

Wolff sighed. “Well sir, according to section 5.1 of the War Special Criminal Law Ordinance, no, I should not have…”

“Oh, forget about the regulations, Sergeant.” Canaris sat back and folded his arms. The old bastard was enjoying this. “Do you feel you behaved in a way befitting a German officer?” 

Wolff hesitated for a second. There was what he wanted to say and what he could say. “I feel what I objected to was behavior not befitting a German officer,” he said eventually. Another slow smile spread across Canaris’ face. 

“Good answer, Wolff,” he said. “Very good answer indeed. Don’t you think so, Colonel Oster?” Oster gave the admiral a look that conveyed a familiarity beyond that of commander and subordinate, but said nothing. 

Canaris turned back to the start of the file on his desk and began slowly turning the pages again. “You know, you didn’t give me an answer earlier, Wolff. When I asked if you were a Nazi. Plenty of people are or were party members for all sorts of reasons, but not all of them are true believers.” He looked up once more. “So?” 

The old man was probing, looking for something. Wolff had difficulty believing what it was, but decided to give it to him nonetheless. At least partially. “My father is a Nazi, sir. More so than me.” He stopped there. Even that sort of limited statement was enough to warrant a report to the Gestapo these days. 

Canaris’ smile broadened, and he looked at Oster almost triumphantly, as if he had won some secret bet between them. “Thank you, Wolff. We appreciate your candor.” Canaris closed the file in front of him and pushed it away. “Have a seat, Sergeant.” Wolff nodded his thanks and lowered himself into one of the leather wingbacks.

The admiral cleared his throat and leaned back in his chair. “You are with like-minded souls in this room, Wolff. Neither I nor Colonel Oster are Nazis. Quite the opposite, in fact.” Wolff frowned slightly. What the hell was this?

“Both of us initially believed Adolf Hitler was the answer to this country’s problems,” Canaris continued. “But it soon became abundantly clear to us that he was leading us down the road to Germany’s doom. Do you know why we lost the last war?” 

Wolff opened his mouth to answer and then closed it again. The correct response in today’s Germany was the Dolchstosslegende was to blame. The ‘stab in the back’ of the brave, undefeated German army by nebulous, largely Jewish forces. But he could sense that such rubbish was not necessary here. 

“The British naval blockade of raw materials?” he guessed. Canaris nodded in agreement, as if he had passed another small test. 

“Partly correct, Wolff. But mainly it was because the Kaiser became embroiled in a draining war on two fronts. We got a lucky break in 1917 when the Bolsheviks overthrew the Tsar and sued for peace in the east. 

“The treaty we subsequently signed with them at Brest-Litovsk gave us control of Poland, the Baltic states and the Ukraine. All the lebensraum Hitler could ever dream of. We should have negotiated a peace in the west at that point, but Ludendorff pushed on Paris instead. 

“That was a mistake. One we are repeating now on an even grander scale, even though Hitler himself specifically warned about the dangers of a two-front conflict in Mein Kampf.” Canaris paused for a moment and leaned forward.

“But what if I told you there was a possibility of ending the war in the east right now in a similar fashion, allowing us room to negotiate a separate peace with the British? What would you think of that, Wolff?” 

Wolff was not sure what to think of it at all. He had seen firsthand how many Soviets would desperately fight to the death rather than surrender, despite the endless string of crushing German victories. 

“I would say that would put the Reich in a very strong position, sir,” he said cautiously at last. “But even if it were possible, I’m not sure the Führer would be interested in it.” Canaris inclined his head, conceding the obvious point. He paused again and looked at Oster, who gave the barest of nods.

Canaris turned back to Wolff. “And what if it were no longer up to the Führer?” he said softly.

Wolff remained still for a moment and observed the two men in front of him while he played for time. He felt his spirits soar, but everything he had learned since arriving in Germany three years beforehand was telling him not to react overtly. There was no doubt about what Canaris was suggesting. 

Hochverrat. High treason. 

Wolff already stood accused of the lesser crime of war treason, which also technically carried the death penalty but which would more likely see him sent to the punishment battalions. There, sheer luck would decide his fate. But intriguing against Hitler and his bunch of fanatics was a different story. 

That was a guaranteed one-way trip to the guillotine at Plötzensee prison, around half an hour’s drive from where they sat. Not to mention Sippenhaft. The odious theory of collective family guilt for one relative’s actions would see the Gestapo go through his background and ship anyone connected to him off to a concentration camp. 

Which basically meant his fervently Nazi father. Their relationship was far from ideal, but he still could not countenance that. On the other hand, the chances of emerging unscathed from a year or two of cannon fodder duties were also low. Even if he did, by the time he returned to regular duties again, it would be too late.

Kuchler’s 18th Army had recently ‘freed’ Riga from Stalin’s clutches. He had to get there before the whole kleptocratic Reich administration was fully installed. He thought of the photo Mammu had given him of their old home, carefully folded and tucked into his wallet. 

She had asked him to promise something to her at that moment which was the one thing he still held sacred. He had brought the photo with him on every combat assignment he had undertaken since he was conscripted initially into the army before volunteering for the Brandenburgers. 

A reminder that he had something else to strive for above simple survival. Wolff looked up from his introspection to find Canaris and Oster staring back at him expectantly.

“What do you wish me to do, sir?” he asked quietly. 

Canaris looked across at Oster and smiled again, while for the first time, something approaching satisfaction appeared in the colonel’s eyes.
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“What the admiral is about to tell you is a matter of the highest secrecy known to very few people, Wolff. If you open your mouth about it to anyone else, you may well damage us, but you will also ensure your own death. Or if you don’t, I will.” 

Wolff nodded at the bluntness of the warning from Oster, who had now resumed his default dead-eyed stare. Another threat from a superior officer to worry about. Canaris winced slightly, but made no attempt to rein in his subordinate. Instead, the admiral cleared his throat once more and began to speak. 

“A few weeks ago, the Bulgarian ambassador to Moscow received a call from a high-level contact within the NKVD requesting a meeting. They met at a Georgian restaurant called Aragvi on...” Canaris glanced down again at the file on his desk. 

“Tverskaya Street. Aragvi is Lavrenty Beria’s favorite place to eat in Moscow, just a few minutes’ drive from NKVD headquarters at Lubyanka. He keeps his own private dining room there. Best Georgian dumplings outside of Tbilisi, by all accounts.” 

Canaris looked over at Wolff again. “You do know who Lavrentiy Beria is, I take it?” 

Wolff nodded. “Of course, sir.” 

For the past two months, he had been pretending regularly to be a Russian soldier. And every Ivan knew the name of the head of the all-powerful and hated NKVD. Stalin's henchman, who had orchestrated the Great Purge on the Soviet leader's behalf. Signing tens of thousands of death warrants and sending hundreds of thousands more to the gulags.

“Good,” Canaris continued. “Anyway, the ambassador, Stamenov, was told he would be dining with Beria himself at the restaurant, but he never showed up. Instead, Stamenov met an NKVD officer named Pavel Sudoplatov, who claimed he had been sent in Beria’s stead.

“Given that this meeting took place in Beria’s private dining room, we must assume that was the case. Hard to judge why Beria did not go there in person, but we’ll get into that later. Regardless, Sudoplatov had something very interesting to say to the ambassador.

“He had an offer of a peace deal for the Reich, which he portrayed as coming from Stalin himself. Stamenov was a touch vague on details when he relayed it to the Bulgarian Foreign Ministry, who in turn informed our people on the ground in Sofia.”

Wolff kept his reaction to a mere nod. Internally, he was attempting to figure out why on earth Canaris was telling him this. Try as he might, he could not see the man's angle here. 

“Thankfully, the Bulgarians went straight to the top Abwehr man at our legation in Sofia, Dr Wagner, who knew to come directly to me,” Canaris went on. “The essence of the deal is broadly along the terms of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk from 1918. We would get Ukraine, Belarus and the Baltics and all hostilities would cease. In theory, anyway. 

“Is it genuine? A stalling tactic?” Canaris shrugged. “Who knows? You must remember, this offer came just as we encircled the Soviet 16th, 19th and 20th armies at Smolensk. They lost 300,000 men. Our information is also that, following the fall of Minsk at the end of June, Stalin had a nervous breakdown and locked himself away in his dacha.

“When Molotov and the others went there to coax him out, he thought he was going to be arrested and shot. After all, he had been warned by the British, by his spies here and even by ourselves that the invasion was coming, and he ignored us all. 

“Not forgetting that the shambolic performance of his army is largely because he had Beria purge all the best officers in case they might pose a threat against him.” Canaris shook his head in wonderment at such behavior, even though Hitler had done more or less the same thing to his former comrades in the SA militia during the Night of the Long Knives back in ‘34.

But Wolff was less concerned with that than with the fact that the head of Reich military intelligence had, for the second time in the space of half an hour, admitted high treason. 

The Abwehr had tipped off the Soviets about the invasion!

He had heard Canaris had a reputation for scheming, but this was incredible. Was this a trap? As his mind raced, Wolff noticed Oster was carefully observing him, as if to gauge his reaction to what was being discussed.

He mentally ran over what he had already said in case the entire conversation was being recorded as some kind of bizarre test of his willingness to conspire against the state. “But even if the offer from the Soviets was genuine, sir, the Führer would never agree to it,” he repeated.

Canaris smiled, as if amused by Wolff’s understandable caution. “What matters more is what the deal represents rather than whether it is genuine or not. And do you know what that is, Wolff?”

Having just given himself a potential, if somewhat weak alibi should the Gestapo come storming through the doors, Wolff was loath to compromise it by offering a guess. In any case, he had no idea what answer Canaris was seeking.

This time, it was Oster who spoke, and his flat, slightly aggressive tone was enough to finally convince Wolff that all of this - unbelievably - was on the level. “It gives us a chance to at last eliminate the pig currently occupying the Chancellery over on Wilhelmstrasse,” he said. There was silence in the room for a few seconds. 

Each man was aware that what had just been said was enough to ensure all of them, even figures as highly placed as Canaris and Oster, would die the most horrible deaths. Canaris picked up the conversation quietly. 

“What I told you about Colonel Oster and I being opposed to the Nazis earlier was not an exaggeration, Wolff. Nor are we alone in such views within the Reich. We are part of a small but important group which believes Hitler is leading Germany to its doom.

"The determination to drag us into war. The ridiculous obsession with Jews. The intolerance for other political views. We have tried to have him removed before. But always, somewhere along the line, something has gone wrong. 

"When he issued the ultimatum to the Czechs to cede the Sudetenland or face war, we had men outside the Chancellery prepared to storm the building, have him dragged away and declared clinically insane. An hour before they were due to go in, the British prime minister Chamberlain announced he would fly to Berchtesgaden for talks and we had to call it off.”

“He only had a dozen SS guards around him then,” Oster murmured, almost to himself. “What an opportunity that was.” Canaris shrugged in a ‘these things happen’ sort of way and for the first time, Wolff noticed a slight divergence between the two men.

“We gathered our forces once more a couple of weeks later when he appeared on the verge of taking over Czechoslovakia,” the admiral continued. “This time Chamberlain went and begged Mussolini to help set up the failed Munich talks.

“Next, we contacted the British and told them we were prepared to act ahead of Poland and again before the invasion of France, but we could get no response from them. Each and every time Hitler took us to the brink, things went his way. 

“His standing with the people soared and the cowards at Wehrmacht High Command, who are the only ones with access to him these days, dithered further. But this time, it really is different. 

“When Hitler signed the Non-Aggression Pact with Stalin, we thought we’d underestimated him again. Sadly, the truth turned out to be even worse. Hitler thinks the war in the east has already been won, but the smart ones at Zossen know better. A fool could see that invading Russia will end in disaster. 

“The generals - even chief of staff Halder - were uniformly against it, even if none of them said it aloud. But this offer from Stalin is a real chance. A chance to end it before it blows up in our faces and possibly even negotiate a lasting peace with the British. 

"Something which should finally instill some backbone in our prevaricating High Command colleagues. Now we come to what all this has to do with you, a sergeant in the Brandenburgers, Wolff. The Soviets have proposed a meeting on neutral turf. Bulgaria, in this instance, and I want you to go as my representative.”

The light sweat which had formed between Wolff's shoulder now felt like it was turning into a torrent running down his spine. He reached into his breast pocket and took out a handkerchief, pressing it to the beads on his brow. Rather than answer Canaris's last remark directly, he asked: "Would you mind if I opened a window, sir?"

Canaris nodded his assent and Wolff took his time doing so. He lingered at the sliding sash pane as if enjoying the breeze, even if there were none. He needed to get out of here, and not just because of the heat. He retook his seat. “With respect, sir, I don’t know the first thing about negotiating international peace treaties! I only—” 

“I’m not sending you as a negotiator, Wolff. I am sending you as a messenger. And one whose existence I will have to deny if it ever comes to it,” he added. “But I don’t believe that will be necessary. We have chosen you precisely because you are an unknown, Wolff. 

"There are many members in our group, but not all are military men or intelligence-trained. Those who are, are too well-known to risk sending on such a mission. They may be on the radar of our colleagues in Herr Heydrich’s Sicherheitsdienst, who are always on the lookout for a scalp to triumphantly present to Hitler. 

“But they shall know nothing about you.” Mention of the Sicherheitsdienst, or the SD, as they were commonly known in military circles, did nothing to ease Wolff’s discomfort. He was already a target for vengeance from within the SS. He could do without coming under the crosshairs of its intelligence wing. 

Responsible for rooting out anti-Party sentiment within the Reich, it did not consider itself limited to spying on the ordinary citizenry. Army officers, civil servants and, of course, the SD's supposed colleagues in military intelligence were all fair game too.

Canaris was still going. “We must also consider the possibility that this is a solo run by senior NKVD figures who plan to remove Stalin from power. The Soviet equivalent of our little group, if you will. If that is the case, those loyal to Stalin may be aware of the meeting in Sofia and could represent another danger. 









