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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Nora hardly recognized the figure hunched on the bed. Drawing ragged breaths, Floris Brouwer lowered his eyes as she closed the door of the musty cell. A single light bulb hung off-center, occasionally flickering. Nora shivered as she took a step closer.

      “Hey, it’s me.” She spoke in a low voice and set down a plate with crusty bread, a sliver of margarine, and a cup of weak tea. “You should eat something.”

      The man on the bed’s composure changed, and he looked up. Floris silently acknowledged her with bloodshot, tired eyes. He swung his legs out of bed, his bare feet touching down on the cold concrete floor, took two steps, and greedily lunged for the hunk of bread.

      Nora sat and watched her husband chew furiously while she rubbed her thighs and inhaled deeply from the opposite bed. Four months of captivity in this Amsterdam basement had reduced the strong, healthy Nazi police officer to a pitiful heap of a human. His face was gaunt, making him look ten years older than the twenty-seven he was. His ragged clothes were dirty and hung loosely around his thin frame. Nora shook her head. He brought this on himself. But has the punishment fit the crime?

      Floris took a large gulp of tea before setting the cup down with a clang. He wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve and turned to Nora. “Why are you here? I haven’t seen you in weeks.” His voice was raspy, like that of someone who’d spent a lifetime smoking. “Have you come to gloat at my situation?” He spread his arms, shirtsleeves flapping. “Well, this is it, Nora. You’ve got me caged like an animal.”

      Nora frowned and shook her head. “It’s not like that, Floris. I’m here to bring you news.” She swallowed hard and forced herself to meet his cold eyes. She steeled herself, opened her mouth, but he spoke before she could.

      “What could you possibly tell me that would change my situation? News about more victories of your resistance?” He scoffed. “Please, I get enough of that from those idiots you have guarding me. They seem to have no purpose in their lives but to fill my head with their incessant babbling and lies.” Nora narrowed her eyes as Floris sat next to her. “But sure, Nora, tell me your news.”

      “You don’t get it, do you, Flo?” He grimaced at her use of his nickname. “Four months down here, and you haven’t changed a bit. More and more people are fed up with the occupation. They’re done seeing their neighbors hauled off to God knows where on made-up charges, losing their jobs and going hungry.” She paused for a moment, meeting her husband’s eyes in the vain hope that she would find something resembling understanding. Instead, the resentment had only grown, his eyes reduced to thin slits glowering in the semidarkness.

      “But most of all, they’re done with people turning their backs on their country. People who will turn in their neighbors for a few Guilders or Reichmarks. People who help Nazis. People like you, Floris.” Her voice trembled, and she cleared her throat. “You’re a policeman. You’re supposed to protect us from criminals. Instead, you’ve become one.”

      Floris didn’t immediately respond. The buzzing of the light above their heads seemed to grow more intense in the silence of the cramped room. Floris began wringing his hands before he stood, took a step, and towered over her.

      “Criminal? That’s rich coming from you!” He jabbed his finger at her face, a vein on his forehead throbbing as he raised his voice. “I’ve listened to the wild stories of your guards.” He thrust his thumb up at the ceiling. “They’re rather proud of their acts of sabotage. Those Jews you insist on hiding will betray you at some point. Just you wait, Nora.”

      Nora opened her mouth but struggled to respond. She had never felt more detached from him; those four months had changed her husband. “You’ve gone completely delusional,” she whispered.

      He didn’t react. “I’m not keeping a police officer locked in a cell. You realize once this place is found, and it will be, you and everybody involved here will be punished?” Floris sat down on the bed again, eyeing her challengingly, his chest heaving.

      Nora stood and straightened her back. She clasped her hands together and looked down at Floris. “You know why I really came down here? I wanted to see if you’d come to your senses. When I leave this room, it will be the last time you see me.” He raised his eyebrows, and Nora continued at pace. “I hoped I could go back up there and tell them they’re making a mistake. That you’re not the evil Nazi, that there is still a trace of the man I fell in love with.” She looked him in the eyes and saw confusion. She wavered for a moment as she felt her stomach churn. “That there was another option.”

      “Another option?”

      “You’re going to die. Tomorrow morning.”

      Floris stared at the wall opposite, processing her words. Nora stood silently near the door, confident the guard on the other side would open it well before Floris could do anything. But as she looked at him, the idea of him assaulting her seemed distant at best. The news had floored him, his face growing paler by the second. Nora pitied him. She cleared her throat. “I’m leaving now, Floris. Farewell. I hope you find peace.”

      He nodded absently, his eyes fixed on the wall opposite. Nora knocked on the door and turned back one more time. Gone was the confident, brash police officer who’d made it his mission to hunt down every single Amsterdam Jew in the past years. As the guard’s key clicked into the lock, Floris looked up.

      “If I am to die tomorrow, could you do me one last favor?”

      Nora stopped in her tracks. She had expected him to get angry, plead for his life, or attack her, but not this. “What is it?”

      “Could you bring me some fresh clothes? I don’t want to meet my maker dressed in these rags.”

      The door swung open, revealing a burly guard. Nora considered Floris’ request for a moment. There’s no harm. “I can do that. I’ll leave them with the men upstairs.”

      In a rare display of grace, Floris bowed his head. “Thank you.”

      “Farewell, Floris.” She stepped out of the cell without looking back, her eyes stinging as the door shut behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      The lake glistened in late-afternoon sunshine, but the man hurrying across the small bridge paid little attention to the stunning scenery. Christiaan Brouwer rarely missed the opportunity to appreciate the beauty of Lake Geneva, but today there was no time. The summons from the consulate had been clear.

      He felt a tingle of excitement as he swung open the door, startling the young man behind the desk.

      “Christiaan, you’re here quicker than I expected." The man stood from his seat. “Can I get you some water? You look winded.”

      “I’m fine, thanks. The call sounded urgent.” Christiaan sat on the creaking chair, thankful for the breeze coming in through the window behind him. “Do you know what this is all about, Willem?”

      The man shook his head. “Jean arrived in the morning and has been in his office ever since. He only came out to grab a coffee and asked me to call you.”

      “He’s here?” Christiaan’s excitement shot up another notch. He hadn’t seen Jean Weidner since arriving as a refugee from the Netherlands with his girlfriend, Lisa, more than four months ago. Weidner had orchestrated their escape through Belgium and France and finally into Switzerland. From their first night in Antwerp, he and Lisa had been on the escape route set up by Weidner. Christiaan owed his—and Lisa’s—life to the man who sat in the office beyond the simple door to Willem’s left.

      “Christiaan!” A strong voice boomed through the room. Christiaan looked up as a tall, wiry man moved confidently toward him. He quickly stood and shook Weidner’s outstretched hand, tightening his grip to match the other man’s firm handshake. “It’s great to see you again, and thank you for coming so quickly.”

      They stepped into the sparsely furnished office, and Weidner waved him to a chair near the window. Outside the fifth-story window, the weathered copper-green roof of the church opposite glistened in the sun. It reminded him of the grand Tuschinski theatre in Amsterdam sporting similarly colored twin copper domes. The thought of home passed as he sat and turned to find Weidner studying him with interest.

      At thirty, Jean Weidner was only seven years older than Christiaan, but he could easily pass for another ten. His dark hair was brushed back expertly, exposing a receding hairline, emphasizing his pale face. The dark rings around his eyes showed a man who worked too much. The eyes, however, shone, betraying the youthful energy befitting a man who spent every waking moment thinking of ways to outsmart the Nazis across Europe.

      “How are you and Lisa doing?” Weidner asked. “I hear you’ve both done great work welcoming the newcomers.”

      “We both know what it feels like to arrive here and know nobody. It’s been thankful work.”

      Jean nodded. “And they will keep coming. I’ve just returned from Paris, and our safe houses are full of people waiting to make the journey south.” He shook his head. “We’re struggling to get them papers quickly enough. You know how it is.”

      “I think we were lucky. Unfortunately, life in the occupied countries is getting worse, and the streams of people trying to escape are only growing.”

      “And we’re only seeing the ones who succeed,” Jean said, the usual glimmer in his eyes fading momentarily. “There are plenty of people who don’t make it. They end up going in the other direction, to the camps in the east.”

      A silence passed as Weidner’s heavy words filled the room. Christiaan knew the Gestapo had stepped up its efforts to hunt down people in hiding in France. He looked to Weidner, who also had a considerable bounty on his head. Despite that, the man was always on the move, maintaining his escape routes and connections across multiple countries. The threat of capture or betrayal was always looming, but it hardly appeared to affect him. Christiaan suspected it only drove Weidner on harder; every successful escape provided more motivation to continue.

      “You must wonder why you were asked to come to the consulate at such short notice.”

      “I didn’t expect to find you here,” Christiaan said. In truth, he had been terrified that something terrible had happened back home. To Nora, the sister-in-law he cared for deeply. He’d been forced to leave her behind as he fled the Netherlands with Lisa. Even though Nora’s abusive husband, Christiaan’s brother Floris, had been missing for months, Nora’s resistance activities were high risk. As soon as Willem told him he was meeting with Weidner, he knew it was something else.

      “You described helping those people coming to Geneva as thankful work. Is that also how Lisa sees it?”

      Christiaan frowned. “You’d have to ask her, but to be honest, we’re both just grateful to live in freedom and do our bit for the people arriving.” He shifted in his seat, fumbling with his hands, and looked away.

      “But? It sounds like there’s something else.” Weidner sat patiently on the other side of the desk, leaning back in his chair. His eyes sparkled with interest, and Christiaan felt his confidence grow. I’ve asked to speak with him for months, I should grab this chance.

      “When I was in Amsterdam, I felt like I was making a real difference. I was hiding people, making sure they received their food coupons. I was sabotaging the occupation, fighting the Nazis. When Lisa was no longer safe, and my brother learned about my involvement in the resistance, it made sense to leave. We were both in danger.” Weidner listened without interrupting, and Christiaan felt a sliver of doubt about speaking the next words. Out with it, Chris. You need to tell him, or nothing will change. He took a deep breath. “Yet, these past months, something has been gnawing at me. I keep thinking of the people back home. My friends in the resistance. Nora. I’ve abandoned them.” Sharing the feelings that had gradually been building in his mind felt oddly liberating, and he continued. “They risk their lives every day while I’m hiding here. I feel like I could, and should, be doing more.”

      Weidner didn’t immediately respond. Instead, he stood and moved to the other side of the desk, sitting down next to Christiaan. “Your feelings are perfectly understandable. I can’t say I’ve never felt the same.”

      “How? You’re the reason so many people make it to safety. Despite the Gestapo’s bounty, you travel across Europe to make sure your network of safe houses remains operational. I don’t know of anyone more involved in the resistance.”

      “But I didn’t start out like that. I also fled my home at the start of the war, leaving my friends and family behind. I struggled with the same feelings as you, Christiaan. You worry about those closest to you, and you feel like you’re betraying your comrades in Amsterdam.” Christiaan nodded, and Weidner continued. “And after a while, you convince yourself every bad thing that happens back home is your fault. You tell yourself if only you had still been around, you would be able to stop it. It’s the guilt that consumes you. But only if you let it.”

      “Don’t get me wrong. I’m proud to be a part of your organization, but I’m all the way at the end of the line. By the time these people arrive in Geneva, it’s about getting them on their feet, to show them where they can buy their groceries. At best, I help them find a job.”

      Weidner moved from his chair and sat on the edge of the narrow wooden desk. “I understand what you’re saying. Most people arriving are happy to find a safe place to hide. But you’re different. I noticed it from the moment you arrived. And listening to you just now confirmed what I suspected. You want to do more. You need to.” He looked thoughtful, and Christiaan held his breath. “Willem says you’ve been asking about operations for weeks now. I’m sure that’s why he suggested I meet with you today. And you know the risks. You’ve made the journey across Europe before, you know what it’s like.”

      Christiaan felt his throat go dry. “Do you want me to return home?”

      “No, I don’t want you to go back.” Weidner raised his hands and shook his head.

      Christiaan lowered his head in disappointment. Then what?

      “I want you to head farther south.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Floris woke to the familiar creaking of the stairs. The cell was pitch dark, but he sat up in his bed wide awake. Soft, patient footsteps came his way. Whoever was coming down the stairs had made it into the small hallway.

      This is it. They were coming for him. Nora’s promise didn’t materialize. She hadn’t shown up with his clothes. He was going to die in these rags, after all. Treacherous bitch. His temples throbbed as a bout of rage built up. Even after he’d caught her at the crèche, he’d still allowed her to save the child she was carrying. And look where it brought him. Now she wouldn’t even let him die with dignity.

      Floris listened to the footsteps and recognized the gait of Andre. It was then that he realized there was only one person on the other side. Without another thought, he jumped off the bed and crossed to the door. I might have a chance, after all. He held his breath as the guard put the key into the lock and turned. Even if I’m wrong, it doesn’t matter. I’m dead either way.

      The door slowly opened, and a small stream of light entered the cell. The marginally fresher air from the hallway crept in, a cool and welcome touch on his cheek. Then he heard the breathing of the man on the other side of the door, closer than expected. For a second, Floris hesitated, but the grunt of surprise sprung him into action. Without another thought, he burst through the opening. Andre had taken a few steps from the door. Floris felt the blood rush from his face. The hand at Andre’s side held a gun. All of Floris’ experience as a police officer took over in that moment. Seizing the initiative, he threw himself at the other man, not giving him any time to lift the weapon.

      They hit the dusty concrete floor with a dull thud. Andre took the brunt of the impact and looked up at Floris with groggy eyes. The impact had knocked the gun from his hand and it slid a few meters down the hallway. Floris did the only thing he could do. Ignoring the other man’s hands, he launched a flurry of punches to his face. His fists connected with Andre’s nose, and Floris felt an odd sensation as the guard’s face quickly turned into a bloody mess. He felt energized as his punches increased in velocity, then caught himself when Andre’s hands fell limply to the sides of his body. He looked at the bloodied face—Andre’s eyes had rolled into the back of their sockets. Only the soft, ragged breathing confirmed he was still alive.

      Floris stood and picked up the weapon from the floor. Inspecting the gun, he was relieved to find it loaded. The basement was deathly quiet, and he let out a long sigh. He looked at the unconscious man on the ground and wondered whether Andre would’ve had the guts to shoot him in the basement. He smiled wryly; he would never know. Time to get out of here.

      He stalked toward the stairs and strengthened his grip on the gun, lifting it to eye level and keeping it aimed at the open door at their top. As he ascended the stairs, the steps creaked, sounding much louder here than in his cell. He grimaced as he forced himself to keep moving. No sense in slowing down now. They’re expecting us upstairs.

      His heart was in his throat, and he forced himself to take deep breaths as he continued climbing. A shadow crossed the faint light in the hallway above as Floris stood halfway up. He instinctively held his breath, loosely rested his finger on the trigger, and waited.

      It didn’t take long. The shadow increased in size, and then transformed into a large man in the doorway atop. It was the other guard, Peter. The man was a giant, and there was no way Floris would beat him in a fight. The guard’s confident and relaxed expression changed instantly as he looked into the barrel of Floris’ gun. His eyes went wide with fear and surprise. He opened his mouth to shout, but the words never had the chance to form.

      Floris expertly adjusted his aim and squeezed the trigger twice. The explosion of the gun was deafening in the confined space, and Floris had to control himself to keep from dropping the gun as his ears protested. The sweet scent of gunpowder drifted up his nostrils as a high-pitched ringing overwhelmed all other sounds. He looked up to see Peter was—amazingly—still on his feet, clutching his stomach. His hands were red with blood pouring from two rapidly growing spots. Despite that, the big guard appeared determined to block Floris’ only exit. Grunting in pain, Peter reached for the door.

      Floris cursed. He’s going to lock me in. He rushed up the stairs as the guard grabbed the door and, with an immense effort, prepared to slam it shut. As the door swung, Floris knew there was only one way he would make it out of the basement alive. He pulled the trigger twice in quick succession, aiming at the spot where he estimated Peter would be. The sound of the gunshots was as loud as before, but Floris kept squeezing the trigger until the gun clicked empty.

      The bullets had torn through the door with ease, the impact at such a short distance leaving large, splintered holes. Through the ringing in his ears Floris tried to catch any sounds coming from the other side. He heard nothing. He pushed the door and managed to open it far enough to squeeze through before encountering resistance. Holding his now useless gun in front of him, he stepped into the hallway. The sight that greeted him turned his stomach.

      Sprawled on the floor, head leaning against the door, was Peter. His shirt was soaked in blood, a pool forming on the ground near his groin. His eyes were fixed in surprise, and Floris was about to say something when he noticed the bullet wounds in his neck. Floris shook his head. Two of his rapid-fire bullets had found their mark. Peter would no longer pose a problem.

      The ringing in his ears subsided, and the silence of the house washed over him. He looked at the gun in his hands. He’d never killed anyone before, and apart from the relief of being freed from his captors, it gave him no pleasure. He stepped over Peter’s body and headed for the front door. Through the small window he could make out it was still dark outside. To his relief, the door handle turned and gave way as he swung the door open.

      The cool summer night air drifted in, instantly clearing the fog in his head. He was outside for the first time in four months and took a deep breath of fresh air. He quickly shut the door, leaving his former captors behind. Stepping into the street, he heard the gentle sloshing of water in the canal opposite. The water was dark, but the sound calmed him. He crossed the street, and as he moved from the house, he casually tossed the gun into the canal.
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      The clear sky turned blood red as the sun rose beyond the rows of canal houses. Nora would have a spring in her step on any other day, anxious to get started. She clutched her small bag a little tighter as she approached the bridge. It felt odd to be out this early, and she’d only run into factory and dock workers. However, she’d been told to arrive just after sunrise, and she was well on time.

      It had been almost half a year since she’d last seen Christiaan, her brother-in-law, in the back room of Bet van Beeren’s Cafe ’t Mandje. When Christiaan and Lisa left, Nora prayed for their safe passage every day—and she wasn’t even religious. News of their safe arrival in Geneva came a month later, and she couldn’t remember ever feeling more relieved. After that, it had become quiet, but she knew no news was good news in this case. If only you knew what was about to happen to your brother, Chris. She felt a lump in her throat as she approached the safe house. She took a deep breath, cleared her throat and knocked on the front door. To her surprise, it gave way. That doesn’t make sense. The hairs on her arms stood up, and she scratched the back of her neck involuntarily.

      Nora gently pushed the door open, peeking inside the hallway. An odd, coppery smell filled her nostrils. It took her a moment to recognize what it was—blood. She pushed the door open farther and, as she stepped inside, suppressed a shriek, dropping her bag. She slammed the front door closed and leaned against it. She was breathing hard, her eyes fixed on Peter’s body sprawled on the floor only a few meters away. His pale face offset by the dark pool of blood around him, lifeless eyes frozen in surprise and anguish.

      Floris. Nora fought off a wave of nausea as she controlled her breathing. She took a step toward Peter, then stopped. What if he’s still here? She looked around, unable to regulate her breathing, her heart throbbing in her ears. Nora’s feet remained rooted in place, her eyes still on Peter but her ears listening for any sounds in the house. It was eerily silent, and after a few seconds, she decided she was alone.

      She knelt next to Peter, inspecting the giant’s face. Apart from the bullet wounds in his neck, his face looked the same—serene and calm, just like him. Peter had protested against Floris’ execution, but in the end, the decision wasn’t his. He didn’t deserve this. She ran her fingers over his face, closing his eyes.

      Nora rose, unsure what to do next. If Floris had escaped, she needed to get out. He might return with a squad of policemen—seeking revenge on those who had captured and vowed to execute him. Nora shivered as she considered the damage Floris, and the other men of the Bureau could cause. I need to warn the others.

      She turned and took two steps to the door when she heard something. A cough? She stopped in her tracks and turned to the source of the sound.

      “Help.” There was someone in the basement. Nora was undecided for a second. What if it was a trap? What if Floris had waited for more people to arrive, only to take them out as well?

      “Please, whoever is up there, help me. I can’t move.” This time, the voice was stronger. Andre’s, the other guard. She tentatively opened the door to the basement, gently nudging Peter’s face aside as she did, and carefully descended the stairs. She found Andre in front of Floris’ open cell door—or at least what was once Andre.

      She recoiled at the sight. Andre was still alive, but his nose was caked in blood, and both eyes were reduced to thin swollen slits. She marveled at Floris’ strength despite his months of captivity. Then she remembered what he used to do to her, and she shuddered. Clearly, he hadn’t forgotten how to inflict damage with his fists.

      Andre’s eyes flickered when he recognized Nora. “He’s gone, isn’t he?” he croaked. Nora realized his shouts for help had exhausted him.

      She helped him sit upright. “I found Peter upstairs. What happened?”

      “He jumped me when I came to collect him this morning.” He touched his face, wincing as he felt his nose. “Is Peter okay? Floris took my gun! Did he let Floris go?”

      Nora looked at him with compassion. “Peter didn’t make it. He must’ve surprised Floris on the way out. He’s at the top of the stairs. I’m so sorry.”

      Andre looked at her in disbelief. “Peter’s dead?”

      She nodded, not knowing what to say next. Andre’s face went from shock to anger. “Why couldn’t he just let him go? Only someone as stubborn as Peter would try to stop a man with a gun.” He turned his face away, tremors shooting through his body as a soft wail escaped his lips. “He was my best friend, Nora.”

      “He did what he believed was his duty.” She put an arm around his shoulder, carefully avoiding his bruised face. “There’s a lot of pride in that.”

      They sat together for a moment, and they didn’t immediately notice the sounds from upstairs. Andre nudged her.

      “Do you hear that?”

      Nora froze as footsteps in the hallway padded over to Peter’s body. Had Floris come back with reinforcements that quickly? It wouldn’t be long until they came down the stairs now. She looked around, searching for a window. But that would mean leaving Andre behind on his own. She looked at him, and he appeared to read her mind as she shook his head.

      “The stairs are the only way out.”

      Shit. They were trapped. “Any weapons down here?” she asked, already knowing the answer. “Well, at least we’ll be going down together, then.”

      Nora could hear them move Peter’s body out of the way. Light streamed down the stairs and into the basement as they opened the door wide. Nora’s throat constricted, her breathing shallower. She squeezed Andre’s hand a little tighter as the first boots came down the stairs.

      Nora closed her eyes, resigning herself to the harsh commands and strong hands lifting her from the floor any moment now. More boots stomped down the stairs, and then she felt the presence of someone hovering over her. She opened her eyes and gasped.

      “When did he escape?” The man addressing Andre wore regular clothes, his brow creased with concern. Two other men appeared alongside him, both wearing the uniforms of factory workers. Nora recognized Toon, one of the leaders of the resistance group.

      “I went to get him around four. That’s when he knocked me out,” Andre managed.

      Toon addressed the men in factory clothing. “It’s only been an hour. We still have time.” He gestured at Nora and Andre. “Get them out of here, quickly.”

      “What about Peter?” one of them asked as the men helped Andre to his feet. Nora got up by herself.

      Toon hesitated for a moment, then turned on his heel. “We’ll have to leave him here. It’ll be light out soon.” The men supported Andre as they ascended the rickety stairs together. Toon turned to Nora, gesturing to the stairs. “Come, we should go. Are you okay?”

      Nora rubbed her temples. “I’m not sure. I don’t know what to do. I can’t go home. Floris will be waiting for me.”

      “He’ll be looking for you all over town. Is there anywhere you can go? A friend’s house? Someplace Floris doesn’t know about?”

      She shook her head. “No, I never expected this would happen.” She felt cold. “I have nowhere to go.” She took Toon’s outstretched hand as he guided her up the stairs. As they reached the top, she looked at the lifeless face of Peter one last time—at least he looked peaceful.

      “There’s only one thing you can do now, Nora.” Toon’s voice sounded oddly distant, despite him standing less than a meter from her. She turned and focused on his strong, intent eyes. “You need to go into hiding. We will take you to the same house as Andre. You’ll be safe there for now.”

      Nora followed him through the front door. Everything had changed in an instant. Floris would stop at nothing to find her.
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      Floris followed the scent of coffee as he made his way down the narrow stairs. Hans and his wife, Maja, were sitting at the kitchen table. She reached for a large pot.

      “Would you like some coffee, Floris? You look like you could use some.” She poured without waiting for an answer, and he sat down gratefully.

      “Thank you, you have no idea.” He cradled the mug in his hands while he blew on the steaming liquid. “I haven’t had a coffee in four months. Come to think of it, Hans, how did you manage this? I thought ersatz was all we could get these days?”

      “Found some in a house we raided the other week. They had plenty of supplies in the basement.” Hans grinned from across the table. “Grab some breakfast, Flo. I’m sure you’re hungry. You look like you’ve lost quite a bit of weight. Didn’t feed you properly there, did they, those savages?”

      Floris helped himself to some bread and, a welcome surprise, cheese. “No, it was water and bread most of the time. If I was lucky, they would give me some margarine or a slab of bacon, but that was it.” He gritted his teeth, thinking back to the musty basement cell. “I’d like to get to the station as soon as we can.”

      “No problem. We can head out as soon as you’ve eaten enough,” Hans said. “I’m sure the chief will be interested in what you have to say. Should we check on the house?”

      Floris shook his head. “No sense in going back there. You reported it when I came in this morning, right?”

      “I did. They promise to send some uniforms down there.”

      “Good, although I doubt they will have found anything interesting. I’m sure they fled right after they found out I escaped.” Well, most of them. He chewed the last bite of his sandwich and wiped his mouth. “Let’s get to the station. We’ve got work to do.” There would be revenge.
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        * * *

      

      It was a short ten-minute tram ride from Hans’ house to the Bureau of Jewish Affairs. Floris had a spring in his step as he stepped off tram 5 at Rokin. They followed the canal south, and he looked around, smiling as the shopkeepers put their meager selections of produce out on the streets. Months in dark captivity had given him a new perspective.

      They crossed the canal, to Nieuwe Doelen Street. The headquarters of the Bureau of Jewish Affairs came into view. The building was much like the others on the street: a classic, narrowly built herenhuis. With large windows and a small flight of steps, it looked as inconspicuous as the adjoining buildings. But in the case of number 13, looks were very much deceiving. Housed inside was the special branch of the Amsterdam police dedicated to hunting down Jewish citizens. Once the men of the Bureau got their hands on them, they were sent to Camp Westerbork in the east of the country, where they awaited transport to the camps in Poland.

      “Anything I should be aware of?” Floris said as they reached the front door. “Any big changes?”

      Hans shook his head. “No, it’s been business as usual, although the number of arrests has gone down in recent weeks. But that’s mostly because there’s hardly any Jews left.” He sported a savage grin. “We got most of them.”

      “Very well.” Floris opened the door and stepped inside. The familiar smell of cigarette smoke in the narrow hallway brought back memories—since joining the Bureau two years ago, he had worked himself up to the rank of lieutenant. Before his capture by the resistance, he was responsible for the arrests of hundreds of Amsterdam Jews.

      He felt his confidence growing as he passed the common room, where he recognized some of his colleagues chatting in a circle. He peeked his head inside and greeted them in a pleasant voice. “Morning all.”

      They looked up, and there was a slight hesitance before they returned his greeting. One of them, a fellow lieutenant called Hendriks, managed to say, “Didn’t know you were back, Brouwer. We thought you had left.”

      “You better believe I’m back and ready to continue doing my bit. Heil Hitler!” Floris saluted them crisply, his arm shooting into the air. The men returned halfhearted salutes before turning their backs on him. Floris turned to Hans. “What’s wrong with them?”

      Hans looked uncomfortable as they walked on. “Just people, you know. They talk.”

      “What do you mean, talk?” Floris stopped in the middle of the hallway. “What did they say?”

      “Look, this is just what I heard, and I told them they were wrong, but⁠—”

      “Come on, Hans, out with it!”

      “When you disappeared, people assumed something had happened to you. At first, they thought you had been killed by the resistance, but the rumors started floating around that you were involved with them.”

      Floris felt the blood rush to his face, the vein on his forehead throbbing. “Why would they think that? I’m a damned legend here. Nobody brought in more Jews than me!”

      “I know, I know.” Hans held up his hands. “But somehow, someone decided that since your brother left town, and it was clear he was part of the resistance, you were in on it, too.”

      “They thought I was a double agent?” Floris was fuming now, struggling to control his anger. “Who started those rumors? Tell me, Hans.” He took a step closer to his friend and felt a vein throbbing on his forehead.

      “I don’t know, Flo. The others didn’t really involve me because, at first, they thought I was involved as well. I told them you had gone missing and that something must’ve gone wrong. I told the chief about what we were working on and how I thought it was likelier you were caught by the resistance.”

      Two uniformed officers walked by and gave Floris an odd look. Calm down. Talk to the chief. “Okay, what did he say about that?” He forced himself to speak slowly, focusing on his breathing.

      “At first, he told me to search for you. But it’s difficult when you don’t know where to start. Whenever we raided resistance houses, I was hopeful we’d find you. But after two months, I must be honest with you, Flo, I also gave up.” He looked ashamed. “I’m sorry.”

      Floris grabbed his shoulder. “There’s no reason to apologize. It sounds like you were the only one who believed in me.” He looked around the empty hallway with a snarl. “Those snakes were probably happy to see the back of me. More bounties for them.” Nothing easier than spreading rumors about someone who’s not around.

      “Let’s go see the chief. I’m sure he’ll be very interested in what you’ve found out.” Hans had recovered some of his confidence and led Floris up the stairs.

      The door to the office of the Bureau’s commander, Rudolf Dahmen von Buchholz, was open, and Floris knocked enthusiastically.

      “Come in,” came the answer. Floris and Hans entered to find the chief thumbing through a filing cabinet in the corner. He had vouched for Floris when he was accused of looting a Jewish home after its occupants had been arrested. Floris had, in fact, done so, but Dahmen von Buchholz had kept the Germans at bay. Floris was indebted to him for that, and he couldn’t wait to share his news.

      Floris and Hans stood awkwardly in the middle of the room while the chief had his back to them and continued rustling through files. When he found what he was looking for, he slammed the drawer shut and turned to them. He almost dropped the folder when he saw Floris.

      “Brouwer! Well, I never! I did not expect to see you here.” He crossed the short distance to his desk and sank into his comfortable chair. Floris and Hans sat on hard metal chairs opposite. The chief turned his attention to Hans. “This call in the middle of the night now makes sense. Did you find him at a resistance house?”

      “No, sir. Floris showed up at my house. He escaped from that house. But it’s probably best if he tells you all about it himself.”

      Dahmen von Buchholz looked thoughtful, his eyes scanning Floris’ face. “Well, I’m certainly interested in hearing where you’ve been. How long has it been?”

      “Four months, sir.”

      “Yes, there have been some interesting theories about where you went.” He pointed his finger at Hans. “He never stopped believing you’d come back, though, defending you whenever anyone suggested you’d walked to the other side.”

      Floris gave Hans a grateful look. “I’m glad someone was there to defend my honor in my absence, sir. I assure you it wasn’t of my own choosing.” He then proceeded to tell his chief about the crèche, his four months of captivity, including his suspicions that his brother was in the resistance but leaving out Nora’s involvement in his capture.

      “Well, that’s quite the tale, Brouwer. I have to say, you look like shit, so that part of your story certainly checks out.” The chief’s dark eyes revealed nothing, and Floris felt himself getting flustered, a trickle of sweat running down his back. Does he not believe me?

      “Sir, if I may speak freely?” The chief raised an eyebrow but nodded. “I understand you may be reluctant to believe me at my word, but given my  escape last night, I think some things will be set into motion by the resistance.”

      To his surprise, Dahmen von Buchholz nodded slowly. “If you’re speaking the truth, which I’d very much like to believe, I agree.”

      Floris saw the lifeline leading back to his old job and status and pounced. “I believe they will do everything they can to evacuate as many children and staff from the crèche as possible. I’m the only one who knows about it, and they know it.” Nora’s job finally comes in useful.

      “Yes, that’s what I’d do in their position.”

      “I’d like to organize a raid without delay, sir.” As he spoke the words, Floris regained the confidence to act, to lead from the front. “I’m certain the people working at the crèche will lead us to more resistance fighters.” He wasn’t so sure, but he was willing to take that gamble if it meant leading the initial raid. He couldn’t wait to send those smug women to the interrogation chambers of the Sicherheitsdienst.

      Dahmen von Buchholz thought only for a few moments. “Get it done, Brouwer. But make sure you involve the Sicherheitsdienst and Grüne Polizei. They’ve been on our case about cooperating on raids these days.”

      Floris struggled to contain his excitement and practically jumped from his chair. “Yes, sir. You won’t regret this.” He saluted the chief before bounding out of the office. He was back, and he was going to show all those who doubted him he was no traitor.
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      Christiaan sat in a quiet corner of Café du Centre. The upscale yet friendly establishment where he and Lisa had their first freedom lunch. The cafe’s high ceilings, clean white table linen, and old-world chandeliers had fast made it their favorite place in the city. He kept his eye on the door, awaiting her arrival, anxious to share his news.

      “Another coffee, sir?” Christiaan looked up from the book he was having trouble focusing on to find a waiter standing at this table. He nodded, then saw Lisa enter through the open patio doors.

      “Make it two, please,” he said before the waiter disappeared, waving at Lisa as she scanned the room. She gave him a peck on the cheek and sat opposite him.

      “Didn’t prefer sitting outside? The weather’s great.”

      “A bit too crowded for my liking. I wanted some quiet time with you.”

      The waiter returned with two cups on saucers. Having coffee served in such fancy surroundings was alien to them at first, but they had gotten used to it rather quickly. Christiaan felt a pang of guilt when he thought of his friends back home. They had no such luxuries, drinking weak tea instead or, if they were lucky, watery ersatz. It returned his focus to why he invited Lisa for lunch.

      “You’re brooding over something,” Lisa said as she took a sip.

      “I was just thinking about how fortunate we are to be living here.”

      She purposefully placed her cup down and leaned in closer, her eyes shining. “We are. But I know that’s not why you asked me to come down here. I know you had a meeting at the consulate yesterday, and you’ve been acting odd ever since. Out with it, Chris.” She spoke evenly, her lips curling ever so slightly upward.

      He moved his hand across the table, slipping his fingers into hers. “I met Weidner yesterday. He’s in town for a few days.”

      “That’s great. You’ve been trying to get a meeting with him for ages.” Lisa sounded genuinely excited. “Did he have any news from home? About Nora?” Her expression turned into one of concern when she realized news about Nora could also be bad.

      Christiaan raised his hand reassuringly. “No news about Nora. He hadn’t gone farther north than Brussels. The Gestapo are really ramping up their efforts in Belgium and France, and he wanted to check in on his connections.”

      Lisa looked slightly more relieved, but he could feel her hand tensing. “Then what did he want to talk to you about?”

      “We talked about you and me, our life and work in Geneva, and how we play an important role in welcoming new people. He said we’re making a big difference.”

      “It’s good work, and I’m happy to help,” Lisa said. Her eyes bored into his before Christiaan averted his gaze. “But that’s not why he asked you to meet him, was it?”

      He took a deep breath. Out with it. “No, we talked about home, about Amsterdam, the resistance.” Lisa remained quiet, her eyes giving away nothing. “He said he could use my help.”

      “Does he want you to go back to Amsterdam?” Even though Lisa’s expression hadn’t changed, there was a slight tremor in her voice.

      “No, he wants me to go to Spain.”

      At first, Lisa was surprised. “Spain?” Then it quickly dawned on her. She, too, had worked at the consulate for four months now, and she knew what it meant to go south. “Does he want you to go to England?”

      Christiaan grabbed her other hand. “Yes. He wants me to escort a British pilot to Gibraltar⁠—”

      “And on to England from there.” Lisa finished his sentence. “You could join the Dutch or British forces.” There was determination in her voice. “It’s what you wanted ever since we arrived here, isn’t it?”

      “Initially, it was. But now I’m not so sure.”

      “What are you talking about? This is a great opportunity! If Weidner secures you passage to England, you can link up with the Dutch government. With your knowledge and connections with the resistance in Amsterdam, you would be a vital asset to them.”

      “I’m not sure my knowledge is still as valuable as it was. A lot will have changed since we left Amsterdam. Besides, that’s not why I’m reconsidering.”

      “Why, then?”

      He looked her in the eyes. “Because it would mean leaving you behind.”

      “What are you talking about?” Lisa pulled her hands back across the table. Her eyes were locked on his. “Do you really think I’m going to let you go on your own?”

      Christiaan shifted in his seat and reluctantly shook his head. “I can’t ask this of you, Lisa. You’re safe in Geneva. As soon as you cross the border into France, you’re in danger.”

      “Chris, I’ve been in danger for most of the past four years. In the past year, I’ve gone into hiding, lost my parents, and trekked across Europe with you.” She looked down at the table, fumbling with her hands. “I don’t know for certain what happened to Mama and Papa, but I’m fairly sure I’m alone in this world now.” She looked up, her misty eyes meeting his. “Alone, but for you. Chris, you’ve been the only constant in my life for the past year. You’re why I’m still here. I’ll be damned if I let you leave me.”

      He looked at the woman across the table, her bottom lip quivering, and his heart swelled. She was right. He was foolish for thinking he could leave Geneva without her.

      “Let’s go talk to Weidner.”
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        * * *

      

      They arrived at the consulate unannounced thirty minutes later. Willem told them to wait while he checked with Weidner.

      “You’re sure you want to do this?” Christiaan asked while they sat in the small anteroom.

      Lisa grabbed his hand and squeezed hard. “Yes. I’m not losing you. I’m coming with you. If we can make it out of the Netherlands, through Belgium and France together, we can certainly get to Spain with Weidner’s help.”

      “And a British pilot,” Christiaan said with a chuckle. “That doesn’t complicate matters at all.”

      “We’ll make it work.”

      The door to Weidner’s office opened and Willem appeared. “He’s ready for you.” As they passed the consulate worker, he whispered to Christiaan. “And I think he’s been anxiously waiting.”

      Jean Weidner stood from his desk as they entered. His eyes shot to Lisa, and he masked his initial surprise with his trademark hearty smile. “Lisa! How lovely to see you. You look great. Geneva agrees with you.”

      “It’s an easy city to get comfortable in, especially compared to Amsterdam these days, Mr. Weidner,” Lisa said as she and Christiaan sat down.

      He made a dismissive gesture with his hands. “Please, call me Jean. We’re all friends here.” He turned to Christiaan. “I’m glad to see you again so soon. I take it you’ve considered what we talked about yesterday?” His eyes shot between Christiaan and Lisa.

      “I have, and I’ve decided I want to take the mission. I’ll go to Spain with the British pilot.”

      The relief was evident on Weidner’s face as he stood. “That’s wonderful, Christiaan. I can’t tell you how happy I am to hear that. You’ve kept me in suspense ever since you left yesterday.”

      “There’s one condition, though.” Christiaan cleared his throat, turning his face to Lisa. “She’s coming with me.”

      Weidner, still standing behind his desk, opened his mouth, then sat down again. He looked at Christiaan in surprise. He rubbed his face in silence, as if pondering his response. Finally, he managed, “Ah. That changes things.”

      “I can’t leave her behind, not after everything we’ve gone through. I don’t want to lose her. It’s either both of us going to England, or neither.” Christiaan was surprised at his own determination. He glanced at Lisa, who looked at him with determination. She took hold of his hand, and he felt the warmth spread through his arm. I’m making the right decision. He turned back to Weidner, who looked at him with a curious expression.

      “I’m not a fan of large groups traveling across the continent, Christiaan. Smaller is better, and two is better than three. Especially with a British pilot. You don’t want to attract too much attention. It’s too dangerous.”

      “Mr. Wei—Jean, if I may say something,” Lisa said.

      There was a twinkle in Weidner’s eyes, and he waved his hand. “Of course, Lisa. I’m sorry, I’m talking about you like you’re not here. Go ahead.”

      “I understand your concerns, and I would agree if it were anyone else. But don’t forget Christiaan and I have traveled across the continent before. We know how to act at border crossings or with German patrols. We both speak German, and I’ve picked up quite a bit of French here.”

      Weidner’s eyebrows shot up. “Have you, now?”

      “I’m not fluent, but I have a lot of time on my hands, and I decided if I’m living here, I might as well learn the language. Besides, traveling as a couple meant nobody questioned us. We talked ourselves out of quite a few situations in Belgium.” She placed Christiaan’s hand on her lap. “And I’d say we’ve perfected the couple situation since.”

      “That you certainly have. You make a strong case, and I can see why Christiaan doesn’t want to leave without you. There’s only one problem. The Dutch and British governments don’t provide passage to Jewish refugees.”

      Christiaan felt his skin tingle, and Lisa’s face dropped. “But . . . why?”

      “It’s quite outrageous,” Weidner said while shaking his head in apparent frustration. “It’s mostly the Brits worrying they’ll be swamped with refugees.”

      “Do they make any exceptions?” Lisa asked, her voice softer and less confident than a minute prior.

      Weidner stood and paced the small room, rubbing his chin. Christiaan gave Lisa his most encouraging smile. We’ll make it work. Weidner stopped and gazed out the small window behind his desk, then turned around. “I think I’ve got an idea. It’s hard to argue you’re coming to England purely as a refugee, Lisa. You’ve got experience at the consulate here, and you’ve helped dozens of people since arriving. I’m sure they could do with a capable office worker at one of the ministries in London. From what I’ve heard, the workload is only increasing.”

      Lisa’s face lit up. “You think they’ll go for it?”

      “I’ll need to lean on some of my connections, but if you safely escort a British pilot home, I’d say you’ve got some leverage. Let me make some calls. I should know more by tomorrow morning.” He held out his hand. “I’ll have Willem send a courier to your home as soon as I know more.”
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      Nora was restless in the small attic. She listened to the sound of the Berken family going about their business downstairs. It sounded like the usual morning rush before setting off to work. Nora envied their relatively normal life. After the Germans invaded, Floris had been quick to take the Nazis’ side. She’d suffered silently until Christiaan asked her to join the resistance.

      She stood from the bed and paced the windowless room. Nora was grateful for the quick actions of the men the previous day. They hadn’t hesitated in taking her to the Berken’s home. Even though the space was cramped, she knew this was as safe a place for her as could be. But she knew she couldn’t stay here for long. I can’t sit here and hide for the rest of the war. She balled her hands into fists, frustration building as she thought of Floris roaming around freely, terrorizing the people of Amsterdam while she hid in this attic.

      But worst of all, she’d spent most of her almost twenty-four hours alone worrying. She’d browsed the books lined neatly on a bookshelf, even picking one out. However, her mind didn’t give her any peace, and she was quickly distracted back to her worries. The crèche.

      Before the men left her on her own, Nora insisted they inform the leadership about the threat to Henriëtte Pimentel’s crèche on the Plantage Middellaan. It was where two of the men working in the school next door had overpowered Floris, after which they locked him in the basement. He will be out for revenge, and the crèche is an easy target.

      Nora sighed, knowing there was nothing she could do but wait. Footsteps sounded on the stairs. Her ears perked up, and soon she heard additional, lower voices mixed with those of the Berken family. Men’s voices. She felt a tingle of excitement as the muffled voices spoke for another minute before there were sounds on the narrow staircase leading up to the attic. They’re here for me.

      There was a quick knock on the door, and a few seconds later, it opened. Two men entered, and Nora was relieved to recognize Toon was one of them. She quickly rose and shook both men’s hands, squeezing Toon’s a little tighter than she intended. The air in the room felt a bit lighter.

      “Not easy hiding in here for a full day, is it?”

      Nora shook her head. “No, but I know this is nothing compared to what some other people have gone through. I’ll manage, for now. Do you have any news? Did you warn Henriëtte?”

      Even in the dim lighting of the room, the change in Toon’s demeanor was obvious. His shoulders dropped ever so slightly, his forehead creasing as he frowned. “You should probably take a seat, Nora.” He waved at the bed while he grabbed a stool from the corner. The other man stood behind him, silently observing her.

      Nora didn’t move. “What happened? Tell me.” She rubbed her hands together, her fingers feeling cold.

      The other man stepped between Nora and Toon, raising his hand before the latter could speak. “You know, Nora, the past twenty-four hours have been interesting, and I’ve been thinking.”

      Nora frowned. What is he talking about?

      The man’s jaw tightened, the tone of his voice hardening as he continued. “And I believe what happened is all just a bit too much of a coincidence.”

      “What is?” Nora snapped. “Who are you, anyway?” She stepped forward and looked at Toon. “What’s going on?”

      “How come you made it to the basement so quickly, right after your husband escaped?” The man was now scowling, no longer attempting to hide his suspicions. He wagged his finger at her. “And look at you. You came out of this scot-free while your husband walks the streets.”

      Nora felt light headed as the words hit her. He can’t be serious. And why isn’t Toon saying anything? Toon looked at her apologetically. I’m on my own. She turned back to the unnamed man and gritted her teeth, struggling to conceal her anger.

      “If you’re suggesting I had anything to do with Floris’ escape, you obviously don’t know me very well, or my relationship with my husband.” The man looked at her, his expression unchanged. Nora stole another look at Toon, who now looked back at her encouragingly. She pushed on. “I’ve risked my life many times for this organization. First by spying on my husband, then by smuggling children out of the crèche. And while you’re accusing me of helping Floris escape, we should be evacuating the crèche, saving as many children, as well as the women working there, as we can. Before it’s too late.”

      The man folded his arms. “People do crazy things for their loved ones. You wouldn’t be the first to betray the organization for a husband or wife. I’ve seen people turned for less.”

      Nora’s anger almost bubbled over, but with an effort, she contained herself. “I have no allegiance to Floris anymore. Haven’t for quite a while. Not since he decided to use me as a punching bag.”

      The man’s expression changed instantly, the scowl on his face replaced by a look of surprise. Suddenly, his eyes showed a hint of compassion, but there was still some uncertainty left. “But you were in his cell the afternoon before he was to be executed. What were you doing there if you didn’t care for him anymore?”

      “I didn’t say I didn’t care for him anymore. I’ve spent most of my adult life with Floris, so of course, I still care for him. And I could’ve forgiven him for the abuse, eventually.” She was silent for a moment, remembering the early days of their marriage. Floris had swept her off her feet, saving her from the brothel. The first months had been like a dream. Until she miscarried. She winced at the painful memory. When she was unable to get pregnant again, Floris’ attitude drastically changed; he blamed her. Then he started staying out late, coming home reeking of alcohol. That’s when the beatings started.

      She looked back at the man across from her. “But I can’t forgive him for what he’s done to the Jews of Amsterdam. Hunting them down, willfully sending them to their deaths, and enriching himself by robbing their houses. He would’ve arrested his own brother if he’d been given a chance. You know about this, don’t you?”

      The man nodded silently, the doubt in his eyes fading. Nora felt her anger dissipate as she continued. “And now that he’s escaped, he’ll be coming for me. The night we caught him at the crèche, when I was leaving with that baby, he was going to arrest me as soon as we took the baby to safety.” Her eyes stung at the memory. “Letting it go would’ve been the only good thing he did in the past years. But if you believe I helped Floris escape, you couldn’t be more wrong. There’s no one in the country with more to lose than me.”

      It was quiet as Nora’s words hung heavily in the air of the cramped room. She sat on the bed. The unnamed man turned away from her, looking at Toon. “You were right.” He then turned to Nora. “I apologize for questioning your loyalty. I’m suspicious by nature; it’s how I’ve survived in this position for so long. Toon told me you had nothing to do with Floris’ escape, but I had to hear it for myself.”

      Nora let out a deep sigh. She felt the tension flow from her neck and shoulders. “I understand. I might’ve been a bit suspicious if I were in your shoes.” Her thoughts went back to the crèche. “Please tell me you reached out to the people at the crèche yesterday, though.”

      A pained look appeared on the man’s face, but it was Toon who broke his silence. “The crèche was raided by the Grüne Polizei and Sicherheitsdienst yesterday morning. I’m sorry, Nora. We didn’t make it in time.”
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