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Prologue

The Valley of Kings, 1943
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The blazing eye of Ra faded into scarlet behind the rocky Theban hills, resurrecting the shadow beings who creep across the Valley of Kings by evening, then merge in death once more with the darkness of night.

Just as the annual inundation of the Mother Nile brings life-sustaining water to the dry Egyptian croplands, so the daily setting of the sun in the west brings the cool of the evening—a merciful respite from the sun god’s pitiless stare which heats the ancient valley by day into a natural stone oven.

For Abdul, the deepening evening brought no such mercy. He raised his powerful arm from the hand-powered bellows he was working and wiped the sweat from his brow, then resumed the endless pumping. The ashen coals flared to a glowing cherry red. Abdul glanced at the distant horizon and noticed the sky to the west was turning the same red as the fire, then dropped his eyes quickly and continued pumping the bellows forcefully. He could hear the murmuring voices of his masters approaching and knew it was best to appear hard at his labor.

“With a thousand workers like Abdul, Germany could double its industrial output,” a good-humored German voice spoke.

“And with a million, Herr Major, we might even win the war,” a second German voice said with a sarcastic laugh.

Abdul stood quiet, pretending not to hear them coming. Like his father, and his father, and his father before him, Abdul was a tomb robber by trade. In the family business, the less one heard, the longer one lived.

The Major’s voice became more serious as he stepped up to Abdul and handed something to him. “This is the last of them. Professor Schwartz found it buried in the sand behind the large statue.”

Abdul grasped the golden statue of a hawk-headed man and slipped it carefully into the molten pool bubbling in the crucible.  

*  *  *
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By mid-afternoon the following day, the busy crucible had been drained into the forms for the last time, and the chill of the night had cooled the molten gold into glistening ingots.

Working in the shade cast by an eight-foot crate, Abdul knelt over a shallow wooden box, struggling to jam the last of the gold bars into it. He plucked out a handful of packing straw, but still the bar refused to nestle in beside the others like it. Absorbed in his difficult task, he did not hear the Major saunter up beside him.

“Perhaps we should not have found that last statue. It seems the others refuse to make room for it,” the Major said, more amused than concerned. “Well, our schedule does not allow for such lack of cooperation,” he said curtly.  “Why don’t you just nail the box shut and keep that renegade bar, Abdul.”

“Keep it?” Abdul asked more suspicious than surprised.

“Yes. Keep it. We have the larger pieces for the cultural heritage of the Reich. And, what shall we say, a few of the more insignificant ones set aside for the SS officers responsible for this operation. Yes, you keep it. We shall all prosper from our endeavors.”

“Such generosity is unknown to me,” Abdul said, quickly tucking the heavy bar into the worn leather bag containing his few possessions.

The Major pondered something curiously for a few moments, then spoke again. “So, you do not fear the curse?”

Abdul hammered down three nails, securing the lid of the box tightly. “I do not know of any curse.”

“The inscription,” the Major said. “The inscription on the base of the statue. Professor Schwartz tells me it says ‘He who plots against the sanctity of Horus shall perish at the hands of a Fool’.”

Abdul’s penetrating stare met the Major’s curious eyes. “Tell me, Major. Are you German SS officers fools?”

The Major smiled wryly. “No. Most certainly not.”  

A wide grin split Abdul’s face. “Then I fear no curse.”

“Nor do I, Abdul. Nor do I,” the Major said, then turned and walked away.

A few minutes past four that afternoon, a German transport plane heavy with extra fuel and pilfered golden treasure taxied across the flat scorching desert.

The blazing eye of Ra stared down upon the aircraft as it lifted skyward through a gritty fog of propeller blown sand and slowly banked northward.
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Chapter 1

War Surplus
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Harold Douglas Barton. Private First Class. United States Army. Lost.

Harold brought his tired feet to a dead stop in the middle of the dirt road. He peeled off his sweaty helmet and curiously examined a dent notched in it earlier that morning by a German machine gun slug then carelessly tossed the helmet into the ditch. It was too damn hot in Sicily for a helmet.

Just after sunrise that morning, his patrol had penetrated the west flank of the Sicilian village of Rozina. Barton’s unit had engaged the enemy at seven hundred fifty hours. By eight hundred hours, only Barton was left alive. Now, after hours of walking, he realized he was getting nowhere near the American lines. He was getting nowhere but lost.

Harold reached for his canteen. In the blistering heat, a long drink of water was going to taste like champagne. He would drink most of it and sprinkle the rest on his face. But there was no water. There was, instead, a perfectly round hole clear through his canteen.  

Another near hit.    

He tossed the useless canteen into the ditch. What the hell kind of war was this where all the enemy could hit was his helmet and his canteen? Either shot could have dropped him like the rest of his outfit. But luck, or fate, or whatever controls the trajectory of a hot slug had spared him. Spared him for what? Harold Barton didn’t know. All he knew was that he had to keep moving across the deceivingly quiet Sicilian countryside, hoping that whatever directed the slug into his canteen instead of his guts would also direct him back to the American side of the war.  

Harold resumed his listless pace. His shoulders and back ached from the weight of his combat gear. What is precious when confronting a German pillbox in the heat of battle becomes mere dead weight when walking mile after mile down a Sicilian back road under a relentless sun.  

He was about to dump his load of grenades when he stopped himself with a strange thought. In all the drills and procedures they had put him through in boot camp, never once had he been allowed to toss a live grenade. Why not toss one now? Maybe he was closer to his base of operations than he thought. Sure. The blast would attract the attention of an Allied platoon. They would come to investigate the noise and Harold Barton would be joined up with the good ol’ US Army again.  

Maybe it would be fun to see what a live grenade could do. They were his grenades. After all, the Army had given them to him to use on the mission. He was still on the mission, sort of, so they were still his grenades.

He carefully lifted a grenade from the sack. It felt heavy in his hand, like his dad’s old pipe wrench. He pulled the pin and heaved the grenade into the shadows of the woods alongside the road. He dropped to the ground, wrapped his arms around his head, and braced himself for the shock wave. 

For fifteen seconds, he lay prostrate with muscles tensed. No blast. Thirty seconds. Still no blast. After nearly a full minute had nervously passed, he cautiously raised one side of his head, and peeped over his elbow in the direction of the grenade.  

Finally realizing there would be no blast, Harold staggered to his feet and slapped the dirt from his uniform. Germans who could only hit his helmet and canteen and American grenades that didn’t explode. What the hell kind of war was this?

He had to find out. He grabbed another grenade, pulled its pin, and tossed it to nearly the same spot as the first one, then flopped to the ground again. Five seconds. Ten seconds. Fifteen seconds. Twenty seconds. What in hell is goin’ on here, anyhow? Uncle Sam was two for two on duds.  He tried a pair of grenades next, pulling their pins and repeating the entire process.  

Duds. Four for four.

Down on one knee, he yanked the haversack open and dumped the eight remaining grenades into the dirt. Eenie, meenie, miney, moe. Which potato’s set to go? He set them out single file left to right. Methodically he lifted each one, pulled its pin, and quickly threw it sideways into the woods. All eight were primed and ready to blow.  But none blew. They had sent him into combat with a dozen dud grenades to kill Germans who couldn’t shoot straight. That was the kind of war this was. 

Harold hoisted his rifle off his shoulder and flipped the safety.  Damn rifle better shoot. BLAM! The slug whizzed through the underbrush and echoed off into the distance. At least the rifle ammo was the real McCoy. He shouldered his Garand and continued down the road, leaving the cluster of grenades behind as his personal epitaph to the war.

After about an hour of making good time, thanks to the loss of a dozen lead eggs, Harold approached a steep hill. He crouched down in a panic. Something was winding its way up the far side of the hill. Something loud and rumbling and heavy. Maybe a tank.  

He darted into the woods and nestled himself safely behind a thick pine.  The roaring on the hill became louder. A turret gun barrel poked into sight over the hill’s crest, followed immediately by a full front view. It was a German tank. A big one, rolling along at quite a clip. Maybe if he just stayed low, it would pass by without incident. It certainly wasn’t Harold’s duty to engage an enemy tank single-handed, with no larger ordnance than his rifle. It would be a standoff. They would not see him, nor would he bother them. Each would continue on his way to meet another day.  

Maybe not. He heard the engine cut and the sound diminished to a dull roar. Whatever kind of tank it was, it was stopping now about fifteen yards in front of him, on the far side of the road. They had spotted him. No. That was impossible.  

The tank shuddered to a halt and sat idling like a huge steel cat waiting for a mouse. A mouse named Harold Barton? He didn’t know.

The hatch swung open and up popped the top half of a German officer. He scanned the area, muttered something in German down into the tank then crawled out, stepping on the treads and bouncing to the ground. Another German officer slid out the hatch and skillfully sprang down to join the first.

Harold steadied his rifle. The Germans seemed oblivious of him. They exchanged brief conversation, stretched their legs, then chuckled to themselves as they sauntered off into the woods

The tank sat idling, its hatch wide open, and its two Kraut operators vanished into the woods. This was Harold Barton’s big chance. He was no match for a fast-moving, heavy German tank. But a parked panzer, its crew off in the woods and its hatch wide open, amounted to a birthday invitation. Happy Birthday, Harold Barton! If he could get inside before the Krauts could get back to their war machine, he would have one German tank at his command, and two Nazi officers caught flat-footed.

It would also be much easier making it back to his side of the war in a tank. There was probably food and drink in there. Maps, too. In German, yes, but better than none at all. The possibility of all these advantages gave Harold the spur of courage he needed. He dashed toward the tank, keeping it visually between himself and the spot where the Germans had exited into the woods.

The sickeningly sweet stench of the tank’s hot diesel exhaust burned its way up his nose. He climbed the steel monster’s side and hoisted himself over the giant treads, then gingerly maneuvered his way down through the hatch, twisted around and dropped down feet first, flopping heavily to the floor.  

He madly surveyed the interior. No one but Harold Barton was inside.

He grabbed the hatch and pulled himself up high enough for a last look for the Germans. He spotted them about fifty feet into the woods. Both of them were hunched down, their pants down around their boots like fallen flags. So that was why they had suddenly stopped in the middle of Harold Barton’s corner of nowhere. Even the SS had to crap! Caught ‘em with their pants down this time, Barton!

Just as Harold was about to slide back down inside the tank, one of the Germans shouted something in his direction and pointed at him. The two jumped to their feet and, in a run, attempted with little success to pull up their trousers.  

Harold gave the gamboling pair a crisp Nazi salute, then dropped from sight. He slammed the lid down behind him and locked it tight. Flopping himself down into an uncomfortable canvas and metal tubing seat, he fumbled with various levers and foot pedals in an attempt to get the tank rolling. The engine roared, but failed to connect its massive power to the drive train. Must be a clutch and gear system in all these controls. He pushed a boot down on a random pedal while easing the lever that had made the engine howl. Just like Dad’s Olds. He felt motion, but the tank was still going nowhere. It was the turret cannon turning overhead.  Have to deal with that later.  He pulled another lever. The whole tank jerked forward and lurched down the road.  

The two Germans had their pants back up now and were hopping up and down in front of the tank. Harold watched them shouting at him through the front viewer. He pushed the accelerator all the way down. The growl became deafening as the obese machine picked up speed.  

As he rumbled past the Germans, he saw one of them grab a grenade from his side, then heard it clunk as it hit the top of the tank. A lucky toss. It had wedged in between the circling turret and the body of the tank.

KABLOOOOM!  

No wonder the Germans were doing so well. They had live grenades.

The explosion rocked the tank and made Harold’s ears ring, but the trusty panzer lumbered along, unhindered by the attack on her by one of her own. These mothers were made to claw their way through hell. How could you expect a grenade to do anything? Even if it was a live one?

A few hundred yards of experimentation at the controls, and Harold knew which levers worked the steering, which connected and disconnected the clutch, and which controlled the acceleration and braking of the huge machine.

The turret was a different story .It was still rotating slowly overhead, as if the gun crew inside could not decide in which direction the enemy lay. How to shut it down? Which lever had started it going in the first place? This one. The lever that controlled the turret was no longer taut. From the play in it, Harold deduced that something had been damaged by the grenade blast. What the heck. No one was expecting him to do any heavy shooting. All Harold had to do was to drive the thing back to his side of the war.

He crouched his way to the rear. There were enough rounds for the turret cannon to take on half the Allied forces. Have to be real careful with them suckers. He lifted one out of its protective wooden crate. So that’s what a tank shell looks like. He slid it back into its container, gently patting it with respect.

Food. There must be something to eat around here.  

Under a German field coat, he found several large brown paper bags with their tops rolled down. He opened one, peered in then cracked a big smile. This is more like it. He hoisted one of the thick salami sausages out of the bag then cut away the crisp casing with his knife.

Munching large bites, he rummaged through the other bags. Wine. How thoughtful. He spotted a corkscrew and yanked open a bottle. The Reich thinks of everything. Chomping salami and gulping down wine, he continued to probe the tank for more spoils of war.

Neatly stacked at the very back were a dozen or so flat wooden crates, each about a foot-and-a-half square and six inches deep. He cut off another slab of salami, then wedged his knife blade under the top panel of one of the mysterious boxes.

The nail creaked as the corner of the lid lifted. Very interesting. He set the wine and sausage down. Both hands free now, he wrenched open the crate. Inside was something packed in straw. He brushed away the top layer from what it was hiding. What the....

There, exposed beneath straw dust, and tightly wedged against one another, were bars of shiny metal of some kind. Just any old metal? No. It was gold! At least it looked like gold. He brushed away more straw, revealing the smooth surface of one of the bars. Stamped into the glistening ingot was 999 AU. It was gold! A dozen boxes maybe of Nazi gold! This was no ordinary tank. It was a Nazi treasure tank. And Harold Barton was in possession of the whole thing.  

So this is what fate had spared him for. It seemed like a good trade for his canteen and a little warm water.

Harold Douglas Barton, former near-casualty-in-action, former wanderer-down-weary-Sicilian-roads-going-nowhere GI, was now Harold Douglas Barton, Soldier of Fortune. The war had suddenly taken an unexpected turn for the better. In fact, the war might well be over as far as he was concerned.

What to do with a dozen crates of gold ingots?  

Suddenly his jubilation was cut short. The confusion of the situation hit him right between the eyes with deadlier accuracy than the machine gun slug that had glanced off his helmet earlier in the day. How to get this heavy treasure back with him Stateside? How to stash it until he could come back to Italy and claim it, once the war was officially over? How to get it out of the tank? Where to go from here?  

These questions and hundreds more bounced around inside his brain.

Solution: Find a cave. Haul the gold into it. Make a map. Stash map in boot. Find your way back behind American lines. Survive the war. Get shipped home. And when it seems safe, return to Sicily as a tourist and collect your hidden treasure. Simple.  

Why not? It wasn’t Allied gold. It wasn’t stealing from your own country. It wasn’t treason. If he didn’t capture the gold, it would have ended up paying for more Axis war machinery. Or fallen into the hands of corrupt SS officers in the High Command. Maybe even into the hands of the Fuhrer himself. It was Harold’s patriotic duty to abort such black possibilities.  

Once the war was over, the gold wouldn’t really belong to anyone. It would just be gold he could find. No law against finding gold, is there? Who would know? Who would care? What difference would it make? They sent him into battle with dud grenades, so maybe he had something coming by way of compensation. Those dud grenades could have cost him his life. What is a treasure in gold compared to the life of an American GI?  

Obviously, not only was it his duty to hide the gold, but it was his right to keep it hidden away, and to claim it for himself later.  

Finders, keepers, losers, weepers.

Back at the controls of his treasure tank, Harold was a changed man. No longer was he driving aimlessly down some Sicilian back road, searching for his outfit and a return to active duty. Now he wanted to avoid the war altogether. Germans. Italians. Japs. Russians. Americans. Yes, even Americans.  

He wasn’t even a real American anyhow. Not really. He was a Canadian. Just because his father had moved to Ohio on a job transfer, and Harold had enlisted in the US Army, did not mean that he was an American. He didn’t even know the words to “Yankee Doodle.” Or who Calvin Coolidge was.  

He would resettle back in Canada, and live in quiet luxury on his secret millions. He could say he made some lucky investments. He could set up a fake gold mine in northern Ontario for a few years, and come out one day with all his gold. Who would know the difference? Gold is gold.  

It would take patience. Who couldn’t wait to be a millionaire? It would take cunning. It wouldn’t take that much savvy to ship a few crates out of war torn Sicily after the war. He could set up a fake  imports business. Yeah, toured there in service. Liked the people. Decided to go into the business. There were so many ways he could pull this thing off.  But first to find a cave.

While his mind reeled and the turret gyrated overhead, Harold guided the tank further down the dirt road, watching for some way off the main track and into the passing terrain.  

After an hour’s fruitless quest for a suitable point of departure, he took fate into his own hands. He had no idea how much fuel he had left. But to grind to a halt due to no fuel was a sure way to ruin the whole plan. He steered the tank off the road and crashed into the brush, demolishing whatever stood in his way.  There were no large trees now, just thick bushes and saplings dotted here and there as the panzer chewed its way into backwoods Sicily. Another twenty minutes of gouging his way across country, then he pulled up to a stop. He climbed out to survey the terrain. Due south about half a mile through his binoculars, courteously supplied by the Third Reich, he could see the outline of a small winding river, with what looked like some cliffs at one particular bend. He slid back into the tank and pointed her at the river.  

Crossing the countryside was easy now and he soon found himself parked at the edge of the river. It was only about three feet at the deepest, and the current was slow and lazy. On the opposite bank, near the base of an overhanging cliff a hundred yards upstream, was a dark recess that could easily turn out to be a convenient cave.  A cave just like Dr. Barton had ordered.  

With a whine of reconnected gears, the tank shimmied as the treads sank into the slimy mud. Harold gunned the engine. The tank slithered from side to side but forged ahead boldly. Before Harold could get too worried about being stuck midstream she was growling up the far bank. One last squirming torque and she was on dry land again, heading straight for the cliffs.

Harold parked the steaming river-drenched panzer and inspected the terrain.  Just around the bend was the opening he had seen from afar. It was a cave, about four feet wide and six feet high at its entrance, sheltered from view by a trio of large boulders and a couple of gnarled trees growing down from the side of the cliff face. The entrance went in about seven feet, turned sharply to the right, and led to a small cavern inside: the perfect storage vault for Harold Barton’s gold.

Each crate was much too heavy to be moved individually, so he had to unpack each one and carry bars one or two at a time into the cave. It took hours of back breaking work, but the sugar plum vision of the future rewards gave him superhuman strength. A true labor of love.

As the sun was setting in crimson over the hills to the west, Harold stacked the last pair of gold bars inside his cave. All together there were a hundred and forty-four bars. He estimated each bar weighed about thirty-five pounds. That added up to somewhere in the neighborhood of five thousand pounds of pure gold. It was Harold Barton’s kind of neighborhood. And all of it was neatly stacked in his secret cave somewhere in Sicily, buried beneath a cloak of dirt and gravel.  Even if some lucky Sicilian peasant did stumble into Harold’s cave, he would think he had found only a pile of rubble. Only Harold Barton knew that beneath the dirt and rocks was hidden two-and-a-half tons of gold.  And he wasn’t telling.  

With that assurance, he climbed back inside the tank to feast on more salami and wine.  

Having eaten his fill, he grabbed the German field coat for a pillow, climbed out, and snuggled himself underneath the body of the tank. Its engine had been grinding hard all day, and in the crisp night Harold Barton drifted off into golden slumbers beneath its lingering warmth, under a dark sky sparkling with diamonds.
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Chapter 2

The Nazi Express
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Harold rose to greet another hot Italian morning.    The events of the previous day swirled through his numb, caffeine-starved brain—the escape under fire, the empty canteen, the dud grenades, the capture of the tank, the discovery of the gold—the gold!

To reassure himself it had not been just a wonderful dream, and to ogle his treasure one last time before departure, he sheepishly snuck back inside the cave. He scooped some gravel from off the top of the mound, revealing something smooth and flat was indeed still there, then poured more gravel and dirt back on top and found his way outside.  It was real alright. Time to plan Day Two of his million dollar Nazi gold heist.

Standing outside his secret treasure cave, Harold’s eyes panned the horizon, seeking some outstanding landmark. Nothing much stood out but gently rolling hills. To the far south was the beginning of a more thickly wooded area. The river itself curved in and out between the hills and disappeared in the distance.  Nothing much to get a bearing on for his treasure map.  

Map. That was it. He scurried back inside the tank, started its massive engine for the day’s work ahead then scrounged through the interior for some kind of a map. What’s that leather satchel over there?  Rummaging through it, he found a portfolio of official-looking documents. Scanning the pages in the shafts of sunlight beaming down through the open hatch, he knew he had found the next step in the operation. Perched atop the still-gyrating turret, Harold rubbed his chin as he examined the portfolio’s colored maps. No way to stop the turret without shutting down the engine itself.

One of the maps, although printed in Italian with additional notations scrawled in German here and there, was bingo. Recognizing the shape of the boot of Italy, he scanned the map for Rozina on the big island. There. He popped a finger down on the map. He had traveled at most ten miles before steering the tank into the brush. Now to find a small river anywhere within a ten-mile radius of Rozina.

North about the right distance the map showed a river.  He looked up from the map and waited for the steadily rotating turret to bring his view back in line with the real river. It made a sharp turn which was far more irregular than any spot he could see downstream. Now to find a place on the river that matched his own geographical survey.  

Right there. It had to be the spot that corresponded to his physical location. The river on the map bent sharply in a dogleg, then continued westward quite regularly for miles. Harold pulled a pencil from his pocket and circled the spot, then carefully ripped out the paper boot of Italy. He had his treasure map.

He unlaced his left boot and tugged it off, folded up the map and snuggled it inside the toe. Map and boot in place, he glanced fondly one last time at the cave, then slung himself down inside the tank, slipped her into gear, and lurched forward. According to the map, about nine miles down the river, as the tank crawls, was a roadway and his retreat back to the American lines.    

By the time Harold finally reached the turnoff, he was certain the rocky obstacle course he had been steadily rolling across had popped loose the last of the tank’s rivets. The ground under him suddenly smoothed into a flat asphalt highway. He gunned the engine and accelerated toward home—whatever and wherever that might be. His only priority now was staying alive, which would take some doing since the Army would expect him to return to active duty. Harold had no plans of risking anything like death happening to him now. He had too much to live for.  Why risk getting injured, or killed even? Why return to base at all? Even if he could find his way out of this strange environment without...being captured...by the enemy.  .  

That was it! If he went back to the Americans, they would try their best to get him killed. But if he was captured by the Germans, they would send him off to a prisoner of war camp. There he could sit out the rest of the war, safely guarded by German barbed wire fences, German shepherd watchdogs, and armed German sentries. They would keep the war from getting anywhere near him. Then, just wait patiently for the war to end.  POW Camp liberation day. A troop ship Stateside. Easy as apple pie!

The Germans seemed a lot less dangerous than the Americans. After all, what had the Yanks given him but boot camp, a highly dangerous landing on the shores of Sicily, K rations, deadly missions, and dud grenades. Not the kind of stuff to inspire a great loyalty on his part.  

The Germans, on the other hand, had given him a free tank, fine wine and sausages, and several thousand pounds of gold. Maybe Harold had the wrong idea about these Germans all along. Maybe they weren’t so bad after all. Sure, they shot live ammunition at him. But they never hit anything except his helmet and his canteen. Perhaps it was just their way of pretending to be hostile, while their deeper feelings were far more hospitable. What the heck. Bach and Beethoven were Germans. Weren’t they about the greatest composers of all time? So what if some mad Austrian paper hanger had duped the German people? It wasn’t Harold Barton’s fault, was it?   

The moral dilemma resolved, Harold decided to spend the rest of the war enjoying more of the dazzling German hospitality.  

He eased the tank to a grinding halt, spun a fifty-ton pirouette in the middle of the highway, and pointed her at Germany. Here comes Harold Barton, Private First Class, United States Army. Ready to surrender to the first German officer he comes across.

What about the tank? How could he explain his being in possession of a hot German tank while wearing the uniform of an American GI? They would know it was stolen. Maybe they would recognize it as the one carrying the gold. That would hardly sit well with his German captors. No, he would have to ditch the tank and walk himself into captivity. 

Harold slowed the giant machine to about ten miles per hour, steered it slightly to the left then crawled out the hatch carrying the sausage he had started for breakfast. He leapt clear. The tank careened blindly off the road and disappeared into the thick brush. Harold got to his feet, swept himself off, and started hoofing it towards the nearest German officer.

Several hours later, as he trudged up the steep incline of the road, he was about ready to give up on ever finding a German. Like cops and cabs, when you need one, they’re never around. As Harold’s weary foot touched the crest of the hill, he looked down, and his eyes lit up. There, approaching him at the bottom of the hill, were all the Germans he would ever need. German tanks. German transports. German artillery. German officers. German infantry. A whole army of those crazy Krauts, their voices lifted in song as they sped toward him.  

His hands behind his head, Harold marched bravely down the slope of the hill towards the oncoming Germans. The first few trucks whizzed past him. Harold stopped by the side of the road, hands held high in the air

Surprised German soldiers in troop carriers interrupted their boisterous chorus of “Lili Marlene” to stare at him.  But with the speed of their vehicles, and the hundreds of others jammed up behind them in a tight military convoy, they dared not even slow down. They just eyed him curiously in passing, tossing occasional bursts of laughter and curses his way.

Getting captured was not as easy as Harold imagined. The Germans were too busy with the war themselves to bother with a single stranded American GI.  In desperation, Harold tried flagging down a motorcycle. The driver slammed on the brakes, nearly tossing the man in the sidecar clear. Executing a quick U-turn, he pulled up beside Harold, who now stood waving a white hanky overhead. The German reached for his pistol, pointing it at Harold as he eased off the motorcycle seat.  

Harold waved the hanky wildly.  

The German approaching him cracked a smile and lowered the weapon. He looked back at his fellow soldier in the sidecar. “What’s this? An American?” he said amazed. His companion merely shrugged his shoulders. “So what do we do with him?” the perplexed driver asked.  

“Better take him to Commander Hoffman, I guess,” the other said. He eyed the passing convoy impatiently, making a face when several German soldiers whistled at him tauntingly. He climbed out of the sidecar, bid his comrade a quick farewell then ran off to be pulled aboard a passing troop carrier.  

The bike driver motioned Harold towards the cycle.  

His fingers laced behind his head, Harold climbed into the vacated sidecar. The motorcycle engine revved up then off they sped past tanks, armored cars, and trucks hauling artillery pieces behind them. Harold was happy to be moving fast in the opposite direction. When all this German firepower met the Allied forces, there was bound to be trouble for everyone.  

For everyone except Harold Barton, that is, who was now safely on his way to a holiday from the war in some distant stalag.
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Chapter 3

Snuffed Out
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The German motorcycle puttered to a stop outside the front doors of an aging village hotel. The driver dismounted, holding his hands above his head to show Harold how to comport himself.

Inside the hotel, Harold sized up the place. Buck a night, tops.

With Harold in tow, the driver approached an officer at a large wooden desk absorbed in his paperwork. Not until the driver cleared his throat while simultaneously clunking his boot heels together at attention did the man look up. “Commander Hoffman. Private Schmidt, sir. I wish to deliver an American prisoner.”

“What? An American prisoner already? Very well, Schmidt. Thank you. You may return to your duties now,” said Hoffman.

The driver bellowed a quick ‘Heil Hitler’ then departed, leaving Harold face to face with his new captor.  

Hoffman stared intensely at Harold while leaning back in his chair. He slid his cigarettes from his vest pocket, mechanically flipped the soft pack until one nosed out the end, and lit up in a cloud of smoke, all without taking his eyes off Harold. “Your name and rank, please.”

“Harold Douglas Barton. Private First Class. United States Army. Serial number...”

“Forget the serial number, Private Barton. It means      nothing to either of us. You Americans. Always with the name, rank and serial number bit. That’s only in the movies, you know. And you are far from Hollywood, Barton.” 

“Indeed I am, sir.” 

Hoffman drew another long drag from his cigarette. “You must excuse my impoliteness. Cigarette?” he said, offering the pack to Harold. “You may put your hands down now and relax.”  

“Don’t smoke, thanks.”  

“Tell me, Barton. What are you doing so far from the American positions to the south?”

“Lost, sir.”

“Lost? Or shall we say, more like deserted?”

“Deserted, sir? Oh no, sir. Just lost.”

“Or perhaps you are a spy?” Hoffman’s line of questioning tightened.

“Definitely not a spy, sir. Just plain lost.”

The German officer chuckled to himself. “Of course not. You don’t look like a spy to me. But one never knows these days who is a spy and who is not. Regardless of which uniform he is wearing.  

“You know, there are more Germans spying on the German army than there are Allied spies. No, Barton, it is not American spies which concern me. It is the SS and Gestapo within our own ranks.”    

“SS spies. Right, sir.”

“Tell me, Barton. Who do you suppose is going to win the war?”

Harold choked inside. What dare he say? Here was a German officer being so hospitable to him. Hoffman was his ticket to the safety of a POW camp. “I don’t know, sir. I’ve never really thought about it too much.”

“Well, it looks as if you are going to have some time to spend thinking about it, Barton. You realize, of course, that you are now a prisoner of war.”

Harold thought he was never going to get around to it. “Yes, I do, sir.”

“We must find a decent place to send you, then. In Germany, there are some very indecent places to be sent. Some very terrible places. Fortunately, our POW camps are not that bad. I will have to contact my aide to determine which camp you will be shipped to,” Hoffman said, reaching for the telephone.

Before he could complete his dialing, a thickset man wearing a long, black leather coat entered the room.  

Hoffman’s expression stiffened the moment he observed the man crossing the floor and approaching his desk. He put down the telephone and began to stand up.

“Sit down, Herr Hoffman. There is no need to stand for me. I am sure you can serve the Fuhrer as well sitting on your ass as you can standing on your feet,” he said arrogantly.  

“I hear you have a new POW,” he continued, staring point blank at Harold. His eyes harbored something sinister which was masked beneath his smooth demeanor. “You are not an American, yet you wear the uniform of an American GI. Why is this?”

“Actually, sir, I was born in Canada. My parents....”

“Your parents are fourth generation English.”

“Uh, yes, that is correct, sir,” Harold said nervously. How in hell did he know that? Did they have secret files on him, or what?

“You seem startled that I should know such a thing.  

“It is very easy to discern,” the sinister newcomer said. “The Third Reich has done a great deal of research on racial types, my fine English specimen. The shape of your skull, particularly the frontal lobes, is a classic Type D. Type D craniums in most cases have changed to a Type H or H2, unless the bloodline has remained pure Type D.  

“Type D is a predominant classification of the English. Unimaginative, you English. Yet basically a close stock to the pure Aryan race of the German people.       

“You are proud of your racial origin, I would think. And justifiably so,” he said, trying to develop some biological camaraderie with Harold.  

“Never really thought about it, sir.”

“Never really thought about it,” he echoed Harold’s words with a tone of insulting mimicry. “That is the major failing of you English. You never think of anything until it is too late. You would rather eat sweets and cling to your feeble traditions. The English do not know how to think, isn’t that right, Herr Hoffman!”

“Whatever you say, Herr Doctor,” Hoffman patronized him.

“Commander, I want you to prepare transfer papers for this prisoner. Put him under my personal supervision. I will see to it that he is taken to the appropriate place.”

This was a most unwelcome change of events for Harold. He wanted to be taken away by this Kraut goon about as much as he wanted a personal interview with the Fuhrer himself. Yet it was obvious he pulled the strings as far as Hoffman was concerned. This could well prove to be a most unsatisfactory detour in his safe passage to the end of the war. The German hospitality wagon seemed to have broken an axle on an unexpected Gestapo pothole.  

The Doctor began analyzing Harold’s features even more closely now, as the prisoner stood waiting for what was to happen next.  

“Yes, young Englishman, you will come with me,” he said. “I am certain you are just what we have been looking for.” He turned to the Commander. “You will issue the standard forms to the bureau in Berlin. Obtain the necessary information from this man, and then send him out to my car. I will be waiting. “Heil Hitler.”     “Heil Hitler,” Hoffman said with somewhat less conviction than the Doctor had evinced. He looked up at Harold. “There isn’t much time, and even less I can do for you. You have been taken completely out of my hands. Don’t ask me what the Doctor intends to do with you, because I don’t know.  

“I must fill out this form and send it to Berlin. That way you will appear to have been duly processed as a POW according to the Geneva Convention. But that will only be on paper. Where you will really go, I cannot say. My hopes for your safety go with you,” he said, visibly concerned.

“Who was that clown any ways, Commander? SS?”

“That ‘clown’ as you call him is Doctor Meister. Gestapo. The only person he is responsible to in Germany is Hitler himself. I don’t know what he has in mind for you. I doubt he suspects you have any valuable information.  But he was obviously pleased to find you here. Whatever it, is, it is something very important. Doctor Meister does not trifle with small fish.”  

Harold answered a few questions for the form, but his mind was already on Doctor Meister. Maybe he knew something about the stolen treasure tank. Maybe they found the tank and were looking for a stray American GI. Not likely. The Germans never got a good look at him.  

So what was it this Gestapo henchman wanted with little Harold Barton? If it wasn’t the gold, what did Harold have or know about that could be of interest to a man of such influence as Meister? 

Harold answered the last question for Hoffman, bid him a sincere farewell, gritted his teeth and started for the door.

Outside the hotel sat a sleek black Mercedes parked against the curb with the back door facing him opened. Sitting comfortably in the rear was Meister. Harold climbed in, slammed the door behind himself, and settled into the soft leather seat, as close to the door and as far from Meister as possible.  

The Doctor was holding a small shiny metal case in his hand, and the rough entrance of the POW caused him to spill something from it onto his leather coat. It was the white powder that he had been trying to carefully extract from the silver case.

“You impudent fool!” he muttered, giving Harold a sour look while sweeping the talc-like substance off his coat indignantly.

“Sorry about your, uh, stuff there, sir,” Harold apologized, eyeballing the white powder suspiciously.

Meister looked over at him and caught him staring. “You know what this stuff is, do you?”

“No, sir, can’t say as I do.”

“Would you like to find out what it is, my boy?” Meister said. He snapped his head towards the driver. “To the airfield at once,” he said sternly.  

The Mercedes rumbled away from the curb, and the Doctor settled back into his seat to continue the conversation with his passenger. “Now you just watch me,” he said instructively, as he placed a fair-sized pinch of the powder on the back of his hand, put his face down almost against it and whiffed it up his nostrils.  

After savoring the experience for a few moments, he turned to Harold. “Now you try it. Just hold out your hand,” he said, motioning towards him with the box.

The offer brought to Harold’s mind the memory of a similar experience when he was first stationed in England. In The Rubber Duck pub, a friendly British airman had induced him to try a whiff of snuff. Harold did not enjoy the experience, and had spent the rest of the evening alternately sneezing and running to the lavatory to blow his runny nose.  

“Uh, thanks, sir, but no thanks. I really don’t go much for that snuff. Tried it once in England. You know me, always game to try anything once. But it made a mess of my nose, if you know what I mean, sir. I’d hate to sneeze all over your lovely car here.”

Meister retorted with a snicker. “Snuff? Such impudence. Do you suppose I would waste my time on that disgusting English pleasure?”

“You mean that isn’t snuff? Sure looks like it. The way you take it up your nose and everything.”  

“I promise you, my boy, it is most definitely not snuff. And that you will not sneeze, not even once. Now here, I insist you try this,” he said eagerly.

The nasty Kraut seemed to have his own way of expressing the German hospitality Harold had come to love in the last couple of days. Afraid to rile his short-fused captor, Harold put his hand forward.  

Meister placed a generous pinch of powder on it. “Now just do as I did,” he said, gawking at Harold like a father awaiting the reaction of his young son to a new bicycle.

Harold moved his head down to his hand which he held as steady as he could in mid-air. He made one intense lunge at the powder with his nose, drew in breath in a quick snort, then squeezed his eyes tightly as the whole mass of powder flew up his nostrils and exploded in the upper regions of his sinuses.

Meister chuckled to himself. “Not exactly done with finesse, my boy, but done all the same, yes?” Meister closed the small silver box and casually slipped in into the side pocket of his coat.

Harold opened and closed his eyes a few quick times.  

Realizing the initial shock blast was over, he regained his composure. He looked over at Meister to see him returning his stare with a cool smile on his face.  

This Gestapo wasn’t all bad. Maybe Harold had a way of drawing out the best in even the most notorious Nazi.  

He leaned back into the comfortable plush seat. His eyes were starting to water slightly, as the strange feeling in his nose had faded. He had to keep swallowing as a very bitter fluid was now dripping down his throat. His head started to feel very light. Very light and pleasant.

The euphoria quickly spread to his whole body. Harold felt that he was floating up through the clouds, rather than speeding down a narrow highway in the Sicilian countryside. The purring car engine soothed him like a mechanical lullaby. He found himself wanting to drift off to sleep, yet he was awake and energetic at the same time.  

He turned to Meister, who no longer appeared as much of a threat. “What is this stuff, if you don’t mind me asking, sir?”

“You have just tasted a sample of Goering’s own private stock of cocaine. He received a shipment from South America last week and was kind enough to give me some as a reward for a favor I did for him. You like it?”

“Cocaine?” Harold wondered aloud. He stretched his memory to recall what he knew about it. “Isn’t that the stuff they used to put in Coca-Cola?”

“Coca-Cola,” Meister mocked him, “the highest example of culture the Americans have ever produced. No, my boy, this is not Coca-Cola. It is pure cocaine from Bolivia.”

“Well, it’s different, I’ll give it that. Sure isn’t anything like that snuff I had in The Rubber Duck.”

“No. Nothing like snuff. What do the English know about such things?”  

The Mercedes purred down the Sicilian roadway, smoothly rounding curves and humming along straight highway. Harold felt more like an honored guest than a POW as he leaned his head against the window glass and stared mindlessly at the passing scenery.  

Wherever this Gestapo heavy was taking him, he was riding in style and comfort in a cocaine-induced euphoria. This must be what it’s like to be a millionaire.

The war now seemed like a story Harold had heard a thousand years ago. Thoughts of it slipped from his mind like clouds gently dispersed by the wind. Even his stash of gold bars seemed far away and unreal to him. He was content just to stare out the window of a Gestapo Mercedes gliding toward an uncertain and equally unreal future.
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Chapter 4

Off in a Cloud
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The Mercedes pulled up to the small wooden building that served as makeshift terminal and control tower for the single runway airstrip—a forty- foot wide lane of cleared, packed earth.

Meister climbed out of the vehicle and told Harold to do the same. Parked near the rough wooden building was a twin-engine olive green Junkers. Meister poked his head briefly inside the building doorway, then proceeded toward the plane. Quickly on the run, a pair of Luftwaffe pilots piled out the door and dashed for the plane.

The passenger cabin seated about ten, but Meister and Harold were the lone travelers. As the plane taxied down the runway, the copilot pushed open the small cockpit door. “Doctor Meister, sir. Destination, please.”

Meister was preparing himself another generous portion of cocaine. Without looking up from his metal box, he snapped the order. “To the Clinic!”

The plane rolled down the runway, picked up speed until it achieved the necessary velocity, then smoothly lifted into the sky.  

Through his window, Harold glanced down to see the ground quickly receding below him.  Flying was never Harold’s favorite means of transportation, but the cocaine-induced nonchalance curbed his usual apprehension at losing contact with solid ground. The plane started its long climb to cruising altitude. Harold gazed out the window, lazily searching the sprawling earth below him for a sign of his approximate location.

As the plane reached two thousand feet, his attention was drawn to a small dot that was moving across the otherwise motionless patchwork of greens and browns below. There, just this side of the wing, wasn’t that...a tank rolling along?

The copilot poked his head through the opening cockpit door and looked back at Meister. “Doctor Meister. Doctor Meister,” the copilot urged.  

Meister roused himself to a semblance of attention.  

“Doctor Meister, sir. There is something at ground level I think you should see.”

Meister opened his glassy eyes. “Yes, Helmut, what is it?”  

“I can’t say for sure. May we drop down to take a closer look, sir? I think it’s a tank.”

“A tank?” Meister complained. “You want to take time from my busy flight plan to look at a tank? Impudence! Come with me next time we fly to Berlin and I’ll show you a thousand tanks!”

“But sir. This tank is just driving through open country. There’s nothing else around, Herr Doctor.”

“It must be in need of repairs. A straggler taking a short cut to join up with Panzer Corps B on their way to meet the Americans. I don’t know.”

“Excuse me, sir. But this tank is at least ten kilometers from any road. It’s just....”  

“Alright, then! Drop down and do one quick fly past, if that will satisfy you. But then we must proceed directly to the Clinic, is that understood?” Meister barked at him.

“Yes, Herr Doctor.”

The plane entered a steep dive, losing the altitude it had been fighting to attain. The pilot brought it around a sharp bank, then plummeted straight toward the strangely moving vehicle below. The Junkers leveled off and buzzed the tank from fifty feet.  

Harold pushed his face against the glass, straining his neck to see around the wing that jutted in front of a clear view. Just as they flew over the tank, he caught a quick look.  Its turret was pointing directly behind it but was slowly turning to the front.  

The plane rose in a steep climb again.  

Looking down, Harold watched the turret slowly turning until the tank disappeared in the distance. He smiled to himself.  

The door to the cockpit swung open. It was the copilot again.” It was a tank, sir. One of ours.”

“Well just leave it to the Army, Lieutenant. We have much more important business to deal with than the whereabouts of one tank,” Meister said, unimpressed by the whole adventure.

The pilot returned his full attention to climbing the aircraft into the sky as Meister sank back into oblivion.  

Harold routinely studied the interior of the passenger cabin for a few moments, then leaned back quietly. Stray thoughts about the nature of the Clinic floated through his mind, but for the time being, it didn’t seem terribly important.  
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Chapter 5

Party Favors
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Harold yawned out of a dreary slumber as the Junkers contacted the runway with a cushioned bounce. The rapidly changing events of the last forty-eight hours floated around inside the cocaine fog in his brain as he attempted to regain full consciousness.  

The only thing apparent was that the plane was landing. He glanced to his left and saw Meister facing him, his head propped against the back of his seat. As the sleeping Doctor snored, saliva dribbled profusely from the corners of his half-opened mouth. Harold squeezed his eyes shut painfully, and slowly shook his head; suddenly fully reoriented to his present location in reality.  

Like an automaton programmed to shut itself off until the last possible moment, Meister suddenly jarred awake. He reached into his pocket for a handkerchief and wiped the drool from his chin. 

The plane eased to a full stop and the engines cut, running down from a high whine to a slowly dying chug-chugging to a last gasping spin.  

Harold peered through his window apprehensively. A well-manicured fortress of a villa sat placidly amidst a stand of tall pines. Puffing out the front door and walking briskly toward the plane was a rather large middle-aged woman who was carrying something in her hands.  

Halfway between the landing strip and the house, Meister and Harold were met by the welcoming committee. It was the fat lady he had seen through his window. In her hand was a pie of some sort, the top covered by a layer of golden brown crust with a swastika neatly stenciled out of it.

The pie lady immediately approached Meister. “Oh, my Liebling! You have come back to your Anna. The Professor told me that you were coming. See! I have baked your favorite—rabbit pie!” she said as she happily hoisted the pie toward his face.

Meister smiled appreciatively, then continued walking toward the house.  Harold sauntered along, trailing him by several steps, and avoiding direct eye contact with the pie lady, while studying the locale for a rough idea of his general whereabouts.

So this was the Clinic. What was it? The Reich’s secret down home restaurant for the elite? Rabbit pie the specialty of the house? Well, if it was going to take a year of rabbit pie to get him safely to the end of the war that was just fine with Harold Barton.  

Maybe they had some other authentic German delicacies on the menu. He was hungry now. Some Bratwurst with mustard, please. Sauerkraut? Oh, no thank you, Herr Doctor Meister, sir. The rotten stuff makes poor Harold want to vomit. And of course, a slice of rabbit pie, so as not to insult the hostess. Finish up with a chilled bottle of vintage Rhine wine, and Harold would be ready to size up the dessert menu.  

What countries had the Krauts conquered thus far? Hmmm. There was bound to be French pastry, Danish pastry, Dutch cream chocolate, and authentic German chocolate cake. What’s a heap of rabbit pie without a thick slice of German chocolate cake to quell the gamey aftertaste of the local bunny?

Harold stepped through the front doors of the villa and wandered down the hallway. He soon found himself adjacent the large, luxurious living room. Thick brightly colored Indian wool rugs spread themselves across the immaculately burnished oak floor. Two long black leather couches were arranged in an L-shape toward one end of the room, beside a magnificent glistening black grand piano.  

Behind the piano stood a wall of six-inch latticed windows. A delicately fashioned stained glass image of a German eagle clutching a swastika in its claws dominated the ornate window scene. Brilliant sunlight burst through the spotless panes, casting a spread of dazzling light across the highly polished oak floor.  A blur of dancing colors sparkled where the stained glass Nazi insignia splashed across the floor.
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