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THE ALVARIUM EXPERIMENT




Traditional short story anthologies are thematic. A publisher decides on a topic and an editor solicits interest from willing authors. The editor curates the best stories from all the submissions into an anthology. 

In science fiction, you often find anthologies of short stories that are connected by themes like time travel, robots, space colonization, or life in dystopian or post-apocalyptic worlds. In fantasy, anthologies offer stories about dragons or vampires. There are mystery and thriller anthologies based on sub-genres like cozy mystery, police procedural, or serial killer. There are steampunk anthologies, ghost and horror story compilations, or alternative history collections.

Regardless of genre, each author is writing their story independently and until the anthology is published, is unaware of the other storylines submitted. It’s up to the editor to ensure the stories aren’t repetitive or overlap, so they are sufficiently dissimilar. Readers then can enjoy a variety of perspectives and plots within the anthology’s theme. 

In 2015, several authors in Florida came up with a unique idea—what if you created a short story anthology that had more than just a theme, but had a defined premise with a set of guidelines that each author had to adhere to? Each author could still write independently of the others to protect their individual creativity but the collection of stories would be linked by the same premise with defined boundaries. Each author would not know what the others had written until the anthology was published. Readers could see a variety of interpretations of the same concept but it would also be a revelation to the authors too. 

That idea sounds a lot simpler to say than to execute. And it was. 

How do you wrangle such usually unconstrained free spirits and ask them to write stories with fixed boundaries? In the end, what would that kind of anthology look like? And most importantly, how would the result satisfy the most critical readers?

The founding group of authors selected a name for this unique writing project, The Alvarium Experiment. Indeed, the first anthology was very much an experiment. The term alvarium comes from Latin and means ‘beehive’. With each anthology, this consortium of authors—or worker bees—used their individual skills to collaborate on a common mission to build a ‘hive’ of creativity.

So, did this experiment succeed?

Yes, beyond the authors’ expectations. Stories written by Alvarium Experiment authors have won numerous prestigious awards, so many the group has lost count. As of this date, the Alvarium Experiment has published six anthologies which feature fifty-nine short stories. The original group of twelve authors has expanded over time. New authors were invited to join and the six anthologies are the products of nineteen amazingly creative minds.

I was one of the founding members of The Alvarium Experiment and participated with six stories published in five anthologies. Please read ‘About the Anthology’ sections ahead of each story to better understand the premise that was set for the Alvarium authors. 








  
  
THE PROMETHESUS SAGA






Each author was given this central premise: an alien ‘probe’ living on Earth from the start of humankind. This probe could sample our DNA and form a bio-mechanical being with a computer brain and a nearly immortal human body that could experience all human pleasures. The probe was called Prometheus. It communicated its observations back to unknown alien handlers. Prometheus was non-judgmental and observed human experiences without emotion. It could not procreate, heal itself, or wake from apparent death. It could not perform magic or have powers like telepathy or teleportation, but it was allowed to have ways to affect objects, conduct electricity, or influence communications through self-generated electromagnetic radiation. 

The Prometheus characters were for all intents, human. But their behaviors would identify themselves to the readers as being different, as being alien, even if the other characters in the story had no clue. Over the centuries, Prometheus could regenerate itself and adopt different human forms allowing the Alvarium authors to create a Prometheus character of any age, gender, or race. This allowed settings from pre-history to the modern day. A major stipulation was that Prometheus could not alter established history, like prevent the assassination of presidents, or influence wars in a way that created a different historical victor.

The result: The Prometheus Saga anthology was an award-winning work of outstanding authorship by some very talented and successful writers. My contribution, Crystal Night, was set in Nazi Germany at the beginning of the Holocaust and won a Gold Medal for Best Novella at the Royal Palm Literary Awards. 

The first Prometheus anthology was followed by a sequel, The Prometheus Saga 2, and my story, The Orchid Man, set in the Vietnam War, won another RPLA Gold Medal.

I have included some Author’s Notes at the end of this book to explain some of the historical underpinnings to these two stories.
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CRYSTAL NIGHT




"How fortunate it was for the world that when these great trials came upon it, there was a generation that terror could not conquer and brutal violence could not enslave." 

—Winston Churchill



Part I

Berlin, November 9, 1938

Elsa’s voice faltered on the final note of her song. Two men in black trench coats had entered Das Karussell, prowling like panthers through the tables at the back of the nightclub. Applause drifted towards the stage but it soon died when the patrons noticed the men in their midst. The manager, Helga Gartner, waved her hand. Play on, she gestured. Pianist Siggy Katzmann tinkled the keys. Elsa Fischer composed herself, cleared her throat and with a shy smile began, A Night in May.

The younger of the two men, tall and athletic, his blond hair swept back, sides shaved in a buzz-cut, wandered through the sparse weeknight crowd, singled out a couple and asked for their papers. The other man, much older, broad-shouldered with a hardened frown, took off his leather coat and settled on a stool at the bar near the club’s entrance.

At the end of the bar’s long polished counter, a young man in his early twenties emerged from the cellar through a small door. Johann, the bartender, carried a heavy crate of beer bottles. The sleeves of his white shirt hugged his bulging biceps.

"His papers, Helga?" Inspector Oberrisch asked.

Helga stepped between her new bartender and the Gestapo inspector's gaze, hands on hips. She turned, whispered into the young man's ear and he retreated to the cellar. 

"Pilsner, ja?" She pulled the tap in front of Oberrisch. "Another recruit, Klaus?" She nodded in the direction of the tall blond agent. "How many more agents does the State Police need?"

"My nephew, Heinz Bremer. My sister asked if I could find him a job." Oberrisch took a notepad from his trench coat and glanced around the room. 

"Put that away, Klaus. Take the night off for a change."

"You're always grousing about something, Helga."

"Grousing keeps my costs down. Grousing keeps me in business." 

"The Gestapo's patronage keeps you in business." Oberrisch sipped his beer. "My notebook keeps you in business. Don't ever forget that."

The front door of the club opened with a rattle. The noise startled Helga. Four men wearing brown uniforms and Nazi armbands stormed in. "What are they doing in my club? Get them out of here!"

Oberrisch rose from his stool, placed his hand on the chest of the lead stormtrooper, and ushered the group back to the narrow foyer. "Everything is under control," he said. "Just stay here at the door. Be quiet and let no one leave or enter, ja? Not until he arrives, understand?"

Oberrisch straightened his tie, returned to the bar, and surveyed the crowd. The patrons had dismissed the presence of the Gestapo and the SA’s stormtroopers as routine, a fact of daily life in Germany. The patrons returned to their hushed conversations and to the singing of Elsa Fischer, an eighteen-year-old as young and as vibrant as they were.

Johann returned from the cellar with an armful of wine bottles. Oberrisch stopped writing in his notebook and looked up. A scowl grew on his face. His eyes squinted. "Papers, Helga." 

"Fetch that bottle of schnapps, Johann," Helga said. "With my regrets, inspector, I have a nightclub to run." She cast her eye towards a table where an elderly man was sitting alone. "Pour a glass for Herr Doktor Franz at Table Two." 

"His papers, Helga?"

She ignored the inspector again. Johann took the bottle of schnapps to the gentleman at Table Two.

"There's no profit in staying open on a weeknight, Klaus," she said. "So why do I? Just look around this club and you’ll see the reason. It's for the young people. The ones who work late at the Reich Ministries making sure Goebbels’ latest propaganda is ready for the morning. And what do these young men and women, the pride of Germany, want after a long, hard day working for the Reich? I'll tell you what they want. An out-of-the-way place to enjoy a drink, to listen to some music and to settle their nerves. They want a place where they can exchange a kiss without being judged as to who they’re kissing. That's all."

Helga reached for another bottle of schnapps, poured two shots, and pushed one towards Oberrisch. "Don't you remember when we were their age? It's not really that long ago." 

Oberrisch wrote in his notebook, head down. 

"We were no different," she continued. "That's why I keep the club open on weeknights. They make me feel young all over again even if you’ve forgotten what being young means. In turn, I make them feel welcome. I try to make them feel safe. And then you and your junior Klaus barge in."

"Heinz. His name is Heinz."

"That's what I said. A junior Klaus. If you want a name to put in your notebook, I suggest you get hers." Helga pointed her shot glass to a table partially obscured by a row of potted ferns. A sultry young woman with short blond hair in a wavy coif sat across from an older man. His stuffy shirt, dark necktie and bland jacket suggested he was a civil servant. 

Helga downed the schnapps in one gulp. "She comes into the club a lot. Each time in the company of a different male companion. If anyone's name should be in your notebook, Klaus, it's hers. And look at him, he should know better. A department head from the mayor's office? In here with that ... that slut? He should be at home with his wife and children."

The woman wore bright red lipstick, a jade-green dress and had eyes like blue crystal. She drank from a near-empty champagne glass with the speed of a ravenous hummingbird. The woman giggled at the civil servant's nervous joke. His fingers pulled on the tight collar of his shirt, his eyes darted about the club, moving from the Gestapo men to the SA stormtroopers guarding the way out.

Oberrisch reached into his jacket and pulled out a thick wad of money. He passed a twenty Reichmark bill across the counter. "Another bottle of champagne for his table, Helga. Tell him it's on the house. Tell them they make you feel young again or whatever words you want to shovel their way."

Helga pushed the note back. "I'm not condoning her kind of business in here."

"She works for me, which means she works for the Reich and for our Führer." Oberrisch grabbed Helga's wrist and thrust the money into her palm, closing her fingers over the bill. "You will do as I say, Helga. Magda is doing her job as a loyal German, helping uncover another traitor. You are a loyal German, aren't you? Give them another bottle of champagne."

Helga winced. "You and your informants, Klaus. You're like red wine stains on a dark carpet. You hope we'll walk right by you without noticing you're there. Your brownshirts patrol Berlin's streets like escaped lions. Those thugs don't belong anywhere near my club. I want them out of here."

"The SA keeps the streets clean."

"Tell that to the women who have to wash the blood off our pavements each morning."

"Watch your tongue. If I didn't know you as well as I do, I'd have Bremer arrest you. And perhaps he should. Young Heinz needs to practice what we've taught him." Oberrisch stiffened and glared at Helga. "Do you have his papers, or not?" 

The bartender returned to the bar and was restocking wine. "Champagne, Johann, for Table Seven."

"Yes, Fräulein Gartner."

Johann picked up a bottle of French champagne and as he walked to the end of the bar, he brushed by Klaus Oberrisch. A spark jumped from Johann's arm to the Gestapo inspector's wrist. The inspector glanced at his watch, and then tapped the dial several times. He looked up at the clock above the bar. "Strange, my watch has stopped. And it looks like the clock above the bar has stopped too. What time do you have?"

"Perhaps if your other Gestapo men paid for their beer and schnapps once in a while, I might be able to afford to have things fixed around here."

"I asked for the time, Helga, not a lecture on your accounts." Oberrisch produced a silver coin from his pocket and rolled it across the counter. "Besides, paying you has never stopped you from complaining. I don't know anyone who grouses as much as you do."

"Tell that to your guests in the cells at Number Eight."

"Careful, Helga."

"You wanted the time, ja? It must be at least ten o'clock. Herr Doktor Franz doesn't come in here much before that."

"That late? They will be here soon and we haven't finished. I need to see his papers, Helga."

"Who will be here soon?"

Oberrisch gestured to Heinz Bremer who was watching the elderly gentleman at Table Two with suspicion. The inspector had a brief word with Bremer and they walked over to the brownshirts at the door. Bremer and two of the stormtroopers departed in a hurry. 

The inspector returned to the bar, eyed Johann as he gathered empty glasses, and said, "I hope for your sake, Fräulein Gartner, that he has papers. Because if you don’t produce them this very instant, I will have you arrested."

Helga’s face lost its sternness and confidence. She reached below the bar and produced a small metal box, taking out several passport-sized documents. She slapped them on the counter. "These are his, and those are mine. Each with new stamps to employ a foreign worker, approved by the Reich Ministry of Labor." 

Oberrisch glanced at Helga's permit and set it aside. "Still greasing that weasel at the Labor Ministry? The one who comes in here to feel safe? The one who would stamp a dead dog's paw if it paid him well enough? He's a homosexual, you know. His time, like the rest of his kind, is short. In a few days, the degenerate will be gone and both of us will have to find another weakling to bribe inside the Labor Ministry." 

Oberrisch picked up the bartender's passport. He examined every page and stamp in detail, the quality of the watermarks. "It looks genuine enough. If this is a forgery, it's a very good one. In Berlin, Swedish passports are usually found on Jews trying to leave Germany, not on foreigners wanting to stay. He's not Jewish, is he?"

"Look at him, Klaus. He's more Aryan than you are. His hair couldn't be more blond, his eyes more blue."

Oberrisch examined the Swedish passport again. "What's he doing here? In Berlin?"

"Why don't you ask him yourself? His German isn't bad. Just a bit wooden. He's learned some odd phrases."

"Odd?"

"Well, old-fashioned. As if he learned his German by reading literature from the last century. I guess he had a bad teacher in Sweden. I keep correcting him. He learns incredibly fast for a foreigner. He's a smart young man."

"And virile."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"I've known you for a long time, Helga. Are you paying him like the others with just room and board? You've always had your ways to get what you wanted when you needed it. And you need a real man to help you run this place, not a boy."

"I've told you before, Klaus, what you need is a good Nazi wife, a frau with strong arms and wide hips. Like those on the Party posters with braids wrapped in a bun, a white blouse, and a flowery Bavarian frock. Someone dumb and willing."

Oberrisch turned away from her. "Young man," he barked. "Step over here, please. Routine documents check. Fräulein Gartner must have told you about me. It’s my job to keep clubs like this from being contaminated by the wrong kind of people. What is your purpose in Germany, Herr...," Oberrisch looked down at the passport, "... Nilsson. Johann Nilsson?"

"I'm here to learn, to study."

"A student? In a nightclub?" Oberrisch chuckled. "Well, yes. I guess you will learn a lot of things in a place like this. But I don't see a student visa in your passport."

"The world is my school, sir."

"The world is your school? And this nightclub is your lecture hall?" Oberrisch let out a belly laugh loud enough to turn nearby heads. "You said he was clever, Helga. You didn't say he was a comedian. What are you here to study?"

"Mankind and his society. His science. His arts. Human psychology. The geography of earth. Its animals and plants. Many things, and all things."

"Much of what you may have learned is being rewritten. The Nazi Party is challenging conventional thinking."

"That’s what I've heard and read. I understand German scientists have discovered a species of sub-humans. This discovery sounds very exciting. I'm interested in learning more about these new creatures. I've come to Germany to further my research into human genetics. The instinct for the preservation of one's own species is the primary cause that leads to the formation of human communities."

Oberrisch grunted. "What is that nonsense? Is that the genetics they teach you in Sweden?"

"No. That was written here," Johann replied. "In Germany. By one of your most famous scholars."

"And Herr Oberrisch," a deep voice said from behind the Gestapo man, "if you were a student of Mein Kampf, as you should be, and as it appears this young man certainly is, you would know he's quoting the Führer."

Oberrisch looked over his shoulder. "Commander von Kamptz!" He jumped off his stool, clicked his heels and raised his arm in a stiff salute. "Heil Hitler!"

Conversations in Das Karussell went silent. Elsa's voice trailed off and Siggy stopped playing. Patrons rose to their feet. 'Heil Hitler!' rang throughout the room.

The door to the club rattled open. Heinz Bremer entered. Three more SS officers marched in behind him, their shiny black boots clomping on the hardwood floor. The SA brownshirts stood aside and saluted. Bremer led the officers to a table close to the stage. 

"Music! Please keep playing. Please, enjoy," SS-Commander von Kamptz announced. His smile was broad and white as if it had been painted on his sour face by an approved Nazi artist. 

Elsa gestured to Siggy to resume the song he was playing before the interruption. When they finished, her face was flush. A lump formed in Elsa's throat. Her voice croaking, she struggled to thank the crowd for their applause. She acknowledged the club's new guests with a coy smile, turned to take a drink of water from a glass behind the piano, and whispered to Siggy, "What's going on? Why are the SS here?"

Siggy Katzmann squinted through the glare of the hot stage lights. His face turned pale. He reached for a handkerchief in the pocket of his jacket and wiped his brow. 

"Siggy, what's wrong?"

"We can't play My Golden Baby," he gulped. "Not now."

"Why not?"

"It's too jazzy. Too negro. They're SS. That's not acceptable. That's the head of the Schutzpolizei at the bar. Commander von Kamptz. And do you see the one in the spectacles at the table? Don’t you know who he is?"

"I've been in Berlin less than four weeks. I don't know anybody. Not anybody important."

"His armband," Siggy whispered. "Can't you tell by his armband? And by the way the other two are fawning over him?"

Elsa peered at the table, forcing a smile. Two black-and-silver uniformed officers flanked a slight, bespectacled man with a paintbrush mustache. His Nazi armband had three white stripes. 

"Who is he? The lights in my face are so bright I can't tell."

"Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler. Head of the entire SS."

She turned her head away and gasped. "Mein Gott, Siggy. Himmler? Here?" 

Elsa took another sip of water. "All right," she whispered. "How about... oh, mein Gott, let me think...how about My Little Green Cactus? It's a jolly tune. Surely it isn't banned?"

"Ja, sehr gut, Elsa. But we need to take a break after this."

"We're supposed to play two more songs before our next break. Helga will be furious."

"We need to take a break." Siggy mopped a bead of sweat that trickled down his cheek. He keyed the introduction to My Little Green Cactus. "Sing," he said.

Elsa cleared her throat. The melody of the popular song bounced easily from her tongue; its light and meaningless words perfect for a fresh-faced innocent to sing in a room whose atmosphere had tensed. The young people in the crowd soon joined in the chorus. 

Helga introduced herself to Himmler and his aides, took their order and returned to the SS table with a tray holding three glasses of the finest French cognac she owned. Himmler sniffed his glass and looked pleased at her selection. Elsa's voice had recovered, soaring like a bell, the pleats of her yellow chiffon dress swaying in time with the music. Himmler tapped the table with the palm of his hand, sipped his cognac and smiled to his aides. 

Happy that the Reichsführer was happy, Helga nodded her approval to Elsa for the choice of song and returned to the bar. Johann was in the middle of a deep conversation with SS-Commander von Kamptz. 

"So, you've been to Tibet?" the commander asked.

"Yes. I lived there. Many, many years ago. In Lhasa."

"The Reichsführer, the one sitting at the table over there, has just commissioned an expedition to Tibet. They left in August to study the origins of the Aryan race."

"I studied the people of the region when I was there."

"It's too bad Himmler's expedition has already left. I'm sure they could have used a person of your experience. It is such a remote part of the world and so hard to get into. Sweden sent an expedition to Tibet?"

"No, I traveled there independently."

"You’re so young to have traveled so far afield at your age. Very admirable. Perhaps there would be another chance for you to join a similar SS expedition in the future. South America or Africa perhaps."

"I have been to both continents, many times."

"That’s incredible. Were your parents diplomats?"

"The ones who created me have allowed me the freedom to do as I wish."

"So, you’re not close to your parents? That’s a pity. But I understand. Many young people are searching to find their place in the world. Searching for purpose. We should talk about the SS and the opportunities it provides young men like you. We can be the family you never had."

"Excuse me, Commander," Helga said. "If I had known I would have to entertain special guests tonight, I would have called in my other staff." She approached Johann and started to lead him away. "I do apologize but I need help from Johann to serve the tables." 

"You will have to manage without him." Oberrisch grabbed her arm. "Commander von Kamptz has become quite interested in your young Swede." Oberrisch pulled Helga aside.

"I can't afford to have any more of my staff arrested or, heaven forbid, recruited," she complained.

"Resettlement, Helga. Not arrests. We resettle undesirables. Like your communist friends."

"I have no communist friends."

"That's true. You don't any more. When the commander is finished with Nilsson, I'll let you know. Until then, you have customers to serve, ja? Like the one at Table Two who has been so patient."

"You leave Doktor Franz alone."

"And why should I do that?"

"Because I said so." Helga huffed and took the bottle of schnapps from the counter. 

The elderly gentleman at Table Two was a man in his seventies. He was wearing a red silk cravat, with white shirt and blue blazer. An Iron Cross medal was pinned to his lapel. His cheeks were ruddy and his thick white hair and handlebar mustache were plumed like the feathers of a swan.

"Elsa's far too young for you," Helga said as she poured him a glass of schnapps.

"Where do you find such larks?" 

"I don't, Herr Doktor. They find me."

Heinz Bremer arrived at the doctor's table. "Your papers, please."

"Why do you need to see my papers, young man?"

"Papers, bitte. I ask the questions."

"You don't know who you're talking to, do you?" Helga protested. "Doktor Franz is a decorated war hero. He was pulling wounded soldiers out of the trenches while you were still suckling at your mother's breast."

"That was then, Fräulein Gartner," Bremer replied. "This is now. This is a new Germany, a better Germany. A Germany that isn’t ashamed of its past. Our Führer no longer wants us to celebrate this gentleman's defeats as if they were victories."

"You despicable little—" Helga bit her tongue.

Oberrisch saw the heated exchange. He excused himself from the conversation between von Kamptz and Johann Nilsson, crossed the room and put a hand on Bremer’s shoulder. "Discretion, Heinz. We don't want to make a scene. Don't worry, I can vouch for the Doktor." Oberrisch took his protégé to one side, "Magda is leaving. It's time." 

The civil servant from the mayor's office was slipping a mink stole over the shoulders of the sultry woman in the jade-green dress. Her seductive grin was accompanied by a gentle touch of her hand on the man's cheek. The pair passed between the two brown-shirted goons guarding the door and left the club.

"Follow them, Heinz. You know what to do."

Bremer slunk out of Das Karussell. The pair of brownshirts followed. 

Oberrisch returned to Table Two. "There, Helga. Satisfied? The lions are back on the street where they belong. Now come. I would like to reminisce with you and the Doktor. Please, I would like you to join us."

"I have work to do and, as you say, patrons to keep happy."

"Sit, Helga."

Her face turned sour. "But Himmler and his officers?"

"They are happy. Their glasses are not empty."

Helga gestured to Johann. More Cognac, she mouthed, pointing to the SS table. Johann excused himself from von Kamptz and picked up the cognac bottle.

"Now sit, Helga, before I drag you off your feet." 

She took the chair next to Doktor Franz, her fingers twirling the pearl necklace around her neck as if she was fondling a rosary. "What's this about, Klaus?" 

"I want to dispel some unsubstantiated rumors. The gossip that has followed the good Doktor into his old age. I need your help to restore our war hero's unblemished image in the community. I know you want that." Oberrisch turned to Doktor Franz. "Your wife died several years ago. In Leipzig, I believe?"

"It was tuberculosis," the old man said.

"Very sad. And then she was cremated. You wouldn't happen to still have her ashes, would you?"

"What kind of question is that?" Helga asked. "Can't you see how upsetting his wife's death is?"

"Funny, I don't see any concern on his face, Fräulein Gartner. And I think I might know why. Could we still find the presence of arsenic in the ashes of a cremated body, Herr Doktor? If we could test those ashes?"

"My wife was Austrian. At the request of her family, her ashes were spread out on the Danube," Franz replied. "At a riverside park where she spent so many good times in her youth."

"How sweet. How fitting. And how convenient."

"Is that why you came here tonight, Klaus?" Helga protested. "To dishonor a war hero, an innocent old man? With vile rumors? Innuendo, that's all it is. You should be quashing these stories, not propagating them."

"There was a singer in this club after the Great War," Oberrisch said, unfazed. "A singer with a young daughter in her teens. I would think about the same age as Helga was in 1920." Oberrisch leered at Helga. 

She turned her head away. 

"Those were bad times in Germany," he continued. "Especially hard for a young mother. Unmarried, I'm told."

The notes of Elsa's next song floated over the table. 

"Where is this singer now, Herr Doktor? You were seen in her company so many times. Were you helping to support her and her daughter? A wealthy man like you, so kind and generous, owning both an apothecary and a nightclub...yes, Helga I know Das Karussell is not really yours."

"I don't know what you're talking about," the doctor replied. His fingers fidgeted with his mustache.

"Very well, Franz. I really want to put these ugly rumors to rest. I can do that if you will cooperate with me on a certain matter. Together, we can make your past of no further interest to the Gestapo. We have more important things to do these days."

"That's the best thing I've heard you say all night," Helga said.

Oberrisch smiled. "But there is something the State is very interested in. You sold the Berliner Apotheke to a Jew, didn't you?"

"He's a good pharmacist. Very competent. And he had the money. Why wouldn't I? His customers are happy. His prices are reasonable." 

"This district may need to find a new pharmacist after tonight, Herr Doktor. And until a new one is found, the Ministry of Health would like you to come out of retirement. Just for a short while. To run things. For the people who need their medicine."

"I'm retired from that profession, and happily so."

"Are you saying you won't come to the Führer's aid? To the aid of the German people? At a time of need? You did so before and have the medals to prove it. This is no different. A different kind of war, that's all."

The old man downed his schnapps.

"How can I encourage you, Doktor? Perhaps if you do this for the Reich, you will see all these ugly, unsubstantiated rumors disappear. Just like that. And in a few short weeks, maybe a month, you can return to your retirement knowing you have served a generous Reich; a Reich with a Führer who has vowed to protect you in your old age. Just like you did for that singer and her daughter in their time of need, ja?"

"I will consider it."

"Good. Officer Bremer will come to you the day after tomorrow with the keys. There may be some cleaning up needed before we reopen the apothecary."

"Has it been sold?"

"Let's say, the Jew no longer wishes to be in the business. He has volunteered for resettlement to a place where he and his family will find a happier life. In fact, we will all be happier after tonight."

"What's so special about tonight?" Helga asked.

The answer from Inspector Oberrisch was not forthcoming. The music had abruptly stopped. Helga looked at the stage. Siggy Katzmann was not there. Elsa was leaning on the piano to steady herself. She looked frightened. Himmler and his SS officers looked uncomfortable. Their entertainment had ended suddenly. Siggy had taken an early break.

"Mein Gott! Not now," Helga said. "What is he thinking?"

Elsa disappeared behind the stage curtain. 

"I must see what's wrong." Helga nearly knocked over the bottle of schnapps as she rose. "Please excuse me." She waltzed past the SS table in a flurry, opened the side curtain and scurried back stage where she found Elsa Fischer pacing the tight corridor outside the small dressing room.

"He's locked the door," she said when Helga arrived. "I can hear him rustling around in there. What's he doing?" The girl was shaking. "He said we had to take a break. Every time he looked in the direction of Himmler's table, I could see him getting more and more anxious."

"Stop crying. This isn't the first time he’s done something like this," Helga muttered. "Siggy!" She banged on the door. "Siggy! Open this door!"

The door flung open in her face and she was pushed back against the wall. Siggy emerged holding a tatty suitcase bulging at its buckles. 

"Where are you going? You can't leave. Not now. What are we supposed to do without you?"

"Sing a cappella!" Siggy shouted as he bolted through the stage door into the alley.

Elsa cried, "What are we going to do now?" 

Helga put her arm around her. 

"I can't go back there," Elsa sobbed. "What would I sing without a pianist?"

"Take a moment to compose yourself. Surely you know something. A ballad. A lullaby. Oh Gott! There must be something you can sing? We'll say he got sick. They'll understand. But you must sing, Elsa. You have to. We have such important guests."

"I don't care if it's the Führer in there! I just can't do it. I feel faint."

Helga held Elsa's hand. Tears streaked the girl’s stage makeup; black mascara raced down her cheeks. "I'll get you a chair from the dressing room."

The tinkle of piano keys drifted into the corridor. A string of notes soared high into the air on silky wings then crashed in a crescendo like waves pounding on rocks.

Elsa stopped sobbing. Her mouth gaped open, her eyes wide. "It's Wagner. Fantasia in F sharp. But who? Who's playing it?"

"Mein Gott! Someone is playing for Himmler!" Helga rushed out of the corridor. She paused behind the stage curtain and peeked through. "You won't believe this, Elsa. It's Johann!"

"Johann?"

"Himmler is entranced. The whole nightclub is. I've never heard Wagner played like this before. With such precision ... and with such incredible passion. It's as if Johann helped Wagner write it."



PART II

Helga woke with a start to the sounds of men's voices and dogs barking. At street level, five stories below her top floor apartment, broken glass crashed onto the pavement.

Her skin tingled with the afterglow of Johann's hard young body. She rubbed her eyes and looked at the clock beside the bed. It had stopped at a quarter to midnight.

Johann Nilsson stood on the balcony, naked, staring up at the Milky Way, its stars playing hide and seek with the clouds. 

Helga put on her nightgown and lit a cigarette. "What's going on down there?"

He didn't answer.

She plucked his trousers from the floor and stepped through the French doors. "Put these on before the neighbors see you. Aren't you cold? What are you doing out here?"

She stroked his broad back, feeling the scratches on his smooth skin. Her scratches. "I'm sorry about this. Did I hurt you? I couldn't help myself. You were like a machine. I've never—" She wrapped her arms around his waist. "You're not even cold." 

He stood silent and rigid, his eyes staring into the night sky. 

"Look at me, Johann." She heard a faint crackle at the back of his head. She touched the hair on the nape of his neck and a spark of static electricity pricked her finger.

She stepped between Johann and the railing of the balcony. "Your eyes, Johann. What’s happening to them?"

His pupils glowed, pulsing with a soft blue light.

A dog barked, the echo bouncing off the quiet buildings into the crisp night air. A woman screamed. There were more voices, frightened voices. Footsteps, people running, others chasing.

Helga turned. She looked across the rooftops of Berlin and put her hand to her mouth. "Mein Gott!"

It was still dark outside but the early light of the new morning’s sunrise was showing on the horizon. Another light flickered across the night sky, a reddish orange glow. In the distance, buildings burned. Plumes of black smoke rose from the orange flames, forming dark unnatural clouds in the starry sky. 

An open-backed truck full of men rumbled along the street below. The truck turned right at the entrance to the local square and stopped. A dozen men dismounted.  The SA, the brownshirts of the Nazi Party, Hitler's devoted army of stormtroopers, were on the prowl again. Some carried petrol cans. Others held clubs.

"The synagogue," Helga gasped. "They're going to burn down the synagogue!"

Helga heard a sizzling sound. A static charge rolled down Johann's back into her nightgown. The shock pushed her away from him. 

He turned his head, "Why?"

"Why what?"

"Why destroy buildings that still have purpose? Why smash shop windows? It doesn’t make any sense. I've seen so many of this world's wars, so much destruction for no apparent reason. But this? There's been no declaration of a war. Are the German people not prosperous and happy? Why is this happening? What is the purpose of it?"

"Don't be silly. You're in Germany. Where have you been for the past five years? What planet have you lived on?"

Johann put on his trousers and walked back into the bedroom. He found his shirt on the chair.

"These are things we can't control," Helga said as he finished dressing. "It's too late for that. Much too late. But war may be coming sooner than we want. The only thing people like you and I can do now is find a way to survive it." 

"Survival? I understand the concept very well. If there are beasts in the forests and jungles, we need to protect ourselves. When wars are declared between kings to conquer each other’s lands, men fight against men. It's a wasteful practice I have yet to understand. But its purpose is clear and, when there's war, survival is necessary. But this? Destroying your own city? Where is the enemy? I don’t understand any of this."

As he spoke, Helga could feel the electricity in the air around him. In the dimness of the darkened bedroom, sprays of an ethereal blue light were dancing above Johann's head. "I must be dreaming this," Helga said, her body shaking.

She glanced into the study next to the bedroom and gasped. Papers were strewn all over the opened bureau, its drawers still ajar and her Luger removed from its hiding place.  She ran into the study and then ran back out, fuming. "Have you been going through my papers while I've been sleeping?"

"It's nothing to worry about. I meant to put them back before you woke up. Then I heard the breaking glass."

"Put them back? You shouldn't have been looking at them in the first place. They’re private papers." She stepped away from him. His eyes had stopped glowing but his expression was blank. "What were you doing with them?"

"I’m curious."

"Curious?" She pulled on the silk of her nightgown. "I'm beginning to wonder just what kind of fool I've been."

"What do mean?"

"No man with any feeling could have made love to a woman like, like ... that and then be like this—warm on the outside but cold as ice on the inside. Then I discover you've rifled through my private papers while I've been sleeping. Now I know who you really are."

"You do?" 

"Only a fool would believe a woman of my age could attract a handsome young man into her bed without the help of Klaus Oberrisch."

"Oberrisch? The inspector? I don't understand what he has to do with this."

She laughed. "You're one of his spies, aren't you? All this nonsense about wanting to see your papers. The fuss over your job at the club. It's all a ruse by Oberrisch to trick me into believing in you. A foreigner? A Swede? A charlatan more likely. And now, tonight of all nights, with Himmler in my club, and you, you ... warming my bed with such ... I don't even know how to describe it."

"It wasn't nice for you?"

"Of course it was nice. It was incredible. But that’s the problem. I've never experienced anything like that. No woman has. Such stamina. Almost inhuman. And too perfect. And now I think I know why."

"You do?"

"Yes. Oberrisch said it in the club, about his new protégé. It's what all of you have been taught to do. Your job. Your training. You’re just like Heinz Bremer. You're just the same as he is," she sobbed and backed into the study.

"I’m nothing like him. I'm not one of them." 

"No? We'll see." Helga glanced at the Luger on the desk and inched herself towards it. She looked up at Johann. His haunting blue eyes were drawn to the pistol as well. Her hand slipped slowly across the top of the desk feeling for steel as she kept her gaze fixed tightly on the muscular young Swede.

"I need answers, Johann," she said. She picked up the Luger and pointed it. 

"Answers? What kind of answers?"

Her hand shook. "I don’t want to use this," she sobbed. "But I may have to. And I know how to. An hour ago, you made love to me like no man has ever done. And now, you fill me full of dread. I’m frightened of you and of what your kind represents. Unless I get answers, I will use this. I know what's inside that head of yours."

"How can you? No one has ever known."

"I understand the way all of your kind thinks. Only too well. I know who you truly are, inside. You can't fool me any longer with this charade, Johann. Your kind thinks you belong to a master race; that you're better than the rest of us? But you all bleed like we do."

"Helga, don’t do this."

"I’ve been such a damn fool. I’ve risked everything I’ve worked for. I've risked every hope I’ve ever had to escape this ungodly mess, and for what? A night of lust and pleasure? It was a delusion. A dangerous delusion. I’ve worked too hard to let something like my past destroy me."

Helga moved towards Johann, gun drawn, trying to steady her aim. "It would be easy to kill you and say you returned to Sweden. I could make up a story that you didn't have the stomach to live in Hitler's glorious Reich. And what would they say? Would they admit you're one of them? I don't think so. You're disposable to the Gestapo and the SS, Johann. Human life in Germany today is as disposable as yesterday's newspaper."

"You have no reason to be afraid of me."

"No? Then I must have answers. What does the Gestapo know about me? What do they know about Doktor Franz? If you don’t tell me what you know, what’s in my file, I’ll be forced to… to…" She stepped closer, steadying the Luger in her raised hand. 

"I can't let you fire that gun, Helga. No one must ever know about me."

"And I can’t let you out of this apartment, alive. I don’t think it’s your choice, Johann. It’s mine. Because, I have the gun. Now back away!"

He took a step forward.

Electricity filled the air again.

She pulled the trigger. The gun jammed.



PART III

The smell of freshly baked bread swirled in the air. Johann stepped out of the Anhalter Bahnhopf, Berlin's central train station, into a slight drizzle. A man, forty years old, and a girl of sixteen were doing brisk business from a sidewalk stall selling loaves of pumpernickel and rye, brötchen crusted with sesame, and twisted braids of pretzels in all sizes.

Several women filled their wicker baskets. When they moved on to the next stall, Johann handed the bread seller a slip of paper. "Can you help me get to this address?" 

The man recoiled, shoving the paper back into Nilsson's hand. "Number Eight Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse? Why do you want to go there?"

"I have an appointment."

The man laughed. "People do not make appointments at Number Eight Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse. That's the Reich Security Office. The headquarters of the Gestapo. You don't make an appointment."

"But I did. I met an officer last night. A man called Jürgen von Kamptz."

"SS-Commander von Kamptz?"

"Do you know him?"

"Everyone in Berlin knows him. The Gestapo reports to him. Only informers want to meet with von Kamptz. You're not German, are you? Where have you come from?"  

"Have you seen the sub-humans?"

"The what?"

"The species of sub-humans. Your newspapers say a rat-like species of sub-humans lives here. They say they are everywhere, in every German city and elsewhere in Europe. But I didn't find any in Sweden. I've only been in Berlin a few weeks but if they are so abundant, I don't understand why I haven’t seen any yet. Perhaps they are nocturnal. Are they very small? Where do they hide during the daytime? I need to know. I must find out for my research. Surely you've seen one?"

The man grunted. "What are you talking about, you fool. Appointments with the Gestapo? And now this lunacy? The feeble-minded have no future in Germany. There are asylums that cleanse our population of people like you. Now get away from my stall before I call the police and they make another ‘appointment’ for you!"

"Just tell me how I can get to Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse. Please?"

"One block north. Turn right. An 'appointment' with the Gestapo?" The man chuckled. "God help you, idiot."

Johann crossed the plaza, following Saarland-Strasse north into the administrative center of Berlin. In a few minutes he came across a crowd lining the sidewalk in front of the Reich Ministry of Labor. Music filled the air. A marching band approached followed by a double column of brown-shirted stormtroopers stomping down the broad avenue carrying Nazi banners on staffs topped with golden eagles. Trumpets blared. Leather jackboots thumped the ground; the sound like a herd of elephants marching to the beat of jungle drums.

Behind the brownshirts, a bedraggled collection of weary men and women, some very old, trudged along, lugging heavy suitcases. Little children carried cloth satchels. Most of the men were bloodied and bruised. The women and children were crying. Stars made from yellow cloth were pinned to their coats. 

"What’s happening to those people?" Johann asked a stranger, a lady in a finely tailored coat and posh fur hat standing with her young child of about four, a girl waving a small Nazi flag.

"They're being resettled," came the woman's dispassionate reply. She spit into the street.

Policemen with guard dogs herded the group forward. The dogs snapped and snarled at the heels of any stragglers. Then the parade abruptly stopped. The crowd along the sidewalk yelled a torrent of insults. Objects were thrown. A young man, his face already cut and bleeding, was struck in the head by a potato. He fell to his knees and dropped his suitcase. Looking up, he spotted a man in the crowd preparing to heave a brick his way. The young man grimaced, his face contorted in rage, and he charged his would-be assailant. The brick was thrown. The young man ducked. It missed his head and the two men wrestled, falling to the ground. 

A policemen released his German shepherd and the eager dog leapt forward, sinking its teeth into the young man's arm. The police dog dragged him back into the street, screaming in pain.

"No!" Johann cried out. "He's done nothing wrong." He pointed at the gruff workman who tried to escape into the anonymity of the crowd. "It was that man."

"Are you a Jew?" the lady in the fur hat asked. "You don't look like a Jew. Let the police do their job. It's not your concern."

A gang of three brownshirts broke through the ranks of the police. The dog was called back by its handler so the stormtroopers could club the young man until his protests ended. He lay motionless. A pool of dark blood expanded on the pavement.

The shrillness of a whistle cut the air. The officer-in-charge ordered his policemen to move the group again. In the confusion of swinging clubs and snarling dogs, a little girl, perhaps four or five years old, had lost her doll. It lay on the road ten yards behind the procession. Her mother, her eyes wide, her face pale as a ghost, pulled the child along. A policeman speared the woman in the ribs with his truncheon and the child slipped out of her mother's hand. She ran back for the doll. 

The police dog was off its leash, roaming up and down the line of policemen as they marched forward. It spied the girl; its eyes followed the running of little feet as if tracking a wild rabbit. It bowed its head, ears pinned back, teeth bared. Growling with a trained hunger, it charged. Nilsson was standing on the curb, ten feet from the girl. He took a step into the street. The dog was about to pounce on the helpless child when it jolted backwards as if slamming headfirst into an invisible brick wall. It looked in Johann's direction and whimpered, shook its head, and scratched its ears at a sound no one else could hear. With a tremendous yelp, the German shepherd backed away from the frightened child and scurried off with its tail between its legs. 

The little girl picked up the doll and stared into Johann's glowing eyes, pausing for a moment as if she and her mysterious savior were the only ones in existence. There was an anxious shout in the procession. The girl turned away from the young man with the blond hair, the smooth unadulterated skin, and the haunting blue eyes, and rejoined her desperate mother on their march into an uncertain future. 

The sound of thumping jackboots pounded the street. The police ordered the bedraggled group of men, women and children to move forward again. As soon as the procession passed, the crowd, with its finely dressed ladies and their demure little children, dispersed. 

Johann heard the stranger say to her daughter, "Did you enjoy the band, Heidi?"

Cars returned to fill the avenue, veering around the motionless body left in the middle of the road. 


      [image: ]The building with the nondescript exterior sat dwarfed by the massive Air Ministry on the opposite side of Prince-Albrecht-Strasse. It was a building devoid of Nazi banners or flags. Berliners avoided walking past Number Eight, preferring to cross over to the other side of the boulevard.

A black Mercedes stopped in front of the main entrance. People on the street halted their conversations in mid-sentence. They waited just long enough to see if they could recognize who was being hauled out of the car's back seat. A man and a woman in their sixties, and still in their nightwear, were frog-marched into the building. Once the onlookers' morbid curiosity had been satisfied, they went about their business, their one-time neighbors forgotten.

Oberrisch met Johann on the front steps of the Reich Security Office, Number Eight Prince-Albrecht-Strasse. Once inside, a black-and-silver uniformed officer waived the inspector and his 'guest' past the SS guards into the grand foyer. A broad staircase led up to a gallery two stories high, its barrel-arched ceiling and tall windows spreading sunlight into an otherwise grimly lit interior of empty hallways.

"Where is everyone?" Johann asked as they climbed the steps.

"Busy," Oberrisch replied. "We're always busy. Who has time for paperwork?"

Johann looked through the windows of the gallery. A large courtyard lay on the outside hidden from the street by solid wooden gates. SS soldiers, police and non-uniformed Gestapo agents were herding prisoners into and out of the quad. Many of those being arrested slumped to the cobblestones as truncheons fell on their heads.

"Do you like dogs?" Oberrisch asked.

"I don't think they like me."

"Well, if they ask if you want to join a canine unit, you'd better say no. You don't want to fail at your first assignment. That wouldn't look good on your record."

Quick footsteps echoed high into the ceiling. Oberrisch and Johann turned. A young man in a trench coat was running up the stairs. He arrived out of breath. "Herr Oberrisch," Heinz Bremer said, wheezing, "I thought you should know as soon as possible."

"Know what? Spit it out."

"Helga Gartner. Found dead this morning. On the street outside her apartment. It looks like suicide. She threw herself off her balcony."

Oberrisch stepped back. "Suicide? Helga?" His voice choked. "But why?"

"This was found on her body, inspector."

Bremer held out a large manila envelope. It was crumpled and dirty and covered with bloodstains. Oberrisch opened it and took out a sheaf of papers. He read through them and as he turned each page, the creases on his face deepened.

"So, the final solution," he said, "to a riddle that has perplexed me for some time. I was right. Helga Gartner was indeed the daughter of the singer who had an affair with Doktor Franz. The reason he poisoned his wife. And these papers prove both mother and daughter were Jewish. Someone must have threatened to report her. Do we know who this informant was, Bremer?"

"No, inspector. I'll continue to investigate in case others are complicit in protecting her Jewish identity. There was the pianist who ran out of the club. Perhaps the singer, Elsa Fischer?"

Oberrisch stuffed the papers into the envelope and handed them back to Bremer. "Take these to Department B, the Jewish registry."

Bremer clicked his heels and left. Oberrisch turned to Johann. "How well did you know Helga Gartner?"

"I had only just started my employment with her. She was strict but generous. She cared very much for her employees."

"She was a bon vivant, Johann. Cocksure and outspoken. That might have let her survive in the decadent old days of the Weimar Republic, but not now in the Third Reich. We are so much purer now than her kind." The inspector looked at his watch, "Damn! Another one has stopped. What is wrong with these watchmakers?" 

"We mustn't be late." Head down, Oberrisch navigated the maze of corridors in great haste until they reached a small foyer near the back of the building. A male secretary in SS uniform sat at a desk in front of a set of tall double doors.

"Herr Oberrisch and the Swede," the secretary announced as he ushered them into the office of SS-Commander Jürgen von Kamptz, head of the Gestapo in the Berlin capital district.

The walls of his office were paneled in thickly beveled dark walnut. Spartan chairs sat on a bare wood floor in front of the commander's ornate Bavarian gothic desk. A bright red flag with a black swastika stood on a pole in one corner. Von Kamptz stood by the window. The light of the gray November sky cast a pall over his face.

Von Kamptz sat and gestured to Oberrisch and Johann to do the same. Behind him was a portrait of Adolf Hitler; next to that a photograph of Hitler and Himmler saluting SS troops from a grandstand, Von Kamptz by their side.

"I enjoyed my conversation with you last night, Herr Nilsson," he said. "And Reichsführer Himmler was very impressed. You are quite a talent on the piano. Who would have thought a Swede would be so proficient in Wagner? It proves how much Scandinavians have in common with Germans. Our Führer believes we share a common destiny. He has a vision for a Greater German Reich, an empire that will bring together the Aryan populations of Europe. You have an amazing command of our Führer's teachings. I've never heard anyone recite passages from Mein Kampf as precisely as you did last night."

"I have a very good memory."

"You are an articulate, educated young man. There will be a time, coming very soon, when the SS will need officers fluent in many languages. The Waffen-SS has been ordered to form a Scandinavian regiment. The standards we seek in our officers are high. Soldiers in the SS need both physical and intellectual strength. You clearly exceed those standards. The only question is one of loyalty to the Führer and to the Reich. Are you prepared to pledge your loyalty to the Führer?"

"Where are the sub-humans?" Johann asked.

Von Kamptz was taken aback.

"How dare you speak to the commander like that!" Oberrisch said. "Remember who you are talking to!"

"That's perfectly fine." Von Kamptz's dour expression changed to one of amusement. "The Swede is inquisitive and straight forward. I like that about him. When we talked in the club, I sensed a great desire to get to the subject at hand. Too many people dance around the points they try to make without actually making them. I detest flowery conversations. This young man has purpose in his veins. The SS needs more men like Johann Nilsson."

"I want to understand the science of the sub-humans, Herr Commander. Surely you must have captured some of them?"

"Captured some of them? I dare say we have. We have captured thousands of them and are capturing more every day."

"You have?" Johann leaned forward in his seat. "Where are your laboratories? Can you send me to one?"

"Laboratories?" Oberrisch sneered. "We have no laboratories. What we have are resettlement camps."

"Don't dampen this young man's enthusiasm, Oberrisch. Laboratories? Yes, perhaps we do have some and you're not aware of them, inspector. I’m thinking Johann would be ideal for Reichsführer Himmler's newest scientific undertaking. Our young Swede's expertise in genetics can be of great benefit to the Reich. So many of our own German scientists are, shall we say, too 'squeamish' at the prospects of the kind of research Himmler wants the SS to conduct, to further the genetic progress of the Aryan race. Our young man seems to have no such aversion to that, do you?"

"It is essential to my mission on earth to learn as much about every species."

"You are just the kind of man the SS needs." Von Kamptz opened his desk drawer and took out several forms. "It will be an honor to draw up your enlistment documents. The best place to send you is the medical research unit at the resettlement camp of Dachau, northwest of Munich. There, you will find plenty of sub-humans to work on."

"That is outstanding, Commander. Finally, I will get my hands on these elusive creatures."

Von Kamptz and Oberrisch laughed. 

"You really don't have to go that far," the SS-commander said. "Come with me."

Von Kamptz rose and went to the window. His office overlooked a courtyard smaller than the one at the entrance to Number Eight, a quad surrounded on three sides by doors with iron bars. The fourth wall of the yard was bare brick. Bloodstains ran down its surface. He opened the window and shouted down an order. Four guards arrived with Mauser rifles and stood in a line. The officer in charge of the firing squad ordered another group of soldiers to open the cells. Four prisoners were hauled into the courtyard, hands tied behind their backs, their gaits disoriented and weak.

Von Kamptz looked at his watch. Puzzled, he turned and asked, "Does anyone know what time it is? My watch has stopped."

"Two minutes and three point six seconds before twelve o'clock noon, Central European time," Johann replied.

"Such precision, young Swede," the SS-commander said. "I like that." 

Von Kamptz shouted another order to the officer in the courtyard. The four prisoners were led face first towards the wall and forced to their knees. Rifle barrels were pressed against the back of their heads. Von Kamptz signaled to the officer. A single shot rang out. One of the men slumped forward like a sack of potatoes.

"I gave them until noon to identify the other conspirators in their plot. These men now have two more minutes to improve their motivation and do what is right."

The officer-in-charge walked behind the remaining three prisoners, prodding them in the ribs with a truncheon and yelling into their ears. He struck one of them across the back of the head then yelled up to the window, "Nein, Herr Oberführer." 

"Is it noon, Johann?"

"Yes."

Von Kamptz lifted his finger into the air. Another shot rang out. Another body fell.

"This courtyard is a microcosm of the world we live in today, gentlemen," the SS-commander said. "Down there, things must be done to advance the justness of a cause. We must do what is right. And so must those other men, our enemies. The strong must survive to perpetuate the species. Am I not right, young scientist?"

"Yes, commander. Darwin told me that himself."

"In your readings, of course? Well, you should read what our Führer has to say on that subject some time at your leisure. But what we see here and now, below us, are the bonds that men share. These men are being tested. They are being asked by the barrel of a gun to prove to their comrades they can be trusted with the justice of their cause. Who will break that trust? Personally, I admire the men we shot. They did not betray their comrades' trust. Will you be able to do the right thing for the SS when that time comes, Johann?" 

"Loyalty to some kind of cause is the nature of the human condition, commander. Or so I have learned during many travels to every point on this planet. It has been that way for mankind as long as I can remember. An eternal concept, or so it seems. True for several millennia by my count."

"Good. You are also a student of history. Then you understand what I'm talking about."

Von Kamptz signaled again. Another shot rang out. A third body fell face first onto the cobblestones.

"Three foolish men with a lost cause. Only one remains," Von Kamptz said as he turned to Oberrisch. "Come with me. We'll take Johann down to the courtyard to prove his loyalty to the Führer."


      [image: ]The firing squad stood to attention with their rifles by their sides, their faces cast like stone statues as SS-Commander Jürgen von Kamptz inspected their ranks.

"The finest young men the Reich will ever produce," he said to Johann. "They honor Germany with their service."

Von Kamptz stopped by the last soldier, took his Mauser from his hands, thrust the rifle sideways into Johann's chest and gestured to the final prisoner kneeling next to the three bodies, a man trembling and coughing up blood.

"You would do me a great honor, young Swede, if you would end this charade."

Johann gripped the Mauser's stock, opened the bolt and looked at the stripper clip of bullets inside. A pigeon flew across the courtyard. With incredible speed, Johann reloaded the rifle, followed the flight of the bird, and downed it in an explosive burst of feathers.

"What a shot!" Oberrisch exclaimed.

Johann approached the kneeling prisoner. 

The man turned around and looked up at Johann. It was Siggy Katzmann, the pianist from Das Karussell. His right eye was bruised and nearly closed. His lip was puffed and split open. 

"Nilsson!" he sneered. He spat out a bloody tooth. "I knew you must be an informant. I told Helga that, but she didn't believe me."

Johann pressed the end of the rifle barrel into Siggy's forehead.

"You want to look into my eyes, don't you, Swede? You want to see the life leave them."

"I'm doing the right thing."

"For who?" Siggy said. "Go ahead. Pull the trigger, you filthy Nazi!"

Johann looked back at von Kamptz and Oberrisch. The SS-Commander nodded. Johann looked down. The sweat was beading off Siggy's forehead onto the gun barrel.

As Johann pulled the trigger, a tiny ripple of electricity ran into the cold hard steel of the rifle. 

The gun jammed.

He stepped away from Siggy and passed the Mauser back to the soldier. "This gun needs cleaning. There's too much oxidation in the chamber."

"But I cleaned it this morning," the soldier replied.

Von Kamptz slapped the soldier hard. "Liar! This young man knows more about weapons than you will ever know. Why else would it jam? Huh? Tell me!"

Von Kamptz drew the Luger from his holster. "Here, Nilsson. Use this."

Johann opened the chamber and looked inside. 

"Everything in order?"

Johann didn't answer. He racked the bolt of the pistol, stepped towards Siggy and placed the Luger to his head. He looked back at von Kamptz. "Commander, this man plays the piano."

"And he is also a traitor to the Reich."

"I would like to understand how the sub-humans respond to music while I conduct my experiments. But I can't play the piano at the same time. I would like to take this man with me to Dachau."

Von Kamptz thought for a moment, and then chuckled. He looked over at Oberrisch. The inspector shrugged. 

Von Kamptz smiled; that faux-jolly, painted smile he had worn at the nightclub to keep the music playing. "Ja, sehr gut, Johann. You have shown you can be trusted. Very well then."

Von Kamptz peered at the disheveled pianist, the Gestapo's pathetic blood-soaked prisoner. "I guess you have a savior after all, Katzmann. Congratulations. This has been your lucky day."

The SS-Commander patted Johann on the back as Siggy was hauled back to his cell. "You are indeed one of a kind, young Swede, and will be of great service to the Reich at Dachau. Your research will make a considerable contribution."

"This planet amazes me with its complexity."

"The Führer intends to simplify things very soon. History will be written, and you'll be there to help write it."

"I'll be satisfied with observing and learning. I'm sure I'll be doing lots of both in the Third Reich."

"Excellent. What say, we all go back to my office and have a cognac? To celebrate the great accomplishments of our Führer last night, Kristallnacht. And to toast our new recruit, SS-Lieutenant Johann Nilsson, and his out of this world curiosity."
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