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To Charmy, Bubs and Georgie,


the three inspirations in my life.










Prologue



Munich, Germany


5 August 1922


The five-cylinder, blood-red Megola motorcycle carved an erratic path through the narrow cobbled streets in Munich’s old town, weaving through the early evening traffic as though it were standing still, heading directly for the Hofbräuhaus beer hall on Platzl 9. The young student on board was in a hurry and for most of the journey kept the hand throttle fully depressed, maintaining the machine’s top speed of fifty-three miles per hour. Thirty minutes earlier he’d received news from his technical college that he’d successfully graduated, achieving an honours degree in agriculture, and he was eager to celebrate with his friends.


The infamous drinking establishment was a magnet for right-wing students and members of the National Socialist German Workers Party, commonly known as Nazis. Although he hadn’t yet signed up, the twenty-one-year-old student shared many of the controversial views of the party’s charismatic leader, Adolf Hitler, especially those on antisemitism, and was seriously contemplating joining the fascist organisation.


As soon as he reached his destination he parked up and ran inside, forcing his way through large clusters of drunken revellers spilling out on to the street. He made his way upstairs, navigating the rear congested staircase which led to an alcove on the first floor, where he knew a small group of his college friends would already be drinking copious amounts of beer. He wasn’t used to alcohol and, four hours later, found himself lying on a filthy threadbare mattress on the floor of a dingy basement studio flat, wrapped firmly in the arms of a young blonde girl, whose naked limbs entwined him like a ravenous anaconda. As he stared into her liquid blue eyes, he’d no recollection of their meeting and his instincts screamed at him to get the hell out. Those feelings of extreme anxiety melted away as soon as she leaned forward to gently caress him on the lips, before lightly pulling away to whisper in his ear. Her voice was like a purr and the silky tone made his entire body tingle.


‘You were a virgin, I can tell. How was it for you?’


A deep wave of embarrassment engulfed him, and he closed his eyes, desperately trying to recall anything of the previous few hours. He glanced around the room looking for clues but none were forthcoming.


‘I don’t know. I can’t remember. What’s your name? How did I get here?’


Her lips parted slightly to reveal an intoxicating smile.


‘My darling, you only had to stumble down a few steps. We’re in the bowels of the Hofbräuhaus. I’m a waitress here and this cesspit comes with the job. My name is Franka. What’s yours?’


He peered at her through his rimless pince-nez glasses, remarkably still in place, which he mused was something of a miracle. The entire episode was entirely out of character, and he cursed his friends who’d persuaded him to switch from beer to Schnapps. At twenty-one, he’d no intention of getting involved in a romantic relationship. He was a young man with serious political ambitions who had far bigger fish to fry. He managed a fake half-smile as he replied to her question.


‘My name is Heinrich …’


Franka burst into a sudden bout of teasing laughter.


‘My God, were you named after a prince?’


His smile morphed into a frown.


‘Actually, I was. Prince Heinrich of Bavaria to be precise. My father was a schoolteacher and tutored him when he was a boy.’


He spoke so earnestly the young waitress had no doubt he was telling the truth.


Forty weeks later to the day, Franka gave birth to a healthy girl but, being only twenty-four, unmarried and only just surviving on a waitress’s income, she’d little choice but to hand her over to a protestant orphanage on the outskirts of the city.


Heinrich hadn’t seen or spoken to Franka since that first night but had heard about the pregnancy through the grapevine and tracked his baby girl’s progress all the way to the orphanage. He kept the birth a secret from his family and friends but vowed that as soon as he achieved wealth and political power, he’d make up for his unconscionable behaviour and his little princess would grow up to be proud of her father.










Chapter One



Buenos Aires, Argentina


October 2024


It was just after three in the morning when the second prisoner broke his vow of silence. The man known as Manuel made the decision to talk after being shown a short video of the mutilated body of his brother, who’d embraced torture and certain death rather than give up any information. Manuel knew he’d no stomach to match his sibling’s bravery, so compliance was his only option.


The interrogator shot a look at the CCTV camera mounted on the low ceiling and gave an almost imperceptible nod. In a small shadowy area directly outside the makeshift cell his employer caught the gesture on a twenty-inch black and white monitor. He rose from his stool and moved towards an arch-shaped solid oak door, grabbing hold of the end of the giant iron bolt which secured it. He heaved it sideways through its rusty mechanism and fully applied his bodyweight to the door, which slowly creaked open.


Moments later, the stocky bull of a man entered the dimly lit cell and surveyed the scene. He allowed a malevolent smile to break out on his lips as he glared at the pathetic figure slumped in the far corner of the room, his hands tied by black leather restraints to the back of a steel chair, cemented to the floor. His head was bowed in a gesture of submission and the beads of sweat dripping from his forehead were those of unbridled fear, rather than heat.


The man running the interrogation bent down over the dejected figure and grabbed a fistful of oily hair in his right hand, yanking the prisoner’s head upwards until the two men’s eyes were barely inches apart. When he spoke, his voice was a sinister whisper.


‘Manuel, I’ve only two questions for you and I’m sure you know exactly what they are. But just in case you’ve memory failure, I’ll ask you once again. Who did you pass the USB drive over to and where is it now?’










Chapter Two



Buenos Aires, Argentina


Twenty-four hours earlier


Chief Inspector Nicolas Vargas of the Buenos Aires police department was enjoying a beer in El Alamo, the only sports bar in the city centre showing the live US basketball game his old friend, Troy Hembury, was desperate to watch. The former LAPD police lieutenant, who’d flown in on the red-eye from Washington, was a huge fan of the LA Clippers who were playing a top-of-the-table grudge match against the Boston Celtics. Hembury had travelled to Buenos Aires for a two-week break and was staying as Vargas’s house guest at his apartment in the fashionable Recoleta neighbourhood, in the north of the sprawling city.


The two men were huddled together in a small red leather circular booth, waiting for the live transmission to start. In many ways they were far closer than brothers, having forged an unbreakable relationship working on several heart-stopping cases that had generated headlines across the world. They’d also created a remarkable alliance with senior figures inside Mossad and the FBI, helping their respective governments’ intelligence agencies combat two international terrorist attacks in the Middle East.


The news-making history they’d been part of generating wasn’t important to either of them, especially Hembury. He was living on borrowed time, thanks to the grade 3 tumour buried deep inside his brain. It was being kept at bay by a drug currently undergoing clinical trials on patients like him: people who had a death sentence hanging over them and nothing to lose. But, despite all that, the former police lieutenant was a dedicated fitness freak who worked out seven days a week, making him a difficult man to age. His unlined square-shaped face, sharp jawline and six-one muscular frame looked as though they’d been built from a set of ebony Lego bricks.


Vargas was also deeply troubled but for completely different reasons. Although he was in his early fifties, he’d been a widower for almost fifteen years and had never come to terms with the tragic loss of his wife at the age of just thirty-three. However, unlike Hembury, the drug that kept him alive wasn’t synthetic; it was an unrelenting barrage of work, which filled his every waking moment and helped preserve his sanity.


Despite his mental scarring, Vargas remained a striking-looking man whose olive-skinned chiselled features were crowned by a thick mop of chestnut brown hair, slightly frosted at the sides, and his deep-set caramel eyes sat above a classic Roman nose, framed by a set of high-angled cheekbones.


Hembury was the first African American to be appointed Director of Internal Security at the White House and reported directly to the president. At sixty-three, he was ten years older than his friend and just eighteen months away from retirement. He relished the prospect, if only his body could somehow see off the brain tumour.


‘Less than two years to go, Nic. If the drugs hold up, then it’s just me, my tropical fish, and twenty-four hours a day of ESPN sports.’


Vargas’s response was laden with scepticism.


‘I’ll give you three months with your feet up and, as soon as your beloved team starts losing, you’ll be itching to come back.’


Hembury smiled and was about to reply when two servers, laden with trays, approached their corner booth, just as the game was about to start. The enormous food platters covered almost every inch of the round wooden table and heaved with a banquet of ribs, chicken wings, corn, pickles and fries. Vargas burst into laughter as his friend dived into the ribs.


‘Christ, Troy, we could feed the entire Clippers team with this feast. What happened to your healthy eating regime?’


Hembury demolished some pork ribs and wiped the barbeque sauce off his lips with a napkin.


‘Don’t worry, I’m still on it, but basketball brings out my primitive urges and …’


Hembury never got to finish his sentence as his attention was grabbed by a young man bursting into the bar like a tornado and coming to a sudden stop, his eyes darting around like a pair of manic pinballs, until they settled on Vargas. After a moment of recognition, he headed towards the detective whose right hand instinctively dropped to the Glock 17 holstered across his chest.


The stranger was in his late twenties, dark-skinned with liquorice black hair, which was badly overgrown and formed a seamless join with his dark beard that was slightly better groomed. His hazel brown eyes were panicked with fear and his body was vibrating like a cheap washing machine as he slowly peeled open his left hand, revealing a small blue USB drive.


‘Chief Inspector, you’re the Nazi hunter, right? The policeman who exposed Hitler’s grandson?’


Vargas grimaced as the stranger made the questions sound like an accolade.


‘What do you want with me?’


‘Take this drive and share it with your colleagues, it has the names … the names of Die Spinne.’


Before Vargas could respond, the man grabbed his hand, thrusting the USB drive into it, and made to leave.


‘Who are you?’


The stranger stopped for a beat and half-turned to face the chief inspector.


‘I’m known as Manuel …’










Chapter Three



Buenos Aires, Argentina


The platters of food remained untouched. Vargas and Hembury only lasted until the first timeout of the basketball game before curiosity got the better of them. The chief inspector glanced down at the USB drive clenched in his fist. The potential secrets it contained proved an unbearable distraction to the pair who quickly lost interest in the outcome of the match. As Vargas touched his Mastercard to the wireless terminal offered by the server, Hembury looked up from his cell and took a final glance at the giant wall-mounted LED screen just as the Clippers’ captain landed a neat three-pointer. He angled his cell towards Vargas, so he could see the screen. It displayed a literal translation of the two German words spoken by the stranger. The Argentine detective’s brow knitted.


‘I’ve always hated spiders.’


* * *


The pair hardly exchanged a word on the short Uber ride back to Vargas’s apartment. As soon as they entered, Hembury grabbed a couple of Peronis from the fridge, while his friend fired up his MacBook and cleared the breakfast bar to create a makeshift workstation in the open-plan kitchen. They sat next to each other on wooden stools as Vargas inserted the mysterious drive into his laptop and, moments later, clicked on a desktop folder which revealed five files. Four were named by continent – Australia, Europe, North and South America, while the fifth was identified by the letters HH, which were capitalised.


Both men studied the screen before the Argentine glanced across at his friend, whose face wore a quizzical smile.


‘Might as well start on home turf?’


Vargas double-clicked on the file entitled South America, hoping it would open and it duly obliged, revealing a word document. Another click and two short lines of text appeared. Each one displayed two sets of symbols with a space in between. For a moment Vargas assumed they were names as Manuel had claimed but, on closer inspection, nothing made sense. The heavily encrypted text included a mix of random keyboard characters alongside several unrecognisable icons.


Hembury edged closer to the screen, focusing in on the top line.


‘This reads more like a mathematical equation than a name.’


Vargas checked through the other three files named as continents with similar results: each contained two lines of incomprehensible text.


‘They could be absolutely anything, but I’d hazard a guess we’ve got ourselves eight names that have been heavily encrypted in case the drive falls into the wrong hands.’


Hembury took a swig from his green beer bottle and nodded in agreement.


‘Well, guess what? Someone’s worst nightmare is about to come true. Let’s send this baby to our friend in Washington.’


* * *


The stellar cast of the Metropolitan Opera Company at the Lincoln Center on the Upper West Side of Manhattan were performing to a sold-out black-tie audience attending a charity event in aid of the Nelson Mandela Children’s Fund. The concert featured Tannhäuser, Wagner’s 1845 three-act classic and, sitting high up in the gods in the cheap seats, was the deputy director of the FBI. Mike Berrettini was a second-generation Italian who kept his passion for opera well under wraps from most of his friends and colleagues. It was undoubtedly the most innocent secret he kept logged away in his computer-like brain and, as the seventy-four-strong choir, along with the principals on stage, boomed out the final aria, he concluded the three hundred dollars he’d paid to a dodgy website for his ticket had been well worth the gamble.


Berrettini wasn’t an imposing-looking man in the physical sense and was therefore easy to underestimate. His short portly frame carried over two stone in excess weight and his swarthy rotund face carried at least two chins, camouflaged by an unkempt black beard peppered with grey intruders. However, the FBI deputy director was a mental giant, a brilliant strategist with one of the sharpest intellects in the Bureau.


He’d left his cell on silent throughout the concert but felt the familiar vibration of a WhatsApp land. He tried to ignore it, but curiosity got the better of him and rather than wait until the curtain call, he slid the cell out of his jacket pocket. The brief message from Vargas was intriguing.


Mike, a USB drive containing encrypted files has come my way. Might be nothing but can you give me a safe log-in at the Bureau to upload to. Call when free and I’ll give you some context.


Berrettini cursed his own work ethic as he punched in a reply, much to the annoyance of the audience members sitting either side of him.


Give me five and I’ll call you back.


As the cast bellowed out the final refrain he rose from his seat and made a swift exit, just beating the standing ovation which he knew was seconds away. Less than a minute later he was striding down Ninth Avenue, heading south, with his cell jammed to his ear.


‘Okay, Nic, fill me in …’


Five thousand miles away, Vargas switched his mobile to speaker and placed it between himself and Hembury. During the next ten minutes he brought the FBI man up to speed on the events of the previous few hours. Berrettini used the time to head over towards Moynihan Train Hall where he was due to catch the overnighter back to Washington.


‘Guys, as you said, this could be something or nothing. Use the log-in I’ll send you and let’s catch up sometime tomorrow after my tech guys have looked at the files.’


As he crossed West 33rd Street, heading for the station entrance, he glanced down at his watch.


‘Right now, I’m in New York and I’ve got to run to grab the night train to D.C.’


Hembury couldn’t resist jumping in with a jibe.


‘Christ, Mike, that’s a hell of a long way to go for a date …’


Berrettini pursed his lips, his spare hand fishing for the return train ticket buried somewhere in his jacket pocket.


‘No such luck. Business, guys, just boring business.’


The FBI deputy director ended the call and dashed inside the station hub, having successfully protected another precious secret.










Chapter Four



Washington D.C., United States


The following morning, Berrettini was back behind his desk inside the J. Edgar Hoover building at 935 Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington D.C. His small subterranean office occupied a tiny footprint within the 2,800,000-square-foot labyrinth of safe rooms, corridors and data areas which formed the nucleus of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. From the street, the structure appeared to be just eight storeys tall, but there were another three hidden below ground, which was where Berrettini liked to be: unseen and undetectable by the outside world.


He was totally absorbed in the three-page report his senior analysts had prepared for him, following the partial decoding of the files Vargas had emailed over the previous night. As he flicked though the papers, he held the black folder containing them as though it were a stick of dynamite and once he’d digested the contents, reached for his cell to punch in a WhatsApp message to Vargas.


Nic, you’re booked on the Copa Airlines flight this afternoon to D.C. I’ll clear some leave with your chief. Plenty to discuss regarding our eight-legged friend.


Buenos Aires was only an hour ahead of Washington and the local time was just after nine in the morning when Vargas received the message. He was enjoying a continental breakfast with Hembury in a local coffee house and immediately shared the WhatsApp with his friend. Hembury’s mouth broke into an amused grin as he read it.


‘So much for my holiday break. Turns out you’re going to be staying with me instead.’


Vargas demolished the remains of a warm croissant and nodded towards one of the servers to request the bill.


‘Yep, can’t wait to get reacquainted with your tropical fish collection – hope the boys are okay?’


Hembury gulped down his latte as both men stood to leave.


‘All fit and well. Plus a few newbies since you last visited.’


Vargas let out a fake groan.


‘Let’s get back and sort ourselves out and then head to the airport’.


* * *


It took the pair less than five minutes to walk back to the chief inspector’s apartment block and, as they headed up the stairs, Vargas stopped dead in his tracks. His front door was slightly ajar. Closer inspection showed the lock had been forced and the mechanism was clearly damaged which explained why it wouldn’t close. He gestured silently towards Hembury, who instantly picked up on the cue and nodded his understanding. Vargas stealthily opened his jacket to indicate to Hembury his chest holster was empty. His Glock 17 pistol was locked away in his desk drawer.


The men moved in lockstep towards the front door and Vargas gently edged it open, glancing through the gap he’d created. Two bedroom doors off the small interior hallway were wide open and he could see through to the open-plan kitchen, which looked as though it had been hit by a small hurricane. For a second, he couldn’t hear anything untoward from inside but then, as he eased the door open further, it created a tiny grinding noise.


Moments later a shadowy figure leapt out of the main bedroom at speed and turned left, instantly making eye contact with Vargas, who was now totally exposed standing in the open doorway. The intruder was a young, slim Asian woman, dressed from head to toe in black. Her face was milk-white, and her coal-black hair was cut short, creating a slightly masculine appearance. She had a cruel mouth, if there was such a thing and, as her dark brown eyes focused in on Vargas, he could sense they showed no sign of fear, just raw hatred and excitement.


She knifed him with a glare before snatching the real thing from her rear pocket: a mother-of-pearl-handled switch blade which she wielded with the confidence of an orchestra conductor waving a baton. Vargas moved forward and stepped to his left, allowing Hembury to instantly fill the void. The intruder held her ground for a moment, taking on board the new odds. Unfazed by the turn of events she sprang forward with the prowess of a king cobra, her knife slashing through the air like a venomous tongue. Her rapid movements took both men by surprise and although they were wary of the knife, they both made a grab for her. Remarkably she slithered between them and seconds later exited the front door of the building at warp speed.


The confrontation lasted less than three seconds and it was only after the assailant had gone Vargas realised he’d been hurt. Her knife had sliced a three-inch cut on the inside of his left arm, which was leaking blood on to the white oak floorboards in the hallway. Initially the adrenaline had masked the pain, but now it stung like an attack from a hundred-strong army of angry hornets, and he wasted no time sourcing a small towel to wrap around the open wound, while Hembury called 107.


In the ten minutes it took for the ambulance to arrive, Vargas established the USB drive, which had been locked away in his gun drawer had disappeared, although the Glock and two packs of 9mm rounds were still in place.










Chapter Five



Washington D.C., United States


Twenty-four hours and eighteen stitches later, Vargas and Hembury arrived in the US capital, where they immediately met up with Berrettini in a secure meeting room, deep inside FBI headquarters. After a quick debrief with an in-house agent, who took down a detailed facial description of ‘knife girl’, the deputy director took control of the meeting, beginning with a strange question:


‘After the fall of Nazi Germany in April ’45, do you know how American intelligence agents managed to identify SS officers who ran the deathcamps?’


Both men looked slightly bemused, wondering what on earth the Second World War had to do with whatever was on the USB drive, and shook their heads, prompting Berrettini to continue.


‘Well, one of Adolf Hitler’s most despicable sidekicks, Heinrich Himmler, held the grand title of Reichsführer of the Schutzstaffel, meaning he controlled the notorious SS and during the war he ordered his men to have tattoos of their blood group inked on the inside of their left arm, in case they were injured and needed a transfusion. Of course, it hadn’t occurred to him Germany might lose, and that these markings would be something of a giveaway when the Allies came searching for war criminals but, when the penny eventually dropped, he ordered those same tattoos be removed—’


Vargas cut in, even though Berrettini was in full flow.


‘Mike, where the hell is this history lesson heading?’


‘Nic, stay with me a bit longer. These SS officers were monsters, responsible for the most heinous crimes in history which they knew would earn them the death penalty, but removing the tattoos wasn’t the answer because they were then left with scars which could still easily identify them. So, that’s where the ODESSA came in—’


This time it was Hembury’s turn to interrupt the FBI chief.


‘I remember the movie. Jon Voight was in it. Wasn’t it about high-ranking Nazis escaping to South America?’


Berrettini nodded before glancing down at the papers on the table in front of him.


‘Exactly. ODESSA is the acronym for Organisation der ehemaligen SS-Angehörigen, which translates as Organisation of Former SS Members. It was formed on 10 August 1944 at a covert meeting in Strasbourg, where a small group of leading German industrialists and politicians met to plot the aftermath of the war. They could see the writing was on the wall. The Nazis were only months away from total defeat and business leaders wanted a refuge for their money, while SS officers needed passage out of Germany to a bolt-hole. ODESSA supplied false papers for them and safe houses along routes that became known as ratlines. At the same time, massive funds were transferred out of Germany to South America and Europe as leading industrialists emptied their bank accounts.’


Berrettini paused for a moment to pick up a loose sheet of paper containing a list of names.


‘This is where the information contained on your USB drive comes into play. Himmler personally established and ran a clandestine subgroup of ODESSA, known as Die Spinne or the “Spider Network”. This organisation focused on a long-term strategy to help perhaps as many as two thousand elite Nazis escape and then reinvent themselves outside of Germany as prominent figures in the worlds of banking, industry and politics.’


The FBI deputy director paused one last time and breathed deeply before unveiling the denouement.


‘Gentlemen, there’s credible intelligence to suggest that almost eight decades after its creation, Die Spinne still exists today in one form or another. Its reason for being is to protect the true heritage of high-ranking politicians, media magnates and business leaders who are hiding in plain sight and who still harbour ambitions for a new world order based on Nazi philosophy.’


The two men took a moment to digest Berrettini’s story until eventually Vargas glanced down at the paper in the deputy director’s hand.


‘I’m guessing from what you’ve said, some of the names listed on that drive are alarming?’


Berrettini’s expression changed to that of a man who, despite having seen and experienced a great deal in his life, was now truly perplexed.


‘They are, but there was something else we found on the USB that was far more disturbing.’










Chapter Six



Berlin, Germany


December 1943


Heinrich Himmler was leading a complex triple life, and it was proving expensive. In 1928, the SS chief had married Margarete – a blonde, blue-eyed nurse who perfectly suited his ideals of an Aryan stereotype. A year later she gave birth to a daughter, Gudrun, and, for a while, all was well in the Himmler household. But, as the SS machine became more powerful and he grew closer to Hitler, he spent precious little time at home and, ten years after his marriage, began a serious affair with his secretary, Hedwig Potthast, leading to the birth of their first child, Helge, in 1942.


In addition to supporting his two families, Himmler also made substantial monthly contributions to his illegitimate daughter, Emelia, who was studying mathematics at Munich University and living in an apartment in the city which he’d found for her. It was far superior to regular student accommodation, but the SS chief wanted her to enjoy the trappings of success and wealth. Her existence was still a closely guarded secret, especially from his wife and mistress, and, as Emelia had grown older, Himmler had become totally smitten with her. She’d inherited the natural beauty of her mother and yet there was something about her eyes – the way they sparkled with life – which meant whenever they were together, the physical likeness between biological father and daughter was clear for all to see.


Emelia had been adopted shortly after her birth, in 1923, by a childless, middle-class protestant couple, who lived in the prosperous suburb of Bogenhausen on the outskirts of Munich. Her adoptive father, Albrecht Müller, was a branch manager at one of Germany’s oldest banks, Berenburg, and his wife, Birgit, worked alongside him as a head teller. They were both in their forties and, after a disastrous series of miscarriages, had turned to adoption as a last hope. They’d longed for a child and, from the moment she entered their lives, Emelia was brought up in a loving household, where she thrived both socially and academically. For as long as she could remember, she knew she’d been adopted and that her birth parents’ identities were buried somewhere deep in the orphanage records, destined never to be revealed.


That all changed the day after her fifteenth birthday. It was May 1938 and a restless Germany, under the leadership of Adolf Hitler, was gearing up for war. Two months earlier, the Führer had carried out the Anschluss, the unopposed annexation of Austria into the German Reich, and now had his eyes firmly set on taking control of the Sudetenland, a narrow strip of land on Germany’s eastern border, which then formed part of Czechoslovakia.


At that point, Himmler held two senior positions in the Nazi regime. As well as being head of the SS, he was also chief of the German police. He was a fêted star of the Third Reich and, as he’d hoped, political success had brought him fame, status and wealth. Even though Emelia was the result of a drunken one-night stand, he’d always felt guilty about abdicating all responsibility for her but at that time he was a penniless student with no assets. Fifteen years on, things were very different; Heinrich Himmler was the second most powerful figure in Nazi Germany and he resolved now was the moment for Emelia to discover her true heritage.


He wrote to her in his role as a government minister inviting her for a meeting at his office in the Reichstag on the pretext of needing a part-time researcher, claiming he’d learned of her exceptional academic achievements through the headmistress of her school. Emelia was stunned and thrilled by the invitation which would give her the opportunity of meeting one of the most famous politicians in the country and so, the day before, her mother took her shopping to buy a new dress especially for this once-in-a-lifetime occasion.


The appointment was scheduled to last just thirty minutes but overran by three hours as, within moments of her arrival, Himmler had told her the true reason he’d called her in and given her details of their blood relationship. Emelia was stunned to suddenly meet her real father in such strange circumstances and at first was totally overwhelmed by the revelation. But then, as he recounted the full story of how he’d met her birth mother and how he’d followed her life from a safe distance, she began to relax and embrace this extraordinary development. He ended the meeting by explaining it was imperative their relationship remain a precious secret, owned by just the two of them. Even her adoptive parents could never know the celebrated head of the SS was her biological father.


From that day forward they met regularly, sometimes two or three times a month at various discreet locations in Munich, behaving as though they were a pair of lovers enjoying a secret affair. They adored each other and during the following years, as war raged across Europe, Emelia fell further and further under the spell of her father, who smoothly indoctrinated her with the fascist values and beliefs of the Nazi movement. In December 1943, with his assistance, she left university and proudly joined a clerical unit of the SS, working out of a small office in Berlin.


Five days after she took up the post, she received a letter from her father which she read word-for-word three times, before carefully cutting out the last paragraph and sticking it to the front door of her Siemens refrigerator. Every morning, she read the note with pride, before donning her uniform and heading off for work.




My Darling Emelia, The sheer joy that comes from the knowledge you are now fully part of our beloved movement is beyond description. As you know I fathered two other children, but you are the one who has captured my heart. You are my passion and the future of this great nation. Your loving father, Heinrich.













Chapter Seven



Paris, France


Leopold Legrand drew down deeply on his Gepetto vape as he paced the fourth-floor balcony of his Parisian mansion apartment, surveying the manicured gardens of the Champ de Mars below that framed an enviable view of the iconic Eiffel Tower. The man who was chairman and CEO of France’s largest media corporation had plenty on his mind as he turned away and strode back through the floor-to-ceiling glass doors into the spectacular reception room which ran the length of the apartment. He moved with the elegance and arrogance that came with inherited wealth and his aristocratic, six-foot frame was clothed in a handmade, two-piece Savile Row linen suit, accompanied by a Hermès white cotton shirt, unbuttoned at the neck. He was in his late sixties and his perfectly coiffured ash blond hair, complemented by a subtle glint of silver, added extra gravitas to his aquiline nose and steely blue eyes.


Legrand enjoyed the luxurious trappings of wealth, having inherited a billion-euro fortune from his mother, the owner of one of the country’s largest private banks. The legacy included the duplex apartment on the Avenue Joseph Bouvard, Paris’s most exclusive address, which had been in the family since 1947. The 7,000-square-foot residence with its intricately hand-painted ceilings, Baccarat crystal chandeliers and Versailles-style parquet flooring was valued at a staggering fifty million euros, positioning it amongst the most expensive properties in the city.


Remarkably, one of France’s richest and most powerful men had started life as an orphan. On 10 July 1956, when just a few days old, his late mother had adopted him from a slum orphanage run by a disreputable priest, in the back streets of Montmartre. At the grand age of thirty-three she’d decided no man alive was fit to fill the shoes of her beloved father, Heinrich Himmler. If she were to fulfil his wishes and produce a male heir, she knew she’d no choice but to adopt and she vowed to mould the little boy in the image of the man who’d once been proclaimed the second most powerful figure in the Third Reich.


The controversial business mogul, whom many French citizens adored because of the right-wing advocacy of many of his media outlets, wafted through the hallway of the apartment and headed for his office where he sat down behind his Louis XVI cylinder-top mahogany desk, believed to have once been owned by Napoleon. The former emperor had used it when he lived in the Château de Saint-Cloud in Hauts-de-Seine, three miles west of Paris. Legrand, who positioned himself as a man of the people, had bought the unique eighteenth-century desk in a black-market auction a few months earlier. He always felt a surge of pride when seated behind it, knowing it had previously belonged to one of his all-time heroes.


Legrand turned his attention to the only modern item in the room, a black MacBook Pro, which sprang into life as soon as he flipped it open. When the security bar popped up, Legrand typed in a six-digit access code and the screen began to conform. He checked the time in the top right-hand corner which displayed a digital readout confirming it was 18.00.


A Zoom invite pinged to grab his attention and moments later a familiar face filled the sixteen-inch screen. As usual Legrand’s features remained anonymous, hidden behind a simple black background, with the letters HH centred in red. The murky image that stared back at him belonged to a like-minded right-wing collaborator, based seven thousand miles away in Buenos Aires. Carlos Salazar’s head resembled a floating beach ball perched on a muscular bulldog neck, with a close-shaven scalp and puffed-out red cheeks. His thin pale lips created an ugly slit across the bottom half of his face, which hardly widened when he talked. As usual the Argentine spoke in English, a second language for both men. His rasping voice sounded as though it were coming through a cheese grater.


‘Sir, we’ve moved fast since the security breach took place.’


‘Go on.’


‘We caught the two men involved. They were brothers. It’s clear they’d no way of breaking down the codes on the USB drive.’


Legrand’s left eyebrow formed a quizzical arch.


‘How can you be so sure?’


‘I supervised their interrogation personally. That’s how I know.’


‘And the drive is now back in your possession?’


Almost on cue, Salazar, who was sitting on a wooden stool in a dimly lit cellar, raised his right hand to reveal a blue USB drive, which he held close to the camera. Legrand exhaled a deep breath before replying.


‘One last thing, is there any chance they might have shown it to anybody else before you caught them?’


The Argentine had anticipated the question and answered a touch too eagerly.


‘Impossible, they would have told me during the interrogation, and besides they had it in their possession when we captured them.’


Salazar double blinked as he told the lie, a clear tell he prayed his boss had missed due to the lack of light on his face. Legrand said nothing before hitting the red leave button on the screen, ending the Zoom. Salazar licked his parched lips as he wondered whether the chief inspector and his black friend had managed to break the codes on the USB drive before his Asian assassin had retrieved it from Vargas’s Recoleta apartment.


Legrand eased back into the softness of his heavily padded antique chair and slowly closed his eyes. Salazar had just lied to him. However, that was not necessarily a problem, as the USB drive had been quickly and safely recovered. But two persistent questions began gnawing away at his brain. Why would his subordinate lie to him? What was he hiding?










Chapter Eight



Strasbourg, France


The Sikorsky S-92 helicopter gobbled up the miles as it cruised at two thousand feet, kissing the Parisian rooftops and heading directly east towards Strasbourg, the capital city of the Grand Est region of eastern France, formerly Alsace, and home to the European Parliament. The luxurious thirty-two-million-dollar aircraft needed less than two hours to complete the three-hundred-mile journey and, other than the two pilots, the only person on board was Legrand, who’d left his apartment just minutes after the conclusion of his Zoom call. He spent most of the journey firefighting emails from senior management figures inside his huge corporation, none of whom had any idea of their enigmatic boss’s destination.


The Sikorsky dropped down at speed through the leaden grey skies and landed in the gardens of an eighteenth-century château located in a remote woodland in the north-east of the small French city. The interior of the large property was completely out of keeping with the classical elegance and beauty of the exterior of the two-hundred-and-fifty-year-old structure. It was a massive open-plan, state-of-the-art hub, where highly skilled software analysts and top line editors were glued to their terminals, linked to banks of throbbing computers, spewing out the very latest technological data. The content being created by artificial intelligence was pure cutting edge and Legrand knew his team of coders were at least two years ahead of any commercial competitors in the marketplace. Even the Chinese, whom the US government believed were covertly leading the way in AI development, were miles off producing the level of output Legrand’s team were delivering.


He entered the château through the traditional French oak front doors, inset with pine panels, and immediately jumped three centuries, as he was greeted by a second set of eighteen-inch-thick reinforced steel doors that guarded the real entrance to the building’s interior. Two armed security guards stood either side of a small glass panel operated by an iris-scanning entry system. The biometric technology was a step ahead of retinal scanning and focused on the thin ring of colour around the pupil of each eye, which, like fingerprints, was totally unique to every individual. It was a system Legrand had championed despite its three-million-euro price tag, as for the media magnate, security inside the château was paramount.


Waiting to greet him inside was his head of operations, Sabine Moreau, who led him along a central aisle which threaded a route through the ground-floor complex, leading to an office tucked away in the far corner. Legrand stopped every few seconds to glance at the visual content being created on various screens, buoyed by what he was seeing. As soon as they entered Moreau’s office, he slid into a black leather chair positioned in front of a giant white screen and spoke for the first time since arriving.


‘Sabine, how are my babies coming along?’


Moreau picked up a remote from a nearby desk and fired it at a 6K projector fixed to the ceiling directly above her.


‘Monsieur Legrand, they’ve come a long way since your last visit. I’ve prepared a taster video and I don’t think you’ll be disappointed.’










Chapter Nine



Strasbourg, France


August 1944


The grandiose, curved red-brick façade of the iconic five-star Hôtel Maison Rouge stood majestically in the Place Kléber, the main square in the old centre of the German-occupied city of Strasbourg. On the evening of 10 August 1944 a small banqueting room on the lower ground floor played host to one of the most significant meetings of the Second World War; a clandestine summit that shaped events, post 1945, just as much as the celebrated peace conferences held at Potsdam and Yalta.


Unlike those historic meetings where world leaders met in public to carve up the map of post-war Europe, the handful of participants who met in secret at the eminent hotel in Strasbourg shared the same nationality – they were all German. There were six in total. Three were leading industrialists who between them owned every significant manufacturing and production plant inside Germany. They were joined by two banking barons: mega-rich financiers whose fortunes were intrinsically linked to the success or failure of the three businessmen sitting alongside them. They were all pragmatists who shared a common goal – the protection of their accumulated wealth that was being threatened by Germany’s inevitable defeat, which they knew was now just months away.


The ringmaster who’d summoned them to the private meeting was neither a businessman nor a banker and, despite their immense affluence and privilege, they were all cowed by the legend of the man who was without doubt the most intimidating figure in the Third Reich. He’d kept them waiting for almost an hour and, when he finally entered the private dining room, the illustrious cartel leapt out of their chairs like exuberant salmon, swimming upstream to ensure the future of their species. They proclaimed ‘Heil Hitler’ as they performed the Nazi salute in unison.


Heinrich Himmler acknowledged the greeting and swept across the burgundy carpet, taking his place at the head of the oval mahogany dining table. He removed his familiar pince-nez glasses and waved them in the air with his right hand, clutching them between his stubby figures. His pale grey piggy eyes glanced furtively around the room at his assembled guests who’d taken their places around the table, creating a horseshoe formation. The man who was universally credited with masterminding the Holocaust loved the threatening power of silence and often weaponised it as a tool for unnerving underlings. He assumed it would work just as well with some of Germany’s most powerful men as they knew he could have any of them arrested on a whim. Eventually he spoke and, as ever, his words were minimal and intimidating.


‘Gentlemen, you all know why you’re here. I assume everyone’s in agreement regarding the transfer of funds I requested?’


Otto Schultz, the owner of Berlin’s largest private bank, was seated directly to Himmler’s left and was the nominated spokesman for the group. The only one brave enough to raise a concern shared by them all.


‘Reichsführer, we have the bank codes and are ready to make the international transfers, but we do have a question. It concerns the proposed divisions of the monies: eighty-twenty seems a little high when you consider …’


The nervy banker failed to complete his sentence as Himmler let fly with a barrage of abuse, his eyes blazing like a pair of Bunsen burners.


‘You contemptible worm! You dare to question my orders?’


The SS gangster switched his gaze to the other four men who’d lowered their heads, eyes glued to the tabletop, and wishing, at that precise moment, they could be anywhere else in the world.


‘So, Schultz, you represent this pathetic bunch. Who amongst you wants to back him up?’


No one spoke, leaving the terrified banker hanging out to dry. Schultz tried to rescue the situation by asking a fresh question but as the words left his lips, he realised he’d made an even bigger mistake.


‘The Führer has always been very fair with us when it comes to funding the Reich. We only pay a fifty per cent tax to the government. Does he know anything about these new donations and percentages?’


Himmler rocked back in his chair and broke into a high-pitched laugh that could easily have come from a deranged hyena. His reply was laced with a mixture of irony and contempt.


‘My dear friend, our beloved Führer still labours under the mistaken belief our soldiers are going to produce a heroic victory on behalf of the Fatherland. Unfortunately, no one has passed that message on to the Russians in the East nor the Americans in the West.’


His voice now calmed to a monotone and was even more menacing.


‘The money is needed to fund a special project close to my heart – Die Spinne. You should be grateful I’m allowing you to keep twenty per cent for yourselves. By my calculation that still leaves you with a pot of well over two hundred million dollars to share out for your personal use.’


Himmler paused and turned back towards Schultz.


‘Perhaps I’m being far too generous. I know full well you’ve already squirrelled away millions of dollars from your personal funds to Swiss banks. So, as we’re discussing corporate money, I think we should move to a ninety-ten split. After all, I know how keen you are to help your fellow Germans disappear and begin new lives in faraway continents. Believe me, that doesn’t come cheap.’


Himmler knew his verbal onslaught had crushed the hint of revolt and he smiled to himself at the recognition that the failed rebellion had cost the pathetic businessmen millions of dollars. His final words were designed to assure them there was no going back on the deal. As ever he favoured the carrot and stick approach.


‘Remember, we must look at protecting your immediate future and that of generations to come – your children and grandchildren – which means planning for a Fourth Reich. The more senior Nazis we can set up under new identities in positions of influence and power around the world, the quicker that day will come.’


He paused for a moment for maximum impact before issuing a thinly veiled threat.


‘One last thing. My people have eyes and ears everywhere. Should any of you renege on our deal or attempt to discuss this arrangement directly with the Führer, you can be assured you’ll receive an intimate visit from senior officers of the Gestapo. Now, can one of you reprobates do something useful, like find the maître d’? All this talk of money has fuelled my appetite.’










Chapter Ten



Washington D.C., United States


Vargas and Hembury watched on as Berrettini mirrored the feed from his laptop on to a giant wall-mounted TV screen and immediately two head shots appeared side by side with their names written underneath.


‘So, the files on the USB drive are proving particularly challenging for our analysts to crack. We believe they contain a list of eight names in total. Six have been encoded by a superior level of AI we’ve never come across before. We don’t think they’re impenetrable but it’s going to take some time for our team to break them open. However, we’ve had a break with the other two.’


He paused for a moment to study the faces staring back at him. One belonged to a middle-aged man whose rugged features were dominated by a three-inch zigzag scar carved deep into the centre of his broad forehead. The other image featured a black-haired, olive-skinned woman in her early forties, whose green eyes appeared to sparkle, even though they formed part of a still image. Her heart-shaped lips gave way to the hint of an enigmatic smile which added a touch of mystery to her features.


‘Strangely, the names of these two politicians were encoded by a completely different AI operating system. It’s also state of the art but at least it’s one we’ve some knowledge of. So, two out of eight isn’t a bad start. The hairy one on the left is Jack Cook, treasurer for the Australian government and the other is Alessia Carrozza, the Italian minister of the interior. Both frontline players in their respective parties, tipped for great things. So why the hell are their names secretly embedded on a stolen drive?’


Vargas’s forehead creased up as he frowned.


‘Why indeed? And why did “knife girl” break into my flat to steal it?’


‘Another good question. Right now, my team are doing deep dives into their backgrounds, but early signs are they’re both kosher.’


Vargas downed his black coffee before asking a question that was also troubling Hembury.


‘Mike, earlier on you said you discovered something else on the drive?’


Berrettini took the cue.


‘Yep, and I think the best thing I can do is show it to you rather than talk about it.’


He clicked on his laptop mouse and moved the cursor on to a QuickTime movie identified on his desktop by the letters HH.


The photos of the two politicians disappeared and were replaced by a colour thumbnail image, which instantly animated. The video showed a man dressed in military uniform, sitting behind a large antique mahogany desk topped with a red leather inset, talking directly to camera. He was speaking in fluent German and English subtitles ran in sync across the bottom third of the picture.


Behind him was a plain white-plastered wall broken up by two Nazi flags, with the notorious black swastika against a blood-red background, which framed him perfectly. He was wearing a charcoal black, open-collared service tunic, decorated with white oak leaf wreaths, along with a red swastika armlet set just above above his left elbow. Underneath he wore a plain white shirt buttoned to the neck, accompanied by a thin black silk tie.


His high-pitched voice was monotonic with an edge of hysteria. Hembury and Vargas were genuinely unsettled by the content of the film show Berrettini had laid on, but ultimately it was the distinctive features on the face of the man in the video that startled them. He was soft-chinned and thin-lipped with a flimsy gossamer iron-grey moustache. His eyes were partially hidden behind a set of rimless pince-nez glasses, sitting below a prominent forehead, which blended into a thinning black hairline. It was a face from the history books, the face of a monster who’d died almost eighty years ago.


Berrettini could sense the discomfort in the room as it was apparent both men had recognised the former leader of the notorious Waffen-SS. He paused the video before closing his laptop.


‘Heinrich Himmler, the self-proclaimed architect of the Holocaust and the second most powerful man in the Nazi regime.’


Vargas nodded as he turned away from the screen.


‘Mike, I recognised him straight away. What threw me was the quality of the footage. I’ve only seen him in black and white before. Why would someone go to the trouble of colourising an old speech?’


‘That’s the problem, Nic, they didn’t. Only a handful of Himmler’s speeches were ever filmed and, believe me, the clip we’ve just been looking at wasn’t taken from any of them.’


The FBI deputy director paused for a few seconds to allow the shocking impact of his words to fully register before continuing.


‘The video runs for about eighteen minutes and here’s the thing. After the brief introduction which you’ve just seen, he focuses on contemporary geopolitics and references several political leaders, including Putin and Kim Jong Un. He even manages a dig at Trump. He references Die Spinne on two occasions and most of the content is about the strategic political influence of the Reich on international events: the Fourth Reich.’










Chapter Eleven



Washington D.C., United States


While Vargas and Hembury were occupied viewing the eighteen-minute clip in its entirety, two visitors entered the meeting room and were warmly greeted by Berrettini who ushered them to a pair of empty seats alongside him at the end of the table. Neither worked directly for the FBI but the deputy director had contacted them once he’d seen the contents of the USB drive.


Himmler’s speech had concluded with a reference to an upcoming UN climate conference, known as COP, where members from around the world would be gathering to negotiate the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions. He hailed it as a ‘golden opportunity to cement the emerging economic and political landscape the new Reich has worked so hard to achieve’.


Before Vargas or Hembury had time to catch their breath and react to the content of the astonishing video, Berrettini cut straight in with introductions.


‘Troy, Nic, I’d like you to meet two specialists in the field of deepfakes who can hopefully shed some light on the footage you’ve just seen. Spencer Devane heads up our National Counterintelligence and Security Center, while Barbara Starling runs SOCOM, a Special Operations Command unit, responsible for deep undercover operations, including internet deception campaigns. Although it’s not common knowledge, since July 2022 both organisations have kept small elite teams on site here at the Bureau working closely with some of our intelligence agents, specifically tasked with assessing online threats, particularly deepfakes.’


Starling was first out of the blocks.


‘Gentlemen, what you’ve just witnessed is a superb deepfake video of a man who committed suicide on 23 May 1945. I’d say without question it’s the best I’ve seen, and that fact alone is a matter of grave concern for the US government – especially for my department. Until a few hours ago, I believed our synthetic media technology was cutting edge, right up there with the Russians and close to the Chinese but, sadly, I’ve just been proven wrong.’


Starling was an imposing-looking woman – late forties, athletic build, oval-faced and brown-eyed with dead straight hair that was predominantly grey, a fact she didn’t bother to disguise with help from a bottle. Her notable family was dripping in military history. Her late father had been a four-star general in the Marine Corps and his only child, Barbara, was carrying on a tradition that scaled five generations. As head of a Special Ops unit, she wasn’t required to wear military uniform and was conservatively dressed in a sober navy two-piece cotton suit, with a white open-necked blouse beneath the jacket. She’d evidently no fondness for small talk and Vargas and Hembury hung on every word she uttered.


‘Ever since the emergence of the infamous deepfake Obama video back in April 2019, our department has spent hundreds of millions of dollars developing this controversial tech so we can apply it ourselves as an offensive weapon, should the need arise. Can you imagine the fallout we could cause if a video surfaced of Putin talking openly about the billions of roubles he’s stolen from the state. We in the West know it’s true but if the Russian people were to hear it directly from the horse’s mouth, it would seriously threaten his credibility, if not his entire regime.’


She paused for a moment to glance down at her iPhone to check on a WhatsApp alert and Hembury filled in the void.


‘What about the ethics? Surely, people have the right—’


Starling’s voice moved up an octave, as she shut him down.


‘Mr Hembury, there are no ethics in war and let’s be clear on this – as technology advances at a frightening pace, it’ll inevitably be used for harm as well as good. AI and the creation of believable deepfakes by our enemies is possibly the biggest live and current threat our country faces. We need the ability to fight fire with fire. A few years ago, one of our research scientists, a tech wizard, Ian J. Goodfellow, invented a deep-learning system called GAN, which stands for Generative Adversarial Network. It was revolutionary at the time as it combined two neural networks working together to create a synthetic copy of an image, which in this instance was a human face. A “generator” network created the fake and then a “discriminator” network attempted to detect if the image was real or not. This process was then repeated numerous times and, on each iteration, the two systems used the feedback to create a highly lifelike simulacrum of a human face – a deepfake.’


Starling could see by the three blank expressions staring back at her she’d totally lost her audience, so she decided to dumb down her analysis.


‘In layman’s terms, Goodfellow had created a new kind of software that, with the help of AI, generated human faces that were damned near perfect. At first there were subtle giveaways – a lack of regular blinking and wrongly angled shadows but, in recent times, most of those wrinkles have been ironed out and I’d say we are currently capable of creating a deepfake that is ninety-eight per cent believable. But, critically, it still has inherent flaws that tech experts who know what to look for can easily spot and therefore expose. For example, there are numerous tiny muscles around the lips that come into play when we speak and, to date, we’ve struggled to perfectly simulate how they work – so, often with a deepfake, the mouth is a giveaway.’


She paused for a second time, as she gathered her thoughts.


‘Getting back to the Himmler video, my senior tech analysts believe it’s the first example of a truly flawless deepfake. One that is one hundred per cent perfect – a Frankenstein’s monster that could fool the entire world. Imagine the potential threat of this technology being weaponised by one of our enemies if it were utilised on present-day politicians.’


Vargas and Hembury exchanged looks as Berrettini gestured to Devane to begin his briefing. His demeanour was far more relaxed than Starling’s, having honed his impressive people skills during the previous three years presenting intelligence reports directly to the President and his Cabinet. Devane’s perfectly tanned, child-like features made him difficult to age. His sandy blond hair spilled over his forehead, below which lay a penetrating set of cobalt blue eyes.


Vargas speculated to himself that if Devane hadn’t made it in national security, he could easily have cracked it as a Hollywood heartthrob. When he spoke, his Midwest Fargo-ish accent was unexpected but the intelligence chief who hailed from Minnesota was a smooth talker who, unlike his counterpart, didn’t get bogged down in technical data.


‘Guys, think of this episode as being a bit like the space race back in the sixties – only this time, based on what you’ve just seen, it appears we’ve lost. Right now, the scary thing is we haven’t a clue as to the identity of the people who’ve won and, what’s more, we’ve no idea what they’re planning to do next.’
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