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			Berlin, December 1939

			As Germany goes to war, the Nazis tighten their terrifying grip. Paranoia in the capital is intensified by a rigidly enforced blackout that plunges the city into oppressive darkness every night, as the bleak winter sun sets.

			When a young woman is found brutally murdered, Criminal Inspector Horst Schenke is under immense pressure to solve the case, swiftly. Treated with suspicion by his superiors for his failure to join the Nazi Party, Schenke walks a perilous line – for disloyalty is a death sentence.

			The discovery of a second victim confirms Schenke’s worst fears. He must uncover the truth before evil strikes again.

			As the investigation takes him closer to the sinister heart of the regime, Schenke realises there is danger everywhere – and the warring factions of the Reich can be as deadly as a killer stalking the streets . . .
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			Prologue

			Berlin, 19 December 1939

			The Christmas party had not long begun when Gerda Korzeny and her escort arrived at half past eight that evening. The snow was deep and they kicked the ice off their boots before stepping into the lobby and handing their coats and fur hats to a maid. Gerda removed her boots and placed them by the door before taking some Louis-heeled evening shoes from the bag she had brought with her and slipping them on. She examined herself in a mirror on the lobby wall. Smoothing down her cocktail dress, she reached up and brushed her brown hair lightly into place with her fingertips. She noticed her companion smiling behind her and pouted.

			‘That’s better,’ she said. ‘I feel more human now.’

			He grinned and took her elbow as he stepped up beside her. His black boots gleamed and in his neatly pressed uniform he cut an impressive figure.

			‘We make a handsome couple,’ she said, lifting a gloved hand to stroke his chin. ‘Too bad we’re not married. Not to each other, at least.’

			His smile faded and he steered her through to the large hall beyond. At least half the guests had already arrived; more than a hundred of the capital’s high society stood in clusters beneath the glittering chandelier that illuminated the voluminous space. White-jacketed waiters and aproned waitresses bearing trays of champagne glasses moved from group to group.

			Conversation and laughter echoed off the high walls as Gerda scanned the crowd looking for familiar faces. There were people from the film industry whom she knew from her years as a star of the UFA studio. Some were actors, like Emil Jannings, the portly man with the high forehead who was bellowing with laughter. There were also some directors she recognised, as well as producers, screenwriters and composers. Sadly, many of the more familiar faces had long since emigrated. Most to Hollywood, and some to other European nations, where their politics or religion were less likely to land them in trouble with the authorities.

			Besides the film people, there were artists and writers, leading figures from the world of sport and those wealthy Germans who acted as their patrons, such as Count Harstein, once a backer of the Silver Arrows motor-racing team. There were also many guests in the uniforms of the army, navy and air force, as well as those who represented branches of the ruling party. One of the latter, an SS officer, returned her gaze with a cold expression.

			Gerda turned towards her companion and muttered, ‘Dear God, that oily creature Fegelein is here. Do me a favour and keep him away from me.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Because, my dear Oberst Karl Dorner, he is a loathsome hypocrite who will take me to task for cheating on my husband in one breath and attempt to seduce me with the next. I’d rather not have to endure him tonight.’

			‘What would you like me to do about it?’

			‘If he causes me embarrassment, I would expect you to do the gallant thing and strike him down.’

			‘I am not sure if it would be wise for an army officer to punch one of Himmler’s favourites.’

			‘Then think of it as a gentleman teaching a lesson to an unscrupulous arriviste.’

			‘There was a time when I would do that happily,’ Dorner responded. ‘But the arrivistes rule Germany now and they are not inclined to allow their betters to forget it. But I will do what I can to keep him occupied.’

			Gerda smiled. ‘It’s only for an hour or so. Then we can leave. I have the key to a friend’s flat. He won’t be returning to Berlin until the new year, so the rest of the night will be ours alone.’

			The officer smiled as he took her hand and kissed it. ‘I will look forward to that.’ He felt her tremble beneath his touch.

			‘Wouldn’t you like to be with me every night, my love?’ She spoke softly so only he could hear. ‘Don’t we deserve that happiness?’

			He sighed. ‘We have talked about this. I told you, I am not going to divorce my wife until I can afford it. If you leave that dolt you are married to, he will give you nothing. What do you think we will live on then? Eh?’

			She glared back. ‘We will have each other. Isn’t that enough for you?’

			‘No. It isn’t. And it certainly isn’t enough for you. Not with your tastes. So why not let things stay as they are and we can enjoy what we do have?’

			‘But I want more than the occasional evening and afternoon with you. I want you. All I am to you is a good fuck. Isn’t that the truth?’

			He froze, and then smiled coldly. ‘Maybe you are not even that. But at least you are an easy fuck.’

			‘Bastard.’ She pulled away from him. ‘You think you’re the only man who wants me? You’ll see.’

			She strode towards a group of guests from the film industry and her face lit up in a brilliant smile as she called out a greeting. ‘Leni!’

			A woman dressed in a trouser suit, with shoulder-length dark hair and manly features, smiled back and opened her arms to welcome the new arrival. They exchanged kisses before Gerda greeted others she knew and was introduced to the few she did not.

			Dorner watched her for a moment from the edge of the hall before he made for two officers standing by the bottom of the wide staircase that climbed up to a gallery overlooking the hall.

			He nodded to them as he approached. One was the aide he worked alongside at his office in the Abwehr, Germany’s military intelligence. The other man, General von Tresckow, wore the red collar tabs of a general staff officer. Even though he was not yet forty, his hair had receded, marring his otherwise handsome features.

			‘Good evening, sir.’ Dorner bowed his head slightly.

			‘Dorner, good to see you again,’ von Tresckow replied. ‘Tell me, I recognise that woman’s face. The one you arrived with.’

			‘I imagine you did, sir. She’s an actress. Or at least she was. Gerda retired from the film industry some years ago.’

			‘Ah! That Gerda! But I thought she was a blonde.’

			‘She was back then. But brown is her natural colour.’

			The general stared towards the group, which had now arranged itself around Gerda as she began to exert her magnetic charm over her audience. ‘Blonde or brunette, she is a fine-looking woman. Lucky you.’

			‘Yes, lucky me.’ Dorner raised his glass, took a sip and stepped in between his superior and Gerda before he continued. ‘So, General, after Poland, what has the general staff got planned for the Western Front?’

			Von Tresckow laughed and wagged his finger. ‘I am not at liberty to give any details, my friend. But let’s just say our French and British friends are in for a shock when the time comes . . .’

			The general began to extol the superiority of German arms and tactics over those of the enemy, but Dorner’s attention wavered as his thoughts returned to Gerda. It was not enough that she was there to warm a bed for him when his lust demanded satisfaction. He was a jealous man, and could not tolerate the idea of sharing her with anyone else. It was true that they were both married, but she had assured him that she no longer slept with her husband, a Nazi lawyer. For his part, Dorner had married young to a pleasant girl from a family who owned a large estate below the Harz mountains. But she had proved to be dull. Certainly compared to a former film star like Gerda. And there was the problem. He could choose the comforts of his wife’s wealth, or the sophistication of Gerda. But he wanted both.

			As more guests arrived, the hall became crowded and it was difficult to hold a conversation over the swelling din. Music started playing from a gramophone in the gallery, an upbeat number by a former cabaret singer still tolerated by the party. At length the general exhausted his shop talk, and his voice, and moved off to get another drink.

			Dorner’s aide rolled his eyes. ‘I thought he’d never finish. The man has no idea what social gatherings are for. Who invited him?’

			‘I have no idea, Schumacher. But I do not intend to let him bore me any further. If he comes back, keep him occupied. There’s someone I need to speak to.’

			‘Your friend Gerda? If were you, I’d not leave it too late.’ Schumacher nodded behind his superior.

			Dorner turned, and his eyes quickly fixed on the far side of the hall, where several couples were dancing to the music. Gerda was amongst them, her arms around a slender young man in a velvet jacket, their bodies pressed close together. She looked over the man’s shoulder at Dorner and kissed her dancing partner on the neck. He held her closer still and his right hand slipped from her shoulder to her waist.

			‘Damn her . . .’ Dorner growled. He thrust his empty glass at his aide and strode through the crowd towards her. Pulling her away from the man, he grabbed her by the arms and leaned to speak into her ear. Her dancing partner stood two paces away, uncertain how to react. As the pair continued their tense exchange, he backed away and returned to the large crowd of guests from the film industry. A moment later, Gerda tore herself free and hurried towards the lobby. Dorner glared after her before following.

			At the same time, von Tresckow returned to the bottom of the stairs, champagne bottle in one hand and glass in the other. ‘Oh, where’s Dorner gone? I had more I wanted to tell him.’

			‘I think he has decided to leave early, sir.’ Schumacher lifted his glass in the direction of the lobby, and both men watched as Gerda put on her coat and changed back into her boots. Dorner addressed her earnestly, but she shrugged off his attempt to take her hand and turned to open the door. Dorner clenched his fists and snatched up his coat and hat before setting off after her, leaving a footman to close the door behind them.

			‘What was that about?’ asked von Tresckow.

			‘I’m not sure, sir.’ Schumacher raised his glass and took a sip. ‘But I’d say there’s trouble brewing tonight . . .’

			Gerda broke into a run to put some distance between her and Dorner as he emerged from the house. Her boots crunched over a thin layer of fresh snow that had fallen while they had been at the party. The sky was clear and stars glinted sharply against a velvet blackness.

			‘Wait!’ he called. ‘What do you think you are doing? Gerda!’

			She heard his footsteps as he followed at a quick stride. She had reached the end of the street when he took her arm, forcing her to stop and turn to face him. She saw the anger in his expression as his lips pressed into a thin line.

			‘How dare you humiliate me like that?’ he muttered in a quiet voice laced with fury. She could smell the brandy on his breath.

			She gave a bitter laugh. ‘How dare I? Who the hell do you think you are? I offered you my heart. I said I would give up everything to be with you. You led me to believe you felt the same way.’

			‘I never promised you anything.’

			She stared back at him and shook her head sadly. ‘Karl, you are nothing more than a liar and a cheat. Just like most of the men I have ever known. You seduced me and encouraged me to make plans for a future you never intended to share. I despise you—’

			He moved so quickly that the blow caught her by surprise. The back of his hand smashed into her cheek and jarred her neck. White sparks jumped before her eyes and she staggered, tasting blood in her mouth.

			‘You bastard . . .’

			He froze, seemingly aghast at his loss of control. His expression twisted a moment before he shook his head. ‘Gerda . . . forgive me.’

			‘Keep away from me!’ she cried, retreating. She raised a gloved hand and stabbed a finger at him. ‘It’s over. We’re finished, you hear?’

			‘No, my love. It’s not over.’ He advanced on her with a pained smile, arms wide to embrace her. ‘I’m so sorry. Forgive me.’

			‘No! You come any closer and I’ll scream blue murder. I mean it. And when people come, I’ll say you attacked me. Tried to molest me.’

			He paused in alarm. ‘You wouldn’t.’

			‘Try it and see,’ she said defiantly. ‘Then all Berlin will know what kind of a man you are.’

			‘Please. Don’t.’

			Gerda looked at him with contempt, then took a few paces back before turning and walking quickly in the direction of the nearby station at Papestrasse to take the most direct route home now that she was not with Dorner. Her heart was beating fast and her cheek smarted from the blow she had received. If it left a bruise, she was going to have to think of a way to explain it to her husband when she returned home. Not that he was averse to subjecting her to his own bruising treatment, she reflected bitterly.

			There was no sound of anyone following her, no cry from her lover to ask her to stop and change her mind. With every step, her resentment at Dorner’s lack of willingness to fight for her grew. Even as she had berated him, she had half hoped he would try to talk her round. In truth, she wanted to be with him. Only him. And she needed him to want her in return. Which was why she had tried to provoke his jealousy at the party.

			She continued along the wide avenue that led towards the station, occasionally passing other pedestrians still abroad on this freezing night; dark figures, hunched into their coats, picked out against the dull loom of the snow and ice. As she neared the entrance to the station, she saw the red flare of a cigarette in the shadow of the arched gateway of a trader’s yard. Instinctively she tried to give the smoker a wide berth. Then a husky voice addressed her.

			‘How much?’

			She ignored him and quickened her pace. There was still nearly a hundred metres to go before she reached the station, and with a surge of panic, she realised there was no one else in sight on either side of the street. She cursed Dorner for not coming after her.

			There was a faint cough from behind, and she glanced back and saw the dim glow of the cigarette tip as the man eased himself out of the shelter of the arch and began to follow her. She lengthened her stride, but when she was halfway to the station, she looked again and saw that he had closed in. Fear gripped her, and she broke into a run as she saw a man in a uniform emerge from the station’s entrance.

			‘Hey!’ she called out, waving her arm as she ran. ‘You there!’

			The uniformed man stepped into the street to meet her. She could see he was a railway conductor.

			‘Miss? What’s the matter with you?’

			‘There’s a man.’ She pointed back down the pavement. But there was no one there, not even the telltale glow of the cigarette.

			‘What man?’ asked the conductor.

			‘He was there. Following me.’

			‘I can’t see anyone.’ The conductor stared at her. ‘Are you sure, miss?’

			‘I . . .’ Gerda breathed deeply. ‘Never mind. It doesn’t matter.’

			‘Don’t worry, miss,’ he chuckled. ‘It’s easily done on a dark night. People imagine all sorts of things. Believe me.’

			‘I didn’t imagine it,’ she snapped. ‘Excuse me.’

			She brushed past him into the station and made for the waiting room on the platform for the Anhalter-bound trains. The remains of a fire smouldered in the iron grate and the room was pleasantly warm. The only other occupants were a fat man in working clothes and a thin, frail-looking woman whom Gerda took to be his wife. They exchanged a brief nod, but no words. Every few moments, Gerda glanced out of the window onto the platform, but there was no sign of the man who had followed her.

			After ten minutes, her train drew into the station and the three of them emerged from the waiting room. As the others boarded the second-to-last carriage, Gerda made for the rearmost and settled into a seat facing the back of the train. A few doors slammed, a whistle sounded and the train jerked into motion. As it clanked out of the station and into the night, passing through the blacked-out suburbs of Berlin, Gerda settled in her seat and lifted the edge of the carriage’s blind to peer into the darkness. She was furious with Dorner, and vowed to win him back or else avenge her wounded pride.

			There was a click and a blast of cold air before the door linking the carriages closed again. She released the edge of the blind and turned to see that a man had entered the carriage and was approaching her. Her eyes widened in recognition. ‘You . . .’
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			Chapter One

			20 December 1939

			The couple, who appeared to be in their late forties, sat slumped in their chairs in front of the stove in the larger of the two rooms of their apartment. They had been dead for days, and the skin of their faces was white, with a dull marble sheen like pearl. Both were almost naked, stripped to a grimy vest and slip. The rest of their clothing was strewn around the plain wooden chairs. There were only ashes in the stove and the cast iron was icy to the touch. The air in the room had already been below freezing when the first policeman on the scene kicked the door open. It had become colder when the window had been hurriedly opened to disperse any toxic fumes that still lingered in the small apartment.

			Sergeant Kittel stood beside the stove. Despite his buttoned-up greatcoat, gloves and muffler, he was cold, and stamped his boots to keep some warmth in his feet. He was impatient as well, and every few minutes he pulled out a pocket watch and glanced at the hands. The only sound in the room was the ticking of a clock on a narrow shelf beside the stove. The noises from the street were muted by the thick snow on the ground. He could hear the exchanges of the other residents of the apartment block on the stairs and landing outside the front door. With a sigh of steamy breath, he crossed to the opening leading into the narrow hall and passed through the apartment’s door with the shattered splinters where the lock had once been. Two more policemen stood outside the entrance to the apartment, and beyond them Kittel could see a huddle of curious faces on the landing.

			‘Denicke! Clear those rubbernecking fools away! There is nothing to see here.’ He made to turn away and stopped. ‘No, wait. Keep the concierge back. The rest of them should go home and keep themselves warm.’

			The policeman nodded, but before he could carry out his orders, his superior spoke again. ‘Any sign of the criminal investigators yet?’

			‘No, sir.’

			‘Hmm.’ Kittel growled irritably. He turned to the other uniformed policeman. ‘Get down to the entrance and keep an eye out. As soon as the Kripo officer gets here, bring him straight up. Before we all freeze to death.’

			As Denicke drew his truncheon and waved the small crowd back, his colleague squeezed past the people on the landing and made his way down the four flights of stairs to the ground floor. Kittel set his expression in a hard glare as he defied the other tenants to tarry on the landing, and was gratified to see that none dared meet his eye as they turned away and made their way back to their apartments. It was good to see them respond so meekly to authority. The power of the state must be unquestioned if victory in the war was to be assured.

			Not like the last time, the sergeant reflected. He had served the last two years of the Great War before returning to the political chaos that had seized Berlin. Reds rioting on the streets, demanding revolution. Well, the soldiers returning from the front had soon put an end to that nonsense. He had been part of the armed gangs that had taken on the communists and clubbed and gunned them down to restore order to the capital. There would be no stab in the back this time. Besides, the new war was already as good as over. Poland had been crushed, and it was only a matter of time before France and Britain saw the futility of another conflict when the cause of it no longer existed. Poland had disappeared, swallowed up by Germany and her Russian ally. Though if the French and the British did decide to fight on, then victory for the Fatherland was far from certain.

			Kittel shrugged dismissively and rubbed his hands together. Whatever course of action the governments of Europe decided, for now a state of war existed. It was the duty of every official in Germany to ensure that discipline was maintained.

			As he returned to the living room, he looked over the humble dwelling. The apartment was typical of the kind inhabited by the poorer working families in the Pankow district. There was a living space with a tiny kitchen leading off. A bathroom with a toilet and tin tub. Two bedrooms. The larger had just enough space for two single beds, which were neatly made up. On the same shelf as the clock was a photograph in a silver frame of the couple, seated with a pair of young men in uniform standing behind them. All four wore expressions of formal solemnity typical of such family portraits.

			For a moment the sergeant’s heart softened as he spared a thought for the two soldiers who would soon receive a telegram informing them of their parents’ death. Such was the irony of the time that they had gone to face the perils of bullet, shell and bomb and remained unscathed, while their kin at home had died.

			The only other framed pictures in the apartment were of a simple log cabin set against a backdrop of snow-clad mountains, and the ubiquitous portrait of the Führer, hand on hip and inclined forward as he stared inscrutably out of the image.

			Kittel heard a car drawing up in the street. He crossed to the open window and saw the black roof and bonnet of one of the police pool cars reserved for officers. The front passenger door swung out and a man in a dark grey coat and black felt hat eased himself onto the cleared pavement. He bent to say something to the driver, then closed the door and turned to look up at the apartment block, revealing a slender face. His gaze met that of the sergeant. The policeman waiting at the entrance approached, and the new arrival lowered his head to acknowledge the salute made to him. He was waved towards the entrance of the block and both men strode across the pavement and disappeared from view.

			It took longer for the Kripo officer to climb the stairs than Kittel had anticipated, and he noticed as the criminal investigator crossed the landing and entered the apartment that he had a slight limp. His breathing was laboured too. Like the other policemen, he was wearing a thick coat, scarf, hat and gloves, but there was a businesslike directness to his demeanour as he took out the chain lanyard from around his neck and presented his metal badge. One side depicted an eagle perched on a swastika and surrounded by a wreath of oak leaves. The reverse carried the word Kriminalpolizei and the bearer’s identity number.

			‘Criminal Inspector Schenke, Pankow precinct,’ the new arrival announced, giving a curt nod. The sergeant responded in kind as he weighed the other man up. The inspector was wide-shouldered though his body, through the thick coat, seemed lean. His slender face could have belonged to a man aged anywhere between his mid twenties and forty.

			‘Sergeant Kittel, Heinesdorf station.’

			‘You’ve picked a cold morning to call me out, Sergeant.’ Schenke smiled thinly, suggesting that he was not without humour. ‘But then with this weather, every morning is cold.’

			Winter had hit Berlin hard. The temperature had dropped below freezing a week earlier and continued to fall in the days that followed. The bitter weather had been accompanied by a severe blizzard that had covered the city in over twenty centimetres of snow. Already some of the newspapers were reporting that it was set to be one of the coldest winters for many decades. Bad at the best of times, thought Schenke, but with a war on, the hard winter added to the challenges of rationing, scarcity of coal and the blackout that consumed the city once the sun had set.

			From late afternoon until the following dawn, the streets were swallowed up by the night, and Berliners were forced to grope their way to their destinations. Aside from the inconvenience, there was the danger of collision with vehicles, tripping on the kerb or falling down stairs. The darkness, however, provided opportunities for some; prostitutes, for example, were less likely to draw the attention and opprobrium of the police or Hitler Youth patrols. It also allowed cover for more sinister activities. Robberies, assault and murders had increased significantly since the start of the war only four months earlier. Every night the capital became a dark and dangerous place, and those who ventured onto the streets glanced warily about them for fear of the violence that might strike at them from any alley or sheltered doorway.

			‘What do we have here? All I was told was that you have some bodies.’

			‘Yes, sir. Two. Rudolf and Maria Oberg. Through there.’ Kittel stood aside to allow the inspector to enter the living room, then followed him inside. They took position either side of the stove and faced the corpses. Schenke looked from one to the other, then at the clothes on the floor and the rest of the small room.

			‘What information do you have so far?’

			The sergeant took out his notebook and fumbled with his gloved fingers to open it before he spoke from his jottings.

			‘A neighbour came to the station yesterday to report that Oberg had not been at work for the last week. Both men are on the same shift at the Siemens plant. The neighbour’s wife is the concierge. I have her waiting outside. She knocked on the door yesterday but got no response, so her husband came to see us. The station chief sent me and the boys out first thing this morning to follow up. When we didn’t get any answer, we tried the door and found it locked. I gave the order to break in. We found the Obergs as you see them now.’

			Schenke leaned forward to inspect the bodies more closely. ‘And you decided to involve Kripo? Because?’

			Kittel raised an eyebrow and gestured towards the garments strewn over the floor. ‘If that ain’t suspicious, then what is, sir? Who takes their clothes off in temperatures like this?’

			‘Quite. Was the window open when you entered the room?’

			‘No. It was off the latch but frozen in the frame. Needed a push to free it. My first thought was that they might have been overcome by fumes from the stove. There’s been more than a few such deaths reported since winter started.’

			Schenke glanced at him. ‘But . . . ?’

			‘But their skin is mostly white, and there are signs of frostbite on the fingers and feet. If it had been fumes, there would be a red flush to their cheeks, sir.’

			‘Quite so.’ The inspector squatted between the two chairs and examined the woman first. Her hair was dark and tied back in a bun, and she sat hunched, so that small rolls of skin formed under her jaw. Her eyes were closed and her expression was peaceful, as if she had fallen asleep. The husband, by contrast, sat drawn up, his thin arms clasped tightly around his bare knees. His face was contorted, lips drawn back in a grimace, eyes clenched shut. A fringe of grey hair ran around his crown, and there was a cut and a streak of dry blood at the back of his head.

			‘If it wasn’t fumes, then what do you think happened here, Kittel?’

			Kittel shifted uneasily.

			Schenke could see the man’s discomfort and had no wish to make it any harder for him to consider a difficult line of inquiry. It was a policeman’s duty to think through all possibilities. ‘Spit it out, man.’

			‘It could be a burglary. There are still some gypsies in Berlin, sir. And you know what they’re like. Vermin. There’s a local gang operating out of the old Siemens depot. We’re constantly dealing with the thieving bastards. There have been many burglaries, and assaults, since the blackout started, sir.’

			‘Very true,’ Schenke said. Kripo had been instructed to help crack down on burglaries. The orders had come from Heydrich himself. The newly appointed head of the Reich Main Security Office was keen to prove to the people that the regime would enforce law and order efficiently and ruthlessly. ‘And you think that perhaps the burglars came across the couple, killed them and left them like this. Why do you think the victims have been stripped?’

			‘I wouldn’t like to say, sir.’

			‘No? If our burglars were not simply here for whatever pitiful possessions they could take from this apartment, and they had more sinister motives, you would expect the woman to be undressed, right? But not the husband.’

			Kittel nodded.

			The inspector took off his hat and smoothed down his light brown hair. It was easier for Kittel to judge his age now – early thirties, he decided. His hair was not cropped short in the fashion of those who served in the army or the SS, but neatly cut to a conventional length. He had a broad brow that made his dark eyes seem as if they were deeper-set than they were. A narrow nose led to slightly downturned lips. He replaced his hat and gestured towards the Obergs. ‘It is not always the case that sex attackers just target the female, Sergeant. We must keep an open mind, eh?’

			‘If you say so, sir.’

			Schenke folded his arms and thought for a moment. ‘We have two dead bodies, in a state of undress, and this wound on the head of the man.’

			‘Which might have been inflicted in a struggle with the gypsies, or whoever it was that did this.’

			‘Possibly,’ Schenke conceded. ‘Though it’s hardly fatal, and not even incapacitating. The scalp is torn, but there’s almost no bruising. See?’ He looked closely at the wound and then around the room, pointing to the floor beneath the shelf on which sat the clock and the silver-framed family portrait. ‘There’s a few drops of blood there.’

			He stepped closer and examined the worn wooden edge at the corner of the shelf. A dark smudge drew his attention and he picked up a discarded shirt and rubbed the cloth on the wood. It came away with a dark red smear. ‘More blood.’

			He straightened up. ‘Let’s see what light the concierge can throw on matters. Bring her in.’

			‘Sir?’ Kittel hesitated. ‘Bring a member of the public into a crime scene?’

			‘We haven’t yet established that this is a crime scene. That might change depending upon what the concierge has to say.’

			As Kittel left the room, the inspector went to the window and examined the latch. It was old and worn and the lug was loose in the frame so it took three attempts before he managed to secure the window. Through the smeared glass he looked up at the grey sky, streaked with trails of smoke from the chimneys of those who still had stocks of coal to burn. Beneath the haze, the roofs and streets of the capital lay under a thick layer of snow that would have filled his heart with joy were it not for the war and the two bodies in the room behind him.

			‘Sir. Frau Glück.’

			Schenke moved away from the window and the light fell upon the bodies. The elderly woman raised a hand to her lips. ‘Sweet Jesus, save us!’

			Schenke watched her reaction for a moment before he was satisfied her shock was natural. He stood behind the dead man as he addressed her. ‘I am afraid salvation is too late for some . . . You are the concierge of this building?’

			She continued to stare at the corpses, eyes wide as she trembled. From cold or shock it was not possible for the inspector to decide. Most likely both, he surmised.

			‘Frau Glück?’ He raised his voice a fraction and she tore her gaze away from the bodies and nodded.

			‘How well do you know the Obergs? As friends? Passing neighbours?’

			She swallowed as she replied. ‘We stopped to talk from time to time. I keep a close eye on who comes and goes here. My husband is the block warden for this street. It’s our business to keep an eye on people.’

			‘Indeed.’ Schenke dealt with minor party officials regularly. They were a useful source of information. They were also nosy and inclined to use their limited influence to settle scores with neighbours who got on their wrong side. His instinctive dislike of such snoopers was fuelled by his ongoing difficulties with his own block warden, a municipal engineer who had become a Nazi only two years ago and was doing his best to make up for the delay in joining through fervid devotion to the ideals of the party. Despite Schenke’s distaste for the block warden system, he conceded that it had its uses as far as supplying the police with information. ‘I understand your husband worked with Oberg?’

			‘Yes . . . That is to say that Herr Oberg worked for my husband.’ She stiffened her back slightly. ‘He is the shift overseer, you know. That’s why he noticed the absence of one of his men.’

			‘And yet it took some days before he did anything about it. A delay that might have saved two lives.’

			She opened her mouth, ready to protest, and was met with a glare from the inspector’s dark brown eyes. She looked down. ‘My husband is a busy man. He has responsibilities. He can’t be expected to keep an eye on everyone.’

			‘But that is precisely his responsibility as block warden.’ Schenke breathed in slowly and let the woman stew in her discomfort. ‘Let’s hope Herr Glück takes better care of his flock in future. Did the Obergs have disagreements with neighbours? Or anyone else in the street? Anyone who might have borne a grudge?’

			‘Not that I know of. They kept to themselves most of the time. They moved into the block fifteen years ago with their sons. Such nice boys, I thought. Always polite and respectful. They’ll be devastated.’

			‘I imagine they will.’ Schenke clasped his hands behind his back. ‘That will be all for now. If there’s anything else we need to ask you, we will contact you. Thank you for your cooperation, Frau Glück.’

			She looked at him with a mixture of surprise and disappointment, and was about to speak when he gave a curt nod towards the apartment’s entrance. ‘You may go.’

			Sergeant Kittel waited until he heard her footsteps descending the stairs before he spoke. ‘Sir, surely there’s more we can get out of that one?’

			‘What exactly? If anyone who looked suspicious had entered the building she’d have come straight out with it and told us. I know her type. She’s nosy enough to know the business of everyone in the street. I am certain that she can’t help us any further. Besides, there’s been no crime here.’

			Kittel’s bushy eyebrows shot up and he gestured towards the man’s body. ‘Sir, if it wasn’t the fumes that killed them, then what? Murder, I say. This is the work of some sick, degenerate pervert. That’s why I put the call in to Kripo. That’s why you’re here.’ He continued with a faint sneer. ‘You’re supposed to be the smart-arses. The ones who know better than the rest of us. If you can’t see a crime when there’s evidence of one right under your nose, then what good are you to the police force, and to the Reich?’

			Schenke forced himself not to react. Most of the officers and men of Kripo still regarded themselves as professionals who were above politics. It was an attitude that did not endear them to the many in the capital’s police force who supported the party and its leader. Since they had come to power, the National Socialists had set about getting rid of those police officers who failed to embrace their ideology. But Kripo’s expertise and experience was hard-won, and its officers had proved more difficult to replace. That said, even the legendary abilities of their former commander, Dr Bernard Weiss, had not been enough to save him. The fact that he was a Jew outweighed all his brilliance and the long list of successes he had enjoyed against the capital’s criminals. Now Schenke found himself confronted by one of the party’s supporters. The kind of man who sneered at intellectuals and took satisfaction in seeing their ideals crushed by the new regime. It would be best not to confront Kittel’s politics. It would be better to simply pull rank.

			‘Sergeant, you forget yourself. I am your superior and you will respect that. I will not tolerate insubordination from any man. And I tell you now that no crime has been committed.’ He turned to the bodies. ‘You are correct that their deaths were not caused by fumes. But you are wrong in every other respect. There is no sign of burglary. Not one hint of any search for valuables. And one of the first things a thief would have taken is the photograph frame. No, not the Führer. That silver one next to the clock. There is no evidence of any assault.’

			Kittel snorted. ‘But the cut to the head . . .’

			‘. . . is the result of a fall. No doubt caused when Herr Oberg was in a delirious state before his death. Perhaps when he was tearing his clothes off.’

			‘Now you are talking utter nonsense, Inspector. What kind of person would take off their clothes in the middle of this freezing weather?’

			‘Someone who is dying from hypothermia.’ Schenke looked from one body to the other with pity in his expression. ‘They died from the cold. There’s no fuel for the stove. It’s likely they had burned the last of their coal some days before. Look at the window latch there; it’s useless. I dare say it’s been swinging open and shut for some time. It’s probable that Oberg tried to secure the window when he was in a confused state thanks to the cold. Sometimes, not long before the end, the dying feel they are burning up and so they strip. Of course, it only hastens the end, as it did here. And if the temperature stays this low for much longer, we will be seeing more of these cases.’

			He drew himself up and nodded. ‘It was the cold, Sergeant. Not thieves, or gypsies. Just the cold. This is not a job for Kripo. You’ll have to write the report. And next time, I hope you’ll think twice before you call us out.’

			He inclined his head in farewell and the policeman stepped back to let him pass, shaping to raise his arm. ‘Heil . . .’

			But Schenke had already strode off, quickening his pace to avoid any exchange of the salute the party had introduced. It had always struck him as cheaply theatrical, like so many of the trappings of national socialism that strove to achieve drama and spectacle to excite their followers.

			As he made his way down the stairs, he frowned. By the time he returned to his office at the precinct, over two hours would have been wasted. Time he could have spent dealing with the ongoing investigation into a ring of ration coupon forgers. All because the sergeant wanted a fresh excuse to target those gypsies who remained in the district.

			At the bottom of the stairs, he passed the open door of the concierge’s apartment. Frau Glück stood on the threshold. He touched the brim of his hat and stepped out into the bright street.

			Even though the sky was overcast, the glare of the snow caused him to wrinkle his eyes. The driver had left the engine running, against fuel-saving regulations, in order to keep the car’s heater going. Schenke slipped into the passenger seat without comment, grateful for the heat inside the vehicle. As the driver put the Opel into gear, the inspector took one last look at the grey facade of the apartment block. The concierge had emerged from her doorway to stand at the entrance, and their eyes met. He could not be sure, but he thought there was a touch of guilt in her expression. As well there should be. A terrible winter had come to Berlin. It was the duty of all the capital’s inhabitants to look out for each other in the freezing days to come. If nothing else had been achieved in this pointless diversion, Schenke hoped that Frau Glück and her husband would take better care of their neighbours.

			‘Back to the precinct, sir?’

			‘Yes. And take it slowly. There’s ice on the streets.’

			There was no sense in adding fresh names to the list of victims claimed by this harshest of winters, thought Schenke. No sense at all.
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			Chapter Two

			The Kripo section at the Pankow precinct had a modest staff of less than ten men under Schenke’s command, four of whom were still in training or serving out their probation period before they qualified. There were also two women, whose duties included dealing with children and vulnerable females involved in investigations. In normal circumstances there would have been another six investigators, but the exigencies of war had demanded the transfer of men away from peacetime duties. The section’s offices were on the top floor of the precinct building, overlooking the yard containing garages, workshops, storerooms and a small barrack block. It was up three flights of stairs, and Schenke grimaced as he made the climb, favouring his bad leg. Although it was over six years since the motor-racing accident that had nearly killed him, his left knee was still stiff and painful, especially during the cold, damp winter months. Although he could walk without difficulty, climbing stairs or any attempt to run more than a hundred metres caused a shooting pain in the joint. It was enough to render him unfit for military service.

			That was a cause of shame to him, since many of his colleagues had been drafted into the forces to serve Germany in the recent war with Poland. With luck, peace would soon return to the continent, the men would resume their old occupations and Schenke would no longer have to be conscious of his failure to contribute to the Reich’s war effort.

			He paused at the top of the stairs, glanced down the corridor to make sure he was alone and bent over to massage the muscles around the knee, easing the stiffness and pain. Straightening, he made himself stride to the entrance of Kripo’s offices, and entered a room ten metres in length by four. Desks were arranged on either side, paired face to face. On the wall opposite the door was a line of windows, the glass covered in condensation and patches of ice on the inside. Noticeboards hung along the side wall. Less than half his staff were at their desks, and they looked up as he entered. The rest were out on duty. In other branches of the police force they would have stood up for a superior officer, but the men and women belonging to Kripo were plain-clothes professionals and were content to eschew such formalities and get on with the job.

			His second in command, Sergeant Hauser, a veteran policeman of nearly thirty years, turned his chair to face Schenke. He was sturdily built from his days boxing in the army, and his cropped hair looked like a sprinkling of pepper across the crown of his head.

			‘Got a new case for us, sir?’

			Schenke shook his head. ‘Thankfully not, Hauser. Nothing suspicious. Almost a complete waste of time, in fact.’

			‘Almost?’

			‘It gave me the chance to teach one of the uniformed boys not to waste our time.’

			Hauser smiled. There was always an edge to relations between criminal investigators and the beat police known as Orpo.

			Schenke took off his coat and folded it over his arm but kept his hat and scarf in place. ‘Any news from the technical lab about the ration coupons we found at the Oskar warehouse?’

			‘Sure.’ Hauser turned to his desk and reached for a buff folder. ‘This came in while you were out. I’ve only had time to look at the summary. But it makes for interesting reading.’

			‘Bring it through to my office. I’ll have a look over some coffee.’ Schenke caught the eye of the most junior member of the section, a chubby youth with slicked-back blond hair. ‘Brandt!’

			The young man stood up. ‘Sir?’

			‘Coffee for me and Hauser. Right away.’

			Brandt nodded and hurried out of the office towards the staff room at the end of the corridor.

			‘You always pick on the kid. Why not ask one of the girls?’ Hauser muttered.

			‘He’s fresh out of Charlottenberg and needs to pay his dues. Like you and I both did.’

			Schenke glanced towards the two desks where his female officers sat. Frieda Echs was in her mid forties and solidly built. She wore her brown hair in a short, almost manly cut. Opposite her sat Rosa Mayer, ten years younger, with blonde hair and the kind of finely structured face that made her look like a film star. Plenty of men in the precinct had tried to win her affection, but she had rebuffed any advances by saying she had a suitor who worked in Reichsführer Himmler’s private office. Whether she was telling the truth or not, it served to ensure she was never troubled more than once by the same man.

			‘Besides,’ he continued, ‘Frieda and Rosa have earned their place in our little world here at Pankow. Until Brandt completes his probation, he makes the coffee.’

			Hauser shrugged his heavy shoulders and ran a large hand over his head. ‘That’s not how it was back in the day.’

			‘Then chalk up a win for progress, my friend. Let’s have a look at this report.’

			Schenke led the way through the room to the glassed-in cubicle at the far end, nodding a greeting to the officers he passed along the way. A neat brass plate with his rank and name inscribed in a gothic style was screwed to the door frame. He opened the door. There was a bookcase and a filing cabinet against the wall opposite the window; in between was his desk, a battered and worn-looking relic from the previous century. He had been offered a replacement when he took up the post, but had declined, preferring to keep the old one. It was large, solid and redolent of tradition and good service; somehow reassuring and imposing. Because of its size, there was barely enough room for the two chairs for visitors set to the right of the door.

			Behind the desk, a portrait of the Führer in a gleaming black frame stared down the length of the section’s office. Unlike the desk, it had not been a feature of the office during the time of Schenke’s predecessor. It had been hung there shortly after Schenke’s arrival, on the orders of the precinct commander, a corpulent man who had been appointed out of loyalty to the party rather than any proven competence. Schenke had left the picture in place and tried to ignore it, taking some pleasure at having his back turned to the Führer.

			Pausing to hang his coat on a hook and slip off his leather gloves, he sat in his chair and waved Hauser to one of the others.

			‘So, what have the lab boys got for us?’

			Hauser set the folder down and slid it across to his superior. Flipping the cover open, Schenke quickly read the summary, then leafed through the following pages. As he got to the end, there was a tap at the door and he looked up to see Brandt on the other side of the glass, a steaming mug in each hand.

			‘Come!’

			The probationer frowned helplessly, until Hauser chuckled and turned the handle for him. Brandt flushed and set his burdens down before retreating, closing the door behind him.

			‘Initiative isn’t his strong point,’ Hauser said. ‘Be a minor miracle if he ever qualifies.’

			‘Indeed.’ Schenke reached for his coffee as he considered what he had just read. ‘It seems that our friend Leopold Kopinski has been more industrious than we thought. Those forged coupons we found at his place are from the same source as others turning up all across the city, according to the ink dye tests and analysis of the paper.’ He opened the folder and took out the samples, holding them up for close examination. There was a small perforated sheet of blue meat coupons and a purple one for sweets and nuts, the most prized of the coupons issued to the population of the capital. ‘They’re good . . . very good.’

			He reached into his jacket and took out his ration book, setting some of his own coupons down beside the two sheets. ‘I’m not sure I’d be able to pick out the forgeries if I didn’t know.’ He glanced at Hauser. ‘It’s tempting to pocket a few and see if they work, eh?’

			The sergeant grimaced. ‘Sure, if you want to risk being thrown into the cells at the Alex for a few months, or sent to the camps. That’s what they did to a coupon forger the Karlshiff precinct took down. I don’t fancy spending a winter like this in some flimsy hut. Mind you, his work looked like his kid had forged them with crayons. Kopinski’s stuff is much better. Could fool almost anyone.’

			‘Which brings us to the question of whether this is Kopinski’s own work, or bought in from another Berlin gang. If it is his work, and he confesses to it, then we can nip this in the bud.’

			‘We’ve got to find him first,’ Hauser responded. ‘He went to ground after the raid.’

			‘He can’t hide for long.’ Schenke took a sip from his mug and winced as he found the coffee still too hot to drink. ‘You know how it is. Someone will sell him out soon. For money, or because our Gestapo friends beat the truth out of them. Once we get our hands on him, we’ll know how far these coupons have spread.’

			‘And if we discover that he’s not behind it?’ Hauser queried. ‘Then it could be any of the gangs with the clout to forge coupons this good on a large scale. And what if the source isn’t here in Berlin? What if it’s one of the Hamburg gangs? If it isn’t Kopinski, I’d say our problems are just beginning. Or, more precisely, they are just beginning for our esteemed department head. Oberführer Nebe is going to be given a tough time of it by Himmler.’

			The new order was keen to sweep away the ills of the era that had followed the end of the last war. Criminality was to be crushed wherever it appeared and the government would not tolerate being embarrassed by having its recently introduced rationing scheme undermined by forgeries. Kopinski’s fate was already determined, whether he was the source of the coupons or not. There would be a swift, highly publicised trial, at which he would be found guilty of crimes against the German people. Since Germany was at war, a death sentence was inevitable in order to set an example to other criminals. And if the forged coupons were the work of someone else, then Reichsführer Himmler was going to demand that Nebe and his investigators find those responsible and put an end to the scandal. It would be wise to take some initiative early on, Schenke reflected.

			‘All right then, Hauser. I want you to get in touch with the district offices. Start with those closest to Berlin and work out in the direction of the other major cities. Ask the Kripo sections if they have come across any high-quality forgeries. If so, have them send us samples at once. At least it will give us some idea how big the problem is. Nebe will need to provide that kind of intelligence to Himmler as early as possible.’

			Hauser gave a wry smile. ‘And it’ll do us no harm to have been the ones to furnish him with the details, eh?’

			Schenke returned the smile. ‘It’s about time the Pankow section got some credit for our work and stopped being treated like outcasts.’ He spoke with feeling and instantly regretted it.

			There was an awkward pause as he watched Hauser closely, trying to read his response. Hauser was a member of the party, but had shown no desire to accept an SS rank as some had done. Especially as he served under a section commander who was not a Nazi. It was not that Schenke opposed the regime particularly. He was largely indifferent to them, as long as they did not interfere with his work directly. He had joined Kripo after graduating from university in 1934. It had been an unusual choice for someone from a privileged background, albeit a minor aristocratic household, but he was passionate about the work and the moral clarity of pursuing those who traded in crime. Politicians would come and go, but there would always be criminals. At least that was what he used to believe.

			Like so many Germans, he had regarded Hitler and his followers as posturing buffoons peddling obvious lies. Even as their influence spread, like mould in a Petri dish, it was hard to take them seriously. Until it was too late. Ever since Hitler had become chancellor and assumed dictatorial powers, his party’s hold on almost every aspect of life in Germany had been like some great constricting serpent forever tightening its coils. The police had been swept up along with the rest of Germany’s institutions, and now Kripo too was firmly under the control of the party. There was nothing Schenke could do about that. Perhaps the price of social order and the rebuilding of Germany in a bid to make the nation great again was the loss of freedom. But as long as they let him carry out his work, he felt able to claim some moral integrity for himself and his actions. He was a guardian of the true values of the service, even if others were not, and in the fullness of time he believed – he hoped – that the party’s grip would weaken and Germany would revert to a less egregious form of government. Then he would no longer find himself troubled by his doubts.

			That was a view he shared only with his closest friends and family. Here in the office, he kept his opinions guarded, even from Hauser, whom he respected as a fellow professional. Trust was a scarce commodity in Germany, and becoming ever more so with each passing day. Schenke had experienced neighbours informing on neighbours, even children informing on their own parents, and being lionised by the party for doing so. The only loyalty that was tolerated by the regime was that owed to the Führer, the party and the fatherland. Every other form of loyalty was suspect. Even Hauser, who he had served with for over four years, might be forced to choose between his party and his friends and comrades, like Schenke.

			‘You’d better put in those calls to the other districts.’

			‘Yes, sir. Just as soon as I’ve had some lunch.’ Hauser stood up abruptly, opened the door and slipped out of the small office, picking up his coat and hat as he left for the canteen block.

			Schenke exhaled a soft sigh of relief. His breath came out with a faint wisp of steam and he felt his body retreat into itself to fight the cold. Crossing to the radiator under the window, he touched it and found barely a trace of warmth. He opened the valve fully and stood against the scratched metal columns while the feeder pipes gurgled and the metal pinged as it expanded. He raised a cuff to the beads of ice on the window panes and cleared a small circle so that he could look out over the yard and the roofs of the houses and shops beyond. It had started to snow again, bright flecks swirling from the grey sky, adding more depth to the blanket already covering the roofs and streets and swiftly blotting out the cobbles that had been swept in the precinct courtyard below.

			‘Shit . . .’ He muttered to himself as he recalled that he had a dinner invitation that evening at the Adlon Kempinski hotel in the centre of Berlin. He was not looking forward to it, despite the opportunity it offered to spend more time with Karin. They had been courting for over four months, having met at one of the department’s receptions hosted by Nebe. It was typical of Berlin’s social events – police officers, business leaders and lawyers jostling for the attention of senior party figures while white-jacketed waiters threaded their way through the throng balancing trays of drinks and snacks. Schenke usually left as early as was acceptable. It was a finely judged calculation, since being seen as a regular early leaver carried the risk of being judged a loner; or worse, one who was disdainful of such gatherings.

			On that particular night, he had managed to edge towards the coat desk when Karin approached him, champagne glass in one hand. She was slim, in her late twenties, he guessed, and dressed in a sheer black dress sparkling with sequins. Her dark hair was cropped in a short bob, with a precise line across her forehead, like the film star Louise Brooks. After looking him up and down, she addressed him directly.

			‘You’re the racing driver, aren’t you?’

			‘Not any more,’ he replied politely. ‘Merely a policeman these days. And I was only a racing driver, never the racing driver.’

			She smiled. ‘You are too modest. I used to be a follower of the Silver Arrows, and you were one of the best. Until . . .’ She tilted her head to one side and pursed her lips gently.

			‘Until the accident on the Nürburgring circuit.’ Schenke completed the sentence for her.

			‘Yes, until then. I was there that day. You were set to win the race when it happened.’

			The memory rushed back into his mind. The exhilaration of speed and the prospect of winning. The roar of the engine and the jarring vibration of the track beneath the car. The instant shift to a kaleidoscopic rush of trees, sky, track – and then darkness. And afterwards, the agony, and the long months of slow recuperation. He forced the recollections from his thoughts as he responded in a dry tone.

			‘What can I say? Sometimes a man tries too hard to win. He takes risks and he fails.’

			‘And sometimes a man succeeds.’ She gestured with her glass towards the portrait of the Führer hanging at the end of the salon. Schenke sensed she was judging his reaction, and he nodded without committing himself to a reply.

			‘Much as I would like to stay and discuss my motor-racing days, I fear I must leave. I have to start work early tomorrow. Excuse me.’ He made to turn towards the servant in charge of the coats, but she reached out and touched his shoulder.

			‘You haven’t asked my name, Herr Schenke.’

			‘Forgive me, Fräulein . . . ?’

			‘Karin Canaris.’ She smiled, full lips drawing back to reveal neat white teeth. ‘And now we are acquainted, I’d be grateful if you’d stay for one more drink.’

			It was more than one drink, Schenke reminded himself as he returned to his desk and pulled the folder closer. After that night, they began to see each other regularly. He was attracted by her striking looks and ready humour. It was true that she had recently shown a more needy side of her personality, but he had optimistically put that down to the depth of her feeling for him. He could sense himself being steered towards a more permanent relationship, and felt uneasy about the fact. It was true that Karin was well connected socially, something that might help his career. However, he considered that an unworthy motive for marriage, and while he was willing to meet her family, and risk her meeting his own, he was concerned this might add impetus to the relationship and ease its direction of travel from his grasp.

			Tonight he was due to meet her uncle, who had taken charge of her upbringing after her father had shot himself during the economic crisis in the twenties. Her mother, a Russian émigré, had abandoned her and moved to Paris shortly afterwards. The uncle was a senior naval officer who commanded one of the intelligence organisations in Berlin. Schenke could imagine the type. Some Prussian aristocrat determined to look down his nose at his niece’s suitor from a lower tier of society. It would be a difficult dinner, he feared.

			The phone to the right of his desk rang shrilly, and he put thoughts of Karin aside and reached for the receiver.

			‘Inspector Schenke.’

			A woman’s voice crackled. ‘It’s the precinct switchboard, sir. I have a call for you.’

			‘Who is it?’

			‘SS Oberführer Müller, sir.’

			Schenke felt his chest tighten. ‘Müller?’

			‘Yes, sir. Shall I connect you now, sir?’

			Schenke took a calming breath. ‘Yes, of course. At once.’

			There was a faint click and then a clear, blunt voice addressed him. ‘Inspector Schenke?’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘This is Oberführer Müller, head of Department Four at the Reich Main Security Office. I was appointed in September, so our paths may not have crossed yet. But I have been made aware of your reputation.’

			Schenke winced at the possible implications of that comment, and there was a pause at the other end of the line, as if the caller knew his choice of words might command anxiety and was content to have that effect.

			‘You have a good record, Schenke. Some fine police work. A credit to Kripo.’

			‘Thank you, sir.’ Schenke felt a rush of relief.

			‘Which is why I need to engage your services now. There has been an incident, a potentially delicate matter, and I require a reliable and discreet man to deal with it. You are that man, Schenke. I need you here at headquarters as soon as possible.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Very well. I will speak with you later.’

			The line went dead, but Schenke lingered to be certain his superior had concluded the call before he dialled the precinct’s reception office.

			‘Have a car sent to the entrance for Inspector Schenke. Immediately, please.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			Schenke rose from his desk and slipped on his coat. His troubled mind was racing. What possible reason could there be for the head of the Gestapo to demand his immediate presence at their headquarters?
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			Chapter Three

			It was shortly before noon by the time the pool car reached the ornate arched facade of the entrance to the Reich Main Security Office on Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse. On the drive south from the precinct into the heart of Berlin, Schenke had taken the time to review what he knew of Müller. Although he had never met the head of the Gestapo, he had seen him from a distance at parades and a handful of police conferences. Like any career officer with ambition, Schenke knew that it was important to be aware of the comings and goings of the senior ranks, and the changes they imposed on Germany’s police and security services.

			In the six years since the party had taken control of the state, they had remorselessly folded the police forces and their departments into a single hierarchy that answered to Heinrich Himmler. Unlike many of those presently in the senior ranks, Müller had been a professional policeman. He had a reputation for efficiency and an admirable work ethic. He demanded the same of those who worked for him and disciplined or dismissed those who failed to adopt his standards. Although he had been a member of the SS for a number of years, somehow he had managed to avoid becoming a member of the party until a few months ago. That had intrigued Schenke when he learned of it through the ‘mouth radio’, as they called the professional gossip that went the rounds of the precincts. Müller, it seemed, was a policeman at heart, rather than a purely political animal, and that was of slight encouragement to Schenke as the car growled between banks of snow lining the edges of the roads.

			There were fewer people than usual on the streets of the Mitte district at the heart of the capital. Winter had driven many indoors, where they tried to stay warm until the freezing weather receded. Those who were abroad wore heavy coats and hats as they picked their way along the icy pavements. There was less traffic since the war had come, bringing with it the rationing of fuel. Berlin had the feel of a city in hibernation, yearning for the passing of the winter season as well as a return to peace.

			As the car drew up, Schenke opened the door and instructed the driver to wait for him outside, in the hope that the meeting would be brief.

			‘If I don’t come back within the hour, I want you to return to the precinct and tell Hauser where I am.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			He turned towards the columned entrance, where two black-uniformed sentries were standing at ease. Climbing the steps, he passed through the double doors into the lofty hall beyond. Even inside, with extra stoves burning, the air was not much warmer than on the street, and the clerks were wearing coats as they sat at the desks on either side of the hall. At the far end was a staircase leading up to the wing of the building allocated to the Gestapo.

			Schenke approached the reception desk, where a black-uniformed clerk stood up and snapped out a salute. Used to the less formal atmosphere of the precinct, Schenke hesitated before he responded in kind.

			‘Heil Hitler. I’m Inspector Schenke, here to see Oberführer Müller.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘He sent for me.’

			‘Yes, sir, I know. The Oberführer’s aide has notified front desk. You are to go directly to his office.’ He gestured towards the stairs. ‘First floor, turn right and continue to the end. I will inform his aide that you have arrived, sir.’

			The stairs led to a wide corridor with a high arched ceiling lit by large leaded windows on one side. A series of wooden benches were set beneath the windows, interspersed with gleaming black busts of the Führer on marble plinths. A handful of visitors sat or stood by the benches as they waited their turn to be seen. They glanced curiously at Schenke as he strode by, but no one attempted a greeting. The double door at the end of the corridor opened at his approach, and an aide waved him inside before closing the door behind them.

			They stood in an anteroom larger than the entire space taken up by the Kripo section back at the precinct. The aide’s desk was at least twice the size of Schenke’s and was made of some finely polished dark wood. A bulky iron stove stood in the far corner and heated the room to a comfortable degree. At least a dozen chairs were arranged on one side, beneath the ubiquitous framed portrait of the nation’s saviour, looking down on the room from the oak-panelled wall.

			‘Inspector Schenke, may I take your coat, sir?’

			He handed it to the aide, along with his hat, scarf and gloves.

			The aide nodded to a door, ajar, opposite the desk. ‘The Oberführer is ready to see you, sir.’

			Schenke tugged the sleeves of his jacket to eliminate any creases and paced towards the door. His heart was beating more swiftly than usual. He could think of no reason for his summons to Gestapo headquarters. It might have something to do with the investigation into the ration coupons. It could just as easily be to answer allegations about his loyalty to the regime made by some informer with a grudge. It was useless to speculate. He would know the reason soon enough.

			Easing the door open and stepping into the red-carpeted interior, Schenke was met by an opulence he had not anticipated. The Oberführer’s office was larger than the anteroom, and to the side of the door was a huge marble fireplace where coals glowed brightly and filled the room with warmth. The walls were panelled to half the height of the room and lined with framed pictures. Many featured Müller in the company of senior members of the party. The Oberführer himself sat behind a vast desk, bent over some paperwork. He looked up.

			‘Ah, Schenke, come over here. I won’t be a moment.’

			Schenke did as he was told, only then realising that there were no other chairs in the office, so that he was forced to stand in front of his superior. On the other side of the desk Müller continued to examine a list, which Schenke could see consisted of names. Some had a line drawn through them, others a tick next to them, while a few merited a brief comment. What the purpose of the list was, Schenke did not know, and he could not help wondering if it was something sinister or, given the time of year, merely a Christmas card list. Either was possible, but the fact that it was the head of the Gestapo dealing with it with quiet concentration betokened something ominous.

			The Oberführer was forty years old, and below average height. His hair was clipped short and shaved above the ears, a look that was fashionable amongst party members. He wore the formal black uniform with the silver SS runes on the left sleeve and his new party badge pinned through the lapel. As Schenke watched, he put a line through the last name on the list, signed the bottom of the sheet, turned it over and eased it to one side before capping his pen and looking up. His face was broad and the line of his mouth was wide, though the lips were thin, enhancing the sense of a flat line uncompromised by mirth or cruelty. His nose was long and wide, and beneath the large forehead a pair of steel-grey eyes bored into Schenke.

			‘I was expecting you earlier.’

			‘I set off as soon as I got your call, sir. The roads were icy and my driver was obliged to take it more slowly than usual.’

			‘Very well, you are here now.’ Müller eased himself back. ‘Before I tell you why, I’d like to know a little more about you. I read your file earlier and it makes for impressive reading. Second in your class on the officer course, two marks behind one Abraham Goldstein, alas no longer serving with us. Your probation assessments were excellent and one states that you were a model criminal investigator in every regard. You achieved good clear-up rates and won early promotion to your present rank, where it is fair to say your fortunes seem to have languished. One would have thought that with your evident ability, not to mention a certain amount of residual fame arising from your motor-racing exploits, you would have achieved greater success.’

			‘I do my job to the best of my ability, sir. I get results. That’s success enough.’

			‘And yet you only hold the rank of inspector in charge of a section in a minor precinct. I would expect a man with your record to be a rank or two higher at least.’ Müller stared into his eyes fixedly and it took Schenke some strength of will to hold his gaze. ‘Why do you think that is, Schenke?’

			‘It is not for me to say, sir. It is up to others to decide how competently I do my job and whether I am suitable material for promotion.’

			‘Clearly they have decided you are not. I ask you a second time, why do you think that is?’

			There was no mistaking the threat in his tone as he dared Schenke to deny him a response.

			‘I imagine it might have something to do with my not being a member of the party, sir.’

			‘You imagine?’ Müller arched an eyebrow. ‘I don’t think there is any question of imagining it, Inspector. It is a given. Which naturally leads to the next question. Why have you not joined the party? And why have you not applied to join the SS like many of your colleagues have done?’

			It was a question Schenke had prepared himself for long ago, when the party had first made clear its intention to take over the police forces and give them a new political purpose alongside their existing duties. He drew a calming breath before he gave his response. ‘Sir, I joined the police force to uphold the law and bring criminals to justice. I choose not to join the party as I feel it is my duty to focus my attention on my calling, rather than being distracted by political issues.’

			‘Do you have political views, either way?’

			It was a crude trap and Schenke hesitated before he replied. ‘The German people voted for the party. The party is the legally constituted government of the state. The state makes the law and it is the obligation of every police officer to enforce the law. That’s how I see it, sir. And therefore I do not need to be a member of the party, nor do I deserve to be regarded with suspicion because I choose not to be a member.’

			‘Your unswerving sense of loyalty to your profession and the state does you credit, Schenke, but I can’t help wondering if that’s the true reason behind your decision. I would be naïve to take your answer at face value. Wouldn’t you agree?’

			Schenke fought to keep his expression and bearing inscrutable as his mind raced to form a safe reply. ‘I would not presume to offer any such opinion regarding a senior officer, sir. As long as I do my job well, then I am content, and I am not concerned what others may think about my character.’
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