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PROLOGUE



March 1945


 



The hull of the submarine was lashed to the huge pilings, a behemoth strapped in silhouette, the sweeping lines of its bow arcing into the light of the North Sea dawn.


The base was on the island of Scharhörn in the Heligoland Bight, several miles from the German mainland and the mouth of the Elbe River. It was a refuelling station never detected by Allied Intelligence, and in the cause of security little known among the strategists of the German High Command itself. The undersea marauders came and went in darkness, emerging and submerging within several hundred feet of the moorings. They were Neptune’s assassins, come home to rest or going forth to press their attacks.


On this particular dawn, however, the submarine lashed to the dock was doing neither. For it, the war was over. Its assignment was intrinsic to the origins of another war.


Two men stood in the well of the conning tower, one in the uniform of a commanding officer of the German Navy, the other a tall civilian in a long dark overcoat, the collar turned up to ward off the North Sea winds, yet hatless, as if to defy the North Sea winter. Both looked down at the long line of passengers who slowly made their way towards the gangplank at midships. As each passenger reached the plank, the name was checked off against a list, and then he or she was led - or carried - aboard a submarine.


A few walked by themselves, but they were the exceptions. They were the oldest, some having reached their twelfth or thirteenth birthdays.


The rest were children. Infants in the arms of stern-faced army nurses, who surrendered their charges to a unit of naval doctors at the plank; pre-schoolers, and early graders clutching identical travelling kits and each other’s hands, peering up at the strange black vessel that was to be their home for weeks to come.


‘Incredible,’ said the officer.


‘Simply incredible.’


‘It’s the beginning,’ replied the man in the overcoat. ‘Word comes from everywhere. From the ports and the mountain passes, from the remaining airfields all over the Reich. They go out by the thousands. To every part of the world. And people are waiting for them. Everywhere.’


‘An extraordinary accomplishment,’ said the officer, shaking his head in awe.


‘This is only one part of the strategy. The entire operation is extraordinary.’


‘It’s an honour to have you here, Herr Clausen.’


‘I wanted to be. This is the last shipment.’ The tall civilian kept his eyes on the dock below. ‘The Third Reich is dying. These are its rebirth. These are the Fourth Reich. Unencumbered by mediocrity and corruption. These are the Sonnenkinder. All over the world.’


‘The children ...’


‘The Children of the Damned,’ said the tall man, interrupting. ‘They are the Children of the Damned, as millions will be. But none will be like these. And these will be everywhere.’







CHAPTER ONE



January 197 ...


 



‘Attention! Le train de sept heures pour Zürich partira Sortie Douze!’


The tall American in the dark blue raincoat glanced up at the cavernous dome of the Geneva railway station, trying to locate the unseen speakers. The expression on his sharp, angular face was quizzical; the announcement was in French, a language he spoke poorly and understood less. Nevertheless, he was able to distinguish the word Zurich; it was his signal. He brushed aside the light brown hair that fell with irritating regularity over his forehead and started for the north end of the station.


The crowds were heavy. Bodies rushed past the American in all directions, hurrying to the gates to begin their journeys to scores of different destinations. None seemed to pay attention to the harsh announcements that echoed throughout the upper chambers in a continuous metallic monotone. The travellers in Geneva’s Eisenbahn knew where they were going. It was the end of the week; the new mountain snows had fallen and the air outside was crisp and chilling. There were places to go, schedules to keep, and people to see; time wasted was time stolen. Everyone hurried.


The American hurried, too, for he also had a schedule to keep and a person to see. He had learned before the announcement that the train for Zurich would leave from Track Twelve. According to the plan, he was to walk down the ramp to the platform, count seven cars from the rear, and board the first entrance. Inside, he was to count again,  this time five compartments, and knock twice on the fifth door. If everything was in order, he would be admitted by a director of the Grande Banque de Genève, signifying the culmination of twelve weeks of preparations. Preparations that included purposely obscured cablegrams, transatlantic calls made and received on telephones the Swiss banker had determined were sterile, and a total commitment to secrecy.


The American did not know what the director of the Grand Banque de Genève had to say to him, but he thought he knew why the precautions were deemed necessary. His name was Noel Holcroft, but Holcroft was not his name at birth. He was born in Berlin in the summer of 1939, and the name on the hospital registry was Clausen. His father was Heinrich Clausen, master strategist of the Third Reich, the financial magician who put together the coalition of disparate economic forces that ensured the supremacy of Adolf Hitler.


Heinrich Clausen won the country but lost a wife. Althene Clausen was an American; more to the point, she was a headstrong woman with her own standards of ethics and morality. She had deduced that the National Socialists possessed neither; they were a collection of paranoids, led by a maniac, and supported by financiers interested solely in profits.


Althene Clausen gave her husband an ultimatum on a warm afternoon in August: withdraw. Stand against the paranoids and the maniac before it is too late. In disbelief, the Nazi listened and laughed and dismissed his wife’s ultimatum as the foolish ravings of a new mother. Or perhaps the warped judgement of a woman brought up in a weak, discredited system that would soon march to the step of the New Order.


That night the new mother packed herself and the new child and took one of the last planes to London, the first leg on her journey back to New York. A week later the Blitzkrieg was executed against Poland; the Thousand Year Reich had begun its own journey, one that would last some nine hundred days from the first sound of gunfire.


Holcroft walked through the gate, down the ramp, and on to the long concrete platform. Four, five, six, seven ... the seventh car had a small blue circle stencilled beneath the window to the left of the open door. It was the symbol of accommodations superior to those in first-class, enlarged compartments properly outfitted for conferences in transit or clandestine meetings of a more personal nature. Privacy was guaranteed; once moving, the doors at either end of the car were manned by armed railway guards.


Holcroft entered and turned left into the corridor. He walked past successive closed doors until he reached the fifth. He knocked twice.


‘Herr Holcroft?’ The voice behind the wood panel was firm but quiet, and although the two words were meant as a question, the voice was not questioning. It made a statement.


‘Herr Manfredi?’ said Noel in reply, suddenly aware that an eye was peering at him through the pinpoint viewer in the centre of the door. It was an eerie feeling, diminished by the comic effect. He smiled to himself and wondered if Herr Manfredi would look like the sinister Conrad Veidt in one of those 1930s English films.


There were two clicks of a lock, followed by the sound of a sliding bolt. The door swung back and the image of Conrad Veidt vanished. Ernst Manfredi was a short, rotund man in his middle to late sixties. He was completely bald, with a pleasant, gentle face; but the wide blue eyes, magnified behind the metal-framed glasses, were cold. Very light blue and very cold.


‘Come in, Herr Holcroft,’ said Manfredi, smiling. Then his expression changed abruptly; the smile disappeared. ‘Do forgive me. I should say Mister Holcroft. The Herr may be offensive to you. My apologies.’


‘None necessary,’ replied Noel, stepping into the well-appointed compartment. There was a table, two chairs, no bed in evidence. The walls were wood-panelled; dark red velvet curtains covered the windows, muffling the sounds of  the figures rushing by outside. On the table was a small lamp with a fringed shade.


‘We have about twenty-five minutes before departure,’ the banker said. ‘It should be adequate. And don’t be concerned, we’ll be given ample warning. The train won’t start until you’ve disembarked. You’ll not have to travel to Zürich.’


‘I’ve never been there.’


‘I trust that will be changed,’ said the banker enigmatically, gesturing for Holcroft to sit opposite him at the table.


‘I wouldn’t count on it.’ Noel sat down, unbuttoning his raincoat but not removing it.


‘I’m sorry, that was presumptuous of me.’ Manfredi took his seat and leaned back in the chair. ‘I must apologize once again. I’ll need your identification. Your passport, please. And your international driver’s licence. Also, whatever documents you have on your person that describe physical markings, vaccinations, that sort of thing.’


Holcroft felt a rush of anger. The inconvenience to his life aside, he disliked the banker’s patronizing attitude. ‘Why should I? You know who I am. You wouldn’t have opened the door if you didn’t. You probably have more photographs, more information on me, than the State Department.’


‘Indulge an old man, sir,’ said the banker, shrugging in self-deprecation, his charm on display. ‘It will be made clear to you.’


Reluctantly, Noel reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew the leather case that contained his passport, health certificate, international licence, and two AIA letters that stated his qualifications as an architect. He handed the case to Manfredi. ‘It’s all there. Help yourself.’


With seemingly greater reluctance, the banker opened the case. ‘I feel as though I’m prying, but I think...’


‘You should,’ interrupted Holcroft. ‘I didn’t ask for this meeting. Frankly, it comes at a very inconvenient time. I want to get back to New York as soon as possible.’


‘Yes. Yes, I understand,’ said the Swiss quietly, perusing the documents. ‘Tell me, what was the first architectural commission you undertook outside the United States?’


Noel suppressed his irritation. He had come this far; there was no point in refusing to answer. ‘Mexico,’ he replied. ‘For the Alvarez hotel chain, north of Puerto Vallarta.’


‘The second?’


‘Costa Rica. For the government. A postal complex in 1973.’


‘What was the gross income of your firm in New York last year? Without adjustments.’


‘None of your damned business.’


‘I assure you, we know.’


Holcroft shook his head in angry resignation. ‘A hundred and seventy-three thousand dollars and change.’


‘Considering office rental, salaries, equipment, and expenses, that’s not an altogether impressive figure, is it?’ asked Manfredi, his eyes still on the papers in his hands.


‘It’s my own company and the staff is small. I have no partners, no wife, no heavy debts. It could be worse.’


‘It could be better,’ said the banker, looking up at Holcroft. ‘Especially for one so talented.’


‘It could be better.’


‘Yes, I thought as much,’ continued the Swiss, putting the various papers back in the leather case and handing it to Noel. He leaned forward. ‘Do you know who your father was?’


‘I know who my father is. Legally, he’s Richard Holcroft of New York, my mother’s husband. He’s very much alive.’


‘And retired,’ completed Manfredi. ‘A fellow banker, but hardly a banker in the Swiss tradition.’


‘He was respected. Is respected.’


‘For his family’s money or for his professional acumen?’


‘Both, I’d say. I love him. If you have reservations, keep them to yourself.’


‘You’re very loyal; that’s a quality I admire. Holcroft came along when your mother - an incredible woman,  incidentally - was most despondent. But we split definitions. Holcroft is once removed. I referred to your natural father.’


‘Obviously.’


‘Thirty years ago, Heinrich Clausen made certain arrangements. He travelled frequently between Berlin, Zürich, and Geneva, beyond official scrutiny, of course. A document was prepared that we as ...’ Manfredi paused and smiled. ‘... as biased neutrals could not oppose. Attached to the document is a letter, written by Clausen in April of 1945. It is addressed to you. His son.’ The banker reached for a thick manila envelope on the table.


‘Just a minute,’ said Noel. ‘Did those certain arrangements concern money?’


‘Yes.’


‘I’m not interested. Give it to charity. He owed it.’


‘You may not feel that way when you’ve heard the amount.’


‘What is it?’


‘Seven hundred and eighty million dollars.’







CHAPTER TWO


Holcroft stared at the banker in disbelief; the blood drained from his head. Outside, the sounds of the huge station were a cacophony of muted, disconsonant chords, barely penetrating the thick walls of the car.


‘Don’t try to absorb it all at once,’ said Manfredi, placing the letter to one side. ‘There are conditions, none of them, incidentally, offensive. At least, none we’re aware of.’


‘Conditions? ...’ Holcroft knew he could hardly be heard; he tried to find his voice. ‘What conditions?’


‘They’re spelled out very clearly. These vast sums are to be channelled into a great good for people everywhere. And, of course, there are certain benefits to yourself personally.’


‘What do you mean there’s nothing offensive that you’re ... “aware of”?’


The banker’s magnified eyes blinked behind his glasses; he looked away briefly, his expression troubled. He reached into his brown leather briefcase which lay at the corner of the table and pulled out a long, thin envelope with curious markings on the back side; they were a series of four circles and appeared to be four dark coins affixed to the border of the flap.


Manfredi held the envelope across the table under the light. The dark circles were not coins but, instead, waxed seals. All were intact.


‘Following the instructions given to us thirty years ago, this envelope - unlike your father’s letter here - was not to be opened by directors in Geneva. It is separate from the document we prepared, and to the best of our knowledge Clausen was never aware of it. His own words to you would  tend to confirm that. It was brought to us within hours after the courier delivered your father’s letter, which was to be our final communication from Berlin.’


‘What is it?’


‘We don’t know. We were told it was written by several men aware of your father’s activities. Who believed in his cause with great fervour; who considered him in many ways a true martyr of Germany. We were instructed to give it to you with the seals unbroken. You were to read it before you saw your father’s letter.’ Manfredi turned the envelope over. There was writing on the front side. The words were in German and written by hand. ‘You are to sign below to so state that you received it in the proper condition.’


Noel took the envelope and read the words he could not understand:Der Brief ist mit ungebrochenem Siegel empfangen worden. Neuaufbau oder Tod.






‘What does it say?’


‘That you’ve examined the seals and are satisfied.’


‘How can I be sure?’


‘Young man, you’re talking to a director of the Grande Banque de Genève.’ The Swiss did not raise his voice but the rebuke was clear. ‘You have my word. And, in any event, what difference does it make?’


None, reasoned Holcroft, yet the obvious question bothered him. ‘If I sign the envelope, what do you do with it?’


Manfredi was silent for several moments, as if deciding whether or not to answer. He removed his glasses, took a silk handkerchief from his breast pocket, and cleaned them. Finally he replied. ‘That is privileged information ...’


‘So’s my signature,’ interrupted Noel. ‘Privileged, that is.’


‘Let me finish,’ protested the banker, putting back his glasses. ‘I was about to say it was privileged information that can’t possibly be relevant any longer. Not after so many years. The envelope is to be sent to a post office box in  Sesimbra, Portugal. It is south of Lisbon on the Cape of Espichel.’


‘Why isn’t it relevant?’


Manfredi held up the palms of his hands. ‘The post office box no longer exists. The envelope will find its way to a dead-letter office and eventually be returned to us.’


‘You’re sure?’


‘I believe it, yes.’


Noel reached into his pocket for his pen, turning the envelope over to look once again at the waxed seals. They had not been tampered with; and, thought Holcroft, what difference did it make? He placed the envelope in front of him and signed his name.


Manfredi held up his hand. ‘You understand, whatever is contained in that envelope can have no bearing on our participation in the document prepared by the Grand Banque de Genève. We were neither consulted, nor were we apprised of the contents.’


‘You sound worried. I thought you said it didn’t make any difference. It was too long ago.’


‘Fanatics always worry me, Mr Holcroft. Time and consequence cannot alter that judgement. It’s a banker’s caution.’


Noel began cracking the wax; it had hardened over the years and took considerable force before it fell away. He tore the flap open, removed the single page, and unfolded it.


The paper was brittle with age; the white had turned to a pale brownish yellow. The writing was in English, the letters printed in an odd block lettering that was Germanic in style. The ink was faded but legible. Holcroft looked at the bottom of the page for a signature. There was none. He started reading.
From this moment on the son of Heinrich Clausen is to be tested. There are those who may learn of the work in Geneva and who will try to stop him, whose only purpose in life will be to kill him, thus destroying the dream conceived by the giant that was his father.


This must not happen, for we were betrayed - all of us - and the world must know what we really were, not what the betrayers showed us to be, for those were the portraits of traitors. Not us. And particularly not Heinrich Clausen.


We are the survivors of Wolfsschanze. We seek the cleansing of our names, the restoration of the honour that was stolen from us.


Therefore the men of Wolfsschanze will protect the son for as long as the son pursues the father’s dream and returns our honour to us. But should the son abandon the dream, betray the father, and withhold our honour, he will have no life. He will witness the anguish of loved ones, of family, children, friends. No one will be spared.


None must interfere. Give us our honour. It is our right and we demand it.








Noel shoved the chair back and stood up. ‘Whatthe hell is  this?’



‘I’ve no idea,’ replied Manfredi quietly, his voice calm but his large, cold blue eyes conveying his alarm. ‘I told you we were not apprised ...’


‘Well, get apprised!’ shouted Holcroft. ‘Read it! Who  were the clowns? Certifiable lunatics?’



The banker began reading. Without looking up he answered softly. ‘First cousins to lunatics. Men who’d lost hope.’


‘What’s Wolfsschanze? What does it mean?’


‘It was the name of Hitler’s staff headquarters in East Prussia, where the attempt to assassinate him took place. It was a conspiracy of the generals: von Stauffenberg, Kluge, Hoepner - they were all implicated. All shot. Rommel took his own life.’


Holcroft stared at the paper in Manfredi’s hands. ‘You mean it was written thirty years ago by people like that?’


The banker nodded, his eyes narrowed in astonishment. ‘Yes, but it’s not the language one might have expected of them. This is nothing short of a threat; it’s unreasonable.  Those men were not unreasonable. On the other hand, the times were unreasonable. Decent men, brave men, were stretched beyond the parameters of sanity. They were living through a hell none of us can picture today.’


‘Decent men?’ asked Noel incredulously.


‘Have you any idea what it meant to be a part of the Wolfsschanze conspiracy? A bloodbath followed, thousands massacred everywhere, the vast majority never having heard of Wolfsschanze. It was yet another final solution, an excuse to still all dissent throughout Germany. What began as an act to rid the world of a madman ended in a holocaust all its own. The survivors of Wolfsschanze saw that happen.’


‘Those survivors,’ replied Holcroft, ‘followed that madman for a long time.’


‘You must understand. And you will. These were desperate men. They were caught in a trap, and for them it was cataclysmic. A world they had helped create was revealed not to be the world they envisaged. Horrors they never dreamed of were uncovered, yet they couldn’t avoid their responsibility for them. They were appalled at what they saw but couldn’t deny the roles they played.’


‘The well-intentioned Nazi,’ said Noel. ‘I’ve never heard of that elusive breed.’


‘One would have to go back in history, to the economic disasters, to the Versailles Treaty, the Pact of Locarno, the Bolshevik encroachments - to a dozen different forces - to understand.’


‘I understand what I just read,’ Holcroft said. ‘Your poor misunderstood storm troopers didn’t hesitate to threaten someone they couldn’t know! “He will have no life ... no one spared ... family, friends, children.” That spells out murder. Don’t talk to me about well-intentioned killers.’


‘They’re the words of old, sick, desperate men. They have no meaning now. It was their way of expressing their own anguish, of seeking atonement. They’re gone. Leave them in peace. Read your father’s letter ...’


‘He’s not my father!’ interrupted Noel.


‘Read Heinrich Clausen’s letter. Things will be clearer.  Read it. We have several items to discuss and there isn’t much time.’


 



A man in a brown tweed overcoat and dark Tyrolean hat stood by a pillar across from the seventh car. At first glance, there was nothing particularly distinguishing about him, except perhaps his eyebrows. They were thick, a mixture of black and light grey hair that produced the effect of salt-and-pepper archways in the upper regions of a forgettable face.


At first glance. Yet if one looked closer one could see the blunted but not unrefined features of a very determined man. In spite of the pockets of wind that blew in gusts through the platform, he did not blink. His concentration on the seventh car was absolute.


The American who came out of that doorway, thought the man by the pillar, would be a much different person from the American who went in. During the past few minutes his life had been changed in ways few men in this world would ever experience. Yet it was only the beginning; the journey he was about to embark on was beyond anything of which the modern world could conceive. So it was important to observe his initial reaction. More than important. Vital.


‘Attention! Le train de sept heures ...’


The final announcement came over the speakers. Simultaneously, a train from Lausanne was arriving on the adjacent track. In moments the platform would be jammed with tourists flocking to Charing Cross for a brief fling in London, thought the man by the pillar.


The train from Lausanne came to a stop. The vacationers disgorged; the platform was again packed with bodies.


The figure of the tall American was suddenly in the vestibule of car seven. He was blocked at the doorway by the porter carrying someone’s luggage. It was an irritating moment that might have provoked an argument under normal circumstances. But the circumstances were not normal for the American known as Holcroft. This American  born in Berlin with the name of Clausen. He expressed no annoyance; his face was set, unresponsive to the moment, his eyes aware of the physical confusion but not concerned with it. There was an air of detachment about him; he was in the grips of lingering astonishment. It was emphasized by the way he clutched the thick manila envelope between his arm and his chest, his hand curved around the edge, his fingers pressed into the paper with such force they formed a fist.


It was the cause of his consternation, this document prepared a lifetime ago. It was the miracle they had waited for, lived for - the man by the pillar and those who had gone before him. Over thirty years of anticipation. And now it had surfaced at last!


The journey had begun.


Holcroft entered the flow of human traffic towards the ramp that led up to the gate. Although jostled by those around him, he was oblivious to the crowds, his eyes absently directed ahead. At nothing.


Suddenly, the man by the pillar was alarmed. Years of training had taught him to look for the unexpected, the infinitesimal break in a normal pattern. He saw that break now. Two men, their faces unlike any around them, joyless, without curiosity or expectation, filled only with hostile intent.


They were surging through the crowds, one man slightly ahead of the other. Their eyes were on the American; they were after him! The man in front had his right hand in his pocket. The man behind had his left hand concealed across his chest, beneath his unbuttoned overcoat. The hidden hands gripped weapons! The man by the pillar was convinced of that.


He sprang away from the concrete column and crashed his way into the crowd. There were no seconds to be lost! The two men were gaining on Holcroft. They were after the envelope! It was the only possible explanation. And if that were the case, it meant that word of the miracle had leaked out of Geneva! The document inside that envelope  was priceless, beyond value. The American’s life was of such inconsequence beside it that no thought would be expended taking that life. The men closing in on Holcroft would kill him for the envelope mindlessly, as if removing a disagreeable insect from a bar of gold. And that was mindless! What they did not know was that without the son of Heinrich Clausen the miracle would not happen!


They were within yards of him now! The man with the black-and-white eyebrows lunged forward through the mass of tourists like a possessed animal. He crashed into people and luggage, throwing aside everything and everyone in his path. When he was within feet of the killer with his hand concealed under his overcoat, he thrust his own hand into his pocket, clutching the gun inside, and screamed directly at the assailant:


‘Such nach Clausen’s Sohn! Nach der Genfer Urkunde!’


The killer was partially up the ramp, separated from the American by only a few people. He heard the words roared at him by a stranger and spun around, his eyes wide in shock.


The crowd pressed forward rapidly up the ramp, skirting the two obvious antagonists. Attacker and protector were in their own miniature arena, facing one another. The observer squeezed the trigger of the gun in his pocket, then squeezed it again. The spits could barely be heard as the fabric exploded. Two bullets entered the body of Holcroft’s would-be assailant, one in the lower stomach, the other far above, in the neck. The first caused the man to convulse forward, the second snapped his head back, the throat torn open.


Blood burst from the neck with such force that it splattered surrounding faces, and the clothes and suitcases belonging to those faces. It cascaded downwards, forming small pools and rivulets on the ramp. Screams of horror and revulsion filled the walkway.


The observer-protector felt a hand gripping his shoulder, digging into his flesh. He spun; the second attacker was on him, but there was no gun in his hand. Instead, the blade of a hunting knife came towards him.


The man was an amateur, thought the observer, as his reactions - instincts born of years of training - came instantly into play. He stepped sideways quickly - a bull-fighter avoiding the horns - and clamped his left hand above his assailant’s wrist. He pulled his right hand from his pocket and gripped the fingers wrapped around the knife. He snapped the wrist downwards, vicing the fingers around the handle, tearing the cartilage of the attacker’s hand, forcing the blade inwards. He plunged it into the soft flesh of the stomach and ripped the sharp steel diagonally up into the rib cage, severing the arteries of the heart. The man’s face contorted; a terrible scream was begun, cut off by death.


The pandemonium had escalated into uncontrollable chaos; the screaming increased. The profusion of blood in the centre of the rushing, colliding bodies fuelled the hysteria. The observer-protector knew precisely what to do. He threw up his hands in frightened consternation, in sudden, total revulsion at the sight of the blood on his own clothes, and joined the hysterical crowds racing away like a herd of terrified cattle from the concrete killing ground.


He rushed up the ramp past the American whose life he had just saved.


 



Holcroft heard the screaming. It penetrated the numbing mists he felt engulfed in; clouds of vapour that swirled around him, obscuring his vision, inhibiting all thought.


He tried to turn towards the commotion, but the hysterical crowd prevented him from doing so. He was swept farther up the ramp, and pummelled into the three-foot-high cement wall that served as a railing. He gripped the stone and looked back, unable to see clearly what had happened, but clearly enough to see a man below arch backwards, blood erupting from his throat. He saw a second man lunging forward, his mouth stretched in agony, and then Noel could see no more, the onslaught of bodies sweeping him once again up the concrete ramp.


A man rushed by, crashing into his shoulder, Holcroft  turned in time to see frightened eyes beneath a pair of thick, black-and-white brows.


An act of violence had taken place. An attempted robbery had turned into an assault, into a killing, perhaps. Peaceful Geneva was no more immune than the wild streets of New York at night, or the impoverished alleyways of Marrakesh.


But Noel could not dwell on such things; he could not be involved. He had other things to think about. The mists of numbness returned. Through them he vaguely understood that his life would never be the same again.


He gripped the envelope in his hand and joined the screaming mass racing up the ramp to the gate.







CHAPTER THREE


The huge aircraft passed over Cape Breton Island and dipped gently to the left, descending into its new altitude and heading. The route was now southwest towards Halifax and Boston, then into New York.


Holcroft had spent most of the time in the upstairs lounge, at a single chair in the right rear corner, his black attaché case against the bulkhead.


It was easier to concentrate there; no straying eyes of an adjacent passenger could fall on the papers he read and re-read over and over again.


He had begun with the letter from Heinrich Clausen, that unknown but all-pervading presence. It was an incredible document in itself. The information contained in it was of such an alarming nature that Manfredi had expressed the collective wish of the Grande Banque directors that it be destroyed. For it detailed in general terms the sources of millions banked in Geneva three decades ago. Although the majority of these sources were untouchable in any contemporary legal sense - thieves and murderers stealing the national funds of a government headed by thieves and murderers - other sources were not so immune to modern scrutiny. Throughout the war Germany had plundered. It had raped internally and externally. The dissenters within had been stripped, the conquered without stolen from unmercifully. Should the memories of those thefts be dredged up, the international courts in The Hague could tie up the funds for years in protracted litigation.


‘Destroy the letter,’ Manfredi had said in Geneva. ‘It’s only necessary that you understand why he did what he did.  Not the methods; they are a complication without any conceivable resolution. But there are those who may try to stop you. Other thieves would move in; we’re dealing in hundreds of millions.’


Noel re-read the letter for roughly the twentieth time. Each time he did so, he tried to picture the man who wrote it. His natural father. He had no idea what Heinrich Clausen looked like; his mother had destroyed all photographs, all communications, all references whatsoever that pertained to a man she loathed with all her being.



Berlin, 20 April 1945


My Son


I write this as the armies of the Reich collapse on all fronts. Berlin will soon fall, a city of raging fires and death everywhere. So be it. I shall waste no moments on what was, or what might have been. On concepts betrayed, and the triumph of evil over good through the treachery of morally bankrupt leaders. Recriminations born in hell are too suspect, the authorship too easily attributed to the devil.


Instead, I shall permit my actions to speak for me. In them, you may find some semblance of pride. That is my prayer.


Amends must be made. That is the credo I have come to recognize. I and my two dearest friends and closest associates who are identified in the attached document. Amends for the destruction we have wrought, for betrayals so heinous the world will never forget. Or forgive. It is in the interest of partial forgiveness that we have done what we have done.


Five years ago your mother made a decision I could not comprehend, so blind were my loyalties to the New Order. Two winters ago - in February 1943 - the words she spoke in rage, words I arrogantly dismissed as lies fed her by those who despised the Fatherland, were revealed to be the truth. We who laboured in the rarefied circles of finance and policy had been deceived. For two years it was  clear that Germany was going down to defeat. We pretended otherwise, but in our hearts we knew it was so. Others knew it, too. And they became careless. The horrors surfaced, the deceptions were clear.


Twenty-five months ago I conceived of a plan and enlisted the support of my dear friends in the Finanzministerium. Their support was willingly given. Our objective was to divert extraordinary sums of money into neutral Switzerland, funds that could be used one day to give aid and succour to those thousands upon thousands whose lives were shattered by unspeakable atrocities committed in Germany’s name by animals who knew nothing of German honour.


We know about the camps. The names will haunt history. Belsen, Dachau, Auschwitz.


We have been told about the mass executions, of the sight of helpless men, women, and children lined up in front of trenches dug by their own hands, and then slaughtered.


We have learned of the ovens - oh, God in heaven - ovens for human flesh! Of the showers that sprayed not cleansing water, but lethal gas. Of intolerable, obscene experiments carried out on conscious human beings by insane practitioners of a medical science unknown to man. We bleed at the images, and our eyes burst, but our tears can do nothing. Our minds, however, are not so helpless. We can plan.


Amends must be made.


We cannot restore life, we cannot bring back what was so brutally, viciously taken. But we can seek out all those who survived, and the children of those both surviving and slaughtered, and do what we can. They must be sought out all over the world and shown that we have not forgotten. We are ashamed and we wish to help. In any way that we can. It is to this end that we have done what we have done.


I do not for a moment believe that our actions can expiate our sins, those crimes we were unknowingly a part  of. Yet we do what we can — I do what I can - haunted with every breath by your mother’s perceptions. Why, oh eternal God, did I not listen to that great and good woman?


To return to the plan.


Using the American dollar as the equivalent currency of exchange, our goal was ten million monthly, a figure that might appear excessive, but not when one considers the capital flow through the economic maze of the Finanzministerium at the height of the war. We exceeded our goal.


Using the Finanzministerium, we appropriated funds from hundreds of sources within the Reich and to a great extent beyond, throughout Germany’s ever-expanding borders. Taxes were diverted, enormous expenditures made from the Ministry of Armaments for non-existent purchases, Wehrmacht payrolls re-routed, and monies sent to occupation territories constantly intercepted, lost. Funds from expropriated estates and the great fortunes, factories, and individually held companies, did not find their way into the Reich’s economy but, instead, into our accounts. Sales of art objects from scores of museums throughout the conquered lands were converted to our cause. It was a master plan carried out masterfully. Whatever risks we took and terrors we faced - and they were daily occurrences - were inconsequential compared to the meaning of our credo: Amends must be made.


Yet no plan can be termed a success unless the objective is secured permanently. A military strategy that captures a port only to lose it to an invasion from the sea a day later is no strategy at all. One must consider all possible assaults, all interferences that could negate the strategy. One must project, as thoroughly as projection allows, the changes mandated by time, and protect the objective thus far attained. In essence, one must use time to the strategy’s advantage. We have endeavoured to do this through the conditions put forth in the attached document.


Would to the Almighty that we could give aid to the victims and their survivors sooner than our projections allow, but to do so would rivet attention on the sums we  have appropriated. Then all could be lost. A generation must pass for the strategy to succeed. Even then there is a risk, but time will have diminished it.


The air raid sirens keep up their incessant wailing. Speaking of time, there is very little left now. For myself and my two associates, we wait only for confirmation that this letter has reached Zürich through an underground courier. Upon receipt of the news, we have our own pact. Our pact with death, each by his own hand.


Answer my prayer. Help us atone. Amends must be made.


This is our covenant, my son. My only son, whom I have never known but to whom I have brought such sorrow. Abide by it, honour it, for it is an honourable thing I ask you to do.


Your father, Heinrich Clausen




Holcroft put the letter face down on the table and glanced out the window at the blue sky above the clouds. Far in the distance was the jet stream of another aircraft; he followed the streak of vapour until he could see the tiny silver gleam of the fuselage.


He thought about the letter. Again. The writing was arch, the words from another era, melodramatic. It did not weaken the letter; rather, it gave it a certain strength of conviction. Clausen’s sincerity was unquestioned, his emotions genuine.


What was only partially communicated, however, was the brilliance of the plan itself. Brilliant in its simplicity, extraordinary in its use of time and the laws of finance to achieve both execution and protection. For the three men understood that sums of the magnitude they had stolen could not be sunk in a lake or buried in vaults. The hundreds of millions had to exist in the financial marketplace, not subject to discontinued currency or brokers who would have to convert and sell elusive assets.


Hard money had to be deposited, the responsibility for its  security given to one of the world’s most revered institutions, the Grande Banque de Genève. Such an institution would not - could not - permit abuses where liquidity was concerned; it was an international economic rock. All the conditions of its contract with its depositors would be observed. Everything was to be legal in the eyes of Swiss law. Covert - as was the custom of the trade - but ironbound with respect to existing legalities, and thus current with the times. The intent of the contract - the document - could not be corrupted; the objectives would be followed to the letter.


To permit corruption or malfeasance was unthinkable. Thirty years ... fifty years ... in terms of the financial calendar was very little time indeed.


Noel reached down and opened his attaché case. He slipped the pages of the letter into a compartment and pulled out the document from the Grande Banque de Geneve. It was encased in a leather cover, folded in the manner of a Last Will and Testament, which it was. He leaned back in the chair and unfastened the clasp that allowed the cover to unfold, revealing the first page of the document.


His ‘covenant’, Holcroft reflected.


He skimmed over the words and the paragraphs, now so familiar to him, flipping the pages as he did so, concentrating on the salient points.


The identities of Clausen’s two associates in the massive theft were Erich Kessler and Wilhelm von Tiebolt. The names were vital not for the two men themselves, but because the oldest child of each had to be reached. It was the first condition of the document. Although the designated proprietor of the numbered account was one Noel C. Holcroft, American, it was to be released only upon the signatures of all three oldest children. And only then if each child satisfied the directors of the Staats-Banque that he or she accepted the conditions and objectives set forth by the original proprietors with respect to the allocation of the funds.


However, if these offspring did not satisfy the Swiss directors or were judged to be incompetent, their brothers and sisters were to be studied and further judgements made. If all the children were considered incapable of the responsibility, the millions would wait for another generation, when further sealed instructions would be opened by executors and issue yet unborn. The resolve was devastating...  another generation.


The legitimate son of Heinrich Clausen is now known as Noel Holcroft, a child, living with his mother and stepfather in America. At the specific date chosen by the directors of the Grande Banque de Genève — to be not less than thirty years, nor more than thirty-five — said legitimate son of Heinrich Clausen is to be contacted and his responsibilities made known to him. He is to reach his co-inheritors and activate the account under the conditions set forth. He shall be the conduit through which the funds are to be dispensed to the victims of the Holocaust, their families and surviving issue...



The three Germans gave their reasons for the selection of Clausen’s son as the conduit. The child had entered into a family of wealth and consequence... an American family above suspicion. All traces of his mother’s first marriage and flight from Germany had been obscured by the devoted Richard Holcroft. It was understood that in the pursuit of this obscurity a death certificate had been issued in London for an infant male named Clausen, dated 17 February 1942, and a subsequent birth certificate filed in New York City for the male child Holcroft. The additional years would further obscure events to the point of obliteration. The infant male Clausen had already become the child Holcroft. He would become the man Holcroft, with no visible relationship to his origins. Yet those origins could not be denied, and, therefore, he was the perfect choice, satisfying both the demands and the objectives of the document.


An international agency was to be established in Zurich,  its funds held confidential in perpetuity. Should a spokesman be required, it was to be the American Holcroft, for the others could never be mentioned by name. Ever. They were the children of Nazis, and their exposure would inevitably raise demands that the account be examined, its various sources be revealed. And if the account was examined, its sources even hinted at, forgotten confiscations and appropriations would be remembered. The international courts would be swamped with litigations.


But if the spokesman and co-ordinator was a man without the Nazi stain, there would be no cause for alarm, no examinations, no demands for exhumation or litigation. He would act in concert with the others, each possessing one vote in all decisions, but he alone would be visible. The children of Erich Kessler and Wilhelm von Tiebolt were to remain anonymous.


Noel wondered what the ‘children’ of Kessler and von Tiebolt were like. He would find out soon.


The final conditions of the document were no less startling than anything that preceded them. All the monies were to be allocated within six months of the release of the account. Such an imposition would demand a total commitment from each of the offspring, and that was precisely what the depositors demanded: total commitment to their cause. Lives would be interrupted, sacrifices required. The commitment had to be paid for. Therefore, at the end of the six-month period and the successful allocation of the funds to the victims of the Holocaust, the Zurich agency was to be disbanded and each descendant was to receive the sum of two million dollars.


Six months. Two million dollars.


Two million.


Noel considered what that meant to him personally and professionally. It was freedom. Manfredi had said in Geneva that he was talented. He was talented, but frequently that talent was obscured in the final product. Far too often during the past eight years since he had formed his own company, he’d had to accept assignments he  would have preferred not taking, compromised designs when the architect in him dictated otherwise, refused jobs he wanted very much to do because financial pressures prohibited time spent on lesser commissions. He was turning into a cynic.


Nothing was permanent; planned obsolescence went hand in hand with depreciation and amortization. No one knew it better than an architect who once had a conscience. Perhaps he would find his conscience again. With freedom. With the two million.


Holcroft was startled by the progression of his thoughts. He had made up his mind, something he had not intended to do until he’d thought things through. Everything. Yet he was reclaiming a misplaced conscience with money he had convinced himself he was capable of rejecting.


What were they like, these oldest children of Erich Kessler and Wilhelm von Tiebolt? Not like him, obviously. One was a woman, to begin with, the other a scholar. But beyond the differences of sex and profession, they had been a part of something he had never known. They’d been there; they’d seen it. Neither had been too young not to remember. They had lived in that strange, demonic world that was the Third Reich. He would have so many questions to ask.


Questions to ask. Questions?



He had made his decision. He had told Manfredi that he needed time - a few days at least before he reached it.


‘Do you really have a choice?’ the Swiss banker had asked.


‘Very much so,’ Noel had replied. ‘I’m not for sale, regardless of conditions. And I’m not frightened by threats made by maniacs thirty years ago.’


‘Nor should you be. Discuss it with your mother.’



‘What?’Holcroft was stunned. ‘I thought you said ...’


‘Complete secrecy? Yes, but your mother is the single exception.’


‘Why? I’d think she’d be the last ...’


‘She’s the first. And only. She’ll honour the confidence.’


Manfredi had been right. If his answer was yes, he would by necessity suspend his firm’s activities and begin his  travels to make contact with the offspring of Kessler and von Tiebolt. His mother’s curiosity would be aroused; she was not a woman to let her curiosity lie dormant. She would make inquiries and if by any chance - however remote - she unearthed information about the millions in Geneva and Heinrich Clausen’s role in the massive theft, her reaction would be violent. Her memories of the paranoids and gangsters of the Third Reich were indelibly printed on her mind. If she made public damaging disclosures, the funds would be tied up in the international courts for years.


‘Suppose she isn’t persuaded?’


‘You must be convincing. The letter is convincing, and we’ll step in, if need be. Regardless, it’s better to know her position at the outset.’


What would that position be? wondered Noel. Althene was not your run-of-the-mill mother as run-of-the-mill mothers were understood by this particular son. She did not fit into the mould of the wealthy Manhattan matron. The trappings were there - or had been. The horses, the boats, the weekends in Aspen and the Hamptons, but not the frantic chase for ever-expanding acceptance and social control.


She’d done it all before. She’d lived in the turbulence that was the European thirties, a young, carefree American whose family had something left over after the crash and was more comfortable away from its less fortunate peers. She had known the Court of St James as well as the expatriate salons of Paris ... and the dashing new inheritors of Germany. And out of those years had come a serenity shaped by love, exhaustion, loathing, and rage.


Althene was a special person, as much a friend as a mother, that friendship deep and without the need for constant reaffirmation. In point of fact, thought Holcroft, she was more friend than mother; she was never entirely comfortable in the latter role.


‘I’ve made too many mistakes, my dear,’ she said to him once, laughing, ‘to assume an authority based on biology.’


Now he would ask her to face the memory of a man she had spent a great deal of her life trying to forget. Would she be frightened? That wasn’t likely. Would she doubt the objectives set forth in the document given him by Ernst Manfredi? How could she after reading the letter from Heinrich Clausen? Whatever her memories, his mother was a woman of intellect and perception. All men were subject to change, to remorse. She would have to accept that, regardless of how distasteful it might be to her in this particular case.


It was the weekend; tomorrow was Sunday. His mother and stepfather spent the weekends at their house in the country, in Bedford Hills. In the morning he would drive up and have that talk.


And on Monday he would take the first steps on a trip that would lead him back to Switzerland. To an as yet unknown agency in Zurich. On Monday the hunt would begin.


Noel recalled his exchange with Manfredi. They were among the last words spoken before Holcroft left the train.


‘The Kesslers had two sons. The oldest, Erich - named for the father - is a professor of history at the University of Berlin. The younger brother, Hans, is a doctor in Munich. From what we know, both are highly regarded in their respective communities. They’re very close. Once Erich is told of the situation, he may insist on his brother’s inclusion.’


‘Is that permitted?’


‘There’s nothing in the document that prohibits it. However, the stipend remains the same and each family has but one vote in all decisions.’


‘What about the von Tiebolts?’


‘Another story, I’m afraid. They may be a problem for you. After the war the records show that the mother and two children fled to Rio de Janeiro. Five or six years ago they disappeared. Literally. The police have no information. No address, no business associations, no listings in the other major cities. And that’s unusual; the mother became  quite successful for a time. No one seems to know what happened, or if people do, they’re not willing to say.’


‘You said two children. Who are they?’


‘Actually, there are three children. The youngest, a daughter, Helden, was born after the war in Brazil, conceived obviously during the last days of the Reich. The oldest is another daughter, Gretchen. The middle child is Johann, the son.’


‘You say they disappeared?’


‘Perhaps it’s too dramatic a term. We’re bankers, not investigators. Our inquiries were not that extensive, and Brazil’s a very large country. Your inquiries must be exhaustive. The offspring of each man must be found and examined. It’s the first condition of the document; without compliance, the account will not be released.’


Holcroft folded the document and put it back in his attaché case. As he did so, his fingers touched the edge of the single sheet of paper with the odd block-lettering written by the survivors of Wolfsschanze thirty years ago. Manfredi was right, they were sick old men trying to play their last desperate roles in a drama of the future they barely understood. If they had understood, they would have appealed to the ‘son of Heinrich Clausen’. Pleaded with him, not threatened him. The threat was the enigma. Why was it made? For what purpose? Again, perhaps, Manfredi was right. The strange paper had no meaning now. There were other things to think about.


Holcroft caught the eye of the stewardess chatting with two men at a table across the way and gestured for another scotch. She smiled pleasantly, nodded, and indicated that the drink would be there in moments. He returned to his thoughts.


The inevitable doubts surfaced. Was he prepared to commit what amounted to a year of his life to a project so immense that his own qualifications had to be examined before the children of Kessler and von Tiebolt were examined - if, indeed, he could find the latter? Manfredi’s words  came back to him. Do you really have a choice? The answer to that question was both yes and no. The two million, which signified his own freedom, was a temptation difficult to reject, but he could reject it. His dissatisfactions were real, but professionally things were going well. His reputation was spreading, his skills acknowledged by a growing number of clients who in turn told potential clients. What would happen if he suddenly stopped? What would be the effect should he abruptly withdraw from a dozen commissions for which he was competing? These too were questions to be considered deeply; he was not ruled by money alone.


Yet as his mind wandered, Noel understood the uselessness of his thoughts. Compared to his ... covenant ... the questions were inconsequential. Whatever his personal circumstances, the dissemination of millions to the survivors of an inhumanity unprecedented in history was long overdue; it was an obligation impossible to dismiss. A voice had cried out to him through the years, the voice of a man in agony who was the father he had never known. For reasons he was incapable of explaining to himself, he could not be deaf to that voice; he could not walk away from that man in agony. He would drive to Bedford Hills in the morning and see his mother.


Holcroft looked up, wondering where the stewardess was with his drink. She was at the dimly lit counter that served as the bar in the 747’s lounge. The two men from the table had accompanied her; they were joined by a third. A fourth man sat quietly in a rear seat reading a newspaper. The two men with the stewardess had been drinking heavily, while the third, in his search for camaraderie, pretended to be less sober than he was. The stewardess saw Noel looking at her and arched her eyebrows in mock desperation. She had poured his scotch, but one of the drunks had spilled his drink; she was wiping it up with a cloth. The drunk’s companion suddenly lurched backwards against the rim of a chair, his balance lost. The stewardess dashed around the  counter to help the fallen passenger; his friend laughed, steadying himself on an adjacent chair. The third man reached for a drink on the bar. The fourth man looked up in disgust, crackling his paper, the sound conveying his disapproval. Noel returned to the window not caring to be a part of the minor confusion.


Several minutes later the stewardess approached his table. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Holcroft. Boys will be boys, more so on the Atlantic run, I think. That was scotch on the rocks, wasn’t it?’


‘Yes. Thanks.’ Noel took the glass from the attractive girl and saw the look in her eyes. It seemed to say thank you for not coming on like those crashing bores. Under different circumstances he might have pursued a conversation, but not now. Now he had other things to think about. In his mind he was listing the things he would do on Monday. Closing his office was not difficult in terms of personnel; he had a small staff: a secretary and two draughtsmen he could easily place with friends - probably at higher salaries. What would be difficult was the explanation. Why in heaven’s name would Holcroft, Incorporated, New York, close up shop just when its designs were being considered for projects that could triple its staff and quadruple its gross income? The explanation had to be both reasonable and not subject to scrutiny.


Suddenly, without warning, a passenger on the other side of the cabin sprang from his seat, a hoarse, wild cry of pain coming from his throat. He arched his back spastically, as if gasping for air, then clutched first his stomach, then his chest. He crashed into the wooden divider that held magazines and airline schedules and twisted maniacally, his eyes wide, the veins in his neck purple, as if bursting. He lurched forward and fell sprawling to the deck of the cabin.


It was the third man who had joined the two drunks at the bar with the stewardess.


The next moments were chaotic. The stewardess rushed to the fallen man, observed him closely, and followed procedure. She instructed the three other passengers in the cabin to remain in their seats, placed a cushion beneath the man’s head, and returned to the counter and the intercom on the wall. In seconds a male flight attendant rushed up the circular staircase; the British Airways captain emerged from the flight deck. They conferred with the stewardess over the unconscious body. The male attendant walked rapidly to the staircase, descended, and returned within a few moments with a clipboard. It was obviously a passenger list.


The captain stood up and addressed the others in the lounge. ‘Will you all please return to your seats below. There’s a doctor on board. He’s being summoned. Thank you very much.’


As Holcroft sidestepped his way down the staircase, a stewardess carrying a blanket climbed quickly past him. Then he heard the captain issue an order over the intercom. ‘Radio Kennedy for emergency equipment. Medical. Male passenger, name of Thornton. Heart seizure, I believe.’


 



The doctor knelt by the prone figure stretched out on the rear seat of the lounge and asked for a flashlight. The first officer hurried to the flight deck and returned with one. The doctor rolled back the eyelids of the man named Thornton, then turned and motioned for the captain to join him; he had something to say. The captain bent over; the doctor spoke quietly.


‘He’s dead. It’s difficult to say without equipment, without tissue and blood analysis, but I don’t think this man had a heart attack. I think he was poisoned. Strychnine would be my guess.’


 



The small grey-walled room that was a customs inspector’s office was suddenly quiet. Behind the inspector’s desk sat a homicide detective from New York’s Port Authority police, a British Airways clipboard in front of him. The inspector stood rigidly embarrassed to one side. In two chairs against the wall sat the captain of the 747 and the stewardess  assigned to its first-class lounge. By the door was a uniformed police officer. The detective stared at the customs inspector in disbelief.


‘Are you telling me that two people got off that plane, walked through sealed-off corridors into the sealed-off, guarded customs area and vanished?’


‘I can’t explain it,’ said the inspector, shaking his head despondently. ‘It’s never happened.’


The detective turned to the stewardess. ‘You’re convinced they were drunk, Miss?’


‘Not now, perhaps,’ replied the girl. ‘I’ve got to have second thoughts. They drank a great deal, I’m certain of it; they couldn’t have faked that. I served them. They appeared quite sloshed. Harmless but sloshed.’


‘Could they have poured their drinks out somewhere? Without drinking them, I mean.’


‘Where?’ asked the stewardess.


‘I don’t know. Hollow ashtrays, the seat cushions. What’s on the floor?’


‘Carpeting,’ answered the pilot.


The detective addressed the police officer by the door.


‘Get forensic on your radio. Have them check the carpet, the seat cushions, ashtrays. Left side of the roped-off area facing front. Dampness is enough. Let me know.’


‘Yes, sir.’ The officer left quickly, closing the door behind him.


‘Of course,’ ventured the captain, ‘alcoholic tolerances vary.’


‘Not the amounts the young lady described,’ the detective said.


‘For God’s sake, why is it important?’ said the captain. ‘Obviously they’re the men you want. They’ve vanished, as you put it. That took some planning, I daresay.’


‘Everything’s important,’ explained the detective. ‘Methods can be matched with previous crimes. We’re looking for anything. Crazy people. Rich, crazy people who jet around the world looking for thrills. Signs of psychosis, getting  kicks while on a high - alcohol or narcotics, it doesn’t matter. As far as we can determine, the two men in question didn’t even know this Thornton; your stewardess here said they introduced themselves. Why did they kill him? And accepting the fact that they did, why so brutally? It was strychnine, Captain, and take my word for it, it’s a rough way to go.’


The telephone rang. The customs inspector answered it, listened briefly, and handed it to the Port Authority detective. ‘It’s the State Department. For you.’


‘State? This is Lieutenant Miles, NYPA police. Have you got the information I requested?’


‘We’ve got it, but you won’t like it ...’


‘Wait a minute,’ broke in Miles, as the door opened and the uniformed officer reappeared. ‘What have you got?’


‘The seat cushions and the carpet on the left side of the lounge are soaked.’


‘Then they were cold sober,’ said the detective in a monotone. He nodded and returned to the telephone. ‘Go ahead, State. What won’t I like?’


‘Those passports in question were declared void more than ten years ago. They belonged to two men from Flint, Michigan. Neighbours, actually; worked for the same company in Detroit. In June of 1966 they both went on a business trip to Europe and never came back.’


‘Why were the passports voided?’


‘They disappeared from their hotel rooms. Three days later their bodies were found in the river. They’d been shot.’



‘Jesus! What river? Where?’


‘The Isar. They were in Munich, Germany.’


 



One by one the irate passengers of Flight 591 passed through the door of the quarantined room. Their names, addresses, and telephone numbers were checked off against the 747’s list by a representative of British Airways. Next to the representative was a member of the Port Authority  police making his own marks on a duplicate list. The quarantine had lasted nearly four hours.


Outside the room the passengers were directed down a hallway into a large cargo area, where they retrieved their inspected luggage, and headed for the doors of the main terminal. One passenger, however, made no move to leave the cargo area. Instead, this man, who carried no luggage, but had a raincoat over his arm, walked directly to a door with thick, stencilled printing on the panel:
US Customs. Control Center Authorized Personnel Only








Showing identification, he stepped inside.


A grey-haired man in the uniform of a high-ranking customs official stood by a steel-framed window smoking a cigarette. At the intrusion, he turned. ‘I’ve been waiting for you,’ he said. ‘There was nothing I could do while you were quarantined.’


‘I had the ID card ready in case you weren’t here,’ replied the passenger, putting the identification back into his jacket pocket.


‘Keep it ready. You may still need it; the police are all over the place. What do you want to do?’


‘Get out to that aircraft.’


‘You think they’re there?’


‘Yes. Somewhere. It’s the only explanation.’


The two men left the room and walked rapidly across the cargo area, past the numerous conveyor belts, to a steel doorway marked No Admittance. Using a key, the customs official opened it and preceded the younger man with the raincoat through the door. They were inside a long cinder-block tunnel that led to the field. Forty seconds later they reached another steel door, this one guarded by two men, one from US Customs, the other from the Port Authority police. The grey-haired official was recognized by the former.


‘Hello, Captain. Hell of a night, isn’t it?’


‘It’s only begun, I’m afraid,’ said the official. ‘We may be involved after all.’ He looked at the policeman. ‘This man’s Federal,’ he continued, angling his head at his companion.


‘I’m taking him to the 591 aircraft. There may be a narcotics connection.’


The police officer seemed confused. Apparently his orders were to allow no one through the door. The customs guard interceded.


‘Hey, come on. This man runs all of Kennedy Airport.’


The policeman shrugged and opened the door.


Outside a steady rain fell from the black night sky as pockets of mist rolled in from Jamaica Bay. The man with the customs official put on his raincoat. His movements were swift; in the hand beneath the coat held over his arm had been a gun. It was now in his belt, the raincoat button at his waist unfastened.


The 747 glistened under floodlights, rain streaking down its fuselage. Police and maintenance crews were everywhere, distinguished from each other by the contrasting black and orange of their slickers.


‘I’ll build your cover with the police inside,’ said the customs official, gesturing at the metal steps that swept up from the back of a truck to a door in the fuselage. ‘Good hunting.’


The man in the raincoat nodded, not really listening. His eyes were scanning the area. The 747 was the focal point; thirty yards from it in all directions were stanchions connected by ropes, policemen at mid-points between them. The man in the raincoat was inside the enclosure; he could move freely. He turned right at the end of the parallel ropes and proceeded towards the rear of the aircraft. He nodded to the police officers at their posts, slapping his identification open casually to those whose looks were questioning. He kept peering through the rain into the faces of those entering and leaving the plane. Three-quarters around the plane, he heard the angry shout of a maintenance crewman.


‘What the fuck are you doing? Get that winch secure!’


The target of the outburst was another crewman, standing on the platform of a fuel truck. This crewman had no rain slicker on; his white overalls were drenched. In the driver’s seat of the truck sat another crewman, also without rain apparel.


That was it, thought the man in the raincoat. The killers had worn overalls beneath their suits. But they had not taken into consideration the possibility of rain. Except for that mistake, the escape had been brilliantly planned.


The man in the raincoat walked over to the fuel truck, his hand on his gun concealed beneath his raincoat. Through the rain he stared at the figure beyond the window in the driver’s seat; the second man was above him, to his right on the platform, turned away. The face behind the window stared back in disbelief, and instantly lurched for the opposite side of the seat. But the man in the raincoat was too quick. He opened the door, pulled out his revolver, and fired, the gunshot muted by a silencer. The man in the seat fell into the dashboard, blood streaming out of his forehead.


At the sound of the report, the second man spun around on the steel platform of the truck and looked below.



‘You! In the lounge! With the newspaper!’


‘Get inside the truck,’ commanded the man in the raincoat, his words clear through the pounding rain, his gun concealed behind the door panel.


The figure on the platform hesitated. The man with the gun looked around. The surrounding police were preoccupied with their discomfort in the downpour, half blinded by the floodlights. None was observing the deadly scene. The man in the raincoat grabbed the white cloth of the killer’s overalls and yanked him into the frame of the open door of the fuel truck.


‘You failed. Heinrich Clausen’s son still lives,’ he said calmly. Then he fired a second shot. The killer fell back into the seat.


The man in the raincoat closed the door and put his gun back into his belt. He walked casually away, directly underneath the fuselage towards the roped-off alleyway that led to  the tunnel. He could see the customs official emerging from the 747’s door, walking rapidly down the steps. They met and together headed for the door of the tunnel.


‘What happened?’ asked the official.


‘My hunting was good. Theirs wasn’t. The question is, what do we do about Holcroft?’


‘That’s not our concern. It’s the Tinamou’s. The Tinamou must be informed.’


The man in the raincoat smiled to himself, knowing his smile could not be seen in the downpour.







CHAPTER FOUR


Holcroft got out of the taxi in front of his apartment on East Seventy-Third Street. He was exhausted, the strain of the last three days heightened by the tragedy on board the flight. He was sorry for the poor bastard who’d had the heart attack, but furious at the Port Authority police who treated the incident as if it were something else. Good Lord! Quarantined for damned near four hours!


The doorman greeted him. ‘A short trip this time, Mr Holcroft. But you got a lot of mail. Oh, and a message.’


‘A message?’


‘Yes, sir,’ said the doorman, handing him a business card.


‘This gentleman came in asking for you last night. He was very agitated, you know what I mean?’


‘Not exactly.’ Noel took the card and read the name.  Peter Baldwin, Esq.It meant nothing to him. Wellington  Security Systems, Ltd, The Strand, London, W1A.There was a telephone number underneath. Holcroft had never heard of the British company. He turned the card over; on the back was scribbled St Regis Hotel. Rm 411.



‘He insisted that I ring your apartment in case you’d got back and I hadn’t seen you come in. I told him that was crazy.’


‘He could have telephoned me himself,’ said Noel walking towards the lift. ‘I’m in the book.’


‘He told me he tried, but your phone was out of order.’ The lift door closed on the man’s last words. Holcroft read the name again as the lift climbed to the fifth floor. Peter Baldwin, Esq. Who was he? And since when was his phone out of order?


He opened his apartment door, and reached for the light switch on the wall. Two table lamps went on simultaneously; Noel dropped his suitcase and stared in disbelief at the room.


Nothing was the same as it was three days ago! Nothing.  Every piece of furniture, every chair, every table, every vase and ashtray were moved into another position. His couch had been in the centre of the room; it was now in the far right corner. Each sketch and painting on the walls had been shifted around, none where they had been before! The stereo was no longer on the shelf, instead it was neatly arranged on a table. His bar, always at the rear of the living room, was now at the left of the door. His drawing board, usually by the window, was now by itself ten feet in front of him, the stool somewhere else - God knew where. It was the strangest sensation he had ever experienced. Everything familiar, yet not familiar at all. Reality distorted, out of focus.


He stood in the open doorway. Images of the room as it had been kept reappearing in front of his eyes, only to be replaced by what was in front of him now.


‘What happened?’ He heard his own words, unsure they were his at first.


He ran to the couch; the telephone was always by the couch, on a table at the right end of the couch. But the couch had been moved; of course there was no telephone by the couch now! He spun around towards the centre of the room. Where was the table? It was not there; an armchair was where the table should be. The telephone was not there, either! Where was the telephone? Where was the table? Where the hell was the telephone?



It was by the window. There was his kitchen table by the  living-room window, and the telephone was on top of it. The telephone wires had been taken out from under the wall-to-wall carpeting and moved to the window. It was crazy! Who would take the trouble to lift tacked-down carpeting and move telephone wires?


He raced to the table, picked up the phone, and pressed the intercom button that connected him to the switchboard  in the lobby. He stabbed the signal button repeatedly; there was no answer. He kept his finger on it; finally, the harried voice of Jack the doorman answered.


‘All right, all right. This is the lobby ...’


‘Jack, it’s Mr Holcroft. Who came up to my apartment while I was away?’


‘Who came what, sir?’


‘Up to my apartment!’



‘Were you robbed, Mr Holcroft?’


‘I don’t know yet. I just know that everything’s been moved around. Who was here?’


‘Nobody, I mean nobody I know of. And the other guy didn’t say anything. I’m relieved at four in the morning by Ed, and he’s off at noon. Louie takes over then.’


‘Can you call them?’


‘Hell, I can call the police!’


The word was jarring. Police meant questions and Noel was not sure he wanted to give any answers. Where was he? Where had he gone? Whom did he see?



‘No, don’t call the police. Not yet. Not until I see if any thing’s missing. It might be someone’s idea of a joke. I’ll call you back.’


‘I’ll call the other guys.’


Holcroft hung up. He sat on the wide windowsill and appraised the room. Everything. Not a single piece of furniture was where it had been before!


He was holding something in his left hand: the business card. Peter Baldwin, Esq.



‘... he was very agitated, you know what I mean? ... he insisted I ring your apartment ... your phone was out of order ...’


St Regis Hotel. Rm 411.


Noel picked up the phone and dialled. He knew the number well; he lunched frequently at the King Cole Grill.


‘Yes? Baldwin here.’ The voice was British, the greeting abrupt.


‘This is Noel Holcroft, Mr Baldwin. You tried to reach me.’


‘Thank heavens! Where are you?’


‘Home. In my apartment. I just got back.’


‘Back? From where?’


‘I’m not sure that’s any of your business.’


‘For God’s sake, I’ve travelled over three thousand miles to see you! It’s dreadfully important. Now where were you?’


The Englishman’s breathing was audible over the phone; the man’s intensity seemed somehow related to fear. ‘I’m flattered you came all that distance to see me, but it still doesn’t give you the right to ask personal questions ...’


‘I have every right!’ broke in Baldwin. ‘I spent twenty years with MI6, and we have a great deal to talk about! You have no idea what you’re doing. No one does but me.’


‘You what? We what?’


‘Let me put it this way. Cancel Geneva. Cancel it, Mr Holcroft, until we’ve talked!’


‘Geneva? ...’ Noel felt suddenly sick to his stomach. How would this Englishman know about Geneva? How  could he know?


A light flickered outside the window; someone in an apartment directly across the courtyard was lighting a cigarette. Despite his agitation, Holcroft’s eyes were drawn to it.


‘There’s someone at the door,’ Baldwin said. ‘Stay on the phone. I’ll get rid of whoever it is and be right back.’


Noel could hear Baldwin put the telephone down, then the sound of a door opening and indistinguishable voices. Across the courtyard, in the window, a match was struck again, illuminating the long blonde hair of a woman behind a sheer curtain.


Hotcroft realized there was silence on the line; he could hear no voices now. Moments went by; the Englishman did not return.


‘Baldwin? Baldwin, where are you? Baldwin!’



For a third time a match flared in the window across the way. Noel stared at it; it seemed unnecessary. He could see the glow of a cigarette in the blonde woman’s mouth. And then he saw what was in her other hand, silhouetted behind the sheer curtain: a telephone. She was holding a telephone  to her ear and looking over at his window, looking, he was sure, at him.



‘Baldwin? Where the hell are you?’


There was a click; the line went dead.


‘Baldwin.’


The woman in the window slowly lowered the telephone, paused for a moment, and walked away out of sight.


Holcroft stared at the window, then at the telephone in his hand. He waited until he got the active line, then re-dialled the St Regis.


‘I’m sorry, sir, Room 411’s telephone seems to be out of order. We’ll send someone up right away. May I have your number and we’ll give it to Mr Baldwin.’ ... your phone was out of order ...


Something was happening that Noel did not understand. He only knew that he would not leave his name or number with the operator at the St Regis. He hung up and looked again at the window across the courtyard. Whatever light there had been was gone. The window was dark; he could see only the white of the curtain.


He pushed himself away from the windowsill, and wandered aimlessly about the room, around familiar possessions in unfamiliar locations. He was not sure what to do; he supposed he should see if anything was missing. Nothing seemed to be, but it was difficult to tell.


The telephone buzzed; the intercom from the lobby switchboard. He answered it.


‘It’s Jack, Mr Holcroft. I just spoke to Ed and Louie. Neither of ’em know anything about anyone going up to your place. They’re honest guys. They wouldn’t screw around. None of us would.’


‘Thanks, Jack. I believe you.’


‘You want me to call the police?’


‘No.’ Noel tried to sound casual. ‘I have an idea someone at the office was playing a joke. A couple of the fellows have keys.’


‘I didn’t see anybody. Neither did Ed or ...’


‘It’s okay, Jack,’ interrupted Holcroft. ‘Forget it. The  night I left we had a party. One or two stayed over.’ It was all Noel could think of to say.


Suddenly, it occurred to him that he had not looked in his bedroom. He went there now, his hand reaching for the light switch on the wall.


He expected it but it was still a shock. The disorientation was now somehow complete.


Again, each piece of furniture had been moved to a different position. The bed was the first thing that struck his eye; it was oddly frightening. No part of it touched the wall. Instead, it was in the centre of the room, isolated. His bureau stood in front of a window; a small writing desk was dwarfed against the expanse of the right wall. As minutes ago, when first he’d seen the living room, the images of what his bedroom looked like three days ago kept flashing before him, replaced by the strangeness of what he now observed.


Then he saw it and gasped. Hanging down from the ceiling, strapped together with dull black tape, was his second telephone, the extension cord snaking up the wall and across the ceiling to the hook that held it.


It was spinning slowly.


The pain shifted from his stomach to his chest; his eyes were transfixed on the sight, on the suspended instrument revolving slowly in midair. He was afraid to look beyond, but he knew he had to; he had to understand.


And when he did, his breath came back to him. The phone was in the direct path of his bathroom door and the door was open. He saw the curtains billowing in the window above the basin. The steady stream of cold wind was making the telephone spin.


He walked quickly into the bathroom to shut the window. As he was about to pull the curtains he saw a brief flash of illumination outside; a match had been struck in another window across the courtyard, the flare startling in the darkness. He looked out.


There was the woman again! The blonde-haired woman,  her upper body silhouetted beyond another set of sheer curtains. He stared at the figure, mesmerized by it.


She turned as she had turned before, and walked away as she had walked away minutes ago. Out of sight. And the dim light in the window went out.


What was happening? What did it mean? Things were being orchestrated to frighten him. But by whom and for what purpose? And what had happened to Peter Baldwin, Esq., he of the intense voice and the command to cancel Geneva? Was Baldwin a part of the terror or was he a victim of it?


Victim ... victim? It was an odd word to use, he considered. Why should there be any victims? And what did Baldwin mean when he said he had ‘spent twenty years with MI6’?


MI6? Branch of British Intelligence. If he remembered correctly, MI5 was the section that dealt with domestic matters; 6 concerned itself with problems outside the country. The English CIA, as it were.


Good God! Did the British know about the Geneva document? Was British Intelligence aware of the massive theft of thirty years ago? On the surface, it would appear so ... yet that was not what Peter Baldwin implied.


You don’t know what you’re doing. No one does but me.


And then there was silence, and the line went dead.


Holcroft walked out of the bathroom and paused beneath the suspended telephone; it was barely moving now, but it had not stopped. It was an ugly sight, made macabre by the profusion of dull, black tape that held the instrument. As if the phone had been mummified, never to be used again.


He continued towards the bedroom door, then instinctively stopped and turned. Something had caught his eye, something he had not noticed before. The centre drawer of the small writing desk was open. He looked closer. Inside the drawer was a sheet of paper.


His breathing stopped as he stared at the page below.


It couldn’t be. It was insane. The single sheet of paper was brownish-yellow. With age. It seemed identical to the page  of paper that had been kept in a vault in Geneva for thirty years. The letter filled with threats written by fanatics who revered a martyr named Heinrich Clausen. The writing was the same; the odd Germanic printing of English words, the ink that was faded but still legible.


And what was legible was astonishing. For it had been written over thirty years ago.



Noel Clausen-Holcroft


Nothing is as it was for you. Nothing can ever be the same ...




Before he read further, Noel picked up an edge of the page. It crumpled under his touch.


Oh, God! It was written thirty years ago!


And that fact made the remainder of the message frightening.



The past was preparation, the future is committed to the memory of a man and his dream. His was an act of daring and brilliance in a world gone mad. Nothing must stand in the way of that dream’s fulfilment.


We are the survivors of Wolfsschanze. Those of us who live will dedicate our lives and bodies to the protection of that man’s dream. It will be fulfilled, for it is all that is left. An act of mercy that will show the world that we were betrayed, that we were not as the world believed us to be.


We, the men of Wolfsschanze, know what the best of us were. As Heinrich Clausen knew.


It is now up to you, Noel Clausen-Holcroft, to complete what your father began. You are the way. Your father wished it so.


Many will try to stop you. To throw open the floodgates and destroy the dream. But the men of Wolfsschanze do survive. You have our word that all those who interfere will be stopped themselves.


Any who stand in your way, who try to dissuade you, who try to deceive you with lies, will be eliminated.


As you and yours will be should you hesitate. Or fail. This is our oath to you.




Noel grabbed the paper out of the drawer; it fell apart in his hand. He let the fragments fall to the floor.


‘Goddamned maniacs!’ He slammed the drawer shut and ran out of the bedroom. Where was the telephone? Where the hell was the goddamned telephone? By the window, that was it; it was on the kitchen table by the fucking window!


‘Maniacs!’ he screamed again at no one. But not really at no one; at a man in Geneva who had been on a train bound for Zurich. Maniacs may have written that page of garbage thirty years ago, but now, thirty years later, other maniacs had delivered it! They had broken into his home, invaded his privacy, touched his belongings ... God knows what else, he thought, thinking of Peter Baldwin, Esq. A man who had travelled thousands of miles to see him, and talk to him ... silence, a click, a dead telephone line.


He looked at his watch. It was almost 1.00 in the morning. What was it in Zurich? 6.00? 7.00? The banks in Switzerland opened at 8.00. The Grande Banque de Genève had a branch in Zurich; Manfredi would be there.


The window. He was standing in front of the window where he had stood only minutes ago, waiting for Baldwin to come back on the phone. The window. Across the courtyard in the opposite apartment. The three brief flares of a match ... the blonde-haired woman in the window!
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