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			Epigraph

			I am not so weak as to submit to the demands of the age

			when they go against my convictions. I spin a cocoon

			around myself; let others do the same. I shall leave it to time

			to show what will come of it: a brilliant butterfly or maggot.

			– Caspar David Friedrich
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			Chapter 1

			October 1956

			It was the end of the season and most of the hotels on the Riviera, including the Grand Hôtel Cap Ferrat, where I worked, were already closed for the winter. Not that winter meant much in that part of the world. Not like in Berlin, where winter is more a rite of passage than a season: you’re not a true Berliner until you’ve survived the bitter experience of an interminable Prussian winter; that famous dancing bear you see on the city’s coat of arms is just trying to keep himself warm.

			The Hotel Ruhl was normally one of the last hotels in Nice to close because it had a casino and people like to gamble whatever the weather. Maybe they should have opened a casino in the nearby Hotel ­Negresco – ­which the Ruhl resembled, except that the Negresco was closed and looked as if it might stay that way the following year. Some said they were going to turn it into apartments but the Negresco ­concierge – ­who was an acquaintance of mine, and a fearful ­snob – ­said the place had been sold to the daughter of a Breton butcher, and he wasn’t usually wrong about these things. He was off to Bern for the winter and probably wouldn’t be back. I was going to miss him but as I parked my car and crossed the Promenade des Anglais to the Hotel Ruhl I really wasn’t thinking about that. Perhaps it was the cold night air and the barman’s surplus ice cubes in the gutter but instead I was thinking about Germany. Or perhaps it was the sight of the two ­crew-­cut golems standing outside the hotel’s grand Mediterranean entrance, eating ice cream cones and wearing thick East German suits of the kind that are ­mass-­produced like tractor parts and shovels. Just seeing those two thugs ought to have put me on my guard but I had something important on my mind; I was looking forward to meeting my wife, Elisa­beth, who, out of the blue, had sent me a letter inviting me to dinner. We were separated, and she was living back in Berlin, but Elisabeth’s handwritten ­letter – ­she had beautiful Sütterlin handwriting (banned by the Nazis) – ­spoke of her having come into a bit of money, which just might have explained how she could afford to be back on the Riviera and staying at the Ruhl, which is almost as expensive as the Angleterre or the Westminster. Either way I was looking forward to seeing her again with the blind faith of one who hoped reconciliation was on the cards. I’d already planned the short but graceful speech of forgiveness I was going to make. How much I missed her and thought we could still make a go of ­it – ­that kind of thing. Of course, a part of me was also braced for the possibility she might be there to tell me she’d met someone else and wanted a divorce. Still, it seemed like a lot of trouble to go ­to – ­it wasn’t easy to travel from Berlin these days.

			The hotel restaurant was on the top floor in one of the corner cupolas. It was perhaps the best in Nice, designed by Charles Dalmas. Certainly it was the most expensive. I hadn’t ever eaten there but I’d heard the food was excellent and I was looking forward to my dinner. The mâitre d’ sidestepped his way across the beautiful Belle Époque room, met me at the bookings lectern, and found my wife’s name on the page. I was already glancing over his shoulder, searching the tables anxiously for Elisabeth and not finding her there yet, checking my watch and realizing that I was perhaps a little early. I wasn’t really listening to the mâitre d’ as he informed me that my host had arrived, and I was halfway across the marble floor when I saw I was being ushered to a quiet corner table where a squat, ­tough-­looking man was already working on a very large lobster and a bottle of white Burgundy. Recognizing him immediately, I turned on my heel only to find my exit blocked by two more apes who looked as if they might have climbed in through the open window, off one of the many palm trees on the Promenade.

			‘Don’t leave yet,’ one of them said quietly in thick, ­Leipzig-­accented German. ‘The ­comrade-­general wouldn’t like it.’

			For a moment I stood my ground, wondering if I could risk making a run for the door. But the two men, cut from the same crude mould as the two golems I’d seen by the hotel entrance, were more than a match for me.

			‘That’s right,’ added the other. ‘So you’d best sit down like a good boy and avoid making a scene.’

			‘Gunther,’ said a voice behind me, also speaking German. ‘Bernhard Gunther. Come over here and sit down, you old fascist. Don’t be afraid.’ He laughed. ‘I’m not going to shoot you. It’s a public place.’ I suppose he assumed that German speakers were at a premium in the Hotel Ruhl and he probably wouldn’t have been wrong. ‘What could possibly happen to you in here? Besides, the food is excellent and the wine more so.’

			I turned again and took another look at the man who remained seated and was still applying himself to the lobster with his cracker and a pick, like a plumber changing the washer on a tap. He was wearing a better suit than his ­men – ­a blue pinstripe, ­tailor-­made – ­and a patterned silk tie that could only have been bought in France. A tie like that would have cost a week’s wages in the GDR and probably earned you a lot of awkward questions at the local police station, as would the large gold watch that flashed on his wrist like a miniature lighthouse as he gouged at the flesh of the lobster, which was the same colour as the more abundant flesh of his powerful hands. His hair was still dark on top but cut so short against the sides of his wrecking ball of a head it looked like a priest’s black zucchetto. He’d put on some weight since last I’d seen him, and he hadn’t even started on the new potatoes, the mayonnaise, the asparagus tips, the salade niçoise, sweet cucumber pickles, and the plate of dark chocolate arranged on the table in front of him. With his boxer’s physique he reminded me strongly of Martin Bormann, Hitler’s deputy chief of staff; he was certainly every bit as dangerous.

			I sat down, poured myself a glass of white wine, and tossed my cigarette case onto the table in front of me.

			‘General Erich Mielke,’ I said. ‘What an unexpected pleasure.’

			‘I’m sorry about bringing you here under false pretences. But I knew you wouldn’t have come if I’d said it was I who was buying dinner.’

			‘Is she all right? Elisabeth? Just tell me that and then I’ll listen to whatever you have to say, General.’

			‘Yes, she’s fine.’

			‘I take it she’s not actually here in Nice.’

			‘No, she’s not. I’m sorry about that. But you’ll be glad to know that she was most reluctant to write that letter. I had to explain that the alternative would have been so much more painful, for you at least. So please don’t hold that letter against her. She wrote it for the best of reasons.’ Mielke lifted an arm and snapped his fingers at the waiter. ‘Have something to eat. Have some wine. I drink very little myself but I’m told this is the best. Anything you like. I insist. The Ministry of State Security is paying. Only, please don’t smoke. I hate the smell of cigarettes, especially when I’m eating.’

			‘I’m not hungry, thanks.’

			‘Of course you are. You’re a Berliner. We don’t have to be hungry to eat. The war taught us to eat when there’s food on the table.’

			‘Well, there’s plenty of food on this table. Are we expecting anyone else? The Red Army, perhaps?’

			‘I like to see lots of food when I’m eating, even if I don’t eat any of it. It’s not just a man’s stomach that needs filling. It’s his senses, too.’

			I picked up the bottle and inspected the label.

			‘­Corton-­Charlemagne. I approve. Nice to see that an old communist like you can still appreciate a few of the finer things in life, General. This wine must be the most expensive on the list.’

			‘I do, and it most certainly is.’

			I drained the glass and poured myself another. It was excellent.

			The waiter approached nervously, as if he’d already felt the edge of Mielke’s tongue.

			‘We’ll have two juicy steaks,’ said Mielke, speaking good ­French – ­the result, I imagined, of his two years spent in a French prison camp before and during the war. ‘No, better still, we’ll have the Chateaubriand. And make it very bloody.’

			The waiter went away.

			‘Is it just steak you prefer that way?’ I said. ‘Or everything else as well?’

			‘Still got that sense of humour, Gunther. It beats me how you’ve stayed alive for this long.’

			‘The French are a little more tolerant of these things than they are in what you laughingly call the Democratic Republic of Germany. Tell me, General, when is the communist government going to dissolve the people and elect another?’

			‘The people?’ Mielke laughed, and breaking off from his lobster for a moment, placed a piece of chocolate into his mouth, almost as if it were a matter of indifference what he was eating just as long as it was something not easily obtained in the GDR. ‘They rarely know what’s best for them. Nearly fourteen million Germans voted for Hitler in March 1932, making the Nazis the largest party in the Reichstag. Do you honestly believe they had a clue what was best for them? No, of course not. Nobody did. All the people care about is a regular pay packet, cigarettes, and beer.’

			‘I expect that’s why twenty thousand East German refugees were crossing into the Federal Republic every ­month – ­at least until you imposed your so-called special regime with its restricted zone and your protective strip. They were in search of better beer and cigarettes and perhaps the chance to complain a little without fear of the consequences.’

			‘Who was it said that none are more hopelessly enslaved than those who believe they are free?’

			‘It was Goethe. And you misquote him. He said that none are more hopelessly enslaved than those who falsely believe they are free.’

			‘In my book, they are one and the same.’

			‘That would be the one book you’ve read, then.’

			‘You’re a romantic fool. I forget that about you, sometimes. Look, Gunther, most people’s idea of freedom is to write something rude on a lavatory wall. My own belief is that the people are lazy and prefer to leave the business of government to the government. However, it’s important that the people don’t place too great a burden on those in charge of things. Hence, my presence here in France. Generally speaking I prefer to go hunting. But I often come here around this time of year to get away from my responsibilities. I like to play a little baccarat.’

			‘That’s a ­high-­risk game. But then you always were a gambler.’

			‘You want to know the really great thing about gambling here?’ He grinned. ‘Most of the time, I lose. If there were still such decadent things as casinos in the GDR I’m afraid the croupiers would always make sure I won. Winning is only fun if you can lose. I used to go to the one in ­Baden-­Baden but the last time I was there I was recognized and couldn’t go again. So now I come to Nice. Or sometimes Le Touquet. But I prefer Nice. The weather is a little more reliable here than on the Atlantic coast.’

			‘Somehow I don’t believe that’s all you’re here for.’

			‘You’re right.’

			‘So what the hell do you want?’

			‘You remember that business a few months back, with Somerset Maugham and our mutual friends Harold Hennig and Anne French. You almost managed to screw up a good operation there.’

			Mielke was referring to a Stasi plot to discredit Roger Hollis, the deputy director of ­MI5 – ­the British domestic counterintelligence and security ­agency. ­The real plan had been to leave Hollis smelling of roses after the bogus Stasi plot was revealed.

			‘It was very good of you to tie up that loose end for us,’ said Mielke. ‘It was you who killed Hennig, wasn’t it?’

			I didn’t answer but we both knew this was true; I’d shot Harold Hennig dead in the house Anne French had been renting in Villefranche and done my very best to frame her for it. Since then the French police had asked me all sorts of questions about her, but that was all I knew. As far as I was aware, Anne French remained safely back in England.

			‘Well, for the sake of argument, let’s just say it was you,’ said Mielke. He finished the piece of chocolate he was eating, forked some pickled cucumber into his mouth, and then swallowed a mouthful of white Burgundy, all of which persuaded me that his taste buds were every bit as corrupt as his politics and morals. ‘The fact is that Hennig’s days were numbered anyway. As are Anne’s. The operation to discredit Hollis really only looks good if we try to eliminate her, ­too – ­as befits someone who betrayed us. And that’s especially important now that the French are trying to have her extradited back here to face trial for Hennig’s murder. Needless to say, that just can’t be allowed to happen. Which is where you come in, Gunther.’

			‘Me?’ I shrugged. ‘Let me get this straight. You’re asking me to kill Anne French?’

			‘Precisely. Except that I’m not asking. The fact is that you agreeing to kill Anne French is a condition of remaining alive yourself.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			October 1956

			I estimated once that the Gestapo had employed less than fifty thousand officers to keep an eye on eighty million Germans, but from what I’d read and heard about the GDR, the Stasi employed at least twice that ­number – ­to say nothing of their civilian informants or spylets who, rumour had it, amounted to one in ten of the ­population – ­to keep an eye on just seventeen million Germans. As deputy head of the Stasi, Erich Mielke was one of the most powerful men in the GDR. And as might have been expected of such a man, he’d already anticipated all my objections to such a distasteful mission as the one he had described and was ready to argue them down with the brute force of one who is used to getting his way with people who are themselves authoritarian and assertive. I had the feeling that Mielke might have grabbed me by the throat or banged my head on the dinner table and, of course, violence was a vital part of his character; as a young communist cadre in Berlin he’d participated in the infamous murder of two uniformed policemen.

			‘No, don’t smoke,’ he said, ‘just listen. This is a good opportunity for you, Gunther. You can make some money, get yourself a new ­passport – ­a genuine West German passport, with a different name and a fresh start ­somewhere – ­and, most important of all, you can pay Anne French back, with interest, for the way she used you so ruthlessly.’

			‘Only because you told her to. Isn’t that right? It was you who put her up to it.’

			‘I didn’t tell her to sleep with you. That was her idea. Either way she played you like a piano, Gunther. But it hardly matters now, does it? You fell for her in a big way, didn’t you?’

			‘It’s easy to see what the two of you have in common. You’re both totally unprincipled.’

			‘True. Although in her case she was also one of the best liars I’ve ever met. I mean a real pathological case. I really don’t think she knew when she was lying and when she was telling the truth. Not that I think the immorality of subterfuge really mattered to her. Just as long as she was able to maintain that cool smile and satisfy her own greed for material possessions. She managed to convince herself that she wasn’t in it for the money; the irony is that she thought she was quite principled. Which made her an ideal spy. Not that any of this previous story really matters a damn.

			‘What’s ­important – ­at least to ­me – ­is that now someone has to kill her. I’m afraid that MI5 would be very surprised if we didn’t at least try to kill her. And the way I see it is that this someone might as well be you. It’s not like you haven’t killed people before, is it? Hennig, for example. I mean, that just had to be you who put a bullet in him and made it look like she’d done it.’

			Mielke paused as our steak arrived and the ­half-­eaten lobster was swept away. ‘We’ll carve that ourselves,’ he told the waiter gruffly. ‘And bring us a bottle of your best Bordeaux. Decanted, mind. But I want to see the bottle it comes from, right? And the cork.’

			‘You don’t trust anyone, do you?’ I said.

			‘That is one reason I have stayed alive for so long.’ When the waiter had gone, Mielke cut the Chateaubriand in two, forked a generous half onto his dinner plate, and chuckled. ‘But I also look after myself, you know? I don’t smoke, I don’t drink very much, and I like to keep fit because at heart I’m an old street fighter. Even so, I find that people are more inclined to listen to a policeman who looks as if he can take care of himself than one who doesn’t. You wouldn’t believe the number of times I’ve had to intimidate people in the SED Central Committee. I swear, even Walter Ulbricht is afraid of me.’

			‘Is that what you call yourself now, Erich? A policeman?’

			‘Why not? It’s what I am. But why should that bother a man like you, Gunther? You, who were a member of Kripo and the SD for almost twenty years. Some of those so-called policemen you reported to were the worst criminals in history: Heydrich. Himmler. Nebe. And you worked for them all.’ He shook his head, exasperated. ‘You know, one day I really am going to look into your RSHA record and see what crimes you perpetrated, Gunther. I’ve a shrewd idea you’re nowhere near as clean as you like to make out. So let’s not pretend there’s anything separating us as far as moral superiority is concerned. We’ve both done things we wish we hadn’t. But we’re still here.’

			Mielke fell silent as he cut his own steak into smaller squares.

			‘Having said all that, I don’t forget that it was you who saved my life, on two occasions.’

			‘Three,’ I said bitterly.

			‘Was it? Perhaps. Well, like I say. Killing her. This is a good opportunity for you. To make a fresh start for yourself. A chance to come back to Germany and get away from this irrelevant place on the edge of Europe where a man of your talents is wasted, quite frankly. Assuming you’re wise enough to understand that.’

			Mielke forked a square of steak into his big mouth and started chewing furiously.

			‘Am I arguing?’ I asked.

			‘No. You’re not, for once. Which in itself is strange.’

			I shrugged. ‘I’m willing to do what you ask, General. I’m broke. I have no friends. I live alone in an apartment that’s not much bigger than a lobster pot, and I work at a job that’s about to be folded away for the winter. I miss Germany. Christ, I even miss the weather. If killing Anne French is the price I have to pay to get my life back, then I’m more than willing to do it.’

			‘You were never easily influenced, Gunther. I’ll be honest. I expected more opposition. Perhaps you hate Anne French more than I thought. Perhaps you really do want to kill her. But in this case, to be willing is not enough. You must actually go to England and kill her.’

			The waiter came back with a decanter of red wine and placed it on the table in front of us. Mielke took it from him, sniffed at the cork, and then nodded at the empty bottle of Château Mouton Rothschild that had been presented for his inspection.

			‘Taste it,’ he told me.

			I tasted it and, predictably, it was as good as the white I’d been drinking; perhaps better. I nodded back at him.

			‘As a matter of fact I do hate her,’ I said. ‘Much more than I expected to hate her. And yes, I will kill her. But if you don’t mind I’d like to know a bit more about your plan.’

			‘My men will meet you at the railway station here in Nice, where you will be given your new passport, some money, and tickets on the Blue Train to Paris. From there you can transfer to the Golden Arrow for Calais and then to London. Upon arrival you’ll meet more of my men. They will brief you further and accompany you on your mission.’

			‘Is that where she’s living? London?’

			‘No, she’s living in a little town on the south coast of England. Fighting extradition, but without much success. MI5 seems to have abandoned her, more or less. My men will provide you with a detailed diary of the woman’s movements so you can accidentally meet her, and arrange to have a drink with her.’

			‘Suppose she doesn’t want to meet with me again? When we parted it was hardly on the best of terms.’

			‘Persuade her. Use a gun if you have to. We’ll give you a gun. But make her come with you. Somewhere public. That way she’ll be more trusting.’

			‘I don’t quite understand. Don’t you want me to shoot her?’

			‘Good Lord, no. The last thing I want is for you to be arrested so you can spill your guts to the British. You need to be a long way away from Anne French when she dies. Hopefully you’ll be back in Germany by the time that happens. Living under a new name. That will be nice for you, won’t it?’

			‘So, what, I’m to poison her tea, is that it?’

			‘Yes. Poison is always best in these situations. Something slow that doesn’t leave much trace. Recently we’ve been using thallium. Really, it’s a formidable murder weapon. It’s colourless, odourless, and tasteless and doesn’t make its effect felt for at least a day or two. But when it ­does – ­it’s devastating.’ Mielke smiled cruelly. ‘For all you know, you might have ingested some in that wine you’re enjoying. I mean, you really wouldn’t know if you had. I could have had the waiter put the stuff in the decanter, which is why I let you taste it and not me. You see how easy it is?’

			I glanced uncomfortably at the glass of Mouton Rothschild and made a fist on the table.

			Mielke was clearly enjoying my obvious discomfort. ‘At first she’ll think she’s got a stomach upset. And ­then – ­well, it’s a very long, painful death, you’ll be glad to know. She’ll puke for a couple of days, and that will be ­followed by extreme convulsions and muscular pain. After that comes a complete personality ­change – ­hallucinations and anxiety; lastly there’s alopecia, blindness, a lot of agonizing chest pain, and then the end. You want to see it. Believe me, it’s a living hell. Death, when it comes, will seem like a mercy.’

			‘Is there an antidote?’ I still had one eye on the wine I’d been drinking, wondering how much of what Mielke had told me was true.

			‘I’m told that Prussian blue, orally administered, is an antidote.’

			‘The paint?’

			‘Effectively, yes, it is. Prussian blue is a synthetic pigment that works by colloidal dispersion, ion exchange, something like that. I’m not a chemist. However, I believe it’s one of those antidotes that’s only marginally less ­painful than the poison, and the chances are that by the time an English hospital wakes up to the fact that poor Anne French has been poisoned with thallium and tries to give her any Prussian blue it will already be too late for her.’

			‘Jesus,’ I said, and picked up my cigarettes. I put one in my mouth and was about to light it when Mielke snatched it away and threw it into a planter without apology.

			‘But like I said, by the time she’s dead you’ll be safely back in West Germany. Only not in Berlin. You’re no good to me in Berlin, Gunther. Too many people know you there. I think Bonn or maybe Hamburg would suit you better. More important, it would suit me if you went there.’

			‘You must have hundreds of Stasi agents all over West Germany, General. So what possible use could I be?’

			‘You have a particular skill set, Gunther. A useful background for what I have in mind. I want you to set up a ­neo-­Nazi organization. With your fascist background this shouldn’t be difficult. Your immediate task will be to desecrate or vandalize Jewish sites throughout West ­Germany – ­cultural centres, cemeteries, and synagogues. You can also persuade or even blackmail some of your old RSHA comrades to write letters to the newspapers and the federal government demanding the release of Nazi war criminals or protesting against the trial of others.’

			‘What have you got against the Jews?’

			‘Nothing.’ Mielke tossed another piece of chocolate into his omnivorous mouth alongside the piece of steak that was already in there; it was like having dinner with some Prussian farmer’s prize pig as it dined on swill that was made from the fam­ily’s choicest leftovers. ‘Nothing at all. But this will only lend credibility to our own propaganda that the federal government is still Nazi. Which it is. After all, it was Adenauer who denounced the entire denazification process and who brought in an amnesty law for Nazi war criminals. We’re just helping people see what is already there.’

			‘You seem to have thought of everything, General.’

			‘If I haven’t, someone else has. And if they haven’t, they’ll pay for it. But don’t let my jovial manner fool you, Gunther. I might be on holiday but I’m deadly serious about this. And you’d better be as well.’

			He pointed his fork at me as if he was contemplating shoving it in my eye and I felt somewhat reassured that there was a piece of meat on the end of it.

			‘Because if you’re not, you’d better learn to be right now, or you’ll never see tomorrow. How about it? Are you serious about this?’

			I nodded. ‘Yes, I’m serious. I want that English bitch dead every bit as much as you do, General. More, probably. Look, I’d rather not talk about what passed between us in any detail, if you don’t mind. It’s still a source of some grief to me. But I will tell you this, my only regret about what you’ve told me so far is that I won’t be there in person to see her suffering. Because that’s what I want. Her pain and her degradation. Now, does that answer your question?’

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			October 1956

			I returned to my flat in Villefranche, satisfied only that I’d managed to convince Mielke that I was actually going to carry out his orders and travel to England to poison Anne French. The truth was that while I hated the woman for all the pain she’d given me, I didn’t quite hate her enough to murder her, and certainly not in the monstrous way that Mielke had described. I very much wanted a new West German passport but I also wanted to stay alive long enough to use it, and I had no doubt that Mielke was quite prepared to have his men kill me if he even ­half-­suspected I was preparing to ­double-­cross him. So it was that for a few moments I contemplated packing a suitcase immediately and leaving the Riviera for good. I had a bit of money under the mattress and a gun, and the car of course, but there was a good chance that his men would be watching my flat, in which case flight was probably futile. That presented the ­hair-­raising prospect of my cooper­ating with Mielke’s plan long enough to get hold of the passport and the money, and then looking for an opportunity to give his men the slip, which left me somewhere between the tree and its bark. Most of the men in the Stasi had been trained by the Gestapo and were experts at finding people; giving them the slip would be like trying to evade a pack of English tracker hounds.

			In order to see if I was under surveillance I decided to take a walk along the seafront, hoping that this might make the Stasi reveal themselves and also that the cool night air would help to clear my head enough to think of a solution to my immediate problem. Inevitably my feet took me to a bar in the correctly named Rue Obscure, where I drank a bottle of red and smoked half a packet of cigarettes, which achieved exactly the opposite result from the one I was hoping for. And I was still shaking my head and pondering my limited options when I walked, a little unsteadily, home again.

			Villefranche is a strange warren of alleys and narrow backstreets and, especially at night and at the close of the season, resembles a scene from a Fritz Lang movie. It’s all too easy to imagine yourself being followed by unseen vigilantes through this dark, meandering catacomb of French streets, like poor Peter Lorre with a letter M chalked onto the back of your coat, ­especially when you’re drunk. But I wasn’t so drunk that I couldn’t spot the tail that had been pinned to my arse. Not so much spot it as hear the ­stop-­start, ­clip-­clop sound of their cheap shoes on the cobbled alleyways as they tried to match the erratic pace of my own footsteps. I might have called out to them, too, in mockery of their attempts to keep eyes on me but for the sense – ­the good sense, ­perhaps – ­that it might be best not to give them, and more important, the ­comrade-­general, even the vaguest impression that I was anything but subordinate to him and his orders. The new Gunther had a much shorter spout than the old one, which was probably just as well; at least it was if I wanted to see Germany again. So I was surprised when I found my way back down to the esplanade blocked by two human bollards, each with absurdly blond, ­master-­race hair of the kind that Himmler’s favourite barber would have put up on his ­hero-­haircut wall. In the shadows behind them was a smaller man with a leather eye patch, whom I ­half-­recognized from a long time ago but failed to remember why, if only because the two human bollards were already busy gagging my mouth and tying my wrists in front of me.

			‘I’m sorry about this, Gunther,’ said the man I’d ­half-­recognized. ‘It’s a shame that we have to meet again in these circumstances but orders are orders. I don’t have to tell you how that works. So nothing personal, see? But this is just how the ­comrade-­general wants it.’

			Even as he spoke the two blond bollards lifted me off my feet by the forearms and carried me to the end of the vaulted blind alley like a ­shop-­window mannequin. Here a single streetlight singed the evening air a sulphurous shade of yellow until someone killed it with a silenced pistol shot, but not before I saw the wooden beam that crossed the vaulted roof and the plastic noose that was dangling off it with obviously lethal intent. The realization that I was about to be hanged summarily in that dim, forgotten alley was enough to lend a last spasm of strength to my intoxicated limbs and I struggled hard to escape the iron grip of the two Stasi men, but to no avail. Like Christ ascending into heaven I felt myself already rising up from the cobbled ground to meet the noose, where another obliging Stasi man, wearing a grey suit and a hat, was holding on to a street lamp like Gene Kelly to help lasso my neck with it.

			‘That’s it,’ he said, when the lasso was in place. The Leipzig accent. The same man from the Hotel Ruhl, perhaps? Must have been. ‘Okay, boys, you can let go now. I reckon this bastard will swing like a church bell.’

			As he steadied the noose under my left ear I sucked a quick breath and the next second the two human bollards let me go. The plastic noose slipped tight, the world blurred like a bad photograph, and I stopped breathing altogether. Desperately trying to find the uneven ground with the toecaps of my shoes, I only managed to turn myself around in space like the last ham in a ­butcher-­shop window. I caught a brief glimpse of the Stasi men watching me hang and then pedalled some more on my invisible bicycle before deciding that it might go easier for me if I didn’t struggle and, in truth, it didn’t really hurt that much. It wasn’t pain I felt so much as a tremendous sense of pressure, as if my whole body might actually explode for want of an airhole. My tongue was like a baccarat pallet, it was so big, which was probably why most of it seemed to be outside my mouth, and my eyes were looking at my ears, as if trying to determine the source of the infernal racket I was hearing, which must have been the sound of the blood pounding in my head, of course. Most curious of all, I felt the actual presence of the little finger I had lost years before, in Munich, when another old comrade had cut it off with a hammer and chisel. It was as if all my being were suddenly concentrated in a part of my body that no longer even existed. And then 1949 and Munich and poor Vera Messmann seemed like ten minutes ago. The phantom finger swiftly spread and became a whole limb and then the rest of my body and I knew I was dying, which is when I pissed myself. I remember someone laughing and thinking that maybe, after all these years, I had it coming anyway and that I’d done pretty well to get this far without mishap. Then I was at the bottom of the cold Baltic Sea and I was swimming hard up from the wreck of the MV Wilhelm Gustloff to reach the undulating surface, only it was too far, and with bursting lungs I knew I wasn’t going to make it, which is when I must have passed out.

			I was still up in the air but looking down on myself as I was lying on the cobbles of the Rue Obscure. I seemed to be hovering above the ­straw-­dog heads of all those Stasi men like a cloud of gas. They’d cut me down and were trying to loosen the ligature around my neck but they gave up when one of the agents produced a pair of wire cutters and clipped it along with some of the skin under my ear. Someone stamped on my chest, which was all the first aid I was about to receive from the Stasi, and I started to live again. One of them was applauding my performance on the high ­wire – ­his words, not ­mine – ­and now back in my body I turned over on my stomach to retch and drool onto the cobbles and then to haul some air painfully into my starved lungs. I touched something wet on my neck, which turned out to be my own blood, and heard myself mumble something with a tongue that was only just accustomed to being inside my mouth again.

			‘What’s that?’ The man with the wire cutters bent down to help me sit up, and I spoke again.

			‘Need a cigarette,’ I said. ‘Get my breath.’ I put a hand on my chest and willed my heart to slow down a bit before it packed up altogether after the excitement of what I’d assumed were my last few minutes on earth, or near it anyway.

			‘You’re a game one, uncle, I’ll say that for you. He wants a nail, he says.’ He laughed and fetched a packet of Hit Parades from his pocket and stabbed one between the lips of my still trembling mouth. ‘There you go.’

			I coughed some more, and then sucked hard when his lighter sparked into life. It was probably the best cigarette I’d ever tasted.

			‘I’ve heard of a last cigarette,’ he said. ‘But I never saw the condemned man smoke one after the execution. Tough old bastard, aren’t you?’

			‘Less of the old,’ I said. ‘Feel like a new man.’

			‘Get him on his feet,’ said another man. ‘We’ll walk him home.’

			‘Don’t expect a kiss,’ I croaked. ‘Not after you’ve pulled me through the cocoa like that.’

			But they’d made a pretty good job of hanging me half to death, and when I was on my feet I almost fainted and they had to catch me.

			‘I’ll be all right,’ I said. ‘Give me a minute.’ And then I puked, which was a shame after the nice steak I’d eaten with Mielke. But it’s not every day you survive your own hanging.

			They ­half-­carried, ­half-­walked me home and along the way the man I’d recognized before explained why they’d tried to make me hand in my spoon.

			‘Sorry about that, Gunther,’ he said.

			‘Don’t mention it.’

			‘But the boss feels that you weren’t taking him seriously. He didn’t like that. Reckons that the old Gunther would have put up a bit more resistance to the idea of killing your old girlfriend. And I have to say I agree with him. You always did have a lot of hair on your teeth. So for him not to see ­any – ­well, he thought you were taking the piss. We were going to just mix you up a bit but he said we should impress on you what would happen to you for real if you try to give him the fucking basket. Next time, our orders are that we leave you dangling. Or worse.’

			‘It’s nice to hear a German voice again,’ I said ­wearily – ­I could hardly put one foot in front of the other. ‘Even if you are a bastard.’

			‘Aw, don’t say that, Gunther. You’ll hurt my feelings. We used to be friends, you and me.’

			I started to shake my head but thought better of it when the pain kicked in. My neck felt like I’d had a chiropractic session with a gorilla. I began coughing again and paused to retch into the gutter once more.

			‘I don’t remember. Then again, my brain’s been starved of oxygen for several minutes so I can only just remember my own name, let alone yours.’

			‘You need some pain expeller,’ said my old friend and, producing a little hip flask, he put it to my lips and let me take a substantial bite of the contents. It tasted like molten lava.

			I winced and then uttered a short, staccato concerto of coughs. ‘Christ, what is that stuff?’

			‘Gold Water. From Danzig. That’s right.’ The man grinned and nodded. ‘Now you’re getting there. You remember me, don’t you, Gunther?’

			In truth I still hadn’t a clue who he was, but I smiled and nodded back at the man; there’s nothing quite like being hanged to make you anxious to please, especially when it’s your own hangman who’s genially claiming your acquaintance.

			‘That’s right. I used to drink this stuff when we were both cops at the Alex. You probably remember that, don’t you? Man like you doesn’t forget much, I reckon. I was your criminal assistant in ’38 and ’39. We worked a couple of big cases together. The Weisthor case. Remember that bastard? And Karl Flex, of course, in ’39. Berchtesgaden? You certainly wouldn’t have forgotten him. Or the cold air of Obersalzberg.’

			‘Sure, I remember you,’ I said, tossing my cigarette away and still without a clue as to who he was. ‘Thought you were dead. Everyone else is these days. People like you and me, anyway.’

			‘We’re the last of them, you and me, true enough,’ he said. ‘From the old Alex. You should see it now, Gunther. I swear, you wouldn’t recognize the place. Railway station’s there, like before, and the Kaufhaus, but the old Police Praesidium is long gone. Like it was never there. The Ivans demolished it on account of the fact of it being a symbol of fascism. That and the Gestapo HQ on Prinz Albrechtstrasse. The whole area is just one enormous wind tunnel. These days the cops are headquartered over in Lichtenberg. With a smart new building on the way. All the modern conveniences. Canteen, showers, crèche. We’ve even got a sauna.’

			‘Nice for you. About the sauna.’

			We reached my front door and someone helpfully fetched the keys from my pocket and let me into the flat. They followed me inside and, being policemen, had a good poke around in my stuff. Not that I cared. When you’ve nearly lost your life everything else seems of little importance. Besides, I was too busy looking at my cadaver’s face in the bathroom mirror. I looked like a South American tree frog; the whites of my eyes were now completely red.

			My anonymous friend watched me for a while and then, stroking a chin that was as long as a concert harp, he said, ‘Don’t worry, that’s just a few burst blood vessels.’

			‘I’m a couple of centimetres taller, too, I think.’

			‘In a few days, you’ll find the eyes are back to normal. You might want to wear some sunglasses until they calm down a bit. After all, you don’t want to frighten anyone, do you?’

			‘It sounds like you’ve done this before. ­Half-­hanged someone, I mean.’

			He shrugged. ‘It’s lucky we’ve already got your picture on your new ­passport.’

			‘Isn’t it?’ I touched the livid crimson mark that the plastic cord had left on my neck; anyone would have been forgiven for thinking my head had been stitched onto my shoulders by Dr Mengele.

			One of the other Stasi men was in my kitchen, making coffee. It was odd how the men who’d tried to hang me were now looking after me so carefully. Everyone was just obeying orders, of course. That’s the German way, I guess.

			‘Hey, boss,’ said one, to the man standing next to me in my bathroom. ‘His phone’s not working.’

			‘Sorry about that,’ I said. ‘Since no one ever calls me I hadn’t noticed.’

			‘Well, go and find a pay phone.’

			‘Boss.’

			‘We’re supposed to call the ­comrade-­general and tell him how things went.’

			‘Tell the general I can’t say it’s been one of my best evenings,’ I said. ‘And be sure to thank him for dinner.’

			The Stasi man went away. My friend handed me the hip flask again and I took another bite of Gold Water. There’s real gold in that stuff. Tiny flecks of it. The gold doesn’t make the stuff expensive, but it does make your tongue look semiprecious. They should give it to all men who are about to be hanged. It might brighten the proceedings up a bit.

			‘No initiative,’ he said. ‘You have to tell them what to do. By the numbers. Not like it was in our day, eh, Bernie?’

			‘Look, Fridolin, no offence,’ I said. ‘I mean, I’m not anxious to repeat tonight’s experience, but I really haven’t a fucking clue who you are. The chin I recognize. The bad skin, the leather eye ­patch – ­even the pimp moustache. But the rest of your ugly mug is a mystery to me.’

			The man touched the top of his bald head ­self-­consciously. ‘Yeah, I’ve lost a lot of hair since last we met. But I had the eye patch. From the war.’ He held out his hand affably. ‘Friedrich Korsch.’

			‘Yeah, I remember now.’ He was right; we had once been friends, or at least close colleagues. But all that was in the past. Call me petty but I tend to hold it against my friends when they try to kill me. Ignoring his hand, I said, ‘When was that? The last time we met?’

			‘Nineteen ­forty-­nine. I was working undercover for the MVD on an American newspaper in Munich. Remember? Die Neue Zeitung? You were looking for a war criminal called Warzok.’

			‘Was I?’

			‘I bought you lunch in the Osteria Bavaria.’

			‘Sure. I had pasta.’

			‘And before that you came to see me in ’47, in Berlin, when you were looking to get in touch with Emil Becker’s wife.’

			‘Right.’

			‘Whatever happened to him, anyway?’

			‘Becker? The Amis hanged him, in Vienna. For murder.’

			‘Ah.’

			‘What’s more, they finished the job. Those cowboys weren’t doing it for kicks like you guys. My kicks, that is. I never thought it would feel so good to have my feet firmly on the ground.’

			‘I feel bad about this,’ said Korsch. ‘­But—’

			‘I know. You were only obeying orders. Trying to stay alive. Look, I understand. For men like you and me, it’s an occupational hazard. But let’s not pretend we were ever friends. That was a long time ago. Since then you’ve become a real pain in the neck. My neck. Which is the only one I’ve got. So how about you and your boys get the hell out of my place and we’ll see each other at the train station in Nice, the day after tomorrow, like I agreed with the ­comrade-­general?’

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			October 1956

			The Gare de ­Nice–­Ville had a ­forged-­steel rooftop, an impressive stone balcony, and a big ornate clock that belonged in purgatory’s waiting room. Inside were several grand chandeliers: the place looked more like a Riviera casino than a railway station. Not that I’d visited many casinos. I was never much interested in games of chance, perhaps because most of my adult life had felt like a reckless gamble. All bets were certainly off as far as the next few days were concerned. It was hard to imagine working for the Stasi having anything but a negative outcome for Gunther. Undoubtedly they were planning to kill me as soon as the job in England was complete. Whatever Mielke said about working for him in Bonn or Hamburg after Anne French was safely silenced, it was on the cards that I would be the last loose end from the Hollis operation. Besides, my eyes looked like the two of diamonds, which isn’t ever much of a card to play in any game. Because of them I was wearing sunglasses and I didn’t even see the two Stasi men as I came through the station entrance. But they saw me. The GDR gives those boys radioactive carrots to help them see in the dark. They ushered me to the platform, where Friedrich Korsch was waiting beside the Blue Train that would take me to Paris.

			‘How are you?’ he asked solicitously as I handed my bag to one of the Stasi men and let him carry it onto the carriage for me.

			‘Fine,’ I said brightly.

			‘And the eyes?’

			‘Not nearly as bad as they look.’

			‘No hard feelings, I hope.’

			I shrugged. ‘What would be the point?’

			‘True. And at least you’ve got two. I lost one in Poland, during the war.’

			‘Besides, it’s a long way to Paris. I assume you are coming to Paris. I hope you are. I haven’t got any money.’

			‘All in here,’ said Korsch, patting the breast pocket of his jacket. ‘And yes, we are coming to Paris with you. In fact, we’re going all the way to Calais.’

			‘Good,’ I said. ‘No, honestly, it will give us a chance to talk about old times.’

			Korsch narrowed his eye, suspicious. ‘I must say you’ve changed your tune since last we met.’

			‘When last we met I was not long hanged by the neck until I was almost dead, Friedrich. Jesus might have managed to forgive his executioners after an experience like that, but I’m a little less understanding. I thought I was history.’

			‘I suppose so.’

			‘You can suppose all you like. But I know. Frankly, I’m still a bit sore about it. Thus the silk foulard scarf and the sunglasses. God only knows what they’ll make of me in the dining car. I’m a little old to be passing myself off as a Hollywood movie star.’

			‘By the way,’ he asked. ‘Where did you go yesterday? You gave my men the slip. We had an anxious morning before you came back again.’

			‘Were you watching me?’

			‘You know we were.’

			‘You should have said. Look, there was someone I needed to see. A woman I’ve been sleeping with. She lives in Cannes. I had to tell her I was going away for a few days and, well, I didn’t want to do it on the phone. You can understand that, surely.’ I shrugged. ‘Besides, I didn’t want you people knowing her name and address. For her own protection. After the other night I’ve no idea what you or your general are capable of.’

			‘Hmm.’

			‘Anyway, I was only gone for a few hours. I’m here now. So what’s the problem?’

			Korsch said nothing, just looked at me closely, but with my eyes hidden behind the dark glasses he had nothing to go on.

			‘What’s her name?’

			‘I’m not going to tell you. Look, Friedrich, I need this job. The hotel’s closed for the season now and I just have to get back to Germany. I’ve had it with France. The French drive me mad. If I have to stay here for another winter I’ll go crazy.’ That much was certainly true; and almost as soon as I said it I regretted my sincerity and did my best to cover it with some nonsense about wanting my revenge on Anne French. ‘What’s more, I really want to get even with this woman in England. So leave it, will you? I’ve told you all I’m going to tell you.’

			‘All right. But next time you’re thinking of going somewhere, make sure you keep me informed.’

			We climbed aboard the train, found our compartment, left some luggage there, and then the four of us went to the dining car to eat some breakfast. I was ravenously hungry. It seemed we all were.

			‘Karl Maria Weisthor?’ I asked affably as the waiter brought us coffee. ‘Or Wiligut. Or whatever the murdering bastard used to call himself when he wasn’t convinced he was an ancient German king. Or even Wotan. I can’t remember which. You mentioned him the other day and I meant to ask. Whatever became of him, do you know? After we collared him in ’38? Last I heard he was living in Wörthersee.’

			‘He retired to Goslar,’ said Korsch. ‘Protected and cared for by the SS, of course. After the war the Allies permitted him to go to Salzburg. But that didn’t work out. He died in Bad Arolsen, in Hesse, in 1946, I think. Or was it 1947? Anyway, he’s long dead. Good riddance, too.’

			‘Not exactly justice, is it?’

			‘You were a good detective. I learned a lot from you.’

			‘Stayed alive. That says something, under those circumstances.’

			‘It wasn’t so easy, was it?’

			‘Not much has changed for me, I’m afraid.’

			‘You’ll be around for quite a while yet. You’re a survivor. I knew it then and I know it now.’

			I smiled, but of course he was lying; old comrades or not, if Mielke told him to kill me he wouldn’t hesitate. Just like in Villefranche.

			‘This is quite like old times, you and me, Friedrich. You remember that train we took to Nuremberg? To interview the local police chief about Streicher?’

			‘Almost twenty years ago. But yes, I remember.’

			‘That’s what I was thinking of. Just came into my mind.’ I nodded. ‘You were a good cop, Friedrich. That’s not so easy, either. Especially under those circumstances. With a boss like the one we had back then.’

			‘You mean that bastard Heydrich.’

			‘I do mean that bastard Heydrich.’

			Not that Erich Mielke was any less of a bastard than Heydrich, but I thought it best to leave this left unsaid. We ordered breakfast and the train began to move, west towards Marseilles where it would turn north for Paris. One of the Stasi men groaned a little with pleasure as he tasted the coffee.

			‘This is good coffee,’ he muttered as if he wasn’t used to that. And he wasn’t; in the GDR it wasn’t just freedom and toleration that were in short supply, it was everything.

			‘Without good coffee and cigarettes there would be a revo­lution in this country,’ I said. ‘You know, maybe you should suggest that to the ­comrade-­general, Friedrich. Exporting revolution might be easier that way.’

			Korsch smiled a smile that was almost as thin as his pencil moustache.

			‘The regime must trust you a lot, Friedrich,’ I said. ‘You and your men. From what I hear it’s not every East German who gets to travel abroad. At least, not without snagging his socks on the barbed wire, anyway.’

			‘We’ve all got families,’ said Korsch. ‘My first wife was killed in the war. I remarried about five years ago. And I have a daughter now. So you can see there’s every reason to go home again. Frankly, I can’t imagine living anywhere else than Berlin.’

			‘And the general? What’s his incentive to go home again? He seems to enjoy things here even more than you do.’

			Korsch shrugged. ‘I really couldn’t say.’

			‘No, perhaps it’s best you don’t.’ I glanced sideways at our two Stasi breakfast companions. ‘You never know who’s listening.’

			After breakfast, we went back to the compartment and talked some more. All things considered we were getting on very well now.

			‘Berchtesgaden,’ said Korsch. ‘That was a hell of a case, too.’

			‘I’m not likely to forget. And a hell of a place, too.’

			‘They should have given you a medal for the way you solved that murder.’

			‘They did. But I threw it away. The rest of the time I was only ever a few steps ahead of a firing squad.’

			‘I got a police medal towards the end of the war,’ admitted Korsch. ‘I think I still have it in a drawer somewhere in a nice blue velvet box.’

			‘Is that safe?’

			‘I’m a party member now. The SED, that is. Everyone who worked in Kripo was re-educated, of course. It’s not for pride I keep the medal but to remind me of who and what I was.’

			‘Talking of which,’ I said, ‘you might like to remind me who I am, old friend. Or at least who I’m supposed to be. Just in case someone asks me. The sooner I get used to my new identity, the better, don’t you think?’

			Korsch removed a manila envelope from his jacket pocket and handed it to me. ‘Passport, money, ticket for the Golden Arrow. There’s a legend that comes with the passport. Your new name is Bertolt Gründgens.’

			‘He sounds like a communist.’

			‘Actually, you’re a travelling salesman from Hamburg. You sell art books.’

			‘I don’t know anything about art.’

			‘Nor does the real Bertolt Gründgens.’

			‘Where is he, by the way?’

			‘Doing ten years in the crystal coffin for publishing and distributing ­rabble-­rousing propaganda against the state.’

			The crystal coffin was what prisoners called Brandenburg Prison.

			‘We prefer to use real people if we can when we give someone a new identity. Somehow it gives the name a little more weight. In case someone decides to do some checking.’

			‘What about the thallium?’ I asked, putting the envelope in the pocket of my trousers.

			‘Karl will hold on to it until we get to Calais,’ Korsch explained, indicating one of the Stasi men. ‘Thallium is easily absorbed through the skin, which means that certain precautions are required to handle it safely.’

			‘That suits me very well.’ I took off my jacket and threw it onto the seat beside me. ‘Aren’t you warm in those wool suits of yours?’

			‘Yes, but ministry expenses don’t run to a Riviera wardrobe,’ said Korsch.

			We talked more about Berchtesgaden and soon we’d almost forgotten the unpleasantness that had been the occasion for our renewed acquaintance. But just as often we were silent, smoking cigarettes and staring out the carriage window at the blue sea on our left. I’d become fond of the Mediterranean and wondered if I would ever see it again.

			Once we were through Cannes the train started to pick up speed and within less than ninety minutes we were halfway to Marseilles. A few kilometres east of Saint-Raphaël I said I had to go to the toilet and Korsch ordered one of his men to accompany me.

			‘Frightened I’ll get lost?’ I said.

			‘Something like that.’

			‘It’s a long way to Calais.’

			‘You’ll survive.’

			‘I hope so. At least that’s the general idea.’

			The Stasi man followed me along the Blue Train to the washroom and it was about then, as the train entered the outskirts of Saint-Raphaël, that it started to slow. Fortunately they hadn’t searched me back in Nice and, alone in the washroom, I removed a leather blackjack from my sock and slapped it against my hand. I’d confiscated the sap off a visitor to the hotel a month or two before and it was a beauty, nice and flexible, with a wrist lanyard and enough heft to give you some real striking power. But it’s a nasty ­weapon – ­a villain’s tool because it often relies on a smile or a friendly enquiry to catch its victim unawares. When I was a young uniformed cop in Weimar Berlin, we took a dim view of it whenever we caught some Fritz with one in his pocket because those things can kill you. Which is why sometimes we’d use the Fritz’s own blackjack to save a bit of paperwork and dole out a bit of rough ­justice – ­on the knees and on the elbows, which is bad enough. I should know; I’ve been sapped a few times myself.

			I kept it behind my back as, smiling, I emerged from the toilet a few minutes later with a cigarette in my other hand.

			‘Got a light?’ I asked my escort. ‘I left my jacket in the compartment.’ My villain’s smile faltered a little as I remembered he was Gene ­Kelly – ­the Leipzig man who’d lassoed my neck with the noose. This bastard had it coming, with all the strength in my shoulder.

			‘Sure,’ said Gene, bracing himself against the carriage wall as the train began to brake noisily.

			I put the cigarette between my lips expectantly as, glancing down at his jacket pocket, Gene started to retrieve his lighter. It was all the opportunity I needed and I had the blackjack swinging like a juggler’s wooden club in the blink of an eye. He saw it before it hit him the first time, but only just. The ­spatula-­shaped weapon struck the top of his ­straw-­coloured head with the sound of a boot kicking a waterlogged football and Gene collapsed like a derelict chimney but, while he was still on his knees, I hit him hard a second time because I certainly didn’t forget or forgive his laughter as he’d watched me hang in Villefranche. I felt a spasm of pain in my neck as I hit him but it was worth it. And when he was lying, ­unconscious – ­or worse, I didn’t know and I didn’t ­care – ­on the gently moving corridor floor, I took his gun. Then, as quickly as I was able, because he was heavy, I dragged him into the washroom and closed the door, after which I ran to the opposite end of the train, opened a door, and waited for it to stop at a signal, right next to the Corniche in ­Boulouris-­sur-­Mer, as I knew it would. Over the years I’d taken that train to Marseilles several times; just the previous day I’d sat in my car after I’d given the Stasi the slip for a few hours and watched the train come to a halt at the very same light.

			I jumped off the train onto the side of the tracks, reached up, slammed the carriage door shut, and ran in the direction of the Avenue Beauséjour, where I’d parked my car. Running away is always a better plan than you think; just ask any criminal. It’s only police who will say that running away doesn’t solve anything; it certainly doesn’t solve crimes or make arrests, that’s for sure. Besides, running away was a much more appealing idea than poisoning some Englishwoman I’d once slept with, even if she was a bitch. I’ve got more than enough on my conscience as it is.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			October 1956

			The train would not stop again until it reached Marseilles in a little over an hour’s time. I breathed a sigh of relief, almost. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky and it promised to be a perfect late October day. A few French families with children on ­half-­term holidays were walking down to the beaches of Saint-Raphaël, careless, relaxed, laughing, in search of some autumn sun before the long winter, and I looked at them with envy, wishing for a life more ordinary and less interesting than mine. Nobody paid me any attention but just in time I remembered the gun under my waistband and pulled my already ­sweat-­stained shirttail out of my trousers to hide it. Then I climbed a low wooden picket fence and crossed a piece of dry waste ground onto the Avenue Beauséjour. My heart was beating like a small animal’s and if the bar on the corner had been open I might have gone in and swallowed a large one just to keep a lid on my fear, which was growing by the minute. When I was standing right next to my car I uttered a deep, desperate sigh and stared into the bright, prickling atoms of existence and asked myself if there was any real point to what I was doing. When you go on the run you have to believe it’s worth it, but I really wasn’t sure about that. Not anymore. I was already tired. I had no real energy left for life, let alone escape. My neck still ached and my eyes were two acid burns on my face. I just wanted to go to sleep for a hundred years, like Friedrich Barbarossa deep inside his mountain lair at Obersalzberg. Nobody cared if I lived or ­died – ­not Elisabeth, and certainly not Anne ­French – ­so why was I even doing this? I had never felt more alone in my life.

			I lit a cigarette and tried to smoke some sense into those suddenly feeble organs that were shrinking inside my chest.

			‘Come on, Gunther,’ I said. ‘You’ve been in some tight spots before. All you have to do is get in that crappy French car and drive. Do you really want to give those Bolshevik swine the satisfaction of catching you now? Stop feeling sorry for yourself. Where’s that Prussian backbone people are always on about? Only, you’d better hurry up. Because any minute now someone is going to go looking for you on that train and who knows what will happen when they find Gene Kelly reading the insides of his eyelids. So finish that cigarette, climb in that damn car, and get going before it’s too late. Because if they find you, you know what’s going to happen, don’t you? Hanging is going to sound like a picnic next to thallium poisoning.’

			A few minutes later I was driving west along the Route Nationale, towards Avignon. I give a good pep talk even though I say so myself. It was now decided: I was going to survive if only to spite those communist bastards. I had a full tank of fuel and a Citroën that had recently been in the ­workshop – ­a ­four-­hundred-­franc ­grease-­and-­oil ­change – ­so I was confident it wouldn’t let me down, or as confident as you can be when it’s not a German car. In the boot was some money, some warm clothes, another gun, and a few meagre possessions from my flat in Villefranche. For a while I kept glancing seawards, where I now had the moving Blue Train in sight on my left, hoping that none of the Stasi were looking out of the compartment window. The road I was on ran parallel to the track. This gave me an anxious half an hour’s driving, but I had no choice about the route if I wanted to pick up the main highway north, along the Rhône. I didn’t really relax until I reached Le ­Cannet-­des-­Maures, where the rail track and the DN7 went in different directions, and it was there I finally lost sight of the train altogether. But despite the head start I’d made on my countrymen I didn’t fool myself that it would be beyond their abilities to find me again. Friedrich Korsch was smart, especially with a man like Erich Mielke driving him hard with the threat of what might happen to his wife and ­five-­year-­old daughter if he didn’t catch me. Like the Gestapo before them, the Stasi had been finding Germans who didn’t want to be found for almost a decade. That was what they were good at, perhaps the best in the world. The Mounties might have had a reputation for always getting their man but the Stasi always got the men and the women and the children, too, and when they got them they made them all suffer. There were thousands locked up in Berlin’s notorious Stasi prison at Hohenschönhausen, not to mention several concentration camps once run by the SS. Almost certainly they would now proceed to fabricate some reason to force me out of France, whether I wanted to leave the country or not. I had a shrewd idea I might have seriously disabled Gene Kelly with the blackjack, in which case Korsch might finish the job, leaving me wanted for murder by the French police. So I knew I had to get out of France, and soon. Switzerland was more or less impossible to get into, of course, England and Holland were too far away, and Italy probably wasn’t quite far enough. I might have tried Spain but for the fact that it was a Fascist country and I’d had enough of fascism to last me a lifetime. Besides, I’d already more or less made up my mind where I was going even before I’d jumped off the train. Where else could I go but Germany? Where better for a German to hide than among millions of other Germans? Nazi war criminals had been doing it for years. Only a few thousand had ever bothered to escape to South America, or ever needed to. Every year they seemed to find some wanted man who’d re­invented himself in some ­shit­hole no-account town like Rostock or Kassel. Once I was across the French border I could find a small town in Germany and disappear for good. Not being anyone particularly important, that had to be a reasonable possibility. Once I was in West Germany, I might get by without either one of my passports. I’d stand a better chance there than almost anywhere. But I bitterly regretted telling Korsch how much I wanted to return home, even if it had been done to convince him we were friends again; he wasn’t stupid and almost certainly he would put himself in my shoes and arrive at the same conclusions I had.

			Where else could Gunther go but the Federal Republic? If he stays in France the French police will find him for us and then, when he’s in custody in some small provincial town, we’ll poison him with thallium just like we’ll poison Anne French. There is only West Germany for Bernhard Gunther. He’s been chased out of almost everywhere else.

			I put my foot down hard on the accelerator in an attempt to gain some time because every minute was precious now. As soon as he was at the station in Marseilles, Friedrich Korsch would telephone Erich Mielke at the Hotel Ruhl in Nice and the ­comrade-­general would mobilize every one of those Stasi agents working undercover in France and Germany to start looking for me all along the border. They had my picture, they had the registration number of my car, and they had the almost limitless resources of the Ministry of State Security, not to mention a capacity for ruthless efficiency that would have been the envy of Himmler or Ernst Kaltenbrunner.

			Not that I was without resources myself; as a detective with the Berlin Kripo I’d learned a thing or two about evading the law. Any cop will tell you that being one is excellent training for how to be a fugitive. Which is exactly what I was. Until a few days ago I’d been nothing more than a steady source of simple information wearing a tail coat behind the concierge’s desk at the Grand Hôtel in Cap Ferrat. I wondered what some of the guests would have thought if they’d seen me slugging a Stasi agent with a blackjack. The thought of what Gene’s friends might do if ever they caught up with me made me step harder on the accelerator and I sped north at a hundred kilometres an hour, until the memory of the sound of his thick skull receiving the hard blow began to fade a little. Perhaps he would live after all. Perhaps we both would.

			I love driving, but France is a big country and its endless roads hold no pleasure for me. Driving is fine if you’re alongside Grace Kelly and in possession of a nice blue convertible Jaguar on a picturesque mountain road with a picnic basket in the boot. But for most people, motoring in France is dull, and the only thing that stops it from being routine are the French, who are among the worst drivers in Europe. Not without some justification, we used to joke that there were more Frenchmen killed by bad motorists during the fall of France in the summer of ­1940 – ­as the French desperately tried to escape the German ­advance – ­than there were by the Wehrmacht. For this reason I tried to keep my mind on my driving but, in almost inverse proportion to the relentless monotony of the road ahead, my mind soon began to wander like a lost albatross. It’s said that the prospect of being hanged concentrates a man’s mind wonderfully and I’m sure that’s true; however, I’m here to report that the actual experience of being hanged, and the lack of oxygen that a noose tightening against the two carotid arteries occasions, affects a man’s thinking in all sorts of adverse ways. It had certainly affected mine. Perhaps that was Mielke’s intention: to make me more dumbly compliant. If so, it hadn’t worked. Dumb compliance was never my strong suit. My head was full of mist and clouded with what had been long forgotten, as if the present was now obfuscated by the past. But that wasn’t quite it, either. No, it was more like everything below my line of sight was shrouded in mist and, beyond the desire to return to Germany, I could not see where I had to go and what I had to do. It was as if I were the man in that picture by Caspar David Friedrich and I was a wanderer above a sea of ­fog – ­insignificant, deracinated, uncertain of the future, contemplating the futility of it all, and, perhaps, the possibility of ­self-­destruction.

			Old and once familiar faces reappeared in the far distance. Snatches of Wagnerian music echoed between ­half-­glimpsed mountaintops. There were smells and fragments of conversation. Women I’d once known: Inge Lorenz and Hildegard Steininger, Gerdy Troost. My old partner Bruno Stahlecker. My mother. But, gradually, as I left the French Riviera behind and headed determinedly north towards West Germany, I started to recall in detail what I’d been prompted to remember by Korsch. It was all his ­fault – ­reminiscing like that, in what was obviously, in retrospect, an attempt to put me off my guard. He’d been a decent cop back then. We both were. I thought about the two cases we’d worked together after I’d been drafted back into Kripo on Heydrich’s orders. The second of these cases had been even stranger than the first and I was obliged to investigate just a few months before Hitler invaded Poland. Clearly, as if it were yesterday, I remembered a dark and wintry night in early April 1939, and being driven halfway across Germany in the general’s own Mercedes; I remembered Berchtesgaden, and Obersalzberg, and the Berghof, and the Kehlstein; I remembered Martin Bormann and Gerdy Troost and Karl Brandt and Hermann Kaspel and Karl Flex; and I remembered the Schlossberg Caves and Prussian blue. But most of all I remembered being almost twenty years younger and possessed of a sense of decency and honour I now found almost quaint. For a while back there, I think I sincerely believed I was the only honest man I knew.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			April 1939

			‘It’s high time they arrested you, Gunther,’ said a sharp voice from on high. ‘There’s no place for lefties like you in this city’s police force.’

			I looked up and caught sight of a familiar uniformed figure descending the wide stone stairs like a late arrival at the Leader’s Ball; but if Heidi Hobbin had ever owned a glass slipper she’d have taken it off and stuck the heel in my eye. There weren’t many women in the Berlin police force: Elfriede ­Dinger – ­who subsequently married Ernst Gennat, not long before he died – ­and Police Commissioner Heidi Hobbin, who was also known as Heidi the Horrible, but not because she was ­ugly – ­she was actually quite a ­looker – ­it was just that she enjoyed bossing men around, mercilessly. At least one of them must have enjoyed it, too, because I later learned that Heidi was the mistress of Kripo boss Arthur Nebe. Dominant women: that’s one particular perversion I’ve never really understood.

			‘I hope you’re taking him straight to Dachau,’ Heidi told the two Gestapo men who were escorting me down the back stairs towards the Police Praesidium’s Dircksenstrasse exit. She was accompanied by an ambitious young district court councillor, a friend of mine from the Ministry of Justice, called Max Merten. ‘It’s the very least that he deserves.’

			After Hitler became the chancellor of Germany in January 1933, I was never what you’d call popular around the Alex. When Bernhard Weiss was purged from the Kripo because he was a Jew it was inevitable that the men from his Murder Commission were always going to be regarded with suspicion by our new Nazi ­bosses – ­especially if they were ­centre-­left SPD supporters like me. All the same, hers was an easy mistake to have made; even with the Gestapo on their best behaviour and summoning me ­politely – ­almost – ­on Reinhard Heydrich’s orders, to their headquarters, they still managed to give the appearance of two men making an arrest. But Heidi didn’t know this and was still labouring under the misapprehension that I was being taken into custody. Considering she was supposed to be a cop, she never was very observant.

			Enjoying the prospect of her imminent disappointment, I stopped and touched the brim of my hat. ‘Kind of you to say so, ma’am,’ I said.

			Heidi’s eyes narrowed as she regarded me as if I were an unflushed lavatory. Max Merten tipped his bowler hat politely.

			‘You’re a troublemaker, Gunther,’ said Heidi. ‘And you always have been, with your smart remarks. Quite frankly I have no idea why Heydrich and Nebe believed they needed you back at the Alex in the first place.’

			‘Someone has to do the thinking around here now that the police dogs have been sacked.’

			Merten grinned. It was a joke I’d heard him make on more than one occasion.

			‘That’s exactly the kind of remark I’m talking about. And which I for one will certainly not miss.’

			‘Will you tell the commissioner the good news?’ I asked one of the ­Gestapo men. ‘Or shall I?’

			‘Commissar Gunther isn’t actually under arrest,’ said one of the Gestapo men.

			I smiled. ‘You hear that?’

			‘What do you mean, “not actually”?’

			‘General Heydrich has summoned him to an urgent meeting in his office at Prinz Albrechtstrasse.’

			Heidi’s face fell. ‘What about?’ she asked.

			‘I’m afraid I can’t tell you that,’ said the Gestapo man. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse us, Commissioner. We don’t have time for this. The general doesn’t like to be kept waiting.’

			‘That’s right,’ I said, and looking at my watch, I tapped it urgently. ‘We really don’t have time for this. I’ve got an important meeting to attend. With the general. Perhaps later, if there’s time, I’ll drop by your office and tell you what it was he wanted to consult me about. But only if Heydrich thinks it appropriate. You know what he’s like about security and confidentiality. Then again, perhaps you don’t. It’s not everyone he takes into his confidence. By the way, Commissioner Hobbin, where is your office? I’ve forgotten.’

			The Gestapo glanced at each other and tried, without success, to suppress a grin. Despite all evidence to the contrary, they had a sense of humour, albeit a dark one, and this was the sort of ­status-­conscious joke that any ­power-­minded ­Nazi – ­which was more or less all of ­them – ­could understand and appreciate. The young ­magistrate – ­he couldn’t have been much more than ­thirty – ­Max Merten, was trying harder at not smiling. I winked at him. I liked Max; he was from ­Berlin-­Lichterfelde and at one stage he’d been considering a career in the police, until I talked him out of it.

			Meanwhile Heidi Hobbin made a small, tight fist that strongly resembled her pugnacious personality, turned abruptly away, and then started back up the stairs and, reasoning that my laughter would only make her even more angry, I let out a loud guffaw and was pleased to hear my escorts do the same.

			‘Must be nice, working for Heydrich,’ said one, slapping me on the back by way of congratulation.

			‘Yes,’ said his partner, ‘even the bosses have to go careful with you, eh? You can tell them to go where the pepper grows, right?’

			I smiled uncomfortably and followed them both down to the side door of the Alex. I wouldn’t ever have described the secret security service boss as my friend. Men such as Heydrich didn’t have friends; they had functionaries, and sometimes myrmidons, such as I was, for I had little doubt that Heydrich had another unpleasant job that he thought only Bernhard Gunther could do. No one ever had to go more carefully in Germany than former SPD members who now worked for ­Heydrich – ­especially now, given the recent invasion of what remained of Czechoslovakia after Munich, which had made another war seem almost inevitable.

			Outside, on Dircksenstrasse, I lit my last cigarette and hurried into the backseat of a waiting Mercedes. The morning air was freezing due to a fall of spring snow but the car was warm, which was just as well as I’d forgotten my coat, such was the urgency of the summons; one moment I’d been staring out of my corner office window at the model train set below that was Alexanderplatz and the ­next – ­with no explanations needed or ­supplied – ­I was sitting in the back of the car, heading west along Unter den Linden and rehearsing a form of words that might enable me to ­body-­swerve the particular job Heydrich had in mind for me. I was just a bit too scrupulous and questioning to make a good myrmidon. Intransigence was futile, of course; like Achilles, the general was not someone who could easily be deflected. You might just as well have tried to fend off a Greek hero’s javelin with a Meissen dinner plate.

			Unter den Linden was choked with traffic and pedestrians and there were even a few cars parked in front of the government buildings on Wilhelmstrasse, but Prinz Albrechtstrasse was always the quietest street in Berlin and for much the same reason that the remoter parts of the Carpathian Mountains were avoided by all sensible Transylvanians. Like Castle Dracula, ­number 8 Prinz Albrechtstrasse contained its own ­pale-­faced prince of ­darkness, and whenever I approached the ­neo-­baroque entrance I couldn’t help but think that the two naked ladies who adorned the broken segmental pediment were actually a pair of vampire sisters married to Heydrich who wandered the building at night in search of some clothes and a good meal.

			Inside, the huge building was all high-arched windows, vaulted ceilings, stone balustrades, swastikas, busts of the Antichrist, and bare of much in the way of furniture and human feelings. A few wooden seats were arranged along the plain white walls as in a railway station, and the only sounds were whispered voices, footsteps hurrying through the ­marble-­floored corridors, and the reverberating echo of an occasional door slammed hard on hope in some remote corner of eternity. No one but Dante and perhaps Virgil went into that place of woe without wondering if they would ever come out again.

			Located on the second floor of the building, Heydrich’s office was not much bigger than my flat. The room was all grand space, cold white simplicity and neat ­order – ­more like a parade ground than an office; with no discernible personal touches, it had the quality of making Nazism seem clean and stainless and, in my eyes at least, summed up the moral void that lay at the heart of the new Germany. There was a thick, grey carpet on the polished wooden floor, some decorative inlaid pillars, several high windows, and a bespoke rolltop desk that was home to a regiment of rubber stamps and a switchboard. Behind the desk were two sets of tall double doors and between these a ­half-­empty bookcase on which stood an empty goldfish bowl. Immediately above the goldfish bowl was a framed photograph of Himmler, almost as if the bespectacled Reichsführer-SS was himself a strange species of creature that could live in and out of water. Which is another word for a reptile. Beside a large map of Germany on the wall was an arrangement of leather sofas and armchairs and it was on one of these that I found the ­general with three other officers, including his adjutant, ­Hans-­Hendrik Neumann, Kripo boss Arthur Nebe, and Nebe’s deputy, Paul ­Werner – ­a beetle-­browed state prosecutor from Heidelberg who hated me no less than Heidi Hobbin hated me. Heydrich and Nebe were both possessed of stronger profiles, but while Heydrich’s was the kind of head that belonged on a banknote, Arthur Nebe’s belonged in a pawnshop. Nazi racial experts were keen on using calipers to measure noses to scientifically determine Jewishness and I wasn’t the only cop at the Alex who wondered if either man had ever submitted himself to a test and if so, what the result had been. ­Hans-­Hendrik Neumann looked like a ­cut-­price Heydrich. With his fair hair and high forehead, he possessed an interesting nose that was sharp but still had some growing up to do before it could ever match his master’s beaky schnozz.

			No one got up from their seats and no one but me gave the Hitler salute, which Nebe must have especially enjoyed, given how long we’d known and distrusted each other. As usual, giving the salute made me feel like a hypocrite but hypocrisy has its positive ­side – ­what Darwin or one of his early followers would have called survival of the fittest.

			‘Gunther, at last you’re here,’ said Heydrich. ‘Sit down, please.’

			‘Thank you, sir. And may I say, General, what a great pleasure it is to see you again. I’ve missed these little talks we used to have.’

			Heydrich grinned, almost enjoying my insolence.

			‘Gentlemen, I must confess that there are times when I do believe in a providence that protects idiots, drunkards, children, and Bernhard Gunther.’

			‘I think you and I might just be the directors of that providence, sir,’ said Nebe. ‘If it wasn’t for us, this man would have bitten the grass by now.’

			‘Yes, perhaps you’re right, Arthur. But I can always use a useful man, and he’s nothing if not that. In fact, I think his greatest virtue is his usefulness.’ Heydrich stared up at me as if he was genuinely looking for an answer. ‘Why is that, do you think?’

			‘Are you asking me, sir?’ I sat down and glanced at the silver cigarette box on the coffee table in front of us. I was dying for a smoke. Nerves, I suppose. Heydrich could do that to you. Two minutes in his company and he was already on my cake.

			‘Yes. I rather think I am.’ He shrugged. ‘Go ahead. You can speak quite freely.’

			‘Well, I think that sometimes a harmful truth is better than a useful lie.’

			Heydrich laughed. ‘You’re right. Arthur, we are the directors of providence where this fellow is concerned.’ Heydrich flipped open the lid of the silver cigarette box. ‘Do smoke, Gunther, please; I insist. I like to encourage a man’s vices. Especially yours. I have a feeling that one day they might be even more useful than your virtues. In fact, I’m sure of it. Turning you into my stooge is going to be one of my ­long-­term projects.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			April 1939

			I took a cigarette from the silver box, fired it up, crossed my legs, and directed my smoke at the moldings on the high ceiling of Heydrich’s office. I’d said enough for the moment. When you sit down with the devil it’s wise not to insult him more than you have to. The devil was wearing a uniform that was the same colour as his heart: black. So were the others. It was only me who was wearing a lounge suit, which helped to persuade me that somehow I was different from ­them – ­better, perhaps. It was only later on, in the war, that I formed the conclusion that perhaps I wasn’t much better after all. For me, prudence and good intentions always seemed to take precedence over conscience.

			‘Correctly, you assume a certain licence because of your presence here in my office,’ said Heydrich. ‘I daresay you have already formed the conclusion that you are about to be useful to me again.’

			‘It crossed my mind.’

			‘I wouldn’t make too much of that, Gunther. I find I have a very short memory where favours are concerned.’

			Heydrich’s voice was quite ­high-­pitched for so large a man, almost as if his riding breeches were too tight.

			‘I’ve found it’s generally wise to forget quite a bit I used to believe was important, myself, General. In fact, more or less everything I used to believe in, now I come to think about it.’

			Heydrich smiled his thinnest smile, which was almost as narrow as his pale blue eyes. Otherwise his long face remained so devoid of expression he resembled a burn victim at the Charité.

			‘You’ll have to forget quite a bit after this job, Gunther. Almost everything. With the exception of the men in this room you’ll be forbidden to discuss this case with anyone. Yes, I think we must now call this a case. Don’t you agree, Arthur?’

			‘Yes, sir. I do. After all, a crime has been committed. A murder. A very uncommon kind of murder, given the place where it has occurred and the absolute importance of the person to whom he will be reporting.’

			‘Oh? Who’s that?’ I asked.

			‘No less a figure than the Leader’s deputy chief of staff, Martin Bormann himself,’ said Nebe.

			‘Martin Bormann, eh? Can’t say that I’ve heard of him. But I assume he must be someone important, given the man he works for.’

			‘Please don’t allow that ignorance to interfere with your appreciation of the paramount importance of this case,’ said Heydrich. ‘Bormann may not occupy any governmental position, but his close proximity to the Leader makes him one of the most powerful men in Germany. He has asked me to send him my best detective. And since Ernst Gennat is not well enough to travel any distance, right now that would appear to be you.’

			I nodded. My old mentor, Gennat, had cancer and was rumoured to have less than six months to live although, given my present situation, that was beginning to seem like a long time; Heydrich was not someone who had a tolerance of failure. Once before, he’d sent me to Dachau, and he could easily do it again. It was time for my ­body-­swerve. ‘What about Georg Heuser?’ I asked. ‘Aren’t you forgetting him? He’s a good detective. And altogether better qualified than I am. For one thing, he’s a Party member.’

			‘Yes, he is a good detective,’ agreed Nebe. ‘But right now Heuser has some explaining to do about those qualifications he’s claimed. Something to do with pretending to have a PhD in law.’

			‘Really?’ I tried to tamp down a smile. I was one of the few detectives at the Alex who was not a doctor of law, and so this news was rather satisfying to someone who only had his Abitur. ‘You mean he’s not a doctor after all?’

			‘Yes, I thought that would please you, Gunther. He’s suspended, pending an inquiry.’

			‘That is a pity, sir.’

			‘We could hardly send a man like that to Martin Bormann,’ said Nebe.

			‘Of course, I could send Werner here,’ said Heydrich. ‘It’s true his skills lie more in crime prevention than in detection. But I shouldn’t like to lose him if he screws this up. The plain fact of the matter is you’re expendable and you know it. Werner is not. He’s essential to the development of radical criminology in the new Germany.’

			‘Since you put it like that, sir, I can see your point.’ I looked at Werner and nodded. He was the same rank as ­me – ­a commissar, which meant I could speak to him with greater licence. ‘I think I read your paper, Paul. Juvenile delinquency as the product of criminal ­heredity – ­wasn’t that your last offering?’

			Werner removed the cigarette from his mouth and smiled. With his dark, shifty eyes, swarthy features, and ­trophy-­handle ears, he looked no less criminal than almost anyone I’d ever arrested.

			‘So you do read these things in the Murder Commission? I’m surprised. Actually, I’m surprised you read anything at all.’

			‘Sure I do. Your papers on criminology are essential reading. Only, I seem to remember that most of the juvenile delinquents you identified were Gypsies, not ethnic Germans.’

			‘And you disagree with that?’

			‘Maybe.’

			‘On what basis?’

			‘It’s not been my experience, that’s all. Berlin criminals come in all shades and sizes. In my eyes, poverty and ignorance always seemed to be a better explanation for the reason why one Fritz picks the pocket of another than his race, or how big his nose might be. Besides, you look like you’ve got a touch of the Gypsy yourself, Paul. How about it? You a Sinti?’

			Werner kept smiling, but only on the outside. He was from Offenburg, which is a city in ­Baden-­Württemberg on the French border, famous for burning witches and the home of a notorious metal chair with spikes that could be heated until it was hot. He had the face of a Swabian witch finder and I suspect he’d have cheerfully seen me burned to death.

			‘I’m just joking.’ I looked at Heydrich. ‘We’re just swelling necks here, like a couple of tough guys. I know he’s not a Sinti. He’s a smart fellow. I know he is. You’ve got a doctorate, too, haven’t you, Paul?’

			‘Keep talking, Gunther,’ said Werner. ‘One day you’ll talk yourself onto the guillotine at Plötzensee.’

			‘He’s right, of course,’ said Heydrich. ‘You’re an insolent fellow, Gunther. But as it happens this is all to the good. Your independent spirit bespeaks a certain resilience that will come in handy here. You see, there’s another reason Bormann wants you in preference to Werner, or even Arthur here. Since you’ve never been a Party member he believes that you’re not anyone’s man, and more importantly, that you’re not my man. Only, please don’t make that mistake yourself, Gunther. I own you. Like your last name was Faust and mine was Mephisto.’

			I let that one go; there was no arguing with Heydrich’s fat pants but it was still comforting to believe that God in his grace might yet persuade a few angels to interfere on my behalf.

			‘Anything that you can find out about that bastard while you’re in Obersalzberg, I want to know about it.’

			‘I take it you mean the Leader’s deputy chief of staff.’

			‘He’s a megalomaniac,’ said Heydrich.

			I didn’t offer an opinion on that one. I’d already let my mouth run a bit too much.

			‘In particular I want you to see if there’s any truth in an intriguing rumour here in Berlin that he’s being blackmailed by his own brother, Albert. Albert Bormann is adjutant to Adolf Hitler and chief of the Leader’s Chancellery in Obersalzberg. As such he’s almost as powerful down there as Martin Bormann himself.’

			‘Is that where I’m going sir? Obersalzberg?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘That’ll be nice. I could use a little Alpine air.’

			‘You’re not going there for a holiday, Gunther.’

			‘No, sir.’

			‘Any opportunity to get some dirt on that ­man – ­on either ­man – ­you take it. You’re not just a detective while you’re there, you’re my spy. Is that clear? When you’re there you’ll think that yours is a choice between pestilence and cholera. But it isn’t. You’re my Fritz, not Bormann’s.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘And in case you might still be labouring under the misapprehension that your miserable soul is still your own, then you might like to know that the police in Hannover are investigating the discovery of a body in a forest near Hamelin. Remind me of the details, Arthur.’

			‘He was a fellow called ­Kindermann – ­a doctor who ran a private clinic in Wannsee, and who was a colleague of our mutual friend Karl Maria Weisthor. It seems he was shot several times.’

			‘Now, given Kindermann’s connection to Weisthor, I daresay he deserved it,’ added Heydrich. ‘But all the same, it might be awkward if you were to have to explain your own acquaintance with this man to the police in Hannover.’

			‘When am I leaving?’ I asked brightly.

			‘As soon as our meeting is concluded,’ said Heydrich. ‘One of my men has already been to your apartment and packed some of your personal things. There’s a car waiting downstairs to drive you straight to Bavaria. My own car. It’s faster. You should be there well before midnight.’

			‘So what’s it all about, sir? You mentioned a murder. Who’s dead? I assume it’s nobody important, otherwise we’d have heard the bad news on the radio this morning.’

			‘I’m not sure, exactly. Bormann wasn’t too clear about that on the telephone when we spoke earlier. But you’re right, it was nobody important, thank God. A local civil engineer. No, it’s where this person was murdered that makes it important. The victim was shot with a rifle on the terrace of Hitler’s private home in Obersalzberg. The Berghof. The killer, who remains at large, must surely have been aware that the Leader was making a speech in Berlin last night. Which means it’s highly unlikely that this could have been a botched attempt to assassinate Adolf Hitler. But naturally Bormann is worried how this will make him look in the Leader’s eyes. The very fact that anyone could be shot at Hitler’s own home away from ­home – ­the one place where he can go to relax and retreat from the cares of ­state – ­this will be a matter of great concern to everyone who has anything to do with the Leader’s security, which is why Bormann wants this killer apprehended as soon as possible.

			‘It’s unthinkable that the Leader could go there until the assassin has been caught. If he’s not caught, this might even cost Bormann his job. Either way it’s a situation which is good for the SD and Kripo. If the murderer isn’t caught, then Martin Bormann will very likely be fired by Hitler, which will please Himmler enormously; and if he is caught, then Bormann will be substantially in my debt.’

			‘It’s comforting to know that I can’t fail, sir,’ I said.

			‘Let me make one thing quite clear to you, Gunther: Obersalzberg is Martin Bormann’s domain. He controls everything there. But as a detective given the power to ask questions on Hitler’s mountain, you have a perfect opportunity to turn over a few rocks and see what crawls out from underneath. And you will certainly have failed me if you don’t come back here with some dirt on a stick about Martin Bormann. Clear?’

			‘Clear. How much time do I have?’

			‘Apparently Hitler plans to visit the Berghof immediately after his birthday,’ said Nebe. ‘So there’s no time to lose.’

			‘Remind me,’ I said. ‘When is that? I’m not very good at remembering birthdays.’

			‘The twentieth of April,’ said Nebe patiently.

			‘What about the local police? Gestapo? Will I be working with them? And if so, who’s in charge? Me or them?’

			‘The local leather tops have not been informed. For obvious reasons Bormann wants this kept out of the newspapers. You’ll be in sole charge of the investigation. And you’ll report directly to Bormann. At least in principle.’

			‘I see.’

			‘Be careful of him,’ said Heydrich. ‘He’s not half as dumb as he looks. Don’t trust the telephones at the Berghof. Life down there isn’t a place for riding miniature ponies. Quite possibly Bormann’s men will be listening to every word you say. I know because it was my men who installed the secret microphones in several of the rooms and all of the guest houses. The telex you can probably rely on; telegrams, too, but not the telephones. Neumann here will accompany you in the car as far as Munich. He’ll explain precisely how you can stay in touch with me. But I already have a spy in the RSD at Obersalzberg. Hermann Kaspel. He’s a good man. Just not very good at ­finding out things he shouldn’t know about. Unlike you. Anyway, I’ve provided you with a letter of introduction, signed by me. The letter states that he’s to assist you in every way he can.’

			I knew Hermann Kaspel. In 1932, I’d helped to get him fired from the police when I found out that he’d been leading an SA troop during his ­off-­duty hours; this after a police sergeant called Friedrich Kuhfeld was murdered by Nazi thugs. We hadn’t been sending each other any Christmas cards since then.

			‘I’ve heard of the SD, sir,’ I confessed. ‘But I’m not sure what the RSD is.’

			‘The Leader’s personal security guard. Affiliated to the SD but not under my command. They report directly to Himmler.’

			‘I’d like to take along my own criminal assistant at the Alex, sir. Friedrich Korsch. He’s a good man. You might remember that he was very helpful with the Weisthor case last November. If solving this case is as urgent as you say it is, then I might have need of a good criminal assistant. Not to mention someone I can trust. Hermann Kaspel and I have a little bit of ancient history that goes back to his time as a Schupoman, before the government of von Papen. In 1932, he was the leader of a Nazi cell at Station 87 here in Berlin, which was a matter about which we disagreed.’

			‘Why does that not surprise me?’ said Heydrich. ‘But you can rest assured. Whatever feelings of antipathy you might have for each other, Kaspel will carry out my instructions to the letter.’

			‘All the same, sir. Korsch is a proper detective. A bull with a good head on his shoulders. And two heads are better than one with an urgent case like this.’

			He glanced at Nebe who nodded back. ‘I know Korsch,’ said Nebe. ‘He’s a bit of a thug, but still, a Party member. Might make inspector one day. But he’ll never make commissar.’

			‘Bormann won’t like it,’ said Heydrich, ‘and you may have to persuade the deputy chief of staff to let you keep the man, but take him, yes.’

			‘One more thing, sir,’ I said. ‘Money. I might need some. I know fear is the Gestapo’s proven method. But in my experience a bit of cash works better than the Offenburg hot stool. It helps to loosen tongues when people get a smell of it. Especially when you’re trying to work discreetly. Besides, it’s easier to carry money about than instruments of torture.’

			Heydrich nodded. ‘All right, but I want receipts. Lots of receipts. And names. If you bribe anyone I shall want to know who, so I can use them again.’

			‘Of course.’

			Heydrich looked at Nebe. ‘Is there anything else we need to tell him, Arthur?’

			‘Yes. Kaltenbrunner.’

			‘Oh yes. Ernst Kaltenbrunner. We mustn’t forget him.’

			I shook my head. This was another name I hadn’t heard before.

			‘Nominally at least, he’s the head of the SS and the police in Austria,’ explained Nebe. ‘He’s also a member of the Reichstag. It seems he has a weekend home in Berchtesgaden, just down the hill from Obersalzberg. Neumann will provide you with the address.’

			‘It’s nothing more than a crude attempt to put himself within the Leader’s inner circle,’ said Heydrich. ‘Nevertheless I should like to know more about what that ­lard-­assed subaltern is up to. Let me explain. Until recently Kaltenbrunner and some others were trying to create an island of governmental autonomy in Austria. That could not be allowed. Austria is soon to disappear altogether as a political concept. Practically, all key police functions have already been brought under the control of this office. Two men loyal to ­me – ­Franz Huber and Friedrich ­Polte – ­have been appointed as Gestapo and SD leaders in Vienna, but it remains doubtful if Kaltenbrunner has quite accepted this new administrative reality. In fact, I’m more or less certain he hasn’t. So his influence in Austria requires that he be subject to constant scrutiny. Even when he’s in Germany.’

			‘I think I get the picture. You want some dirt on him, too. If there is any.’

			‘There is,’ said Heydrich. ‘There most certainly is.’

			‘Kaltenbrunner has a wife,’ explained Nebe. ‘Elisabeth.’

			‘That doesn’t sound so dirty.’

			‘He also enjoys the favours of two aristocratic Upper Austrian women.’

			‘Ah.’

			‘One of them is the Countess Gisela von Westarp,’ said Heydrich. ‘It’s uncertain if any of their liaisons take place at the house in Berchtesgaden but if they do it’s certain the Leader would take a very dim view of this. Which is why I want to know about it. Hitler places great store on family values and on the personal morality of senior Party men. Find out if this Gisela von Westarp is ever at the house in Berchtesgaden. Also if any other women go there. Their names. It shouldn’t be beyond your powers of investigation. That’s how you used to make a living, isn’t it? As a private detective, one of those shabby little men who snoop around hotel corridors and peer through keyholes looking for evidence of adultery.’

			‘In retrospect it doesn’t seem so shabby,’ I said. ‘As a matter of fact I used to quite enjoy snooping around hotel corridors. Especially the good hotels, like the Adlon, where there are thick carpets. It’s easier on the feet than ­goose-­stepping across a parade ground. And there’s always a bar close at hand.’

			‘Then this should be easy for you. And now you may go.’

			I grinned and got to my feet.

			‘Something amusing you?’ asked Heydrich.

			‘It was only something Goethe once said. That everything is hard before it’s easy.’ I got up and walked to the door but not before nodding Paul Werner’s way. ‘I might not have a doctorate. A real one. But I do read, Paul. I do read.’
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