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PREFACE

March 20, 1944 - Washington, DC

‘David?’

The girl came into the room and stood silently for a moment, watching the tall army officer as he stared out the hotel window. The March rain fell through a March chill, creating pockets of wind and mist over the Washington skyline.

Spaulding turned, aware of her presence, not of her voice. ‘I’m sorry. Did you say something?’ He saw that she held his raincoat. He saw, too, the concern in her eyes - and the fear she tried to conceal.

‘It’s over,’ she said softly.

‘It’s over,’ he replied. ‘Or will be in an hour from now.’

‘Will they all be there?’ she asked as she approached him, holding the coat in front of her as though it were a shield.

‘Yes. They have no choice ... I have no choice.’ Spaulding’s left shoulder was encased in bandages under his tunic, the arm in a wide, black sling. ‘Help me on with that, will you? The rain’s not going to let up.’

Jean Cameron unfolded the coat reluctantly and opened it.

She stopped, her eyes fixed on the collar of his army shirt. Then on the lapels of his uniform.

All the insignia had been removed.

There were only slight discolorations in the cloth where the emblems had been.

There was no rank, no identifying brass or silver. Not even the gold initials of the country he served.

Had served.

He saw that she had seen.

‘It’s the way I began,’ he said quietly. ‘No name, no rank, no history. Only a number. Followed by a letter. I want them to remember that.’

The girl stood motionless, gripping the coat. ‘They’ll kill you, David.’ Her words were barely audible.

‘That’s the one thing they won’t do,’ he said calmly. ‘There’ll be no assassins, no accidents, no sudden orders flying me out to Burma or Dar es Salaam. That’s finished ... They can’t know what I’ve done.’

He smiled gently and touched her face. Her lovely face. She breathed deeply and imposed a control on herself he knew she did not feel. She slipped the raincoat carefully over his left shoulder as he reached around for the right sleeve. She pressed her face briefly against his back; he could feel the slight trembling as she spoke.

‘I won’t be afraid. I promised you that.’

 



He walked out the glass entrance of the Shoreham Hotel and shook his head at the doorman under the canopy. He did not want a taxi; he wanted to walk. To let the dying fires of rage finally subside and burn themselves out. A long walk.

It would be the last hour of his life that he would wear the uniform.

The uniform now with no insignia, no identification.

He would walk through the second set of doors at the War Department and give his name to the military police.

David Spaulding.

That’s all he would say. It would be enough; no one would stop him, none would interfere.

Orders would be left by unnamed commanders - divisional recognition only - that would allow him to proceed down the gray corridors to an unmarked room.

Those orders would be at that security desk because another order had been given. An order no one could trace. No one comprehended ...

They claimed. In outrage.

But none with an outrage matching his.

They knew that, too, the unknown commanders.

Names meaning nothing to him only months ago would be in the unmarked room. Names that now were symbols of an abyss of deceit that so revolted him, he honestly believed he had lost his mind.

Howard Oliver.

Jonathan Craft.

Walter Kendall.

The names were innocuous-sounding in themselves. They could belong to untold hundreds of thousands. There was something so ... American about them.

Yet these names, these men, had brought him to the brink of insanity.

They would be there in the unmarked room, and he would remind them of those who were absent.

Erich Rhinemann. Buenos Aires.

Alan Swanson. Washington.

Franz Altmüller. Berlin.

Other symbols. Other threads ...

The abyss of deceit into which he had been plunged by ... enemies.

How in God’s name had it happened?


How could it have happened?

But it did happen. And he had written down the facts as he knew them.

Written them down and placed ... the document in an archive case inside a deposit box within a bank vault in Colorado.

Untraceable. Locked in the earth for a millennium ... for it was better that way.

Unless the men in the unmarked room forced him to do otherwise.

If they did ... if they forced him ... the sanities of millions would be tested. The revulsion would not acknowledge national boundaries or the cause of any global tribe.

The leaders would become pariahs.

As he was a pariah now.

A number followed by a letter.

[image: 001]

He reached the steps of the War Department; the tan stone pillars did not signify strength to him now. Only the appearance of light brown paste.

No longer substance.

He walked through the sets of double doors up to the security desk, manned by a middle-aged lieutenant colonel flanked by two sergeants.

‘Spaulding, David,’ he said quietly.

‘Your ID ...’ the lieutenant colonel looked at the shoulders of the raincoat, then at the collar, ‘Spaulding ...’

‘My name is David Spaulding. My source is Fairfax,’ repeated David softly. ‘Check your papers, soldier.’

The lieutenant colonel’s head snapped up in anger, gradually replaced by bewilderment as he looked at Spaulding. For David had not spoken harshly, or even impolitely. Just factually.

The sergeant to the left of the lieutenant colonel shoved a page of paper in front of the officer without interrupting. The lieutenant colonel looked at it.

He glanced back up at David - briefly - and waved him through.

As he walked down the gray corridor, his raincoat over his arm, Spaulding could feel the eyes on him, scanning the uniform devoid of rank or identification. Several salutes were rendered hesitantly.

None was acknowledged.

Men turned; others stared from doorways.

This was the ... officer, their looks were telling him. They’d heard the rumors, spoken in whispers, in hushed voices in out - of - the - way corners. This was the man.

An order had been given ...

The man.





PROLOGUE




ONE 

September 8, 1939 - New York City

The two army officers, their uniforms creased into steel, their hats removed, watched the group of informally dressed men and women through the glass partition. The room in which the officers sat was dark.

A red light flashed; the sounds of an organ thundered out of the two webbed boxes at each corner of the glass-fronted, light-less cubicle. There followed the distant howling of dogs - large, rapacious dogs - and then a voice - deep, clear, forbidding - spoke over the interweaving sounds of the organ and the animals.


Wherever madness exists, wherever the cries of the helpless can  be heard, there you will find the tall figure of Jonathan Tyne - waiting, watching in shadows, prepared to do battle with the forces of hell. The seen and the unseen ...


Suddenly there was a piercing, mind-splitting scream. ‘Eeaagh!’ Inside the lighted, inner room an obese woman winked at the short man in thick glasses who had been reading from a typed script and walked away from the microphone, chewing her gum rapidly.

The deep voice continued. Tonight we find Jonathan Tyne coming to the aid of the terror-stricken Lady Ashcroft, whose husband disappeared into the misty Scottish moors at precisely midnight three weeks ago. And each night at precisely midnight, the howls of unknown dogs bay across the darkened fields. They seem to be challenging the very man who now walks stealthily into the enveloping mist. Jonathan Tyne. The seeker of evil; the  nemesis of Lucifer. The champion of the helpless victims of darkness...


The organ music swelled once more to a crescendo; the sound of the baying dogs grew more vicious.

The older officer, a colonel, glanced at his companion, a first lieutenant. The younger man, his eyes betraying his concern, was staring at the group of nonchalant actors inside the lighted studio.

The colonel winced.

‘Interesting, isn’t it?’ he said.

‘What?’ ... Oh, yes, sir. Yes, sir; very interesting. Which one is he?’

‘The tall fellow over in the corner. The one reading a newspaper.’

‘Does he play Tyne?’

‘Who? Oh no, lieutenant. He has a small role, I think. In a Spanish dialect.’

‘A small role ... in a Spanish dialect.’ The lieutenant repeated the colonel’s words, his voice hesitant, his look bewildered. ‘Forgive me, sir, I’m confused. I’m not sure what we’re doing here; what he’s doing here. I thought he was a construction engineer.’

‘He is.’

The organ music subsided to pianissimo; the sound of the howling dogs faded away. Now another voice - this one lighter, friendlier, with no undercurrent of impending drama - came out of the two webbed boxes.

Pilgrim. The soap with the scent of flowers in May; the Mayflower soap. Pilgrim brings you once again ... ‘The Adventures of Jonathan Tyne.’

The thick corked door of the dark cubicle opened and a balding man, erect, dressed in a conservative business suit, entered. He carried a manila envelope in his left hand; he reached over and extended his right hand to the colonel. He spoke quietly, but not in a whisper. ‘Hello, Ed. Nice to see you again. I don’t have to tell you your call was a surprise.’

‘I guess it was. How are you, Jack? ... Lieutenant, meet Mr John Ryan; formerly Major John N. M. I. Ryan of Six Corps.’

The officer rose to his feet.

‘Sit down, lieutenant,’ said Ryan, shaking the young man’s hand.

‘Nice to meet you, sir. Thank you, sir.’

Ryan edged his way around the rows of black leather armchairs and sat down next to the colonel in front of the glass partition. The organ music once more swelled, matching the reintroduced sounds of the howling dogs. Several actors and actresses crowded around two microphones, all watching a man behind a panel in another glass booth - this one lighted - on the other side of the studio.

‘How’s Jane?’ asked Ryan. ‘And the children?’

‘She hates Washington; so does the boy. They’d rather be back in Oahu. Cynthia loves it, though. She’s eighteen, now; all those DC dances.’

A hand signal was given by the man in the lighted booth across the way. The actors began their dialog.

Ryan continued. ‘How about you? “Washington” looks good on the roster sheet.’

‘I suppose it does, but nobody knows I’m there. That won’t help me.’

‘Oh?’

‘G-2.’

‘Yes, I gathered that.’

‘You look as though you’re thriving, Jack.’

Ryan smiled a little awkwardly. ‘No sweat. Ten other guys in the agency could do what I’m doing ... better. But they don’t have the Point on their resumes. I’m an agency symbol, strong-integrity version. The clients sort of fall in for muster.’

The colonel laughed. ‘Horseshit. You were always good with the beady-bags. Even the high brass used to turn the congressmen over to you.’

‘You flatter me. At least I think you’re flattering me.’

‘Eeaagh!’ The obese actress, still chewing her gum, had screeched into the second microphone. She backed away, goosing a thin, effeminate-looking actor who was about to speak.

‘There’s a lot of screaming, isn’t there.’ The colonel wasn’t really asking a question.

‘And dogs barking and off-key organ music and a hell of a lot of groaning and heavy breathing. “Tyne’s” the most popular program we have.’

‘I admit I’ve listened to it. The whole family has; since we’ve been back.’

‘You wouldn’t believe it if I told you who writes most of the scripts.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘A Pulitzer poet. Under another name, of course.’

‘That seems strange.’

‘Not at all. Survival. We pay. Poetry doesn’t.’

‘Is that why he’s on?’ The colonel gestured with a nod of his head toward the tall, dark-haired man who had put down the newspaper but still remained in the corner of the studio, away from the other actors, leaning against the white corked wall.

‘Beats the hell out of me. I mean, I didn’t know who he was - that is, I knew who he was, but I didn’t know anything about him - until you called.’ Ryan handed the colonel the manila envelope. ‘Here’s a list of the shows and the agencies he’s worked for. I called around; implied that we were considering him for a running lead. The Hammerts use him a lot ...’

‘The who?’

‘They’re packagers. They’ve got about fifteen programs; daytime, serials and evening shows. They say he’s reliable; no sauce problems. He’s used exclusively for dialects, it seems. And language fluency when it’s called for.’

‘German and Spanish.’ It was a statement.

‘That’s right ...’

‘Only it’s not Spanish, it’s Portuguese.’

‘Who can tell the difference? You know who his parents are.’

Another statement, only agreement anticipated.

‘Richard and Margo Spaulding. Concert pianists, very big in England and the Continent. Current status: semi-retirement in Costa del Santiago, Portugal.’

‘They’re American, though, aren’t they?’

‘Very. Made sure their son was born here. Sent him to American settlement schools wherever they lived. Shipped him back here for his final two years in prep school and college.’

‘How come Portugal, then?’

‘Who knows? They had their first successes in Europe and decided to stay there. A fact I think we’re going to be grateful for. They only return here for tours; which aren’t very frequent anymore ... Did you know that he’s a construction engineer?’

‘No, I didn’t. That’s interesting.’

‘Interesting? Just “interesting”?’

Ryan smiled; there was a trace of sadness in his eyes. ‘Well, during the last six years or so there hasn’t been a lot of building, has there? I mean, there’s no great call for engineers ... outside of the CCC and the NRA.’ He lifted his right hand and waved it laterally in front of him, encompassing the group of men and women inside the studio. ‘Do you know what’s in there? A trial lawyer whose clients - when he can get a few - can’t pay him; a Rolls-Royce executive who’s been laid off since thirty-eight; and a former state senator whose campaign a few years ago not only cost him his job but also a lot of potential employers. They think he’s a Red. Don’t fool yourself, Ed. You’ve got it good. The Depression isn’t over by a long shot. These people are the lucky ones. They found avocations they’ve turned into careers ... As long as they last.’

‘If I do my job, his career won’t last any longer than a month from now.’

‘I figured it was something like that. The storm’s building, isn’t it? We’ll be in it pretty soon. And I’ll be back, too ... Where do you want to use him?’

‘Lisbon.’

 



David Spaulding pushed himself away from the white studio wall. He held up the pages of his script as he approached the microphone, preparing for his cue.

Pace watched him through the glass partition, wondering  how Spaulding’s voice would sound. He noticed that as Spaulding came closer to the group of actors clustered around the microphone, there was a conscious - or it seemed conscious - parting of bodies, as if the new participant was in some way a stranger. Perhaps it was only normal courtesy, allowing the new performer a chance to position himself, but the colonel didn’t think so. There were no smiles, no looks, no indications of familiarity as there seemed to be among the others.

No one winked. Even the obese woman who screamed and chewed gum and goosed her fellow actors just stood and watched Spaulding, her gum immobile in her mouth.

And then it happened; a curious moment.

Spaulding grinned, and the others, even the thin, effeminate man who was in the middle of a monologue, responded with bright smiles and nods. The obese woman winked.

A curious moment, thought Colonel Pace.

Spaulding’s voice - mid-deep, incisive, heavily accented - came through the webbed boxes. His role was that of a mad doctor and bordered on the comic. It would have been comic, thought Pace, except for the authority Spaulding gave the writer’s words. Pace didn’t know anything about acting, but he knew when a man was being convincing. Spaulding was convincing.

That would be necessary in Lisbon.

In a few minutes Spaulding’s role was obviously over. The obese woman screamed again; Spaulding retreated to the corner and quietly, making sure the pages did not rustle, picked up his folded newspaper. He leaned against the wall and withdrew a pencil from his pocket. He appeared to be doing The New York Times crossword puzzle.

Pace couldn’t take his eyes off Spaulding. It was important for him to observe closely any subject with whom he had to make contact whenever possible. Observe the small things: the way a man walked; the way he held his head; the steadiness or lack of it in his eyes. The clothes, the watch, the cuff links; whether the shoes were shined, if the heels were worn down; the quality - or lack of quality - in a man’s posture.

Pace tried to match the human being leaning against the wall, writing on the newspaper, with the dossier in his Washington office.

His name first surfaced from the files of the Army Corps of Engineers. David Spaulding had inquired about the possibilities of a commission - not volunteered: what would his opportunities be? were there any challenging construction projects? what about the length-service commitments ? The sort of questions thousands of men - skilled men - were asking, knowing that the Selective Service Act would become law within a week or two. If enlistment meant a shorter commitment and/or the continued practice of their professional skills, then better an enlistment than be drafted with the mobs.

Spaulding had filled out all the appropriate forms and had been told the army would contact him. That had been six weeks ago and no one had done so. Not that the Corps wasn’t interested; it was. The word from the Roosevelt men was that the draft law would be passed by Congress any day now, and the projected expansion of the army camps was so enormous, so incredibly massive, that an engineer - especially a construction engineer of Spaulding’s qualifications - was target material.

But those high up in the Corps of Engineers were aware of the search being conducted by the Intelligence Division of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the War Department.

Quietly, slowly. No mistakes could be made.

So they passed along David Spaulding’s forms to G-2 and were told in turn to stay away from him.

The man ID was seeking had to have three basic qualifications. Once these were established, the rest of the portrait could be microscopically scrutinized to see if the whole being possessed the other desirable requirements. The three basics were difficult enough in themselves: the first was fluency in the Portuguese language; the second, an equal mastery of German; the third, sufficient professional experience in structural engineering to enable swift and accurate understanding of blueprints, photographs - even verbal descriptions - of the widest variety of industrial  designs. From bridges and factories to warehousing and railroad complexes.

The man in Lisbon would need each of these basic requirements. He would employ them throughout the war that was to be; the war that the United States inevitably would have to fight.

The man in Lisbon would be responsible for developing an Intelligence network primarily concerned with the destruction of the enemy’s installations deep within its own territories.

Certain men - and women - traveled back and forth through hostile territories, basing their undefined activities in neutral countries. These were the people the man in Lisbon would use ... before others used them.

These plus those he would train for infiltration. Espionage units. Teams of bi- and trilingual agents he would send up through France into the borders of Germany. To bring back their observations; eventually to inflict destruction themselves.

The English agreed that such an American was needed in Lisbon. British Intelligence admitted its Portuguese weakness; they had simply been around too long, too obviously. And there were current, very serious lapses of security in London. MI-5 had been infiltrated.

Lisbon would become an American project.

If such an American could be found.

David Spaulding’s preapplication forms listed the primary requisites. He spoke three languages, had spoken them since he was a child. His parents, the renowned Richard and Margo Spaulding, maintained three residences: a small, elegant Belgravia flat in London; a winter retreat in Germany’s Baden-Baden; and a sprawling oceanside house in the artists’ colony of Costa del Santiago in Portugal. Spaulding had grown up in these environs. When he was sixteen, his father - over the objections of his mother - insisted that he complete his secondary education in the United States and enter an American university.

Andover in Massachusetts; Dartmouth in New Hampshire ; finally Carnegie Institute in Pennsylvania.

Of course, the Intelligence Division hadn’t discovered all  of the above information from Spaulding’s application forms. These supplementary facts - and a great deal more - were revealed by a man named Aaron Mandel in New York.

Pace, his eyes still riveted on the tall, lean man who had put down his newspaper and was now watching the actors around the microphones with detached amusement, recalled his single meeting with Mandel. Again, he matched Mandel’s information with the man he saw before him.

Mandel had been listed on the application under ‘References.’ Power-of-attorney, parents’ concert manager. An address was given: a suite of rooms in the Chrysler Building. Mandel was a very successful artists’ representative, a Russian Jew who rivaled Sol Hurok for clients, though not as prone to attract attention or as desirous of it.

‘David has been as a son to me,’ Mandel told Pace. ‘But I must presume you know that.’

‘Why must you? I know only what I’ve read on his application forms. And some scattered information; academic records, employment references.’

‘Let’s say I’ve been expecting you. Or someone like you.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Oh, come. David spent a great many years in Germany; you might say he almost grew up there.’

‘His application ... as a matter of fact his passport information, also includes family residences in London and a place called Costa del Santiago in Portugal.’

‘I said almost. He converses easily in the German language.’

‘Also Portuguese, I understand.’

‘Equally so. And its sister tongue, Spanish ... I wasn’t aware that a man’s enlistment in the army engineers called for a full colonel’s interest. And passport research.’ Mandel, the flesh creased around his eyes, smiled.

‘I wasn’t prepared for you.’ The colonel’s reply had been stated simply. ‘Most people take this sort of thing as routine. Or they convince themselves it’s routine ... with a little help.’

‘Most people did not live as Jews in tsarist Kiev ... What do you want from me?’

‘To begin with, did you tell Spaulding you expected us? Or someone ...’

‘Of course not,’ Mandel interrupted gently. ‘I told you, he is as a son to me. I wouldn’t care to give him such ideas.’

‘I’m relieved. Nothing may come of it anyway.’

‘However, you hope it will.’

‘Frankly, yes. But there are questions we need answered. His background isn’t just unusual, it seems filled with contradictions. To begin with, you don’t expect the son of well-known musicians ... I mean ...’

‘Concert artists.’ Mandel had supplied the term Pace sought.

‘Yes, concert artists. You don’t expect the children of such people to become engineers. Or accountants, if you know what I mean. And then - and I’m sure you’ll understand this - it seems highly illogical that once that fact is accepted, the son is an engineer, we find that the major portion of his income is currently earned as a ... as a radio performer. The pattern indicates a degree of instability. Perhaps more than a degree.’

‘You suffer from the American mania for consistency. I don’t say this unkindly. I would be less than adequate as a neuro-surgeon; you may play the piano quite well, but I doubt that I’d represent you at Covent Garden ... The questions you raise are easily answered. And, perhaps, the word stability can be found at the core ... Have you any idea, any conception, of what the world of the concert stage is like? Madness ... David lived in this world for nearly twenty years; I suspect ... no, I don’t suspect, I know ... he found it quite distasteful ... And so often people overlook certain fundamental characteristics of musicianship. Characteristics easily inherited. A great musician is often, in his own way, an exceptional mathematician. Take Bach. A genius at mathematics ...’

According to Aaron Mandel, David Spaulding found his future profession while in his second year in college. The solidity, the permanence of structural creation combined  with the precision of engineering detail were at once his answer to and escape from the mercurial world of the ‘concert stage.’ But there were other inherited characteristics equally at work inside him. Spaulding had an ego, a sense of independence. He needed approval, wanted recognition. And such rewards were not easily come by for a junior engineer, just out of graduate school, in a large New York firm during the late thirties. There simply wasn’t that much to do; or the capital to do it with.

‘He left the New York firm,’ Mandel continued, ‘to accept a number of individual construction projects where he believed the money would grow faster, the jobs be his own. He had no ties; he could travel. Several in the Midwest, one ... no, two, in Central America; four in Canada, I think. He got the first few right out of the newspapers; they led to the others. He returned to New York about eighteen months ago. The money didn’t really grow, as I told him it wouldn’t. The projects were not his own; provincial ... local interference.’

‘And somehow this led to the radio work?’

Mandel had laughed and leaned back in his chair. ‘As you may know, Colonel Pace, I’ve diversified. The concert stage and a European war - soon to reach these shores, as we all realize - do not go well together. These last few years my clients have gone into other performing areas, including the highly paid radio field. David quickly saw opportunities for himself and I agreed. He’s done extremely well, you know.’

‘But he’s not a trained professional.’

‘No, he’s not. He has something else, however ... Think. Most children of well-known performers, or leading politicians, or the immensely rich, for that matter, have it. It’s a public confidence, an assurance, if you will; no matter their private insecurities. After all, they’ve generally been on display since the time they could walk and talk. David certainly has it. And he has a good ear; as do both of his parents, obviously. An aural memory for musical or linguistic rhythms ... He doesn’t act, he reads. Almost exclusively in the dialects or the foreign languages he knows fluently ...’

David Spaulding’s excursion into the ‘highly paid radio field’ was solely motivated by money; he was used to living well. At a time when owners of engineering companies found it difficult to guarantee themselves a hundred dollars a week, Spaulding was earning three or four hundred from his ‘radio work’ alone.

‘As you may have surmised,’ said Mandel, ‘David’s immediate objective is to bank sufficient monies to start his own company. Immediate, that is, unless otherwise shaped by world or national conditions. He’s not blind; anyone who can read a newspaper sees that we are being drawn into the war.’

‘Do you think we should be?’

‘I’m a Jew. As far as I’m concerned, we’re late.’

‘This Spaulding. You’ve described what seems to me a very resourceful man.’

‘I’ve described only what you could have found out from any number of sources. And you have described the conclusion you have drawn from that surface information. It’s not the whole picture.’ At this point, Pace recalled, Mandel had gotten out of his chair, avoiding any eye contact, and walked about his office. He was searching for negatives; he was trying to find the words that would disqualify ‘his son’ from the government’s interests. And Pace had been aware of it. ‘What certainly must have struck you - from what I’ve told you - is David’s preoccupation with himself, with his comforts, if you wish. Now, in a business sense this might be applauded; therefore, I disabused you of your concerns for stability. However, I would not be candid if I didn’t tell you that David is abnormally headstrong. He operates - I think - quite poorly under authority. In a word, he’s a selfish man, not given to discipline. It pains me to say this; I love him dearly ...’

And the more Mandel had talked, the more indelibly did Pace imprint the word affirmative on Spaulding’s file. Not that he believed for a minute the extremes of behavior Mandel suddenly ascribed to David Spaulding - no man could function as ‘stably’ as Spaulding had if it were true. But if it were only half true, it was no detriment; it was an asset.

The last of the requirements.

For if there were any soldier in the United States Army - in or out of uniform - who would be called upon to operate solely on his own, without the comfort of the chain of command, without the knowledge that difficult decisions could be made by his superiors, it was the Intelligence officer in Portugal.

The man in Lisbon.

October 8, 1939 - Fairfax, Virginia

There were no names.

Only numbers and letters.

Numbers followed by letters.

Two-Six-B. Three-Five-Y. Five-One-C.

There were no personal histories, no individual backgrounds ... no references to wives, children, fathers, mothers ... no countries; cities, hometowns, schools, universities; there were only bodies and minds and separate, specific, reacting intelligences.

The location was deep in the Virginia hunt country, 220 acres of fields and hills and mountain streams. There were sections of dense forest bordering stretches of flat grass-lands. Swamps - dangerous with body-sucking earth and hostile inhabitants, reptile and insect - were but feet from sudden masses of Virginia boulders fronting abrupt inclines.

The area had been selected with care, with precision. It was bordered by a fifteen-foot-high hurricane fence through which a paralysing - not lethal - electrical current flowed continuously; and every twelve feet there was a forbidding sign that warned observers that this particular section of the land ... forest, swamp, grassland and hill ... was the exclusive property of the United States Government. Trespassers were duly informed that entry was not only prohibited, it was exceedingly dangerous. Titles and sections of the specific laws pertaining to the exclusivity were spelled out along with the voltage in the fence.

The terrain was as diverse as could be found within a reasonable distance from Washington. In one way or another - one place or another - it conformed remarkably to the topography of the locations projected for those training inside the enormous compound.

The numbers followed by the letters.

No names.

There was a single gate at the center of the north perimeter, reached by a back country road. Over the gate, between the opposing guard houses, was a metal sign. In block letters it read: FIELD DIVISION HEADQUARTERS — FAIRFAX.

No other description was given, no purpose identified.

On the front of each guard house were identical signs, duplicates of the warnings placed every twelve feet in the fence, proclaiming the exclusivity, the laws and the voltage.

No room for error.

David Spaulding was assigned an identity - his Fairfax identity. He was Two-Five-L.

No name. Only a number followed by a letter.

Two-Five-L.

Translation: his training was to be completed by the fifth day of the second month. His destination: Lisbon.

 



It was incredible. In the space of four months a new way of life - of living - was to be absorbed with such totality that it strained acceptance.

‘You probably won’t make it,’ said Colonel Edmund Pace.

‘I’m not sure I want to,’ had been Spaulding’s reply.

But part of the training was motivation. Deep, solid, ingrained beyond doubt ... but not beyond the psychological reality as perceived by the candidate.

With Two-Five-L, the United States Government did not wave flags and roar espousals of patriotic causes. Such methods would not be meaningful; the candidate had spent his formative years outside the country in a sophisticated, international environment. He spoke the language of the enemy-to-be; he knew them as people - taxi drivers, grocers,  bankers, lawyers - and the vast majority of those he knew were not the Germans fictionalized by the propaganda machines. Instead - and this was Fairfax’s legitimate hook - they were goddamned fools being led by psychopathic criminals. The leaders were, indeed, fanatics, and the overwhelming evidence clearly established their crimes beyond doubt. Those crimes included wanton, indiscriminate murder, torture and genocide.

Beyond doubt.

Criminals.

Psychopaths.

Too, there was Adolf Hitler.

Adolf Hitler killed Jews. By the thousands - soon to be millions if his final solution was read accurately.

Aaron Mandel was a Jew. His other ‘father’ was a Jew; the ‘father’ he loved more than the parent. And the goddamned fools tolerated an exclamation point after the word Juden!


David Spaulding could bring himself to hate the goddamned fools - the taxi drivers, the grocers, the bankers, the lawyers - without much compunction under the circumstances.

Beyond this very rational approach, Fairfax utilized a secondary psychological ‘weapon’ that was standard in the compound; for some more than others, but it was never absent.

The trainees at Fairfax had a common gift - or flaw - depending on one’s approach. None was accepted without it.

A highly developed sense of competition; a thrust to win.

There was no question about it; arrogance was not a despised commodity at Fairfax.

With David Spaulding’s psychological profile - a dossier increasingly accepted by the Intelligence Division - the Fairfax commanders recognized that the candidate-in-training for Lisbon had a soft core which the field might harden - undoubtedly would harden if he lived that long - but whatever advances could be made in the compound, so much the better. Especially for the subject.

Spaulding was confident, independent, extremely versatile in his surroundings ... all to the very good; but Two-Five-L had a weakness. There was within his psyche a slowness to take immediate advantage, a hesitancy to spring to the kill when the odds were his. Both verbally and physically.

Colonel Edmund Pace saw this inadequacy by the third week of training. Two-Five-L’s abstract code of fairness would never do in Lisbon. And Colonel Pace knew the answer.

 



The mental adjustment would be made through the physical processes.

 



‘Seizures, Holds and Releases’ was the insipid title of the course. It disguised the most arduous physical training at Fairfax: hand-to-hand combat. Knife, chain, wire, needle, rope, fingers, knees, elbows ... never a gun.

Reaction, reaction, reaction.

Except when one initiated the assault.

Two-Five-L had progressed nicely. He was a large man but possessed the quick coordination usually associated with a more compact person. Therefore his progress had to be stymied; the man himself humiliated. He would learn the practical advantages of the odds.

From smaller, more arrogant men.

Colonel Edmund Pace ‘borrowed’ from the British commando units the best they had in uniform. They were flown over by the Bomber Ferry Command; three bewildered ‘specialists’ who were subtly introduced to the Fairfax compound and given their instructions.

‘Kick the shit out of Two-Five-L.’

They did. For many weeks of sessions.

And then they could not do so with impunity any longer.

David Spaulding would not accept the humiliation; he was becoming as good as the ‘specialists.’

The man for Lisbon was progressing.

Colonel Edmund Pace received the reports in his War Department office.

Everything was on schedule.

The weeks became months. Every known portable offensive and defensive weapon, every sabotage device, every conceivable method of ingress and egress - apparent and covert - was exhaustively studied by the Fairfax trainees. Codes and variations became fluent languages; instant fabrications second nature. And Two-Five-L continued to advance. Whenever there appeared a slackening, harsher instructions were given to the ‘specialists’ in ‘Seizures, Holds and Releases.’ The psychological key was in the observable, physical humiliation.

Until it was no longer viable. The commandos were bested.

Everything on schedule.

 



‘You may make it after all,’ said the colonel.

‘I’m not sure what I’ve made,’ replied David in his first lieutenant’s uniform, over a drink in the Mayflower Cocktail Lounge. And then he laughed quietly. ‘I suppose if they gave degrees in Advanced Criminal Activities, I’d probably qualify.’

Two-Five-L’s training would be completed in ten days. His twenty-four-hour pass was an irregularity, but Pace had demanded it. He had to talk with Spaulding.

‘Does it bother you?’ asked Pace.

Spaulding looked across the small table at the colonel. ‘If I had time to think about it, I’m sure it would. Doesn’t it bother you?’

‘No ... Because I understand the reasons.’

‘OK. Then so do I.’

‘They’ll become clearer in the field.’

‘Sure,’ agreed David tersely.

Pace watched Spaulding closely. As was to be expected, the young man had changed. Gone was the slightly soft, slightly pampered grace of inflection and gesture. These had been replaced by a tautness, a conciseness of movement and speech. The transformation was not complete, but it was well in progress.

The patina of the professional was beginning to show through. Lisbon would harden it further.

‘Are you impressed by the fact that Fairfax skips you a rank? It took me eighteen months to get that silver bar.’

‘Again, time. I haven’t had time to react. I haven’t worn a uniform before today; I think it’s uncomfortable.’ Spaulding flicked his hand over his tunic.

‘Good. Don’t get used to it.’

‘That’s a strange thing to say ...’

‘How do you feel?’ said Pace, interrupting.

David looked at the colonel. For a moment or two, the grace, the softness - even the wry humor - returned. ‘I’m not sure ... As though I’d been manufactured on a very fast assembly line. A sort of high-speed treadmill, if you know what I mean.’

‘In some ways that’s an accurate description. Except that you brought a lot to the factory.’

Spaulding revolved his glass slowly. He stared at the floating cubes, then up at Pace. ‘I wish I could accept that as a compliment,’ he said softly. ‘I don’t think I can. I know the people I’ve been training with. They’re quite a collection.’

‘They’re highly motivated.’

‘The Europeans are as crazy as those they want to fight. They’ve got their reasons; I can’t question them ...’

‘Well,’ interrupted the colonel, ‘we don’t have that many Americans. Not yet.’

‘Those you do are two steps from a penitentiary.’

‘They’re not army.’

‘I didn’t know that,’ said Spaulding quickly, adding the obvious with a smile. ‘Naturally.’

Pace was annoyed with himself. The indiscretion was minor but still an indiscretion. ‘It’s not important. In ten days you’ll be finished in Virginia. The uniform comes off then. To tell you the truth, it was a mistake to issue you one in the first place. We’re still new at this kind of thing; rules of requisition and supply are hard to change.’ Pace drank and avoided Spaulding’s eyes.

‘I thought I was supposed to be a military attaché at the embassy. One of several.’

‘For the record, yes. They’ll build a file on you. But  there’s a difference; it’s part of the cover. You’re not partial to uniforms. We don’t think you should wear one. Ever.’ Pace put down his glass and looked at David. ‘You hustled yourself a very safe, very comfortable job because of the languages, your residences and your family connections. In a nutshell, you ran as fast as you could when you thought there was a chance your pretty neck might be in the real army.’

Spaulding thought for a moment. ‘That sounds logical. Why does it bother you?’

‘Because only one man at the embassy will know the truth. He’ll identify himself ... After a while others may suspect - after a long while. But they won’t know. Not the ambassador, not the staff ... What I’m trying to tell you is, you won’t be very popular.’

David laughed quietly. ‘I trust you’ll rotate me before I’m lynched.’

Pace’s reply was swift and quiet, almost curt. ‘Others will be rotated. Not you.’

Spaulding was silent as he responded to the colonel’s look. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘I’m not sure I can be clear about it.’ Pace put down his drink on the small cocktail table. ‘You’ll have to start slowly, with extreme caution. British MI-5 has given us a few names - not many but something to start with. You’ll have to build up your own network, however. People who will maintain contact only with you, no one else. This will entail a great deal of traveling. We think you’ll gravitate to the north country, across the borders into Spain. Basque country ... by and large anti-Falangist. We think those areas south of the Pyrenees will become the data and escape routes ... We’re not kidding ourselves: the Maginot won’t hold. France will fall ...’


‘Jesus,’ interrupted David softly. ‘You’ve done a lot of projecting.’

‘That’s almost all we do. It’s the reason for Fairfax.’

Spaulding leaned back in the chair, once more revolving his glass. ‘I understand about the network; in one form or another it’s what the compound’s training all of us for. This  is the first I’ve heard about the north of Spain, the Basque areas. I know that country.’

‘We could be wrong. It’s only a theory. You might find the water routes ... Mediterranean, Málaga, or Biscay, or the Portuguese coast ... more feasible. That’s for you to decide. And develop.’

‘All right. I understand ... What’s that got to do with rotation?’

Pace smiled. ‘You haven’t reached your post. Are you angling for a leave already?’

‘You brought it up. Sort of abruptly, I think.’

‘Yes, I did.’ The colonel shifted his position in the small chair. Spaulding was very quick; he locked in on words and used brief time spans to maximize their effectiveness. He would be good in interrogations. Quick, harsh inquiries. In the field. ‘We’ve decided that you’re to remain in Portugal for the duration. Whatever normal and “abnormal” leaves you take should be spent in the south. There’s a string of colonies along the coast ...’

‘Costa del Santiago among them,’ interjected Spaulding under his breath. ‘Retreats for the international rich.’

‘That’s right. Develop covers down there. Be seen with your parents. Become a fixture.’ Pace smiled again; the smile was hesitant. ‘I could think of worse duty.’

‘You don’t know those colonies ... If I read you - as we say in Fairfax - Candidate Two-Five-L had better take a good, hard look at the streets of Washington and New York because he’s not going to see them again for a very long time.’

‘We can’t risk bringing you back once you’ve developed a network, assuming you do develop one. If, for whatever reason, you flew out of Lisbon to Allied territory, there’d be an enemy scramble to microscopically trace every movement you made for months. It would jeopardize everything.  You’re safest - our interests are safest - if you remain permanent. The British taught us this. Some of their operatives have been local fixtures for years.’

‘That’s not very comforting.’

‘You’re not in MI-5. Your tour is for the duration. The war won’t last forever.’

It was Spaulding’s turn to smile; the smile of a man caught in a matrix he had not defined. ‘There’s something insane about that statement ... “The war won’t last forever.” ...’

‘Why?’

‘We’re not in it yet.’

‘You are,’ Pace said.




TWO 

September 8, 1943 - Peenemünde, Germany

The man in the pinstriped suit, styled by tailors in Alte Strasse, stared in disbelief at the three men across the table. He would have objected strenuously had the three laboratory experts not worn the square, red, metal insignias on the lapels of their starched white laboratory jackets, badges that said these three scientists were permitted to walk through passageways forbidden to all but the elite of Peenemünde. He, too, had such a badge attached to his pinstriped lapel; it was a temporary clearance he was not sure he wanted.

Certainly he did not want it now.

‘I can’t accept your evaluation,’ he said quietly. ‘It’s preposterous.’

‘Come with us,’ replied the scientist in the center, nodding to his companion on the right.

‘There’s no point procrastinating,’ added the third man.

The four men got out of their chairs and approached the steel door that was the single entrance to the room. Each man in succession unclipped his red badge and pressed it against a gray plate in the wall. At the instant of contact, a small white bulb was lighted, remained so for two seconds and then went off; a photograph had been taken. The last man - one of the Peenemünde personnel - then opened the door and each went into the hallway.

Had only three men gone out, or five, or any number not corresponding to the photographs, alarms would have been triggered.

They walked in silence down the long, starched-white corridor, the Berliner in front with the scientist who sat  between the other two at the table, and was obviously the spokesman; his companions were behind.

They reached a bank of elevators and once more went through the ritual of the red tags, the gray plate and the tiny white light that went on for precisely two seconds. Below the plate a number was also lighted.

Six.

From elevator number six there was the sound of a single muted bell as the thick steel panel slid open. One by one each man walked inside.

The elevator descended eight stories, four below the surface of the earth, to the deepest levels of Peenemünde. As the four men emerged into yet another white corridor, they were met by a tall man in tight-fitting green coveralls, an outsized holster in his wide brown belt. The holster held a Lüger Sternlicht, a specially designed arm pistol with a telescopic sight. As the man’s visor cap indicated, such weapons were made for the Gestapo.

The Gestapo officer obviously recognized the three scientists. He smiled perfunctorily and turned his attention to the man in the pinstriped suit. He held out his hand, motioning the Berliner to remove the red badge.

The Berliner did so. The Gestapo man took it, walked over to a telephone on the corridor wall and pushed a combination of buttons. He spoke the Berliner’s name and waited, perhaps ten seconds.

He replaced the phone and crossed back to the man in the pinstriped suit. Gone was the arrogance he had displayed moments ago.

‘I apologize for the delay, Herr Strasser. I should have realized ...’ He gave the Berliner his badge.

‘No need for apologies, Herr Oberleutnant. They would be necessary only if you overlooked your duties.’


‘Danke,’ said the Gestapo man, gesturing the four men beyond his point of security.

They proceeded towards a set of double doors; clicks could be heard as locks were released. Small white bulbs were lighted above the mouldings; again photographs were taken of those going through the double doors.

They turned right into a bisecting corridor - this one not white, but instead, brownish black; so dark that Strasser’s eyes took several seconds to adjust from the pristine brightness of the main halls to the sudden night quality of the passageway. Tiny ceiling lights gave what illumination there was.

‘You’ve not been here before,’ said the scientist-spokesman to the Berliner. ‘This hallway was designed by an optics engineer. It supposedly prepares the eyes for the high-intensity microscope lights. Most of us think it was a waste.’

There was a steel door at the end of the long-dark tunnel. Strasser reached for his red metal insignia automatically; the scientist shook his head and spoke with a slight wave of his hand.

‘Insufficient light for photographs. The guard inside has been alerted.’

The door opened and the four men entered a large laboratory. Along the right wall was a row of stools, each in front of a powerful microscope, all the microscopes equidistant from one another on top of a built-in workbench. Behind each microscope was a high-intensity light, projected and shaded on a goose-necked stem coming out of the immaculate white surface. The left wall was a variation of the right. There were no stools, however, and fewer microscopes. The work shelf was higher: it was obviously used for conferences, where many pairs of eyes peered through the same sets of lenses; stools would only interfere, men stood as they conferred over magnified particles.

At the far end of the room was another door, not an entrance. A vault. A seven-foot-high, four-foot-wide, heavy steel vault. It was black; the two levers and the combination wheel were in glistening silver.

The spokesman-scientist approached it.

‘We have fifteen minutes before the timer seals the panel and the drawers. I’ve requested closure for a week. I’ll need your counterauthorization, of course.’

‘And you’re sure I’ll give it, aren’t you?’

‘I am.’ The scientist spun the wheel right and left for the  desired locations. ‘The numbers change automatically every twenty-four hours,’ he said as he held the wheel steady at its final mark and reached for the silver levers. He pulled the top one down to the accompaniment of a barely audible whirring sound, and seconds later, pulled the lower one up.

The whirring stopped, metallic clicks could be heard and the scientist pulled open the thick steel door. He turned to Strasser. ‘These are the tools for Peenemünde. See for yourself.’

Strasser approached the vault. Inside were five rows of removable glass trays, top to bottom; each row had a total of one hundred trays, five hundred in all.

The trays that were empty were marked with a white strip across the facing glass, the word Auffüllen printed clearly.

The trays that were full were so designated by strips of black across their fronts.

There were four and a half rows of white trays. Empty.

Strasser looked closely, pulled open several trays, shut them and stared at the Peenemünde scientist.

‘This is the sole repository?’ he asked quietly.

‘It is. We have six thousand casings completed; God knows how many will go in experimentation. Estimate for yourself how much further we can proceed.’

Strasser held the scientist’s eyes with his own. ‘Do you realize what you’re saying?’

‘I do. We’ll deliver only a fraction of the required schedules. Nowhere near enough. Peenemünde is a disaster.’

September 9, 1943 - The North Sea

The fleet of B-17 bombers had aborted the primary target of Essen due to cloud cover. The squadron commander, over the objections of his fellow pilots, ordered the secondary mission into operation: the shipyards north of Bremerhaven. No one liked the Bremerhaven run; Messerschmitt and Stuka interceptor wings were devastating. They were called the Luftwaffe suicide squads, maniacal young Nazis who might as easily collide with enemy aircraft as fire at  them. Not necessarily due to outrageous bravery; often it was merely inexperience or worse: poor training.

Bremerhaven-north was a terrible secondary. When it was a primary objective, the Eighth Air Force fighter escorts took the sting out of the run; they were not there when Bremerhaven was a secondary.

The squadron commander, however, was a hardnose. Worse, he was West Point: the secondary would not only be hit, it would be hit at an altitude that guaranteed maximum accuracy. He did not tolerate the very vocal criticism of his second-in-command aboard the flanking aircraft, who made it clear that such an altitude was barely logical with fighter escorts; without them, considering the heavy ack-ack fire, it was ridiculous. The squadron commander had replied with a terse recital of the new navigational headings and termination of radio contact.

Once they were into the Bremerhaven corridors, the German interceptors came from all points; the antiaircraft guns were murderous. And the squadron commander took his lead plane directly down into maximum-accuracy altitude and was blown out of the sky.

The second-in-command valued life and the price of aircraft more than his West Point superior. He ordered the squadron to scramble altitudes, telling his bombardiers to unload on anything below but for-God’s-sake-release-the-goddamn-weight so all planes could reach their maximum heights and reduce antiaircraft and interceptor fire.

In several instances it was too late. One bomber caught fire and went into a spin; only three chutes emerged from it. Two aircraft were riddled so badly both planes began immediate descents. Pilots and crew bailed out. Most of them.

The remainder kept climbing; the Messerschmitts climbed with them. They went higher and still higher, past the safe altitude range. Oxygen masks were ordered; not all functioned.

But in four minutes, what was left of the squadron was in the middle of the clear midnight sky, made stunningly clearer by the substratosphere absence of air particles. The  stars were extraordinary in their flickering brightness, the moon more a bombers’ moon than ever before.

Escape was in these regions.

‘Chart man!’ said the exhausted, relieved second-in-command into his radio, ‘give us headings! Back to Lakenheath, if you’d be so kind.’

The reply on the radio soured the moment of relief. It came from an aerial gunner aft of navigation. ‘He’s dead, colonel. Nelson’s dead.’

There was no time in the air for comment, ‘Take it, aircraft three. It’s your chart,’ said the colonel in aircraft two.

The headings were given. The formation grouped and, as it descended into safe altitude with cloud cover above, sped toward the North Sea.

The minutes reached five, then seven, then twelve. Finally twenty. There was relatively little cloud cover below; the coast of England should have come into sighting range at least two minutes ago. A number of pilots were concerned. Several said so.

‘Did you give accurate headings, aircraft three?’ asked the now squadron commander.

‘Affirmative, colonel,’ was the radioed answer.

‘Any of you chart men disagree?’

A variety of negatives was heard from the remaining aircraft.

‘No sweat on the headings, colonel,’ came the voice of the captain of aircraft five. ‘I fault your execution, though.’

‘What the hell are you talking about?’

‘You pointed two-three-niner by my reading. I figured my equipment was shot up ...’

Suddenly there were interruptions from every pilot in the decimated squadron.

‘I read one-seven ...’

‘My heading was a goddamned two-niner-two. We took a direct hit on ...’


‘Jesus! I had sixer-four ...’

‘Most of our middle took a load. I discounted my readings totally!’

And then there was silence. All understood.

Or understood what they could not comprehend.

‘Stay off all frequencies,’ said the squadron commander, ‘I’ll try to reach base.’

The cloud cover above broke; not for long, but long enough. The voice over the radio was the captain of aircraft three.

‘A quick judgment, colonel, says we’re heading due north-west.’

Silence again.

After a few moments, the commander spoke. ‘I’ll reach somebody. Do all your gauges read as mine? Fuel for roughly ten to fifteen minutes?’

‘It’s been a long haul, colonel,’ said aircraft seven. ‘No more than that, it’s for sure.’

‘I figured we’d be circling, if we had to, five minutes ago,’ said aircraft eight.

‘We’re not,’ said aircraft four.

The colonel in aircraft two raised Lakenheath on an emergency frequency.

‘As near as we can determine,’ came the strained, agitated, yet controlled English voice, ‘and by that I mean open lines throughout the coastal defense areas - water and land - you’re approaching the Dunbar sector. That’s the Scottish border, colonel. What in blazes are you doing there?’

‘For Christ’s sake, I don’t know! Are there any fields?’

‘Not for your aircraft. Certainly not a formation; perhaps, one or two ...’

‘I don’t want to hear that, you son of a bitch! Give me emergency instructions!’

‘We’re really quite unprepared ...’

‘Do you read me ?! I have what’s left of a very chopped-up squadron! We have less than six minutes’ fuel! Now you  give !’

The silence lasted precisely four seconds. Lakenheath conferred swiftly. With finality.

‘We believe you’ll sight the coast, probably Scotland. Put your aircraft down at sea ... We’ll do our best, lads.’

‘We’re eleven bombers, Lakenheath! We’re not a bunch of ducks!’

‘There isn’t time, squadron Leader ... The logistics are insurmountable. After all, we didn’t guide you there. Put down at sea. We’ll do our best ... Godspeed.’
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September 10, 1943 - Berlin, Germany

Reichsminister of Armaments Albert Speer raced up the steps of the Air Ministry on the Tiergarten. He did not feel the harsh, diagonal sheets of rain that plummeted down from the gray sky; he did not notice that his raincoat - unbuttoned - had fallen away, exposing his tunic and shirt to the inundation of the September storm. The pitch of his fury swept everything but the immediate crisis out of his mind.

Insanity! Sheer, unmitigated, unforgivable insanity!

The industrial reserves of all Germany were about exhausted; but he could handle that immense problem. Handle it by properly utilizing the manufacturing potential of the occupied countries; reverse the unmanageable practices of importing the labor forces. Labor forces? Slaves!

Productivity disastrous; sabotage continuous, unending.

What did they expect?

It was a time for sacrifice! Hitler could not continue to be all things to all people! He could not provide outsized Duesenbergs and grand operas and populated restaurants; he had to provide, instead, tanks, munitions, ships, aircraft!  These were the priorities!

But the Führer could never erase the memory of the 1918 revolution.

How totally inconsistent! The sole man whose will was shaping history, who was close to the preposterous dream of a thousand-year Reich, was petrified of a long-ago memory of unruly mobs, of unsatisfied masses.

Speer wondered if future historians would record the fact.  If they would comprehend just how weak Hitler really was when it came to his own countrymen. How he buckled in fear when consumer production fell below anticipated schedules.

Insanity!

But still he, the Reichsminister of Armaments, could control this calamitous inconsistency as long as he was convinced it was just a question of time. A few months; perhaps six at the outside.

For there was Peenemünde.

The rockets.

Everything reduced itself to Peenemünde!

Peenemünde was irresistible. Peenemünde would cause the collapse of London and Washington. Both governments would see the futility of continuing the exercise of wholesale annihilation.

Reasonable men could then sit down and create reasonable treaties.

Even if it meant the silencing of unreasonable men. Silencing Hitler.

Speer knew there were others who thought that way, too. The Führer was manifestly beginning to show unhealthy signs of pressure - fatigue. He now surrounded himself with mediocrity - an ill-disguised desire to remain in the comfortable company of his intellectual equals. But it went too far when the Reich itself was affected. A wine merchant, the foreign minister! A third-rate party propagandizer, the minister of eastern affairs! An erstwhile fighter pilot, the overseer of the entire economy!


Even himself. Even the quiet, shy architect; now the minister of armaments.

All that would change with Peenemünde.

Even himself. Thank God!


But first there had to be Peenemünde. There could be no question of its operational success. For without Peenemünde, the war was lost.

And now they were telling him there was a question. A flaw that might well be the precursor of Germany’s defeat.

A vacuous-looking corporal opened the door of the cabinet room. Speer walked in and saw that the long conference table was about two-thirds filled, the chairs in cliquish separation, as if the groups were suspect of one another. As, indeed, they were in these times of progressively sharpened rivalries within the Reich.

He walked to the head of the table, where - to his right - sat the only man in the room he could trust. Franz Altmüller.

Altmüller was a forty-two-year-old cynic. Tall, blond, aristocratic; the vision of the Third Reich Aryan who did not, for a minute, subscribe to the racial nonsense proclaimed by the Third Reich. He did, however, subscribe to the theory of acquiring whatever benefits came his way by pretending to agree with anyone who might do him some good.

In public.

In private, among his very close associates, he told the truth.

When that truth might also benefit him.

Speer was not only Altmüller’s associate, he was his friend. Their families had been more than neighbors; the two fathers had often gone into joint merchandising ventures; the mothers had been school chums.

Altmüller had taken after his father. He was an extremely capable businessman; his expertise was in production administration.

‘Good morning,’ said Altmüller, flicking an imaginary thread off his tunic lapel. He wore his party uniform far more often than was necessary, preferring to err on the side of the archangel.

‘That seems unlikely,’ replied Speer, sitting down rapidly. The groups - and they were groups - around the table kept talking among themselves but the voices were perceptibly quieter. Eyes kept darting over in Speer’s direction, then swiftly away; everyone was prepared for immediate silence yet none wished to appear apprehensive, guilty.

Silence would come when either Altmüller or Speer himself rose from his chair to address the gathering. That  would be the signal. Not before. To render attention before that movement might give the appearance of fear. Fear was equivalent to an admission of error. No one at the conference table could afford that.

Altmüller opened a brown manila folder and placed it in front of Speer. It was a list of those summoned to the meeting. There were essentially three distinct factions with subdivisions within each, and each with its spokesman. Speer read the names and unobtrusively - he thought - looked up to ascertain the presence and the location of the three leaders.

At the far end of the table, resplendent in his general’s uniform, his tunic a field of decorations going back thirty years, sat Ernst Leeb, Chief of the Army Ordnance Office. He was of medium height but excessively muscular, a condition he maintained well into his sixties. He smoked his cigarette through an ivory holder which he used to cut off his various subordinates’ conversations at will. In some ways Leeb was a caricature, yet still a powerful one. Hitler liked him, as much for his imperious military bearing as for his abilities.

At the midpoint of the table, on the left, sat Albert Vögler, the sharp, aggressive general manager of Reich’s Industry. Vögler was a stout man, the image of a burgomaster; the soft flesh of his face constantly creased into a questioning scowl. He laughed a great deal, but his laughter was hard; a device, not an enjoyment. He was well suited to his position. Vögler liked nothing better than hammering out negotiations between industrial adversaries. He was a superb mediator because all parties were usually frightened of him.

Across from Vögler and slightly to the right, toward Altmüller and Speer, was Wilhelm Zangen, the Reich official of the German Industrial Association. Zangen was thin-lipped, painfully slender, humorless; a fleshed-out skeleton happiest over his charts and graphs. A precise man who was given to perspiring at the edge of his receding hairline and below the nostrils and on his chin when nervous. He was perspiring now, and continuously brought his  handkerchief up to blot the embarrassing moisture. Somewhat in contradiction to his appearance, however, Zangen was a persuasive debater. For he never argued without the facts.

They were all persuasive, thought Speer. And if it were not for his anger, he knew such men could - probably would - intimidate him. Albert Speer was honest in self-assessment; he realized that he had no substantial sense of authority. He found it difficult to express his thoughts forthrightly among such potentially hostile men. But now the potentially hostile men were in a defensive position. He could not allow his anger to cause them to panic, to seek only absolution for themselves.

They needed a remedy. Germany needed a remedy.

Peenemünde had to be saved.

‘How would you suggest we begin?’ Speer asked Altmüller, shading his voice so no one else at the table could hear him.

‘I don’t think it makes a particle of difference. It will take an hour of very loud, very boring, very obtuse explanations before we reach anything concrete.’

‘I’m not interested in explanations ...’

‘Excuses, then.’

‘Least of all, excuses. I want a solution.’

‘If it’s to be found at this table - which, frankly, I doubt - you’ ll have to sit through the excess verbiage. Perhaps something will come of it. Again, I doubt it.’

‘Would you care to explain that?’

Altmüller looked directly into Speer’s eyes. ‘Ultimately, I’m not sure there is a solution. But if there is, I don’t think it’s at this table ... Perhaps I’m wrong. Why don’t we listen first?’

‘All right. Would you please open with the summary you prepared? I’m afraid I’d lose my temper midway through.’

‘May I suggest,’ Altmüller whispered, ‘that it will be necessary for you to lose your temper at some point during this meeting. I don’t see how you can avoid it.’

‘I understand.’

Altmüller pushed back his chair and stood up. Grouping by grouping the voices trailed off around the table.

‘Gentlemen. This emergency session was called for reasons of which we assume you are aware. At least you should be aware of them. Apparently it is only the Reichsminister of Armaments and his staff who were not informed; a fact which the Reichsminister and his staff find appalling ... In short words, the Peenemünde operation faces a crisis of unparalleled severity. In spite of the millions poured into this most vital weaponry development, in spite of the assurances consistently offered by your respective departments, we now learn that production may be brought to a complete halt within a matter of weeks. Several months prior to the agreed-upon date for the first operational rockets. That date has never been questioned. It has been the keystone for whole military strategies; entire armies have been maneuvered to coordinate with it. Germany’s victory is predicated on it ... But now Peenemünde is threatened; Germany is threatened ... If the projections the Reichsminister’s staff have compiled - unearthed and compiled - are valid, the Peenemünde complex will exhaust its supply of industrial diamonds in less than ninety days. Without industrial diamonds the precision tooling in Peenemünde cannot continue.’

 



The babble of voices - excited, guttural, vying for attention - erupted the second Altmüller sat down. General Leeb’s cigarette holder slashed the air in front of him as though it were a saber; Albert Vögler scowled and wrinkled his flesh-puffed eyes, placed his bulky hands on the table and spoke harshly in a loud monotone; Wilhelm Zangen’s handkerchief was working furiously around his face and his neck, his high-pitched voice in conflict with the more masculine tones around him.

Franz Altmüller leaned toward Speer. ‘You’ve seen cages of angry ocelots in the zoo? The zookeeper can’t let them hurl themselves into the bars. I suggest you lose your benign temper far earlier than we discussed. Perhaps now.’

‘This is not the way.’

‘Don’t let them think you are cowed ...’

‘Nor that I am cowering.’ Speer interrupted his friend, the slightest trace of a smile on his lips. He stood up. ‘Gentlemen.’

The voices trailed off.

‘Herr Altmüller speaks harshly; he does so, I’m sure, because I spoke harshly with him. That was this morning, very early this morning. There is greater perspective now; it is no time for recriminations. This is not to lessen the critical aspects of the situation, for they are great. But anger will solve nothing. And we need solutions ... Therefore, I propose to seek your assistance - the assistance of the finest industrial and military minds in the Reich. First, of course, we need to know the specifics. I shall start with Herr Vögler. As manager of Reich’s Industry, would you give us your estimate?’

Vögler was upset; he didn’t wish to be the first called. ‘I’m not sure I can be of much enlightenment, Herr Reichsminister. I, too, am subject to the reports given me. They have been optimistic; until the other week there was no suggestion of difficulty.’

‘How do you mean, optimistic?’ asked Speer.

‘The quantities of bortz and carbonado diamonds were said to be sufficient. Beyond this there are the continuing experiments with lithicum, carbon and paraffin. Our intelligence tells us that the Englishman Storey at the British Museum reverified the Hannay-Moissan theories. Diamonds were produced in this fashion.’

‘Who verified the Englishman?’ Franz Altmüller did not speak kindly. ‘Had it occurred to you that such data was meant to be passed?’

‘Such verification is a matter for Intelligence. I am not with Intelligence, Herr Altmüller.’

‘Go on,’ said Speer quickly. ‘What else?’

‘There is an Anglo-American experiment under the supervision of the Bridgemann team. They are subjecting graphite to pressures in excess of six million pounds per square inch. So far there is no word of success.’

‘Is there word of failure?’ Altmüller raised his aristocratic eyebrows, his tone polite.

‘I remind you again, I am not with Intelligence. I have received no word whatsoever.’

‘Food for thought, isn’t it,’ said Altmüller, without asking a question.

‘Nevertheless,’ interrupted Speer before Vögler could respond, ‘you had reason to assume that the quantities of bortz and carbonado were sufficient. Is that not so?’

‘Sufficient. Or at least obtainable, Herr Reichsminister.’

‘How so obtainable?’

‘I believe General Leeb might be more knowledgeable on that subject.’

Leeb nearly dropped his ivory cigarette holder. Altmüller noted his surprise and cut in swiftly. ‘Why would the army ordnance officer have that information, Herr Vögler? I ask merely for my own curiosity.’

‘The reports, once more. It is my understanding that the Ordnance Office is responsible for evaluating the industrial, agricultural and mineral potentials of occupied territories. Or those territories so projected.’

Ernst Leeb was not entirely unprepared. He was unprepared for Vögler’s insinuations, not for the subject. He turned to an aide, who shuffled papers top to bottom as Speer inquired.

‘The Ordnance Office is under enormous pressure these days; as is your department, of course, Herr Vögler. I wonder if General Leeb has had the time ...’

‘We made the time,’ said Leeb, his sharp military bearing pitted in counterpoint to Vögler’s burgomaster gruffness. ‘When we received word - from Herr Vögler’s subordinates - that a crisis was imminent - not upon us, but imminent - we immediately researched the possibilities for extrication.’

Franz Altmüller brought his hand to his mouth to cover an involuntary smile. He looked at Speer, who was too annoyed to find any humor in the situation.

‘I’m relieved the Ordnance Office is so confident, general,’ said Speer. The Reichsminister of Armaments had  little confidence in the military and had difficulty disguising it. ‘Please, your extrication?’

‘I said possibilities, Herr Speer. To arrive at practical solutions will take more time than we’ve been given.’

‘Very well. Your possibilities?’

‘There is an immediate remedy with historical precedent.’ Leeb paused to remove his cigarette, crushing it out, aware that everyone around the table watched him intently. ‘I have taken the liberty of recommending preliminary studies to the General Staff. It involves an expeditionary force of less than four battalions ... Africa. The diamond mines east of Tanganyika.’


‘What? ’ Altmüller leaned forward; he obviously could not help himself. ‘You’re not serious.’

‘Please!’ Speer would not allow his friend to interrupt. If Leeb had even conceived of such drastic action, it might have merit. No military man, knowing the thin line of combat strength - chewed up on the Eastern Front, under murderous assault by the Allies in Italy - could suggest such an absurdity unless he had a realistic hope of success. ‘Go ahead, general.’

‘The Williamson Mines at Mwadui. Between the districts of Tanganyika and Zanzibar in the central sector. The mines at Mwadui produce over a million carats of the carbonado diamond annually. Intelligence - the intelligence that is forwarded regularly to me at my insistence - informs us that there are supplies going back several months. Our agents in Dar es Salaam are convinced such an incursion would be successful.’

Franz Altmüller passed a sheet of paper to Speer. On it he had scribbled: ‘He’s lost his senses!’

‘What is the historical precedent to which you refer?’ asked Speer, holding his hand over Altmüller’s paper.

‘All of the districts east of Dar es Salaam rightfully belong to the Third Reich, German West Africa. They were taken from the fatherland after the Great War. The Führer himself made that clear four years ago.’

There was silence around the table. An embarrassed  silence. The eyes of even his aides avoided the old soldier. Finally Speer spoke quietly.

‘That is justification, not precedent, general. The world cares little for our justifications, and although I question the logistics of moving battalions halfway around the globe, you may have raised a valid point. Where else nearer ... in East Africa, perhaps, can the bortz or the carbonado be found?’

Leeb looked to his aides; Wilhelm Zangen lifted his handkerchief to his nostrils and bowed his thin head in the direction of the general. He spoke as if exhaling, his high voice irritating.

‘I’ll answer you, Herr Reichsminister. And then, I believe, you will see how fruitless this discussion is ... Sixty per cent of the world’s crushing-bortz diamonds are in the Belgian Congo. The two principal deposits are in the Kasai and the Bakwanga fields, between the Kanshi and the Bushimaie rivers. The district’s governor-general is Pierre Ryckmans; he is devoted to the Belgian government in exile in London. I can assure Leeb that the Congo’s allegiances to Belgium are far greater than ours ever were in Dar es Salaam.’

Leeb lit a cigarette angrily. Speer leaned back in his chair and addressed Zangen.

‘All right. Sixty per cent crushing-bortz; what of carbonado and the rest?’

‘French Equatorial: totally allied to de Gaulle’s Free French. Gold Coast and Sierra Leone: the tightest of British controls. Angola: Portuguese domination and their neutrality’s inviolate; we know that beyond doubt. French West Africa: not only under Free French mandate but with Allied forces manning the outposts ... Here, there was only one possibility and we lost it a year and a half ago. Vichy abandoned the Ivory Coast ... There is no access in Africa, Reichsminister. None of a military nature.’

‘I see.’ Speer doodled on top of the paper Altmüller had passed to him. ‘You are recommending a nonmilitary solution?’

‘There is no other. The question is what.’

Speer turned to Franz Altmüller. His tall, blond associate was staring at them all. Their faces were blank. Baffled.




CHAPTER TWO

 



 



 



 



September 11, 1943 — Washington, DC

Brigadier General Alan Swanson got out of the taxi and looked up at the huge oak door of the Georgetown residence. The ride over the cobblestone streets had seemed like a continuous roll of hammering drums.

Prelude to execution.

Up those steps, inside that door, somewhere within that five-story brownstone and brick aristocratic home, was a large room. And inside that room thousands of executions would be pronounced, unrelated to any around the table within that room.

Prelude to annihilation.


If the schedules were kept. And it was inconceivable that they would be altered.

Wholesale murder.

In line with his orders he glanced up and down the street to make sure he hadn’t been followed. Asinine! CIC had all of them under constant surveillance. Which of the pedestrians or slowly moving automobiles had him in their sights? It didn’t matter; the choice of the meeting place was asinine, too. Did they really believe they could keep the crisis a secret? Did they think that holding conferences in secluded Georgetown houses would help?

Asses!

He was oblivious to the rain; it came down steadily, in straight lines. An autumn rainstorm in Washington. His raincoat was open, the jacket of his uniform damp and wrinkled. He didn’t give a damn about such things; he couldn’t think about them.

The only thing he could think about was packaged in a metal casing no more than seven inches wide, five high, and perhaps a foot long. It was designed for those dimensions; it had the appearance of sophisticated technology; it was tooled to operate on the fundamental properties of inertia and precision.

And it wasn’t functional; it didn’t work.

It failed test after test.

Ten thousand high-altitude B-17 bomber aircraft were emerging from production lines across the country. Without high-altitude, radio-beam gyroscopes to guide them, they might as well stay on the ground!

And without those aircraft, Operation Overlord was in serious jeopardy. The invasion of Europe would extract a price so great as to be obscene.

Yet to send the aircraft up on massive, round-the-clock, night and day bombing strikes throughout Germany without the cover of higher altitudes was to consign the majority to destruction, their crews to death. Examples were constant reminders ... whenever the big planes soared too high. The labels of pilot error, enemy fire and instrument fatigue were not so. It was the higher altitudes ... Only twenty-four hours ago a squadron of bombers on the Bremerhaven run had scrambled out of the strike, exacting the maximum from their aircraft and regrouped far above oxygen levels. From what could be determined, the guidance systems went crazy; the squadron ended up in the Dunbar sector near the Scottish border. All but one plane crashed into the sea. Three survivors were picked up by coastal patrols. Three out of God knows how many that had made it out of Bremerhaven. The one aircraft that attempted a ground landing had blown up on the outskirts of a town ... No survivors.
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