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To Karine, of course.

“I will do such things,

What they are, yet I know not: but they

shall be

The terrors of the earth.”

William Shakespeare

King Lear


Prologue

––––––––

Southeast of Lhasa, Tibet

12th of February, 1939

––––––––

The Sherpa’s call reverberated against the grey rock. 

He had found the entrance. 

He gestured to the six foreigners in order to encourage them to pick up their pace. The ice storm that blackened the horizon was on the verge of overwhelming them. At this altitude, and without the adequate equipment, it would only be five minutes before they would lose muscular coordination; ten minutes before their vital organs would seize up; and not much longer after that, they would suffer brain death. Nawang had learned all of this from having seen half a dozen climbers freeze. 

They formed an unusual group: in the lead was the little man with a tanned face and black ponytail, riding on a yak laden down with luggage; and, some metres behind, on the backs of Tibetan horses, followed a line of blond bearded men wearing hide overcoats, and hats bearing the insignia of the SS. 

The anthropologist who was in charge of the expedition took a deep breath, so as to overcome another spell of dizziness. His old body was not managing at all well to adapt to the altitude. Through the protective goggles, he watched the Sherpa. He did not trust him. They had bribed him by offering him a hunting rifle and a bottle of sun-cream. It would be better if he wasn’t making them waste time. 

‘Put a geomagnetic station here,’ he said to one of his assistants. ‘Be sure to map out this point well.’

With the help of an alpine walking stick, Nawang removed the snow that had accumulated around the entrance to the cave. Then, he whispered something to the expedition’s documenter, who was also acting as interpreter. 

‘Is something wrong?’ asked the anthropologist.

‘He says that this place is sacred. If the monks of Lhasa knew he had brought us here, they would cut off his head.’

‘Well you tell him that if he’s lied to us, we’ll cut it off ourselves. Set up the camera. Make some maps of the glaciers and the Tsangpo. Our patron will want to know all of the details.’ 

The Sherpa guided the anthropologist through the inside of the narrow cavity. The light from the torches caused the crystalline walls to twinkle. Strings of stalactites hung down from above, and from somewhere there came the babbling sound of running water. The ice crunched beneath their feet. 

They had advanced some thirty metres when Nawang raised his hand and crouched down, to examine the floor. 

The anthropologist bent down next to him, focussing with his torch: a dark shape could be made out beneath the ice. He began anxiously hammering the walking stick down into the floor, smashing the frozen sheet of ice. He brushed away the pieces and retrieved an object. It was a femur; not human, but belonging to some large mammal. He continued excavating. The ice gradually opened up to reveal more fossilised remains: bird skulls, ribs and jaws from carnivorous animals. The cave must have served as a natural refuge for thousands of years. 

The anthropologist directed his torch onto the face of the Sherpa, dazzling him. 

‘Is this all we’ve come to see? A handful of animal bones?’

Nawang said something, and shrugged his shoulders. 

Furious, the chief of the expedition swore, hurled the bone at the wall, and turned on his heel back towards the exit. He had taken no more than two steps when he slipped, his back and head slamming down onto the floor. 

Nawang approached him, alarmed, and held out his hand. 

It happened so quickly that neither one of them noticed the fissure in the sheet of ice as it cracked, just before the floor opened up into a three-metre fall. 

The voice woke him up. 

Stunned, and spitting out tiny fragments of frost and ice, the anthropologist managed to reach out his arm and grab the torch. The voice belonged to the Sherpa. He was sitting cross-legged, reciting some sort of chant, his gaze fixed on the darkness. 

‘Nawang, go and fetch help. My back... I think it’s broken.’ But the Sherpa did not hear him. He appeared to be in a trance. ‘Nawang!’

The anthropologist manoeuvred the light in the direction of where the Sherpa was looking. 

“What the...?” he thought. 

Some three metres away, incrusted into the wall, was an enormous block of ice, inside of which was the mummified body of a man. 

In one quick glance, his expert eyes in human anatomy studied the physiognomy of the face, and then descended, examining the proportions of the chest, the hips, and the legs. 

“It cannot be... We’ve found it!” he thought.

The Sherpa had removed some of his clothing. With his torso naked, and without stopping his prayer, he knelt down before the block of ice. There was a metallic glint as he raised the aluminium walking stick with both hands, before plunging it into his stomach. He extracted it, and stabbed himself two, three times more, before collapsing, leaving a fan-shape of red splattered around him.

The anthropologist looked in horror at the body and, upon realising that he had been left all alone, screamed out with all his strength. 

A series of cracks ploughed through the fractured ceiling. A piece of rock hit him on the shoulder. In the distance, there were voices. The rest of the group had entered the cave and were shouting his name. 

The last thing he saw was the face looking down at him from behind the ice crystal with vacant eyes. 

Then, the rest of the ceiling came cascading down. 

––––––––

Chancellery of the Führer

Voss Strasse, 8, Berlin

October 1939

––––––––

There were ten men waiting in the hall. Even though not one of them was over forty, they were all specialists within their respective fields, and professed a blind faith in socio-nationalism; something that ensured the utmost discretion in the task they were about to begin. 

Philipp Bouhler, Chief of the Chancellery of the Führer, closed the heavy oak door and invited them to take a seat; next, he handed out a file to each one of them, and then sat at the head of the table. 

‘Gentlemen, what you are holding in your hands is the administrative structure of the programme, and an outline of its operation. Of course, you are all here to correct or add whatever you think best.’

Whilst Bouhler cleaned the lenses to his glasses with a handkerchief, the others studied the content of the files. 

A bureaucrat from the Party spoke first. 

‘Herr Reichsleiter, some of us think that the outbreak of the war could be detrimental to the development of the programme.’

‘You’re wrong; that fact plays to our advantage. In times of war, peoples’ mentality is transformed; values are altered. There could not be a more suitable time than this to initiate the operation. In fact, as you know, in some places it has already been put in motion. 

‘We have a problem with the staff of the institutions,’ said another man. ‘Many of them are visibly wary about collaborating. Articles 211 and 212 of the Penal Code are still in force, and they do not want to risk...’

Bouhler raised his hand to interrupt him, put his glasses back on and, opening a file that had the swastika engraved on the cover, took out a single document and deposited it in the centre of the table.

Their eyes all riveted on the letterhead at the top left part of the paper. Some of them stirred in their seats upon recognising the spidery scrawl signing the short text. The document rapidly changed hands, as if it were carrying a contagious disease. There was an exchanging of looks, and nervous clearings of the throat. Beneath the immaculate suits, the eau de cologne failed to cloak the excess of sweating from which they were each beginning to suffer. 

Satisfied, the Reichsleiter returned the document to its file. 

‘Gentlemen, we have been entrusted with a labour that signifies the logical step forward in socio-national politics. Good. Having resolved the legal matters, we will proceed to discuss the technical questions...’

The meeting finished three hours later. The attendees got up, relieved, and stretched their legs. This was followed by a rapid shaking of hands, like shopkeepers who had just finalised a vulgar transaction. They then went on into an adjoining room, where a beautiful secretary was waiting for them with a tray of canapés.

The meeting room was silent. In order to encourage some airflow into the stuffy atmosphere, somebody had left the window open. A gust of wind upset the documents sitting on the table, and one of them, a text written in a perfect bureaucratic hand, flapped in the air, until it landed on the floor. 

It was the protocol planning the disinfection of thousands of Germans. 
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November 1943

Nineteen minutes before hurling himself out into the void, Sandy Smith thought he was going to be sick right there and then, in front of the four men seated at his side. 

They were ninety metres above the English Channel, in an RAF C-47 that lurched continually, as a result of the storm. 

No pilot in his right mind would have taken off on course for the French coast. However, the risk they were running was more than justified: if they didn’t manage to surprise the garrison in the bunker, they would be dead men. 

Sandy tried to forget the nausea by repeating the ritual he had learnt over the last week. First, he inspected the fastenings on the straps for the parachute. Then, he gripped the Sten with the silencer on, and checked that it would not jam upon expelling the casings. Finally, he took out a tiny photographic camera lent to him by MI6, checked the film, and placed it back into his pocket. 

The men accompanying him were SAS paratroopers, the British Special Air Service: dressed in dark combat uniforms, woollen caps, and faces daubed with shoe polish. Each one of them had fought in Libya, and taken part in the allied invasion of Sicily that very summer. Sandy admired the serenity they displayed. He was no coward, but nor was he a soldier trained for this type of situation. He wondered if, behind those stony faces, they too were hiding fear and doubts.

The man leading the mission, Lieutenant Graham, a well-built Scott with a blond beard, closed the rucksack containing the plastic explosive, and offered Sandy a cigar, but he turned it down. 

‘This plane from Uncle Sam doesn’t half shake,’ joked Graham. ‘How’re you getting on, engineer?’

‘I forgot to take the travel-sickness pills, but I’ll manage.’

‘It’s better this way; believe me. Those tablets leave a man feeling woozy. I myself have had to give a slap to more than one sleepwalker about to jump out of the plane with their eyes closed.’

Sandy forced himself to smile. He did not want to seem weak next to those men, all of whom were younger than him. He was twenty-seven years old, and was more of a slim than stocky build, but half a lifetime of playing rugby had endowed him with a good physique. Although in spite of this, the beard he had allowed to grow did not disguise his childlike face, like that of an eternal student. 

Graham lit a cigar and passed the packet to his men. 

‘The commander explained to us that our objective is to locate a type of aerial bomb, but he did not want to provide us with any more details. Is that what we are looking for?’ he said to Sandy.

‘Not exactly,’ Sandy retrieved from his rucksack a small book he carried everywhere with him: From the Earth to the Moon, by Jules Verne. ‘Take a look at the rocket in the illustration. I believe we’re dealing with something like that.’

‘And what is it? A gigantic projectile?’

‘We don’t know an awful lot about it. The Nazis call it V2. It would appear to have an explosive head, weighs over ten tons, and can travel just over three thousand miles per hour, which makes it impossible to intercept. If they launched it from Germany, it would take less than five minutes to land on any city in England.’

‘My God! Is it possible for those bastards to have actually built such a thing?’

‘In some regards, the Luftwaffe scientists carry a great advantage over us. There’s a man by the name of Von Braun who... well, he’s famous for being a complete genius. This sort of weapon has never been seen before, and Churchill is nervous. He wants to know what we’re up against.’

Sandy Smith was five years old when he discovered his life’s passion. It was during an air show to celebrate the signing of the Treaty of Versailles, as he watched in awe how his father, a Captain in the Royal Flying Corps, took off in a brand-new Sopwith Camel alongside his squadron. The aeroplanes performed a spectacular display of turns and flyovers at low altitude that left the onlookers open-mouthed. The children were enraptured, all declaring that, when they were older, they too would pilot such planes. All of them except for Sandy. To his father’s surprise, what he longed for was to know why the aeroplane was capable of remaining in the air, doing all of those aerial somersaults, and firing at the same time. His father gave him a hazy explanation of forces and the laws of physics, but instead of being put off, his curiosity skyrocketed. 

That same curiosity led to his obtaining a scholarship to study at Trinity Hall, Cambridge, where he graduated with honours in Physics. After being hired by various aeronautical laboratories, in 1939, two days after The Wehrmacht entered Poland, he received a visit from a pair of individuals dressed in suits, who told him that they worked for the Department of Intelligence, in the Air Ministry. The following day, he became the youngest member of the commission of scientists investigating the Luftwaffe’s long-range armament programme. 

This very commission was aware that the Nazi engineers had spent years testing the V2 in a factory in Peenemünde, but eight days earlier, MI6 had received intelligence that two of those prototypes were being transported to Normandy. Their destination was a bunker that had been constructed a few kilometres from the coast, near Bénouville, a town of under six hundred inhabitants, and it was suspected that the Luftwaffe was planning to fire those two missiles at London, by way of a rehearsal. 

The following day, and sanctioned personally by Churchill, the Joint Chiefs of Staff had already planned the bunker’s destruction. The mission had been entrusted to a command unit that specialized in sabotage, which would be accompanied by an expert who was to photograph and study the V2s on the ground. Given the high-risk nature of the operation, this man had to come forward voluntarily. Sandy was the first to knock on the commander’s door. 

The rattling of the C-47 had lessened now: the storm was losing strength as they made their way into the continent. 

Sergeants Taylor and Norton, along with Corporal Pratt, had been exchanging photographs of their respective girlfriends. Sandy could hear them joking.

‘Do you think this stunner’s going to wait until the end of the war for you?’

‘Good grief, she could be my mother...’

‘Oh, well I thought she was...’

Graham burst out laughing and slapped Sandy on the shoulder.

‘And what about you, engineer? Is there a lovely Mrs Smith awaiting your return?’

‘I’m afraid not,’ he replied, and looked out of the window. 

A mental image: his mother sobbing in the kitchen. His father’s impeccable uniform, all medals. His shaken face as he yelled: “You’re a degenerate, a humiliation to this family! Christ almighty, we didn’t bring you up to be like this!” The sudden blow, his mother’s screams, the taste of blood in his mouth...

The door to the cockpit opened up, and the navigator poked his head out:

‘Five minutes!’

The pilot ascended as they flew above the cliffs of Normandy. In order to safely parachute out, they needed to reach an altitude of one hundred and eighty metres. The antennae from the Rebecca airborne transceiver system, installed in the front of the plane, emitted a signal that was returned by the radio beacon placed by the partisans in the appropriate place. Without that help in orientating themselves, and on such a black night as it was, the unit could have potentially jumped hundreds of kilometres away from the target. The pilot watched the illuminated gauge on the instrument panel and slightly corrected the course.

When Graham slid open the side door of the fuselage, the wind powered into the cabin. The red warning light came on. 

‘On your feet and fasten up!’

The men fastened the ring that opened the parachute to the metal cable running down from the ceiling. Graham gave the final instructions. 

‘Pay attention to the air currents. Use the support straps to steer your landing towards clear ground. And don’t get disorientated: the welcoming committee will not wait for us any longer than agreed. Engineer, don’t forget to bend your knees before touching the ground, and fold the parachute away immediately. Understood?’

Sandy nodded, and breathed in deeply. He looked at his watch. It was almost two o’clock in the morning. He was no longer feeling nervous, but rather was anxious to begin immediately. A couple more minutes went by. Then, the green warning light came on. 

‘Go! Go!’ shouted Graham. 

One after the other, they jumped out and were engulfed by the darkness. Sandy approached the doorway. A spray of rain hit him in the face. Adrenaline tensed his muscles. 

“Relax,” he thought to himself. “We’re going to do our job, and then go back home.” 

He took one last step forward and hurled himself out into the void, unaware of how mistaken he was.
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Some ten kilometres away, a camouflage-painted Citroën was driving at top speed through the streets of Caen, its brakes screeching as it stopped in front of No.44, on the Rue des Jacobins. The house, former property of a deported Jewish doctor, had been converted into the region’s Gestapo headquarters. 

A sergeant of the SS got out of the Citroën and entered the building with the utmost urgency. Upon reaching the office, he knocked on the door a few times, and opened it slightly. A gramophone was playing a tune by Wagner, and a figure was sitting at a desk, writing. 

‘Forgive me, Herr Sturmbannführer. They have returned,’ said the sergeant, quietly, and he closed the door again. 

The man at the desk continued writing: “...Therefore, the cranial measurements carried out on the individuals of different ethnicities demonstrate...” He then dropped the pen. The interruption had thrown off his concentration. His essay on the biological deterioration of the German people was going to be obligatory study material in the universities of the Reich, but he was not satisfied with his progress. For days now, his mind had been distracted by other more serious concerns. 

Julius Klein had not been elevated to the position of major of the SS for his achievements in combat, but for being one of Himmler’s favourite scientists. He buttoned up his grey leather coat and adjusted his hat. When he went out into the hall, another door opened, and through it came the cleaning woman, followed by the Wehrmacht soldier who was on guard that night. The cleaner was heavyset, with Slavonic features, messy hair, and her dress crumpled at crotch height. The soldier drew her towards him as he laughed, and failed repeatedly at trying to button his combat jacket. The Führer’s penetrating eyes in black and white contemplated the scene from a framed photograph on the wall. 

The pair started at seeing the man of ridiculous stature, his fringe flattened off to one side, and grey eyes that stared at them with inexpressive countenance. 

They each saluted with their arm extended. 

‘Heil Hitler!’

Klein noticed that they stank of alcohol. 

‘What is your name?’ he asked the soldier. 

‘Corporal Jonas Baum, Herr Sturmbannführer. Of the Ninth Batallion of Transmissions. I...’

‘Open your mouth.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘I said open your mouth!’

The corporal did as he was ordered. Klein drew his Luger pistol and placed the barrel between the man’s teeth. 

‘You are a disgrace to the uniform you wear, Baum.’

The corporal, who was no more than a boy recently arrived from Paris, stood paralysed in fear. He tried to say something, but the gun was keeping his tongue down. 

‘Our soldiers are dying on a daily basis fighting against the hordes of Bolsheviks, whilst you devote yourself to getting drunk and corrupting the German blood with...’ he looked at the woman in disdain, ‘inferior beings.’

Baum gesticulated with his hands whilst he shook his head in an effort to say “no”. Klein smiled. He pulled the trigger. There was a click. The young man let out a whimper and closed his eyes tightly. 

The gun was empty. 

There was a sadistic gleam in Klein’s eyes when the corporal urinated involuntarily, just like the prisoners on whom he experimented in Auschwitz alongside an old classmate of his from the University of Frankfurt, Doctor Mengele.

Klein cleaned the barrel of the gun, wiping it down on the corporal’s uniform. 

‘Change your trousers,’ he said, and went outside to find the vehicle that was waiting for him with the engine running. 

The Citroën, with its headlights covered over, apart from a narrow slit, accelerated through the cobbled streets bathed in the drizzle. Under the curfew, and with the enforced blackout so as not to give allied bombers any points of reference on the ground, Caen appeared as if it had suffered some sort of fatal plague. The chauffeur twisted down the Rue Saint-Jean, and, five minutes later, they entered the Place Saint Pierre.

Klein looked up to contemplate the church tower. The spire reached over seventy metres up towards the sky, and the darkness prevented its top from being visible. What could be seen, on the other hand, was the Kübelwagen parked in front of the main door. 

Vladislav Orlik, a block of pure muscle of almost two metres in height, got out of the vehicle holding a briefcase. He held the rank of Captain of the SS, but that night he was dressed in a strange, non-distinctive uniform. He approached the window to the Citroën, and addressed Klein in his Ukrainian accent:

‘We had a problem, Herr Sturmbannführer. There was an exchange of shots, and...’

‘Idiot! I told you I wanted no injuries!’

‘Yes, sir. But they surprised us before we were able to capture him. They shot at us. We had to return the fire.’

Klein shook his head. He should have imagined that something like this would happen. The plan was simply to capture the man, recover the documents, and get rid of him after having interrogated him; there should not have been any other deaths. But Orlik and his men, volunteers of the Galitzia division of the Waffen-SS, were beasts trained for combat. They liked to cause bloodshed. Klein regretted having entrusted them with this job, but he knew that they were the only ones who would carry it out without asking any questions. 

‘Where is our man? I told you to bring him to me alive.’

Orlik looked away, like a child who had just been discovered whilst getting up to no good. 

‘He died during the gunfire, sir.’ In reality, he had got out of control whilst they were interrogating him, so he handed the briefcase to Klein through the window to avoid delving any deeper into the subject. ‘This was on him at the time.’

It was a black leather briefcase. It was closed with a lock, but it did not seem strong. 

‘Give me your knife,’ ordered Klein.

One minute’s work with the sharp knife was enough to open it. He emptied the contents on the seat, and examined them under the light of a torch: a map of all the roads in France, timetables for the main trains, an empty notebook, pencils, a small bag of rancid biscuits, and several back-copies of Signal, the Wehrmacht magazine.  

“Where is...” he thought.

He examined the inside of the briefcase, in search of a hidden compartment. Nothing. And then he saw it: the sign of a tear in one of the fabric seams. Something too bulky had been put in there with force. Perhaps a portfolio, or a smaller wallet. 

Klein got out of the car and stood in front of Orlik. 

‘This briefcase does not contain what I am looking for. Do you take me for an idiot, Hauptsturmführer?’

The Ukrainian scratched his head. In truth, his superior had not actually told him exactly what it was they were looking for; only that it was to do with papers containing secret information. 

Klein looked at his watch. There were less than five hours to go until sunrise. 

‘I assured the Reichsführer that you were a trustworthy man, Orlik. Don’t make me regret those words. You lost your entire family during Stalin’s purges, correct?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Then I imagine that you are anxious to return to your country to kill Russians.’

‘As many as I can.’

‘Good, then carry out my orders or you will spend the rest of the war digging trenches on the Atlantic coast. Where are your men?’

‘Waiting in the lorry, on the outskirts of the city.’

‘We must re-join them. We are returning to the bunker and we are going to find the documents. And take off that uniform once and for all. Move!’

Orlik broke into a run towards the Kübelwagen. Klein got into the Citroën. 

‘Don’t let them out of your sight,’ he said to the chauffeur. 

As they accelerated, he thought about the promise he had made to Himmler. If they did not act quickly, this matter was going to slip through their very fingers. 
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Sandy Smith rolled several metres upon landing. He was stunned, and his ribs were hurting. It took him two minutes to disentangle himself from the parachute cords. He folded it all away as they had taught him to, and hid it amongst some hedges. 

In the semi-darkness, he could make out Graham signalling from the thickets. He joined the group, and they began to walk towards the place where they had seen the intermittent red light. 

Sergeant Norton went ahead to check that those managing the radio beacon were not Germans in disguise. When they emerged out of the weeds, Sandy was surprised to see the welcoming committee for the Resistance: a couple of farmers in rain-weathered hats, and a middle-aged woman with a cloth tied around her head. Behind them, a young man was hurrying to camouflage the radio beacon in the back of a Renault van. 

Graham approached them. 

‘Is there a cabin in the forest?’ His French was awful, but this was the password to confirm their respective identities.

The farmers remained silent, looking at them as if they were beings from another planet. Graham thought that they had not understood him, and he repeated the question.’

‘Is there a cabin in the forest?’

‘Yes, but it is not made of wood,’ replied a voice behind him. 

A young girl in a black waterproof emerged from the shadows. She was petite and slim, and her short hair was plastered to her face as a result of the rain. She could not have been any more than eighteen years old. 

‘I’m Lucie,’ she said in English. ‘Who is in charge?’

‘Lieutenant Graham,’ he answered, holding out his hand. 

She ignored it. 

‘You’re late.’

Graham pointed with his chin towards the farmers. 

‘Who’s going to be accompanying us?’

‘I will be your guide,’ replied Lucie and, upon seeing the British looking at each other, added; ‘Is that a problem?’

‘Not at all,’ said Graham hurriedly. The girl had character, and the last thing they needed was to create mistrust between them. 

‘How far away is the bunker?’ asked Sandy. ‘Around three kilometres?’

‘By road, yes. We will be going cross-country. It’s a bit further that way, but less dangerous.’

Sandy noticed that her English was more than acceptable for a villager. 

‘Is there a road that leads to the bunker?’ he asked her.

‘Before, there used to be a rock and gravel track, until the Germans concreted it over to allow access for the lorries. Without that road, the convoy from last week would never have been able to get there.’

‘What kind of convoy?’

‘There were soldiers everywhere, and we couldn’t see much. We only know that the lorries were different from those that the Wehrmacht use. They were carrying some enormous loads, covered by a tarpaulin.’

“The V2s,” thought Sandy.

Lucie made a signal to the farmers, who got into the van and rattled away down the track. 

‘All right, boys,’ said Graham, ‘now the serious bit begins.’

––––––––

Lucie guided the group across the countryside: dark expanses of pastures, the echoing of crickets, and a pungent odour of rotting vegetation. 

They moved in single file, in silence. After a short while, they left the cover of the vegetation and stopped on the edge of a clearing. On the other side stood a small apple orchard and, above them, could be made out the gigantic silhouette of a concrete bunker. 

Lucie spoke in whispers. 

‘The patrols are not regular. Some nights, they don’t even appear at all, and on others they circle the perimeter every ten minutes. Fortunately, the boches around here are overly confident. They always speak out loud and make too much noise.’

Sandy was astonished at the size of the bunker. 

‘How did they find the necessary workforce to construct something like this?’

‘They used prisoners of war, and any French person willing to work for a handful of Francs.’

Graham looked carefully at the surface of the clearing. 

‘The ground seems to have been disturbed. What if they’ve buried mines all around it?’

The girl shook her head. 

‘I don’t think so. Animals move freely through here. If there were mines, they would have gone off and we would know about it.’

‘Any idea how many men there are inside?’

‘I don’t know with any certainty, but I would say there are around ten or fifteen.’

One of the reasons for carrying out the operation on that night was precisely because the majority of soldiers in the zone had been transported to Cherbourg, as Marshal Rommel was to be found inspecting the coastal defences, and the following day he would be going to inspect the troops.

All of a sudden, one of the men began to cough and sneeze. Graham patted him a few times on the back. 

‘For God’s sake, Taylor!’ he exclaimed in a low voice. ‘Control yourself, or in half a minute we’ll have all the Nazis in Normandy here.’

Sergeant Taylor, who was suffering from some kind of allergy, covered his mouth with his sleeve, and raised his hand as a way of apology. 

Lucie took a watch out of her pocket.

‘I will wait here for twenty-five minutes; then I will go, with or without you.

‘Twenty minutes will be enough,’ said Graham. ‘If we haven’t returned by then, go home. Let’s go, boys.’

They crossed the clearing and took refuge amongst the apple trees, in front of one side of the bunker. It was even bigger than it looked. It must have been around four metres high, and its smooth and angular surface stretched out more than one hundred metres from one end to the other. A barbed-wire fence held up by cement pillars circled the entire perimeter, apart from the main entrance, which was guarded by a barrier flanked by two casemates bristling with machine guns. About twenty metres to the right, there was a sentry box, and near to it, poking up out of the wall, was the exit point of the ventilation system. No guard was visible. 

Graham made a signal, and Taylor went forward, carrying some hefty pliers. After checking that the fence was not electric, he cut various sections of the barbed wire. Graham entered the perimeter, gripping his knife and, with his back pressed against the wall, he began to advance towards the sentry box. He had fewer than ten steps to go when he heard the snapping sound of a twig breaking beneath his foot. He raised the knife and held his breath for a minute, expecting to hear a shout, or a sounding of the alarm, but nothing happened. 

Out of the corner of his eye, Graham saw the back of the guard through the half-open door to the sentry box: he was sitting in a chair, with his rifle on his lap, and his head leaning forwards, resting on a folded jacket. Graham did not hesitate. He approached him with his back arched, controlling his breathing, and then, in one single movement, he stood up straight, and covered the man’s mouth with one hand whilst slitting his throat with the slim blade of the knife. He then left the guard in the same position as he had been in before, and made a signal.

The rest crossed over the wire, and gathered together around the opening to the vent. The ventilation gave off a hissing sound through the grate. Norton took a couple of tools out of his rucksack and began to manipulate the fastenings. 

Sandy, who had never seen a German soldier in person, did not stop looking from one side to the other, with his finger ready on the trigger. 

The bolts yielded with a slight squeal. Graham turned on a torch, and examined the inside of the duct. 

‘Shit,’ he whispered. ‘Those idiots in Intelligence have got it wrong again. This tube measures quite a bit less than eighty centimetres in diameter.’ 

Even so, the lieutenant readied himself to get into the vent. Upon reaching his shoulders, he was still. For a moment, it seemed he might be stuck, but then they heard a groan of exertion and, little by little, he disappeared inside it. 

The rest of the group followed him. As he was the slimmest, Sandy got inside with the greatest ease. He turned on the torch. A dark space. Oppressive. He took a breath, and began to crawl his way along, his elbows and feet brushing against the metallic walls, without losing sight of the soles of the boots of those in front of him. 

Mere metres from there, in the sentry box, the guard seemed to be relaxing placidly. If Lieutenant Graham had approached him from another angle, and had not acted so swiftly with the knife, then perhaps he would have seen the three gunshot wounds that were like open mouths on his chest. 
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The Reich Security Main Office, the RSHA, was a monster whose dozens of tentacles spanned from the various different police bodies to the SD, the Intelligence Service of the SS. Although its three thousand plus employees were disseminated throughout Berlin like bees in a gigantic hive, the main headquarters could be found in a sturdy construction of five floors, located at No.8 Prinz-Albrechtstrasse. The building, which before the arrival of the Nazis housed the school of arts and trades, now contained a labyrinth of offices and studies, in addition to thirty-nine cells constructed in the basement, for the torture of political prisoners. 

Mario Weber showed his identification to the SS on guard at the entrance, and climbed the stone steps without a shred of enthusiasm. He had just arrived after an interminable journey from Argentina, and he was exhausted, but they had ordered him to present himself immediately before Heinrich Müller, the Chief of the Gestapo. Weber was wondering what the hell he would want with him. 

Müller’s assistant made him wait ten minutes in the anteroom before sending him through. 

‘The Gruppenführer is waiting for you.’

In the initial years of Nazism, Müller fought against the communists in the streets of Bavaria. It was there that he had met Heydrich, who saw in him the ideal qualities for his present position: dehumanised, and with an unhealthy obsession for his work. 

Müller looked Weber up and down, as if he were analysing him. 

‘Sit down, major. A hard journey, I suppose.’

‘The Atlantic has become a very dangerous place lately, Herr Gruppenführer. Fortunately, our boat was flying a neutral flag, and there were no problems.

‘How long have you been in South America?’

‘Over four years. And I must say I am really amazed to see Berlin in darkness.’

‘You have been away from Germany for too long. You’ll find that things have changed. The allies have intensified their bombings, and yesterday we went five hours without running water or electricity. Imagine that!’ Müller shook his head, and picked up the file he had on the desk. ‘Your service record in the Abwehr is outstanding: Iron Cross, second class; countless mentions and badges; excellent handgun marksmanship... and Secretary assistant at the embassy in Argentina. Was this cover your idea?’

‘We believed that forming part of the diplomatic body would facilitate things.’

‘Well it seems that you were right. You managed to single-handedly organise a network of informants in Argentina, Chile, and Uruguay. Normally, the information from the Abwehr is imprecise, and even downright erroneous, whereas you always provided trustworthy information. How did you manage it?’

‘Let’s just say that in Buenos Aires I made good friendships, and had the sufficient funds to maintain them.’

Müller continued reading his record. 

‘Has Frau Weber returned with you?’

Weber looked him in the eyes for the first time. At first, he thought that Müller was joking with him, but then he realised that he was being serious. 

‘Alma never came with me to South America. She had problems with her health, and she stayed in Berlin to recover. She was planning on joining me when the doctors discharged her. They notified me of her death in a letter that arrived one month later.’

Müller nodded, inexpressive. 

‘I understand. An unfortunate omission from the archive. Sometimes I wonder how we can work surrounded by such incompetence.’ He made a note in the file, and closed it. ‘Well, major, you’ll be wondering why we’ve brought you back here.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘The reason is very simple. The SD has always shown itself to be more effective than the Abwehr when it comes to protecting the interests of the State. Canaris’ days as Chief of the Secret Service are numbered, and in the near future, the Abwehr will be absorbed by the SD. Many of your colleagues, Herr Weber, will be allocated to... other jobs, so to speak; but it would be stupidity on our part to dispense with someone as valuable as yourself. For that reason, we have decided that as of right now, you will be working here, in the Gestapo.’

“This is a joke, isn’t it?” thought Weber. He was a professional military worker. The SS and the Gestapo were only repressive organisations that had been given too much power, without taking into account the fact that many of their members were unbalanced people who worked with absolutely brutal methods. Weber believed in a strong Germany and, in his own way, in the socio-nationalist cause, but he did not consider himself a fanatic Nazi like them. 

He realised that Müller was waiting for a response. He knew how these things worked: if he refused, they would enlist him in a forced labour group, or send him to a concentration camp. He had no choice. 

‘Forgive me, Herr Gruppenführer. I’m speechless.’

‘Excellent, I knew you would be thrilled with the idea.’

‘But my superiors...’

‘Don’t worry about that, they have already been informed about everything. You will work in Department A1: communists, Marxists and subversive propaganda. We think that there you will be able to...’

Müller was cut off as the door flew open. Weber turned around. Heinrich Himmler appeared on the threshold, dressed in the black SS uniform, and with his head shaved in the Prussian style. 

Weber stood up, his stomach in a knot, and, almost without wanting to, carried out an impeccable Nazi salute. 

‘Herr Reichsführer.’

Himmler ignored him and addressed Müller. 

‘We must begin our meeting immediately. I am expecting a phone call from the Führer at any moment.’

‘Of course, Reichsführer. Weber, present yourself first thing tomorrow morning and they will assign you your new tasks.’

Weber saluted and left the room as quickly as he could. It was the first time that he had ever seen Himmler in person. He was shorter and fatter than he had imagined. If it weren’t for the uniform, he would have confused him with a common office clerk. 

He left the building with a feeling of relief, and got into his car, which he had collected earlier from the garage of an acquaintance. Fortunately, they had filled the tank halfway before the petrol ration had been brought in. That Opel Olympia, baptised as such in honour of the Olympic Games of 1936, had cost him over two thousand seven hundred reichsmarks, and a monumental telling off from Alma, although later she herself would acknowledge that she loved to drive it. 

Weber felt a stab of pain at remembering her at the wheel, with the window down, so the wind would ruffle her hair, and how she would laugh at him because he would grab onto the seat with both hands with an expression of panic whenever they accelerated down the Autobahn. 

It’s curious, Weber would later think, how things happen with that kind of inexorable logic. 

Whilst he drove down Friedrichstrasse, he noticed that he was still nervous from his encounter with the Reichsführer. He opened the glove box and took out a packet of cigarettes, but it slipped out of his fingers and fell under the seat. “Idiot.” He leaned down to get it and, just as he sat back up straight and returned his attention to the road, a dark shape hit the front of the car, rolled over the windscreen, and was flung off to one side. 

The Opel screeched to a halt and Weber opened the door. He had just hit a man; he must have been around seventy years old, and was wearing a grubby jacket. When he leaned over him, he felt a chill run down his spine upon noticing the familiar stench of alcohol. He needed to turn around, breathe deeply and count to ten to calm himself. 

‘Hey, are you all right?’

The man had a pulse, but he did not react. Weber checked his pockets in search of any identification, but he only found a piece of mouldy bread. He was no more than a beggar who had knocked back too many drinks. The street was deserted. He could leave him there and go back to his apartment to rest. Sooner or later, somebody would come and collect him. Then he noticed the jacket. It was from the Kaiserliche Marine, the old Imperial German Navy. He knew, because he had an identical one himself: it was the only physical memory he kept of his father. 

‘Stupid old drunkard. Were you submarine fodder too?’

The Charité hospital was on the other bank of the Spree, not far from there. Weber remained looking at the man’s gaunt face and sighed. He gathered him up in his arms and placed him in the passenger seat. 

Much later, he would remember that decision as the origin of the catastrophe that was about to be unleashed. 
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Inside the bunker’s ventilation duct, Sandy now found himself next to the air intake that the rest had exited through. When he poked his head out, he saw Graham gesturing to him to hurry up. He was around three metres above the ground. He put his feet through the opening and, holding on to the edges, he dropped down, landing backside-first on the floor. 

As his eyes were accustomed to the darkness, the burst of light initially blinded him. They were in the main tunnel of the bunker. An endless string of electric light bulbs ran along the vaulted ceiling, and on the floor ran some narrow train tracks. Along the walls were mounted tubes of different colours and thicknesses. It reminded Sandy of the London Underground. 

Upon seeing that Graham was swearing through gritted teeth, Sandy realised that they were not where they were supposed to be. The plan was to reach the rocket chamber through the ventilation ducts, but they had exited at the wrong place, and now they would have to continue out in the open.  

With Graham in the lead, they began to move in silence along one side of the tunnel, stopping every few metres to listen, ready to open fire at any moment. Thirty metres later, they reached a fork that connected to a secondary passage which, according to the plans, led to the troop’s quarters and the radio room. 

Graham looked out into the passage. A large flag with a swastika covered the back wall, and below it was a table and an empty chair. Some of the rooms had the anti-gas doors open, but they could not see inside. They heard nothing apart from the humming of the ventilation system. From somewhere came the acrid stench of the latrines. 

The lieutenant made a signal, and they continued through the main tunnel. When they reached the end, Sandy thought he was facing a scene from one of those tales that he used to read in Amazing Stories. 

The rails went into a gallery of more than fifty metres in length, and thirty metres in width. In the centre was a small locomotive attached to a platform, upon which rested the colossal fuselage of a V2. The other rocket was found lying down on a mobile ramp, surrounded by scaffolding. Something similar to a combustion chamber was hanging from a hydraulic crane. At one end of the gallery, there were three steel containers, connected to other smaller tanks via tubes and valves, which Sandy quickly recognised: they were compressors for producing liquid oxygen, one of the combustibles they used for the rockets. 

Graham ordered Corporal Pratt to keep guard in the tunnel, and then he turned to Sandy:

‘You have three minutes.’

Sandy took out the camera and began taking stills of the cranes, the platforms, and the liquid oxygen tanks. Then, he went around one of the V2s, photographing it from all angles. It was even more impressive up close. It must have measured some fourteen or fifteen metres in length. The nose cone had been removed, leaving visible the two gyroscopes that would serve to guide it. At its base, four enormous fins stood proud of the fuselage. 

The other projectile was devoid of the casing. Sandy photographed the interior in all its detail: fuel deposits, combustion chamber, and the tangled mess of wires, valves, and pressure and temperature indicators. 

“Churchill will be rubbing his hands with glee,” he thought.

He put away the camera and looked to see if Graham was there. He was crouched down by the tanks, attaching plastic explosive. He still had some time whilst he installed the fuse. He noticed that behind him was a work desk. He moved aside the tools, and picked up the enormous book in which the materials were recorded. When he opened it, something slipped out from between the pages and fell to the floor. 

It was a little leather wallet, of around ten centimetres by fifteen, similar to those used by the Wehrmacht go-betweens for transporting documents. It had the Nazi eagle engraved on the front. He opened it. Inside was a set of typed papers. Diagrams, figures, red annotations in the margins. All of the sheets were stamped with the seal “Geheime Reichssache”. 

Sandy’s hands were shaking. He could not believe what he had just found. 

Graham ran over. 

‘The walls are too thick to destroy them, but those beauties are going to fly through the air.’ He looked at the papers that Sandy was holding. ‘What’s that?’

Sandy put the documents in the wallet, and then put it in his rucksack. 

‘Lieutenant, I must take this information to London immediately.’

Graham was going to say something, but then they heard the sound of footsteps coming from the tunnel. They took refuge as fast as they could behind a crane, but they lowered their weapons when they saw that it was Pratt. 

‘Lieutenant...’ The colonel was nervous. He indicated back over his shoulder with his thumb. ‘I heard some sort of moaning. It came from the troop’s quarters. I went to take a look and...’

Graham looked towards the tunnel.

‘What is it? Have they discovered us?’

Pratt shook his head, opened out his arms in a gesture of incredulity, and finally said:

‘They’re all dead.’
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The Citroën rattled, making him bump around in his seat. Accustomed to the spacious official Mercedes, Julius Klein felt the impression of riding along in a tin on wheels. 

‘How much further?’ he asked the chauffeur. 

‘We’ll be at the bunker in five minutes, Herr Sturmbannführer.’

The Citroën, the Kübelwagen, and the lorry loaded with troops were advancing at high speed along the road running parallel to the Caen canal, in such a way that they soon left behind the château of Bénouville, and they turned down a road that went past a handful of farmhouses. 

Klein looked at the cracked façades and the dark patios. For a moment, he went back thirty years and found himself in his childhood home. He was six years old, and amusing himself by analysing the insides of the insects and rodents that fell into the traps he placed on the back patio. He did it out of a mixture of curiosity and fun. Little Julius never had any friends. Once, two boys from his class accepted an invitation to go to his house to play, but when he proudly showed them his collection of dissected rats, laid out clumsily on a table, the boys had left crying. Julius spent the entire night wondering what he had done wrong. 

One year later, his mother abandoned his father and him, to marry a rich Jewish jeweller. He spent the rest of his childhood turned in on himself, attending anti-Semitic meetings with his father, and putting up with the beatings that he gave him “for his own good”. By then, he had already acquired a skill with scissors and a razor blade, and his dissections were looking more and more like real post-mortems. He had also discovered that rummaging around inside chickens gave him a strange sensation of pleasure, causing him to wonder if that sensation would be increased if the body were that of a person. 

At night, he slept surrounded by books on biology and anatomy that he was not yet able to understand, but they helped him escape his worst nightmare: school. The other children made fun of him; even the teachers called him “the strange one”. This absence of social relationships made him develop an unhealthy need for fame and success. He was obsessed with one day having his name appear in the newspapers, and for everyone to know and admire him. He wanted to be a doctor, but soon realised that he was more interested in knowing the secrets of man’s evolution, rather than curing his ailments. Even before commencing his academic training, he was already convinced that, through the selection of suitable genes, any species could be purified and improved. 

“He possesses innate qualities for being the perfect researcher,” his tutor in the Institute for Heredity and Racial Purity had said. “He is methodical and calculating. He does not know empathy. He does not allow his emotions to influence him. He has no interest in relationships with his peers, only his work.”

In 1939, Klein participated in a symposium regarding the level of contamination of the Northern European race. Himmler, who was one of the attendees, was left so bewitched by his discourse that he offered him a position in the Ahnenerbe, a department of the SS where scientists of all disciplines were pushing to give credibility to the socio-nationalist theories. 

It was no secret that Himmler allowed himself to be carried away with mythology, and that many of the projects that the Ahnenerbe carried out stemmed from absurd suppositions, but Klein accepted the offer without giving it a second thought. The concept of researcher ethics was no more than a stupid romanticism; it was the results that separated the great scientists from the mediocre ones. And the Reichsführer was the only one in possession of both the enthusiasm and the necessary funds to finance his experiments. 

Klein put his hand in his pocket, and played around with the letter, the text of which he knew by heart. 


Der Reichsführer-SS

und Chief des Deutschen Polizei



Sturmbannführer Klein is acting exclusively under my orders on   an issue of the utmost importance for the Reich’s security. All   personnel, military and civilian, regardless of rank, must provide   him with the assistance he deems appropriate, under my complete   responsibility. 



[signed] H. Himmler



Klein smiled. That piece of paper gave him a pleasant sense of power. He was on the cusp of becoming the most celebrated scientist of the Reich. The only thing he had to do was to destroy those damned documents. 

––––––––

At the exterior of the bunker, hidden amongst the undergrowth, Lucie de Clerq was beginning to get impatient. 

She brought the watch up to her eyes. She did not want to abandon the British, but if they had not returned in ten minutes, she would walk away without looking back. Following her own rules and not running unnecessary risks was what had kept her alive so far. 

She took a Gitanes brand cigarette out of her pocket and lit it, covering the flame with her hand. She had taken it from the chest of drawers in her parents’ room. Thinking about them made her feel guilty. They couldn’t imagine that she smoked; and even less that their only daughter was a partisan who collaborated in clandestine operations. 

Lucie had joined the Resistance two years earlier, when some of the neighbours from the village had found Hellen, her best friend, stumbling around in a remote part of the countryside. Her clothes were torn and her whole body was covered in bruises. She was disorientated and in a state of hysteria. Two days had gone by before she began to stutter a few words, and they were able to find out what had happened. She had been cycling when two soldiers of the Wehrmacht stopped her, on the pretext of having her show them her identity card. When Hellen realised that the soldiers were drunk, they were already dragging her into the wood. They stuffed a handkerchief into her mouth, threw her down onto the grass, and raped her. She never recovered from the trauma. If the investigators of the Feldgendarmerie discovered the culprits, they never did anything about it. “A tragic and isolated incident”, was the only explanation that they gave to her family. 

Lucie, who used to ride her bike every day with Hellen, had not wanted to go with her that afternoon, out of simple laziness. She never forgave herself. Ever since then, not a day went by that she didn’t repeat to herself that if she had only gone with her, if the two of them had been together, none of that would have happened. 

A distant rustling made her raise her head. The sound faded away, but a few seconds later it came back into earshot, more clearly. Lucie had learned to recognise the sound of the German vehicles and, although at first she thought it was a Panzer, it was not long before she recognised the revving engine of a troop-carrying lorry. 

Three vehicles stopped in front of the barrier at the main entrance. Lucie moved forwards, crawling along over the grass to get a better look. Two men got out of the lorry to raise the barrier; it seemed strange to her that no guard came out to meet them. The back doorway of the lorry opened, and soldiers began to jump down, calling out as they dispersed around the raised level area. One man got out of a car and began barking orders. 

Lucie felt the urge to break into a run. She was fit; she could reach her house in under twenty minutes. But she did not want to leave before the time agreed with the British. 

The troops took up positions alongside the bunker’s entrance. They moved as if they were preparing an assault. A metallic screech echoed through the night when they opened the armoured door. 

“Oh God. They know we’re here.”

Lucie, who had never before found herself in a position in which she felt obliged to shoot anyone, took a deep breath and cocked the Sten, just as she had practiced so many times before. 
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Earlier, when Lucie was still only beginning to hear the sound of the vehicles in the distance, Sandy contemplated in astonishment the nine bodies lying scattered on the kitchen floor of the bunker. 

The soldiers’ bodies were resting in improbable positions; some of them were still clinging onto their weapons, with an expression of surprise on their faces. The walls were perforated by dozens of holes caused by shrapnel, and there were masses of casings scattered everywhere. On top of the long table remained the leftovers of the dinner they had not been able to finish. The wine from the bottles had been spilled all over the floor, mixing together with the blood and forming a reddish puddle. Sandy noted the smell of boiled meat, and retched. 

‘Shit,’ exclaimed Graham. ‘What the hell’s happened here?’

Pratt took the pulse of a young blond man. 

‘This is the man I heard dying in the tunnel. He’s dead. Look at this. He has shrapnel scars on his face and he’s wearing the ribbon of the Russian campaign. They sent this poor wretch here to recover from his injuries.’

Sergeant Taylor returned from checking the other rooms. 

‘In the radio room there are two more bodies. The communications equipment is destroyed.’

Sandy noticed that one of the victims was not wearing a Wehrmacht uniform, but was in civilian dress. His face was swollen and disfigured by blows, and he had cigarette burn marks on his neck. His fingers were reduced to a mess of bloodied tendons, as if they had been crushed with a hammer. He was the only one who had not been shot. 

‘I once saw something similar in an interrogation in Tobruk,’ said Graham. ‘Have you seen his fingers? I don’t know who this poor unfortunate is, but nobody takes so much trouble with someone if it isn’t to obtain information.’

‘Who could have done this to him?’ asked Sandy. ‘One of our commandos? Perhaps there’s another operation tonight, and we don’t know about it.’

‘No, that doesn’t make any sense.’

‘The Resistance then?’

‘Impossible. Those people are dedicated to passing on information, sabotaging telephone poles and that sort of thing. If they tried to attack a facility like this, they wouldn’t even get as far as the fence.’ 

“He’s right,” thought Sandy. He wondered if all of this was related to the wallet he had just found. He picked up a couple of bullet casings. Something caught his attention. 

‘There’s nothing more to see here,’ said Graham. ‘Let’s end our mission.’

‘Wait.’ Sandy walked amongst the bodies, collecting more casings. ‘I’m no munitions expert, but I believe the bullets that have been fired here are German.’

‘What?’

‘All of the shells in this room are exactly the same. Check.’

Graham gathered a dozen casings and examined them.

‘It’s true. They all have the same inscription in German. Nine-millimetre calibre, Parabellum. Munition MP40.’

‘Does that mean that the Germans have killed their own?’

‘I don’t know. But we don’t have time for...’

The loud screech of the main door echoed throughout the tunnel.
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