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PROLOGUE


 


December 7, 1941


 


The fighters came without warning over the US Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor. Most carried torpedoes. They’d been launched miles out after a long journey from Japan. The planes were sent out in a surprise attack in the hopes that the United States would seek an acceptable treaty, leaving Japan alone to take over Southeast Asia.


This was not to be.


The morning was crisp and bright. Men and women woke from their beds hearing planes coming in from the sea. Medical personnel looked forward to another day in paradise. Battleships and carriers sat anchored in the tranquil turquoise waters of the island’s natural harbor.


 When the sirens sounded, people walked out of their homes and office buildings, curious. They looked up at the strange aircraft tearing overhead and dipping to a low altitude. They watched the planes release bombs.


What had seemed a vacation turned into chaos. Nurses ran from the beach in their swimsuits to attend the wounded. The few pilots stationed there scrambled to their planes to fight back. Some made it into the air. Others were killed in their cockpits on the ground, dying in fire.


President Roosevelt asked Congress to declare war. It was immediately ratified.


***


Office of the President of the United States


White House Washington, DC


June 1942


 


Franklin Delano Roosevelt sat behind his desk in the White House. The surface was illuminated by a small lamp. The Oval Office was dark and the hour late. He expected a call from one of his generals, Leslie Graves. The matter couldn’t be more important.


The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor had forced America’s hand; she was now at war with Germany and Japan. England had long been warning of Hitler’s rearmament, but the American public had been loath to engage in another European conflict. But now, six months after the surprise attack and with much of the US fleet heavily damaged or sunk, the country had been rocked back on its heels. A massive response was necessary. The American people looked to their president for answers. He’d led them through the Great Depression. The war would be a greater test yet.


The wheelchair in which he rarely let anyone see him in sat to his left. His body may be broken, but he was not. And with the world at war, his country needed him. Every decision he made was crucial; the next couple of years would tell all. From a desk drawer, he pulled out a single sheet of paper, the words of which he knew well by now. They chilled him to the bone.


He took a long cigarette holder from between his teeth and read the letter from the world-renowned physicist Albert Einstein, which urged an immediate response to the threat of Nazi Germany obtaining a functioning atomic weapon. It warned of the magnitude of global havoc the Nazis could wreck if they obtained one. The equation was simple: they could not develop one first, or the war could be lost overnight. Two more letters had come from Einstein, both encouraging nuclear research. Roosevelt reread them often as he contemplated not only the future of the United States but the balance of world power. If Hitler developed that bomb, he would rule the world.


 Roosevelt glanced over at an ornately carved stand to the right of his desk that supported a huge globe. He didn’t want to miss anything. Occasionally he spun it to remind himself of the scope of the battlefield in which the United States and her Allies fought. With the Imperial Japanese army invading most of Southeast Asia, pushing the Allies back at every turn, the outcome was far from certain. Australia might be next, he thought. The first United States troops had been in England for six months in a different theater of war, with the invasion of Africa and then Europe on the horizon.


 Neither the olive he fished from the martini glass on his coaster nor the remainder of the drink, which he downed in a gulp, alleviated his exhaustion. There was always more work to do. He didn’t pretend to understand the science Einstein referred to, but he was aware that his colleagues throughout the free world had encouraged him to write the letter. It left no doubt that the theories concerning nuclear reactions were no longer mere theories; a bomb with gigantic explosive force could be constructed—this was fact.


 The phone on his desk rang. All calls went through his chief of staff, who was awake whenever he was. Roosevelt took calls at this hour only when either he was already expecting them, or they came from the British prime minister, Winston Churchill. He removed his Pince-Nez glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. He never answered the phone on the first ring. It was best to keep the caller waiting a short while, at least.


 “This is President Roosevelt,” he said holding the phone on his shoulder with his chin while he fixed a new cigarette to the end of his holder.


 “Leslie Groves, sir,”


 “General, I appreciate you getting back to me on such short notice. How are things progressing?”


 “It will be a massive undertaking, Mr. President. We’ll need to procure land for the various phases of the project. Manpower may be somewhat of an issue, but we can use civilian workers for a great deal of the work.”


 “Your report spoke of locating a facility in Oak Ridge, Tennessee. Is that still viable?”


 “Yes, Mr. President.”


 “And security?”


 “Only a few people at the top will have any idea of what they’re working on, Mr. President. Oak Ridge will be a fully functioning city. We’re estimate as many as seventy-five thousand people may be there before we reach our goal.”


 “Splendid. Have you made a selection as to the man to head the project?”


 “Yes, Mr. President. I’ve been meeting theoretical scientists all over the country. Some of them have their heads in the clouds and couldn’t get a team of dogs to chase a cat. Many of the rest of them are incredibly pompous and self-important. But there is one man. A physicist at Berkeley and Cal State.”  


 “Don’t tell me who it is at this point, General. Bring him to Washington and then you and I will meet with him together. I’m a big believer in first impressions.”


 “I will make the arrangements immediately, sir. What if he doesn’t want to come?”


 “Have the FBI make it clear to him that his president expects to meet him, forthwith.”


 “Yes, sir.”


***


A few days later, on the other side of the United States, J. Robert Oppenheimer stood in front of a chalkboard engrossed in a mathematical equation. The dark-haired man’s whippet-thin frame was dressed in a three-piece suit, a black tie completing his buttoned-down scholarly look. His cigarette ashes fell to the classroom floor. At thirty-eight years old, the professor of advanced theoretical physics at the University of California Berkley was enthusiastic about his students, many of whom attended the school specifically to study under him, but his work took precedence. Some of his colleagues affectionately called the usually mild-mannered and somewhat introverted man “Oppie.” He liked the nickname and the casual air he and his fellow researchers enjoyed. It fostered discussion, and in the field of theoretical physics, theories and ideas were constantly discussed. Some were pursued, and others abandoned.


In the course of studying with and under many world-renowned physicists, he’d eventually developed a reputation for brilliant theoretical work. Ideas that were yet untested.


It was Saturday when most people pursued their hobbies, and social lives and the hallways were dark and deserted. Heavy footsteps echoed down a long corridor leading to the room with Oppenheimer, who had no hobbies and few outside interests. Two men entered and quietly closed the door behind them. They wore dark suits, tan overcoats, and fedoras. Their somber bearing and physiques identified them as athletes or soldiers. They were neither; they were agents from the Federal Bureau of Investigation.


Oppenheimer still hadn’t noticed them when he stepped back from the chalkboard to see his equation as a whole. It covered the entire space and, to anyone other than a mathematician, meant nothing; it certainly didn’t concern the FBI agents. They barely glanced at it.


The taller agent moved forward. “Dr. Oppenheimer?” His tone was less questioning than accusatory.


Oppenheimer turned and faced the men. For a moment, he seemed to have difficulty focusing on them. His train of thought was elsewhere. “What do you want?” he asked, sitting on the edge of the instructor’s desk and setting the chalk down next to him.


“We’ve been sent to bring you to Washington,” the second agent said. “We’re with the FBI.”


Oppenheimer only crossed his arms in front of him. “Sent by whom?”


“The president of the United States. Your president.”


“That’s flattering, but I have work to finish and classes to teach. I couldn’t possibly meet with the president now.” Oppenheimer picked up the chalk and moved toward the blackboard. 


“Dr. Oppenheimer, you will come with us. That is a presidential mandate. We’re just here to carry it out,” the taller agent said. “Peacefully or under arrest. Why don’t we try, peacefully?” Both men moved forward.


Over his shoulder, not looking directly at the agents, Oppenheimer asked, “May I inquire as to why?” 


“Were permitted to tell you it has to do with Dr. Einstein’s letter to President Roosevelt. That is all we’ve been told. The president himself authorized the Bureau to share that information with you. It must mean something important.”


“I’ll get my coat,” Oppenheimer said. Einstein’s discoveries were the foundation of his entire field of research. The agents looked at each other and shook their heads. They’d been warned that scientists often saw things in a different reality.


Following the agents out of the building, Oppenheimer remembered that Einstein had urged President Roosevelt to fund research into atomic weapons. Einstein had left Germany during the initial stages of Jewish persecution. He and hundreds of scientists had fled to the United States and her prestigious research universities. How foolish it had been to drive some of the best minds out of their homeland.


But if this had to do with an atomic bomb, Einstein was over at Princeton. Much closer to Washington than Oppenheimer. What did the president want with him?  




 



CHAPTER ONE


 


Mid-August 1943


Peenemunde Research Facility


Northern Germany


 


In Northern Germany on a remote peninsula, jutting into the Baltic Sea, the Nazi government maintained a covert research station. Hoping to turn the tide of a stalemate war back in Germany’s favor, Adolf Hitler had become fascinated with the development of superweapons. The larger the weapons, the greater his interest and the Peenemunde facility was producing the biggest and most lethal ones ever conceived.


It had required ten thousand workers to build the twenty-five-square-kilometer compound. Schools and living quarters were erected for the families of the two thousand research scientists who had worked to produce weapons to satisfy Adolf Hitler’s desire to crush the enemies of the Third Reich. Liquid oxygen production plants sucked 70 percent of the electricity the on-site power station produced. Peenemunde was the largest military facility in the world. The work being done there had nothing to do with the development of atomic weapons; rockets were built and tested. Missiles that could reach cities and battlefields far away from where they were launched. Once perfected, their range could be increased to reach, potentially, anywhere on earth.


***


Late evening August 17, 1943


Peenemunde


 


The car that pulled up to the front gate was met by a security detail. As he stepped out of the passenger side, German rocket scientist Werner von Braun flicked his cigarette butt onto the gravel drive; he then reached into his pockets for his identification papers. He had been put in charge of the entire complex, and he was only thirty—an enormous achievement for someone who had been fascinated with rocketry since childhood. His area was liquid-fueled rockets, which he hoped would one day take men to the moon. For now, the research was used to develop a weapon that would flatten London. And he had produced one. A forty-six-foot monster: The V-2 Rocket. Most of the prototypes detonated on the launch pad or quickly skirted into the sea, but some of the missiles achieved altitude before crashing farther out. It was enough to keep his funding and the research moving forward.


Von Braun walked up to the main gate, where he was welcomed by a guard who took his papers. According to his orders, all visitors to Peenemunde were required to produce the necessary documentation. The facility was top secret, and, at least so far, the Allies hadn’t determined its purpose. Von Braun hoped that would continue until he had a reliable working model. With a flick of his flashlight and a smile, the guard checked von Braun’s face against his identification. It was hardly necessary. Tall and fit with a thick head of black hair, von Braun came across as a man of both position, thanks to his bearing, and wealth, thanks to his suits. It would have been difficult to impersonate a man the guards saw every day.


The main gate was one of the few access points to the sprawling compound. It was surrounded by two layers of fence with barbed wire and overlooked by several high guard towers. One hundred kilometers from the nearest town, there was no one around. Vast stretches of beaches along the Baltic Sea were deserted. There were no fishing boats or industry of any kind there except for Peenemunde.  


Von Braun walked along one of the paved roads that crisscrossed the south end of the research and manufacturing campus. Reaching into his pocket for a cigarette, he glanced up at the sky. Even though the night was clear, motion stirred the sky. But what was it? He heard the whine of a large falling object.


He barely had time to react when the first bomb hit. He stood dumbstruck as masses of clustered bombs followed the first. Buildings around him popped open, spilling people from their dormitories and offices. Groups of men and women ran for the nearest fallout shelter. Detonations tossed torn-apart vehicles and bodies into the air. Against the backdrop of crumbling buildings, incendiary bombs set off raging fires that sucked in oxygen from everywhere. A firestorm raged through the compound, torching everything in its path. My research, von Braun thought as he ran toward his own office. Nearby coworkers raced after him to save the documents. The fire had not yet reached the second floor as he and his coworkers sprinted up the stairs to salvage what they could.


They were headed toward the records room when a flash of fire burst through the doorway. Von Braun dashed through the flames, shouting, “Throw it all out the window!” He picked up a file box and tossed it out an open window. Two men shoved an entire file cabinet out another window, and others followed suit, collectively rescuing months of work. Somewhere in the paperwork lay a clue of why the tests weren’t yet successful.


Waves of heat intensified as the men’s clothing started to scorch. 


“Get out!” von Braun screamed, pushing his men ahead of him and out of the room. Had he missed anything? Only the fire drove him from the room.


He charged down the stairs and through the blaze on the first floor. Outside, he watched a guard, who’d had the presence of mind to shelter the research, loading the boxes into a truck.


The people who weren’t already dead crawled, bloodied, through fire and burning rubble. Screams of pain and yells for help compounded the chaos, coupling with the smell of burning flesh. The acrid stench of cordite hung in the air, left after the concussive blasts. What little oxygen there was fed the fires.


Von Braun watched silently as his dreams burned.


***


Dawn came as the broken buildings smoked. Walls crumbled under their weight as workers tried to find bodies in the rubble. 


Notified of the bombing, the first of the Nazi officials showed up on the scene to assess the damage. A motorcade came through what was left of the main gate. There were no guards posted. There was little left to protect. 


Stepping out of his staff car, SS General Hans Klammer looked over the compound. He held a Ph.D. in civil engineering and could easily see beyond the surface damage. The overall structural impact on the buildings was significant. A few fire trucks continued to spray water in an attempt to keep other fires from spreading, but there were too many of them. Most of them were allowed to burn themselves out as long as they couldn’t spread to the nearby forests and grassy areas. Klammer thought the Allies must have used thousand-pound bombs. And they certainly weren’t concerned with accuracy. The goal was to decimate the facility, and it was easily achieved.


 Large bomb craters left the landscape pockmarked, as though an angry giant had pummeled it with a hammer. All of the buildings were damaged, some reduced nothing but piles of concrete and twisted metal. Even the ones still standing had scorch marks and shrapnel scars from bombs that had narrowly missed them. Crews of prisoners moved bricks and pieces of concrete manually, while bulldozers and tractors lifted the larger sections. It was beyond repair.


 As von Braun walked across the compound, Klammer thought he looked like a stricken man, and he vowed to help soothe his nerves. After all, von Braun was a civilian and a scientist to boot, someone they needed for the project—someone they needed calm, level-headed.


 “I’ve lost my main design engineer and several other key scientists,” von Braun said, lighting a cigarette with a shaky hand. His drawn face appeared to have aged years in a matter of hours. “One hundred and seventy key personnel killed, and the extent of the damage hasn’t been calculated. We were able to save most of my most important documents. I almost died pushing files out windows with my staff,” he said, throwing his hands in the air. “This is a scientific facility. And then this.” He gestured. “Most of the men aren’t even in the military.”


 “Herr Doctor, I know you're upset and feel partially to blame.” Klammer placed a gloved hand on von Braun’s shoulder. “You’re not to blame. We are at war and would have done the same to the British if they had been building rockets. Your project is too important to let this dissuade you.” Klammer gesticulated passionately against the ash-colored sky. “Clearly the facility needs to be moved beyond the range of their bombers. We can’t rebuild this, and even if we did, they’d just bomb it again. No, clearing away all of this debris and tearing down the buildings will cause an unacceptable delay. We will find a more suitable location, somewhere in central Germany.”


 “We’ve also lost five hundred prisoners,” Von Braun added. “Some of them were highly skilled at assembly.”


 “The survivors will work when we locate an appropriate site. We’ll have work for many others as well,” Klammer said with a smile. “Don’t worry, Doctor; you’ll be back in business in no time. Just leave it to the SS. We’re very efficient at construction. Down to the last Mark and Pfennig.” 


 “I worry about using new unskilled labor to build the rockets,” Von Braun confessed. “Each one is individual to itself. With three thousand independent parts, consistency is vital. Conditions have to be optimal for assembly and testing. Do you know what kind of location you are considering?”


 “Underground,” Klammer told him, “where bombers can’t do any more damage. We have already begun an exhaustive examination of potential sites within Germany, and we’ve narrowed it down to a few. The Fuhrer wants no more delays caused by destruction. He has great expectations for the use of rockets against England. He hopes to fire at least a dozen per day at London with no loss of German lives. When they land, only the British will die. We’ll test their resolve to keep on fighting with London in flames.”


 “But construction of another factory will take months,” von Braun argued.


 “Three or four, if everything goes according to plan.” 


 “Three? Isn’t that a bit aggressive?”


 “The Jews will build it. They’ll work day and night. We will find a suitable location that won’t require an enormous construction budget.”


 “When can we relocate?”


 “We will move the equipment that can be salvaged to a temporary location. Your testing and experiments can continue there. Don’t worry,” Klammer assured the scientist, “I’ve built several work camps under budget and ahead of schedule. I know what I’m doing.”


 “We will determine what equipment is viable and catalog it immediately,” von Braun said, nodding his head. “Several rockets survived, and testing can continue as soon as we can relocate.”


 “Fine, the future of your project depends on continued progress. The Fuhrer often grows impatient and loses faith when things don’t go according to plan. As a fellow engineer, I have the utmost faith in you, Dr. von Braun. I’ve rarely seen a man so driven to succeed.”


 “Thank you,” von Braun said. “This research could win the war. My hope is that we can settle this nonsense on our terms. So that we can pursue the real goal, Germany’s conquest of space.” 


 “We all want that. Everyone is tired of war, but we must win a decisive victory. Now I must get back to Berlin. Keep me abreast of your progress, Werner.”


 “I will, sir. Thank you for lifting my spirits.”


 “We’ll be up and move forward in no time. You do the science and leave the rocket building to me.” With that, Klammer climbed into the back seat of his car. He waved at von Braun and motioned for his driver to leave.


 Von Braun watched Klammer depart. He felt better, but the design problems with the rockets nagged him still. He walked back to his makeshift office to begin the cataloging project. No doubt with enough cruelty and loss of Jewish life, the SS would accomplish their task. A new factory was one thing, but he had to find out why the rockets weren’t achieving altitude. With the structural design team in tatters, what would von Braun have to do? Stand underneath one of the things as it crashed back down to earth?


***


 Half of the Jews forced to work at the Peenemunde installation were killed or wounded. Those with superficial wounds were herded among the other men. Those too far gone were shot where they lay.


 The survivors were crammed into cattle cars in which hay and dung littered the floorboards. They were pushed inside until it was standing room only. Many pairs of lungs competed for the thin and stifling oxygen.


As they left the Peenemunde facility, those men near the sides of the car tried to see through the tiny slits serving as windows. Other than briefly glimpsing civilization as the train passed a town, the men saw nothing but trees and open fields; they had no idea where they were going. Hungry and tired, they gratefully took turns sitting when they could no longer stand, though sitting room diminished as the train meandered down through the middle of Germany, picking up other prisoners as it headed south. 


 In the late afternoon of the first day, the train stopped. The men were offloaded and given some weak soup and water. They were permitted to sit as the food was distributed. The guards had been given orders to deliver them alive; dead workers were useless. They were allowed to relieve themselves at the side of the tracks, long ago having lost the privilege of privacy. Few of them looked at one another, and none spoke.


 They were jammed back onto the train, and there were no more stops. On the second afternoon, the train reached its destination. With Mount Kohnstein looming above them, their rail cars were opened by SS guards. As they were herded toward the face of the mountain, they were handed pickaxes and shovels. They moved toward a small track railway that led into what looked like a mine entrance protruding back into the dark recesses of the mountain. A guard hit a switch, and a string of dim lights illuminated the tunnel farther than sight could follow. Men were already chipping away at the Gypsum rock that lined the walls. Metal clanging against rock echoed. It was a soft mineral and came out in large chunks that were immediately loaded into metal carts and pushed by hand out of the mine. No indication was given to the workers as to what they were supposed to do, other than keep digging.


 Inside the mine, there were no mechanized engines, only manpower. If a cart tipped over, the prisoners were beaten until the car was set upright and the rock reloaded. The dust choked the workers and made it hard to see. Fumes from blasting perpetually hung in the air.


They worked around the clock, and the shifts changed every twelve hours. Afterward, the prisoners were taken to an area where wooden bunks were stacked four high. The thin mattresses brought no comfort and allowed for little sleep. Stale bread and a thin foul-tasting soup gave little nourishment. Over the weeks and months, as many men died from dysentery and Typhus as were executed or worked to death. The lack of proper nutrition gave the prisoners violent diarrhea; a bucket was their sanitary facility. Every straw filled mat they slept on was stained with excrement and vomit. Lice, scabies and other insects, tormented the men constantly.


 The passageways were widened, and the ceilings made higher. The main tunnels needed to accommodate fully assembled rockets as they were put together. Scaffolding was necessary to reach the roof. Men fell on every shift. Some died while others were injured. The men who could no longer work were shot. Their bodies tossed on rail cars laden with rock. Outside, they were transferred to piles of human corpses. Every day and night, the piles of dead grew.


The progress was rapid despite the inhuman conditions. The two main S-shaped tunnels ran parallel and snaked through the mountain. Forty-six connecting passageways had to be dug through rock walls. Storerooms and barracks for the prisoners and guards were hollowed out along one of the main tunnels. A small hospital was constructed and various workshops and laboratories. The pace was brutal. When a prisoner died, there were always replacements coming by train from concentration camps all over Germany, Poland and elsewhere.




 



CHAPTER TWO


 


La Coupole


Saint-Omer France


July 1944


 


 Far away from Mount Kohnstein, an enormous concrete dome sat carved into a hillside, 117 miles from London. The cold English Chanel lay between. The dome spanned fifty-five meters and was five meters thick. Reinforced concrete was used throughout the construction. Three miles from the village of Saint-Omer, tunnels snaked into the chalky rock beneath and behind the impenetrable shield. They connected to missile silos, as yet untested by the Nazis. No slave labor was in use at La Couple. German engineers and scientists worked continually to finish the facility. French men and women conscripted into service assisted in the construction. Miners came from Germany for the task; the only impediment to completion of the project was the constant Allied bombing. No damage had been done to the dome. The bombs just bounced off.


 Construction began in 1943 for the express purpose of firing V-2 rockets against London and southern England. An old chalk quarry had been selected for its location and how it facilitated construction; the waxy substrate was easy to dig into and dispose of. Little blasting was necessary to make significant headway during each phase of construction. The saturated chalk pulled down from the walls easily when prodded with a digging bar.  


Crew quarters and large storage areas lay far from the main room under the dome. A massive shield had been constructed by coating a section of the earth in concrete and then digging away the area beneath. Nothing could have lifted a piece of concrete so heavy or so large.


The completed product was intended to allow Nazis to fire dozens of rockets a day with impunity at London and any other targets they chose. It was one of Hitler’s favorite construction projects. His generals requested mobile launchers that couldn’t be detected. As he often did, he refused their request.


 Following the Allied invasion of France, the need to ready the facility for use grew urgent.


***


 Helga Miller shut the door to her small flat in Saint-Omer. With seagulls reeling and crying in the sunny morning sky above, she felt as though she were on vacation. She loved the quaint architecture of the homes, the small shops, and the produce market. Things were scarce, but it was late summer, and the local produce was in. Fish was always available, and she had developed a fondness for it. She could smell the sea and loved the warm sand and relaxed atmosphere at the beach. It was as if there wasn’t even a war.


I’m not on holiday, she told herself, but it’s my first time out of Germany, and I’m not going to waste it. She’d wanted to help with the war effort, and now she had her chance. Even after the invasion, everyone back home still thought Germany would win—Hitler told them so, and the propaganda films left no doubt. Why wouldn’t she believe it as well?


 Smaller than some of the other women she worked with, Helga prided herself on being athletic and trim. She went for long walks and did calisthenics daily. Her long hair, which she kept tucked under her hat while on duty, was dark, as was the hair of many people from Bohemia in southern Germany. She wasn’t much interested in the men she worked with. Older and serious, they paid little attention to her except to bark orders. They bored her. She liked the young soldiers stationed in the town and at her worksite. They were exciting and fun-loving, and girls like her from home were scarce.


Helga had been recruited right out of university, and while she knew that as a non-soldier, she would never be much of a threat to anyone, she was eager to work on such an important program. The big projects had political or military applications. The project she was working on combined mining and construction. It was unique. 


 She was on her way to La Couple, where she worked as a mining engineer. Helga knew the fighting was close, but the enemy army was still many miles away. She didn’t think about it much, but when she did, she had to admit it was a bit thrilling. Neither did she think often of the intended use of the facility once complete. At work she concentrated, paying no attention to the fact that rockets launched from there would fall on major cities—and their civilian populations. Allied bombs were falling on German cities, targeting military installations and civilians alike. She hoped the completion of the facility would stop those raids and help Germany win the war.


  Helga walked toward the train station where she would catch the short ride to her worksite. She disliked the frumpy white coveralls she wore, but they, like everything else, were mandatory. She felt as though she were dressed in a sack. How would she ever catch a man’s eye while wearing a tent?


 She turned a corner and crossed over the car park toward the train station. It was a squat wooden building consisting of dirty windows, a ticket booth, toilets, and a kiosk that sold newspapers, cigarettes, and whatever sweets were available at a given time. Helga made her way over to the short line to buy a ticket for the next train. She noticed a young woman ahead of her with a mane of curly black hair cascading down the middle of her back. She didn’t have to see the woman’s face to know that she was beautiful; the way she held herself left no doubt. Oh, to have curls like hers . . . Helga fingered the correct change in her pocket and had it ready when she got to the window. She smiled at the man behind the glass. He gave her the same indifferent look he gave all the passengers, French and German alike. She was sure he’d been there before the war and would be there when it was over. His job was simple and didn’t require any conversation.


 A rush of wind announced the arrival of the train. Helga moved forward onto the platform and waited for it to come to a stop. It was a tired old commuter train that had covered the same miles of track for years. With petrol scarce, people got around on foot, bicycle, or, for longer distances, train.


After waiting her turn to board, she found an empty seat in the middle of the car. Among the passengers who brushed past her was the young woman with the beautiful hair. Helga snuck a peek at her dark and angular, almost Gypsy-like, face; the lovely girl was almost certainly from the south. She watched men steal glances as she passed. She felt a twinge of jealousy. No man had ever looked at her that way; it wasn’t fair.


 The train pulled out of the station and picked up speed. The windows were down, and the warm breeze carried a hint of salt from the ocean. The smell of seaweed and surf wafted through the car, carrying out cigarette smoke and lingering smells. Helga could stay in a place like this forever. With the weekend coming, she was planning to go down to the beach with another girl from work. Two days in the sun, a chance to chat with some young men, drink some local wine, have some fun. There were always young German soldiers about, on leave.


 As the coastal scenery came into view, it seemed to shake from the train’s rattling. Seagulls cried down near the beach. The tide was out, revealing large expanses of sand and lowland areas. People were out digging clams and scraping mussels off the exposed rocks. The chalky cliffs were much like their counterparts on the other side of the channel in England.


 No sooner did the train stop than the other passengers stood and eked out to crowd the passageway. Helga waited until the aisle was clear before she stood. As she made her way to the door, the car was empty, so it hardly stood out that the young woman was, like everyone else, gone.


 Helga made her way from the train station toward the construction site. The path was a mixture of sand, gravel, and chalky white chips weathered away from the hillsides over millions of years. The path came to a wooded area. She could see other workers walking far ahead, but there was no one near her. She wasn’t in a hurry to get to work, especially on such a nice day. She’d be on time; there was no need to rush.


 It was a blind corner in the path. No time to react. A dark figure slid behind her and placed a hand on her shoulder, another on her chin. With a furious jerk, the assailant broke Helga’s neck and dragged her body off the trail. The killer removed her work clothes and pulled them over her own. In less than a minute, the body was covered with grass and sticks. Unless someone from the trail was looking for Helga, she would never be seen.


The killer moved away, pulling Helga’s cap over her head, tucking in strands of curly black hair. Back on the trail, she headed toward the rear entrance of La Couple. She clipped the dead girl’s credentials to her coat pocket. She’d already observed that the guards never even checked the women coming and going from the facility. How incredibly stupid of them.


 The guards at the entrance waved her through as she held out her identification. Hardly a glance in her direction. She stepped into the entrance, where, shielded from the summer sun, she was immediately cooled. Moisture clung to the walls and made the floor beneath her slippery. A sheet of water covered the tunnel, pooling in spots. This entrance mustn’t be completed yet, she thought. Touching the spongy chalk walls, she passed on into an area where concrete walls had been added and spanned in a curved ceiling overhead. The passageway was extremely wide. Wide enough to accommodate a small train. Not tall enough for a full-sized rail car, but certainly wide and high enough to transport something big.


 The woman’s name was Madeleine Toche, and her inside-out knowledge of her business was nearly as legendary as her hatred of Germans. For this important operation, she needed to know what was inside so she and others could destroy it. Today was a reconnaissance mission. If an attack was ordered, it would come later.


 Toche was an assassin, trained and deployed by the British Special Operations Executive, the SOE, and Prime Minister Churchill’s army of the shadows. She’d spent most of the past two years in France killing—Gestapo, SS officers, and troops. Stealth and patience were her strongest weapons. She’d often wait days in concealment, like a spider in its dark recess, until she sprung from a forgotten crack to kill, afterward slipping away. Her reputation spread far beyond Europe.


 Raped at the hands of the SS after her beloved brother was killed when Germany invaded France, she’d vowed revenge. With the help of her father, she killed her assailant and escaped to England through Spain. Her young life had been a whirlwind of training with the British SOE and preparing for war.


 A German Jew, a hero of the German army in the First War, trained her. His hatred of the Nazis for killing his wife and daughters propelled him down a road of destruction that made Madeleine’s pale by comparison. Those Jews that knew of him considered him a Gollum. A creature sent by God to kill the enemies of the Jewish people. A monster devoid of mercy. An instrument of unspeakable cruelty. Hatred lain bare.


 Passageways led off the main corridor she was in, and down which she continued toward the cavernous space under the dome. Oily dust hung in the air. While the chalk was caked and fragile, the hum of diesel machinery and poor ventilation created a haze inside the tunnels. The place was light on security; if there were any other guards, she couldn’t see them. Electric bulbs strung overhead created a misty effect. She was happy with the additional cover.


The tunnel was a hive of activity. With tight schedules to keep, the workers inside remained intent on their tasks, often walking right past her without a glance or a greeting. No one would notice her in here. She stepped aside to allow a group of workers to go by. 


The sound of nonstop drilling shook the structure. She walked past workshops and storage areas, all linked by railroad tracks that headed down toward a massive central hall looming ahead. Inside, it was brightly lit and crisscrossed with construction scaffolding.


She walked out into the space underneath the dome, towering seven stories above her. Full-sized train tracks led out of the cavern into a corridor much larger than the one she had just walked through. Machinery was being attached to walls in the middle of the structure beneath the dome. She could identify winches and tracks to move something horizontally above the tracks. But what in the world was this?


She left the dome area to inspect the remainder of the construction. As she passed one of the rooms, she noticed that the ceiling was much higher than the others. At least twice as tall. She paused and walked inside. Workers measured the floor, marking it at intervals to accommodate another set of tracks. A man looked up with a quizzical expression and then motioned her over. She would answer none of his questions; she promised herself as she pointed to her watch and shook her head. When he started in her direction, she turned and walked out of the room. He followed.


Madeleine picked up her pace and started back down the tunnel in the direction from which she had come. She ducked into a dark hallway leading off the main corridor. She flattened her back against the wall, hiding on the fringe of the light spilling in from the hallway. The man hurried in her direction. Just a little closer, she thought. He couldn’t see her in the dark. Once he was near, she darted out, ramming a fountain pen into his ear, pushing it in with the palm of her hand. His knees buckled, and he fell forward onto his face, crashing to the floor. Setting her clipboard down, she dragged his body further into the dark. And though his legs jiggled, she knew he’d been dead before he hit the ground. Finding a bin partially filled with rock, Madeleine pulled his body behind it. Turning, she picked up her clipboard and walked out into the main passageway. She had seen enough. Time to leave.


 She walked toward the entrance she had come through, knowing she needed to be gone before they discovered the body. After all the missions she’d completed, and blood that had stained her hands, to get caught on a reconnaissance mission would be stupid. She knew she would find Jack at the top of the hill overlooking the compound. Just make it to the trees, and you’re home free. This is routine. Shoot your way out, but only if you have to.


 Madeleine hurried to join a small group of workers leaving the facility. Neither guard at the entrance gave her any notice until she walked past them. Madeleine made sure to smile at the young guards. They couldn’t help but smile back. Just don’t speak to me in German, she thought, touching the pistol in her pocket. It had become almost involuntary. A reassurance that it was there if she needed it. She could feel their eyes on her body. The bulky uniform couldn’t hide everything. And the more they concentrated on her looks, the less they would think about security; it had worked in the past. The Germans just didn’t see women as threats. They’d think differently if they knew she had a five-million-Francs bounty on her head.


 Walking out of the guards’ line of sight, Madeleine stepped off the path. She pulled off the white smock and hat and shook out her hair. She tossed the clothes further into the woods and then covered them with small branches. Soon she relaxed, the adrenaline in her body subsiding. She had much to tell her superiors about this successful mission. She couldn’t wait to reach the top of the hill and see Jack, her husband. 


***


Captain Jack Teach kept his binoculars trained on the rear entrance to La Couple. His tall, muscular body was stretched out behind a rock that hid him from below. He was tanned from years in the field, both with British General Bernard Montgomery’s army in the African desert and then as a senior officer in the SOE. His training and experience, as a soldier and as a spy, were formidable.
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