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Prologue


THE WHITE HOUSE


APRIL 4, 1945

DONOVAN NEVER recorded the meeting in his journal, but he would remember it in fine detail to the end of his days. It began when the usher tapped lightly on the massive oak door, then pressed a small button hidden in the wainscoting to notify the Secret Service watch officer that the spymaster was about to enter the office. Above the button a portrait of Andrew Jackson glared down at them.

“He’s expecting you, General,” the usher said in a low voice appropriate for the august place. When he pushed open the door, the spymaster stepped through.

Franklin D. Roosevelt was sitting behind his desk, his face green in the light of a banker’s lamp. The chandelier had been doused, the blackout curtains were drawn across the windows, so the walls of the Oval Office were a periphery of darkness. A mail pouch, copies of the New York Times and the Washington Post, a pitcher and glass, and several marble paperweights were on the desk.

The president waved the general into the room. Behind the desk, two tasseled United States flags hung from poles. The pennant Roosevelt had designed for himself when he was assistant secretary of the navy was displayed on a smaller staff near the fireplace. On a stand at the end of the desk was an intricate reproduction of the USS Constitution, one of the many ship models in the president’s collection.

General William Donovan, director of the Office of Strategic Services, placed a manila envelope on the desk, pushing it across to the blotter so the president would not have to use the tongs he kept in a drawer. White House carpenters had raised the desk six inches to accommodate the president’s wheelchair, and when Donovan sat in the low leather chair opposite the president, the desktop came almost to Donovan’s shoulders.

Roosevelt chided the general by lifting the envelope and making a production of weighing it. “You are a lawyer by profession, Bill. You write briefs. But you never write anything brief.”

Donovan should have chuckled dutifully. Not this night. The contents of the envelope precluded levity. Like most Americans, the general loved Roosevelt’s voice, the fireside companion that had carried America through the bleak years. Every time the general heard that silky, compelling, faintly exotic voice, he felt rejuvenated and stronger. But again, not this night, not with the envelope.

Roosevelt pulled a Camel from its pack and stabbed it at a Bakelite holder that had white teeth marks on the stem. His hands trembled, and only after three attempts did he succeed in planting the cigarette. When he leaned forward for his Ronson, the president’s face came into the lamplight. Donovan’s breath caught.

Twenty-three of Roosevelt’s sixty-two years had been spent in a wheelchair. Yet he had been the most vibrant man Donovan had ever met, exuding health and virility and energy. The president had possessed a sheer physical magnetism. But in the three weeks since their last meeting, Roosevelt’s skin had taken on a ghastly pallor and a translucence that revealed the skull beneath. The bags under his eyes had darkened, and his lips had acquired a blue tinge. Stray strands of his hair flitted like insects in the lamplight above his head. The president was wearing a tweed jacket so old that it was shiny.

Roosevelt inhaled the smoke deeply then let it trail out his nostrils. He abruptly lifted his head in the manner that led many to suppose he was arrogant but which simply allowed him to see through his spectacles. “Can you spare me all the reading, Bill? It’s late.”

Bill Donovan was in plainclothes, as always. He was a small man, and scrappy, with a jutting jaw and a boxer’s nose. Harry Hopkins called him the Irish terrier because the OSS chief always seemed on his hind legs at the end of a leash waiting for his master to let him go. Tonight he would try again.

“Mr. President, I will summarize the contents of my envelope in three sentences.”

Roosevelt grinned appreciatively.

“First, each and every day the war in Europe continues, twenty-eight thousand men, women, and children die.”

The president’s smile vanished.

“Second, a group of German staff officers is ready to assume leadership of the Third Reich if an opportunity arises, and will instantly surrender.”

Roosevelt’s eyes lost their avuncular angle and became unreadable. He lowered the cigarette holder to an ashtray.

“Finally, Mr. President, we have confirmation of General Eisenhower’s report that the German SS is preparing a national redoubt in the Bavarian Alps, where Hitler may be able carry on the war for another two years.”

President Roosevelt started to speak but his throat rattled, and he bent low over the blotter, caught in a coughing fit that left him breathless and even more pale. He lifted the glass of water with a shaking hand. Water splashed to the desktop. He sipped carefully.

He was finally able to rasp, “The bastard is going to outlive me, isn’t he?”

Donovan avoided the question. “Hitler has recently pledged, and I use his words, that he will fight ‘until five minutes past midnight.’ ”

The president blinked several times, and his mouth silently moved. He seemed awash in melancholy. He gripped the wheelchair rims and backed away from the desk. Carpet in the Oval Office had been removed to allow the wheelchair to move more easily. He rolled to a window overlooking the lawn. Most Americans had long before taken down their blackout curtains, but Roosevelt liked “to remain on war footing,” as he once told Donovan. The president pushed aside the curtain, a small act that seemed to consume the last of his strength. It was ten o’clock in the evening. Streetlights and garden lamps and the Washington Monument were dark for the duration, so there was nothing to be seen through the window.

Yet he peered into the blackness for a full minute. Then without turning away from the window, he said softly, as if in the presence of the dead, “You take care of it, Bill.”

That was just enough. General Donovan rose from the chair, retrieved the manila envelope, and fairly sprinted out of the office.
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THE CASTLE
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BERLIN

APRIL 7, 1945

OTTO DIETRICH was curled on the metal cot under a tattered blanket that smelled of urine and old blood. The blanket was alive with biting and burrowing vermin, yet he lay motionless, too uncaring to scratch. His eyes were closed tightly and his mouth was pulled taut in fear.

They always came at noon. A few more minutes. They had left him his watch so he would know when his moment had arrived. But his belt, shoelaces, gold badge, and wallet had been taken. And his bridgework, lest he try to slash his wrists with his false teeth, he supposed.

Dietrich’s cell contained the cot and blanket, a chamber pot, and nothing else. The cell was belowground. Water seeped down the mold-encrusted stone walls to the floor where it gathered in brown pools speckled with rotted waste. A single bulb was behind an iron grate in the ceiling, and it was never extinguished. The door to the corridor was an iron sheet with a viewing port at eye level. Another hatch was near the floor, through which a soup bowl and a cup of water was pushed once a day, and through which would come his Henkersmahlzeit, the condemned’s last meal. There were no windows to the outside, and the cell walls were so thick that sounds could not breach them—not the guards’ footsteps, not the wind, not the other prisoners’ cries. The only noise in the cell was Dietrich’s stertorous breathing and the steady dripping of water.

With an effort that made him moan, the prisoner struggled to a sitting position. He would meet his fate with dignity and would stand when they came for him. He had not bathed or shaved in three months, nor had he had a change of clothing. His skin was covered with dirt and insect bites and open sores that refused to heal. Grease and grime matted his hair and beard.

Dietrich doubled over with a grinding cough. Pneumonia, he suspected. His lungs rattled with each breath. He had lost two teeth while in the cell. His hands shook uncontrollably, and the skin around his fingers had shrunk for want of nourishment. They resembled claws.

Dietrich levered himself from the cot. He placed a hand on the oozing wall to steady himself. He spit into a hand, and pawed his face with it, trying to wipe away the filth. They had reduced him to an animal’s existence, but every day he cleaned himself as best he could. He straightened his foul clothing and turned to the door. They were always prompt.

Dietrich’s cell was in Wing B of the Lehrterstrasse Prison, across the Spree River from Berlin’s Tiergarten. The prison was star-shaped, with three floors of cells. It had been built in the 1840s, patterned after London’s Pentonville. The structure had no adornment. Brick walls and iron bars across small windows spoke of its sole purpose, to punish. Berliners found it impossible to pass Lehrterstrasse Prison without shivering. Many entered the prison. Far fewer left alive. Executions occurred in the cellar.

It had been a busy place since July 20, 1944. At Hitler’s headquarters at Rastenburg in East Prussia, Colonel Count von Stauffenberg’s briefcase bomb had only slightly wounded Hitler because the attaché case had been shunted aside by another officer, and Hitler had been shielded by the conference table’s heavy leg. Colonel Stauffenberg, Generals Beck and Halder, Field Marshal Witzleben, former Leipzig Mayor Goerdeler and other plotters had already met their ends. Five thousand others—army officers, professors, writers, doctors, clergymen, district and town officials, most with utterly no knowledge of the plot—had also been executed.

Before his arrest Otto Dietrich had been chief criminal inspector with the Berlin Police. He had joined the Kriminalpolizei, known to Berliners as the Kripo, after the Great War. Arguing that the investigation of criminal acts was irreconcilable with political police work, he had assiduously avoided involvement in the political police—then called the Schupo—and the growing National Socialist German Workers’ Party and its strong-arm branches, the SA and the SS. He graduated from the Institute of Police Science in Charlottenburg. He won promotion to inspector that year.

Dietrich’s investigative gift was clear from the start. In 1928 he solved the murder of the heiress Elisabeth Hoffer, whose headless corpse had been found in the Spree, put there, Dietrich learned, by her younger sister, whom he tracked to Buenos Aires. Two years later he was assigned to the highly publicized murder of Director Dräger of the Mercedes Palast cinema, who was killed during a kidnap attempt gone awry. Dietrich found the two killers in the German community of Seffert in central Ukraine. And in 1938 when Karl Schwandheist reported that two brigands had stabbed and carried off the body of his wife Marie, Inspector Dietrich found her alive and well in Geneva, spending with her husband the 400,000-mark insurance proceeds he had claimed. Otto Dietrich was a household name in Berlin.

From the door came the scrape of a key, followed by the shriek of metal on rusted hinges. Dietrich’s fear welled up again. The executioner stepped into the cell.

In a land besotted with uniforms, even executioners had their own colors. Sergeant Oscar Winge’s uniform was police green with yellow insignia and carmine-red piping. He had a drinker’s face, blotched and purple, with red capillaries showing on his nose. His razor had missed spots below his mouth and under an ear.

A Gestapo case officer followed him into the cell. The agent had a pinched face, with deep lines like a cracked window. He wore street clothes and the ubiquitous Gestapo accessory, a black leather coat belted at the waist. The agent’s name was Rudolf Koder, of the Gestapo’s Amt IV 3a (counterintelligence.) He was a senior-grade civil servant, a deceptively bland title.

The agent said, “Let’s see what today brings, shall we, Inspector?”

Winge brought Dietrich’s arms behind his back to secure them with handcuffs. He prodded the prisoner through the door into the hallway. A line of dim overhead bulbs marked the way to the death chamber. When Dietrich’s legs sagged, the executioner gently pulled on one of his arms to right him. Their footsteps echoed along the hall. They passed a dozen cell doors, behind which huddled the condemned.

Dietrich had always avoided cases that involved political controversies. He shunned the Drossler case in 1932 when it was clear the National Socialists had framed Drossier. And in 1939 he told his superior, Director Friedrichs, that he would not investigate crimes referred to him by the Gestapo. Only Dietrich’s brilliant successes and his city-wide reputation allowed Friedrichs to resist the Gestapo’s pressure to dismiss the inspector. When Director Friedrichs retired in 1940, Dietrich was passed over for the directorship because of his failure to join the Nazi Party.

There was more to it than that. Dietrich and the chief of the Gestapo, Heinrich Müller, had engaged in a ten-year feud, a running battle in which only Dietrich’s skill and notoriety had allowed him to escape Müller’s wrath. This time, skill and notoriety had not been enough.

And now Dietrich was an inmate in the very prison to which he had sent so many convicted criminals. His crime was as insignificant as it was damning. His brother Joachim had stolen from the Gettels Munitions Works in Hamburg the “L” relay and detonator used in Colonel Stauffenberg’s briefcase bomb. The Gestapo had taken only three weeks to discover Joachim’s complicity in the plot, and he had been executed within twelve hours of his arrest. Otto Dietrich had known nothing of Joachim’s involvement with Stauffenberg and was entirely unaware of the plot. But Dietrich’s blood relationship to Joachim was an adequate indictment. His well-known anti-Party behavior over the years sealed his conviction.

The executioner and the Gestapo agent led Dietrich down three steps to the lowest room in the prison. Above the door was a crude keystone that jutted an inch into the hall. The ancient wood door hung on broad black iron hinges. Rudolf Koder opened the chamber door.

It is little known that the guillotine is the German execution device. Dissimilarities in the German and French guillotines may reflect their differences as people. Whereas the uprights on the French guillotine in the courtyard of the Fort d’Ivry in Paris rise to the heavens, the German machine is short and thickset, its purpose more readily evident. In France, the severed head drops into a woven basket, and while perhaps not a tender invention, the basket compares favorably to the rough plank onto which the German head falls. The French trestle, where the condemned lies while his head is slipped through the lunette below the blade, is decorated with a carved fleur-de-lis to remind the condemned of the state’s authority by which he has found himself in this predicament. The Germans do not bother with such trifles, not wishing to waste the lesson on one who will momentarily be beyond caring.

Winge shoved Dietrich against the trestle and wrapped leather straps around his chest and knees. Lying on the board belly-down, Dietrich was then lowered to horizontal. The trestle was on rails. The executioner slid Dietrich forward until his head was through the lunette. The neck beam was lowered and secured with a metal clasp. The Gestapo agent removed the safety bolt from the upright.

On his stomach Dietrich could see the plank and surrounding stone floor, blackened by a century of blood. He fought for breath, trying not to sob.

The Gestapo agent moved around the guillotine’s ground beam so that Dietrich could see him out of the corner of an eye. “Have you truly told us all you know about Joachim, Inspector?”

“I have,” he whimpered. “I have nothing left to tell.”

It was the truth. The Gestapo had broken him. Dietrich had told them all he knew about his brother, his family, his career, and his religion. He had known nothing about his brother’s treason, but Dietrich had held back nothing. He was bitterly ashamed of his weakness, but he was helpless against them.

“Well, it hasn’t made any difference anyway, has it? Get on with it, Sergeant.”

Dietrich closed his eyes, blocking out the light for the last time. Winge stood motionless for a respectful ten seconds before pressing the button on the upright with his thumb.

With a searing squeal, the blade dropped in the post grooves. It fell for an eternity, for the blink of an eye.

And with a ringing crack, the blade stopped one inch above Dietrich’s neck. The Gestapo agent had replaced the safety bolt.

“Not today, then, Inspector. Not today.”

The executioner released the neck brace and pulled Dietrich from under the lunette. The detective was quickly brought upright. When the straps were released, Dietrich swayed against the sergeant, who seized his arm to lead him from the execution chamber and along the hallway.

Dietrich was propelled into his cell. He collapsed onto his cot.

From the cell door Rudolf Koder said equably, “We’ll return again tomorrow. Right at noon. You may survive our next visit. You may not.”

The door creaked shut. Dietrich pulled the vile blanket over him and brought his legs up against his chest. For twelve consecutive days he had been taken to the guillotine, then returned to his cell.

Dietrich groaned, tightening the blanket around himself and laying his cheek against the cold metal of the cot. His entire frame shook with relief and with dread. His thoughts came only in simple pulses. All he wanted was to get out of this cell. Or out of this life. He didn’t care which.

•  •  •

THE POWS heard the crippled bomber long before they could see it. Allied planes based in occupied Italy now flew so often over the castle ninety miles south of Berlin that the prisoners could identify them by the pitch of their engines. This was an American B-25 Mitchell, and one of its engines was sputtering. Several POWs lifted to their toes for a better view.

“Stay in formation,” shouted Lieutenant Gerd Heydekampf. “Close up there.”

Heydekampf was five feet three, and was known by the POWs and his fellow guards as Dreikäsehoch, three cheeses high. The lieutenant was wearing a greatcoat, short boots, and trousers with ankle-length gaiters, which the Wehrmacht had begun issuing that winter to conserve leather that would otherwise be used in the army’s tall marching boots. He had a square chin and a gold front tooth. He was almost sixty years old, a reservist recalled to duty when the younger guards had been transferred to the front. Most Colditz guards were in their fifties and sixties.

“You there, Davis,” Heydekampf ordered, pointing to a POW in the first British line. “Get back into line.”

Lieutenant Heydekampf was the camp’s Lageroffizier (camp officer), senior to all guards but the commandant. He had lost his left arm in the Great War. The left sleeve of his coat was tucked into his belt. He spoke English well, learned on the job. He was a kindly man who tolerated no cruelty by the guards toward the prisoners.

Standing at sluggish attention, the British POWs were in five-by-five rows. The senior allied officer, RAF Group Captain Ian Hornsby, stood at the front center. The Americans were in the northernmost group, nearest the chapel. Twenty-two guards were in the yard, and more on the catwalks and towers.

Captain David Davis of the Royal Ulster Rifles smiled evilly, then drew a finger across his throat in an exaggerated motion. Not once since D-Day had Davis been addressed by a German guard without responding with the slashing pantomime. Earlier in the war Davis would have been sent to the cooler for five days for such insubordination. Now Lieutenant Heydekampf bit down and turned away. An endless topic of conversation in the guards’ mess was their fate when the Americans or Russians—pray God it would be the Americans—overran the camp. Surely the POWs would not slit their throats once the guards threw down their rifles. But, just in case, none of the guards was going to be anywhere near Captain Davis on that day.

Or anywhere near the nameless American who always lined up during the roll call in the back row, staring straight ahead, chewing rapidly on nothing. The American was captured six months ago, dressed in a U.S. Army Air Force uniform. He had refused to divulge his name or rank to his interrogators at Dulag Luft, the airmen’s reception camp at Oberursel. At Dulag Luft, he had defeated sophisticated interrogation techniques by simply saying nothing, not one word to the interrogator. Instead, after three hours of questioning, the American had reached across the desk to grab the interrogator by the lapels, used him as a battering ram to break open the interrogation room’s door, then sprinted across the campground toward a command car, dragging the hapless interrogator along as a shield. The escape attempt had been foiled by a sentry who had shot the American in the leg, a poor marksman, as he was aiming for his back. After the American had recovered in the camp hospital, he was shipped in manacles to the castle.

None of the guards believed the American to be a flyer. He lacked the airmen’s camaraderie and high spirits, unmistakable among flyers even in the meager conditions at the castle. There was a ruggedness about him, and a recklessness that bordered on indifference to his own safety. The American had attempted six escapes from Colditz, one a month since his arrival, receiving twenty-one days in a solitary-confinement cell each time. He was either escaping or serving time for it.

Still out of sight behind the walls of the prison, the Mitchell bomber drew closer. Its damaged engine drummed unevenly, fluttered, then quit altogether. One engine continued to thunder. Some POWs cocked their ears to better pick up the sound. They could tell the plane was on a northwesterly course. Perhaps its target had been the Leuna synthetic oil plant near Leipzig.

Several intoned silent prayers. Others whispered, “Come on, old fellow,” and, “You’ll make it, friend.”

“Silence there,” Heydekampf ordered. “Back to attention.” But he, too, turned to glance over the roof of the castle, searching for the plane.

Because they were in a forty-yard-square courtyard surrounded by five-story walls, the guards and POWs would not see the plane unless it passed directly overhead. The bomber sounded like it might oblige. Near the passage to the German yard the camp commandant, Colonel Erich Janssen, also stared into the sky. He monitored the roll calls but let Heydekampf do the work, and seldom said anything, merely nodding when Heydekampf gave him the completed roster at the end of the roll call. The sound of the failing bomber grew louder.

Built on a high promontory jutting out over the Mulde River, which flowed north to the Elbe, Colditz was perhaps the least attractive, least romantic castle in Germany. The citadel consisted of a series of wings erected over the centuries that had resulted in a figure eight, with two baileys in the middle of the wings. The south bailey was the prisoners’ yard. The north was the guards’ recreation area. The castle resembled a dormitory, with four-and five-story edifices surrounding the courtyards. The windows were evenly spaced and barred, some looking into the yards, others looking over the apple and pear trees of Upper Saxony. Two Moorish cupola towers were the structure’s only ornament. The lower walls were seven feet thick. The wooden roofs were sharply canted. Dormers extended from the roofs in a haphazard fashion, and brick chimneys dotted the roofs. The entrance to the POW yard was over a moat and through mammoth oak doors. The ground fell away from the castle in terraces, on the west toward the town and in other directions toward orchards. The castle loomed over the medieval town of Colditz, where it was visible from every intersection.

With its guests’ propensities for escape in mind, the castle had been modified. A machine-gun tower had been built in the northwest corner of the terrace outside the walls, giving a sight line down the north and west walls. Catwalks had been erected to eliminate guards’ blind spots in the courtyard and on approaches to the gate. The castle’s eighty-foot-high exterior walls were floodlit, as was the POWs’ bailey. Microphones and primitive seismographs had been planted in the walls to detect digging. The lights went off only during air raids. Guards were on duty all night in the courtyard.

But since D-Day, escape had lost much of its allure, and attempts had largely stopped at Colditz and other POW camps. General Eisenhower had recently ordered POWs to stay behind the wire. “We’ll get to you soon,” Colditz’s senior POW officer had heard Ike say over the camp’s hidden radio. The prisoners knew Ike would keep his word, and so did the guards. The POWs could now hear Allied guns night and day to the south.

Only the American had tried to escape Colditz since Eisenhower’s order. More interested in the American than in the approaching Mitchell, Lieutenant Heydekampf glanced at him again. Until last autumn, food had been adequate for the prisoners. Now the POWs were slowly wasting away. The lost weight had sharpened the angles of the American’s face. With the wide cheekbones, cleft chin, and the three-day stubble he always wore, his face resembled a gnawed bone. His eyes were the gray-blue of smoke. He had thin, bloodless lips. His blond hair was sparse, and he kept it shorter than the POW fashion, little more than bristles along the sides of his head. He was taller than the other prisoners, and until recently his shoulders had sloped with muscles and his arms had filled his shirts. But he was thinning quickly, with the rest of them, and now the cords on his neck stood out and his clothes fit sloppily. The American had an aura of restrained violence about him, a brawler’s presence. The guards knew he was incessantly calculating, searching for weakness and an avenue to exploit. The commandant had ordered that one of the guards on the catwalk above the potato cellar stairs was always to watch the American when he was in the yard. Heydekampf and the other guards often speculated about the American. They had concluded he was both dangerous and mad, an alarming combination.

The POWs’ breaths showed in the raw air of morning, the steam almost filling the small bailey. Their eyes were on the gray sky. The bomber’s remaining engine blustered, echoing between the walls of the courtyard and rattling the windows. The plane sounded as if it was aimed right at the castle. Then the second Wright engine quit, and the abrupt silence in the POW bailey was startling. Heydekampf followed the gaze of the prisoners to the small patch of leaden clouds visible above the castle walls.

The B-25 suddenly filled the sky over the bailey, eight hundred feet above the castle roofs. The bomber was canted on its starboard wing so that the POWs could see the white star on the fuselage. Fire had engulfed the engine cowling on that side. Smoke and flames soared behind the wing as far as the tail gunner’s bubble. The plane’s nose had been hit by flak and was a blackened and gaping hole. The canopy behind the cockpit was a twisted mass of metal churned by white flames. The roof gunner’s bubble was filled with flame, resembling a beacon. The hydraulics had gone awry; the left landing gear was down and the bomb bay doors were open.

The Mitchell was a medium bomber, with a payload of over two tons. This plane was carrying incendiaries, firebombs the size of milk canisters. The flak had detonated incendiaries that were still in their bomb bay cradles. The plane had become a roaring torch.

Heydekampf swallowed hard, at once pitying the Mitchell crew and relieved the bomber would fly well over the castle. The plane would land in the orchards north of the castle or in the Mulde River.

The lieutenant’s relief was short-lived. Canisters were spilling from the open bomb bay. The plane was quickly out of sight again but the bombs remained, sprinkled across the sky in a ragged formation. And they were growing larger.

Heydekampf blew his whistle. “Dismissed,” he yelled in English. “Get into the building.”

The POWs were motionless, transfixed by the specks in the sky.

“Now,” he bellowed. “Get going.”

A stampede began. Guards and prisoners dashed for the doors to the scullery, prisoners’ kitchen, chapel, parcel room, solitary block, and the stairs down to the potato cellar, anywhere away from the courtyard. They quickly filled the barbershop, the guardhouse, and the shower room.

Heydekampf raced for the delousing shed at the southwest corner of the yard, where fire-fighting equipment was stored. The shed was a temporary structure made of clapboard with a shingle roof. The lieutenant yanked on the latch cord and rushed inside.

On one wall of the shed were shelves containing insecticide powders and solutions, an assortment of barber sheers, and a dozen flit-guns. A shower had been rigged but most of the delousing was done with the sprayers. A footbath was in the center of the hut. Tin tubs used to chemically wash clothes were in another corner. Nits, ringworm, fleas, chiggers; the shed had seen them all. Along another wall were stirrup pumps and buckets of sand.

The lieutenant grabbed a pump and was turning toward the door when an incendiary bomb shot through the shed’s roof, showering the room with shingles. The canister slammed into the cement floor and burst open, spewing phosphorous to all corners of the shed and immediately igniting. A second canister blew through the roof, splintering the storage shelves before it split open on the floor and splashed more chemically fed fire across the room.

Furious flames blocked the door, crawled up the wood walls, and surged into the shower and tubs. Acrid black smoke blinded Heydekampf. Fire climbed his legs. The German was surrounded by shimmering sheets of orange flame. He tried for the entry, but the inferno beat him back. He doubled over, his lungs unable to draw in the baked air. He dropped the pump. His cap fell to the pool of flames on the floor. Fire splattered onto his uniform. His hair ignited. He sank to his knees, keenly aware that he was about to die.

And he journeyed straight to hell, surely, for out of the wall of fire stepped the devil, his skin leaping with flame, his eyes sinister red embers. Fire roiled around Satan’s head in a profane imitation of an angel’s halo. The devil’s arms—limbs of flames—reached for the German.

Satan had the same features as the crazy American. It figured, was Heydekampf’s last thought. He toppled toward the footbath.

The American scooped up the lieutenant and charged back out the delousing-shed door trailing flames. POWs immediately smothered the two men with their coats. They wrestled them to the cobblestones and rolled them over and over, choking the flames.

Two other incendiaries had landed in the yard. Guards and prisoners used shovels and sand from the fire station in the British orderlies’ quarters to douse them. Other POWs returned to the yard and ran over to the lieutenant and the American.

The blankets were lifted. Lieutenant Heydekampf’s clothes had become charred shreds. The hair on the left side of his head was scorched. His neck and wrist and calves were raw. The soles of his boots had been burned off.

The crowd around them grew larger. The American rolled to his knees. Smoke wafted from his blackened jacket and pants. His right ear was singed and his right arm would require salve. His eyebrows had been burned almost to the skin.

Lieutenant Heydekampf opened his eyes. Through heat-blistered lips he gasped, “You!” He coughed roughly and panted for breath. “I thought you were the devil.”

The American grinned and spoke to a German guard for the first time since his capture. “I’ve been called that before.”
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THE AMERICAN scraped a rusty nail with a fingernail file. The filings dropped to a tiny red pile on a copy of the Overseas Kid, the German propaganda newspaper for POWs, used mainly for toilet paper. The American worked rhythmically until the nail shone like new.

Next he began filing a piece of charcoal. A cone of shavings grew on the paper. Also on the table was a tin marked NUR FÜR KRIEGSGEFANGENE (FOR POWS ONLY), a grainy jam distilled from sugar beets. Leaning against the wall was a baseball bat he had carved from a pole stolen from the castle shop.

He was on the first floor of the British ward. At his elbow was dinner: one-seventh of a loaf of black bread and three small potatoes. At the stove near the door Lieutenant Reginald Burke of the Royal Tank Regiment was stirring tomcat stew, a catchall for anything available that day.

“Are yours in, Yank?” Burke called from the stove.

The American threw him the three potatoes. Burke sliced them, letting the wedges drop into the kettle. The stew also contained a handful of barley and kohlrabi, a plant resembling a turnip. He tossed in a pinch of salt. Pepper was not issued because a POW who was attempting escape had once thrown it into a guard’s eyes. Tomcat stew was inedible to anyone but the starving.

The POWs knew the American as John, and they knew it was a pseudonym adopted to protect his life, for reasons they could only guess. The American had told only the senior allied officer his true name.

Burke was a Londoner, with hooded eyes and ears that stuck out at ninety degrees from his head. The turret of his Churchill tank had been on fire when he fled through the hatch, and the burn scar on his neck resembled purple crepe. He lifted a pot from the stove, then moved to the table to fill the American’s cup. The ersatz coffee smelled like a wet dog.

Two other kriegies were lying on their bunk beds, weak from pneumonia and dysentery. The Colditz infirmary was full. The American opened a D-bar from a Red Cross parcel. He cut the chocolate into fourths. Then with his spoon he gathered the crumbs that had fallen from the bar while he quartered it. He placed these atop the chocolate pieces, careful to apportion the crumbs evenly.

Burke ladled stew into a bowl. “This is as ready as it’ll ever be.”

The American rose from the table to take a bowl and cup from Burke. He carried them to a bunk where Captain Lewis Grimball of the Wiltshire Regiment was shivering under his blanket. The spring thaw had not reached the castle’s interior. The American helped him to a sitting position. Grimball coughed raggedly. The American wiped spit from the corner of Grimball’s mouth then held the cup to his lips.

Grimball sipped, then wheezed, “This tastes like bloody dirt, John.”

“Here’s your chocolate.” The American placed the candy in his hand, then stirred the nail rust and charcoal powder into the ersatz coffee, and handed it to the Brit. Rust prevented anemia and the charcoal helped control dysentery.

Grimball coughed again. He nibbled on a piece of bread.

The American also served a meal to Lieutenant Richard Cornwall of the Essex Scottish (Canada) Regiment, who was lying on his bunk near the stove. The walls of the ward were gray stone, and the slate floor was set in a rococo pattern, perhaps designed by a Saxon duke. The bunks, table, a few chairs, and a stove filled the small room. Nails had been hammered into the ends of the bunks to hang clothes. One shirt was hanging on a nail near a wash bucket filled with water and with prunes, raisins, and sugar from Red Cross parcels. Fermented a month, the concoction would have a horse’s kick. When guards approached the ward, a POW would yell, “Goons up,” and the hanging shirt would be tossed into the wash bucket. The guards assumed a POW was doing his laundry. When the Jerries left, every drop of the brew would be twisted from the shirt. Two barred windows overlooked the prisoners’ yard.

When the American returned to the table, Burke placed a soup bowl in front of him. As they reached for their spoons, the door opened and the senior allied officer entered the ward, followed by the ranking American officer.

The American and Burke dropped their utensils and quickly rose to attention.

“At ease,” the SAO said. “May we have a few words with you, John?”

Group Captain Ian Hornsby had lost his Handley Page Halifax and three fingers of his left hand over occupied France, and had been caught attempting to walk out of Stalag Luft I at Barth dressed as a chimney sweep. Hornsby had seemingly taken all of Colditz’s privations onto himself. He had lost sixty pounds, and his body had become spindly. He had a mulish mouth and a wisp of a mustache. Hornsby shook his head at Reginald Burke’s offer of coffee.

“We thought perhaps you could tell us what’s going on,” said Harry Bell, the senior American POW. Bell liked to complain that his position as senior American officer didn’t amount to anything because there were only five Americans at Colditz. Major Bell’s bomber and fifty-one other B-17s—one-fifth of the attacking force—had been shot down during the Regensburg raid, August 17-18, 1943. Bell’s face had been pinched by his months in captivity, and deep lines were around his mouth. His eyes were surrounded by a network of wrinkles.

The SAO said, “We’ve gone along with your determination to remain anonymous, believing that you faced a firing squad or service in a slave labor gang if the Jerries found out who you were. You told only me and Bell here, and we’ve told no one. Except London, when you first arrived here.”

The American might have nodded. His face lost its usual trace of merriment. He was wearing a wool sweater under a duffel coat and a black watch cap. His angled face, harsh in good times, had become bony. The skin had sunk around his cheekbones and jaw. He had not lost teeth like many of the POWs, and they were even and white. He asked, “A message on your radio?”

The POWs knew a radio was in the camp somewhere because BBC war news was known almost immediately after a broadcast, spread by Hornsby’s runners, who would memorize ten sentences of news, then repeat it verbatim to gatherings of POWs. For security reasons, only Hornsby and two others knew that the radio was hidden in a table leg, or that half a year ago Hornsby had devised a wireless code, a multiple substitution with frequent changes. When a Geneva Red Cross official visited Colditz, Hornsby had asked him to take a message for his wife, and cable it to her from Geneva. It had contained the code, which England accepted. Hornsby had been receiving coded instruction since then.

Working his mouth silently and frowning, Bell had been staring at Jack Cray. Finally he spoke, clipping his words for emphasis. “Captain Cray, we’ve been ordered to get you out of here.”

The corners of the American’s mouth lifted. “My friends call me Jack.”

“You’ve told us nothing about yourself,” Bell said angrily. “All we know about you is that you are a crazy escaper.”

The last had been a particularly crazy attempt. When an electrician’s truck was entering the yard through the main gate, the American took off, madly running past the guardhouse and over the moat bridge. Three Rottweilers tackled him seconds later. Then the guards reached him. A melee ensued, resulting in four guards being thrown into the moat, one with a broken jaw and another with a shattered kneecap. It took three blows to the American’s skull with a rifle butt to bring him down. The American required 140 stitches in his legs and buttocks from the dogs’ slashing fangs.

Bell demanded, “Why have we been told to spring you from this place?”

“Did the message say?” The burns on Cray’s arm were covered with gauze.

SAO Hornsby said, “We thought you might have a clue.”

Cray shook his head.

Glowering, Major Bell shifted on his seat. “I suspect you do know, goddamn it, and . . .”

Hornsby interrupted, “There have been almost no gone-aways from POW camps in the past half year. It’s just not worth it anymore, with the Allied armies getting closer every day. And now when there is an escape, the Gestapo takes over the facility.”

“Things are hard enough here without letting the Gestapo have an excuse to run the castle,” Bell said, still glaring at Cray. “Christ, our men are going to start dying if those bastards mete out a camp penalty, cutting the ration any further.”

Reginald Burke poured more coffee. “Can I go with you, Yank?”

Hornsby ignored him. “Captain Cray, the Germans are no longer toying with escapees, giving out the twenty-one-day confinements. The Gestapo has issued an order that all escaping POWs are to be handed over to them. That means if you’re captured you’ll either be shot outright or sent to the Grandenz Military Prison, which might be worse.”

“There must’ve been more to the message,” Cray said.

Hornsby looked at him closely as if trying to divine his thoughts. “A Berlin address and a code word. Horseman. Does that mean anything to you?”

“Not a thing.”

Bell asked: “Captain, why would they send you to Berlin, of all places? If you’re so valuable, why aren’t they getting you out of Germany, instead of further into it? And why do anything at all, with the war weeks from ending?”

Cray shrugged.

“And the message directs you to divert and distract on your way to Berlin,” Hornsby said. “That’s the term it uses. Divert and distract. Why, do you think?”

Cray rubbed his chin. “So the Germans will use up a lot of men and matériel searching for me, I suppose. Maybe my mission is just to be a feint.”

Hornsby stared pensively at the American. Finally he said, “Well, we’ve got to get you out of this castle. I’ve got an idea, a good one. You willing to try it?”

Cray grinned widely. “Can I go today?”

•  •  •

KATRIN VON TORNITZ walked carefully along Lassler Street, stepping around a crater filled with murky water, then around an uprooted tree, torn from its planter by a high-explosive blast. It was ten in the evening, and the city was black, with no streetlights or neon. The few cars in the street had tape over their headlights. She carried a heavy suitcase, a prewar Rugieri from Milan. On Katrin’s lapel was an ornate lily pin designed by the Berlin goldsmith Emil Lettine and given to her on her twentieth birthday. The case and the pin were among the last bits of the life she had once known.

She ducked into a doorway to let a column of Home Guards march by, some with Panzerfausten antitank rocket launchers over their shoulders, most carrying only shovels. They were old men, bedraggled and ridiculous. At the intersection to the north an apple-red post-office van also waited for the guardsmen to pass. Amid the chaos of Berlin was a berserk normalcy: mail was delivered daily, newspapers were printed morning and evening although most had been reduced to single sheets, and telephone calls could still be made from Berlin to any part of Germany.

Like many Berlin automobiles and trucks, the van had no hood over its engine. Hoods and trunk lids had been sucked away by the vacuum that follows a bomb detonation. On a reader board on the side of the post-office van was the message THE FÜHRER’S WHOLE LIFE IS STRUGGLE, TOIL, AND CARE. WE MUST TAKE PART OF THE LOAD OFF HIS SHOULDERS TO THE BEST OF OUR ABILITIES. An elderly woman walked by, wearing a scarf around her hair and a briefcase with shoulder straps, a recent Berlin invention for shoppers who spent most of their days in lines.

Across the street was a building that had been a bakery. Most of the top-floor roof had been blown away. On the bakery door was a placard reading ACHTUNG! MINEN! An unexploded bomb was inside.

The old men’s footfalls faded. Katrin glanced nervously along the street. Most of the tenements on the road had been destroyed. At the end of the block, a bathtub was perched in the air, attached to a pipe above a mountain of shattered masonry.

Katrin saw no one, so she briskly crossed the street. She had developed the Berliner Blick (the Berliner look), the habit of glancing over her shoulder for the Gestapo. She wore a gabardine coat with the collars pulled up against the wind. On her feet were “Goebbels shoes,” flats with pressed-cardboard soles. They were sodden with rainwater. Most of Katrin’s high heels had been broken on Berlin’s perilous sidewalks and streets. Hats had not been rationed, and so had come into their own. Hers was green felt, peaked in two ridges, approximating a hat she had seen on Vivien Leigh in an English movie before the war.

Again Katrin surveyed the dark street. Still no one. She pushed against the bakery’s shattered door. Her coat brushed against the bomb warning, and she stepped inside. Glass shards snapped under her shoes. The darkness was thick; black shadows on shadows. She held her hand up to ward off hanging wires and timbers. Her fingers found an oven built into a wall, and she barked her shin on an overturned chair.

She vaguely saw another warning poster tacked to a wall at the back of the bakery. The bomb lay under the pile of wreckage. A ragged hole had been punched through the ceiling above the mound of debris. She stepped around support pillars that gleamed like oilskins, damp from the rain dripping from the floor above. She felt along a wall of the room until she came to a stairway. She was met with the scent of corroding flesh. The Rescue Squad had missed a body somewhere under the rubble.

She climbed the stairs, splintering clumps of plaster with her shoes. The second floor was open to the sky. Rain had dampened beams and the floor. She stepped on a broken mirror, cracking it further. Moving slowly, she crossed the room to the window, which had only slivers of glass sticking up from the frame. No one was on the street below.

Katrin found a barrel chair and placed her suitcase on it. She flipped the clasps. Inside was her radio, a pack wireless once used by a Wehrmacht infantry squad for unit messages. A powerful amplifier and frequency multiplier had been installed. She pulled a small compass from her pocket. It had been a toy, issued to a member of the Deutsche Jungvolk, the branch of the Hitler Youth for ten-to fourteen-year-olds, but it worked well enough.

Before Allied bombing had begun in earnest, she would have known which direction was northwest, but most of Berlin’s landmarks had been toppled, and it was dark. She squinted at the compass’s tiny needle, then squared herself to the northwest, toward another smashed window.

Unrolling one of the wire antennas, she picked her way across the room to the window’s fractured casing. She retrieved a thumbtack from her coat pocket. The end of the antenna had a tiny loop. Bending close to the casing, she pressed the tack through the wire circle and into the wood. She did the same with the second wire antenna.

The two wires made a broadside array antenna, boosting the transmitter’s radiation along the plane of the wires toward London. In directions lateral to the plane the broadcast waves largely canceled themselves out. Each half-wave wire was a precise length, and they ran to the window exactly three feet apart, all to put the radiation waves in phase.

She brought up her wristwatch. Still five minutes to go. She righted a captain’s chair, brushed dampness from the seat, and lowered herself into it. She turned her head to gather in the wrecked and black room. Through the gaping holes in the ceiling, she could see the red night sky, colored by the fires set by American bombs that day. She wanted to grin at fate’s irony but she lacked the energy.

Katrin von Tornitz had not visited Berlin until her twenty-third birthday, seven years ago. In 1902 her grandmother, Countess Voss-Hillebrand, had been one of the Ladies of the Palace. When the kaiser changed the title Lady of the Palace to Lady-in-Waiting, and appointed new Ladies of the Palace ranking above them, the countess stormed out of the court and left Berlin for the family estate in the Mecklenburg area. She raged anew when she learned from a family friend, Ludwig Count Oppersdorff, the court marshal, that the kaiser enjoyed making jokes at the countess’s expense, vulgarly approximating her bosom. The countess swore her family would never return to the city, and her iron will had prevailed for decades. Not once in her fifty-five years had the countess’s daughter—Katrin’s mother—visited Berlin. Only when her grandmother died—of an accumulation of bile, the family suspected—could Katrin venture to the great city.

During her first evening there, at the Hotel Esplanade, Captain Adam von Tornitz had approached her as she was standing near a terrace fountain. Cosseted away in the Voss-Hillebrand estate most of her life, Katrin was defenseless against the gallant Wehrmacht officer. That evening he had whispered into her ear that she was das Ewig-weibliche, the eternal feminine, a phrase from Goethe. They were married ten days later.

Their love was a gift from God, she knew then. Their years together played themselves out joyfully, even though they were together only a few days here and there when the captain received a leave. What they lost in those days apart they made up for in intensity when they were together. She was convinced then—and still fervently believed—that their love was a unique creation, unattainable by other humans. With Adam she had found her fulfillment.

Adam von Tornitz was arrested on July 28, 1944, tried before Judge Freisler in the People’s Court for complicity in Colonel Stauffenberg’s plot, then taken to Plötzensee Prison, where he was hung by piano wire from a meat hook. Rumors circulated in Berlin that a motion picture camera had been in the death chamber, and that Hitler watched the movies at night. She never learned what, if anything, her husband had done to assist Stauffenberg.

Her grief had made her a traitor to the Fatherland. At Adam’s funeral, one of his friends, Colonel Wilhelm Becker, expressed his sympathy, then added cryptically, “Katrin, if you would like to do something in memory of Adam more substantial than tossing flowers onto his casket, let me know.” Becker was with the Wehrmacht Administration Office in Berlin.

She had been doing her part for the Reich for three years, working as a radio operator for OKW (the High Command of the Wehrmacht), assigned to G Tower, the thirteen-story antiaircraft complex built on the grounds of the Berlin Zoo. She had known nothing of the messages she sent or received. They were always in code, and she knew radios, not codes. She had spent her days over a Morse sender.

She had been fired at OKW the day Adam was arrested. Had she not been so disconsolate after Adam’s death, she might have feared for herself because the Gestapo often arrested the accused’s family members. But she was numb to everything but grief. And then rage began to kindle.

So she had visited Colonel Becker at his home in Dahlem. Three days later she received the pack wireless and a one-time pad, a booklet with codes printed in red for enciphering and black for deciphering, and made of cellulose nitrate, which burns quickly and leaves no latent images. Each page of the book contained a new, random key character, to be used only once for each plain text character. A one-time code is unbreakable because it never repeats.

She was also given a route that took her from the Tiergarten to Kreuzberg south of the city center then back to the Friedrichstrasse Station, during which she checked three drops. She was to transmit whatever message she found, but there had never been any, until today. She had found in her southerly drop a message that the sender asked be transmitted immediately. Katrin did not know that a milkman had made the drop. She had transmitted his message that afternoon.

Colonel Becker had also told Katrin of the Gestapo’s new radio direction finder, a circular antenna mounted on a black Opel. She was not to broadcast twice from the same location, and she was never to send for more than thirty seconds. Buildings with ACHTUNG! MINEN! on them were free from squatters and looters. She knew the risk of treading inside buildings where high explosive duds had fallen, but she no longer feared anything.

Berlin was a city of widows, and they had grown to look alike, with vacant eyes, compressed lips, and the timid expressions of those eternally fearful of more dreadful news. Katrin had fought this sameness. She wore lipstick and a light stroke of eyeliner, though not much because heavy use of makeup was unpatriotic. Her face was slightly over-featured, with vast Prussian blue eyes. Adam had said they were the color of the Havel River. Her eyes had once been able to switch from glacial to gay in an instant. They had an inexhaustible supply of expressions. Now they were only mournful. The slightest of webs had begun around her eyes, giving her a delicate majesty. Her nose was sharp. Her smile had been luminous, as if lit from within. She could not remember the last time she smiled. Adam had reveled in her black hair, and had called her “my little raven.” The ebony hair, blue eyes, frost-white skin, and her full rose lips were jarring in their kaleidoscopic colors. Adam had trouble finding his voice that day they had first met each other on the Esplanade terrace, he had later admitted.

She removed the one-time pad and a pencil from a pouch in the suitcase. She waited until the dial on her watch clicked onto the hour. Her radio was set at 13,500 kilocycles. She removed her hat to place the headset over her hair. The set painfully pinched her ears. She tapped her call sign, PAT, arbitrary letters she had chosen during her first broadcast. Then she sent a series of Vs so London could precisely tune to her signal. She repeated the dit dit dit dah three times. Her next letters were NA, meaning she had no message to send that night.

From her headset came a series of Vs. England was acknowledging her signal. The Morse ended. That was all she ever received. She was about to remove her headset when the receiver stuttered into life again. An actual message. She fumbled for the pad. Unable to see the paper clearly in the dark, she jabbed her dots and dashes across the pad. Twenty seconds later it ended. She clattered an acknowledgment of Vs.

Deep clefts grew between her brows, and a moment passed before she could take off the headset and lift herself from the chair. The message was brief, so she decoded it as she sat there, squinting mightily, as if that might help her see better in the dim light. Decoded, the message said only, “Follow Horseman’s instructions.”

She knew of no one named Horseman.

Her sudden responsibility slowed her as she wound the antennas and packed the suitcase. Carrying the case, she cautiously descended the stairs, again whiffing the body hidden in the ruins of the bakery. She paused at the door, checking the street. A dozen refugees were tramping along, kicking up puffs of new snow, looking for shelter for the night. She waited until they had passed, then darted from the building, and she was worried.

And she would have been more worried had she known of the black Opel two blocks away. The car had been traveling back and forth along the roads, but always closer and closer to her, its radio direction finder moving left and right. But when Katrin ended her broadcast, the car slowed, then stopped, having failed again to find her in time.

•  •  •

DIETRICH WAS STARING at his wooden bowl, attempting to occupy his mind by guessing whether the white bits floating in the clear fluid were rice or maggots. He tried to push aside hopes that his doctor might visit again. One week had passed since the first visit, and the doctor had said he would return again in a week, if possible. He had come at mealtime, seven days ago. The chance he might return had been a spark of hope for the prisoner, as faint and improbable as it was persistent. Seeing somebody other than the executioner and Gestapo agent Koder come through the door was a glittering prospect. Dietrich slowly lifted the spoon, having determined that once he sipped the soup, all possibility of the visit would end.

The latch sounded. Wearing a knotted frown, Rudolf Koder pushed open the metal door and stood aside to let the doctor into the cell.

Dietrich closed his eyes a moment at the answered prayer. Then he carefully put the bowl to one side and stood to greet the visitor.

“Otto, you look even worse than last week,” Kurt Scheller said, gripping his friend’s arms.

“You humor me.” Dietrich’s voice cracked, and he failed to make himself sound anything but pitiable.

The doctor helped lower Dietrich back to the bench. Scheller’s face was narrow, with cheeks so drawn that the outline of his teeth showed on them. His neck was as thin as his wrists, and he was so slight he was lost in his clothes. His smile was warm.

“Did you find out anything about Maria?” Dietrich’s words tumbled forth. “Could Golz find out anything? Did you talk to Wunninburg? Did they get anywhere?”

Scheller shook his head. “I’m afraid not, Otto.”

Dietrich closed his eyes. Erwin Golz was director of Berlin police, Dietrich’s superior. And Alfred Wunninburg was general of police, Golz’s superior. Maria Dietrich had been arrested because of the new practice called Sippenhaft—the arrest of kith and kin.

“I spoke with both Golz and Wunninburg, Otto. Several times. They tried hard, but they couldn’t locate her.”

“Maria is alive, though?”

“They couldn’t even tell me that. She was arrested soon after you were, and has disappeared somewhere in the political prison system. They told me police officers don’t have any influence in those places. Director Golz said he has used all his chits just to get me inside Lehrterstrasse Prison to see you these few times.”

A roach crawled along the floor toward the bucket that served as the privy. Dietrich rubbed his forehead, hiding his eyes. He didn’t want the doctor to see his tears. But Dr. Scheller had served the Dietrich family for a generation, and knew his patient. He lowered himself to the bench and gripped Dietrich’s hand.

“Don’t give up hope, Otto,” the doctor said in a low voice. “You are still alive. You have survived this long. Don’t give up.”

Dietrich looked up. He whispered, “Did you bring it?”

Scheller answered lamely, “The guards took my black bag away from me before letting me into your cell and . . .”

“You aren’t answering my question, Kurt. Did you bring it?”

Scheller inhaled hugely. “I’m dead set against this, Otto. It’s against all my beliefs and all my training.”

“And that’s damned easy for you to say, because in two minutes you are going to waltz out of here back into the sunlight.” Dietrich gripped the doctor’s arm. “You brought it. Give it to me.”

Scheller glanced at the closed cell door, then he pulled off a shoe and held it upside down. A silver pill dropped into his hand. Dietrich reached for it, but the doctor closed his hand.

“Otto, you must pledge something to me.”

Dietrich scowled with frustration.

Scheller continued, “You won’t use this until all hope has ended, and you can no longer endure.”

Dietrich nodded noncommittally.

“Do you pledge that to me?” Scheller persisted. “Do you swear? Maybe there will be good news about Maria. We can still hope. Wait until you hear.”

After a moment Dietrich answered quietly, “I’ll wait until I hear.”

Indecision written on his face, the doctor slowly opened his hand and let Dietrich claim the pill.

“What do I do?” the detective asked.

“Bite down on it, and close your eyes. It’ll do the rest.”

“How long does it take?”

“Thirty seconds.”

The cell door opened. Agent Koder said, “Your time is up, Doctor.”

Scheller rose from the bench. “Remember your pledge, Otto.” He stepped toward the door. “I’ll try to get in next week again. Wait for me. You’ll wait for me?”

The cyanide pill in his hand, Dietrich lay back on the cot and turned to the wall, not strong enough to watch his friend disappear through the door.
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LIEUTENANT HEYDEKAMPF detested these marches, but the Geneva Convention allowed them so he bit down and paced along the wall near the chapel, waiting for it to end. Every time news of an Allied victory reached Colditz Castle, the POWs would march in brisk formation, to and fro in the tiny yard, flaunting the Allied achievement. The British and American POWs had become expert in tight about-faces.

Today the POWs were marching to celebrate the United States Ninth Army’s capture of Essen, an event that had happened just the day before, April 9. Heydekampf knew the POWs had a radio hidden in the castle because the entire POW population learned the BBC news on the same day it was broadcast. Despite searches that had entirely destroyed the wards of the SAO and Captain David Davis—who Heydekampf suspected was chief of X-Organization, the POW escape committee—Heydekampf’s flying squads had been unable to find the radio.

The left side of Heydekampf’s scalp was open and raw from the fire, so he was without his cap. Bandages were patched around his neck and wrist, but he seemed to hurt all over. Even his missing left hand seemed to be pumping pain into him.

The POWs were using an American marching chant: “She left. She left. She left, right, she left. You had a good home. You had a good job. You had a good life, but she left, right, she left.” The interminable refrain crawled up Heydekampf’s back. With the war going as it was, the POWs marched every day.

The chant abruptly stopped, and Heydekampf’s head jerked up at a new sound. The wail of a cat whose tail was being pulled. Or the screech of fingernails dragged across a blackboard. A chilling noise he had never before heard. Coming from the formation of marchers.

He blew his whistle and the parade halted. The sound continued. The devil’s dog braying, it sounded to Heydekampf.

“What is that noise?” he demanded in English. “What have you got?”

Harold MacMillan, of the Argyle and Sutherland Highlanders, called out, “Bagpipes, sir.” He was standing at attention at the back of the POW formation.

Heydekampf charged across the yard to the POW. MacMillan held the bag under his arm. His fingers were on the chanter. Three drones lay across his shoulder. MacMillan was the shortest man at the castle, barely five feet one. He said in a thick Scots brogue, “The windbag has the Black Watch pattern. Lovely, isn’t it?”

For a moment the German lieutenant was frozen by the sheer brazenness of the bagpipes. This musical instrument—if it could be called that—lifted the POWs’ impudence to an outrageous new height.

He sputtered, “Where did you get that, MacMillan?”

“Lieutenant, may I speak with you?”

Startled at the voice, Heydekampf turned to find the camp commandant, Colonel Janssen, standing at his shoulder.

“Of course, sir.”

The colonel led him to a spot near the blackened ruin of the delousing shed. The ward wall above the shed had been colored by the flames. That section of the castle, called the Saalhaus, was for senior POW officers, and in ancient times had been the armory. The stone had resisted the fire.

Janssen had won an Iron Cross at Flanders in the Great War, and he wore the decoration on his tunic. With the shortages, he had lost weight, and his gray uniform coat hung loosely on him. He had a miser’s face, with tiny features and suspicious eyes.

He said, “Lieutenant, about the bagpipes.”

“Yes, sir?”

“I am allowing the prisoners to accompany their marches with that infernal instrument. I see no harm in it.”

The parade resumed. The bagpipes’ caterwauling made Heydekampf ball his fists. The prisoners marched in time, their wood clogs clacking against the cobblestones.

Lieutenant Heydekampf said through teeth clenched against the din, “Where’d it come from, sir?”

Colonel Janssen’s face was carefully deadpan. “I purchased it at a curiosity shop in Leipzig yesterday.”

A puzzled moment passed, then understanding creased Heydekampf’s face. “And you received a good-conduct testimonial in return, is that it, sir?”

The colonel drew himself up stiffly. “You are being insubordinate.” Then he softened. “I know you are dedicated to the service of this camp, Lieutenant Heydekampf. Thanks to you, no POWs have escaped in all your time here as camp officer, a remarkable achievement considering the escape artists interned here. But your dedication to the Reich should not cloud your understanding of what is to come for us.”

Heydekampf asked with acid sweetness, “You are saying that we must look out for ourselves, is that it, Colonel?”

“POW Captain MacMillan signed a document saying that I had treated him humanely during his two years at Colditz. This piece of paper may get me through difficult times in the weeks to come. To insinuate that I’ve acted traitorously is unfair to me, Lieutenant.”

Heydekampf chewed back his anger. The colonel was right. Janssen was a patriot and a fine prison administrator. And he was always fair. He had divided evenly among the guards the American airmen’s emergency rations found in the downed Mitchell bomber, which had crashed in a pear orchard a kilometer from the castle. Heydekampf’s portion had come to half a can of Spam and a Hershey bar, his first chocolate in three months. None of the American crew had survived. Their bodies had been pulled from the wreckage and buried in the military cemetery near the river. Their dogtags would be given to the Red Cross.

The good-conduct testimonials had lately become a currency in the camp. Heydekampf knew that Colditz’s other Lageroffizier; Lieutenant Birzer, had traded a precious kilo of bacon for one from the POW tank officer, Lieutenant Burke. Some of the guards were gathering them like children collected stamps before the war, believing that if they could present twenty of the testimonials their blamelessness would be proven beyond doubt.

Heydekampf smiled crookedly. “Couldn’t you have made it a trumpet, Colonel? I don’t know how much of this racket I can endure.”

“POW MacMillan was a difficult bargainer, and . . .”

Shouts came from the marching formation. Janssen and Heydekampf turned to the sound. A fight had erupted among the prisoners. The bagpipe was thrown into the air. Two prisoners fell to the ground, flailing at each other. The other POWs roared, quickly choosing sides.

Heydekampf rushed toward the fray, then hesitated, quickly swinging his gaze the length of the yard. Fistfights were classic POW ruses, designed to draw attention away from an escape. The lieutenant saw nothing unusual. He started again for the two brawlers. One of them was Harold MacMillan.

“Break it up,” he bellowed in English. He waded into the crowd.

Another shout, a desperate animal shriek of fear, instantly halted the fight. The cry came from the direction of the Saalhaus, the same corner of the yard where the remains of the delousing shed were.

Heydekampf pivoted to the sound. He saw a body slam into the ground.

“No,” he gasped, then sprinted toward the body, pushing aside POWs. He came to the broken form.

It had come to rest facedown at the base of a five-story wing of the castle. A brown cardboard suitcase made from a Red Cross bulk-food box had hit the ground nearby, as had two moss-covered shingles.

Heydekampf rolled the body over.

“Damn,” he said softly. “Damn it to hell. It’s the crazy American.”

Blood was coming from the American’s ears, which Heydekampf knew from his Great War service was evidence of a fractured skull. The blood was gathering at the American’s neck, staining his coat and flowing onto the ground. One of the American’s eyes was blackened and filling with blood. A ruptured eye socket. The POW’s arm must have crashed into the ground first, because it projected behind his shoulder at a twisted, unnatural angle. The American lay on the cobblestones like a rag doll.

Commandant Janssen and Group Captain Hornsby came to the front of the crowd.

Heydekampf opened the suitcase. A spare sweater was inside, along with ration tins containing escape fudge, a treacly molasses, raisin, and chocolate mix made by the POWs for cross-country journeys.

Heydekampf reached for the POW’s wrist. He waited a long moment with the American’s wrist between his finger and thumb before he announced, “No pulse. He’s dead.”

“Of course he’s dead, Lieutenant,” Group Captain Hornsby said bitterly. “He fell five bloody stories and hit your goddamn stone courtyard.”

A sentry on the catwalk over the yard gate called out, “Halt. Hands up.”

Heydekampf spun to the new sound. The guard had his rifle at his shoulder, aimed at the roof above the Saalhaus. Heydekampf moved quickly through the crowd and across the yard almost to the chapel door across from the Saalhaus, where he could see to the roof.

POW Burke was hanging from the ridge line of the roof with one hand. A suitcase was in his other hand. His feet were scrabbling for purchase. He managed to catch the peak with a heel, and he levered himself to a sitting position. A track of missing moss indicated where the American’s body had slid down the roof before pitching into space.

Burke raised his free hand and yelled, “Schiessen Sie nicht. Ich ergebe mich.”

Don’t shoot. I give myself up. It was a lifesaving phrase memorized in German by all would-be escapers.

Heydekampf waved at three guards. “Go get POW Burke from the roof.” He returned to the Saalhaus wall.

Colonel Janssen was kneeling next the American’s body. He, too, was searching for a pulse, his hand wrapped around the POW’s other wrist. He exhaled heavily. “He’s dead.”

“Scheisse,” Heydekampf muttered.

Dabbing at a tear, Ulster Rifleman David Davis turned away. The American had been a good sport, someone to enliven an evening with a story or two. Ike and Monty were coming as fast as they could, but the war had not ended quickly enough for the American.

Janssen ordered a nearby guard, “Get a bag from the infirmary.”

Heydekampf moved along the crowd of POWs to the senior allied officer. “Your fight over the bagpipes was a ruse, was it not, Captain Hornsby? A little choreography to distract my guards?”

Hornsby said nothing.

Anger clipped Heydekampf’s words. “You see what has resulted from your game? A good soldier is dead, thanks to your escape pranks. You live with that for a while.” The German’s voice carried emotion he could not control. “And why in the world would you try to free this man when your troops are days or weeks away? You can hear your own guns every day as well as I can.”

Commandant Janssen also addressed the SAO. “Tell me what you saw, Captain Hornsby.”

Hornsby stuck his chin out.

“I am asking you if you witnessed any German action in this matter. Any brutality? Any involvement by a guard?”

Hornsby’s voice was brittle with contempt. “Protecting your record, Colonel? Hoping none of us will testify at a war crimes trial in a few months?”

“You have been treated as civilly as possible by me and my staff. You know that and so do I. Now I demand that you clarify in front of these British and American and German witnesses what was seen here.”

The RAF officer looked along the line of the prisoners. “I didn’t see anything untoward,” he admitted. “Anybody else see anything?”

The prisoners murmured they had not.

“Good.” The commandant walked rapidly between the POWs across the yard toward the underpass to the German yard.

Lieutenant Heydekampf said quietly, “We’ll bury him today, Group Captain Hornsby. I will issue some wood and white paint from the shop if you will have one of your men construct a cross.”

Heydekampf glanced again at the American, a pile of broken bones, a parody of a human. The lieutenant began toward the gate, stepping through the crowd of POWs. But he was brought up by David Davis, who would not get out of the German officer’s way.

Davis glared at the German, then slowly drew a finger across his own throat.

Heydekampf shuddered. He brushed past the POW and hurried toward the shop.

•  •  •

SS PRIVATE BRUNO PATZER knew the garden had once been a lovely atrium, with fountains, a tea pavilion, and a greenhouse full of hyacinths and jasmine, the blossoms the Führer preferred on his table. The garden would have offered little solace on this bitter night, though, even if bombs had not destroyed it. The private shuffled his feet, trying to keep warm. His post was the camouflaged guard tower that had a clear view of the entire Reich Chancellery garden. His sentry box was fifteen feet above the ground. It was unheated, but a roof was over his head. The day had been unusually cold for April, and now rain was falling heavily.









OEBPS/images/9781501131912a.jpg
A NOVEL

JAMES THRYER





OEBPS/images/9781501131912.jpg
FIVE
PAST
MIDNIGH'T

A NOVEL

JAMES THAYER

SIMON & SCHUSTER







OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/contents.html

    Contents


    Thanks


Epigraph


Prologue


Part One: The Castle


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Part Two: The Armory


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Part Three: The Range


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22




