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Prologue

KATYN FOREST

NEAR SMOLENSK, RUSSIA

APRIL, 1940

THE POLISH OFFICERS knew they were in trouble when the train stopped.

At first they were quiet. After a time some began to pray, some cursed. But most stood in silence in the dark interior of the boxcar, waiting. They were officers, their pride untarnished in defeat. And they waited.

From outside, heavy boots marched on the gravel rail siding, dogs barked and soldiers shouted orders in Russian.

The doors of the boxcar were pulled back, grinding and scraping on rusty tracks. The officers filed across the rail yard as instructions in Polish blared over loudspeakers.

Autobuses arrived, their windows blackened, their rear doors open wide like the jaws of serpents. Inside the buses were cages: one Polish officer per cage, thirty officers per bus. The doors slammed shut.

Darkness.

A rutted road led deeper into the forest, out of earshot, away from prying eyes . . . away from everything.

The officers’ hands were bound. Names were recorded in books that would never see the light of day.

A narrow path disappeared into the trees, still deeper in the forest.

It was a crisp, clear April morning. Tree sparrows flitted about, crocuses were budding, the forest awakening. The ferns were wet with morning dew, the air heavy with the dank odor of moss—and the stench of death.

A Russian major stood near an open pit, a gaping hole, an obscene scar on the pristine landscape.

The major barked a command, and Russian soldiers shoved a Polish officer to the edge of the pit. The Pole stared into the carnage, then looked at the major. Their eyes met for an instant. The major turned away.

A Russian soldier put a pistol to the back of the Polish officer’s head. It was easier if he didn’t have to look them in the eye.

A gunshot echoed through the silent forest.

The sparrows flew away.

The major made a check in his log. There would be more than twenty thousand checks before it was finished.

According to the Order.


One

5 AUGUST 1944

THE ASSASSIN STOOD IN THE SHADOWS of an alcove and watched the activity on the other side of the street. The lamps along Stawki Street, just west of Warsaw’s City Center, had been shot out during the first days of the Rising, but the night sky was illuminated with brilliant, yellowish-white flashes. German artillery units were pounding the Wola District two kilometers to the west, and an acrid, smoky haze hung in the air. The ground trembled beneath his feet with each jarring concussion.

But he waited.

And watched.

A few minutes earlier, two canvas-covered trucks had pulled up in front of the deserted three-story warehouse, and several prisoners wearing black-and-white concentration camp uniforms had jumped out and begun unloading wooden crates. Two German SS troopers with automatic rifles watched over them, glancing at the western sky whenever a particularly loud burst of artillery echoed through the streets, shattering the last unbroken windows. The SS troopers appeared nervous, though this neighborhood was still under German control.

The assassin checked his watch. It was almost time. He brushed the dust and specks of ash off the front of the uniform he’d taken from the dead Waffen-SS trooper the night before. He had made sure it was a clean shot to the head so as not to soil the jacket with blood. He wanted to look his best for SS-Sturmbannfuhrer Karl Brandt.

At exactly 2200 hours, a flash of headlights swept through the gloom as a long, black auto wheeled around the corner and screeched to a stop behind the trucks. The driver jumped out and opened the rear door of the powerful German-built Horch. The assassin watched as SS-Sturmbannfuhrer Brandt squeezed out of the backseat like an over-ripe melon and tugged on the bottom of his uniform tunic in a futile effort to cover his sagging beltline. The obese officer barked a command to the SS troopers and plodded toward the warehouse.

The assassin stepped out of the alcove and marched across the boulevard, his right hand resting lightly on the holster strapped to his waist. As he approached the automobile, he shouted loudly enough to be heard over the bursts of shelling, “Guten Abend, Sturmbannführer!” With his right forefinger, he flipped open the strap of the holster.

SS-Sturmbannfuhrer Brandt stopped and turned toward the street, a bewildered look in his eyes. “Ja, was ist—”

The assassin drew the Walther P-38 from the holster and in one smooth motion fired a single shot into Brandt’s forehead, then a second into the chest of the driver. He stepped over Brandt’s body and fired two quick shots at the SS troopers, who stood staring at him in frozen astonishment. One of them went down instantly. The other required another round.

The striped-uniformed prisoners dropped the crates and stood ramrod stiff, arms in the air, their faces white with fear. An instant later, a group of men wearing red-and-white armbands bolted from the shadows of a building across the street. Brandishing an assortment of weapons, they charged past the stunned prisoners and barged into the warehouse.

From inside, shouts in Polish and German—

Gunshots—

Then it was quiet.

The assassin calmly approached the quivering prisoners and holstered his gun. From his pocket he withdrew a red-and-white armband, emblazoned with the Polish eagle, and slipped it on. “We’re AK,” he said. “Armia Krajowa, the Home Army. Get inside.”

He followed the prisoners into the building and down to the cellar, glancing around in satisfied amazement. It was better than he had thought. Jammed into the damp, earthen-floored room, stacked floor to ceiling, were hundreds of wooden crates, their contents clearly identified with stencils in typical German thoroughness: Gew-43 rifles, MP-38 submachine guns, 7.92mm anti-tank rifles, Mausers, Lugers and thousands of rounds of ammunition. It was a cache of weapons the AK desperately needed. It would keep them going for another week, perhaps longer.

Two of the AK commandos dragged Brandt’s body and those of the SS troopers into the building, stripped off the troopers’ uniforms and put them on. They took the automatic rifles and went back outside. The assassin dispatched a runner to the City Center AK commander, who would send in reinforcements and move up the barricades. The AK had gained another kilometer of territory.

Then he motioned to one of the other commandos, who tossed him a canvas bag. The assassin untied the drawstring, withdrew a handful of red-and-white armbands and held them out to the prisoners. “You’re free men now. You can join us or not. It’s your choice.”

The prisoners stood immobilized, their dark, sunken eyes wide with astonishment. They were a scrawny lot—dirty and unshaven, lice crawling through their hair—and they were wary, accustomed to expecting the worst at any moment. Finally one of them, a tall emaciated Jew with a yellow star sewn on his uniform, stepped forward and whispered, “Thank you.” He took an armband, slipped it on and saluted with a trembling hand. One-by-one the rest followed.

When the unloading activity resumed, the assassin sat down on one of the crates, removed his eyeglasses and carefully cleaned them with a handkerchief. He put them back on and lit a cigarette. His name was Adam Nowak, or it had been, back in another life. It was a name he hadn’t used in five years, a name almost forgotten, like the life that had at one time existed for a reason other than murder and mayhem. To his comrades in the AK he was known by a code name, as they all were. His was Wolf. An appropriate name he’d always thought, a night stalker, an assassin.

Adam glanced at the beamed ceiling as the building shook, sending dust and bits of plaster drifting downward. The shelling was getting closer every night. He brushed the dust off his jacket. The AK had taken the Germans by surprise when they launched the Rising a week ago and had managed to take control of Warsaw’s City Center, Old Town and a few other areas. But the victory was short-lived. Now they would pay the price under a barrage of German artillery.

Adam stood up, dropped the cigarette butt on the earthen floor and ground it out under his heel. He walked to the back of the cellar where an enormous, broad-shouldered man with a shaved head stood guard over two other SS troopers captured by the AK commandos when they stormed the cellar. The big man’s code name was Hammer. He stood with beefy arms folded, glowering at the SS troopers, who sat on the dirt floor with their hands tied behind them.

Adam was short and slender, though deceptively strong. With his thinning hair and wire-rimmed glasses, many would expect that he was a banker or an accountant—or a student in law school which, in fact, he had been in his previous life. Standing next to Hammer, he seemed to take up hardly any space at all.

“What do we do with these two?” Hammer asked.

Adam looked down at the German soldiers. They looked young, he thought, just boys. Then he drew the Walther P-38 and shot both of them in the head.


Two

6 AUGUST

THE TRAIN SLOWED around the last bend, rocking from side-to-side, steel wheels scraping against steel rails as it neared Warsaw’s West station. Standing in the passageway between the fifth and sixth cars, Natalia Kowalska held onto a handrail with her right hand and glanced at her watch to check the time. They were three hours late. It was just past five o’clock in the afternoon, but it seemed like the middle of night. She’d seen the fires as the train approached the western suburbs, sliding deeper into the cloud of hazy smoke with every kilometer.

Natalia bent down to see out the window as they crept slowly into the station, passing a line of grim-faced German SS troopers, who stood on the platform clutching submachine guns. When the train finally shuddered to a halt with a blast of venting steam, Natalia jumped to the platform, blinking her eyes against the sting of smoke and ashes. As she pulled out the step to assist the departing passengers, she heard a clatter of hobnail boots pounding down the wooden platform. A guttural voice barked in German, “Raus! Raus! Everyone out!”

As the SS officer approached her, Natalia adjusted her blue railway conductor’s cap and shouted to be heard over the noise, “This train is continuing on to—”

The officer jabbed his nightstick into her ribs. “Everyone off! Schnell! Mach schnell!” Then he marched on ahead, banging against every window, waving his hand, “Raus! Raus!”

Instantly it was chaos: bewildered people stumbling off the train and scurrying along the platform, dragging luggage and children behind them; SS troopers shouting; dogs barking; the air thick with smoke and haze. Natalia backed up against the brick wall of the station and watched for a moment, keeping her eye on the SS officer, who was trotting farther up the train, banging on windows, jerking people out of the cars and onto the platform. She removed her conductor’s cap, stuffed it into the black bag clipped to her belt and stepped into the flow of departing passengers.

Outside, the chaos turned to mass pandemonium. Thousands of panicked and disorientated people clogged the streets, pushing and shoving in all directions. Fires raged while German army trucks plowed through the crowds, running over anyone who couldn’t get out of the way. Soldiers leaned over the sides of the trucks, shooting indiscriminately at terrified civilians.

Pulled along with the frenzied crowd like a cork on the ocean, Natalia desperately tried to get her bearings. She was only vaguely familiar with this part of Warsaw, but the rendezvous with her contact was to be at a church in the Wola District, which she knew to be north of this station. The dense smoke and ash made it difficult to see the sun, but Natalia realized the crowd was moving south to escape from the fires. She had to get back across the tracks and head north.

After a few minutes, which seemed like an hour, the stampeding throng crossed a bridge over the railway, and Natalia spotted a breach in the chain-link fence running along the tracks. She shoved and elbowed through the crowd, glancing around to see if any soldiers were nearby, then scrambled down the embankment, dropped to her knees and crawled through the fence.

In the smoke-filled confusion of wailing people, machine-gun bursts and thumping artillery fire, Natalia sprinted across the tracks, then turned and trotted parallel to the fence line until she found another breach—this one caused by the charred remains of a bus that had plowed through the fence—and emerged on the north side.

Keeping to the side streets where there were fewer fires, Natalia made her way north, darting across intersections and ducking between burned-out buildings whenever she heard growling truck engines and clanking tank treads. She rounded a corner and was about to cross over the tram tracks that ran down the center of Avenue Kasprzaka when a crowd of shrieking women and children, running in the opposite direction, knocked her back against a building. As the frantic crowd rushed past, Natalia regained her balance and glanced in the direction they had come from. She froze and stood motionless as her mind tried to comprehend the gruesome scene before her.

Fifty meters away, in the middle of the street, a bulldozer was at work, scooping hundreds of human corpses onto a pile. A gang of SS troopers tossed scraps of wood and paper onto the pile, while another trooper wielding a flamethrower set it ablaze. Beyond the pile, a bus had overturned, and a third gang of SS troopers methodically machine-gunned the passengers crawling out through the windows.

Natalia crept back into the shadows between two buildings and leaned against a brick wall for support, swallowing hard as trucks rumbled past delivering more bodies to the blazing pile. She felt lightheaded and her stomach was churning, so she stayed a few minutes longer until the noxious stench of burning flesh finally forced her to move. Her legs tingled as she crept unsteadily between the buildings, found an alleyway and made a wide circle around the blazing corpses.

An hour later Natalia slipped through the side door of the Church of the Sacred Mother in the center of the Wola District, and was once again assaulted by the scent of death. This time it wasn’t an actual smell—though the air was heavy with a pungent sulfurous haze—but more of an aura, an ominous feeling that something dreadful had just happened. She hesitated just inside the door and glanced down the shadowy hallway that led to the sanctuary as the last hazy glimmer of twilight filtered through the transom windows above the door. She took a step into the hallway and—

“Don’t!”

She stopped.

“Don’t go in there,” whispered a voice from behind her.

The hairs on the back of her neck bristled, and she stood still for a moment, waiting until she could take a breath, then turned slowly toward the voice. As her eyes adjusted to the dim light, Natalia saw a figure standing in a narrow doorway at the end of the hall opposite the sanctuary. “Falcon?”

“Yes. Come quickly.”

She took a step closer, and the tall, muscular man motioned with his hand. “Follow me. They may come back.”

Natalia followed him through the doorway and down an ancient stone staircase. A lighted kerosene lantern hung from the wall, and Falcon grabbed it and continued on through another doorway. They hurried along a damp corridor with rough stone walls and a beamed ceiling for fifty meters, then entered a small windowless room.

Falcon closed the door behind them and set the lantern on a wooden table. In stark contrast to the madness outside, it was eerily quiet, the air musty, as though they had entered a tomb. “I thought you might not make it,” Falcon said. He turned and placed a hand on her shoulder. “You’ve seen what they’re doing out there?”

Natalia stared at Falcon in the flickering light of the kerosene lamp, then shrugged off his hand. “It’s barbaric, even for the Nazis. There are bodies everywhere: women, children, piled up in the streets like cordwood. They’re setting fire to them!” She ran a hand through her short-cropped brown hair and rubbed her irritated eyes. “Who on earth chose this location for the rendezvous?”

“Stag, of course. But we held this area until twenty-four hours ago.”

Natalia cursed under her breath. “We got as far as the West Station,” she said. “Then the SS ordered everyone off the train. Everything was on fire, and the area was crawling with storm troopers. I just barely got out of there.”

Falcon hand-rolled a cigarette and lit it. He was a whole head taller than Natalia, with thick black hair and steely dark eyes. The bars of an AK captain were prominent on the collar of his makeshift uniform.

“The church?” she asked.

He shook his head. “They’re all dead. The SS herded the whole group into the sanctuary—priests, nuns, a dozen or so children. Gunned them all down. Happened just before you got here. Damned good thing you didn’t walk into the middle of it.”

Natalia took the cigarette from him and inhaled deeply.

“What did you see on the way into Warsaw?” he asked. “We’ve heard they’re bringing in reinforcements.”

“That’s why it took so long to get here. We were diverted onto sidings three times for German transport trains—tanks, armored cars, artillery, dozens of troop carriers.” She glanced around the small, austere room, suddenly feeling claustrophobic, and took another drag on the cigarette. “The word is that Hitler’s furious and he’s gone berserk. Imagine a motley bunch of Poles wanting to take back their capital city.”

Falcon managed a grim smile that faded quickly. “They’ll step up the artillery barrage again right after dark, so we’d better get the hell out of here.” He pointed at the black bag hanging from her belt. “Anything from Krakow? From the Provider?”

Natalia removed the folded conductor’s cap from her bag, thumbed through the railway schedules, ticket vouchers and a variety of other official odds and ends, then carefully lifted up the false bottom. She removed an envelope and handed it to Falcon.

Suddenly, a thundering blast shook the building, and a beam cracked in the ceiling above their heads. Natalia instinctively dropped to her knees as the beam sagged, and a giant chunk of plaster broke loose and shattered on the floor.

Falcon shoved the envelope into the breast pocket of his jacket and grabbed the lantern. Natalia scrambled to her feet, and they bolted from the room as a second blast brought down the rest of the ceiling.

They raced through the corridor and up the stairs, retracing their steps back to the main hallway, which was miraculously still intact. They burst out the side door, into a narrow cobblestone street and onto Avenue Wolska amidst shrieking artillery shells, shattering glass and a thousand bricks cascading onto the street in heaps of rubble.

Natalia’s heart pounded as she followed Falcon past the remains of once-stately buildings that lined the east-west thoroughfare, through a blurred pandemonium of terrified people, faces streaked with dust and ashes, bleeding, crying and cursing. A man staggered from an alley and almost knocked her down, a bloody stump dangling from his shoulder.

Then a monstrous explosion hammered Natalia’s eardrums. The ground fell away, and she landed hard on shattered cobblestones. Ignoring the piercing bolt of pain in her hip, she got to her feet and lurched to the right as a second eruption of bricks and glass obliterated the street. Falcon shouted something, then disappeared into a storefront. She followed him through a maze of toppled shelves and broken crates, out a back door and into another street. Choking on dust and smoke, they continued on, dodging flying debris, climbing over rubble, heading east.

Eventually the shelling was behind them as they made their way, breathless and covered with dirt and soot, from the Wola District into the City Center. Slowing to a walk they rounded a corner where barricades loomed ahead, fashioned from paving blocks, railroad ties and sheets of corrugated metal. Tattered red-and-white flags fluttered from makeshift poles alongside banners emblazoned with Poland’s white eagle. Sweat ran down her face, and her legs felt like rubber as Natalia walked in silence beside Falcon, toward a group of men and women wearing the armbands of the AK.

It was close to midnight when the shelling finally ceased, but fires raged on in the Wola District and most of Warsaw’s other western suburbs, sending clouds of thick, black smoke and a stench of death billowing into the night sky. But an uneasy quiet hung over the area of the city occupied by the insurgents of the AK. In a small three-room apartment near Pilsudski Square that served as an AK district headquarters, Natalia sat on a faded brown sofa, smoking a cigarette.

She didn’t really enjoy smoking but it was something to do, something to keep her hands busy and her mind off the bloody faces and burning corpses she’d seen on the street that day. She blinked away the images and exhaled slowly, glancing around the dingy parlor. A red-and-black banner displaying the letter “P” fashioned from an anchor along with the words Polska Walczy—Poland Fights—hung on the wall between the windows.

Across the room, Falcon sat at a table opposite Colonel Stag, an AK officer Natalia had met once before. Falcon handed over the envelope Natalia had carried from Krakow. Colonel Stag slit it open, extracted the documents and looked them over carefully, one-by-one, shaking his head, occasionally grunting.

When he was finished Stag dropped the last page on the table and pushed back his chair. “Jesus Christ, the depravity of these Nazi bastards is beyond belief. New efficiencies in gas-fired ovens? You’d think they were talking about baking bread.” He stood up, walked over to the window and stared out at the street where a group of AK commandos sang songs around a bonfire. Stag was a short, stocky man, built a bit like a large bulldog. He sighed, his broad shoulders sagged. “My brother and his family were sent to Treblinka, you know.”

Still staring out the window, Colonel Stag took another drag on his cigarette, then stepped back to the table and ground it out in an ashtray. He grabbed his chair, carried it across the room and sat down facing Natalia. “You’ve done excellent work. And so has the Provider, whoever he or she is. I’ve passed along every document you’ve given to Falcon.”

Natalia thought about the Provider, and the others in Krakow, the risks they’d taken over the years, the lives that had been lost. “Not that it did much good,” she said.

“It’s evidence,” Stag replied, “and it’s in the hands of our Allies. Someday these monsters will be made to pay.” Then he leaned forward, his ice-blue eyes intense. “But now, you’re with us, here in Warsaw where we’ll make our stand. This could all be over quickly.”

Natalia tensed. “The Russians?”

Stag nodded. “The Red Army has reached the east bank of the Vistula: twelve divisions, a tank corps and heavy artillery just south of Praga, less than ten kilometers away.”

“Ha!” Falcon sprang to his feet and paced around the room. “It’s true? They’re coming in to help us crush these Nazi bastards?”

Colonel Stag was silent, and Natalia watched him closely. He appeared thoughtful, a flicker of doubt in his eyes.


Three

12 AUGUST

NATALIA RACED UP THE STAIRS and followed the boy into a vacant room. She knelt at an open window and watched the horrific engagement unfolding before her eyes. From the second floor of the deserted office building she had a clear view of the hospital across the square. A German Panther tank had blown several holes in the outer walls of the building, and a fire raged inside. Patients in hospital gowns spilled out of the doors and ground floor windows, coughing and gagging, some reaching back to help with stretchers.

The boy crouched next to Natalia. He was thin and wiry and not much taller than she. He was young, about twelve or thirteen she guessed, but his face was fixed in determination, as though he’d done this many times.

“Ready?” she asked.

The boy nodded and calmly unbuckled the canvas knapsack he’d been carrying.

Natalia turned back to the window. Twenty or thirty men converged on the hospital wielding clubs and crowbars, a few with handguns. They were Ukrainian conscripts, tough violent brutes recruited by the Nazis. A German Waffen-SS officer flanked by three storm troopers stood near the Panther tank, arms folded across his chest as the gang of Ukrainians broke into a run, charging forward in a mad frenzy, shouting and cursing, bashing heads, kicking and beating the sick and wounded patients.

Then a sudden burst of gunfire erupted from a building on the other side of the square. The Waffen-SS officer and two of the storm troopers went down instantly. A Ukrainian was shot. Then another.

Gunshots erupted from a second building and caught the Ukrainians in the crossfire, picking them off one after another. The third storm trooper dove for cover behind the tank.

It lasted only a few minutes. The few surviving Ukrainians scattered, and the shooting died down. Then it was quiet, except for wounded hospital patients moaning and crying for help.

Natalia dug her fingernails into the rotten wood of the windowsill. After five years of war she was used to Nazi barbarism—at least she thought she was—and when Colonel Stag had sent out the appeal for help in Warsaw, she had quickly volunteered for what everyone in the AK knew would be Poland’s last chance for freedom. And now, after seeing the slaughter in the Wola District, and watching the wanton brutality taking place beneath her in the hospital square, she knew they were in a struggle to the death. For years she had followed orders and done her duty, smuggling documents, dodging the SS and Gestapo. But now the stakes had been raised.

Natalia jerked her head to the left at the sudden clamor of clanking steel treads and a growling diesel engine. She slipped her right hand into her jacket pocket, feeling the cold steel of her pistol, then stood up and moved out of sight at the edge of the window.

The Panther tank crept forward along the street directly below. The monstrous machine’s turret swiveled, and the gun barrel arced upward, pointing at the building across the square where the first shots had come from. The tank commander stood in the open hatch, shouting directions, his black leather beret cocked to one side.

Natalia withdrew the pistol and glanced at the boy, who held a Molotov cocktail in one hand and a lit match in the other. She counted to three then stepped in front of the window, gripped the pistol with two hands and leaned out. The tank was almost directly below her. She sighted on the center of the black beret, held her breath and pulled the trigger.

The beret disappeared in a splatter of red and black as the tank commander toppled over the side. Natalia quickly backed away from the window and in a blur of motion the boy stepped in front of her. Without hesitation, he held the match to the Molotov cocktail’s cloth wick, leaned out the window and tossed the flaming bottle of petrol into the open tank hatch. Then he whirled around, and the two of them dove to the floor as a fireball erupted with a jarring whump!

A blast of heat washed over their heads.

Natalia jumped to her feet and scrambled for the door, the boy right behind her, clutching the knapsack as they fled from the room and hustled down the stairs to the ground floor. She stopped in the hallway near the back door of the building to catch her breath.

“Hah, we fried those sons-a-bitches, didn’t we?” the boy chirped, slapping his hand on his knee as he leaned against the wall. He smirked as if he’d just scored a goal in a football match. This was their first assignment together, but Natalia had heard about him before. He was a skinny lad with tousled blond hair and a grimy face. She wondered how many others he had fried since being recruited into the AK.

She slowly pulled the door open, checking the street to make sure it was clear. They stepped out and sprinted through the alley and down the street to another building.

Natalia glanced back at the boy, who followed close behind her as they inched along the side of the building. “Stay alert,” she said, though it was rapidly becoming apparent that he needed few instructions from her in the tactics of guerilla warfare. She turned back and continued on until they had a view of the hospital square.

Thick, greasy smoke from the burning tank drifted across the open area where dozens of hospital patients lay bleeding on the grass among dead Ukrainians. The patients that could walk huddled together in a tight group and stumbled across the lawn toward the street, several of them carrying others on stretchers. Two AK commandos wearing red-and-white armbands ran across the lawn and took up a stretcher. A few local citizens emerged tentatively from the cellars of adjoining buildings and stood watching. A man and woman ran toward the patients. Two others followed, then three more, taking up the stretchers, helping the patients cross the street.

Then another tank appeared.

Natalia’s mouth dropped open, stunned at the inconceivable sight.

Three women stumbled along in front of the Panther tank, acting as human shields. A rope was tied around each of their waists and secured to the tank. Waffen-SS troopers trotted alongside, right behind the women who, to Natalia’s astonishment, shouted at the AK commandos, imploring them to fire at the tanks.

An instant later the ground beneath Natalia’s feet heaved, and she fell to her knees as a thunderous blast erupted from the tank’s gun barrel. A cloud of dust billowed into the sky. The side of the building she and the boy had just vacated slid into the street.

As the tank plowed forward into the rubble, one of the women tripped over a pile of fallen bricks and was dragged beneath the clanking treads. The other two, now shrieking and flailing their arms, stumbled over the clutter of shattered bricks and wood, trying desperately to stay on their feet. But the massive growling machine, with scraps of the first woman’s blue-and-red skirt caught in its treads, barged into them. Staggering, falling, one after the other, the women finally disappeared beneath the tank.

Natalia went rigid. As the tank rumbled on, she spotted something in the rubble. An arm emerged then a shoulder as the last woman dragged under the tank struggled to lift her head.

Natalia bolted into the street. But she stopped abruptly as one of the Waffen-SS troopers following the tank looked down at the struggling woman, then pointed his rifle at her and shot her in the head.

For an instant everything seemed frozen in time. The SS trooper turned away as though he’d just shot a varmint in a farmyard. Natalia’s hand clutched the pistol in her pocket and, before she realized what she was doing, her right arm was extended and the pistol was pointed squarely at the SS trooper’s back.

She blinked.

And pulled the trigger.

Then everything seemed to happen at once.

She heard the boy shout. An instant later he was next to her, tugging at her sleeve and dragging her to the ground.

They rolled over on the cobblestones as a gunshot cracked, and the air whistled above their heads.

When Natalia looked up, a second SS trooper stood over the body of the one she’d just shot. He chambered another round and aimed directly at her.

Another gunshot echoed off the buildings, this one from behind her. The SS trooper slumped to the ground, his rifle clattering on the street.

Natalia got to her knees and looked back in the direction of the second shot.

An AK commando sprinted forward, waving his hand for them to stay down. He dropped to one knee, raised his rifle and fired twice over their heads, dropping two other SS troopers with deadly precision. Then he lowered the rifle and ran up to them. He was a thin, serious-looking man with wire-rimmed eyeglasses. “Get back against that wall,” he said quietly but firmly.

The boy grabbed Natalia’s elbow, and they backed up against the building as three other AK commandos sprinted into the center of the square, carrying a PIAT anti-tank gun. She crouched low with her hands over her ears as the PIAT’s barrel flashed. The Panther tank shuddered with a deafening bang!

The tank’s turret rotated toward the square.

The PIAT flashed again, and the tank rocked with a second bang!

The turret stopped.

The hatch popped open, and black smoke billowed out. A tank crewman frantically clawed his way out the open hatch, face blackened with soot, his shirt on fire. He was halfway out when he collapsed and slid back into the burning tank.

Natalia stood ramrod stiff. Her ears rang so badly she couldn’t hear, but she caught a sudden flash of movement from the corner of her eye.

On the other side of the square, a German Army truck barreled onto the lawn and skidded to a halt. Waffen-SS troopers leaped from the back of the truck and charged across the lawn toward the PIAT crew. An instant later a horde of screaming AK commandos poured out of the buildings surrounding the square.

Gunfire erupted from every direction—

SS troopers fell—

Commandos fell—

Bodies clashed in a melee of hand-to-hand combat—

Then it was over.

In a haze of gun smoke, a small group of breathless commandos stood motionless in the center of the square, surrounded by dozens of dead bodies.

Natalia leaned back against the building and wrapped her arms around her chest, staring at the carnage in the square. Overwhelmed by the madness and the senseless, brutal slaughter, her mind went blank. She felt . . . numb.

In the street, the woman who had struggled to lift her head was now still.

The boy crouched next to her. Blood trickled from a cut on his cheek, and his blond hair was matted with dust. He was called “Rabbit” by the AK commandos because he could run like the wind, and he knew where the stockpiles of Molotov cocktails were hidden in the cellars, trash bins and sewers throughout Warsaw’s City Center.

Natalia slowly slid down and put a hand on the boy’s knee. “Thank you,” she said quietly.

Rabbit shook his head. “I didn’t do anything. We’d both be dead now if it hadn’t been for Wolf.”

“Wolf?”

“The commando wearing the glasses, the one they call ‘the assassin.’ Damn, I wish I could shoot like that.”

Natalia searched the square for the slender AK commando, but the haze was too thick and dozens of people were milling around. She leaned her head back against the building and wiped the sweat from her forehead.

Rabbit rolled a cigarette. He licked the edge of the paper, stuck the limp cylinder in the corner of his mouth and struck a match. He inhaled deeply then handed it to her.

Natalia took a drag from the flimsy cigarette and held the smoke in her lungs for a moment before exhaling slowly. It helped. She took a second drag and handed it back. “Where is your home?” she asked.

“Anywhere I happen to be,” the boy said with a shrug. “Fuckin’ Krauts bombed our house in ’39. But I’m still here. They aren’t gonna haul me away like they did my brother.”

“Your brother?”

Rabbit picked a bit of tobacco off his lip and spit in the street. “He was two years older than me. We were the only ones who made it to the cellar that night. But six months later a couple of SS bastards stopped him on the street . . .” He took a drag on the cigarette and stared at the ground.

“You’ve haven’t seen him again?”

Rabbit shook his head. “I stayed with my aunt for a while, but she got sick and died. AK’s my family, been that way for most of the war.”

The boy looked up, staring silently into the street and the square beyond, holding the cigarette between his thumb and forefinger. After a few minutes he flicked an ash and said, “He was bigger than me, but I could beat his ass in football anytime.” His eyes widened, and he smiled broadly as though he were seeing the game being played out in front of them. “He’d always line up on the opposite side, and he’d try like hell to give me a shoulder or take a swipe at my ankle, but I was too fast, way too fast. He’d curse at me, call me every name in the book and try to run me down, but I’d just laugh and pound the ball into the goal.”

“What was his name?”

The smile slowly slid off his face. Then he carefully stubbed out what was left of the cigarette and put it in his shirt pocket. “We don’t have names, remember?”

They sat quietly for awhile, watching the square as the last of the hospital patients were carried off. Another group of AK operatives appeared, riding in a battered truck filled with concrete paving blocks and railroad ties. Barricades went up and flags were raised. Territory was gained, perhaps to be lost again the next day.


Four

15 AUGUST

COLONEL STAG RAPPED HIS KNUCKLES on a table, and the chatter in the room subsided. It was warm, the air heavy with cigarette smoke and body odor as more than fifty AK officers and commandos jammed into the cellar of the Polonia Bank building. Natalia sat next to Falcon on the right side of the room, occasionally glancing up at the ceiling at the sound of German artillery fire, now less than a kilometer to the west.

It had been three days since her encounter with the Panther tanks, and she and Rabbit had been involved in several other firefights since then, but none nearly as bad as the bloodbath at the hospital. She’d been lucky so far: just some scratches and bruises, and her hip still ached from the fall on the first day. But she was tired. She hadn’t slept well, seeing images of the women dragged under the tank every time she closed her eyes.

Falcon put his arm around the back of her chair as Colonel Stag started the briefing. His hand brushed against her shoulder. She didn’t respond. Sometimes she did but not always. It was a casual thing, their affair. Nice enough at times, but generally . . . tedious.

The building shook again, harder this time, and several of the AK commandos near Natalia glanced around nervously. The Germans were firing massive anti-siege howitzers from railcars that launched projectiles weighing more than two tons, the infamous “screaming cows” that could flatten entire buildings with a single strike.

“We’ve lost the Wola District,” Colonel Stag said gravely, his hands folded tightly on the table in front of him. A murmur of curses swept through the room. The colonel stood up and stepped over to a map of Warsaw hanging on the back wall. With a red marker he drew a line along the western edge of the City Center. “General Bor has ordered all remaining AK units in Wola to pull back behind this line. The barricades are being reinforced tonight. The last of the weapons have been removed from the warehouse on Stawki Street and relocated to Old Town.” He took another marker and made five X’s along the red line. “We’ll set up machine guns and mortars at these points. Riflemen will be positioned in the windows of the buildings behind them. We expect they’ll hit us hard tomorrow. At all costs, we hold this line.”

“What about communications with our units in the Jolibord District?” someone asked from the center of the room.

“We’re running telephone lines through the sewer mains,” Stag replied. “The work has already started. We’ve pulled Rabbit and some of the other boys off ‘cocktail duty’ to help out, especially to crawl through some of the smaller tunnels.”

A few good-natured cheers and bursts of laughter broke out as someone shouted, “Rabbit better not carry those cocktails with him. The fumes will set them off!”

Natalia turned to see who made the joke. It was a heavyset, barrel-chested man with a full beard, clenching a cigar between his teeth. Then she noticed someone else, another man, who stood nearby, yet slightly apart from the crowd. He looked like—

Her attention was diverted back to the front of the room as the colonel rapped the table again. “We’ve received reports from the British that we can expect an RAF airdrop tomorrow night. This time the target area is Place Krasinskich.”

Another murmur rippled through the crowd. A man behind Natalia muttered, “Good Christ, flying right through the city with smoke as black as hell and anti-aircraft guns firin’ those fuckin’ 88s.”

“What about the Russians?” another commando asked. “When are they coming in?”

Colonel Stag’s face tightened. “We’ve had no direct contact with them, but our intelligence reports say they will be arriving soon.”

Natalia shook her head. She knew it was all lies. Colonel Stag probably did too. She had been raised in a small village in eastern Poland. Her brother had been a cavalry officer, captured by the Russians after their sneak attack in September of ’39. Then, two weeks later, when the Red Army entered their village and burned it to the ground, her parents and her uncle and aunt had disappeared along with hundreds of others. None of them had ever been heard from again.

As Colonel Stag was about to adjourn the briefing, an AK officer wearing the uniform of a Polish Army captain stood up and cleared his throat. Natalia recognized him. His code name was Pierre, the commander of AK forces in Wola. He was a friend of Falcon’s and about the same age, but tonight he looked much older. His face was drawn, and there were dark pouches under his eyes. His voice cracked as he spoke. “More than thirty thousand civilians in the Wola District were murdered just last week, Colonel. Women, children, even priests and nuns, their bodies tossed into heaps and burned like garbage.”

The room fell silent.

Pierre took a long breath before continuing. “It’s that monster Heisenberg and his SS Twenty-Ninth Brigade. More than half of those vicious bastards are criminals the Germans released from concentration camps. The rest are conscripted Russians and Ukrainians. They’re just wanton killers, slaughtering innocent people! We’ve been ordered to pull out of Wola, but we’ve got to do something about that son of a bitch!”

Colonel Stag was silent for a moment, his expression darkening. “SS-Hauptsturmfuhrer Heisenberg is under surveillance,” he said finally.

Pierre persisted. “Do we have a plan—?”

“Wolf will take care of it.”

Heads in the group turned to the left. Natalia followed their gaze to the man she had noticed earlier, the one who stood apart from the group. He was slightly built, but in a wiry, rugged sort of way, with thinning hair. He wore glasses—

“Natalia?”

“What?”

Falcon leaned close. “I said we should go.”

She nodded.

The man called Wolf looked directly at her; their eyes met for an instant, then he turned away and headed for the door.

The meeting was breaking up, but Natalia remained in her chair, staring at the doorway.

Falcon put a hand on Natalia’s shoulder and squeezed. “Wolf?” he whispered. “You know him?”

Natalia shook her head. “No . . . I don’t.” She managed a thin smile. “It’s nothing. Let’s go.”

Adam sat on the edge of the bed smoking a cigarette in his tiny third-floor room overlooking the square in Warsaw’s Old Town. The briefing had ended an hour ago, and he was mulling over some details of tomorrow’s mission when his thoughts drifted to the young woman wearing a railway conductor’s uniform who’d been sitting across the room next to Falcon. The uniform must be a cover, allowing her to travel safely from Krakow to Warsaw. He’d heard that someone was making that run—an AK operative in Krakow, an undercover courier who’d been smuggling Nazi documents for years.

Adam realized he had seen her once before, a few days earlier, in the midst of the battle at the hospital when she had run into the street to rescue one of the women who’d been dragged under the tank. She was petite and rather plain, not remarkable in any way. Yet, there was something . . .

He shook his head to clear away the distraction. What did it matter? Nothing mattered except the mission. That’s the way it had been for years, just the mission, no distractions, no connections, nothing—just the killing. And that was fine with him. The killing was what mattered. It pushed everything else into a dark corner of his mind and kept things simple. Just the way he wanted it, one single emotion to keep him focused: revenge . . . simple, uncomplicated revenge.

Adam stared at the glowing end of the cigarette for several long moments. Then he stubbed it out and reached under the bed. He pulled out a leather briefcase, unlocked it and removed the surveillance report on SS-Hauptsturmfuhrer Heisenberg.

• • •
 
Natalia was still wide awake. She rolled over and tilted the brass clock on the nightstand so it caught the moonlight streaming in the window. It was two o’clock. On the cot next to her in the tiny second-floor bedroom, her friend Berta slept soundly. Natalia sat up and stretched. Falcon had wanted her to come home with him last night, but he had started drinking right after the briefing ended and it soon turned ugly. Someone shoved him and he shoved back. There was a fist fight, broken bottles and bleeding noses. He apologized, but she put him off. He was drunk, she was tired, and it wouldn’t have meant anything, so why bother?

Frustrated, Natalia got out of bed, grabbed her coat from the back of a chair and slipped quietly from the bedroom, pulling the curtain closed behind her. She tip-toed down the creaky stairs, stepped carefully around a dozen women commandos asleep on cots jammed into the parlor of the vacant apartment. Formerly occupied by a tailor and his family, who had fled the city, the apartment was an unusual affair with a parlor, kitchen and bathroom on one floor, and a small bedroom upstairs. It was situated above the ground-floor tailor shop and was one of only a few residential apartments—now all vacant—in the five-story office building on Trebacka Street in the City Center, north of Pilsudski Square.

Natalia made her way to the cramped, white-tiled kitchen and rummaged through her coat pockets until she found a leftover cigarette. She lit it and sat at the round, wooden table, staring out the dirt-streaked window at a rubble pile—all that remained of the building across the street. In the distance she could hear the dull thump of artillery.

It was only a matter of time—another few weeks, maybe less—before the Germans crushed the Rising. The AK insurgents were fighting valiantly, but less than a third of them had real weapons, and most of those were rebuilt relics left over from ’39. Ammunition was scarce, the food and water supplies were running out, and the corpses were piling up. It couldn’t last much longer.

Then what? The Russians weren’t coming in to help. That much Natalia knew for certain. Where she grew up, danger had always come from the monster to the east. She inhaled the stale cigarette smoke deeply and thought about her brother, Michal, and the one letter she’d received, sent from a Russian prison camp somewhere near Smolensk. Most of the words had been crossed out with thick black ink, but he had said he was being well-treated and would be home soon. That had been five years ago. Natalia took a last drag on the cigarette then grimaced and ground it out. If there was a force on earth more evil than Hitler’s Germany, it was Stalin’s Russia and his secret police, the NKVD.

A drink, she needed a drink to clear her head. She took a bottle of vodka from one of the brightly painted, green-and-yellow cabinets on either side of the sink, poured some in a glass and swallowed it. She poured another, carried it back to the table and sat down, looking out the window again.

Gradually, her thoughts turned to the AK commando standing off by himself during last night’s briefing, the same one she and Rabbit had encountered in the hospital square that day—the sharpshooter. The man they called Wolf.

Natalia had heard about him. She’d heard he was an American, trained by the British and dropped into Poland years ago. Perhaps it was just a myth, or a rumor: things like that were rampant among the operatives of the AK. But it could be true. There were some like him, she knew, covert agents trained as assassins and dropped behind the lines with instructions to kill high-level German officers. They were highly skilled and deadly, with no identity, no background—and nothing to lose.

Another burst of artillery jarred her back to the moment, and Natalia flinched at a shadow in the doorway.

Berta stepped into the kitchen and whispered, “Sorry if I startled you. I couldn’t sleep. Apparently you couldn’t either.”

“Oh, I’m fine, just a little restless. But you were snoring up a storm when I left the room.”

“The damn artillery fire woke me. Christ, sometimes I have this dream that one of those screaming cows lands right in my bed. Probably be as good a way to go as any, I guess.”

Natalia took a deep breath and held up the glass of vodka. “Maybe this will help. Want one?”

“No, if I get started I’m not going to want to stop. I’ll save it for your birthday party.”

Natalia smiled but felt a sudden twinge in her stomach. Her birthday was a week away, and she would turn twenty-nine. She wondered if she would live to see thirty.

“You didn’t go with Falcon last night?” Berta asked with a shiver and grabbed her coat from the hook.

“He was drunk again, and I don’t need that.”

“Getting a bit tired of him are you?”

“I don’t know . . . maybe . . . it’s getting annoying. He’s way too possessive, like I’m a piece of his property.”

“Well, if you decide to dump him, let me know. I could use a good roll in the hay right now.” Berta sat down and dropped her elbows on the table with a heavy sigh. She was several years older than Natalia, with gray streaks running through her short brown hair. She had been a dispatcher for the railway during the time when Natalia was making her courier runs from Krakow to Warsaw.

“It looks like I’m losing my ‘cocktail chucker,’” Natalia said, changing the subject.

“Rabbit?”

“He’s being reassigned to sewer duty. It was announced at the briefing. You weren’t there.”

“I was exhausted,” Berta said. “Besides, sometimes I feel better not knowing too much.”

“Hah, you always want to know what’s going on.”

“I used to . . . in the days when there were just a few of us making decisions, running our own show, like we did during those years on the railway.”

Natalia nodded. “You ran a good operation then, Berta. I learned a lot from you.”

Berta shrugged and sat back in the chair. “You always knew what you were doing. I just covered your tracks once in a while when you took a few too many chances.”

“Or when I was just plain stupid, like the time I ordered the Gestapo agent off the train because he didn’t have a ticket.”

Berta laughed but caught herself, trying not to wake the others. “Christ, I’d almost forgotten about that. He wanted to have your head on a platter, bitched and carried on like a madman.”

“Well, he also didn’t have his ID, claimed he’d left his wallet at home, so I didn’t know who he was. Just another arrogant ass who spoke German.”

“And there were plenty of those characters around.”

“Didn’t you give him a bottle of cognac or something to calm him down?”

“Not just a bottle—a whole damn case. I offered him a bottle, but the greedy son of a bitch followed me into the store room and spotted the case. The station manager almost had my head on a platter when he found out. It was his own private stock.” Then, still chuckling, Berta leaned over the table and said, “And what about the time the SS cleared the whole train just before you were due to leave Krakow because they were convinced there was a smuggler on board.”

“Oh God, that’s right. I remember they searched every one of the passengers and tore through every piece of luggage.”

“And all the time you were standing right there with stolen documents hidden in your conductor’s pouch.”

Natalia’s neck tingled as she recalled the incident. “To this day I remember being absolutely terrified that I’d wet my pants.” She paused and was silent for a long moment. She put her hands up to her face, covering her eyes, remembering that day.

Berta touched her arm. “What is it? Something wrong?”

Natalia sat still, looking at Berta, trying to decide. Finally she said quietly, “There’s something else . . . something I never told anyone . . . something that happened later that day.”

“When, on the train?”

“Yes, just before we got to Warsaw. A man was walking toward me in the aisle of the first-class compartment, and just as we passed each other he suddenly stopped. He gripped my shoulder and whispered in my ear, ‘I know what’s in the bag.’”

Berta flinched. “Good God, what did you do?”

“Nothing—I mean, not right then. I turned around, but he walked away very quickly and passed through into the next car. A few minutes later we were in the station. I was petrified because I really didn’t know what he looked like. It all happened so fast, I never got a good look at him, and . . . I was afraid to get off the train. I was certain that he’d be there, waiting.”

“Did you meet your contact? Did you report it?”

“No. I said, I’ve never told anyone. Falcon was my contact—I guess I can tell you that now that it’s all over. Anyway, we’d just started working together the week before. I was afraid that he . . . this man, whoever he was, I was afraid he’d see us.”

“So, what did you do?”

Natalia dropped her eyes. “I destroyed the documents.”

Berta was silent.

“I rushed into the toilet inside the station and closed myself in a stall. Then I took out the documents—there were only about a half dozen pages this time—and I tore them up into little pieces and flushed them down the toilet.”

“Did you ever see the man?”

“No. Not then, or ever again. It’s almost like it never really happened, like I just imagined it.” She paused again, remembering the man whispering to her. She could almost feel his hand on her shoulder and his warm breath on her neck. “I didn’t meet Falcon that day, just got on the train again for the run back to Krakow.”

“And you didn’t tell anyone.”

“No, I was too . . . I don’t know . . . ashamed, I guess. It was the only time I failed to complete an assignment and I just couldn’t . . .”

Berta gazed at her for what seemed like an eternity. Then she took Natalia’s hand. “You did the right thing.”

Natalia pulled her hand away, pushed back her chair and got to her feet. “No, I didn’t. You wouldn’t have done that, not destroyed the documents. I should have taken evasive action, circled around through the opposite door of the station, seeing if I could spot him again.”

“But you didn’t know what he looked like. How would you have spotted him again? You did the right thing, and it’s exactly what I would’ve done.”

“But those documents could have been important. They were important, or else they wouldn’t have been passed along.” She stopped. Berta had her arms folded across her chest, an impatient set to her mouth. “OK, so you would have done the same thing. That doesn’t make it right.”

“Make it right? Christ, Natalia, don’t beat yourself up for something that happened a couple of years ago. Not after all you’ve done. Remember what we were taught: Survival is the most important thing. Live to fight another day.”

“I guess you’re right . . . as usual.”

Berta smiled. “Feel better now that you’ve got that off your chest?”

“Yeah, sure. Thanks.”

Berta put a hand on her shoulder. “Well, we lived through all that, so I guess we can get through the mess we’re in now. I’m going to try to get some sleep.”

Natalia nodded as her friend shuffled out of the room. Then she tossed back the vodka and sat down, staring at the empty glass.


Five

16 AUGUST

THE FOLLOWING MORNING Adam woke up an hour before dawn, precisely as he’d planned. He dressed in the Waffen-SS uniform and gave his black boots a quick shine. He checked the clip on the Walther P-38 and slipped the pistol into the holster on his waist, then strapped a second holster to his right leg, just above the ankle. He inserted a knife with a black walnut handle into the ankle holster, slipped on his red-and-white AK armband and left his room.

Adam walked briskly across the cobblestone expanse of Old Town’s central square, mostly deserted at this hour save for a few groups of commandos huddled around bonfires near the immense Gothic façade of St. John’s Cathedral with its towering spires and ornate wrought-iron gates. He passed under the two-story-high arch of Queen Anne’s Corridor that connected the cathedral to the Royal Castle and glanced at the clock high in the castle’s onion-dome tower, though he knew exactly what time it was. He continued south, past the soaring granite column topped with a bronze statute of King Zygmunt III overlooking the Medieval streets that wound through the ancient city.

The eastern sky was brightening, but the persistent sooty haze hanging over the city would blot out the sun for most of the morning. Old Town and much of the City Center were still firmly in the hands of the AK, and Adam passed a barricade where a group of commandos stood guard, waiting nervously for the attack that would come at dawn. He shouted a greeting and made sure they saw his armband so he didn’t get shot.

Fifteen minutes later he crossed into the German-held area of the City Center and arrived at Pilsudski Square. He removed the armband and checked his watch. He had a few minutes to spare.

At the far end of Pilsudski Square stood Saxon Palace with its colonnade-topped arcade housing Poland’s Tomb of the Unknown Soldier connecting the two symmetrical wings. The palace was now the headquarters of the German garrison. Every morning at precisely 0500, a black Horch driven by a single Waffen-SS trooper rendezvoused with a motorcycle at the palace arcade and picked up SS-Hauptsturmfuhrer Heisenberg in front of the equestrian statue.

Fortunately for Adam, the motorcycle driver, also a Waffen-SS trooper, was as predictable in his habits as Heisenberg. He always arrived at Pilsudski Square ten minutes ahead of time to smoke a cigarette before driving on to the palace. There was normally no one else in the square at that hour.

At exactly 0450 Adam heard the rumble of a motorcycle engine and watched the single headlight beam as the vehicle pulled into the square and stopped less than ten meters away. Adam hung back in the shadow of a large oak tree and waited while the driver killed the engine and parked the motorcycle on its kickstand. The driver removed his leather helmet and goggles, then reached into his pocket for a pack of cigarettes.

Adam removed a cigarette from his own pack and held it unlit in his left hand. Then he removed the knife from his ankle holster, held it tight against his right leg and stepped out of the shadow, approaching the motorcycle driver who had just lit his cigarette. “Guten Morgen, Unterscharführer. Would you give me a light?”

The startled motorcycle driver turned abruptly. Adam casually held up the cigarette. The driver hesitated, staring at Adam in the gray predawn light. Then he appeared to recognize the uniform and held out the cigarette lighter. “Ja, ja, you surprised—”

In one swift movement, Adam extended his right arm and thrust the knife into the driver’s throat. He stepped back quickly out of the way as blood spurted from the wide-eyed man’s neck. The mortally wounded driver’s mouth opened wide as he staggered forward, reaching for Adam. Then his knees buckled and he collapsed.

Adam removed the knife, wiped the blade on the dying man’s pant leg and slipped it back into the holster. He put on the helmet and goggles, kick-started the motorcycle and drove off to meet Herr Heisenberg.

As he entered the palace arcade, Adam flicked his right hand in a quick wave to the SS trooper behind the wheel of the Horch, then stopped the motorcycle in front of the black auto. A moment later the image of a tall, solidly built SS officer appeared in the cycle’s vibrating rearview mirror. SS-Hauptsturmfuhrer Heisenberg with another SS trooper at his side, walked across the arcade in long confident strides toward the waiting automobile. The SS trooper opened the rear door, and Heisenberg disappeared inside. Then, to Adam’s surprise, the SS trooper opened the front passenger door and slid in next to the driver.

When the driver of the Horch tapped the horn, Adam gunned the motorcycle and led the car out of the palace arcade. Following the route described in the surveillance report, Adam drove south on Nowy Swiat, turned onto Jerusalem Avenue and headed west, all the while working out a revision to his plan. With two SS troopers in the car, the knife was useless. Fortunately, he had a few extra minutes to think, since they weren’t headed directly to the Wola District. Heisenberg’s enthusiasm for murder wasn’t the only reason he was an early riser. He had a girlfriend.

She was a Polish woman in her thirties, not especially attractive, but well-endowed, and apparently willing to trade sexual favors—and information—for her life. According to the report Adam had studied, Heisenberg kept her in an apartment beyond the West Station in the Ochota District and visited her every morning.

With the hazy eastern sky behind him and ominous clouds of black smoke from the fires in the Wola District ahead of him, Adam continued west on Jerusalem Avenue. He kept to the side of the wide thoroughfare staying out of the way of the heavily armed German convoy rumbling toward him. The convoy was headed east, toward the City Center, and as he sped past Adam counted at least a dozen Panther tanks and twice that number of trucks towing heavy artillery. Hundreds of conscripted soldiers—Hungarians, Serbs, Ukrainians and a smattering of Russians—were crammed elbow-to-elbow in the back of the trucks, all destined to serve as cannon fodder against the AK while German SS officers hung back and watched the show.

Ten minutes later Adam made a hard left turn off Jerusalem Avenue, then maneuvered carefully through a maze of shattered residential streets pockmarked with craters and littered with debris. He finally stopped in front of a three-story apartment building he had scouted out the day before in a neighborhood Heisenberg had obviously decided to spare for the time being. It was an east-west street, and Adam parked the motorcycle pointing into the haze of the rising sun.

Adam took his time as he killed the motorcycle’s engine, climbed off the seat and set the kickstand, keeping an eye on the rearview mirror. Artillery shelling had commenced in the City Center, and thumping detonations echoed through the area, rattling windows and keeping pedestrians off the streets. The SS trooper in the front passenger seat of the Horch jumped out and opened the rear door. Heisenberg emerged and headed straight into the building. A man on a mission, Adam thought.

Still watching the rearview mirror, Adam removed his goggles and pulled off the helmet as the SS trooper got back into the front seat of the car. The driver lit a cigarette and held out the pack to his partner. Adam glanced quickly up and down the street then, turning to his left, he slipped the Walther P-38 out of the holster and held it tight against his right leg. In a brisk but unhurried motion, Adam took three strides toward the car.

The driver squinted into the smoggy sunlight with a hand over his eyes. It was already a warm day, and the window was rolled down.

Adam stepped up to the car and, without a word, fired a single shot into the side of the driver’s head. He took a step to his left and shot the other SS trooper between the eyes.

He wasn’t sure if the sound of the artillery would drown out the gunshots, but he wasn’t about to waste any time. Holding the pistol at his side, he walked up to the apartment building and pulled open the door. The apartment was number 2B, on the second floor, and he took the steps quietly, two at a time, holding the gun out in front. He didn’t see Heisenberg. The man must have gone right to work.

Adam stopped at the second floor landing and took a breath. He could still hear the artillery shells. He reached with his left hand for the handle on the door marked 2B and pulled it downward. It was locked.

He took another breath and stepped back, pointed the pistol at the door handle and fired. With the gunshot reverberating off the walls of the confined space like a cannon blast, Adam kicked open what was left of the door.

Across the room, Heisenberg knelt on the floor facing the sofa with his pants down to his ankles. He whirled around clumsily and struggled to stand up, stumbling over his bunched-up trousers. The woman sat on the sofa with her nightgown unbuttoned to her waist, her eyes wide in confused terror.

Adam fired a shot into Heisenberg’s groin. The SS officer’s eyes bulged. Then he curled into a ball, gasping for breath and clutching at the bloody mass that gushed from between his legs. Adam took a step closer, looked down at him and fired a second shot into the back of his head.

The woman shrieked wildly, the SS officer’s blood dripping from her face and bare chest. She stared at Adam in horror. Then she scrambled off the sofa and ran to the bedroom, slamming the door behind her.

Adam turned to leave but stopped at the shattered door leading to the hallway. He stood there for a moment. Then he cursed under his breath, marched over to the bedroom door and kicked it open.

The woman cowered on the floor at the foot of the bed with black, mascara-streaked tears running down her cheeks. “Please, I didn’t tell him anything,” she sobbed, pulling the blood-spattered nightgown over her ample breasts. “Nothing he didn’t already know. He forced me to do it. He was a pig! I had no choice!”

Adam raised the Walther and fired a single shot through her forehead before he had a chance to think about it a second time. Then he holstered the gun and walked out of the room.


Six

19 AUGUST

THE MORNING WAS HOT and windless, and the smoky haze that hung in the air made it difficult to see much beyond a hundred meters. But from his perch in one of the copper-clad twin towers of Holy Cross Church, Adam had a good view of Avenue Krakowskie. Farther down the avenue, beyond the AK barricade, a German bunker and machine-gun nest guarded the white stone walls and wrought-iron gates at the entrance to Warsaw University. Beyond the gates several hundred German soldiers patrolled the tree-lined pathways of the university grounds. The bodies of five Waffen-SS troopers and a handful of Ukrainian conscripts lay in the street between the university and the barricade.

The shelling had intensified during the night as German Panzer units attacked with greater fury since the discovery of Heisenberg’s body. But the barricades protecting Old Town had held . . . at least for now.

Adam knew it had been a risk. Assassinations led to reprisals. But it wasn’t something to be concerned about now. He’d followed his orders and it was done. Heisenberg was a murderous butcher who deserved to die, along with his collaborator girlfriend. But that didn’t matter, either. Emotion played no part in it. The man was a target, and he had taken him out. It was that simple, just the way it had been ever since the British dropped him back into Poland. Identify the target and take it out.

It was close to noon when Adam heard someone climbing the staircase leading up to the tower where he’d been positioned since daybreak. Though the church was behind the barricades, in territory still held by the AK, Adam tensed and moved to a corner where he had a clear view of the top of the staircase.

“Captain Wolf, it’s Rabbit,” a young voice called from halfway up the stairs. “I have a message.”

Adam relaxed. Though he had no official rank in the quasi-military organization of the AK, Rabbit always called him “captain.”

“Come on up,” he called back. “I promise not to shoot you.”

The skinny lad’s blond head poked up through the opening, a broad smile on his face. He was one of the good ones, Adam thought, tough enough to be trusted and streetwise beyond his years, yet young enough not to worry about the inevitable consequences.

“I have a message from Colonel Stag,” Rabbit said. “You’re to report to his headquarters immediately.”

Adam flicked on the safety of his American-made Springfield A4 sniper rifle and slung it over his shoulder.

“When are you gonna teach me how to shoot that rifle,” Rabbit asked a few minutes later as they walked through the barricaded streets of Old Town, shells bursting in the distance and thick, black smoke drifting in from the western districts of the city.

Adam laughed. “How old are you?”

“Thirteen,” Rabbit said, straightening up and throwing his shoulders back.

“This thing would knock you right on your ass.”

“The hell it would. I’m a lot tougher than I look, you know. Besides, I’d rather be a sniper than crawl through the damn sewers, dragging telephone lines.”

Adam laughed again. “Maybe some day, Rabbit. But, in the meantime someone has to know the way through the sewers. That may be our only way out of here.”

The boy kicked a stone. “Nah, we’re goin’ to beat these fuckin’ Krauts. Me and the Conductor have fried a bunch of ‘em.”

“The Conductor?”

“Yeah, the one with the uniform. Remember that day in the hospital square? Me and the Conductor were caught in the middle of the street, and you took out three of those SS pricks, shot ‘em right over our heads. Damn, that was something to see. You gotta teach me to shoot like that.”

Adam shrugged. He remembered the day at the hospital, of course. And he had seen her again a few days later, sitting with Falcon at the briefing. But what did it matter? She’d probably just get herself killed, like they all would.
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