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Foreword




Although told in the form of a novel this book has been inspired by a true story and real events.


In 1945 six men were trapped underground in an enormous military storehouse at the Polish port of Gdynia. The event occurred during the massive evacuation of refugees and wounded that was then in progress as Soviet forces fought their way west, through Poland, towards their goal of Berlin and Hitler’s bunker buried deep beneath the Chancellery gardens. The evacuation was to become known as Hitler’s Dunkirk and the events described in this book, including, of course, those dealing with the men who found themselves entombed for more than six years, are based as accurately as possible upon all the known factual events.


Because this story is being presented in the form of a novel, characters, events and subplots have been created for dramatic effect and also to present a full and rounded story. This has been necessary because we do not have detailed and accurate information as to what exactly occurred to the men who were underground for all those years, or of their families, and the attempts family members may have made to find their missing relatives. However, every known event, including the fates of all the men, are reported faithfully within the pages of this publication. The recreated scenes have been introduced after exhaustive research to ensure that these events are those most likely to have occurred under such circumstances, including, of course, the psychological and physiological stresses placed upon the men involved.


One could ask why such an amazing story as this has never before been told. The answer is fairly simple. When details of this event became known to the world in June 1951 they were largely overshadowed by other major news stories. The Cambridge spies, Guy Burgess and Donald McLean, had gone missing only days previously and there was intense international speculation regarding what might have become of them. Their defection to the Soviet Union pushed everything off the front pages, including this particular story which appeared in newspapers around the world but only as small paragraphs, hidden on back pages. The astonishing saga of these six men was, therefore, quickly forgotten.


However, their story, or at least my interpretation of their story, is told here for the first time, and although fictionalised, I hope it does them justice for their suffering and anguish must have been great indeed.


Tony Matthews.
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The Beginning of the End




Gdynia, Poland
16 June, 1951.


Darkness.


The last moments of life.


Hans von Roth’s eyes were so covered with dirt and dust that he could hardly open them. Why would he want to? No light. No air. Just the last slow beat of life throbbing in his veins, pulsing at his temples — and even that was weakening — like a shower of rain passing in the night.


He wondered if Wolff were still alive.


Christ it was difficult to concentrate!


He tried to move his legs but the crushing weight of rocks, broken concrete, heavy soil and rubble prevented him from doing so.


Buried alive under a mountain of rubble. No hope of escape.


None.


Time passing. Foul air, stinking of faeces, urine and sweat. No air at all really, just poison with a smear of oxygen mixed in.


Wolff grunted beside him. Unable to whisper more than a word.


‘Dying.’


Hans didn’t need to be told. He knew they were dying.


They had, perhaps half an hour left.


He reached over in the darkness. Found Wolff’s hand. Held it. He felt Wolff’s fingers tighten thankfully around his own, the pressure weak but the spirit still there. Their hands were trembling. Hans wasn’t sure if he was praying or if the words were just in his mind.


Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name... .


Wolff was crying, short jabbing sobs in the darkness, fingers gaining strength around Hans’ hand. Holding each other tightly. The air so thin now that even swallowing was almost impossible. Sharp breaths, short, hardly reaching the lungs.


... Thy Kingdom come; Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.


He realised the words were just in his mind.


Hans didn’t want to let go of Wolff’s hand so he cocked the Walther awkwardly. Wolff heard the metallic click and closed his eyes. ‘Goodbye old friend,’ he was able to whisper. Tears were coursing down his cheeks, mingling with dust, blood and dirt. He was gasping for scraps of air, mouth open.


Hans lifted the pistol, hoping that his aim in the darkness was true.


In Your mercy keep us free from sin, and protect us ... .


His hand wavered. He was weak from lack of air. He tried to steady himself; his hand was shaking almost uncontrollably. ‘Good-bye my good friend,’ he whispered.


Wolff’s hand squeezed his fingers, a last grasp, a final farewell.


‘Auf wiedersehen, Hans. You have been the best companion I could have had in all of this.’


Hans paused for five seconds; the trembling eased, then ceased.


Suddenly he was at peace and knew that Wolff was there too; they were both in the same perfect place, that private space — an almost spiritual dimension where life teeters on the precipice of death and everything somehow seems right and calm and peaceful — like a dream, not happy, but not sad either.


Now! Now was the time.


After six years — six years buried alive in this bloody hell.


Now was the time to die.




Chapter 1




Berlin
Six years earlier
Night of 9/10 December, 1944, 11.35 p.m.


After they had made love they lay together in the hollow darkness of the room.


Erika lay quietly beside him, hardly daring to move.


Their lovemaking had been sharp-edged, intense, but with a desperate kind of gentleness, as though they might never see one another again.


The night was silent and cold. Hans drew up a blanket to cover their nakedness. A candle burned low in a brass holder on a wooden table beneath the room’s single window. The glass in the window was stained with dirt and had cracked during a British air-raid a few weeks previously.


Hans raised himself on an elbow, lighting a cigarette. For a while they lay side-by-side, unmoving. Smoke from Hans’ cigarette drifted up to the room’s low ceiling where it hung almost motionless.


‘When do you have to go back?’ Erika’s voice seemed to be the only thing that existed in the darkness. The ruined city was quiet, like a corpse in a casket, Hans thought.


‘I’m to see an Oberst Roenne at Army Movements in the morning,’ he replied softly. His eyes felt as though sand had drifted into them and he allowed his head to drop back onto the pillow. ‘They gave me three days but it took a day to get here from Mainz. A new assignment I’m told, but God knows what, or where.’


Erika sat up, swinging her legs over the edge of the bed. It was cold, December wind edged beneath the window which had become warped and wouldn’t close properly. She reached for a towelling robe hanging on the back of a chair.


Hans leaned over and gently touched the smooth skin of her waist; she had become thinner, he reflected, food rationing in Berlin was even stricter now as the war ground to its inevitable close.


She half turned to him, her face and neck glowed softly in the candlelight. She leaned over to kiss him lightly. A sudden gust of wind rattled the blackout blind. She turned away, pulling her robe tighter, walking to the table to pour schnapps into two china cups.


There were no glasses.


She took a cup to Hans, sitting beside him on the bed. ‘I’ve some cheese and a little bread if you’re hungry.’


In a pond of yellow candlelight they sat together at the table. Hans pulled a blanket over his shoulders. The cheese was strong, dark yellow, but the bread was even worse than that issued to the troops. Yet it was food, he reflected, and he hadn’t eaten for more than twenty-four hours.


Later they lay together on the bed, her head cradled on his shoulder. Soon he would sleep, he knew, but for now he lay staring at the ceiling with its cracks and cobwebs, the naked light-bulb — useless without electricity — covered with a thin coating of dust.


Erika drifted into troubled sleep.


He loved the smell of her; the faint aroma of soap that came from her blonde hair, the whisper of her breath, the soft warmth of her body beside him. The gentle rise and fall of her breasts.


He didn’t want to waste any of this in sleep.


The air-raid sirens sounded as though they were coming from far away, a plaintive cry in the darkness, strident, piercing.


Erika’s eyes opened, alarmed. ‘Quickly, we have to go down the street. There’s a cellar the residents use as a shelter.’


Hans eased himself from the bed, pulling on his grey uniform trousers and the tunic with its lapel insignia of a first lieutenant.


‘Hurry,’ she urged, pulling on her dress and shoes as Hans buckled his belt with its leather holster and the heavy Walther P38 sidearm.


The wail of sirens ended suddenly, as though choked off. Then they heard the first stick of bombs exploding somewhere to the north.


‘Sounds like it’s out near Pankow or Weissensee,’ Erika said quickly, opening the door to the room, ‘but we’d better get to the air-raid shelter all the same. This is just the beginning, they’ll probably be overhead soon.’


Tenants from other rooms in the building along Händel Strasse were also filing into the narrow hallway — elderly men in their nightshirts, pulling on raincoats; a dozen women, perhaps more, and several children, hollow eyed, frightened.


The sounds of exploding bombs were increasing now but the faces of those who rushed past in the semi-darkness, lit only by candlelight or lanterns or the occasional torch, were those of people long used to night-time air-raids: tired, bitter, angry and fearful as they flowed along the corridor with its threadbare strip of green carpet, down the stairs towards the darkened street.


Fine particles of drifting sleet caught momentarily in the light of shaded lanterns as the people hurried along icy pavements towards the shelter. They huddled beneath hats and collars, faces pinched, eyes cast occasionally upwards, towards the night sky, as the heavy sounds of death drew nearer.


Hans placed his arm around Erika, pulling her along as the throng of people pressed around them. The sickening sounds of exploding bombs were near, moving closer. The howl of aircraft engines.


The press of people was disappearing into the darkened mouth of the shelter, surrounded by sandbags, just a hundred metres ahead. A stick of bombs detonated at the far end of the street, just where it turned slightly westwards, the bombs ripping off the roofs of the buildings and sending out a searing, lung-tearing wave of concussive air.


Erika cried out sharply in fear and others too were now screaming as bombs dropped nearby like a metallic rain of death. The black sky was crisscrossed with moving searchlight beams seeking enemy planes high above. Anti-aircraft guns were barking from rooftops somewhere close by and as one of the smaller marker-planes roared overhead, Hans looked up to see a trail of white smoke streaming from its port wing.


The entrance to the air-raid shelter was now only a few metres away, then the British Mosquito that had been struck by anti-aircraft shells was struck again; a shell exploding directly on its starboard engine and the aircraft simply tilted onto its side and dropped like a burning stone, crashing into a tall building and exploding with an oily burst of flames.


The petrol-heavy shock-wave almost blew Hans and Erika off their feet; they staggered under its force, a blast of heat on their faces. Seconds later Hans thrust Erika into the entrance to the shelter and they were pushed forward by the press of people coming from behind.


Erika was shaking with fear as she found a small space in a corner. Children were shrieking. The floor was dirty. The cellar smelt strongly of wet soil, kerosene and old paint. A sickening stench of burning petrol and smoking rubber drifted down from above. Shadows on the walls flickered like ghosts in the light of candles.


Hans sat beside Erika, looking over the heads of those who were seating themselves on the cellar floor. Mothers were comforting children. A lone man stared hollowly ahead, muttering to himself. Some of the people had brought blankets and pillows, bottles of ersatz coffee, a few scraps of food, dry bread, cold meat. They knew they could be here for a while, perhaps all night. Everyone looked tired, resigned, listless, afraid.


Hans placed his arm around Erika’s shoulders and listened to the night: the shuffling of feet, the rustle of clothing, the low murmur of sharp conversation through which the fear could clearly be recognised; the slam-slam-slam of anti-aircraft fire, almost directly above; crackling flames, the cries of the dying. Bombs exploding to the north and east sounded like the distant booming of waves on a hollow shore.


Erika gripped her knees, trembling, silent.


‘It’s more dangerous here than at the front,’ Hans reflected finally.


For a while she didn’t reply. Another cluster of bombs detonated nearby, shaking the cellar. She turned towards him, eyes dark.


‘Why did they bring you back from Mainz?’


He shrugged, ‘They’ll tell me tomorrow.’


‘Will you be allowed to stay in Berlin?’


‘I can’t say.’ He pulled her closer. Another stick of bombs fell on the street. Then more explosions ripped through the night almost directly above, the blasts coming so rapidly that some of the people in the cellar began to cry, calling out in alarm. Children screamed in sudden fright. Hans could hear a woman praying in the gloom as the cellar again shook violently. For a few seconds he thought they would be buried alive. Trickles of dust drifted down from the stone roof.


He shuddered, pushing the premonition aside.


‘How long do the raids last?’ He had to mouth the words into her ear so that she could hear above the roaring of bomb-blasts.


She huddled closer, arms going around his waist. ‘It depends. If it’s British Lancasters or the big American bombers they sometimes last for hours,’ she replied. ‘They come in waves. The first to do the damage and the second to kill everyone fighting the fires.’


The sounds of the explosions seemed to move back towards the north, the shock-waves of detonations could be felt through the floor of the cellar. Hans could also hear the anti-aircraft guns barking hollowly from the rooftops and flak-towers. It seemed that the bombing was now being concentrated in the area of the Charlottenburger Chaussee and the Tiergarten.


The bombing lasted for only another twenty minutes. Then the crashing explosions ceased as suddenly as they had begun, the drone of aircraft engines faded into the distance. Barking anti-aircraft batteries fell sullenly silent.


Hans looked at his watch. It was 1.30 in the morning. His arms and shoulders were aching from holding Erika so tightly.


In twos and threes people began to leave the cellar, filing through the narrow doorway and up the steps towards the street.


Erika and Hans followed.


Berlin after an air-raid. A new experience. A curious mixture of smells: perspiration, fear, urine, soaked carpets, oily smoke, brickdust, burning rubber, petrol, blood, death.


Three or four buildings farther down the street had been hit and were burning fiercely. The night sky was a heavy, smoky red. Nearby, the wreck of the British aircraft was in flames. Dozens of men were attempting to get hoses played onto burning buildings but there was little or no water. Like most of the essential services of the city, years of relentless bombing had long ago destroyed the water system. There was almost no power in Berlin; sanitary services had all but ceased, the city lay in ruins, stone rubble strewn over roadways and thoroughfares, the red and yellow cars of the untergrundbahn had ceased to run. The Reichskanzlei, the Reichs-Arbeits Ministerium, the Reichs Justiz Ministerium and dozens of other important government buildings lay in ruins.


‘Come,’ Erika urged, pulling on his arm. ‘There’s nothing we can do. They’ll pull the bodies out in the morning.’


Hans placed his arm around her shoulders; they turned away.


The smells were getting stronger, coming in waves — roasting flesh, the tarry, excreta-like tang of burnt cordite.
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Hours passed.


They lay in the darkness of Erika’s room.


Time was like a stone — lifeless.


The candle had long since burned out. The room was lit by only the orange glow of burning house-fires. They could hear flames crackling like brown paper. There were no other sounds. Not even a dog barked.


Dawn came. Grey. Lifeless. There was no sun. A dawn as dead as the city.


They went looking for food. The newly bombed buildings along Händel Strasse were still smoking; rubble lay across the street. Several bodies had been recovered and lay on the pavement awaiting burial. Some of the corpses were still steaming, Hans noticed, as though they had recently been pulled from fires and hastily extinguished with buckets of water.


There was blood on the pavements. It had begun to rain lightly; heavy clouds scudding over the city. It was becoming colder.


Erika pulled up the collar of her overcoat and Hans quickened his pace beside her. Berlin was like nothing he remembered. The once beautiful buildings that had bordered Händel Strasse were now largely destroyed. Everywhere there was a sense of despair — of fear. People, huddled against the rain, appeared also to be huddled against the future. No one was willing to admit that the war was over, that the Führer was finished, that the Americans or the Russians would be here by the spring, but it was obvious from the faces of those in the streets — dark faces, pinched with hunger, angry faces, cold, dirty, frightened faces, that a kind of desperate despair had settled over the city like a stained mortician’s shroud.


Erika led them to a butcher’s shop, half destroyed, where they queued for half an hour before being served two sausages. ‘More sawdust than meat,’ Erika shrugged. At another shop they were able to obtain half a loaf of dark bread.


‘Sawdust again,’ she said wryly.


The rain was intensifying as they hurried back to Erika’s small apartment where she cooked the sausages over a paraffin stove, heated a can of water and made two cups of dark, ersatz coffee, smelling strongly of acorns.


There was a muted scratching at the door and Erika smiled, almost apologetically, her face ghostly pale in the thin morning light. She opened the door a few centimetres and an underfed tabby came warily in. ‘He belonged to some neighbours who were killed in the bombing,’ she explained. ‘This is his home now.’


She gave the cat half her sausage and Hans leaned over to add a share. The cat was purring as it jumped onto Erika’s lap.


‘What’s his name?’


She stroked its ears affectionately. ‘I call him Lancaster.’
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The kübelwagen from Army Movements collected Hans half an hour later. Seated beside the driver, Hans was able to see the enormous bomb damage that had been inflicted upon the city. Almost no area had been spared. People were living in lean-to shelters. Stray dogs snuffled at the rubble. Stagnant water lay among the ruins. Young children with dark eyes foraged for scraps of food. A man with a wooden tray on wheels was selling horse-offal to a line of women; there was a bunch of bloodied intestines hanging incongruously over the end of his barrow. A young girl huddled in a pyramid of broken stones smoked a cigarette. A blind man shambled along, tapping his way with a walking-stick. A truck filled with Wehrmacht troops roared past, rifles held between their knees, their youthful faces looked pinched, tired, afraid. Rain on their helmets shone dully under a grey, watery light.


The driver took the kübelwagen through Potsdamer Platz, once teeming with cars, trucks, trams and buses, but now a spectre of its former self. There were many people on the streets but almost no traffic apart from a few military vehicles, several horses and carts, some old men on bicycles and a soldier riding a grey-painted army motorcycle with an empty sidecar. A man standing amid ruins was urinating into a puddle.


In Wilhelm Strasse Hans saw several hundred men, mostly aged, and several young boys clearing rubble from a building that had collapsed almost vertically downwards. ‘Bombed last night Herr Oberleutnant,’ the driver explained. ‘They say there’s a family trapped in the cellar.’


The driver brought the vehicle to a stop outside a semi-ruined stone building near Pariser Platz. ‘Army Movements,’ the driver explained. ‘They had to move it here from the original building on Kronen Strasse because it was bombed. You’ll find Oberst Roenne’s office on the first floor.’


Hans climbed a marble staircase to the floor above the foyer. The floors were covered with dust and rubble. The wallpaper had peeled away and there were wet patches on the lofty ceilings.


Secretaries and assistants ignored him as they rushed past on their business. Officers were plunging from one door to another. Hans waited in an anti-room and after a few minutes a young woman with a tired face asked if she could help.


‘I’m here to see Oberst Roenne,’ Hans explained. ‘I have an appointment.’


She nodded, leaving him alone.


Roenne kept him waiting for another forty-five minutes. Finally the secretary returned, leading him into a large room furnished with only a desk, several telephones and a row of filing cabinets.


Roenne stood from behind the desk as Hans entered and saluted: tips of his fingers to his forehead, Roenne noticed with wry humour, not the old Nazi salute.


‘Good morning von Roth,’ Roenne shook Hans’ hand warmly. He walked to the desk. ‘Please take a seat. Allow me to be the first to congratulate you.’


Hans raised his eyebrows. ‘I’m sorry Herr Oberst, I have no idea what you’re talking about.’


‘You’ve been promoted from first lieutenant to captain,’ Roenne said. ‘Apparently your work with General Brandenberger has not gone unnoticed.’


‘Thank you Herr Oberst,’ Hans replied. In reality he doubted if his promotion would make any difference. A blind man could see that Hitler was finished. In a few months the German Army would no longer exist.


‘I suppose you’re curious as to why you’ve been brought here at such a difficult time, and at such short notice.’ Roenne lit a cigarette, offering one to Hans.


‘It seems strange that I should be brought back to Berlin just before the counteroffensive towards Bastogne,’ Hans admitted, taking a cigarette.


‘In truth your work with General Brandenberger is complete,’ Roenne continued. ‘You can’t really do any more in your particular sphere of operations.’ He allowed smoke to trickle from his nostrils for a few seconds and opened a file on his desk. ‘You’re a logistics expert,’ he said, reading through the file. ‘You have an excellent record — a former medical student before being called up, an aptitude for logistics, good work with Rommel and now with Brandenberger. Rommel thought most highly of you. He said that you were a highly efficient officer, dedicated, intelligent, inventive when the need arises.’ Roenne glanced over gold-framed glasses, his face florid. ‘You know that Rommel committed suicide last October?’


‘Of course, Herr Oberst.’


‘Most unfortunate affair. A lot of men have died as a result of the plot on the Führer’s life last July.’


‘Quite so,’ Hans replied noncommittally.


Roenne continued studying the documents on his desk. ‘Logistical support for the construction of coastal fortifications in France, various defence projects, and what appears to be quite brilliant work since the Allied invasion of Normandy, especially through the provision of military medical services and supplies, field hospitals and medical staff.’ He looked up at Hans. ‘General Brandenberger writes that you have a knack for getting things done under very difficult circumstances.’


‘Thank you Herr Oberst. I do only what I can.’


‘What do you know about Gotenhafen?’ Roenne asked unexpectedly.


Hans quickly gathered his thoughts. ‘It’s one of the major ports in Poland,’ he replied. ‘Near Danzig. Originally named Gdynia but renamed Gotenhafen after we captured it in 1939. I think it’s been used as a training base for U-boat crews since then and there have been several major warships stationed there from time to time. That’s about all I can tell you Herr Oberst. I’ve never been there.’


‘Then it might surprise you to know that your brother is serving there at the moment,’ Roenne said. He stood up, walking to a map of Europe pinned to the faded wallpaper behind his desk. Hans followed. ‘Your brother has also received a promotion. He’s now a lieutenantcolonel and has been placed in charge of the evacuation.’


‘The evacuation?’ Hans queried.


Roenne turned to the map. ‘After the fall of Poland the Wehrmacht evicted about 50,000 Poles. Hundreds of thousands of Baltic Germans and German Poles were resettled there. With the Russians advancing every day it appears that we’re now going to have to find a way to evacuate them. Additionally, of course, there are thousands of German soldiers who have been wounded and we need to get them away. Your brother has asked that you be transferred to Gotenhafen. As a logistics expert you’re one of the few men who can work the miracle we need to save these people. As you can see from the map, the Russians are advancing too rapidly. We expect them to take Königsberg soon, possibly within weeks; they’ll soon be across the Vistula and everyone at Danzig and Gotenhafen will be trapped. There’s no way we can evacuate so many by land, not with the way things are at present, but there are still ships at Gotenhafen, including the old liner Wilhelm Gustloff and some warships, and we hope to get as many out as possible.’


‘I appreciate your faith in me Herr Oberst,’ Hans replied. ‘I’ll do my best.’


‘Good, good. Now, you must have coffee before you leave.’ He smiled grimly. ‘I don’t think there’ll be too much coffee where you’re going.’ He rang a bell and his secretary brought a tray with a pot of fresh coffee. Roenne smiled again, more brightly. ‘I know it’s surprising, but we still manage to get a little coffee from here and there.’ He poured two cups and lit a fresh cigarette. ‘Your brother thinks that you’re about the only person who can help him. Supplies are limited, particularly at Gotenhafen, although there are some food stores in reserve. However, with so many people pouring into the city, feeding them has become a major problem, and there are almost no field hospitals, medical supplies or services. You’re to have the authority to requisition whatever foodstuffs and supplies you need and to ensure that they’re delivered to Gotenhafen. We anticipate that we should have the evacuation completed by February sometime. Perhaps we don’t have that much time to play with. The Russians could be there by then; it’s difficult to know.’


Hans drank his coffee. ‘Thank you Herr Oberst. It sounds like a considerable challenge, but it will be good to see my brother again. I’ve not seen him since the beginning of the war.’


Roenne stood up. ‘There’s a military plane scheduled to fly with supplies from Tempelhof tomorrow. It will, of course, return with wounded troops. You can find a seat aboard, I expect, and then report to your brother.’


‘Of course, Herr Oberst.’
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There could be no pleasure in walking through the streets of the city and there was also little pleasure in remaining in the tired apartment which Erika now called home. That evening they went to a small bar. The Pink Flamingo had once been famous for its floor-shows. During the early years of the war, patrons had spilled out onto the street to sit at tables overlooking the Teltow Canal with its colourful barges and boats. Now, however, the grand days had ended — the street-tables were long gone and the bar had crawled into a cellar, deep underground — like a small animal attempting to get out of the rain.


However, the cellar was, at least, relatively warm. Several dozen patrons sat at small tables talking together, although Hans noticed that they all appeared to be speaking in whispers, as though afraid to voice their thoughts. A young woman in a blue dress was singing softly on a small stage, her voice so low it was difficult to hear the words. The pianist was wedged into a corner — an old man, or perhaps aged only by war. He appeared to be in a trance — escaping somewhere into his own music.


Erika and Hans drank schnapps. He looked at her, reluctant to say what was on his mind.


But she read his eyes. ‘What is it?’


He looked away, lighting another cigarette. ‘Your brother telephoned this morning, while I was at Army Movements.’


‘Jochim! I haven’t seen him in months.’


Hans turned to look at her. ‘He asked me to use my influence with General Brandenberger to have his service records altered, to say that he’s been serving on Brandenberger’s staff for the past few years.’


She looked at her hands, they were trembling slightly. ‘After all this is over, the Allies will be hunting people like Jochim.’


‘It was his own choice to get involved with the Gestapo!’


She shook her head in frustration. ‘I know, but he’s my brother. What can I do?’


Hans wished he’d never mentioned the call. They were silent for a few moments.


‘What did you tell him?’


‘That I don’t have any influence with Brandenberger. I’m not on his staff any more.’


She placed a hand over his fingers. ‘Is there really nothing you can do? You know I’m not fond of my brother. I don’t even like him, and I hate the bloody Nazis, but ... he’s my brother, my blood, we grew up together, and... .’


He shook his head. ‘There’s nothing, really. And to be honest, it’s likely that the name of Jochim Faber is already on Allied wanted lists. He’s just going to have to take his chances like the rest of them.’


They fell into moody silence. She wanted to leave but there was nowhere to go.


They exchanged lingering smiles. ‘Perhaps I could come with you? To Poland I mean.’


He shook his head. ‘It’s a military zone. And dangerous anyway.’


She was quiet for a long time, staring unseeing at the singer without listening.


Hans found it difficult to take his eyes from her. She was still lovely, he reflected. Her face was war-weary, but her eyes were remarkably green, her hair shone in the soft light and he thought that he had never seen a more beautiful woman.


‘You must promise that you’ll come back to me,’ she said quietly without looking at him.


‘You know it’s not a promise I can make.’


She turned to look at him. ‘Make it anyway.’


He said nothing. He was no longer able to tell her truths. Not when they really mattered.


A waiter brought plates of food. They ate quietly, without looking at each other. The singer finished her song. A scatter of soft applause. The pianist tinkled piano keys. No tune. Disharmony — like life.


‘You’re receiving the money I send?’


She looked up, a smile ghosting at one corner of her mouth. ‘Of course.’


He nodded. The pianist began to play a nocturne, softly, as if that was the music he had been wanting to play all night.


Erika looked at Hans, eyes intent. ‘It’s over isn’t it? The war.’


He couldn’t look at her for a while. An answer was unnecessary anyway. There was a long pause. He twirled the stem of his glass, then caught her eyes. ‘The one thing I’ll always regret is that we never had children. A girl. I would have liked a daughter.’


Her eyes narrowed questioningly. ‘You talk as if everything is over, not just the war — us too?’


Words remained distant, difficult to find.


‘We still have each other,’ she said finally. He could hear the hope in her voice. ‘There’s still time. We can make things heal.’


‘There’s still the war. It might be over, but it’s not finished.’


She looked away, watching the pianist. ‘When all this madness is over we’ll have children. We’ll bring them into a different world, a better world. We’ll move to the country, to your mother’s old house. After the war. I love it there.’


Hans lit a cigarette, pushing away his plate. ‘Perhaps in a way it will never be over. Perhaps in our hearts all this will go on forever.’


She turned again to look at him. ‘What are you trying to tell me?’


He glanced at his cigarette, smoke drifted lazily. He was surprised to see that his fingers were shaking slightly. ‘Nothing. I’m not trying to say anything. It’s just that... .’


‘That what?’


‘That sometimes I feel as if there’s a nothingness ahead of us.’ He glanced briefly at her. ‘And it frightens me.’


She grasped his fingers and they stopped shaking. He looked down at her hand, the diamond ring, shining softly in the light.


Erika’s words were soft, almost a whisper. ‘Over four years of war and we’re still here. Still alive. We’ll both make it through to the end. Both of us. I know that.’


He was unable to say anything. Words would no longer come. They had died.


The pianist fell silent. Walls seemed to press in.


After their meal they walked the streets — almost deserted. Clouds scudded across a ghost-moon. Rainwater on the pavements was turning to ice.


They passed people huddled in doorways or bent over fires that had been lit amid the rubble using wooden beams from ruined houses. People were sheltering beneath arches or in cellar doorways. There was a smell of cooking: boiled cabbage, stewed horse. The boiling offal smelt like old corpses, Hans thought. An old woman was seated on broken rubble before a blazing fire, flames crackling, sending sparks into the night sky. Her lips were moving around a mouth brown with rotten teeth. She turned a dog’s leg over cherry-red coals. A young boy sold cups of turnip soup from a street stall.


Snow began to fall.
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They sat together on the bed. Another candle burned softly. They did not undress or make love. He held her through the night and they did not sleep. Sometimes he could feel that she was crying softly.


Snowflakes began to build against the cracked window. From somewhere a dog howled in hunger. In the hallway outside their room a door slammed and voices were raised in anger for a few seconds before falling into bitter silence.


Hans felt as though he were living in a dark void where only Erika’s warmth existed. The rise and fall of her breath.


He touched her hair so softly she could not feel him.


A mouse scurried silently across the room.


Dawn came like a grey ghost.


‘I must go,’ he said.


As he pulled on his greatcoat she stood at the window looking at the hard planes of ruined stone, cold rubble, trampled snow. A broken city, colourless, painted on cracked canvas.


‘I wish you didn’t have to leave.’ Her voice was soft, the words almost lost.


He held her close, feeling the warmth of her body.


She seemed to seep into him.


He couldn’t speak. His throat hurt.


‘It’s been a long war,’ she whispered. ‘We’ve seen so little of each other. The Russians will be here soon. Then everything will end.’


He moved to the chair, opening his travelling bag, taking out a small parcel.


‘What is it?’


He peeled away oily cloth revealing a Luger pistol.


‘I want you to have this.’


She shook her head. ‘I don’t need it.’


He re-wrapped the pistol and laid in on the table. ‘God knows what’s going to happen in Berlin. I want you to be able to protect yourself if... .’


For a few moments she couldn’t speak. She looked at the clothwrapped parcel and then at him. ‘Do you really think it’s going to get that bad?’


‘I can’t be here to protect you. I’m hoping there will be some kind of armistice, or formal surrender; that sense and reason will somehow prevail and Berlin might be saved.’ He touched the weapon with his fingers, ‘But this is just in case. You have to have something.’


His voice trailed away, unable to say more.


He kissed her, smiling gently, one last time, turning away.


She moved to the window, as if in a dream. She couldn’t watch him leave.


She listened as he closed the door, footsteps descending wooden stairs.
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Gdynia (Gotenhafen), Poland
11 December, 1944.


The Junkers Ju 52 with its corrugated fuselage banked alarmingly as the pilot brought the aircraft around on its final approach into Gotenhafen military airfield. There was a strong crosswind and the aircraft was being buffeted violently from side to side. The Luftwaffe pilot crabbed the Junkers sideways, correcting for the crosswind as he lined up for the runway, and at the last possible moment, just seconds before the wheels touched down, kicked over the rudder controls, pulled the throttle from the engines and straightened the aircraft as its wheels rolled onto the rough concrete airstrip.


The air was filled with tiny spicules of wind-driven ice as Hans von Roth, dressed in his heavy military topcoat, stepped from the Junkers. There was snow in the air too, whipping across the runway in frosted waves.


The cargo doors of the aircraft were opened and a group of soldiers began to unload cartons of food and medical supplies. At the edge of the runway a scattering of wounded German soldiers lay on stretchers beneath a canvas awning. Several German Red Cross nurses were attending to them.


A kübelwagen drew up near the Junkers and a feldwebel got out.


‘Hauptmann von Roth?’ he questioned, saluting.


Hans pulled up the collar of his coat. ‘You’re my driver?’


‘Jawohl Herr Hauptmann. Your brother Obersleutnant von Roth has appointed me to be your driver while you’re here. He says that I’m to take you to meet him at the old maritime school in the suburb of Grabowek; it’s where he’s set up his headquarters.’


‘I’d like to look at the harbour and docks before we go there,’ Hans replied.


The streets of the port were lined with refugees and wounded, civilians in their thousands, mainly Baltic Germans, were making their way to the harbour, despite the fact that none of the ships was ready to begin taking passengers on board. As the kübelwagen drove through the streets, Hans could see there had already been significant bomb damage to the city, and while it was not nearly as bad as the damage at places such as Berlin or Hamburg, there were gaps in the streets where houses and public buildings had been reduced to rubble by air-raids. The harbour was more extensively damaged and all the new wharf work, much of which had been constructed since the German occupation in 1939, had now been destroyed. There were many ships in the harbour, mainly cargo vessels, with a scattering of warships from the Baltic Fleet.


The harbour was filled with refugees and more were arriving every hour. Men and women and their children, mainly Germans, were huddled under canvas sheets or simply lying beneath railway trucks or dock-cranes, shivering in the intense cold. Most did not have adequate clothing. Some had taken over dockside buildings and offices.


Hans walked around one of the smaller harbour basins, noting that a number of cranes and derricks still looked to be in good working order; he spoke to several of the dock-workers and many of the refugees who pleaded with him for assistance. He then ordered his driver to take him to his brother’s headquarters.


The four-storey Gdynia Maritime School had been established at Grabowek in 1928. Many of its Polish students had been killed during the defence of Gdynia in 1939. The building looked grim and uninviting, the windows cold and bleak.


Hans was shown to a second storey office where his brother greeted him warmly. ‘Hans, my God it’s good to see you again. Look at you. You’re too thin. What have they been feeding you? And congratulations on your promotion!’


Hans shook hands with his brother and embraced him affectionately. He shed his wet topcoat, hanging it on the back of a chair. They sat together drinking kümmel from small glasses. Friedrich produced a packet of cigarettes. ‘Camels,’ he shrugged. ‘Apparently shipped from the U.S. to Russia, captured somewhere then shipped here. Miracles sometimes happen eh! How is Erika?’


‘She’s fine. Looking a bit pale. I’m worried about her; there’s been a lot of bombing, but you would know that.’


‘Give her my love when you write.’


Hans nodded, ‘Of course. Now what’s happening here?’


Friedrich looked grim. He poured another drink. ‘Things aren’t good Hans. Thousands of refugees and wounded are pouring into the city. I’ve been ordered to get them away as soon as possible but it’s not easy. There are plenty of ships in the harbour but fuel is a problem; without fuel the ships can’t leave. There’s probably enough to get maybe five or six ships away. Have you seen the docks?’


Hans nodded. ‘It’s chaos.’


‘God knows how many people are there and more are arriving by the hour. I’m under instructions from Rear Admiral Engelhart, who has received orders direct from Admiral Donitz himself, that all civilians and wounded are to be saved, no matter what the cost, but they don’t realise how difficult the situation is right now.’


‘What about food?’ Hans queried.


‘It’s short, of course, and there are hardly any medical supplies or field hospitals for the wounded. That’s where you come in. There have been food stores established in a number of areas, several in the city itself and others outside, in rural regions. I’m not sure myself of all the locations but there’s supposed to be proper information somewhere on file. Can you arrange to have as much as possible transported to the harbour quickly? I’ve had some trucks bringing food and medical supplies from a few stores at Danzig but the army people there are reluctant to give me too much as they say they’ll be needing all the supplies they have. There’s talk of holding out on the Vistula and I’ve even heard a rumour that Himmler himself might personally be taking control of Army Group Vistula. If he does, then he might be able to hold up the Ivans for a bit; the troops are so terrified of him they’ll do just about anything including committing suicide on the Ivans’ guns.’


‘What about fuel?’ Hans asked. ‘Can the warships provide some?’


‘They already have,’ Friedrich replied. ‘It’s not nearly enough. I have some tankers coming over from Elbing, Panzer fuel, you understand, but nobody’s happy about it. If it wasn’t for Donitz’s signature on the order I’d be put up against a wall and shot, I think.’


‘How many ships do we have, realistically?’


Friedrich shrugged. ‘As many as we can get fuel for. They have only to sail to Kiel so they don’t need full tanks, not even half tanks. The largest is the Wilhelm Gustloff; it’s been here since about 1940, I think. Apparently it was originally repainted and refitted to be a hospital ship but early in 1940 it was brought here to serve as the floating headquarters of the 2nd Submarine Training Division. Donitz has had it reactivated. It has accommodation for almost 1500 passengers but we can cram a lot more than that aboard. The captain thinks we can get up to eight thousand onto her.’


‘Safely?’


Friedrich shrugged, ‘Nothing is safe anymore. There’s no such thing. The R.A.F. has been bombing shipping in the Baltic and the Ivans have a small fleet of submarines out there somewhere. We’ll have to take that chance. In any case, it’s as safe as we can make it. In fact I’ve been ordered to evacuate all my staff on board the Wilhelm Gustloff and when we leave I’ll be taking you with me. The remainder of the evacuation is to be taken over by another obersleutnant coming in with Army Group Vistula. Maybe even Himmler himself. Who knows! Your job is to ensure that we have as many refugees on board as we can cram and enough food, medical supplies, and fuel for the voyage.’


Hans nodded slowly, deep in thought. ‘I’ll do my best Friedrich, but I don’t like the odds. How long do we have?’


Friedrich lit another cigarette. ‘Maybe three or four weeks. It’s my guess that we have to be out of here by then. Early February at the latest. We’ll start sending ships tomorrow. Every day the refugees are waiting at the docks means fewer stores, so it all has to be done as rapidly as we are able.’
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One week later


Night of 18 December, 1944.


Hans von Roth crouched low in an icy slit-trench while terror and death rained down from above. The trench had an oily sludge of water in the bottom but that was now frozen solid and covered with a layer of dirty snow and slush.


The first warning of the attack had come when the air-raid sirens had begun to wail and these had been followed within minutes by the low-flying British Mosquitoes winging over the beaches to the harbour as pathfinders for the flight of bombers that would soon come. As the incendiaries and marker flares had begun to rain over the harbour, igniting hundreds of fires, there had been panic on the docks. Ships’ sirens began to wail, refugees had run in all directions attempting to find shelter, the slit-trenches, dug years previously, were filled with masses of humanity. There were a dozen or so properly constructed bombshelters around the harbour; these had been designed to accommodate the ships’ crews, the military and the dockworkers in case of attack, but were hardly sufficient to house thousands of refugees, wounded and medical staff who now massed around the harbour.


Soon the Lancasters were overhead and the rain of death began to fall. A massive bomb dropped directly onto a harbour wall and the small steamer tied alongside simply fell onto its side, filled with water and sank within less than a minute, the bodies of its crew bobbing about on top of the oily water as though reluctant to sink. The harbour wall was completely destroyed and the tall cranes that had once stood there were impelling into the water like steel drunks where they tangled with the masts of the stricken steamer.


Bombs rippled along the harbour wall, some striking ships, others detonating on buildings and offices. Flak was pouring into the sky, tracer shells ripping upwards, following the searchlights as they hunted for enemy bombers. From far above there was a white and yellow flash and Hans watched as one of the bombers corkscrewed downwards, flames racing from its tail. The Lancaster plummeted to earth, crashing into the stony beach beyond the harbour. A few white parachutes were floating down but it was unlikely any of the crew would survive the furious fan of revengeful anti-aircraft fire that was being directed towards them.
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It took four days to bury the dead, four days of digging through frozen earth and rock, but still the refugees and wounded flooded into the ruined harbour. Despite the destruction, many ships had survived the bombing attack, including the old, grey-painted liner Wilhelm Gustloff.


The corpses of those killed during the raid were buried in mass graves on a vacant piece of wasteland facing Janka Wigniewskiedo Road. There was no ceremony. The graves were dug by prisoners brought to the harbour from the Stutthof concentration camp near Danzig. The bodies quickly covered with raw earth.


Hans continued with his work, despite the destruction. Ships so badly damaged that they would be unable to sail were plundered for food, fuel, and other stores. Hans arranged for a stream of Junkers to ferry food and fuel from Stettin, still thankfully, under German control. Almost all the known food stores within the city were emptied with the exception of two or three which Hans wished to keep until last.


Days passed into weeks. There appeared to be no respite in the number of refugees and wounded flocking into the port. At times it snowed and the city lay beneath a pristine layer of white crystals, yet the icy temperatures were a torment to the men, women and children without homes or any kind of shelter. All they could do was to huddle together around a fire, covering themselves with blankets or canvas tarpaulins.


The Russians were making rapid gains, even Warsaw now appeared to be in danger and on the 17th of January Friedrich von Roth heard that the German garrison of Warsaw had withdrawn. Quite clearly the end was in sight. He sent a driver to locate his brother and to bring him to the maritime school’s headquarters.


‘Warsaw’s gone,’ was Friedrich’s grim greeting as Hans was shown into his brother’s office.


‘Yes, I’ve heard,’ Hans said, taking off his hat and slumping into a chair before a coal fire. He looked tired and dishevelled, his uniform stained with oil and blood. ‘Are we to evacuate the garrison?’


‘By the end of the month,’ Friedrich replied. He came from behind his desk to sit in another chair at the fire, offering his brother a cigarette. ‘We’ll cram as many as we can on board the remaining ships, overload them. How are we doing for fuel and food?’


Hans accepted the cigarette. ‘Not too badly now. The Junkers from Stettin are landing at least twice a day bringing drums of fuel and food each trip. Many of the refugees have a little food of their own, some are even bringing chickens and pigs with them which we’ve confiscated and are slaughtering as necessary. They also have some flour, potatoes and rice. It’s all helping.’


Friedrich stood up and walked to a wall-map, studying it intently for a few moments. ‘I’m planning to get everyone away by the end of the month, at least as many as we can. I’ve scheduled the Wilhelm Gustloff to sail on the 30th; that will leave just one more steamer for last-minute evacuations. I’ll be leaving on the Wilhelm Gustloff but I’d like you to stay behind to supervise the loading of the last steamer, the General Steuben.’


Hans nodded, ‘Of course.’


‘There’ll be more refugees coming in later, I suppose, as the Ivans squeeze us tighter, a lot more wounded too, but there’s not much we can do about that; they’ll have to take their chances. If we don’t get out soon we’ll all end up in the Siberian coal mines.’


Hans shook his head slightly. ‘It’s going to be a tight squeeze to get everyone onto the ships, Friedrich, even dangerous, and I don’t even want to think about what would happen if any of these vessels are sunk by Russian submarines. The loss of life will be huge.’


Friedrich nodded, drawing deeply on his cigarette, eyes dark.


‘I’m afraid we have no choice, Hans.’
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30 January, 1945, 11.30 a.m.


The steamers Wilhelm Gustloff, General Steuben and Hansa were tied up alongside one of the few surviving harbour walls at Gdynia. The wharves were crammed with refugees and wounded. Most of the wounded were lying on stretchers. Some wounded and many of the refugees had already boarded but thousands more were waiting permission to go up the gangways. Large numbers of additional


refugees and also more wounded were arriving almost hourly at the nearby Oxenholte railway station. The trains coming into the station could clearly be seen by Friederich Petersen, captain of the Wilhelm Gustloff, standing within the glass-enclosed bridge of the ship.


A relay of flatbed railway trucks was bringing the wounded to the ship’s side. The patients were being carried aboard by volunteers, placed onto the ship’s enormous lift — a relic of the vessel’s former life as a passenger liner — and taken below.


Stores were still being loaded onto each of the vessels, the cranes, those few that had survived the bombing attack, and several steam winches, were lifting huge pallets of food and other provisions onto the ships.


No one really knew how many were on board the Wilhelm Gustloff as there had been little procedure involved in the boarding process. Among the latecomers was a group of young women, mostly teenagers, who were ushered up the gangplank. These women were under special care, having been raped by advancing Russian troops. With them came another group of women, all pregnant, who had been transferred from several of the region’s hospitals.


Standing on the bridge next to Captain Petersen, looking down at the crowded decks and knowing that the holds, accommodation spaces and even the passageways were crammed with people, Friedrich von Roth guessed there were already thousands of people on board the steamer. On the wharf, thousands more were filing up the gangways of the General Steuben and the Hansa.


Five, grey-painted army trucks with grey canvas covers were standing on the docks unloading food taken from a nearby storehouse. The food was being loaded onto the Wilhelm Gustloff.


Hans von Roth came on board and fought his way up to the bridge wings. ‘Your stores will be loaded within fifteen minutes,’ he told his brother. ‘I guess you can sail then. Tomorrow I’ll be going to the last store on the far side of the harbour to bring supplies for the General Steuben, the Hansa and a few other ships. I’ll follow on the General Steuben.’


Hans turned to look down on the swarming decks. ‘My God it’s crowded.’ He turned to Captain Petersen. ‘How many people are on board, captain?’


Petersen shrugged. ‘Eight or nine thousand, I’m not sure.’ He turned away as a message was brought to him.


Hans pulled up the collar of his greatcoat as icy winds gusted over the harbour. He turned to his brother. ‘How many people is the ship designed to carry?’


Friedrich shrugged. ‘Almost two thousand. But it’s been converted to a submarine training barracks and a lot of extra bunks have been installed.’


Hans shook his head, clearly concerned. ‘I hope to God nothing goes wrong.’


The captain interrupted them. ‘We’re ready to sail Herr Obersleutnant. We have steam up, but there will be only one escort vessel.’ He consulted the slip of paper in his hand. ‘The weather forecast is for heavy seas and strong winds. They should, at least, prevent the submarines from finding us.’


He looked across the harbour basin to a small torpedo patrol boat with a Swastika flying stiffly from its stern-pole. The vessel was partially hidden in a line of drifting snow. ‘There were to be two escort vessels,’ he continued. ‘However, one of them has been delayed with engine troubles, Herr Obersleutnant. The Hansa and three or four other smaller vessels including the General Steuben will be ready to sail in a day or so. The General Steuben has to make repairs to one of its boilers.’


Friedrich nodded. ‘Very well captain, please sail when you’re ready.’


He turned to his brother, shaking his hand. ‘So we must part again Hans. I’ll look forward to seeing you in Kiel in a few days. I’m told that another officer will be taking over the evacuation, but you must sail on board the General Steuben as soon as possible.’


Hans took his brother’s hand, embracing him quickly. ‘I’ll continue to bring supplies to the harbour from the last remaining stores and also from the airfield. Another day or two of work. I should see you within a week.’


‘How much food is left ashore?’


‘One big underground bunker at the far end of the harbour,’ Hans replied. ‘It’s beneath an old warehouse. It also contains a lot of munitions and we plan to blow up the warehouse and bury it after we finish getting the food out so that nothing falls into the hands of the Ivans.’


The steam siren sounded stridently as crew members began to release the ropes holding the last gangway in place.


‘You must go,’ Friedrich said, ‘Quickly. Take care, and when you write to Erika give her my love. Tell her I’ll see her in Berlin after the war, God willing. I’ll bring flowers.’


Hans shook his brother’s hand once more and raced down the steel stairway to the deck, waving one last time as he stepped ashore.


The gangway was pulled inboard, the fore and aft springs let go and water frothed at the ship’s stern as the captain ordered slow ahead on the port propeller. The tugs churned backwards, ropes tightening as the old liner was dragged away from the wharf.


Within a few minutes the Wilhelm Gustloff was in the centre of the basin, heading for the harbour exit, foam bubbling at its stern. There was no warmth to the day. The sun was lost behind a deep layer of snow-laden cloud.


The grey ship was painted against a grey backdrop.


Drifting snow, grey sky.


A hooded, brooding sea.


Apart from the crew of a Russian submarine, no-one would ever see the Wilhelm Gustloff again. 
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Berlin
Same day — 30 January, 1945. Noon


Henrik Gudmundson did not want to be anywhere near Berlin. The last time he had been in the doomed city, five months earlier, it had already been displaying signs of a civilisation rapidly coming apart at the seams.


The private rooms he’d booked for the meeting with Kriminalinspektor Jochim Faber formed part of the prestigious Hotel Adlon on Unter den Linden. The hotel, Gudmundson reflected moodily, was also coming apart at the seams. The opulent apartments, now jaded by time and war, had once boasted some of the best views in the city — particularly views overlooking the Brandenburg Gate. Now, however, the rooms were dusty, the furnishings broken, staff had been reduced to a few maids and tired old men, and the windows overlooking Unter den Linden had been heavily boarded to prevent further bomb-damage.


The telephone rang and Gudmundson finished lighting a cigar before answering it.


‘Yes.’


‘Herr Gudmundson. There’s a gentleman to see you. I’m afraid he won’t give his name.’


‘Thank you. That’s all right. I’m expecting him. Please send him up.’


Gudmundson had to wait only a few minutes before his guest was shown in. He rose to greet the visitor, shaking his hand.


‘Kriminalinspektor, thank you so much for agreeing to meet with me.’


Jochim Faber nodded acknowledgement, raising his arm in a lazy half salute. ‘Heil Hitler.’


‘Quite so.’ Gudmundson turned, unsure how to respond. ‘Would you like a drink? There’s some excellent brandy. I brought it myself from Stockholm this morning.’


Faber nodded, unbuttoning his leather trench-coat and draping it over the back of a chair.


They sat facing each other over a coffee-table. Faber lit a cigarette. ‘You said on the telephone that you had a proposal to put to me. You also said that it would be mutually beneficial.’


Gudmundson nodded quickly. ‘Yes, that’s correct, Kriminalinspektor. So I’ll come straight to the point.’


He paused, gathering thoughts. If he didn’t do this right, people were going to die.


He looked carefully at Faber. ‘It’s my understanding, Herr Faber, that you are one of the senior investigative officers with the Geheimen Staatspolizeiamt — the Gestapo, based here in Berlin.’


Faber nodded. ‘What has that to do with this meeting?’


Gudmundson gave him the ghost of a smile. ‘Please, allow me to continue. I assure you that what I have to say will be of interest.’


Faber nodded briefly as Gudmundson continued: ‘I also understand that you’re a first cousin to Hauptsturmfuhrer Eduard Weiter, presently commandant of the concentration camp at Dachau in Bavaria.’


Faber was suddenly cautious. ‘Why do you have an interest in Dachau, or my cousin? What has this to do with me?’


Gudmundson leaned back in the chair, re-lighting his cigar and looking at Faber carefully. ‘Herr Faber, may I be frank with you?’


Faber shrugged. ‘You said that this meeting would be mutually beneficial. I’m assuming that whatever you say could have some ... lets say — financial interest to me.’


‘Quite so,’ Gudmundson smiled. He spread his hands expressively. ‘No one likes to admit it, but soon, quite soon, Berlin will fall. It’s inevitable. The war is drawing to a close. You agree?’


Faber said nothing. There was no need to agree. The ruins beyond those boarded windows told the whole story.


‘As you know’, Gudmundson continued, ‘my company in Sweden has been working with German authorities for many years, particularly in the areas of precision steel products such as ball-bearings, aircraft components, steel cabling and many other items vital to the German war effort. Sweden has been a good friend to Germany for the entire war.’


Faber nodded. ‘I know your background Herr Gudmundson. I’ve looked through your file and the files on your company. But tell me, where is all this leading?’


Gudmundson inclined his head. ‘Forgive me Herr Faber, but the backgrounding was necessary to the proposal I should like to make.’


‘Which is?’


Gudmundson leaned forward, pouring more brandy.


‘As you know, Sweden is neutral and retains strong diplomatic ties to Germany.’


Faber shrugged. ‘You also retain strong diplomatic ties to America and Britain.’


Gudmundson inclined his head. ‘It’s true. We have to tread a fine line.’


Faber looked at his watch. ‘Please come to the point, Herr Gudmundson. I don’t have all day.’


‘Quite so. I apologise for taking up so much of your time.’ He leaned forward, placing a leather briefcase on the table. Flicking the brass catches, he opened it, looking at Faber, and began carefully to lay a series of gold ingots on the table.


‘Ten ingots, Herr Faber. Five kilos of gold. Pure gold. Twenty-four carats. I imagine that people like yourself — people who have wielded great power in Nazi Germany, will soon be needing funds. These could be yours.’


Faber felt a sudden surge of hope. The war was ending. Gudmundson was right. This could be his way out. If he couldn’t find a way to have his service records altered, and that looked increasingly less probable, then five kilos of gold would buy him a set of false identity papers. He would be able to slip quietly out of Berlin, out of Germany to South America. There would be more than enough to bribe officials, pay for passage to Argentina with, perhaps, sufficient funds for a modest business venture.


Five kilos of gold!


His mouth was suddenly dry.


‘And what would you require of me in return, Herr Gudmundson? You mentioned my cousin at Dachau. I presume that in some way he may be connected to your proposal.’


Gudmundson reached again into the briefcase, taking out a photograph of a man and woman standing beside each other on what looked to be their wedding day.


He placed the photograph on the table next to the ingots.


‘Pers Bachner and wife, Madeleine. They’ve both been prisoners at Dachau since being arrested in Munich six months ago. They were charged with political activism and sentenced to twenty-five years.’


Faber now understood completely.


‘And you want me to use my influence to have these people freed.’


Gudmundson nodded, smiling reassuringly. ‘Freed and placed on the first available aircraft to Stockholm.’


Faber finished his brandy, adding to the glow of satisfaction he was already beginning to feel deep in his belly.


‘Ten ingots,’ he confirmed, looking again at the gold.


‘Five now and the remaining five when both arrive safely at Stockholm.’


Faber scratched his chin thoughtfully. ‘I’m guessing from this proposal that you already know of Himmler’s impending orders regarding concentration camp inmates?’


Gudmundson nodded gravely. ‘We know he intends issuing instructions that no prisoners of concentration camps are to be allowed to fall alive into the hands of the Allies or the Soviets. Yes, I’m fully aware of Himmler’s intentions. We have our own intelligence sources. That’s why this request is so urgent. We need to move as quickly as possible before Himmler issues those orders.’


‘And why are you so interested in the fate of two Bavarians at Dachau? What’s in it for you, Herr Gudmundson?’


Gudmundson picked up the photograph, looking at it carefully. ‘This was taken only a year ago. They were married in Sweden. Pers Bachner’s wife, Madeleine, is the daughter of Fredrik Warburg who currently holds the position of trade minister in our Riksdag — our parliament. As a major Swedish manufacturing company with strong ties to German armaments we’ve always required the patronage of powerful friends in the Riksdag.’


Gudmundson paused, inclining his head. ‘Obligations have stacked up. It’s been a long war, but it’s also been a profitable war. We have favours that need to be returned. This just happens to be one of them. Fredrik Warburg is determined to save the lives of his daughter and son-in-law. Nothing is going to stand in his way.’


Faber looked at him silently for several moments. He smiled, leaning forward, and carefully picked up five of the ingots, placing them into the deep pockets of his trench-coat.


‘I’ll put through a call to Dachau as soon as I return to my office, Herr Gudmundson. There should be no problems. I’ll be in touch when I’ve been able to arrange their release. With luck I should be able to get them aboard a military transport to Stockholm by the end of the week.’


Gudmundson’s smile was relaxed. He stood up, taking Faber’s hand. ‘As soon as I receive confirmation that Pers and Madeleine are safe, I shall personally hand you the remaining ingots, Herr Faber. Thank you so much for your kind humanitarian efforts on behalf of my government.’
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Near Bornholm Island, 
Between Sweden and Germany.
Same day — 30 January, 1945, 9 p.m.


The Wilhelm Gustloff steamed alone into darkness. A ghost ship lost in a frozen sea.


Ice had gathered on the ship’s masts.


Deck plates were frozen.


The bitter wind was riven with spicules of ice and snow.


Amidships, the ship’s swimming pool, designed for the enjoyment of peacetime passengers, had been emptied. More than four hundred members of the Marinehelferinnen — the Women’s Auxiliary of the German Navy — were now crowded into the pool. They at least were not too badly affected by the bitter wind that came whipping up the Baltic.


The temperature that night was below freezing but most of the refugees and wounded passengers were only glad that they had found a berth on board the ship.


Hot food had been brought to them from the galleys and this, accompanied by a hot drink, had been most welcome. They had only one such night to endure, the vessel was due to arrive at its destination at around teatime the following evening.


[image: ]


Nine hundred metres away, Captain Alexander Marinesko, the commander of the Soviet submarine, S-13 of the Russian Baltic Submarine Fleet, was standing in the spray and snow that whipped over the vessel’s narrow conning tower. With a pair of excellent German binoculars glued to his eyes he was delighted to see the dimmed red and green navigation lights of the Wilhelm Gustloff as the old liner butted strongly westwards into heaving seas.


Marinesko realised that this ship was carrying evacuees and wounded from one of the Polish ports. However, he was under orders to sink any German vessels that came into his sights — whether they be warships or non-combatants.


To Marinesko, the Wilhelm Gustloff presented an attractive target. Within thirty minutes he had manoeuvred the S-13 into attack position slightly ahead of the unsuspecting vessel. There were no signs of any kind of escort ships although these, Marinesko realised, could be hidden in the darkness behind banks of falling snow.


Marinesko stood in the wind-whipped conning tower. His powerful legs were splayed apart as he peered through snow and sea-spray.


‘Confirm tubes ready,’ he ordered.


Marinesko turned slightly, waiting as the red lights on the torpedo status panel winked on, glowing malevolently, indicating that all tubes were ready.


‘Prepare to fire.’


As the heavily laden liner steamed slowly into his sights, Marinesko’s eyes narrowed.


‘Fire,’ he ordered quietly.


Three torpedoes hissed from their housings leaving hardly any trace of bubbles as they streaked towards the unsuspecting target.


On board the Wilhelm Gustloff not even the double watch of lookouts on the bridge-wings saw the almost invisible foaming trails of the torpedoes, lost in sea-spray, heaving waves, snow, darkness.


The first torpedo exploded on the bows of the ship with a mighty roar followed seconds later by another which struck directly beneath the empty swimming pool. Almost all of the four hundred women sheltering in the pool were killed instantly.


The final torpedo struck the hull of the Wilhelm Gustloff with an ear-shattering explosion, demolishing the engine-room and killing all the men working there.


Death settled upon the ship like a shroud.


Thousands of refugees swarmed on deck leaving the dead and dying behind.


The ship filled with acrid smoke, oily water, dead bodies, wounded.


The vessel began to list rapidly. The machinery for lowering lifeboats had become frozen and stubbornly refused to move. A few lifeboats were finally swung out but these were rushed.


Captain Petersen realised that there were only boats, collapsibles and rubber floats sufficient for about five thousand people. At least three thousand were about to die and if the boats could not be lowered then the death toll would rise much higher.


Thousands of lifebelts were issued and as the ship began to sink hundreds and then thousands of desperate, panic-stricken people, men, women, children, threw themselves into the freezing waters of the Baltic.
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