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Poland, December 1942

What can you offer a man with less than two hours to live?
What levers can you pull to bend him to your will? Rolf
Schneider had been pondering this riddle as he waited for
such a man to be brought to him. He didn’t have an answer.

Schneider had travelled a long and dangerous road to
meet this man. He had given no warning of his arrival as
that would only have shortened the man’s lifespan even
further. At the gate, he had shown the magic piece of paper
bearing the scrawled, almost indecipherable signature. He
was admitted. Schneider took the path towards the
commandant’s office. Every eye followed his passage with
the usual interest of those condemned to the drudgery of
routine, and who welcome any break from that monotony.
But he sensed something more in the stares. It was
something he couldn’t quite define, an absolute fear, an
unremitting terror, but of what, he didn’t know. Then he
realised it was of him, or rather of the uniform he was
forced to wear. To these pitiful watchers, all such uniforms,
and those who wore them, meant death itself walked
among them.

When he reached the office, he had tried to clear his
head of the smell. He doubted it would ever leave him.
Burnt flesh, human waste and disease had combined into
an indelible olfactory memory. But at least the piece of
paper had again worked its magic, and now, finally, the
small, emaciated figure of the man he had come to see
stood before him. And still Schneider didn’t know what he
could offer him. Life? He doubted if he would be believed.



Even the paper had a limit to its powers. Money? It was
meaningless to this man. There had to be something. Then
the man’s eyes gave him the answer. They were fixed not
on Schneider nor his uniform but on an apple lying on the
desk. Schneider picked it up. The man’s eyes followed as if
attached by an invisible string.

‘Would you like this?’

A nervous nod.

Schneider passed the piece of fruit over and it was
devoured, core, pips and all, in less than ten seconds.

‘Would you like another?’

The same nervous nod.

‘First of all, I want to ask you something. Is that all
right?’

Schneider had found his lever. He bluntly ignored all
other considerations. He was the best policeman in
Germany. He had been given a task to do. He would do it. It
wasn’t his job to get mixed up in politics.

But even as he passed the fruit over, he knew he was
only fooling himself. He already wore the black uniform
with the Death’s Head emblem. And to come to Auschwitz
extermination camp, bearing a paper signed by Adolf Hitler
himself, meant he was more than mixed up in politics. He
was at its very heart.

Berlin, the same day

Heinrich Himmler finished burning the letter. A man of
infinite caution, he ground the ashes into dust before
flushing them down the toilet. The thin lips twitched into a
smile. Everything was going according to plan. Soon now,
very soon, it would be time. But then he didn’t know that at



that very moment, an old man was hungrily devouring his
third apple.

*

Another man had also just finished reading the same letter.
But he didn’t destroy it. He kept it in a file. He also
believed things were going well. He walked to his window
and stared out into the night as if trying to see across the
distances that separated them. The time was getting close.



Berlin, October 1941

‘I think our man is a soldier. He is someone who enjoys
killing. He is cunning and extremely dangerous. He is
probably also completely insane.’

Chief Investigator Rolf Schneider of the Berlin Criminal
Police Department took a final look at what had once been
a young woman. What remained of her now lay at his feet.
He didn’t need to be the best detective in Berlin to have
arrived at the final part of his conclusion. The head that
had been almost severed from the body, and the terror in
the dead eyes, gave silent testimony to the frenzied nature
of the killing. But maybe it was a jilted lover rather than a
madman? No, only a madman would have carved the
religious symbol on the chest of his victim. Only a madman
would have butchered the stomach to leave the bloody
internal organs exposed.

His assistant, Hans Albert, had done his best to ignore
the horror but had finally lost that battle, and his breakfast.
Now, wiping his mouth with a handkerchief, he tried to
redeem himself by emulating his boss’s deductive
reasoning.

‘Maybe if we check which army units were in the city at
the time of the other five killings, we could narrow down
who we are looking for. Then if we interview those soldiers
to see where they were on the nights in question, we might
get lucky?’



It was almost as though Schneider hadn’t heard him. He
was looking at the dead girl’s identity card as if it could tell
him something more than the printed information it held.
Evidently it could, for suddenly Schneider snapped his
fingers, a habit of his when he had made a breakthrough.

‘Of course, of course. It’s been staring me in the face all
along. I think I know where to look for our man now.’

He started back to the car, ignoring Albert.

‘Should I ask the army for details of the units that were
here?’

Schneider stopped, as if he had heard him for the first
time. Perhaps he had. He gave Albert a look that somehow
managed to be both dismissive and encouraging at the
same time.

‘How many soldiers do you think pass through Berlin on
their way to the Russian front? Do you think the army high
command would have such details as we require? And even
if they did, how long do you think it would take for us to get
them? Our man could well have committed another six
murders by then. In any event, how do you know he is a
soldier?’

‘But you said he was.’

‘And do you always believe me?’

Hans Albert nodded. Of course he did, just like every
other policeman in Berlin.

Schneider sat in silence on the journey back to police
headquarters. He was obviously deep in thought and
clearly didn’t require any help from his assistant. So, Hans
Albert allowed his own mind to run over the investigation
to date. And to thank God that he had been assigned to
work with the man now regarded by many as Germany’s
greatest detective.



The first murder had been carried out more than two
months earlier. The woman’s throat had been cut and she
had borne the same mutilations as today’s victim. In
wartime, lots of people die and there is little time for
detailed forensic investigations, so the marks had been put
down to other wounds inflicted during the attack. It was
only when another two victims were discovered within the
space of a week that Schneider had been called in. No
other murders took place in August and there was a hope
that the killer had either stopped or was no longer in the
cityy. Maybe he had even been killed in an air raid.
Schneider had said this man would never stop until he was
caught or killed and that, sooner or later, he would strike
again and that it would only be in Berlin. He had been
right. Since the last week of September there had been
three more Kkillings, all bearing the same gruesome
hallmarks.

The victims were all respectable women in their mid-
twenties. All were married and had apparently led
completely normal lives. None of them had children and
none had criminal records. While some had belonged to the
Party, none were known to be die-hard Nazis. In short, they
were all unremarkable and ostensibly sharing only one
thing in common: either by chance or design, they had all
fallen victim to the same Kkiller.

Yet Schneider seemed to have seen something in the last
victim’s identity card. But that was so typical of Schneider.
Hans Albert looked across at the unremarkable face of his
boss. He was forty-six years old, and it showed. He was
single, had no known vices nor interests and lived only for
his job. He spent every day and some nights in his office.
His home, if it could be called such, was a small one-
bedroom flat. No one had ever been invited there and



Schneider had never been known to accept an invitation to
a colleague’s home. He had no female friends, and some
said he had no friends, full stop. His life was his work and
his work his life. It was almost as if the man didn’t exist
some of the time, leaving only that brain and its
deductions. Whether Schneider was aware of how others
viewed him was debatable. What was certain, however, was
that he didn’t care about the views of others, be they
colleagues or criminals. The man who had written that no
man was an island had clearly never met Rolf Schneider.
He had joined the police as soon as he had been old enough
and the myth of Schneider had slowly been born.

Hans Albert mused that, if truth be told, his boss was a
bore, perhaps even an eccentric, and would have been
treated as such except for his unique ability to solve
crimes. In that, he was a genius.

*

Back at headquarters, Schneider quickly obtained the
information he wanted from all six files. He didn’t explain
to Hans Albert what he was doing or looking for, but that
was his normal way. Albert knew that eventually Schneider
would explain, and then maybe he could for a fleeting
moment see into and share the mind of genius.

Schneider was poring over the files he had extracted
from the well-ordered filing cabinets. The light was dim, in
keeping with war-time economics, but German efficiency
still prevailed in the filing system. Every crime was
recorded, and every citizen had a personal file. And these
records were Schneider’s territory. He could sift through
them for hours, apparently seeing connections that escaped
lesser mortals. Albert moved a little closer and noticed that



Schneider seemed to be concentrating on the husbands of
the victims. This seemed strange to him as he knew that
only one of them had been in Berlin at the time of his wife’s
murder. And it was obvious that the man had been
destroyed by her death. In any event, he had an alibi. He
was visiting his sick mother in hospital at the time of the
murder, and this had been verified. So, what was so special
about these absent husbands? Albert knew all he had to do
was wait.

Schneider made what seemed to be a final check and
then snapped his fingers.

‘I think we are getting close. So, Hans, tell me what you
deduce from the following pieces of information. One. The
victims are all married to soldiers in the same regiment.
Two. Only one of those soldiers was in Berlin at the time,
and we know he is innocent. Three. All the victims are
mutilated in the same way.’

Schneider might just as well have asked him to explain
the theory of relativity. His blank expression was answer
enough for Schneider.

‘Nothing obvious? Then let me help you a little more. Did
you notice that this regiment has been stationed in Russia,
attached to “police duties” behind the front line? Do you
know what “police duties” are, Hans? Of course you do. It
means working with our friends in the SS, dealing with
“enemies of the state”, whoever they are. Does that help
you any further?’

Some men might have been embarrassed by this sort of
questioning, but Hans Albert knew that was not
Schneider’s intention. It was more akin to a kindly teacher
encouraging a slow but keen pupil. Since he still hadn’t
made any sense of the clues, he said nothing.



‘A little more then. Did you also note that it was the first
murder victim whose husband was here? And did you note
what the pathologist told us had been removed from every
single victim? Her womb. So, putting all this together, what
does it tell you?’

Hans Albert shrugged. It was still beyond him. But he
knew he wouldn’t be alone in that regard. Perhaps the only
man who could get something out of this information was
Schneider himself. Whether it was by reasoning or some
intuition beyond the ken of mere mortals, Hans Albert
didn’t know.

‘Well, my dear Hans, it tells me that the unfortunate
husband of the first victim knows who the killer is. We only
need to ask him. So, get onto army headquarters and find
out the current location of Sergeant Helmer. I suspect the
poor man will still be in hospital. And if he is, find out from
that hospital which of his comrades-in-arms has visited him
the most.’

*

As usual, Schneider was proved right. Helmer had never
really recovered from his wife’s death and was now in a
clinic just outside Berlin. The doctors doubted if he would
ever make a full recovery. Albert noted with interest that
Schneider asked if the killer being caught would help the
recovery. Schneider had never been known for his small
talk or idle speculation; to ask this, he must be close.

As they waited for the patient to be brought to them,
Hans Albert saw the first signs of the effect of a lengthy
war. Doctors were noticeable only by their absence. Order
had been replaced by disorder: beds were left unmade,
patients were propped in chairs anywhere a space could be



found. Nurses rushed and voices were raised, a sure sign of
growing chaos. Worst of all was the constantly braying
martial music that only served to remind these shattered
men of what they once had been and never would be again.
Albert hoped he didn’t take ill soon.

Sergeant Helmer was less than happy to see Schneider
again. The thick-set neck sank even lower into the broad
shoulders, and the narrow brow furrowed its displeasure.
The eyes still held a trace of the insanity that had brought
him here. Deep down among all the other nightmares that
must be filling his every waking moment, he knew that at
one time he himself must have been a suspect. To be
suspected of doing that to your own wife was not
something you forgot.

Schneider ignored the sullen anger of the broken man
opposite him and tried to make him see that it was normal
police behaviour to investigate those closest to the victim.
He explained that most victims know their killers, but it
was difficult to tell if anything of this got through to
Helmer. Finally, Schneider asked the questions that he
needed to, knowing the last one could, and probably would,
send Helmer completely over the precarious edge of sanity
that he was clinging to.

‘I think you had a friend with you from the regiment on
the day your wife died, didn’t you? Who was it?’

Helmer seemed surprised at the question. ‘How did you
know that?’

‘I don’t know that. I'm asking you now.’

‘Peter Berger. He was new to the regiment, and it was
his first leave. He seemed a little lost, so I took him to our
house. We had something to eat and then he left for the
station to get his connection.’



The eyes became misty. He was starting to remember the
last day he saw his wife alive. Schneider had to be quick.

‘And I take it that this Peter Berger was less than
enthusiastic about your duties in Russia?’

It snapped Helmer back. ‘What do you know about our
duties in Russia? We only did what we had to, what we
were told to do.’

‘I’'m not criticising you. You were a soldier. You will be
one again. I just want to know what Berger thought of what
you were doing, that’s all.’

Helmer’s face mirrored the memory of Russia as his
mind took him back to a time when he had been a man, a
proud member of the Aryan master race. It hardened as he
remembered who had been in charge then, amongst the
Jews, amongst the eastern Untermenschen, the
subhumans.

‘We did what was necessary. It was a hard job, but it had
to be done for the Reich. But Berger? He was young, from
the country. He never liked it, not from the start. He said it
was wrong to kill people like that. That God would punish
us. So, in the end, we gave up on him. We’d do the shooting
and let him organise the burials and so on. Now I come to
think of it, I don’t think he ever shot any of the Yids himself.
I didn’t like it that much myself, but orders are orders. But
I sort of felt sorry for him and knew he could end up at the
front line if he wasn’t careful. So, I sort of took him under
my wing, I suppose. Why are you asking this? What’s he got
to do with . . . with . . . what happened to her?’

Hans Albert was unable to hide his shock at what he was
hearing, but Schneider’s face was a mask as he pressed on,
ignoring the question. He was almost there.

‘On the day you took him to your home, did you tell him
that you and your wife were planning to start a family?’



Helmer slumped back in his chair as if struck by some
invisible force. His lips puffed as he breathed out once,
then twice. The eyes bulged until it seemed the sockets
would be unable to contain them. And as they grew, the
madness in them grew too. The scream that finally broke
through the furiously working mouth only confirmed what
Schneider already knew.

After they were out of the ward, Schneider asked Albert
if he had discovered where Berger’'s regiment was
stationed in Berlin.

‘How did you know they’re back here?’

Schneider gave him a knowing look and then Albert got
his reward. As if a light had suddenly clicked on in a
darkened room, he put it together himself.

‘Are we going there to get him now?’

Schneider nodded. You didn’t leave a murderer on the
loose for any longer than was necessary.

*

Army barracks have that same look the world over. Grey,
cold and masculine. Outsiders were not welcomed, and
Schneider and Albert were clearly marked as outsiders.
They could be nothing else but police, and to the soldier on
rest and recuperation that spelled only trouble.

With a very obvious show of bad grace from the guard on
duty, they were shown to the commandant’s office. He was
a man used to giving orders, not taking them, but when he
heard Schneider’s name his attitude softened. It must be
serious if he was here. It took less than a minute to confirm
that Peter Berger was indeed in the barracks, and a guard
was dispatched to summon him to the commandant’s office.



The three men waited in silence until the knock at the door
announced Berger’s arrival.

‘Private Berger, these men are from the police and would
like to ask you some questions.’

Peter Berger was everything the idealised German
soldier shouldn’t be. For a start he had black hair and
brown eyes. He was short and thin with the face of an
innocent. His eyes held the kindly, almost submissive look
of a country boy rather than those of the Aryan conqueror.
At the mention of the word ‘police’, those same eyes had
taken on the concerned look of someone who might have
unwittingly broken some minor law. They were not the eyes
of a serial killer.

Schneider sensed that his assistant was starting to doubt
his own conclusions and a small smile played across his
lips. He himself had no such doubts.

‘My name is Schneider. I am here to arrest you for the
murder of six women. Do you have anything to say?’

It was an old ploy of Schneider’s. No gentle introduction,
no circuitous questioning, but rather a brutal, all-out
assault. Over the years he had seen many reactions to this
tactic. Some had hysterically denied any knowledge of the
charge, other had started to cry, and some had even
confessed on the spot. But whatever they did, they always
did something. Peter Berger did nothing. It was as if
Schneider had spoken a foreign language.

‘You have nothing to say, then?’

Slowly the head shook, indicating no. There had been
absolutely no change on the young soldier’s face. No
change at all. He meekly accepted the handcuffs and
walked out to the car between Schneider and Albert. He
could have been going for a stroll. And then they heard it.
Softly, almost inaudibly, Berger was singing. It was a hymn.



*

Schneider and Albert went to an interrogation room and
waited while Berger was being booked in. Like all new
prisoners, he had to be searched and examined by a doctor
to ensure he was up to interrogation. While they waited,
Albert risked a question.

‘Why do you think he was singing?’

‘Because he was fulfilling his destiny. He thinks of
himself as a martyr now. He has only been serving his God,
and the unbelievers - that’s us, by the way - will now make
him a martyr. So, he was singing to his God.’

‘Then you think he is insane?’

‘Who knows what insane means these days? I don’t
really know what you would call him. But whatever he is,
he is our man.’

They spent the best part of an hour trying to get him to
talk, but Peter Berger was now beyond such earthly
matters. He sat staring blankly, his mind elsewhere. Albert
thought that they should simply hand him over to the
shrinks. Not that it would matter in Nazi Germany. Insanity
would not excuse him from the firing squad. But Schneider
was determined to get a response. He decided to try a
different tack. Maybe the cold interrogation cell was
wrong. He told Albert to give him ten minutes and then to
bring Berger up to his room. It was to be one of the few
mistakes that Schneider made in his long career.

Schneider told Albert to leave him alone with Berger.
Now in the cramped but more human atmosphere of his
room, Schneider tried to get inside the mind of the other
man. He hitched his chair closer, and his hands began a
strange rhythmic wringing motion. The eyes had taken on a
strange intensity that Hans Albert would not have



recognised. Nor would he have recognised the voice. Low,
almost a whisper, yet strangely staccato, as if the words
were coming too fast.

‘I thought it would be better if we spoke here alone. The
others wouldn’t understand, you see. I can’t pretend to
understand why you did what you did, but I know it must
have been the right thing for you to do. I know that the
Lord works through you. I have prayed for years that I
might also become an instrument of His will. Could you tell
me how I can do this? How did the Lord choose you?’

Berger still showed no reaction, so Schneider press-ed
on, both the hands and words moving faster now.

‘Maybe I'm unworthy in some way. But I want to do the
Lord’s will. Maybe it is to help you to carry on with His
sacred work. Do you want me to let you go?’

That brought a reaction. Berger was now staring at him.
Schneider’s voice dropped to an even more urgent whisper.

‘I can, you know. I'm in charge. I can simply say that I
was wrong, that you are innocent. Is that what the Lord
wants? Tell me, we don’t have much time.’

When the voice came, it surprised Schneider. It was soft,
almost without any intonation, but overlaid with the
guttural sounds of a strong Bavarian accent. It sounded like
the voice of a lost soul.

‘l want to go home. I want to see Mittenwald again
before I die. I don’t deserve to live. What we did in Russia
is wrong. It is a sin crying out for vengeance. They made
me kill those people. Just because they were Jews. I
watched them taking off their clothes and standing there
while we shot them. They never tried to stop us. Somebody
said it was almost as if they wanted us to kill them, that we
must be doing God’s work. But that was when God spoke to
me. He told me that this evil that is Germany must end. So,



I stopped the killers from fathering more Kkillers. I took
their wives in atonement for what we had done in Russia.
And now I just want to go home.’

Before Schneider could stop him, Berger rushed towards
the window. He went through it headfirst. By the time
Schneider reached the window, Berger was a broken heap
in the courtyard forty feet below, the dark blood stain
already starting to spread beneath him.

When he got down to the courtyard, Schneider looked at
the smashed face and twisted body. Already he was asking
himself why someone could do the things this boy had
done. And then to kill himself. Maybe Berger was insane,
but he hadn’t always been. What had changed him?
Schneider felt his mind going back to what the young man
had told him about the happenings in the east. He knew it
was something he had ignored before and insisted others
did the same. But could he do it now? What sort of police
officer would do that? What sort of man could do it? Before
he could muse further, a car roared into the courtyard and
screeched to a halt beside him. An SS officer leapt out. He
ignored the human wreckage lying only feet away, as if it
was an everyday occurrence for him.

‘You are Chief Investigator Schneider? You have a Peter
Berger in custody. Obergruppenfuhrer Heydrich has
deemed the matter one of state security and I am here to
take him with me. Where is he?’

Schneider nodded to his feet. ‘There he is. I don’t think
you're going to get too much out of him.’

Schneider wondered why someone like Heydrich would
be interested. He put it to the back of his mind, but he
didn’t forget it.



‘The body has been taken to the morgue. What do you want
done with it after they are finished with it there?’

Schneider seemed to have been affected by the suicide.
He had been happy to let Albert tie up the loose ends.

‘Why don’t we send him home to Mittenwald? That's
what he wanted. Find out about his family and try to keep
the worst from them if you can.’

Albert hesitated before asking the next question. You
could never be too careful. Instinctively, his eyes checked
that they were alone.

‘Have you . . . eh . . . thought what you’re going to put
into the report to the SD?’

Although the matter was purely a criminal one, every
major crime had to be reported to the Sicherheitsdienst,
the Reich security service under the command of Reinhard
Heydrich.

The question seemed to bring Schneider to himself. “You
mean, am I going to say anything about what Berger told
me was happening in Russia?

‘It doesn’t really have to go in, does it? It doesn’t really
have that much to do with the killing. He was just insane,
wasn’t he?’

‘Hans, Hans . . . Yes, he was insane, and yes, it would be
so easy to leave it at that. But he told me why he did it. I
am a policeman. It’s not for me to get involved in politics.
That’s for others. Now leave me to finish this, and then I'm
going home for a long sleep.’

As he was writing the report, Schneider mused whether
he should accurately report what Berger had said about
Russia. The thought had occurred to him, even without his
assistant’s prompting. He had always stayed clear of
politics. Politicians just talked endlessly, they never actually
did anything. He talked only when necessary. He was a



there is another reason for keeping the papers secret.
You're forgetting about B.’

Sutter smiled and knocked his pipe into the fire. He had
also worked out who B. was. Now he knew why the papers
had to stay secret.

‘Who is he?’ Anna asked.

‘B. is Himmler’s alter ego in another world. He is none
other than Beria, the head of the KGB and one of Stalin’s
closest advisers. Himmler and Beria had planned to
assassinate their leaders and to rule the world jointly.
Together they would have turned their combined armies on
the West. And that was also why Himmler had to be
stopped. That was a much greater threat than Germany
alone. But was it ever real? Was Himmler trying to bluff
Beria into killing Stalin, or vice versa? Anything is possible.
The one thing we know is that Himmler expected it to
happen on Christmas Eve. It didn’t. Maybe Beria has more
loyalty to his leader than Himmler does. Or maybe with two
such men, one wouldn’t take the risk of striking the first
blow. And that was what I was going to tell Himmler if I
could have got through to him. I was going to tell him it
was all a plot of Beria’s to get rid of Hitler and that
Heydrich’s papers showed this. If he took power, Beria was
going to expose everything about the camps to the Allies
and show that Himmler was the person responsible. Then
he would never get his peace.’

Norbert Sutter shook his head.

‘For once, Rolf, I have to disagree with you. You are still
thinking as a police officer, albeit a brilliant one. But these
people are not your average criminals. Nothing is as it
seems. You have drawn a very reasonable conclusion, but I
think it is wrong. Let me explain why.



‘What would be in it for either Beria or Himmler to
double-cross their leaders? Any hint of it would mean
instant death. So, what was the great prize that would
make these ultra-cautious men risk their own lives? You
think it was a plan to jointly rule the world? A pipe dream.
Both of these men are also realists and know that will never
happen. At best, they might survive. So, what was to be
gained? Men like Beria and Himmler could never share
power with each other. It would be like putting two
scorpions in a bag and expecting them to coexist peacefully.
No, that idea is completely wrong.

‘Yet the notes between them do exist, so they were
planning something. But the crucial point you haven't
considered is that I think each was planning something
different from the other. Again, I ask the crucial question,
what was in it for each of them?

‘For Beria, the idea of him trying to replace Stalin would
be impossible. Far too risky and, even if it happened, he
would then be a target himself for the other members of
the Politburo. All his power comes from Stalin, and Stalin
alone. Without him, he would be defenceless against the
others. No, Beria’s plan was quite different. Indeed, I doubt
if it was even his plan. I think it was Stalin’s plan all along.
Stalin wants to get a separate peace with Germany. Russia
is being bled dry. Now he knows that the Allies are bound
to win the war, but at what cost to Russia? If he could get a
separate peace, he could rebuild Russia’s armed forces
while the West and Germany destroyed each other. Russia
would then re-emerge much stronger against the eventual
winner.

‘Stalingrad is proving to any thinking German who
knows the true situation, and that includes Himmler, that
the war is being lost, and unless something dramatic



happens, Germany will be destroyed. So, a separate peace
would also suit Germany. But not Hitler. He would never
agree, so that was Himmler’s motivation. Save Germany
and win the war against the West, while at the same time
carrying on with the killing of the Jews, and then no doubt
ensuring it was never discovered.’

Schneider knew his old friend was right. He should stick
to police work. He wasn’t used to the subterfuge and
dispassionate brutality of men like Beria and Himmler.
Brutality they used as a ready tool for their own purposes
without a moment’s hesitation or remorse.

‘So, you really think Himmler would have gone ahead
with assassinating Hitler and the others?’ Schneider asked.

Sutter sucked on his pipe. ‘Who knows, Rolf? Maybe he
was just trying to bluff Beria all along, just as Beria was
trying to bluff him. But whatever they were planning,
Stalingrad was forcing a decision. Hence the final message
from Beria. Once Germany loses that battle, her fate is
sealed, and even Stalin wouldn’t consider a separate peace
then.’

Anna looked confused. She was still thinking back to
what Schneider had said. ‘I don’t remember Heydrich’s
papers saying it was all a plot of Beria’s to get rid of Hitler.’

Schneider and Sutter glanced at each other.

‘It never was, but Himmler wouldn’t know that. I was
still playing poker.’

Realisation dawned on Anna’s face. ‘Of course. Himmler
would never risk his own skin. If the Allies knew he was
responsible for the camps, then he would be even more
worse off than he is just now.’

Schneider nodded in agreement.

Anna had one more question. “What do you propose to do
with the papers now?’



Schneider guessed that Sutter probably knew the
answer already.

‘I suggest they stay where they are. Who knows what
might happen before this war ends? Maybe the papers will
still be needed. Only Anna has the password. I suggest we
leave it that way.’

Anna agreed. After the war was over, she intended to do
two things. She wanted to visit Lina Heydrich to tell her the
truth, the whole truth, about her husband’s life and death.
And she wanted to return to Auschwitz, to bury the safety
deposit box key where so many had died. Schneider would
never know, but it was also the password she had chosen in
the bank. Auschwitz. She had known no Nazi would ever
think of that.

*

A thousand miles away, Beria knocked on Stalin’s door. It
was time to tell him their plan had failed. This time . . .



