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			In memory of the old man by the bay who inspired this story.

			For my wife, Mary Helen Lowry, and my sons, Brand and Josh.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an “iron curtain” has descended across the continent.

			 

			Winston Churchill

			March 5, 1946

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			“The decision to leave his family behind was either an act of monumental self-sacrifice, or one of selfish self-preservation, or both. He told himself he had no choice, which is what we all tell ourselves when forced to make a terrible choice.”

			―Ben Macintyre

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			“Be careful who you pretend to be. You might forget who you are.”

			—Hoda Kotb
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			Sacrifice Zero

			Fredericksburg, Texas—Sunday, 7 July 1946

			When Fred Brown bowed his head, long wisps of blond hair blocked the minister from sight. He couldn’t pray anymore since returning from the war. The experiences had changed him, perhaps more than any survivors. He learned he was of Jewish ancestry during an espionage mission in Nazi Germany as Zelly Zellner. So, he no longer felt part of the Holy Ghost Lutheran Church.

			His three-year-old son, Guenther, danced on the pew beside him. The toddler pointed a stubby finger at the sanctuary’s rear doors. “Soldiers!” His shrill voice pierced the pastoral prayer.

			Fred turned to find three visitors. Three again? A trio recruited me back then, and one of them is the same—Wild Bill Donovan.

			Fergus, his brother-in-law, grabbed Gunny and whispered, “If Meg’s temper explodes, it will be a real donnybrook.”

			Fred looked at his wife. Meg’s mouth formed a round ‘Oh,’ and Irish eyes sprayed hot flames from beneath her bright red curls.

			A different person spoke from Fred’s mind, one as familiar as his own. Fred, get them out of the church.

			Turning, Fred dipped his head to acknowledge Wild Bill. He tiptoed between knees and songbooks to the aisle.

			“Not so soon,” Meg said as he made his way.

			“They promised a year, and it’s been,” Fred said, hoping to cool her reaction.

			As he moved by his mother, her expression silently asked—What have you gotten yourself into, now?

			Pa Brown averted his eyes as Fred slipped through, but not before a devilish gleam made Fred suspicious. He knew they were coming, just like last time.

			That time was a week after my high school graduation, in May 1940. Back then, Donovan wore the uniform of an Army major, but today he’s in a pin-striped suit with the Congressional Medal of Honor hanging at his throat. Pa was the one who sold me out and gave me over to the Jewish cabal.

			The second person spoke again, the one he knew as Zelly. You were Sacrifice Zero. Before they knew it, they had to start counting at Pearl Harbor. Many died, Fred, but you survived, an Eagle Scout, doing your best to do your duty to God and country.

			And you were Oberscharführer Zelly Zellner of the Hitlerjugend.

			We made it through—together.

			Thanks to Fergus and his song.

			Fred led the visitors through the doors and latched them. The pregnant silence in the church transformed into a giant gasp as the congregation sang the hymn, Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott with the organ. In Fredericksburg, Texas, Germans still sang Martin Luther’s music in the original language.

			As Fred shook Donovan’s hand, he steered the men through the hill country grass to the shade of an oak tree. The second man, Major General Edwin Sibert in full uniform, clamped a firm hand around Fred’s arm.

			“Son, America needs you again,” he said.

			“Obviously, why else would the Trinity Gang visit my church?” Zelly said.

			At war’s end, Sibert was Zelly’s boss in the Office of Strategic Services. Fred was the first recruit of the shadow organization, before it had a name or official letters. 

			Wild Bill introduced the third man, who had pilot wings on his blue tunic. “Brigadier General Hoyt Vandenberg, the new Central Intelligence Director.”

			“Patton was right when he said the next enemy would be the Soviets,” Vandenberg said. “Another war might be close.”

			Fred smiled. “That explains my year of private Russian lessons.” He cast his eyes on the acorn sprouts beneath the tree. “I listened to Churchill’s speech on the radio about the Iron Curtain.”

			“Zelly, it can only be you,” Wild Bill said.

			Holy, Holy, Holy floated from the church behind them.

			Can another spy mission be religious? Fred wondered.

			The last one was pure evil, Zelly thought.

			“You need a new opening line,” Fred said with a wistful smile.

			“Why? That one worked before,” Donovan joked.

			“Do you remember Max Winschermann?” Vandenberg asked.

			Zelly nodded. “I wrote him up for failing to turn off the V-2 rocket guide beam.”

			“Criminal police found his body and his sister’s corpse in her Berlin apartment, raped and tortured. A hit from a Soviet SMERSH squad.”

			Zelly grimaced. “What’s the acronym?”

			“A portmanteau of the Russian phrase Smertʹ shpionam—death to spies,” Sibert replied.

			“Max wasn’t a spy, only a technician.”

			“The Soviets have a new operation to advance their knowledge of rockets, atomic bombs, and more, called Osoaviakhim,” Sibert said. “Many Germans are already unwillingly in their employ. Since von Braun surrendered his cadre to us, they are desperate for a guidance expert. Our sources believe Herr Winschermann gave up the name of Obersturmführer Zelly Zellner before he succumbed.”

			Vandenberg’s eyes studied Zelly from head to foot.

			“So, I’m bait in a trap?”

			“And so much more,” Donovan said. “You will also be Hauptsturmführer in the Sicherheitsdienst, Heinrich Himmler’s personal spy service, and Lieutenant Don Richardson in the 430th Counterintelligence Corps.”

			“Perfect for a man with multiple personality disorder.” Fred meant it as a joke.

			Vandenberg didn’t take it well. “No one informed me! It wasn’t in his record.”

			“Because I tore up the psychiatrist’s medical report,” Sibert said.

			“You what?” Vandenberg shouted at the admission. He couldn’t control his dubious expression. He shook his head as if he were being offered a two-legged horse.

			“You need a trained agent who knows Russian and has specific German officer credentials,” Donovan said. “I don’t know of another. Fred and Zelly are the one you need.”

			“Two for one,” Zelly said. “It’s a bargain.”

			“We’ll go,” Zelly said. “What’s the job?”

			“Your briefing will be on the plane,” Sibert answered.

			The church doors flew open. Little Gunny sprinted to his father with Uncle Fergus scrambling after and Meg not far behind. Under the tree, the child stopped and popped a proper British salute, hand facing forward.

			“My fault, I’m afraid,” Fergus apologized in an Irish brogue.

			Zelly scooped up his son and lofted him onto a piggyback ride.

			Meg’s face had reddened to match her curls. Fred shuddered, expecting a tantrum detonation. Instead, she said, “The lessons. You’re sending him to Russia.”

			“No,” Donovan replied. “Germany, but some parts are under Soviet control.”

			“We cash their checks every month,” Fred said to remind her of reality and help her avoid an explosion.

			She checked Gunny’s diaper before speaking. “At least stay for lunch—Ma has chicken in the fryer.”

			Fred grinned. She’s buying a few more minutes of being together.

			“Of course, plenty of food,” Mrs. Brown said, smoothing her flowery tea dress.

			Mr. Brown whistled from the family’s Ford pickup. Fergus offered to take Gunny, but Fred waved him away. As the ladies rode in the cab with Fergus sitting in the truck’s bed, Zelly slid into the rear seat of the Army car with Vandenberg and bounced the boy on his knees.

			“How much of this mission is secret?”

			Vandenberg answered. “Tell the family you are Don Richardson and assigned to the 430th Counterintelligence Corps based in Ebensee, Austria, under Captain Thomas Lucid. Anything more is classified.”

			“God, I worked in the concentration camp there as an SS officer,” Zelly said.

			“The first wrinkle.” Donovan nodded. “You’re still on the wanted persons list for war crimes.

			“Shit!” Fred said.

			Gunny’s eyes grew big at the bad word he recognized.

			“What if a surviving inmate recognizes me?” Zelly asked.

			“Don’t let that happen,” Vandenberg said.

			Fred’s previous experience told him to expect more cracks in the operation. He asked in exasperation. “How many more wrinkles are there?”

			“Do you still have your Nazi papers?” Sibert asked.

			“I buried them before surrendering. Near the Elbe bridge at Tangermünde.”

			“You must retrieve them,” Sibert said. “You’ll need them to prove your position in Himmler’s Sicherheitsdienst. Reinhard Gehlen is recruiting Himmler’s personal spies into a fledgling German intelligence service. You’ll join.”

			“He was an Eastern Front general, head of military espionage.”

			“He plans to spy on Osoaviakhim,” Vandenberg said. “You’ll liaise with us.”

			Fred began to slip away. Zelly recalled the analogy for his first espionage experiences—a clock with interlocking gears, each one spying on the other. “So, I’m an American pretending to be German while I surveil the Soviets. Is my Russian sufficient?”

			“Most of Gehlen’s group are Germans learning the language,” Sibert answered.

			“There’s more to it than a liaison gig, isn’t there?” Zelly asked.

			Sibert followed the pickup and nodded. “Cooperation among allies has disintegrated, especially in science. The White House prohibits us from giving the Russians anything about atomic bombs or missile guidance systems. You are to find out what they already know.”

			“Hold on,” Zelly said. “By sending me, don’t you risk everything? My expertise is exactly what they need.”

			“And we plan on letting them know of your arrival,” Donovan said with a chuckle.

			“Shit! Bait in another trap,” Zelly said.

			Gunny’s eyes widened at the nasty word.

			“There is a leak either within our organization or the Brits,” Donovan said. “We let your arrival slip, and you sniff out the informant or double agent.

			“Imagine the glee in Osoaviakhim when the mixing device’s inventor surfaces in Germany.” Vandenberg whistled.

			Sibert turned into the rutted driveway of the Brown family.

			“Another suicide mission,” Zelly said.

			“But I have a wife and son now.” Fred hugged Gunny tightly.

			“They’ll help you remember to avoid mistakes,” Donovan said.

			As the brakes squeaked to a stop in the yard, Zelly thought. How many more fucking traps do I bait? Those aren’t wrinkles, they’re death notices.

			********

			Pankow, Berlin, Germany

			In the small apartment above the Otlichnaya Polosa Bor’by, the Great Struggle Bar, the telephone rang. Kirya Makarova extricated herself from the embrace of two sweaty and naked men and climbed out of bed. She caught it on the fifth ring. “Da?” The static hinted at a long-distance call.

			She recognized the gravelly voice she remembered so well from Moscow—Viktor Abakumov, the Soviet Minister of State Security or MGB. “Good news from our turncoat, my little sparrow. The one you seek, Frederich ‘Zelly’ Zellner, will arrive in Hamburg on the HMS Birmingham on the 10th of July. Extracting his name was a masterful stroke of work, Kirya, but you must verify he is the one. The CIA plans to use him as a counter-spy in the Gehlen Organization, but I think he would be better at Gorodomlya Island. His records are waiting for you at Peenemünde, and I’ve arranged a travel pass to Hamburg.

			“Your orders, comrade?”

			“As usual—recruit, retain, or rub out.”

			“Da, konechno,” she said and cradled the phone. Turning, she caught the eyes of the two young men admiring her curvaceous figure. She had chosen them from twenty conscripts who came from the Soviet Union’s hinterlands. They were her fellows. “We have work.”

			“I have something for you,” the tall and slender Chechen said. Mischief glinted from his black eyes as he uncovered his massive erection. 

			“Horse, put it in your trousers. We’re going to the Baltic. The tip we extracted in April has paid off. We’ll find our mark in Hamburg.”

			The other man, stronger and beefier, jumped from bed and stepped into tattered underwear. When he turned toward her, he swept reddish-brown locks from his almond eyes. His Turkish face puckered with disappointment.

			“Bull, enough time for that later.”

			She didn’t remember their real names after taking them from the lines in the Belarusian Offensive. As they dressed in their Red Army Guards uniforms, she remembered teaching them the way of ravens, male erotic workers in the trade of secrets. They started as young virgins, but their eagerness to learn had produced many commendations in the unit file. Though regulations prohibit fraternization between officers and enlisted personnel, SMERSH units were exempted. Her boys had developed a fanatical loyalty to her.

			Kirya donned her uniform and brushed her blonde hair before she secured it beneath a beret bearing the MGB shield. “We’ll go to Peenemünde for the records of the German rocket scientist and convince him to work for us.”

			Horse smiled, baring teeth fitting his nickname, but it came from a different endowment. “I wonder which of us he’ll choose.”

			********

			Fredericksburg, Texas

			As the Ford pickup and Army staff car stopped in the farmhouse yard, an Irish Setter puppy tumbled from the barn. When Zelly put Gunny on his feet, the animal tackled him and covered him with kisses.

			Meg confronted Zelly as he left the vehicle, struggling to keep her temper in check in front of the company. “When do you leave?”

			He hugged her and kissed her cheek. “After lunch.”

			“So soon?” She plastered on a fake smile and strode to the kitchen. “We’ll make a meal to remember.”

			Meg and Ma Brown served fried chicken, corn-on-the-cob, and mashed potatoes in the shade of an oak beside the creek.

			“General Donovan, does this remind you of our dinner at the White House with FDR?” Fred asked, and Wild Bill nodded.

			When the plates were empty, Donovan and Vandenberg strolled along the water in a private conversation. In minutes, they came back. “Walk with us?”

			Fred joined them as they continued toward the windmill and stock tank.

			“When I recruited you, I never expected you to survive,” Donovan said. “No one considered the consequences of living a Nazi life. I’m sure the trauma and mental stress were beyond belief. Had I understood the psychology, I would never have sent you. I’m sorry if it has wrecked your life.”

			Fred accepted the apology with a quick nod. “The doctor originally called it schizophrenia, but now it’s multiple personality disorder.”

			“I don’t think you’re up for a mission,” Vandenberg said.

			“I managed several successful ones for Sibert as the war ended.”

			Vandenberg watched Sibert nod but was unconvinced.

			“Honestly, two people inhabit this body—Fred Brown, the American, and Zelly Zellner, a German. We don’t always agree, but we’re at peace. Zelly considers Germany home, but Fred disdains their culture of superiority, hate, and murder. If I were to encounter a swastika at this moment, I might salute or rip it to rags.”

			“Hoyt, don’t you need both an American and a German?” Donovan said. “So, he’s perfect.”

			“I’m not afraid to go back,” Fred said.

			“I have some unfinished business to see if family and friends survived,” Zelly said. “Going back won’t make anything worse.”

			Vandenberg considered the situation and nodded. “I think you’ll do.”

			“Last time, I had a passphrase as my exit ticket.” Zelly stopped at the fountain, pouring water from the well. He scooped a handful and rubbed his face in it, relishing the coolness.

			Vandenberg said, “This time, you’re on your own schedule, so leave when you’ve done what you can.”

			“Whoa! This one has too many parts and lots of wrinkles.”

			“I can’t explain more until we’re on the plane,” Donovan said. “After the First World War, your father perceived another one was coming and offered you to the country. Now, another one is brewing. You can help, and only you.”

			Meg called from the back steps. “Serve the strawberry rhubarb pie, mo shearc.”

			“Duty calls,” Fred said as he trotted over to her.

			She closed the back door behind him and spun to face him. “Are you stable enough for a mission?”

			He shrugged. “I’m wondering the same thing, and they are, too. Other than having two people in my body, I’m doing fine.”

			She grinned and pointed upstairs. “I’m expecting a proper goodbye from both.”

			When Ma Brown served the pie, Fergus took plates to Donovan and Vandenberg. “Wherever you send him, I’d like to go along. He needs a wingman, and my song and I saved him from a bullet in Germany.”

			“Quite an offer, but impossible,” Vandenberg said.

			“I was a British Airbourne leftenant, and I can fight.” When Vandenberg shook his head in finality, Fergus said, “You three are jankers.

			“What does it mean? Wankers?” Vandenberg asked.

			“British slang for KP,” Donovan said, shooing Sibert and Vandenberg inside. “A Medal of Honor winner can’t do kitchen duty, so you brigadiers are doing dishes.”

			Fergus pulled Fred by the elbow to the back stairs. “Meg is waiting. I’ll sit here and play with Gunny and the puppy to guard your privacy.”

			“Save me if you hear the sounds of things breaking.”

			Instead, the only noise was the squeaking of the bedsprings.

			Soon, Fred came downstairs carrying a kit bag of personal items. Fergus asked, “Everything fine?”

			“I caught the trollop wallop.” Fred and Fergus grinned at the inside joke.

			Fred kissed Ma before shaking hands with Da and Fergus. On the front porch, he launched Gunny into the air, causing delighted squeals. Lifting his son’s shirt, he blew raspberries on the child’s bare tummy and listened to him chortle in glee.

			Gunny pointed to his puppy and shouted, “Flynn!”

			“Oh, you’ve given the doggy a name?” Fred asked.

			“In like Flynn, of course,” Fergus said.

			After one more toss skyward, Fred handed Gunny to Ma Brown and took his seat in the Army car. The family waved from the yard, except for Meg. Perched in the upstairs dormer window, she waved her bra and panties. Fred sent her a thrown kiss and stared until she was no longer in view.

			As the vehicle gained speed on the highway, Zelly said, “First Lieutenant Donald Richardson, reporting for briefing as ordered, sir.”

			Vandenberg shook his head. “Spies might lurk anywhere.”

			A memory caused Zelly to chuckle. “A Gestapo agent once said something similar, and it turned out to be true.”

			********

			Peenemünde, Germany

			After a four-hour drive in a Ford Jeep, the SMERSH team arrived in Karlshagen, a beach town near Peenemünde. Kirya dropped off her boys at a seaside inn. “Commandeer a room.” She drove north to the Russian base.

			Construction work covered the facility, building new housing and repairing war damage to the runway and small harbor. A tall brick structure with tall smokestacks was the temporary headquarters. 

			When she entered, a guard directed her to a table stacked with personnel files. She groaned at having to search through them until she discovered they were grouped by areas of expertise. She pulled the bottom records from the guidance pile and soon found the one for Frederich “Zelly” Zellner.

			Her breath caught as she reviewed the dossier. The picture stapled to the opening page showed a handsome 18-year-old sergeant. She scoffed because he was only a boy, not a senior expert. Yet, he served during the design of the mixing device. But his education doesn’t go beyond high school, and he supervised toilet cleaners.

			A janitor couldn’t invent such complex equipment. Did the dead German give a false lead?

			Angry at being set up, she threw the folder onto the floor. The pages scattered in freefall. When the others stared, she blushed and gathered the mess with sheets out of order. On top, she found a nomination for the Iron Cross, second class.

			Apprehending a gang of saboteurs isn’t a useful skill.

			The next sheaf was his commissioning as an officer, signed by Himmler. Her interest piqued at two more notes. On his 19th birthday, Zellner had received gold cufflinks from Dr. von Braun and a silver medallion from Heinrich Himmler. The inscription read ‘presented to my nephew.’ She chuckled at the nepotism, so common in degenerate cultures.

			Zellner will be 23 now.

			Her perspective shifted.

			None of my superiors ever gave me a present. Viktor Semyonovich Abakumov has never awarded me a medal, only commendations. One of Stalin’s minions has never promoted me. What makes this German janitor so special?

			She studied the entire file. The young man had worked in guidance under Helmut Hölzer and Otto Hirschler, both now in America. His work evaluations were perfect. He moved to Zement to start production on a two-stage rocket. She checked for others who had been transferred there, starting with managers, before poking randomly through the pile. He was the only one from the group sent to Austria.

			This kid is my target.

			Taking the folder with her, she returned to the inn and circled the building to where the water reached the sand. She smiled at her boys frolicking in the surf. When they noticed her, they hurried to the Jeep. Showing them the file’s picture, she said, “This is our mark, Frederich Zellner.”

			They studied to commit it to memory as Horse unbuttoned her tunic. “Join us.”

			Bull said, “The room, dinner, and breakfast are all arranged.”

			********

			San Antonio, Texas

			Zelly recognized Kelly Field from an airshow when he was twelve. Amelia Earhart had given him a ride and inspired his teenage crush. Lost in the Pacific while spying on the Japanese, she was his idol and the motivation to accept the challenge of espionage.

			Peace had made the air corps base devoid of action. Only a single plane sat on the flight line. The C-60 Lodestar resembled a pregnant guppy with two tails.

			When the staff car stopped at the aircraft door, Sibert led the group up the stairs. Inside the cabin was a round table with airplane seats surrounding it. Vandenberg pointed him to a seat. Donovan handed him a folder. “Memorize your 201 file, Lieutenant Richardson.”

			He glanced through the pages of his cover story—Fredericksburg High School, ROTC at Rice Institute of Technology with an engineering degree, 2nd Infantry Division at San Antonio’s Fort Sam Houston. Most of his postings were stateside, pushing paper. He had written a keen analysis of Czechoslovakia, which caught the eye of Military Intelligence. After training at Camp Ritchie, Maryland, he went to the 430th Counterintelligence Corps in Austria.

			“Fits me well,” he said.

			As the twin engines sputtered, smoked, and came to speed, Vandenberg pointed to a suitcase and a valise. “Shall we get you into a uniform?”

			In the luggage, Zelly found complete summer and winter uniforms, civvies, two German outfits, and a shaving kit. Stripping off his Sunday clothes, he dressed as Lt. Richardson. He lifted the briefcase and clicked the latches, finding a ton of cash, bills of all colors and sizes—dollars, British pounds, German Reichsmarks, and Russian rubles. He whistled at the riches.

			“The best counterfeits the US Treasury mustered,” Donovan said with a laugh.

			Vandenberg dropped folders on the vacant seat.

			Zelly crossed to it and examined the tabs on the files—Ratline, Bomb, and Hitler. “Three missions, huh? Is order important?”

			“You set your own priority,” Vandenberg said. “Do you know what a ratline is?”

			“I can guess from a history lesson about the bubonic plague. Infested rats climbed the ropes tying ships to the docks and carried the disease around the world.” When he opened the file, he found four pages, all marked ‘Top Secret.’

			The first page was British—an October ‘43 interrogation of Ernesto Hoppe, a German born in Argentina. He claimed Germany planned to send U-boats loaded with jewels, gold, and cash worth over ten million Reichsmarks to Buenos Aires to invest in property and industry.

			“Two submarines made it last year,” Vandenberg said. “U-530 arrived in Mar del Plata on 10 July, and U-977 came on 17 August. Both left European ports in March 1945.”

			“Confidence is high that the valuables got delivered,” Donovan said.

			The next sheets were a dossier on Juan Perón, Argentina’s president. He was a fan of Mussolini’s fascism, who lusted after Germany’s parades and militarism. Since taking office, he had recruited Germans to develop science and technology in his country.

			“Perón helped create the ratlines, allowing useful Nazis to escape,” Donovan said. “German companies already had branches in Argentina—the Krupps, Thyssen, Mandl, I.G. Farben, Siemens, and Sofina, to name only a few.”

			“With a cache of billions and imported Nazis, I’m afraid of the Reich’s rebirth,” Vandenberg said.

			“The last page contains two case studies proving the ratlines,” Sibert said.

			Zelly chuckled. “So, SS Captain Zellner scurries down a ratline to learn how they work and escapes to Argentina.”

			Donovan offered a bag of Granite State potato chips.

			Zelly summarized the last sheet. “One route goes through Spain, arranged by Cardinal Antonio Caggiano. The second is through the San Girolamo degli Illirici Seminary in Rome.” As he crunched a chip, a puzzled expression overtook him. “Why are Catholics assisting them?”

			“Pope Pius was neutral during the war, but favored the Germans,” Donovan said.

			“Before he became the Holy Father, he was the Vatican’s ambassador to Germany,” Sibert said.

			“Why would he aid criminals?” Fred asked.

			Vandenberg took a chip and held it against his extended tongue. “The Fathers love to forgive nasty sins, splash you with holy water, and give you a Holy kiss.”

			“I’m not Catholic,” Fred said.

			“Most Nazis were Lutherans, like you, brainwashed to believe Hitler was a god,” Vandenberg said as he chewed the chip.

			Zelly opened the bottom folder, labeled ‘Hitler’. “Once in my last days, I saw him in Berlin as he awarded Iron Crosses to boys in the chancellery garden. Didn’t he commit suicide? That’s what the news said.”

			“Consider an alternative theory,” Vandenberg said.

			A single page explained another option. A transcript of a press briefing on June 9, 1945, recorded Soviet Marshal Georgy Zhukov saying Hitler had escaped. The next paragraph, dated July 1945 at the Potsdam Conference, quoted Joseph Stalin stating the Nazi dictator was “living in Spain or Argentina.”

			“We’d like certainty,” Donovan said. “A recent newspaper poll shows 68% of Americans think he’s still alive.”

			“He went down a ratline?” Zelly speculated.

			“A US foreign service officer in Madrid interviewed a boy from the Galicia region,” Sibert said. “He claimed to have developed a relationship with Hitler and Braun at the Monastery of San Xulián de Samos in the summer of ‘45.”

			“A member of the French resistance identified the couple watching a dance recital at a Brazilian resort early this year,” Vandenberg said. “The witness said there was a sizable group of Germans who performed the Nazi salute upon approaching them.”

			“Sounds like disinformation to me,” Zelly remarked. “People trying to make themselves sound important.”

			“Still, J. Edgar Hoover wants more solid evidence from you,” Donovan said.

			“If I find him alive, he won’t be for long,” Zelly said. “I have personal scores to settle.”

			“How about a drink before we tackle atomics?” Vandenberg stepped to a bar and plunked ice into glasses. “What’ll you have, kid?”

			“Do you have Irish whiskey?” Fred asked. “I’m afraid my relatives have corrupted me.”

			“Closest is Glenlivet, but it’s a Scotch.”

			“Neat, with a touch of water,” Zelly said.

			Vandenberg brought the drinks, including a Gin Rickey for Sibert and Canada Dry for Donovan. “Let’s discuss the bomb.”

			Donovan sipped. “Zelly knows a secret that you don’t. You’ve been told the Nazis didn’t develop atomics, but Zelly doesn’t agree.”

			Zelly gulped while all eyes were fixed on him. “My partner, Vinny Testaneuvo, investigated the German nuclear program. He died of radiation poisoning after witnessing an event at Rugen Island on October 12, 1944.”

			“Impossible,” Vandenberg said, “the cause of death is inaccurate.”

			“It’s my informed guess from the circumstances,” Zelly admitted. “On Rugen, Vinny was with Luigi Romersa, an Italian newspaper reporter and spy. If you read his columns in Milan’s Corriere della Sera, you’ll discover he said it was a ‘disintegration bomb.’ Also, Himmler had me meet with a Norwegian named Sev. We traded information.”

			“Sev is Sverre Bergh,” Donovan said. “Norway’s intelligence group recruited him, sending him to study in Dresden. As a student, he traveled in Nazi Germany, working under British super-spy Paul Rosbaud.”

			“Did Sev make it through the war?” Zelly asked.

			“He’s at Northwestern University in the US.”

			Vandenberg protested. “But the Brits have said the Germans were nowhere near the bomb. It’s in the Farm Hall transcripts.”

			“You’ll read them on your flight to London,” Donovan said.

			“I disagree,” Zelly said. “The Nazis had a unified plan in 1940—an atomic bomb on top of a two-stage rocket. I went to Ebensee to build a missile called Amerika, and my sabotage prevented it. Having such a rocket makes no sense to loft a few thousand pounds of explosives. I’m sure an atomic bomb was close to completion and someplace nearby.”

			“Thuringia,” Donovan said.

			“Certainly, near Mittelwerk, Nordhausen, and the V-2 crew.”

			“Our concern is how much the Russians have learned.” Sibert rattled the ice in his drink. “We wonder how many months or years until they test one.”

			“About the Farm Hall transcripts,” Donovan said. “The British put ten captured German nuclear scientists, including Werner Heisenberg, in a country house and recorded their conversations. When the Brits told them about Hiroshima and Nagasaki, they acted shocked with disbelief. Some say Heisenberg had made a mistake and overestimated the amount of uranium needed on purpose. Nothing in 400 pages shows Hitler had a bomb. But the Brits translated the document into English, and I’ve wondered how much meaning was lost. You can decipher it.”

			“Where did German knowledge of physics go? Russia? Argentina?” Vandenberg asked.

			“We need an answer,” Sibert said. “Son, the fate of the free world lies in your hands.”

			An announcement from the flight deck interrupted them. “Seat belts, please, we’re landing at Andrews outside DC.”

			As they buckled, Sibert offered the final folder. “This summarizes the work of the 430th Counterintelligence Corps and your new commander, Thomas Lucid. Save it for a bedtime read.”

			Vandenberg said, “We’ve made some arrangements for you—a driver for tonight, room at the BOQ, dinner at the O-Club, and an early departure on a Lockheed Constellation.”

			“Your reading assignment for the trip across the pond will be aboard,” Sibert said. “Leave it on the plane when you disembark in London.”

			“Roger Hollis, a Brit from MI5’s Soviet Affairs division, will meet you and provide transportation to Germany,” Vandenberg said.

			They walked to the stairs, where Sibert and Vandenberg shook Zelly’s hand and wished him luck. Donovan lingered.

			As the brass descended, Zelly overheard Sibert’s whisper. “We have a lot resting on him. I hope he’s up for it.”

			“I worry about his mental and emotional stability,” Vandenberg responded.

			The comments stung Zelly, and Donovan caught the reaction on his face.

			When they marched away on the tarmac, Donovan said, “After you’ve digested your homework, drop a hint to Hollis of your plans. If it materializes later, we’ll conclude the leak is on the Brit side.” He gripped Zelly’s shoulders. “You’ve got this cinched already.”

			Maryland felt chilly as Fred descended the stairs with a suitcase and valise in hand.

			They don’t think I can do it, but we must.

			What I don’t like is putting my knowledge of V2 guidance near Soviet hands.

			I don’t like being bait. In fishing, it never comes out alive.

			He slid into the waiting car.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2
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			The Assignment

			Karlshagen, Germany—Monday 8 July 1946

			Kirya’s night in the austere hotel left her exhausted from her boys practicing their skills. She awoke spooned between them, with Bull’s liquor-filled breath tickling the hairs on her neck. Horse snored, wrapped in her embrace, until a soft knock sounded at the door, and she pushed him from the bed. As the knocking turned to pounding, he sputtered some cuss words, jumped into his underwear, and scurried to turn the knob.

			A female courier entered, glancing at the tent in his boxers. “Comrade Makarova, I have a message and information for you.”

			Kirya sat, grabbing the comforter to keep her breasts covered, and reached for the papers. Bull growled as the bedding moved, leaving him exposed to the courier’s wandering eyes.

			“Spasibo.” Kirya took the documents and waved the messenger to the door.

			“What’s the news?” Horse asked, with his erection following the lady’s exit.

			Kirya tore into the note. “Since we’re going to Hamburg, Comrade Volkov has given us the Kurt Diebner case.”

			“A physician, as I remember,” Bull said.

			Kirya laughed. “The correct English is physicist—an atomic scientist. The British had him until a few months ago. Now, he’s in an apartment in Wandsbek, a Hamburg suburb. We’ll visit him.”

			“Instructions?” Horse asked.

			“Normal—recruit, retain, or eliminate.” She opened an envelope. “This is data on Zellner. When our soldiers captured Berlin, they sent SS records to Moscow, hauling away everything from T through Z before the Americans stopped them. But HQ can’t find Herr Zellner’s.”

			“No help,” Bull grunted as he climbed from bed.

			“However, his name was in the file for an Italian diplomat, Vincente Testaneuvo, who was a spy. He hosted Zellner as an HJ boy in Italy and died from radiation in 1944. So, his mission was the German atomic program.”

			“If he’s dead, he’s of no use.” Bull trotted to the toilet.

			“There was a note saying SS Captain Frederich Zellner requested information on Testaneuvo on April 20, 1945.”

			Horse checked the Peenemunde documents. “This says he was only a lieutenant.”

			“I’ve suspected our guy is more than he seems,” Kirya said, “This proves it.”

			********

			Flying over the Atlantic

			After a hearty breakfast at the Andrews Field mess, Zelly made his way to the waiting C-69 Lockheed Constellation. The plane had a dolphin-shaped fuselage, a distinctive triple-tail, and wide wings with four engines. ‘Trans World Airlines’ in capital letters appeared on the silver paint above the porthole windows and red stripe.

			He introduced himself to a crewman at the door. “Is this a civilian flight?”

			“Last government trip before the bird goes commercial.”

			“Many passengers?”

			“You until New York Muni, then a full manifest of 52. You have a private space behind the rear bulkhead—workspace, couch bed, dining table, facilities, and a personal stewardess, provided by General Vandenberg. The spooks have already checked for recording devices and such. Shall I take you back?”

			Zelly followed him down the main aisle. “What’s the duration?”

			“26 hours, including refueling in Gander and Shannon, so you’ll lose two days.”

			Zelly grimaced and wondered if he could sleep.

			The crewman opened a door to an office covered in red upholstery. Zelly noticed an eight-inch stack of homework. A short lady with her hair in a bun greeted him. Her blazer matched the cabin. “I’m Dorothea, but you can call me Dot.” She didn’t pause for a handshake but parted the louvered doors. “Coffee is on. Shall I pour you a cup? I understand you prefer blond and sweet.” When he nodded, she filled one and put it beside his assigned readings. “For security, I have the only key and will lock you in. If you need me, press the button.” It fit the decorator’s scheme.

			He sat in the chair, fastened the seat belt, and found the Farm Hall transcripts on top of the pile. The book contained secretly taped conversations among German atomic scientists during their stay at an English country estate. As he read, he wished the Brits had provided the original language instead of English translations.

			Translation can lose so much subtlety, Zelly thought.

			He tried to reconstruct the conversational German, and soon he saw the text in the language. When he looked up, the windows revealed they were already aloft. As they landed in New York City, he refilled his coffee and dove back into the document. Noises penetrated the bulkhead as other passengers took seats.

			Dot caught the open door to push in a service cart of shiny dishes. As she did, he discovered a cabin full of uniformed American soldiers.

			She arranged the meal on the table and removed the cloches covering the Italian food. As he ate, he read, but found something off-kilter about the transcripts.

			The scientists were judicious with their words, like a salesperson trying to sell a car with a bad transmission. He slid the report aside. Could they have known they were being recorded? Was the book fiction, feeding the allies what they wanted to hear?

			He knew the Nazis had tested a bomb on Rugen Island. Vinny died after witnessing the event. But to any other reader, the obvious conclusion was that the Germans had failed to produce a device. Turning back to the document, he found the July 6th entry, a conversation between Werner Heisenberg and Kurt Diebner.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Diebner: I wonder whether there are microphones installed here.

							Heisenberg: Microphones installed? (laughing) Oh no, they’re not as cute as all that. I don’t think they know the real Gestapo methods; they’re a bit old-fashioned in that respect.

						
					

				
			

			With a chuckle, Zelly slid the volume aside.

			This is like a Shakespearean play, feeding the audience what they want to hear.

			The Brits’ desired outcome was obvious.

			He pushed the call button. When Dot appeared, he said, “I’ll take Champagne.”

			She brought a bottle, uncorked it, and poured a glass. Gathering the meal’s remnants, she asked, “Anything else?”

			“I assume the plane is in radio contact with the ground and has the necessary protections for secure communications.”

			“Yes, what do you have in mind?”

			He wrote on a notepad, ‘Kurt Diebner’s current location?’ and handed it to her. 

			Twenty minutes later, she brought the answer—‘7 Thiedeweg in Wandsbek, a suburb of Hamburg.’

			As he finished the Farm Hall transcripts, Dot knocked and brought Carolina-style barbecue for dinner. While he ate, she converted the couch into a bed and poured Scotch on the rocks for the nightstand.

			He dreamed he was among the incarcerated scientists.

			How would I react? What would I say?

			Isn’t it like when you first arrived at the Baltic base? Everyone was prone to metaphors—Peenemünde-speak, they called it. The rocket was Aggregate, the launch pad was Tish, and an Intra was a fire extinguisher.

			Of course, they had their own shorthand way of speech. And the German metaphors flew past the unwitting Brits.

			Thinking back, he remembered the calculations that started his employment—a boy throwing a rock. He had to calculate its trajectory and the forces acting on it. When he calculated the force required to throw a thousand-kilogram boulder 500 kilometers, his boss had said, “Welcome to ballistic rocks.”

			Rocks! They missed the code.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3
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			Across the Pond

			London—Wednesday 10 July 1946

			While other passengers deplaned, Dot served Zelly a breakfast baguette filled with a complete meal and coffee.

			“The bosses told me to leave the briefing materials on the plane.” He knuckle-tapped the Farm Hall transcripts. “But I’m taking this one with me.”

			“Impossible! I’m armed.”

			He laughed and opened his suitcase. “Where in that tight outfit can you hide a gun?”

			She brought a Remington Derringer from her jacket pocket. “Vandenberg was clear on my orders.”

			“I haven’t seen one of those since the Polish Underground in the war. They’re not accurate. You’d poke a hole in the fuselage.”

			Her glance found an old Nazi magazine among his things. His picture was on the cover. “You’re a German?”

			He slid the Farm Hall volume into the luggage and closed it. “I guess you should shoot me, because I plan to let one read it.”

			She shook her head and cocked the weapon.

			“Look, Vandenberg expects me to save the free world, and that provides the evidence to make my first mission a success. Or you’ve discovered a double agent, and shooting me will earn a commendation. Choose.”

			She smiled and winked. “I’ll tell him you overpowered me.” She pocketed the gun. “Your escort is outside.” After scurrying forward, she brought a man in early forties with a high forehead and graying hair. His tweed jacket was professorial, and his tie was in a Windsor knot that would make the King proud.

			“I’m Roger Hollis, MI5 Soviet Affairs.” Beneath the bushy eyebrows, his face was dour, as if he’d sucked a lemon. His handshake conveyed arrogance and had no warmth.

			Zelly took an instant dislike to him as Dot disappeared.

			Hollis jumped right to business without the courtesy of asking if the flight was pleasant. “I don’t know what the hell you’re doing here, but I am to give you this.” He handed Zelly a document.

			The large print said, ‘Entlastungs-Zeugnis.’ Zelly’s translation was ‘testimony of exoneration,’ but the paper’s English said, ‘clearance certificate awarded to Frederich Zellner.’

			“Who is this Zellner fellow and why would an American need this?” Hollis inquired.

			Zelly’s dislike switched to distrust. He scanned the page. “It’s for a guy I’m working with—proves he’s not a Nazi anymore.”

			The Brit scoffed. “That’s an oxymoron, if I ever heard one. Do you know that guy’s name is on the list of wanted war criminals? I don’t think a sudden spiritual turnaround counts.”

			Zelly looked puzzled. “I’m not sure why your opinion matters.”

			Hollis’s arrogance diminished a little. “My instructions are to transport you to Hamburg on HMS Birmingham. A Jeep awaits you in Cuxhaven.”

			Just like my first mission, a taxi service from the Royal Navy.

			Carrying the suitcase and valise, he followed Hollis off the plane.

			“Gear in the boot,” Hollis said.

			“My boots are back in Texas,” Fred said, enjoying Hollis’s exasperation.

			Zelly tucked the certificate in the valise and stowed his luggage in the trunk. He joined Hollis in the rear seat. A glass partition separated them from the driver.

			“From the people requesting your arrangements, I assume you are OSS or CIC. You Yanks have a lot to discover about spying.” Arrogance dripped from each word.

			“What little I know came from a Brit. He taught me Defendu, and the fighting style has served me well.”

			Hollis’s pursed lips curled into a smile. The news he planned to deliver delighted him. “We have strong confidence that a high-up Soviet spy or double agent is working on your side of the pond.”

			“Have you alerted General Vandenberg or Wild Bill Donovan?”

			Hollis nodded. “Kim Philby, my superior, has. You should tell them to heed the warning. Settle back, we have 25 miles to Grin’itch, and about an hour to drive it. Been to the Big Smoke before?” 

			“Nope.” As they entered the thick of town, Zelly remembered the devastation he experienced in Berlin as the Russians attacked. “You’ve cleaned up the rubble well.”

			“The port is still a mess. Grin’itch is the closest we can get a ship in.” Hollis switched to being a tour guide. “That’s the Victoria and Albert Museum. This is Hyde Park; you see Buckingham Palace there. Here’s the Thames and London Bridge.”

			“Did the V-2s do much damage?”

			“Considerable, but not what the Hun expected. Official estimates are less than 3,000 fatalities and about 7,000 injuries. Works out to about two dead and five hurt per rocket. Not economical, if you ask me.” Hollis waited a few seconds before asking, “Where’s your first stop?”

			Zelly shrugged, realizing that a quality spy would never answer.

			This might be the chance to plant information to discover the leak.

			True. He kept his tone casual, as if announcing a trip to the grocery store. “I’m paying Kurt Diebner a visit.”

			“Whatever for? Haven’t you read the Farm Hall Transcripts?”

			“Where’s that?”

			“It’s a country house in Godmanchester, close to Cambridge.”

			Zelly’s expression showed utter confusion. “Why would I waste my time with that?”

			Hollis shook his head in disbelief that an American could be so stupid. When the driver stopped at HMS Birmingham, Hollis smiled. “After you cross the Channel, if you need a place to stay, try Hotel Atlantic. It has beautiful views of Outer Alster Lake.”

			Zelly bolted to escape Hollis. At the foot of the gangway, he put down his luggage and saluted the Union Jack flying aft. After climbing the incline, he paused to salute the watch. “Permission to come aboard, sir?”

			The boatswain’s whistle piped him on. Loudspeakers called, “Prepare to make way,” and sailors rushed to their duties.

			The officer offered a handshake. “Leftenant Stanhope.”

			“I’ve drawn on His Majesty’s taxi service before,” Fred said. “I’m Lieutenant Richardson but call me Don.”

			“Charles,” Stanhope said. “Follow me to stow your gear. I’ll show you the important stuff—officer’s head, wardroom for lunch, and the weather deck for sunbathing and a superb view.”

			Zelly ate a Marmite and cheese sandwich with chips while discussing how Hamburg fared during the war. He remembered his Peenemünde roommate’s stories of utter destruction in the July 1943 bombing. The Birmingham’s officers related the capture of Hamburg, where the Germans held out until the 3rd of May, five days before the ultimate surrender.

			Shirtless on the bow, Zelly watched their approach. He scanned the territory south of the Elbe River’s mouth. Beyond the beaches and coastal heath was Cuxhaven, a launch platform for his missiles to rain terror on London. He had trained many of the technicians at Peenemunde before they became the Versuchskommando Altenwalde.

			While in the air, he had studied Operation Backfire, the Brits’ attempt to learn the V-2’s technology. Late last year, they managed three flights of captured rockets. Some of his German friends were on the project. General Walter Dornberger was the military head of the program. Dieter Huzel had responsibility for the launch pad, and Kurt Debus was the flight test director.

			Why did they invite Russian observers to the last test?

			No wonder they’re after your ass.

			The Birmingham rounded the estuary, giving the sandbar a wide berth, and docked beside an ancient brick-and-sandstone lighthouse. A Jeep waited, decorated with red, white, and blue concentric circles, the British roundel. The steering wheel was on the right.

			Stanhope provided a map of Hamburg and Northern Germany. Zelly studied it, noticing the penciled-in route to Hotel Atlantic. Not having a different establishment in mind, he followed the marked directions. After two hours motoring along the Elbe River’s south bank, he approached the city. Crossing the Harburger Bridge took him to the dockyards.

			The bombed-out harbor appeared useless, as his roommate in Peenemünde described. Helmut had lost his family during Hamburg’s destruction. Hundreds of workers leaving the Blohm + Voss shipyard caught him by surprise as they streamed to the Elbe Tunnel.

			A uniformed attendant waved him to a wooden door in an arch, like a toll booth. When it opened, he nosed onto a platform and stopped as the workers crowded around the jeep. Slowly, they sank below the road level. After a few seconds of disorientation, he figured the contraption was an elevator. As he dropped a hundred feet, he marveled at the German engineering. With foot traffic flowing around him, he crept through the narrow passage. On the other side of the river, another elevator took him to street level.

			As far as the eye could see, devastation covered the city’s center. People staggered like tired zombies through shattered walls and enormous piles of tumbled stone. Rows of Quonset huts filled several areas as shelter for those left homeless by the war. Turning right, he passed the Church of St. Nikolai, where only the blackened 4-spired tower remained, and parked at the Hotel Atlantic.

			After getting a room, he changed into a civilian outfit, charcoal corduroy trousers with a tan quarter-zip shirt.
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