Berlin, Spring 1953

I could see the rain washing the rubble in the yellow glow of the headlights before Reggie killed the engine. We’d stoped outside one of the few remaining buildings in central Berlin.  

‘Are you sure about this?’ I asked. 

‘It’s the last bit of the jigsaw.’ Reggie replies. 

I got out of the car and waited for Reggie to join me. Faint tones of dance music, talk and laughter leaked from the building. We’re in the British zone, near the Potsdamerplatz where it meets the Soviet zone. The Golden Gate Bridge is painted over the door, and none of the military vehicles parked nearby are British. 

‘What exactly brings us here, Reggie?’

‘Paul.’

‘Merde!’

‘That’s no language for a lady!’ Reggie chuckled. ‘I bet myself that you’d swear though.’

‘That’s not fair, you know how I feel about him. I still don’t know whose side he was on.’

‘Paul’s mainly, but he’ll help us. I guarantee it.’

‘Have you got any other surprises lined up for me?’

‘Darling, how could you think such a thing? Am I not completely honest?’

‘Yes, but that doesn’t stop you springing surprises on people.’

Paul was keener to see us than I was to see him. Steps brought us down into the corner of an ante room with a bar, and there was Paul at the bar holding a champagne glass in one hand. On the bar a silver cooler stood full with ice. Behind the bar was a muscular tall blond in PT kit who’d not be out of place on a vaulting horse. 

‘Nancy! Reggie! Fancy seeing you here!’ Paul said, his eyes and face lighting up in what seemed like genuine surprise. 

‘Paul. Well met.’ Reggie replied, nodding and bowing slightly. 

I kept back and said nothing, but smiled back when he looked at me. I’m not against playing games, that’s how I survived three years of war and eight years of a peace way more dangerous than the war ever was.

‘Come, join me, have some champagne.’ Paul motioned with the bottle, and the barman immediately produced two more glasses. ‘Gustav, these are old comrades of mine.’

‘Jawohl, mein Herr.’ Gustav replied, nodding at us both. 

‘This is no coincidence Paul, I came to see you specially.’ Reggie said, taking the glass from the bar. ‘I wanted to make sure that you were well.’

‘I’m better than that Reggie.’

‘This is your place?’

‘It is, let me give you a tour, and then we can catch up on old times.’

‘That sounds good.’

As we moved off through doors furthest from the stairs I got in close to Reggie and took his arm. 

‘Gustav’s ex SS, I saw his tattoo’. I hissed. 

‘I know, but he’s savable.’ 

Paul interrupted to point out key features of his establishment. I paid close attention and let Reggie do all the talking. 

We went round the corner and through some doors. I wasn’t ready for what hit me. We stood at the top of some stairs in a large well lit dance hall. A band played on stage, the dance floor ringed with tables packed with female civilians and military officers, the British being largely absent. A bar ran the length of the room, with blond waitresses tending the tables and barmen from the same stamp as Gustav. 

‘Impressive, hein?’ Paul asked.

‘Absolutely unexpected, it must have taken ages to dig it out?’ I replied.

‘It is a converted public air raid shelter.’

The tour ended in a private room with three two-seater sofas round a table. The walls featured prints of a rural idyll that I didn’t believe had ever existed. I deliberately sat on the same sofa as Reggie, so that I was as far from Paul as possible. 

Paul had apparently been arrested by the Gestapo and brought back to Berlin with them when they left France in September 1944. He’d been interrogated, although with little enthusiasm. Even ardent nazis saw the writing on the wall. He’d exploited that and even survived the soviet assault on the city. 

In the immediate aftermath he’d bought properties from their desperate former owners. Most grateful for an opportunity start again away from the Soviets. The basements were the club, and the building above was a bakery. Where the money came from remained vague, but that was the best you could hope for with Paul. He’d sold everybody to everyone else during the war. I’d always played dim around him, being hooked on Reggie’s arm continued that erroneous view. 

I stood up, and addressed Paul with my biggest smile, ‘I’m just off to Powder my nose…’ I said before making my exit. 

I went directly to the Ladies in case anyone was watching. They were luxurious.  I recalled being somewhere like this as a teenager, my father served in the Embassy until 1935.  

I sat at the sinks, discreetly looking around me. Within moments two women joined me. My German came back easily. 

‘You are new here, yes?’ the brown eyed girl asked me. 

‘Just arrived. You?’ I asked her

‘A few weeks.’ She replied. 

‘You work here?’

‘All the women here work.’

The penny dropped. ‘Does it pay well?’

‘Well enough, although the Soviets are pigs.’

‘You don’t like them?’ I asked

‘Of course not, I remember when they came and forced themselves on us.’ 

‘I missed that.’

‘You were very lucky.’

‘I was somewhere just as bad.’ I didn’t tell her it was Belsen, that would spoil the atmosphere. 

I followed the girls back, the band still played, and the two British officers I’d spotted were both deep in conversation. I knew them both. The RAF Squadron Leader had been the Lysander pilot that had flown me into of France. The army Major had been a liaison officer and been on the ground in France. 

‘Hello gentlemen, mind if I join you?’ I said pulling out a chair and sitting down anyway, grinning at them. 

The Major turned and bristled his moustache at me, ‘Now look here!’ he started, before recognising me, ‘Nancy! How the devil are you?’ he cried. 

‘I’m all the better for seeing you, Henri.’ I replied. ‘And you too, Blanket!’

‘What brings you to Berlin then?’ Squadron Leader Blanchard asked.

‘Can’t a girl go places without a reason?’

‘Of course she can, but we know you Nancy.’ Henri replied. 

‘The two of you are pretty thick here too, not a coincidence is it?’

‘You that can’t teach an old dog new tricks.’ Said Henri. 

‘I thought as much. Me too, and I could use a hand.’ I said. 

‘Only cloaks here, nothing sharp or hard.’ Blanchard said. 

‘We don’t want to scare the horses.’ continued Henri. 

‘Red horses?’ I asked.

Henri looked around before nodding. 

‘What about old Nazis? Are they fair game?’ I asked.

‘Of course, no love for the boche.’ Said Henri. 

‘But keep it away from the reservation.’ put in Blanchard. 

‘Noted. How are you with Paul?’ I asked.

‘This is his club, he’s very definitely on our side in this show.’

‘Thanks, you’ve been most helpful, I must get back.’ As I turned I realised that Reggie and Paul were coming over to join us. 

Reggie and I went outside for a walk and a talk.

‘Did you get what you needed?’ I asked. 

‘I got another clue and some help.’

‘So what is it that we’re here for again?’

‘I’m following the trail of SS Hauptsturmfuhrer Hechte. He committed some war crimes against friends of mine. He was in Berlin when it fell, only arrived two days before it was completely surrounded.’

‘Do you think he’s still alive?’

‘No. But he brought something with him, a relic that I want to return.’

‘So that’s what we’re looking for?’

‘Yes, It’s not far from here at all. Gustav is going to come out and help us.’

‘But he’s a nazi. What makes you think he’ll want to help us?’

‘A former nazi. He dislikes the Soviets, and the relics are in the Soviet zone. Are you ready for a quiet walk in the woods?’

‘Of course.’ I was always ready for running off into the night. My handbag packed a punch, I had a dagger and a Welrod silenced pistol. 

Just after midnight Gustav appeared. He’d changed into a very dark suit, with a navy blue duffel coat over the top and a matching peaked cap on his head. He had brought a large torch. 

‘You want to go into the Soviet sector?’ Gustav asked in German. 

‘Yes, we want bunker 38, about one hundred metres from the Hitler Bunker.’ Replied Reggie, in flawless unaccented German. 

‘I know it. Be silent and stay close.’

‘Give me your hand.’ Reggie told Gustav.

Gustav held out his hand for Reggie, I watched closely. As soon as Reggie had a firm grip of Gustav’s hand I saw Gustav’s eyes roll up in their sockets. Gustav knelt involuntarily and gasped. 

‘My God!’ Gustav exclaimed. ‘What have I done?’

‘You need to atone for your sins, Gustav, and for that you must live. Do as I ask and you will get the help you need to earn forgiveness.’ Reggie told him, letting go of Gustav’s hand. 

Gustav’s eyes were wide and his jaw dropped open. Awe shone from his face. He knelt on the wet ground and stared up until Reggie stepped back and bade him to rise. 

‘Come on Gustav, we’ve got some relics to recover.’

Saving people just before an operation is never a good idea, it messes too much with their minds. You need people focused on the task in hand. So it was with Gustav. 

The rubble wasn’t as clear on the Soviet side of the line as it was on the British side. The Russians had only cleared room to get around or to extract valuable things. There were piles of uncleared rubble where the buildings had been. 

As we crossed one of these areas to avoid sentry posts on the roadway, Gustav slipped. The skittering stones sounded deafening in the dark. 

‘Wer da?’ came a shout, accompanied by a metallic clunk as the sentry made his weapon ready. 

We kept still and silent. I moved my hand feeling gently for the Welrod. Reggie put his hand on my shoulder to still me. 

‘Wer da?’ came again, followed by a pale torch glow in front of us. I started to perspire, despite the cold, as the beam passed over us. I counted seconds in my head. The torch glow moved away, paused and then came back for a second sweep. 

Two minutes so far. This time it was just in front of us and when it passed to our left it switched off. 

Another series of mechanical clunks sounded from where the sentry was, along with a brief snatch of German conversation. The two Volkspolizei guards decided it must have been an animal. 

We stood in an old doorway, piled bricks behind us, and listened for more sentries before we attempted to enter the sewer system via a manhole in the street. Gustav assured us that this was the safest way to reach bunker 38. We were 150 yards inside the Soviet sector, still close enough for sentries and patrols. 

Gustav went first, and easily opened the manhole cover using hooks. I ran silently in my rubber soled boots. The hole was black inside, but I could see a ladder in the wall. I dropped in, finding the lower rungs by feel. The smell surprised me, it was rust and oil, not the stench I’d expected. 

Reggie came after me. It was about ten rungs down before I got to the bottom, and I stepped left, keeping a firm grip on the ladder just in case. Reggie did the same when he came down, although he stepped to the other side. There was a faint clang as Gustav replaced the cover before he too joined us at the bottom. 

‘What now?’ Reggie asked Gustav. 

‘We go that way’ said Gustav, turning on his torch to light the way. 

Gustav lead us parallel to the border. Then we came to a T junction. The smell was thicker from the new tunnel, it had rainwater running down it with effluent washed in from nearby drains. There was a four foot wide path on one side with a railing to stop anyone falling into the stream. Painted on the wall were directions to previously important places. A short distance away from the junction we stopped at a side tunnel. 

‘This is it.’ Said Gustav. 

‘Are you sure?’ asked Reggie. 

‘Of course, I was a guard here’.

‘Let’s go in.’ Said Reggie. 

I hung back, Gustav had been involved on the wrong side of this. I pulled the Welrod from its hiding place and tucked it into my waistband. 

The bunker door swung open noiselessly. Gustav turned the lights on. We couldn’t see straight in until we went round the blast walls. Inside were four rooms and a spiral staircase going down. The doors all lay open, and there was no sign of a hasty departure nor looting. 

‘Looks like you had an orderly withdrawal’ I said. 

‘Yes. We were here until we heard that Hitler had fallen. After that we went West through the Tiergarten with others and broke out of the city.’

So were Hauptsturmfuhrer Hechte’s relics left behind, or did those go too?’

An ominous clang rang through the bunker. I whirled around and stepped into the closest doorway. 

‘Kameraden!’ shouted Gustav, both at me and whoever closed the bunker door. ‘We’re all friends, together against the godless Soviets.’

I kept the gun hidden, but remained wary. Who else was here and why? 

‘Come forward and be seen, slowly.’ Reggie shouted in German, our apparent lingua franca. 

A face peered round the blast wall, another blonde blue eyed specimen. The hair at his temples more white than blonde. He gingerly stepped round the blast wall, keeping his hands in front of him, palms out. 

‘Who are you?’ asked Reggie.

‘Hans Schneider, an old comrade of Gustav’s.’ He replied. 

‘Well, I’m pleased to meet you, you can call me Reggie’ said Reggie, offering his hand to Hans with a smile. 

Schneider took Reggie’s proffered hand and shook it. Just an ordinary handshake. 

‘I understand that you knew Hauptsturmfuhrer Hechte?’ Reggie asked. 

‘Unfortunately the Soviets killed him when they took Berlin.’ Schneider replied. 

That matched our information, but sounded wrong. I looked again at Schneider, and the likeness hit me. How many other old comrades were out there? Or worse, in here already?

‘We heard that he’d found some interesting relics that protected those blessed by them?’ Reggie said. ‘We were wondering if they could be of use against our common enemy. Would you know about that?’

‘We could discuss it more comfortably downstairs, there’s an officers’ lounge.’

We all went down, Gustav and Schneider leading the way. The rooms down here had the same basic plan. The officers’ lounge had bunk beds against one wall and a large chart of the war situation on 1 May 1945 on another. It appeared that only four of us were in the bunker, unless someone else was at the entrance. 

‘So you seek help in defeating the communists?’ Schneider asked. 

‘I understood that Hauptsturmfuhrer Hechte found a method, but hadn’t worked out how to implement it. I’ve spent seven years tracking him down since I first heard the story in 1946.’ Said Reggie. 

‘Perhaps the story you heard was exaggerated, if Hauptsturmfuhrer Hechte had found something that powerful surely Berlin wouldn’t have fallen?’ said Schneider. 

‘Mein Herr, perhaps you could show him, I can vouch for him being a true friend.’ said Gustav. 

‘Ach, very well. Will you promise not to go public with any of this, nor to let it fall into the hands of either the Americans or the Soviets.’ said Schneider. 

‘I promise.’ said Reggie. 

Schneider bid us to follow him. Gustav remained. Reggie and I followed Schneider to the room furthest from the stairs. The reinforced steel door showed signs of being well maintained and swung open easily. Against the walls were neat rows of wooden crates, each stencilled with its contents. In the centre two crates were stacked like an altar with an ornate jewelled gold and glass box on top. It seemed to glow faintly from reflected light. 

‘It’s a reliquary from a Monastery in the Northern Caucasus, we picked it up from some Armenian Orthodox priests in the Autumn of 1942. They used it to bless their congregation in a ritual called Matagh every Easter by sacrificing a lamb.’ Said Schneider. 

‘It needs animal sacrifices to work?’ asked Reggie, stepping up to the reliquary. 

‘They blessed some panzers with a lamb each when we arrived. Those tanks survived the battles unscathed.’ 

‘May I?’ Reggie asked, gesturing his intent to pick up the reliquary.

‘Of course.’ Schneider replied. 

Reggie picked it up and turned it round in his hands, a look of concentration on his face was followed by one of disgust. ‘You sacrificed people to this idol didn’t you?’ 

‘We ran out of lambs, but there were plenty of soviet prisoners of war.’

Reggie looked at me and nodded. I was still in the doorway, behind Schneider. I stepped in closer pulling the Welrod pistol from of my waistband. 

‘I suppose it was helping your war effort.’ Reggie said, keeping Schneider’s attention on him. 

I put the muzzle practically on the back of his neck and squeezed the trigger. The silenced shot echoed, like someone had dropped a heavy book onto the concrete floor. Schneider/Hechte went down in a spray of blood, leaving a red oval on the ceiling in front of him. As he fell I pulled back the action to put another bullet into the chamber, five shots left. 

‘Gustav?’ I asked Reggie.

He shook his head. ‘They corrupted this with human sacrifices.’ He said, holding up the reliquary and shaking his head. ‘Philistines.’

‘Can you fix it?’

‘It’ll never be the same again, best to destroy it.’

‘Nein’ Hechte moaned from the floor, trying to push himself up towards Reggie. 

‘He’s not dead!’ Reggie gasped, stepping back from a questing hand. 

My second bullet hit the middle of his back, where I expected his heart to be. I cocked the Welrod again. Four shots left. 
The bullet pushed Hechte back down, but it didn’t stop him, he was still moving. How could this be?

Reggie hit Hechte with the reliquary, glass shattered and blood flew. Hechte grabbed Reggie’s left leg. Blood ran from the reliquary, a reservoir inside must have broken, there was too much to have come from Hechte’s head. 

My third round went into Hechte’s head. He went down, letting go of Reggie. Reggie dropped the reliquary. 

 ‘I think the second bullet to his brain did the trick, Reggie.’ 

‘Maybe, but I want to be sure.’

We got out of the bunker and I found Blanket and Henri to enlist their help. I explained we’d been tracking war criminals involved in murdering our agents and that the trail of Hauptsturmfuhrer Hechte had brought us here. He’d resisted arrest and I’d had to shoot him. They bought the story and organised a clean up without soviet involvement. 
Reggie made sure that Hechte was cremated quickly, he never was one with taking chances. He put the remains of the reliquary in the furnace too, including the glass he’d swept up and the blood covered carpet. 

‘How could you be sure of Gustav’s help?’ I asked Reggie as we lay safely in a hotel bed together. 

‘I had a long chat with him while you were talking to your old friends.’

‘You hypnotised him!’

‘You saw that yourself. I knew it would work because we’d spoken. He was unhappy about things his comrades did during the war.’

‘He must have volunteered for the SS though.’

‘He was an impressionable 18 year old with eight years of brainwashing in the Hitler Youth. You remember what it was like here then.’




