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Courage is the first of human qualities . . . because it is the quality that guarantees all others.
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Prologue
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T
HE
P
OLISH OFFICERS
knew they were in trouble when the train stopped.

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

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

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

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

Darkness.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

A gunshot echoed through the silent forest.

The sparrows flew away.

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

According to
the Order.

One
5 A
UGUST
1944

T
HE ASSASSIN STOOD IN THE SHADOWS
of an alcove and watched the activity on the other side of the street. The lamps along Stawki Street, just west of Warsaw's City Center, had been shot out during the first days of the Rising, but the night sky was illuminated with brilliant, yellowish-white flashes. German artillery units were pounding the Wola District two kilometers to the west, and an acrid, smoky haze hung in the air. The ground trembled beneath his feet with each jarring concussion.

But he waited.

And watched.

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

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

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

The assassin stepped out of the alcove and marched across the boulevard, his right hand resting lightly on the holster strapped to his waist. As he approached the automobile, he shouted loudly enough to be heard over the bursts of shelling,
“Guten Abend, SturmbannfÃ¼hrer!”
With his right forefinger, he flipped open the strap of the holster.

        

        
               
        
            	«
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	...
	32
	...
	54
	»

        

        Other books



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Lulu Bell and the Koala Joey by Belinda Murrell



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Amethyst by Lauren Royal



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        You Let Some Girl Beat You? by Ann Meyers Drysdale



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Taught to Kneel by Natasha Knight



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Marea estelar by David Brin



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The Matrimony Plan by Christine Johnson



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Exiles by Alex Irvine



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Home at Rose Cottage by Sherryl Woods



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Softer Than Steel (A Love & Steel Novel) by Jessica Topper



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Secretary on Demand by Cathy Williams


        
        
    



        
                    

    





    
        
            © ThomasStone 2015 - 2024    Contact for me [email protected]                    


                
            
            
            
        

    







    
    