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Prologue

Auschwitz

November 1943

It was a blisteringly cold morning. The freezing air, fuelled by a savage easterly wind, spun the unrelenting giant snowflakes into menacing patterns that aptly framed the entrance to the world’s most notorious death camp. The Mercedes-Benz 770, only used by the Nazi elite, pulled to a halt outside Auschwitz. Despite the cruel elements, the armed guards either side of the wrought-iron gates looked immaculate in their field grey tunics. They instantly recognised the status of the approaching vehicle, lowered their Karabiner 98k rifles and moved forward to the back passenger door to check the identity of their unexpected, but clearly distinguished, visitor.

As the mysterious VIP slowly wound down the window, their eyes fixed on a familiar face, and they weren’t disappointed. The insolent expression glaring back at them belonged to a prominent high-ranking figure in the Nazi regime. He was the man who had conceived and created the extermination camps across Poland and Germany; the infamous architect and driving force behind the Holocaust.

Heinrich Luitpold Himmler held the illustrious title of Reichsführer of the Schutzstaffel but was more commonly known as the head of the notorious Waffen SS, the combat division of the Nazi party. He was the second most powerful man in the Third Reich, but was, without doubt, the most feared.

The two guards reeled back on their heels and immediately performed the familiar Nazi salute while proclaiming a hearty “Heil Hitler”. Himmler ignored their enthusiastic greeting, leaned out of the window and adjusted his celebrated pince-nez to focus his piggy hazel eyes on the giant handmade sign that dominated the entry to the camp. An arrogant smirk crept across his pencil-thin lips as he read the notorious words that greeted every individual, “ARBEIT MACHT FREI” – work sets you free. Himmler failed to spot the slight imperfection in the sign; the letter “B” had been inverted deliberately as a covert mark of rebellion by defiant Jewish inmates tasked with creating the sign a few years earlier.

The huge iron gates swung open, and the eight-cylinder engine fired up inside the giant Mercedes, pumping smoke from its exhaust, charring the virgin white snow. The Nazi staff car glided effortlessly into the camp, exuding the same authority and arrogance as its eminent passenger.

Although Block 10 had originally been designed for male inmates, everyone at the camp was aware that in recent months it had been transformed into a massive testing laboratory housing hundreds of female human guinea pigs. Inside the notorious two-storey brick barracks, conditions were atrocious and inhumane. Female prisoners were crammed into triple wooden bunk beds layered with straw bedding, which housed rats, lice and other vermin. The women were routinely subjected to appalling medical experiments performed without anaesthetic, and the complete lack of hygiene ensured the death rate was phenomenally high. Only a handful of inmates lasted longer than a month.

In one of the darkest corners of the block, a young male doctor was struggling to find a usable vein in the almost-lifeless bony arm of his twenty-year-old patient. He swore under his breath as he focused on his fifth attempt to find a landing zone for the hypodermic needle in his right hand. He was determined to make this attempt count when his concentration was broken by the unmistakable voice of the camp commandant, Rudolf Höss. The frustrated SS Major at once knew something was amiss because this was the first time the commandant had deigned to visit his makeshift laboratory.

“Doctor Schumann, you don’t seem to be having much luck today, but that might change. You have an esteemed visitor waiting for you in my office. I suggest you get moving.”

Two minutes later Doctor Horst Schumann cautiously entered the commandant’s office where he encountered Heinrich Himmler lounging in a black leather chair. His short stubby legs were stretched out across the massive oak desk Höss had shipped in from Berlin when he’d first taken over the camp three years earlier. Schumann’s gaze was weirdly drawn to the pristine black rubber soles of the Reichführer’s jackboots that mysteriously showed no sign of snow in their deep crevices, Himmler nodded to acknowledge the arrival of the doctor and then his eyes flicked down to the manila folder in his right hand, which he brandished in the air with the panache of a seasoned orchestra conductor. He waited a moment before switching his gaze back towards the doctor and then let rip.

“Schumann, I totally condemn your recent behaviour, as does the Führer. Furthermore, it simply won’t be tolerated. Maybe you would like to swap places with one of your loathsome Jewish patients? How dare you choose to ignore our weekly requests for updated figures? In the last two months you’ve ignored countless telexes from my office asking for information on the trials.”

The doctor recoiled from the desk – his body physically rocked from the verbal onslaught. His mind raced while he considered the possible consequences of his inaction. He was well aware of the ruthless violence the obnoxious psychopath facing him was capable of dishing out.

“Reichsführer, I do of course owe you and the Führer an apology. As medics we are working in dreadful conditions in Block 10. Many of our patients are so wasted and frail they die before the results of our tests can be processed. Therefore, the figures are much lower than we expected and …”

Himmler’s body snapped into action. He rounded the desk to come eye to eye with Schumann and whipped the doctor’s face with the folder before slamming it down on the desk.

“Doctor, as you know, this is the Führer’s pet project. He conceived it and therefore it will succeed. I anticipate exceptional figures in your next report.”

Himmler didn’t wait for a reply. He scuttled past the humiliated doctor and stormed out of the commandant’s office. Schumann stood stock-still for almost a minute. His only movement the trembling fear of his body. He slowly reached down and picked up the folder, the disturbing contents of which currently threatened his very existence. The front cover bore the crest of the majestic German military eagle and underneath were typed two words: Operation Gesamtkunstwerk.




Chapter 1

Buenos Aires, London, New York, Sydney, the Caribbean

April 2022

The global Zoom meeting was drawing to a close. It was no different to thousands of others taking place across the world at the same time, except the encrypted passcodes required to gain entry were impenetrable. The participants were based in four continents, with varying time zones, and the call had been scheduled to start at 23:00 GMT. Despite their different nationalities, all the contributors were fluent in a second language – German. The Zoom gallery, displayed on the five computer screens, revealed the images of the participants but didn’t list their names. The call lasted just under an hour and the host brought it to an end with a disturbing declaration.

“The ongoing pandemic is a gift. It’s already helped us cover our tracks with some of our tests and now the main operation needs to be brought forward. In the name of our grandfather, we mustn’t squander the opportunities it brings.”

The other four participants nodded in agreement. Just before they logged off, the host resumed speaking.

“One last matter to cover. Eva, this one’s for you. I’m emailing through details of the escape plan for an old family friend who is currently languishing in a maximum-security cell. We badly need an operative in the field whom we can trust and, after ten years of incarceration, his loyalty to our cause is undeniable.”

In Buenos Aires Eva Castillo closed her laptop and reached for the glass tumbler of Jim Beam that sat on a red leather coaster on the brushed steel desktop. She drained the contents in one swallow and walked across the tumbled marble floor towards the fifteen-foot-high curved glass windows, a signature feature of her waterfront penthouse apartment in Puerto Madero Harbour on the east side of the city. It formed part of a luxury high-rise development comprising some of the most expensive real estate in Buenos Aires.

Eva glanced down at the spectacular pedestrian suspension bridge spanning the harbour and the picturesque dockside restaurants that attracted tourists and locals alike. The area was renowned for its upscale steak and seafood bistros, and she smiled to herself as she spotted the usual queue snaking around the front of El Mirasol, her favourite eatery. She knew a simple text to the maître d’ always guaranteed her a table overlooking the water, regardless of the waiting times being handed out to hopeful customers who stood in line. She was born to entitlement and privilege which, to date, had smoothed her path through life.

Eva loved playing the card that, right from birth, she was destined for a life in politics because her parents had named her after the First Lady of Argentina, Eva Perón. In reality, her Christian name was a tribute to her paternal grandmother, Eva Braun; the wife of the most notorious dictator of the twentieth century. She’d inherited the natural beauty of her grandmother, with her crystal blue eyes and curly strawberry blonde hair combining to stunning effect. At twenty-nine, she was the youngest senator in the National Congress and deputy leader of the extreme right-wing party Sovereignty. In the recent midterm elections, they had caused a political earthquake by winning twenty-three per cent of the national vote, reflecting the popularity of the growing fascist movement inside Argentina.

Although the sound was switched off on her cell phone, Eva felt the faint buzz created by the arrival of a fresh email and retrieved the super-encrypted iPhone from her jean pocket. The incoming message displayed no subject, just an attachment that she immediately double-clicked. The top half of the screen showed the colour headshot of a man she’d never met but whom she felt she knew intimately. She could see the Word document contained ten pages of copy but, for now, she was content simply to stare at the distinctive features of prison inmate 477815, otherwise known as the Black Scorpion.




Chapter 2

Valledupar, Colombia

The maximum-security wing in Valledupar Penitentiary was not for the faint-hearted. It was the first prison to be built inside Colombia using US funding and was designed to secure inmates who were seen as a potential threat to both the Colombian and US governments. Its clientele was a heady mix of drug lords, serial killers, rapists and political extremists and, more than two decades after its opening in April 2000, it had deservedly earned the reputation of being the worst hellhole in South America.

The prison stank of vomit, faeces and urine because prisoners only had access to running water for three hours a day. Most of the time they deposited their liquid and solid excrement in plastic shopping bags and dumped them in the communal areas scattered around the sixteen-hectare site. Most of the fourteen hundred prisoners were lifers, confined to tiny barren ten-foot-square cells for twenty-three hours a day, surviving on a diet of stale bread, rice and peas. Visitation rights were down to the goodwill of the warden, of which very little was ever shown.

Matias Paz, also known as the Black Scorpion, was one of the inmates. He was approaching the tenth year of his life sentence, having been found guilty of the multiple murders that terrorised Buenos Aires in January 2012. At the time, Paz fronted a corrupt security company that took orders directly from the CEO of a major US-based pharmaceutical corporation, who was exposed as the secret son of Adolf Hitler. Paz had found himself at the centre of a worldwide firestorm as he became the ugly face of a show trial that dominated the front pages across the globe for almost two months. Throughout the entire process, he didn’t utter a single word.

Now in his sixties, Paz was a former mercenary and lifelong fascist. He still didn’t carry an ounce of spare fat on his muscular frame, and before his incarceration he’d dyed his platinum-grey hair jet black to disguise his age. For many years he had kept two glossy black-skinned emperor scorpions in a large terrarium in his office, earning him his nickname.

He was just over halfway through his morning workout, simply dressed in white vest and underpants, when he heard footsteps approaching his cell. This was highly unusual as the guard who patrolled his level and dropped off his food twice a day, always at the same time, wasn’t due for another seven hours. Paz cursed under his breath – the disruption to his routine and the consequent break in concentration meant he lost count of the number of press-ups he’d completed, so he’d have to start again. A few seconds later the metal hatch in the middle of the cell door slid open and the guard’s face filled the void. Curiouser and curiouser, thought Paz – an event like this hadn’t happened in the previous ten years of his incarceration.

“Get some clothes on, Paz – you have a visitor. I’ll be back in five minutes.”

The Black Scorpion was stunned. He’d not had a single visit since the day he’d entered the disgusting institution. He scrambled out a reply.

“Who … is it?”

“It’s your nephew, Theodor, and it’s your lucky day. The warden has sanctioned the visit.”

The hatch slid back into place and Paz made a grab for his brown dungarees, neatly folded on the mattress of his bunk. The imminent visit was indeed unusual, particularly as he didn’t have a nephew.

* * *

The compact rectangular visiting room was stark. The white paint that had been applied to the plastered brick walls twenty years before had long since discoloured and now resembled a weak cappuccino. In the centre stood a small square pine table with a chair on either side – one of which had its legs cemented directly into the grey concrete floor. Two iron manacles secured to that end of the table were tightly clamped around Paz’s wrists and, to complete the restraints, a four-inch-wide black leather safety belt secured his chest to the back of the chair. He felt like a trussed chicken and the message was clear: the warden may have granted him a visit, but he was obviously taking no chances with his high-profile inmate.

The digital clock on the far wall read 11:27, so Paz figured he only had three minutes to wait before meeting his mysterious nephew. He wasn’t wrong. At precisely 11:30 the door facing him opened to reveal a guard he’d never seen before, accompanying a tall, painfully skinny early twenty-something, dressed head to toe in denim. The young man’s overall appearance was unassuming and somewhat bedraggled; he was unshaven with a mop of hippy-length black curly hair. Paz figured his visitor was a struggling college student in desperate need of a decent meal. His angular features were dominated by high, pronounced cheekbones and his dark brown eyes, partially hidden behind a pair of cheap wire spectacles, looked slightly haunted as they focused on Paz. There was an ominous silence while he drew up the other chair to face his “uncle”. Neither of them seemed sure how the initial greeting should play out but then the young man broke into life – as if he had just received an action cue and launched into his rehearsed script.

“Hello, Uncle. How are you doing?”

Before Paz could reply, the burly guard who’d escorted Theodor into the room interrupted them.

“You have exactly fifteen minutes for the visit, but if I see something I don’t like, it’ll be over. Do you understand?”

He didn’t wait for a reply. Instead, he strolled over to the corner of the room, just far enough, Paz decided, to be out of earshot, and began playing a game of solitaire on his cell phone.

Paz was ready to begin his interrogation of the young visitor who was pretending to be his nephew. “Firstly, we both know Theodor isn’t your real name. Who sent you and what do they want from me?”

The young man lent forward so his face was no more than six inches away from Paz. “Señor Paz, I’m an actor, a struggling actor who makes a grubby living as a waiter in a nightclub in the city. Last week I saw an online advert for a Zoom casting audition and … guess what? This was the part.”

He smiled for the first time as he witnessed a look of total bewilderment on Paz’s face. “The fee was huge and the woman who interviewed me said all I had to do was alter my appearance, take on the role of Theodor and deliver the following message to you in person, word for word.”

“Who gave you the part? And don’t bullshit me,” Paz hissed, his reply dripping with threat.

“The woman never put up a live image of herself – there was just a caption on the screen saying ‘casting director’, so I’ve no idea who she was. But she made one thing very plain, I am not allowed to answer any questions.”

Paz nodded his understanding and furtively glanced at the guard who was deep into his card game. “Go on, Mr Actor, let’s hear what you’ve got to say.”

Theodor shut his eyes for a couple of seconds, his forehead creasing up – almost as if he were rebooting his brain. Then he resumed eye contact with Paz and began to recite his lines. “Next Tuesday, exactly one week from today, at 13:09, nine minutes into your daily one-hour exercise break, you’ll walk across the open courtyard to the middle of the western wall, turn and face it and maintain that position, regardless of anything that might go on around you. You’ll be safe from harm as long as you don’t move. By 13:15 you’ll be out of the penitentiary and on your way to meet an old admirer.”

The young man deliberately scraped his chair when he stood to catch the attention of the guard who glanced up from his phone, irritated his game had been disturbed.

“Guard, I’m ready to leave.”

Paz’s eyes never left the actor as he made his way across the room and out the door shadowed by the disgruntled guard. He sat passively in his chair, desperately trying to work out whom the young man was working for and what the hell was going to happen next week. For now, all he could do was wait.
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