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PART ONE:

 


FALCONS

 


 



CHAPTER 1

 


Churchill was pleased when he inspected the
Czechoslovak troops at Edgehill and found them in the semblance of
British uniform. That task had consumed the better part of six
months, but since the Czech Brigade had little to do, and nowhere
to go, speed did not seem of the first consequence.

For all that time, Hitler sat with his armies
in France as if he liked the long view. With his air fleet badly
damaged, and his sea-going fleet stillborn, the middle-class
Anti-Christ had postponed his Operation Sea Lion indefinitely. For
that long was England safe.

Churchill hoped that he would be apprised of
any change in the mind of the monster. SIS had made progress in
deciphering the product of the Enigma machines that encoded German
military communications. When Sea Lion was put off, he knew of the
decision within six weeks.

Six days would have been better. Six hours,
of course, was the purview of God—and President Benes.

The little man walked at Churchill’s side
with his hand at his breast under his topcoat. In many ways, Benes
seemed to mirror the land that he had been elected to
govern—compact, industrious, efficient. When the Allies handed
Czechoslovakia to Hitler, they had given a madman the means to
conduct an intercontinental war, and prolong it endlessly.

The Hun had it all—the Skoda Works, the arms
factories in Brno, the rolling stock that made Prague the turnstile
of Europe, the tanks and aircraft of their well-equipped
army—everything but the inner workings of the Czech intelligence
service, which had been transferred intact to England. Its networks
were what made Benes no mere ally, but the oracle of this war to
date.

“Impressive.” Churchill gestured with
his walking stick. “Look at that fellow. He’s seven feet from the
ground.”

Benes began to move closer to the sergeant in
the front rank, but stopped when he noticed the photographer ahead.
Conscious of his image, the little man would never allow himself to
be trapped in the same frame with a giant. It was part of the
wartime fiction: that Old Winnie was usually sober; that Roosevelt
could walk.

“Almost all these troops saw action in
France,” said Benes in the soft voice made softer by the silvery
mustache at his lip. “To a man, they’re anxious for another
chance.”

“They will have it,” said Churchill.
“The question is when and where.”

“That is no longer the question,” said
Benes. “It is doubtful that it will be here. And certainly it will
not be soon.”

His quiet words thumped like horse-apples
onto the spring grass as he continued up the line. The little man
was being coy. Benes was well aware that his sources were not
simply the best available to the Allies, but at times the only
ones.

Still, Churchill waited to enquire of the
Sibyl until the end of the formation had been reached; until the
voices of the squad leaders began to sound up and down the line;
until the Humber staff-cars were in sight, and he had lit a
cigar.

“I take it, sir, that you have
word.”

“Yes,” said Benes. “From Three
Kings.”

That was how Benes always referred to the
information that came from on high and so far in advance. Although
MI6 held the opinion that Three Kings was only one man well-placed
in Nazi intelligence, that did not detract from his
infallibility.

“And what do the wise men
say?”

“That Hitler will invade Russia,” said
Benes in a whisper. “Operation Barbarossa, so-called, commences in
June.”

“But are you sure? We’ve been told this
before.”

“The plan has been in circulation for a
year or more,” said Benes. “It was presented as a contingency, but
it’s the same plan, and it will be enacted soon. I’m told the
campaign would have begun already if Hitler had not diverted his
resources to Yugoslavia and Greece.”

Diverted his resources. That was too coy for
the rhetoric that lay in Churchill’s breast like a heart. Belgrade
had been bombed into rubble. The Yugoslav and Greek armies were
destroyed within a month. Four British divisions sent in relief had
been overwhelmed and withdrawn in an action no less remarkable than
Dunkirk. It seemed impossible that any good could come of
catastrophes of that magnitude unless—

“If Hitler attacks Russia in June, he
could be caught by the oncoming winter.”

Benes shrugged. “The German General Staff is
predicting a six week campaign.”

“Are they as mad as he?”

“Perhaps,” said Benes. “Their aim is to
smash the Russian Army. At a minimum, they think they will be able
to control enough territory so Russian bombers cannot reach
important industrial areas in Germany. They will succeed, I
think.”

A very correct, very dry assessment. It
reminded Churchill, as he consulted his flask, that Benes did not
drink either.

“That degenerate will succeed until he
fails. He took a backward step when he attacked England and lost so
much of his air force. If he commits his armies to Russia, they
will be lost in that immensity.”

“It seems unlikely that he can conduct
a two-front war.”

“Yes,” said Churchill. “But it’s the
myth that matters. To this point he’s been invulnerable. The
Wehrmacht invincible. A crack in the facade is precisely what we
need.”

“Let’s hope we have it soon,” said
Benes. “The Russian officer corps is in disarray due to Stalin’s
purges. And taking the Baltic lands has stretched their lines of
defense much too far.”

All true. But Churchill was thinking again of
myth. It was the most abused and powerful force on earth. Any man
who knew history knew that first.

“Adolf Hitler will not conquer Russia,”
said Churchill, liking the sound of it. “If what Three Kings says
is true, what the Hitler gang has done is present us with an ally.
A formidable ally.”

Benes nodded as if he had found the means to
express the things he wanted most. “The nature of this war will
change in an instant. The role of the occupied countries, too. With
Russia under attack, we would be obliged to mount actions of our
own.”

“What sort?”

“Clandestine actions.”

“These would be—” Churchill paused for
the word that best fit the moment, and his inclinations.
“Spectacular.”

Benes nodded with the single most vigorous
action that he had ever shown. “I guarantee it.”

“We must have the world’s full
attention, and its help,” said Churchill. “This war will be won by
all, or it will not be won at all.”

“I promise you the complete dedication
of my men,” said Benes. “They will require special training, of
course.”

“They will most certainly have
it.”

“And the government of Czechoslovakia
in exile must be recognized as the unified voice of the
land.”

“Agreed.”

 



CHAPTER 2

 


Mallaig, Scotland

September, 1941

 


“Sergeant-Major Josef Gabcik, sir.”

Franta looked over the battered table in the
borrowed office of the Scottish castle where his paras were being
trained. The man he saw was of middle height and an extremely
compact build. He might be said to be of pleasing compact
looks—brown hair parted so far back that it seemed hardly parted at
all, bright and quick blue eyes under sleepy lids, a mouth that
smiled easily. All these things were good. Excellent.

“Call me Franta,” he said. “It’s good
practice to dispense with rank.”

“Yes, Franta.”

“Do you know why we do it?”

“I imagine I’ll find out,” he said,
smiling.

Czech NCOs understood how to handle their
officers. They ran the army, and they knew it. This one had run
considerably more. He held the Czechoslovak War Cross and French
Croix de Guerre. By one account, he had been the last man to give
up the Battle of the Marne.

“Perhaps it would interest you to know
that you’re the best man here at Cammus Darrah,” he said. “Your
English instructors think they’ve never seen a better soldier pass
through commando school.”

Gabcik smiled again. “I doubt that’s true.
What impresses Englishmen is someone who speaks their language. I
do it better than most.”

“That says a great deal about your
intelligence. English is a difficult language.”

“Not for me,” he said. “I was born in
the homeland, but my father lived many years in America. I would
have grown up an American if the Depression hadn’t forced him to
return home.”

The rest of his life was as interesting.
Several years in the Home Army. After the German occupation, he
sabotaged a magazine of poison gas and escaped to Poland. Later, he
enlisted in the Foreign Legion, which took him to France for the
fighting and to England for the long wait. Only one point of his
dossier demanded clarification.

“I understand that you were born near
Zilina.”

“Yes, Franta.”

“At the foothills of the mountains,” he
said. “Are there still bear in those hills?”

“Not many, I think.”

“It’s quite beautiful. In the
mountains. In all Slovakia.”

Gabcik did not react quickly to the
statement, although he understood what lay behind it: the Germans
had split Slovakia into a separate fascist state. Many Slovaks no
longer saw themselves as citizens of a united nation. And that
mattered.

“I believe in free Czechoslovakia,”
Gabcik said finally. “That was Tomas Masaryk’s dream, and mine,
too.”

“You’ve proven that,” said Franta. “But
some people require assurance of a man who will operate behind
enemy lines. There must be no doubt as to any part of your
allegiance.”

“There is none.”

Franta understood why the English thought so
highly of this man. Though not quite thirty, he conveyed an
impression of calm that was nerveless. Nothing hesitant. Nothing
backward. His skill in every aspect of clandestine warfare was
awesome.

“What if you were asked—” Franta
hesitated for the right word. “What if you were ordered to do
something that most people, even most soldiers, would think of
as . . . unacceptable?”

“I can’t imagine what that would be,”
said Gabcik quickly. “We’re at war with Nazis. It’s total
war.”

“So you will do anything you’re
told?”

“Without hesitation.”

This is the man, thought Franta. This is the
one who will do the unthinkable, and do it very well.

 


* * *

 


London

December 28, 1941

 


This should be classified, thought Benes, as
another descending rhythm. In late spring, the Gestapo arrested the
first of the Three Kings in Prague. Less than one month later, a
direction-finding van tracked a radio signal that led the Germans
to Colonel Masin and Leon.

Masin had fought the SS troops, wounding
several before he was captured. Leon escaped into the underground.
He was still at large, still in Prague, but hard-pressed to
maintain contact with his primary source in German Army
intelligence.

The information that had come like crown
jewels now arrived seldom if at all. Benes had lost influence with
Churchill and the Russians, who demanded every scrap of
intelligence throughout the long autumn of Barbarossa. They had
already accused him of withholding information in their hour of
need.

The only answer Benes had were his paras. Six
months training had put them at a peak of readiness. Tonight, a
three-man team—Silver A—would drop into Bohemia with a transmitter.
Their mission was to reestablish the link between the Last King and
London. Silver B, a two-man team dropped at the same time, would
provide backup.

One more team was to jump with the
group—Anthropoid. Benes had chosen the name from his store of the
macabre. It meant to describe a creature that resembled what it was
supposed to be, but lacked just the thing that made it so.

Benes remembered the two sergeants chosen for
the mission. One Czech. One Slovak. Good balance—and hardly
cynical. Impressive biographies and skills. Both would have been
officers if the army had not been so top-heavy. Both spoke English,
but the Slovak did it better than Benes.

“Tell me, Franta, will the radio teams
maintain contact with Anthropoid?”

“No, sir. If Anthropoid is successful,
we’ll know instantly.”

“But what if they encounter
difficulties? Shouldn’t they have some way of communicating with
the others?”

“It would be dangerous for anyone to
have knowledge of them, sir. The Anthropoid team must remain in
isolation.”

“Won’t that make the job more
complex?”

“In these matters, the easiest way is
never a consideration,” said Franta. “Every person who knows of
their presence increases the danger of discovery by a factor of
five. That’s especially true in the beginning, when capture is most
likely.”

“Do you think our paras would
talk?”

“The Gestapo are unsubtle, sir. A man
who falls into their hands is asked one question. ‘Who are your
collaborators’? The torture continues until the names are given—or
the victim dies.”

“And this is always so?”

“Always,” said Franta
kindly.

Benes accepted the word of his closest
advisor. Franta had long ago proven himself far-sighted. When it
became clear that the West would award their country to Hitler to
satisfy his claims of race, Franta evacuated Prague, taking his
files and staff to a waiting plane for England. Was he ever
wrong?

“What are the chances for this mission?
Realistically.”

Franta’s face swayed to and fro in the
shadows of the lamp. His dark eyes moved toward the light and
became strangely polar. “If they survive the drop, and the first
forty-eight hours, I’d say reasonably good.”

“Good?”

“Fifty-fifty.”

The odds suddenly seemed high. Those two NCOs
appeared in Benes’ mind as if they would never die.

“Perhaps I should have asked the
chances for failure,” he said. “There’s no way to calculate the
aftereffects of this. That makes it very risky.”

“The aircraft’s not yet over the
drop-zone,” said Franta quickly but with little conviction. “I’ll
phone Tangmere Field. They’ll radio ahead. The mission could be
aborted.”

A tempting offer. What could Anthropoid
really do except light a torch?

But it would certainly do that. The flames
would be seen all the way to America. The attack on Pearl Harbor
three weeks ago had brought them into the war. What they
needed—what all the allies needed—was a symbol of resistance to
terror.

“No, Franta. This is a chance we must
take. If our men are successful, the whole world will know
Anthropoid. And they’ll know us for what we are.”

 



CHAPTER 3

 


After two hours in a plane with no
soundproofing and the engines hammering, Josef Gabcik found that he
was hardly nervous, hardly capable of thought. The telepathic
farewells that he might have made with the living had been shaken
from his mind. The deep vibrations had entered his bones and
exchanged meaning, as if he were bonded by rivets and struts, a
creation in steel, something new and composite.

And that was true. He knew that he must
respond to the name Zdenek from now on; that he must think of
himself as Zdenek; that he must rehearse and even dream the new
life.

For how long? Days? A week or a fortnight?
Setting up the mission would probably take that long, but once they
were in position to close out Anthropoid, he did not see how it
could be more than a matter of hours to the end.

Zdenek was the best small-arms marksman in
the Czech Brigade. The man sitting beside him on the canvas
webbing, Jan Kubis—code-named Ota—was as good with explosives. In
training, Ota had tossed a grenade fifty yards on a trajectory with
little arc to a target the size of a bushel basket. His gray eyes
were twenty-ten, as bright as alloy. His hands were the size of two
men’s. His only vices were cigarettes and poor card tricks.

They had left Brigade together and stayed
together in the same string of volunteers for months. First, at the
commando in Scotland, where they honed necessary skills; then to
England for training in special means. It was October when they
finally came to the estate that was called STS 2 by the English and
Shithouse Manor by everyone else. There, they were put on ice with
a small number of men who awaited orders.

Sitting on the canvas bench seats in the bay
of the Halifax with Zdenek, sweating in the superheated cold, were
six men who had also been with him at STS 2. To a man they were
communications specialists.

He knew what they would do on the
ground—reestablish the radio link with London—but he did not know
the details. If these men had absorbed any of their training, they
would not tell him anything—not even Valcik, his best friend. Even
if they had wanted to speak, Zdenek would not have heard their
words through the noise of the engines and the rubber helmet
strapped to his head.

Zdenek had not seen any of the comm
specialists for weeks—not since the day the colonel called Franta
picked up Josef and Jan from STS 2 and delivered them as Zdenek and
Ota to a safe house in London.

Things were well there. They had the first
floor of a private dwelling to themselves, separate rooms, a
kitchen of the English sort and a garden of the same. Women—whores
but nice ones—twice a week. A library of books that more than
anything made him feel rich for having read nothing but the
covers.

In some ways, the new space was strangely
disruptive to Zdenek. He had to admit there was something in him
that missed the barracks, the everlasting noise, the bets on
everything, the feeling of the hive. He had lived so long with
elbows in his face—in the home army before the war, on the run in
Poland, and in the village near Shakespeare’s birthplace where they
were billeted at brigade—that he found it hard to remember another
way of living.

They saw no countrymen for three weeks except
of course, Franta. Although they knew that they had been chosen for
something important, they were surprised when one day a staff car
picked them up and brought to the office of the president of the
Republic, Doctor Benes, who gave them their mission.

Do this thing, he said. Change the world.

 


* * *

 


They were deep over German territory when the
fighters began to dog them. Zdenek had no idea what had happened in
the first few moments because his stomach had taken control of his
body when the aircraft began to pitch and roll wildly. It took long
moments to realize that the maneuvers were deliberate and that they
were not looping out of control.

No one said anything—your ass had to be on
fire before a pilot would tell you to put it out—but Ota had a bad
time when he understood what was happening. He swallowed the
toothpick that he usually carried in his mouth when he could not
smoke. Carefully, like a man counting his money, he took off his
helmet and began to puke in it as the noise of the fighters grew to
be a roar within a roar.

Loud. So damned loud. One of the fighters
came so close in the night that the sound of its engine overwhelmed
the sound of the Halifax’s engines.

A fighter. An ME-109.

Zdenek was sure because he had heard that
wretched crank all over the backroads of France as the
Messerschmidts pounded their line of retreat with strafing runs so
low on the deck that they seemed to come screaming out of the
ground, putting down death in perfect rows.

It was a miracle they hadn’t been rammed.
Whose nightmare was that? How many people dreamed of a mid-air
collision, counting the seconds before the earth rose up to meet
them? Slowly, Zdenek felt the Halifax swing around, lumbering like
a river barge until suddenly, in one-and-a-half terrifying seconds,
they dropped and bottomed, as if it they hit stone.

They bounced. Zdenek’s stomach spasmed but
did not release its contents. He would be sick if he did not die,
and he would die unless this thing ended soon.

With another thump like a crash, they leveled
out. Cruised. Zdenek waited, counting the seconds again. It was one
thing to be safe, another to be safe and not know it. He could see
nothing in the interior of the aircraft except metallic darkness
and eyes drugged with tension.

Had the pilot found cloud cover? Were the
fighters gone?

Ota, sitting next to him, gave the thumbs up.
That was encouraging. He didn’t know they were clear—he
couldn’t—but Ota never thought the worst.

He would need to keep that attitude. Last
spring the British meant to drop a man in Czechoslovakia, but
kicked him out into Austria, where it was a short walk to his
death.

That could happen to Anthropoid, but the
Halifax was a better plane with better instruments, and the four
Rolls-Royce engines had better range. Slowly, Zdenek felt the shift
as the plane angled to correct course, getting back on its
heading.

It was going to be all right.

 


* * *

 


About two o’clock they began to descend from
high altitude. Shortly afterward, Anthropoid was told that they
would be first to drop, and at almost the same time anti-aircraft
guns fired on the plane.

The fire meant that the aircraft had passed
over the center of Pilzn. They were supposed to drop several
kilometers east of the city, so the flak probably came from
positions near the Skoda Works—the most important factories in
Central Europe.

On hand signals, Zdenek and Ota stepped up to
the hole that had been cut in the belly of the Halifax. The
dispatcher for the mission, a Czech captain named Sustr, stood by
the bay. Zdenek thought it was right that he should be the last man
they would see. When they had arrived at the airfield early in the
day, the captain told them with a gold fountain pen and a smile to
be sure to make out their wills.

Now Sustr’s mouth was moving; he shouted, but
slowly, so Zdenek could read his lips. “We’ve got some fog on the
ground!” he said. “But you’ll be put in on target!”

Zdenek nodded with a long movement, like a
man in a silent film, but thought: they don’t know where in hell we
are. They got us this far, which is as far as they ever got
anyone.

“We’ll drop just as in training!” said
Sustr. “Eight hundred feet—or less!”

When Zdenek nodded again, Sustr extended his
hand, in gloves, to be taken. What did he want?

“Good luck!”

“You’ll have word of us!” said Zdenek,
speaking loud. “We’ll do everything that can be done!”

Sustr might have said something in return,
but Zdenek would never know. Just then the red bulb above the bay
flashed: STANDBY.

Sustr and an RAF corporal opened the hole.
The sudden draft was chilling, though the aircraft had cut its
speed to a hundred miles per hour. That was approximately what they
were used to and had practiced. Everything was approximately
familiar to this point.

Sustr released the static lines from their
back-chutes and hooked the catches onto the steel wire that ran
above their heads. Ota stepped down into the well and sat like a
boy on a high wall, his legs dangling free. When the bulb flashed
green, Sustr gave the go-ahead, and Ota squeezed through the hole
with his pack.

Zdenek watched the thick tensile wire snag,
grow taut, then jerk and sag back. Gone. Ota was gone.

Zdenek stepped up to the hole, braced himself
against the cold and crouched like an animal. It was blue down
there, dark but glowing with a core, like some strange mineral
generated in a cave. The cold sucked at his body; it pulled at his
ankles.

He pushed off, felt the blast of frigid air
all over him, and followed his friend down.

 



CHAPTER 4

 


Ota landed knowing that he had been lucky. He
hit on level ground, toes-first, but even so his boots were nearly
ripped apart when they tore through the top layer of snow. It was
deep on the ground as far to the horizon as he could see, a
blue-white completeness that looked deceptively smooth.

The first moments on the surface of the
planet were always strange and incredibly new. It had something to
do with being jerked from a plane on a horizontal stream of air,
punched upright by the blast of silk, always falling faster than
could be imagined, unable to steer even if power lines were
reaching for your feet.

Then bang. Down.

Collapsing the chute and sighting.

Where was Zdenek?

He should have been down too, and unless he
had drifted far, easy enough to spot. The terrain was level all
around. Fields. Empty fields.

But Ota saw no movement anywhere. The winter
moon was up, glowing through a gap in the clouds. The light came on
in a weird haze that seemed to put thickness—a depth and
distortion—over the white fields. Off to his right a thin line of
scrub bristled with a halo, as if were about to move. A small patch
of low ground ahead seemed to bog. Then suddenly, fifty meters to
the left, Ota saw real motion.

Zdenek. He stood but seemed unsteady,
gathering his chute not far from a group of snow-covered mounds.
They looked weird in the moonscape, too. Muddled.

Ota waved and gave the OK signal. Zdenek did
not return it. He beckoned instead: come to me.

A para would never do that unless he was
getting a blowjob—or had been injured. Ota bunched his chute in his
arms and began to move across the snow toward Zdenek, thinking with
a dread that came from a long way off: how bad?

It could happen anywhere at any time and luck
was most of it, but how bad was the damage? Anthropoid had been
planned as a two-man operation. Its thinking was based on that.
Support. Physical and mental. And in the end, knowing that if the
first thrust failed, a second would follow.

But was that still true when he looked across
the dark whiteness and saw his partner slumped down in the snow,
sitting in it like a child?

“Are you all right?”

“It’s my foot,” he said. “I jammed
it.”

“Broken?”

“I don’t know. I can move, but there’s
pain.”

“Did you see the supply chute
land?”

“It’s over that way,” said Zdenek.
“Toward those two sheds about a hundred meters off.”

Ota looked but couldn’t see much. Two tall
dark shapes that seemed to arise from nothing, and a third on the
ground, smaller, that might have been nothing.

“Can you walk?”

“Let’s find out,” said Zdenek. “It’ll
be light soon.”

“Get your boot off. I’ll look at your
foot after I get rid of the chutes.”

While Zdenek struggled silently against the
pain, and more, the awkwardness of pain, Ota scrambled to bury his
chute in the snow close to a pile of forage that had laid down for
game.

That was not the best thing to do, but it was
the only one. He would have liked to sink the chute far down but
for the depth of the snowfall and the dark earth that would be
thrown up like dye. If they were very lucky, no one would notice
the disturbance for a while, thinking that animals had made those
tracks in the snow. That animals had piled the snow in a fatal
heap. That they could, with the assistance of a contraption in
black silk, fly.

“I’m going to keep your chute out,” he
said to Zdenek. “We might need it for warmth.”

“But if they find us with
it—”

“If they find us now, it won’t matter.
We’ll find a better hiding place. There are no worse.”

Zdenek grumbled, trying to cover the sounds
he made as he slipped the stocking off his foot. When Ota arrived
and put his penlight on the wound, he was sorry that he had been so
quick.

“Jesus Christ.”

“It’s not that bad. It feels better now
that it’s freed.”

“Better than what?”

The big toe on Zdenek’s left foot was already
swollen as big as a foot. Probably broken. The damage elsewhere did
not seem great, but Ota could not be sure. The swelling seemed to
spread visibly, making a ruddy mess of everything—the toes, the
instep, even the arch.

“Why couldn’t you have broken your
arm?”

“I meant to,” said Zdenek.
“Sorry.”

“You should have reckoned the impact
off those bushes.”

“I didn’t misjudge the height,” said
Zdenek. “I thought the ground was clear. I landed with my right
foot solid, but my left struck something harder and threw me this
way.”

Ota traced the landing back toward the
source. Yes, he saw the bounce. Zdenek had come down near the edge
of those snow-covered mounds that had been visible at a distance.
Closer up, they seemed even stranger. Taller and more definite. Out
here where there was nothing, they seemed like clues left by men in
a more ancient time.

“I must have hit one of the
headstones.”

Of course it was a cemetery. And Zdenek,
swinging down from Mars, had ruined himself on the dead.

 


* * *

 


After Zdenek got his boot back on with some
difficulty, they walked with more difficulty beyond the cemetery
toward the huts on the outskirts of a village. What they saw in the
darkness told them next to nothing. It was a small place with no
name and no signs of life under the heavy burden of snow on the red
roofs. It could have been anywhere in the country, or even in
another.

They had luck getting into the huts, though.
The first was filled with hay, but they found the second empty
except for some gardening tools, wooden trays, and sacking. Locked,
but just barely.

Ota forced the door with his field-knife.
Once inside, they rested and opened a tin of biscuit, eating with
the hunger of animals that had been on edge for hours inside a loud
machine that now found themselves breathing ice crystals. The cold
was less cutting within the timber walls, but it was no less
clear.

The air should not be so clean in these
parts, Ota thought. Not with Pilzn close and the Skoda Works at
full shifts.

It wasn’t the only thing that seemed wrong.
The drop zone should have been near a wooded area, but there were
almost no trees in sight. The land should have been hilly. It was
flat as far as the eye could see and probably beyond.

“We can take a chance in the village,”
said Ota. “We’ll find someone to look at your foot.”

“If you pulled that idea from your ass,
it wouldn’t smell as bad,” said Zdenek. “We’ll walk up to the first
door, knock, and hope the Gestapo don’t answer.”

“The Gestapo wouldn’t waste themselves
in a place like this. There might be a police post in the area. But
nothing more.”

“And the villagers won’t
talk.”

“We’d be away quickly.”

“We’ll be doing nothing quickly, Ota.
You should go on alone.”

Ota was glad Zdenek had said that first. A
wounded man had no chance far behind enemy lines. He was an
impediment that would destroy any chance of the mission’s success.
Zdenek would have to be left behind. Although he had a pistol, that
chance could not be taken. Ota would have to do it, wrapping his
own weapon in dark silk as he held the barrel to his friend’s
head.

“There’s a copse of trees on the other
side of that field,” he said. “I saw them clearly as I was coming
down.”

“I saw them, too,” said Zdenek. “But
they’re probably a mile away.”

“We’ve got an hour until daybreak. An
hour and a half if we’re lucky.”

“It won’t work, Ota. I can’t make
it.”

“The hell you can’t.”

And that was all there was to it. Ota would
not listen to the rest, which was a lot, and totally stupid. All
Slovaks were like Zdenek if they were worth anything. As boys, they
played the usual games of Cowboys and Indians, but the winner was
always the redskin who died as he drew his bow one last time, cut
down by the white man’s rifle from an obscene and unfair
distance.

Ota went back to retrieve the supply chute,
which had come down less than thirty meters from the sheds. It was
intact, and seemed undamaged by the landing. He knew that he would
be unable to carry the gear and Zdenek too, so he manhandled the
chute and supplies back to the shed. He hid the heaviest things
under the trays, and body-packed the lightest and most
important—the pistols, the torches, the Sten gun, the plastic
explosive, but not the canisters.

He would have to come back later for the
weight. That would be dangerous, but Ota saw no choice. Once they
got away from the village, he would have the time to think this
through again.

They began to walk toward the trees that
gradually became visible on a rise across the open field. Looking
at a distance like the dark demonic woods of myth, lifted on a
crust of ice like a frozen mirage, they would provide cover if
nothing else. There was also the chance that the land might drop
off some point beyond if this were a plateau, or rise and become
more as it should be in the minds of headquarters.

Zdenek labored badly through the snow,
putting no weight on the injured foot, leaning on Ota all the way.
The soles of their boots felt like tarpaper, crunching to depth
with each step. The hard glaze at the surface cut into their calves
and the cold cut deeper. No more than two hundred yards into the
field, Zdenek called for a rest to ease the pain.

Ota did not mind the pause, because he was
almost spent. The problem with injury was not just the thing itself
but the way it put strain on the good parts. One leg doing the work
of two became half a leg. A team became a worthless thing
channeling all its energy into maintenance.

And making itself a target. Ota felt sick
when he looked back and saw the tracks they had left in the snow.
The smooth glittering surface was marked by deep indentations, as
if someone had trailed behind them, filling each footstep with a
black liquid of shadow. Theirs was the only trail on line-of-sight.
Any tracker—any child—would be able to follow them.

It was too late either for turning back or
cutting losses with a bullet. They were not going to make it. And
the half-man who had turned their country and most of Europe into a
slaughterhouse would escape with his putrid life.

 



CHAPTER 5

 


Zdenek could not believe his luck. It had all
been bad from the moment he dropped into space from the Halifax, a
world of darkness cloaked in the strangeness of white. From the
debris that they found in the huts, they knew they had come to
earth in the homeland, but where was unknown. It seemed certain
that the names they had been given of people to contact in the drop
zone were worthless. Attempting blind contact in the village was
guaranteed to end their mission and their lives.

He wished that he could have been thinking
better—more positively—but the pain had worsened with the cold and
the need for quick movement. For an hour and more they lurched
across the frozen plain with snow pulling them down, gathering dead
weight with the wetness, losing the last of the stamina that they
had gained in six months of training. They were physically and
mentally exhausted before they reached the copse of trees at the
top of the rise.

What kept them going the last three hundred
yards were the boulders that slowly appeared within the trees. They
loomed like shadows out of the darkness of false dawn, then receded
but did not disappear as the light failed before its return. Zdenek
felt a mysterious allure in those rocks. They seemed to offer the
possibility that somehow, hedged by stone, two men could fort up
and wait out the bad time.

They entered the woods while it was still
dark, hobbling through the trees and around the boulders and over
the brush. Every maneuver demanded incredible effort for two men on
three legs in snow. Overhanging branches required major shifts of
attitude and the smallest saplings were man-traps. The only thing
that gave them hope was the sun that came first at the margin of
vision and afterward in a soft blaze. Slowly, the near distance
began to open up. Something ahead was unobstructed.

As they cleared the last trees, the sight
that came precisely with the dawn took back the hours of continuous
panic and replaced them with something like peace. They found
themselves atop a ravine that fell into a small valley where a pond
was shelved with ice. To the left stood an old stone hut, and
beyond that a small wood. Big rocks—some so big that the snow did
not cover them—rose on the hillside above.

“God exists,” said Zdenek. “He spent
some time here if I’m not mistaken.”

“It’s perfect,” said Ota. “We might not
know where we are, but we landed in the right place.”

It became more perfect when the light began
to spread in the tops of the trees, filtering through the winter
spaces in the small valley. Things separated from the darkness. The
snow changed color; it dazzled.

That would be a quarry beyond the hut—where
the snow was shaped like big blocks falling off in giant steps.
They seemed to lead directly and suddenly into the earth.

On the hillside beyond the hut, Zdenek saw
something that looked odd and promising in the way the snow drifted
and draped, as if pinned. He was sure the sweep of it hid
something.

“I’ll bet that’s a cave,” he said. “The
mouth’s right there.”

“Our luck hasn’t changed that
much.”

“I say it has.”

“A thousand crowns,” said Ota, tapping
the billfold in his pocket.

“You’re covered.”

Ota was free with the mission stash that he
couldn’t spend, which was the only way he ever let loose of
anything but pussy money. Leaving Zdenek atop the ravine, he walked
down the slope to check the site and reconnoiter the area.

It was always good to be cautious, although
it seemed obvious by the undisturbed snow that no one had been
around here for days. Or longer. In the oblique winter sunlight,
this place among the rocks gave the feeling of never having been
shared for long by tame men.

Zdenek did not wait for his partner to return
and fetch the cripple. He sat in the snow. Cradling his bad leg in
his arm, he slid down the embankment.

 


* * *

 


That queer swirl of snow and ice among the
rocks turned out to be a cave and more: a cave with two exits. It
was as if they had ordered it.

The first mouth was in the place behind the
hut, but the other reached back among the rocks for a way until it
came out on the far side of the valley. The cave was big enough to
be passable at a good pace, and dark enough to hinder anyone who
did not know the way.

It seemed that not many did. The only marks
on the walls were left by primitive people—boys from the village
who played in the cave and carved stick-figures and sexual parts
into the rocks. Who burnt small wood fires in offering to their
gods.

Zdenek was happy with every new thing. The
thousand crowns were never mentioned because this was the place he
would stay for healing or forever. If they were found out or
betrayed, there would be no more arguments about who was left
behind. Even Ota could see that a wounded man fought best as a
rear-guard. He also knew that this man was bound to find a way to
get his partner clear of the cave because he was one of the few
people on this earth capable of doing it.

For the time being they were still a team.
They had shelter and food. They brought the gear into the cave, and
while Zdenek set things up, working around the pain like a booby
trap, Ota went into the woods to cut pine branches for kindling and
bedding.

With the chute tented around him, and a fire
going, Zdenek felt something more than pain in his body for the
first time since the drop. They ate more biscuit and some tinned
beef. It was tough going, the haunch and probably the hock of a
bull that had died with a hard-on, but nothing ever tasted better
than meat in the open air on a morning that they should not have
survived.

When they were done eating and congratulating
themselves, Ota took out the map to see if there was some way to
figure out their location. Zdenek felt good enough to go with him
into the better light at the mouth of the cave. That might have
been a mistake, but it was one with clean air to it.

The problem with the map was that it needed a
reference point to be useful—a beginning. They had none. The
stretch of flat land around them—even if it extended for miles—was
too small to match any region of the country, especially if they
had dropped somewhere south or central.

Even that was a guess. What seemed precise in
technology had gone wrong in human error. The Halifax probably had
fallen off its heading during the fighter attack and never regained
it. If so, near which concentration of anti-aircraft fire had they
dropped? If that was not Pilzn they had overflown, what was it?
Which city or important installation was close by?

“My guess is that they mistook Brno for
Pilzn,” said Ota, tracing his finger on a line directly east.
“There’d be German anti-aircraft around the munitions factories
there.”

“That’s a long mistake.”

Ota shrugged. “At a couple hundred miles an
hour?”

“So you think we’re in
Moravia.”

“I can’t say,” he said, looking off
Zdenek’s left shoulder toward the village. “But I’d be able to
tell. When the first man opens his mouth, I’ll know within fifty
miles of where we are. My family’s from Trebic.”

“You’re not thinking of knocking on
doors again?”

“I won’t have to,” he said in a voice
that was too calm. “If you look over your shoulder, standing beside
the first row of trees, you’ll see a man.”

Zdenek did not look. “Is he alone?”

“Appears to be.”

“Armed?”

“Not that I can see.”

“Let him make the move,” said Zdenek.
“I can still handle a pistol.”

Zdenek turned slowly toward the figure in the
trees. He was a tall heavily padded man of middle age dressed for
outdoor work—boots, leggings, a rowdy cap. Nor was he inattentive.
As soon as Zdenek catalogued him, the man moved his head and called
out.

“Good morning.”

They returned his greeting as if it were the
normal thing. Ota, as always, smiled like a salesman.

The fellow did not come toward them. With
deliberate movements, he lit a cigarette, shaking out the match and
dousing the head in the snow.

“What are you two doing
here?”

“We want to start working this quarry
again,” said Ota, as he looked around the old ruin. “It shows
promise.”

The man blew smoke as if it meant something.
“If you mean the stone in that pit, why, you couldn’t pave Hitler’s
asshole with it.” He gave a smile that could be seen clearly. “But
don’t worry about a thing. I’ve come to help.”

“The town drunk,” said Ota softly. “He
strays this way when his wife runs him off.”

“Moravian?”

“Not on your life.”

“Can we take the chance of letting him
go?”

“I don’t know.”

Zdenek eased the safety off the pistol in his
pocket. He tried to call out with the same ease. “All right,
friend. Come on down.”

The man maneuvered down the slope of the
ravine carefully, his hands held out for balance, but also meaning
to show that he had nothing in them. He seemed to know where to
step without looking at his feet, and to be agile for his age. Not
the town drunk, it seemed.

“My name is Antonin Sedlacek,” he said
as he drew near enough for the pistol. “But I’m called
Lojza.”

“What brings you out here so early in
the morning?”

“I’m the gamekeeper hereabout,” he
said, taking another step closer. “Back in ’38 a group of factory
owners rented a hunting lodge up the way, and they needed someone
to improve the stock. So I took the job. It’s not a bad one even in
winter. A lot of it’s just being outdoors and looking
around.”

“How did you find your way
here?”

“I was out checking my forage by the
graveyard this morning,” he said. “That’s how I tripped over the
parachute you buried in the snow.”

Just like that. Your parachute, sir. It was
the one thing that guaranteed a man’s bloody end from the
Gestapo.

Zdenek turned to Ota half-face, speaking
softly. “Will I be sorry if I kill him?”

“Don’t do it yet. We’ve got to know
what he knows.” Ota turned back to the game-keeper, closing the
distance between them by a step. “Tell me, where did we land when
we came down from the sky?”

“You’re outside the village of
Nehvizdy.”

“And where would that be?”

“Very close to Prague.”

Prague? Could they have fallen off course
that much? Not east, but northeast. A feat of incompetence like
that did not seem beyond the technical capabilities of English
pilots. At least they had dropped in a part of the country that was
in many ways a better place to close out their mission.

“Which way is Prague?”

“Due west,” said the gamekeeper. “About
twenty kilometers by the road.”

The correct drop zone had been a few
kilometers east of Pilzn. It seemed logical that the pilot had
taken the lights of Prague for Pilzn’s, dropping them in the same
direction sixty-five miles away.

“I can tell you don’t believe me,” said
Lojza, as he reached slowly, carefully, into his back pocket. “But
here’s my keeper’s card. See for yourself.”

He handed over a ragged piece of paper that
looked bland, and official. The document had been signed by Antonin
Sedlacek and countersigned by the representative of the government
of the district of Brandys on the Elbe in the Protectorate of
Bohemia and Moravia. This was what most of the country of
Czechoslovakia was called now. Zdenek found that he could not hold
the thing for long in his hand. He wanted to burn it.

“You seem to be what you say you are,”
said Zdenek. “That’s healthy.”

“I plan to stay this way,
too.”

“That might be difficult, if you want
to help us.”

The gamekeeper understood that he had been
caught in an inconsistency. A hunter and a survivor, he did not
need to be told the situation was dangerous. His eyes had never
roamed for long from the hand that Zdenek kept inside his coat
pocket.

“It won’t be hard,” he said. “Poachers
are around all the time. The authorities know I’m out in every kind
of weather, doing my job.”

“Authorities,” said Ota. “Are there
police in the village?”

“Two of them.”

“Are they diligent in their
work?”

“They’re Czech,” he said, as if that
answered the question. “But the Gestapo are as close as the nearest
phone.”

“Would the police call the Gestapo if
they saw something suspicious in the area?”

Lojza’s thin lips seemed to taste something
sharp and very bitter. “Where in the hell do you live?” he said
angrily. “Don’t you know what it’s like here? They keep a card on
every human being in the Protectorate. Written on it is our
fate—when the Nazis get around to gathering us up. A blue card says
you can be trusted as a slave. A yellow card says you’re to be
watched. A red one means you’ll be arrested and deported. To a
concentration camp. It’s strange how nobody comes back from those
places. Even Czech policemen who don’t do their jobs well enough
are sent to KZs. It’s like death but more uncertain.”

Zdenek was impressed by the gamekeeper’s
speech. In it was a passion that did not reside naturally in any
soul.

“Let’s say I trust you,
Lojza.”

The gamekeeper smiled. He seemed to want to
sit and share the outdoor life. “Do you have a choice, my
friend?”

Zdenek looked pointedly at his pocket. “Yes,”
he said. “I could have you quarry your own gravestone before I blow
out your brains. That’s what the Nazis would do.”

Lojza blanched. He seemed not to want to sit
any longer. “It’s unnecessary, these threats.”

“A matter of opinion,” said Zdenek. “We
want you to know that betraying us is not an option, Lojza. We’d
like you to return to the village. Look around, act naturally, but
be sure to find out if the police know of unusual activity in the
area. Maybe they’ve heard of other paras landing in the
Protectorate. Or heard a low-flying aircraft.”

He nodded. “I did. Late last night. It woke
me.”

“Maybe others heard it, too. And maybe
they’ll come into the woods to enquire.”

“I’ll cover your tracks, don’t worry,”
said Lojza. “I’ve got good reason to go around in the fields and
plenty of forage to scatter around. No one will suspect
anything.”

“Good,” said Ota. “But don’t think of
changing your mind, and don’t use your mouth too much. Understand
that we’ll radio your name to our friends. If we’re discovered, our
deaths will not be the last in this village.”

The gamekeeper took a look in his eye like
something he had found on a shelf. “How you boys talk!” he said.
“It isn’t a damned bit polite. I’d bet we share the same
friends.”

“That’s hard to believe,” said
Ota.

“I’ll just give one word,” said Lojza
with a quick wink that changed his looks for the better.
“Falcon.”

In Czech that was Sokol. The word also meant
freedom. It stood for the athletic clubs that had been in every
town in the nation before the war. Outlawed by the Nazis, they were
now the heart of the resistance.

 



CHAPTER 6

 


They spent a tense day and night and the
greater part of another day in the cave. The team had been trained
to survive on its wits—there was no other strategy—but so far the
mission had consisted more of error than thinking. A wrong drop, a
bad landing, a worse foot, and now held prisoner to the promises of
a half-wit.

Lojza was not as stupid as he seemed, though.
Part of his act was an act, an instinct that had become a reflex
for staying alive. Zdenek noted it because he could see how well it
worked. Pride had to be eaten, chewed and swallowed with every
word, but hell, regular army was used to that.

Zdenek knew he would have to live the idea,
too. As long as his foot was bad—and it could not have been much
worse—Anthropoid was powerless to act as a unit. It had no
mobility, no eyes. To correct that condition, Ota set out from the
cave twenty minutes before dusk on the second day to reconnoiter
the area. He said he would return in an hour or less, whistling
“Boleraz, Boleraz,” as his signal.

Zdenek spent the time close to the fire
examining the map for the hundredth time. The village of Nehvizdy
appeared as one of the smallest dots on it. A road to Prague ran
through it, and more than a kilometer distant was another road
going the same way. And a railway line.

They could make for the railway station, and
Prague, at any time, but it was better to wait for the foot to heal
so Zdenek would not attract attention. It was also
better—necessary—that they have somewhere they could go in the
city. The addresses of the safe-places that they had been given
were in Pilzn. As a last chance, they could take the train south to
that city, make contact, and work their way back to Prague.

Either way was feasible, or could be soon.
They had plenty of money—more than fifty thousand crowns—and their
papers should be good enough to pass inspection. If Ota found the
train schedule, and a way of approaching the station, that time
could be moved up.

So when the whistle came from just outside
the mouth of the cave, Zdenek smiled to himself. Ota had done his
work quickly—only forty-five minutes had passed—but why was he not
whistling Boleraz?

Zdenek threw his parachute over the fire and
sat on it. He felt more warmth than he had since leaving England,
and he felt better, more alive, because for the first time he had
the chance to do what he was meant to do. His right hand found the
Colt pistol that he kept under the second chute, and his left hand
found the shaft of the flashlight.

“Come in,” he said. “I’m right
here.”

He saw a thick shadow move until it nearly
filled the mouth of the cave. The light was bad, barely making an
outline, but Zdenek could see that the shape did not have Ota’s
dimensions. This one was more squat and ominous. Nor was he the
deliberately retarded gamekeeper, Lojza.

“Hello,” said the man in a high voice.
“I’m over here. Can you show yourself?”

Zdenek was not about to do that, or switch on
the flashlight that would make him a target for another pistol and
a kill for a submachine gun.

“Put your hands high,” he said. “Move
two steps forward.”

The man did as he was told. His hands rose
above his flat cap, and he took the steps. He spoke again in that
very high voice, “Listen, now—”

“Don’t speak,” said Zdenek. “Don’t move
until you’re told.”

Zdenek was sure the man could hear him as he
left the fire, dragging his foot by the heel, until he reached the
cover of the sentinel rock. When he was behind it, Zdenek put the
flashlight atop it and switched it on.

The man moved one hand to shield his face but
otherwise did not react stupidly. He did not look like much of a
Gestapo, or a legitimate policeman. Beneath a dark beret, a pair of
big glasses sat atop a bulbous nose that had turned shiny in the
glare. His breathing was bad and his smile chattered, as if he were
about to faint.

“Who are you?”

“My name is Baumann.”

“You come alone?”

“Yes,” he said. “I’m a
friend.”

Another friend. Either Ota and Zdenek were
the luckiest men in Czechoslovakia, or the whole district knew they
were here.

“How many gamekeepers do you
know?”

“Only one,” said Baumann. “There used
to be more, and a lot smarter, but they’re all dead now. Everyone
who knows how to shoot is either enlisted for the duration or
dead.”

“Not quite,” said Zdenek. “The Home
Army is alive and well. A little late, but well.”

“Thank God.”

 


* * *

 


It turned out that Baumann was the miller
hereabout. When he got rid of his nerves, he seemed like a
reasonably collected man who was important enough for the Nazis to
keep alive but not too prominent to draw attention to himself or
his movements. After he sat down at the rekindled fire, nothing
seemed to shake him, not even the sight of Ota, who appeared twenty
minutes later with a second pistol.

The miller had interesting things to say.
Everyone in the village knew that an aircraft with engines louder
than anything they had ever heard came in low over the village the
night before last. Some thought the plane must be crashing to
earth, while others said they had seen parachutes in the sky, and
one fellow put a ladder to his roof, where he climbed to watch the
show.

“Tell him to come down,” said Ota.
“He’ll freeze his ass off.”

“He came down quickly,” said Baumann.
With his hat off, he had red hair and a face that was slightly less
in color. “I think you should know that when I saw him, he was in
the tavern talking about three men who dropped from
heaven.”

The third man would have been the supply
chute, but Zdenek did not want to tell the miller any more than he
already knew, which was more than enough to see them dead.

“If they’re talking in public, it won’t
be long before the police find out. And the Gestapo.”

Baumann blinked, as if that struck him too
close. “I told them to keep their mouths shut. I appealed to their
patriotism, saying that the Nazis would kill everyone in the
district if they found out that paras had landed and weren’t
reported.”

“Did they believe you?”

“Oh, yes,” said Baumann. “The Nazis
always do what they say. I’ve even heard they want to send
guillotines our way. They think a beheading is better than a common
hanging.”

“It seems like their methods might be
effective.”

“They are,” said Baumann. “Everyone’s
cowed. If you’d shown your faces in the village, the Gestapo would
have you already.”

“And if they knew you were
here?”

“I’d be killed,” he said. “For helping
an unregistered person in any way the penalty is death. Since
you’re parachutists, they’d kill my family, too. Sometimes, when
they feel generous, they stop at second cousins.”

“You must have a small
family.”

“I’m a Falcon,” he said. “If you want
to get out of this place, I’m your man.”

So they were faced with the same choice
again: kill him or trust him. Would it be this way every time? If
the man was sincere, he was a hero. If not, they were finished.

“Of course we want to get out of here,”
said Zdenek. “We have things to do.”

Baumann smiled behind the huge lenses of his
glasses like light in a frosted window. “We need a resistance,” he
said. “A real resistance that acts. Something that will make these
pigs sit back in their slops and squeal.”

“We’re going to do that, I
promise.”

Baumann put his hand out to shake theirs, and
in his grip lay the best evidence that he was a strong man, an
athlete, a Falcon.

 


* * *

 


So they had hope to go along with their home
in the rocks. That was good, because home quickly began to seem
like a frigid prison.

Zdenek had once read that the people who had
given the world the religions of one god took their ideas of hell
from the desert heat that surrounded them. Others, which meant most
of mankind, should have gone the other way and imagined the worst
to be the bone-breaking cold that seeped from the earth, always
wet, always dripping and pooling in the worst places, always, in
spite of the fire that they tried to keep going, thickening their
blood.

Ota was better off because he could move
around. Twice he went back to the village at night to retrieve
supplies that had been left in the gardener’s shed. He continued to
scout the area in bad light and stand watch in the better. He did
the chores, complaining all the while about goldbrickers.

Zdenek’s work was trying to walk. He did it
several times a day, hobbling over to the stone hut and back. He
probably would have been better off staying still, but the foot
stiffened when he lay too long in the cold. It was mostly black
now, but who knew, that could have been frostbite.

He did not think he could stand one more day
in the cave. Then he spent another. And another. When he was sure
that he could stand it no longer, the miller who looked like a
German and talked like a German and most certainly had a German
name put his face among them again. Zdenek heard his voice outside
the entrance to the cave about noon of the sixth day.

“Hello, my friend.”

“Come in,” said Ota. “Come
in.”

Zdenek watched Ota and the miller enter the
cave, stooping less from the height of the ceiling than from the
waning light.

Zdenek said hello and smiled, but thought: I
wonder how much it would take to turn him around. Or what? If he
were a patriot one day and a traitor the next, how would you know
until they found you and took you alive and fed the best parts of
your body back to you?

“I’m sorry I was so long getting back,”
he said. “But these things take time.”

“What things?”

“Travel arrangements.”

“We understand,” said Ota. “Do you have
good word for us now?”

Baumann smiled. It was not really a bad
smile. “How quickly can you be ready to leave?”

“For Prague?”

“Yes.”

“Ten minutes.”

It took longer, almost half an hour, because
neither of them was much at shaving in icy water, and Zdenek was
not much at the movements that should have been so simple. Because
Baumann said they could not take anything with them but portable
items, they had to cache most of the supplies and police the cave
thoroughly. And beg luck again.

By the time they got underway, Baumann was
frantic. Zdenek thought that he was doing well, forcing his body
through the pain, but as they made their way from the wood that
ringed the rocks, he had trouble keeping to the slow pace that was
set. He dropped back even more as they crossed the field to the
road that led to the railway station. Baumann kept looking over his
shoulder, saying, “I didn’t know your foot was so bad.”

Not bad. Wretched. And it seemed to worsen
with every step in the open as they moved along the side of the
road rutted with the tracks of oxcarts.

Zdenek had the strangest feeling as they
walked the road that stretched as flat and almost as far as the
horizon. Twinges. Nerves. He never wanted to find himself in a cave
again, but he missed the sensation of having stone between the body
that performed badly and the enemy who could be anywhere with a
shot from distance, or closing in a rush of fast vehicles.

He could not run. Never. Ota, in spite of
what his mouth said, would stand by him. They might die with
incredible ease without striking their blow.

But Baumann did not waver. They neared the
station at a quick country pace. Zdenek saw it clearly—a small
red-roofed building set off from the village a couple hundred
yards. That was very good.

The pain in his foot began to numb as they
got within fifty meters of the station. He didn’t know if that was
good or deadly but it was welcome. He managed to curb his limp as
they came up to the building with the sign on top—the first thing
he had seen written in Czech—and a wooden bench that ran along the
platform.

He sat. That felt better than he could say,
or would admit. While Ota went to the ticket window, the miller
came and sat on the bench, too. He seemed less nervous now.

“You arrive at Prague in an hour,” he
said. “There you’ll be safe.”

That might be true. Zdenek wished he could
warm to the man who had saved their life, and their mission, but he
knew that he would not be able to do that with real feeling until
they were on the train pulling away.

“Will someone meet us at the station in
Prague?”

“Someone’s here to meet you now,” said
Baumann. “You’ll be taken directly to the next Falcon.”

Zdenek thought that Baumann had misspoken.
Only two people stood on the platform—a pair of young women, one
quite young, perhaps still in her teens. The younger and fairer was
pretty. She looked at them with a curiosity that was
heartening.

“Where are they?”

“I did my best for two parachutists,”
said Baumann with a quiet laugh. He beckoned to the girls with an
almost unnoticeable movement of his hand, and they approached the
bench at once. “I hope you don’t mind, but we’ve found that women
make the best couriers and guides. No one sees them at all—except
as the thing they’re not.”

“You’re serious.”

“Very,” said Baumann, getting to his
feet. “You’ll be two young couples on your way to the city for an
outing. No one will trouble you.”

The girls stopped before the bench, smiling
from almost identical, very alluring, heights. “Hello,” said the
prettiest one. “My name is Libena. This is my friend, Anna.”

Zdenek rose, forgot his foot, and nearly fell
to the platform. He reached for support and found Libena’s
hand.

“Sorry,” he said. “I’m
unstable.”

Libena smiled again. With her lips parted,
she was not pretty: she was perfect. Her skin seemed to take its
color from the opalescent pin on the breast of her cloth coat. Her
bright brown eyes were large, changeable to hazel, and
friendly.

“Is it your leg?”

“Yes,” he said. “I hurt it in a
fall.”

She moved closer, put her arm through his,
and accepted his weight against her body. He was looking down at
her hair—long light brown hair bound by an amber barrette—when she
raised her face to him.

“We’ll take you to a place where you’ll
recover,” she said. “It’s never any good to come down from great
heights without a soft spot to land.”

So she knew that he was a para—that he was a
walking death sentence—and she wasn’t afraid.

“My name’s Zdenek,” he said. “That
fellow at the ticket window is Ota.”

Ota left the window and moved back toward the
bench. Zdenek could tell that he was surprised but willing to
understand when Anna stepped up and slipped her hand into his,
speaking like an old friend—and more.

“Look, Ota, there’s the train now. It
might be the same one we took to Metuje for the skiing.”

Ota smiled. He rarely showed any other
expression of his mood to strangers, but this one was different.
That might have had something to do with Anna’s deep black hair, or
her blue eyes. Not a usual combination, and not the worst.

“Yes,” he said quickly. “I believe it’s
the same one. I’ll never forget that time in the
mountains.”

The train was far out—several hundred yards.
There was a point where it got bigger, looming suddenly, preceded
by a high-shouldered locomotive with dual spotlights and an iron
swastika mounted on its nose.

It was the first sign Zdenek had seen that
his homeland did not belong to its people. The swastika rode into
view like a cold brand that hurtled across the country, searching
out flesh.

“Look, Ota’s bought first class
tickets.”

“The compartment car’s the third from
the end,” said Libena. “The train must have come from
Hradec-Kralove.”

“No,” said Anna with fire rising in her
blue eyes. “Not Hradec-Kralove. Koniggratz. Don’t
forget.”

In a way, it was good to hear that the names
of the places they had known all their lives had been made ugly.
Germanized. Those people who could not construct a toilet that did
not stink of merciless Teutonic shit now had the best railway
system, the best arms plants, and the most productive farms in
Central Europe. And it had cost them nothing. Yet.

“Come,” said Anna. “Let’s move toward
the front.”

They passed beyond the ticket window to where
the car would come to rest. It seemed as if the noise of the
locomotive would destroy their conversation, but the women shouted
over the engine and the brakes. By the time they reached the coach,
it seemed as if they had known these girls for years.

Anna did not reveal her age, but Libena made
it known that she was nineteen. She made it seem as if she had been
stuck there a long time. Life had stopped, she said,
forward-looking ended, the day the Germans entered Prague.

The conversation stopped, too, as they
boarded the train and moved down the passage to their compartment.
It was an old Pullman car that could have predated the Republic.
The wood was mahogany glazed with the filth of ages, the upholstery
was plush in every place except where passengers put themselves,
and the floor was carpeted in Oriental designs but as bald in the
center as a footpath. Near the end of the passage where they
stopped, one of the plaster cornices was still inscribed with a
coat of arms—a Bohemian lion, a German eagle—entangled as if they
would always be fraternal, always at war.

As if. Strike that. The Germans had taken
Czech land, Czech women, and cheapest of all, Czech lives. The only
thing new about the Nazis was that they did not bother to
apologize.

For the time being, Baumann was right: no one
paid four young lovers any attention. Most of the passengers on the
train were Czech; the railway workers were Czech; the two army
officers in the compartment across the passageway were German, but
they seemed to be on leave, with their minds, so-called, on other
things.

The two couples settled down in shabby
comfort as the train left the station. The scene that began to pass
from the windows, accelerating like a sprocket, was white, flat—a
farming plain with crusted snow and a snap-to-grid march of utility
poles but hardly any woods or much in the way of orchards. He and
Ota might have wandered in that chaste wasteland for days without
finding shelter. Instead, they were being carried toward a great
city in a gently heaving coach with two lovely women at their
sides.

“Tickets! Papers!”

The middle-aged conductor put his high-capped
head into the compartment as if he were barely concerned with who
they were. He spoke Czech, but standing behind him was a short
stout man who said nothing intently. His eyes were the same brown
as his suit—as muddy and as motionless. He could have been
anything, but was not.

“Gestapo,” said Libena softly into his
ear.

The girls handed over their documents with
just the right amount of annoyance, while Zdenek and Ota searched
their pockets. Not a big moment. Huge. This would be a test of the
skill of the forgers in London. Or where their mission ended.

The conductor gave the girls’ papers a quick
inspection, then held his hand out to Ota, who filled it. Zdenek,
waiting, made the mistake. He looked at the Gestapo as if he were
making contact with a human being. The Gestapo looked back at
prey.

“Next.”

Zdenek surrendered his identity card and work
certificate with his ticket. He thought that his smile must be in
his face more mechanically than the German’s eyes, but it was still
his best weapon. Without it, he looked too much like himself.

“Born in Slovakia,” said the conductor
as if that were a minor crime. “Working in Prague.”

“Yes, sir.”

The conductor did not look at the
certificate, which he had probably memorized. He probably chose one
of every group of passengers to harass at random to satisfy the
Gestapo.

“I’ve got a cousin who lives three
blocks from you,” he said. “His name’s Grbac. A
steelworker.”

Zdenek shrugged. “Don’t know him. Sorry. It’s
a big city.”

The conductor turned to the German standing
in the doorway. If Zdenek read the look, he guessed it was a shrug
on just the wrong side of freedom. Libena, watching closely, seemed
to think so, too. She spoke quickly.

“You might like to know, sir, that
we’re to be married on Tuesday at the Evangelical Chapel in Zizkov.
With your permission, of course.”

The German and the conductor looked at her
with more interest, the first because he did not know the language,
the second with surprise.

“Has your father spoken to you about
marrying a Slovak?”

“Yes, sir. He told me they think about
nothing but sex, and that I should be on guard.”

“Sex and wine,” he said. “A hideous
combination.”

“But not fatal.”

The conductor laughed. He turned to the
German and spoke in German, “Young blood.”

“And that one?”

He meant Zdenek. The conductor shrugged
without apparent concern. “Take him for questioning if you
like.”

The Gestapo continued to stare at Zdenek
without hatred or feeling. Slowly, one of his nostrils collapsed,
like an animal sifting the wind for the smell of blood. A wound. It
was as if he knew something, which was nothing except the fear that
had been instilled in all of Europe by men like him.

Zdenek was thinking that he could take this
one, and the officers across the passage, which would be good,
three less of those fuckers to mar this good earth, but that would
be only for the satisfaction, a pleasure that would end their
mission and their lives and the lives of the women, too. They
didn’t deserve to die in a worn coach or a frozen field. They
should be loved. Yes.

Zdenek let his hand drift off Libena’s
shoulder until it touched the side of her breast. There, he circled
his thumb slowly. She turned to him and smiled as if she recognized
the move, and every response, in a long slow sequence.

The Gestapo followed the movement as if it
were his own. Blood or sex? The trail had been confused. That one
thick nostril collapsed again, and his hand moved from the coat
pocket where it nested. Lazily, like something loosed from its
mooring, the hand sought the ceiling.

“Heil Hitler!”

 



PART TWO:

 


POSTCARDS TO THE GESTAPO

 


 



CHAPTER 7

 


SUMMARY: ICE TO FRANTA

January 15, 1942

 


Subject: Mission Status. Be advised that Team
Silver A is on the ground and intact. Radio Libuse is now
operational.

 


Status: Silver B. We have no word of this
team, but rumors persist that a group of paras has been taken by
the Gestapo. The report cannot be verified at this time.

 


Status: Team Anthropoid. Unknown.

 


* * *

 


FRANTA TO ICE

 


Our most heartfelt congratulations. Eagerly
await your contact with Three Kings. Advise earliest possible
moment.

 


Urgently request status Team Anthropoid, when
known.

 


* * *

 


“What is that?” she asked. “What happened to
you?”

They had never made love in daylight or she
would have seen it. Ota was conscious of it always, but when he was
with people for a time forgetfulness set in. He never bothered
about it with men, because he didn’t care what they thought, and
there had been few women, most of them paid, to worry about in the
past three years.

Anna was different. From the moment she left
them at the Piskacek’s apartment in Vysocany, Ota had known that he
would see her again. Although that had not happened for days that
became weeks as Anthropoid moved around the city through the Falcon
network, passed from family to family and spare room to spare room,
one late afternoon there she suddenly was, standing in the doorway
of the Khodl’s kitchen, saying hello, how have you been?

Bad, he thought. I’ve been given a mission
like few men ever have and my partner is crippled. I don’t wait
well, but I’ve been sitting one day short of forever in the
basement and attic spaces of good people hoping the Gestapo don’t
come through the door. I need to feel unlike a prisoner. I need
someone to talk to. Or love.

“It happened before I left the
country,” he said. “In ’39. The army demobilized after the Germans
arrived, but some of us got off with our weapons and tried to form
a resistance. We did some very fine damage until one day I was
caught.”

“And they did that to you.”

“Yes.”

“Seven times?”

“I think the number must be significant
in Nazi mysticism.”

When she touched him on the highest part of
his thigh, where the first dark scar was, Ota was afraid that he
would feel the pain again. He often did when he thought of it—the
brand that had sunk through his flesh, the stench of himself
burning—but that did not happen. Anna’s touch was feathery and
deft, not something that he could ever regret.

“They have a way, don’t they?” she
asked, but not as a question. “They know how to
destroy.”

“They didn’t destroy me, Anna. They
made me more determined.”

“Perhaps you’re right,” she said,
putting her palm over the scar, as if she could blot the mark, or
lift it off by contact. “What’s left is sometimes stronger. I often
think that of myself. But only when I’m alone.”

It wasn’t just then. No matter who made up
the company, Anna seemed to be alone much of the time, as if there
was some secret in her life that she thought could not be shared.
Ota sensed it even when she was being so cheerful that first day at
the train station. It was something that almost hurt to see when
she turned her head at odd moments and looked at objects so
commonplace that they did not bear a glance. She was not studying
them. She was awash in them.

“Your scars are the color of ash,” she
said. “Seven ashen swastikas.”

“They weren’t very careful,” said Ota.
“I think I was last in line.”

“Did they take you to a concentration
camp?”

“No,” he said. “It was a jail on the
way to a KZ. Some friends got me out, and I found my way over the
Polish border.”

“But you were a soldier,” she said.
“You were not a normal man with a normal job.”

“Yes,” he said. “I was
lucky.”

“Is that what you are?”

“I’m with you,” he said. “That’s the
luckiest I’ve been.”

She shied a bit, withdrawing her body from
his by inches. He didn’t know what that meant.

“My husband was unlucky,” she said.
“You knew that I was married. A bride at twenty-one, a widow at
twenty-three.”

“I was told.”

“He was involved with the resistance at
the place where he worked,” she said. “I knew nothing about it,
because he didn’t see fit to tell me. Perhaps he thought he was
protecting me. I know now that’s probably true. But I was baffled
when one day he didn’t come home at six-fifteen. The Gestapo had
taken him, it seemed. That was all I knew until two weeks later
when I received his ashes in the mail.”

Before Ota said something—he didn’t know
what—Anna rose and walked one step to the window that overlooked
the street where the trolleys passed, rhythmically clicking. They
left behind a silence that seemed smooth and wanting to be
filled.

“Ota, you know that I work for the
resistance.”

“Of course.”

“What would you say if I told you that
I came to see you at the Khodl’s for only one reason,” she asked.
“That I brought you here to my home and made love to you for only
one reason.”

Ota shook his head. He assumed that she
watched him for the others. He knew her questions served the
purpose for which they were meant as well as the other that might
be called love. He didn’t care. Ota wanted them to know him so they
could help the mission. He wanted her to love him for herself.

“If you said that, you’d be lying. You
came because you wanted to, Anna.”

“Yes, I did. Perhaps you won’t believe
it, but I haven’t been with a man since my husband died. It was as
if I couldn’t be with a man who didn’t feel the things I did. If he
couldn’t hate the way I do, he couldn’t love the way I do. He
couldn’t really know me, and I didn’t want to know him.” She turned
back, looking at him without clothes like a much smaller creature
with much larger breasts. “Do you understand?”

He answered with a movement that took him off
the bed and across the space that separated them. He made his body
fit to her body at every opening.

“I understand, Anna. I love
you.”

“It isn’t necessary to say
that.”

“I did.”

“Jenick—”

“Please don’t call me that. No one has
since my grandmother died.”

“Jan.”

“Not that either.”

“Ota.”

“Yes.”

She pressed against him. Her hands moved
along his back and down to his buttocks, lingering, as if she were
trying to locate the marks of the brand by variations in the
texture of his skin.

“I know what you’re here
for.”

“Do you?”

“I can feel it in you. You’re going to
do something great. And I’ll help you all I can.”

“You know what’s necessary,” he said.
“It’s been necessary for the past three weeks. I have to see the
leadership. UVOD. The Council.”

“They want to see you,” she said. “It
will be soon, I’m sure. Tonight or perhaps tomorrow.”

“Then they think I am who I
say.”

“I do,” she said. “They
will.”

He turned her back to the bed, scissoring
between her legs. She was wet, wetter and more wonderfully soft
than any woman he had known. When her legs opened, he slid into her
like silk on silk. He did not feel her hand at his chest until he
had moved deep, wet and warm and deep.

“Move up,” she said, rocking back under
him. “Yes. There. I want your wounds in my hands when you
come.”

 


* * *

 


Zdenek was listening to the churchillky—the
little crystal set that brought in BBC and nothing more—when he sat
up on the sofa as if someone had stepped on his bad toe.

“The Russians have broken through
again,” he said with a full stop that meant he was still listening
to the voice in his head. “The German northern armies have been
pushed back a hundred miles from Moscow. It’s thirty below zero,
and their tanks don’t like it.”

“The men either,” said Ota. “I heard
that Hitler refused to give his troops winter clothing. The
campaign was to be over by now.”

“What if it is?” said Madame Moravcova
from the kitchen. “What if this is the beginning of the
end?”

Zdenek took the plug from his ear and smiled.
“Of course it is, Auntie. With the Americans coming in, the Germans
don’t stand a chance in hell, which is exactly where they are.”

She came into the room, where she sat in the
big chair, took the nurse’s cap from her head and dropped it into
her four-family lap. Auntie had big shoulders and a chest like a
man, but her face was as kindly as cream and her dark eyes seemed
to call on a flow of energy that was not there for most people. She
took care of a household of a husband and a son, while working most
of the day at the Red Cross. That was a perfect job to have—mobile
and respectable—for someone deeply involved with the
resistance.

“I shouldn’t be so happy,” she said. “A
hand that touches metal in that kind of cold leaves skin behind.
But I’ve heard such terrible stories from the East. One from a
young German boy. Whole villages have been wiped from the face of
the earth. All the people killed. Sometimes, it’s said, the SS herd
them into pits and turn flame-throwers on them.”

“I doubt if the Nazis would waste
fuel,” said Zdenek. “Not that they care about
untermensch.”

Subhumans. It had taken some time for Ota to
get used to the idea that Russians—and Czechs—had the worth of an
animal, but less than a German pimp. In fact, he was not used to
it.

“What about the meeting, Auntie? When
do we get to see the people who make the decisions?”

“You can’t ask me about things I don’t
know,” she said. “Those people are still alive after two years of
violent repression and five months of Heydrich’s hell. That should
speak for itself.”

“It tells me they’re careful,” said
Ota. “But it doesn’t say much for their will.”

“Relax,” she said. “Anna will be here
at any moment. She’ll calm you down.”

“She does not calm me down,
Auntie.”

“Nor is she meant to.”

The big woman rose from the chair like a
light-footed man. Before going back into the kitchen, she gave a
wink that was good-natured and lurid. How much did she know? Did
Anna tell her some things or everything? How he made love. What he
said when like a dying animal he released inside her.

They all worked together for the Red
Cross—Anna, Auntie, and Libena, who came to visit Zdenek as often
as her father, who also worked for the Red Cross as their
secretary, allowed. He probably thought that it was safe letting a
young girl do what she did so well—help a wounded man. But Zdenek
was not safe. Never once.

He was a great friend—a great man—but Libena
was in danger if love was dangerous. Four days ago—while they were
still at the Khodl’s—Ota came back from Anna’s flat in Mala Strana.
He saw Vasek, the Khodl’s son, in the hall with another boy, so he
knew the door was open. He went into the flat and through the main
room to the bedroom where he and Zdenek stayed. He pushed open the
door, then stopped, shut it, and stood there more shocked than the
day the SS put a brand to his ass.

Ota moved away from the door as if he had
been clubbed. Why should the sight of a young woman sucking his
best friend’s cock affect him like that?

He could not forget the way Libena’s bare
back arched and the length of her bare flank and the long brown
hair that fell across Zdenek’s belly and the religious
concentration that she had given the thing that swelled so big in
both hands.

She had not seen him—never—and Zdenek had
only glanced at him as the door closed with an unfocused and tilted
look. Neither mentioned the incident, but the memory stayed with
Ota for the next week, because in all that time he did not see Anna
again. He went to see her after two days, traveling across Prague
on three trolleys, only to find that she did not answer her door.
Was she gone? Was she in there, taunting him with the meeting that
would never take place?

When he returned to the Khodl’s, Ota went
into the bathroom, barely saying hello as he passed. He took down
his pants and began to masturbate, seeing Libena’s delicate lips
around that big thing, pretending it was Anna’s on his sucking,
sucking it forever, and the next day, when he had gone into the
bathroom and taken down his pants again and taken it in his hand
again, he stopped.

Is this why they had come to Prague?

Yes, Mister President, that is my dick in my
hand. It’s all I think about, unfortunately.

Ota left the house at once. He told Zdenek
where he was going but no one else. He walked four blocks to the
trolley stop and waited ten minutes for a car. A few seconds before
it came, two well-built men appeared at each side of the bench and
boarded the car with him. They sat with him on either side. They
stayed with him all the way to the railway station and the rest of
the way on the train to the village of Nehvizdy, where he retrieved
with their grudging help most of the supplies that had been left
behind.

The trip told Ota how closely they were being
watched. Controlled. And how. He did not blame Anna—he could never
blame her because she was an honest woman—but he was determined to
break their hold. When they got back to Prague, he told the two men
what was in the boxes and how to store the volatiles and everything
but what they would be used for.

The message got through. The next day he and
Zdenek were moved again—this time to Moravcova’s. Auntie was very
kind and willing to please. She washed their clothes and put them
to bed with a smile and the next morning produced two of the rarest
things in Prague—pork chops. She also told Ota that Anna—the
wonderful girl she worked with—would appear soon. Today she had
said, yes, tonight, and here it was late afternoon.

So when the doorbell to the second-floor flat
rang, and Auntie called to Ota to answer, he was sure who would be
on the other side, because he was still thinking, from time to
time, with his prick.

The man who stood in the hallway, smiling,
did not resemble Anna, or anyone that Ota had ever known. He seemed
to contradict the word that no one had ever escaped from a
concentration camp. He had no hair and almost no lips and no meat
on him anywhere. Half-circling his head were dark-rimmed glasses as
thick as his wrists. If it wasn’t for the humor that haunted his
face like a memory, Ota would have been appalled.

“Hello,” he said. “Are you
visiting?”

Ota said, “Yes,” but he felt like someone
behind him had said it.

“Riha,” called Auntie gaily, as she
came from the kitchen and stopped, exhausting the space in the
doorway. “Come in, old friend. Come in.”

He did so, slipping into a space between them
that no other person on earth could have found. “I’m sorry I’m
late,” he said. “But you know how the Gestapo are.”

“Riha’s our neighbor,” said Auntie. “He
lives just down the street, but he’s constantly wandering around
this big city. It’s a demanding job, having care of all the
submarines in Prague.”

“Submarines,” said Ota.
“Illegals.”

He shrugged modestly. “It does keep me busy.
If you’d care to get your coat on—”

“My coat?”

“You don’t want to be late for the
meeting,” said Auntie. “It’s important, you know.”

They were playing with him to show how clever
they were. No doubt Riha lived down the street. Ota had never seen
him in the neighborhood, but the man looked like he only came out
in the dead of night.

“I’ll fetch Zdenek.”

Riha smiled again. His face was open and
friendly, but with so little flesh behind it, every gesture seemed
to emerge from the void.

“No,” he said. “Just one. The one who
can walk.”

 


* * *

 


They took a trolley to Prague-Smichov and got
out two blocks from the boulevard along the Vltava River, where
they walked in vectors that seemed random. Several cars passed
along the route, creeping behind blackout headlamps like giant
phosphorescent insects. That could change instantly, though, and
for the worst, because official cars usually had spotlights mounted
on the fender.

Ota caught glimpses of the river, which had
been frozen since they came to the city. In the moonlight, the
surface looked inlaid and highly polished. Luminous. The last time
he left Anna’s flat, he had watched skaters cascading across the
ice. They were—if you looked at it that way—walking on water.

Ota was glad to know it was not impossible.
As hard as it had been getting through to the people high in the
resistance, he could not fault their security. The Gestapo were
everywhere. Strangers in any neighborhood were noticed, and the man
who noticed might be a German, or one of the Czechs who had
registered as a German for the extra fat ration, or just someone
who wanted to get his brother out of a KZ.

That was the reason Ota and Zdenek moved so
often and changed identities. They had papers that said who they
were not, and others that said what they were so sick with that
they could not work. Until tonight those papers had been good for
sightseeing in the capital—for acclimation—and little else.

The promise of change excited Ota, moving
through his body differently than the tension that came with
nicking back the window shade fifty times a day, or the paralyzing
excitement of thinking that he would see Anna again. When they
turned from a street that ran parallel to the river into a dark
courtyard and across it to a flight of stairs, Ota notched the
safety off his revolver. This might be UVOD he was meeting, or it
might be a group of good men all but one.

He could be the man that stood on the second
floor landing, loitering in the cold.

Or the other that Ota had seen standing at
the window across the street from the entrance to the courtyard.
The lights had been out in the window, but the blackout curtains
were lifted and the man had been smoking a cigarette cupped behind
his hand that glowed as he inhaled, illuminating his face. It was
like that all over Prague—idle people standing at darkened windows
in defiance of the rules smoking wartime tobacco so foul that it
stunk right through the glass—but they usually did not cup their
hand to hide it.

No one was in sight on the third floor, where
they turned and passed along the hallway. That might be worse.
Thinking someone must be hidden in deep shadow moved the taste of
blood into Ota’s mouth.

Riha stopped before a dark door with the
number 67 and a paper insert that said: Stastny.

A joke. Stastny meant lucky.

Riha rang the bell. It sounded in the hall
through the door like something that was failing.

The man who opened the door was as wide as
it. He had arms like a chest, and a chest like a horse. Ota
supposed he should be used to these sorts by now, because the
Falcons had been the best gymnasts in Europe.

This one had been a champion. As he let them
into the anteroom of the flat, he seemed not so much to move as
throb. His gruff voice throbbed as he spoke to Riha.

“We expected two of them.”

“The other is crippled,” said Riha.
“For this one I can’t speak.”

“I can speak for myself,” said Ota.
“For the team.”

“I’m impressed,” said the gymnast. “As
long as your team understands this is not a game.”

He stepped back, and they entered a room with
several chairs, a table, and another man. He looked like a bandit—a
weary one. His hair was dark and his eyebrows dark and his mustache
dark and drooping. He had some extra flesh that put a slope in
unexpected places, but his skin looked healthy, as if he took care
to find the sun in every season.

“Some tea?”

Ota nodded. He would have to drink the stuff,
which might be almost anything in wartime, to show that he trusted
them.

“Your name?”

“I’m called Ota.”

“Jindra,” said the bandit.

The gymnast brought the tea, already made and
almost hot. Ota sipped his, and waited. Jindra sipped, and the
gymnast took a big unfeeling bite of his.

Jindra put the cup down with exaggerated
care. “I’m afraid that I never know what to say to a man who keeps
one hand in his coat.”

“I thought it was the fashion in
Prague.”

Jindra smiled like a bandit. “In some
quarters, guns are the fashion. I think we all have the same heavy
pockets tonight.”

Ota returned the smile. He pulled the
automatic pistol from his pocket and held it out like bread.
Slowly, he put it on the table but within easy reach.

“My partner’s the specialist with
firearms, but I have a liking for these things, too.”

“Where did you acquire the
habit?”

“Serving my country,” said Ota. “Free
Czechoslovakia.”

“There are many kinds of patriots these
days,” said Jindra. “Where do you come from?”

“The sky.”

“You can’t say more?”

“The reason we’re here is
secret.”

“But you’ve already told other people
in the network that you came from England.”

“True,” said Ota. “It seemed to mean
something to them, and perhaps it should to you.”

“I’ll tell you what it means to me,”
said Jindra in a tone that seemed to fall off a cliff. “Germans. In
the last six months, the Gestapo has sent three men to us with the
same story. They were all parachutists landed from
England.”

So that was the reason for the caution that
seemed so near to crazy. The Gestapo must have gotten the idea from
the bad drop in October—when the para fell into their hands.

“How did you discover these
men?”

“They tripped themselves on questions
they should have known the answers to,” said the
gymnast.

He held out a photograph of a man with his
arm around a young girl, passing the picture to Ota. “I asked one
of those agents—the one that ended up in the river—who this man
was.”

“I don’t know his name,” said Ota
quickly. “But I saw him around brigade last spring. In
England.”

The gymnast took back the photograph. “That’s
a good answer,” he said. “But a German could know it. The Gestapo
keeps files on every man who serves abroad. They know more of our
boys than their families do.”

“Are you related to him?” asked Ota.
“Your son perhaps?”

“We ask the questions,” said the
gymnast. “You answer for your life.”

So it went for the next twenty minutes. Ota
did not mind the questions. He had undergone mock interrogations at
STS 2 that were considerably worse. Practice had taught him
everything but patience, it seemed. Ota thought it sinful to be so
near his goal only to be grilled by pedants.

Where had he been stationed in England?
Company? Platoon? Who was his commanding officer? What is the first
name of the president of the Czechoslovak Republic? When did
Churchill last review the troops in Warwickshire? Had Ota ever met
a man named Franta?

The questions went on and on until Jindra
said, “You seem to have a Moravian accent. Tell me, what is
extraordinary about the railway station at Vladislav?”

Ota bagged them with that one. At the station
was a great bed of roses—a display so magnificent that one of the
railwaymen must be mad for anything with petals and a long stem.
Perhaps no place in the whole country had anything like it.

“It’s a mass of blooms all summer
long,” he said.

Jindra, who had seized on Ota’s accent like a
noose, now decided to bring the biography to an end. “Let’s pretend
I believe you,” he said. “Now tell me your real name so I can trace
you with our people.”

“My name is Ota.”

“That’s your code name.”

“Correct. That’s all you’ll have from
me. The code name of our mission is Anthropoid, which is all you’ll
have there.”

From the corner where he had taken a chair,
Riha broke his long silence with an unearthly smile and a strange
sort of hum. “Anthropoid,” he said, rolling the name until it
seemed even longer than it was. “You know, once I was a
schoolmaster in the classics. My memory tells me that
anthropos is the Greek word for man. So anthropoid might
mean—like a man.”

“Or something not quite a man,” said
Jindra.

“A half man,” said the gymnast. “A
piece of shit that walks and talks like a human being.”

“A monster,” said Riha, smiling as if
he had discovered sin. “You know, Leon always said it would be
necessary for us to kill a Nazi monster. Then we would truly become
a resistance. For months—while we still had communication with
London—he begged them to send over men who could accomplish great
things. That’s exactly what Leon said—great things.”

“But which monster does this refer to?”
asked Jindra. “Mister Anthropoid.”

“You might start with the biggest one,”
said Riha. “The man who secretly runs the Reich and controls its
networks of terror. The Gestapo. The Criminal Police. The Jewish
Office. Every branch of Reich Main Security. Who kept all these
things for himself after he was appointed to rule this nation of
ours.”

“Not the Protector,” said Jindra
warily. “You can’t mean Heydrich.”

Riha smiled again. “He’s right, isn’t he,
code-name Ota? Or should I say, our giant killer?”

Ota looked at Riha, who seemed to like the
idea as much as he liked finding it out. The same reaction, quite
obviously, was not true of Jindra.

“We promised the president that we
would complete our mission,” he said. “We will do that. But the
planning must be precise. There are many things we need to know. I
came here tonight to ask your help.”

“So it’s Heydrich,” said
Jindra.

“Perhaps.”

Jindra did not respond. He had heard the
near-confirmation and seemed to weigh the possibilities as if his
own death had been proposed.

But Riha entered the lull with enthusiasm. He
rose from his chair and held out both hands. “We’re glad that you
have come,” he said. “And we’re glad that Heydrich will die. As for
planning—that’s what we do best.”

 



CHAPTER 8

 


SUMMARY: ICE TO FRANTA

 


We have received the codes that will enable
us to contact Three Kings and Anthropoid. Now we feel it is time to
acquaint you with the realities of life in the homeland.

 


The terror that has been thoroughgoing since
the occupation of the homeland by the Germans became complete with
Heydrich’s appointment as Protector. With the SD and the Gestapo at
his personal command, thousands have been murdered or sent to
concentration camps. The resistance has been decimated. Little of
the intelligentsia exists any longer, and for every man who is or
was politically active, a permanent Gestapo agent is in place.
Random checks for documentation are pervasive. Searches of
permanent records are routine. Police controls on railways and
hotels are tight, making travel very difficult.

 


We are sending a man, but have little hope of
carrying out your wishes. Our previous efforts at contacting Three
Kings were rebuffed. Of Anthropoid we know nothing.

 


* * *

 


Just as everything began to move ahead when
UVOZ was finally satisfied that they were authentic and agreed to
help with preparations for the assassination of the most powerful
man in the Nazi hierarchy, the security of the resistance network
was disrupted by a man who appeared in the coffee shop of the
Golden Goose Hotel, and later, at a dry goods store in Zizkov,
demanding to be put in touch with Anthropoid.

And he knew the code: “Miluska from Station
17 greets Vyskocil.”

Station 17 stood for STS 17 in Hertfordshire
where they had trained in sabotage, and Vyskocil was Zdenek.

But no one knew Miluska. He appeared first in
Pilzn before being shunted to Prague. Although he spoke Czech
fluently, he was said to look like a Nazi movie star. At that
point, Zdenek began to think that he knew what he was dealing
with.

Still, he was cautious in the approach.
Because Ota was at Anna’s, where he went daily, Zdenek set up a
meeting at a tavern three blocks from Auntie’s apartment in Zizkov.
The walk was nothing, even for a cripple who had begun to move like
a man. Zdenek entered the tavern by the back door and slipped into
the kitchen, where he could watch most of the taproom.

He saw what he had expected: a homeless angel
named Josef Valcik. Perhaps it was the blond hair, or the blue eyes
that looked as if they had been jerked from a bed of arctic ice,
but no one thought of Valcik as normal. He had dropped with Silver
A the same night Anthropoid dropped, and it might as well have been
from heaven.

He was too good looking for a para. The
barmaid was already fingering the lace at her bodice as if she
couldn’t wait for an offer. The barkeeper, a grim sort with reasons
for it, had already bought him a beer. They couldn’t help
themselves. They either joined the party, or they missed it.

“Miluska?”

Valcik did not turn when he heard the voice
from the doorway behind him. He continued to offer a cigarette to
the barkeeper from the pack in his hand, then returned the pack and
the hand to the pocket where he would keep his weapon.

“My friends call me worse,” he said.
“Especially Vyskocil, the locksmith. He has the key to my
heart.”

“No one has that,” said Zdenek, louder.
“They can’t open a thing they can’t find.”

Valcik spun around, hands out, smiling.
“Zdenek. Older brother.”

They embraced like brothers. Zdenek never
asked why Valcik called him that, but it didn’t stop with the fact
that their names were both Josef. The bond was something they
recognized from the first day they met at STS 17. Some of the
recruits were making noises at playing Russian Roulette to show
their balls when Valcik took the revolver, put it
to his head, clicked out one round of nothing, then turned
and fired the next round, loud and live, into a potted plant by the
door. Over the next few days, the plant died. It was Hun Ivy, said
Valcik—a lesson. They shouldn’t play at suicide until they reached
a place where it was more productive.

Well, here they were, sitting in St. Peter’s
taproom as the barkeeper put fresh steins of creamy beer on the
corner table in front of them.

“I knew it was you when they said
Miluska made a move on the concierge at the Golden Goose,” said
Zdenek. “She’s seventy-three, you know.”

“And horny,” said Valcik. “My success
with women is good—unbelievable—because I don’t discriminate. You
never know what you might miss.”

“I think it has more to do with those
fanatic blue eyes,” said Zdenek. “Put an SS uniform around that
Nordic face and we could walk right into Prague Castle.”

“Is that what you want to
do?”

Zdenek spoke quickly, but with a hitch that
almost betrayed him. “Of course that’s what we want. At the head of
our army.”

“Our army’s in England, my
friend.”

“For the moment.”

“That could be the longest moment in
history,” said Valcik. “Is it possible you meant something
else?”
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