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            Zeppelin

         

         Like a gigantic silver torpedo, the LZ130 Graf Zeppelin pierced the veil of cloud and emerged into a gleaming blue firmament on a north-westerly trajectory.

         Early morning, Thursday 3 August. Precisely a month, as it transpired, before the declaration of war in Europe.

         Klara Falke took her time dressing in her cabin. One of twenty berths on board, it was compact yet more comfortable than she and Curt had anticipated. Nonetheless, the carpet felt slightly damp and she donned her black Fogal stockings gladly. While she dressed, Klara reflected on the lift-off yesterday evening, executed so smoothly that she’d hardly even felt they were aloft.

         But she had seen and heard everything. She’d asked the permission of the captain, Albert Sammt, to join him on the bridge while he piloted their take-off, and to her delight he’d agreed.

         Built by the Zeppelin Company, the rigid, metal-framed LZ130 was 803 feet long, a mere seventy-nine feet shorter than the RMS Titanic, the largest ship ever built. When Klara boarded, the extent of it, close up, snatched her breath away. It was such a colossus that she could not even see the far end, which faded into the dusky horizon.

         Astonishingly, the lift-off procedure was slick and quick. As soon as the ground crew released the mooring ropes, Captain Sammt ordered the venting of ballast and the throttling of all four engines – sixteen-cylinder Daimler-Benz diesels, adapted from those in high-speed motorboats. Each engine powered a three-bladed propellor, two mounted on either flank. He gave instructions to the helmsman at the wheel controlling the ship’s heading; and to the elevation man, managing her pitch via a smaller wheel, his eyes glued to an overhead panel of quivering dials and flashing lights.

         Immediately buoyant in the surrounding air, the zeppelin rose. On Captain Sammt’s orders, the crewmen turned their wheels this way and that, guiding her deftly, nose first, into the evening sky.

         “It feels more like floating than flying.”

         As if to acknowledge Klara’s compliment, Sammt nudged the peak of his black cap. He stood on the starboard side of the bridge by a shelf with a telegraph machine and a Bakelite rotary-dial telephone. Below the shelf was a bicycle on a stand. Its pedals were connected to a small generator which, in the event of a power failure, would pump energy into an emergency radio set.

         Sammt made space for his senior watch officer, Tobias Lehmann, who entered the bridge for his shift having completed a stern-to-bow inspection. He blew on his hands which tingled with cold. A qualified captain in his own right, Lehmann confirmed that the water ballast was evenly distributed along the keel. Klara watched Sammt discussing finer points of detail with him.

         Kindly and paternal, Sammt was in his fifties. One side of his face was a wine-red patchwork of skin grafts. She realised that the scar across his forehead ran around his scalp and behind an ear. Under his cap, his thick hair was swept back, cloaking much of the scar tissue, while the bushy black eyebrows accentuated his authority.

         As Lehmann took his position, Sammt turned, hands thrust deep in his pockets, to Klara. His wide eyes prompted her to follow him off the bridge.

         The control car, welded to the underside near the bow, comprised three sections. The bridge, with large windows, occupied the forward portion. Next, a navigation room, where officers pored over tables of charts. There were also altimeters, gyro compasses and a telephone exchange with a dozen lines covering all zones of the ship. Two men and a woman, standing straight, rubbed the small of their backs after leaning over the charts for too long. Thirdly, in the aft space, an observation room – a small lounge.

         “You may be interested,” Sammt began, showing Klara to a seat in the lounge, “that directly above this control car is a dedicated radio room. Quite a large one, concealed inside the hull, adjacent to the crew quarters.”

         Klara looked up, inclined her head.

         “I mean,” he elaborated, “given that the purpose of this flight is espionage, you’ll no doubt be spending time up there. A lot of extra equipment was installed last week.”

         “Good to know, thank you.” A beat. How would he react to what she was about to ask? A deep breath. “Forgive me prying, captain, but did the inquiries into the Hindenburg catastrophe really get to the bottom of what happened?”

         Sammt gently rubbed the cheek bearing the skin grafts. Both his hands were clad in thin black gloves, which Klara saw for the first time. He gazed out at the murky sky, smudges of cloud just visible below. They had lifted off a few minutes before 9 p.m. from the Zeppelin port on the southern tip of Frankfurt airbase. At midnight, they would overfly the city of Hildesheim, two hundred miles hence.

         He pondered for a moment.

         “A static spark ignited a whisp of hydrogen leaking from a gas cell near the ship’s tail,” he said. “That’s what I believe at any rate, although perhaps not every conspiracy theorist agrees. Have you heard something new?”

         After an uneventful trans-Atlantic crossing, fire erupted on the Hindenburg during her landing manoeuvres at Lakehurst naval airbase, New Jersey, on 6 May 1937. That was two years ago: the physical injuries had healed but how much distress, she wondered, did the mental scars still induce? Within seconds, flames had raced the length of the ship, turning the stricken giant into a raging inferno. The death toll reached thirty-five, one-third of those on board: thirteen passengers, twenty-one crew, and a hapless member of the American ground crew.

         “I’ve heard nothing, I’m just curious. You were in the control car when disaster struck?”

         “I was first officer, under the command of Max Pruss. A fine man. He too survived but with severe burns, much deeper than mine. I was lucky – I jumped fifteen feet to the ground without injury. Bent my legs, rolled over, a graze on my elbow, that was it. But then, before I could run clear, the entire burning frame came crashing down on top of me.”

         He swallowed hard, reliving the shocking ordeal. Klara, attentive, horrified, let him gather his thoughts.

         “I was on my knees, the blazing wreckage around my shoulders. No way out, flames shooting everywhere. If I opened my eyes, they’d burn. I choked on the thick smoke – my face felt like it was melting off the skull. Then, perhaps, a miracle. I sensed a tiny breeze to one side. Was it really there? It was cool, not hot, so I crawled towards it through the wall of fire. What else could I do? Thank heavens, I made it out. Had I delayed seconds longer, well, who knows?”

         The moon glowed in the night sky, a shimmering disc. Through the silence, the crackling of the living hell made Klara blanch.

         “An ambulance whisked me off to the base infirmary. After an assessment I was transferred with most of the survivors to the nearest burns unit. I stayed in hospital for six weeks. My wounds were extensive, as you can see, but mercifully not bone deep.”

         While the echoes of his escape from a terrible death faded, Klara managed a little smile.

         “Even after such an awful crash, wasn’t it possible to secure non-flammable gas? Say, helium instead of hydrogen?”

         Captain Sammt regarded her closely. He’d formed the distinct impression that this young woman, only a dozen years older than Ingeborg, his own twenty-year-old daughter, knew more about his career and the Zeppelin Company than she was letting on. But given the elite group of passengers on this flight, that was no surprise. He had half a feeling that he’d seen her somewhere before, but couldn’t place her, and didn’t want to come across as vague or rude. Anyway, she was bright and warm. A good listener, too. She’d shown a pleasing interest in his work, and he felt comfortable telling his story to her at his own pace. She held eye contact, which only encouraged him to talk more. He would have to watch his indiscretions, that was all.

         “Well,” he answered, “straight after the crash, Hugo thought he’d got the United States government to agree to supply helium. But…”

         He was relieved when Klara took up the baton. “They reconsidered in light of the rising aggression of our National Socialist government?”

         “Genau. Exactly.” Now he wondered how much she knew of where his sympathies truly lay. “You’re familiar with Hugo, or–?”

         “Hugo Eckener. Worked in publicity, didn’t he, before switching to operations. Succeeded the late Graf Ferdinand von Zeppelin as head of the company, which of course has recently been nationalised.”

         Yes, she’d done her homework. Sammt was impressed, perhaps even flattered. “Hugo and I believed – no, we do believe, passionately – that there’s no prouder symbol of German engineering than her fleet of airships.”

         “This one is beautiful, really stunning,” Klara concurred. “It’s exciting just to be aboard.”

         She knew, but did not say, that Eckener had become persona non grata after the Nazis’ ascent to power in 1933. He despised them and their vile schemes but held too high-profile a position for him just to disappear. Instead, it was forbidden for his name to appear in print.

         Klara was sure that Sammt shared Eckener’s rancorous opinion of the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei – the NSDAP a.k.a. the Nazis. He had flatly refused to join the party when required to do so – but Eckener shielded him, kept him employed at the Zeppelin Company and ensured that he wasn’t bothered by any of the police who persisted in keeping them under surveillance.

         “The inflated vessel contains seven million cubic feet of gas,” Sammt said. “Hydrogen is extremely effective – it provides more lift than helium, for one thing. Don’t worry, you’re quite safe, I promise.”

         The LZ130 Graf Zeppelin was the sister ship of the LZ129 Hindenburg, named after the late German president, Paul von Hindenburg. They were built from the same plans. With the LZ130 still under construction when the LZ129 exploded, work was halted. Among many safety-enhancing alterations, she was modified to use helium, on the supply of which the Americans had a stranglehold. And yet, ever since her first flight last September, commanded by Hugo Eckener, she had been inflated only with hydrogen and had never carried a paying public passenger.

         “Let me ask you a question.” Sammt pointed a gloved finger in her direction. “My youngest, Volker, is fifteen. He’s an expert in all things.”

         “That’s a teenager’s job, isn’t it?”

         Sammt was serious. “He taunts me, claiming that I’ll be the last zeppelin skipper. That these glorious birds have no future in war or peacetime. What do you think?”

         Klara puffed out her cheeks. With Hermann W. Göring in command of the Luftwaffe, the expanding, modern German air force, anyone who spoke up in favour of dirigibles would have to be particularly courageous. Or foolhardy. “For missions such as this one,” she said diplomatically, which would please Curt, “they’re perfect.”

         Göring had been born into a wealthy, castle-owning family. He was an art collector and a bon viveur, but his most voracious appetites were for power and personal glory, in pursuit of which he was brutish and vindictive. Anyone who let him down would see him fly into a violent rage. He demanded simple answers to complex questions and shunned wordy reports. But through it all, at this time, he was ‘Der Zweite’ – second-in-command of the Nazi party.

         Sammt flashed a smile of gratitude. A thought struck him.

         “As a young lad, I was fascinated by Charles Blondin, you know, the high-wire artist.” He wondered whether she already knew this about him. If not, she must be asking herself where he was heading. “I was eight or nine when he passed away. It’s amazing to think now that it was the better part of a century ago when he first tightrope-walked across the Niagara Falls gorge.”

         Blondin. Extraordinary Frenchman. Performed death-defying, heart-stopping feats.

         “Believe it or not, I was so inspired by Blondin’s skill in riding a bicycle along a high wire that I learned to slow-ride myself. My parents were astonished, but have you ever tried it, by any chance? I joined a club, persevered, became quite good, entered competitions.”

         He grinned at the childhood memories. This seemed new to her.

         “What I learned most was balance. All these years later, I’m still grateful. You see, keeping a proper sense of balance, mentally and physically, has stood me in good stead.” He rose to his feet.

         “Long may it do so,” she’d remarked before Captain Sammt took his leave and returned to the bridge.

         Now, having finished dressing in her cabin on Thursday morning, Klara neatly stacked the two novels she had on the go on her bedside table. She put on a sparkling art deco pendant necklace and brushed her long blond hair, wishing it wasn’t so thin. She hadn’t had the length trimmed for six months and had recently noticed split ends. One of these days, she’d have it cut short.

         Given Sammt’s horrific experience in the incineration of the Hindenburg, she wondered how he’d felt stepping up to lead this, its sister ship, for the first time. She admired his composure, the ice in his veins, the quiet fortitude. Important qualities in her own line of work, too.

         ***

         The Graf Zeppelin hit heavy turbulence in the morning air and every rivet in the frame shuddered. Abruptly, the nose tipped downwards. Passengers’ stomachs lurched, drinks spilled. But the skilled crew on the bridge kept the ship on an even keel and, within seconds that seemed to drag on much longer, a smooth ride was restored.

         Locking her cabin, Klara followed the corridor past a parade of closed doors. Most had plaques with numbers, one read PURSER. From the briefing dossier, she recalled that twenty-eight ‘specialist’ passengers were on board, in addition to the crew of forty-five.

         The corridor led to a spacious, finely appointed lounge-diner. As she approached, the sound of a piano grew louder. Accomplished playing. A piano concerto – by Mendelssohn, she thought.

         Like an hotel in the sky, the dining area had tables of four, laid for breakfast. It was not at all obvious, but the furniture was exceptionally light in weight. The tables and chairs were formed of tubular aluminium. Even the baby grand was a bespoke lightweight model presented by Blüthner. At the keyboard was one of the flight’s mathematicians, Horst Ackermann. Brown suit, waistcoat, tie. The dossier identified him as a professor from Berlin, and Klara wondered whether the white smudges at his temples were chalk.

         She avoided the tables of mathematicians, absorbed in their own company, mopping up orange juice, and made for one near a sloping window with two empty chairs.

         “May I?” she asked, pulling back a chair. She was getting used to making practically no effort to move the furniture.

         “Natürlich. Bitte schön.”

         She did not recognise the speaker – his photograph was not in the dossier – but she knew the uniform. It was that of a Hauptmann, a Flight Lieutenant, in a Jagdgeschwader, a Luftwaffe fighter group.

         But the older man, in his forties, sitting on the Flight Lieutenant’s right – good heavens, she identified him at once.

         “Herr Hess, it is a singular pleasure to meet you,” she said confidently, then introduced herself.

         He cleared his throat, clicked his heels, shook her hand. She accepted his offer to pour her some coffee. In her mind’s eye, she reimagined the dossier entry.

         Albert Hess. Born in Egypt. Father, Fritz, owned an import business in Alexandria. Albert was gassed and severely injured in the Great War of 1914–18, the Weltkrieg. He joined the Nazi party in the ’20s, built up its connections in Cairo. Elder brother, Rudolf, had been Deputy Führer since 1933. After the Führer himself, Rudolf stood behind only Hermann Göring in the Nazis’ pecking order and succession line.

         “To what do we owe your esteemed presence on this mission, sir?”

         Hess warmed to this woman immediately. Her inquisitive tone and bright-eyed enthusiasm made the question respectful, not remotely impertinent. She looked after herself – strong shoulders. But he could tell, too, that she carried inside her a tiger. It made her restless, hungry, always striving for more. I bet, he thought, that like many clever women she works exceptionally hard. While wondering whether the sheer burden of doing so ever suffocated her, he appreciated why she’d been accepted into the fast-expanding ranks of intelligence officers.

         Hess ignored the raised eyebrow of the Flight Lieutenant at his side. He trusted his own first impression.

         “Good question,” he said. “I only wish I had an answer to match.”

         “We are here strictly as observers,” the Flight Lieutenant cut in, “as directed by Reichsminister Göring, commander-in-chief of the Luftwaffe.” There was a proud edge to his voice.

         Hess now had a little more to say. “When the coming war is done,” he declared between sips of black coffee, “I’ve been advised that I shall be named Governor General of Egypt. I suspect that assignments such as this one, and the reports to be compiled afterwards, are little tests along the way. Tests of my focus, managerial ability, loyalty. And as someone who has lived and worked away from the Fatherland, I may be able to offer a broader perspective on what happens in the next few hours, if all goes to plan.”

         “Just so,” added the Flight Lieutenant.

         Klara glanced out of the window. The zeppelin was flying over water – the North Sea, one of the coldest in the world – at a height of six thousand feet. Not long to go now.

         “And you, sir? Strictly an observer?”

         Was she teasing him? Surely not. But the Flight Lieutenant felt his cheeks had flushed, which he hated.

         “Let me introduce myself. Karl-Heinz Weiss. I joined the army almost a decade ago, and began flying training in… yes, it was 1931. Three years later, I transferred to the Luftwaffe in JG279. Soon I became an adjutant and an instructor, which I enjoyed very much. In ’37, I commanded a section of the Condor Legion supporting General Franco’s Nationalists in the Spanish Civil War, flying Messerschmitt Bf 109s. I like to think it was useful experience for the air battles we must assuredly fight in the future, yes?”

         “Unless peace terms are agreed,” Klara said almost to herself.

         “Karl-Heinz has been telling me that he scored five kills in Spain and was awarded the Spanish Cross,” Hess said. He did not need to remind them that Franco had only emerged victorious earlier this year, nearly three years after the civil war began.

         “I hope I can offer a pilot’s viewpoint when the mission’s findings are assessed, that is all.”

         Klara drained her coffee cup. “I’m sure your input will be highly–”

         A door crashed and a boiling argument shattered the tame hum of the dining room. Two men spilled out of the smoking room in the corner opposite Klara’s table.

         It had seemed counter-intuitive to have a smoking room on the airship at all, but this one came with multiple safety features. A double-door airlock. An electric lighter available inside, no others to be taken in. The room kept at a higher pressure than the rest of the ship – monitored from a gauge on the bridge – so that no leaking hydrogen could find its way in.

         A crew member stood guard outside the smoking room at all times, too. That morning, a freckle-faced cadet. He sprinted to a wall-mounted telephone and dialled the bridge, each turn of the disc agonisingly slow.

         As far as Klara could tell, the argument was about, of all things, cigarettes. During the last decade, smoking had risen sharply among the German population and a public information campaign against it was in preparation. No doubt at that very moment it sat on the drawing boards of the overburdened propagandists working for Joseph Goebbels. Always eager to remain a trusted adviser to the Führer, Goebbels was adept at preventing the truth about any issue from seeping through his walls of disinformation.

         But the nub of this clash was not the danger to health. Nor was it one man not sharing his pack with another.

         The more aggressive participant was Ulrich Freitag, a Gestapo officer with a thick bovine neck and a clean-shaven, round pumpkin of a head. He was berating the other man for smoking a brand made by a foreign firm, most of whose board members were allegedly Jews.

         Despising the racism, the other man nevertheless defended his choice chiefly for its flavour. But the Gestapo officer was not used to tolerating any kind of opposition and the man’s protests bounced off him.

         As Karl-Heinz buried his own pack of Trommler filterless cigarettes deeper into his trouser pocket, Klara stood and approached the pugilists, squaring up to each other, inches apart.

         “Come back! What do you think you’re doing?” Albert Hess, to no avail, hissed at her.

         Captain Sammt entered the dining room and in a few strides was confronting the two men.

         “Gentlemen, please. On this ship, my word is law. Be respectful, calm down, both of you, and return to your places.” He could see the blood running hot in their veins.

         As Sammt turned to the freckle-faced cadet, violence erupted.

         Apparently further enraged at being lectured in a full room, Freitag swung a right hook at his opponent who was almost six feet tall but looked half Freitag’s size. It was a ridiculously uneven match. The powerful blow caught him off guard – he’d been watching Sammt and sensed the punch coming a fraction too late.

         Heavy and hard, the fist smashed into his temple, knocking him off balance. An aluminium chair cartwheeled away from a table as his heel clipped its leg. He staggered into Klara, almost grabbing her necklace, and pinned her against the dining room wall.

         “Apologies,” he gasped, the tip of his nose touching hers. She caught a sweet scent of after-shave lotion. His eyes were watering, hair tousled. His left cheekbone was a livid red. Freitag must be wearing a ring or have sharp fingernails as a cut had opened below the left eye, discharging blood into the corner of his mouth.

         This man, Curt Schultz, was Klara’s boss. She had seen him smoke and drink only occasionally when he was trying hard to impress or influence someone.

         Freitag was not finished. He pushed past the cadet, hunting his wounded prey. It had not taken much to tip him over the edge. A human wrecking ball, his giant steps were full of purpose and menace.

         He lashed out with a forearm, his fingers curled into a fist.

         “Get out of my way,” he snarled at Klara, who was righting the upended chair. His dark, sunken eyes were unsettling – they seemed to look straight through her without seeing her – and down her spine she felt the flesh crawl. “Don’t make me teach you a lesson, too.”

      

   


   
      
         
            — 2 —

            Inside the nerve centre

         

         As the air commodore took his seat in the gallery, Linda’s pulse quickened. The secret exercise she’d been looking forward to for days was suddenly, breathtakingly, under way.

         Twenty-three-year-old twins, Linda and Gloria Hastings from Maida Vale, London, were extremely proud of their pressed, blue-grey uniforms. They often imagined their eternally courageous father wearing a similar one. He had lost his life in 1917, the year after they were born, in a dogfight over Pas-de-Calais with Baron Manfred von Richthofen, the combat ace of the German air force, famed for his Albatros D.III biplane, painted bright red.

         Raised by their ever-loving mother, Marcia, who supplemented her work as a nurse with shifts at the local Lyons café, the girls yearned for adventure. Travel. Excitement. Escape.

         Last year, 1938, the opportunity finally arose. On the same day, they negotiated time out of their mundane clerical jobs and enrolled with a Royal Air Force company in the Auxiliary Territorial Service.

         “You go, I go,” Gloria said. The ATS, a women’s equivalent of the Territorial Army, offered them part-time training.

         Then, two months ago, in June 1939, the Womens’ Auxiliary Air Force was established to give additional support to the RAF. In anticipation of war, the king, George VI, gave the WAAF his seal of approval and the first recruitment posters were printed: ‘Help the RAF / Join the WAAF’. Linda and Gloria were two of the many who volunteered at the outset. They envisaged their father waving them off with the biggest smile ever.

         Today, Thursday 3 August, the sisters were participating in a simulation exercise at Bentley Priory, where they were thrilled to have started work this very week as WAAFs, having sailed through the demanding aptitude tests.

         Bentley Priory, near Stanmore to the north-west of London, was home to Augustinian Friars in the twelfth century. In the eighteenth, it was rebuilt by the architect Sir John Soane as a magnificent stately home which successive owners further extended with their own imprints over the next hundred years.

         In 1882, the estate was bought by a prosperous hotelier, Frederick Gordon, whose chain included the Grand and the Metropole in London’s West End. Gordon had enjoyed much success by defying naysayers. Backing his own judgement that a country mansion on the outskirts of the capital would make a successful hotel, he built a railway line from the city and laid out a golf course. But this time, the hunch did not pay off. The venue failed to attract enough guests and Gordon made it his family home instead. He died of a heart attack, aged sixty-eight, in 1904. Four years later, the mansion reopened as a girls’ school for seventy boarders, but this in turn closed after little more than a decade.

         In 1926, the estate was split up, sold off in parcels. The main lot – the priory, a manor house in its grounds, plus forty acres of surrounding woodland – was acquired on the order of Sir Samuel Hoare, Secretary of State for Air, by the Air Ministry for £25,000. By May 1926, some training units had already moved in.

         Ten years later, when RAF Fighter Command was created, Bentley Priory became its headquarters. From July 1936, it was the workplace of Air Chief Marshal Sir Hugh C. T. Dowding, the first commander-in-chief of Fighter Command, and his team of strategic planners.

         This Thursday morning, the simulation exercise was stress-testing the air defence system devised by Dowding that was being installed around the country. It was nowhere near complete or ready yet, everyone understood that. But if the RAF was to defeat the Luftwaffe in a fight to the finish, it was imperative that the multi-stranded system was robust.

         Two large spaces in Bentley Priory were the focal points: the filter room in the main priory building, and the operations room in the nearby manor house. Linda Hastings had been assigned to the former, Gloria to the latter. The twins had started work at RAF Bentley Priory as clerks. By demonstrating their fast work, cool heads and aptitude for figures, they hoped to be transferred into the teams of plotters.

         Linda was spellbound by the scale and pace of the activity all around her. The filter room functioned like a well-oiled machine in which all the cogs were inter-dependent. Sir Hugh’s nickname may be ‘Stuffy’, she thought, having picked that up on day one, but he was a master delegator. Dozens of men and women were stationed at desks or on platforms, many in headphones. Others encircled a huge central table map. The chain of command was very clear: every person knew what to do and when.

         Dozens more, including representatives of the army, navy and Observer Corps, were perched in the mezzanine gallery with a bird’s eye view. A gigantic wall clock hung below the gallery, each five-minute segment shaded in its own colour. Self-evidently, time was of the essence.

         It was all mightily impressive – and what a thrill to be here, in the thick of it, watching, taking notes, passing messages, learning. This was what they’d signed up for! Telephones rang, shrill and urgent, with growing frequency. They were answered immediately.

         For the purposes of the exercise, RAF planes were representing Luftwaffe fleets. The height, bearing and speed of the fighters and bombers were tracked over the English Channel, across the coast and up the country. Reports came in from tracking stations and observation posts along England’s south and east coastlines.

         Tellers – the telephone operators – kept multiple streams of information flowing. Reports of the same aircraft from different sources were condensed into single tracks. When officers had cross-checked each item of new information, coloured counters were moved on the table map by plotters armed with magnetic rods. No voices were raised, no tempers frayed, just pure concentration.

         Filter room staff telephoned activity summaries through to the operations room. There, a parallel team of plotters worked fast to keep their own table map of aircraft progress up to the minute.

         It was in this room, the awe-struck Gloria appreciated, that Sir Hugh and his senior controllers monitored the intelligence and ensured that Fighter Command’s sector stations – airfields – had the information they needed to decide locally which squadrons to scramble to intercept which raids.

         If it worked as intended, Dowding’s system would remove the enemy’s element of surprise. The RAF would know what was coming, and could aim, assets permitting, to be in the right airspace at the right time. Gloria could not wait to get back to the priory’s barracks, much later, to compare notes with Linda. The first phase of the exercise, with the planes still sweeping in, seemed to be going…

         Suddenly, Gloria’s engrossment was shattered by an air commodore bursting into the room and signalling frantically to two senior officers watching the table map. Something unexpected was causing turmoil. What the devil could have happened?

         ***

         Less than five minutes later, a telephone rang on Sir Hugh Dowding’s burr walnut desk. Pedestal drawers on each side, a worn leather top. He picked up at once and dismissed his secretary’s apology for disturbing him. “That’s fine, Joanne, send him in.”

         Dowding sat back and glanced at the simply framed, black and white photograph in the corner of his desk, next to the brimming in-tray. The portrait was twenty years old, although it looked more recent: he kept it out of direct sunlight. Her lovely face and wavy hair had not faded at all.

         He’d married Clarice in February 1918. She was a major’s daughter – her father, John, served in the Indian Army. She fizzed with joie de vivre and she’d made him unimaginably happy. He was an able skier and polo player, and she’d revelled in the social aspects of those occasions. She was a widow and brought with her a six-year-old daughter, Marjorie, from her first marriage. What delight there had been, he recalled, looking into her unblinking eyes, when their own son, Derek, was born in 1919.

         Then, the following year, when she was only 35, Clarice died. Oh, the shock of that unexpected loss. The cruelty. The pain – he had never known pain like it. Every new morning it clobbered him in both the stomach and the heart.

         She passed away in London on a Sunday, 27 June, and to this day he hated weekends. So what if they called him ‘Stuffy’? Let them! Social engagements felt deplorably awkward without her company, and his solution was simply to avoid them.

         Leaning on the vital support of his sister, Hilda, to bring up the two children, he devoted himself to a career in aviation. He was a self-taught pilot, who flew in combat in the Great War, after which he was accorded a permanent commission as an RAF Group Captain. He kept up his skiing and served for a year in the mid-’20s as president of the Ski Club of Great Britain. In 1930, he joined the Air Ministry, supervising supply and research. After four years, his intelligent, open-minded approach was rewarded with a knighthood and a promotion.

         Just as the country’s air defences were to be expanded, Dowding was placed at the heart of the effort, responsible for all the ministry’s research and development work. Then, when the expanding RAF was reorganised in 1936 with fighter, bomber and coastal commands, he was put in charge of Fighter Command. Now, in 1939, the hugely experienced fifty-seven-year-old was perhaps at the peak of his powers.

         Dowding examined the organogram laying out the structure upon which he had built Fighter Command. It was typed on a foolscap sheet whose bottom-right corner was dog-eared. There were presently four groups – four prongs on his organogram – each headed by an Air Vice-Marshal who reported directly to him:

         10 Group, led by Sir Quentin Brand, defended the west and south-west of England. It currently had just a handful of operational squadrons.

         11 Group, entrusted to his protégé, the New Zealander Keith Park, was – had to be – much larger. It covered London and the south-east of England, which were expected to bear the brunt of the Luftwaffe attacks.

         12 Group, commanded by Trafford Leigh-Mallory, protected the area north of London. Leigh-Mallory was no stranger to family loss, either: his brother, George, had died after a bad fall on Mount Everest in 1924.

         13 Group, under Richard Saul, was responsible for a large slice of the north of England and Scotland.

         During the last couple of days, Dowding had pored over preliminary drafts of a rota to ensure that as many squadrons as possible spent part of their service in the south-east. In recent years, a high priority had been the development of fast, agile fighter aircraft, succeeding the biplanes of the past. The investment had yielded the Hawker Hurricane and the Supermarine Spitfire, but more of both those high-performance aircraft were sorely needed: at present, only a handful of squadrons had any Spits at all.

         He’d also secured funding for the ‘Chain Home’ network of radio direction-finding stations along the coast – a cornerstone of his defence system. Developed in top secret, this network needed extending, too. It comprised two sets of masts. The first, three hundred and sixty feet tall, transmitted the radio pulses. The second, shorter at two hundred and forty feet, received back the waves reflected off incoming aircraft. The network used a moderately high-frequency range – 22–50 megahertz – which its inventor, Robert Watson-Watt, whom Dowding had championed from the Air Ministry, insisted was their best shot.

         Then there were the thousands of men and women, many of them teenagers, bless them, who had joined the Royal Observer Corps. They were essential for reporting on airborne intruders after they’d crossed the coast and passed the RDF stations. Tens of thousands more volunteers were required, each of whom would need police-led training to identify the size, height and composition of aircraft formations. They’d need binoculars and sextants, too.

         And the GPO, splendid as its engineers had been, would have to install more telephone lines to connect each additional RDF station and observer post to the network. All told, the workload ahead was immense. He had no deadline to work to, but he sensed that the time before war broke out was shortening rapidly.

         Yes, he had stuck his neck out to force through his system – combining the RDF stations, observer posts and telephone network – when there was simply no precedent for it. Yes, he knew that he’d put senior noses out of joint, made enemies among the ‘Whitehall Warriors’, the bureaucrats for whom he had so little time, and even among the upper echelons of the RAF. For some, his retirement could not come a day too soon.

         But he believed in the system implacably. His reasoning was sound. Before the Nazis could contemplate invading Britain, they needed control of the skies. Britain had fewer pilots, so a greater interception rate was essential. The Dowding System would give early warning of German air raids and likely targets, and it was the best – no, the only – way to deter an invasion.

         I do hope, he thought, looking again into Clarice’s eyes, that I have done you proud.

         A sharp rap on the door.

         “You took your time,” Dowding huffed as Air Commodore Bryan Worthington marched in.

         Worthington had huge respect for the incisive ACM sitting behind the desk laden with folders, papers and telephones in front of the old fireplace. The pressure on Dowding’s shoulders would have forced many people to buckle. Everything was planned, nothing was ready, nothing was certain. Often irascible, he did not suffer fools, yet the shadow of brilliance never left his side.

         Worthington looked at Dowding’s neat, slightly rakish moustache and finely combed hair. He was every inch the son of a Scottish prep school master, but was he really as cold and prickly as his outer shell implied? Rumour had it that he wore carpet slippers with his uniform, but a briefcase stood between the pedestals and Worthington could not see beneath the desk.

         “Apologies for my tardiness. I wanted to double-check the data, sir.”

         “That’s all right, Bryan,” Dowding melted and waved the air commodore into a chair. Apparently, Worthington was still a fine opening batsman for his local Sunday side, which Dowding rather admired. “How is our simulation progressing? Seemed to start well enough.”

         “Consensus is, extremely well, sir. The ministry observers should be suitably impressed.”

         “As long as they continue to fund what’s required, that’s all that matters. Now, what’s the flap?”

         “Chain Home has picked up a rogue intruder, sir. It’s not an RAF plane in the exercise. In fact, it doesn’t look much like a plane at all.”

         Dowding held eye contact, said nothing.

         “It seems far too large – it’s huge – and it’s travelling too slowly,” Worthington elaborated. “Thirty knots, sometimes even less.”

         “A zeppelin?”

         “That’s our view, sir, yes.” Evidently Worthington was concerned.

         “Bearing?”

         “Approaching the Suffolk coast over the North Sea.”

         “Bawdsey?”

         “I’d say so, yes. We have a clear track of its progress from one RDF station to the next, and we expect confirmation from the live observers to start coming in at any minute.”

         Dowding rubbed his tired eyes.

         “Dear God, Bryan, if the Nazis work out what we’ve been doing at Bawdsey, and its significance for our defences, well…”

         “We expected a reconnaissance mission sooner or later, sir.”

         “Quite so,” Dowding conceded, sat back. “Mustn’t forget, some of the masts are visible from the other side of the Channel, after all.”

         “Do you want any remedial action, sir?”

         “If we make a fuss, it’ll only prove that the masts are important. No, we’ll do as planned – let them look, and hope they don’t deduce what they’re seeing or hearing.”

         “It’s awfully risky, sir.”

         “I know, Bryan.” Dowding had quickly become irritable again. “But there’s no alternative.”

         Worthington got to his feet.

         “Oh, Bryan – don’t lose sight of them, will you? And better let MI5 know that they’re here, too.”

         “Very good, sir.”

         When Worthington had left, Dowding flung open his patio doors and stretched his legs on the terrace. His office overlooked a splendid Italian formal garden, laid out by a tasteful owner long before the Air Ministry acquired the priory. It was cloudy and warm, but the morning air was invigorating. Of course, even heavy cloud cover would be no barrier to the zeppelin’s spy mission, if that’s what it was.

         A thought struck Dowding. Back at his desk, he telephoned his secretary.

         “Joanne, get hold of Robert at RAF Bawdsey, would you? Most urgent. I’d like him to arrange a little shutdown for maintenance. I’m sure one must be due.”

         For one fleeting, delicious moment, Dowding sensed that Clarice had winked at him.

      

   


   
      
         
            — 3 —

            Operation Bloodhound

         

         “This will hurt you more than it will me.”

         Klara Falke uttered the words to Curt Schultz in his cabin on the Graf Zeppelin as she dabbed his face with a cotton wool ball soaked in anti-septic solution, which a crew hand had fetched from a first aid box.

         Schultz smarted. Was he exaggerating, playing for sympathy? He would have a black eye, a gashed cheek and a bruised stomach to show for the confrontation with Ulrich Freitag. Such a shame, Schultz’s thick blond curls were gorgeous. She had to admit he was a handsome devil: lean, smooth skin, flinty eyes, lucky with the genes he’d inherited. And somehow, he always managed to smell fresh. She let him grip her left hand while she worked on his face with the right.

         She knew he’d taken a shine to her, personally as well as professionally, almost as soon as she’d joined his team. She was a good team player, but she hoped his fondness wasn’t overly obvious to their colleagues, that was all. She’d done nothing to encourage it – she wasn’t seeking a relationship, certainly not one with her new boss – but she wondered whether she might have done more to discourage it. Undeniably, there was a spark, some magnetic attraction between them. Was it lust, or…? Well, if the spark led to a slow-burn relationship with room to grow, why shouldn’t she remain open to that?

         At least he hadn’t asked about her family background – yet – so she hadn’t been forced to lie.

         Klara had joined Schultz’s technical research unit in the Abwehr, the German secret service, ten months ago, during a rapid expansion in personnel. Already, the headcount topped a thousand. The unit was in a division – one of three – of the restructured Abwehr under the nominal charge of Colonel Hans Pieckenbrock. Klara was a liaison officer with a directory of contacts, in her case in the Luftwaffe, many of whom had come quickly to appreciate her concise communication skills, her fierce work ethic, her determination to make good on her promises.

         She was enjoying being part of a community with shared goals and experiences. But regrettably, here in this building, she perceived an indistinct air of conspiracy, of division somehow corroding the prized togetherness. The whole was less than the sum of its many parts.

         The briefing on the zeppelin mission had taken hours, in two different rooms. Schultz told her that she’d be accompanying him on board and gave as much background information as he could. Context, he said repeatedly, was all-important.

         First, he took his Zenith gramophone player out of a cupboard in his office and played the vinyl recording of Brecht and Weil’s play, The Threepenny Opera. As Klara learned, Schultz routinely put on a record during his briefings to spoil audio bugging.

         “At least three separate intelligence organisations may be represented on the zeppelin,” Schultz said. “You and I for the Abwehr. Plus, officers of the Gestapo, the secret state police, and the Sicherheitsdienst, the security service. Alas, this duplication is not unusual. Top-level meetings have taken place to clarify the intelligence and counterintelligence remits of each organisation, but I fear that trust is in woefully short supply.”

         Klara despised turf wars as self-defeating, a waste of energy. Chaos would never lag far behind a misdirected plan, and delusional, paranoid thinking would only exacerbate the tensions stalking every corridor. There seemed to be too many turf wars within the state apparatus already, due to the powers that be refusing to co-operate, and she could do without one that directly ensnared her.

         She considered Schultz a dependable judge of character and believed she could learn much on his team – even if he came across as a mite too eager to be needed and liked. “The Sicherheitsdienst roots out opponents of the Nazi party, doesn’t it?” she asked. “Does that imply that the loyalty of someone on the zeppelin is in question?”

         Schultz turned his palms upwards and shrugged his shoulders.

         “I hope not,” he replied, “but you never know. These days, the Sicherheitsdienst gathers information on all sorts of matters. For every full-time agent, and there are thousands of them in Berlin, there must be a dozen informants.”

         “And the Gestapo has thousands, maybe tens of thousands, of agents sneaking about, too,” Klara said to the vinyl strains of Mack the Knife. “Blind sycophants, some of them, no doubt. Is there anyone out there who is not an informant for one organisation or another?”

         Schultz stared, deadly serious. “Be careful, Klara, be shrewd,” he chided her through pursed lips. “You’re earning a fine reputation and I’m happy that you’ve joined us, but don’t give anyone a stick to beat you with. Not in Nazi Germany.”

         She looked him in the eye. “I’ll try not to, sir.”

         “Dispense your trust wisely.”

         As a child, Klara had been introspective, diligent, imaginative. She and her sister, Katarina, had escaped by reading the Bible and other books, fact and fiction, of which their father had many. Looking back, his reading to her at bedtime had undoubtedly ignited her love of language. When times were dark, books made friendly company.

         Katarina had inherited not only their late mother’s high cheekbones and generous lips, but also, it seemed, her acute renal colic. Due to her kidney troubles, young Katarina had endured many hours of dialysis. Somehow, stories showed that there was always hope, always a way through. To their parents’ delight, the sisters were very close. They tried to treat others well, as they would wish to be treated themselves – sometimes easier said than done and increasingly now at odds with the conduct of their own homeland authorities.

         After a moment’s reflection, Klara broadened the conversation. “May I ask what Admiral Canaris makes of all this? The overlap, I mean, the suspicion, the feuding between the intelligence communities. He must find it draining?”

         Wilhelm Canaris was head of the Abwehr. His distinguished career in the Imperial German Navy began at the age of eighteen. A U-boat commander in the Great War, he came to the attention of the intelligence service because he spoke six languages. Now in his early fifties, he looked older, and had been known occasionally to pass himself off as a pensioner to go unnoticed.

         “At first, Canaris backed the Third Reich,” Schultz said matter-of-factly. “He was a staunch anti-Communist, for one thing. For another, he was committed to breaking the shackles of the Treaty of Versailles.”

         Klara knew, of course, that the Treaty of Versailles, signed in 1919 after the Great War had ended, forbade Germany from rearming. But there was a loophole. The Treaty’s clauses on building civilian aircraft were less restrictive than those banning military machines. So, inevitably, throughout the 1920s, newly recruited military pilots were trained in civilian air clubs. Canaris toiled to ensure that the rearmament did not leak to the outside world.

         It was not until February 1935 that the Führer publicly confirmed the existence of the new German air force. The world was worried, but by then the Luftwaffe had amassed 1,800 planes and ten times as many personnel. As soon as it was in the public domain, it grew even faster, under the supervision of Hermann Göring.

         Ten months earlier, in April 1934, Göring had assigned oversight of the Gestapo to Heinrich Himmler, head of the Schutzstaffel (SS), the party’s protection squad. He appointed Reinhard Heydrich, a former naval officer, to lead it. Heydrich was already head of the Sicherheitsdienst, the intelligence agency of the SS. So, for the last five years, to the chagrin of Canaris, Heydrich had called the shots at both the Sicherheitsdienst and the Gestapo.

         “And now?” Klara prompted Schultz, hoping to be taken further into his professional confidence.

         “Now, well…” Schultz blew out his cheeks. The music played on. “Canaris finds the Nazis too brutal, intolerant of dissent. He was deeply upset by the violence on Kristallnacht, believing that Germany had ruined not just the synagogues, but itself, too. In his heart and soul, he hates that German democracy is dead, as he sees it poisoned by a few persuasive politicians for their own ends, and he does not want another great war in Europe.”

         “He can’t be alone in that, sir.”

         Schultz hesitated. “I… I find Canaris hard to read, to know exactly where he’s coming from. But I think he’s afraid, genuinely, of the horrors that the Gestapo, left to their own devices, will perpetrate.”

         “He won’t be alone in that, either.”

         “And he worries that the children of Germany will have to cope with those horrors, atone for them, for generations to come.”

         Silence.

         Schultz looked out of the office window. It was a dark, wet morning, disappointing in late July. Fingers crossed, he hoped he didn’t catch a cold.

         “There’s even speculation,” he notched up the gramophone volume, “that Canaris is part of an underground opposition.”

         “To the Nazis?”

         “To the Führer.”

         Klara wondered about the Admiral’s life expectancy. Aloud, softly: “I see why trust is the watchword, sir.”

         She did not elaborate at that time, but Klara had brought from her childhood a robust moral code which she upheld, despite the provocations that life tossed in her way.

         “So, to our impending mission.” Schultz’s full attention was on Klara. On his desk was a manilla folder labelled ‘LZ130’, but he did not open it.

         An intercom buzzed. Schultz turned down the gramophone. Leaning across his desk, he pressed a white switch.

         “Ja?”

         The voice of Brigitte, his secretary, sounded oddly distant, although her desk was merely yards from his door.

         “General Martini is here to see you, sir.”

         “Perfect timing,” Schultz observed, “as always.”

         “Conference room four, sir.” The largest one.

         “Danke schön.”

         Click. The line went dead.

         Wolfgang Martini stood to attention when Schultz and Klara entered the conference room on the floor above. Klara noticed the umbrella and battered attaché case behind him. Martini’s cropped brown hair looked wet – whether from the rain or heavy lotion, she was unsure. Was this enough to explain his air of melancholy? The narrow moustache made him look rather like the Führer himself.

         Martini had specialised in radio throughout his military career, which began at the age of nineteen, in March 1910, when he joined the 1st Telegraph Battalion of the German Army. By 1918, he was signals commander in the 11th Infantry Division. He worked as an army signals instructor for much of the ’20s, transferring to the new Luftwaffe in 1933. Last year, 1938, his unrivalled expertise earned him a promotion to Major General and chief of the Luftwaffe’s Signals Division. He reported in this role, which gave him responsibility for all radio-related matters, directly to Reichsminister Göring, commander of the Luftwaffe.

         The three of them shook hands, then Schultz poured coffee from the tray Brigitte had organised. On the longest wall was a large steel clock from a Siemens factory which Schultz had salvaged, repaired and donated.

         “Herr General,” Schultz said in his most ingratiating manner, “you know my unit stands ready to assist in any way. How can we help you?”

         Martini sighed, got straight to the point.

         “We’ve been aware for some time of the tall masts erected by the British. With good binoculars, you can see a few of them on their coastline from our side of the Channel.” A sip of coffee. “As you know, we have precious few agents in Britain. But through a variety of sources – aerial photography, one or two informants – we’ve come to believe that there may be many of these masts, though we’re unsure how widespread.”

         “Sir, what sort of construction are they?” Klara pitched in. “Pylons? Broadcast antennae? Watchtowers, possibly?”

         “From preliminary analysis, the masts are not optimal for sending or receiving radio pulses. Yet some of our intelligence suggests that this is what they are doing.”

         “And your hunch is that the intelligence is accurate.” Schultz expressed his question as a statement.

         Martini took a moment before replying. “It was a German physicist, Heinrich Hertz, who established that radio waves are a form of electro-magnetic radiation. That, like light, they are reflected by metal surfaces. He showed they could be transmitted across a laboratory.”

         “Hertz was around, what, fifty or so years ago?” Klara thought aloud.

         “Just so,” said Martini. “The 1880s.”

         “And in the half-century since then, many countries have advanced their applications of radio? For military or other purposes?”

         “Of course.” Martini forced a smile. “My instincts tell me that the masts are radio transmitters. And yet, I’m doubtful that the British, whose technologies are generally not far behind our own, would adopt a system like this. Our military radio uses VHF and UHF ranges, but these masts use lower frequencies, suggesting that the British are not so advanced. I find that hard to believe. Or perhaps, in my position, I can’t afford to believe it. It doesn’t really matter which.”

         “So, you want to expose the truth of what the British are doing.”

         Martini physically flinched at Schultz’s use of the word ‘truth’. What did it mean in the Third Reich, where differences and divisions were exploited unforgivingly with simple, populist slogans?

         “I’ve been trying for some time to convince Reichsminister Göring of the imperative to understand the mysterious British masts.” Martini looked crestfallen, as though he wanted to say more but held his tongue.

         A crash of thunder outside and the pelt of heavier rain against the panes.

         “Presumably, given the likelihood of war, time is of the essence,” Klara hinted.

         “With that in mind,” Martini confirmed, “my Signals Division has been granted permission to use the LZ130 zeppelin for a reconnaissance flight.”

         “The LZ130 that has been mothballed for the last couple of years, sir?”

         “I don’t mind admitting, I requested a much broader approach with a dozen airships, each packed with radio detection equipment.” Martini shrugged. “No luck. Nevertheless, I’m grateful to have this one chance, and it’s essential to make the most of it.”

         He opened his briefcase, extracted a plump folder. It was stamped Streng Geheim – top secret – and Unternehmen Bluthund – Operation Bloodhound.

         “Here are your briefing papers.” He handed the bundle to Schultz. “I expect there will be two dozen people on the trip, in addition to the flight crew. The captain is Albert Sammt, an excellent man – you’ll find a note on him in the dossier.”

         Bloodhounds are tireless creatures, Klara was thinking, with the ability to sniff out and follow scents to the end. How apposite a name for an eavesdropping mission on the British radio network.

         Martini leaned forward. “You will be my ears and ears,” he said earnestly. “Please ensure that, after the flight, you report directly to me.”

         ***

         Klara stacked the first aid kit by the washstand in Schultz’s cabin on the LZ130.

         “You’ll live,” she reassured him, and he thanked her for tending to his wounds.

         “The mercurial Mr Freitag blurted something out when I was goading him,” he said, a hint of satisfaction colouring his voice.

         Hmm… Had Schultz been the original aggressor, provoking Freitag? Had he picked a fight with the brute deliberately to gain information?

         “What was it?”

         “He is an officer in Department G of the Gestapo.”

         “Department G…” Klara said to herself. He could almost hear the cogs whirring. Department D: overseas territories. Department E: counterintelligence… “Please remind me, sir, what does Department G do?”

         “Officially, there is no Department G.” Schultz patted his swollen eye. “But Admiral Canaris has long suspected its existence.”

         “Remit?”

         “Special projects. Black ops.”

         “Who runs it? Do we know?”

         “For the first year of its life, the Gestapo was led by Reichsminister Göring. Five years ago, with Himmler and Heydrich in charge, we suspect – no, we know – that he retained a clandestine unit inside the Gestapo, reporting only to him, to conduct his private investigations.”

         “So, Herr Göring effectively has a seat on the flight,” Klara noted darkly. “Presumably he wants prior knowledge of what Canaris and Martini will learn from the mission?”

         “Speaking of which,” Schultz glanced at his tan-strapped wristwatch, “we’d better get to the radio room.”

         The room so called, situated above the airship’s control car, was inadequately named. The label did not do justice to the spacious, high-tech audio laboratory that Klara and Schultz admired on entry. Work benches extending along the walls were laden with the most sophisticated radio receivers, battery-powered cathode ray tube screens, amplifiers and, in one corner, a panel of winch controls. Klara would have imagined this room belonged in science fiction, had she not seen for herself that it was science fact.

         Huddled on swivel chairs in the centre were the electrical engineers, mathematicians and physicists – specialists in radio – who had been invited to join this prestigious, secret flight. Klara assumed that little pressure would have been necessary. General Martini’s dossier contained digests on most of them. They were chatting excitedly to the machine operators who sat along the benches, twiddling dials, checking connections, altering settings, adjusting volumes.

         The underbelly of the LZ130 was an inverted forest of aerials, of differing lengths, angled at varying degrees. In addition, there was a gondola – a cloud car – which a crewmember had started to winch down.

         “Ausgezeichnet! Excellent!” cried Professor Schneider, standing up and letting his chair scrape across the floor for no reason other than to draw attention to himself. Sporting a buzz-cut and metal-framed spectacles, he had been hand-picked to implement a Nazi-approved curriculum at the Victor Weber University on Berlin’s imposing boulevard, Unter den Linden. “Now let us see what the British are up to!”

         As he sat down again, the door was flung open all the way back on its hinges. Exhibiting a superior smirk, all eyes on him, in strode Ulrich Freitag.
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