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Prologue: Over the North Midlands
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The ink had frozen again.

Karl Brandt held the pen over the little spirit lamp until the nib stopped scratching and started to write, and then he wrote quickly, before it could thicken.

Liebe Mutter. We are over England tonight and it is very cold, colder than the Alster when it freezes and you used to stand on the bank and shout at me to come off it.

He stopped. He would not post that. She would only read it and worry about the cold, and then about the England part, and then she would go to the church round the corner and light a candle she could not afford. He crossed it out with two neat lines and wrote underneath: We are all well.

The headphones gave him nothing but the hiss. He turned the tuning wheel a fraction with his gloved thumb and the hiss changed its note, the way the sea changes when you put a shell to your ear, and still nothing came through it. Nordholz was out there somewhere behind them, three hundred miles back across the North Sea. Bruges might hear him. Borkum might. Somebody ought to hear him. He tapped out the call sign again and asked again for a bearing, and listened, and wrote the time in his log in pencil because pencil did not freeze. 23.52.

The wireless cabin was the size of a wardrobe, tucked at the back of the control car with a curtain between him and the officers. Frost had grown on the inside of the little window in ferns and feathers, so thick that he had given up scraping it. When he breathed out, the breath hung in front of the set and settled on the brass as a grey bloom. He could feel the ship around him without seeing it: the long, slow give of the frame, the hum of the girders, the four big Maybachs behind and above him beating away in their cars. A hundred and eighty metres of aluminium and cotton and cow-gut, carrying nineteen men and two tonnes of bombs through a night the colour of wet wool.

The food is good, he wrote, which was a lie. They had eaten bread and cold sausage over Lincolnshire and the coffee in the flasks had gone to slush by eleven.

Through the curtain he could hear the officers.

“There is nothing, Herr Kaleun,” Leutnant Hempel was saying. “Fog to the ground. We could be over Wales.”

“We are not over Wales.” The captain’s voice was the same as always, quiet, almost bored, the voice of a man on a ferry asking for another blanket. “We crossed the coast at Mablethorpe. We have held west for three hours. Liverpool is ahead of us or it is behind us. It is not under the sea.”

“Then we should come down and look.”

“We will come down when I say.”

Somebody laughed at the elevator wheel, a short breath through the nose, and stopped. That would be Falk. Falk never laughed at anything and then he laughed at the wrong thing.

Karl pressed the headphones harder against his ears. For a moment there was a voice, very faint, a German voice, one of the other ships calling for a bearing just as he had. L 21, perhaps, or L 19. Nine of them had gone out from the north German sheds that afternoon in the low winter sun, and L 99 the tenth, the one that was not on any list, the new ship with the sixteen cells and the extra height in her, the one they had been told not to talk about in the canteen. The voice came and went and he could not raise it again. He wrote: Faint signal 23.55, ship unknown. No bearing.

* * *
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At ten past midnight the starboard wing car missed, caught, and missed again.

He felt it before he heard it, a stammer in the frame, a change in the drone that went up through the soles of his boots. Then the voice-pipe whistled and somebody in the aft car was shouting about ice in the fuel lines, and Roth, the chief mechanic, could be heard behind that shouting a long way off, cursing in his Bavarian way, slow and thorough, like a man going through a drawer.

“How long?” the captain said into the pipe.

Karl did not hear the answer. He heard the captain say, “Then do it faster, Willi,” and then the curtain moved and Kapitänleutnant Voss looked in on him, a tall shape in a leather coat, ice in his eyebrows, his face grey in the lamp.

“Anything, Brandt?”

“Nothing I can use, Herr Kaleun. One of ours, very weak. No bearing.”

Voss nodded as if that was the answer he had wanted. He looked at the letter on the little desk, the crossed-out line, and Karl put his arm over it like a boy at school.

“Tell her we are well,” Voss said.

“Yes, Herr Kaleun.”

“We are, more or less.” And he let the curtain fall.

By one o’clock the starboard car had stopped altogether. By two the port wing car was coughing. The ship was heavy with ice and they had pumped water ballast out over somewhere that might have been Derbyshire and might have been the moon. Karl sat with his hands tucked into his armpits between transmissions and listened to his own heart in the headphones, because there was nothing else in them.

Roth came forward once, down the ladder from the keel, to report in person. He was a big man, the oldest aboard, and he moved through the control car like a bear in a cupboard, apologising to the instruments. His beard was white with frost. The ends of two fingers on his right hand had gone the colour of candle wax and he held them away from himself as if they belonged to someone else.

“I can give you the aft car till four, Herr Kaleun,” he said. “Maybe. The wing car, I don’t promise.”

“Your hand, Willi.”

“My hand is fine. My hand is a hand.” Roth looked through the curtain at Karl and winked, a slow, deliberate wink that took up half his face. “How’s the boy? Still writing to his sweetheart?”

“His mother,” said Voss.

“Same thing at nineteen.” Roth reached in with his good hand and patted Karl twice on the top of his leather helmet, as if Karl were a dog that had done well at something. “Tell her Willi says he’s eating properly.”

“He isn’t,” said Voss.

“Then tell her lies, lad. That’s what mothers are for.” And he went back up the ladder into the dark of the hull, and Karl heard him swearing again, fainter and fainter, all the way aft.

Some time after three the captain took her down.

He did it gently. Karl felt the nose dip and his pencil roll forward to the lip of the desk, and he caught it, and through the frost on the window the dark took on a different quality. Not lighter. Thicker. There was something in it now, a smudge of dull red low down on the right, like the coals of a stove seen through a blanket.

“There,” Hempel said, and his voice had changed too. “There! Herr Kaleun. Furnaces. That’s an ironworks. That’s Liverpool or it’s near enough.”

“That is not Liverpool.”

“It’s a target.”

“It is a fire in a fog, Leutnant. I can see chimneys. I can see roofs.”

Karl scraped a hole in the frost with his thumbnail and put his eye to it. Below, and not so far below as he would have liked, the fog was tearing into rags. Through the gaps he saw the tops of squat brick shapes like great bottles, dozens of them, crowded together, some of them breathing out smoke that glowed from underneath. A row of roofs, wet and black. A strip of water, straight as a rule, with a light moving on it. A street lamp, one, burning where it should not have been.

Then he heard bells.

Not in the headphones. Through the hull. Through the cold. Somewhere below them, in the fog, somebody was ringing church bells, not a tune but a long tumbling run of notes that went round and round and never finished, the way he had heard English bells described and never understood. He took one earphone off to be sure. It was real. It came up through the cloth and the girders, sweet and quick and furious.

“They know we’re here,” Falk said.

“Of course they know,” said the captain. “They have known since the coast.”

The voice-pipe whistled. Karl did not catch what was said. He heard Hempel’s boots go forward, quick, to the front of the car where the release levers were, and then the captain’s voice, sharp for the first time all night: “Hempel. Leave it.”

The ship lifted a little under him, the way she did when she lost weight. He did not think about it. He was writing, very fast, in pencil now because the ink had frozen again: I can hear church bells, Mutti, can you believe it, like the ones at Christmas, they are ringing for us

The captain shouted “Hard up!” and Falk shouted something back, and a dark shape came out of the fog in front of the window, close enough to touch, square, solid, with a stone parapet and a little pole on top and the bells inside it going like a heart.

The bump was soft. It did not seem like very much.

Then the light changed.

It came from above him, from inside the hull, a yellow light and then an orange one, running along the gas cells over his head the way a flame runs along the edge of a newspaper. He leaned out past the curtain and looked up the ladder shaft into the hull and saw the girders all lit up, every rivet, every brace wire, beautiful, like the inside of a cathedral at Easter. He saw the cells go one after another, bang, bang, bang, soft as doors closing. He did not feel hot. He was surprised by that. He had always thought it would be hot.

He held on to the letter.

* * *
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Then it was quiet.

It was very quiet for a very long time, and cold, and Karl Brandt sat at his set with the headphones on and the pencil in his hand and the hiss in his ears, waiting for a bearing.

And then, a long way off, through the hull, through the cold, somebody began to ring the bells again.
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Chapter 1: Practice Night
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There were sixty-three steps up the tower of St Saviour’s and her dad stopped on every one of them.

“I’m not stopping,” Alf said. “I’m listening.”

“To what?”

“The stone.” He had one hand flat on the wall and his breath hung white in the light of Tess’s phone. “You get to know a tower, duck. Forty year. She tells you when she’s in a mood.”

“And what’s she saying tonight?”

“She’s saying you’re treading on my heels.”

Tess dropped back a step. Below them the stair wound away into the dark, worn hollow by a hundred and fifty years of boots. Outside a rocket went up with a thin whistle and the slit window beside her flashed green. Then a volley, further off, crackling like fat in a pan. Bonfire Night in Stoke. It had been going since half four and would go on until the last kid on the last estate ran out of money.

“Your knee all right?”

“My knee’s grand.”

It wasn’t. She could hear the little click every time he put weight on the left one. In March a doctor had suggested a stick, and he had told her what she could do with it, and then taken her a packet of oatcakes the next week to make up.

They came out at the top into the ringing chamber, and Alf stood in the doorway getting his breath back and making it look as if he was surveying his kingdom.

It was not much of a kingdom. A square room the size of a big kitchen, whitewashed long ago. Eight ropes came down through holes in the ceiling, each with its striped woollen sally looped up on a hook. Benches round three walls. A two-bar heater that smelled of burning dust. The peal boards, black with gold letters, the last of them dated 1958: 5040 Grandsire Triples in three hours and nine minutes, and the eight men who rang it. Third from the bottom, R. Holdcroft. Her dad’s dad.

The room smelled of Brasso and old coats. There was a coil of spare rope on a hook by the door, new hemp still pale and stiff, that Alf had bought out of his own money last spring for the day the tenor rope gave out, and which he would not let anyone touch.

June and Brian Shenton were already there, sitting side by side on the bench with their coats on, like people waiting for a bus.

“You’re late,” June said.

“Practice is half seven.”

“It’s been quarter past since 1994, Alf.”

Brian looked up from the book on his knee. Tonight it had an airship on the cover and a library sticker on the spine. “Evening, Tess. Your dad tell you about the Zeppelins?”

“No,” Tess said. “Why would he?”

“Thirty-first of January, 1916,” said Brian, with great satisfaction. “Nine naval airships set out to bomb Liverpool. Got lost. Fog. Ended up bombing Tipton and Walsall and Burton instead. Burton! Thought they’d found the Mersey and it was the Trent. I’m doing a talk for the society.”

“He’s doing a talk for the society,” said June, who had heard it four times already.

“It’s the anniversary in January.”

Alf was taking his coat off and moving the contents of the pockets into his cardigan, one by one: oatcakes in foil, loose mint imperials, his glasses in a case that had been her mother’s, a screwdriver.

* * *
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Dev arrived at ten to, up the stairs two at a time in his delivery jacket, helmet hooked over his arm.

“Sorry, sorry. Curry for Smallthorne, wrong postcode, and a kid on Ball Green threw a banger at me.” He held his phone up. “Got it, though. Look at his face. He thought I was a copper.”

“You’re not a copper,” said June.

“I’ve got a high-vis. To a ten-year-old with a banger, that’s a copper.”

He had come to his first practice a year ago because a mate at the depot bet him twenty quid he wouldn’t last a month. He’d won the twenty quid and kept coming, and never really said why. He had rhythm, and he didn’t think too much, which was the thing Tess could not stop doing.

“Right,” said Alf. “We’re six with the vicar if she turns up. Front six. Plain hunt to start, then a touch of Bob Minor if Tess is up for it.”

“Tess is not up for it,” said Tess.

“Tess is up for it.”

The vicar turned up at five to, in a waxed jacket over her dog collar, carrying an armful of hymn books she seemed to have forgotten about. The Reverend Priya Okonjo-Bell had three parishes, a car with a hundred and ninety thousand miles on it, and a habit of starting a sentence in one doorway and finishing it in the next.

“... and I did say to the Archdeacon, I said, it’s not about the roof, it’s never been about the roof, the roof is a symptom. Hello, everyone. Alf, I’ve got news and you won’t like it.”

“Is it the diocese?” said June.

“It’s the diocese.”

“Is it closing?”

“It’s,” said the vicar, and put the hymn books down, and picked them up again. “It’s a review. In the spring. Which is what they call it when they’ve already decided.”

Nobody said anything. A big firework went off close by and the louvres overhead rattled.

“They can’t close it,” Alf said. “It’s got eight bells.”

“Alf, I don’t think the bells are part of the...”

“There’s not a tower in the Potteries rings like this one. You ask Burslem.”

“I’m on your side,” the vicar said. “I’m just telling you.”

“Then we’ll ring,” said Alf. “That’s what we’ll do. We’ll ring.” And he went to the sixth and took down the sally, and that was the end of it. Once Alf had a rope in his hand you might as well talk to the wall.

* * *
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Tess was on the treble. She was always on the treble.

The smallest of the eight, the one that led, the one they gave learners because when you got it wrong everybody heard, which was apparently character-building. She took the sally in both hands and felt the bell up there in the dark, hanging mouth-up, waiting.

“Look to,” said Alf, and Tess said, “Treble’s going, she’s gone,” the way he’d taught her.

She pulled. The rope went up through her hands and the sally rose past her face and the bell spoke, high and clear, somewhere over her head. Then the second, June. Then Brian, then Dev, then the vicar, then Alf on the sixth, the heaviest of the six they were ringing, so deep she felt it in her teeth.

Rounds. Then plain hunt. Like dancing with your feet tied together, Dev said once. You followed one bell, then another, and the whole time your hands had to remember what your head was busy forgetting.

She got through two courses before her hands went.

The sally came down a fraction early. She caught it too high, the tail of the rope flicked up at her wrist, she let go the way you’re told never to, and her bell clanged in the wrong place like someone dropping a tray.

“Stand,” said Alf. All six bells came to rest. Five of them came to rest. Hers came to rest late, on its own, with a lonely little clang that went on and on.

“Sorry.”

“Don’t watch your hands. Watch the sally and your hands’ll come with you.”

“That doesn’t make sense, Dad.”

“It does when you stop thinking about it.”

June said, “You’re doing lovely, Tess,” which didn’t help. Tess looked at the floor. She had stood at the back her whole life. School photos. The choir. Danny’s office parties. The staffroom of every supply job in Stoke. Hamburg was the one place nobody had known she was meant to stand at the back, and she’d done it there too.

“Little break,” said Alf.

* * *
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During the break Tess stood at the slit window, looking out at the town.

From up here you could see half the Potteries. The canal, a black line strung with towpath lamps. The bottle kiln at Middleport Pottery, fat against the sky. The orange of the A500, the glow of Hanley, and fireworks everywhere: white over Burslem, a ragged string of red over Tunstall, the big organised blooms over Hanley Park where the council display would start at eight.

Her dad came and stood next to her, eating an oatcake out of the foil.

“Want one?”

“I’m all right.”

“You’re not all right, you’re thin.” He gave her half anyway. “Your mother’d have something to say.”

The window looked north, over the churchyard. Below were the old graves, leaning in their rows. In the far corner, against the wall, there was a patch of grass with nothing on it at all. No stones. No kerbs. Just grass, a bit longer than the rest, as if even the man with the mower didn’t like going there.

“What is that?” she said. “That corner. I used to ask Mum.”

“Nobody knows, duck.”

“Somebody must know.”

“Nobody I ever met. My grandad said it was where they put the cholera. His dad wouldn’t talk about it at all. Same with the mark.”

“What mark?”

“On the north face. Up near the top. Big black scorch, like someone’s held a blowtorch to it.” He wiped his fingers on his trousers. “Kids set fire to summat in the forties, the story goes. Except it’s in a photo from 1920.”

“That’s creepy, Dad.”

“It’s a church. It’s meant to be creepy.” He folded up the foil, very neatly, and put it back in his pocket. “Come on. Bob Minor. You’re up for it.”

* * *
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They were four leads into it, and Tess was actually doing it, actually counting and watching the sally and not her hands, when the ropes stopped.

All of them. At once.

She was halfway through a pull and the rope did not come down. It hung above her head, taut, as if somebody up in the bell chamber had hold of it. She looked round. Every rope in the room was the same. Six sallies stopped dead at six heights, quivering like the strings of an instrument. Even the two ropes nobody was ringing, the seventh and the tenor, had been drawn up tight.

“Dad?”

Alf had both hands still on his sally, arms up, mouth open. “Nobody touch nothing,” he said.

The tower creaked.

She had never heard a building make that noise. It came out of the stone itself, a long slow strain like a door pushed against a gale. The floor moved under her feet, very slightly. Dust came down from the ceiling in a fine grey shower and settled on Brian’s book on the bench. The bulb swung on its flex, flickered, went out, came back.

“Is it an earthquake?” said Dev. “Do we get earthquakes?”

“We get subsidence,” said Brian. “It’s all mine workings. It’ll be the...”

Then from above them, from the roof, came a sound that went on for five or six seconds and stopped every one of them where they stood. It was deep and enormous, metal groaning under load, the noise a ship’s hull makes in a heavy sea, and it had no business on top of a church in Middleport on a Thursday night.

In the quiet after it Tess thought she heard somebody shouting. Up there, over their heads. Not in English.
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Chapter 2: It’s a Zeppelin
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Dev did not like ladders.

He did not like stepladders, or loft hatches, or the top deck of a bus going round Burslem too fast. He had been up the Shard once with his cousins and spent forty minutes sitting on a bench by the lifts eating a flapjack and telling everyone he was fine. He delivered to the tower blocks in Hanley and took the stairs, all nine floors, because the lifts had glass in them.

So when the noise stopped and the six of them stood there in the ringing chamber looking up at the ceiling, and Alf said, “Nobody goes up there with the bells up,” Dev was the first one to the ladder. He was still trying to work out why when he got to the top of it.

It was the phone. It was always the phone. Something was happening, and if something was happening it had to be filmed, and the bit of his brain that did the filming was a lot faster than the bit that did the being frightened.

“Dev! Get down off there!”

“I’m just looking, Alf.”

“The bells are up, you daft beggar, if one of them goes over it’ll take your head off.”

“I’m not going near the bells.”

He was going near the bells. There was no other way. The ladder came up through a trapdoor into the bell chamber, and the bell chamber was the frame, a great grid of oak and iron beams with eight bells hanging in it, and all eight of them were up, mouths to the sky, balanced, each one heavier than a car. Now there was only his phone torch and a lot of shadow, and the bells looked like huge open mouths waiting for him to put his hand in.

The ropes ran from the wheels down through the floor, taut. That was wrong. They should have been slack. Something was holding all of them and he did not want to know what.

“Dev!”

“Two minutes!”

The second ladder was fixed to the wall at the far side of the frame, up to the roof hatch. Iron rungs, cold enough to stick to. He went across the boards with his back to the bells, not looking at them, pretty sure if he looked at them one would move. Then up. Ten rungs. He counted. On the eighth he could hear it, through the hatch, a creaking, a slow straining groan, and over that a voice, a man’s voice, shouting the same thing again and again. On the tenth he put his shoulder to the hatch and it lifted, and cold came down through it like water, and he stuck his head and his phone out into the night.

“Oh,” he said. “Oh, no. Oh, no.”

* * *
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At first he thought it was weather.

The sky over the tower was the wrong shape. Normally it was a big dark lid with fireworks in it, but now most of it
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