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One of the inherent problems of writing novels set in other counties and timelines is the need to make use of local words and phrases while, at the same time, remaining comprehensible. I’m not particularly fond of books, even alternate history books, that attempt to reproduce foreign accents or make excessive use of foreign terms.  Unfortunately, writing a book set in Nazi Germany makes it impossible to avoid the use of some German words, including a number specific to Nazi Germany and the SS.  I’ve done my best to keep this to a bare minimum and, just in case the meaning of the word cannot be deduced from context, I’ve placed a glossary at the rear of the book.

I have also chosen to go with ‘Werner Von Braun’ as opposed to ‘Wernher von Braun’ and a handful of other anglicised spellings. I apologise in advance for any confusion this may cause.

Please don’t hesitate to let me know if there’s a word I’ve missed during the editing.

CGN
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Introduction, By Dale R. Cozort
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Stories set in a world where Nazi Germany survived longer or conquered more of the world aren’t uncommon, but this one is a cut above most of them in three ways. First, it is reasonably realistic in how Germany supposedly won and the extent of the victory. Second, it is set in 1949, early enough that Chris can realistically extrapolate the shape of post-war Germany. Finally, this is a darn good story, with high stakes and two smart, powerful, ruthless figures in a battle of wits where the loser will lose everything.

The alternate history background: The novel is set in a world where Hitler didn’t declare war on the US after Pearl Harbour, partly because the Japanese take more losses early in their part in the war, raising Hitler’s doubts about Japanese abilities.  Despite his preference for giving Germany priority in the US war effort, Roosevelt is forced to give priority to the Japanese because the US is actually at war with them. War with Japan limits how much the US can do against the Germans. Japan takes the full brunt of the US juggernaut while the US gives the British and especially the Soviets only limited aid.

By the time the war with Japan winds down, Germany has taken the militarily important parts of the Soviet Union, though the Soviets hold out in the Soviet interior and Germany holds quite a bit more of the Middle East than they took historically. The Germans can’t invade Britain, but without American troops to help, Britain can’t take on the Germans head-on in Europe. After years of brutal war with Japan, the US public is tired of war, not willing to get into a new war with the even more formidable Germans. By this time, Britain depends on Lend Lease to keep the war going and that isn’t going to last forever, so the Brits and the rump Soviets cobble together not a peace but a precarious ceasefire that is still in force in 1949.

Is that a realistic outcome? I think so. I wrote a series of blog posts years ago that parallels the scenario behind this novel and comes to pretty much the same conclusion. 

There is a faction of the alternate history community that feels that the Soviets could have beaten Germany on their own, and they can cite impressive Soviet production figures to prove that. Without getting into the details of that debate, I’ll just say that the Soviets contributed enormously to Allied victory. They fought a smart war at the economic level, using their resources more effectively than the Germans. At the same time, they had fundamental limitations that only Allied aid kept from being decisive.

First, though the Soviets did an impressive job of evacuating industry out of the way of the German invasion, they couldn’t get everything out. Lend Lease filled the gaps, primarily in aluminium production but also in other areas. 

Second, the Soviets couldn’t evacuate good farmland and the Germans took much of the best Soviet farmland. The remainder of the Soviet Union couldn’t feed itself, which meant that Soviet citizens not in the army or defence production were chronically malnourished even with US food aid and would have been worse off without that aid, probably turning malnutrition to starvation. 

Third, the Soviet Union simply couldn’t provide some key staples of war, of which the most important was rubber. World War II armies simply couldn’t operate without enormous quantities of rubber. The Soviets had no source of natural rubber and only a primitive synthetic rubber industry, so the US supplied them with hundreds of thousands of tires, plus bulk rubber.

That’s probably getting a bit too far in the weeds for most of us, but suffice it to say that without US aid, the Soviets were vulnerable, and the outcome Chris suggests was certainly possible.

Finally, on to the story itself. I won’t give away too much, but the two main characters are well-chosen and evenly matched. 

The story moves fast. It keeps you guessing and the stakes are high. Werner Van Braun wants to defect. If the British succeed in getting him to Britain, they will strike a major blow to Germany’s rocket program and German prestige as well as Himmler’s chances of becoming the next Fuhrer. They may also get insights into the German nuclear program. The SS officer in charge of Braun’s security has to get him back or he is a dead man and his entire family will be at risk.

Enjoy the story. This is a good one.
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Prologue: Peenemünde Army Research Centre, Germany, 1949
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Werner Von Braun was drunk.

He did not normally indulge. He was a celebrity within Nazi Germany, high in the favour of Adolf Hitler, and yet he was all too aware that allowing himself to get drunk, to lose control of himself, raised the risk of saying the wrong thing in front of the wrong set of ears. He liked to think he was apolitical, that the ebb and flow of politics in the Third Reich meant nothing to him as long as the government kept funding the space program, but he understood the dangers. Good men – loyal men – had vanished because their enemies had pounced on the slightest hint of disloyalty and used it to ensure their disappearance. Werner was one of the most powerful men in Nazi Germany and even he couldn’t find out what had happened to the disappeared. He knew better than to ask.

And now Korolev was dead.

Werner ground his teeth in frustration, cursing himself for a fool. Korolev and his men had been spared, in the wake of the Reich’s conquest of the Soviet Union, to lend their considerable talents to the growing rocket and missile program. Werner had had to argue hard, back in 1942, to convince the SS to take the Russian scientists alive, even going to the Führer himself to override Himmler’s conviction that Slavic Untermenschen could not possibly have anything of value to contribute. Werner knew better. He was a scientist and engineer above all else and he was almost painfully aware that the Reich’s decision to drive Jewish scientists out of the country had been a dangerous mistake. No one was quite sure if the Americans had managed to produce an atomic bomb, but they certainly had a lead on the Reich’s nuclear program. He supposed that explained the sense of urgency pervading the Reich’s government. They knew what they would do, if they had a superweapon, and they assumed the Americans would do the same. And yet ...

He took another sip of his schnapps, the fancy alcohol tasting sour in his throat. He was an engineer as well as a scientist; he knew things could go wrong. The rockets were put together using labour from the nearest concentration camp, by workers who were underfed and demotivated, following designs that were pushing the limits of human technology to the breaking point. The process needed to be extensively tested before being streamlined, but the Reich was desperate. The Americans could not be allowed to develop intercontinental ballistic missiles first. They could not. It was bad enough they had massive airbases in Britain, with heavy bombers that could carry atomic weapons into the heart of the Reich, but missiles would let them strike the industrial complexes in the ruins of Poland or even destroy Berlin itself. And the push for a success – any success – had led to disaster.

Werner felt sick, as helpless as he’d been when the SS had led Korolev away to be executed. They’d blamed the disaster on the Russian, as if the Russian’s work hadn’t been checked by a dozen German scientists with impeccable bloodlines, and on a multitude of concentration camp workers. Werner had tried to close his mind to the suffering, only a few short miles from the missile complex, but he knew what was happening. Hundreds of workers, most innocent of any real crime, were being executed, pour encourager les autres. And there would be more soon, if the next test launch failed ...

He shuddered, cursing himself again for a fool. He had dreamed of space his entire adult life and he had thought the Nazis, the sole Party devoted to the renewal of Germany, would be able to put the human race into space. To stay. It had worked, at first – Werner knew his team had made magnificent advances – but the demands of war had slowly pushed space exploration back, time and time again, until it was no longer important. Werner had tried, hard, to argue the military importance of control of space, yet ... the government wanted missiles to strike London or Washington, or rocket planes capable of flying across the Atlantic Ocean to the United States, or ...

Himmler needs something he can use to climb into Hitler’s place, when he is gone, Werner thought. It felt wrong to even consider a Reich without Adolf Hitler – and anyone who voiced the suggestion out loud would be on a short trip to the nearest concentration camp – but the Führer was dying. He hadn’t been seen in public for the last year, as far as Werner knew, and if he hadn’t had a private meeting with Hitler only two months ago, before the disaster, Werner would have wondered if the Führer was already dead. Himmler needs proof he can steer the ship of state.

He shivered, helplessly. Werner was a brave man – he had put himself in danger time and time again, just by being on site when prototype rockets were tested – and yet Himmler scared him. The Reichsführer-SS was cold and calm, a bureaucrat who was also a fanatic; a man who had no qualms about rounding up workers and forcing them to work until they dropped. Himmler had few emotions, if Werner was any judge, and no sense of human decency. He wasn’t an outright sadist, unlike some of the other Nazis Werner tried to forget existed, but that almost made him worse.  It was distressingly easy to convince himself that Himmler would calculate that a nuclear war was winnable as long as the Reich preserved a tiny fraction of its population and push the button to launch the missiles. And he had thousands upon thousands of loyalists who would set the world ablaze for him.

And if Himmler becomes the Führer, Werner asked himself, what happens then?

He took another sip, the alcohol burning through all the evasions and justifications he had used – over the last two decades – to convince himself he was doing the right thing. He had turned a blind eye to so much, in the name of science and simple self-preservation, but it was clear – now – that he had been cheated of the reward he had been promised when he sold his soul. His rockets would be used for war, not space exploration; atomic science would be used for war, not lighting and heating the Reich ... even the half-baked plan one of his subordinates had devised, to use nukes to launch a spacecraft into orbit, would be better than Himmler’s plans for the future. He tried to tell himself that Hermann Göring or Albert Speer would win the coming struggle for power, but he could no longer convince himself of anything. Himmler had the edge, and even if he lost his bid for the title he would still have immense power. And that meant ...

It was hard not to laugh, bitterly. Once the rockets are up, who cares where they come down?

You didn’t, his conscience answered. How many are dead, because of you? How many will die, because of you?

Werner stared at his glass, then forced himself to stand and walk to the window, looking over the vast complex. He was proud of the missile and rocketry site he’d designed and built over the years, proud enough to hide from the grim truth that it had been built by slave labour and turned into a vital part of the Reich’s war machine. The younger men didn’t see it – they’d been raised in the Reich, taught only what the government wanted them to know – but Werner could no longer hide from himself. His complex was producing weapons of war, from small antiaircraft rockets to much larger antishipping or even city-busting missiles, and once the latter were mated with atomic bombs ... Werner wanted to believe atomic weapons were a dream, or a nightmare, but he knew better. The science was sound. All that was left was engineering, and – given time – there was no engineering problem that couldn’t be cracked. The Reich would have the bomb and throw the world into the fire.

He took a long breath, his mind spinning in circles. Retirement was not an option. He knew too much for Himmler to let him go. Suicide was a possibility, but it would be the coward’s way out. He knew better than to think he could damage or destroy the complex himself ... and even if he did, the damage would be repairable. The Reich would rebuild and carry on and ... he swallowed, hard. There was only one choice left, one that might let him make up for his foolishness, and for the horror he’d helped unleash on the world.

Werner Von Braun was going to defect.
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Chapter One: Berlin, 1949
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“And to think,” Sir Cuthbert Dudley said quietly, “this used to be a great city.”

Kathleen O’Brian said nothing as the ambassadorial car carried them through the streets of Berlin, their driver steering neatly between the rows of government and military vehicles that dominated the roads. Her mother had left Germany when she’d been a teenager, well before the Nazis had been anything more than a minor threat, but Kathleen had grown up hearing her stories about how peaceful and tolerant Berlin had been, before Hitler. Now ... she could feel a shadow in the air, a fear that was all the more dangerous for never being openly acknowledged. The Reich was feared by all, even the Germans themselves. Kathleen understood, all too well. To say the wrong thing in the wrong place was to sign your death warrant.

She sucked in her breath as the car drove past the towering new buildings, heavy gothic architecture making a statement to the world that the regime was here to stay. The bombing in the later years of the war had done immense damage, but the regime had taken advantage of the devastation to redesign the city to suit itself, giant new buildings overshadowing the remnants of an earlier age. Speer had an unlimited budget and unlimited manpower – guest workers from the east, slaves in all but name – and it showed. The towering grandiosity of the state was all too clear. There was nothing elegant in the design, nothing that showed a sense of historical awareness, just a plain blunt statement that chilled her to the bone. She’d seen the figures. She knew how many guest workers had died to build even one of the monstrous buildings. She wondered, numbly, just how many of the locals on the streets knew who’d done the work and why. Not many, if she was any judge. Far too many Germans preferred to look the other way, rather than risk drawing the gaze of the state. It was almost always lethal.

Her heart twisted, painfully, as she spotted a sign on the walls, ordering the Germans to watch for Jews, Communists, homosexuals and others the Nazi regime considered undesirable. Kathleen was all too aware that most of the undesirables in Berlin had already been slaughtered, if they hadn’t been smart or lucky enough to get out before it was too late, but the regime showed no sign of slowing down. They were still butchering their way across the eastern territories, what had once been the USSR, and poisoning the minds of the young. The only upside was that the propaganda was so bad the undesirables could probably remain unnoticed, as long as they kept their heads down. But even that wouldn’t be enough to save them if they were denounced...

“They’re still there,” Sir Cuthbert said, quietly.

Kathleen followed his gaze. A handful of women stood in front of the gates, bravely protesting the regime. They were about the only ones who dared, these days, and Kathleen suspected their cause was futile. The Nazis had had to make use of female labour in the later days of the war, when every able-bodied man was required to go east and fight, but the regime was steadily driving women out of the workforce and back into the home, turning them into second-class citizens at best and property of their menfolk at worst. Kathleen had seen the crude propaganda, ordering women to marry and produce children for the Reich, and she knew it masked a far darker reality. The regime might be unwilling to openly crush the female protesters – it might spark a riot – but that didn’t mean it was powerless. Their menfolk would already be under immense pressure to bring the women in line, or else. She couldn’t help feeling their protest was doomed.

She kept her thoughts to herself as they passed a handful of civilian trucks, carrying guest workers to their workplace. The men would be worked to death. The women would be assigned to Germanic households as slaves, handling the chores so their mistress could have as many children as she wished without needing to worry about housework or childcare. It was a horrific system, a nightmare given shape and form ... Kathleen thanked her lucky stars, every day, that her grandparents had been smart enough to get out of Germany before it was too late. She would be dead by now ... no, she wouldn’t exist at all. Her parents would never have met, let alone married. And she would never have been given her father’s name.

Her blood ran cold. She’d been in Occupied France. She’d been in Vichy France. Berlin was worse.

The driver stopped outside the Reichsaal, a towering monstrosity that was as ugly as the rest of the rebuilt city. A red and black flag flapped in the evening breeze, a grim reminder that the Nazis had left their mark everywhere; a set of SS guards stood outside, snapping to attention as the driver opened the door to allow Sir Cuthbert and Kathleen to leave the vehicle. Kathleen couldn’t help feeling a frisson of fear as the guards looked her up and down, then motioned for them to enter the hall. If they had known about her mother, they wouldn’t have been so welcome. But then, they couldn’t tell a Jew when they saw one. 

Sir Cuthbert offered her his arm as they walked through the inner doors and down the steps to the ballroom floor. It was as oversized as everything else in the city, bigger than a football stadium, but the floor was teeming with people.  The walls were decorated with red and black banners, a large portrait of Adolf Hitler positioned neatly against the far wall. Kathleen kept her face under tight control as she spotted the uniforms, feeling as though she was walking into a lion’s den. The rival power blocs were taking shape and form – the Luftwaffe, the Wehrmacht, the Kriegsmarine, the SS – all trying to position themselves to take advantage of the chaos that would inevitably follow Hitler’s death. Kathleen had wondered if Hitler was already dead – he hadn’t been seen in public for months – but their sources within the Reich’s government suggested he was still alive. Pity. She didn’t really believe the Reich would fall into civil war, upon his death, but she had hopes. There might be nothing else capable of stopping the Reich from taking over the world.

“Ah, Sir Cuthbert,” a man said. Kathleen silently placed him as a diplomat, probably working directly for Ribbentrop. The man was a fool, but beloved by the Fuhrer. “I must say ...”

Sir Cuthbert gave Kathleen a sharp glance, conveying a pre-planned message. Go mingle. Kathleen nodded and allowed herself to be swept away by the crowd, a handful of young officers – and others not so young – inviting her to dance. There weren’t many women in the room, apart from the serving girls, and they were under strict supervision. It said something about the sheer importance of the Reichsaal, she supposed, that the servants were all German girls, rather than guest workers. The young girls should be getting married and having children, according to the regime. But then, who knew who they would meet at the gathering?

And if half the stories about the elites are true, she thought coldly, the lucky girls will be the ones who go home without a mate.

She forced herself to listen as her dance partners swept her around the hall, silently picking up information that might be useful later. Men liked to brag, particularly when they thought their dance partner was too ignorant to understand what they said. One officer talked about a redeployment to the eastern front, chasing partisans, and another talked about being sent to the Iron Wall in Occupied France. Kathleen filed both pieces of information away in her mind for later, when she could discuss them with the analysts at the embassy. The Nazis might be having problems in the east – it wasn’t as if they’d ever given the partisans any reason to believe they would be allowed to live, let alone have any degree of freedom, if they gave up and went under the yoke – or they might be planning to invade England. It would be hellishly risky, and it would mean war with America as well as Britain, but it wasn’t 1940 any longer. The Kriegsmarine might be the junior service, as far as the Reich was concerned, yet it hadn’t wasted the six years of relative peace. They had – theoretically – the ability to land an invasion force on British soil. Would they try?

“My regiment is being rearmed with the latest Panzer X,” another officer said, bragging to his companion. Kathleen listened with interest, while doing her best not to show it. The latest tanks were supposed to incorporate all the lessons of the last war, with everything from better armour to heavier guns. “The latest guns are really something and ...”

“We came back heroes, and all the girls are married to the boys in black,” a third officer moaned. He wouldn’t have talked so freely if he hadn’t been well on the way to being drunk. “Doing their duty by their men ... pah!”

Kathleen memorised his face for later attention if he survived the night. They’d heard rumours of discontent between the Wehrmacht and the SS before, but the disputes had largely been kept under wraps. And who knew what would happen once Hitler died ... the SS received huge benefits from the regime, from increased living allowances to preferential treatment, and she wasn’t surprised it had sparked resentment. She’d even heard rumours that racially pure SS officers had been encouraged to take multiple wives, to increase their chances of siring a small army of blond, blue-eyed children. That had never been confirmed, but if it turned out to be true ... there would be trouble. The regime had promised its fighting men loving wives. If those promises weren’t kept ...

A fat man caught her arm and pulled her away from her current partner. Kathleen had to bite her lip to keep from kicking him in the groin, particularly as her former partner backed away without a fight. The newcomer was almost certainly much higher up the hierarchy. His uniform was laden with medals, half of which were only awarded to officers who had served on the front lines. This man ... Kathleen let her eyes roam up and down his body. She’d never seen a combat soldier quite so overweight before. 

“It is quite offensive that your government allowed the publication of Anne Frank’s book,” the officer said, instead of the sweet nothings mingled with titbits of useful information she’d heard from other partners. “The Reich protests in the strongest possible terms.”

Kathleen gave him her most gormless smile. Her cover story suggested she was nothing more than a pretty face with some typing skills. Sir Cuthbert might enjoy looking at her – they’d played that up, whenever they’d been in public – but the idea he’d take her seriously was unbelievable, as far as the regime was concerned. A flicker of paranoia ran through her ... if her cover had been blown, she was deep in the heart of Nazi Germany. Escape would be tricky ...

“I’m afraid I know nothing about such matters,” she said, lying through her teeth. She knew a great deal about the whole affair. Anne Frank’s diary had exposed the true horror of being a Jew under Nazi occupation, and its publication had kicked off a major diplomatic incident. The Nazis seemed to want to hide what they’d done, and yet – at the same time – they wanted to glory in it. “I can pass your concerns to the ambassador, if you wish.”

“Such lies cannot be allowed to stand,” the officer said. He pressed closer to her, trying to make her uncomfortable. She had been in worse places, and she’d dealt with worse men. “It is nothing more than a conspiracy against the Reich.”

Kathleen gave him another gormless smile as he whirled her around the dance floor, his eyes leaving trails of slime over her body. He wasn’t a good dancer, not even trying to let her enjoy herself as he monopolised her attention. His chatter was crude and rude and largely pointless ... she guessed, despite herself, that he was pointless too. It wasn’t uncommon in the modern day. The men who had built the Reich, or had served before the war, were being increasingly sidelined by the new elites. They weren’t taking it very well.

“You must make the ambassador understand that the Reich will not take this lying down,” the officer continued. Kathleen wasn’t sure if he was passing on a message, or merely venting. Either was possible. It wouldn’t be the first time a message was passed onwards in a thoroughly deniable manner, just in case it led to a diplomatic incident. “And there will be consequences ...”

“Excuse me,” a polite voice said, as the musicians paused. “Can I have this dance?”

The officer started to object, then went quiet. Kathleen looked up and saw ... Werner Von Braun. It couldn’t be anyone else. Ice prickled down her back as the officer let her go, allowing Von Braun to take her hand. He might be one of the most famous people in the Reich, his picture regularly displayed in newspapers and textbooks, but she had been told Von Braun rarely made public appearances. And he was here in front of her ... it was one hell of an opportunity if she could take advantage of it. She felt eyes lingering on them as they started to dance, her former partner heading off to harass the serving girls instead. Kathleen felt a stab of sympathy for them. The Bund Deutscher Mädel was supposed to protect the girls in its charge, even as it indoctrinated them with Nazi ideology, but she doubted any of the grim-faced matrons would dare stand in the way of a senior officer. The concentration camps took women too.

She found herself unsure what to say as they circled the dance floor. Von Braun was a surprisingly good dancer, but was incredibly tense ... Kathleen was good at reading people and Von Braun felt more like a teenage boy asking a girl to walk out with him than a middle-aged rocket scientist. She wondered why he was here, although ... she supposed the rocket forces would want to stake a claim to power in the post-Hitler world too. British Intelligence had worked hard, trying to figure out how the rocket forces were actually funded and organised, but there was a great deal they didn’t know. The man in front of her could answer all those questions, if he wished. Would he? Everything they’d heard about Von Braun suggested he was a loyal German. 

Her heart sank as she saw the eyes watching them. One man, so tall and blond and handsome he could have stepped off a recruiting poster; other men, wearing a number of different uniforms, eyeing them with calculating eyes. The first would be a minder, she was sure. The Nazis hadn’t taken power in Germany, and then kept it, through being overly trusting. Kathleen had heard rumours that senior officers, men who had risen before the Nazis and the war, were working against Hitler ... she suspected, rather sourly, that those rumours were nothing more than lies. If the officer corps hadn’t moved against their Fuhrer when he had been on the verge of launching a seemingly suicidal war, in 1939, they weren’t likely to do anything now after the regime had conquered much of Europe and Russia.

Von Braun leaned close as they whirled around another couple, his hands suddenly too close ... and dropping something into her pocket. It happened so quickly Kathleen had to fight to keep her expression under control. She leaned into him for a moment, her head spinning. It wasn’t the first time she’d been passed a secret message, but ...

The music came to an end. Kathleen stepped back as the dancers started heading for the washrooms, hastily emptying their bladders before the speeches started. Kathleen didn’t blame them. British politicians could be pompous windbags at times, but the Nazis had them beat. The speeches would go on for hours until the following day. And the locals had to pretend to pay attention to each and every one of them. Kathleen wondered, idly, if she could get away with hiding in the washroom.

She stepped into the washroom, silently relieved there weren’t many other women in the hall. The washroom was empty. The BDM girls would have their own washroom ... probably. Kathleen hoped they did, for their sake. Their uniforms were incredibly awkward, designed to be difficult to remove in a hurry, and they wouldn’t have much time before the speeches started. She glanced around, trying not to roll her eyes at the décor as she carefully checked for peepholes and cameras. The Gestapo had a reputation for having eyes and ears everywhere, and at least some of those eyes and ears were mechanical. SOE was all too aware they were in an arms race, trying to circumvent ever-improving surveillance even as the Germans developed newer and better ways to spy on people. There was little freedom in the Reich, even for pureblood Germans, but even that would be curtailed, she was sure, as the regime found new ways to spy on its citizens. 

The thought chilled her as she entered a stall, shut the door behind her, and checked her pocket. Von Braun had shoved a piece of folded paper into her pocket, folded time and time again ... she kept her mouth firmly closed as she unfolded it and scanned the paper. It was a missile diagram, something she wasn’t qualified to evaluate, and a note. 

Kathleen gasped, despite herself, as she read the handful of lines.

Werner Von Braun wanted to defect.

And he wanted to go quickly.
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Chapter Two: Berlin, 1949
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Sturmbannfuehrer Hans Schneider had to fight to keep his contempt from showing too openly.

If he had had a choice, he would never have allowed Werner Von Braun to visit the Reichsaal. There were just too many officers from the different services who might try to lure him away from the SS, to convince him to turn his attention to antiship or antiaircraft weapons rather than intercontinental ballistic missiles. Or even his planned manned spaceflight ... Hans knew, all too well, that Speer and Goring didn’t agree on much, but one of the few things they shared was an understanding that the Reich needed more spectaculars to excite the public and remind the neutral powers that the Reich could punish them if they refused to be neutral in the Reich’s favour. They would give up real power for the appearance of power, if they were given a chance, and it could not be allowed. Himmler himself had said as much. But he had also said to keep Von Braun happy.

Hans kept his face blank as he surveyed the dance floor, keeping a respectful distance from his charge. Von Braun might be seduced on the dance floor – his womanising was well known to his personal protective squad – but he wasn’t in any physical danger. The guests were a mixture of senior officers, bureaucrats and foreign representatives, the latter invited to remind them that the Reich was still strong and happy and there was nothing whatsoever wrong with the Führer’s health.  Hans doubted that was particularly convincing – Hitler hadn’t been seen in public for months – but the decision to invite foreigners was well above his pay grade. If he’d been making decisions, he’d have told the foreigners to get out and stay out – they shouldn’t be polluting sacred German soil with their filthy presence – but orders were orders. He’d put up with them until the war restarted and the Reich marched to inevitable victory. And then the foreigners would get precisely what they deserved.

His mood darkened as he studied the other Germans in the hall, feeling a twinge of contempt. They weren’t fighters, not really. The uniformed clowns, their jackets heavily laden with medals, probably hadn’t been within a hundred miles of the front. Hans would bet half his pay that most of them had spent the war safely in the rear, making life hard for the fighting men by day and living it up at night. The bureaucrats weren’t much better. There was no fire in them, no zeal to spread the ideals of the Third Reich, just endless quibbles over minor details like budgets and assigned resources. The rocket program would have achieved great strides – even greater strides – if the bureaucrats had done their job and made sure the scientists and engineers had everything they needed. Instead, even a man as honoured as Von Braun had to fight for the bare minimum. Hans’s lips twisted in disgust. If it had been up to him, the bureaucrats would have been put up against the nearest wall and shot. That would get them out of his way.

He kept his face under tight control as he spotted the English ambassador, exchanging polite nothings with his counterpart from the foreign ministry. The man was a bumbling fool, Hans had been told, and everything he saw only confirmed it. The Englishman looked like a particularly moronic aristocrat, the type of man who had tried to drag the Reich down before the Führer had started purging the old guard from the military and political ranks, so stupid he probably needed help to tie his shoelaces in the morning. He was old, easily old enough to be Hans’s father. The odds were good his thinking was still rooted in the pre-war world, when no one had feared the Reich and the French were the dominant power in Europe, rather than adapting to the New World Order. Everyone feared the Reich now, and the French did as they were told by their Germanic masters. His lips twitched in happy memory. It was astonishing what a Frenchwoman would do, in exchange for a handful of luxuries and favours from a German officer. Even a common soldier could offer one hell of a lot to a Frenchwomen willing to open her legs for him.

His eyes sharpened, just for a moment, as he saw Von Braun dancing with a young woman he didn’t recognise. She was pretty enough, with long brown hair and brown eyes ... maybe not the blonde blue-eyed girl he’d been promised, but still striking. Her dress was carefully tailored to cover her body, hinting at her curves rather than revealing anything below the neckline ... Hans approved, in a way. She was modest while still keeping an eye open for the main chance. She wouldn’t get what she wanted from Von Braun, he reflected wryly. The rocket scientist might be quite happy to sleep with women, but his only true love was rocketry. The women in his life were moved on before they got attached and often ... encouraged ... to go elsewhere. Hans felt a bit disgusted as the dance came to an end. The Reich’s greatest science-hero should not be womanising like a male whore. But what Von Braun wanted, Von Braun got.

The night wore on, with speech after speech that bored him to tears. Men who had never served, assuring the world of their bravery and their loyalty to the Führer. He saw a couple of Luftwaffe officers hunting a pair of BDM girls, chasing them into corners, and rolled his eyes. Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring was a sybarite, if rumours were to be believed, but Göring had been a genuine war hero. His subordinates might wear Luftwaffe uniforms, yet Hans would bet good money they’d never been in a cockpit, let alone flown the unfriendly skies. The girls wouldn’t know the difference, either. They were young and naive and would probably believe everything they’d been told. He was tempted to say something, but Himmler would not be pleased if he sparked off yet another bout of rivalry between the SS and one of the regular military organisations. Instead ...

He breathed a sigh of relief as Von Braun signalled it was time to leave and escorted the rocket scientist down to the main entrance. Their car was brought around within moments. Hans opened the door, checked to make sure the interior hadn’t been disturbed, and then helped Von Braun into the backseat before joining him. The driver – an SS officer of unimpeachable loyalty – put the car into gear, driving them back to the Reich’s Science Commission. Hans would have preferred to put Von Braun in a simple apartment, or even a government-run hotel, but the older man had insisted on the Science Commission. It was a chance to catch up with his peers, he’d said, and see if they’d developed anything new that could be incorporated into the rocket program. Hans had been assured Von Braun was right about that, but he still didn’t like it. The Science Commission – and the attached Reich University – was difficult, if not impossible, to secure. There were just too many people coming in and out of the complex at all times. They were lucky they could seal off the residential complex.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Von Braun said, as the driver parked outside the complex. “We have a lot of work to do.”

Hans nodded curtly, hiding his irritation. Von Braun had never been pleased about having a minder and had made that clear, more than once. He watched the rocket scientist get out of the car and make his way through the security checkpoint, then tapped on the window and ordered the driver to take him directly to the Reichssicherheitshauptamt, the de facto headquarters for the entire SS. It was late at night, but Himmler’s orders were explicit. Hans was to report to him immediately after leaving Von Braun at the Science Commission, no matter the hour. Hans leaned back in the seat as the driver picked up speed, the car’s ID plates getting them waved past the checkpoints without delay. The hour was already late ... Himmler, thankfully, kept very long hours indeed. Hans had never seen or heard of the Reichsführer-SS taking a day off, let alone indulging in the manner of some of his peers. Hans approved, in his own way. A man with degenerate tastes would eventually become degenerate himself.

The guards at the gate searched him quickly and efficiently, then pointed him up the stairs. Hans felt his back prickle as he made his way towards the office, uneasily aware – suddenly – that he was stepping into the most feared place in the Reich. The Reichssicherheitshauptamt looked like an office block – the planned replacement had not yet been completed, despite the workers being literally worked to death – but it was the heart of a shadow empire, an organisation that was practically a second government. The SS had its own army, its own industries, its own intelligence service ... and it was completely loyal to Adolf Hitler. The other services might falter, Hans told himself, but the SS never would. He yearned for the day the SS took over the rest of the military, purged the disloyal and created a whole new world. The day could not be long delayed.

He felt another frisson of fear as he passed through an inner checkpoint and stepped into Himmler’s office. It was bland and boring, with no decoration other than a large portrait of Adolf Hitler, but it was the nerve centre of the SS. The man behind the desk looked like a bureaucrat or a doktor– thought it felt disloyal to even think such a thing – yet he was one of the most powerful men in the Reich. The Reichsführer-SS could make or break him, and millions of others, with a single order. He was cold and calculating, devoted to the Reich and its Führer, and rarely showed emotion, even as he hurled millions into the fire. Hans respected Himmler, and was loyal to him, but he also feared him. Hans was very far from alone.

It was hard not to shiver as Himmler looked up. Hans had joined the SS when it was a new and untested organisation, rising rapidly in the ranks as he switched to the Waffen-SS and then back again, and he’d worked directly for Himmler on several occasions, but he wasn’t fool enough to think the Reichsführer-SS liked him. Himmler might trust him as much as he trusted anyone, yet ... Hans was painfully aware that the Reichsführer-SS would not hesitate to dispose of him if he became a liability. If he made a mistake ...

“Herr Reichsführer,” he said, snapping a salute. “Heil Hitler!”

“Heil Hitler,” Himmler returned. “I trust your charge is wrapped up in bed?”

“He’s in the Science Commission,” Hans said. Von Braun had a habit of reading late into the night, sometimes calling his peers – when they were sleeping – and summoning them for meetings and discussions. “I believe he will get a good night’s sleep.”

Himmler didn’t smile at the weak joke. “And actual progress on the missile test, now the Untermenschen have been removed?”

Hans showed no trace of emotion. Recruiting Untermenschen had struck him as worse than useless, when he’d heard about the program, and he’d argued strongly against trusting any of the Russians. The Russian was either at your feet or your throat and if he was at your feet he was plotting against you. Hans had served in Russia. He knew their character. Relying on anything Russian was asking for trouble. Their tanks had been good, he conceded sourly, but they wouldn’t have been designed if the Russians hadn’t stolen technology from the Reich. No doubt their rocket program had been built from stolen technology too.

“The engineers are confident the next prototype will be ready to launch in a month,” Hans said. He would have been astonished if Himmler didn’t already know. The rocket program was riddled with spies, and not all reported to Hans. Himmler hadn’t become Reichsführer-SS though trusting his subordinates, even his loyalists. “They believe the design should meet the parameters.”

“Good.” Himmler met his eyes. Hans forced himself to hold his boss’s gaze. It wasn’t easy. “You understand the importance of this test?”

“Yes, Herr Reichsführer,” Hans said. The British and Americans could bomb nearly everywhere in the Reich, if they flew bombers out of Britain or Iran, and it wasn’t clear if the Luftwaffe could stop them. The Americans had practically razed Japan to the ground in 1944-45, killing much of the population. There was no reason to assume they wouldn’t do the same to the Reich, if war broke out again. “We will have the ability to strike targets within the continental United States.”

He tried not to grimace. Von Braun was cleared for almost everything and Hans, as his handler, saw most of what passed across the scientist’s desk. The Americans had looked weak and powerless, in 1941, but by 1945 they’d raised powerful armies and churned out enough war materiel to bury the Japanese in iron and steel. The Japanese had been Untermenschen, of course, yet ... Hans suspected, reading between the lines, that the Americans could outproduce the Reich too. There would be no stopping them if their factories remained on the far side of a giant ocean, churning out everything they needed to wage war, while the Reich’s factories were being bombed into rubble. Hans knew officers who argued the Reich should have declared war on America in 1941, after Pearl Harbour, but it would have been a dreadful mistake. The Führer’s decision not to join the American war with Japan had been wise. But then, the Führer was always right.

“That too,” Himmler said. “You are aware, of course, that the Führer is ailing.”

Hans tried not to flinch. It wasn’t a question. The rumours had spread all the way to the rocket complex, despite the best efforts of the security forces, and had probably travelled all the way to Kamchatka by now. Stalin, sitting in some dingy town on the far side of the Urals, trying to keep his rump state together, had probably heard the rumours ... Hans wondered, suddenly, if Stalin would try to take advantage in some way. The Red Army was no longer what it had been, but who could fathom the mind of a man like Stalin?

“It is vitally important that we take the lead in the government, after the Führer leaves us,” Himmler said. “Our control over the rocket forces, and certain other programs, will give us an edge, if the test succeeds. It must not fail. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, Herr Reichsführer,” Hans said. “It will not fail.”

Himmler studied him for a long moment. Hans tried to hold his gaze. “And your charge?”

“The doktor has not changed his habits,” Hans said. He had no idea if Von Braun was indulging himself, or trying to annoy his minders, or simply asserting a little independence, or some combination of the three. If it was up to him, Von Braun would be chained to his desk until retirement. “Herr Reichsführer, if we could keep him sequestered ...”

“The other services would never stand for it,” Himmler said, bluntly. The irritation in his voice was all too clear. “They all want rocket technology.”

Hans nodded, submissively. The Luftwaffe wanted antiaircraft missiles, the Wehrmacht wanted antitank missiles and the Kriegsmarine wanted shipkiller missiles. The latter were particularly important, Hans had been told; the Royal Navy had fifteen aircraft carriers to the Kriegsmarine’s three, while the United States Navy had over fifty. The British couldn’t be pleased about that, Hans thought, but they could console themselves with the thought the Americans were their allies. The Kriegsmarine had no such luxury. It didn’t matter how tactically inept the Americans were, when they had such an advantage. They could trade five ships for one and still come out ahead. The Kriegsmarine needed an edge of its own and antiship missiles might provide it if they worked as advertised. No, there was no way to keep Von Braun away from the other services. Even trying might lead to the Luftwaffe, the Wehrmacht and the Kriegsmarine ganging up on the SS. And who knew where that would end?

“The test must succeed,” Himmler said. The sudden insistence in his voice was striking. “We don’t know how long we have.”

Hans took a breath, and took his life in his hands. “Herr Reichsführer, what do the doktors say?”

Himmler’s lips twisted in disgust. The Reichsführer-SS and the Reichsmarschall agreed on only one thing, if the rumours were accurate, and that was disapproval of Hitler’s personal doktor. Theodor Morell was a quack, plain and simple, and only the Führer’s patronage had saved him from a noodle – a bullet – in the back of his head. Morell had an excellent reason to keep the Führer alive, Hans reflected. No matter who won the struggle for power, Morell was going to lose. Even if Speer came out ahead – he was the third and final candidate – Morell would still be for the chop. The concentration camps were too good for him.

“I had an assessment carried out by a trustworthy doktor,” Himmler said. There was a hint of grief in his voice. Himmler was one of the few who considered Adolf Hitler a personal friend. “The Führer has less than six months to live. The test must be carried out before then. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, Herr Reichsführer,” Hans said. They had a week in Berlin, followed by a return to the rocket complex. He could keep Von Braun under control that long. After the design was finalised and tested successfully, the rocket scientist would be a great deal less important. “I won’t let you down.”
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Chapter Three: Berlin, 1949
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It would have astonished most of the Germans, Kathleen was sure, to see how different Sir Cuthbert Dudley was when they were back in the embassy, safe from prying eyes and ears. The fatuous fool was gone, replaced by a sharp-witted man who had been carefully chosen for his ability to hide his intelligence while collecting as much information as possible. It helped, she supposed, that – no matter how Whitehall tried to hide it – Britain was a declining power in the world. The Americans were far more important, as far as Berlin was concerned, and they received much of the Reich’s attention. She didn’t mind, no matter how much it grated on the career diplomats. The less attention paid to her, the better.

She sat in her chair and studied the two men as they read Von Braun’s message. Sir Cuthbert looked astonished. Campion Holmes – British Intelligence’s man in Berlin, and her direct superior – seemed much more composed.  Kathleen wondered, idly, if his sources had picked up something of Von Braun’s dissatisfaction, if indeed it was. She hadn’t been briefed, if that were so. She didn’t take it personally – she had no illusions about what would happen to her if her cover was blown and she fell into enemy hands – but it was still a little irritating. It would help her assessment of the situation if she knew everything her superior knew about what was going on.

Her body ached, reminding her it was so late it was really the following morning. She had passed on the message, then sat down to write out her recollections while they were fresh in her mind, and then been ordered into the meeting. Her bed was calling to her, demanding her ... she gritted her teeth, reminding herself she was damn lucky to have a bed at all. She’d had some close scrapes in France, working with the French Resistance, and she knew what would have happened if she’d been captured. Hell, her superiors had asked her if she’d prefer to retire than be sent to Berlin. Kathleen didn’t blame them, but ... her war wasn’t over. She wanted –needed – to do whatever it took to avenge her dead relatives, murdered by the Reich and their ashes buried in unmarked graves. It was hard, almost impossible, to wrap her head around the sheer scale of the crime. In 1939, there had been millions of Jews in Europe; in 1949, there were almost none. And it hadn’t stopped there.

“I suppose we have to answer a simple question,” Campion Holmes said. “Is this a genuine message, or is it an attempt to lure us into a trap?”

Kathleen met his eyes. Holmes might look nothing like his detective namesake – really, he looked more like Mycroft than Sherlock Holmes – but he took her seriously, which made him one of the better station heads in the service. SOE had made use of women right from the start
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