


[image: Book cover of Dead Ground by Graham Hurley, featuring a soldier walking along a road with power lines and a sunset in the background.]




 

 

 

DEAD GROUND




ALSO BY GRAHAM HURLEY

The Spoils of War

Finisterre

Aurore

Estocada

Raid 42

Last Flight to Stalingrad

Kyiv

Katastrophe

The Blood of Others

DI Joe Faraday Investigations

Turnstone

The Take

Angels Passing

Deadlight

Cut to Black

Blood and Honey

One Under

The Price of Darkness

No Lovelier Death

Beyond Reach

Borrowed Light

Happy Days

DS Jimmy Suttle Investigations

Western Approaches

Touching Distance

Sins of the Father

The Order of Things

Enora Andressen

Curtain Call

Sight Unseen

Off Script

Limelight

Intermission

Lights Down

Fiction

Rules of Engagement

Reaper

The Devil’s Breath

Thunder in the Blood

Sabbathman

The Perfect Soldier

Heaven’s Light

Nocturne

Permissible Limits

The Chop

The Ghosts of 2012

Strictly No Flowers

Acts of Separation

Non-fiction

Lucky Break

Airshow

Estuary

Backstory




 

DEAD GROUND

 

GRAHAM HURLEY


 

 

 

 [image: Black and white logo featuring a stylised owl and the text HEAD OF ZEUS with An Aries Book underneath.] 
 www.headofzeus.com




First published in the UK in 2024 by Head of Zeus,
part of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

Copyright © Graham Hurley, 2024

The moral right of Graham Hurley to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

This is a work of fiction. All characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN (HB): 9781801108522 
ISBN (E): 9781801108553

Cover design: Simon Michele | Head of Zeus

Head of Zeus Ltd
First Floor East
5–8 Hardwick Street
London EC1R 4RG

WWW.HEADOFZEUS.COM




 

 

 

For Erik Jeffery

with love




 

 

 

‘History ages very quickly.’

– Honoré de Balzac




Contents


	Also by Graham Hurley

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Epigraph

	Book One

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6





	Book Two

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11





	Book Three

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23





	Book Four

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Chapter 28





	Afterwards

	Author Note

	About the Author

	An Invitation from the Publisher






 

 

 

‘Dead ground.’

An area hidden from direct fire




Book One




1

STUTTGART, GERMANY, OCTOBER 1936

He was thinking of Hitler again when the Mercedes finally rolled to a stop. He’d paid the Chancellery a visit only three days ago. The vast office. The damp handshake. And that sudden awkward brace of the shoulders he’d first put down to some intestinal episode.

Might these and other symptoms indicate a body at war with itself? Or was there something simpler gnawing at the heart of the Reich? People he trusted spoke of the ravages of the Führer diet. Mashed potato and poached eggs every day, one of them had pointed out, would put a cork up anyone’s arse. Crude, he thought, but probably true.

‘Señor Guillermo?’ An unseen hand had opened the car’s rear door.

‘Sí.’

‘El avión esta esperando. Ya llegamos tarde.’ The aircraft’s waiting. We’re already late.

Guillermo reached for his bag and struggled out of the car. Early autumn, out here on an airstrip south of Stuttgart, smelled of burned kerosene. Clouds were massing in the west and the roar of the Tante-Ju’s three engines put paid to any serious conversation. Nonetheless he was curious about this man still holding the door. He was wearing flying overalls in a shade of blue he’d never seen before. His accent suggested Madrid but the boyish nut-brown face spoke of somewhere much further south.

‘Espagñol?’ Guillermo shouted.

‘Sí.’ A brief military salute. ‘Mañuel Ruiz, señor.’

‘De donde?’

‘Sevilla,’ Ruiz grinned, then nodded at the aircraft. ‘Vamos?’

It was unusual to see a Ju-52 without markings, not a trace of the swastika on the big tailplane, and another surprise appeared at the top of the metal ladder propped against the fuselage: the towering, bulky figure of the Luftwaffe’s Generalmajor Hugo Sperrle. He, too, was out of uniform but it made little difference. He still carried the weight of the new regime on the broadness of his shoulders, in the set of his jaw, in his nerveless assumption of command.

‘Señor Guillermo?’ Sperrle was peering down at the diminutive figure wrapped in a fur-trimmed greatcoat. ‘You have gloves? Perhaps two pairs? There are blankets, I think, but I can only find one. Our Spanish friend needs us to be in the air. If he asks nicely, I’ll let him handle the take-off and the climb-out. Flying at seven thousand metres will take us to Salamanca. If you die of cold, señor, I promise we’ll fly you back for a decent funeral. If you can think of nothing better to do, you might consider a choice of hymns. Here—’ he bent quickly, extending an arm as he leaned out of the cabin, ‘—time and El Jefe wait for no man.’

El Jefe was Generalissimo Francisco Franco, currently occupying the Bishop’s Palace in Salamanca. Three bloody months had won him vast tracts of Republican Spain, and the time had come for the Germans to spell out the price of the help he was seeking to hurry the civil war to its end. Those negotiations fell, in the first place, to Generalmajor Sperrle, and now Guillermo felt the huge hand close around his as he clambered awkwardly up the ladder.

Sperrle, as he knew only too well, was relishing this little pantomime moment. Every seat had been stripped from the cabin except one, and the noise of the engines was deafening. Steadying himself against the backwards tilt of the aircraft, he counted the steel drums of kerosene lashed to anchor points on the cabin floor. There were five.

‘Enough to get us home, señor.’ Sperrle again. ‘Your Spanish friends are short of everything but I’m guessing you probably know that already.’

Ruiz, the young Spanish co-pilot, had appeared. He stepped into the cabin and hauled in the ladder before shutting the door and making his way forward to the cockpit. Sperrle watched him for a moment, checked the lock twice, secured the ladder, then bent his big face to Guillermo’s ear. The Generalmajor rarely smiled but this morning was clearly an exception.

‘They say that about you, señor.’

‘Say what?’

‘That you can fool anyone. Even young Ruiz. He thinks you’re a Spanish businessman. In fact, he knows you’re a Spanish businessman because he told me himself. Six languages, multiple contacts on three continents and doubtless lots of money in the bank. As slippery as an eel, he wants to tell me, and as clever as a Jew. Might this be a compliment, señor? Or should we simple German folk be a little more wary?’

Guillermo could feel the warmth of Sperrle’s breath on his face. He held Sperrle’s gaze for a long moment, raised an eyebrow, feigning indifference as the cackle of the engines changed pitch and the aircraft began to move. Then came a playful squeeze on his upper arm, and the Generalmajor was fighting his way forward towards the open cockpit door.

‘Heil Hitler, Herr Guillermo, ja?’ There was a hint of derision in the briefly raised arm as he turned to offer a salute. Then the door closed, and he was gone.

*

Herr Guillermo? As the aircraft bumped away across the turf, Sperrle’s passenger at last found a single grey blanket, and the frayed end of the leather seat belt that would secure him among the nest of fuel drums. The adjacent window gave him a perfect view as the long shadow of the wings pursued the Ju-52 towards the end of the marked runway. Then came a sudden jolt when Ruiz dabbed at the brakes and hauled the big tri-motor around before gunning the engines and starting his take-off run. With no seats and only three bodies aboard, the tail came up in seconds and Guillermo heard a creaking from the tethered drums as Sperrle’s apprentice lifted the Tante-Ju into the air. Moments later Ruiz dipped a wing and banked away from the sun, steadying the aircraft as he climbed towards the south-west.

As ever, Guillermo had a plan. He’d flown at altitude before in an unheated plane but never for a journey as long as this. He knew and understood the trade-offs available to the pilot – lower fuel consumption and higher speed in thinner air – but cocooned in the warmth of the cockpit neither Ruiz nor Sperrle would waste a moment worrying about the icy tomb that lay behind them in the belly of the aircraft.

Guillermo had mistrusted hyperbole all his adult life but only last year, in an air force mess north of Milan, he’d listened to an Italian pilot describing a medical evacuation flight that had crossed the Alps with five badly injured soldiers, the victims of a particularly challenging exercise. Four of them had survived, but the fifth had succumbed to hypothermia and suspected lack of oxygen. His last action had been to pull the hood of his combat jacket down over his face for just a little extra warmth, and by the time the aircraft was back on the ground the muscles of his pale face were beginning to stiffen with the onset of rigor mortis. Mindful of a similar fate, Guillermo had therefore been in bed and asleep hours earlier than normal the previous night, determined to stay awake and fight the cold en route to Spain.

It didn’t work. Ruiz climbed through layer after layer of cloud and as the temperature sank Guillermo pulled the blanket closer and huddled deeper into his greatcoat. Lately, he’d been aware of an occasional flutter in his chest, like a tiny bird testing its wings. So far he’d thought nothing of it. Nearly fifty busy years, constantly on the move, forever squeezing an extra hour from the working day, had left a number of other scars, some of them deeply personal, but as the aircraft finally broke cover and emerged into bright sunshine, Guillermo felt a sharper pain in the very middle of his chest.

He inserted a gloved hand between the folds of his greatcoat, as if the gesture might still his beating heart, then withdrew it again, turning his face to gaze at the eiderdown of grey cloud below, trying to plot how far they might have come. The direct route to Salamanca would take them into Swiss airspace. Ruiz was still climbing and, as Guillermo watched, the clouds parted to reveal the dazzle of early snow on a rich tumble of Alpine peaks. Some of them seemed close enough to touch and Guillermo stared down, transfixed by the implacable majesty of the Swiss Alps.

Half a lifetime ago, in another continent, he’d confronted a landscape like this, partly on foot and partly on horseback. Swamped by the memories, he edged the curtain a little wider. The icy bite of the wind deep in my lungs, he thought. The incessant struggle to keep exhaustion at bay. The bloody horse saving my life not once but twice, refusing to take paths that would have plunged us both into oblivion. No wonder I’d stored up so much trouble in that skinny chest of mine.

Guillermo yawned, hunched a little deeper beneath the blanket, and at last permitted himself a rueful smile. If he had one hero, one wise man, one pole star in his busy, busy life then it would be Edmond Locard, the French father of forensic science. Every contact leaves a trace, the sage had announced after a busy day at his laboratory bench. And he hadn’t been wrong.

*

Guillermo awoke nearly two hours later to a stir of movement beside his seat. He jerked awake, conscious of the stillness in his chest, and his own breath clouding in the freezing air. Alive, he thought, turning his head away from the window, aware of a tiny hot jolt of gratitude.

‘My apologies, Canaris.’ It was Sperrle. He’d settled himself on a wooden crate he’d found from somewhere. A long, quilted aviator’s coat thickened his bulk, and he was now preparing two large cigars.

‘Guillermo, Herr Generalmajor. The name’s Guillermo.’

‘Relax, Wilhelm. The cockpit door is shut. Three engines? Plus a repertoire of love songs you wouldn’t believe? Ruiz thinks he has a voice but he’s wrong. I gather she’s called Francesca and he tells me the best songs are the rudest.’ He offered one of the cigars. ‘Here, take it, enjoy it, call it a prize for surviving this pantomime. Guillermo is pretty enough but you owe yourself a proper name. Shall we go back to Canaris? Do I sense a nod of agreement?’

Canaris was staring at the proffered cigar. It was huge, probably one of the Cuban Havanas of which Sperrle was rumoured to have a limitless supply.

‘Is this wise?’ His gaze had found the nearest fuel drum.

‘We have a choice, Wilhelm. We can warm ourselves with good conversation and the best tobacco in the world. Or we can tiptoe towards an icy death and perish miserably.’ With a grunt he produced a small, flat tin and balanced it on Canaris’ knees. ‘Tap the hot ash in there. At least one bit of you might get a little warmer.’

‘You’re not worried?’ Canaris was looking at the fuel drum again.

‘Not in the least. In my job we make friends with risk, otherwise flying would never have happened. You, too, I imagine. To be honest, Admiral Canaris, the world of intelligence has always been a snake pit. In my trade you learn to trust others because that is often the price of staying alive. Not something, I imagine, that appeals to your average spy.’

‘Staying alive?’

‘Trusting others. Trusting anyone. Hand on heart, Wilhelm, how well do you sleep at night?’

Canaris smiled at the phrasing of the question. Hand on heart, he thought.

‘I sleep very well.’

‘I hear you have a camp bed in that office of yours in the Bendlerstrasse. Is that true?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you spend entire nights there?’

‘Yes.’

‘Alone?’

‘Always.’

‘And your wife?’

‘Erika looks after the children.’

‘Your choice?’

‘Ours,’ Canaris accepted the proffered match and sucked at the big cigar. ‘These things can be easily misinterpreted.’

‘On the contrary,’ Sperrle pinched the dying flame between his finger and thumb and dropped it carefully into the waiting tin. ‘Where I come from, that makes you a campaigner. In the desert you’d sleep beside the campfire. In Berlin, you lock the door and snatch whatever rest you can. Attention to detail, Wilhelm, and an eye for the unexpected. Hold your friends close and your enemies closer. But you don’t need me to tell you that.’

For the first time Canaris allowed himself to smile. He’d headed the Abwehr, the Reich’s biggest intelligence organisation, for nearly two years now. He knew Sperrle barely at all, more by reputation than anything else, but it was comforting to know that word of his own spartan ways had somehow seeped out of the Abwehr.

‘Two more questions, Wilhelm. You trust an old airman?’

‘I trust nobody. Your words, not mine.’

‘Agreed,’ Sperrle conceded the point with a nod and then threw back his head and expelled a long plume of thinning blue smoke. ‘I didn’t lie about young Ruiz. He really does think you’re Spanish.’

‘That was the point. Guillermo’s a cover. Crude, maybe, but effective. In my business we rely an awful lot on conjuring tricks. You aren’t what you seem to be. Which is where language comes in.’

‘Are you ashamed to be German?’

‘Of the right kind? Never.’

‘The right kind?’ Canaris held his gaze, refusing the implicit invitation to elaborate a little. Sperrle dismissed his reticence with a shrug, then changed the subject. ‘And Franco?’

‘Franco knows of me already. But I need to have left no trace en route.’

‘He’d expect that?’

‘Certainly. The man’s a Gallego. He gives nothing away, ever.’

‘Gallego?’

‘From Galicia. It’s a special part of the country, very green, very wet, very remote. You know how to recognise a Gallego? You meet him on a staircase. You have no idea whether he’s going up or down. And you know what? He’ll never tell you. No clues. Nothing given away. Juan Guillermo? A Spanish entrepreneur about his lawful business? It’ll be the least he expects.’

‘And when it comes to the real business? In Salamanca?’

‘I’m the Head of the Abwehr. And he knows I have the ear of the Führer.’

‘Seventeen visits to the Chancellery in a handful of months? Seventeen opportunities to get to know the man? Do I have that right? Or is it just Wilhelmstrasse tittle-tattle?’

‘It’s my job. I’m the messenger. I carry news he won’t have heard from anyone else.’

‘Good news?’

‘Sometimes. Sometimes not. In either case it pays to be honest. Our Leader has a nose for a lie.’

‘Ironic, my friend,’ Sperrle slapped his thigh and roared with laughter. ‘You know the little dwarf, too?’

‘You mean Goebbels?’

‘Of course. Dr Josef. Clever? No one doubts it. A man with untold talents? A man to rouse the nation from its stupor? Granted. But a man without a conscience? Without an honest bone in his body? On both counts, yes. Talk of lies, and we talk of the little dwarf. Our Leader must be a happy man with you at his door. Someone he can trust.’

‘I like to think so. Some days he listens. Mostly, he talks.’

‘That’s what Goering says.’

‘Goering’s right. He learned to survive in dogfights over the trenches. Stay close. Keep the sun behind you. Then get closer still. That way no man sees you coming.’

‘Even Hitler?’

‘Especially Hitler. The Reich owes that man everything. And that’s maybe where our problems start.’

‘Because?’

‘Because our Leader has Goering’s appetite, in addition to the darker parts of Goebbels’ soul. In the Rhineland he played a poor hand with brilliance. Germans rarely take that kind of risk.’

Canaris nodded, for once emphatic, driving the point home. Hitler had reoccupied the east bank of the Rhine back in the early spring with barely a handful of troops, daring the French to intervene. Neither Paris nor London had raised more than a murmur of protest.

‘You think they were acts of cowardice?’ Sperrle wanted to explore the implications.

‘On the contrary. In London it passed as diplomacy. In Paris there was no appetite for another war.’

‘And Hitler knew that?’

‘Of course he did.’

‘How?’

‘I told him. I guaranteed that neither the French nor the British would march and he was very, very grateful. This is a man at home in Germany. Abroad bewilders him.’ Canaris was gazing at the glowing end of his cigar. Then he glanced again at Sperrle. ‘Tell me, Herr General, why are you being so …’ Canaris frowned, ‘… candid?’

‘You mean reckless?’

‘I mean candid. You know very little about me, yet you hand me bullets for my gun. We’re beset by enemies, all of us. That’s why we’re wise to guard our tongues. Spies have long memories. Why are you trusting me like this?’

‘Seriously?’

‘Seriously.’

Sperrle’s big face was briefly clouded by a frown. Then he looked up, and something in the view from the window caught his attention.

‘There—’ he grunted.

‘Where?’

‘Down in those mountains. We’re crossing the Pyrenees. You want to take a look?’

Canaris did his bidding. More peaks. More valleys. More snow. But Sperrle hadn’t finished.

‘So is it true?’ he asked. ‘About the Andes? That you escaped internment after that ship of yours went down? Took to your heels? Fled Chile on foot, crossed the mountains and ended up at the door of our embassy in Buenos Aires?’

‘That was a very long time ago.’

‘I know. But did it happen?’

‘It did, yes, but there was a horse, too, so I wasn’t entirely alone.’

‘But you did it?’

‘We did, yes. The horse understood only Spanish but by then I was already fluent. I like to think we ended up good friends.’

‘Who?’

‘Me and the horse. I gave him a name, Pedro. I’m not sure he liked it but horses can be funny that way.’

Sperrle studied him for a long moment.

‘And afterwards, you jumped ship and went to Europe. Yes?’

‘Yes.’

‘Another false name?’

‘Yes. I’d acquired a Chilean passport in the name of Reed Rosas. I was a widower, very sad, very alone, but I had prospects in Amsterdam.’

‘A job? Contacts?’

‘A legacy. My mother-in-law was English. An enchanting woman, and very generous.’

‘But false? She didn’t exist?’

‘Of course not. I was back in Hamburg by the end of September that year. If you want the full story, it was pouring with rain.’

‘Rain?’

‘Rain.’

Sperrle shook his head, seemingly bemused. Then he struggled to his feet, stamped the chill from his boots, tapped cigar ash into the tin, and extended a hand.

‘They told me you were someone very different,’ he grunted. ‘And they were right.’

*

It was early afternoon by the time Ruiz wrestled the aircraft into a bumpy landing at Salamanca. The airfield was nearly deserted, just a thin scatter of ancient biplanes parked in an untidy line, sniffing the wind. The wind blew from the south and Canaris, shedding his greatcoat at last, was glad of the sudden warmth. He loved this country: the potholed roads, the windowless churches, the distant, bent figures of peasants working the patchwork of worn fields beyond the airfield perimeter, and most of all the respect that such folk had retained for each other. The simplicities of a country that still felt mediaeval was a world away from the murderous chill of Berlin, and Canaris knew at once that he was happy to be back.

‘Are they sending a car, or do we walk?’

It was Sperrle. Ruiz’s landing had done nothing for his temper and now he was keen to move on.

The car arrived within minutes, a dented Hispano-Suiza raising a trail of dust across the airfield. Canaris joined Sperrle on the leather of the backseat and passed on a series of courtly apologies from the driver. The hint of friendship, even complicity, had gone. Sperrle was in charge again, and it showed.

‘Franco,’ he grunted. ‘We’re really sure he’s the man we should be talking to?’

It was a perceptive question. Francisco Franco had been a major presence in Spain for a number of years, making his name in North Africa, earning a reputation for ruthlessness and courage at the head of his Moorish army. But there were other generals claiming to be first among equals and Canaris went briefly through them, one by one, while Sperrle monitored the driver’s efforts to pass yet another horse and cart.

‘So why Franco?’ Sperrle repeated.

‘He’s come back from exile in the Canarias. He’s won a series of victories. He’s made the most of his foreign connections. Three weeks ago, the first of the month, there was an investiture, a kind of coronation if you like, in Burgos. He’s now El Jefe, the official Head of State. There’s still plenty of war left to fight but it might help to be thinking Führer, or maybe Il Duce. Either way, the message is clear: Una Patria, Un Estado, Un Caudillo.’

‘Caudillo?’

‘The warrior-king. The best tunes in this country are always the oldest.’

Sperrle barked with laughter. ‘So why hasn’t he taken Madrid? Why do we have to fly hundreds of miles and freeze our arses off to point out the obvious?’

‘Because he’s cautious,’ Canaris permitted himself a wan smile. ‘And clever.’

‘Explain.’

‘Republicans in many of the cities are giving the rebels a harder time than they expected. In Toledo, they had to retreat to the Alcázar. That’s a fortress of sorts. It dominates the city. In the end the Republicans would have starved them out, but Franco saw his chance. En route to Madrid he paused the advance and raised the siege. That kind of liberation comes at a price but Franco’s Army of Africa was happy to present the bill. These people have no manners. They slaughtered the men and raped the women and tossed grenades among the wounded in the hospital. That sends a message to every other city in Spain, especially Madrid. Franco gets his way and the Spanish like that.’

‘So why isn’t he there? Why hasn’t he taken Madrid and brought this filthy war to an end?’

‘Because the Russians have arrived. Tanks? Armoured cars? Artillery? Their latest fighter? You know all this. That’s why Franco needs us, but I’m sure you and I agree that we have to establish our rules of engagement. When Franco first knocked on our door back in March, Hitler was more generous than even you must have expected. Twenty Ju-52s instead of ten? All that airlift doubled with a lift of the Führer’s eyebrow? That got Franco’s army to the mainland. Now he has to use it properly. Franco is a Gallego, as I mentioned. Gallegos think far too hard before even crossing the road. This is a man who’s building a court around himself, and it might be wise to remember that.’

Sperrle nodded and Canaris began to wonder exactly how much attention he’d paid to the brief he’d recently despatched to Luftwaffe headquarters.

‘How do you know all this?’ he asked at last.

‘I have agents in place, Herr Generalmajor, people I trust. First I get the lie of the land. Then we plot the sanest direction of travel.’

‘Madrid, my friend
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