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      All characters and events in this book are fictional. Any resemblance with real-life characters and events are unintentional, with the following exceptions.

      

      Wilhelm Canaris (1 January 1887 - 9 April 1945) was a German admiral and chief of the Abwehr, the German Military Intelligence, from 1935 to 1944. Initially a supporter of Adolf Hitler, he had turned against the regime in 1939. He was executed at the Flossenbürg concentration camp for high treason after having led clandestine opposition against the Nazi regime during the war. He maintained a good relationship with Spanish dictator Franco and was sent on numerous missions to secure Spain’s support during the war. Because of his opposition to the Nazi regime, he instead discouraged Franco from getting involved, playing a part in securing Spain’s neutrality. He was also one of the generals ready to topple Hitler in 1938, following the Munich talks.

      

      Jacob Adriaan Nicolaas Patijn (9 February 1873 - 13 July 1961) was an independent politician in the Dutch parliament. He served as Foreign Minister from 1 October 1937 to 12 August 1939 and is depicted as such in this book. All of his actions, conversations and views as depicted here are fiction.

      

      The Dutch War Scare was an event initiated by Canaris. Because of his position, he was aware of Germany’s war plans and was concerned France and Britain would be crushed in a surprise attack as they were in denial of the military buildup in Germany. In January 1939, he leaked fake information to the British Foreign Office, that a German invasion of the Netherlands was imminent. This would create a platform for further military operations, including artillery and aerial attacks on London and other British cities. He hoped this would serve as a wake up call and that the Allies would be prepared when the attack came. Following this, in February 1939, British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain made a pledge to defend France in the event of an invasion by sending more British troops to the continent.

      

      Although Canaris and the Dutch War Scare are presented in this book, they have been written as fiction and may differ from events as they actually unfolded. Any terrorist attacks presented in this book are pure fiction and there is no evidence, that the author is aware of, that suggests Canaris did more than warn of an impending attack.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Ik ben altijd dingen aan het doen die ik nog niet kan om zo te leren hoe ik ze moet doen.

        (I am always doing things that I can’t yet do, in order to learn how to do them.)

      

      

      

      
        
        ~ Vincent van Gogh ~
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            Chapter One

          

          
            Out of Barcelona

          

        

      

    

    
      The phone rang in an office in Palacio de la Isla, in Burgos, Northern Spain. A man in military uniform was shuffling papers and looking at maps and, for a moment, ignored the intrusion. He let the phone ring three times before pushing the papers aside. This phonecall would change everything. He put his hand on the receiver without lifting it. Let it ring again before answering.

      ‘Franco,’ he mumbled as he put the receiver to his ear.

      ‘Canaris here.’ Franco took a breath as he heard the name. An old friend, an admiral in the German navy, now the head of intelligence in Berlin. Franco thought about something to say. A greeting would have been enough, but he sat there in silence. ‘My friend,’ Canaris said, ‘everything is in place. I can send a plane for the girl in the morning.’

      ‘Are you sure we are talking about the same girl? We have to get this right.’

      ‘I am sure. She worked with Frank in Barcelona around the time he betrayed us. Celestina Quintero. She contacted the German embassy a few days ago.’

      ‘Did she? What is she up to?’

      ‘She was asking about Frank, asking questions. That’s how I heard of her.’

      ‘She’s up to no good. It would be best if she were to vanish. Knowing her and how she fought against us and the communists, she is bound to be a nuisance as we storm Barcelona.’

      ‘She won’t be. We will use her to trigger the war.’

      ‘Yes, I know the plan.’

      ‘Are we in agreement that this should proceed?’

      Franco hesitated. ‘You have my support.’

      ‘She is being handed a letter with instructions as we speak.’

      ‘I see.’ Franco hung up.

      Canaris would make a few phone calls, initiating the operation. He was eager to diffuse the situation in Europe, to get Hitler out of the way. Canaris dreamed of buying a house in Spain, his retirement home. That wouldn’t happen while the world was on the brink of war. Franco had lost too many men to that Celestina girl and was only too happy to have her flown out of the country, where she could get herself killed in an operation she had no understanding of.

      Franco stood up from his desk. Celestina wouldn’t be a problem anymore.

      

      The heavy clouds hung over Amsterdam like a blanket, making the afternoon as dark as the night. Rain fell, and a thunder rumbled in the distance.

      The glow from the single table lamp accentuated the perfect dress. It was red, like the lipstick she applied to complete the transformation. The little German maid was now a temptress, a woman that could seduce anyone she wanted. She had to, if she wanted to live. She ran her fingers through the perfectly combed hair, as blonde as the authorities wanted it to be. Lana Schultz was now Marleen, just Marleen. No surname necessary.

      She applied a little more lipstick. Blood red is what they wanted. Marleen was perfect. She was everything Lana wanted to be. She was savvy, intelligent, confident, witty and sexy. Lana didn’t feel that way. Lana wasn’t sure if she had a life ahead of her at all. She opened the drawer and looked at the passport. Deutsches Reich, Reisepass. A pale brown book with that silly bird holding the symbol of the Nazi party. Valid until 1942, or so it had been. The letter she received in December changed all that. She visited the embassy as instructed, and they put a stamp in her passport. It would now expire on 2 February 1939, in two weeks’ time. If she didn’t return to Germany before that, her citizenship would be revoked, and she would be a stateless refugee. Her choices were to stay and have no rights, or to return and become a slave to the Nazis. She couldn’t return. That would be suicide after what she’d done.

      Outside was Amsterdam, a city that had treated her well. It was liberal; they laughed at the fascists. You could be whoever you wanted to be. Lana had decided long ago she would live here for the rest of her life, but the Fatherland was calling and if you disobeyed the Nazis, you were in trouble. They would come after you.

      Lodewijk was useful to her. He might try to help her, but a stateless refugee of German origins was not someone even he could easily help. She couldn’t ask that of him, she couldn’t put him in that position. Everyone was afraid of Germany, and a man in the Dutch government could not be seen assisting enemies of the German state.

      Two weeks. That’s all she had. Lana had to think of something. She had to find a way out of here. Out of Europe, before it was too late. A new passport, a new name, a new background. She had two weeks.

      Lana looked into the mirror and Marleen looked back. She removed excess lipstick with her finger and smiled at the reflection.

      

      Celestina lit a cigarette as the drone of the Italian war planes grew louder. For the last few days, late afternoon would bring death and destruction to Barcelona. People ran for cover, frantically searching for the nearest basement, but she just stood there in the middle of the square. She took a deep drag as the shadows appeared in the sky above, like a formation of crosses that brought about a Biblical apocalypse and sent the unlucky to Heaven. Or, what was more likely, the sinners to Hell. There were no angels left in Barcelona. Years of civil war had turned everyone into a devil. The good ones were dead.

      Catalan cities had fallen in the previous days. It was obvious this war was over and Celestina was on the losing side.

      The planes came in from the sea and flew above the harbour. Same as last night, same formation. There was no reason for changing tactics, as there were no defences in the city anymore.

      She closed her eyes, thought of the three years since it all started. Thought of the friends she’d made and lost, thought of the ideologies, the enthusiasm and the fight for anarchy. The hope for a better future.

      She thought about how people always believe good will prevail, but never allow it to happen. Fascism was on the rise, Spain was about to fall, a war in Europe seemed inevitable. Celestina no longer believed in happy endings. All she believed in was survival.

      She missed her old Barcelona with its militia, rusty rifles and colourful propaganda posters. The larger-than-life leaders, the anarchists, the factories run by the workers. She missed Durruti, Lorca, Frank. She would have cried for Maria, but Celestina hadn’t cried in a long time. Emotions were for the weak, and the weak were all dead.

      As the high-pitched sound of the falling bombs filled the air, she remembered the future. The future that was now being destroyed by this war. She remembered 1936, when women gained equal rights for the first time in the country’s history. 1937 when they’d fought side by side with the men and everything seemed possible. Why would women be any less capable of fighting? She had never understood why men were considered better or braver than women, and recent events had done nothing to enlighten her. If anything, men were cowards and women were the driving force behind change.

      And the deaths. She knew it had been a hard time for Spain, but it had also had been an exciting time. 1938 had passed in a haze. The war was lost in May 1937 when the communists stormed the Telephone Exchange. Any fighting after that meant unnecessary and pointless deaths. Nothing had happened except more slaughter. Franco was about to declare victory with the help of Hitler and Mussolini. France and Britain were afraid and did nothing. A Fascist Spain was becoming a reality. What the hell was she fighting for?

      The buildings trembled as the first bombs hit their targets. Celestina pulled a note out of her coat pocket. A plane would be waiting for her at six in the morning. It was the safest time. No bombings, usually no fighting. She had no idea what the destination was, just that she had to board the plane.

      When the pilot asks you where you are going, say Tulip Fields, the note stated. Celestina didn't know where those tulip fields were. If she was expected to harvest flowers or if she’d be buried there; if it was a place, a codename or something entirely different, but she was experienced enough not to ask. Tulip Fields was the answer she was to give, and that was that.

      She couldn’t help wondering who was sending a plane for her. It couldn’t be the anarchists. They were all dead or in hiding. The idea of anarchy was dead. The idea that every man and woman was equal, and that nobody had the power to dictate other people, was dead. It had to be the fascists. Nobody else cared about her.

      The most probable explanation was that Franco wanted her dead or captured, and since he’d been unable to have her neutralised in Barcelona, he would have her brought to Madrid. As crazy as it sounded, Madrid was probably the destination. What tulips had to do with any of this, though, was a mystery.

      All she knew was that her life in Barcelona was over and that she would probably die in Madrid soon. The fact they sent a plane with a code name gave her hope that she might survive the journey. Survival in Barcelona was impossible. She had nothing to lose.

      She smiled as the bombs rained down around her. Why not smile at the whole thing? Insanity was her expertise. If you stop smiling, you are as good as dead.

      A bomb hit a building across the square, debris rained down around her.

      She put a match to the note, just in case.

      

      The building trembled at the sound of thunder, and the rain hammered the roof above Frank’s head. He sucked on his cigarette as an image of a pretty girl slowly appeared before him. The red light seemed fitting. The German girls at the train station, returning home. He could only imagine what their fate would be. He killed the cigarette in the ashtray and pulled the sheet from the metal tray, letting the drops fall into the chemical emulsion before hanging this unfortunate being up next to the others. Three different girls looked at him, their eyes full of uncertainty and fear. The journey they were about to embark on seemed to invoke no excitement at all. One of them had tears in her eyes as she hugged a tall man. Would they ever meet again?

      Frank turned on the lights. The black and white girls hung in front of the window and obscured his view of the city. Amsterdam looked wet and grey on this thunderous January evening, so it made little difference. The sky was the same colour as their skin. Grey. He poured himself a whisky, waiting for his girls to dry. The newspaper was only two streets away and he would hand in the photos on the way to the club.

      He lit another cigarette. There was no reason to complain. He was a photographer. The dream of becoming a proper journalist had more or less died in Barcelona, but he was shooting photos and making something of a living.

      He blew smoke in the face of the girls and said in a satirically low voice, ‘I am Frank Turner, a freelance photographer in a strange city with no steady income. How the hell did this happen? How did I end up in Amsterdam? How did I end up with this name? No matter, I like the company. You girls look sad, but so am I and I feel we understand each other.’

      He was in demand. Or shall we say, he was making a reasonable living. He could pay the rent, only just, but he was surviving. His ambition to be taken seriously drove him to push the envelope. His photos had to do more than just tell a story. They needed to look beautiful, too. Even press photos should have artistic value.

      Sometimes he went outside with the camera and shot the city. The bikes, bridges, buildings. Photos of naked women against the bikes on the bridges of Amsterdam were popular, and he sometimes hired models. He was developing an eye for things.

      He was proud of his skills. He just wished someone other than lonely old men or teenage boys would notice. The city photos didn’t sell unless they included scantily clad ladies.

      Thankfully, Frank sometimes captured newsworthy photos. Tomorrow, he would return to the train station and see what stories he could find.

      

      The old apartment was empty now. Celestina entered room after room, looking for the last things she might want to take with her. Gunnar’s room was as he’d left it. The Virgin Mary still facing the wall. The nerve he had, calling himself Frank. Her blood boiled, and she wanted nothing more than revenge. That little coward would be dead the moment she got her hands on him. He was stupid enough to leave his notebook behind. Yes, he’d been in a hurry when he left the city, but it revealed everything. How he’d collaborated with the Nazis, betrayed them all, even betrayed the Nazis in the end. How stupid could you be?

      They were the only survivors, and she was about to change that. The number he’d used to call the Nazis still worked. The German Embassy in Iceland was happy to assist and before long, she was in touch with Berlin. There had been little fighting in Barcelona in the last few days, but Celestina kept herself busy.

      She now realised the plane scheduled for tomorrow morning had to be a German one. Nobody else was going to get her out of this city before it fell. She couldn’t help thinking, though. Was her info on Gunnar - or Frank, as he called himself now - valuable enough to send a plane from Berlin to Barcelona?

      She closed the rooms for the last time and climbed down the stairs to the kitchen, where they’d had so much fun. The guitar was still there, and she tried to play it, but the strings were out of tune.

      It was time to leave this world behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thursday, 19 January

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            Berlin

          

        

      

    

    
      THURSDAY, 19 JANUARY

      

      You had to admire their boldness. Landing a plane decorated with a Swastica in a city that was desperately fighting fascism. The sun wouldn’t clear the horizon for another hour and a half, so they probably deemed it safe. Nobody was going to notice, or they simply didn’t care.

      Celestina had been unable to sleep and was well on time at the airport. She watched as the plane landed at exactly six o’clock. It slowed down and turned at the end of the runway. The door opened and a soldier in German uniform appeared in the opening. Celestina smiled at the irony and ran in the direction of the aircraft.

      German punctuality, she said to the pilot as she boarded, but he didn’t reply. Not even a smile. The silence was awkward until she said the magic words. Tulip Fields. It didn’t defrost his face, but he closed the door and entered the cockpit.

      The Junkers JU 52 aircraft was noisy and slow, but relatively comfortable. She let herself fall into the large seat and enjoyed the wealth of food and drink on board. This was her first time on a plane, and even if the turbulence above the Alps made her queasy, the view was spectacular. She knew better than to ask the pilot where they were going. He’d closed the cockpit door at the start of the journey and seemed to have no interest in interacting with her.

      After six hours, they landed in Basel for refuelling. She was instructed to stay on board as the tanks were filled, and wondered if this counted as her having been in Switzerland. Have you been in a country if you stay on board? The refuelling was done, the pilot climbed the steps, closed the door, gave her a quick glance and disappeared back into the cockpit. The plane took off for another six hours of flying. She looked down on the densely forested hills and wondered if they were above Germany. The sun had been on her right the whole morning, so they were definitely flying to the north-east. Celestina lit a cigarette and poured herself a drink. Life in Barcelona was over and it didn’t matter where she was heading now. She enjoyed her cigarette and leaned back in the seat, closed her eyes and let the drone of the engine slowly sing her to sleep.

      

      Another busy day at Amsterdam Centraal Station with people going about their business, going to work, on journeys near and far. The German girls were there again. January had seen thousands of them return to their homeland. Apparently, Hitler needed them for the factories and whatever else one needs young women for. Some said the authorities expected them to have babies. Many of the girls had been living here for years. Some had left Germany six years earlier, when the Nazis ascended to power, others arrived later. They were maids, worked in restaurants, factories, many had boyfriends and families, but now they all had to return home.

      Hausmädchenheimschaffungsaktion is what the Germans called it. Frank would not try to pronounce it.

      He smiled at them and they smiled back; he snapped a photo, and they were on their way. After a year in the Netherlands, his Dutch was rough at best, but he could follow basic conversations. He asked one girl what she thought waited for her and she simply replied, ‘Ich weiss est nicht.’ She didn’t know, and neither did most of the others.

      Frank watched the girls board the train, noticed a tall and blonde woman in a light brown coat standing there, kissing another girl on the cheek. ‘Ich sehe dich nächste Woche, Schatz.’ And that was it. She would follow her friend the following week. She waved her Freundin and turned, wiped a tear from her face.

      What was she doing here? Why didn’t she board the train like the others?

      There was something special about her. She was beautiful, but many women are. This one had something else, something magical. It wasn’t just the blood red lipstick. The way she carried herself. She reminded him of Maria, the Dutch girl in Barcelona. Imagined that they looked alike, but Maria was fading from memory, like most people he’d known.

      Who was this girl? He knew her from somewhere, but couldn’t place her.

      Marleen pulled up the collar of her light brown coat, trying to fend off the January chill, walked away from the station and took a left turn into the old eastern part of the city. De Wallen was the seedy part of town, where girls offered themselves to whoever had money to spare. Frank had never taken advantage of their services, didn’t want to have anything to do with the shady side of the human condition. He sometimes wondered if he should. He was desperately lonely, but he never did.

      She kept walking. Apparently without noticing him, she turned a corner, crossed a pedestrian bridge, and as Frank cleared the corner, he saw her enter a building.

      It was then that he realised who she was. Hadn’t recognised her in her winter coat, scarf and hat. She was Marleen, the jazz singer at Club Indigo.

      

      It was a bit after seven o’clock at night when the aircraft touched down again. The door opened, two German soldiers entered the cabin and escorted her out onto the tarmac.

      Berlin - Tempelhof.

      The sign confirmed her suspicion. They had taken her to the capital of Nazi Germany, the heart of everything she despised. A tall officer waited as she stepped out of the plane.

      ‘Sprechen Sie Deutsch?’

      ‘Ein bisschen,’ she answered. She only spoke a few words of German, but understood enough to follow simple conversations.

      ‘Gut.’ He led her to a large Mercedes, waiting on the ramp, wasting no time before speeding away through the security checkpoint and away from the airport. After a ten-minute ride through the city, they stopped in front of a hotel.

      ‘A dinner is waiting for you inside,’ he told her in German. ‘I will pick you up at nine in the morning. I expect you to be waiting here as I arrive.’ The soldier tapped his watch as if to make his point clear, saluted, got back into the car and drove off.

      Celestina was alone in the heart of Berlin. There seemed to be no guards, nobody monitoring her. She could run away, but decided against it. She had no reason to believe she was in danger. If she ran away, she would definitely get into trouble and there was no way she could escape the country.

      And besides, she was curious to know who was planning what for her.

      

      Frank ordered another whisky. The last one for tonight. The girl in the red dress sang like a fallen angel, she was beautiful, perfect. She had style, something mysterious about her. Many girls were beautiful on the surface, but this one had so much more. Or so he told himself.

      Was she really a German? Would she be leaving Amsterdam in the coming days? Frank realised how little he knew about the singer he had been falling for in recent weeks.

      Marleen had a voice like no other. In a better world, she would have been a star.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Friday, 20 January

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            Celestina Reborn

          

        

      

    

    
      Celestina stood by the large window, overlooking the exquisitely clean streets, bustling with people going about their daily business. The grandeur of the buildings did little to hide where Germany was heading. It would become the greatest Empire the world had ever seen. The huge red banners with Swasticas made the city look like a modern version of Rome at the height of its power.

      ‘It’s beautiful in the most grotesque sense, don’t you think?’ Wilhelm Canaris entered the office, and she turned to face him. ‘Canaris,’ he said, and offered his hand.

      ‘It is impressive.’ She smiled at the tall, silver-haired diplomat. Like many men in his position, he had an aura of gentle authority.

      ‘Now, imagine this being bombarded.’

      ‘I don’t have to imagine. It is what I experienced last night.’

      ‘Imagine no building standing. No stone left on a stone, all will be torn down. It’ll make for a mountain of rubble.’

      ‘Quoting the Bible?’

      ‘Badly. I fear we are heading for some kind of apocalypse.’ He gestured towards a brown leather chair. ‘Thank you for coming. Have a seat.’

      ‘I didn’t really have a choice.’

      ‘Celestina always has a choice. I can’t imagine there is a man on this earth that can tell you what to do.’

      ‘There is nothing left for me in Barcelona. The war is lost. Time to move on, lick the wounds and never look back. Pick the next battle.’

      ‘And that is your choice. You sent us a message and here we are. What is your next battle?’

      ‘I didn’t send you a message. I don’t know who you are.’

      ‘Wilhelm Canaris, head of German Intelligence. We have people in Barcelona, as you may imagine. One of them spoke with you recently and you stated, in no uncertain terms, that you would do anything to get out of Spain.’

      ‘I haven’t been mingling with Nazis.’

      ‘Our people don’t advertise who they’re working for.’

      ‘So I spent a day nagging, and you sent a plane. I must be very special to you. I’m sure you are going to tell me why I am worthy of a plane ride across Europe.’

      ‘Spain was only the prelude. The proper show is about to begin.’

      ‘As head of German Intelligence, you should know. What does the future hold?’

      ‘War. It’s obvious. We’ve been lucky. We have annexed Austria and Czechoslovakia without a single shot being fired.’

      ‘I don’t believe in luck.’

      ‘Neither do I. Hitler has been unafraid of taking risks, while the French and English are being cowards.’

      ‘The French and English could have saved my country.’

      ‘They didn’t have the guts.’

      ‘And now shots will be fired?’

      ‘Obviously. Hitler has tasted success, and he wants more. There has to come a time when the world decides to stop him.’

      ‘I don’t think they will. They’d rather close their eyes and hope for the best.’

      ‘Unless
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