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Part One

January 1941



As 1941 dawned Nazi Germany dominated Western Europe. Britain was under siege. Bombers blitzed cities from the air, while U-boat packs preyed on merchant ships bringing vital supplies across the Atlantic.

The previous year, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill had given the order to ‘set Europe ablaze’, by creating the Special Operations Executive (SOE). The job of this secret army was to gather intelligence and plan sabotage operations inside Nazi-occupied Europe.

Besides a large headquarters staff based in London’s Baker Street, SOE set up secret training campuses throughout the country. The most controversial of these was situated at the edge of an artillery firing range deep in the English countryside. It was home to Espionage Research Unit B, under the operational command of Charles Henderson.

Henderson had already worked undercover in Nazi-occupied France. To complete his mission he had enlisted the help of four youngsters, and came to realise that children were valuable in undercover operations because adults didn’t suspect them.

Henderson’s original team comprised twelve-year-old French orphan Marc Kilgour, Paul Clarke, aged twelve, Paul’s thirteen-year-old sister Rosie and fifteen-year-old American fugitive PT Bivott.

When Henderson returned to Britain, he came under the command of SOE and began to recruit and train more boys for undercover operations in France.


CHAPTER ONE

‘Stand by yer beds!’ Evan Williams shouted. ‘Lights out in seven minutes.’

He was a small Welshman with one big eyebrow. Twenty-four boys lived in his dorm. They hurried barefoot over the cold lino, putting toothbrushes in foot lockers and draping towels over radiators before standing at the end of their metal-framed beds ready for inspection.

Each bed was immaculately made. Belongings had to be packed neatly inside a foot locker, with boots or plimsolls cleaned and resting on top in a ten-past-ten position.

‘Attention!’

Each boy snapped into a rigid position. Ankles together, eyes forward, shoulders back. Williams would have liked the boys to wear matching pyjamas, but clothing was short and newer arrivals wore whatever they’d brought with them.

‘Not bad,’ Williams said grudgingly as he passed the first pair of facing beds. At the next he reached under the mattress and dug two fingers between the rusted bed frame and mattress.

‘In the name of our lord!’ Williams gasped. His giant eyebrow fired upwards as he jabbed a rusty finger under the nose of a thirteen-year-old with curly brown hair and deep-set eyes.

Troy LeConte knew he was being fitted up: the beds were old and you could reach under any of them if you wanted rust stuck on your finger. It was Williams’ way of showing that he could get you, even if you stuck to all of his petty rules.

‘Well, LeConte?’ Williams demanded. ‘Cat got your tongue? What is this?’

Troy didn’t know the English word for rust, but reckoned a quick answer beat none at all. ‘It’s your finger, sir,’ he said, with a heavy French accent.

This raised cautious laughter from the other boys and Williams looked irritated.

‘I know it’s my finger, you stupid frog,’ he roared. ‘I’m asking you what’s on my finger.’

Troy went cross-eyed as Williams dabbed his chunky finger against the bridge of his nose.

‘I don’t know the word,’ Troy explained.

‘You little retard!’ Williams shouted, as he grabbed the neck hole of Troy’s string vest, yanked the lad forwards and cuffed him around the head. ‘Cold shower, five a.m.,’ he barked, before letting go and moving up to the next bed.

Troy rubbed his head before standing crisply back to attention. He hated Williams, but had seen plenty of lads come off worse during inspection. He turned his head as far as he dared, watching the relief on each boy’s face when Williams passed them by.

‘Mason LeConte,’ Williams said, when he was almost at the opposite end of the room. ‘Well, well, it seems stupidity runs in the family.’

Troy’s brother Mason was only eight, but that didn’t stop Williams from twisting his ear and yanking it up until he dangled on tiptoes.

‘The blankets are crooked, you stupid boy,’ Williams shouted, as Mason gave a howl that turned his older brother’s stomach.

Troy felt guilty as Williams ripped off his little brother’s sheets and blanket. Mason was the youngest in the dorm and Troy usually helped him before inspection, but he’d been sent upstairs to fetch candles by the night matron and had barely had time to make his own bed.

‘I’ve never seen such a shambles,’ Williams roared, as he took the metal lid from Mason’s foot locker and threw its contents across the floor. ‘Are you feeble-minded, boy?’

‘No, sir,’ the boy sobbed, as Williams upended Mason’s metal locker, then shook him violently by the shoulders.

‘This shoe-cleaning kit is filthy. Nothing is folded properly. Why is there mud on the sole of your plimsoll?’

After each sentence Williams jammed two fingers under Mason’s ribs, sending his body into a spasm.

‘Report to my office first thing,’ Williams yelled. ‘And cold showers for a week.’

‘No!’ Mason wailed, as he tried to wriggle away. ‘Leave me alone.’

Troy knew he’d come off badly if he interfered, but what kind of person stood and watched their little brother get bullied?

‘Unacceptable!’ Troy shouted, using the only appropriate English word he could think of as he stepped away from his bed and strode purposefully down the narrow room towards Williams. A couple of boys whispered cautions, and one even stepped into his path.

‘He’ll murder you,’ the boy warned.

‘Keep your head down, mate,’ another begged, but Troy marched on.

Troy imagined an heroic gesture: knocking Williams out with a punch to the jaw or slicing his head off with a sword. But reality found a thirteen-year-old dressed in baggy shorts and vest facing a grown man with fiery eyes and hobnail boots.

‘It seems I have a visitor,’ Williams said, cracking a demented smile as he shoved Mason back over the end of his bed. ‘What can we do for you?’

Troy was quaking, but couldn’t walk meekly back to his bed with all the other lads looking on.

‘He’s eight years old,’ Troy said. ‘Why not help, instead of hurting him?’

‘Or you’ll do what, big man?’ Williams taunted. ‘This is my dormitory. I make the rules.’

Troy had fought a few times in his thirteen years. He’d won more than he’d lost, but the punch he threw now wasn’t his best. It glanced off the fleshy part of Williams’ arm with barely enough force to rustle his shirt.

‘You dare raise a hand to me!’ Williams roared, as Troy found himself being thrown forwards over the end of Mason’s bed, with Williams wrenching his arm tight behind his back and his brother’s legs trapped beneath him. ‘George, Tom, deal with him.’

George and Tom were stocky lads of fifteen. They acted as snitches and enforcers for Williams, who let them bully and extort the younger lads in return.

‘Put them both down,’ Williams ordered, before pointing at Troy. ‘And make his trip an uncomfortable one.’

Troy didn’t know what being put down meant, but there were sadistic grins on George and Tom’s faces as they grabbed his arms and bundled him outside. After dragging Troy ten metres down a freezing corridor, they turned into an unlit cloakroom and shoved him in a corner with a coat hook digging into his back.

‘Fists up, you French weed,’ George grinned, as he made a boxing stance. The fifteen-year-old was bigger than his pyjamas and his muscular torso showed where his top was too small to button over his chest.

Troy raised his hands, but George was too strong. His first punch batted Troy’s defences aside. The second was an uppercut that smacked his lower jaw and made his teeth clatter.

‘I’ve got plenty more where that came from,’ George laughed, as he grabbed Troy around the neck, bent him over and brought his knee up into his guts.

Troy groaned and belched as his throat filled with burning stomach acid. George backed away after a couple more punches, only for Tom to drag Troy out of the corner and hook his ankle, sending him sprawling across the floor.

‘Stings, don’t it, froggy?’ Tom smiled.

Troy groaned as he rolled on to his back, then sat up, clutching his stomach and coughing.

‘We can do what we like to you now,’ George added. ‘Fancy raising your hands to Williams! You just signed your own death warrant.’

Troy was defenceless, lying in the dark with two heavyweights looming. He hurt in a dozen places and blood drizzled from his nose. Out in the corridor he heard wailing and saw Mason’s legs as Williams dragged him past the doorway.

George hitched Troy off the gritty lino, intending to knock him down again, but Williams called from the far end of the corridor.

‘Get Troy out here. I want to be in my room before Book at Bedtime comes on.’

A metal bolt thunked. With one hand grasping Mason’s neck, Williams booted a door open and bitter outdoor air rushed into the corridor. Troy finally understood what being put down meant as he was dragged barefoot on to the icy courtyard behind the building.

‘I’m not going down there,’ Mason sobbed as Williams lifted the hinged wooden flap that covered the entrance to the coal cellar. ‘Please don’t make me.’

‘It’s the only way you’ll learn,’ Williams shouted. ‘Now, sit on the edge and jump or I’ll throw you down.’

The coal was piled high at one corner of the cellar. Mason made the short drop on to the highest part of the mound and scrambled down over churning coal to an area of bare floor in the far corner.

‘Watch out for the rats,’ Tom teased. ‘They’ll gnaw your toes if you fall asleep.’

George was ready to shove Troy down into the cellar. ‘Hold up,’ Williams ordered. ‘Let’s have a look at him.’

Tom clamped a muscular arm around Troy’s waist. Williams moved up close and smiled, as Mason’s sobbing echoed out of the cellar below them.

‘I never did like Frenchies,’ Williams said, before slapping Troy hard across his right eye. ‘Throw him down.’

Troy’s head swirled from the blow as Tom let him go. George kicked Troy behind the knees, buckling his legs and sending him face first into the mound of coal. The wooden cellar door banged shut over his head, and Williams fixed a joist over the flaps to lock it.

‘Sleep tight, boys,’ Williams said nastily.

‘But don’t forget the rats,’ George added.

Mason stood with his back against an unplastered wall. It was pitch dark, his feet were in icy water and he shuddered, imagining bugs and spiders crawling all around him.

‘Troy?’ he said quietly, before erupting into a coughing fit as coal dust tickled the back of his throat.

Mason waited for the voices above to disappear before feeling his way back up the mound of freezing coal lumps. He sniffled as he rested a hand on Troy’s back, between his shoulder blades.

‘Troy?’ he said, tapping his hand warily. ‘What’s the matter, Troy? Are you dead?’


CHAPTER TWO

Air hissed and Marc Kilgour jolted as the hydraulically powered chair reclined, leaving a bright anglepoise lamp shining into his eyes. His fingertips dug anxiously into the leather armrests and his eyes watered as he studied the white ceiling and glass-fronted cupboards filled with sets of false teeth and scary dental implements.

Dr Helen Murray of Harley Street, London, specialised in child patients and serious dental injuries. She swung the light away from Marc and looked down on the twelve-year-old’s blue eyes and crudely cropped blond hair.

‘Nervous?’ she asked warmly, trying to put him at ease.

‘A bit,’ Marc admitted.

‘When did you last visit a dentist?’

Marc spoke with a French accent, but he had a gift for languages and you’d never have guessed that he’d been learning English for barely four months. ‘I lived at an orphanage in France,’ he explained. ‘The director would wind wire around your teeth and rip them out if you got toothache.’

‘We’re slightly more sophisticated here,’ Dr Murray told him. ‘I’ve got all the latest equipment from the United States. Now, show me those pearly whites.’

Marc opened wide, displaying a reasonable set of teeth with a missing front incisor.

‘I’ve seen much worse,’ Dr Murray said, as she took a highly polished sickle probe from her instrument tray. ‘But there’s a lot of decay at the back. You need to get in there with your brush and clean all the way to the back, otherwise you’ll end up with a mouthful of false teeth before you’re twenty.’

Marc shuddered with fear as the probe passed between his lips and gently touched his gum.

‘Curl your tongue back … That’s right. Now, does it feel numb when I press against it?’

‘Uh-huh,’ Marc agreed, as his mind flashed back to the Gestapo officer who’d ripped his tooth out the previous summer.

‘Do you remember the piece of root on the X-ray I showed you?’ Dr Murray asked, as she picked up an angled mirror with her other hand. ‘When that front tooth came out it was pulled so violently that the root snapped away near the base. The fragment has lodged in your gum and prevented the wound from healing properly. That’s why you’ve been getting discomfort.

‘Now I’m going to cut into the gum and take that fragment out. Unfortunately I’ve got to dig quite deep, but I’ll try to work as quickly as possible.’

Dr Murray’s assistant mopped sweat off Marc’s brow. The boy’s arms clenched as the dentist swung the lamp back towards his face.

‘Nice and wide then,’ she smiled. ‘I’m afraid this bit is going to be quite uncomfortable.’

Marc’s eyes streamed from the bright light but he managed to open them a fraction. His heart skipped as he saw the sharp edge of a scalpel blade hovering over tip of his nose.

*

Two miles away Charles Henderson sat in the more comfortable surroundings of the Empire and India club dining room in Pall Mall. The place had seen better days. The wood-panelled walls bore ancient paintings of maharajahs, while the stuffed bear by the door had a sad face and had lost most of its fur.

Both Henderson and his dining partner wore uniform. Henderson had the gold-cuffed blazer of a naval commander. His companion wore more utilitarian RAF garb, but bore the much superior rank of an Air Vice Marshal. Between them lay bowls of watery curry and a single mound of saffron rice.

‘Bloody awful.’ Henderson sucked a mouthful of lukewarm potato and stringy lamb from his spoon.

Air Vice Marshal Walker nodded. ‘The food at boarding school was better than this. What was your school by the way, Henderson?’

‘Burghley Road Grammar,’ Henderson admitted.

Walker raised one eyebrow. It was uncommon for someone from a working-class background to become a naval officer and rarer still for him to be accepted into a gentlemen’s club like the Empire and India.

Henderson felt the need to explain. ‘Married above my station,’ he said jovially. ‘My father-in-law put me up for club membership.’

‘Of course,’ Walker smiled, as he let his spoon do the nodding. ‘How is your wife? Joan, isn’t it?’

Henderson shifted awkwardly. ‘Eccentric,’ he explained. ‘We lost a daughter to tuberculosis and she’s never been herself since.’

‘Are you still living in Mayfair?’

Henderson shook his head. ‘The bombing played havoc with Joan’s nerves. We’ve let the place to a Jewish couple from Frankfurt and we’re living up at the training campus.’

‘Yes,’ Walker said, as he eyed something in his curry suspiciously. ‘These boys of yours, how has that been going?’

Henderson cracked a broad smile. ‘They’re great. I found a Japanese drill instructor in an internment camp, and he’s licking the boys into shape. We’ve got six trainees in the first batch and they’re shaping up wonderfully. Superintendent McAfferty is on the road recruiting more boys, to form our second unit.’

‘Does that look like a mouse dropping to you, Henderson?’ Walker asked, as he pulled a small brown pellet from his bowl.

‘I wouldn’t know, sir,’ said Henderson, as he tried not to smile. ‘If you’re going to eat the food here it’s best not to put too much thought into it. And to be fair, it hasn’t killed me yet.’

‘It’s spices, innit!’ a flabby waitress said as she loomed over the table and scowled at the wall clock. ‘What do you expect if you order this funny foreign muck? Now, if you want a sweet you’d better hurry up ’cos I’m off home before blackout and all the tables gotta be cleared ready for dinner.’

Walker flicked the brown pellet back into his curry and pushed the bowl away. ‘Perhaps you could send the sweet trolley over?’

The waitress grunted. ‘There’s spotted dick or fruit crumble. We haven’t had a sweet trolley since four months back.’

‘What kind of fruit?’ Henderson asked, and immediately regretted it.

‘The kind that comes in a big tin marked fruit.’

Walker held his stomach. ‘Do you know, I suddenly feel rather full? I’ll just have some coffee.’

The waitress pointed towards a table at the back of the room. ‘In the pot, self service.’

Henderson and Walker both laughed as the waitress waddled away with their plates.

‘The staff here are appalling,’ Walker said grinning. ‘Whatever happened to our white-gloved waiters and silver service?’

‘Off fighting the Boche,’ Henderson smiled. ‘Speaking of which, I was rather hoping that you could help me cut through some red tape. My boys will need parachute training if they’re going to infiltrate occupied France, but the RAF parachute training school is throwing up all kinds of barriers.’

Walker paused to take this in. ‘Listen, Henderson,’ he said firmly. ‘Frankly, myself and several others at the Special Operations Executive feel that this whole scheme of yours to train up boys for undercover work is rather far-fetched.

‘You have more experience of working undercover in France than anyone else. We feel you should be at headquarters in Baker Street coordinating operations. I’d like you to become my second-in-command. That’s a two-rank promotion and you’d be running all undercover operations in the occupied portion of France.’

Henderson was dealing with a senior officer and had to reply tactfully. ‘Sir, if those are my orders I’ll report to headquarters and do the best job I can. But with the greatest respect, I’m a field agent not an administrator. Meetings bore me and bureaucracy tends to rub me up the wrong way.’

‘I’d hoped you wouldn’t say that,’ Walker said stiffly. ‘But rather suspected you would.’

‘Square peg in the proverbial round hole, I’m afraid, sir.’

‘You’re really convinced that training up boys to work undercover is going to give us an edge?’

‘Absolutely no doubt in my mind, sir,’ Henderson said firmly. ‘Do you think you’ll be able to put in a word about the parachute training?’

Walker pushed his chair back from the table slightly and sighed. ‘You’re a good man, Henderson, but I’m not the only one with doubts about your scheme. The intelligence services have very limited resources and I’m not at all convinced that we should expend them on parachute training for twelve-year-olds who are emotionally unsuited for undercover operations.’

Henderson was dismayed by this sudden turn of events. He felt short of air and tugged at his collar. ‘Sir,’ he said anxiously, ‘the operation I led against the invasion barges was a huge success. The children I used behaved superbly and their youth was an advantage because the Nazis didn’t suspect them. We had a letter from the minister indicating that the Prime Minister himself approved …’

Now Walker sounded irritated. ‘Commander, I’m well aware of the circumstances surrounding the formation of your unit. However, many people have the ear of the Prime Minister and his decisions are not irrevocable. Is that clear?’

‘Yes, sir,’ Henderson nodded, struggling to contain his anger.

‘At present, I’m not prepared to authorise parachute training or any other additional resources for Espionage Research Unit B and I further warn you that the entire future of your unit is under review.’

‘Sir, could I ask that my unit at least be given a chance to prove itself ? I know resources are scarce, but we’re close to having an operational espionage unit that could give the Boche a bloody nose. At least let me speak to the people conducting this review.’

Walker stood up and threw down the napkin that had been on his lap. ‘Your little unit is a ridiculous distraction,’ he said. ‘If you are to play any part in the review process, you’ll be informed in due course. Now I have to get back to Baker Street.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Henderson said.

As Air Vice Marshal Walker headed across the thick carpet and out towards the cloakroom, Henderson loosened his collar, rubbed his reddened brow and wondered how to save his unit.


CHAPTER THREE

Troy looked up. His one good eye sensed that the light coming down through cracks in the wooden doors was starting to fade. By his calculation they’d been in the cellar for eighteen hours. They’d had a couple of visits from boys coming through the small metal side door to take up buckets of coal, and one of the cooks had brought them a tin of water and a paper bag filled with vegetable scraps.

‘Stop rubbing your eyes,’ Troy warned, speaking in French. ‘You’ll make it worse.’

Mason took his blackened hand out of his eye, apparently close to tears again. ‘I can’t help it,’ he whined. ‘It hurts.’

The dust from the coal tickled throats and burned eyes. It crept inside their clothes, making everything itch, and sharp fragments on the floor had cut their feet.

‘How much longer?’ Mason groaned, as he threw a piece of coal against the metal door.

‘I don’t know,’ Troy said.

‘How long is it now?’

Troy sighed. ‘They put us down here at bedtime last night. Now it’s getting dark, so it must be nearly four o’clock.’

Mason counted on his fingers. ‘Almost a whole day,’ he said finally. ‘They must come and get us out soon.’

‘They might keep us here for a week for all we know,’ Troy said irritably. ‘And stop asking the exact same questions. You’re driving me insane.’

‘We should run away when we get out,’ Mason said.

‘And go where?’ Troy asked angrily. ‘We’re in the middle of Wales. It’s snowy outside, we’ve got no money and we’ll stick out a mile because of our accents.’

‘I can talk,’ Mason suggested. ‘My English is better than yours.’

‘Why didn’t you make your bed properly?’ Troy asked. ‘I’ve shown you twenty times. It’s not that hard.’

‘It’s not my fault we ended up down here,’ Mason said. ‘You hit Mr Williams.’

‘Shut up,’ Troy snapped. ‘I was trying to help you.’

Mason shook his head and sent another piece of coal clanging against the metal door.

‘If you keep doing that they’ll come down from the kitchens and belt us,’ Troy warned.

‘I’m running away,’ Mason said defiantly. ‘I’d rather freeze than live here.’

*

Superintendent Eileen McAfferty was greatly relieved as she spotted the sign through the windscreen of her small Austin: Hay-on-Wye Approved School. She would have arrived much earlier, but for accidents blocking an icy road and the fact that every signpost in Britain had been taken down to prevent German invaders from knowing where they were.

McAfferty turned the black car through a brick arch and gravel plinked against the underside as she cruised towards the main entrance. The red Victorian brick was reminiscent of her own Glasgow school, except that out here it didn’t get blackened with soot. The gardens seemed well looked after, while the blanket of snow over the playing fields and parade ground gave the place an air of serenity.

It was less pleasant inside. The main door creaked, revealing a high corridor lit with bare bulbs. The smell was a mix of boys and overcooked greens.

‘Is anybody here?’ McAfferty asked, as she rubbed hands that had stiffened around her steering wheel. ‘Hello, hello!’

As her Scottish accent ricocheted off the walls a petite secretary came out of a doorway. ‘No visiting our boys today,’ she said brusquely.

But she tailed off when she saw McAfferty’s navy uniform. ‘I tried to telephone,’ McAfferty explained. ‘I’m looking for two boys with the surname LeConte.’

‘Are you a relative?’ the woman asked. ‘Because only relatives can visit. You must write a letter and come during authorised visiting times.’

‘I’m on military business,’ McAfferty explained. ‘I’ve been trying to track these boys down for some time.’

‘The French boys,’ the woman nodded, adopting a warmer tone. ‘They live in Mr Williams’ dorm, I believe. I expect they’ll be out on their run, but I can fetch Mr Williams. He’ll be at afternoon tea in the lounge.’

‘I see,’ McAfferty said. ‘So this is a correctional facility? A young person’s prison if you like?’

‘That’s right,’ the woman nodded. ‘We don’t lock them up in cells, but boys are sent here by the courts.’

‘So how did the LeConte boys end up here? I’m not aware that they did anything criminal.’

‘Special circumstances,’ the woman explained. ‘We’re a facility for delinquents, but we had beds to spare and with the war and all the children being evacuated from London, we’ve taken some ordinary evacuees.’

McAfferty clearly didn’t approve. ‘The younger boy is only eight, I believe.’

‘Mason,’ the woman nodded. ‘He’s one of our youngest. It was thirteen to seventeen during peacetime.’

Williams took his time emerging from a staff lounge less than ten metres from the entrance. He was shorter than McAfferty, but instantly adopted a bullying tone.

‘It’s quite impossible for you to see the LeConte boys today,’ he explained curtly. ‘They’re out on exercises with the sports master. Then we have dinner and evening work. You can’t just turn up here. We have rules.’

McAfferty’s lips thinned. ‘I can wait for them to come back from their run, but I’ve driven a considerable distance and have no intention of leaving before I’ve seen them.’

Williams seemed sly, but McAfferty had no idea what he was trying to hide.

‘What exactly is your business here?’ Williams asked. ‘Why the great interest in these boys?’

‘They speak French,’ McAfferty explained. ‘Which makes them useful to us for war work. You should have received a letter, and I tried to call ahead but your telephone appears to be out of order.’

‘We’ve received no such letter,’ Williams said abruptly, but the receptionist stole his thunder.

‘Our phone line came down under the weight of snow and hasn’t been repaired,’ she explained. ‘But we did receive a letter, I believe. I remember passing it on to the warden.’

McAfferty’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Then I’ll see the warden.’

‘He’s away,’ Williams said triumphantly, as the receptionist disappeared back into the office. ‘The warden is a local councilman and he’s attending a meeting in Newport. You’ll have to come back when he returns on Friday.’

‘Mr Williams,’ McAfferty said firmly, ‘why do I get the impression that you’re doing everything in your power to stop me speaking with these boys?’

‘We have procedures, madam,’ Williams said importantly. ‘This is a correctional facility, there are rules and security regulations.’

‘For inmates sent here by court order,’ McAfferty said. ‘But these boys are evacuees. They’ve done nothing wrong.’

‘We treat them all the same,’ Williams said.

McAfferty looked astonished. ‘You mean to say that you mix ordinary evacuated children in with hardened thugs and ruffians?’

Before Williams could answer, the receptionist had emerged from the office holding a typed letter.

‘Here it is,’ she said. ‘The warden made a note to say that you’re welcome to meet with the boys and that he has no issue with your taking them away if they suit your requirements.’

McAfferty saw that the receptionist was being diplomatic. The warden had actually scrawled, Tell her she can have as many of the little buggers as she likes, whatever she wants them for.

‘That’s settled then,’ McAfferty smiled, as she glanced at her watch. ‘I’ll need to interview the boys and make a decision about them. I have a long drive home, so if I could see them as soon as possible.’

Williams’ face was going red and desperation was etched in his brow. ‘Right … I suppose that’s it then,’ he said slowly. ‘I’ll go fetch ’em indoors, but it’ll take a few minutes to get them in shape.’

McAfferty smiled. ‘They can be in whatever shape you like, Mr Williams. I’m not going to faint just because they’ve got a bit of the countryside stuck to their legs.’

*

‘Someone’s coming,’ Mason said, as he backed warily towards the coal heap.

The metal door at the side of the cellar clanked open and the brothers jolted as Williams stormed in. He was aggressive as ever, but the boys sensed a lack of his usual confidence.

‘Some woman is here to see you,’ Williams barked. ‘So you’re going upstairs and you’re going to scrub up fast. If you dare to open your big mouths I’ll shut ’em permanently.’

The air felt wonderfully dust free as Williams led the brothers through a sweltering boiler room. Troy clutched his ribs and tried opening his swollen eye as Williams led them up a set of spiral stairs to the kitchen.

Williams’ behaviour became even more curious when, instead of taking the blackened pair directly across the main hallway to the showers, he led them out of a side door, around the outside of the building and into the shower block via a path covered with muddy footprints that led in from the playing fields.

‘Strip those rags off,’ Williams ordered as he reached up and turned the showers on full blast.

As hot water from a dozen nozzles steamed off the tiles, the boys grabbed pieces of soap from a tiled ledge before diving under the spray and enjoying the warmth.

Troy squeezed his eyes tightly as the coal dust came out of his hair. The water around their feet turned dark as black streaks ran down their skin. The steam was also relief for choked lungs and both lads let water into their mouths and swooshed it around to clear out the dust.

‘Scrub it all,’ Williams ordered. ‘Under your nails, behind your ears and get a good lather in your hair. I’ll be back in two minutes and I want you both sparkling.’

As Williams rushed outside, Mason looked up at his brother. ‘Do you think he’s in trouble for leaving us down there?’ he whispered.

Despite bruised ribs and a swollen eye, Troy smiled. ‘Maybe the warden came back early and yelled at him,’ he whispered. ‘Step over here, I’ll help you wash your hair.’

‘This water is so lovely and hot,’ Mason smiled, as he studied the cuts and grazes that the coal fragments had left on his arms and legs.

‘Close your eyes,’ Troy said, as he began rubbing his bar of soap against Mason’s head.

Once the lather was out of Mason’s hair, the water halted abruptly and Williams threw grubby towels at them.

‘Dry up, quick smart,’ he ordered, as he glanced through the steam to make sure that the boys were thoroughly clean. Their toenails had black crescents beneath them and there were a few areas where Troy wasn’t perfectly scrubbed, but they’d look acceptable once they were dressed.

‘I got you fresh clothes,’ Williams said, trying to sound kind for the first time ever.

When they’d towelled off, the brothers were startled to see gleaming white vests and boxer shorts along with clean brown overalls and almost-new boots.

‘Now remember: listen to what the lady says and keep your mouths shut unless she asks a direct question.’

McAfferty was waiting for Troy and Mason at a teacher’s desk in an empty classroom. The two boys sat down in the front row, while Williams hovered at the door. Mason’s overalls were meant for a teenager and Troy helped him roll up his sleeves.

‘My goodness,’ McAfferty said, looking at Troy’s swollen eye. ‘What happened there?’

Williams answered for him. ‘Always getting in fights, that one. He needs strong discipline.’

Troy nodded submissively before speaking in weak English. ‘I know that I shouldn’t have fought,’ he said.

McAfferty turned towards the door and spoke sternly. ‘Make sure you close the door firmly on your way out, Mr Williams.’ Once he’d left, she leaned towards the boys and switched to French. ‘Seems a dodgy character, that one.’

Troy and Mason were relieved to hear their native language, even if McAfferty’s Scottish accent wasn’t exactly straight from the boulevards of Paris.

‘Troy, I’ve been led to believe that you acted with extraordinary bravery during the evacuation of Dunkirk,’ McAfferty smiled.

‘It wasn’t that big a deal,’ Troy answered, as he looked down at himself, feeling slightly embarrassed. ‘My father had a sailing boat and I helped him. It was what any boy would do.’

‘But your father was killed,’ McAfferty added.

Troy nodded, as Mason played with his rolled-up sleeve.

‘And then you sailed back to France on your own, collecting Mason from your home and sailing eleven more soldiers back to Britain while under heavy fire.’

Troy shrugged modestly and stifled his smile.

‘I think he was a hero,’ Mason said quietly.

‘I heard your story from a gentleman at the Free French embassy in London,’ McAfferty explained. ‘But nobody knew where you’d ended up. With so many children evacuated to the countryside it’s taken two months of letters and phone calls to track you down. I feel very bad that after everything you did you’ve been shipped off to a place like this.’

‘It’s not that horrible,’ Troy shrugged, but Mason tapped his brother’s arm and scowled angrily.

‘It’s the worst place in the world,’ Mason blurted. ‘Williams beat us and locked us up with the coal, just because I made my bed wonky.’

Troy shushed his brother. Although Williams didn’t speak French, Troy was sure he’d be listening outside the door and Mason’s whiny tone made it obvious that he was complaining.

‘He did what?’ McAfferty said indignantly. ‘How long did he lock you away for?’

Troy glowered furiously at Mason, and then kept his voice low as he answered. ‘Since last night, but please don’t let Williams know that we told you. Once you’re gone he’ll kill us.’

‘You’ll not stay one more night here,’ McAfferty said angrily as she shot up from the desk. ‘I have an opportunity for French heroes like you, Troy. Whether or not you accept my offer, I think it’s best that you both leave immediately with me.’

‘Opportunity?’ Troy asked.

‘I belong to an organisation called the Espionage Research Unit,’ McAfferty explained. ‘We’re based a few hours’ drive from here. We’re training boys like you to work undercover inside occupied France. It’s dangerous work and the training is tough, but you’re exactly the kind of lad we’re looking for.’

‘What about me?’ Mason asked. ‘Can I join in?’

‘You’re a little young right now,’ McAfferty said. ‘But we already have a couple of younger children and if the war lasts long enough, you’ll be allowed to train when you’re older.’

Mason seemed excited, but Troy was more reserved. ‘So it’s my decision? I can come and look, but I don’t have to join.’

‘Exactly,’ McAfferty nodded. ‘And no matter what you decide, I promise that I’ll never send you back to this awful place.’

Troy didn’t fully understand why McAfferty wanted to take him away, and her arrival was such a surprise that he half expected to wake up back in the coal cellar and find it was all a dream.

‘You’ll need your outdoor coats, plus gloves if you have them,’ McAfferty said as she moved towards the classroom door. ‘It’s a long drive and the heater in my car isn’t much good in this kind of weather.’

Williams stood out in the corridor. He didn’t speak French, but had followed the gist of what was going on.

‘He’s a right little liar, that one,’ Williams said, pointing an accusing finger at Troy. ‘He’s only ever been punished for good reason. You’ll be better off leaving him here.’

McAfferty scowled at Williams and, finding it impossible to come up with words that properly conveyed her rage, she slapped him hard on the cheek.

‘These boys are worth a hundred of you,’ she said furiously. ‘And I’ll be writing a formal letter of complaint to the warden, you disgraceful little man.’

McAfferty wasn’t a strong woman, but her anger had fuelled the slap and Williams looked utterly stunned as he stumbled back against the corridor wall. She took a deep breath and looked down at Troy and Mason.

‘Fetch your belongings quickly,’ she said. ‘And find some blankets for the journey. I’m going to get my car started and I’ll meet you out front.’

Williams scowled at McAfferty as Troy and Mason belted off towards their dormitory, wearing huge smiles. But he didn’t utter another word.


CHAPTER FOUR

Marc leaned against a railing outside the dentist’s surgery, waiting for Henderson with increasing irritation. His mouth and the bottom part of his nose tingled with numbness. His hands were buried in the pockets of his short trousers to ward off the frost while his chin was stained purple with the iodine painted around his mouth to prevent infection.

Like all of London, Harley Street was on a war footing. Street fixtures from kerbstones to tree trunks had been whitewashed to make them more visible during the nightly blackout. Glass panes were criss-crossed with tape to stop them shattering and sandbags had been built up around doors. The cars and trucks that sped by had white bumpers and masks over the headlamps which reduced their output to a narrow slit.

It was only half past three, but the doctors’ surgeries for which Harley Street was famous closed early, enabling the medical men to drive their Rovers and Jaguars to the comparative safety of the outer suburbs before it got dark. Marc would be spending a night in London for the first time since the Blitz began and the exodus of smartly dressed men and their warmly wrapped nurses and receptionists made him anxious.

Where was Henderson?

Marc knew Henderson had arranged lunch with Air Vice Marshal Walker, but he’d promised to pick him up from the dentist by three at the absolute latest.

It was nearer to four when the lights in the hallway behind Marc went off. Dr Murray emerged with a bunch of keys and turned the mortise lock in the front door.

‘Is he still not here?’ Murray asked with surprise. ‘You could have waited in reception, poppet. You must be frozen stiff.’

‘Poppet?’ Marc said, confused.

Dr Murray laughed. ‘It’s an English expression. Like sweetheart, or dearest.’

‘Oh,’ Marc said. ‘Don’t worry anyway, he’s probably just got caught up in a meeting or something.’

‘Do you know where he is?’ Murray asked. ‘I could go back inside and telephone.’

Marc shook his head. ‘He’ll be here soon, I’m sure.’

‘Remember, no biting at the front of your mouth or you’ll reopen the cut,’ Dr Murray said, before crossing the street and getting into her tan-coloured Wolseley saloon.

As the skies darkened, Marc started to lose the feeling in his freezing toes and the streets became ominously quiet. Henderson had clearly forgotten and Marc decided to make his own way back to their room at the Empire and India club.

He was retracing the route he’d walked with Henderson earlier in the day, but the blackout made things confusing. A tin-hatted air-raid warden set Marc right when he asked for directions and, after a brief stop to glimpse between the sandbags into the unlit windows of Hamleys toy store, he reached the front of Henderson’s Pall Mall club.

The snooty doorman assumed that Marc was some kind of street urchin trying to sneak in and steal food, but after he’d insisted that he was staying in room seventy-three with a club member, a steward was sent upstairs to investigate his story.

‘Marco Polo, my old mate!’ Henderson slurred, as he swaggered down the thickly carpeted staircase, leaning heavily on the banister and with a tuft of his shirt poking out of his unzipped fly. ‘I’m sorry, old bean. I forgot all about you.’

‘Looks like you’ve been enjoying yourself,’ Marc said sourly. ‘Good meeting?’

Marc didn’t get a reply straight away because the doorman politely but insistently told Henderson to take himself into the bathroom and improve his appearance in line with club rules.

Marc followed Henderson and the whiff of booze into the bathroom. He’d been out in the cold for ages and his fingers were so stiff that he struggled to get his trousers unbuttoned.

‘I hate stupid short trousers,’ Marc complained, as he started to pee. ‘The wind shoots up the legs.’

‘English boys wear short trousers until they’re at least thirteen and a half,’ Henderson grinned, as he looked in the mirror patting down his hair. ‘We have a fine tradition of making our children suffer. But seriously, I’m sorry I forgot to pick you up. How’s your mouth?’

‘Bleeding a bit,’ Marc said. ‘And it throbs now the injection’s wearing off. So did the Air Vice Marshal approve? Are we getting our parachute training?’

Although he was drunk, Henderson considered his answer carefully. Marc was one of six agents undergoing espionage training and morale could collapse if news spread that the unit’s future was under review, with a strong likelihood of it being shut down.

‘Walker wasn’t much use,’ Henderson replied tactfully. ‘He said I should continue trying to arrange your parachute training through proper RAF channels.’

Marc sighed as he shook himself off and moved towards the sink to wash his hands. ‘But on the train down here, you said Superintendent McAfferty had already tried everything. You said your meeting with Walker was critical.’

‘You’re a sharp little bugger, aren’t you?’ Henderson laughed, as his voice became loud. ‘No pulling the wool over Marc’s eyes, eh? Air Vice Marshal Walker’s a pissant pen-pusher. A bureaucrat! He’s been in charge of the Special Operations Executive for eight months and all they’ve done is push bits of paper around. Walker is incapable of seeing the benefits of anything that he can’t fit into a vellum file.’

Marc looked warily towards the bathroom door, fearing that Henderson’s rant would attract the sniffy doorman. ‘Why don’t you keep your voice down?’ he said nervously. ‘You can’t hit the bottle and give up on everything. If you’d done that in France we’d both be dead.’

‘This is different,’ Henderson explained. ‘On operations it’s you and your wits fighting for survival. I can play that game. But you can’t beat bureaucrats. They clamp down with their fangs and suck your lifeblood.’

‘Calm down,’ Marc said soothingly. ‘We’ll have a snooze up in our room and talk it over with McAfferty when we get home tomorrow.’

Henderson gave Marc a warm smile. ‘You’re like the son I’ve never had, you know that?’

Marc was an orphan and the remark meant a lot to him, but it would have meant a lot more if Henderson hadn’t been roaring drunk.

‘Come to the bar,’ Henderson smiled, as he headed out of the bathroom, barging into the door and crashing it noisily against the wall. ‘We can get pissed together.’

‘I’m twelve,’ Marc pointed out.

Henderson’s wild laugh drew a withering scowl from the doorman as he stumbled back upstairs with Marc in tow.

‘I know the sniffy look on that pompous ass’s face,’ Henderson said loudly, as they reached the stuffed rhino’s head mounted on the first landing. ‘He’ll have me up before the committee on charges of ungentlemanly behaviour.’

Henderson stopped and gave a salute to nobody in particular before starting up towards the next floor. Marc begged him to go upstairs and rest, but Henderson insisted on heading back to the first-floor bar.

Marc felt horrible when he reached their room on the fourth floor. It was spartan and cramped, with two narrow bunk beds against the wall. There was a dilapidated sink and a grimy window which gave a moonlit view over St James’ Square. The only consolation was that the heat rose upwards to this top floor and the warmth was wonderful after standing outside for so long.

Marc caught sight of his face in the mirror and decided to clean off the caked blood and iodine, but the maid who’d straightened the beds had taken the hand towel and not replaced it. He remembered seeing a pile of towels in the shower and toilet down the hall, so he took a short walk and grabbed one.

‘Good god, boy!’ an elderly fellow roared from behind as Marc headed back to the room. ‘This is an outrage!’

Marc turned to see a man with a neat ginger moustache charging out of the bathroom behind him. He wore an army officer’s trousers and a white vest and his cheeks were lathered with shaving foam.

Marc was startled by the shout and instinctively reverted to his native French as he turned around, ‘Pardon, monsieur?’

‘What the devil do you think you’re doing, boy?’ the officer roared. His voice was loud and boy came out like a bullet out of a gun.

‘There’s no towel in my room,’ Marc explained.

‘What?’ the officer yelled. ‘Speak up, speak up.’

Marc realised that the officer was deaf. ‘No towel,’ he repeated loudly, before pointing at the door of his room. ‘The maid took it away.’

‘That’s a bath towel,’ the officer said, as he ripped it from Marc’s hand. ‘Not to be removed from the bathrooms under any circumstance under club regulation fourteen, paragraph nine F.’

Marc couldn’t understand why the elderly officer was so concerned, but apparently he regarded towel theft as a crime comparable to rape or murder.

‘I just wanted to wash my face,’ Marc explained.

‘French, aren’t you?’ the officer said suspiciously.

‘Oui, monsieur,’ Marc said.

The officer’s look of contempt suggested that being French was one of the few things in the world more serious than taking a towel.

‘You can wash your bloody face in that bathroom and use the towel in that bathroom. But you can’t take a towel away! What’s the matter with you, boy?’

What’s the matter with you? Marc thought to himself, but he didn’t say anything.

Marc remembered what Henderson had said a few moments earlier about pen-pushers and petty-minded bureaucrats and this fellow seemed to be a perfect example.

‘I’ll wash in the bathroom then,’ Marc said, shaking his head with contempt as he walked back down the hallway and stood in front of a sink undoing the top buttons of his shirt.


CHAPTER FIVE

In the first six months after Britain declared war on Germany more people died as a result of blackout regulations banning outdoor lights after darkness than were killed in combat. Things improved as people adapted, but driving remained precarious, especially in snow and ice.

Superintendent McAfferty had hoped to be on familiar ground before dark, but getting lost earlier in the day meant that she had to make the entire drive through the blackout.

Troy and Mason huddled together under blankets in the back seats, their breath turning to steam in the unheated air. McAfferty drove in a stooped position, squinting at the road with her nose almost touching the windscreen.

It was easy to lose concentration. Fortunately the boys kept her alert, by babbling away in French. Mason told McAfferty everything, from their mother dying shortly after his birth to their cruel treatment by Mr Williams.

It was gone seven when McAfferty stopped at a guard post, with a wooden gate blocking the road ahead. Troy raised an eyebrow when he spotted a yellow-and-black sign with thunderbolts painted on it.



THIS AREA IS NOW A RESTRICTED
MILITARY ZONE



DANGER FROM UNEXPLODED SHELLS



TRESPASSERS WILL BE SHOT



‘Home, sweet home,’ McAfferty said cheerfully as the guard raised the gate and the little Austin puttered onwards.

The next few hundred metres took them up a gravel road. The trees beside it were interrupted occasionally by the ruins of cottages that had been on the wrong end of artillery shells. A sharp left took them into an evacuated village, with boards covering most doors and windows. The only occupied buildings were a sizeable farmhouse and an adjacent school building.

McAfferty parked between these two buildings and told the boys to be careful not to slip as they walked up the icy front path and through the unlocked front door of the house. After shutting the door behind herself, McAfferty sat at the bottom of the stairs and began unlacing her shoes as the boys stamped feet and rubbed their hands to get warm.

‘Oh, me feet are killing me,’ McAfferty sighed, before shouting out. ‘Anybody home?’

The shout caused a skinny-legged boy to bolt out from a conservatory at the back of the house. He wore baggy white shorts and a blue-and-white striped rugby shirt that was much too big for him.

‘Keep the noise down,’ the boy said anxiously. ‘Mrs Henderson’s asleep. She’s got one of her headaches and she’s in a mood.’

‘Oh we don’t want to upset Mrs Henderson, do we, Paul?’ McAfferty smiled.

Paul looked at the two new arrivals. ‘Mrs Henderson’s a bit moody,’ he explained, as he pointed up at the ceiling toward the bedroom directly above.

‘You seem to be running nicely,’ McAfferty noted. ‘Is your ankle better?’

Paul shifted uncomfortably. ‘It’s mostly better,’ he stuttered. ‘But I still get twinges and that.’

McAfferty aimed her hand at the two new arrivals and made a formal introduction. ‘Paul, I’d like you to meet our new potential recruit, Troy LeConte, and his younger brother, Mason. Troy, Mason, this is Paul Clarke, one of our more reluctant trainees.’

Paul smirked guiltily at McAfferty’s description, as he shook Troy and Mason’s hands. ‘Good to meet you,’ he said politely.

‘Paul, I’m going to make Troy and Mason something hot to eat. Perhaps while I’m cooking you could take them across to the school building and introduce them to the others?’

Paul pointed back towards the conservatory he’d emerged from a few moments earlier. ‘I’ve got to finish feeding for Mrs Henderson first. I’m halfway through and I don’t want to get it mixed up.’

‘Ahh,’ McAfferty smiled. ‘OK then, why don’t you introduce Troy and Mason to our eight-legged residents, then you can take them across to meet the gang after they’ve eaten?’

‘What are you making?’ Paul asked. ‘I’m pretty famished myself.’

‘I’ll look in the cupboard,’ McAfferty said. ‘I’ll do something quick. Mushrooms on toast, or bacon. Do you boys like bacon?’

Troy nodded eagerly. ‘We haven’t eaten since our dinner last night.’

‘Need feeding up then.’ McAfferty grinned. ‘And how Paul can eat so much and stay so skinny I’ll never know.’

As McAfferty headed into the kitchen Troy and Mason followed Paul down the hallway and into a ramshackle conservatory at the back of the house. A pair of paraffin heaters filled the space with a sweet smell and kept the temperature close to thirty-five centigrade.

Along the walls lay glass cages. Mason approached and got a fright as he saw a huge hairy-legged spider sitting on the sawdust floor beneath a rotting tree stump.

‘Wow!’ Mason gasped. ‘What are these things?’

‘Tarantulas mostly,’ Paul explained. ‘That’s Mavis, a cobalt blue. You see how the legs and body are bluish and reflect the light?’

‘Can you take him out?’ Troy asked.

‘Her,’ Paul corrected, as he shook his head. ‘The males are smaller and quite dull-looking. You wouldn’t want to handle Mavis. Some spiders only look scary, but cobalt blues are mad. She’ll go crazy for no reason. Her poison isn’t deadly but her fangs are a third of an inch long.’

‘Where’s the biggest one?’ Mason asked as he moved along the cages, closely followed by Troy.

‘The goliath at the bottom is biggest,’ Paul explained. ‘But she hides inside her piece of pipe all the time. Mrs Henderson traps dormice in the fields and gives her one every two or three days.’

‘Why are they here?’ Troy asked.

‘Mrs Henderson worked in the insect house at London Zoo,’ Paul explained. ‘When the war started they were told to kill all the dangerous animals like snakes and scorpions.’

‘Why?’ Mason asked.

‘Well, if a bomb hit the zoo the poisonous animals could escape. But Mrs Henderson didn’t want to all her spiders to die, so she smuggled some of them out. At first she kept them at her flat in London, but now they’re all up here.’

As Paul said this he opened a jam jar filled with live crickets and shook a few into a cage populated by a colony of small orange-legged spiders. After doing this he opened a notebook and logged the time, the cage number and exactly what he’d fed them.

‘You can give a worm to Maxine if you like,’ Paul told Mason. ‘She’s a baby Mexican fireleg. Not very aggressive, but she’s got special hairs on her body that’ll make your skin burn if you touch her.’

‘Eww,’ Mason said, shuddering as Paul plucked a bright-pink earthworm out of a compost drum by the back door and dropped it into the younger boy’s palm.

‘She’s quick, so I’ll take the lid off the cage and you drop it straight in,’ Paul explained, as the worm curled up in Mason’s palm. ‘Ready?’

To everyone’s disappointment, Maxine moved towards the worm but only tapped it disinterestedly before retreating back to the other side of the cage.

‘We’re worried about her,’ Paul explained. ‘Mrs Henderson says the fireleg is a desert spider. The humidity in here is too high for her.’

‘Will she die?’ Troy asked.

‘We’re trying to set up another room that’s hot and dry, maybe in one of the empty cottages,’ Paul explained. ‘The trouble is, the rooms have to be kept warm all the time so you need a fireplace, but you also need sunshine, and Mr Henderson is cross about having one room with spiders in, let alone setting up another one.’

But Troy and Mason had lost interest. They’d caught the smell of bacon and eggs wafting from the kitchen and McAfferty was calling out for someone to come and butter some bread.


CHAPTER SIX

Marc retired to the top bunk after his wash, but he found it hard to relax. He was worried about Henderson, and the blood seeping from his wounded mouth into the back of his throat meant he had to sit up and spit every couple of minutes. After ruling out sleep, Marc squatted by the small window with the light out, peeking behind the blackout curtain.

German bombs were hitting the City of London and the docks several miles to the east, but his window looked north, so although he could hear explosions all he could see were the occasional fire engines rattling through St James’s Square and the vague silhouettes of two elderly men stationed as lookouts on the roof of an office building across the square.

A knock on the door startled Marc and he stubbed his toe painfully on the bedside chest as he crossed the small room in darkness. A slim girl stood at the doorway. No older than seventeen, she wore a black dress with a frilled apron and held a wooden tray on which were placed a steaming bowl of tomato soup and a side plate with slices of cheese and bread with the crusts removed.

‘Commander Henderson thought you might be hungry,’ the girl explained, as Marc flicked the light switch by the door. ‘Shall I put it on the bunk for you?’

Marc hadn’t given food much thought, but his stomach growled when his nose caught the steam rising off the soup.

‘On the bed, yes,’ he said, feeling awkward as he became conscious that he was wearing only socks and underpants. ‘Did you speak with Mr Henderson? I mean, did he seem OK?’

The girl smiled. ‘Your father gave me some money and told me to bring you something decent that was easy to eat.’

‘He’s not actually my dad,’ Marc said. ‘I’m an orphan and he sort of looks after me.’

‘Ahh,’ the girl smiled. ‘That’s sweet. He seemed like a nice man, though I got the impression that he’s had rather a lot to drink.’

‘He’s had a rough day,’ Marc said, as he sampled the soup. ‘Hot!’ he yelped, as he sucked the first mouthful off the spoon. ‘But it tastes nice.’

‘Good,’ the girl said. ‘Leave your tray outside the room when you’ve finished and I’ll come back and pick it up. And I hope your mouth feels better tomorrow.’

‘My mouth will feel better than Mr Henderson’s head, I bet,’ Marc said, and the girl laughed as she closed the door.

The soup was tasty and as Marc sat on the lower bunk he broke off tiny pieces of bread and cheese, chewing them slowly and avoiding the front of his mouth.

He’d been suffering with the fragment of broken tooth for four months and it was a relief to have the painful operation to remove it behind him. The combination of the warm room and piping soup gave him some comfort and he made a long warbling yawn before raising the bowl and extending his tongue to lick it clean.

As Marc did this he heard a roar of, ‘Call it in,’ coming from the rooftop lookout post across the square. Marc flicked off the light and rushed towards the window. He couldn’t see anything, but there were aircraft near enough to cause gentle vibrations in the glass.

Moments later came a thud, louder and sharper than any he’d heard before. The floor trembled, the wooden bunks flexed and the copper pipe that ran up behind the sink shuddered. Down in the square a warden began turning a handle, working a hand-cranked air-raid siren into a wavering drone.

Out in the hallway guests emerged from their rooms and began making their way downstairs while the doorman shouted up from the ground floor. ‘Make for the shelter,’ he ordered, as he rang a large hand bell.

Marc hurriedly pulled on his trousers. He’d taken his vest, shirt and jumper off in one go and after untangling the arms managed to pull them back on in the same fashion. As Marc’s head popped through the neck hole of his pullover the building shook from two explosions. The third explosion was so loud that he feared the next bomb would come crashing through the roof over his head.

This explosion never came, but the lights flickered on and off before going out for good. Marc found his battered pigskin bag in the darkness, before heading into a blackened hallway where he walked straight into the path of the half-deaf army officer who’d berated him over the towel.

‘Careful, son,’ he said, his voice much warmer than before. ‘Why are you still up here? You’d better get down to the shelter.’

‘Had to get dressed,’ Marc explained, as he felt his way along the dark corridor towards the top of the stairs.

Marc jumped as a cluster of small metallic objects hit the roof, smashing some of the slates before clattering down the tiles towards the gutters. One of these objects hit a window ledge on the landing between the third and fourth floors. It burned with a brilliant white light that pierced through the blackout curtain and cast long shadows up the wall.

‘Damned incendiaries,’ the officer yelled as he used the light to hurry into the bathroom and grab a shaggy-headed mop. ‘You get out of here, boy. I’ll take a stab at them.’

German bombing raids had become more sophisticated as the Blitz progressed. The latest tactic was to equip the first nightly sorties with incendiary bombs. Each incendiary released dozens of fist-sized bomblets which burst into flames as they hit the ground. The resulting fires were not just destructive, but made enough light for later sorties carrying high-explosive bombs to identify targets more easily.

Marc had seen a warning film about incendiaries at the cinema, which had explained that the best way to deal with them was to flick them away into a road or garden before things caught light and then to smother them with sand from a sandbag or fire bucket.

As Marc vaulted past the first landing, the officer flung open the adjacent window and used the end of the mop to flick the incendiary off the window ledge. He then slammed the window shut and started running up the stairs to try and gain access to the roof.

Marc had almost reached the second floor when he saw a brilliant orange flash at the top of the staircase and heard the officer yell out. He looked around, hoping that there was an adult who could go up and investigate, but he’d been one of the slowest to evacuate and the only signs of life were the noises of people going out the main entrance two floors down.

Marc shouted up anxiously. ‘Are you OK up there?’

There was no reply. He looked down, then up as dense smoke formed at the top of the stairs.

‘Hello?’ Marc yelled again.

Again there was no answer. Marc pulled his sweater up over his mouth and nose and raced two steps at a time to the third floor. Bursts of flame penetrated the smoke, creating an eerie orange light, but the smoke also stung Marc’s eyes and the heat made it tough going.

When he reached the next landing the smoke became unbearable. The skin on his forehead felt so hot that he thought it was about to crack. The elderly officer couldn’t be far away, but there was no way he could go any higher.

Marc was turning around when he heard a rasping sound in the smoke by his feet. He plunged blindly on to all fours and crawled up two steps before touching the dome of the officer’s bald head. The smoke was engulfing Marc from all sides and he hadn’t breathed for more than twenty seconds, but with a superhuman effort he grabbed the officer’s jacket and tugged with all his strength.

Marc got the man down to the third floor, but he needed air. He let go and lost his footing as he hurried down to the second floor where the smoke was much thinner. He took four quick breaths and rubbed his stinging eyes before plunging back into the thick smoke.

It took several anxious moments to locate the officer again, but Marc got a good grip. The officer’s body thumped on every step, but Marc became aware that he was still conscious and doing what he could to help by pushing against the steps with his arms.

Marc again grew desperate for clear air, but it was now unbearable on the second floor, where he’d been able to take clear breaths barely a minute earlier. The skin on Marc’s face was starting to blister and the lack of oxygen made it hard for his brain to focus.

‘You right boy?’ a heavily muffled voice asked from behind.

Marc collapsed backwards into the thick arms of a fireman, then gestured frantically to make it clear that he was dragging someone.

‘It’s General Hammer,’ another man shouted.

Marc was close to unconsciousness as the fireman threw him over his shoulder and carried him down to the ground floor and out of a back entrance. Once outdoors, the fireman carried Marc between two fire engines and threw him down on the grass in St James’ Square.

‘Stay there, my son,’ the fireman said. ‘Someone will be over to fix you up.’

Marc lay on his back, looking at treetops and black sky overhead. There were small fires on the roofs of several buildings and a pair of incendiaries trapped in the forks of trees, illuminating the ground. Smoke billowed from the roof of the Empire and India club as a nurse rushed towards Marc and squeezed out a watery sponge over his head.

‘Bit of peeled skin but you’re not too bad,’ the nurse said. ‘How do you feel?’

‘My throat,’ Marc croaked. ‘It’s hard to breathe.’

‘Drink some water,’ she urged, as she handed over a metal canteen. ‘I expect you’ve inhaled a lot of smoke.’

Marc coughed violently as he tipped up the canteen. He was shocked to see blistered skin on the back of his hands. It didn’t hurt, but only because he was in shock.

Out in the street a fire crew got their hose running and began aiming water through the second-floor windows. Marc spotted the elderly officer he’d dragged down the stairs going towards an ambulance. He was weak but he stepped into the ambulance with only minimal assistance from the firemen standing on either side of him.

The nurse stood up quickly when she sighted an ambulance crew. ‘This lad’s got small burns and smoke inhalation,’ she explained, as the ground throbbed from a bomb going off in the distance. ‘Get him on a stretcher and take him to hospital.’

‘I can walk,’ Marc said, but the nurse pushed him down as he tried to stand up. ‘Oh no, you don’t,’ she said firmly.

‘What about his parents?’ one of the ambulance women asked.

‘Charles Henderson,’ Marc said between coughs. ‘He must be around somewhere.’


CHAPTER SEVEN

Troy had a stomach full of bacon, eggs and toast as Paul led him from the farmhouse to the adjacent school building. He liked being in a place where he wasn’t scared, and the fact that Paul and McAfferty spoke fluent French. Because his English was poor, he’d not had a conversation with anyone except Mason in four months.

Mason dropped behind the older boys, then ran along the top of a low wall and jumped off, splashing down in a puddle that proved deeper than expected.

‘That’ll teach you,’ Troy laughed, before scrambling away as Mason swept his boot through the water to try and splash him.

Before the village was commandeered by the government for use as a military training zone, the two-storey schoolhouse had served pupils aged from five to fourteen in all the surrounding villages. The entrance vestibule split three ways, with the school hall directly ahead, a headmaster’s office and staffroom down a corridor on the right and four classrooms off a longer corridor to their left.

The furniture had been cleared out when the school closed but the building was immaculate, with freshly painted walls and air heavy with the tang of floor wax.

‘Mr Takada makes us keep everything down here spotless,’ Paul explained, as he led Troy and Mason up concrete steps to the first floor.

‘He’s the fitness instructor, right?’ Troy said.

‘He’s Japanese,’ Paul nodded. ‘There’s no doubt the training is making us stronger, but he’s a proper slave-driver.’

‘How long have you been training?’ Mason asked.

‘We started at a hostel north of London at the end of October. Then Superintendent McAfferty found out about this place and we moved in a few weeks later.’

By this time the three boys had reached the top of the stairs. The top floor was warm, a wireless set played big-band music and a girl of about six was belting down the corridor, shrieking and trying to hit a boy with a pillow.

Troy thought it looked OK: Paul said the training was tough, but this was clearly a place where kids were treated with respect and allowed to be themselves. There were four classrooms off the right side of the hallway. The first had been newly fitted with showers and toilets. The second classroom had SISTERS & JUNIORS stencilled on the door with enamel paint. Inside were bunk beds with lines of damp washing strung between them.

‘I expect that’s where you’ll stay, Mason,’ Paul explained. ‘Sisters and little kids are in there.’

‘With girls?’ Mason complained, crinkling up his nose.

Paul pointed into a classroom filled with unused beds as they walked by. ‘That’s been assigned for training groups B and C,’ he explained. ‘Me and the five other trainees are in Group A. Troy, if you join you’ll be the third recruit for Group B. And this is my lot.

‘Evening all,’ Paul shouted, as he walked into the final classroom. ‘We’ve got new arrivals.’

The radio was turned too loud for easy conversation. There were six beds, with bodies on four of them. To create privacy the trainees had nailed sheets or old curtains to the ceiling between beds. The wall behind each semi-private den was personalised with family photos and pages torn from magazines.

The space nearest the door belonged to thirteen-year-old Luc. He wore the same shorts and striped shirt as Paul, but all comparison ended there. Where Paul was skinny, Luc hovered on the borderline between stocky and fat and his bicep swelled impressively as he gave Troy a crunching handshake.

‘Good to meet you,’ Luc said, squeezing as hard as he could.

Troy recognised the test of character and didn’t let the pain show. Mason was more easily intimidated and backed up behind his brother to avoid shaking Luc’s hand.

‘So, Paul,’ Luc said contemptuously. ‘How’s that poor bony little ankle of yours? How was your day playing with the spiders in the warm while we trained out guts out?’

Paul kept quiet, avoiding a reply that might have started an argument. He stepped on past a neat space with books piled under the bed and a Picasso print on the wall.

‘I’m the tidy one,’ Paul explained. ‘Marc sleeps next to me but he’s gone down to London to see the dentist. That’s Joel, over the other side. Don’t get too close because his feet stink and his farts are even worse.’

Joel threw down a comic and gave the two newcomers a wave. He was fourteen, long-limbed with a muscular torso that gave an athletic appearance. Somehow Joel had escaped the brutal haircut to which all the other boys succumbed and had scruffy blond hair sticking in all directions.

‘Lastly we have the love nest in the corner,’ Paul said, as he walked between dusty velvet curtains rescued from one of the abandoned cottages. ‘This is my sister Rosie and her Yankee lover boy PT.’

At fifteen, PT was the oldest trainee. He sat on a bed with thirteen-year-old Rosie nestled beside him. Paul’s sister bore a strong facial resemblance to him, but it ended at the neck where Rosie broadened out into heavy shoulders and eye-catching breasts.

‘Barge in, why don’t you?’ Rosie said indignantly as she shuffled away from PT. ‘Haven’t you heard of knocking?’

Paul tutted and shook his head. ‘Knock on what?’ he asked. ‘The curtain? And if you didn’t have the radio blaring so loud you’d have heard me introducing Troy and Mason to the other two.’

As PT got off the bed and leaned over to turn down the radio, Troy saw the huge circular scar on his upper arm.

‘Did someone shoot you?’ Troy asked.

‘I took a slug in the back while we were working undercover in France,’ PT explained.

PT’s American accent and casual phrasing made this sound absurdly macho and Rosie slapped a hand on the mattress and laughed.

‘He makes out it was such a big deal,’ Rosie snorted. ‘All he had was a little nick and some muscle damage.’

‘At least he didn’t think he was going to die when he got jam on his legs,’ Paul noted.

Mason smiled. ‘I think PT’s scar looks good. I want scars when I’m older.’

Troy and Paul both laughed.

‘If I get a chance I’ll shoot you in the head,’ Troy grinned. ‘You can have a nice scar, front and back and your brain is so small it won’t make any difference.’

‘You’re so funny, Troy,’ Mason said, as he noticed the striped shirt and girls’ knickers hanging from a length of washing line beside Rosie’s bed. ‘Can girls join training or not?’ he asked.

The eight-year-old had no idea how sensitive his question was.

‘Girls can’t,’ Paul said. ‘But Rosie insisted.’

‘Girls will be allowed,’ Rosie said firmly. ‘My training is experimental, but I’m better than the boys at most stuff. Henderson says he’ll let other girls train if I pass training and prove myself on a mission.’

Joel interrupted from the other side of the curtain. ‘It won’t prove anything,’ he shouted. ‘Rosie’s hardly a girl. She’s tougher than old boots.’

‘You know where you can stick your opinions, Joel?’ Rosie answered robustly, but Troy noticed hurt flash across her face.

‘You can come back and chat later,’ Paul told Troy, as he backed up through the curtains. ‘But we’d better sort out where you’re sleeping. I’ll find you some blankets and things and show you the Group-B bunks.’

‘I don’t want to sleep in a room with girls,’ Mason protested, as they headed back to the hallway. ‘Can’t I sleep next to Troy?’

‘You haven’t officially joined yet,’ Paul said to Troy. ‘I guess Mason can stay there, for tonight at least.’

‘I am joining,’ Troy said. ‘This is a billion times better than the last place we were at. I don’t mind danger or tough training, as long as people treat you decently.’

As Paul stepped into the corridor he saw Mr Takada and jolted with shock. Takada was barely taller than Troy, but his angular face and greased-back hair made him look sinister. He wore army trousers, round glasses and a white vest hugging a broad hairless chest.

Takada’s training programme was complicated by the fact that he spoke Japanese and a stilted version of English, but not a word of French, which was the native language of most trainees.

‘You are the new arrivals,’ Takada said, before giving a little bow. ‘You are welcome.’

Mason was better at English than his older brother. ‘We’re glad to be here,’ he replied.

‘I come from Japan,’ Takada said. ‘I can train you in many special techniques. My training is hard, but I accommodate you. I will be fair if you not shirk.’

Mason looked up at his brother and spoke in French. ‘Did you understand all that?’

‘I got the gist,’ Troy said, before speaking directly to Takada in English. ‘I look forward to working hard for you, sir.’

Takada smiled and bowed again, but as Paul led the boys away Takada’s tone radically altered.

‘Paul stay,’ Takada said firmly. ‘You two await him in classroom B.’

Paul looked warily at Takada as Troy and Mason disappeared into the classroom.

‘How is your ankle? Better I think?’

‘Not too bad,’ Paul said, as he lifted his left leg off the ground and grimaced as he flexed his foot up and down. ‘It’s improving. Hopefully I’ll be able to get back in training early next week.’

‘I see,’ Takada said. ‘Because I feel you greatly exaggerate your injury.’

‘I haven’t,’ Paul squirmed, as his voice rose several octaves. ‘Did Luc tell you that? Because you know he doesn’t like me. He’s just stirring up trouble.’

Takada tapped two fingers on his glasses. ‘With my own eyes!’ he said angrily. ‘I saw you with Mrs Henderson, racing around the garden collecting food for her spiders. You ran very well.’

‘Oh,’ Paul said, as his jaw dropped. ‘The thing is, I get twinges. It comes and goes.’

Takada smiled. ‘You will resume training tomorrow with the others and I’ll report your mischief to Superintendent McAfferty.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Paul said curtly. He didn’t dare smile, but McAfferty was a softie when it came to discipline. He reckoned he’d get away with a stiff lecture on taking responsibility and working as a team.

‘And rather than always doing your combat training with Marc, you’ll be working with Luc for tomorrow’s session.’

Paul spluttered with shock. ‘But Luc’s enormous, sir, and he doesn’t like me. He’ll squish me like a bug!’

Takada raised one eyebrow mischievously. ‘Trainees must not lie to me,’ he stated. ‘And what’s that English saying? Whatever doesn’t kill you can only make you stronger.’

‘Please be reasonable, sir,’ Paul begged. ‘I’ll run laps, or scrub the corridors. But I’m skinny! I mean, have you seen the size of Luc’s muscles?’

‘Oh yes,’ Takada nodded. ‘He’s very much stronger than you are. But you lied your way out of two days’ training and you’ll repay dishonour with pain and sweat!’


CHAPTER EIGHT

Marc often dreamed about the fall of France. Bombs and bodies flashed through his mind’s eye, but that night stirred fresh memories. A tyre yard had caught fire while he’d been staying in Paris six months earlier. His sore throat and the rubber seal on his oxygen mask triggered the memory of acrid smoke and he kept waking up, clutching his throat and gasping for air.

‘You need to calm down,’ the ward sister told him. ‘You’re safe here.’

But sleep kept taking Marc into the same choking dream. Eventually the sister rolled him on his stomach and injected his backside with a sedative. The next time Marc awoke sunlight blazed through a huge window and his scalded forehead and bandaged right hand seared with pain. His gums had continued to bleed, leaving hardened blood stuck to the roof of his mouth, while his throat felt like it had been rubbed with a cheese grater.

‘Christ,’ Marc croaked, touching his throat with his unbandaged hand as he blinked glueyness out of his eyes.

‘Morning, skipper,’ Henderson said, as Marc coughed. ‘Would you like some water?’

Marc took the glass uncertainly. The water helped his dry mouth, but swallowing was excruciating. He noticed that he’d been moved into a single room, presumably because his nightmares had disturbed the other patients.

‘Can you remember everything?’ Henderson asked.

Marc nodded. ‘Did the fire … I mean, the old man?’

‘The man you rescued is alive, but quite sick. He’s downstairs in a high-dependency ward. The Empire and India club bought it, I’m sorry to say. The fire crew reckoned there were paint cans and linseed oil in the loft. When the incendiary burned through the whole lot exploded.’

Marc nodded. ‘There was a big flash.’

‘We made a human chain and rescued most of the club library and the contents of the wine cellar.’

‘Did you get out OK?’

‘I’m bloody well ashamed of myself,’ Henderson admitted, as he placed a hand on his brow. ‘I was pitifully drunk and had to be helped down the stairs. I didn’t even think of you until we were all across the street in the air-raid shelter.’

‘How’s your head?’ Marc asked, managing a slight smile.

‘Ghastly hangover,’ Henderson said. ‘Not good at all.’

Marc was in pain, but he was more worried about Henderson than himself. He seemed a shadow of the daring secret agent Marc had first met in France the previous summer.

A nurse said good morning, took Marc’s temperature and told him to try getting by without breathing the oxygen until the doctor came to examine him. Marc said he was hungry and was slowly eating a bowl of porridge when a naval officer came into the room. He wore the thick and thin stripe of a rear admiral, which was three full ranks senior to Henderson.

‘Sir,’ Henderson said brusquely, as he bolted to attention and saluted. The admiral was in his early fifties and Henderson vaguely recognised the face from his past.

‘Commander Henderson, at ease.’

Henderson stood at ease, but didn’t feel it. He suspected that the admiral was here to give him a rocket for his drunken behaviour at the club the night before.

‘To what do I owe the honour, sir?’ Henderson asked. ‘I believe we’ve met, but I’m sorry to say I can’t recall where.’

‘James Hammer,’ the admiral explained, as he placed a package wrapped in dark-green paper on the end of the bed. ‘I wondered if you were the same Sub Lieutenant Charles Henderson who served on HMS Skipton with me.’

Henderson smiled warmly. ‘A long time ago, sir. That was my first posting after officer training and I’m surprised you remember me. So what brings you here, sir?’

‘This fellow,’ Admiral Hammer said, as he smiled and pointed at the patient. ‘He saved my father’s life last night. Young Marc is a spectacularly brave young man.’

The admiral reached across the bed to shake Marc’s hand.

‘I’d rather not,’ Marc said awkwardly, as he showed the admiral his bandaged right hand.

‘Ahh!’ the admiral smiled. ‘Still, a young fellow like you will heal up in no time.’

‘I hope so,’ Marc croaked. ‘How is your father?’

‘He’s in considerable pain from his burns, but he has his wits about him. He had me call Harrods and arrange to have this driven over.’

Admiral Hammer passed Marc the package. It was the size of a small suitcase, but weighed very little. Marc pulled the shoelace bow on the gold twine tying the package together. Inside were two tins of fudge and a tin of nuts, lying atop a pair of luxurious cotton towels and a quilted blue bathrobe.

‘My father said you’d understand,’ Admiral Hammer explained. ‘He told me to say that you’re a bloody good fellow for a Frenchie and that in his book you can use whatever towel you like from now on.’

Marc laughed, but stopped abruptly because it hurt his throat. ‘Tell General Hammer that I said thank you. I don’t have many nice things like this.’

As Marc unfurled the fancy robe, he imagined the other trainees laughing at him if he wore it, but he liked it all the same and it was big enough that he’d take a few years to grow into it.

The admiral turned towards Henderson. ‘I heard all about your adventure on the French coast last year,’ Hammer said. ‘I saw the reconnaissance photographs after the bombing raids. The damage your team did to the German barge fleet was phenomenal.’

Henderson nodded, but spoke formally. ‘Sir, I must respectfully ask whether your current role is appropriate to the discussion of intelligence matters.’

‘Quite right,’ the admiral nodded. ‘I’m attached to the war office. I advise the Prime Minister and the Cabinet on all naval, military and intelligence decisions. The Prime Minister took a personal interest in your last operation. It was a real tonic at a time when the whole war seemed to be going against us.’

‘Marc was there too,’ Henderson said brightly. ‘He was responsible for the action at Boulogne and even recruited a couple of coloured prisoners to help with the operation.’

‘Remarkable!’ Admiral Hammer said. ‘This country could do with a few more like you, young man.’

‘That’s why it’s a shame they’re shutting us down,’ Marc said, straining his throat as his voice rose above a whisper for the first time.

Under normal circumstances Henderson wouldn’t have needed the prod from Marc, but he wasn’t himself with the hangover and the loss of a night’s sleep. ‘Yes,’ Henderson stuttered. ‘It’s a crying shame that we’re being shut down. I really wanted to get back on the other side and give the Boche another black eye.’

‘Who’s shutting you down?’ Admiral Hammer gasped indignantly.

‘Air Vice Marshal Walker is holding a review of our operations,’ Henderson explained. ‘He’s not letting me take my boys on parachute training and to be frank, sir, he’s made it abundantly clear what the result of his review of operations is going to be.’

‘Has he, indeed!’ Admiral Hammer said. ‘It’s a pity you didn’t bring this to my attention sooner. Walker has been in charge of the Special Operations Executive for eight months with precious little to show for it and now that RAF twerp has the cheek to try shutting down a naval intelligence unit run by the only person to have successfully staged an operation behind enemy lines.’

‘It’s intolerable in my view, sir,’ Henderson said. ‘But SOE is an interservices unit. Walker is my commanding officer.’

Admiral Hammer huffed. ‘We’ll see about this, Commander Henderson. I’m going to raise this issue at the highest level. Make sure my secretary in Whitehall knows your whereabouts and I’ll be in touch before the end of the day.’

The admiral left the room in such a hurry that Henderson didn’t even get a chance to salute him. Henderson raised his hands up towards the ceiling.

‘The Lord works in mysterious ways,’ he grinned.

Marc smiled. ‘You told McAfferty that you were an atheist when she tried getting us to go to church on Christmas Eve.’

‘Shush!’ Henderson put a finger over his lips. ‘God might hear you.’


CHAPTER NINE

Paul fought for breath as the muddy embankment squelched under his boots. The rocks inside his backpack knocked against his spine with every running pace. The slope became harder as he neared the brow of the hill. The first time Paul slipped he stayed upright by grabbing the branches of a tangled shrub. On the second there was nothing to save him.

Mud spattered Paul’s face as his knees hit the ground. He dug his fingers into the earth, but kept on sliding as his striped shirt rose up over his belly and claylike silt drenched his army-green trousers.

As Paul gasped from the cold, a huge black arm grabbed hold and effortlessly wrenched him to his feet.

Khinde was a colossus. Born twenty-two years earlier in the French colony of Senegal, he’d joined the French army, been imprisoned by the Germans during their invasion of France and then escaped to Britain after working on a successful espionage operation with Charles Henderson.

‘Having a bad day, kid?’ Khinde smiled.

‘I’m so rubbish at everything,’ Paul complained, close to tears as he wiped the mud from his eyes. His legs ached and he shuddered violently from the cold.

‘Find some heart!’ Khinde said, as he put a hand against the kit bag at the top of Paul’s back and began shoving him on towards the top of the hill.

As Paul gained speed, Khinde’s weight pushed him through the pain barrier. His face twisted and he gritted his teeth as his calves and ankles felt like they were going to explode. They reached the top of the hill and the wind coming up the other side hit him hard.

Paul faced a long vista of overgrown fields and trees dusted with snow. In the far distance lay mangled cars and buildings taken out during artillery practice. But Paul’s concern was a steep channel into which drained the snowmelt from the higher ground on either side. Beyond this, a low sun fired glare across a partially frozen lake.

‘Off you go,’ Khinde shouted enthusiastically. ‘All downhill now!’

He gave Paul a push that nearly sent him sprawling head first into brambles and rocks. Twigs snapped and ice crunched as the freezing snowmelt rose to his knees and flooded his boots. Two months earlier Paul would have waded slowly through the channel, warily holding the sides and watching where he placed his boot, but instructor Takada expected them to attack the stream fearlessly and at speed.

Sometimes you fell and banged your knee, or cut your hand, but as well as improving fitness, Takada’s training programme taught you to ignore fear and shut out pain.

‘Faster!’ Khinde shouted, as he splashed down the channel behind Paul.

Paul stared into the distance, but the other four trainees were out of sight. The glare caught his eyes and as he focused back upon his path he splashed down on to a medium-sized rock that turned beneath his boot. For a horrible instant Paul found himself plunging face first towards a jagged rock. He closed his eyes, fearing for his skull, but strength and instinct somehow enabled him to throw his weight to one side. His knee buckled but he managed to stay up and keep moving.

Little triumphs like this made training exhilarating. Paul was much stronger and fitter than when the training programme began two and a half months earlier, but no amount of effort saved him from being the youngest and weakest of the six trainees in Group A.

As Paul neared the lake the slope eased and the icy water rose as high as his waist. The lake was over a hundred metres across. Paul’s path was a quarter that distance and marked out by a taut length of rope hovering a few centimetres above the lapping water.

The rocks in Paul’s kit bag made swimming impossible, so the crossing was a test of his slender arms. Paul plunged on until the near-freezing water reached his neck. He turned backwards and grabbed the rope with both hands, then pulled up his legs and wrapped them around the rope.

This left him hanging off the rope with most of his body submerged and the bag of rocks pulling him down. If he let go he’d plunge to the bottom of the lake and risk drowning if he didn’t free the backpack and kick his way to the surface.

Going along the rope strained Paul’s hands, but the really hard work was done by his stomach muscles. The technique was to shuffle your knees forward as far as your wrists, then clamp your legs tightly around the rope and push forwards with your thighs and stomach while moving hand over hand.

None of the trainees had mastered this technique quickly. In the early days they regularly fell off, even when crossing half the current distance with no weight on their backs. Paul was in agony before he was even halfway across, but once you’re suspended over several metres of near-freezing water there’s no alternative to carrying on.

‘Get some speed up!’ Khinde urged, as he took an easier route around the edge of the lake. ‘Don’t stop. Fight the pain.’

After two excruciating minutes, Paul peered down and saw that he was in shallow water. He clutched his stomach and was almost doubled over as he staggered up the muddy embankment at the side of the lake.

‘You’re a fighter,’ Khinde said encouragingly, as he reached out and gave Paul an extremely welcome tug.

A few metres beyond the lake’s edge was a hand cart with rocks mounded on its wooden platform. Paul exhaled with delight and exhaustion as he pushed the kit bag off his shoulders and tipped out the rocks.

He was breathless and soaking wet, but running felt a hundred times easier without the rocks on his back, and from here he’d be back in the warmth of the school building within ten minutes.


CHAPTER TEN

Paul was used to finishing last. He came into the school building through the emergency exit at the back of the hall and found Rosie, PT and Joel stripped down to muddy underclothes and sitting close to the radiators holding enamel mugs filled with tea.

‘Hot cuppa?’ Joel’s ten-year-old brother Sam asked, as Paul hitched his sodden rugby shirt over his head.

‘Yeah, fantastic,’ Paul nodded, squelching as he sat in the doorway and pulled off his boots. ‘I’ll grab it in a second, but I’m busting for a piss.’

Paul raced up, taking two steps at a time. His olive trousers were dripping and he was leaving damp sock prints up the staircase that would enrage Takada if he got caught.

He decided to get a cloth and wipe them on his way down, but for now he was consumed by a burning bladder. He cut into the boys’ bathroom and groaned with relief as steaming yellow pee blasted the back of the urinal.

‘So beautiful!’ Paul told himself. ‘Ahh!’

The cistern flushed in the stall directly behind and Luc emerged. He’d stripped down to his shorts after the training run and his torso bulged in all the places where Paul wished his did.

The instant Luc saw Paul, he looked left and right to make sure no one was around before charging forwards and splattering him against the wall.

‘Bugger off,’ Paul moaned, as Luc clamped a beefy hand around the back of Paul’s neck and squished his cheeks out of shape.

Luc put his lips close to Paul’s ear and spoke slowly. ‘How’s my new training partner?’

‘I’m not scared of you,’ Paul said unconvincingly, as he tried not to inhale Luc’s rank breath.

‘I’m gonna slam you down on that training mat,’ Luc said menacingly, as he pinned Paul’s chest against the wall with one knee and gripped his slender wrist with both hands. ‘I’m not going easy on you like Marc always does. I bet I can have you in tears within five minutes. Then, when Takada’s not looking, I’m gonna break your fingers.’

‘Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?’ Paul said, as Luc’s grip on his wrist tightened.

Luc laughed. ‘Because it’s way more fun beating the snot out of a girly little wimp like you.’

With that, Luc twisted his hands in opposite directions, delivering an excruciating Chinese burn.

‘See you on the training mat, wimp,’ Luc sneered as he swaggered out of the bathroom.

Paul made a low moan as he buttoned his trousers and blotted a tear from the corner of his eye. It seemed grossly unfair that someone like Luc not only found the physical training comparatively easy, but then got to rub in his superiority by pushing him around.

Paul felt sorry for himself: he’d made things worse by faking the injury and part of him was tempted to go downstairs to McAfferty’s office and tell her that he couldn’t take it any more. It had been made clear to all trainees that Espionage Research Unit B was made up of volunteers. But while there was nothing to stop Paul from leaving, his sister Rosie and his best friend Marc lived here and quitting now meant that ten weeks of training would be for nothing.

‘You look beat,’ Troy said cheerfully as he came in and stepped up to the urinal. He now wore the same kind of striped rugby shirt as the trainees.

‘The training kills you,’ Paul said, as he ran the huge red welt on his wrist under the tap and then splashed water up on to his face. ‘You’ll find out soon enough.’

‘Have you been crying?’ Troy asked. ‘Your eyes are really red.’

‘No,’ Paul said defensively, as he turned off the tap. ‘Being out in the cold makes them watery.’

He hurried downstairs. Luc had now joined Joel, PT and Rosie on the floor of the hall and he acted like nothing had happened.

‘There you go,’ Sam said, as he passed Paul an enamel mug filled with tea. ‘There’s a pile of towels by the door if you want to dry off.’

But before Paul took his second mouthful, instructor Takada had stepped into the hall and brought his hands together in a sharp clap.

‘In pairs,’ Takada demanded, before leaning out of the door and shouting upstairs. ‘All Group-B boys down here now.’

This would be Troy’s first taste of hand-to-hand combat training. He’d work with Sam and the two other Group-B students. They wouldn’t start their full training programme until two more boys were recruited, but in the meantime Khinde was taking them on cross-country runs to raise their fitness levels and they regularly joined Group-A’s indoor hand-to-hand combat training sessions.

With Marc away there was an odd number of Group-A trainees. While Rosie got sent across to help Khinde train the Group-B kids, PT paired off with Joel and Paul nervously faced Luc.

‘Going down hard,’ Luc grinned, but Takada suspended Paul’s doom by giving everyone ten minutes of warm-up stretches and running on the spot.

When Takada gave the order to face off and grapple, Paul found himself flying through the air and slamming hard on to a mat filled with horsehair. Within a second, Luc’s knees were crushing the wind out of his chest. Paul’s arm was at full stretch and his wrist and fingers were being painfully bent back.

Paul looked desperately between the burly legs that were crushing him and saw Takada coming towards them. Paul hoped he’d tell Luc to take it easy, but instead Takada crouched over Paul and smiled.

‘How’s it going down there?’ Takada asked cheerfully. ‘Maybe when Luc has finished you’ll have a real injury to get you out of training.’

‘Sir, I’ll never lie to you again,’ Paul said breathlessly, as Luc wrenched his arm even tighter. ‘Just tell him to get off me.’

‘No breaks,’ Takada said unsympathetically. ‘Good work, Luc. Let him up and do it again.’

Over the next thirty minutes Takada ordered the two pairs of boys from Group A to perform several drills: there were throwing exercises, trips, straight wrestling and an exercise where you had to disarm your opponent when he lunged at you with a fake dagger. But whatever the drill the result for Paul was much the same as Luc pummelled, kneed, twisted, elbowed and crushed.

At the halfway point of the ninety-minute session, Takada told everyone in the hall to take a breather. Paul’s face was bright red, the elastic had been torn out of his underpants and his bare chest was covered with welts and scratches.

‘Roll on the second half,’ Luc grinned, as he stepped back from Paul and turned around, heading for the water fountain at the back of the hall.

Luc was surprised to find Rosie blocking his path with her hands on her hips. ‘What are you doing?’ she asked angrily.

Luc shrugged mischievously. Behind him Paul stood up and started hobbling away to get a drink.

‘Only doing what Takada told me, Rosie,’ Luc said.

‘I’m not saying Paul deserves to get off for lying his way out of two days’ training,’ Rosie said. ‘But he’s my kid brother and you’re going way over the top.’

‘I’d do anything for you, Rosie,’ Luc smiled. ‘I’ll give Paul a break, on one condition.’

‘What condition?’ Rosie asked suspiciously.

Luc leaned forwards and whispered in Rosie’s ear: ‘We go outside after dark tonight, you take your shirt off and let me kiss you and feel your tits.’

‘You’re a filthy animal,’ Rosie shouted, as she thrust her palm at Luc’s head.

Rosie was strong and if her blow had connected it would have splattered Luc’s nose all over his face, but Luc ducked and her hand skimmed over his head. Luc then hooked Rosie’s ankle and sent her sprawling towards the wall.

‘Hey,’ Takada shouted as he charged across the hall. ‘What the goodness?’

Takada grabbed Luc, but in the two seconds before Khinde got hold of Rosie, she jammed her heel hard into Luc’s stomach. Everyone knew Rosie was sticking up for Paul and the jeers and shouts of the other kids were all in her favour, but Takada was angry. He let Luc go and eyeballed Rosie.

‘Paul will be punished,’ Takada shouted. ‘You are not my boss here.’

‘But it’s too much,’ Rosie protested. ‘Luc will end up breaking Paul’s arm or something.’

‘Paul is the cleverest boy here,’ Takada laughed. ‘It’s up to him whether he wins or not.’

‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ Rosie screamed. ‘Luc is twice Paul’s size.’

‘OK,’ Takada shouted. ‘Time for an important lesson. Everyone in Group A and Group B, gather around me in a circle. Break is over.’

There were a few groans as sweating bodies that hadn’t reached the front of the queue for the water fountain trailed back and sat cross-legged, facing Mr Takada.

‘Lions are the mightiest animals in the jungle,’ Takada began. ‘Ten times stronger than any man. Their legs can crush a human chest. Their teeth shatter human bone. But in the jungle, it is man who hunts the lion. Why is that?’

‘Because they have guns,’ Sam answered cheekily.

There was some laughter, but it wasn’t the answer Takada wanted.

‘And why do men have guns?’ Takada asked. ‘Or perhaps I should ask, why don’t lions have guns?’

‘Lions are stupid,’ Troy said.

‘You have the answer,’ Takada said, as he beamed at Troy. ‘Men are smarter than lions and in the long run, brains will always beat brawn.’

After the exhausting run and a half-hour pummelling, Paul failed to see what good his brain was going to do him. The hunter might be able to bugger off into the jungle and go and grab a spear, but what were his brains going to do when he was trapped on a two-and-a-half-metre square of horsehair-stuffed matting with Luc belting the daylights out of him?

‘Group A pair up for straight wrestling,’ Takada ordered.

Luc grinned as he charged forwards. He reached around Paul’s waist, grabbed the back of both thighs and lifted Paul’s feet, sending him crashing face first into the mat. Paul squirmed as Luc grabbed his shoulder, rolled him on to his back and pinned his right shoulder under his knee.

Luc could have put his other knee on Paul’s left shoulder. This would count as a pin and under wrestling rules he’d have to stand back up. But Luc liked to make Paul suffer, so he clamped his thighs tightly around Paul’s chest and rolled on to his back so that Paul dangled in the air, crushed between Luc’s knees, hardly able to breathe.

When Luc released the knee hold, Paul crawled rapidly off of his chest. Luc grasped Paul’s ankles, bent the younger boy’s feet up towards his buttocks and pressed down so hard that Paul thought the tendons in his knees were about to rupture.

‘Please,’ Paul screamed.

‘Why don’t you use your big brain now?’ Luc teased. ‘Think your way out of it.’

‘Oh god,’ Paul gasped, as tears streaked down his face. ‘Let me go.’

Luc finally set Paul free when Takada came over and told him to stop. Paul looked pleadingly at the Japanese instructor, but he showed no mercy.

‘Don’t lie there,’ Takada ordered. ‘Get up and fight!’

Luc was a typical bully. He enjoyed the pain he’d inflicted when he bent back Paul’s knees and predictably he tried the same move. Knowing what was coming, Paul rolled on to his back and kicked up with both feet as Luc lunged forwards to grab his ankles.

Paul’s feet sank into Luc’s belly. Unfortunately Luc’s stomach was as strong as the rest of his body and even the two-footed kick was only enough to knock Luc off balance. Paul sat up as Luc thumped down on the mat beside him.

Paul had spent so much time getting mauled that he’d forgotten how to make an attacking move and he wasted a valuable second as Luc’s ankle flailed in the air. When Paul did spring forwards he grabbed Luc’s foot, twisted it with all his might then landed hard with both knees on the back of Luc’s thigh, making him moan with pain. It wasn’t much of a moan but this small triumph gave Paul a surge of confidence.

He lunged again, trying to lock his hands around Luc’s neck. But Luc rolled on to his back, then bucked violently, flipping Paul’s entire body into the air. Normal service had resumed and Luc had Paul’s shoulders pinned beneath his knees and a hand squishing his head against the mat.

‘At last, something I want to see!’ Takada said triumphantly. ‘Paul uses brain and achieves small victory. You’ve had enough for today, Paul. Take early shower.’

Paul smiled with relief as he hobbled away from the mat. His knees killed and he felt like he could roll in a ball and sleep for about fifty hours, but he’d got through his punishment without any serious injuries and the desperate struggle against a massively superior opponent probably had improved his combat skills.

‘Paul will do better when he fights Luc again tomorrow,’ Takada said.

Paul felt like a bullet had passed through his heart. ‘You said my punishment was for one day,’ he protested, raising a single finger into the air.

‘Are you small and weak, or big and strong?’ Takada asked.

‘Small and weak,’ Paul admitted, as beads of sweat dripped from his head on to the polished floor around his feet.

‘So most people you fight will be bigger and stronger than you,’ Takada said. ‘You must learn how to fight them. With regular practice against a stronger opponent, your techniques will improve much.’

Paul looked crushed, but he couldn’t think what to say and ended up resorting to, ‘It’s not fair!’

‘Luc will also learn to deal with stronger opponents,’ Takada continued.

‘Ha!’ Luc spluttered. ‘None of the others is as tough as me.’

Takada smiled before spinning dramatically on the ball of his left foot. He took a short run, grabbed Luc’s upper arm and then swept his feet away. Luc landed on the mat with the loudest body slam in Espionage Research Unit B’s short history.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

‘Bloody hell.’ Rosie gasped when she saw Marc’s singed eyebrows and peeling forehead. ‘What happened to you?’

They were in the hallway on the first floor of the school building. Marc held his pigskin bag and the Harrods package he’d received that morning.

‘Oh, just the usual,’ Marc explained. ‘I rescued a man from a burning building and inadvertently helped save the entire unit from getting canned.’

Rosie smiled. ‘What’s in there? Presents for us?’

‘All for me,’ Marc said, as he theatrically clutched the package to his chest. ‘Though if you ask nicely I might give you a piece of Harrods banana fudge.’

‘I love fudge,’ Rosie said, clapping her hands. ‘So how come your voice is so rough? I thought you were having that broken bit of tooth cut out.’

‘Smoke inhalation,’ Marc explained. ‘They tested my lungs at the hospital. The doctor says it’s just minor burns and I’ll be OK to resume training in a week or so.’

Rosie looked confused. ‘Why did you inhale smoke at the dentist?’

Marc shook his head and sounded slightly irritated. ‘Not at the dentist, I just told you. We got bombed last night! We were staying at Henderson’s gentlemen’s club and it got burned down. I dragged an old guy out through the smoke.’

‘Oh,’ Rosie said, putting her hand over her mouth. ‘I’m so sorry! The way you said it I thought you were joking.’

‘I’ve got bandages on my hand,’ Marc said, aghast, as he held it up in the air. ‘I know dentists are butchers but you’ve really got problems if you come out looking like this.’

‘Good point,’ Rosie smiled. ‘I was being thick.’

‘The present is from the old man I rescued. So what are you doing up here anyway, have afternoon lessons been called off ?’

Rosie shook her head. ‘We’ve just had Mrs Donnelley for two hours of English and maths, but I came up to check up on the casualties before target practice.’

Marc was concerned. ‘Who got hurt? Was it explosives training?’

‘Walk this way and all will be revealed,’ Rosie said, adopting a serious tone while smirking to show that she found the situation highly amusing.

The pair walked through to the Group-A dormitory and reached Paul’s bed.

Paul opened one eye and poked his head above the blankets when he heard their footsteps. He forced a smile. ‘Hey, Marc! Glad you’re back.’

‘As you know, Paul decided to fake an ankle injury to get out of training,’ Rosie said, keeping up her sarcastic commentary. ‘Sadly, the silly Billy also decided to help Mrs Henderson catch dormice to feed her tarantulas and got spotted by Mr Takada running full pelt around her back garden.’

Marc smiled. ‘I told you faking was a dumb idea.’

‘Takada made me spend half an hour sparring with Luc as punishment,’ Paul explained as he peeled back his blankets. ‘My skin’s got more purple bits than white.’

Before Marc could answer, Rosie pulled him back towards the door.

‘Here we have exhibit two,’ Rosie said, as she pushed through the thin white sheet that hung in front of Luc’s bed. ‘Luc told Mrs Donnelley that he had a headache.’

Luc lay on his bed, still muddy and stinking from his morning exertions. He was reading a battered detective novel.

‘Didn’t know you could read, Luc,’ Marc said cheekily.

‘I have got a headache,’ Luc snapped. ‘Takada body-slammed me five times.’

‘Funniest darned thing I’ve seen in ages,’ Rosie nodded. ‘Takada ordered Paul to spar with Luc, but he didn’t like the way Luc enjoyed making him suffer.’

‘I always miss the good stuff,’ Marc complained.

Luc sat up and pointed angrily. ‘Can’t hit a girl, but I can hit you, Marc. So you’d better watch that smart mouth.’

‘Everyone’s sick of you picking on Paul,’ Marc said.

Luc threw down his book, sprang forwards off his bed and smashed his fist into his palm. Marc jolted with fright and hopped two steps backwards.

‘Oh you’re so brave,’ Luc said, before erupting into a huge false laugh.

‘You’re such a moron,’ Rosie said contemptuously.

‘At least I’m not a dirty whore,’ Luc said.

‘Nice,’ Rosie sneered, before turning to Marc. ‘Paul’s OK so I’m heading out to the shooting range.’

‘Catch you later,’ Marc said, giving Rosie a thumbs-up before walking up to his bed and putting his stuff down. He took the tin of banana fudge across to Paul and twisted off the lid.

‘You want one?’ Marc asked.

Paul cheered up slightly as he propped himself on his pillow and dropped a cube of fudge into his mouth. ‘I hate Takada,’ he said bitterly.

Marc nodded with a knowing air. ‘I told you not to try scamming him. He may not be big, but he’s a ruthless bastard if you mess him about. Another fudge?’

‘Don’t mind if I do,’ Paul said. ‘I don’t feel that bad, it’s just my knees and stomach where Luc kept thumping me.’

*

After arriving with Marc, Charles Henderson had dumped his overnight bag in the hallway of the farmhouse and hurried across to the office he shared with Superintendent McAfferty in the school building.

‘Welcome home,’ McAfferty said warmly. ‘I took down a number from a man in Whitehall.’

‘Admiral Hammer?’

McAfferty nodded. ‘Well, his assistant anyway. He said it was most urgent. Wouldn’t tell me a thing. He thought I was your secretary, rather than your superior officer.’

The cup and saucer on McAfferty’s desk tinkled as a shell fired on the artillery range half a mile away. Henderson snatched his telephone and told the operator the number before he’d even removed his jacket or cap.

‘Hello, is that Giles Ramsgate?’

As Henderson said this, his wife stormed into the musty office without knocking.

Joan Henderson had married at age eighteen. Now thirty-one, her sunken eyes and chewed nails bore little resemblance to the beautiful dark-haired tennis player who held her husband’s hand in the framed photo on the window ledge.

‘He’s on a very important call,’ McAfferty said, as Joan stormed towards her husband. ‘Whitehall in London.’

‘I don’t care if it’s Pope Pius,’ Joan said. ‘I need to talk with my husband, right now.’

Henderson deftly grabbed the telephone off the desk, swiping it out of Joan’s reach as she made a lunge at the cradle to disconnect his call. He placed his hand over the receiver and scowled at Joan. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘You dumped your suitcase in the hall and bolted over here without even saying hello,’ Joan snapped acidly. ‘I’m not doing your washing.’

‘I haven’t asked you to,’ Henderson said.

‘I need to talk,’ Joan said. ‘A proper talk, not a few seconds squeezed in between other people.’

‘Fine,’ Henderson said, as he glanced at his watch, ‘I’ll come over for a cup of tea in twenty minutes.’ Simultaneously he heard a man’s voice through the speaker at his ear. ‘Captain Ramsgate? Yes, yes. I’m Henderson, returning your call.’

As Henderson spoke, McAfferty held the door open and showed Joan out into the hallway.

‘Would you like me to get one of the girls to make tea and bring it over?’ McAfferty asked.

Joan squinted. ‘I can make tea. I’m not completely hopeless, you know.’

McAfferty was just being nice, but Joan had a way of turning innocent remarks into cause for an argument. As Joan headed back towards the farmhouse, McAfferty returned to her desk and listened anxiously to Henderson’s half of the telephone conversation.

Henderson had already sent McAfferty a telegram relaying the poor outcome of his lunch with Air Vice Marshal Walker, but McAfferty knew nothing of what had happened overnight and grew more excited as she listened to Henderson’s conversation.

‘So when are they coming from London?’ McAfferty asked anxiously, as Henderson put the receiver back in its cradle.

‘First train tomorrow.’

‘All right,’ McAfferty said anxiously. ‘We’d better get everyone together in the hall. I think Takada’s driven into town to meet his girlfriend, but everyone else is here.’

It took a few minutes for the staff and kids of Espionage Research Unit B to gather up. Marc tried helping Paul and his bad knee on the stairs, but his smoke-damaged lungs weren’t up to any kind of exertion and PT had to finish the job.

‘If you keep getting cropped at this rate we’ll have no trainees left,’ the fifteen-year-old noted.

There were six members of staff besides Henderson and McAfferty, the trainees from Groups A and B, plus the four younger siblings who’d been recruited with them. The kids eyed one another anxiously, wondering if they were in trouble.

‘Good …’ Henderson said, tailing off as the sonic boom of an artillery shell cracked in the distance. ‘Good afternoon, everyone. I’m sorry to pull you all out of duties and lessons at such short notice, but I’ve just received an important phone call.

‘Our masters at the Special Operations Executive have taken a dislike to my idea of training young people to work undercover. They have decided to hold a review, and it’s been made clear that the intention is to shut our little unit down.’

A shockwave of gasps and ‘no’s rippled across the small hall.

Henderson raised his voice and held out his arms. ‘Calm down, everyone. The battle is far from lost. I’ve enlisted the help of Rear Admiral Hammer. He’s a senior government advisor based in Whitehall. The admiral and his assistant, Captain Ramsgate, will be arriving on the first train tomorrow. They want to see what we’re capable of.

‘My philosophy is to train you as individuals. But these are military men. They’re going to be looking for spit and polish, so I want this place to gleam. I want every floorboard buffed to a high sheen and every wall scrubbed of dirt and finger marks. I want the bathrooms spotless. I want your dorms tidied, cleared of your privacy curtains and your beds lined up and made in military fashion.

‘When this place is immaculate, go to work on yourselves. Shower, cut your nails, comb your hair. I don’t want to see a single balled-up sock or even a speck of dirt under a fingernail. Is that absolutely clear?’

The response was a sharp volley of, ‘Yes, sir’s.

‘Finally, I’m going to choreograph a little demonstration of your shooting and explosives skills for tomorrow morning. Our future depends upon this, so you boys had better impress Admiral Hammer and Captain Ramsgate like you’ve never impressed before. Understood?’

‘Yes, sir!’ came the response.

‘Now, I’m going to divide you into three teams. The first team, led by me, will comprise PT, Rosie, Sam and—’

‘Your afternoon tea is getting cold,’ Joan Henderson shouted, as she steamed into the hall holding a small plate with slice of sponge cake on it. ‘I asked to talk to you.’

‘One moment,’ Henderson said, as he turned away from the crowd and addressed his wife in a whisper. ‘We have a vital inspection coming up first thing tomorrow and I need to set our plans in motion.’

‘Bugger your plans,’ Joan roared, as she furiously wagged her finger. ‘You cancelled dinner with me before you went to London, you’ve now cancelled tea. I don’t even get to see you for bloody breakfast.’

Everyone in the hall shuffled their feet awkwardly and tried not to look.

‘We shall have a late dinner, tonight,’ Henderson said, as he touched his chest. ‘Hand on my heart.’

Joan processed this for a second before crushing the sponge cake between her fingers and smacking her husband around the head with the result. McAfferty rushed forwards. Two of the smallest kids laughed as jam and crumbs spilled down Henderson’s collar.

‘If we can’t speak in private, I might as well announce it to the whole world,’ Joan shouted.

‘Darling, don’t be childish,’ Henderson said firmly. ‘I’m busy, that’s all.’

‘Busy with some tart in London, no doubt,’ Joan shouted. ‘You never could keep your pecker in your pants for more than five minutes!’

McAfferty touched Joan’s shoulder and tried to sound warm. ‘Joan, you’re making a scene. Why don’t you calm down and go into the office with Charles. I’ll take control of the situation here.’

‘Get off me,’ Joan yelled, scowling at McAfferty. ‘How many times did he sleep with you while you were living in Paris … ? Actually, he goes for tall and skinny, not the dumpy ones like you.’

PT, Rosie and Marc exchanged nervous smiles as the muck continued to fly.

‘If you want a divorce, you can have it!’ Henderson shouted. ‘I’m not stopping you and you can take your father’s money and your bloody spiders with you.’

Joan roared with false laughter. ‘Hah! You think you’re getting rid of me that easily? If you remember that little drunken fumble we had when you first got home last September: well, Commander Henderson, I’m expecting a baby, last week of June.’

‘Oh!’ Henderson said. His mouth dropped open as cake crumbs continued to pelt the floor around him.

The Hendersons’ first child had died at the age of eighteen months, plunging Joan into a depression from which she’d never fully recovered. Henderson wanted another child, but his wife’s mental state would complicate the pregnancy and working in espionage didn’t lend itself to being a hands-on father.

After waiting a few seconds for the initial shock to wear off, Henderson put out his arms and closed on his wife. This was a gamble. He had no idea if he’d get a hug or a slap, but tears sprang into Joan’s eyes as Henderson’s arms locked gently around her back. She kissed his cheek and the jam and crumbs stuck to her lips.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Henderson, Takada and the other staff gave their young trainees cleaning duty as punishment for minor sins, such as not cleaning a weapon properly or arriving late to a training session. The kids did it slowly, miserably and made as poor a job as they could reasonably expect to get away with.

But this Thursday was different. Everything depended upon the review, and the threat brought everyone out in a cleaning frenzy, from Superintendent McAfferty down to new arrivals Troy and Mason.

Wood floors were polished, windows washed inside and out with vinegar water and fresh whitewash applied to the slightly grubby walls in the downstairs hallway. Troy taught the military-style bed-making skills he’d learned at Hay Approved School to all the other kids. The bigger lads lifted up furniture, enabling the little ones to clamber underneath and dust.

McAfferty, Rosie and an elderly cook named Pippa made the evening meal, while simultaneously working through a mound of laundry, scrubbing it in the sinks and then running each piece through a mangle to help it dry. It was hard work that shrivelled Rosie’s fingertips.

When everything shone to McAfferty’s satisfaction, the kids ate dinner before being ordered into the showers. It was gone seven o’clock when the damp-haired boys and girls returned to their rooms with towels around waists.

‘This looks very smart,’ Henderson said, as he stood in the doorway of Group A’s sleeping quarters wearing a paint-spattered workman’s overall. The privacy curtains had been taken down and personal items stripped off the walls. The beds were neatly made and evenly spaced.

‘You’ve all worked really hard,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Nobody has had to shout or give orders. None of the staff has had to tell you to buck your ideas up, or put your backs into it. You’ve no idea how happy it makes me to see you all working effortlessly as a team.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ PT said, and the younger kids all followed his lead.

‘It’s just past seven,’ Henderson said. ‘I’m going across to the farmhouse to have dinner with my wife. I’d suggest that you relax for a couple of hours. Put the lights out at nine-thirty and get a good night’s sleep. I want you up and ready for action at six tomorrow. We need to do a run-through of the weapons and explosives demonstration that Mr Takada and I have worked out and if the train is on time our guests should arrive before nine. Don’t stay up too late.’

‘Goodnight, sir,’ Marc said. ‘And congratulations on the baby.’

Henderson looked embarrassed as the other five trainees congratulated him.

‘You can name it after me,’ Paul said.

‘Yeah,’ Marc grinned. ‘If it’s a girl.’

Henderson smiled as he backed out and headed down the hall to give a similar speech to the kids from Group B in the next room.

As soon as Henderson was out of sight, PT grabbed the metal-legged table by the windows and dragged it into the middle of the room. He then produced a pack of shabby playing cards from the back of his shorts.

‘Who’s up for poker?’ he asked. ‘If this unit gets canned, this could be your last chance to win back the money you all owe me.’

‘I’m in,’ Marc said, as he sprang off his bed. ‘I’ll go grab a couple of chairs from the classroom across the hall.’

Rosie and Joel joined the table, bringing with them a square of green dress material that gave the table an authentic poker feel and a cardboard box filled with metal buttons which they used as chips. Luc hated card games and always stuck to his cowboy and detective novels.

‘You playing, Paul?’ Rosie asked.

‘Not tonight,’ Paul said.

‘Come on, mate,’ PT said encouragingly, as he sat backwards on a school chair facing towards the table. ‘You might be the youngest, but you’re my only serious competition.’

Paul shook his head. ‘I’ve got a headache and my guts are turning somersaults.’

Luc shouted from the other end of the room. ‘When I beat you up, you stay beaten up.’

‘Luc, shut your stupid mouth,’ Rosie yelled.

‘Fat whore,’ Luc shouted back.

Marc came in with a chair in each hand. He gave one to Joel and sat on the other.

‘Don’t you think Joel looks different with clean clothes and his hair combed?’ Rosie smiled.

‘Almost human,’ Marc nodded.

Rosie leaned across the table and cheekily kissed Joel on the cheek.

Marc laughed. ‘Better watch out, PT, your woman looks set to stray.’

Rosie gave PT a kiss, then Marc complained that he felt left out so she kissed him too.

‘Whore!’ Luc shouted again.

‘Shut up,’ the poker players all shouted back.

‘OK,’ PT said, as he split the cards and shuffled them expertly. Just for show he then shot them repeatedly from one hand to another and fanned them in a perfect arc across the table before cutting the deck and starting to deal. ‘The game is five card poker, deuces wild, no limits. Everyone starts with a thousand pounds’ worth of buttons.’

‘Why not a million pounds’ worth,’ Marc smiled. ‘Seeing as none of us actually has any money.’

‘I’ll pay my debts when I’m rich and famous,’ Rosie grinned.

After the first couple of hands, Troy came in from the other room acting shy. ‘I heard that you guys play cards. Mind if I join?’

‘More the merrier,’ PT nodded. ‘Go get a chair from across the hall.’

‘That’s one fancy dressing gown,’ Troy smiled, as he looked at Marc in his thickly quilted robe.

‘Yeah,’ Joel grinned. ‘It doesn’t make you look even slightly like a tart.’

‘Kiss my balls,’ Marc replied, as he tried not to make the disappointment of his first three cards too obvious.

Troy was late to the table, but surprised everyone by out-bluffing PT to win the second hand.

‘Beginner’s luck,’ PT said.

Troy smiled. ‘My dad was a fisherman. When they couldn’t go to sea they’d play cards. I’ve been watching since I was three, playing since I was five.’

PT didn’t like having his poker supremacy threatened and raised one eyebrow. ‘I’ve worked as a cabin boy on four different ships. I’ve played against cheats, hustlers and drunks who’ll stab you in the eye if you look at ’em the wrong way.’

Marc couldn’t resist making fun of the bravado. ‘Well, I’ve played poker with a giant squid called Neddy who’s been poker champion of the seven seas. He wears a patch over both eyes and has hooks on the end of each tentacle. I lost every time, as well.’

As the players laughed, Rosie looked behind and saw Paul standing up and clutching his side.

‘You OK, mate?’ she asked.

Paul grimaced. ‘I just need a crap.’

They played another hand and Rosie was delighted to find herself holding three queens. She tried raising the stakes to maximise the winnings from her strong hand, but she was a cautious player and everyone grew suspicious when she tried to raise the bet.

The win was still enough for Rosie to double the size of her pile of buttons and she stood up and waved her arms in the air as she scooped up her winnings. When she sat back down, she noticed that Luc wasn’t on his bed.

‘Did you see where Luc disappeared to?’ Rosie asked.

‘Yeah,’ Joel said. ‘He went out just after your brother.’

*

Paul was feeling worse as he got tired. He sat on the toilet with a throbbing head and, although he’d escaped serious injury, aches and bruises made every movement a trial.

‘My old mate!’ Luc smiled, as Paul slid the bolt across the door and stepped out of the cubicle. ‘Fancy seeing little Paulie here!’

Luc grabbed Paul by his pyjama top, swung him around effortlessly and bundled him into the shower area at the back of the room. The floor was covered with puddles and steam hung in the air.

‘Leave me the hell alone,’ Paul protested.

Luc mocked Paul’s voice as he shoved backwards through the puddles and jammed him against the tiles. ‘Nuh-na-na-nuh-nuh-nuh.’

‘Let me go.’

Luc lifted Paul off the ground with one arm and thumped him against the wall. ‘I tell you what,’ he smiled. ‘I had enough fun with you down in the hall this morning, so I’ll let you go if you lie down on your belly, kiss my feet and tell me how great you think I am.’

‘I’d sooner die,’ Paul spat.

Luc laughed. ‘Do it now, or I’ll smack you around and make you.’

Paul considered his options. If he yelled, Luc would stick his hand over his mouth and probably knock his head against the wall for good measure. If he stood his ground he’d end up taking another beating. So lying on the floor, getting his pyjamas soaking wet and kissing Luc’s feet was pretty much his only option.

‘You’re twisted,’ Paul said, as he went down on one knee. ‘You know that, don’t you?’

As Paul spoke, the bathroom door came open. Rosie leaned in and shouted out. ‘Paul, are you OK?’

The showers were off to the side, so Rosie couldn’t see the boys. Luc put a finger in front of his lips and gave Paul a severe look.

‘Keep your trap shut.’

Part of Paul wanted to yell out, but he didn’t want Rosie to see him kneeling on the floor, being humiliated.

‘Paul,’ Rosie shouted, then she turned back and spoke to someone else. ‘I don’t think he’s in here.’

‘I’ll check the showers up the back,’ Joel said.

Luc grabbed Paul up off the floor and eyeballed him. ‘You say one word,’ he growled menacingly.

‘What are you doing back here?’ Joel asked.

He was joined at the entrance to the showers by Rosie, Marc and PT.

‘Why can’t you keep your hands off my brother?’ Rosie shouted.

‘I haven’t touched him,’ Luc smiled. ‘He slipped in a puddle. I was helping him up.’

Paul looked at the wet leg of his pyjama trousers as PT and Joel stepped up to Luc.

‘I turned a blind eye when it was the odd shove or kick in the hallway,’ PT said angrily. ‘But it’s well out of order now. It’s got so that Paul can’t even go to the toilet without you smacking him around.’

In the background, Marc threw a mound of towels in the sink and turned on the cold tap, full blast.

‘I can take any one of you, just like that,’ Luc said aggressively, snapping his fingers.

‘But not all of us,’ Joel said pointedly. ‘Rosie and PT have warned you to cut out the bullying, but you’ve ignored us. McAfferty would expel you if she found out, but we’re prepared to give you one chance.’

Luc looked uncertain as Paul backed away from him.

‘Fine, I’ll stop,’ Luc said indignantly. ‘What do I care? He’s just a scrawny little poofter anyway.’

‘That’s agreed then,’ PT smiled. ‘Now lie face down on the floor.’

‘What?’ Luc gawped.

‘Face down,’ PT repeated. ‘What’s so hard to understand?’

‘You’re not just getting away with it,’ Rosie smiled. ‘We’re gonna teach you a lesson.’

‘You can stick that idea,’ Luc said, as he moved into a boxer’s stance. ‘I’ll flatten the lot of you.’

Rosie charged forwards. She was smaller than Luc, but she’d done a lot of hand-to-hand combat training over the last three months and was naturally fast. As Luc lunged and swung a punch, Rosie ducked low, head-butted him in the stomach and drove him back against the tiled wall.

Before Luc could hit back, PT and Joel grabbed his arms.

‘You’re all dead,’ Luc screamed.

Rosie hooked her feet around Luc’s ankles and his sole skidded easily on the wet floor. He landed hard on his knees and Joel and PT threw him forwards on to his face.

‘Stick something in his trap to shut him up,’ Rosie said.

PT grabbed a flannel that had been hung to dry over a radiator. Rosie pinched Luc’s nostrils and PT crammed it in as Luc opened his mouth to breathe.

As Luc gagged on the soapy-tasting rag, Marc twisted one of the wet towels into a rope, wound it around Luc’s ankles, then bent them back towards his buttocks. PT took the loose ends of the towel and looped them expertly around Luc’s wrists before pulling them into a tight knot.

‘Who’d have thought Henderson’s tying-up-a-suspect exercise would come in handy so soon?’ Marc smiled.

Paul’s conscience twanged as he watched the bully who’d been making his life a misery shivering on the wet floor, with his mouth plugged and his ankles and wrists trussed painfully behind his back. Seeing justice dished out was satisfying, but could two wrongs really make a right?

Marc twisted another dripping towel into a rope and gave it to Paul.

‘I reckon you should go first.’

‘We could all get expelled for this,’ Paul said warily.

Joel shrugged. ‘They’re teaching us espionage: how to look after ourselves and use our initiative. Isn’t that what this is?’

Rosie didn’t share her brother’s doubts. She snatched the towel out of Paul’s hand and flicked it expertly. After a sharp crack it left a huge stinging welt on Luc’s back.

Luc screamed into his gag.

‘Ahh, doesn’t baby like it?’ Rosie grinned, as she whacked him again.

Marc grabbed another towel, and launched two hard licks on Luc’s back, then Joel and PT took the towels and had a go themselves. Joel’s long arms were perfect for delivering a thrashing and Luc made his loudest scream of the night as his first blow swiped between his shoulder blades. PT’s first blow hit the same spot, opening up a bloody welt.

Paul stepped in front of the older boys and raised his hands. ‘Six of the best,’ he said nervously. ‘I reckon that’s enough.’

‘Ten of the best if you’re counting,’ Joel laughed, as he held his towel out towards Paul. ‘Go on, make it a nice round dozen.’

Paul took the towel, but the blood pooling in the dip between Luc’s shoulder blades gave everyone a sense that they’d gone too far already.

‘Babykins is crying,’ Marc noted gleefully, as he crouched down and watched tears streaking down Luc’s face.

‘Shall we untie him?’ Rosie asked. ‘What if he goes crazy?’

PT straddled Luc and spoke fiercely. ‘As far as we’re concerned the score’s even and it’s a clean slate. But if you lay another finger on Paul, this will happen again.’

Luc cursed furiously into his gag and finally managed to spit it out.

‘I think he wants to be friends,’ Marc grinned.

‘Give him a while to mull things over,’ PT said. ‘If he’s lucky we’ll come back and untie him before bedtime.’

‘What if someone hears him?’ Paul asked.

PT thought for a couple of seconds. ‘We’ll warn the other kids, none of them likes him much. The staff never use our bathroom and you won’t hear him moaning from out in the corridor.’

‘Sounds about right,’ Marc agreed. ‘Now let’s play some poker. Are you sure you don’t fancy sitting in for a few hands, Paul?’

Paul still hurt in all the places where he’d hurt a few minutes earlier, but the way everyone had stood up for him made him feel completely different. ‘Why not?’ he smiled.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Poker took over the minds of the five young players. They forgot about war, dead parents and the aches and tiredness from a day of tough training. All they had was the luck of the cards, their wits and bragging rights over the control of a valueless mound of buttons.

A towering man dressed in army officer’s uniform snapped them out of it. ‘Cards,’ he said, in an austere voice. Then, as he took long strides towards the table, ‘Poker, I see.’

Paul, Rosie, Troy and Joel’s eyes followed him suspiciously. PT, the oldest, stared directly at the officer and broke their silence.

‘I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure, sir.’

‘No, you haven’t,’ the mystery man said with a smile. ‘Captain Ramsgate, Scots Guards. Admiral Hammer dispatched me to check your little operation out.’

‘Does Superintendent McAfferty know you’ve arrived?’ PT asked.

‘Not yet.’

Rosie’s chair grated backwards as she stood up. ‘I’ll go fetch her. She’ll want to see you straight away.’

‘I thought you were due in the morning,’ Marc added.

Captain Ramsgate took a sideways step to block Rosie’s path. ‘I’ll report to the superintendent in good time,’ he smiled. ‘Admiral Hammer told me to get my worthless hide up here and surprise you all. I took the liberty of walking across the artillery range, rather than approaching via the security post on your front gate. You can learn a lot more about a place when your arrival comes as a surprise.’

PT smiled as he expertly shuffled the cards. ‘Would you like to join us for a few hands, Captain?’

The captain didn’t answer. Instead, he snatched the battered card deck off the table and shuffled it rapidly from hand to hand. His speed made PT look amateurish.

‘Cut the deck anywhere you like,’ Ramsgate said, as he placed it on the table in front of Troy.

Troy looked up uncomprehendingly.

‘His English isn’t too good, sir,’ PT explained, as Rosie translated the instructions into French for Troy’s benefit.

Troy cut the deck and placed the cards from the top underneath the deck. Ramsgate unveiled the top card, which was the king of hearts.

‘Who wants to bet me their whole pile of buttons that the next three cards off the pile aren’t also kings?’ Captain Ramsgate asked.

The kids all smiled, but after seeing how expertly he’d shuffled none of them took on the bet. Ramsgate turned the next two cards, revealing the king of diamonds and the king of spades, but the final card was a three.

‘Oh well,’ PT said. ‘Almost a clever trick though.’

Captain Ramsgate scratched his head, apparently mystified as to how his trick had failed. ‘That is odd,’ he said. ‘Where could it be? Oh, wait, I think …’

The captain reached inside his blazer and miraculously produced the king of clubs from the inside pocket.

‘Well, how did it get there?’ he smiled, as he placed it on the table beside the other three kings.

The kids all laughed and clapped. Captain Ramsgate saw the degree of interest in PT’s eyes. ‘If I get time I’ll teach you that one,’ he said. ‘It’s mostly sleight of hand, but it takes practice to make it look smooth.’

‘I’d like that,’ PT smiled. ‘My dad taught me a few card tricks back in the day, but nothing as elaborate as that.’

‘I can see you’re a trickster,’ Captain Ramsgate acknowledged, as he picked up the four kings and carefully examined tiny nicks in the top corners of each card. ‘If you deal these cards, I assume you always manage to win.’

Paul gasped. ‘PT, you cheating son of a—’

But he stopped abruptly when Rosie kicked him under the table. This was an inspector sent from Whitehall, after all.

‘So you five fancy yourselves as spies?’ Captain Ramsgate said, steepling his enormously long fingers as he squatted on the corner of Rosie’s bed. He was so tall that even when seated he had a clear view over the heads of the five youngsters around the table. ‘Why is that?’

Marc was first to answer. ‘I’d rather do something than lie in my bed while the Boche drop bombs on me every night, like in London.’

‘They killed our dad,’ Rosie said, as she pointed across the table at Paul. ‘They would have killed us if Commander Henderson hadn’t found us.’

‘So what kind of training have you been doing?’

‘All sorts,’ Rosie replied. ‘Everything from general fitness like running and swimming, to pistol shooting, radio operations, hand-to-hand combat and explosives training.’

‘Explosives, eh?’ Captain Ramsgate said, as he smiled mischievously. ‘Have they let you blow up anything good?’

‘Instructor Takada showed us how to make a tripwire mine,’ Joel said. ‘We blew up one of the cottages, but there’s a shortage of plastic explosive.’

‘Mostly we practise with blocks of marzipan,’ Paul explained. ‘It has a similar texture.’

‘And you can eat it afterwards, once you’ve scraped the dirt off,’ Joel added.

Ramsgate laughed noisily. ‘What about people who say it’s wrong to send people as young as yourselves undercover? How would you answer them?’

There was a pause before Marc took up the challenge. ‘First of all, sir, we’re facing a superior enemy. That means every able-bodied person has to do their bit.’

‘I saw what happened with the invasion in France,’ Joel said. ‘Whole towns turned to rubble. Dead people and animals everywhere. If the Germans do invade Britain, it’ll be worse for us than going undercover in France.’

‘I see,’ Captain Ramsgate said. ‘But working undercover could be extremely dangerous. If you were captured you could be tortured mercilessly. Have you really considered the consequences?’

Marc showed his missing front tooth. ‘We’ve all been in France, we know what it’s like. I’ve had a tooth ripped out by the Gestapo. Paul and Rosie’s dad died, then their boat got bombed. Joel had family in Germany who’ve all been beaten up because they’re Jewish.’

‘I agree with Marc,’ Paul said. ‘I’d rather fight and die than sit on my bum. If the Germans win we’ll suffer ten times as bad.’

As Paul said this, Henderson appeared in the doorway. It was gone nine and he’d come upstairs to make sure that all the kids were going to bed on time. He was stunned by the sight of Captain Ramsgate on the corner of Rosie’s bed.

‘I thought you were arriving tomorrow,’ Henderson said warily, as he saluted the captain and then shook his hand.

Captain Ramsgate laughed. ‘To see the freshly polished floors and watch a parade of neatly dressed boys, no doubt!’

Henderson’s stance shifted awkwardly. ‘Well, sir, it’s rather what’s expected under these circumstances.’

‘Yes,’ Captain Ramsgate said. ‘But I think I’ve learned a good deal more chatting with your young trainees. They’re a bright bunch, no doubt about it, and raring to go undercover. I look forward to seeing them perform in the field tomorrow. Now perhaps you’d be kind enough to find me a bed for the night?’

‘Yes,’ Henderson said, his voice sounding warmer than before as he realised that Captain Ramsgate’s unconventional approach made him more likely to take a positive view of his espionage unit. ‘Perhaps you’d like a drink at the house first, and I can introduce you to Superintendent McAfferty.’

‘I like the sound of that!’ Captain Ramsgate replied.

As the two officers turned towards the door, PT stepped away from the table. ‘One moment, Captain Ramsgate.’

When the captain turned around he was surprised to see that PT held a calfskin wallet, a set of keys and a military identity card bearing his own picture.

‘Yours, I believe, Captain,’ PT said. ‘Your wife and daughter are both very pretty.’

Ramsgate’s mouth gaped as he felt inside his trouser pockets to confirm that his things were really gone. ‘Well, I’ll be darned,’ he laughed. ‘So I’m not the only one who knows a few tricks, eh?’

But Henderson seemed cross. ‘PT, using your pickpocketing skills on a senior officer is not appropriate behaviour. You’re lucky he’s taking it in such good humour.’

‘I didn’t take anything,’ PT explained. ‘But I had to check that you were who you said you were. You might have been a German storm trooper for all we knew.’

Captain Ramsgate and Henderson both laughed. ‘What would you have done if I was?’ the captain asked.

Joel answered. ‘Commander Henderson showed us how to make garrottes out of chicken wire last week. I’ve still got my one under my bed.’

‘They’ll take your head clean off if you twist hard enough,’ PT added, before making a dramatic choking noise.

‘OK, that’s enough, you lot,’ Henderson smiled. ‘You should have been in bed and lights out ten minutes ago and we’ve got a busy day tomorrow.’

Captain Ramsgate spoke discreetly as Henderson opened the door out on to the hallway. ‘I’m desperate for a tinkle.’

‘No problem, sir,’ Henderson said. ‘There’s one just down the hall. Our facilities are newly installed and quite impressive, even if I do say so myself.’

The two men were all smiles as they headed down the hallway. Back in the bedroom, PT, Paul, Marc and Rosie gawped desperately at each other.

‘They’ll find Luc!’ Paul said.

‘Maybe they won’t,’ Troy said encouragingly. ‘He might be asleep or something. But remember, I had nothing to do with it, and I’d better get back to my room. Goodnight!’

‘Dammit!’ Marc said, as he crashed backwards on to his bed. ‘We’re right in the shit now.’


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Captain Ramsgate’s early arrival had scuppered Henderson’s plans for an elaborate display, but he was too busy to deal with the incident in the showers and an unspecified punishment hung over the trainees’ heads as they rose early and completed their normal cross-country run with heavy packs. Paul managed despite aches all over, but Marc got a lie-in because his lungs weren’t up to anything athletic after the smoke inhalation.

Admiral Hammer arrived by taxi shortly after breakfast and Marc stood at the main entrance to greet him.

‘Not much of a reception committee,’ Hammer said.

He meant this as a joke, but Marc was nervous and took it seriously. ‘Captain Ramsgate said you didn’t want a fuss. I’m supposed to take you out to meet everyone on the shooting range. The ground’s a bit muddy, I’m afraid.’

Hammer nodded. ‘March on.’

‘May I ask how your father is?’ Marc said.

‘Of course,’ Hammer replied, as they began the walk across rocky ground at the side of the school building. Rifle fire rattled in the distance. ‘My father is shouting at nurses, complaining about his food and jabbing the patient in the next bed with his walking stick when he snores. In fact, I’d say he’s almost back to his old self. The doctors are only keeping him in because he’s elderly.’

Henderson, McAfferty and Ramsgate stood in line and saluted as the admiral approached. The Group-A trainees lay on their bellies in the frosty grass, firing across uneven ground at painted targets more than fifty metres away. Group B were new to the range and a light-skinned African named Rufus was demonstrating the benefits of different firing stances.

‘What’s the purpose of this?’ Admiral Hammer asked. ‘How much shooting can these boys do when they’re undercover?’

McAfferty answered. ‘Sir, our objective is to ensure that young agents will survive in extreme circumstances. We don’t anticipate that they’ll routinely carry guns, but situations may arise where agents need to defend themselves or use a weapon to facilitate an escape.

‘They have target practice three times a week and we’re familiarising the trainees with all commonly used French, German and British firearms. Our aim is that every agent we send undercover will be able to pick up and use any weapon he encounters if needs be.’

The admiral unholstered his pistol and held it out towards Marc. ‘Are you a good shot?’

‘Not bad, sir,’ Marc admitted.

Henderson laughed. ‘Marc is being modest, he consistently outscores the others.’

The admiral passed his handgun to Marc. ‘What do you think of that one?’ he asked.

Marc studied the ivory-handled revolver. He opened the chamber and saw a tiny version of his face reflected in the base of six golden bullets.

‘I’ve not seen one like this before,’ Marc confessed. ‘It looks quite old.’

‘It was my grandfather’s service revolver,’ the admiral explained. ‘When my father retired he passed it on to me. Do you think you could shoot one of the pigeons sitting in that tree over on the right?’

Marc squinted into the low sun for a second before making a decision. ‘I doubt it very much, sir. Shooting a pistol at that range, it would be more luck than skill if I hit it.’

‘Absolutely correct,’ the admiral smiled, as he took back the pistol. ‘What about with a rifle?’

‘I’d stand a decent chance,’ Marc said. ‘Though it’s not an easy shot with the sun in my face.’

Captain Ramsgate had read the admiral’s mind and was approaching with a standard-issue French army rifle. Marc expertly checked that there was a cartridge loaded and looked down the barrel to make sure it was clean before adopting a firing stance and taking aim.

‘Which one are you going for?’ Admiral Hammer asked.

It was a horrible shot, with the sun in Marc’s eyes and four adults watching every twitch.

‘The bird on the end of the long branch,’ Marc said finally.

He took a deep breath and held it in to steady his aim. The French rifle was not renowned for accuracy and Marc’s short reach made it harder to keep the gun steady. He felt like he was taking far too long over the shot and his brow bristled with sweat as he tried to hold the target steady in the mechanical sight.

As Marc squeezed the trigger, he felt a gust of wind and had to make an instantaneous correction. The bullet cracked, making a dozen birds erupt from the tree. But there was also a loud squawk and twirling feathers silhouetted against the low sun.

‘Damned good shot!’ Admiral Hammer said, as he thumped Marc on the back. ‘The minister and I were discussing this unit last night. One of his suggestions was that we could train a couple of young lads as snipers and use them to assassinate senior German officers. Now I can at least report that you’re able to shoot straight!’

Henderson and McAfferty smiled with relief: it seemed unlikely that their unit would get canned if a cabinet minister was discussing possible missions. But only Marc had the impertinence to pose the question.

‘So does that mean you’re giving our unit the nod?’ he asked.

Henderson and McAfferty both cringed, but Admiral Hammer liked Marc and didn’t mind his directness. ‘I sent Ramsgate up here to check that you weren’t a bunch of lunatics. And despite your disciplinary problems, he believes you’re putting together a unit that could have a genuine impact on the war. However, Air Vice Marshal Walker doesn’t agree. He’s the man in charge of the Special Operations Executive right now and that puts us in a tight spot.’

Henderson looked perturbed. ‘Damned politics,’ he cursed. ‘I hope we learn to stop fighting our own side before there’s a swastika hanging from Buckingham Palace.’

‘When do you think you can have your trainees ready for action?’ Admiral Hammer asked.

‘The six in Group A aren’t far off the mark now, but they could do with another month to really hit top form,’ Henderson said. ‘The thing is, Walker is our RAF man and without parachute training, how can we get a team behind enemy lines?’

‘A month seems reasonable,’ Admiral Hammer nodded. ‘Would six parachute training slots for mid-February do the trick?’

Henderson smiled. ‘That would be superb, sir.’

‘Eight slots would be even better,’ McAfferty added. ‘If it’s not too much to ask.’

‘Right,’ Hammer said. ‘I can call some favours to set that up, but after that your boys will have to prove themselves. The Special Operations Executive has set up four campuses, training adults for operations in different areas of occupied Europe. At the end of each course, every school sends its units up to Scotland to take part in parachute training and a final exercise devised by Air Vice Marshal Walker.’

‘What type of exercise, sir?’ Marc asked.

‘Surprise is a key element, so the exercise varies every time,’ Hammer explained. ‘What I do know is that it’s always a real-world task: climbing aboard a navy vessel in port and launching a lifeboat, stealing secret papers from a government office, that sort of thing.’

Marc looked slightly perturbed. ‘So it’s just like a real undercover mission? We could get shot by our own side?’

‘Yes, if you’re not careful,’ Hammer smiled. ‘Of course, if you’re captured you’ll be sent back here rather than tortured and shot by the Gestapo as you would be in occupied France, but while you’re on the loose you’ll face exactly the same dangers as a real German agent parachuting into Britain.’

Henderson explained further. ‘Going undercover in your own country is a training technique that British intelligence has used for many years. In wartime the exercises also help to unearth weaknesses in internal security and keep the Home Guard and the police on their toes.’

‘I don’t have the authority to ride roughshod over Air Vice Marshal Walker,’ Hammer said. ‘But I’ve talked the minister into suspending Walker’s review of your operations until your training programme is completed. With myself and the minister backing you, it will be impossible for Walker to shut your unit down, provided your boys can show that they’re as good as the adults on his final training exercise.’

McAfferty smiled. ‘Admiral, we really appreciate you going out on a limb to help our little unit.’

Henderson nodded in agreement. ‘All I’ve ever asked is a chance to prove the value of my idea. Is there anything else you’d like to see? Maybe I could give you a tour of our facilities?’

Hammer looked at his watch. ‘I’m travelling up to Newcastle to deal with an industrial dispute in the shipyards. That’s another bunch who don’t seem to realise that there’s a war on. I believe there’s a train at a quarter past ten, so I’d appreciate a car to take the captain and me to the station as quickly as possible.’

‘Very good, sir,’ Henderson smiled. He gave a salute before telling Rufus to prepare the little Austin.

After the fuss over Admiral Hammer’s visit, the kids who’d been shooting at the far end of the range discovered that he’d left before they even knew he’d arrived. Once the shooting equipment was cleaned and taken inside, McAfferty lined everyone up on the concrete playground behind the school building and announced that the unit had a chance of survival.

There was spontaneous cheering followed by rounds of hugs and handshakes.

‘But this is only the beginning of our battle,’ McAfferty said. ‘We must continue to train hard. Two more boys will arrive tomorrow and Group B will commence a full training programme on Monday.’

There was more cheering, apart from Mason who looked downcast because he’d have to move into the dormitory with the other little kids when his brother’s training began.

‘Now, everyone except Group A is dismissed. You have half an hour to go inside and have a break, then come down dressed and ready for Mr Takada’s combat class.’

Once Group B, the little kids and the staff had gone indoors McAfferty and Henderson faced a line-up of Paul, Rosie, Marc, PT, Joel and Luc.

‘Stand to attention,’ McAfferty shouted fiercely, and the six kids obeyed. ‘What happened upstairs last night was a disgrace. We can count our blessings that Captain Ramsgate didn’t see Luc trussed up in that shower and decide to shut down this entire unit on the spot. You should all be ashamed.’

Luc cleared his throat noisily. Henderson charged forward and shouted in his face. ‘Don’t you dare make a sound when the superintendent is speaking.’

‘Do you have something to say?’ McAfferty roared. ‘Spit it out then. Go on!’

‘Respectfully, madame,’ Luc said, with uncharacteristic humility. ‘I didn’t tie myself up.’

‘I’ve asked some of the other children,’ McAfferty said angrily. ‘It was concealed from me, but apparently it’s common knowledge that you’ve been bullying Paul quite nastily for some time. Not that it in any way makes what happened to you in the shower room acceptable. Is that clear?’

‘Yes, madame,’ Luc said sourly.

‘Cut that miserable bloody look off your face,’ Henderson screamed. ‘Because I can think of a million painful ways to change it if you don’t.’

‘You’re going to stand out here in the cold and think about what you’ve done to each other,’ McAfferty ordered. ‘You will not move. You will not eat, drink or take a toilet break. Meantime, Mr Henderson and I will be indoors discussing whatever futures you might have within this organisation.’


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Henderson picked up the ringing telephone on his desk. ‘Unicorn Tyre Repair,’ he answered.

‘Henderson, you sneaky little bastard,’ Air Vice Marshal Walker shouted. ‘Am I or am I not your superior officer?’

‘I respect your authority absolutely, sir,’ Henderson said.

‘Then why am I holding a telegram from the minister of economic warfare? After discussion at cabinet level we have decided to ask you to halt your review of operations for Espionage Research Unit B STOP We feel that the group must be allowed to complete training STOP An assessment of its value to be made solely based upon results of training STOP.’

Henderson sounded affronted. ‘Sir, I can assure you that I had nothing to do with that telegram.’

‘Piffle!’ Walker screamed. ‘It was an internal review in a secret department. Nobody at cabinet level could possibly know about this review unless you blabbed. I don’t know what strings you pulled, Henderson, but you’ve now made an enemy out of me. I am still your superior and I have the power to make your life miserable. And the same goes for that jumped-up Scottish typist who’s supposed to be in charge of your shambolic little unit.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that you feel this way, sir,’ Henderson said, struggling not to laugh. ‘Just out of curiosity, sir, you’ve been operational for six full months now. You’ve set up four training schools and have three hundred pen-pushers working in Baker Street, but am I right in believing that your rather impressive bureaucracy has yet to successfully send a single operative into occupied France?’

Henderson heard a rather odd gurgling sound on the other end of the line. ‘You have no career, Henderson,’ Walker screamed. ‘I’ll have you digging shit trenches in darkest Africa before I’m through with you.’

‘If we lose the war none of us will have careers,’ Henderson pointed out.

‘Maybe I can’t stop your unit, but give me the tiniest excuse and I’ll squash you, Henderson. Nobody goes behind my back to Whitehall and gets away with it, you jumped-up little grammar school oik.’

‘You’re upset with me, aren’t you, sir?’ Henderson said sarcastically. ‘Maybe you should take some deep breaths to calm your nerves.’

‘This is insubordination,’ Air Vice Marshal Walker raged. ‘I could have you brought up on a court martial for this.’

‘Actually we’re in different branches of the service,’ Henderson said. ‘If you wanted to court-martial me, you’d need to go through my naval commanding officer. Superintendent McAfferty is sitting directly opposite. Would you like me to put her on the line, sir?’

Henderson heard a crashing sound, which he suspected was papers being thrown across a desk. Then the receiver slammed down in his ear.

‘I take it the Air Vice Marshal isn’t happy,’ McAfferty smiled, as she sat on the corner of Henderson’s desk and looked out of the window.

Henderson roared with laughter. ‘He sent you his best regards.’

‘Did he indeed?’ McAfferty said. ‘You really shouldn’t have teased him.’

‘Perhaps,’ Henderson admitted with a sigh. ‘But Walker’s an unimaginative snob. He’s never going to like our kind no matter how polite we are.’

‘True,’ McAfferty smiled, as she pointed out of the window at the half-frozen statues standing in the courtyard. ‘What are we going to do with them?’

‘Let them in, I guess,’ Henderson said, as he looked at his watch. ‘They’ve been out there for four and a half hours and we don’t want them getting hypothermia.’

‘Aye,’ McAfferty nodded. ‘I’ll tell Pippa to make some hot drinks and then go fetch them inside, but what do we do about the situation with Luc?’

‘He’s a nasty little shit,’ Henderson admitted.

‘So you think we should kick him out?’

Henderson shook his head. ‘He’s also a superb trainee. Luc’s no genius, but he can read a map or spin a lie to cover his tracks if he’s put in a tight spot. Physically he’s the best of the bunch. Very strong, he can run five miles with a pack, catch his breath and be ready to do it all again ten minutes later.’

‘But he’s just horrible,’ McAfferty said. ‘Paul’s such a sweet boy. Fancy bullying him like that.’

‘Yes,’ Henderson sighed. ‘But suppose you’ve got a mission where you need to parachute into a secure area, plant a bomb and escape to a rendezvous twenty-five miles away. Out of those six trainees, which one would you send?’

‘Luc,’ McAfferty admitted. ‘No doubt about it. But he’s like poison. The other kids hate him.’

‘They’ll keep Luc in check if they stick together as a group,’ Henderson said. ‘Frankly, Luc’s humiliation in the showers will probably do more to set him straight than any punishment you or I can dish out.’

McAfferty looked away from Henderson and smiled uncertainly. ‘I think we’ve become parents to a dozen children without really meaning to,’ she said. ‘I look at them standing out there. Little individuals, with their own personalities and their own pasts. But they’re wee kids.’

‘And you wonder if we should really be doing this,’ Henderson said. ‘So do I sometimes, but we’re fighting pure evil. We have to do everything we can to end this war.’

‘I know,’ McAfferty nodded. ‘But I’m in charge of this unit and I can’t help looking out at that line of kids and wondering how many we might send to their deaths.’


Part Two

February 1941


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The overnight sleeper train brought Instructor Takada and the six Group-A trainees north to Edinburgh. After a bad breakfast in a station canteen filled with soot-blackened engine drivers and drunks who’d missed the last train home, a little steam engine pulling three coaches took them deep into the Highlands.

There were fewer than a dozen passengers, so the youngsters messed around in one compartment while Takada sat in another reading about German advances in North Africa and mines sinking merchant ships near Falmouth.

The rush of steam, squeaking overhead luggage racks and snow-capped hills on this clear Sunday morning made the war seem remote. But even out here the station signs had been painted over and at each stop the guard would step on to the platform and bawl out the station name.

The announcement of Braco Lodge came as a shock and the kids grabbed their bags and cases. Rosie was first on to the platform and yelled at the guard to hold the train. As the boys piled out behind she ran back to the train and thumped on the window next to Takada’s head.

‘It’s our stop!’ she shouted urgently, as the guard blew his whistle.

Fortunately the little steam locomotive was slow to pull away and Takada plus luggage made a running leap, landing on the sloping planks at the end of the platform with a minimal loss of dignity.

‘You supposed to tell me!’ Takada said angrily. ‘Must keep track of stations.’

PT cleared his throat. ‘Actually, as the adult we sort of expected you to tell us.’

‘He’s getting in practice for jumping off aeroplanes,’ Marc sniggered. ‘He starts off with trains and works his way up.’

Nobody had ever seen evidence of Takada having a sense of humour and his scowl almost melted the Scottish boulders.

‘I’d love to sit and draw this,’ Paul said as he looked at steep hills and birds circling in the clear sky. ‘It’s breathtaking.’

Luc sneered. ‘Breathtakingly crap from where I’m standing. I hate the countryside.’

‘So where are we?’ Rosie asked, as she looked along the deserted platform and then turned a complete three-sixty to take in the scene. ‘Are we supposed to walk?’

‘I think that’s a signpost over there,’ Joel noted. ‘But you can bet that it’s all painted over.’

Their uncertainty ended with the arrival of a squat paratroop sergeant, who emerged between overgrown hedgerows behind the platform and rattled off words like machine-gun fire. ‘Well, that made a nice little bleedin’ pantomime out of getting off the train,’ he said happily. ‘I’m Sergeant Parris, with two Rs. Truck’s parked down the hill. It’s just you lot for now. The Polish idiots missed their connection in Glasgow.’

The kids picked their bags off the platform and crunched down a steep path to an RAF truck with a canvas awning covering the rear. They threw their belongings in before sitting along the wooden benches on either side.

Canvas isn’t a good insulator and frozen air blasted through every gap as the truck belted along a single-track road, with overhanging branches clattering against the side. After winding around the hillside, the land opened into a shallow valley with two concrete runways arranged in an X near the bottom.

A wire fence marked the perimeter of the airfield, there were wooden huts, two large hangars and a windsock catching the gusts blowing over the hills.

‘This is all we’ve got,’ Parris shouted rapidly, as they jumped out of the truck alongside a grim-looking hut. ‘Accommodation is in huts A through G. Admin office in hut H. Latrines hut J, showers K, female staff quarters huts L, M, cookhouse hut N. Classrooms huts O and P, first aid and medical is hut Q.

‘At the very far end you’ll find our hangars, which we call Brahms and Liszt. There’s a map and a training schedule pinned to the door of your hut. I’m not your mother, so I expect you to be at the correct hut at the time stated on the schedule. This field trains operatives for special military operations, the intelligence service and the Special Operations Executive. Careless talk costs lives so do not speak to members of the other training groups.

‘You will eat in your huts and return the trolley to the canteen afterwards. For entertainment you’ll find a draughts board and a Bible standing in the piss pot under each bed. Any questions … ?’

Parris spoke so fast that they’d missed half of what he’d said, but nobody raised a hand.

‘Right then, study your schedules and report for your medical in hut Q at eleven-fifteen.’

The airfield had only been open for a few months and every comfort had been spared in the prefabricated accommodation hut. There was a tiny room for a commanding officer by the entrance. After this came a dozen narrow beds with thin mattresses and frames nailed together from unsanded timber. At the far end were two tables made from the same rough wood and three-legged stools to squat on while you ate.

After dumping bags on their beds everyone crowded around the schedule pinned to the door.

‘Static jump, tomorrow,’ Rosie said, before laughing anxiously. ‘I thought it would just be training on the ground until at least Tuesday.’

Joel patted her on the back. ‘Don’t worry, toots, it’s just jumping out of an aeroplane. Gravity does most of the work for you.’

‘I don’t think a static jump is from a plane,’ Luc pointed out. ‘I think it’s from a tower, or a balloon.’

‘Oh my god,’ Rosie squawked, as she put her hands over her face. ‘I’m going to die.’

‘I’ve never seen you acting so girly,’ Paul told her. ‘You’ll do it easily.’

The wall clock hadn’t been wound up and Takada was the only one with a watch, so he warned the kids that they only had ten minutes to change into the plimsolls and light clothing mentioned on the schedule.

The medical was a routine check-up. The orderly was perplexed to find himself examining kids but his job was to tick boxes on a form not to ask questions.

Marc was first in line and lifted up his vest so that the orderly could listen to his heart. ‘Cough.’

Marc coughed. The orderly read off a long list of medical conditions which Marc hadn’t suffered from and finished off by tearing a two-part form from his pad and handing over the bottom copy.

‘You’re healthy,’ the orderly said jovially. ‘Next patient.’

Marc found himself waiting outside the medical hut in the cold. The scenery was striking, but eyes were drawn to a full-figured WAAF1 private, who stood outside her hut pegging up washing which steamed into the cold air. She looked no more than eighteen, and wore a tight-fitting singlet and gym shorts. Marc blushed when she gave him a smile.

‘What an eyeful,’ Joel said eagerly, as he emerged with his medical certificate. ‘Cold weather does wonderful things to nipples!’

Marc laughed, but then shrivelled with embarrassment as Joel crammed two fingers in his mouth and blew a loud wolf whistle.

‘Don’t,’ Marc grimaced, as the girl turned away from the line. ‘You’re so embarrassing.’

The girl didn’t seem to mind and she blew Joel a cheeky kiss.

As she picked up the laundry basket and took three steps towards an empty strand of washing line, Joel looked at Marc. ‘Have you ever kissed a girl?’

‘I had a thing with this girl called Jae, back when I was in the orphanage,’ Marc replied. ‘She was the daughter of the farmer whose land I worked on after school.’

Joel sensed longing in Marc’s voice and couldn’t resist the urge to tease. ‘I bet she’s got a German soldier for a boyfriend now.’

Marc tutted with contempt. ‘She’s our age.’

‘Marc’s in love,’ Joel grinned, before adopting the dramatic tones of a movie trailer. ‘Marc and Jae, two young lovers separated by fate. But will the winds of war blow them back together?’

‘Shut up,’ Marc said, as he swung a soft punch at Joel’s belly. ‘We just chatted and I snogged her a few times. And I bet that’s more than you’ve ever done.’

By this time Luc was out of his examination and the WAAF private was bending over her washing basket. ‘Nice view!’ Luc grinned, before sticking both fingers in his mouth and giving a wolf whistle.

This time the girl didn’t seem nearly as amused.

*

While the Brahms hangar housed the parachute school’s two Wellington bombers, the larger Liszt hangar was fitted out for ground training. The equipment inside looked like a mix of oversized playground apparatus and a medieval torture chamber.

There were harnesses, swings and two mock-ups of aircraft fuselages. Most dramatically, the back wall furthest from the hangar doors had a specially raised section from which you could drop twenty metres on to feather matting.

Sergeant Parris and four junior instructors were in charge of twenty-four trainees. Besides Takada and the six kids there were four Polish intelligence officers, a group of five Norwegian women plus their male instructor and seven thuggish-looking Frenchmen in British Army uniform. By the time they’d watched a fifteen-minute introductory film on the history of parachuting and listened to a rapid-fire lecture from Parris, the junior instructors had decided to name the groups the Poles, Birds, Frogs and Kids.

The instructors took one team at a time on a different set of apparatus. The kids started in the aeroplane fuselages, with a red-faced Scottish corporal named Tweed. He gave them time to familiarise themselves with the cramped aircraft interior and explained the differences between aircraft where you jumped out of a door and aircraft where you jumped through a hatch in the floor.

They practised lining up and jumping out of the aircraft on to mats less than a metre and a half below. The crash landings were fun and the kids were in a cheerful mood. Paul particularly enjoyed himself as he realised that parachute training was all to do with nerve and skill. He wouldn’t have to worry about being the smallest and finishing last.

For the next stage Takada and the kids were each given a parachute. Tweed showed them how to put the chutes on. After this, Marc and PT were lifted on a hoist and left with their legs dangling at head height.

As they swung gently with the chutes on their backs, Tweed talked the group through the procedure for controlling their descent angle by using the lift webs and gave instruction on the correct body position during flight. After this, Tweed raised a laugh by accidentally-on-purpose releasing the pulley holding the boys in midair too quickly and sending the boys crashing to the ground in a heap.

‘I just illustrated the most difficult part of parachuting,’ Tweed explained, as a rather shocked Marc and PT found their feet. ‘Any idiot can fall out of an aeroplane. The skilful part is landing without smacking into a tree and bloody well killing yourself.’

Tweed then demonstrated how to crumple on landing without hurting yourself. The kids did a good job copying the technique because it was similar to safe falling techniques Takada had taught during combat training.

The final stage was trickier. With dummy parachutes on their backs, the kids had to climb to the top of three-metre-high ladders fixed against the wall and jump down on to thin gym mats. The first landing made Paul groan as his ankles slammed the ground and sent a jolt through his body.

Paul expected Tweed to yell as he staggered back to his feet, but was finally forced to ask. ‘Sir, I’m not exactly sure what I did wrong.’

‘You did nothing wrong,’ Tweed said, shouting so that the others could all hear. ‘Even when you land properly it’ll give you a hell of a jolt. Now get back up there and give me three more just like it.’

As Paul climbed back up, he noticed that one of the Poles using identical ladders on the opposite side of the hangar was rolling on his back, clutching his ankle and getting shouted at by an instructor who didn’t seem as friendly as Tweed.

After three jumps from the ladders, Tweed congratulated Takada and the kids on a job well done.

‘I’ve just taught you everything you need to know in order to make a parachute jump,’ Tweed explained, as his group stood around in a semicircle, catching their breath. ‘Now we need to practise these skills until you can do it without thinking, in high winds, in thunderstorms, or at night.’



1 WAAF – Women’s Auxiliary Air Force


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Most of the trainees had never flown before and after lunch they were taken up in one of the Wellingtons for a familiarisation flight. The aircraft was cramped and even Paul had to duck and weave around the equipment. There were no restraints except dangling hand straps and nowhere to sit but the bare floor.

Marc and PT boarded first and charged towards the back so that they got the best view out of the domed glass gun turret built around the rear. The pair fought over the empty gunner’s seat, but Parris blew a fuse and ordered them to stop buggering about.

After barrelling down the runway, the bomber lifted off to applause from the passengers seated on the aircraft floor, holding hand straps and bracing themselves against the metal ribs. The pilot climbed quickly. Ears popped and condensation formed on the interior of the fuselage as the air temperature aboard the unpressurised plane dropped below freezing.

Rosie hadn’t followed instructions to wrap up warm and was soon huddled up to PT with her legs pulled up to her chest and her fingers tucked under her armpits.

Everyone slid forwards and yelled as the pilot threw the bomber into a steep dive. The noise became unbearable. Marc and Paul shielded their eyes as the sun blasted through the glass dome. Just as suddenly, the pilot pulled up and the boys were astonished to see the dome filled with a view of grass and the runway less than thirty metres below them.

The pilot spoke to his passengers through a speaker in the ceiling. ‘Would any of you like me to demonstrate that manoeuvre again?’

Relieved laughter and a few shouts of no thanks penetrated the engine noise. After his little stunt, the pilot took the plane up so that it was cruising at four hundred metres. Sergeant Parris opened the door behind the wing and told everyone to form a queue.

‘I want each of you to look down and see what it’s like,’ Parris said, as the wind buffeted his clothes and hilltops drifted below. ‘The next time you see this view, you’ll be about to jump out.’

The Poles went first, showing some bravado as they approached but more serious as they stepped away. Takada took his turn. PT and Rosie held hands and looked down together, Joel turned pale and didn’t stick around long while Luc swaggered up and gobbed out a huge ball of phlegm.

‘Some farmer’s gonna get a shock when that plops on his head,’ he grinned, but fierce looks from Takada and Sergeant Parris straightened his smile.

Paul and Marc came last. They were small enough to stand in the doorway together as the pilot turned slowly over a village for their return to the airfield.

‘Everything looks like little toys,’ Paul said cheerfully.

Marc took a deep breath and shuddered as he looked down. ‘Christ,’ he said.

‘OK, boys,’ Parris said, as he grabbed the metal door to close it. ‘Let’s get you back on the ground and rested ready for tomorrow.’

Marc didn’t say a word, but Paul knew him well enough to realise something was up. The door clanked shut and the aircraft interior felt darker than before as they stepped over the Poles’ outstretched legs.

‘You OK?’ Paul asked, as Marc sat with his back against the fuselage and reached up to grab a hand strap.

‘Not really,’ Marc admitted, as he clenched his fists and blew out his cheeks. ‘Heights aren’t my thing, I guess.’

*

Back in their hut, there was a cheerful mix of excitement and bravado until dinner killed the mood. The potatoes were boiled to grey mush, the minced lamb had black edges and the gravy poured over it was cold and had a skin of glistening fat.

‘English food!’ Joel protested, as he shoved his plate away in disgust.

Paul and Rosie were half English and leaped to their country’s defence. ‘Technically, this is Scottish food,’ Rosie pointed out.

‘Yeah,’ Paul added. ‘And the food Pippa makes back on campus is always great.’

‘It’s better than this, but it’s still flavourless,’ Luc complained. ‘Some butter, some garlic, a little love! That’s what food needs.’

Paul smiled. ‘I bet all they get in Paris now is German sausage and sauerkraut.’

Luc glowered across the table at Paul, but ever since the towel-whipping incident he’d stopped making threats. Sometimes he even tried being nice, though Paul found it difficult to respond because he suspected Luc was only doing it because he wanted to be friends with Marc and Joel.

Takada pointed at Marc and Luc when they’d finished. ‘Stack the dishes and cutlery and take the trolley back to canteen.’

‘Why me?’ Marc protested.

Takada flicked Marc’s ear. ‘Because I say so. Now move!’

Paul felt like he’d got away with something and laughed as he walked back to his narrow bed. He grabbed an artist’s pad and pencils from his suitcase and tried sketching the view he’d seen out of the aeroplane. PT and Rosie snuggled up next to each other on the bed nearest the entrance.

Joel realised there was nothing to do, so he caught up with Marc and Luc as they pushed the trolley out of the hut.

‘Where are you going?’ Marc asked.

‘Nothing to do in there with the artist and the lovers,’ Joel shrugged. ‘At least the trolley gives us an excuse to get out for a few minutes.’

The canteen hut was a two-hundred-metre walk along a concrete path. In theory the night-time blackout was nationwide, but German bombers didn’t trouble themselves attacking rural Scotland so people out here were more relaxed.

Light shone through gaps in the thin curtains installed in the huts and the hangar doors were open. A crew worked on a floodlit taxiway, patching up a Hurricane that had made an emergency landing after getting lost on routine patrol over the North Sea.

Beyond the canteen was the WAAF hut, with the washing now stiffened by the cold.

‘What about that girl when we came out of the medical?’ Joel grinned. ‘Beautiful or what?’

‘I bet she’s a right dirty slag as well,’ Luc nodded.

Marc grinned. ‘You’re an expert on that, are you?’

‘His mum taught him all there is to know about slags,’ Joel laughed. ‘She was the biggest one in France.’

Luc furiously made a grab. He easily got Joel in a headlock and rubbed his knuckles hard against the top of his head. ‘You mention my mum again and you’ll be nothing but a stain on this path.’

A month earlier, this situation would have ended with Joel getting a black eye, but the post-towel-whipping Luc let go and gave Joel a half-hearted kick up the backside. Meantime, Marc had dropped off the trolley and started walking towards the WAAF hut.

‘You’re going the wrong way, dummy,’ Joel said.

Marc turned back and spoke in a whisper. ‘What if that girl is in that hut right now, bouncing around the room with no clothes on?’

‘Actually, there could be loads of girls in there,’ Joel noted, as he followed Marc towards the WAAFs. ‘Big-bosomed, sexy and naked!’

Luc wasn’t convinced. ‘If it’s as cold as our hut they’ll probably be wearing fur hats and gloves.’

But the alternative was to go back to their own hut and be bored until bedtime, so Luc tagged along anyway.

The chinks of light between the curtains told them where they’d get the best look inside. Marc put his face up to the glass and was startled to see a woman lying on her bed. Her head was less than thirty centimetres from his and he could easily read the words in the romance novel she held in her hands. Sadly, she wore a thick nightdress and was old enough that the boys preferred her to keep it on.

More interestingly, a girl sat on the bed across the room, smoking a cigarette and dressed only in a black bra and knickers. She was about the same age as the teenager they’d seen pegging up the washing earlier, and although she was unlikely to win any beauty contests she was still an illicit thrill for three lads who’d only managed a couple of snogs between them.

‘Come on, baby,’ Luc whispered. ‘I have the power to control your mind! You will turn around slightly and take off your bra so that we can see your sweet, sweet boobies.’

Joel laughed, but Marc shushed him because the woman’s head was so close. A taller girl in knickers and the top half of her WAAF uniform strolled across and asked the smoker for a cigarette.

The boys got a good view of her bum as she bent over to get a light.

‘I want the tall one,’ Marc smiled. ‘She’s got nice ankles.’

‘Ankles,’ Luc scoffed. ‘Who gives a darn about ankles?’

As he said this, a shout came up from behind. ‘Oi! What are you playing at?’

Marc jumped with fright, and in doing so smacked his head on the window frame.

The woman reading the paperback looked around and screamed out, ‘Peeping bloody Tom!’

Luc swore as he saw an RAF policeman with a huge black-and-gold Alsatian. The dog made its introduction with three huge barks.

‘This isn’t good,’ Joel said, as Marc started legging it across the grass.

‘Halt!’ the policeman shouted. ‘Stop now, or I’ll release the dog!’

Joel had done enough training exercises to know that he could run faster than Luc. He figured that the dog would sink its teeth into whatever butt it encountered first and decided to run.

The Alsatian panted with excitement as the policeman let it off its leash. Marc had scrambled around the hut and was running away at full pelt, but as Joel turned the corner a broom handle smashed into his knees and sent him sprawling face first into the dewy grass.

He rolled on to his back in time to receive a second swipe from the broom. The two girls who’d been smoking loomed over him dressed in bathrobes. The shorter one brandished the broom, while the tall one stood with her hands on her hips. Marc had been right: her ankles looked even better from close up.

‘Grubby little urchin!’ the short one said in a Birmingham accent, as she gave Joel another whack with the broom. ‘You come round here again I’ll chop your bloody bits off.’

The taller girl pushed her away and spoke with a Scottish accent. ‘He’s just a curious wee lad,’ she said. ‘Now get up and piss off back to your hut before she gives you another clump.’

The grass was covered with frozen dew. Joel was soaking wet and shuddered as he stood up.

‘Sorry,’ he said meekly. ‘It wasn’t my idea.’

He looked anxiously for any sign of the RAF policeman or the Alsatian before setting off back towards the hut at a jog. After ten paces he heard Luc screaming from somewhere out near the runway.

‘AAAAARGH, Jesus Christ. My arm! My arm! Somebody get this thing off me!’


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

PT woke up before six and took a wrapped package out of the suitcase under his bed. He crept across the planked floor and set the gift on the corner of Rosie’s pillow, but her left eye opened suspiciously as he backed away.

‘Oh,’ she said. Then she yawned, cracked a broad smile and propped herself up on one elbow.

‘I didn’t mean to wake you,’ PT whispered. ‘Sorry.’

Rosie picked the rectangular gift from her pillow and tore off the brown paper. It was a notebook bound in purple cloth. She opened the cover and saw that Paul had elaborately lettered Happy Fourteenth Birthday, and everyone from campus had written their names around it.

‘It’s beautiful!’ Rosie said emotionally, as she leaned forwards to give PT a kiss.

PT shrugged modestly. ‘Paul did all the hard work, though I did find the notebook on that stall when we went into town.’

‘He’s so talented,’ Rosie said. ‘When I draw nothing ever looks like it’s supposed to.’

‘Same here,’ PT said.

Rosie sat up straight. PT perched himself on the narrow bed and Rosie experienced an odd jumble of emotions as she gave him a kiss.

One year earlier Rosie had been a regular Paris schoolgirl. She’d spent her thirteenth birthday in Paris. After lessons her dad had taken her to a fancy patisserie with three friends and they’d acted grown up drinking coffee and eating miniature cakes from a three-tier stand in the middle of the table.

Rosie missed her dad and felt like her childhood had ended the day he died. She attended parachute school, instead of an English-language school in Paris. Instead of her dad waking her up to say happy birthday it was her fifteen-year-old American boyfriend. She wasn’t unhappy, but with all that was happening in the world and her own life she wondered where she’d be on her next birthday. Would she even be alive to celebrate it?

‘Are you OK?’ PT asked, as he pulled Rosie tighter.

PT made her feel secure and she smiled at him. ‘I’m fine.’

The wall clock now told the right time and when Rosie realised that they’d all have to get up in a few minutes, she decided to wake her brother. There were twelve beds and only six kids, with Paul at the opposite end near Takada’s private room.

On her way she passed Luc, asleep. He was sprawled on top of his blankets, bare-arsed and face-down. He had scratches on his shoulder and bloody bandage wound around his arm. It looked grim, but the thought of Luc getting bitten by a dog after perving at girls had made her howl with laughter the night before and she couldn’t help smiling again as she pictured the scene in her mind.

‘Happy birthday,’ Paul said, as Rosie gave him a hug. His eyes were all glued up but he noticed that Rosie looked upset. ‘What are you crying for?’

‘I dunno,’ Rosie said, half sad, half smiling, as she squeezed her brother tighter. ‘Thanks for the drawing. It’s nice having you as a little brother.’

Paul smiled, as Joel made a retching sound in the background.

*

While Takada was away with Group A, Khinde and Rufus had taken over training the six members of Group B. Rufus was a slim man with a horrible smoker’s cough, so he concentrated on setting up equipment and supervising with firearms and sabotage training. Khinde dealt with fitness and combat training, but although he looked scarier than Takada he didn’t push the trainees as hard.

Troy had been in full training for five weeks. He wasn’t the strongest of the six trainees, but physical speed and a sharp brain had marked him out as a star pupil. It was noon and he crouched behind a moss-covered stone in the graveyard fifty metres from the school building. He was cold, dirty and short of breath, but he tried not to pant because his prey was in sight.

Joel’s brother Sam had no idea he was being watched as he ran between the trees carrying two triangular pennants mounted on short sticks. Sam was also doing well in training, but at ten years old he was younger than the others in Group B and often had to work harder than the older lads to achieve the same result.

The rules of the flag game were simple. Six trainees were divided into two teams and sent out to hunt thirteen flags hidden throughout the village and surrounding countryside. The first team to find seven flags and return them to the yard outside the school building won the game.

It was designed to make the trainees operate under pressure and think as a team. It was also meant to toughen them up, so the rules allowed ambushes, traps, fighting (except blows to the head and groin) and any other devious tactic that might help you to win.

Sam was a good kid and Troy wasn’t proud of what he was going to do, but he wanted to win and Sam had been on his team in other games when they’d acted just as ruthlessly.

At the first squelch of Troy’s boot, Sam’s head snapped around. He saw Troy spring up from behind the headstone of Lydia June Carter 1845–1899.

Sam gasped with shock and considered turning around. Troy assumed Sam would turn, but instead the younger boy used his forward momentum, picking up speed and charging head first into Troy’s stomach.

Troy hadn’t expected Sam to attack, and found his feet lifted off the ground as he was driven back and slammed hard against the gravestone.

Sam had used the surprise move to his advantage, but he was three years younger than Troy and stood no chance in a straight fight. As Troy groaned from the pain in his lower back, Sam spun away and began to sprint with the two flags clutched to his chest.

The cemetery was overgrown and the uneven ground was covered in puddles and boggy patches. Mud spattered Sam’s trousers as he sploshed through several centimetres of filthy water. After vaulting a cracked tombstone, he looked over his shoulder and saw that Troy had recovered and was closing from less than ten metres.

Sam lost more ground as he fiddled with the latch on the churchyard gate. He flung the gate closed as hard as he could, hoping it would hit Troy, but Troy kicked it aside with his boot.

The churchyard and school were separated by a stretch of gravel road. Sam only had to make this distance and throw the flags into the school courtyard for the score to count for his team. But if Troy got them there would be no time to call for back-up.

‘Gotcha!’ Troy yelped triumphantly as he got his hands around Sam’s thighs and brought him down with a rugby tackle.

Stones flew and gravel crunched as Sam hit the ground hard. Thick combat-style trousers protected his legs, but his hands stung as stones ripped the skin on his palms.

Troy grabbed the stick attached to one of the flags, but Sam had a tight grip and did all he could to shield them under his body. He couldn’t beat Troy, but the tactic would buy time.

‘Troy’s got me!’ Sam yelled desperately. ‘I’ve got two flags but I can’t hold ’em.’

Troy tried putting a hand over Sam’s mouth. The teams were evenly matched and as Sam was the smallest he’d been paired with two boys who’d be harder for Troy to fight off.

‘Shut it,’ Troy ordered, but Sam kept yelling and there was no way Troy could snatch the flags with only one free hand. Frustrated, he bunched his fist and gave Sam two hard punches in the back.

The younger boy’s breathing jerked and Troy felt all mixed up. He was into the flag game and wanted his team to win but it didn’t seem right punching a boy three years younger.

As Troy hesitated, Sam grabbed a sharp-edged stone that had been digging into his chest and whacked it blindly against Troy’s side. The stone caught a patch of bare skin where Troy’s shirt had ridden up during the tussle and left a two-centimetre gash close to his belly button.

The shot of pain killed Troy’s sympathy. He pinned Sam’s arm and threw four hard punches at Sam’s back.

‘Let go of the flags before I really hurt you,’ Troy ordered.

Sam was now bright red, with wet eyes and snot bubbling out of his nose, but he wasn’t giving up. ‘Somebody help me!’ he shouted again, but this time it sounded really desperate.

‘You’re being stupid,’ Troy reasoned. ‘Give me the flags. I don’t want to hurt you, but you’re not giving me any choice.’

As Troy raised his fist, he saw another boy running towards him. Fourteen-year-old Yves was the last boy recruited into Group B. He was big and, while he’d never catch up over open ground, Troy didn’t fancy his chances in a straight fight.

‘Run away then,’ Sam taunted, as Troy rolled off him. ‘Pussy!’

Troy was surprised by his own rage. The cut on his belly hurt. He had blood streaking down his stomach and he was severely tempted to kick Sam in the face. It was against the rules, but he could easily say it was an accident and get away with a warning. But even in victory Sam looked pathetic with his wet eyes and by the time Troy had thought about it the red mist had passed.

As Troy dived into the bushes, Yves arrived on the scene.

‘Hand me the flags,’ Yves ordered.

Sam handed them over reluctantly, because while it was a team game he’d done all the hard work and throwing in the flags was like a goal in football: everyone wanted the glory.

Troy watched from the bushes as Sam sat up. Sam had no idea he was still nearby, so he allowed himself a couple of unguarded sobs as he sat inspecting the grazes down his arms.

But Sam was tough. He’d survived worse, and Yves snatching the flags away annoyed him more than his injuries.

The flag game had been running for ninety minutes. Sam and Troy were relieved when a large gong sounded from the school courtyard. It echoed over hundreds of metres and meant that one team had delivered seven flags, ending the game.

‘You’re a tough little sod,’ Troy said admiringly, as he came out of the bushes and looked at Sam.

Sam was startled and realised there was no way to disguise his tears. ‘That game lasted for ever,’ he complained, before he saw the blood soaking through Troy’s shirt. ‘Oh shit, did I cut you badly?’

‘No worse than those punches I threw,’ Troy said, as the pair started a slow trudge towards the school. ‘I wish we were more evenly matched. It doesn’t seem fair when I have to ambush you.’

‘Yeah,’ Sam agreed, as his boots crunched on the gravel. ‘But I suppose it’s kind of the point: we’re training for real life and that’s not fair either.’

Group B’s day had started five hours earlier with a training run and, now that the adrenalin rush of the flag game had worn off, the two bleeding trainees barely had the energy to put one foot in front of another.

Two other trainees swung their legs over the wall and dropped into the school courtyard as Sam and Troy made a more conventional entrance through the back gate.

Rufus stood in the doorway shouting instructions. ‘Wash and shower. The game overran, so hurry up unless you want a cold lunch.’

Yves was all smiles when he saw Sam. ‘You did great, little man! Seven to three, we killed them.’

Sam scowled at him. ‘Fantastic.’

Yves was genuinely mystified. ‘What?’

Sam tutted and headed into the doorway where he started undoing the mud-encrusted laces of his boots.

‘You’re a decent guy, Yves,’ Troy explained. ‘But you’re thick sometimes: you should have picked Sam up and let him throw the flags.’

‘Oh!’ Yves gasped. Then he rushed over to Sam and apologised.

As Troy started undoing his boots, McAfferty came out of her office to greet him. ‘Troy,’ she said warmly, ‘I know you’ve had a busy morning, but can you go straight across to the house and feed the spiders?’

Troy looked down at his muddy clothes and boots. ‘I’ve got to have a shower, madame. Look at the state of me!’

‘Take your shoes and socks off and don’t sit on anything in the house,’ McAfferty said, sounding quite stressed. ‘The spiders have to be fed on time and I don’t want Mrs Henderson over here again shouting and hollering. I’ve already had her over once this morning, complaining about the noise from the artillery range. I mean what does the crazy woman expect me to do, walk over there and ask the army to wrap their shells in cotton wool?’

Troy was exhausted, but he liked McAfferty and managed to smile. ‘I’ll go straight over. Though goodness knows why Mrs Henderson can’t do it herself. What else does she do all day?’

‘Good lad,’ McAfferty smiled. ‘And be quick or you’ll miss your lunch.’

Troy was ticked off as he walked back outside towards the farmhouse. His arms and legs hurt and he kept reimagining the punches and the moment when he’d climbed off Sam and come within a second of delivering a brutal kick.

Troy wondered if the military-style training was turning him into a thug. Or did the fact he worried about stuff like this while other lads boasted about how they’d splattered someone’s nose in combat class mean that he lacked the ruthless instincts that he’d need to work well undercover?

The conservatory where the spiders lived was always tranquil and thirty-degree heat sent the blood back into chilled fingers and toes. The creatures fascinated Troy, but the main reason he’d volunteered to feed the spiders while Paul was up in Scotland was that it gave him twenty minutes away from everyone else.

After leaving his boots inside the conservatory’s glass door, Troy padded to the kitchen and washed his hands. If he got muddy finger marks on Joan Henderson’s feeding log his life wouldn’t be worth living.

As Troy washed up under the cold tap he heard Joan rushing down the stairs. The thumping feet didn’t belong to someone in a good mood and this was confirmed when she screamed out from the landing.

‘You’re a cheating, lying scumbag and I hate you!’

Charles Henderson came down more cautiously. ‘Darling, stop being so dramatic. All I’m saying is that in your present state, you might like to go and stay somewhere quieter for a few weeks.’

‘Dramatic!’ Joan screamed. ‘You think that’s dramatic?’

‘Sweetheart, put that down.’

‘This is dramatic, you son of a bitch!’

Troy shuddered as he heard a vase smashing against the wall.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Grey skies had descended over Braco Lodge parachute training school and drizzle swirled on gusts of wind. The tethered balloon rolled from side to side as a truck filled with compressed helium transformed it from a sheet of silver cloth stretched across the runway into a thirty-metre finned rugby ball.

Everyone on the base from the WAAFs to the Wellington pilots took part as the seven-man cage was wheeled up and hooked beneath the partially inflated blimp. This chaotic inflation process involved a dozen slipped ropes, broken clasps, one sprained wrist and many curses as the trainees squatted nervously on their parachutes. By the time the balloon was ready their nerves had been jangling for more than an hour.

The final stage of the operation was to hook the bottom of the cage to a hydraulic winch buried alongside the runway. It was nearly two by the time the balloon was ready, and Sergeant Parris and the base commander held a conference. The wind was growing stronger and thunder rumbled in the distance.

The thought of an overnight delay made the trainees miserable and there was a round of applause when the senior instructors gave the go-ahead. The five Norwegian women – or the Birds, as the instructors had nicknamed them – were invited into the metal cage.

The cage’s gate was bolted from the inside by Sergeant Parris and a ground-based officer holding a megaphone gave the order for the winch operator to release the cables. There was a clang as the rising balloon picked the cage off the ground and then nothing but the sound of pelting rain as the huge balloon rose into the air.

At two hundred metres, the balloon still cast a huge shadow as the winch operator clamped on the brakes. The six guide ropes holding the balloon looked perilously fragile and the wind made the metal cage swing from side to side.

All non-essential personnel had cleared the drop zone and the officer gave the all-clear signal through his megaphone. Takada and the kids in Group A looked to the sky as the first of the Norwegian women plunged out of the cage.

Her parachute was attached to a static line and there was more applause as her chute opened. The wind knocked the chute forwards at a surprisingly sharp angle, but gravity did its bit and from the ground the descent looked serene.

As the first woman landed and gathered her chute to clear the drop zone, the second made her jump. Corporal Tweed stood alongside Takada and the kids, giving advice on dealing with the strong wind and commenting on each drop. The last landing went badly when a strong gust caught the parachute an instant before touchdown and sent the Norwegian crashing hard on to her back.

‘Next up the Poles,’ an officer shouted, as the winch pulled the balloon back down to earth. ‘Well, the Pole anyway.’

There was some tense laughter. The trainees had been given a short written test covering everything they’d learned so far. The Norwegians and the kids had passed, but three of the four Poles and three of the seven French soldiers had failed. They’d been backtracked, which meant they had to do more ground training, resit the exam and would jump in darkness that evening if they passed. If they failed a second time, they were off the course.

‘Let’s have four of the kids as well,’ the officer continued.

Corporal Tweed tapped Paul, Marc, Rosie and Luc on the back. With the weather looking suspect, the five trainees jumped into the cage as soon as the gate opened and they were on their way up before Sergeant Parris had even secured the bolt.

It was a bumpy ride and it felt more precarious than the previous day’s trip in the Wellington. The wind howled through the wire cage around them. The deck was made from wooden planks, with gaps between them big enough to see the ground. Paul leaned over the side as a blast of thunder lit up the sky in the distance.

‘Bloody hell,’ he said quietly, as he turned to Rosie. They were tense, but they both smiled.

The cage shuddered as the ascent stopped and there was quiet and a sudden realisation for all the trainees that this was for real. Two hundred metres up, with a strong wind and no safety wire.

‘Remember your training and you’ll have nothing to worry about,’ Sergeant Parris said, as he opened the door of the cage. ‘Lieutenant Tomaszewski, you’re number one. Hook up. Then I want Rosie, Luc, Marc and Paul lined up behind.’

In parachute drops you line up the best jumpers first. That way if something goes wrong with one of the least confident trainees it doesn’t affect everyone else. Paul was offended because he’d done as well as anyone in the ground training and Luc had only passed the exam by one mark. He reckoned he was only at the back because he was small and skinny.

The lanky Polish officer hooked his parachute to a rail above his head. When he jumped, the cord would snag and release the parachute. A shout of all-clear came from the ground.

‘Good luck, Lieutenant,’ Parris said. ‘On my mark … and mark.’

Tomaszewski threw himself forwards off the platform. Four seconds later the cage rocked as the rope snagged and the chute opened.

‘Rosie, hook up,’ Parris ordered.

At the same moment an alarmed shout came up from the megaphone-wielding officer on the ground. ‘Take it right, take it right! Use lift webs now.’

Rosie was hooked up and trapped behind Parris, but Paul, Marc and Luc looked over the side and saw the Polish officer drifting towards the edge of the airfield.

The higher you are, the greater the effect a gust of wind can have on your final landing position and it seemed that Tomaszewski had been hit by a blast of wind as soon as his chute opened. To make matters worse, instead of correcting by opening both lift webs to steepen the angle of descent, he’d pulled on just one cord. This meant he was heading away from the trimmed grass and concrete of the airfield and into the rocky scrubland beyond the perimeter fence.

‘What’s he doing?’ Rosie asked anxiously, as the boys watched three of the training instructors racing towards the fence and yelling instructions that couldn’t be heard over the rain and wind.

Less than fifty metres from the ground, the Pole realised he was in trouble and opened the flaps on his chute. This steepened his descent, but also increased its speed. He hit the ground hard, but at least he was on the shaggy grass a few metres inside the perimeter fence.

‘Shit!’ Sergeant Parris shouted.

Rosie was in agony as she waited on the edge of the platform. Two minutes passed before Tomaszewski hobbled away with his arms around an instructor and the all-clear signal came from the ground.

‘Rosie, are you good to go?’ Parris asked.

‘As I’ll ever be sir,’ she said, sounding more confident than she felt.

‘Remember, if that wind hits hard like it did with Tomaszewski, correct straight away. He’s lucky he didn’t break his legs correcting that close to the ground. Now, jump on my mark … mark.’

Paul clutched his chest as his sister flung herself off the platform, then inhaled with relief as the cage juddered and Rosie’s chute opened.

‘Luc, hook up.’

The wind was benign and Rosie made a perfect landing.

‘Excellent, excellent, excellent!’ came through the megaphone, followed by the all-clear.

Luc had a more difficult time with the wind, but made it down, albeit with an uncomfortable landing on a concrete taxiway rather than soft grass. The only damage was a shredded glove and a painful bump on the arm he’d injured the night before.

Marc was next. As he saw the top of Luc’s parachute his mind flashed back to the previous September and the sight of a decapitated parachutist hanging in a tree. He felt like he was going to vomit and shit at the same time as he clutched his arms to his chest.

Keep your nerve and think about your training, he told himself.

‘All clear,’ Parris said. ‘Trainee, jump on my mark … mark.’

But Marc froze. The ground swayed beneath the cage as he tried telling his body to make the leap.

Parris had seen nerves before and spoke with uncharacteristic warmth. ‘Calm down, son. Just follow your training. As this is your first drop, I’m going to count to three and give you an extra chance, OK?’

Marc turned around and nodded anxiously.

‘You can do this in your sleep, mate,’ Paul said encouragingly.

‘On my mark,’ Sergeant Parris said. ‘Keep calm, one, two, three, mark.’

Paul grimaced as Marc grabbed the side of the cage and doubled over. ‘I just can’t,’ he said, gasping desperately. ‘I don’t understand … I just froze.’

‘You’ll have to stand aside,’ Parris said, as he disconnected Marc’s static line from the railing over their heads. ‘Paul, hook up.’

‘Can’t he have one more go?’ Paul begged. ‘He can do it, for sure.’

‘Hook up,’ Parris said firmly. ‘Marc, sit down at the back of the cage and try to compose yourself. Paul, ready on my mark … mark.’

Paul hesitated: after the drama with Marc his mind was blank. He almost didn’t want to jump because it would make Marc feel even worse, but he had to for his own sake, and before Paul knew it the wind was blasting his face. His body jerked as the static line caught and the chute began slowing him down.

Terrified and thrilled at the same time, it was the biggest rush of his life.


CHAPTER TWENTY

Joan Henderson stood by the front door, screaming in her husband’s face. ‘I know why you want me out of here, you dirty pig. I know what you’re like!’

‘Darling, I just made a suggestion because you complained to McAfferty about the noise from the artillery range. In your condition you need rest and Bushy Brooke will give you that. You can swim in the river, it has beautiful gardens.’

‘I can’t leave the spiders,’ Joan shouted.

As Joan said this, Troy peeked around the kitchen door. His path to the conservatory was clear and he dashed down the hallway without the Hendersons seeing him.

‘Perhaps you should put the well-being of our unborn child before a bunch of hairy bugs,’ Henderson suggested.

‘Ignorant pig!’ Joan screamed.

Troy glanced backwards as Joan lunged at Henderson and began clawing his face. ‘They’re not bugs. They’re rare and beautiful. They have their own personalities. They have souls.’

‘Paul looks after them well enough,’ Henderson said. ‘I’m sure he’d cope if you went away for a few weeks.’

‘Paul feeds them,’ Joan screamed. ‘But he doesn’t know what to do when they’re sick. He can’t adjust their conditions and he doesn’t have time to collect fresh insects for them.’

Henderson sighed. ‘Then perhaps we can rent a cottage a few miles from here. Or even buy a place. Your inheritance is sitting in the Westminster bank. You could afford a full-time servant to look after your blasted spiders if needs be.’

In the conservatory Troy grabbed the feeding diary and unscrewed the lid on a jar of beetles that Joan had collected from the surrounding fields. They’d been in the jar for a day or so and most were either dead or close to it.

‘You just want me out of here,’ Joan yelled from the hallway. ‘I know you. You want to carry on with other women and you can’t do that while I’m stuck in your teeth.’

‘Darling, you’re being preposterous. I’m too busy working to have an affair. I can’t even get ten minutes to put my feet up and do the crossword.’

‘I know you’ve slept with half the women in France.’

Troy felt awkward as he overheard this. Marc had told him that Henderson had an affair with a glamorous woman named Maxine in France the previous year, and it was common knowledge that Henderson was a womaniser.

‘Don’t start on that,’ Henderson said. ‘I’m prepared to swear on a stack of Bibles that I’ve never cheated on you, Joan. These fantasies about other women are just in your head.’

‘Pull the other one,’ Joan screamed. ‘It’s got bells on.’

‘And what are we going to do when the baby starts walking?’ Henderson asked. ‘I don’t want my child living in a house filled with dangerous spiders.’

‘You’re just looking for an excuse to get rid of them,’ Joan yelled. ‘If you so much as touch them I’ll wait till you fall asleep and cut your throat.’

Troy sprinkled a handful of beetles into a cage filled with coin-sized spiders with ladybird-like domed bodies and custard-yellow legs. As they scurried about collecting the fresh bugs and dragging them back towards their hiding places, Troy turned his attention to the next cage.

Mavis the cobalt blue had a reputation for aggression. Like most large spiders, she only ate live prey and, rather than hunting in the fields, Joan now bred worms, dormice, grubs and crickets in a small shed at the end of the garden.

Troy smiled as he raised the hinged lid of a wooden cigar box and picked out a tiny black dormouse. It sat in his palm with its tail curled up and its black eyes shining. It seemed a shame that this cute fur ball’s fate was to be injected with paralysing venom and eaten while it was still conscious.

But Troy’s stomach was grumbling for his own lunch, so he flung the mouse unceremoniously into Mavis’ enclosure and closed the lid.

The Hendersons’ row had progressed to the kitchen as Troy moved on to the largest cage, which contained a pair of giant bird-eating spiders.

‘I’m going back to work,’ Henderson was shouting. ‘Stay here if you want to, but don’t waste McAfferty’s time complaining about artillery noise. There’s nothing she or I can do about it.’

‘My nerves are in shreds,’ Joan sobbed. ‘I shudder every time I hear a bang.’

‘Then bloody well move,’ Henderson shouted. ‘There’s a bloody war on. The army has to practise and everyone else seems to cope well enough.’

Troy saw the partially eaten remains of a mouse in the bird-eaters’ cage. In the wild this would have been picked up and eaten by a scavenger, but in the cage it would go rotten so Troy had to fish it out with a pair of tongs.

As he searched for the tongs, the kitchen door slammed.

‘Joan, let me through. I have to get back to work.’

‘Bastard, bastard, bastard!’ Joan screamed. ‘I hate you.’

A body slammed against the wall in the hallway, and then there was a groan. Troy thought Henderson had slapped his wife, but instead Henderson burst into the conservatory clutching bloody hands to his stomach.

‘Bitch stabbed me!’ Henderson groaned, as he staggered slowly towards the back door.

Joan thundered in and lunged at her husband’s back with a huge carving knife. Troy was horrified by the giant patch of blood soaking through Henderson’s shirt. Fortunately, Joan had no idea that Troy was in the room and before she found out he’d grabbed her wrist.

Takada would have been proud as Troy executed a textbook move, twisting Joan’s arm up behind her back and forcing her to release the knife. She swung a wild punch but Troy kept hold and used all his strength to shove her against the spider cages on the far wall.

‘Calm down,’ Troy begged, as Henderson staggered out into the back garden. His scream for help was heard by Mason and another boy who were kicking a football around in the school courtyard.

An artillery shell blasted in the background as Mason ran screaming into the school building to get help. Joan collapsed on to the conservatory’s stone floor. Troy was scared that she’d attack him and scanned the floor looking for the bloody knife, but she just sat still.

‘I only want Charles to love me,’ she sobbed desperately.

As Troy looked up, he saw Mavis’ blue legs clattering quickly through the shattered glass front of her cage.

*

Marc lay on his bed, staring at the ceiling. He was the only trainee who’d chickened out and he felt like his whole world had collapsed. Parachutes were the only realistic way to infiltrate occupied Europe and if he couldn’t jump all the rest of his training had been a waste of time.

It was four in the afternoon. Takada was having a discussion with Sergeant Parris in another hut. Joel had picked up a rope burn when his chute caught a gust of wind upon landing and was in the medical tent getting it cleaned up. Rosie and PT had supposedly disappeared to the toilet, but judging by the amount of time they’d been gone they’d found a spot where they could get some privacy.

This left Luc and Paul in the hut with Marc.

‘Do you want anything?’ Paul asked quietly, as he stood by Marc’s bed.

Paul was a good friend, but all Marc saw was someone who’d been able to jump when he hadn’t. He felt wildly jealous.

‘Leave me alone,’ he tutted.

‘It’s probably not that serious,’ Paul said. ‘Takada’s over with Parris now. I’m sure they’ll let you make another attempt with the guys who got backtracked.’

Marc sat up quickly and scowled at Paul. ‘What part of leave me alone don’t you understand? And what’s to say exactly the same thing won’t happen if I do get up there again?’

Luc put down his cowboy novel and smiled. ‘Leave the little baby alone, Paul, you’ll make him cry.’

Paul shook his head with contempt. ‘Luc, who asked for your opinion?’

‘I’ll give you credit where it’s due, Paul,’ Luc said. ‘You might be a scrawny little streak of piss, but I’ve never seen you give up. The way Marc stood on that platform quaking in his pants was an embarrassment to our whole unit.’

‘Luc, shut up,’ Paul said. ‘You’re lucky you even got to jump. You passed the exam by one mark and it wasn’t even hard.’

Marc wouldn’t usually have let Luc have a go at Paul without defending him, but he felt so depressed that he didn’t care about anything.

Luc adopted a high-pitched, mocking voice. ‘Ooooooh I’m little Marc,’ he squeaked. ‘It’s a long way down. I can’t jump. I’m pissing my panties.’

‘You’re such an arsehole,’ Paul said, as Luc crashed on the end of his bed and buried his head in his hands.

Marc wasn’t rising to the bait, so Luc decided to tease Paul instead. ‘What you gonna do to stop me, Paul?’ he grinned. ‘I seem to remember you were kneeling down ready to kiss my feet rather than face me like a man.’

‘You’re two years older than me,’ Paul said. ‘And I remember you tied up with towels and tears streaking down your face.’

Luc smiled. ‘Do you think your friends are always gonna be around to protect your skinny butthole?’

‘Shut up,’ Marc roared, as he grabbed the empty metal chamberpot from under his bed and charged towards Luc.

The pot clanged as Marc whacked it around the back of Luc’s head. ‘You think you’re hard!’ Marc said as he jumped on Luc. ‘You’re nothing but a thick bully.’

Unfortunately for Marc, Luc really was hard. Marc managed a couple of good punches before Luc flung him off the bed and jumped on top, with his kneecap pressing down on Marc’s belly.

‘Prepare for some pain!’ Luc said, as he raised his fist and punched Marc brutally in the face.

Paul looked around desperately. He wasn’t strong enough to pull Luc off Marc. He thought about running off and fetching Takada, but even if that only took half a minute Marc would be beaten to a pulp. Instead, Paul rushed to the dining table and grabbed one of the three-legged stools.

Marc had been thumped twice more by the time Paul dived across Luc’s bed and smashed the stool down on his back.

‘Stop it!’ Paul shouted.

The blow on the back had less effect on Luc than Paul had hoped, but it did enable Marc to free himself. Marc spotted the dog bite on Luc’s wrist and sank his teeth into the swollen flesh.

Luc howled in agony as the scab tore off his arm. Marc felt sick as he tasted Luc’s blood but he kept biting as hard as he could. At the same moment, Joel came back from the medical hut and saw the three lads tussling in the gap between two beds.

‘For god’s sake,’ Joel shouted desperately. ‘If there’s any more trouble they’re gonna kick us out of here.’

Paul had been trying to pull Luc away from Marc, but he backed off knowing that Joel would make a better job of it. Joel grabbed the waistband of Luc’s trousers and hoisted him back on to his bed.

‘Enough,’ he said firmly.

Marc sat up and lunged at Luc, but Paul put himself in the way. ‘He’s not worth it, mate.’

Luc was howling in pain, while Marc had Luc’s blood streaking down his chin.

Joel looked at Paul and spoke authoritatively. ‘Take Marc to the toilet and wash his face. If Takada sees him in that state he’ll go bonkers.’

Fortunately it was dark outside, so they didn’t get any strange looks as they headed through the freezing air to the toilet blocks. Marc sobbed as he pulled off his shirt in front of a sink.

‘Don’t let Luc get to you,’ Paul said firmly. ‘He’s a dick.’

‘My training’s buggered,’ Marc sniffed. ‘My whole life is buggered.’

Paul put the plug in the sink and turned on both taps. ‘Wash your face before anyone else comes in.’

Once there were a few centimetres of water in the sink, Marc cupped his hands and began splashing it up on to his face. Paul found a clean towel and was startled by Takada a second after he threw it towards Marc.

‘Sir,’ Paul said awkwardly, as his brain scrambled for an excuse to explain what Marc was doing. Fortunately, Takada didn’t notice the bloody streaks in the sink before Marc pulled the plug out and wiped them away.

‘I speak Sergeant Parris,’ Takada stated. ‘If you have second chance, do you think you can jump?’

Marc looked wary. ‘I hope so. I’ve got no idea what came over me up there.’

‘You’ll go up with the men who were backtracked. And Parris says there’s room in the cage for a friend to jump again if it helps you feel comfortable.’

‘I don’t mind going up with you,’ Paul said cheerfully. ‘I loved it.’

‘There can be no third chance though,’ Takada explained.

Marc shuddered as he looked down at the floor between his feet. ‘I won’t mess up again,’ he said determinedly. ‘I can’t.’


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Rufus and Khinde searched the house and garden but Mavis wasn’t found. Group B’s afternoon lessons were cancelled and the whole group scoured the school and the surrounding woods.

The others searched because they’d been ordered to and didn’t like the idea of having a big scary spider on the loose, but Troy was concerned for Mavis’ well-being and went back out after dark to search with a torch.

He was over two hundred metres into the woods behind the graveyard when he caught a blue glint in his torch beam. He thought he’d imagined it, but swung the beam back to make sure and saw Mavis’ furry body and the unmistakeable metallic blue colouring on her legs and back.

‘So that’s where you’ve been hiding,’ he said gently.

They’d been told to call an adult to capture Mavis if she was spotted, but Troy had the impression that most people wouldn’t mind if Mavis ended up getting splattered and he wanted to avoid that.

Troy had expected a chase, but Mavis didn’t shun the light. In fact, she didn’t move at all and her body trembled in a way he’d never seen before as she nestled between a rock and a clump of wild grass. Cobalt blues are native to Thailand and Malaysia where the temperature rarely drops below thirty centigrade and the cold was killing her.

‘You’re freezing, aren’t you?’ Troy said, as he slipped a canvas bag off his shoulder.

He took out a small hand-shovel and the wooden cigar box from which he’d taken Mavis’ lunch earlier in the day. With the torch tucked under his armpit, Troy held the open cigar box in one hand and the shovel in the other.

‘Come on,’ Troy whispered. ‘There’s a good girl.’

He moved the box as close to Mavis as he dared, then reached behind her with the shovel and gave her a gentle flick. He was scared that Mavis would panic and either run off or charge up the shovel handle and sink poison fangs into his hand, but she barely moved when the shovel touched her and Troy had to flick her into the cigar box before snapping the lid shut.

The torch dropped out of Troy’s armpit as Mavis found a burst of energy and began spinning around and scraping her legs against the side of her wooden prison. Troy got a rubber band and fastened it around the hinged box, before putting it back in the bag and setting off towards the house.

As he came close to the farmhouse there was a bang and a bright orange flash through the trees. His first thought was that an artillery shell had strayed from the firing range, but they rarely went off after dark and it wasn’t loud enough.

Yves and Sam stood at the back of the garden. Troy was ready to boast about the capture of Mavis, but as he walked through the back gate he was startled to inhale a strong whiff of petrol and see one of the spider cages burning in the middle of the lawn. Another was being carried out of the conservatory by Khinde and an artillery regiment soldier who usually worked on the security gate.

‘What are they doing?’ Troy asked desperately, though it didn’t take a genius to work it out.

‘Henderson gave the order,’ Sam explained, before shuddering theatrically. ‘Good job as well. It gives me the heebie-jeebies having those things crawling around next door.’

Troy was hit by a wave of misery. ‘But they can’t.’

Khinde and the soldier placed the heavy glass cage down on the lawn. As Khinde lifted the lid, another soldier approached with a metal can and sploshed in a full gallon of petrol. Troy recognised this large cage as the habitat of the giant bird-eaters and while he couldn’t see in the dark he imagined the poor things trapped in their burrows as the evil-smelling fuel ran around their hairy legs.

‘Stand clear,’ one of the soldiers shouted, as he lit a match and flicked it at arm’s length.

The instant the flaming match touched petrol vapour a mushroom of ghostly blue flame shot out of the top of the cage. Troy felt the hot blast on his skin as the glass sides blackened and started to crack.

A few of the onlookers cheered, as Yves whooped noisily and shouted, ‘Bring out the next lot.’

Troy could barely contain his anger as he tried to get the facts straight. He looked at Sam. ‘So Henderson must be conscious if he gave the order to kill the spiders?’

‘Apparently,’ Sam nodded. ‘He’s conscious, but he’s in a bad way and he’s livid at his wife. McAfferty agrees that the spiders are too dangerous and brought in the army boys to help wipe ’em out.’

‘Didn’t Mrs Henderson have something to say about that?’

‘The MPs2 took her off in their van,’ Sam explained. ‘Everyone reckons she’s a headcase and it sounds like they’re gonna lock her in the loony bin.’

‘Reckons!’ Yves scoffed. ‘Is there any doubt about it?’

Troy winced as the small cage containing the Mexican firelegs was lifted out. They’d been sick when he’d first arrived with Mason, but the firelegs had recovered after Mrs Henderson altered their diet and built a ventilation bellows that blew in warm dry air, replicating their natural desert habitat.

Paul had been helping to look after the spiders for six months. He was the only person who got along with Mrs Henderson and Troy knew he’d be upset when he got back from parachute training and found that all the spiders were dead.

He thought about finding McAfferty and begging her to stop, but there were only two cages left inside and by the time he found her they’d be incinerated too.

‘I’m going in,’ Troy told Sam. ‘I’m half frozen.’

Yves turned towards him. ‘I told you it was a waste of time searching for Mavis in the dark.’

‘Clever dick then, aren’t you?’ Troy answered.

There was another flash as Troy entered the school building. He was completely exhausted: after Henderson was stabbed he’d helped administer first aid until the ambulance arrived, then he’d been questioned by the military police and joined in the hunt for Mavis. He’d been wearing the same kit all day and was even filthier than when he’d finished the flag exercise three hours earlier.

Most kids were outside watching the cages burn and Troy found the Group-B dorm empty. Like Group A before them, the six trainees had made private zones for themselves by hanging sheets and curtains from the ceiling.

Troy crouched in the space between his bed and the curtain and slid out the cigar box. He opened up a tiny crack and was alarmed to see two hairy legs shoot through the gap towards him.

‘No, don’t!’ he whispered desperately. Someone could walk in at any second and he couldn’t close the box without crushing her legs. ‘Back up, back up.’

Eventually he tilted the box on to its side and gave it a sharp tap against the floor, making Mavis drop down to the bottom. Troy sighed as the lid snapped shut and he looked through one of the air holes that Joan had drilled in the box to keep the dormice alive.

‘Where the hell am I supposed to hide you?’ he asked himself.

*

The cage felt different as Paul and Marc rose up in the darkness. Parris stood by the gate and the four burly French soldiers spread themselves out, leaving Paul and Marc squashed at the back. Thick clouds blotted out the moon and even the giant balloon hovering above the cage was barely visible. But the airfield below was ablaze, lit by a pair of searchlights aimed out of the hangar doors.

Paul didn’t know exactly what the Frenchmen were training for, but they’d clearly been picked for special operations on the basis of strength and fitness. If any of them were scared, they weren’t about to show it in front of their comrades. Their humour was black, but jokes about broken necks didn’t help Marc to feel any better.

‘Ignore it,’ Paul said soothingly, as Marc’s fingers clutched the cage’s wire rungs tightly.

‘Sergeant Parris,’ one of the Frenchmen shouted in bad English, ‘has anyone ever been killed jumping off this thing?’

Parris smiled. ‘I can say with complete honesty that nobody has ever come back to complain about the training I’ve given them.’

The soldiers laughed, but Marc dry heaved.

‘Try not to think about it,’ Paul said quietly. ‘Try and imagine something good. Like eating a massive spoonful of jam, or sneaking up to Luc while he’s asleep and doing a big shit on his face.’

Marc laughed. ‘Eww! You’re sick.’

Paul wanted Marc to focus on anything apart from the jump. ‘Or imagine my sister naked. I know how badly you fancy her.’

‘I don’t,’ Marc said defensively. ‘Well, maybe a bit, but girls like older guys so I’ve got no chance while PT’s around.’

‘So who’s your dream girl?’ Paul asked. ‘Movie star, singer, or whatever?’

Marc paused for thought, but before he could answer the balloon stopped rising and the metal gate slammed open.

‘Remember your training, people,’ Parris shouted, as he looked down at the officer on the ground, waiting for the all-clear. ‘Gaston, hook up. Jump on my mark.’

The huge soldier screamed, ‘I love you, Maman!’ as he flung himself off the platform to cheers from his comrades.

There was more space in the cage after the second man jumped and Marc didn’t look as nervous. Paul’s attempt to embarrass him about fancying Rosie seemed to have worked.

‘You’re gonna do it because Luc’s standing down there waiting to see you fail,’ Paul said.

‘I can,’ Marc said, smiling through gritted teeth. ‘I feel different from last time.’

‘All right,’ Paul said cheerfully. ‘And if you make it I’ll put in a good word with my sister.’

The last soldier turned his ankle on landing and there was a minute’s delay as he got stretchered off the field.

‘Kilgour, hook up,’ Sergeant Parris shouted. ‘How you doing there, kid?’

‘Perfect, sir,’ Marc said nervously, as he reached up and hooked his static line to the pole. ‘I thought too much last time.’

‘Good lad,’ Parris said, as he gave Marc a friendly slap on the back.

Paul looked tense as Marc stood on the edge of the platform. Marc appeared confident, but Paul wouldn’t be happy until he saw his friend fly.

‘On my mark,’ Parris said.

As Marc threw himself off the platform Paul jumped in the air and clapped. Down below, PT, Joel and Rosie all screamed encouragement.

Paul watched over the side as Marc made a faultless touchdown. Within seconds he’d gathered up his chute and ran towards the others where Rosie gave him a hug.

‘OK, Paul,’ Parris said. ‘Last man, hook up.’

Paul didn’t need to jump again, but he’d enjoyed his first drop and it gave him a greater feeling of solidarity with Marc, knowing that they were both going up to do the same thing.

‘Quick word of advice,’ Parris said, as Paul stood on the platform edge awaiting the all-clear signal from the ground. ‘Remember what you’ve learned. More people get injured on their second jump than their first, because they get cocky and forget their training. Now, on my mark … and mark.’

Paul felt proud as he jumped. Ever since Espionage Research Unit B was formed he’d relied on Marc to help him get through physical training. It felt good returning the favour.

Paul felt a reassuring tug on his shoulders as the static line opened his chute. But he didn’t get the same sense of slowing down as he had the first time. Something got shouted through the megaphone as he looked up.

Instead of the reassuring silk canopy he’d seen the first time, Paul saw a small triangle of cloth fluttering noisily with a twisted trail of silk hanging off one side. It was every parachutist’s nightmare: a tiny percentage of chutes didn’t open because they weren’t properly packed at the factory. Paul had done nothing wrong, it was just terrible luck.

‘Tug your lines,’ the megaphone shouted.

Paul yanked the lines attaching him to the parachute, hoping it would make the tangled silk unfurl. The ground was closing fast. Paul thought he was going to die as he looked down, then the noisy fluttering of the silk stopped.

He flicked his head up and saw a miracle: air had worked its way inside the twisted silk and the canopy was unravelling. His rate of descent began to slow, but he was only seventy metres up and it wasn’t enough to land safely.

An excruciating pain shot through both legs as Paul landed hard on frosty grass. The force made his legs buckle and his kneecaps smashed into his face. Blood exploded from Paul’s nose as the billowing silk wafted down over his body.

‘Paul,’ Rosie screamed, as she raced away from the hangar towards her brother with PT chasing behind.

By the time Rosie arrived two of the training instructors had removed Paul’s chute and were rolling him on to a stretcher. He was unconscious and the lower portion of his face glistened with blood.

‘Bring me that chute now,’ the base commander shouted. ‘Find out who packed it and remove every other chute with her name on the tag.’

‘Is he dead?’ Rosie asked desperately.

‘I can’t see anything that a hospital can’t fix,’ Corporal Tweed said reassuringly, as two of his colleagues picked up the stretcher and began jogging towards a waiting truck. ‘But he won’t be jumping again this week.’



2 MP – Military Police.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Paul smiled as the petite nurse kissed him on the cheek. ‘Now you go careful,’ she said, in her thick Scottish accent. ‘No rough and tumble, or that nose will never go back straight.’

Paul nodded. He’d spent three days in the men’s ward of a tiny rural hospital, although he’d been unconscious for the first twenty-four hours.

His legs were painful as he walked across the floor tiles. The hard landing had left him with swollen ankles and ligament damage in both knees. His nose was protected by a cardboard splint, held in place with long strips of sticking plaster. The operation to set it straight had been successful, but his sinuses were clogged with blood and he could only breathe through his mouth.

‘I drew a little picture,’ Paul told the nurse, as he took a thin sheet of paper from his trouser pocket. ‘It’s not very good.’

The nurse smiled as she saw the pencil drawing of herself. ‘Not very good!’ she laughed. ‘It’s bloody brilliant. You’re so sweet. Nobody’s ever drawn me before.’

Paul blushed as the nurse kissed him again. He then said goodbye to the four other patients and headed into the hospital lobby. A couple of emergency cases waited in armchairs, and Takada stood in the lobby.

‘Do you have everything?’ Takada asked.

The nurse put Paul’s small suitcase down at Takada’s feet. ‘Don’t let him carry it,’ she told him. ‘He’s got to take things very gently.’

‘Very good,’ Takada nodded, before looking at Paul. ‘All set?’

Paul had seen snow falling through the window at the end of his ward, but he was unprepared for the scene that greeted him on the doorstep. The whole world was white, with two-metre-deep snowdrifts against the hospital walls and dazzling snow caps on every tree branch and rooftop.

The cold was a shock after the dry heat of the ward and Paul buried his hands in the pockets of a grey duffle coat as they walked towards a badly rusted Morris which Takada had borrowed from the parachute school.

Paul got in the passenger seat as Takada walked around the front and cranked a starter handle. It took three attempts before the engine clattered to life, and Takada yelled at Paul to pull the choke lever before it cut out.

‘So how’s the training going?’ Paul asked, as Takada got in.

‘Good, I think,’ Takada answered, as he let out the handbrake.

‘Marc’s not had any more trouble?’

Takada shook his head. ‘All good,’ he said. ‘He made two jumps from the Wellington yesterday, no trouble. Norwegian lady broke leg.’

Paul nodded. ‘I thought I recognised her when they brought her in.’

The elderly car turned out of the hospital gate and misfired. Frightened birds shot into the sky as it pulled on to a road covered with black ice.

‘This morning is ground training,’ Takada explained. ‘They let me out to fetch you. This afternoon, we make two drops. If they perfect we get our parachute wings.’

‘It’s a pity I missed out,’ Paul said. ‘Is there any news on Walker’s final exercise?’

The answer was delayed because Takada had taken a bend fast and the back wheels skidded out into the opposite lane. He was a skilful driver and he threw the steering wheel into the direction of the skid and applied extra power to pull the car back into a straight line.

‘It’s horrible driving in this,’ Takada said. ‘I believe all four units will go into the final exercise if we pass training. Walker is due to arrive later.’

‘Will you take part?’ Paul asked.

‘No,’ Takada said. ‘Trainee agents, not instructors.’

‘And has anyone heard about Henderson?’

‘I spoke to McAfferty on telephone last night. He’s been moved to a hospital nearer London. He needs a minor operation to stop bleeding.’

‘And Joan?’ Paul asked.

‘Gone,’ Takada said. ‘No police charges, but she’s been committed to an institution.’

‘Oh,’ Paul said, shocked. ‘I hope Troy’s coping OK with the spiders.’

Takada shook his head. ‘They incinerate,’ he said, before he remembered that McAfferty had asked him not to tell Paul this. She’d wanted to sit down and talk it through properly.

‘What?’ Paul gasped, his blocked nose making his voice nasal as it grew loud.

‘I’m sorry,’ Takada said. ‘But there’s a war on, you know? More important than spiders, I think.’

Paul was upset and furious at the same time. ‘They never hurt anyone,’ he cried angrily.

*

The atmosphere in the parachute school had changed over the three days that Paul had been away. He arrived to find the trainees taking their morning tea in the classroom. The rules on fraternisation had gone out of the window and all four groups were on friendly terms.

PT was the centre of attention. He sat at the lecturer’s desk, with three upside-down teacups in front of him. He was entertaining the Frenchmen and Poles by sliding them around the tabletop and making them guess which one had a table-tennis ball inside. But he’d fleeced most of them at poker over the past two nights and none could be persuaded to bet money on the outcome.

‘I’ll play,’ Paul said, shaking the snow off his gloves as he came into the classroom.

Rosie clapped as she saw him and a little cheer went up from the trainees in the other groups. Luc was the only person in the room who didn’t raise a smile.

‘I’m so sorry I didn’t visit,’ Rosie said, as she gave Paul a kiss on the cheek. ‘But we were training all day long and it’s not safe on the roads after dark in this weather.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Paul smiled. ‘I didn’t feel much like talking anyway. So, PT, you fancy taking me on with the cups?’

PT pocketed the table-tennis ball and shook his head. ‘I’m not playing you,’ he grinned. ‘You know how the con works.’

The Frenchmen all jeered and one of the Poles threw a piece of chalk at PT’s head.

‘Cheating dog,’ a Frenchmen shouted. ‘If I see you with that pack of cards again I’ll shove them where the sun doesn’t shine.’

‘Poker’s a game of skill,’ PT grinned. ‘You’re just a sore loser.’

One of the Norwegian women had poured two cups of tea from a big pot and brought them over for Paul and Takada.

‘Sugar?’ she asked.

Paul raised two fingers, and groaned with pain as he lowered himself into a chair. Marc came and sat next to him.

‘I feel really guilty,’ Marc admitted. ‘You wouldn’t have been up there if it wasn’t for me and now I’m the one two jumps from getting my wings.’

‘Someone would have used that parachute eventually,’ Paul said. ‘I blame the stupid cow who packed it, not you.’

Marc nodded. ‘They pulled all the chutes packed by that person and found two more that weren’t right.’

Paul shrugged. ‘I’m sure it wasn’t deliberate though.’

Everyone except Paul jumped to their feet as Sergeant Parris came in from the back of the classroom.

‘Be seated,’ Parris said, before smiling as he eyed Paul and approached his table. ‘How’s it going?’

‘Not bad,’ Paul said. ‘My knees are killing me and the cold makes it ache.’

‘Can I expect you back when you’re all fixed up?’ Parris asked.

Paul smiled. ‘Definitely, sir, if they let me.’

‘That’s the kind of attitude I like to see,’ Parris said, addressing the whole room as he walked to the blackboard up front. ‘As you all know, you’re going to make two jumps today. The first will be a standard jump with an equipment pack strapped to your legs. The second jump will be a simulated night jump. You’ll wear a dark visor and must land within a target area roughly the size of a football pitch using the steering techniques you learned in ground training yesterday.

‘Each jump will be closely watched from the back of the Wellington. Steering and landing skills will be graded by instructors watching through binoculars on the ground. Each jump will be graded pass or fail on fifteen separate points, ranging from your hook-up and exit speed through to a controlled landing and gathering your chute. To earn your wings, you’ll need twenty-four points over the two jumps. Any final questions?’

Rosie raised her hand. ‘Sir, is there a second run if we fail?’

‘Absolutely not,’ Parris said. ‘You score twenty-four marks or come back here and repeat the entire week. Now grab your chutes and get out there. The plane leaves in seven minutes, whether you’re onboard or not. Dismissed.’

Paul levered himself up using a table as the trainees grabbed their chutes from a wooden rack by the door and charged outside into the snow. Of the twenty-four who’d started the course four hadn’t made it: Paul with his hard landing, the Norwegian who’d broken her leg and two of the Frenchmen who’d been kicked out for repeatedly failing written exams.

‘Fancy coming up for a ride, son?’ Parris asked Paul, as he headed towards the door.

Paul shook his head. ‘Thanks for the offer, sir, but it’d take me more than seven minutes just to make it up the ladder into the plane.’

‘Fair enough,’ Parris smiled, before passing out through the door and yelling at the trainees. ‘Move, you sorry buggers, before you feel my size-tens up your jacksies.’

*

Paul watched the Wellington bomber shrink to a black dot before taking a treacherous walk along the icy footpath to the accommodation hut.

Paul wanted to draw, but he’d expected to be busy all week and had used his small supply of paper at the hospital. He lingered at the foot of Luc’s bed, considering ways of sabotaging Luc’s stuff to relieve his boredom. But it would be more trouble than it was worth so he picked up one of Luc’s scruffy cowboy novels. It was a small hardback, Desert Musk by Raider Grant.

But Paul had no interest in cowboys and after a few pages he found himself staring out the window as a Rover saloon with a small trailer attached pulled up in front of the administration hut. The RAF-uniformed driver opened the back door and base commander hurried out to salute the man who stepped out. Paul realised it was Air Vice Marshal Walker.

Walker’s threat to close down Espionage Research Unit B had turned him into a bogeyman. Having only heard Walker’s name spoken with contempt, his imagination had created an ogre. The reality of average height, a well-fitted RAF uniform and a bushy ginger moustache was a let-down.

Paul was too far off to hear the conversation, but he watched a handshake and some laughter. Clearly Walker had been here before, conducting his mysterious final exercise for trainee spies, and was on good terms with the base commander.

As Walker’s driver and a junior officer carried cases towards the officers’ quarters, Paul thought about his training. Henderson had taught his recruits that you can never have too much information. Walker had no idea that Paul was on the base and Paul realised he might be able to learn something that would be useful to his able-bodied comrades.

Paul borrowed one of PT’s pullovers and pulled it over his own before leaving the hut. He didn’t want to be spotted so he cut around the back of his hut and down a slight hill that led up to the base’s wire perimeter.

The snow was knee deep. Pushing through hurt his ankles and after a dozen slow steps the bottoms of his combat trousers were soaked. Paul snuck up to the officer’s mess and peeked through the window. There was luggage inside the door but the hut was empty.

He eventually located Walker and his assistants by following two tyre tracks through the snow: their trailer had been pulled by hand to the side of the classroom in hut P.

A tarpaulin had been peeled back from the trailer. It made an enticing target, but Paul could barely walk, let alone run away if he was spotted. He had to know where the officers were before attempting any subterfuge.

As Paul crept towards the hut’s side window, he heard lumps of coal being thrown into the fireplace inside.

‘Get a move on with that, Jamieson. It’s bastard freezing in here.’

Paul smiled: hut P was constructed from a single layer of planks so he could hear everything being said inside.

‘Sorry, Marshal Walker, sir,’ came the reply. The cockney accent didn’t sound like an officer, so now Paul could identify Walker’s voice and the voice of the man who’d driven him to Scotland.

‘Black, get the briefing maps ready,’ Walker ordered. ‘But don’t hang anything up in case some sneaky Herbert sticks his beak through the window. Jamieson, get yourself over to the Brahms hangar. Check the weather data and make sure that the mechanics and pilots know what’s what. I want all the pilots and equipment ready for take-off at zero three hundred hours.’

Out in the snow, Paul took a sneaky glance through a side window.

‘Any special instructions, sir?’ Jamieson asked. ‘Cut a few cords on Henderson’s boys’ parachutes, maybe?’

Walker laughed noisily. ‘Sadly we’ll have to be more subtle than that. People might talk if they all dropped dead on us.’

‘I suppose you’re right, sir,’ Jamieson said dryly. ‘Can’t see a bunch of bloody kids doing much, anyway.’

‘Not much chance,’ Walker said. ‘But they might get a stroke of luck. You never know with these things. Always better safe than sorry.’

‘Absolutely, sir,’ Jamieson said.

Paul ducked down into the snowdrift against the side of the hut as Jamieson strode purposefully towards the hangar.

Henderson had never been comfortable with the idea that Walker was in charge of the final test. He’d warned the trainees that Walker might try to make the final exercise difficult for them. Now it seemed certain, but was there anything Paul could do about it?


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Paul watched as the truck arrived, bringing the trainees back from their second jump. Snow fell hard and the sun was dropping behind the hills creating long shadows across the snow-covered airfield. The two instructors in the cab rushed off to the briefing room, while three WAAFs collected the unfurled parachutes as the trainees flung them out the back of the truck.

Finally came the trainees themselves, tired and cold. Rosie was limping a bit, but that wasn’t uncommon after a parachute landing and everyone else seemed fine. The five kids all rushed to their hut and gathered around the electric heater warming their hands.

‘Lovely,’ Rosie smiled, as she jiggled her fingers by the orange glow of an electric bar.

Marc sat on his bed, unlacing his boots. His feet and the bottom of his trousers were sodden after wading two kilometres from the landing zone to the truck in deep snow. Paul was standing by the dining table and the temptation to lob a sodden balled-up sock at him was irresistible.

‘Missed,’ Paul said glibly, as it spattered against the hut’s planked wall.

Takada had diverted via the canteen, and came in holding a tray stacked with mugs and a pot of tea.

‘So how did it go, anyway?’ Paul asked.

‘Fingers crossed,’ Joel said, ‘but I think it went OK. How long ago did the Wellington land?’

‘Twenty-five minutes, maybe half an hour,’ Paul said. ‘Why?’

‘We’re waiting on the examiners, dummy,’ Luc said, as he barged through to the table and grabbed the first mug of tea.

‘Twenty-four marks or bust,’ Marc reminded them. ‘I lost at least two when I forgot to hook up on the first jump.’

‘At least you noticed before you jumped out without your chute opening,’ Joel said cheekily.

‘I hope we’ll know within an hour,’ Takada said, looking uncharacteristically anxious.

As an Asian man there was no way Takada could be dropped into areas occupied by Nazis. He’d done the parachute course so that he could help future recruits prepare for it, but he wanted to pass and earn his parachute wings as much as anyone else.

Paul had considered telling Takada about Air Vice Marshal Walker’s plan to fix the final exercise, but Takada was a stickler for rules and would probably tell them that there was nothing they could do.

Paul didn’t want to tell everyone because they’d probably just argue and end up doing nothing. But he needed help and PT was perfect: a natural-born con merchant, whose father had brought him up to lie and steal. Paul gave PT a few minutes to drink his tea and put on dry clothes before approaching his bed.

‘I need a quiet word,’ Paul said.

PT smiled. ‘Don’t tell me: you got one of the hot nurses into trouble at the hospital?’

Paul laughed, but quickly turned serious. ‘I’ve been watching Walker and his two assistants. You’re going to be pulled out of bed at about half past one and given a briefing. Then you’ll be taken up in a Wellington and dropped over some unknown location.’

‘To do what?’

‘That’s the million-dollar question,’ Paul said, with a shrug. ‘The thing is, it looks like Walker plans to make life difficult for you lot.’

‘Like we didn’t know that already,’ PT said. ‘The real question is how difficult.’

‘I think they’re dropping you further from the targets than the other three teams,’ Paul explained. ‘I don’t think there’s much we can do about that. But Walker’s driver was pulling all these equipment bags out of a trailer – one for each trainee – and Walker told him to make sure that we get the right ones.’

‘The ones he’s messed with, I suppose,’ PT said, before tutting.

‘I know where they are though,’ Paul said. ‘They’re in classroom P, with the chutes and everything. It’s all laid out and ready for the briefing. I even saw which ones are meant for our team. There’s a fairly basic lock on the door of the hut, but I haven’t got a file or anything to pick it with.’

PT nodded. ‘And if we force the door, they’ll get suspicious. Walker will fail us because we cheated.’

‘We could say we’re using our initiative,’ Paul said. ‘I mean, isn’t this exactly the sort of sneaky operation we’ve been training for?’

‘It is,’ PT agreed. ‘But there’s a fine line between cheating and showing initiative and Walker hates us, so I know which side he’ll land on.’

‘We’ve got to find a way to get the key then.’

‘Who had it last?’ PT asked. ‘Did you see where he put it?’

Paul shook his head. ‘I was looking through the window at the side of the hut. I only saw the inside of the door as they locked up.’

Rosie was coming over to PT’s bed, bare-legged and wearing a man’s shirt down to her knees. ‘What are you two plotting?’ she asked.

PT and Paul were anxious that Luc didn’t stick his nose in, so they moved across to the dining table at the far end before they explained.

‘Cleaners,’ Rosie said, when she understood. ‘There’s a couple of the young WAAFs who do all the cleaning. We’ve chatted a couple of times in the bathroom.’

‘They’ve got keys?’ Paul asked.

Rosie shrugged. ‘They must get into the rooms somehow, mustn’t they? If they haven’t got their own keys, they’ll know where to get them.’

‘Will they lend ’em to you though?’ PT asked.

‘Probably,’ Rosie said. ‘If I play it right. I’ll need Paul, come on.’

‘What about me?’ PT asked.

‘Go check out the classroom,’ Rosie said. ‘I’ll meet you there.’

Rosie had always been bossy, so Paul wasn’t surprised that she’d taken control. She quickly put on trousers and a jumper and dragged Paul out into the snow.

‘Move it,’ she said stiffly.

‘I can’t,’ Paul protested. His joints had loosened up as the day wore on, but his knees and ankles still hurt and he couldn’t manage anything above a slow walking pace.

To avoid suspicion from the others, PT left it a couple of minutes before heading out towards the classroom. By this time Rosie had knocked on the door of the WAAFs’ accommodation hut.

‘Keep quiet unless you’re spoken to,’ Rosie told Paul firmly. Her tone changed completely as she stepped into the hut. ‘Hi, everyone,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Ooooooh, it’s lovely and warm in here.’

The hut was identical to the one the kids were staying in, except that the base’s permanent residents got a proper fireplace and sprung mattresses. The girls had also put up movie posters and found some old rugs to cover bare floorboards.

Ten WAAFs slept in the hut, but there were only three present. Luckily they included the teenager called Iris who Rosie had been hoping to find.

‘How’s it going, lass?’ Iris asked, in a north-east accent so thick that you had to concentrate to understand what she was saying.

Paul felt embarrassed as he walked deeper into the hut behind his sister. It was a girls’ world. Underwear hung out to dry and he caught wafts of talcum powder and perfume, mixed with wet shoe leather and armpits.

‘I thought you’d be here at this time of day,’ Rosie said, lowering her voice as she approached the bed. Neither of the other girls seemed remotely interested.

‘Nowhere else to bloody well go, is there?’ Iris said, making it sound as if this was somehow Rosie’s fault. ‘I don’t mind if we lose the war. Then I can marry some nice big German and get out of this bunghole.’

Paul was shocked, but Rosie was clearly used to it. ‘This is my brother, Paul.’

‘Aye-up, mate!’ Iris said noisily. ‘And there I was thinking you was her bleedin’ pet monkey.’

Iris thought this was hysterically funny and broke into a high-pitched laugh. Paul had only known Iris for a minute, but had already decided that she was the most irritating person he’d ever met.

‘Good to see you’re better though, lad,’ Iris said. ‘Your sister was really worried about you the other night.’

‘Thank you,’ Paul said awkwardly.

‘Anyway,’ Rosie said, as she pointed at Paul. ‘This silly sod’s gone and left his parachute helmet in hut P, and you know what those instructors are like. Parris will yell at him.’

‘Oh you wouldn’t want that,’ Iris laughed. ‘Would we, sweetie-chops?’

Iris grabbed Paul’s cheek with four porky fingers and shook his head back and forth. ‘He looks like a nice boy,’ she grinned. ‘Sort of delicate. Not like my brothers, they’re right little bastards. You know what, Rosie? Last time I went home on leave the eight-year-old pissed in me suitcase the night before I left. I’m putting his head through the wall next time I set eyes on him.’

‘Deserves it,’ Rosie agreed. ‘So have you got keys? Like, for when you do the cleaning.’

‘Nah, but she ’as over there.’ Iris shouted. ‘Julia, can you give this lass your keys? She’ll only be a tick.’

Julia was pretty, and her willowy body almost seemed to float above her bed as she sat on its corner filing her nails. She eyed Rosie with suspicion, but apparently had no stomach for an argument with Iris and threw the keys to Rosie.

‘Thanks, girls,’ Rosie said happily, as she dragged Paul towards the doors. ‘You’re lifesavers. I’ll be five minutes, ten maximum.’

‘Eww,’ Paul said, shuddering as they walked on towards the classroom. ‘That girl’s voice is like chalk squeaking on a blackboard.’

Rosie laughed. ‘I thought she fancied you, sweetie-chops.’

‘Shut up,’ Paul said. ‘Her nails were all bitten and her fingers smelled like tobacco.’

‘She’s a genuine horror,’ Rosie agreed. ‘I was in the toilet next to her the other day and she was shouting at the top of her voice about how she’d got in an argument with one of the officers and tipped an ashtray over his head.’

‘The girl is clearly mad,’ Paul said.

Rosie mimicked Iris’ accent. ‘I told him, you put me on a charge and I’ll tell your missus that I did it ’cos you put me in the family way. That bleedin’ well shut the pompous git up, and no mistake.’

Paul snorted with laughter. ‘It’s that big German she’s gonna marry who I feel sorry for. Fancy winning the war and ending up with her.’

By this time they’d reached the classroom. Rosie checked that nobody was around before jangling the keys in front of PT.

‘Nice work,’ PT said eagerly, as he kissed Rosie on the cheek. ‘I snooped around the other huts for a bit. Walker’s sitting in the officers’ mess, drinking whisky and showing no sign of moving any time soon. His driver’s playing dice with one of the dog handlers.’

‘Perfect,’ Paul said.

‘Rosie, you act as lookout,’ PT said, as he tried reading the labels attached to the keys in the darkness. ‘Knock on the hut three times if you see anyone coming and hold ’em off as long as you can by flirting, or whatever. I need Paul inside, he knows which bags are which.’

PT had the correct key by the time they reached the door of the hut and the two boys rushed inside.

‘It’s these five bags here, by the door,’ Paul said.

PT pulled down the blackout curtains. To be on the safe side, he turned on the small light above the blackboard rather than the main lamps hanging from the ceiling.

Parachutists need their arms free during a jump and have a chute strapped on like a backpack. As a result the equipment satchels were long tubes that buckled around your thigh.

‘Look at this,’ Paul said, as he opened up a satchel that had been destined for one of the other kids. ‘Broken compass. Army knife as blunt as can be and there’s all sand and oil or something in here.’

PT opened a satchel that was earmarked for one of the four Norwegian women. ‘You’re right,’ he said, as he tipped the satchel up to show Paul the contents.

This satchel contained double the amount of stuff, including high-energy chocolate, a fire-starting kit, waterproof maps and a compact torch.

‘What do you reckon?’ Paul asked. ‘We could take the different bags to the base commander and lodge a complaint.’

‘And prove what?’ PT asked. ‘You overheard them saying that these bags were for us, but you’ve got no proof. It’s your word against an Air Vice Marshal. All we can do is make the best of it by swapping some of the equipment around. But …’

PT stopped talking as Rosie dived into the classroom. ‘RAF police,’ she said anxiously as she locked the door behind herself. ‘They must have seen us.’


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Paul and Rosie dived under the tables closest to the windows, while PT charged between the wooden desks and flicked out the light over the blackboard. They crouched in the dark, breathing anxiously as the wall clock ticked out twenty seconds.

‘Maybe he walked by,’ Paul said.

But a key turned in the lock as the words left his mouth. Paul felt doomed as the RAF policeman stepped inside. Luc had already got in trouble and the base commander – who seemed friendly with Air Vice Marshal Walker – had threatened to kick all the kids off his base if there was a second incident.

The lanky policeman switched on the light and peered about cautiously. Sweat poured down Paul’s brow as the policeman approached one of the satchels and began undoing the buckle that held the cover in place.

Paul found this odd, but surprise was replaced by horror when PT sprang out from beneath the teacher’s desk at the opposite end of the room.

‘Boo!’ PT shouted, as he placed his hands on the officer’s shoulder.

Paul thought PT had gone insane, but as the policeman turned so that Paul could see his face, he saw that it was the Polish trainee, Tomaszewski.

Tomaszewski gasped and stumbled back towards the wall. ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked, as Paul and Rosie clambered out from under the desks.

‘Same as you, I reckon,’ PT smiled. ‘The uniform is a nice touch. How’d you get hold of it?’

‘Bribed a laundress,’ Tomaszewski explained. ‘So what have you found out so far?’

‘Ahh,’ PT said, as he pointed towards the airfield. ‘Out there on the airfield we’re trainees. But for all we know we’re going to be competing against each other in this exercise.’

The Pole broke into a tense smile, PT gave the same smile back and Rosie went back outside to resume her role as lookout.

‘All I want are our instructions,’ the Pole said. ‘Have you seen any documentation in Polish?’

Paul pointed into the corner of the room. ‘There’s two sets of four bags over there by the window,’ he said. ‘There’s only four of you lot, so it must be one of those.’

Tomaszewski looked happy enough as he crossed the room and opened one of the satchels. ‘Polish,’ he said triumphantly, before ripping a map out of a satchel.

Meantime, Paul and PT had begun swapping some of the broken equipment in their satchels with newer equipment that had been given to the Frenchmen.

Tomaszewski seemed content to take a set of documents and leave, but the kids made him suspicious. ‘Why are you messing around with the packs? Have you touched ours?’

‘Air Vice Marshal Walker hates the idea of us kids working undercover. Look at the crap he’s given us to work with,’ PT explained, as he held up a compass that was so rusty the needle hand was frozen into place.

Tomaszewski smiled. ‘So you boys really are training to work undercover?’

PT had admitted something he shouldn’t have and reacted defensively. ‘Well, did you think we were learning to jump out of aeroplanes so that we could go back to our mommies?’

Tomaszewski pondered for a few seconds, then took a close look at the broken compass. ‘People will be much less suspicious of children,’ Tomaszewski smiled. ‘Used in the right way, you could be valuable. You don’t deserve this sabotage by Walker. But you leave my team’s stuff alone.’

Paul pointed towards the five bags they were stealing from. ‘We’re only taking stuff from the French soldiers.’

Tomaszewski nodded. ‘I don’t know how this exercise of Walker’s works,’ he said. ‘But I hope I don’t end up scrapping with those buggers.’

PT looked up at the Pole and smiled. ‘If they make you nervous, how do you think we feel? Paul here is injured and isn’t coming with us, but Marc and Joel aren’t much bigger than him and Rosie’s only a girl.’

The Pole tucked his documents inside his tunic and reached out formally to shake PT’s hand. ‘Good luck.’

‘Same to you,’ PT smiled. ‘Whatever happens tonight I’m sure it won’t be boring.’

Rosie leaned in the doorway and sounded cross. ‘Will you stop waffling and get on with it,’ she hissed. ‘I told Iris I’d be back with the keys in ten minutes.’

As Tomaszewski headed out, Paul and PT finished swapping the equipment from the Frenchmen’s bags. Walker or one of his assistants might look in a bag and the boys didn’t want to make it too obvious that they’d swapped things over. So they left a lot of tatty stuff on top, but made sure that they had two good compasses, working torches, waterproof maps and at least one good example of every piece of equipment.

PT smacked Paul on the back as they headed out into the cold. ‘We’d never have got far with the junk Walker gave us. You might be staying behind with Takada, but if we pull this off it’ll be down to you as much as anyone.’

Paul appreciated the compliment from the older boy and smiled proudly as they set off back towards their hut. Rosie locked the classroom before jogging off towards the WAAFs. Mercifully, Iris had gone walkabout and Julia didn’t bat an eye as Rosie returned the keys.

‘Did you get a look in the satchels?’ Julia asked, speaking quietly with an accent straight out of a posh country boarding school. She couldn’t have been more different to Iris if she’d tried.

Rosie froze with shock. ‘Satchels?’ she said, trying to sound innocent as she flushed bright red.

‘Whenever Walker arrives there’s someone wants to get in that classroom,’ Julia smiled. ‘Usually we say no, but you seemed like a good sort. A few weeks back we even had a Belgian who claimed to be a count and offered us a cheque for two hundred pounds.’

Rosie laughed. ‘Did you take it?’

‘We told him we only took cash. It’s pretty bleak up here and trainees asking us for keys is one of the few bits of fun we get. We even had the extra set cut in town, so we didn’t get into trouble if one of you ran off with them.’

‘Well, thank you, Julia,’ Rosie said politely. ‘You’ve no idea how helpful you’ve been.’

The last of the sun had disappeared during their little classroom escapade and Rosie buried her hands in coat pockets as she headed back to the accommodation hut. As she got closer she could hear people cheering and broke into a run when she realised that their marks had been handed out.

Between the next two huts Rosie saw Poles trying to knock down a Frenchman who’d climbed on to the roof of their hut and was kicking down sheets of snow, while another bunch were engaged in a snowball fight with the Norwegians.

When she got up to her own hut, the door flew open and the five boys rushed out, pelting her with snowballs. Rosie yelped as snow hit her in the face. She tripped on the edge of the footpath and wound up with her bum in a puddle of freezing water.

‘You’re all dead!’ she yelled, as she scrambled to her feet. ‘I just changed out of my other trousers. Now both pairs are soaked!’

‘You got twenty-six out of thirty,’ PT told her. ‘Me and Luc twenty-eight, Marc twenty-seven, Joel twenty-five. But the main thing is we all passed.’

‘Oh that’s brilliant,’ Rosie said, her mood somersaulting as she moved in to give PT a kiss. ‘What about Takada?’

‘Thirty out of thirty,’ PT said. ‘Which is just showing off if you ask me.’

Their embrace ended abruptly as a snowball hit Rosie in the head. She looked across and saw that it was Marc.

‘You think you’re getting away with that?’ Rosie roared, as she bent forwards, scooped up a handful of snow and yelled after Marc as he sprinted off into the darkness. ‘Yeah, you’d better run.’


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

‘Hurry up, move, move, move!’ Corporal Tweed shouted, as he stood in the doorway of the accommodation hut. ‘Briefing in classroom P. Put on some clothes and get out into that lovely snow.’

It was half one in the morning. After lacing his boots, Marc grabbed a hunting knife and a packet of boiled sweets.

‘May as well leave ’em,’ Tweed said. ‘Trainees are only allowed the clothes on their backs and the equipment you’re given in the briefing room.’

While the five healthy trainees scrambled around getting dressed, Paul sat up in bed, bleary-eyed, shivering from the wind blasting through the open doorway and glad that he could go back to sleep once the commotion was out of the way.

‘Good luck,’ he told Rosie, as she walked past his bed.

Takada had also been woken by the noise. He stood at the doorway of his little room in his vest and pyjama bottoms. ‘Take plenty warm clothes,’ Takada advised. ‘Two jumpers. Warm gloves. If you have too many, throw them away, but too few and you’ll freeze!’

Luc heeded Takada’s advice and turned back to grab an extra pullover. He looked at Paul with uncharacteristic friendliness. ‘You did good with all that sneaking around earlier,’ he said. But as always with Luc there was a sting in the tail. ‘Little stick-man like you though, it’s probably best that you’re not coming on the exercise.’

Paul shrugged it off. ‘Try not to fight with the others,’ he sighed.

Luc was last to reach the door and Tweed bawled him out in the doorway. ‘When I say move, you move. You don’t go back to your bed and start putting extra clothes on. Now shift it, double bastard time!’

With the last trainee out of the door, Takada pushed it shut and wandered between the beds towards Paul. As he walked, he picked scattered belongings from where the kids had dressed in a hurry.

‘They won’t be back here,’ Takada said, as he took one of Luc’s plimsolls and flung it towards the suitcase on his bed. ‘We’ll pack everything up first thing tomorrow. McAfferty’s sending a truck up to collect everything and take us back to campus.’

‘I hope the others do OK on the exercise,’ Paul said, as Takada sat down on the next bed. ‘Whatever it involves.’

‘I’ll second that,’ Takada nodded. ‘If our unit shuts down, I’ll be back in an internment camp.’

Hearing that made Paul wonder if he should have confided in Takada earlier in the day, but it was too late now.

‘Glad I’m not doing the exercise in a way though,’ Paul admitted, as he glanced towards the blacked-out window behind him. ‘It must be one of the coldest nights I’ve ever known.’

*

Hut P hummed with nerves. Marc, Luc, PT, Joel and Rosie had been told to sit by their equipment packs near the door at the back of the room. PT peeked inside and was relieved to find things the way he’d left them, with the Frenchmen’s good compass and the chocolate rations he’d stolen from the Norwegians.

Everyone shot to their feet as Air Vice Marshal Walker came in. He clutched a wad of briefing notes while his red face suggested slightly too much to drink.

‘Sit,’ Walker said firmly, as he stopped in front of a blackboard and turned to face the crowd. He continued once the chairs had finished grating across the floor. ‘I want you to listen carefully. I am only going to say things once. I will not take questions at the end. I couldn’t give a damn if you didn’t hear or if you don’t speak English.

‘You’ve all spent between three and six months at various training campuses within Great Britain. Now each team must prove its worth in a realistic field exercise. You’ve all been directed towards your equipment packs.

‘Each team will be dropped at a separate location in the north of England. The French team will parachute first, followed immediately by the Norwegians. You’ll then fly onwards for approximately fifteen minutes to the second target zone, where we’ll drop the kids, and almost immediately afterwards the Poles. This is your objective.’

Walker pointed towards his assistant, Jamieson, who unfurled a picture of a large gun, mounted on a rotating plinth.

‘This is a twenty-millimetre anti-aircraft gun. These cannons have been fitted on sensitive military and industrial sites throughout Britain to prevent low-level German bombing. We will provide each team with maps, listing three locations where one or more of these guns are installed. Your task is to remove such a gun from its mounting and steal it. Once you have the gun, you must transport it to London’s King’s Cross station and present it at the lost property office alongside platform three.

‘This is as close as we can get to a real-world test of your skills without dropping you behind enemy lines. Nobody apart from the people in this room and a few senior members of the police force knows what you’re doing. You’ll need to enter a secure facility. If you’re spotted, the chances are you’ll be shot at by armed guards if you don’t surrender quickly. You are allowed to tie up or temporarily disable people. You may not do anything that is likely to cause permanent injuries.

‘You’ll find additional maps, drawings and photographs in the mission briefings which will be handed out as you leave this room. I strongly suggest that you use your time onboard the aircraft to study these documents. Each of you will also be given a sealed envelope containing a surrender letter. This letter explains your actions and requests that a message be sent to SOE headquarters in Baker Street.

‘If you surrender or get captured, hand over this letter of explanation and we will do our best to rescue you as soon as possible. However, don’t rely on anyone believing that you’re who you say you are and if you’re captured there’s a good chance you’ll be roughed up by people who think they’ve caught a spy.

‘To pass the exercise, each team must deliver the weapon to the lost property desk at King’s Cross station by midnight tomorrow. That gives you forty-five hours from the time of your parachute drop. The mission is a team effort. The whole team will pass, even if only one member makes it to the station with the weapon. And that is all I’m going to say, except to bid you good luck.’


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The Wellington droned, a thousand metres above the industrial heart of England. This was the closest any of the trainees had come to a real parachute operation, instead of a ten-minute flight and a drop on to fields, with instructors and trucks awaiting them.

The five kids had been in the air for three hours. They’d seen war rage through the bomber’s rear dome: flames from an air raid, pockets of flak and vapour trails from dog fights in the moonlit sky. The Kids, Birds, Poles and Frogs huddled in four separate packs, bums perched on parachutes and fearing the worst as the condensation in their breath turned to ice on the inside of the fuselage.

Everyone looked for clues in the briefing documents, but there wasn’t much to go on. Each team had a map showing an area of ten miles square and listing three target sites. Their landing zone would be somewhere within this area, but the map gave no indication as to where. There were also photographs of the target buildings and diagrams showing the appearance of a twenty-millimetre anti-aircraft cannon, along with instructions on disassembly.

‘I wonder what the other teams have got on their maps,’ Rosie yelled, though it barely registered over the aircraft noise and only Marc and PT who sat on either side of her heard.

‘If our maps are worse than theirs, you mean?’ Marc said. ‘Less detailed, or harder targets, maybe.’

‘Walker messed up all our equipment,’ Joel noted. ‘So it’s safe to assume that he’s messed with our information too.’

Marc smiled. ‘Walker hates Henderson so much our surrender letters probably tell our captors to shoot us as enemy spies.’

Rosie took a deep breath and opened her mouth into a wide yawn. The bomber was unpressurised and air was thin at this altitude. The previous day had been tough and they were back in action after less than four hours’ sleep.

Sadness hung in the air as the Frogs and Birds lined up to make their jumps. There was a slight chance the groups would meet during the exercise, but they were competing against the clock not each other and they’d most likely never see each other again.

As the last of the Norwegian women stepped over Rosie’s legs to hook up, a hairclip dropped into Rosie’s lap. Rosie reached up to pat the woman on the back and return it, but as she turned it in her hand she saw a tube made from a cigarette paper wedged between the teeth.

Rosie checked that none of the staff was looking her way before unravelling the paper. It was a tiny hand-drawn map, with the ink showing through both sides of the paper. She made an immediate connection between the three marks on the map and the targets she’d been given with her kit. But off to one side was a fourth place, marked DZ for drop zone. At the bottom was a note in tiny handwriting.



Rosie,



Good snowball fight. I’ll get you back next time! One of my girls has been getting friendly with the Wellington pilots. I hope knowing your DZ saves you time!



Lots of love,



Gerhild



‘Hook up,’ Sergeant Parris shouted, as he opened the door of the aircraft for the second drop. ‘Good luck, girls.’

Rosie had only spoken to Gerhild twice and hadn’t known her name until she saw the letter. The kids could easily have wasted an hour trying to find out where they’d landed, especially at night, in the middle of a blackout and with every signpost and street name taken down.

‘What’s it say?’ Luc asked, barging forwards as Parris ordered the first of the Norwegians to jump.

‘Could be a trick,’ Marc noted. ‘We hardly know her. What if Walker gave her the note with a false DZ on it to try and slow us down?’

The Norwegian women had always seemed nice, but Rosie realised it was possible. ‘We’ll have to treat it with suspicion,’ she agreed. ‘But if it’s right, it’s a massive help.’

Luc had a big smile on his face. ‘It’s hilarious if it is right. You and PT robbed their compasses and chocolate and they still helped us.’

Luc had no scruples, but Rosie felt horrible about it.

‘It’s Walker’s fault we had to plunder the Norwegians’ stuff, not ours,’ PT said.

Once the four Norwegians had dropped, Parris pulled up the door and propeller noise increased as the bomber went into a climb. Marc looked along the fuselage at the four Poles sitting up by the cockpit.

‘About ten minutes,’ Parris told the kids, as he broke into a rare smile. ‘You feeling confident?’

The five kids nodded.

‘Wasn’t sure about training you lot,’ Parris said. ‘But you learn fast. I don’t suppose I’ll ever see any of you again, so good luck with the exercise and whatever else life sends your way.’

PT smiled and spoke for the group. ‘Thank you, sir.’

Parris glanced at his watch. ‘Eight and a half minutes,’ he said, reverting to his usual bark. ‘Start kitting up.’

The four Poles would be dropping two minutes after the kids. As Parris walked down the fuselage to warn them, the kids started strapping on helmets and parachutes. Once they were buckled up they followed procedure and checked each other’s kit.

Marc inspected Luc’s harness and everything seemed OK until he checked his line. ‘Your hook!’ he said urgently.

‘Shit!’ Luc gasped, as Marc held it up.

The static line for each parachute hooked to the overhead bar with a G-shaped clip. The gap in the G was filled with a spring-loaded clip that locked into place around the bar, but in Luc’s case the closing bar flopped from side to side.

‘Sir, sir!’ Luc shouted, as he ran down the plane towards the Poles. ‘What can I do?’

Parris took one look at the hook and saw that the spring had somehow popped out of the clasp. Fortunately, the nine previous jumpers had each left a static line and hook behind.

‘Corporal Kent,’ Parris shouted.

Kent was a slender instructor who’d been assigned to the Frenchmen for the past week. Kent sprung up from the jump seat behind the cockpit and hurried towards Parris.

‘Broken hook,’ Parris explained. ‘I’ll try fixing a replacement. You deal with the drop, OK?’

‘Right you are, sir,’ Kent said, but he looked worried as he moved towards the exit door. Kent was experienced, but it was three in the morning, he’d had no more sleep than the trainees and he didn’t appreciate the sudden pressure of having to organise the drop.

Parris knelt in front of Luc, his shoulder propped against a bulkhead as he tried twisting the broken hook out of the metal bracket sealed to the end of the rope. On the ground this was easy, but with the aircraft shaking and his fingers numb from sub-freezing temperatures it was over a minute before the metal hook came free and hit the floor with a clank.

‘Can’t I use one of the emergency parachutes?’ Luc asked.

This had occurred to Parris, but the parachutes used by the pilots and bomber crew had a manual release cord and mastering it wasn’t something you wanted to teach quickly when there was a risk of death if it went wrong.

‘This’ll be fine,’ Parris said unconvincingly.

At three minutes to drop time Corporal Kent gave the order for the four kids who were ready to approach the doorway and hook up. Luc looked horrified as the door of the plane came open.

Parris had got the hook off one of the other lines, but as he tried fitting it to Luc’s parachute he realised that the hook was slightly too broad to go through the metal ring on the end of Luc’s line. The design was only slightly different and you’d never have noticed unless you tried joining one to the other.

‘Damn it,’ Parris roared.

The Poles had their equipment on and were lining up behind the kids for the second drop as Parris grabbed another used line with the right kind of hook.

The co-pilot made an announcement over the loudspeaker. ‘Cockpit to drop crew, height is six hundred feet, drop zone will be live in ten seconds. Wind is seven knots north-westerly.’

Parris’ fingers had warmed up and with practice he’d become much quicker at switching the hooks.

But he wasn’t fast enough for Luc. ‘Hurry up!’ he begged.

‘DZ live,’ the co-pilot announced.

‘Rosie, step up,’ Corporal Kent shouted. ‘On my mark … and mark.’

As Rosie flung herself out of the plane, Parris dropped the replacement hook on the floor.

‘Blast,’ he shouted.

‘For god’s sake,’ Luc yelled desperately, as Marc jumped out of the doorway.

Parris didn’t appreciate getting shouted at by a thirteen-year-old. ‘Shut your mouth and keep still,’ he ordered.

PT went next and Joel four seconds after that. Luc looked around desperately as the Poles awaited the order to hook up for their drop zone which was just a few minutes away.

‘It’s on!’ Parris said triumphantly, as he passed the end of the hook towards Luc.

‘It’s been more than twenty seconds,’ Kent warned as Luc raced towards the doorway and hooked up. ‘Are you sure you want him to jump, sir? He’ll be half a mile away from the others, at least.’

‘Drop zone closing in ten seconds,’ the co-pilot said over the speaker. ‘Drop crew, please communicate. Do we have the all-clear to turn towards drop zone four?’

‘Let me drop,’ Luc begged. ‘I’ll find them somehow.’

‘Go on then,’ Parris shouted.

Proper procedure was to stand in the doorway and wait for the go signal, but Luc was moving away from his teammates at more than a hundred miles an hour, so he flung himself straight through the doorway.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

As Marc landed a gust of wind caught his trailing chute and yanked him sideways into a bush. He yelped and swore as thorns pierced his trousers and stabbed his thigh. The snow was thinner in these parts, but Marc was engulfed as the parachute silk snagged and sent white clumps tumbling down from the branches.

Marc’s boot hit a thick trunk. He used it as a brace to stop himself getting dragged deeper into the branches, but he still had to brave the thorns and reach down and free himself from the harness.

‘Need a hand?’ Joel asked.

Marc looked up. It was dark, but there was enough moonlight to catch the amusement on Joel’s face. ‘What do you think?’ Marc grunted. ‘Grab hold of me.’

Marc cursed as he staggered to his feet. The thorns in his thigh hurt and he knew his wet legs and bum wouldn’t dry out in the cold. Just to rub in the misery, Marc saw that he’d hit the only obstacle for fifty metres in any direction.

PT and Rosie had found each other and came towards the scene holding balled-up chutes.

‘Nice landing, Marc,’ Rosie grinned, as Marc shone torchlight on his thigh and pulled out the first of six thorns.

‘Hold the torch for me,’ Marc said irritably.

PT began shoving the four parachutes deep into the sprawling bush. If the chutes were left open they’d catch the wind and might be spotted. The last thing they wanted was a search party looking for them.

‘No sign of Luc,’ Joel noted, as he scanned the landscape.

‘I didn’t see his chute,’ PT agreed. ‘Parris can’t have got the hook back on in time.’

‘First bit of good news I’ve heard all day,’ Marc said, then winced as Rosie used her nails to tweeze out another thorn.

‘Luc’s a fool,’ Joel said, with a nod. ‘But those guns look heavy and an extra pair of hands might have sped us up.’

Joel pulled the map out of his satchel. Although it was dark, there was enough light to see three looming hilltops and a narrow road a few hundred metres away.

‘What does it look like?’ PT asked, as he crouched beside Joel.

‘The Norwegian’s map is right,’ Joel said. ‘You see, the three hills over there? They match the contour lines on our main maps and the road is exactly where—’

‘Owwww!’ Marc yelled.

Rosie had saved the deepest thorn until last and couldn’t help laughing as Marc hobbled around clutching his thigh. ‘You’re such a baby!’

‘Keep the racket down,’ PT warned. ‘For all we know there’s people nearby.’

Once Marc calmed down, the quartet crouched in a circle of torchlight around Joel’s map.

‘Three targets,’ Joel said. ‘This one is much nearer. Two and a bit miles.’

Rosie was suspicious. ‘We know Walker’s out to get us,’ she said warily. ‘There’s three targets on that map, one is two miles from where Walker chose to have us dropped. The others look like they’re six and eight miles away.’

‘You’re saying it’s a trap?’ Joel asked.

Rosie shrugged. ‘All I’m saying is, do we want to go where Walker expects us to?’

‘It’s the same gun at each target, though,’ Marc said.

‘Same gun,’ Rosie agreed. ‘But what about security? I mean, wouldn’t security be tighter at, say, a factory where they made Spitfires than a factory where they make boots or tents.’

‘Rosie’s right about Walker,’ PT said, as he took the map from Joel. ‘I was involved in a few heists when my dad was alive. He always said that stealing is an art, but true genius lies in getting away afterwards. Looking at this map, the nearest target is in the middle of nowhere. One road in and out, which means you’ll either get picked up easily, or you’ve got to hike across country. I say we go for this one.’

PT pointed at the most distant of the three targets.

‘Eight miles,’ Joel protested. ‘And that’s if we go cross country through snow and ice. It’s more like twelve on these country roads.’

‘But it’s on the outskirts of Manchester,’ PT explained. ‘The city is off our map, but Manchester has dozens of roads. It’ll be much easier to lose ourselves after the heist.’

‘Guess you’re right,’ Joel nodded. ‘Maybe we can steal bicycles or catch a lift.’

‘We’ll try,’ PT agreed, as he took out his compass and started pencilling a route on to his map. ‘We’re going to need tools and stuff too, bolt croppers for cutting fences, spanners for taking the gun off its mounting.’

‘Plus food, or money to buy food,’ Marc added. ‘We’ve got the chocolate and water in our canteens, but that’s not much if we’re out in this cold all day long.’

‘I think we should start walking,’ Rosie said. ‘We can work out the details as we go along.’

*

Police Sergeant Stacey wasn’t due on duty until six a.m., but he suffered from insomnia and, rather than tossing about in bed until his wife yelled at him, he’d decided on an early start. After putting on his uniform, Stacey made corned beef sandwiches and a flask of Bovril for his lunch. He then climbed on his bike and headed for a police station in a larger village seven miles over the hills.

Stacey should have retired, but the government wanted young men in the armed services rather than patrolling rural Lancashire, so he’d gone back to work for the duration of the war. Mostly he didn’t mind, though pedalling up a steep hill at four-thirty on a snowy morning did make his bed seem more enticing than usual.

Freewheeling down the other side was much more Stacey’s thing. The speed and recklessness of going fast in slippery conditions gave him a childlike thrill. During thirty-six years as a police officer, he’d freewheeled every hill on his beat a thousand times, but nothing had prepared him for the ghostly presence he sped towards that February morning.

White waves shimmered in the moonlight, blocking the entire width of the lane. Stacey braked as hard as he dared, but the tarmac was slippery and he veered into the scrub along the roadside. He ended up in a shallow ditch, with torn trousers and the bike stuck in a hedge with the front wheel spinning freely.

Stacey kicked the bike aside and felt a dull ache in his hip as he rolled on to his bum and sat up. He recognised the distinctive shape of a parachute and drew a relieved breath upon realising that he hadn’t been driven off road by a ghost.

The policeman saw three possibilities: a British airman who might need help, a German airman who might be dangerous, or most alarmingly of all, a German spy.

Stacey kept a hand on his truncheon as he limped towards the billowing parachute, but his weapon would be inadequate if his opponent had a gun. The chute would cause another accident if left in the road, so Stacey grabbed the ropes and began pulling in the billowing silk. When it was balled up at the roadside, he knelt on the fabric and studied the harness by the light of his torch.

The backpack into which the chute was originally packed contained an identity tag. It bore an identity number, followed by the name and date of each time it had been repacked. Hester Marsh, Heather Baker, May Sandalwood and CP Doyle seemed like reassuringly British names.

‘Hello?’ Stacey shouted. ‘Is anyone about? I’m here to help you.’

When he didn’t get a reply, the elderly policeman tried to imagine what he would have done if he’d landed here. The country on either side of the road was rugged, and Stacey had just ridden down the hill without seeing anyone.

Stacey decided to get back to his bike and ride downhill where he hoped to catch up with the parachute’s owner, but as he turned around he was smacked viciously across the side of the head by a plank of wood. He wrapped his hands around his face as he dropped on to his knees, but the adversary swung again. This time the wood hit so hard that the half-rotten plank broke in two.

A boy crouched down and opened Stacey’s eyelid to make sure that he was properly unconscious.

‘You’ll have a headache when you wake up, fatty,’ Luc said cheerfully, as he grabbed Stacey’s wrists and dragged him to the side of the road.

Luc had already cut several lengths of rope from his parachute cords. He rolled the officer on to his back and used two of them to knot Stacey’s wrists and ankles. Once the knots were tight, Luc searched the officer, taking a wallet containing four pounds, plus some coins and ration stamps, then he pocketed Stacey’s handcuffs and grabbed the truncheon hooked to his belt.

‘Thanks for the bike, too,’ Luc said, before spitting contemptuously in the unconscious officer’s face.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

An hour after landing, Joel, Marc, Rosie and PT had made it four miles. They’d stuck to the snowy fields for a mile and a half, then decided that they were far enough from their drop zone to walk on open roads.

The first village they reached had a parade of tiny shops with a post office on the corner. The milkman had already been through and the boys each swiped pint bottles from a doorstep and guzzled near-freezing milk.

Rosie turned her nose up when Joel offered her a swig. ‘Milk makes me puke,’ she said with a shudder.

At the end of the village, PT stopped a young farm labourer. He wore rubber boots and dungarees crusted in dried mud. ‘Excuse me,’ PT said politely. ‘We’re a bit lost. I wonder if—’

The young labourer spoke with an Irish accent. ‘Piss off with yous,’ he said abruptly. ‘Whatever you’re tapping me for, you’ll get nowt.’

‘We were wondering if there was a bus that could take us into Manchester.’

The man laughed caustically. ‘Bus around here? Not bloody likely. Now let me get to work, I’m late as it is.’

The farmer stormed past, almost knocking Rosie off her feet.

‘Nice talking to you, too,’ PT said sarcastically.

He waited several seconds before showing the farmer’s wallet to the others. The leather was cracked and it smelled of booze and the owner’s sweaty arse.

‘How much?’ Marc asked eagerly.

‘Not bad,’ PT answered, as he pulled out four ten-shilling notes and one fiver. ‘Seven pounds. I’d say he just got his wages.’

Rosie smiled. ‘That should do us for food, drink, train fares and whatever else keeps us going. Now all we need are tools for breaking in.’

‘Binoculars would be really useful as well,’ PT added. ‘For when we case the joint.’

‘The farmer I used to work for back in France had a big toolshed,’ Marc said. ‘I doubt you’ll find binoculars, but any farmer who runs a tractor will have the tools we need.’

*

Luc had studied his map. He figured that the other four would want to rob the machine gun before daylight and was sure they’d go for the nearest target. His two-mile bike ride ended on a new road built into a steeply sloped hillside. The wind blew the muggy smell of molten metal, mixed with the soot which belched out of three vast chimneys in the valley below.

Luc pulled off-road and stood astride the bike studying the scene. A single railway track ran around the opposite hillside and a huge crane dug coal out of wagons in a siding. The target detailed on his map wasn’t the main facility, but one of a dozen smaller ones that branched off the main road.

The oddest thing about the settlement was the absence of anything but the factories. Luc realised that the only reason for building a facility in such an inaccessible location was if it produced explosives or toxic chemicals that you wanted to keep away from the population.

The ground trembled as a single narrow headlight beam shot up the hillside. Luc dived for cover as three double-trailer trucks roared up the road. The first four trailers carried giant sea mines held in place with thick chains, while the final two were stacked with steel drums. They looked like beer kegs, but were actually depth charges used for sinking submarines.

Once the convoy passed, Luc remounted the bike. Fifty metres on was a huge concrete entrance cut into the hillside. The door was thick steel plate, and an elderly member of the Home Guard sat under a canopy, with his rifle standing between his legs and looking half dead from the cold.

At the bottom of the hill, the road widened to four lanes. Lights shone from a construction site. Equipment banged, welding gear shot out sparks and shouts came from the ground up to a crane twenty metres up. A new factory was rising out of the frozen ground behind a chain-link fence.

‘Got a light, boy?’ someone shouted.

Luc slowed his bike and looked back. A man stood at the fence. He looked powerful, in steel-capped boots and a donkey jacket. His dirty face glistened with sweat, but his eyes grovelled like a puppy begging for a treat.

Luc could have ridden on, but his map made less sense the further he went into town, so he turned the bike around.

Luc’s English wasn’t the best and he tried disguising his French accent. ‘What was that, sir?’

‘A light,’ the builder said.

Luc didn’t understand, but the man had a cigarette in his mouth and gestured like he was striking a match. Luc burrowed inside his satchel and took a match from a metal tin which also contained a tiny candle and cotton wool for starting fires.

‘Plenty of cigarettes but me matches are soggy,’ the builder explained. He took the match from Luc and struck it by flicking it against his front tooth.

‘Saved my life,’ the man said gratefully as he sucked a big lungful of smoke. ‘Would you like a ciggie?’

‘No, thank you,’ Luc said. ‘You certainly start work early around here.’

The man smiled as plumes of smoke shot from his nostrils. ‘Twenty-four hours a day around here. At least I’m off at seven.’

‘It looks like hard work,’ Luc said.

‘Backbreaking,’ the man agreed. ‘Churchill’s gotta have his bombs and the money’s not bad.’


Luc held up his map. ‘I was looking for this road,’ he said, drumming his finger on the paper.

‘Don’t see many kids here,’ the builder noted.

Henderson had taught his trainees to always have an excuse handy. ‘My uncle works there,’ Luc explained. ‘I have an urgent message for him.’

The map wouldn’t fit through the fence, so Luc put it up close. ‘That’s well out of date, sonny,’ the builder explained. ‘There’s been two new roads built in the last year. I reckon you want the third one, ’bout a quarter mile up the hill. There’s a lot of security up there. They won’t let you in. You’ll probably have to wait for your uncle’s shift change.’

‘I understand,’ Luc said. ‘Thank you.’

The dead streets made Luc wary. Instead of getting back in the saddle, he took a slow walk with the bike alongside. The road through the centre of town was thickly layered with rock salt to prevent ice forming. As it crunched under his boots a chemical smell in the air made his eyes burn.

Another convoy of trucks roared by, but while the factories behind the fences worked at full pelt, the streets around them were dead. Luc turned right, sloshing through a huge puddle, then walked past three identical warehouses before reaching the target on his map.

He was desperate to find the others, not just to help with the mission but because this whole town gave him the creeps. The target was a warehouse on the edge of town. There was enough moonlight for Luc to spot the twenty-millimetre cannons positioned in a tower rising ten metres above the warehouse roof. This location was perfect for aiming at bombers swooping across the valley, but about as awkward as it got if you wanted to steal the guns.

There was barbed wire and armed guards on the gates. You’d then have to climb one of the towers, disassemble a gun and somehow lower it down to the factory roof. After pulling off that miracle, you had to escape on the only road out of town.

Luc wondered about the others. Had they already been caught? More likely they’d taken one look at all the security and found the fastest way out of town.

There was even a chance Luc had arrived first, but the more he thought about it, the more Luc wondered whether they might have not come here in the first place. PT was a talented thief. He would have taken one look at this remote location and decided that getting away was hopeless.

Luc wondered what to do next. He had to leave. If he stuck around after daylight people would ask questions, and it wouldn’t take a genius to link his truncheon and bike to the policeman who’d be found tied up at the roadside two miles away.

At least he had the bike. If PT and the others were on foot there was a chance that he’d be able to catch up with them at one of the other target sites. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was all he had.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

The four kids had barely slept in twenty-four hours. They were cold, hungry, and it began raining as first light broke over the horizon.

PT was in front of a tall barn holding a short wooden fencepost. Marc and Joel stood alongside, while Rosie jogged towards them, dragging through snow and mud with each step.

‘I can’t see anyone nearby,’ Rosie said, as she swept strands of dripping hair off her face. ‘But there’s lights on in the farmhouse, and two blokes in the field on the other side.’

‘Better keep the noise down,’ Marc said.

‘You think?’ PT said sarcastically. ‘I was going to suggest that we all scream and make owl noises.’

There was a crack as PT drove the angled edge of the fencepost down behind the metal clasp on the barn door. The door shuddered, but the clasp didn’t budge until Joel grabbed the post and helped with the levering.

They’d seen the tractor through holes between the barn’s wooden sides. But there was no guarantee of tools inside and it was a relief to find them inside an old wardrobe. Its interior had been fitted out with shelves, with larger items like spanners and wrenches hung from hooks drilled in the back.

‘Perfect,’ Marc grinned. ‘All in good condition, too.’

PT always took the lead with anything that involved stealing. As Marc discovered a canvas sack on the earth floor, PT scowled back at Joel and Rosie. ‘One of you should be keeping lookout,’ he complained.

They were grateful to be out of the rain, even if it was just for a moment. Rosie was wringing out her long hair and got annoyed when she looked up and saw Joel still standing there.

‘I did the recon,’ Rosie said bitterly.

‘I’ve done other stuff though,’ Joel complained. ‘I want to dry off for a minute.’

PT looked back furiously. ‘Joel, get your arse out there.’

Marc had put a selection of the larger tools and a length of towing rope into the sack. ‘It’s heavy,’ he told PT as he picked it up. ‘We’ll have to take turns carrying it.’

‘What about another sack?’ PT asked. ‘Rosie, go look around the back of the tractor.’

They’d been stuck together long enough to get on each other’s nerves. Who’s put PT in charge? Joel asked himself resentfully as he stepped out of the barn. The rain had reached a new peak and huge balls of water exploded off the frozen ground.

‘It’s absolutely blasting down,’ Joel told the others. ‘We’re gonna have to sit out here for a bit.’

Rosie had found a couple of extra sacks. She shook out some mouldy onions, shivering with cold as she held the sacks open while Marc redistributed the tools. PT went through the drawers and added a few smaller items such as files and pliers to his satchel.

‘We can’t stick around at a crime scene, Joel,’ PT explained, as he headed towards the door. ‘We’ll find shelter somewhere, but not here.’

But PT gasped when he saw the rain. ‘Holy cock!’

The rush of water hitting the barn roof made a continual roar and the rain had overwhelmed the gutters, creating fountains that spilled from each corner of the roof.

‘We’re all set,’ Marc said as he joined the other boys at the door, but one look at the rain told him they were going nowhere.

And then there was a scream. It was hard to distinguish over the belting rain, but when they heard it again it was clearly, Daddy!

Rosie was the only one not standing in the doorway. She peered through a gap in the wall planks and saw a small girl holding a basket of eggs. She was six or seven, with long red hair. She was in a real state. The wind was blowing her skirt up and she charged panic-stricken through the mud after a wide-brimmed hat that had blown off her head.

Joel instinctively snatched the hat as it blew in from the side of the barn. When the girl saw him she dropped her basket and froze to the spot in her muddy rubber boots. Chasing through mud after a lost hat, the dark, the rain and an encounter with three half-drowned boys was more than the little girl could cope with and she broke down.

‘Hey, don’t cry,’ Marc said, as he took a step towards her. ‘We’re not going to hurt you.’

Back inside the barn, Rosie saw two men running towards the girl.

‘Alice, Daddy’s here,’ one of the men shouted. ‘Why didn’t you stay in the chicken shed, you daft apeth.’

‘Rosie!’ PT shouted, as Marc and Joel started to run. ‘Get the hell out of there.’

Alice started running towards her dad, but by this time the farmer had seen the lads running across his rain-swept pasture.

‘Run back to the house, Alice,’ the other man said firmly. ‘Mummy’s there for you.’

Rosie remained inside the barn as PT, Luc and Joel dashed across the field with the farmer close behind. She hoped that the second figure would follow, but he stopped to see what had happened inside the barn and sighted Rosie before she could take cover behind the tractor.

The lad standing in the doorway was about seventeen, with broad shoulders and striking blue eyes. Rosie guessed that he was the farmer’s son, as he stood in the doorway, looking unsure of himself, with Alice huddled up behind his legs.

‘What is this?’ the boy asked sternly, as Rosie stepped into the middle of the barn, in front of the tractor. He saw the open wardrobe and the stolen tools.

Rosie faked a sob. ‘Those boys dragged me in here,’ she explained. ‘I’m so glad you came. I dread to think what they were going to do to me.’

But the boy wasn’t stupid and he couldn’t reconcile Rosie’s story with the obvious theft of the tools.

‘You’ll come back to the house with me and we’ll fetch the police,’ the boy said firmly. Then he looked down at Alice. ‘Let go of my leg and go back to the house like Daddy told you.’

But Alice was scared and had no intention of going anywhere on her own. While the boy was distracted, Rosie bent down and picked up a long spanner that Marc had discarded while packing the three sacks.

‘Put that down,’ the boy said. ‘You might be a girl, but I’ll slap you if I have to.’

Alice squealed as Rosie charged forwards with the spanner. Rosie had done hundreds of hours’ combat training, but this was the first time she’d used it outside of the hall on campus.

She felt foolish, attacking a boy who was older and stronger. The initial results weren’t good. The spanner swished past the boy’s head. He grabbed Rosie and she squealed as he grabbed her wrist and bent back her fingers.

Rosie screamed as the pain increased, but as she looked backwards she realised that the boy had taken no steps to defend himself. At last she felt confident and her vicious back-kick sunk into the farm boy’s stomach. As he stumbled backwards, Rosie knocked him down with a double-fisted punch to the back of his head.

Rosie felt like she was back on the training mats on campus as her mind calculated several ways to finish the boy off. But unlike in training, there was a distraught little girl standing in the background who couldn’t bear seeing her brother get hurt.

Instead of delivering a knockout blow, Rosie brandished the spanner in the boy’s face.

‘Stay down or you’ll be sorry.’

The shower had eased slightly as Rosie bolted out of the barn. There was no sign of the boys, but she was sure they’d have dealt with the farmer between the three of them.

Rosie made it less than ten metres across the sodden ground before she heard a huge bang from behind her. She looked back and saw the farmer’s wife with a shotgun. Pellets of hot metal hissed with steam as they sprayed the wet ground on either side, but Rosie ignored a powerful stinging sensation in her back and splashed on until she reached the hedgerow at the field’s edge.

The woman with the shotgun had given up the chase, but Rosie was badly shaken as she scrambled over the hedge. She smiled with relief when PT and Joel reached up to help her over.

‘Are you OK to keep running?’ PT asked. ‘We need to get as far away as possible.’

Rosie raised the back of her coat and touched the stinging area at the base of her spine. ‘Got hit by a pellet or two,’ she explained. ‘But I think it’s OK.’


CHAPTER THIRTY

The storm hit as Luc rode away from the target. The wheels of his bike dug into the mud. Water dripped off his fringe into his eyes, blinding him as he turned on to the steep hill that led out of the valley.

He swung the handlebars and veered off-road as one of the giant lorries thundered past. The front tyres ploughed through standing water, showering Luc in mud and rock salt as he clattered into thick undergrowth.

A gritty taste filled his mouth and salt burned his eyes. The truck’s second axle gave him a smaller shower, but as he shielded his face he lost his grip on the bike. The first wheel of the trailer caught the back of his bike, bursting the tyre and flipping it into the air. If Luc hadn’t been falling in the opposite direction he would have gone under the truck with his bike.

Luc crashed into bushes, getting stabbed by the ends of branches. His ear flooded as the last wheels ploughed through the puddle. The bike landed with a crash several metres away and its buckled frame pirouetted.

Luc trembled as he sat up, fearing – in some ways almost hoping – that the truck driver would stop and pick him up. But the driver knew of nothing except a satisfying bow wave as he roared through the puddle.

The salt in Luc’s eyes was excruciating. He sat still for several minutes, trembling and blinking as he tried to get his sight back. Once he could keep his eyes open for more than a couple of seconds he stood up. His clothes were saturated and his face spattered in brown sludge.

Luc checked for traffic before staggering down the road and inspecting the bike. It was scrap metal, but his satchel remained in the basket mounted behind the saddle. His map was soggy around the edges, but everything else seemed OK.

He then grabbed the policeman’s packed lunch, but the glass-lined vacuum flask had disintegrated and the lid had popped, soaking the corned beef sandwiches in steaming Bovril.

‘Broken glass sandwiches,’ Luc moaned to himself. ‘Bon appétit.’

The bike’s chain had snapped and lay in the road a couple of metres away. He picked it up and shoved it in his pocket, figuring that it made a better long-distance weapon than the truncheon.

Luc felt desperate. He was exhausted and didn’t want to walk another step, particularly not the half-mile up the steep hill that led out of the valley. Without the bike he couldn’t find the others. There was no chance of stealing a gun on his own, so he decided to surrender.

Even this wasn’t easy because there was nobody around to surrender to. Luc cut across the road and studied the factory building behind a tall wire fence. There had to be an entrance, so he began trudging along looking for a gate.

The only good thing to say about the rain was that it was helping with his eyes. He even tilted his head back and let rainwater in his mouth to swish out the dirt.

He eventually came to a striped barrier and a bored soldier in a wooden sentry box. He clearly wasn’t used to seeing people approach his gate on foot, least of all a soggy thirteen-year-old at six in the morning.

‘What’s this, then?’ the guard asked as he opened out the door of his hut and leaned cautiously into the rain.

Luc clutched the surrender letter in his hand. ‘I’m here to give you this,’ he explained. ‘You need to show it to the authorities and have me returned to London.’

‘Who put you up to this?’ the guard asked. He was a tough-looking fellow. He wore army uniform with most of his shirt buttons undone and had a cigarette tucked behind his ear. ‘You run away from home or something? This is a right idiot place to end up in if you have.’

‘This letter explains everything,’ Luc said. ‘Just read it.’

The soldier shook his head. ‘Hoppit,’ he said, as he pointed his thumb towards the road. ‘One more word and I’ll give you a thick ear.’

Luc lost his patience. ‘I need to get out of here,’ he shouted desperately. ‘I’m lost.’

The soldier snorted with contempt. ‘You think I’m gonna bugger around sorting out some snot-nosed kid in this rain? You got here, didn’t you? All you’ve gotta do is turn tail and do it backwards.’

Luc considered throwing a punch. Hopefully if he attacked the soldier he’d get arrested, but he might also get a good thumping and he didn’t fancy that. So he turned away and started back towards the fence.

The soldier finally took pity and shouted after him. ‘There’s a bus depot down on the left. The next big shift change is at seven and any bus will take you up to the village. There’s a police station there if you want to hand yourself in. Or you can change on to the local bus. That’ll take you right into Manchester.’

The depot was outside the entrance to the biggest factory in the valley. A sign proudly displayed the logo of the Royal Manchester Armaments Corporation, though all the words underneath had been painted over for security reasons.

There were fifty metres of curved bus shelter, with a corrugated metal roof that pinged and clattered in the rain. The clock at the centre of the shelter read twenty to seven. A dozen grey buses with RMAC stencilled on the sides were parked driverless on a concrete lot behind, while at the far end was a small block with toilets and a canteen. There was a light on inside and a sign over the door that read Facilities strictly for use of bus drivers.

Luc was freezing and the building seemed deserted. He pushed his way through double doors and found an empty hallway with cigarette vending machines and toilets off to one side. The toilets were spotlessly clean and the heat blasting off the radiator felt incredible after being out in the cold for more than three hours.

Luc locked himself in one of the stalls and started to undress. He wrung his shirt, vest, socks and trousers out over the toilet bowl. He had no way to dry them completely, but at least they were damp rather than saturated as he put them back on.

Once out of the cubicle, Luc grabbed a towel and did the best he could to dry his hair and wipe the streaks of rock salt off his face. It was far from perfect, but the end result was a huge improvement on the swamp creature who’d entered ten minutes earlier.

Rather than heading out into the cold, Luc decided to chance the canteen. He figured the worst thing that could happen was that someone would kick him out, but the canteen was as deserted as the bathrooms, apart from a fierce tea lady with a big nose and a frilly apron.

‘Look at yous!’ the woman gasped, as Luc stepped up to the counter. ‘I saw that rain. My god, you poor thing!’

Without even asking the woman stepped across to a big tea urn and poured out a cup for Luc. Luc reached into his back pocket for the policeman’s wallet, but the woman just smiled.

‘Don’t be daft,’ she said. ‘You think I’d charge someone in your state?’

Luc hated tea, but it warmed his insides as it went down. ‘I’m not a driver,’ he explained.

The tea lady laughed noisily. ‘You don’t say,’ she shrieked. ‘Come here looking for your dad, did you?’

Luc could see no reason to disagree with this ready-made excuse and nodded as he sat at a table by the window. ‘I see plenty of buses, but no drivers,’ he noted.

‘They do bacon sandwiches off ration in the factory,’ she explained. ‘They’re supposed to be for factory workers, but the drivers sneak in and I can’t compete with free bacon. Would you like some hot toast, love?’

Luc nodded as the woman put three thick slices of bread under a gas grill. ‘What time is the next bus out of here?’ he asked.

‘Shifts swap at seven,’ the woman explained. ‘So you’ll have more buses arriving soon as they bring in the next shift. It takes the workers a good ten minutes to get here and the buses go up the village as soon as they’re full.’

‘Right,’ Luc nodded, as he swigged the hot tea. ‘So I guess I’ll sit here and warm up for a bit.’

Someone had left the previous day’s newspaper on the next table. Luc had nothing better to do so he reached over to grab it. As he did he glanced out of the window and saw four men moving between the parked buses. At first he assumed they were drivers and thought nothing of it, but then he recognised the long legs and distinctive gait of Lieutenant Tomaszewski.

The presence of the Poles made sense. Although all four teams had separate targets on their maps, the Poles had been dropped nearby and there would certainly be more than two anti-aircraft guns to protect this expanse of factories and warehouses.

Luc wondered if they’d succeeded in stealing a gun, but their body language answered him: the Poles were disconsolate, soaked to the skin and snapping at one another. They hadn’t given up though, because they were walking between the two parked buses trying to find a way inside.

The hot toast and a fresh cup of tea hit the table and made Luc jump.

‘Deep in thought,’ the woman said.

‘Something like that,’ Luc replied.

A few moments earlier the woman had been helpful, but now Luc was irritated because he was trying to see what the Poles were up to.

The woman propped her bum on the edge of the next table. ‘You know, it’s good to talk things through if there’s trouble at home?’ she said warmly. ‘I’m a good listener.’

Outside, one of the Poles was tugging at the sliding driver’s door of a bus. Luc tutted with contempt. ‘Why the hell would I want to pour my heart out to a tea lady?’ he snapped.

The woman was shocked by the rudeness. ‘Young man, if you’re going to speak like that you can leave my canteen. I’ve been kind to you and in return you might at least show me—’

Luc had lost sight of the Poles, though he guessed that they’d seen the lights in the canteen building and decided to try another bus parked further away.

‘I’ve seen some rudeness in my time, but you’ve really taken the biscuit.’

‘Shut up, you old bag,’ Luc shouted, as he sprang furiously out of his seat and shoved the tea lady against the wall. ‘Now you’ve gone and made me lose them.’

False teeth flew out of the woman’s mouth as she spun off the wall and hit the floor hard. ‘Get out,’ she screamed, as she clutched her nose. ‘You bloody horror.’

‘Your toast looks shit anyway,’ Luc sneered, as he knocked the hot tea off the table towards her.

He grabbed his satchel and made a point of crunching the false teeth under his boot as he headed for the exit. The tea lady was screaming and bawling as Luc stepped out into the cold with a huge grin across his face.

The rush of aggression made Luc feel like his usual self. He couldn’t believe he’d acted so wimpishly and considered giving up just because of a bit of bad luck before the jump and a few spots of rain. Now he was determined to succeed.

Luc couldn’t find the rest of his team and couldn’t steal a gun on his own, but what if he stalked the Poles and robbed their cannon after they’d stolen it?

As he ran towards the parked buses, the tea lady staggered out of the café, screaming her head off.

Luc sighted two of the Poles fifty metres up ahead. One was in the driver’s seat of a bus trying to hotwire the engine while Lieutenant Tomaszewski stood on the concrete nearby.

Luc realised he should have made sure that the tea lady was unconscious before he’d walked out. Her screaming had attracted a posse of guards and factory workers who were fanning out to look for him.

Up ahead, Tomaszewski yelled triumphantly as the engine of the bus clattered to life. Luc was less than ten metres away as he watched Tomaszewski and one other Pole get on board. The three men all stood at the front of the bus and, while Luc didn’t understand their words, it didn’t take a genius to work out that they were waiting for someone called Adamczyk.

Adamczyk was the smallest of the four Poles and had taken a stroll into nearby bushes to take a leak before their journey. As he emerged, buttoning his fly and waving a hand apologetically to his lieutenant, a burly soldier sprang out of the darkness and almost snapped his head off with a brutal neck tackle.

‘Got the little bugger!’ the guard roared, as he choked Adamczyk with one hand and used the other to punch him hard in the face. ‘What kind of sick animal punches an old lady, eh? Let’s see how you like it.’

Luc laughed to himself as he reached the back of the bus. As he looked up at the emergency exit by the rear door an alarmed Lieutenant Tomaszewski gave the order to leave without Adamczyk.

Luc had to get on board, and fortunately the inexperienced driver stalled and took several seconds to restart the engine. There was no easy way into the passenger compartment, so Luc dived through a cloud of exhaust smoke and twisted the metal lever that opened the luggage bay. It wasn’t locked and Luc dived into the empty compartment, slamming it shut as the bus pulled away.

By the time the guards realised that the pint-sized-but-balding Adamczyk wasn’t the young lad who’d attacked the tea lady, Luc would be miles away.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

The Hugh Walden Garments factory was a cavernous single-storey shed with a five-level office block sprouting off the far end. There were hundreds of machine shops in north Manchester’s garment district, but Walden’s modern production line was a rarity amidst streets crammed with back-to-back houses and dingy workshops built along waterways in the age of hand looms and water wheels.

In peacetime Walden’s produced ladies’ silk underwear and nightgowns which sold in expensive department stores all over the world. At the outbreak of war the factory was reorganised. Production of silk cloth was expanded and the skilled machinists turned their hands to the production of parachute canopies.

The Walden facility produced over half the parachute canopies made within the British Empire, but its size and modernity also made it an easily visible target for German bombs. A dozen barrage balloons hovered over the surrounding streets to prevent low-level attacks and the factory’s flat roof bristled with lookout posts, searchlights, flak guns and four of the sought-after twenty-millimetre cannons.

But while German bomber crews faced a tough time, security on the ground wasn’t up to much. It was half past seven and the sun was struggling to produce anything more than a glimmer of light. PT, Marc, Joel and Rosie had walked a complete mile-long circuit of the factory and they liked what they’d seen.

Silk cloth was in great demand and there was heavy security at the main gate, where trucks and workers were selected for random inspection by a team of elderly security guards. The effort discouraged casual theft by employees, but a more organised villain would have no difficulty getting over the shoulder-height wire fence that enclosed the compound. There were even stretches where twenty or thirty metres of fence lay flat on the ground.

The four kids were soggy and tired, but stealing the gun looked doable and spirits were the highest they’d been all night as they headed into a sixty-table cafeteria directly opposite the factory. It was packed out and the three boys felt conspicuous as they cut through the noise and cigarette smoke, slowly realising that they were the only men in the joint.

The women were all shapes and ages. The older ones wore headscarves and aprons, the younger ones plain dresses. None of them wore make-up, lest it rub off on to the precious fabric. Everyone seemed to be slagging off their husband or boyfriend and when laughter broke out it was a shrill explosion that ended with the smokers’ rattling coughs.

PT spotted a group standing up and grabbed their table.

‘Lovely bum, ducks,’ one of them told him, before pinching his backside and laughing noisily.

PT flushed red with embarrassment as he sat down. Plenty of male drivers and warehousemen worked in the factory across the street, but he now understood why none of them came in here.

‘What’s off ration?’ Rosie asked, when the waitress came to the table.

‘Tea and toast.’

‘Fantastic,’ Rosie smiled, as PT pulled out his wallet.

‘Pay at the counter on the way out,’ the waitress explained.

They took off as many wet clothes as decency allowed and rubbed cold hands as they waited for the toast. There was enough noise at the surrounding tables that they wouldn’t be overheard and it was unlikely that anyone in this room full of Mancunian machinists understood French anyway.

‘I like what we saw out there,’ Joel said.

PT and Marc both nodded from the opposite side of the table. Rosie was more cautious. ‘We can’t actually see what’s up on the roof.’

‘Guns and searchlights won’t be manned,’ Marc said.

‘How can you know that?’ Joel asked, as the waitress put down a tray with four teas and eight slices of buttered toast on a chipped plate.

‘Bit short of plates, you’ll have to share,’ the waitress said, as she tore a bill off her pad. ‘Always hectic at this time of the morning because of the shift change.’

‘When is that?’ Rosie asked. ‘I’m waiting for my older sister to come out.’

‘Eight,’ the waitress said. ‘Come back here in an hour and you’ll be lucky to find six customers.’

‘Thanks very much,’ PT said.

None of the kids had eaten since they’d left Scotland and the toast vanished rapidly as the conversation continued.

‘Why are you so sure that the guns won’t be manned?’ Joel repeated.

‘Because it’s getting light,’ Marc explained. ‘We’re in the west. If the Germans bombed us here at this time of day, they’d have to fly back across Britain and all over the North Sea in broad daylight.’

‘Makes sense,’ Rosie nodded.

‘Our biggest problem is getting up on that roof,’ PT said.

‘There’s ladders bolted to the building,’ Joel said. ‘I counted at least two along each side.’

‘I know,’ PT nodded. ‘We can sneak up the ladders, but that gun is going to be heavy and we’ll have to lower it by rope. That takes time and we’re bound to be spotted.’

‘So what do we do?’ Rosie asked.

‘The offices,’ PT said, with a wry smile. ‘Up to the third floor, climb out on to the factory roof, grab the gun and carry it down the stairs.’

*

The floor of the bus’s luggage compartment was bare metal. Rust had eaten through at the corners, leaving holes that were open to spray coming up off the road. To make matters worse, the Pole at the steering wheel was a maniac. Luc got thrown across the slippery floor on every corner and bumps flung him up and slammed him hard against the metal floor.

It was a forty-minute ride and when the engine finally cut out, Luc felt like tenderised meat. A peek through the gap around the boot flap showed that they were parked on a busy dockside.

Luc needed to get out fast to avoid losing track of the Poles, but the compartment wasn’t designed to be opened from inside. The handle that he’d turned effortlessly when getting in linked to a steel rod that dropped into a hole to lock the flap. From inside there was no leverage. Luc’s fingers kept slipping as he gripped the rod and he imagined being stuck for hours.

After five minutes Luc abandoned subtlety and launched a series of double-footed kicks. He made a dent in the metal flap and a lot of noise, but he’d bent the pin in such a way that it was now wedged even more tightly into the hole.

‘Shit, shit, shit, bastard, shit, shit!’ Luc raged as he kicked in all directions and punched the metal over his head.

He was afraid of being stuck in the boot, and no longer cared if the Poles heard him. Then the pin started moving and gloomy morning light hit Luc’s face.

A moustached man spoke with a thick Scouse accent. ‘Now there’s a funny place to end up.’

Luc didn’t appreciate the sarcastic tone, but he crawled out on to the cobbled street and erupted in a relieved smile. The man was clearly hoping for an explanation but Luc was desperate to track down the three Poles.

After scrambling to his feet, Luc stood in the middle of the street and turned a complete circle. A brick wall capped with curved spikes blocked his view over the dockside, but he saw the steam-powered loading crane belching smoke into the sky and the sides of a huge freighter towering over the water.

Desperation returned when he saw no sign of the Poles. The street was busy with dockworkers, while porters ran back and forth taking trolleys and carts through the customs gate to vans and carts parked under a bomb-damaged warehouse across the street.

The dockside was always overcrowded and when the building had burned the debris had been cleared out of its shell, leaving its charred concrete floor as a public loading area. Two crumbling walls stood at either side, with a tangle of charred roof beams spanning between them.

Luc studied the jumble of carts, porters, horses and trucks miserably. He thought his best bet would be to wait near the bus and hope that the Poles returned, but there was no guarantee they would.

Then he looked up through the burned-out roof and noticed a pylon. It was braced between the damaged side wall of the warehouse and the next building, its pristine metalwork suggesting it had been built after the warehouse was bombed. The platform stood ten metres off the ground and the snout of a twenty-millimetre cannon poked out above a wall of sandbags.

Luc still hadn’t sighted the Poles, but he felt sure that he’d found their target.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

The eight o’clock siren at Walden’s brought out pattern-cutters, weavers, machinists and warehousemen who’d begun work at midnight. Their seats wouldn’t cool down before the eight o’clock shift took their places and this went on three shifts a day, seven days a week. War’s end or German bombs were the only things that would stop trucks filled with parachutes from leaving the front gates.

The shift change provided a screen for entering the factory. The idea behind using kids for espionage work was that nobody would suspect them. However, being young was a liability in places where kids didn’t belong. Any adult could have walked into Walden’s at shift change without raising an eyebrow, but Marc, Joel and Rosie would stand out.

At fifteen, PT was the same age as an apprentice machinist or a warehouse boy, so he went in alone. Figuring that appearing busy was the best way to look inconspicuous, he bustled purposefully through the crowd at the front gate and then cut inside the building.

The newly arrived workers took paper cards from wall racks and queued to stamp them in punch clocks mounted on the far wall. PT pushed his way through the women and found the factory floor. To his left was a space fitted with giant tables for cutting patterns, each with a roll of shimmering parachute silk hanging above it. The workers were settling in, hanging their coats and adjusting workspaces. A man in a brown suit stood in the corner urging the girls on.

‘Come on, my ladies,’ he said, clearly thinking that he was god’s gift to women. ‘Don’t dilly-dally.’

PT tried not to catch his eye, but he pulled him in like a magnet.

‘What are you here for?’

‘A bucket,’ PT said, as he pointed towards the office block. ‘We’re decorating over there and we need to scrub up before Mr Walden arrives.’

The supervisor smiled. ‘I wouldn’t worry about Mr Walden, he’s been dead fifteen years. You’ll find cleaning stuff through the blue door where you came in. Just you make sure it comes back when you’re done.’

‘Brilliant,’ PT nodded. ‘Thank you, sir.’

PT shoved his way back through the women queuing to punch in and found his way into a large cupboard. There was a sink at the back and he part-filled a bucket and grabbed a mop before heading outside.

It was a hundred-metre walk to the offices. The doorman didn’t bat an eye as PT strode into a marble-clad hallway. A line of headless dummies dressed in Walden nightgowns stood guard as he waited for the lift to the third floor.

PT thought getting on to the roof might prove difficult, but the office staff didn’t start until nine. He crossed a deserted typing pool and stepped into an open manager’s office. The large sash window overlooked the factory’s asphalt roof, less than a metre below. As Marc had predicted there was nobody manning the guns or searchlights, though there was a solitary maintenance woman repairing the asphalt on the far side of the roof, more than a hundred metres away.

Satisfied that he’d found the right place to climb on to the roof, PT crossed the typing pool and entered another office on the opposite side. From here he could see Joel standing behind a damaged section of the fence. He opened the window and gave a thumbs-up before dashing downstairs.

Rosie was first into the marble lobby. She was too young to be an employee and the doorman looked up from his counter.

‘You look a little lost,’ he said sympathetically. ‘And rather soggy too.’

PT emerged from the stairwell and pretended to be angry as he came through the double doors. ‘Why don’t you leave me alone?’ PT shouted to Rosie. ‘I don’t owe you anything.’

The doorman was surprised by this, but he stayed put until PT grabbed Rosie by her collar and smacked her around the face.

‘Hey,’ the doorman shouted, as Rosie howled with fake pain. ‘You’re out of order, young man.’

‘What’s it to you?’ PT roared. ‘Keep your nose out, fatty.’

The doorman was past his prime, but he was a big fellow and he bunched his fist. ‘Little hooligan,’ he roared. ‘Do you want a taste?’

PT allowed Rosie to fight herself free, and she backed away as the doorman charged forwards. PT ducked the big fist, then Rosie smashed her palm into the doorman’s temple, knocking him sideways to the ground.

The blow would have knocked most men out, but the doorman hit the polished floor, rolled over and tried getting back up. PT kicked him in the ribs as Marc and Joel ran into the lobby holding lengths of pre-tied rope.

‘Rosie, get the elevator,’ PT shouted, as he jumped on the doorman to try and subdue him.

They hadn’t anticipated such a struggle and everyone was tense. It would take one secretary to arrive for work early and run outside screaming and they’d be totally screwed.

Rosie stood in the door of the lift, holding the metal grilles open so that it couldn’t leave. After a struggle Joel tied the doorman’s hands behind his back. They lifted him off the floor, still kicking and yelling.

As Marc held the doorman by the scruff of his shirt, he craned his neck forwards and sank his teeth into the boy’s wrist. Marc howled in pain and let go. The other two boys couldn’t carry him alone, and the heavy body hit the marble floor. PT had lost his temper and he punched the doorman hard in the solar plexus.

‘Keep still,’ PT yelled. ‘Don’t make me knock you out.’

Eventually they bundled him into the lift. Rosie had to step out as the gates slammed shut and she could hear the doorman yelling all the way as she chased the lift car up the stairs.

*

Nobody paid Luc much notice as he sauntered around the burned-out warehouse. Besides the legitimate trade coming through the customs gate he watched a thriving black market in everything from a trolley stacked with boxes of nails to stolen fruit stuffed inside dockworkers’ pockets. Luc spent a few coins and breakfasted on peanuts and oranges, a fruit he hadn’t tasted since leaving France more than six months earlier.

All the while Luc kept one eye on the Poles. They’d been back to the coach and found a toolkit designed for changing tyres and basic repairs on the engine. They’d met no resistance in climbing the pylon. In peacetime a heavy-calibre machine gun would be kept under close guard, but there were tens of thousands of anti-aircraft installations across Britain. Finding bodies to man the batteries by night was difficult; deploying scarce manpower to guard all these installations by day was impossible.

As the Poles worked to unbolt the cannon from its steel platform, Luc plotted their downfall. There were porters everywhere: tough old men willing to shift a load on a trolley or handcart for a few pence.

Luc’s biggest problem was with the Poles themselves. If you stuck Luc in a room with ten other thirteen-year-olds and told them to fight, he’d be the one who came out on his feet. But these opponents were grown men who’d done the same kind of espionage and combat training as he had. His sole advantage was that the Poles had no idea that he was stalking them.

The area beneath the pylon and the two warehouses was five metres wide. Fire-damaged timber and molten glass had been shovelled in and the resulting mound had spawned a few weeds and a lot of rats. Currently the rubble was capped with snow.

Luc watched the Poles release the final bolts and lift the gun from its mounting. As two men began disassembly, the third clanked down metal rungs towards the ground. He might be going back to the bus, or maybe he was planning to steal or hire a handcart to make moving the gun easier.

The rungs were icy, and he made a relieved gasp when he finally stood on the rubble.

‘Don’t you like ladders then?’ Luc said, making a poor attempt at sounding like an Englishman.

The Pole turned, but before he had a chance to see who he was talking to, Luc smashed him in the face with a huge blob of slate and melted glass. As blood spewed and five front teeth buckled inside the Pole’s mouth, Luc hit him again in the back.

Luc took a quick glance to check that nobody else had seen him before kneeling down across the Pole and using his right arm to choke him out. On a real operation Luc would probably have cut the Pole’s throat, but this was an exercise.

Luc smiled crazily as he wiped his hand across the Pole’s bloody face. ‘Now let’s see how we can fix your two pals.’


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Rosie stayed inside the third-floor office, keeping lookout while holding a hefty torque wrench that would deliver a nasty surprise to anyone arriving early for work. The doorman lay under the desk, gagged and trussed but his eyes still defiant.

Out on the roof the three boys were hidden behind sandbag walls as they disassembled the twenty-millimetre cannon. Clearing ammunition and stripping the gun down was no different to cleaning rifles after target practice on campus, except that the pieces were bigger. The tricky part was removing the body of the cannon from the metal turntable on which it was mounted.

Marc lay awkwardly with his back on the metal footplate, pulling a spanner with all his might.

‘Jesus,’ he sighed breathlessly. ‘This nut must have been tightened by a gorilla.’

Joel shook his head with frustration. ‘Where’s Luc’s muscle when you need it?’

‘He’s probably got his feet up on a nice warm train with Paul and Takada,’ PT sighed. Then he laughed. ‘Either that or he’s dangling off a tree by his parachute strings.’

‘Get me the hammer,’ Marc ordered, as he sat up. ‘Joel, you hold the spanner.’

PT gave Marc a hammer from the tool sack, then stood over the end of the gun holding the barrel so that the turntable didn’t swing around. Marc lay back down and swung the hammer.

‘Owww!’ Joel yelped, stumbling backwards and clutching his thumb. ‘Look what you’re doing, you prat.’

‘I’m upside down here,’ Marc protested, as he craned his head upwards and smiled. He gave the spanner another pull and the nut started twisting free. ‘Am I a genius, or what? Let’s do the next one. Grab the spanner, Joel.’

‘If the so-called genius whacks me again he’ll get a punch in the gob,’ Joel said irritably.

‘I barely tapped you,’ Marc said. ‘Ready?’

Marc repeated the hammer and spanner technique and released the other three bolts without further damage to Joel. When the last bolt came out, the gun began sliding off its plinth. It would have hit Marc’s legs if PT hadn’t grabbed the barrel, but in doing this he knocked the gun sideways. The roof creaked as it hit the asphalt with a dull thud. The women working below must have thought the roof was coming in on their heads.

They didn’t need the tools any more, so Marc tipped them out of the sacks and replaced them with the gun sight, magazine and a few other loose pieces. Meantime, PT and Joel strained as they tried lifting the main body of the gun.

‘Christ,’ Joel moaned, as he mopped his sweating brow on to his shirt cuff.

‘Damned sight heavier than I expected,’ PT agreed.

Marc passed the canvas sacks up to Rosie as she leaned out of the office window. When he looked back he saw that the other two were still struggling. They could barely keep the gun off the ground and he jogged back over to help them.

‘I’ll grab the end,’ Marc said.

The boys paused to catch their breath when they finally rested the gun against the side of the office building, with the barrel poking through the window.

‘You OK?’ Rosie asked, as she leaned outside. ‘Somebody walked past the door in here and the doorman’s already spat his gag out twice. We can’t hang around much longer.’

‘This steel’s over an inch thick,’ PT explained. ‘We’ll get it inside, but we’re going to need a trolley or something after that.’

Rosie nodded. ‘I’ll go look.’

The typing pool had three lines of eight small desks, each bearing typewriters with in and out trays stacked alongside. The typist who’d arrived early was a slender, hunched woman with frizzy black hair. She sat behind her typewriter, click-clacking a pair of knitting needles.

Rosie remembered what Henderson had taught her: be confident, put on a front and people will believe what you say.

‘Good morning,’ Rosie said. ‘I’m helping my dad out servicing the gun on the roof and we need to take it downstairs. Is there a trolley or something we can use to wheel it through the office?’

The woman lowered her knitting and looked up. ‘Trolley,’ she said slowly, the pause giving Rosie’s nerves a chance to jangle. ‘I think so.’

The woman dropped her knitting inside a rattan bag, walked to the back of the room and then cut through a swinging door.

The boys whispered curses as the gun passed its centre of gravity. It slid off the windowsill and banged down on the office floor. Rosie wanted to peek inside and see what was going on, but the typist came back with an upright trolley that ran on two sturdy wheels.

‘That looks perfect,’ Rosie gushed. But she cut her smile short, realising that she was acting a little too pleased for someone whose motives were supposed to be mundane.

‘We use it to shift boxes of files,’ the typist explained, as Rosie took the handles. ‘You’ll bring it straight back, won’t you?’

‘Absolutely,’ Rosie lied, as she tilted the trolley and wheeled it into the office.

‘Nice one,’ PT said, when he saw it.

Down at floor level, Rosie saw that the doorman was close to spitting his gag out again. She squatted down and crammed the handkerchiefs back in, then picked the wrench off the top of the desk.

‘One sound out of you,’ Rosie said menacingly, then she banged the wrench into her palm to demonstrate. ‘I’m getting pretty sick of you.’

PT held the trolley as Marc and Joel manoeuvred the gun on to the platform. The barrel was as tall as the fifteen-year-old. It wouldn’t stay balanced so Marc fixed it to the trolley with a length of rope.

‘I’ll get the lift,’ Rosie said, as she hurried out into the hallway.

The arrival bell dinged as she approached the lift. She watched a man and woman going up through the metal grilles. When the lift came back down, the three boys rolled in the trolley.

‘This thing’s so damned heavy,’ PT said quietly. ‘I thought we’d be able to drag it through the fields out back, but we can’t carry it and this trolley will sink into the mud.’

‘What if we brazen it out?’ Marc asked. ‘Try going straight through the front gate?’

‘They search people going out rather than going in,’ Joel said. ‘Four people our age carrying all this junk, they’ll stop us for sure.’

‘I think I saw another gate for the office car park,’ Rosie noted. ‘It’s nearer as well.’

‘We should have put more thought into this,’ Marc said, as the lift stopped at the ground floor.

‘How could I have known this was going to be so heavy?’ PT asked defensively.

The four youngsters emerged into the lobby. A man in a three-piece suit disappeared on to the stairs as PT juddered the trolley wheels over the gap between the elevator car and the lobby’s marble floor.

‘There’s too many people around for comfort,’ Rosie whispered.

‘Just act confident,’ PT urged, as he started pushing the trolley towards the main entrance.

A pretty young woman stood by the reception desk. She wore a long skirt, light-blue blouse and a Post Office cap.

‘Excuse me, do you work here?’ she asked, standing in PT’s way as he tried to get by. ‘I’ve brought the mail sacks in, but I need Mr Harvey to sign for these telegrams.’

A woman came up the steps and walked by as PT snatched the Post Office clipboard. ‘I can sign for them,’ PT said. ‘Mr Harvey is upstairs, bit of a dickey tummy I think.’

The woman broke into a white-toothed smile that PT would have liked to kiss. ‘Too much brown ale, knowing him,’ she said cheerfully.

While PT focused on the postal officer’s bum as she turned towards the door, Rosie realised that someone delivering sack loads of mail hadn’t arrived on foot.

‘Follow her,’ Rosie whispered, as she jabbed PT urgently in the ribs.

‘What’s your problem?’ PT grinned. ‘I barely looked at her.’

Rosie gave PT a look of utter contempt. ‘I’m not jealous, you idiot. She’s driving a van!’

‘Oh,’ PT gasped. ‘Right.’

But there was no quick way to get the trolley down four steps so Marc and Rosie had to run towards the tiny red Post Office van parked directly in front of the entrance.

‘Did you drop this?’ Rosie shouted, as the postwoman opened the driver’s door and threw her clipboard across the passenger seat.

Rosie checked that there was nobody approaching the entrance and as the postwoman turned around she belted her across the temple with the giant wrench. It was a perfect knock-out blow and Marc dived forwards to catch her fall as she splayed against the side of the van.

PT and Joel struggled down the steps with the trolley as Rosie ripped open the van’s back doors.

‘Can we shove her in there?’ Marc asked.

‘It’s stuffed full,’ Rosie said. ‘And there’s four of us.’

The trolley wheels bounced off the bottom step as Rosie reached in the back of the van and began frantically pulling out mailbags and parcels.

‘Can any of us actually drive this thing?’ Marc asked urgently.

Three storeys up, the doorman threw open a window and yelled out. ‘Security, security! Stop those kids.’

While he shouted out, the typist who’d found and untied him was making an urgent call to the security staff on the main gates. Fortunately, the office block car park was unguarded and exited on to the road through an open gate less than twenty metres away.

As Rosie climbed into the front passenger seat, Joel and PT tipped the gun and trolley into the back. The doorman had disappeared from the window, but the bony typist who took his place grabbed a pot plant off the window ledge and flung it down.

‘You wait till they catch you,’ she yelled.

Marc jumped with fright as the pot smashed against the Post Office van, leaving a dent in the roof and sending dry earth and chunks of shattered terracotta through the air.

‘Marc, Joel, get in the back with the gun,’ PT ordered.

Marc didn’t fancy a ride in the back of a van with a dirty great gun crashing about, but at least PT sounded like he had a plan.

‘So you can drive?’ Marc shouted.

‘A bit,’ PT said, as he slammed the back doors of the van. ‘Well, on back roads and stuff.’

It was dark in the back of the van, but Marc and Joel were close enough to exchange anxious glances. The cannon stretched from the back doors and rose at an angle, resting on the edge of Rosie’s seat with the muzzle protruding into the cab and almost touching the windscreen.

‘Keys,’ PT shouted, as he slammed the driver’s door.

‘Already in the ignition,’ Rosie shouted back.

PT felt overwhelmed as he turned the key. His dad had let him practise driving in America, but that was years back and the gears in the little van were in a completely different configuration. He pressed the clutch pedal and started the engine. It wheezed for several seconds before shuddering to life.

Gears crunched horribly as PT threw the selector into reverse. Outside, the giant doorman burst out of the front entrance and took the four steps in one leap. Up ahead, two elderly security men were running breathlessly from the main gate.

‘Why are we still sitting here?’ Rosie yelled anxiously.

The door mirrors were angled for the postwoman, not PT’s lanky frame, so he had no view backwards as he lifted the clutch. He didn’t have the feel for the van, and the engine coughed and very nearly stalled before the back wheels finally turned.

The doorman got his hands on the driver’s side door and ripped it open.

‘Come here, you little Herberts,’ he shouted, as he tried to grab PT’s arm.

As the car shot backwards, the gun rolled off the back of Rosie’s seat and plunged down into a gap. It twisted as it dropped, simultaneously pinning Joel’s ankle to the floor of the van and hitting the gear lever, knocking the car into neutral.

The engine stalled as Joel screamed out in pain. The doorman caught up as PT frantically tried to restart the engine and get the van back in gear. He reached through the still-open door, grabbed PT under the arm and pulled hard.

Marc saw what was happening. He didn’t think he was strong enough to stop the doorman without a weapon and the first thing that came to hand was the small hunting knife in his coat pocket. He clutched the handle tight, reached over the back of PT’s seat and stuck the jagged blade deep into the doorman’s grasping arm.

The big man screamed as Marc tore the knife back towards himself. PT felt a spurt of blood hitting the side of his face, as the engine clattered back into life. The doorman stumbled back and tripped backwards over the mailbags piled on the tarmac.

PT found reverse gear, then leaned forwards to pull the door shut. Up ahead, the two security men almost had their hands on the front wing. Although PT was shaking he got the clutch up properly and the car started rolling backwards.

‘I can’t see,’ PT screamed. ‘Marc, tell me what’s out the back.’

‘I think I broke my foot,’ Joel whimpered.

‘Go back twenty metres,’ Marc shouted. ‘Steer left … no, left. You’re gonna hit the gate. Other way, other way,’

‘You said left,’ PT shouted.

The confusion was caused by the fact that the boys were facing in opposite directions, but PT managed to correct the steering and they narrowly avoided a short ride into a brick gatepost.

‘People?’ PT yelled.

‘It’s all clear. Keep going.’

The little van reversed at speed between two gateposts, then swung into the road that ran along the front of Walden’s factory. PT hit the brake. After a lot of crunching and a couple of seconds studying the little diagram engraved in the metal plate under the gearstick, he selected first gear and juddered away.

‘You’re on the wrong side of the road,’ Rosie warned, as she nudged the steering wheel.

‘Let me drive,’ PT roared furiously, as he nearly swerved into a parked car while staring at the gear knob trying to find second.

‘I can’t see anyone following,’ Marc said, as they began steady progress down a deserted stretch of road.

‘So where do we go now?’ Rosie asked.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Luc watched the Poles through a gap in the bomb-damaged warehouse wall. He didn’t speak Polish so he wouldn’t have understood what they were saying even if he’d been close enough to hear, but their body language conveyed everything he needed to know.

The lanky lieutenant Tomaszewski was in charge. The other man was a hairy private named Wozniak. Wozniak didn’t say much, and Luc knew he wasn’t too bright because he’d let PT fleece him at poker long after the other Poles and Frenchmen gave up.

The Poles lowered the body of the gun on a length of rope, then followed it down with the loose pieces slung in sacks over their back. Luc smiled at their shocked expressions when they reached the ground and found their unconscious comrade, with his leg buckled and his bloody mouth oozing into the snow.

They held a heated discussion: did a fall really cause these injuries? Should they carry on, or concentrate on helping their injured colleague?

Luc backed away as Wozniak clambered away from the rubble mound and grabbed a dock porter with a four-wheeled handcart. The porter’s suspicious nature was allayed by three ten-shilling notes, which made the better part of two days’ wages.

The porter looked agitated and tried to hand the money back when he saw the body in the snow. Lieutenant Tomaszewski got him back on side with a lengthy explanation and more money.

The stricken Pole started to come around as the three men lifted him on to the cart. This made Luc nervous: he might tell Tomaszewski that he’d been attacked rather than fallen from the ladder. But Luc could do nothing to control that part of the situation and it seemed OK as the porter hurried off with the stricken man on his cart, while the two remaining Poles balanced the gun on their shoulders.

They struggled with the weight and Luc saw there was no way he’d be able to carry the body of the gun and the accompanying sack of accessories on his own. He needed the Poles to get the gun to London.

Tomaszewski made no attempt to disguise the gun as they moved through the warehouse, but the pair moved as fast as the weight allowed, because the porter dragging the bloody body on his cart was causing a stir amongst the traders. He’d found an open-backed truck and as far as Luc could tell its driver was a decent fellow who was happy to take the Pole to hospital. He even refused the porter’s offer of money.

Once Luc was certain Tomaszewski and Wozniak were heading back towards the bus he raced ahead of them. Sitting inside the bus was risky, but Luc didn’t fancy being stuck in the luggage hold the whole way to London. He rushed towards the main door, at the front of the bus, a metre behind the driver’s seat. The Poles had no keys for the stolen bus, so they’d left it open. Before stepping aboard, Luc raised the flap over the small side compartment from which the Poles had retrieved the toolkit. He didn’t have a clear idea of how to deal with Tomaszewski and Wozniak and hoped he’d find something useful.

The compartment smelled like exhaust fumes. There was a balled-up set of mechanic’s overalls, a tow rope, a breakdown warning sign, a big flashlight, bottles of engine oil, distilled water and two small cans of diesel.

The Poles were now less than thirty metres from the bus. Luc might have used the flashlight to whack someone, but he already had the bike chain and police officer’s truncheon in his satchel. He thought the fuel might be useful if he needed to start a fire, so he grabbed the half-full metal can before diving inside the bus.

Luc saw the Poles crossing the street through the driver’s-side window and crouched down low before they sighted him. He ran to the back of the bus and threw all his stuff on the back seat.

As Tomaszewski and Wozniak struggled aboard with the gun, Luc lay sideways across the rear seats and tucked his knees into his chest so that his boots didn’t protrude into the aisle.

Wozniak sounded distressed as the gun crashed down to the floor. He was upset about losing two members of the team, and although Luc couldn’t understand Polish it seemed that both men were suspicious about what had happened at the base of the pylon.

The only things Luc understood were the words Walker and the initials SOE. He smiled as he realised that the Poles thought Air Vice Marshal Walker had sent a special squad out to sabotage their operation and wondered what their reaction would be when they found out it was the work of a thirteen-year-old.

*

The little Post Office van was full of noise as it belted through the streets towards the centre of Manchester.

‘Look at the fuel gauge,’ Rosie said anxiously. ‘We’ll never get to London on a quarter tank and we can’t buy more without petrol coupons.’

‘This van is red hot anyway,’ PT said. ‘Even if we had the petrol, every cop within three counties will be on the lookout for a stolen Post Office van with four kids inside before much longer.’

‘And no offence, PT, but your driving’s rubbish,’ Marc said. ‘We’ll end up wrapped around a tree at this rate.’

‘I can’t get used to this thing,’ PT said.

As if to prove his point, PT stopped at a T-junction and stalled as he pulled out. The car behind had to slam on the brakes and the driver blasted his horn.

‘Don’t honk me, you turd,’ PT yelled, waving his fist as he leaned out of the window and gave the driver the finger. ‘Sit on this, you old goat.’

The car shuddered as PT let the clutch up too fast, but this time he kept the engine running and they made the turn.

The only one who wasn’t speaking was Joel. Tears streaked down his face as he sat with his back against the side of the van, tightly gripping his ankle.

‘Can you move your foot at all?’ Marc asked.

‘No,’ Joel said, through gritted teeth. ‘The whole weight of the gun smashed down on my leg. I broke my arm a few years back and this feels the same.’

‘We’ll see if you can put any weight on it when we get out,’ PT said, as the car approached a split in the road. ‘Rosie, have you worked out a route yet?’

Rosie looked at the Manchester street map she’d found under the passenger seat. ‘I’ve worked out where we are. If we’re not going all the way in the car, I guess we want Piccadilly station.’

‘I suppose,’ Marc said, and PT agreed.

‘Right, let’s work this out,’ Rosie said, as she turned the folded map to see a different page. ‘It’s about two miles south. Stay on this road.’

‘What about the gun though?’ Marc asked. ‘We can’t just walk through a main station in morning rush hour carrying a stolen gun. We need some kind of disguise.’

‘When I lived near Chicago I had a case for my fishing rods,’ PT said. ‘That would have covered it.’

‘And where are we going to buy one of those at twenty to nine in the morning?’ Marc asked.

‘Is the trolley still back there with you, Marc?’ Rosie asked.

‘Yeah,’ Marc replied.

‘OK, here’s what we do,’ Rosie began. ‘When we get to the station, one of us goes inside, checks the train times and buys five tickets to London.’

‘Why five?’ Marc asked.

‘Because they might be looking for four kids,’ Rosie explained.

‘Buy three,’ Joel said. ‘I’m not gonna make it out of this van.’

‘It might feel different when you try to walk,’ Rosie said.

‘It won’t,’ Joel said, irritated that nobody seemed to believe the seriousness of his injury. ‘Even if I could limp on I’ll only slow you down. I’ll wait until your train leaves, then I’ll surrender. Walker said it doesn’t matter how many of us get to London, only that the gun does.’

‘If you’re sure,’ PT said. ‘But that still doesn’t explain how we get through the station.’

‘That’s what I was saying before you all interrupted,’ Rosie said. ‘While I go in to buy our tickets and check the train times, you boys need to tie the gun to the trolley and then disguise it as best you can. You can tie my coat or a couple of the mailbags over it, then hang our satchels off the side. If anyone asks we say it’s curtain poles. We got bombed out and we’re heading to our aunt’s house on the edge of London.’

‘It’s still gonna look like a gun if people know what they’re looking for,’ Marc noted. ‘What if we hide out for a couple of hours? We could try finding an old rug in a junk shop and roll it up in that.’

‘No way,’ PT said. ‘That’s going to take an hour at least.’

‘Next right, then left,’ Rosie interrupted urgently, before PT continued.

‘All that time we’re four kids standing around with a big heavy gun and a stolen Post Office van.’

PT seemed to be getting the hang of the van as they made a brief stop before crossing the traffic coming in the other direction and taking an easy left turn.

After three-quarters of a mile through city streets, the little van rattled down a steep slope and splashed through a puddle as it passed under a railway arch. As they reached the brow of the ramp on the way out Rosie saw eight railway tracks stretching out to their left and a dark-green steam engine belching soot as it accelerated away from the station.

It was the morning rush hour and bodies were pouring out of Piccadilly station, joining bus queues or heading into the city on foot. PT parked up on the kerb, level with the far end of the station platforms, and reached inside his coat for the wallet he’d stolen from the young farmer.

‘Two pounds should be more than enough for tickets,’ he said, as he passed Rosie the money. ‘We’ll follow you in and meet you by the ticket office.’

‘No,’ Rosie said firmly. ‘Disguise the gun as best you can and I’ll see you back here. We don’t want to be standing around inside the station with that gun for one second longer than we have to.’


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Rosie stepped out of the van and took off her coat, passing it to Marc who was already on the pavement dragging the trolley out of the back. She was drier than she’d been when she arrived at the parachute factory, but her clothes were still damp and even in wartime a girl in muddy trousers and boots was an odd sight. Still, the commuters all seemed too worried about getting to work to bother looking at her.

While Rosie stood in a long ticket queue, Marc and PT tied the gun to the trolley and did their best to disguise it by wrapping it in mailbags and using Rosie’s coat and a couple of satchels to disguise its shape.

Joel dragged himself to the edge of the van. After unlacing his boot, he used the morning light to make a proper inspection of his leg. There was a huge swelling under his sock at the join between his ankle and foot.

‘Looks completely buggered, mate,’ Marc said sympathetically, as he reached into Joel’s satchel and grabbed his surrender letter. ‘You’d better keep that handy in case the cops turn up.’

By the time the boys had the trolley ready Rosie was coming back out of the station, waving crazily to get them to hurry up.

‘We’re being summoned,’ Marc said, as he looked at Joel sitting in the back of the van. ‘Are you gonna be OK?’

‘I’ll be great if you get the job done,’ Joel said, as he pulled himself back inside the van. ‘Close the doors. This hurts like hell, but I’ll take the pain for as long as I can, to give you a chance to get away.’

‘In six minutes, platform three,’ Rosie shouted, as Marc closed the doors of the van. ‘We can make it if we hurry.’

PT’s face strained as he started pushing the trolley. It was even heavier with the satchels hanging off and a lot less stable. Marc picked up his own satchel and the sack containing the other pieces of the gun before running after him.

It took two minutes to reach the station entrance. The cavernous interior was a series of vaults, blackened by years of soot.

‘Stand clear,’ Rosie shouted, as she made a path through the crowds for PT and the trolley.

The train on platform three was an inter-city express, with blackout curtains covering every window of its maroon carriages. The engine was being stoked ready for departure and the last few passengers were running through the ticket barriers as a man walked along from the far end of the platform slamming the doors and ordering passengers to get in the nearest carriage because the train was about to leave.

‘We’ll just make it,’ Rosie gasped, as she looked up at the station clock. But as she looked down she saw two police officers approaching the barriers and stopped dead. The heavy trolley had momentum and PT couldn’t stop it from running into Rosie’s ankles. She stifled a yelp as she stumbled forwards.

‘Sorry,’ PT said.

‘You OK?’ Marc asked.

The trolley had skinned the back of Rosie’s ankle and it was a couple of seconds before she could speak. ‘Two police,’ she said. ‘One’s stopped by the barrier, the other one is running for the train.’

‘Maybe they’re not looking for us,’ Marc said.

‘They are,’ Rosie said ferociously, as she spun around and started walking. ‘Turn around before they spot us.’

Her tone made the two boys snap into line and she explained why she was so certain as she took them back the way they came. ‘There was a guy standing behind the ticket counter and he gave me a weird look while I was paying. He must have thought something was up because the same man was with the two police officers.’

‘You’re sure it was him?’

‘Completely,’ Rosie said. ‘Why else would he be there with two police, three minutes before the train leaves?’

‘Now what the hell do we do?’ PT said, looking around for any sign of more cops as they headed back towards the exit. ‘They must have put out an alert.’

‘Why would they look for us here, though?’ Marc asked.

Rosie put her hands up to her face. ‘I think I know,’ she gasped. ‘When I took the bags in off the factory roof, I said to Marc we’ll have a job getting this lot back to London. That doorman must have heard me.’

‘Dammit,’ PT cursed. ‘Why did you say that?’

‘I just didn’t think,’ Rosie said. ‘I’m so tired.’

‘It’s not her fault,’ Marc said. ‘We should have knocked that doorman out as soon as he started giving us trouble. Henderson wouldn’t have put up with his mucking about for five seconds.’

‘So what now?’ PT asked. ‘Do we go back to the van?’

‘The police will be looking for it, but we could drive a few miles just to get out of here,’ Rosie suggested.

‘Exactly,’ Marc agreed.

But as PT wheeled the trolley through the station’s side entrance they saw a police car parked at an angle directly in front of the Post Office van. Despite his broken ankle, Joel was being held against the van by a burly officer while his colleague threatened him with a bunched fist.

Rosie’s mouth dropped open. ‘They’re making him stand on that ankle. He must be in agony.’

PT felt just as bad, but his attention was turned by a woman in a fur coat getting out of an aged London-style taxi thirty metres in the other direction. He couldn’t move fast with the trolley, so he gave Marc a shove.

‘Go get that cab.’

Marc raced off, then waited anxiously while the posh lady paid her fare.

‘Sorry, son,’ the driver said, as he pointed around to the front of the train station. ‘We can’t pick up here. Station passengers have to queue at the rank around the front.’

By this time Rosie had arrived. ‘We need to get to Stockport station urgently,’ she said, remembering the next stop on the route to London from the timetable she’d looked at a few minutes earlier and waving a pound note. ‘This is your tip if you get us there fast.’

The driver looked warily towards the police car parked a couple of hundred metres away before responding with a reluctant, ‘Get yourselves in, then.’

Rosie opened the door of the open-air rear compartment. PT and Marc laid the trolley sideways across the rear seats, and then all three kids squeezed on to a wooden bench which faced the other way.

Joel was being dragged towards the police car as the taxi swung around and drove past. He recognised the distinctive shape of the gun and trolley, but was mystified as to why they hadn’t made it on to the train.

Neither of the police officers saw a thing.

*

Like all the trainees Lieutenant Tomaszewski had missed a night’s sleep and settled in the bus’s third row of seats. As Wozniak drove through the heavy dockyard traffic and broke out on to the main road towards London, Tomaszewski took off his damp shirt, spread himself over the seats and drifted off to sleep.

He woke up after twenty minutes, feeling that something was wrong but not knowing what.

‘Hello, sleepyhead,’ Luc said in his most cheerful French as he leaned over from the row behind.

As Tomaszewski sat up he heard the clank of metal chain and saw that his wrist had been cuffed to the metal handrail across the back of his seat. Luc stood up, grabbed a can off the seat beside him and sploshed diesel fuel over the Pole’s hair and chest.

‘I’ve got matches,’ Luc announced, as Wozniak glanced backwards. ‘Keep driving, or your lieutenant burns.’

‘Do what he says,’ Tomaszewski said anxiously.

Wozniak looked back again. ‘Are you OK, Lieutenant?’ he asked in Polish.

‘And none of that Polish jibber-jabber,’ Luc ordered. ‘Speak in French, or better still, keep your traps shut.’

Tomaszewski sat up slightly and tried to sound authoritative. ‘Let’s all keep our heads,’ he said. ‘Your name’s Luc, isn’t it?’

Luc mocked the Pole’s gentle tone. ‘What are you gonna do, try talking me around?’

Tomaszewski smiled awkwardly. ‘Did you attack the other two?’

‘I might have done,’ Luc said, with a wouldn’t-you-like-to-know shrug. ‘I must say I’m proud of the job I did by the pylon. Those teeth went a-flying!’

Tomaszewski was determined not to show his anger. ‘Maybe we could work together,’ he suggested.

‘There’s only one gun on this bus and Walker won’t let us share it,’ Luc sneered, as Wozniak looked back again. ‘Keep your eyes on the road,’ Luc ordered.

‘Even if we get to the station, you can’t carry that gun alone,’ Tomaszewski said. ‘Have you thought about that, Luc?’

Luc twirled a book of matches between his fingertips. ‘I’ll work something out,’ he replied. ‘Punch some woman in the face, throw her baby in the gutter and steal her pram. I got this far by thinking on my feet, so I’m sure I’ll manage.’


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

‘Pull up here, please,’ Rosie said, as the cab turned into a side street with the ticket office of Stockport station a few hundred metres ahead.

‘You’re the boss,’ the cab driver said, looking baffled as he pulled up at the kerb well short of the station.

They’d decided to stop short in case they arrived to find platforms crawling with policemen. As PT and Rosie paid the fare and unloaded the cab, Marc hurried off to check out the station.

He found a dilapidated ticket office with a single platform attached. An island in between railway tracks formed two more platforms and was connected to the main part of the station by a bridge. At the far end of the station was a barrierless level crossing, which led down to a scrapyard served by its own railway siding.

Morning rush hour was past, but a good number of people still stood on platform one waiting for the trains into Manchester. Nobody paid Marc any notice as he studied the timetable. The station clock said it was eighteen minutes past nine. It seemed there were three trains an hour to London with the next one at nine thirty-nine.

‘The problem is all London trains leave from platform three,’ Marc said, when he got back to PT and Rosie. They’d sat themselves on a wooden bench a hundred metres from the station with the trolley lying flat in the grass beside them. ‘I don’t think we’ll be able to lift that trolley over the bridge. Even if we can, everyone will see us doing it. The only way around it is to go over the level crossing and sneak up the ramp at the end of the platform.’

‘What about platform staff?’ PT asked. ‘They’ll nab us if they see us sneaking in.’

‘That could be tricky,’ Marc agreed. ‘There’s a local train on platform one in about seven minutes. If we go to the end of the platform we can watch what happens when the train comes in.’

PT nodded in agreement and stood up. ‘If they are on alert they’ll be looking for two boys and a girl carrying a big gun. It’s better if Rosie stays here with the trolley. We’ll work out the best way to get on platform three and come back before the London train comes in. OK, Rosie?’

The boys moved swiftly down the narrow access road that led to the level crossing and the scrapyard. The ground was unfinished and heavy vehicles had churned the surface into mud. But they found a dry spot, standing on a rotting railway sleeper behind tangled weeds that gave them a good view along the platforms.

When the local service to Manchester steamed in, they watched the engine driver step out of his small black locomotive on to a platform less than ten metres away. Also on the platform were two porters, a stationmaster and the train guard.

As the locomotive’s huge steel wheels squealed against the track and began hauling the carriages, two young workmen sprinted on to the platform. They grabbed a door handle and jumped aboard, despite frantic whistles from the platform attendants.

PT looked at Marc as the train passed. ‘There’s too many staff on the platform when the train comes in. Our best bet is to get over there now. I’ll hide behind the waiting room with the trolley and put it in the guard’s van when the train arrives. You and Rosie can move along the platform and get in different carriages, so that nobody sees the three of us travelling together.’

Marc nodded in agreement. ‘Nine twenty-nine,’ he said. ‘That gives us ten minutes.’

It was a pig of a job getting the trolley down the muddy lane. Rosie had to strip off the bags that were designed to disguise the gun’s shape because it kept overbalancing. After the mud they had to push the trolley over the rails and the only way to do it was for Rosie to hold the gun steady on the trolley and run alongside as PT used all his strength to charge through.

A couple of people at the end of platform two watched the performance, but with the yard a few hundred metres down the lane, they just thought that the kids were trying to make a few bob selling scrap.

When they reached the ramp at the end of the island platforms, the level-crossing bell started to chime. In peacetime there would have been flashing lights too, but the bulbs had been removed as part of the blackout.

‘Who’s got the other sack?’ Marc asked.

Rosie raised an eyebrow and spoke with complete certainty. ‘There isn’t another sack.’

‘There bloody well is,’ PT said, as he realised Marc was right. ‘The heavy one with the magazine and the gun sight inside.’

‘When did we last see it?’ Marc asked, as he glanced anxiously down the tracks to see if the train was in view. ‘We had it at Piccadilly station. Please tell me we didn’t leave it in the taxi.’

PT shook his head. ‘It was there when we tipped the trolley up behind the bench.’

‘Bugger,’ Marc cursed, as he pulled his satchel off his shoulder and threw it at Rosie. ‘I’m faster without that,’ he explained. ‘I’ll go back, you get the other stuff up on the platform.’

Rosie glanced at the station clock. ‘Six minutes. But it’ll arrive here a couple of minutes before that if it’s on time.’

Marc wasn’t sure that the level-crossing bells were ringing for the London train, so he looked both ways before belting back across the tracks. He’d walked more than ten miles overnight and his legs were hurting, but he ran flat out, splashing through the centre of muddy puddles that he’d avoided on the way down and squeezing past a horse and cart bringing a load to the junkyard.

A serviceman now sat on the bench eating a pork pie. He looked mystified as Marc rushed into the overgrown grass and sighed with relief as he grabbed the lumpy sack.

‘Thank god,’ he gasped as he snatched the sack off the ground.

But Marc’s euphoria was short-lived. As he turned around he could see the plume of steam blasting up from the London Express. He tried ignoring the pain as the chunks of metal in the sack bashed against his shoulder blades, but as he turned into the alleyway he was desperate for breath and his vision started to blur.

Marc staggered to a halt, then swung the sack around so that it was in front of him and moved on at a fast walking pace. By the time he’d caught up with the horse and cart stopped in front of the level crossing, the train wheels were squealing into the platform, while his boots and the bottom of his trousers were thick with mud.

To complicate matters, a cargo train was dragging half a kilometre of coal trucks in the opposite direction and there was only going to be a short break between the last carriage of the London Express going by in one direction and the coal train coming the other way.

Normally fifteen seconds would be plenty of time to cut across ten metres of railway tracks, but Marc’s legs felt like tombstones and the sack felt four times heavier than when he’d picked it up from behind the bench less than two minutes earlier.

The driver of the coal train blasted his steam-powered whistle as Marc set off. He wasn’t sure if it was aimed at him, or just a standard signal to warn passengers to stand away from the edge of platform. He made it over and saw PT standing at the end of the express train looking for him.

Instead of running up the ramp, Marc took the shortest possible route to the back of the London Express by cutting across the tracks. Standing right behind the train’s rear buffers, he used the last of his strength to lift the bag up on to the platform.

As the weight of the passing coal train shook the ground, PT grabbed the bag. He then bent forwards to grab Marc, but Marc backed away.

‘Get that on the train,’ Marc urged.

Rosie stood a short distance down the platform, asking the guard complicated questions about the best way to connect with a train that stopped at Watford Junction in a ruse to stop him from seeing what the boys were up to behind his back.

‘Can I load this up, boss?’ PT interrupted, as he approached the door of the guard’s van.

Rosie gave no indication that she knew PT, and hurried towards a ladies-only carriage as the guard went inside and helped PT to lay down the trolley.

‘Looks like a bleedin’ gun!’ the guard joked.

PT practically swallowed his tongue. ‘It’s antique curtain rails,’ he explained. ‘They’re going for auction down in London. We wrapped them up so that nothing broke off.’

PT wondered if there was such a thing as an antique curtain rail, but the guard seemed to buy the excuse. ‘Very fancy,’ he grinned.

Outside, Marc had staggered back towards the end of the platform and stepped up on to the ramp. As he stumbled towards the back of the train, leaving muddy bootprints along the platform, he was spotted by a station porter walking briskly in the opposite direction slamming any open doors.

‘You!’ he shouted, as he slammed the door of the last carriage. ‘What the ruddy hell are you playing at?’

The train guard who’d helped PT turned around as he put one shoe on the platform and raised his green flag. Marc thought about chasing the train, but the gun was what mattered and PT had dealt with that. He considered turning and running away, but his legs ached and he’d bashed his knee as he jumped on to the platform.

The stationmaster blew his whistle and, as the London Express clanked away from the platform, the young station porter grabbed hold of Marc, swung him around and shoved him against a station sign.

‘You’re for it now, lad,’ he warned, as he twisted Marc’s ear. ‘If you haven’t got a ticket you’re trespassing on the property of London Midland and Scottish railway.’

Marc considered surrender, but Rosie had the satchel with his surrender letter inside. However, he did have the ticket that she’d bought for him in Manchester.

‘My ma’s sick in the ’ospital in London,’ Marc said, making his best attempt at a cockney accent. ‘I’ve got me ticket. I just got stuck in the bleedin’ traffic coming down here and missed the train, innit?’


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

The train ride from Stockport to London took under three hours, but felt longer. PT wanted to sleep. He found a quiet carriage and spread his long legs, but his damp clothes stuck to his skin and itched like crazy. At every station, he looked anxiously along the platform for any sign of the police.

If anyone suspected that they were on the train it would only take a phone call to alert the transport police and have the train searched at the next station. PT considered finding Rosie and suggesting that they get off after a couple of stops and switch to a train that hadn’t started in Manchester.

But exhaustion fogged his mind. Even getting up to use the toilet was a struggle and as much as PT wanted the mission to succeed, he was so tired that part of him was more willing to surrender than to engage his brain in more plots and deception.

Rosie joined PT as the train slowed for the final stretch into Euston station. She’d done what she could to clean up in the ladies’ toilet but was still quite a sight, with muddy trousers and scarecrow hair. PT was delighted to see her and gave her a long kiss that drew a grunt of disapproval from a chunky woman who’d snored most of the way from Stoke-on-Trent.

‘How’s my Rosie doing?’ PT asked softly.

‘Tired,’ she yawned. ‘My back’s hurting where that pellet hit me. I couldn’t sit still.’

‘So now we just have to find King’s Cross.’

‘I asked the ticket inspector,’ Rosie said. ‘It’s not far. A five-minute walk along Euston Road. Apparently there are even porters who’ll carry bags from one station to the other.’

As the train cruised in to the platform, PT dived across to check that there were no police waiting for them, but all he saw was a boy who looked a lot like Marc.

‘Can’t be,’ he muttered.

‘Can’t be what?’ Rosie asked.

‘I’m having hallucinations,’ PT smiled, as he caught Rosie’s yawn. ‘I’m so tired.’

But he wasn’t seeing things. They hopped off the train and Marc was standing by the guard’s van waiting to help with the trolley.

‘Took you long enough,’ Marc said cheerfully.

Rosie gave him a quick hug. ‘I’m slightly baffled,’ she admitted.

‘I got dragged to the stationmaster’s office at Stockport, so I turned on the waterworks and started bawling about my mum being in hospital in London and that my granddad was waiting for me. He took pity and put me on a train back to Manchester. I picked up the Glasgow Flyer and went Manchester to London non-stop.’

‘It’s good to have you back,’ PT smiled. ‘How long have you been here?’

‘Just long enough to get off the train, buy a platform ticket and come to meet you two. There’s no sign of any cops or anything.’

The guard helped PT to unload the trolley and they began walking across the station. All the signs had been removed or painted over, so Rosie had to ask a newspaper seller for directions. After a week in the Highlands London looked drab and smelled stale. The sun was mired behind a grey blanket and the wind was perishing, but Rosie, Marc and PT were starting to believe that they’d done it.

‘I’m more nervous now than ever,’ Marc said, as they moved briskly along Euston Road with the bags and trolley. ‘Imagining what can go wrong.’

PT smiled. ‘And if it did, we’d always know how close we got.’

‘Shut up, you fools,’ Rosie said. ‘You’ll jinx it.’

And then they heard a huge booming crash in the distance.



The first two platforms at King’s Cross station were used exclusively by the Royal Mail. Vanloads of post came from sorting offices all over southern England and passed through a brick archway in the side of the station.

In the seconds after the bang, two dozen deafened postal workers who’d been loading the mail train on platform one were stunned to see a grey single-deck bus wedged through the archway at a sharp angle. The windscreen had shattered and two metres of metal roof had crumpled like a tin can. There was a huge hole above the arch and cracks in the masonry rising all the way up to the station roof.

Wozniak had followed every instruction Luc gave him, from the outskirts of Liverpool to the centre of London. But on the final approach to King’s Cross, he’d seen Luc standing in the aisle moving the gun up towards the main door.

The plan that came into Wozniak’s head was to brace himself, swerve up on to the narrow pavement, slam on the brakes and knock Luc flying. When the bus stopped he’d take out Luc before he was able to set fire to Lieutenant Tomaszewski, find the keys to release Tomaszewski’s cuffs and hopefully they’d be fit enough to carry the gun to the lost property office before the police reached the scene.

But it didn’t play out that way. When the front wheel mounted the pavement, Wozniak squeezed the brake, but with one wheel off the ground the braking caused the back of the bus to swing out into the opposite lane.

As the front of the bus grated against the station wall, the back sideswiped four cars parked across the street and for several alarming seconds teetered on two wheels, threatening to topple completely on to its side. This didn’t happen because the front of the bus reached the archway and got wedged in, like a toddler’s attempt to push a wooden cube through a circular hole only on a grander scale.

Luc blacked out for a couple of seconds. His back had slammed into the stair rail, which was painful but a lot less serious than if he’d missed it and gone through the windscreen.

Wozniak had smashed his nose on the steering wheel, but he was gurgling. Luc hauled himself up the side of the driver’s seat and bludgeoned him with the policeman’s truncheon.

‘Bastard,’ Luc cursed, collapsing back to the floor of the bus as he rubbed his aching back and stared down at ripped trousers and a bloody leg.

Tomaszewski posed no threat. His whole bodyweight had yanked on the handcuffs during the crash, practically wrenching his arm off as his head cracked a window and knocked him cold.

As Luc found his feet, curious postal workers inside the station were edging closer to the shattered windscreen, but looking warily at the bricks balanced precariously above the archway.

The bus’s main door was badly buckled, but the angle it was parked at meant that Luc could exit into the street. He gave it an almighty kick. The hinges were broken and the entire door slammed down on to the pavement.

The road alongside the station was only used by taxis and delivery vans. There had been no pedestrians around at the time of the crash, but onlookers were beginning to emerge from the side of the station.

Luc reached into the bus and dragged the main piece of the gun out into the road. He then went deeper inside the bus and grabbed the sack containing the gun sight and magazine. By the time he came out, there were several men arriving on the scene and they all seemed concerned.

‘You OK, son?’

‘Were you on board? Are you hurt?’

‘I think I’m fine,’ Luc said, as he pointed inside the bus. ‘But they’re not so good.’

As the men piled on to the bus, a group of postal workers was emerging from a small door in the side of the station. Some of the men stood back in awe but one of them approached Luc.

‘Why don’t you sit down on the kerb, mate?’ the man said, as he put a hand on Luc’s shoulder. ‘You look right shaken up.’

The crash had shaken Luc up, but he still had his wits about him. It wouldn’t be long before they found that Tomaszewski was handcuffed to his seat and started asking awkward questions.

‘I just want my mum,’ Luc said, trying to sound meek. ‘She works in the lost property office. She just sent me out to collect this stuff.’

The postal worker studied what was obviously the barrel of an anti-aircraft gun. ‘How the blazes did you get this?’

Luc wasn’t sure if the postal worker had seen him drag the gun off the bus, but he was running out of excuses and he decided to chance it. ‘I’ve been helping out in the lost property. It was left on a train. I had it on a trolley but the bus clipped it.’

The postal worker looked confused. ‘I thought you were on the bus?’

‘No,’ Luc said. ‘I was walking by. The bus charged up on the pavement and I dived out of the way as it hit the archway.’

‘Well, I expect the police will want to speak with you if you witnessed it, but we can let them know where you are.’

‘I just want my mum,’ Luc replied, rubbing his eye like he was going to cry. ‘But I can’t carry this lot without a trolley and she’ll give me hell if someone nicks it.’

The postal worker smiled. ‘I should think when she sees what nearly hit you she’ll be happy enough to see that you’re alive. But I’ll get you a trolley from the post room and we can walk you over there.’

‘The lost property is just by platform three,’ Luc said.

‘Mike, Joe,’ the postal worker shouted. ‘The lad’s all shaken up and he needs to get this lot over to his mum in the lost property office.’

As more people crowded around the damaged archway, two strapping postal workers came and picked the gun out of the road. Luc grabbed the sack, but the man he’d been talking to insisted on carrying it for him.

Luc followed the three men through a side door. Inside were lines of wheeled cages designed for holding mailbags inside train carriages. The men dropped the gun and sack into an empty cage and wheeled it towards the station concourse, passing the front four coaches of the Royal Mail train being loaded at platform one.

As Luc followed the mailmen up towards the lost property counter, he sighted three familiar figures coming in the opposite direction with a tall cloth-wrapped object strapped to a two-wheeled trolley.

Paul, Marc and Rosie weren’t exactly Luc’s friends, but they all smiled instinctively as they recognised each other.

‘Bugger me sideways,’ Marc grinned.

The postman lifted the sack and the gun on to the lost property counter and disappeared with the wheeled cage. The lost property attendant was out the back, looking for yellow felt gloves which belonged to a posh lady who stood at the far end of the counter.

‘We thought you were stuck up a tree,’ Rosie told Luc.

‘I was sure you three would mess up without me, so I thought I’d better grab a gun myself,’ Luc explained.

‘Did you hear that big bang a few minutes ago?’ PT asked.

‘No,’ Luc said, trying not to smile. ‘Didn’t hear a thing.’

The attendant came out with the yellow gloves and handed them to the posh lady.

‘What do you lot want?’ the woman asked cheerlessly.

Rosie pointed to the two guns and two sacks standing on the counter. ‘Special delivery for Air Vice Marshal Walker,’ she explained.

‘Oh, him,’ she said with contempt, before turning and yelling behind the counter, ‘Got more of your lot out here, Walker.’

The Air Vice Marshal’s chin dropped as he came around the counter and saw the four youngsters.

‘Good afternoon, sir,’ Marc and PT said jovially.

‘Jolly nice to see you, old bean,’ Rosie added, mocking Walker’s crusty accent.

‘I see,’ Walker said weakly, before looking at his watch. ‘You have a gun then?’

The four kids smiled as Rosie pointed at the counter. ‘Actually, sir, we somehow seem to have ended up with a pair of them.’


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

It was late evening by the time Group A made it back to campus. Paul was the only one who hadn’t missed a night’s sleep, so he woke up before the others and hobbled down to breakfast in the hall. The six boys in Group B had already been out on a training run and sat at a long table. They wore damp combat gear and their muddy boots were piled up by the door.

‘Paul!’ Sam said excitedly when he saw him. ‘Good to see you, mate. We’re all dying to know what happened. We heard that your parachute busted.’

Paul was shy and didn’t like everyone watching him as he took slices of buttered bread, cheese and a boiled egg from the serving trolley. He’d have preferred to sit quietly on his own, but Group B shuffled chairs and made a space for him.

‘So, what was jump training like?’ Troy asked eagerly.

‘It wasn’t bad,’ Paul said, as he tapped the boiled egg on the tabletop and began peeling off the shell.

‘Is it true that Luc crashed a bus into King’s Cross station?’

‘He was on the bus when it crashed,’ Paul said. ‘He wasn’t driving.’

‘You all looked so bashed up when you came in last night,’ Yves said.

Paul laughed as he thought about this. ‘It was a right scene when we were all getting into bed,’ he explained. ‘I’ve got bad legs and a broken nose, Joel has his ankle in plaster, Marc’s got a dodgy ankle and thorns stuck in his leg, Luc hurt his back when the bus crashed and my sister got hit by a shotgun pellet. PT’s the only one who didn’t get nobbled.’

The boys all went quiet as Henderson appeared in the doorway. He usually wore his navy uniform, but today he’d put on loose-fitting slacks and a white vest with thick bandages bulging underneath.

‘More walking wounded,’ Troy whispered, raising a few laughs from his training partners.

‘I hear you did well, Paul,’ Henderson said warmly as he approached the table. ‘Can I see you in the office after breakfast?’

‘Of course,’ Paul said.

Henderson then turned his attention to the Group-B boys. ‘Hadn’t you lot better go upstairs and put your PT kit on? Mr Takada won’t be happy if you keep him waiting.’

Paul hated being the centre of attention and was relieved as Group B stood up and began scraping their plates and stacking them on a metal trolley.

When Henderson and the others were gone, Troy came back to the table and whispered in Paul’s ear. ‘I’ve got Mavis.’

Paul’s face lit up, though he didn’t quite believe what he’d heard. ‘The spider?’ he asked.

‘She’s in an old shoe box under my bed,’ Troy explained. ‘I keep her close to the radiator so she stays warm. I sneaked in and got Mrs Henderson’s notebook from the conservatory and I’ve been sticking to her feeding schedule.’

‘Does she seem OK?’

Troy looked wary. ‘She gets really agitated every time I feed her. You’ve had more experience with her than me. Would you mind taking a look?’

‘Of course,’ Paul agreed. ‘It’s probably warm enough, but she needs light and space to move about as well. We’ll have to think of a better place to put her.’

‘My whole group is up there getting changed now, but once we’re down here doing combat training, you can take her out from under my bed.’

‘We’ll have to be careful though,’ Paul said. ‘If Henderson finds out he’ll—’

‘Why you still here?’ Takada interrupted, as he stood in the doorway giving Troy a menacing stare. ‘Go change. Five minutes or you get laps and push-ups.’

‘I’d better go,’ Troy said anxiously.

Paul smiled reassuringly as Troy stepped away. ‘Don’t worry,’ he whispered. ‘We’ll look after her together.’

*

McAfferty gave Paul a smile from behind her desk as he stepped into the former headmaster’s office she shared with Henderson. There was barely room for the two desks and coal burned in a fireplace that was too big for the room.

‘Take a seat, lad,’ Henderson said, as he aimed his hand at a wooden school chair facing towards his desk. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘I’m still sore, but a lot better than yesterday,’ Paul said. ‘How about you, sir?’

Henderson looked down at his bandaged chest. ‘The surgeon had to open me up three times before the internal bleeding finally stopped. The last time I suggested he put in a zipper.’

Paul smiled. ‘But you’re OK now?’

‘I’ve got two dozen stitches in my belly, so I’m confined to office duties for a few weeks, at least.’

‘I’m sure I’ll find plenty of paperwork to keep him busy,’ McAfferty added cheekily.

‘Anyway,’ Henderson said. ‘We’ll let the others catch up on their sleep for a couple of hours, but I thought you’d like to know that we’ve had a coded telegram this morning from Eric Mews, the Minister of Economic Warfare.’

‘I thought Mews was the deputy minister,’ Paul said.

‘He was.’ McAfferty nodded. ‘But the Prime Minister hasn’t been happy with the slow progress at the Special Operations Executive. Mews has been promoted, with a remit to shake up the entire organisation.’

‘Anyway, this is what Mews wrote,’ Henderson said, before pausing to clear his throat. ‘To all at CHERUB .. .’

‘What’s CHERUB?’ Paul interrupted.

Henderson smiled. ‘Charles Henderson’s Espionage Research Unit B. The Post Office charges by the word for telegrams, so they shorten things whenever they can.’

‘Shouldn’t it be Eileen McAfferty’s Espionage Research Unit B?’ Paul asked.

‘I’m not proud,’ McAfferty smiled. ‘I am the senior officer, but Commander Henderson is in control of operations and most people think of this as his unit. Besides, CHERUB has a nice ring to it. EMERUB sounds like an ointment for foot fungus.’

Henderson finally read the full telegram. ‘To all at CHERUB. Am delighted to hear of success in training. Expect great things of your unit and urge you proceed to full operational status with all speed. Furthermore, expect command changes at SOE soon which will be to your liking.’

Paul smiled, then paused for thought. ‘Have you any idea about the command changes?’

Henderson nodded. ‘Nothing has been announced, but it seems likely that Air Vice Marshal Walker will be getting the boot in a matter of days.’

‘Just deserts,’ Paul said cheerfully.

‘I understand the straw that broke the camel’s back was a training exercise getting out of hand,’ McAfferty said. ‘Apparently, a bus hit an archway at King’s Cross station. The damage to the side wall and roof supports is so severe that one platform and a sorting area used by the Royal Mail will be closed for up to three weeks. The Postmaster General is fuming and all mail between London and the north is having to be rerouted.’

‘Will Luc get punished for that?’ Paul asked hopefully.

‘There will be a review of the operation,’ McAfferty said. ‘But it was the Pole who crashed the bus, not Luc.’

‘I’ll be having individual chats with Luc and all the others when they wake up,’ Henderson added.

‘So what happens to Group A now?’ Paul asked.

‘I want all of you to have a complete two-week rest,’ Henderson said. ‘Your group was severely handicapped by weak to non-existent driving skills during the operation, so before you go on to operations I’m going to devise extra training so that you’re able to handle vehicles, in the same way that we’ve trained you to handle guns.’

‘What about my parachute training?’ Paul asked.

‘If you’re fit, we’ll send you up to repeat the course with Group B in five weeks’ time,’ McAfferty said. ‘Because of your accident, Sergeant Parris says they’ll give you some extra leeway if you’re nervous.’

‘Do you think you’ll have a problem with jumping again?’ Henderson asked.

Paul shrugged. ‘I think I’ll be OK, but I guess you can’t know for sure until you’re standing on that platform ready to jump off.’

‘Of course,’ Henderson smiled. ‘I think that’s a realistic attitude. And unless you have any questions, I think we’re about done.’

‘The insignia,’ McAfferty interrupted.

‘Oh, good god!’ Henderson said. ‘I’d forget my head if it wasn’t screwed on. You’re a bit of an artist, aren’t you, Paul?’

‘Yes sir,’ Paul agreed.

‘I’d assumed that Rosie and the lads who passed jump training would get parachute wing badges, but I checked with the training school and it’s a military badge for enlisted men and women only.’

Paul looked disappointed. ‘That’s a bit naff. We did the same training as everyone else.’

‘I totally agree,’ Henderson nodded. ‘So I was hoping that you’d turn your artistic skills to drawing a little insignia for Espionage Research Unit B. We could have an embroidered badge, or have it stamped on a metal disc to be presented to all trainees when they finish training.’

‘What sort of badge?’ Paul said.

‘It’s up to you,’ McAfferty said. ‘A parachute maybe, or a child. Perhaps you can do a couple of different designs and see which one everybody likes.’

‘I like the name CHERUB,’ Paul said. ‘Cherubs are like babies with wings, in Renaissance paintings and stuff, which ties in with parachute wings.’

Henderson smiled. ‘Paul, you’d know more about Renaissance art than I do, but I’m sure you’ll be able to come up with something good.’

*

Luc was the last person to be debriefed by Henderson. It was after lunch and McAfferty was out, taking Paul to a local hospital to have a check-up on his broken nose.

‘Take a pew,’ Henderson told Luc, as he looked up from a sheet of notepaper covered with messy handwriting.

Luc held his back and moaned as he sat down. Henderson studied the boy across the desktop: short hair combed neatly, a huge neck and thick arms ending in man-sized fists.

‘I’ve been reading the report you wrote on the train back from London yesterday. It looks more like a horror novel than a debriefing document.’

Luc looked mystified. ‘I don’t know what you mean, sir.’

Henderson read from the lined paper in front of him: ‘I picked up a big blob of molten glass with sharp bits of slate stuck in it and gave him a good smash in the head with it. His teeth flew in all directions. Luc, reading this not only makes me feel queasy but I get the feeling that you enjoyed doing it.’

‘I just wrote what happened,’ Luc said. ‘That’s what Miss McAfferty asked us to do.’

‘And was it necessary to smash the Pole in the face with a jagged object as he came down the ladder? You had the advantage of surprise. You could have choked him, or at least hit him with a blunt object.’

‘It seemed reasonable to me,’ Luc said. ‘Three adults versus one kid. I had to even up the odds.’

‘Did you enjoy hitting him?’ Henderson asked. ‘Because, frankly, I think you did.’

Luc paused for a few seconds before drawing a long breath. ‘And what if I did enjoy it?’ he asked. ‘I got the job done. Isn’t that what counts?’

‘Not entirely,’ Henderson said. ‘What you achieved over the last two days was outstanding, but the way you did it was disturbing and before sending you on a mission I need to be certain that I can trust you.’

Luc shot up furiously and placed both palms against the desktop. ‘I did the job I was asked to do. I thought I was training for a war, not a ladies’ tea party.’

‘Sit down,’ Henderson snapped. ‘And lower your voice.’

‘My dad’s dead,’ Luc steamed, ignoring the order to sit down. ‘My mum pissed off with some bloke when I was four. The only one who ever looked out for me was my big brother. But he was conscripted into the army and got blasted when the Germans invaded. Nobody in the world cares about me and I don’t care about any of them.’

‘Do you seriously think that nobody here cares about you?’ Henderson asked.

Luc laughed as he finally sat back down. ‘I don’t see a lot of love coming my way.’

‘So what do you care about?’

Henderson hoped his question would make Luc pause for thought, but the answer came instantly. ‘The only thing that I care about is parachuting back into France and massacring as many of the German bastards who killed my brother as I can.’

‘Luc,’ Henderson said softly. ‘I can understand why your past makes you reluctant to form close attachments, but if you treat other people with decency you’ll come to learn the value of—’

‘Decency!’ Luc interrupted, before making a loud snort. ‘Who the hell are you to lecture me about decency? Marc has told me plenty about you: how you machine-gunned an unarmed man in a bath tub and threw a grenade into a room filled with Germans.’

‘In a war situation when there was no other choice,’ Henderson roared, as he stood up. ‘The difference is, you won’t find me beating up a training comrade in the toilet just for the fun of it.’

‘What about your poor little wife, then?’ Luc asked, as he shot up again and stood eyeball to eyeball with Henderson. ‘Joan went mental after your daughter died, but you still went off to work in France. Everyone knows you cheated on her with a woman called Maxine and god knows how many others.

‘Then you came back and got your wife pregnant. When you’ve pissed her off so much that she wants you dead, you incinerate all her pets and have her thrown in the loony bin. So what kind of person are you to question my decency and ask whether you can trust me?’

Henderson reached across the desk and grabbed Luc around the neck. ‘You have no business speaking about my wife like that,’ he hissed. ‘You poisonous little shit.’

Luc was gasping, but he was determined not to look weak and stretched his lips into a thin smile.

‘Touched a nerve, did I?’

‘I ought to thrash the daylights out of you,’ Henderson said, as the phone on the desk between them started to ring.

‘No matter how much you thrash me, it won’t make me wrong, will it?’ Luc sneered.

Henderson’s whole body trembled with rage as he looked down at the ringing telephone, then up at Luc, who was starting to turn blue. He shoved Luc violently away and snatched the receiver.

‘Henderson speaking.’

He recognised the voice of Admiral Hammer as Luc thumped against the wall. The boy rubbed his injured back and gulped air.

‘I hear one of your boys took out an entire Polish unit on Walker’s training exercise,’ Admiral Hammer said jovially.

Henderson found it hard to focus on the conversation so soon after losing his temper. ‘Yes, Admiral,’ he said stiffly. ‘Everyone in Group A did exceptionally well.’

‘Good,’ Hammer said. ‘Because the Prime Minister is taking a keen and detailed interest in Special Operations right now. He wants all SOE training programmes scaled up and at least twenty agents dropped throughout occupied Europe within six weeks.’

‘That’s excellent news,’ Henderson said, as he eyed Luc warily across the room.

‘We’re meeting in Baker Street at ten on Wednesday morning to discuss missions. I want you and McAfferty there and be warned that the PM will sit in if his schedule allows.’

‘I’ll try and behave myself, sir,’ Henderson said.

After exchanging goodbyes, Henderson put the phone back in its cradle. He felt guilty about the red marks he saw on Luc’s neck and couldn’t decide whether to hate or pity him.

‘Don’t ever speak to me like that again,’ Henderson said calmly.

‘I don’t care if you’re gonna kick me out,’ Luc said, trying to sound casual but coming over as desperate.

Henderson shook his head. ‘You’re too damned good to kick out,’ he explained reluctantly. ‘You’re a vile creature. I’m probably a vile creature too. So I suppose it’s best if we don’t probe too deeply into each other’s heads from now on.’

Luc nodded and gave a surly, ‘Yes, sir.’

‘You’ve got two weeks to rest, relax and have fun. Try to act like a member of the human race and when you come back you’re going to help us to win this damned war. Now get the hell out of my office.’




READ ON FOR THE FIRST CHAPTER
OF THE NEXT HENDERSON’S
BOYS BOOK, GREY WOLVES.



CHAPTER ONE

Sunday 20 April 1941

Marc Kilgour had jumped out of aeroplanes, belted around the countryside on an old Triumph motorbike, shot a straw dummy through the heart with a sniper rifle, studied the correct procedure for attaching limpet mines to the hull of a boat, survived in the wild on berries and squirrel meat, stuffed dead rats with dynamite, swum freezing lakes and done physical jerks until he was as fast and strong as any thirteen-year-old was likely to get.

But training counts for nothing if you lose your head, and Marc felt uneasy squatting in the two-man canoe with damp trousers, an oar resting between his legs and Commander Charles Henderson seated behind.

It was near midnight on a moonless night – the only kind dark enough to infiltrate occupied France by boat. The sea was calm, the air had bite and the blacked-out French coastline was a total mystery. They might have been fifty metres from shore, or a thousand.

They’d trained to drop into occupied France by parachute, but the RAF refused to spare prized bombers for espionage work. A fast torpedo boat for the long voyage down France’s western coast would have been second best, but the Royal Navy was no more willing.

In the end they’d made the two-day journey from Porth Navas Creek in Cornwall aboard Madeline, an elderly French steam tug designed for harbour work rather than open sea. Their canoe was a leisure craft that had spent years hanging from the ceiling in a Cambridge junk shop, before being discovered by Henderson, who patched its cloth hull with fish-glue and pieces cut from a coal tarp.

The rest of their equipment was no better. The radio transmitter was an unreliable beast. Twice the weight of more recent sets, it left the canoe precariously low in the water and compromised the amount of equipment they could carry. Henderson had kicked up a stink, but Britain was fighting alone against a Nazi empire and CHERUB wasn’t the only unit muddling through with scraps.

‘Nerves holding out?’ Henderson asked quietly, as his oar cut into a wave.

‘Just about,’ Marc said.

Henderson was the one thing that gave Marc confidence. He was a flawed human: drinker, womaniser, a short-tempered maverick who rubbed senior colleagues up the wrong way. But as some men turn genius when you give them a football, or set a maths problem, Henderson had a gift for espionage. He was completely ruthless, able to speak the five major European languages in a variety of accents, and had a magical ability to devise practical and sophisticated operations.

‘Are those young eyes seeing things I can’t?’ Henderson asked.

Marc squinted, but could barely see beyond the end of the boat. ‘What if the tide’s carrying us further out?’ he asked. ‘I mean, are you even rowing in the right direction? Shall I take a compass bearing?’

Henderson gave a restrained laugh. ‘You don’t have much faith in my nautical skills, do you? Listen to the gulls. Are they getting louder or quieter?’

‘Louder,’ Marc said, realising that the gulls lived in colonies onshore.

Marc felt foolish: he might have been blind in the dark, but Henderson had been using his other senses to navigate.

‘Clever old goat, aren’t you?’ Marc said cheekily.

A dark mass loomed beyond the bow. Marc thrust his oar out ahead of the canoe, then pushed hard against rocks jutting from the water. The boat tilted as its canvas side-scraped barnacles. Henderson threw himself sideways to counterbalance, but with the canoe so heavy it wasn’t enough to stop water spilling over the side.

Marc threw down his oar and reached around to grab an old paint tin used for bailing out. He’d been soaked down one side when the wave came in and the pool in the hull now topped his canvas plíímsolls.

Directly behind, Henderson tried pushing the boat off the rocks with his oar. The back end drifted out, but the bow was impaled on something. Marc bailed speedily, but the water kept rising. As no more had come over the side it could only mean one thing.

‘Hull’s torn,’ Marc said, alarmed, but still having the wits to keep his voice low.

Henderson stood up. As he jumped on to the rocks the back of the boat rose up. He’d hoped taking his weight out might save the canoe, but the shift of balance set all the water running towards Marc at the front. The heavy case with the radio inside whacked Marc’s back as the Atlantic engulfed his legs.

As the bow dived, a sharpened metal prong shot through the breach in the hull. Marc clambered up the tilting boat as she hit sand a metre and a half below the surface. Shallow water meant land was close, but Marc’s relief didn’t last. As he kicked to stay afloat his foot snared a coil of barbed wire.

Marc squeezed his face, stifling a howl. Henderson had pulled two floating suitcases and a backpack on to the rocks before realising his companion was in trouble. He recognised the metal spearing the upright canoe as the leg of a tank trap. These criss-crossed metal tripods were designed to prevent tanks and amphibious vehicles driving up beaches.

Their presence was mystifying: Henderson had targeted a landing beach with cliffs beyond the sand. Tanks didn’t do cliffs, so either the Germans had installed tank traps for no reason or they’d come ashore in the wrong spot.

But that concern was for later. Right now, Marc was stuck and kept himself afloat by locking his arms around the tank trap. In sheer frustration, he yanked his leg upwards, but the result was excruciating pain as a barb punched through his plimsoll into the top of his foot.

‘For Christ’s sake be gentle,’ Henderson warned, as he knelt on the slippery rocks and leaned out. ‘What if they’re rigged?’

It hadn’t occurred to Marc that the wire might be linked to an explosive. ‘Eh?’ he gasped. ‘Do they do that?’

‘Look on the bright side,’ Henderson said. ‘If you have snagged an anti-tank mine, neither of us will ever know much about it. Now pull your ankle up gently. High as you can without straining the wire.’

They’d expected wire, and Henderson had a pair of snips clipped to his belt, alongside his gun, holster and torch. As Marc pulled his knee towards his chest, Henderson felt blindly underwater, running a hand down the boy’s leg until he reached the wire, and cut one side.

Marc expected the wire to peel away, but with barbs stuck in his flesh Henderson had to cut the other side and bring him up with a short length of wire still embedded. Henderson dragged Marc on to a flattish section of rock. The boy lay on his elbows and took three gulps of air, before rolling on to his back and studying the length of wire, with two barbs in his ankle and one in the top of his foot.

‘You weigh enough,’ Henderson said breathlessly.

Marc went up on one knee, braced for pain and ripped out the wire. As blood pooled into his sock he put some weight down on his bad foot.

‘Think it’s up to much?’ Henderson asked.

‘Hurts, but I’ll manage.’

Henderson began lifting the empty canoe clear of the tank trap. Simultaneously a wave swept over the rocks, floating one of the rescued suitcases. Marc scrambled on all fours, grabbing the case handle as it teetered, but when he looked back he realised that one case was already missing.

‘Where’s the transmitter?’

‘Six feet under,’ Henderson said.

‘Is it worth pulling up?’

‘Not after a soaking,’ Henderson said, as he threw loose rocks into the back of the canoe. ‘I’ll weight the boat down. The Germans will spot her when the tide goes out, but we’ll be long gone, provided your leg holds out.’

The plan was to land on a lightly defended beach, bury the canoe and reclaim it for the return trip, but that wouldn’t be happening now.

‘Looks like these rocks form a natural jetty back to dry land,’ Henderson said, as he handed Marc the snips. ‘You start moving. Take one case and keep an eye out for more wires.’

Marc’s wounds were excruciating, but Instructor Takada had taught techniques for managing pain. People calmly endured surgery in the days before anaesthetic and what were a few gouges compared to that?

In places the barnacled rocks dipped below the water and Marc had to paddle, though never above his knee. He held the case in front of himself, because that would hit any coils of wire before his legs did.

When the rocks ended his plimsoll squelched into mushy sand. There was a chance of buried mines, but it was too dark to deal with them, so the only strategy was to hope for the best.

‘Keep low,’ Henderson warned, when he stepped up behind, carrying the backpack and the other suitcase.

A shelf in the beach offered limited cover and the pair nestled down. Henderson took a moment to find a small pair of binoculars and used them to scan the landscape.

‘Anything?’ Marc asked.

‘Too bloody dark,’ Henderson said. ‘Though if we can’t see them, they can’t see us.’

The sea brought in a strong breeze, which rustled through reed beds beyond the sand. When the wind stopped, they heard noise coming from not far beyond. It was the sound of men in good spirits.

‘Shall we move?’ Marc asked impatiently.

Henderson traced the line of the horizon with his finger. ‘If they’ve put all those tank traps on the beach, there has to be defensive positions along there. I’m not moving until I know where they are.’

It made sense, but Marc was cold and bloody. After four minutes of fear and pain, he broke silence with a childish whine.

‘Come on, let’s go.’

Henderson looked cross. ‘It doesn’t get light for six hours, but sooner or later we’ll hear a door clank, or someone will step outside for a smoke. Until then …’

Henderson cut himself off because they’d been blessed with light. It came from a road beyond the reeds. The wavering front lamp of a bicycle was enough to make out silhouettes and, as Henderson had predicted, two pill-shaped bunkers bulged out of the reeds like frog’s eyeballs.
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Hillers armyis advancng lowards Paris, ~ Ssesae=
and amidstthechass, two Briish ehidren \

are eing huated by German agents.

British spy Gharles Headerson tries to
reach them first, but he can only do it with
‘the help of a twelve-year-old Freach orphan.

The Brilish secret service s about to i

discaver that ids working undercaver tiaehan

Wil help o win the war. '!'IMI
Bonk 1~ 0ur o
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Britain about Nazi plans 1o invade England.

‘Their lives are on the i, but the stakes |
‘couldn’t possibly be higher.






