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        THEY SHALL NOT GROW OLD,

        AS WE THAT ARE LEFT GROW OLD.

        AGE SHALL NOT WEARY THEM,
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        AND IN THE MORNING

        WE WILL REMEMBER THEM.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      ADAM—Wincomb Manor, Oxfordshire, England

      ‘Hurry it up, mate,’ Duncan tells me with urgency. ‘This is taking way too long.’

      ‘All right, all right,’ I reply, working as fast as I can on the locked door. ‘Just this last pin to go. You better be keeping an eye out for security.’

      ‘Like my life depends on it,’ he says nervously.

      My name is Adam Hunter, a seventeen-year-old college dropout, and somehow, an operative and hunter of historical artefacts for the British Museum. That’s the day job, anyway, if you can call it that, but right now, I’m standing in the darkened halls of a vast mansion, hidden in the shadows of the night.

      Duncan, my best friend for more years than I can remember, is with me, and we may not have exactly entered the building legally. The skull masks across our faces incriminate us even more.

      ‘Oops!’ I say in panic as my elbow clumsily knocks over a vase. Thankfully, Duncan has quick reflexes, catching the ornament before it can fall.

      ‘Shh,’ I hush him as I laugh quietly.

      ‘You’re going to get us caught,’ Duncan says, checking the rooms around us.

      ‘Have I ever got us caught before?’ I ask.

      ‘Are you kidding?’ He laughs back. ‘Mister Walters’ classroom…’

      ‘Anybody could have set off those alarms.’

      ‘The girls’ changing rooms at school when we were twelve…’

      ‘That was your fault!’

      ‘The football stadium…’

      ‘Yeah, okay, but that one was your idea,’ I concede. ‘You worry too much. Besides…there…we…go.’

      The pin and rod of my picklock click into place and the mechanism unlocks, the door beyond it opening. The pair of us walk inside, lighting the way with our torches and being careful not to touch anything, not that we would want to. We have walked into what looks like a trophy room; the walls covered with the mounted heads of animals from hunts across the world.

      ‘Jeez, can you believe this?’ Duncan remarks.

      ‘No, I can’t,’ I reply in disgust.

      There are lion and polar bear pelts, rhino horns, elephant tusks and more. Heads of a dozen different species, all listed as endangered, line the walls along with framed photographs. I take in everything, paying particular attention to the photographs, especially those including the hunters. They look proud in their victory and wear sickening smiles.

      ‘Have you got enough?’ Duncan asks, obviously creeped out and eager to go.

      ‘Yeah,’ I tell him as I lead us out of the room.

      ‘Right, let’s get out of here,’ he says.

      ‘See, I told you it would be quick and easy,’ I boast as I close the door to the trophy room behind us.

      As soon as the door closes, a shrieking siren echoes through the mansion. The lights of every room flash on.

      ‘You had to say it, didn’t you?’ my friend utters in disbelief.

      ‘That’s our cue to leave,’ I tell him, grabbing Duncan and my backpack. We run towards the staircase and hurtle up the steps. Below us, we hear the security guards storming inside; men and women shouting and dogs barking. Now the real fun begins.

      ‘Abbey, are you with me?’ I ask via my earpiece.

      ‘Every step of the way,’ the young historian at the British Museum replies. ‘If Charles or your brother knew what we’re doing, we’d be in so much trouble.’

      ‘Not as much trouble as we’ll be in if those dogs catch us!’ Duncan replies as he bounds up the steps with me.

      ‘Why’d I listen to you and your plan?’ I joke as we run.

      ‘My plan?’ Duncan laughs. ‘This was all your crazy idea!’

      ‘You didn’t have to agree to it!’ I laugh back. ‘Em, you finished setting up?’

      ‘As if you need to ask,’ Emma Lovell, fellow hunter for the British Museum, replies with her ever-present confidence. I didn’t want to get her or Abbey involved in this, but when they discovered the equipment I was trying to smuggle out of the museum, I had no choice but to tell them. Surprisingly, they were eager to help.

      ‘I’m now heading towards Sara. She’s in the woods at our rendezvous,’ Emma tells us.

      ‘Good, we’ll meet you there,’ I reply.

      ‘Turn left at the top of the stairs then through the ballroom,’ Abbey advises, her Irish accent growing stronger with excitement. ‘Then you should reach the balcony.’

      ‘Got it,’ I reply as we reach the summit of the staircase and head left. Ahead of us, we see security guards running, trying to cut us off, but we reach the ballroom first. We run across the polished floor, pulling tables and chairs down in our wake to slow the pursuing guards and their dogs.

      ‘Why are you laughing?’ Duncan asks.

      ‘You not enjoying this?’ I yell back, grinning from ear to ear.

      Barging through the far doors of the ballroom, we reach the balcony. I hurtle on, clambering over the railing and jumping down to the roof of the next part of the building, and then on to the roof of the massive garage below. I think Duncan is right behind, but when I check, he is nowhere to be seen.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I call back to him, seeing he is still up on the balcony.

      ‘Taking the short-cut,’ he yells back.

      I cry out for him to stop but he doesn’t listen. He’s taking a run-up and leaping from the balcony. He falls fast and plunges into the swimming pool below. Crossing the garage roof, I jump down, clambering across a parked Jeep before dragging my soaking wet friend out of the water.

      ‘You idiot. You could’ve got yourself killed,’ I tell him.

      ‘Didn’t though, did I?’ he replies with a grin. ‘You’re just mad ‘cos you’re too chicken to do it!’

      ‘Damn right I am,’ I say, looking back at the pool.

      ‘Police are on their way,’ Abbey warns us.

      ‘Good,’ I say. ‘We’ll need them if we’re to pull this off.’

      ‘You two out of there yet?’ she asks with concern.

      ‘Not yet,’ Duncan says, just as we are blinded by the search lights of the security detail. The guards and their dogs surround us. We’re trapped with no escape.

      ‘Give it up, lads. There’s no way out,’ one of the guards orders before summoning his master via his comms system.

      More guards arrive with one man at their lead. Overweight, sweating despite the cold of the night and barely dressed, he hurries towards us, muttering and swearing under his breath. We recognise him instantly; the honourable Sir Trevor Wincomb.

      ‘What did you take?’ he demands. ‘What did you steal from me, you rotten thieves?’

      ‘Nothing,’ Duncan states with contempt. ‘We took nothing from you.’

      ‘I hardly believe that,’ Sir Wincomb laughs. ‘Why else would you be here but to steal what you could never possibly afford?’

      ‘We came here to help you celebrate,’ I tell him, lowering my skull mask so he can hear me clearly. ‘After all, you should be living it up after your recent success.’

      ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ replies the owner of the mansion, the lands, the helicopter, the yacht moored nearby, and the fleet of sports cars in the garage.

      ‘Your recent windfall,’ I explain. ‘After all, are you not the Sir Trevor Wincomb, knighted by Her Majesty the Queen? Are you not the Sir Trevor Wincomb, former owner of Home & Life Stores?’

      ‘I am,’ he states proudly. ‘And you are under arrest, whether you stole anything or not. The police have already been alerted and are on their way.’

      ‘Good,’ I say, ‘they’ll need to be here. They’ll want to meet the Sir Trevor Wincomb, the man who drove his businesses into bankruptcy, casting thousands of employees aside, leaving them jobless without redundancy pay, and using their pensions to fill his own bank accounts.’

      ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about, boy!’ he yells at me, the dogs barking furiously, barely held back by the masters.

      ‘You are the thief, Sir Trevor,’ I tell him. ‘You stole from your employee’s hard-earned pensions, pillaging them to line your own pockets with millions, and leaving your former staff with nothing.’

      ‘I was cleared by the legal system!’ he snaps at me. ‘You will rot in prison for breaking into my home! You don’t have the friends I do.’

      ‘The friends, the judges, and lawyers you paid vast quantities of money to escape justice?’ I sneer. ‘The same friends you were photographed with during your illegal hunts of endangered species? We saw the trophy room.’

      ‘Those with wealth and power can shape the world as they will,’ he says as if he is some great philosopher. ‘Money worked with most, and threats to welfares and families did for the rest. Wealth and power make the world go round. That’s something a penniless thief would never understand.’

      ‘You are the thief, Sir Trevor,’ I repeat, ‘and the rest of the world knows it now, too.’

      I throw him the circular pin that was fastened to my grey leather jacket, a small camera inside recording everything we saw in the trophy room, and Sir Trevor’s angry confession. Sara Starr, Duncan’s girlfriend, is in the nearby woods with Emma, streaming the footage to every social media system in existence; revenge for her parents who were former employees of Sir Trevor.

      ‘Every word you just said has been streamed across the world,’ I tell Sir Trevor as sirens sound in the distance. ‘I think the police will be more interested in you than us.’

      ‘You…you…’ he says blustering with fury, crushing the pin camera under his boot. ‘I will wring your necks with my bare hands before the police arrive. I will see the dogs tear you both limb from limb!’

      ‘Time to make your exit,’ Abbey whispers to us via the earpiece.

      ‘Ready?’ I ask Duncan. He laughs in reply, putting in ear-plugs and pulling on sunglasses.

      ‘Time to celebrate, Sir Trevor,’ I say with a grin, donning my own ear-plugs and sunglasses.

      ‘Celebrate?’ he asks in confusion. ‘Celebrate what?’

      ‘You’ll see,’ Duncan replies.

      Squeezing the trigger in my pocket activates dozens of devices set across the roof of the mansion and throughout its grounds, all rigged to the same explosives. Hundreds of fireworks explode as far as the eye can see. Duncan and I look away just in time, the only ones not blinded as the world around us explodes. We’d be deafened too if not for the ear-plugs. In the confusion, we sprint for the woods, lost in the chaos as the dogs flee in panic and the guards and Sir Trevor are stricken blind and deaf by the fireworks.

      ‘Wow!’ Emma states repeatedly as I re-connect the earpiece. ‘Sure beats New Year’s Eve fireworks, don’t it? You can see it for miles.’

      ‘Guy Fawkes has nothing on us.’ I laugh, turning to see the fireworks still engulfing the mansion. ‘Even if our little recording doesn’t succeed, at least he’ll get fined for noise disturbances!’

      ‘Is Sara happy?’ Duncan asks of his girlfriend.

      ‘Ecstatic,’ Emma replies. ‘At least this is some payback for her parents.’

      ‘Thanks for doing this,’ Duncan says to me.

      ‘Anything for you guys, you know that,’ I reply. ‘C’mon, let’s find the others and head for home.’

      ‘Maybe not,’ Abbey interrupts. ‘Em, Adam, I’ve just received word from Charles to bring the team in immediately. We’ve got work to do.’
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      ADAM—Reporting for duty, The British Museum, London, England

      ‘Con...con…containment and storage...age…age,’ announces the lift as it comes to a sudden stop.

      The doors barely open and I have to force them the rest of the way to get out. The lift, and much of the museum, is still undergoing repairs since Osiris’ curse struck London. In the upper ‘public’ floors, over a hundred workmen are labouring to replace the museum’s tessellated glass roofing and reinforce the cracked pillars and walls. Seems they finally managed to turn off the sprinkler system too, but only after it had flooded most of the public areas for days. The museum has certainly seen better days, with more necessary repairs and glitches in the systems discovered every day.

      As always, since I first discovered these secret levels of the British Museum, I am struck in awe of the wonders that are housed in the hidden lower levels. There are sets of armour of the samurai and medieval knights, coins of every civilisation resting in vast glass cabinets, royal treasuries and jewels beyond value beside them. There are statues, mosaics, and pieces of art from all over the world. All manner of vehicles are in rows; the first cars and planes ever built, and recovered space rockets from nations I didn’t even know had a space program. There are Viking longships in perfect condition and salvaged wrecks of vessels thought lost to the oceans. I deliberately avoid looking at the sarcophaguses containing mummies – I have had my fill of them for some time.

      Beyond all these historic artefacts and treasures is more, sealed away inside secure containers, locked away. Those are the pieces that possess power too great for even us to keep on display. Among them is a Roman Legion Eagle standard and the very reason for my first encounter with the museum. I can only wonder, what else is protected down here?

      My destination is one of the larger objects, a vast wooden war galleon with black sails and a Jolly Roger skull and crossbones flag hanging atop its main mast. I climb a rope up and onto the deck, amazed that I am now standing aboard a real pirate ship.

      ‘Permission to come aboard, Captain?’ I call out with a rubbish pirate accent.

      ‘Granted,’ my brother replies from his seat behind the ship’s wheel.

      At twenty-years-old, three years older than me, my brother Matt is the entire reason I am here. He was always top of his class in everything and won all kinds of awards in school and college before he began what I thought a dull office job. I had no idea he was secretly working with the museum and what his true life was until I too found myself among their ranks. He is the ‘Golden Boy’ in our family, though he hates the nickname.

      Seated before the pirate ship’s helm, Matt is scribbling away in the journal that is never far from his side. My brother’s ever-present baseball cap sits on a skull fastened to the top of the ship’s wheel, and his leg, with an icepack strapped to it, rests on the barrel of a cannon

      ‘Dave been pushing you in the trials?’ I ask.

      ‘Yep,’ Matt says, eyes still only on his journal.

      ‘Leg improving?’

      ‘Getting there,’ he replies.

      ‘Still hurts?’

      ‘Yep.’

      ‘What you working on?’ I sit down on a chest that once contained Spanish gold.

      ‘Just a few old cases. Abbey received some new leads and information.’

      ‘Fascinating,’ I say sarcastically. ‘How’s Kat?’

      Then he finally looks up from his journal.

      ‘She’s…okay,’ he says hesitantly.

      ‘What happened?’ I ask. ‘You had an argument again?’

      ‘Same one,’ he says, closing the journal and finally looking to me. ‘With the baby coming, she’s worrying about everything. Choosing baby names, deciding if we should get married, buying a new house, living closer to our parents, buying things for the baby… the list goes on and on.’

      ‘It’s not surprising,’ I reply. ’She is the one who’s pregnant.’

      ‘Yeah, and I get that,’ he says. ‘I worry about the same, but…’

      ‘But what?’ I ask.

      ‘That’s not the biggie,’ he explains. ‘Working here, when we’re sent out on expeditions means I’ll not be able to return home easily to her or the little one when it arrives.’

      ‘And I guess the danger of our missions and operations doesn’t factor in at all?’ I joke.

      ‘It certainly does,’ he replies, tapping a hand to the icepack on his leg. ‘Though Kat isn’t as bad as our mother is with you.’

      ‘Don’t remind me,’ I say, knowing I have a dozen missed calls on my phone from her.

      ‘The problem is, I love this job,’ he says. ‘I’ve only been here a few years and I don’t want to leave it.’

      ‘I don’t blame you,’ I tell him. ‘Although, I guess, eventually, you might face a choice.’

      ‘Hence, I hide up here, avoiding it,’ he admits.

      ‘Look, I know you and Kat will make great parents,’ I say. ‘You’ll make things work. You always do.’

      ‘Thanks,’ he says. ‘That’s really good of you to say.’

      ‘And I will be the greatest uncle who ever lived,’ I boast.

      ‘And the moment is broken.’ He laughs.

      ‘Sorry to interrupt your bro time,’ Abbey’s voice announces over the loudspeaker, ‘but Charles will be joining us soon.’

      ‘We’ll meet you in the operations room,’ Matt says.

      ‘Adam, will you get Em on your way up?’ Abbey asks with her innocent tone.

      ‘Fine.’ I sigh.

      ‘Thank you, Adam,’ Abbey replies cheerily.

      ‘Don’t take too long,’ Matt warns me with a grin, ‘or get into another row.’

      We climb down from the pirate ship, and although Matt takes the lift, I head for the stairs, choosing the safer and less glitchy route. I jog up dozens of flights over what must be twenty or thirty floors before reaching the old planetarium. It has been closed off from the public for a while now, but there is one person who still makes use of it.

      I enter the large theatre and cannot help but look up to the large dome projection screen above. There are stars, planets, comets, and a sun blazing in the distance, all of it to the beat of heavy rock music played through the speaker system by the single occupant. I find Emma leaning back against the projector with her eyes closed. Her sketchbook is at her feet, pages open at her drawings of a mother and daughter visiting the museum; the daughter with a broad smile of excitement. As always, her sketches are impressive.

      Looking at her as she sits with eyes closed, I cannot help but feel longing. Emma Lovell is a year or two older than me, with red and purple hair, a great sense of humour, and a taste for adventure. To me, she is the perfect girl, but she has warned me away a fair few times. Abbey, along with everyone else, knows my feelings for Emma, but they’re mine to deal with.

      I approach slowly, not wanting to surprise her.

      ‘ADAM!’ she suddenly shouts, startling me. I lose my footing and tumble over the chairs behind me.

      ‘Need a hand?’ She laughs as she helps me up.

      ‘And there was me worried about scaring you,’ I say. ‘We’re needed in the operations room. Your uncle is about to arrive.’

      ‘And we can’t keep the old man waiting,’ Emma says as she gathers up her things.

      ‘Nice spot you have here,’ I say.

      ‘Everybody needs somewhere to think,’ she says as she turns off the loud music. ‘Matt has his pirate ship and I have here. Do you have anywhere?’

      ‘I did,’ I say. ‘I used to climb this tree in Richmond. From the top, you could see for miles and it overlooks London and the…. It gave me somewhere when I had nowhere else to go.’

      She looks to me and I know she wants to question why I paused. In truth, I don’t want to tell her that from the top of the tree I can see the churchyard where my father’s grave is.

      ‘What about now?’ Emma asks. ‘Where do you go?’

      ‘Nowhere,’ I reply with a chuckle. ‘There’s never enough time.’

      ‘Not with all the fun you’ve been having in the evenings setting the world to rights,’ she says with a knowing grin.

      ‘Thank you for your help with that slime-ball Sir Trevor,’ I say. ‘Couldn’t have done it without you.’

      ‘No worries,’ she says, borrowing my phrase. ‘It was fun. Duncan and Sara seem nice.’

      ‘They are,’ I reply. ‘Duncan’s the best and Sara is…’

      ‘An old flame?’ she teases.

      ‘Something like that,’ I reply.

      I pick up Emma’s satchel from the floor, spotting a pile of newspaper cuttings and articles beneath. All it needs is a quick glance to see they are all regarding the pyramid in Egypt that we unearthed, and the plagues that struck around the world.

      ‘I keep them as a reminder,’ Emma explains when she sees what has caught my attention.

      ‘A reminder of what?’ I ask.

      ‘To never let anything so horrific be released again,’ she replies with cold determination.

      ‘Emma, what happened at the pyramid, that wasn’t us,’ I try to reassure her. ‘That was Winterbourne.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she says with a shake of her head. ‘We played our part and suffered losses…’ Her voice trails off.

      ‘I saw them fixing the memorial plaque in Charlie Team’s operations room,’ Emma says. ‘It now bears John’s name as one of our honoured dead.’

      ‘He wouldn’t blame us for what happened,’ I try.

      ‘No,’ Emma says, ‘but I do.’
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      ‘Anybody want to tell me what happened to our charges and triggers?’ Dave Conway asks as he enters Echo Team’s operations room. Dave is a burly former combat medic in his mid-thirties and certainly not somebody to mess with. As well as being a member of Echo Team, he conducts the training of all operatives of the museum.

      ‘You’ll see it on the news,’ Abbey says, turning away her screen displaying the breaking bulletin with the title, Vigilante Justice For Redundancy & Pension Crook.

      ‘It’s nothing serious,’ Emma reassures him. ‘Just blame Adam.’

      ‘I was going to anyway,’ Dave says.

      ‘Thanks everyone,’ I reply.

      ‘I’m just glad you didn’t take the explosives, too,’ he says as he takes a seat beside me and Matt.

      ‘Anybody know what this is about?’ I ask. ‘Or is it another boring protocol lecture from our lovely historian?’

      That remark earns me a stress-ball thrown at my head.

      ‘I don’t think that’s how they’re supposed to be used, Abbey,’ I tell her, before ducking again as a clipboard flies my way.

      ‘Now, now ladies,’ Emma mocks. ‘No catfights in the operations rooms.’

      ‘That’s hilarious,’ I reply with a sassy voice, earning an eye roll from everyone.

      ‘I’m glad to see some of us are in good spirits,’ the head of operations and our boss Charles Lovell greets as he steps into the room.  He looks tired, pale, and he’s leaning more on his walking stick than ever. Even in his weakened condition, he still looks every part the English gentleman; well suited with a typically British moustache.

      Before he can take another step, all of us greet him with a round of applause. This is the first time he has returned to the museum since he was nearly killed by the Egyptian curse we stopped.

      ‘How are you, Charles?’ Dave asks, pulling a chair out for him.

      ‘I am busy and short of time as always,’ he replies, sighing heavily as he sits down. ‘I have been summoned to hearings with the United Nations Security Council in New York to discuss what happened to London, Paris, and Stockholm.’

      ‘You mean Osiris’ curse,’ Emma says.

      ‘Precisely,’ he replies.

      ‘Are you okay, Charles?’ Matt asks. ‘Not being funny, but you look exhausted. You should be resting up after what the curse did to you.’

      ‘I am afraid my rest is not on the United Nations’ agenda,’ he replies.

      ‘Are they trying to blame Osiris’ curse on us?’ Emma guesses.

      ‘I believe they may try to,’ Charles confirms. ‘I will do all I can.’

      ‘You fight for us and protect us,’ Matt says. ‘That’s all you ever do.’

      ‘Do not let what is happening elsewhere concern you,’ Charles says. ‘You have other matters to attend to.’

      ‘What you got for us, Uncle?’ Emma asks.

      Abbey hits a few keystrokes and the display screens around the operations room activate just as all the lights go out in the room.

      ‘Another power outage?’ I ask. ‘Any idea when repairs will finally be finished?’

      ‘Not yet,’ says Abbey as she tries to get the power back. ‘If we accepted Bowen Inc’s help like the rest of the city, the repairs would be done in no time.’

      ‘We do not need outside help,’ Charles says as the lights and screens flicker back to life, ‘especially from them.’

      ‘I’m just saying, they could help…’ Abbey tries to explain before Charles stops her.

      ‘We do not need their help,’ he repeats. ‘Moving on – we have received a request from a Scottish dredging team operating in the North Sea. They were carrying out digging excavations for possible mining locations when they stumbled on something in one of the underwater trenches.’

      A map on the screens indicates the location, roughly fifty miles east of Edinburgh and twenty miles off the coast.

      ‘What did they find?’ I ask.

      The map on the screens zooms in until it becomes a satellite image of the area and then an infra-red read out. Beneath the waters is a long cylinder-like object.

      ‘A sub,’ Dave guesses.

      ‘A German U-boat,’ Charles corrects.

      The screens then show us underwater footage of teams venturing down to the wreck and inspecting its hull.

      ‘The dredging crew found this vessel completely by accident,’ Charles explains. ’You could conduct thousands of scans for years in the North Sea and not find it. We were very lucky.’

      ‘The initial surveys have shown no visible damage to the U-boat,’ Abbey explains as she cleans her glasses. ‘The size, shape and specifications mark it as one of the most advanced U-boats ever recovered. They named these models Elektro-Boats; diesel and electric powered with the latest in navigation and weapons technology. The markings label it as U-4718.’

      ‘And that is special because…?’ Emma asks.

      ‘U-4718 was commissioned in 1945 by the Kriegsmarine, the German Navy,’ Abbey explains, ‘but never constructed, according to official records.’

      ‘Yet it has now appeared in the North Sea,’ I say. I feel the excitement in me already, and in everyone else in the room.

      ‘You want us to take a submersible down to it?’ Dave asks.

      My excitement disappears in an instant at the prospect of going down into the water.

      ‘No,’ Charles says. ‘Thankfully for certain members of your team…’

      ‘Adam,’ Emma teases.

      ‘…the dredging crew is going to use their mounted cranes to raise the U-boat and bring it back to shore.’

      ‘That’s a shame,’ Dave says. ‘We haven’t used our submersible since rescuing Nessie.’

      ‘You’re kidding, right?’ I ask.

      The others don’t reply but share knowing glances with each other.

      ‘You want us to join up with the crew and inspect the wreckage?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Correct,’ Charles says. ‘The vessel will officially be the property of Germany as it likely contains the remains of their deceased sailors. The German government is sending a team over to inspect the wreckage but the dredging team have requested our assistance to confirm their find and claim on any rewards.’

      ‘And we’re to get a look inside the U-boat before anyone else, right?’ Emma eagerly asks.

      ‘You are to ascertain this U-boat’s history,’ Charles instructs. ‘Where was it built? Who crewed it? How did it end up in the North Sea?’

      ‘You had better hurry, too,’ Abbey says, ‘I have received an alert that the dredging crew have already brought the U-boat to the surface.’

      ‘So the question is, how are we getting there?’ I ask.

      ‘Somebody ask for a pilot?’ Gabriel Quinn’s voice calls from the doorway. Gabriel, the scoundrel, drunkard and sole member of the museum’s Bravo Team, for once appears eager for a mission.

      ‘Depends. Have you been drinking?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Not since breakfast,’ he replies with a grin.

      ‘I want all of you to take full precautions and wear the body armour Tristram has been devising for you,’ Charles instructs.

      ‘The body armour is basically a reinforced stab vest similar to those in use with the police and army,’ Dave says. ‘They’re fine for protecting our torsos, but if we get hit anywhere other than our chest or back…’

      ‘Getting hit in the head might be an improvement for Adam or Gabriel,’ Emma mocks.

      ‘Ouch,’ I reply with fake hurt.

      ‘You will all wear the body armour,’ Charles states flatly. ‘After what happened to John, I don’t want you to take any chances.’

      His loss has weighed heavily upon us all.

      ‘I have one last bit of news before you all go,’ Abbey says before bringing up the images of two unscrupulous criminals on the screens.

      ‘Jack Bishop and Leon Bransby,’ Dave says with detest.

      ‘Escaped from prison yesterday,’ Abbey explains. ‘The authorities are trying to keep it out of the press for now but I thought you all should know.’

      ‘You were correct in your assumption, Abbey,’ Charles agrees.

      ‘Makov?’ I guess.

      ‘No idea,’ Abbey says. ‘There have still been no sightings of him since your showdown in the Vatican.’

      ‘We should remain vigilant,’ Charles advises. ‘We all have a history with these felons.’

      ‘Well, Adam blinded both with the Roman Eagle,’ Emma says.

      ‘And Dave shot one of them,’ Abbey adds.

      ‘Can’t imagine why they’d hold a grudge,’ Emma says, high-fiving Abbey as they both don cruel grins.

      ‘Cute,’ Dave replies. ‘Any ideas on their whereabouts?’

      ‘Not yet,’ Abbey says.

      ‘You can guarantee it won’t be long until they’re up to trouble again,’ Matt says. ‘We’ll keep an eye out.’

      ‘Is there any other business anyone wants to raise?’ Charles asks.

      ‘One last thing,’ Dave announces before we can move. ‘With your permission, Charles?’

      ‘Of course. Go right ahead,’ he replies with a barely contained knowing smirk.

      ‘Before we set out,’ Dave explains, ‘I believe our team should review one of our members’ recent attempts at the trials.’

      Uh-oh. I have yet to fully complete the trials myself, for one reason or another.

      ‘Abbey, can you bring up the footage of trial two-five-seven-three, please?’ Dave requests.

      ‘Yes, sir,’ Abbey says with a mock salute.

      As I suspected, the footage that appears on the screens throughout the operations room is of me. I am shown running, climbing, jumping, abseiling, and tackling every manner of obstacle as part of the assault courses. It is not too bad a showing up until the very end. I remember it far too well even without the recorded footage. I was nearing the finish, making excellent time as I leap onto a cargo net and begin my ascent. I was getting close to Matt’s personal best timing and was maybe getting a tad too cocky, if the audio of my laughter and taunts of Matt are anything to go by. I close my eyes as I reach my crowning moment; I lose my footing, missing a step on the cargo net and plummet. Of course, the operations room fills with laughter, even from Charles, as Dave replays this calamitous tumble again and again.

      This wasn’t the best bit though. As I stumble to catch my breath and pull myself up, I set off an entire cache of smoke grenades inches from my face. The entire training facility fills with smoke and I’m stumbling around blind with what looks like soot covering my entire body. The laughter in the room only builds and I have two choices – I can get mad or I can laugh along. I decide laughter is my best bet at not making a further idiot of myself. Emma falls off her chair in hysterics and Abbey lets out an involuntary snort.

      ‘Thanks for that, Dave,’ I say, punching the former-combat medic in the arm.

      ‘No, thank you, kid,’ he replies, wiping a tear from his eye. ‘I haven’t laughed like that in years.’

      ‘Will you ever pass the trials?’ Emma asks. ‘Technically, you shouldn’t be heading out with the team until you do. All operatives need to pass them.’

      ‘Hunters need to pass them,’ Abbey corrects her.

      ‘I have passed the majority of the trials,’ I reply, trying to defend my pride. ‘The mental ones are complete and I have scores up on the board for the physical ones.’

      ‘Yeah, but they’re all IC, Adam,’ Matt says. ‘Incomplete.’

      ‘And they’ll remain like that until you conquer the…’ Dave says before I cut him off.

      ‘Yeah, yeah, I know. Until I get over my problem,’ I say. My fear – water.

      ‘I think that’s enough for now,’ Charles says as he stops the recording just at the point my blackened face is frozen in an unflattering pose. ‘Echo Team, you have your assignment, Adam included. Head out to this recovered U-boat as soon as possible and report back what you find.’

      As the rest of the team begin to file out of the room, heading towards the museum’s hangar bay, I see Charles sigh heavily and lean against one of the chairs. He looks to his mobile phone as it flashes with an incoming call but he ignores it, sighing again before rubbing his tired eyes.

      ‘Boss, can we speak?’ I ask.

      ‘You and I both have places to be, Mr Hunter, so make it quick,’ he replies.

      ‘Your meetings with the United Nations, all the other interrogations you’ve had, it’s all because of what we did in Egypt,’ I say. ‘I didn’t stop the curse from being unleashed. It should be me facing the music, not you.’

      ‘It is kind of you to say so, Adam, but this is my job,’ Charles says. ‘I answer for the actions of the museum and its teams. Besides, I must make them see that it is only thanks to your efforts that the curse was stopped and that I still stand and breathe today. Now, you really should be going or the rest of the team will leave without you. Besides, I have a flight to New York I cannot miss.’

      ‘Take care of yourself, Charles,’ I say.

      ‘You too,’ he replies.

      I leave Echo Team’s operations room and take the lift to the main garage. Inside the garage are dozens of bikes, cars, Jeeps, trucks, and all manner of vehicles. Nearby, I see Matt’s copper red convertible and my father’s old Honda military motorcycle. Both have seen better days. Matt’s car has undergone repairs to its engine, bonnet, and bodywork, and has a replaced windscreen. My father’s motorcycle has endured even more extensive repairs, with a great deal of parts ordered in from countries all over the world. It’s taken me months but it’s almost roadworthy now.

      ‘And I see the final member of Echo Team,’ Tristram Hill greets as I cross the garage. His clothes are covered in oil and paint as always, an unlit cigarette tucked behind an ear covered in piercings.

      ‘And I see the reason Abbey gets so distracted at times,’ I reply, making him blush. ‘What does our favourite tech guy have for me today?’

      ‘I have your refurbished compound bow and the requested arrowheads,’ he says, handing me a case. ‘There are your usual arrowheads and the new incendiaries and explosives. I’m having a lot of fun testing a few new prototypes that we can run through when you’re back from bonnie Scotland. Oh, and of course, here is your body armour.’

      ‘Do I have to wear this?’ I ask. ‘The dark grey uniforms are bad enough.’

      ‘It’s Charles’ order,’ Tristram replies as he hands me my armour. Dave was right; it is very much a stab vest like those worn by members of the police. I pull it on, and it is a snug fit and carries some weight to it.

      ‘The plating is reinforced and should offer plenty of protection,’ Tristram explains. ‘The pouches will be useful, too and you will see, I have already stocked them with all your usual equipment of smoke grenades, bolas, and a first aid kit.’

      ‘Anything else?’ I ask, growing impatient and hearing the rest of my team calling me over.

      ‘One more item,’ he says. ‘Your headset.’

      ‘I wondered when I would see these again,’ I say cheerily.

      I take out the set of glasses from their small case. They have clear lenses and silver frames and appear innocent enough to the unknowing eye. In truth, they house display screens in both lenses with hi-tech sensors and communications arrays.

      ‘They cost me more to repair after your Egypt expedition than your bike and Matt’s car combined,’ Tristram explains. ‘Be more careful with them.’

      ‘Fingers crossed there are no Ancient Egyptian traps on-board this German U-boat,’ I joke.
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      ADAM—Eight thousand feet in the air, thirty miles east of Edinburgh, Scotland

      ‘How are you coping, Matt?’ I ask as the helicopter hurtles towards the coast.

      ‘I’m fine,’ he replies with his eyes clamped shut.

      ‘Still not a fan of heights?’

      ‘Shut up, Adam,’ he replies, making the rest of us laugh.

      ‘Sorry about the turbulence folks,’ Gabriel says over the communications sets. ‘If only this wasn’t my first day flying.’

      ‘Shut up, Gabriel,’ Matt yells, making us laugh even more.

      ‘You never had a problem with planes,’ I say to him.

      ‘Planes are a lot safer,’ he replies.

      ‘What do you mean safer?’ Gabriel says. ‘It’s been at least a week since I last crashed!’

      Dave rides up front with Gabriel, I think in part to make sure our pilot stays focussed – and awake. The rest of us check over equipment, or in Matt’s case, try to keep the contents of his stomach in check.

      ‘Where’d the museum get this rust bucket?’ I ask of the old Puma helicopter.

      ‘Don’t you listen to them, Amy,’ Gabriel says. ‘Me and this old girl have been through a lot together.’

      ‘I can tell; it’s filthy,’ Emma replies. Satisfied her kit is ready, she is now putting her skills as an artist to use, drawing on her body armour. I can already see a tiger’s eyes and its snarling jaw taking shape.

      ‘Amy’s just unique,’ Gabriel says back. ‘She may be filthy, but she soars through the air like an eagle.’

      ‘Why Amy?’ Matt asks, trying to forget his fear of heights. ‘Why name a helicopter that?’

      ‘You call your car Missy,’ Gabriel says back.

      ‘Only when she’s misbehaving,’ my brother replies.

      ‘Where did you get her?’ I ask.

      ‘Borrowed from the British Army,’ Gabriel says, ‘and I conveniently forgot to give it back.’

      ‘And you wonder why people call us thieves,’ Emma comments.

      ‘I know, right?’ Gabriel chuckles.

      ‘What have you been up to since Egypt?’ I ask.

      ‘Helping Judy out with a few things,’ he replies. ‘She’s been struggling since losing John.’

      I’m initially shocked that his answer doesn’t include alcohol of some kind, but not surprised by his response. Judith Westmore is a member of the British Museum’s Charlie Team, as was her husband John until he lost his life during our excavation of Osiris’ tomb in Egypt. Gabriel was close to them both, and John’s loss hit him hard. It is good to hear he has been supporting Judith.

      ‘How is she?’ Matt asks with his eyes still closed.

      ‘Judy’s a strong girl,’ Gabriel says. ‘Certainly stronger than anyone I know. She’ll pull through given time. Anyway, what I want to know is, did Emma ever go for that drink with our dear sweet Adam?’

      ‘Good question,’ I add.

      ‘I’m in a permanent status of, ‘I’m busy.’’ Emma smirks.

      ‘One day,’ I reply with a grin.

      ‘So that’s another crash and burn from our youngest Hunter brother.’ Gabriel laughs. ‘How about Hunter senior? Matt, how’s Kat getting on? Eager for you to ask those four big words yet?’

      ‘It’s three words at the moment – Get Me Food!’ Matt replies, still with his eyes shut. ‘The pregnancy is certainly having an effect!’

      ‘Just wait until the kid is here,’ Dave says. ‘That’s when everything will change.’

      ‘Poppa Dave’s words of wisdom,’ Gabriel jokes. ‘Enough of those, I think.’

      Music sounds from speakers mounted on the helicopter; the songs of Frank Sinatra blare as we thunder on towards our destination.

      ‘Nice choice,’ I call out to Gabriel.

      ‘You’re a fan?’ he replies.

      ‘Our father was,’ I say. The songs bring back good memories of my family when it was whole. I know Matt is thinking the same by the way he is smiling at me.

      ‘Guys, I got good news,’ Abbey says over the headsets. ‘The dredging teams have recovered the U-boat and lowered it on to the sands near Tantallon Castle.’

      ‘We’re very nearly there,’ Gabriel says. ‘In fact, we can see the beach and the landing site… and there’s the U-boat.’

      ‘And, it appears we have bad news, too,’ Dave says. ‘Seems the German team beat us to it. There’s three helicopters already on the beach.’

      ‘Damn,’ Matt mutters, finally opening his eyes and peering out through the helicopter’s windows. ‘Gabriel, cut the music.’

      I look out of the helicopter windows, and though the others are worried about the German teams beating us to the prize, it is the U-boat itself resting upon the sands of the beach cove that my eyes focus on.

      Even from a distance, I can see the U-boat, and it is just like I pictured; the long stretching metal hull of the German submarine, the tower and its anti-aircraft gun, the propeller, and even the periscope. It is entirely intact, spotless but for the ravages of time on the ocean floor.

      For once, I don’t need Abbey to give me any detailed historical background. I know that during the Second World War in particular, the German Navy utilised its U-boat fleet to strike fear across the waves. The U-boats nearly crippled the Allied fleets transporting badly needed supplies to Britain. We are about to see one of the last of those terrors ever built and put to sea.

      ‘Reckon we’ll be able to go aboard?’ I ask, unable to contain my excitement.

      ‘We didn’t come all this way for nothing,’ Emma says with a similar grin on her face.

      ‘Hang on,’ Matt says. ‘Is that smoke coming from the landing site?’

      ‘Smoke and gunfire,’ Dave warns, quickly checking his own firearm is loaded and ready.

      Flashes of gunfire and smoke rise from what I guess are the vehicles of the dredging crew.

      ‘I’m taking us in closer,’ Gabriel says, descending the helicopter sharply before his voice calls out from the loudspeakers.

      ‘THIS IS THE POLICE. CEASE ALL HOSTILITIES AND COME OUT WITH YOUR HANDS UP!’

      The response is a dozen bullets striking the fuselage of the helicopter.

      ‘That’s not very nice!’ Gabriel yells as he banks our aircraft sharply away. ‘Hang on to something! I’ll get us clear!’

      ‘Those aren’t the German archaeological teams,’ Matt says. ‘Gabriel, land us on the far side of those beach huts. They should give us some cover.’

      ‘What do you want us to do, boss?’ Dave asks.

      ‘Dave, Gabriel, try to reach the dredging crew and get them to safety,’ Matt instructs, snapping immediately into his leadership role in the team.

      ‘I’m just here to fly the helicopter,’ Gabriel complains.

      ‘You really want to miss out on a fight?’ I ask.

      ‘You got me there,’ he replies with a chuckle before turning the helicopter hard and diving down to land.

      ‘Emma, Adam, you two are with me,’ Matt instructs.

      ‘And where are we going?’ Emma asks.

      ‘We’ve got to reach the U-boat,’ Matt says. ‘Somebody’s certainly interested in it and I want to know why.’

      ‘Abbey, you hearing all this?’ Emma asks via her earpiece.

      ‘I hear everything,’ she replies, her excitement and fear heightening her Irish accent. ‘I’m trying to contact the local authorities and get any kind of help over to you guys.’

      ‘Just do what you can,’ Matt tells her. ‘Everybody else, arm up.’

      ‘Glad I always tell you to be ready for anything?’ Dave asks, but we don’t answer.

      Matt, Emma, and Dave check over what weapons they have with them and I go through my own equipment. I have the smoke grenades and the wire bolas for entangling and tripping, my collapsible bow with quiver of arrows, and of course, the glasses headset. I pull them out first, putting them on and connecting with Abbey back at the operations room at the museum.

      ‘You guys ready?’ Matt asks Emma and me as Gabriel swings the helicopter round, ready to land. Before we can answer, bullets rattle our helicopter and the rotors begin to stream smoke. Warning sirens scream out from the cockpit.

      ‘Get us down, Gabriel!’ Matt orders, and our pilot puts us into a steep descent before levelling out just before we land – hard.

      ‘Stay together and you’ll be fine,’ Matt tells us before forcing the helicopter door open and climbing out. We follow him out and towards the beach huts. Dave and Gabriel join us once the helicopter’s smoking engine is shut down.

      ‘Ready?’ Matt asks. He is armed with a handgun, the same as Emma. Dave carries a shotgun, and Gabriel, a six-shooter pistol that looks eerily similar to the one his former-friend Hank Buchanan used to carry.

      ‘Protect the people and save the prize,’ I say.

      ‘Just like always,’ Matt replies. ‘Stay together and stay safe.’

      ‘Stay safe?’ Gabriel questions as he laughs. ‘We’d never have signed up for this life if we’d wanted to stay safe.’

      ‘Stay alive then, you crazy fool,’ Dave says before dragging Gabriel towards the beach and the dredger crew. Instantly, we can hear them calling to the workers and trying to get them to safety.

      ‘Right, those two are also…’ Matt begins to say before I interrupt.

      ‘The distraction?’ I guess.

      ‘You got it,’ my brother replies. ‘You know Gabriel won’t exactly be quiet.’ As if on cue, we hear the gunshots of Gabriel’s six-shooter and his cries for a decent challenge.

      ‘Let’s go,’ Matt says, taking the lead as Emma and I follow him towards the beached U-boat.

      We use the dredging equipment for cover, trying to remain unseen for as long as we can and get as close as we can to the German submarine. By the largest crane, we find a small group of the workmen huddling together.

      ‘Who’s in charge here?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Chief Garman,’ a large, burly foreman replies. He clutches his shoulder, blood seeping from a gunshot wound. ‘What the hell is going on?’

      ‘We were going to ask you the same,’ I reply. ‘How did this all happen?’

      ‘Keep your heads down!’ Emma yells as bullets strike the crane ahead of us. She fires her handgun three times in reply, swearing loudly.

      ‘What happened here?’ Matt repeats, focusing on the workmen’s chief.

      ‘We’d just beached the U-boat when their helicopters loomed overhead,’ he explains hurriedly. ‘We thought it was the German archaeologists or the British Museum…’

      ‘They’re not with us,’ I reply.

      ‘We guessed that as they started shooting immediately,’ Chief Garman says. ‘They killed at least three of my crew and I’ve no idea where the rest of them are.’

      ‘You know what they’re after?’ Emma asks as she keeps watch.

      ‘They made straight for the U-boat,’ he replies, wincing as he dares to see the damage done to his shoulder.

      ‘Keep pressure on the wound,’ I tell him, taking the first-aid kit from my combat vest and giving it to one of the workers. ‘Bandage it up, and when the coast is clear, make for the beach huts.’

      ‘There’s about five gunmen around the U-boat,’ Emma says, before firing her handgun twice more. ‘Make that four gunmen. Any ideas?’

      ‘I got one,’ I say, drawing a smoke grenade and attaching it to one of my arrowheads. I prepare another two arrows just like the first. ‘Ready?’

      ‘Go for it,’ Matt and Emma say together, both grinning.

      ‘You two are mad,’ I laugh.

      ‘You’ve got to be in this life,’ Matt replies.

      In one quick movement, I step out of cover and loose the three arrows towards the U-boat and the thugs guarding it. The grenades explode upon impact, covering the area in a thick, dark cloud.

      ‘Go!’ Matt orders. The three of us advance on the submarine.

      We sprint forward, weapons raised and ready for anything. One man stumbles out of the smoke, coughing horribly before Emma puts him down hard with a trio of strikes. Another emerges and fires wildly until Matt disarms him and sends him sprawling to the sand. One last man advances with a gun raised at my brother’s head, but I hit the assailant with two arrows to disable him before he can pull the trigger.

      ‘These don’t look like Winterbourne,’ Matt says as he inspects one of the gunmen. ‘Hired thugs by the look of it.’

      ‘Emma, you said four gunmen before,’ I say. ‘I count only three.’

      ‘Missed me,’ a man grunts from behind his gasmask, machine gun raised towards me. ‘Drop the bow.’

      A gunshot sounds and I hear a bullet hiss past me and strike the thug square in his chest. I cannot believe it, and turn to see Dave signal from farther down the beach with a thumbs up. He drops the rifle of the gunman he has disarmed and helps one of the dredging crew to shelter.

      ‘He won’t let you forget that,’ Emma says with a smirking grin.

      ‘I know,’ I reply, still in shock at the impressive accuracy.

      ‘C’mon,’ Matt says, hurrying towards the hull of the U-boat. ‘We’ll take this side-hatch. Looks like they already blew it open. The rest looks intact with no other damage. Give me a foot-up?’

      ‘Sure,’ I reply, helping to lift him and then Emma up and into the side hatch of the submarine. I take a run up, and with a leap, I pull myself on-board the U-boat.
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      PRIVATE ANDREW COOPER—2ND Platoon, F Company, 1ST Battalion, Suffolk regiment. River Scheldt, France. 29TH May 1940

      ‘Take cover! Suffolk Regiment, take cover!’ Corporal Brooke screams at us.

      He drags me to the nearest foxhole and throws me down into cover. I barely have a chance to grab my rifle and helmet. My canteen and pack are scattered and lost on the ground of the riverbank. Campbell and Wilson are beside me, both looking as terrified as I am.

      I crouch down as low as I can in the slit-trench, covering my ears and face as the world erupts around me. Artillery shells and mortars; there are dozens of explosions in every direction. Trees fall, and earth and mud shower us as the ground tremors. We hear screams from the wounded and dying, but we can do nothing for them; at least not until the bombardment stops.

      Someone nearby cries out to God as another voice calls for their mother. This was not the adventure it was supposed to be. This is no adventure at all. It is just unending fear, misery, and suffering. I see one man missing a leg, another with half his face gone, and an officer in more pieces than I can count. I vomit as I see the carnage around me. I’m trapped in a nightmare.

      I slowly peek out of the trench as the shelling comes to a stop. Smoke rises from the impact craters and medics hurry to the wounded crying out for help. We see one of our platoon, Bob Morse, dragged away. He is missing an arm and most of a leg.

      ‘Jesus,’ Campbell mutters beside me. ‘Poor git didn’t deserve that.’

      ‘Help me!’ a voice cries from another foxhole. ‘I shouldn’t even be here! I should still be in school! Jesus, somebody help me!’

      You’re not the only one who shouldn’t be here, I think to myself. I’m only sixteen years old; I shouldn’t be in the midst of all this mud, blood, and death.

      ‘Keep your eyes on the river, lads!’ I hear Captain Grayburn order.

      Captain Colin Grayburn, the commanding officer of the company, walks among the three platoons issuing orders and seeing to it that all of us are focused on the objective, defending our side of the river. The captain is well-liked by the men, harsh but fair when needed and pushes us to be the best company in the regiment. He leads from among us, on the front lines, and all of us want to prove ourselves worthy in his eyes.

      ‘Get your God-damned eyes on the far side of that river!’ Corporal Brooke barks at us.

      The grizzled corporal, commander of our section that once numbered ten men, reminds me of a dozen teachers back at my school. He is always angry, always pissed-off at one of us for some mistake no matter how small and petty. If the captain motivates us to be better, Corporal Henry Brooke forces us to be better through our shared disdain.

      ‘I wish he was on the other side of that river,’ Wilson mutters under his breath, his rifle aimed across the water.

      ‘We should be so lucky!' Campbell replies.

      ‘It will take more than bullets to kill that bastard,’ I whisper back.

      ‘Shut your chat,’ the corporal says, looking to the sky.

      Dread courses through us as sirens scream above.

      ‘Dive-bombers,’ I mutter, my voice shaken and terrified.

      ‘Stukas! Take cover!’ Corporal Brooke shouts as he dives into a trench.

      We duck down into our foxholes as the planes pass over our heads to unleash their payloads of bombs. More screams of horror and agony echo across the bank, but they are drowned out as machine gun fire tears toward us from the far side of the river.

      ‘They’re trying to cross!’ Captain Grayburn yells, raising his own rifle and pulling the trigger. ‘Return fire lads!’

      With body trembling, I force myself up as enemy bullets hiss past me. My hands shake uncontrollably as I lift my rifle and take aim. I shouldn’t be here. I should be at home, at school, not here.

      Through the smoke and chaos, we see dozens, hundreds of German soldiers massing across the river, ready to attack.

      ‘Open fire!’ Corporal Brooke commands from beside me, and I pull the trigger of my rifle. Though I cannot see if I hit anything, I shoot again and again until the rifle clicks empty and I need to reload.

      ‘Tanks!’ Wilson yells from our trench. ‘They’ve got tanks!’

      ‘Hold your ground, boys!’ the corporal tells us. ‘Return fire and do not move until ordered!’

      ‘We can’t stay here!’ Wilson cries.

      ‘Hold your ground!’ Corporal Brooke repeats, his eyes glaring at Wilson, Campbell, and I.

      ‘B Company have broken and fallen back on our right flank,’ Captain Grayburn warns the corporal. ‘C Company are gone, too.’

      ‘What are your orders, Sir?’

      ‘Well we can’t hold off the whole German army on our own, can we, lads?’ the captain jokes with us, making me laugh nervously. ‘We ain’t staying here to get overrun. Corporal Brooke, notify first and third platoon they are to fall back on my order and not a moment sooner. Tell our medics to evacuate the wounded immediately.’

      ‘Yes, Sir,’ the corporal replies, hurrying away to spread the message.

      ‘Keep firing, lads,’ the captain tells us. ‘Keep…’

      His words are cut short as he is hit, staggering with the impact and falling beside us. Campbell and I grab him, pulling him into our trench.

      ‘Medic!’ I cry out, already certain he is dead.

      ‘It’s all right, Cooper,’ the captain mutters. ‘They just caught my arm. The whole blasted thing’s gone numb, damn it.’

      ‘Their tanks are crossing the river, Sir!’ Wilson warns us.

      ‘Thank you, Private Wilson,’ Captain Grayburn replies. ‘Time we got moving then, lads.’

      With his uninjured arm, the captain draws a whistle from his pocket and gives it two sharp blasts. It is the signal to retreat.
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      ADAM—Aboard U-4718, a real second war German U-boat. Thirty miles east of Edinburgh, Scotland.

      ‘Are you with us, Abbey?’ I ask as we enter the U-boat. The headset automatically switches to night vision, giving me perfect version down the narrow dark corridors. Matt and Emma use torches to light the way.

      ‘I’m with you. Just be careful,’ Abbey says. ‘There could still be hostiles lurking in the shadows.’

      ‘I’m sure of it,’ Matt says, his handgun raised as he proceeds with Emma and me close behind.

      We navigate the tight corridors. Everything is cramped and claustrophobic. All is eerily silent; the vessel is a ghost ship, a tomb. A great deal of the engineering and equipment look in pristine condition and barely used. The dials, piping, hatches all look brand new.

      ‘It’s like it’s been taken straight out of a museum,’ I mutter quietly.

      ‘This could’ve been their maiden voyage,’ Abbey says. ‘It would explain why there’s no record of it ever being commissioned. Adam, look back towards that console. There, the switches, activate the three across the top.’

      A sudden humming emanates from the machinery around us.

      ‘Abbey, what did you make me do?’ I ask, just as the lights throughout the U-boat flicker on.

      ‘This sub still has power after all this time?’ Emma says in shock. ‘How?’

      ‘The Elektro U-boats were the latest designs,’ Abbey says, ‘and meant for long periods at sea. I guess if the ship was lost during its first voyage, then the generators might still hold power.’

      ‘Be careful with your firearms,’ Matt warns. ‘God knows what fuel and ammunition there is still on board.’

      ‘Wouldn’t want to set off a torpedo,’ I say.

      ‘Besides, a gunshot in here would deafen us,’ Emma adds.

      ‘I’ll stick to my arrows then,’ I reply, keeping an arrow lined up on the bow.

      As we pass the crew cabins, we discover the first bodies; skeletons in German naval uniform.

      ‘Abbey, are you seeing the emblems on these uniforms?’ I ask.

      ‘Skull and flames,’ she replies. ‘It’s not showing up on any of our records, or those of the German navy.’

      ‘According to schematics, those cabins are the captain and officer quarters,’ Abbey says. ‘Check them for any logbooks that might give us details about where this ship came from, and where it was going.’

      ‘Somebody’s already cleared them out,’ Emma says after a quick check. ‘Papers are scattered everywhere but nothing that looks like logbooks.’

      ‘Somebody already came through this way,’ I say. ‘We’re not alone in here.’

      ‘Keep moving,’ Matt instructs with handgun held at the ready. ‘We can search more when the area is secure.’

      There are no signs of the mercenaries who attacked the dredging crew and we push on, stepping over skeletons and trying to remain quiet. We pass more crew quarters and radio and map rooms which give us no further clues before emerging into a wider command area, directly beneath the conning tower. The periscope is lowered into the centre of the walkway, the steering controls to the submarine around us.

      ‘That’s strange,’ Emma says.

      ‘What?’ Matt asks.

      ‘There was no damage to the exterior or to most of the rest of the ship,’ she explains, ‘yet in here…’

      ‘It looks like it’s been torn apart,’ I finish for her.

      All around us are bodies and destroyed equipment, especially at the base of the U-boat’s conning tower. The uniforms and bodies are shredded, the pipes destroyed, and the periscope caved in and almost ripped off its mounting. Some of the corpses are wearing lab coats, suggesting they were scientists or engineers.

      ‘This wasn’t a fight,’ Matt says as he inspects the bodies. ‘This was a massacre.’

      ‘There are weapons and bullet casings everywhere,’ Emma adds.

      ‘The crew shot each other?’ Abbey questions.

      ‘There are claw marks on the bones,’ Matt says. ‘It’s like a wild animal got loose in here.’

      ‘Must’ve been quite something to do this much damage,’ Emma says. ‘There’re some crates of glass vials, too. Looks like the vials were destroyed before they could get them into the cargo bay.’

      ‘Wait a second,’ I say, approaching one body that lies away from the others. It wears no uniform or clothing but has two tags on a chain around its neck, a circular one and a hexagonal one.

      ‘They’re identification tags for British soldiers,’ Abbey says in surprise. ‘What would they be doing here I wonder?’

      ‘I’ve found something far cooler than that,’ I tell her, seeing what’s in the hands of the corpse.

      ‘Is that…?’ Emma begins to ask in shock.

      ‘A solid gold bar,’ I say, lifting the shining treasure up. It weights a ton!

      ‘See that emblem on it?’ Abbey asks.

      ‘The swastika?’ I reply.

      ‘No, the one below that. The letter P with the W that hooks at the bottom,’ Abbey says. ‘That’s the…’

      Her words are silenced as the world explodes in light and sound around me. I am blind and deaf in an instant, ears ringing and eyes unable to focus, searing with pain. As the ringing lessens, I can hear a woman’s cruel laughter.

      ‘Greetings to the brave men and women of the British Museum,’ she cackles. I can barely make out a blurry figure climbing down the ladder of the conning tower. She continues to chuckle and hits my brother across the face as he struggles to rise up and defend himself.

      ‘I knew you would arrive sooner or later,’ she mocks as she kicks away our weapons. ‘In fact, I was looking forward to it.’

      Emma lunges at the woman, and though she puts up a decent fight, she is still disorientated and struggles. Her attacker carries what looks like a police baton, electricity crackling at its tip. Though Emma makes a brave stand, she cries out in pain each time the baton and its electrical charge catch her until she is thrown back and crashes into the U-boat’s pipes behind.

      ‘Who are you?’ I ask as the woman’s features slowly became visible. She is in her thirties, tanned with red and black dreadlocks for hair. Across her back is strapped a sword, a narrow Japanese style Katana blade. What I notice most of all are her eyes. They are open wide and manic.

      ‘My name is Follia, sweetie,’ she says before kicking me hard in the gut. My body armour takes most of the impact, but then the shock baton strikes and the electricity tears through me, leaving me gasping for air.

      Three more of the mercenaries descend into the U-boat, holding us at gunpoint.

      ‘I am afraid we were here first, my friends,’ Follia taunts as she takes the gold bar from me. ‘And this is most certainly a case of finders keepers.’

      ‘All this for one gold bar?’ Matt questions.

      ‘Oh, it’s much bigger than that, my brave boy,’ she replies with a chuckle.

      ‘You’re murderers,’ Emma yells, trying to rise up before a gun is lowered to her face.

      ‘Murderers, thieves, tax-evaders, litterers… the list goes on,’ Follia says cheerfully, stepping close to Emma and urging back her accomplice. ‘You’re a pretty one.’ Follia forces her lips onto Emma’s cheek.

      Emma tries to attack, to butt her head forward, but Follia is too quick and draws her Katana blade, holding it to Emma’s throat. The tip of the Katana rests against Emma’s neck, cutting the skin with the lightest of touches.

      ‘Nice girl,’ Follia says, ‘but not my type, I’m afraid. Now I wish I could stay here all day and chat but I have places to be and priceless pieces of history to steal.’

      ‘You won’t get away with this,’ Matt warns.

      ‘I’m afraid you will be the ones not getting away,’ she taunts as another person is forced into the U-boat. It’s Gabriel, and strapped to his chest are what look like explosives.

      ‘Sorry, guys,’ he apologises. ‘They cornered me.’

      ‘It’s not your fault,’ I tell him.

      ‘Attempt to leave this ship and your friend goes bang, along with the entire submarine,’ Follia says as she begins to climb the ladder out of the conning tower. ‘Goodbye, new friends. It was lovely to meet you. Rest in pieces.’

      With a final bout of laughter, she is gone, leaving us with her three accomplices.

      ‘You realise the blast will kill you as well?’ I ask the thugs, but they don’t answer.

      ‘Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God!’ Gabriel begins to rant louder and louder, utterly freaking out in hysterics. He begins to scream until our guards turn to silence him.

      ‘Now!’ my brother yells, and we all strike at once, Matt, Emma, and I. We attack hard and fast, but the men and women we face are tough and strong, easily holding their own against us. I hit my foe three times hard, taking a punch to the stomach myself but am able to finally floor him with a broken piece of pipe to the temple. Matt and Emma also defeat their opponents, though neither emerge unscathed. Thankfully, we are able to take them down before they can get off a shot or a warning.

      ‘Nice diversion, Gabriel,’ I say.

      ‘What diversion?’ he replies. ‘Get this thing off me!’

      ‘You guys okay?’ Abbey asks via the headset.

      ‘Still alive, for now,’ I reply.

      ‘There’s no trigger or radio receiver,’ Matt says, disconnecting the explosive from Gabriel’s chest.

      ‘But there is a timer!’ Emma warns with fright. There are only seconds remaining.

      ‘Get out! Get out!’ Abbey yells.

      Emma clambers up the tower ladder, but the hatch above is jammed shut.

      ‘Follia must have broken the mechanism to trap us,’ Matt says.

      ‘Back the other way!’ I shout, running through the way we entered the U-boat. As I hurry, I grab the identification tags from the British corpse, snapping the chain and taking them with me.

      Matt, Emma, and Gabriel are right behind me as I hurry through the narrow corridors and then out of the submarine’s side-hatch and onto the hull.

      ‘Don’t stop!’ Matt yells. ‘Don’t…’

      We hear the explosive detonate inside the U-boat before more eruptions buckle the vessel’s hull and finally engulf the entire submarine. We are thrown by the blasts and land hard in the sand, rolling clear and dodging the flaming shrapnel as it falls around us.

      ‘Guess it reached the torpedo magazine,’ Matt says, breathing hard.

      ‘And there go the bad guys,’ I say, seeing one of the mercenary’s helicopters rise up and thunder away southwards. ‘Follia rigged those explosives to blow whether we tried to escape or not. She was covering her escape with the timer.’

      ‘There’s nothing we can do about her now,’ Matt says, as he turns to look at the burning wreckage of the U-boat. ‘We need to get emergency services for the dredging crew and to get these fires under control. Then we can try to figure out what else they stole.’

      ‘The sub isn’t exactly museum pristine condition anymore, is it?’ Emma says, shielding her face from the heat of the blaze.

      ‘Neither am I,’ Gabriel winces. Embedded deep in his side is a piece of metal shrapnel. His blood rapidly stains the sand around him.
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      PRIVATE ANDREW COOPER—1ST June 1940. Dunkkirk, France

      ‘We sure made a bloody mess of all this, didn’t we?’ Wilson says as we look out across the beach. What is left of our platoon is huddled together on the sands, trying to dry out and keep warm.

      ‘You won’t find any argument from me,’ I say.

      I eagerly joined the army with my schoolmates when war was declared eight months ago. Most of us were only sixteen-years-old, me included; we lied about our ages to pass the entry requirements. A few months in France and Belgium to throw the Germans back, that was what we were promised. This whole thing has turned into a bloody nightmare.

      ‘It’s our own fault,’ Campbell, the oldest in our platoon says. ‘We’re using the same methods and tactics from the Great War. Jerry have certainly developed theirs. Our own fault really. Most of our army are boys who’ve barely fired a gun before and should still be in school.’

      ‘Me included,’ I mutter.

      ‘Most of our army included,’ Wilson says. ‘A guy from C Company called it Blitzkrieg.’

      ‘Blitzkrieg?’ I ask.

      ‘Lightning war, so he said,’ Wilson replies. ‘Hit the enemy hard and fast.’

      ‘Sounds about right,’ I confirm, throwing a stone into a far off sand dune.

      ‘Jerry has better tactics, better equipment, and had plenty of time to prepare,’ Campbell says. ‘We just weren’t ready for this. Not even close.’

      ‘Colossal military disaster, if you ask me,’ Wilson says.

      ‘Don’t let our miserable corporal hear you,’ I warn.

      ‘Corporal Brooke would agree with us if he has any sense,’ Campbell replies. ‘Look at the tanks and planes we’ve faced. They put ours to shame.’

      ‘Their men aren’t better though,’ I say, trying to lighten our mood in any way I can.

      ‘Aye, you’re right there, lad,’ Corporal Brooke says as he joins us from the dunes. ‘And yes, I’d agree with you boys. Just look around us. It’s a sorry state to be in.’

      I look, as I have many times since we reached the beaches of Dunkirk. On the sands are hundreds of men, thousands, British, French, Belgian; the remnants of three nations’ armies. There are civilians, too, huddling together and hoping for a rescue that will likely not come. The roads were full of people leaving their homes behind and fleeing the German army.

      Wooden crosses mark the graves of many on the beach; soldiers and civilians. Some bodies have been left where they fell and are draped in simple blankets that threaten to fly free with the breeze. As the tide draws in, the waters bring more lifeless soldiers back to us, washed up like debris.

      Some men drink and others fight with their comrades, morale and order lost among some units. A chaplain leads a choir of men, their songs haunting us as we wait in eerie silence. All vehicles and equipment that could be captured and used by the enemy are burnt and destroyed. Even the horses are put down by a bullet to the brain.

      Beyond the beach is the ruined town of Dunkirk. Smoke rises constantly from the still-burning and devastated houses as a dozen companies fight in a shrinking ring to hold off the advancing Germans. We can hear the shelling and constant rat-tat-tat of machine gun fire in the distance, fearing that when it stops, our last defence will have fallen or surrendered. It’s only a matter of time.

      Offshore, a ship burns, attacked a dozen times by the German dive-bombers of the Luftwaffe. They come every hour, strafing the beaches with their machine guns and bombs and attacking any ships that are bound towards the beach.

      As soon as ships are seen on the horizon, the officers order us out in long winding columns from the beach and out onto the concrete and wooden pier-like moles. If the moles are filled with men then we wade into the water. That was where we were a couple of hours ago, standing up to our waists in the sea, waiting as the German planes attacked again and again. Small boats came for us; lifeboats, fishing craft, holiday yachts of all size and shape to carry us to a larger naval ship. Most of their crews are civilians; brave fellas who are all volunteers and have no business being here. They’re innocents in all this, but that doesn’t matter to Jerry. Seeing those lads get targeted and shot to pieces by enemy planes riles us up more than anything else. Despite their best efforts, none of the boats reached our group and so we returned, cold and wet, to the beach again.

      ‘What I want to know is, where’s our air support?’ Wilson moans. ‘We get attacked again and again by their planes, but where’s ours? Where’s the blinking RAF?’

      ‘I spoke to a downed pilot this morning,’ Jenkinson, another member of our platoon says. Jenkinson is young like me, joining up for the same stupid reasons I did. I thought he’d been sleeping but apparently, none of us are getting any rest.

      ‘This pilot,’ Jenkinson continues, ‘he said that most of our squadrons have been ordered back to England.’

      ‘Turned and ran,’ Wilson mocks.

      ‘Orders from up high, so this pilot said,’ replies Jenkinson.

      ‘Preparing to defend home?’ I guess.

      ‘That’s what I reckon,’ Campbell agrees. ‘That’ll be our next objective, mark my words. England will be Jerry’s next target once they’re done here.’

      ‘Home,’ Jenkinson says forlornly as he looks out across the waves.

      Home. It’s been nine months since I left home and enlisted in the army. The next day after enlisting I set out for the Gibraltar Barracks in Bury St Edmunds, leaving a letter for my mother as I knew she would be furious. Entry requirements were clear that I had to be eighteen years old. Even now, I’m still a couple months short of my seventeenth birthday. I couldn’t stay behind whilst so many of my friends set out and did their part. My father fought in the Great War. I couldn’t just stay behind.

      Eight weeks of basic training followed my arrival at the barracks, then another eight weeks of training as a rifleman. Sixteen weeks was what it took to turn me into a soldier. Over the past few days in France, I’ve learnt my training at the barracks prepared me for nothing. It certainly didn’t prepare me for this place.

      ‘This was a beautiful seaside town once,’ a man with a French accent tells us as he stares out towards the water. His head is heavily bandaged, as is his chest. The ruins of a French army uniform hang over a shoulder. ‘I came here with my family when I was a boy. We had such fun. Look at it now. Like the rest of my homeland, it lies in ruin.’

      ‘Should’ve fought harder for it then,’ a voice heckles from nearby.

      ‘Shut it,’ I say before speaking to the Frenchman. ‘No one blames your lot, mate. You hear the artillery and gunfire in the distance. That’s your lot still fighting. It’s thanks to them, Jerry haven’t already overrun us.’

      ‘Thank you,’ the Frenchman replies, ‘but it will be all for nothing when the Germans break through.’

      ‘Not if our ships can get us home,’ I reply. I regret my words instantly, realising I speak of returning to my country whilst he is standing in the ruins of his.

      Out at sea, an explosion erupts from the still burning ship, its fires quickly extinguishing as the hull slips from sight beneath the waves.

      ‘We’re not getting out of here, are we?’ Jenkinson asks.

      I do not have the heart to answer him.

      ‘You seen these leaflets Jerry planes dropped yesterday?’ I ask, holding the paper up for the others to see. It’s a single page with a map showing our forces surrounded. It calls for us to stop fighting and lay down our arms, written in French and English.

      ‘Bloody nonsense,’ Corporal Brooke says, snatching the leaflet from my hand and tearing it up.

      ‘Seems to sum up our situation pretty well,’ Wilson comments.

      ‘Don’t listen to a word of it, lads,’ the corporal says before a messenger arrives. Captain Grayburn summons him. The captain, despite his wounds, is still trying his hardest with the other company commanders to get us off this beach.

      ‘Hey, lads,’ Wilson says, rummaging through his pack before producing a half-empty bottle of brandy. ‘Share this around whilst the corporal’s busy. Only a mouthful each, mind.’

      ‘Where’d you get that from?’ Jenkinson asks.

      ‘Found it lying around,’ he replies innocently.

      ‘Stolen from a nearby house more like,’ I guess. Wilson is a scoundrel, a self-confessed thief before joining up, but a decent enough guy.

      Wilson was a thief, Jenkinson a trainee mechanic, Campbell a farmer, and me, I was just a school-boy. Corporal Brooke was the only one with any previous history in the army among our section of the platoon. Maybe that’s why he drives us hard, always knowing what it truly is to fight in a war.

      ‘Brandy won’t help the hunger,’ Campbell warns. We’ve been on half rations for days.

      ‘Only a farmer would say that,’ chuckles Wilson.

      ‘Can’t hurt can it,’ I say, drinking my share of the bottle and quickly hiding it as the corporal runs back to us.

      ‘On your feet, lads,’ he orders. ‘Quickly now, the rest of the company are moving for the Eastern Mole.’

      ‘Are ships approaching?’ I ask.

      ‘Possibly,’ the corporal replies before speaking to us quietly. ‘Between us, I reckon this is the last chance we’ll have. The perimeter around the town is on the brink of falling.’

      ‘Better hurry then,’ Campbell replies, forcing a smile from the rest of the lads.

      Though exhausted from lack of food and sleep, we run across the sand, tripping and falling in our haste to join up with the rest of our company and the others from the Suffolk Regiment heading for the East Mole. It seems Jerry have guessed our intentions, as overhead, we hear the droning of engines.

      ‘Keep going!’ the corporal yells at us.

      We run with all we have and only dive for cover as the planes open fire, strafing the beaches. I see men screaming in terror and others covering their ears to block out the terrible droning from above. Dozens of rifles fire back in reply, a few hitting their target but doing nothing to prevent the bombs and bullets reaching our men on the beach. I see soldiers, wounded, doctors, chaplains, and civilians hit without mercy.

      ‘Where the hell are our planes?’ Wilson yells.

      ‘Up!’ the corporal orders once the enemy bombers have passed. ‘Up and keep going!’

      We push on, stopping only as more waves of enemy planes attack, until we reach the remains of our regiment, the Suffolks. The officers keep order, just about. Captain Grayburn is urging us on. His wounded left arm is heavily bandaged in a sling, but even from a distance, I can see he is pale and sickly, leaning heavily on the shoulder of another man for support. His voice remains strong and encouraging, guiding us on.

      Beyond the sand of the beach, we reach the mole, a stone and wooden jetty five men wide that reaches out into the sea. Every few yards, we see damage from the dive-bombers, planks torn apart by bullets, and great chasms threatening to send any man down to the waves below. Already the mole is filling with our regiment and we shuffle along with the others, all of us praying that the naval ships and the smaller boats return soon. We stand and wait, many of us already wounded. We wait for hours.

      ‘They ain’t coming,’ Wilson mutters under his breath.

      ‘They are,’ I state, forcing my confidence despite my own doubts. ‘They’ll come. They have to.’

      A murmur ripples through the men further ahead, and quick enough, we see what has them riled. On the horizon are a dozen ships, our ships, coming to take us away from this God-forsaken place.

      ‘Told you,’ I say, punching Wilson in the arm.

      ‘C’mon, c’mon,’ Campbell says repeatedly, as eager as the rest of us.

      ‘We’re not the only ones to notice the navy,’ Jenkinson says, pointing west where squadrons of bombers approach.

      ‘Bloody Stukas again,’ Campbell mutters.

      In the distance, we see them attack our ships, diving repeatedly with guns and bombs but still the navy pushes on towards us. Our ships are not alone though and we cheer as we see our own planes, Hawker Hurricanes soar through the air to engage the bombers. Under the cover of the RAF the ships come closer to us, a few smoking from damage taken but all still afloat. Among them are the small boats, dozens of them heading towards us as fast as their engines can take them. That’s when the Stukas aim for us.

      The droning sirens are as terrifying now as the first time I heard them. With no shelter out on the Eastern Mole there is nothing to do but duck down and pray to God. With each wave, dozens of defenceless men are killed and there is nothing we can do; the mole tremors with each impact. The naval guns and the RAF fighters do what they can, but they cannot stop the onslaught of German planes.

      Upon reaching the mole, the small civilian boats begin ferrying men to the bigger ships. A number of them are targeted by the German planes and torn apart, but those still afloat do not stop. Slowly we begin to creep forward, groups of ten and twenty ferried away at a time.

      ‘Almost there,’ Jenkinson says optimistically, smiling for the first time in days.

      ‘That’s the spirit,’ I tell him, urging him and the others on.

      ‘Here they come again,’ Campbell warns, the enemy planes circling overhead.

      ‘Everyone down!’ Corporal Brooke orders. Everyone ducks as low as they can, the screaming siren driving panic in many.

      ‘We’re gonna die! We’re gonna die!’ one man screams before he is silenced by the fist of another.

      I dare to look up, seeing two Stuka dive-bombers soaring down towards us. They open fire, tearing through the regiment and my helmet is torn from my head. Somehow, I am unhurt, a damned miracle, the helmet only marked by the scorch of a bullet.

      ‘Lucky bastard.’ Wilson laughs.

      ‘The corporal’s been hit!’ Campbell shouts.

      He has fallen to the stone of the mole, chest ripped open with three blooded holes. I kneel down beside him, applying pressure on the wounds and crying out for a medic.

      ‘Get them home, Cooper,’ Corporal Brooke says weakly. ‘Get them away from this God-damned beach.’

      ‘Hold on, we’ll get help,’ I tell him, but with a single bloody cough, his eyes glaze over and stare straight past me.

      ‘Keep moving!’ I hear Captain Grayburn call out. ‘Don’t stop!’

      ‘We’ve got to go,’ Campbell says, pulling me to my feet. ‘We’ve no choice but to leave him. He’s beyond help now. He wouldn’t want us to die here, too.’

      I am dragged on by the others, still in shock at the loss of the corporal, my hands stained with his blood. I look back for him but his body is lost in the press of men.

      ‘Nearly there,’ Jenkinson says. ‘Nearly home.’

      ‘Nearly home,’ I repeat under my breath as we get closer and closer to the boats. ‘Nearly home.’

      ‘C’mon, you beauties!’ Wilson cheers as we near the end of the mole and see the small boats returning.

      ‘Stukas!’ a voice screams behind us as the mole is rocked by bombs.

      ‘Get down! Get down!’ others cry.

      The nearest boat to us explodes in flames and the surviving crew dive overboard but still the planes attack.

      ‘Look out!’ Campbell warns, but it is too late and he is engulfed in a blast. My world becomes fire, smoke, and then water as I am thrown clear and hit the cold sea below. Darkness threatens as my head spins and I sink deeper until hands grab me, pulling me towards the surface.

      ‘You’re okay lad,’ someone tells me as I am pulled out of the water, gasping for breath. My vision blurs as the world around me keeps spinning and warmth spreads across my face, the taste of blood on my lips.

      ‘We’ve got you,’ another voice says to me as the engine of a boat thunders into life. ‘You’re going home, lad. You’re going home.’
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      ADAM—The sands near the burning U-boat, Scotland

      Police arrived twenty minutes after the U-boat exploded, promptly ordering us to lower our weapons and then arrested us. It took Abbey another thirty minutes to prove who we were and our reason for being on the beach. As the emergency services arrived and tended to the wounded of the dredging crew, all we could do was watch the burning U-boat.

      Firefighters are still trying to bring the blaze under control, but it’s difficult with God knows how much explosive ammunition and fuel aboard.

      ‘Gabriel’s going to be okay,’ Dave says as he re-joins us on the beach.

      ‘What’s the diagnosis?’ Matt asks.

      ‘The shrapnel broke through two ribs and punctured a lung,’ the former-combat medic says. ‘He’s lucky it wasn’t worse.’

      ‘He’s lucky you were there,’ Emma says.

      I completely agree. Not only was Gabriel losing a lot of blood, but he was also struggling to breathe, now explained by the punctured lung. Thankfully, Dave raced up the beach when he saw the explosion and saw to Gabriel immediately.

      ‘The paramedics are taking him to the hospital for treatment and some scans, but he should be okay,’ Dave explains. ‘Despite the pain, blood-loss, and difficulty breathing, he still wouldn’t shut up.’

      ‘He can’t be that bad then,’ I say, forcing cheer.

      ‘So, what’s the situation?’ Dave asks.

      ‘We’re waiting for Abbey to get back to us,’ Matt says. ‘It’s going to be quite some time before the fire crew and the bomb-disposal teams declare the wreckage safe for us to enter again.’

      ‘Not that there’s much to see,’ I reply, looking at the burning ruins.

      ‘Any ideas who this was?’ Dave asks. ‘From the kit, it doesn’t look like Winterbourne to me.’

      Winterbourne are a division we’ve had run-ins with before. Highly trained, skilled and armed and well-funded, they are a rival to us in the pursuit of historical relics. They use any means necessary to secure their prizes, no matter the lives they take or ruin. This doesn’t look like them though and Follia certainly didn’t seem their type either.

      ‘There was no identification on any of them,’ Matt says, ‘and those who are wounded or arrested are speaking a wide range of languages.’

      ‘Hired thugs,’ Emma suggests. ‘Could still be Winterbourne?’

      ‘Maybe,’ Matt replies as he looks to the burning U-boat. ‘Such a waste.’

      ‘Anybody get eyes on who led them?’ Dave asks.

      ‘Sure did,’ I reply. ‘Up close and personal as she beat the crap out of us.’

      ‘She beat all three of you?’ Dave questions with a chuckle.

      ‘She did catch us with a flashbang,’ Emma says defensively.

      ‘Excuses,’ Dave says.

      ‘I’m afraid I have no leads on your mystery woman, Follia,’ Abbey interrupts via our headsets and earpieces.

      ‘Follia?’ Dave asks, looking puzzled and confused for a moment.

      ‘Interesting name, huh?’ Abbey replies. ‘It’s Italian for…’

      ‘Madness,’ Dave finishes for her.

      ‘Exactly,’ Abbey says with surprise in her voice.

      ‘You okay, Dave?’ I ask.

      ‘I’m fine,’ he says, before shaking away his confused look.

      ‘What else did you uncover, Abbey?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Well, thanks to your efforts I have two leads,’ she says proudly. ‘The first is the ID tags belonging to our mystery British soldier. It was lucky you grabbed them, Adam. Even though they’re pretty badly damaged and most of the information has been lost they’re still interesting. I was able to glean the soldier’s regiment and unit. First Battalion of the Suffolk Regiment, Second Platoon of F Company.’

      ‘And why would a British soldier from the Suffolk Regiment be on board a U-boat?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Spy?’ Emma suggests. ‘Prisoner?’

      ‘Shame we can’t identify the exact soldier,’ Abbey says. ‘At least not until the fires have died down and we can do some DNA testing on the body.’

      ‘I don’t think that’s going to be an option,’ Dave says, looking at the flaming wreckage.

      ‘Well, I have better news for my second lead,’ Abbey says. ‘The stamp on the gold bar, I recognised it. I was trying to explain before Follia so rudely interrupted.’

      ‘Felt like more than an interruption,’ I say. Some of my injuries are still hurting.

      ‘Anyway, the emblem of the letter P with the W that hooks at the bottom,’ Abbey explains, ‘that is the symbol of Kotwica, the Polish Underground Resistance during World War Two.’

      ‘Keep going, Abbey,’ Emma encourages, all of us intrigued.

      ‘The original meaning of the letters was Pomscimy Wawer, which translates to We Shall Avenge Wawer. This was in reference to the Wawer massacre of 1939. It was a large-scale massacre of Polish civilians by German troops in occupied Poland. The Polish Underground Resistance fought the Germans for years until their liberation, using the Kotwica emblem as their unifying symbol. The emblem was also used to mark their guerrilla and sabotage attacks on the German occupiers, as a psychological-warfare tactic, but they also used it to mark any items of value, including gold bars.’

      ‘So how did it get here?’ I ask.

      ‘Throughout the war, the Nazis claimed anything of value,’ Matt explains.

      ‘I hate Nazis,’ Emma mutters.

      ‘Everyone does,’ Matt agrees. ‘They stole gold, jewellery, art and even prized historical relics from all across Europe. The British Museum fought them as part of the Allies’ Monuments Men.’

      ‘Monuments Men?’ Emma asks.

      I’m thankful I’m not the only one who doesn’t know what my brother is on about.

      ‘A group of men and women who worked with the army to protect and safeguard historic and cultural items from war damage and recover works of art and relics that were stolen by the Nazis.’

      ‘Protect and recover relics,’ I say. ‘Sounds a lot like us.’

      ‘They were hunters,’ Abbey agrees. ‘In 1945, they found more than six thousand paintings hidden in an Austrian salt mine. Despite their hard work, thousands of paintings, treasures and historical relics stolen by the Nazis are still missing.’

      ‘And there is still an international effort to recover all that was taken and return it to the families and the pillaged nations,’ Matt says.

      ‘So the Nazis stole some of the Polish gold and it ended up on our submarine,’ Emma says. ‘Is that the end of our story?’

      ‘Not even close,’ Abbey says cheerfully. ‘That gold bar was one of many that were rumoured to be aboard the Walbrzych Gold Trains.’

      ‘Wait, I know this one,’ I say, quick to interrupt. ‘Weren’t they the trains loaded with treasures stolen by the Nazis in the closing days of the war but never seen again? I’m sure I saw in the news that a team were digging somewhere in Poland looking for the trains?’

      ‘They sure are,’ Abbey says. ‘Over three hundred tonnes of gold, jewels, weapons, and masterpieces, including silverware was taken from the Jewish and Polish populations. Most of it has never been recovered, and rumour has it, a large quantity was aboard the Walbrzych Gold Trains. Luckily, we already know somebody at the dig sites in Poland.’

      ‘Delta Team?’ Matt guesses.

      ‘Our Delta Team, of the British Museum?’ I ask.

      ‘Professor Helena Lainson herself,’ Abbey says proudly. ‘She is our leading expert on all Nazi art and relic recovery. I am certain she would like to know about the gold bar you found.’

      ‘So, let’s get her on the line and ask her,’ I say.

      ‘I’m afraid Prof Lainson is old-school,’ Abbey says. ‘She only does face-to-face unless it’s a matter of utmost urgency.’

      ‘Sounds like we’re off to Poland,’ Dave says.

      ‘Not all of you,’ Abbey replies.

      ‘What’ve you got in mind, Abbey?’ Matt asks.

      ‘I’ve managed to track down the last living member of the Second Platoon of F Company of the Suffolk Regiment,’ she explains. ‘He served in those final days of World War Two.’

      ‘Good work, Abbey,’ Matt says. ‘Organise some transport for us, would you?’

      ‘Already on the case,’ she replies.

      ‘Two leads,’ Matt says once Abbey has signed off. ‘Dave, I want you to speak with the survivor of the Suffolk Regiment, veteran to veteran.’

      ‘I’ll go with him,’ Emma says.

      ‘We’re off to Poland then,’ I say to Matt with a broad grin. ‘On the trail of missing Nazi gold.’

      He’s grinning, too – all of us are except for Dave who looks on at the burning U-boat.
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      ANDREW COOPER—Unknown

      My eyes flicker open, struggling with the light and the dull ache deep inside my skull. My mouth is dry and a strange ringing echoes in my ears. As my vision returns, I see I am in a hospital. There are other patients in beds near mine. Catching myself in a mirror, I see a bandage wrapped around my forehead. I probe the dressing with my fingers, earning a shot of pain from the lightest touch.

      ‘Mr Cooper,’ a soft voice calls to me. ‘I wouldn’t touch those bandages if I was you. You’ll undo all the good work of our doctors.’

      Standing at the foot of my bed is a young woman dressed in the white overalls and apron of a nurse. Though my vision is still unfocussed, I can tell that she has a slender frame and tied back blonde hair. The nurse steps closer, taking my wrist in her hand.

      ‘What are you…?’

      ‘Taking your pulse,’ she replies before I can finish the question. ‘I am measuring your heartbeat for our charts.’

      ‘Where…?’

      ‘You’re in King’s College Hospital,’ she explains with a hint of annoyance at my questions. ‘You and many other wounded from the British Expeditionary Force have been moved to London hospitals due to Luftwaffe attacks on the southern airfields and towns.’

      ‘How long have I…?’

      ‘You have been here for a week,’ she says. ‘Before that, I don’t know. You suffered a nasty head injury Mr Cooper and lost a significant amount of blood. You seem to be recovering well enough with no sign of permanent damage. All that was needed was for you to wake up.’

      ‘You sound annoyed I took so long,’ I reply with a dry mouth and sore throat.

      ‘Well, there is a war on and every space in the hospital is needed,’ she replies.

      ‘What happened?’ I ask, still trying to make sense of it all. ‘At Dunkirk, I mean?’

      ‘The navy and civilian boats evacuated over three hundred thousand men,’ she replies. ‘The British army was saved and Prime Minister Churchill is calling it a miracle.’

      ‘Not for everyone,’ I reply, thinking of the friends I lost on that beach.

      My vision clears further and I see her properly. Small nose, blue eyes, a few freckles on her cheeks, and lips I instantly long to see smile. She’s young, about my age at a guess.

      ‘An angel.’

      ‘I’m sorry?’ she asks in confusion.

      ‘I didn’t mean to say that out loud.’ I chuckle, laughter drawing more pain in my head. ‘What is your name?’

      ‘It is the seventeenth of July and about time you had a proper meal, Mr Cooper,’ she says, scribbling on a chart and then turning away. ‘I’ll send some food for you and a doctor to assess you further.’

      ‘It’s Private Cooper, actually,’ I reply.

      ‘Not in here, it isn’t,’ she says, her remark drawing a smile from me.
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        * * *

      

      One day. It took me one entire day to become overwhelmingly bored in my hospital bed. The only highlight is when I see the nurse who was with me when I first woke. I have seen her twice since, sharing only a few words before she is summoned away.

      Slowly, carefully, I push myself out of the bed and stand. My legs tremble, muscles unused for weeks having to take my weight. My head spins with the ache throbbing beneath the bandages. Taking my first uncertain steps, I cross the room before clinging onto the far wall for support, breathing deep as my vision begins to blur again.

      ‘Come on,’ I tell myself. ‘One foot in front of the other.’

      ‘You shouldn’t be out of bed, Mr Cooper,’ I hear the nurse’s soft voice admonish me. I blink my eyes, unable to see clearly through the pain. I am going to vomit at any moment. My stomach churns as my legs threaten to buckle.

      ‘I’m fine,’ I say, but with another step I stumble and crash to the cold floor.

      ‘I did warn you,’ she says, taking my arm and helping me to stand again. ‘You soldiers, you’re all as stubborn as each other.’

      The nurse guides me back to my bed, forcing me to lie back down.

      ‘Rest and recover,’ she orders, sounding slightly annoyed. She sounds more like Corporal Brooke, God rest his soul. ‘I will not always be around to scoop you off the floor,’ she says.

      I can too easily imagine the things she has seen in this hospital which have made her so hard. We are all too young for such horror.

      ‘I need to get back to my regiment,’ I say, forcing my eyes shut and breathing deep as I try to keep the contents of my stomach down.

      ‘Not in this condition, you don’t,’ she says. ‘You barely survived your last battle. Why are you so eager to return?’

      ‘I’m a soldier,’ I tell her. ‘It’s my …’

      ‘Duty?’ she guesses.

      ‘Yes,’ I reply. ‘It’s not just that though. You train and march and fight beside those men every day and they become like family to you. I can’t just leave them, especially if Jerry invades. Besides, my father fought in the Great War. I’d be letting down his memory if I didn’t return to defend this country.’

      ‘Yet, I don’t think you’re quite old enough for this army are you?’

      I smile, giving away the truth. ‘Maybe a year short,’ I explain.

      ‘And the rest,’ she says.

      With my eyes closed I hear the sound of running water before a cold, damp cloth is laid on my forehead. ‘That feels good,’ I say. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘It’s nothing,’ she says. Though my eyes are closed, I can hear in her voice that she is smiling.

      ‘Anyway, what about you?’

      ‘What do you mean?’ she asks.

      ‘You can’t be much older than me. How come you’re here?’

      ‘Entry age is lower for nurses,’ she says. ‘I’ve been here for nine months now, joining the hospital soon after war was declared. I’m still learning. I’ve seen a lot of soldiers come through our doors.’

      ‘Hopefully we’re the last,’ another voice calls from across the room. I recognise it instantly as belonging to Captain Grayburn.

      ‘I would stand and salute, Sir,’ I apologise.

      ‘But you wouldn’t want to upset your pretty nurse,’ he says.

      ‘I have other patients to care for,’ she says.

      ‘Thank you,’ I try to tell her, but from the sound of her footsteps, she is already gone.

      ‘How are you feeling, Private?’ the captain asks.

      ‘Been better, Sir,’ I say. The headache begins to subside, my stomach settling at last. ‘You?’

      ‘I could say the same,’ he replies. I force my eyes open and see Captain Colin Grayburn standing in the doorway. It takes me a few seconds to believe what I am seeing; the arm he injured in France now ends at the shoulder.
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      ANDREW COOPER—Kings College Hospital, London England. 28th July 1940

      I walk the halls of the hospital, checking in each ward but I am unable to find her. It’s difficult to ask for someone without their name. I even try describing her to a few people, doctors and other nurses, but they yell at me for wasting their time.

      ‘Mr Cooper,’ I hear her disappointed voice call out to me. ‘I heard there was a madman wandering the hospital. Why am I not surprised it’s you?’

      ‘I’ve been discharged and I’m getting the train back to the First Suffolk today,’ I tell her.

      ‘And you were searching for me because?’

      ‘I wanted to thank you for looking after me,’ I say, giving her the bunch of flowers I was hiding behind my back.

      ‘You stole these from the hospital garden, didn’t you?’ she guesses, taking my gift.

      ‘Maybe.’ I laugh, unable to lie. ‘The point is, I wanted to ask if I can write to you and visit you when I have a pass of leave from the regiment.’

      ‘Shouldn’t you be more worried about the possible invasion of our country?’ she says, a small smile on her lips.

      ‘Probably, but right now I couldn’t care less.’

      She laughs at that, a victory, no matter how small.

      ‘I cannot stop you from writing to me,’ she says.

      ‘Except it will be much easier if I knew your name.’

      ‘You’re persistent, I’ll give you that. Tell me though, what would you write to me about?’

      ‘I’m sure I’ll find something,’ I say with a grin. ‘So?’

      ‘Margaret,’ she replies. ‘Margaret Parks. Friends call me Maggie.’

      ‘Thank you for all you have done for me, Maggie,’ I say. Without thinking, I step closer and kiss her. I think I’m just as surprised as she is.

      ‘Well, Mr Cooper,’ she says once we part, ‘after that, you had better write to me.’

      ‘You can count on it,’ I tell her.

      ‘Stay safe, Mr Cooper, or should I say Private Cooper now you are re-joining the army.’

      ‘Call me Andy,’ I reply, kissing her again.
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      EMMA—Home of Theresa Myhill, Burt St Edmunds, England

      ‘Welcome,’ Theresa Myhill greets us at the door. ‘It’s nice to meet you. My father does not receive many guests asking about the old days.’

      ‘Thank you for seeing us at such short notice,’ I say. ‘I hope we haven’t inconvenienced you in any way.’

      ‘Not at all,’ Theresa replies as she guides us through her home. ‘My children moved out long ago and have started families of their own. It is just me here now with my father. I will warn you though that he does get tired quite easily these days and may not be able to stay focussed for long.’

      ‘We won’t take up much of your time,’ I reply, ‘will we, Dave?’

      ‘Er…no…not at all,’ he says, though it is clear that his mind is elsewhere. It has been ever since the incident with the U-boat. Something shook him there, but he won’t talk about it.

      ‘Here we go,’ Theresa says as she shows us into the study. ‘Take a seat and I will bring my father through in a moment. Would either of you like a drink? Tea or coffee?’

      ‘Nothing for me, thanks,’ I reply.

      ‘Coffee, black, thanks,’ Dave replies.

      I wait until Theresa is gone before I round on Dave.

      ‘What is up with you?’ I ask him. ‘You’ve been quiet and distant since we left Scotland.’

      ‘Nothing,’ he replies with annoyance.

      ‘C’mon, Dave. I know when something’s troubling you.’

      ‘Just leave it for now, okay?’ he says.

      I back away, sensing that I won’t be getting anywhere if I press him more. Instead, I look around the study and the framed photographs and medals around the room.

      ‘You with me, Abbey?’ I ask as I activate my earpiece.

      ‘Am I ever not here when you guys call up?’ her voice replies. ‘You know I don’t sleep.’

      ‘Doesn’t seem like it,’ I reply. ‘Tell me what you found out about the Suffolk Regiment.’

      ‘They saw action in the Western Front throughout most of the war,’ Abbey explains. ‘The First Battalion was part of the British Expeditionary Force that fought in France in 1940 before being evacuated at Dunkirk. They returned to France in 1944 and took part in some of the fiercest fighting throughout Europe until the war’s end. In fact, on D-Day they captured the Hillman Fortress, said to be the most formidable coastal defence the British Army faced. That was just the beginning of the Allied invasion for them, and for over a year they were at the front line, fighting through hell.’

      ‘The Suffolks ceased to be an independent regiment when they were amalgamated with the Royal Norfolks in the 1960s. Nowadays they’re known as the Royal Anglian Regiment.’

      ‘There are photos of his old unit,’ I say, picking up one frame from the desk. It shows a group of nine soldiers gathered inside an old English pub. They look happy, smiling and laughing with beers raised high.

      ‘They look like a good bunch,’ Dave says.

      ‘Does it bring back memories?’ Abbey asks.

      ‘Kinda,’ he replies without saying anymore.

      ‘So where were they in the final days of the war?’ I ask.

      ‘The First Battalion of the Suffolk Regiment was part of the force that captured the city of Bremen in April 1945,’ Abbey explains. ‘After that the records aren’t so clear. I tried to contact someone at the Ministry of Defence but the records for this group after April 1945 are classified.’

      ‘And I’m guessing no mention of a U-boat base or harbour?’ Dave says.

      ‘None,’ Abbey says. ‘The identification tags you guys took from the body on the U-boat must have belonged to one of the men from that unit. You’re about to meet the last survivor from their section and platoon.’

      ‘Who saw a lot of fighting,’ I say as I look upon more of the photos and medals and then spot the rifle mounted above a framed picture of the regiment.

      ‘Emma Lovell, Dave Conway, please meet my father, Thomas Myhill,’ Theresa states from the doorway. Her father is seated in a wheelchair and she guides him into the study. His face is wrinkled with time, hands unsteady and trembling.

      ‘Father, this is Emma and Dave from the British Museum to ask you a few questions about the war.’

      ‘It’s not often a beautiful young woman comes to my door,’ he says, his words slow and steady, but there’s still plenty of life in him yet.

      ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you,’ I say. He takes my offered hand in his and kisses it gently once in greeting.

      ‘You smoothy,’ his daughter teases.

      ‘Not bad for ninety-two years old.’ He chuckles. ‘You’re here to ask about my war days, aren’t you?’

      ‘Thank you for meeting with us,’ Dave says, shaking the veteran’s hand.

      ‘You served,’ Thomas guesses.

      ‘You can tell?’ Dave replies.

      ‘It’s in the eyes,’ the veteran says, before slowly and carefully rising to his feet. It is clear he is in pain but his determination is all too evident. He stands perfectly straight and a hand lifts up in salute to Dave who returns the gesture. I am amazed at Thomas’s display of bravery and duty despite the pain he is in. His daughter helps him to be seated in the wheelchair again before bringing him another blanket.

      ‘Who did you serve with?’ Thomas asks once he is comfortable.

      ‘Combat medic with the Royal Marines Commandos,’ Dave replies. ‘I was with 40 Commando before being attached to the 22 Special Air Services Regiment.’

      ‘Takes its toll, doesn’t it?’ Thomas asks distantly as he looks to the photos in the study.

      ‘It sure does,’ Dave replies.

      ‘I’ve outlived all of the lads I marched with,’ Thomas explains as he gestures to the photos in the room. ‘We were closer than just friends; they were like brothers. I never had any brothers, growing up with two sisters, but those lads, they were as good as. Most of the fellas we lost over in Europe, but I would not be the man I am today without them. I doubt I would be here at all without them. Now I’m the only one left. Smithy, Thompson, Lathbury…’

      He trails off then, eyes distant and lost in memory.

      ‘They were good lads, all of them,’ he says before turning to me.

      ‘That’s me in your hands there, my dear,’ he says, looking to the framed photograph I still hold. ‘We were in the Britannia Pub. Yep, that’s me in the centre, if you can believe it. Celebrating my birthday we were. That is my favourite photograph out of the whole lot in here.’

      ‘As my colleague Dave said, you all look like a good bunch,’ I reply.

      ‘Scoundrels some of us, but good men at heart,’ he says with a grin. ‘Boy, did we get into a good fight that night. I can still feel the bruises. ’

      He laughs cheerfully, looking longingly at the photo as I place it back upon the desk.

      ‘Anyway, I’m sure you did not come here for the ramblings of an old man,’ he says. ‘What does the British Museum need of me? I don’t know how much help I can be now. I’ll warn you, my memory is not what it once was.’

      ‘It would be helpful if you could tell us about the war,’ I ask. ‘You landed in Normandy on D-Day in 1944.’

      ‘I did,’ he replies with a deep sigh. ‘That was my first day of combat. I never wanted to fight. I only joined up after our boys were evacuated from Dunkirk. I was only a lad, not even finished school, but I wanted to do my part.’

      ‘You lied about your age?’ Dave guesses.

      ‘A lot of us had to, to enlist in the army,’ Thomas says. ‘I didn’t want to be left behind in safety while other good lads died. I was just a scrawny boy when I enlisted, quiet and shy too if you’ll believe it. With that thing in my hand though, I became a soldier,’ he says, pointing up towards the mounted rifle.

      ‘Were you a marksman?’ I guess, seeing the scope on the rifle.

      ‘Back then.’ He nods before holding out his trembling hands. ‘I still have my eyesight but the hands aren’t as steady as they once were. Pride of the regiment I was, at least for a while.’

      ‘Did you ever use it again, after the war?’ I ask. ‘For hunting or sport?’

      ‘No,’ he says with a forced smile. ‘In fact, it took me a while to find her again after…’

      His words and gaze drift, silent and still but for his shaking head.

      ‘Father?’ Theresa asks, taking his hand.

      ‘I am okay, my dear,’ Thomas replies, returning to us. ‘What was it you were asking?’

      ‘About the war,’ I say. ‘You landed at D-Day and fought your way through Normandy and into Holland and Germany.’

      ‘D-Day was an awakening for all of us, even those who had fought before,’ Thomas explains. ‘The days after were even harder, much harder. The Germans did not surrender a single mile willingly. We paid for it in blood and lives. Far too many…’

      A tear rolls free from his eyes and he wipes it away with a trembling hand.

      ‘Most of us were young,’ he continues, ‘too young for the horrors we witnessed. It was only thanks to our officers and corporals that any of us returned home. My corporal, he was a hell of a good man and a good friend. I miss him and the rest of the lads.’

      ‘In April 1945 your unit was involved in the capture of Bremen,’ Dave states.

      ‘It was,’ Thomas says. ‘Jerry wasn’t what they were by that point. Many knew the war was lost, but others, the fanatics, they…’

      He drifts again, unable to find the words and lost in thoughts and memories.

      ‘What happened after Bremen?’ I ask.

      Thomas does not answer at first, before then returning to his thoughts of the war, ignoring my question.

      ‘Jerry were tough bastards,’ he says. ‘The German army, for the majority, were no different to us. They were boys and men fighting for their country and eventually when we pushed them back, their homeland. They had some brave souls among them and terrifying machines. It does not pain me to say that they had some of the best vehicles in the whole war, especially their tanks.’

      He pauses for a moment, eyes growing distant.

      ‘Their tanks were the worst of them,’ he explains, hands trembling. ‘We all feared the Tiger tank, we really did. They made the very earth tremble. We always held our ground, but if you heard a Tiger coming... I still have nightmares of it.’

      He stops, looking to his daughter and giving her a wry smile.

      ‘Me and the men I served with, we faced everything the enemy could throw at us. We faced it together and we survived together.’

      ‘Thomas, what happened to you and your unit after Bremen?’ I try again.

      He does not reply, his head shaking and gaze lowering to the floor at his feet.

      ‘Father?’ his daughter says, as she tries to comfort him.

      ‘No,’ he replies. ‘No, I cannot talk of it. I cannot.’

      ‘What of these?’ I ask, taking from my pocket the identification tags and placing them in his trembling hands. He looks to the ID tags before dropping them to the floor, hands shaking more and repeating the word ‘no’ over and over again.

      ‘I think it is time for you to leave,’ Theresa says as she tries to comfort her father.

      ‘I am so sorry,’ I apologise. ‘I did not mean for this.’

      ‘Private Myhill,’ Dave then states in a firm military voice. ‘Private, can you identity this unit?’

      Dave holds out his mobile phone, the image of the German uniforms we saw aboard the U-boat. The image focuses on the uniform’s insignia, the skull and flames.

      ‘We survived all that they could throw at us,’ Thomas says through tears. ‘Bullets, artillery, tanks, planes, all of it, but not what we faced there.’

      ‘Can you identify the insignia, Private?’ Dave repeats.

      ‘Riese…’ Thomas whispers quietly, fearfully. ‘Riese…’

      ‘It’s German for giant,’ Abbey translates for us.

      ‘Thank you both for your time,’ Dave says as we move to leave the property.

      ‘I am sorry,’ I repeat. ‘I hope you are okay, Thomas.’

      ‘No, it is I who should apologise, my dear,’ he replies. ‘I am sorry, but there are certain things I will not speak of. There are memories that I dare not draw on. As I said before, the majority of the German army were no different to us, but there were those, after Bremen, who were truly evil. I am sorry but I simply cannot talk of it.’

      He is really shaken now and I know I will not be able to bring myself to ask him more. We have expected too much of him already.

      ‘I have lived a happy life since those dark, terrible days,’ Thomas says. ‘I have raised a family and I am now a great-grandfather. I have lived in peace for too long now. I am sorry I cannot help you, but please, for the sake of everyone, don’t seek it out.’

      He cries again, hands shaking worse than before. He clamps his eyes shut, struggling against whatever painful memories are trying to surface.

      ‘Goodbye, Thomas,’ I tell him. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Look after him,’ Dave tells Theresa.

      Once we are out of earshot, I question Dave.

      ‘You were a little hard on him, don’t you think?’

      ‘I’ve seen veterans like him before,’ he replies. ‘They struggle with memories, unable to bear what they have seen and endured. Sometimes the only way to snap them out of it is to resort to the familiar. For a soldier that is duty and commands from a senior officer. I do hope he’s all right though. Whatever he faced at the end of the war, it’s left a lasting scar on him. I’ve never seen a reaction that bad.’

      We walk on through the house, but just as we reach the door we hear Thomas call out one last word to us, crying it out as if in terror.

      ‘Totenkopf!’ he yells.

      ‘Abbey, what does it mean?’ I ask.

      She replies in a quiet and almost fearful voice, ‘Death’s head.’
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      PRIVATE ANDREW COOPER—Gibraltar Barracks, Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk, England. 5TH August 1940

      ‘Move! Move! Move!’ Lieutenant Wright barks.

      We run three miles and then tackle the assault course, all in full gear with packs and weapons in the baking sun. Sweat streams down our faces within minutes but we do not stop. My headaches are easing, but by the end of each day, my body is left sore from the training. My muscles are slowly rebuilding after all that time recovering in the hospital but I’m disappointed it is taking so long. The training is hard, tougher than what I completed before setting out for France. Perhaps lessons have been learned from the mistakes made by the British Expeditionary Force.

      ‘You are the Suffolk Regiment!’ the lieutenant yells. ‘You will be the best damned regiment in the British Army – even if it kills you!’

      ‘Running in this heat just might kill us,’ one of the recruits, Clive Smith, jokes.

      ‘Shut up, Smithy, before you get us busted by the lieutenant,’ the youngest of the group, Thomas Myhill, replies. Of all of them, he truly looks as if he should still be in school. He’s barely old enough to shave.

      ‘Myhill’s right,’ I tell them. ‘Save your strength for running. You’ll need it.’

      ‘Listen to him,’ Robert Lathbury says. ‘He was in France and Dunkirk.’

      ‘Bullshit,’ Simon Thompson says. ‘If he fought in France, how come he’s here with us going through basic training?’

      ‘You seen that scar on his head?’ Lathbury, a big, burly former-construction worker replies. ‘He was only just released from the hospital.’

      ‘Yeah, he has to prove he can still fight before re-joining the regiment,’ Thompson says snidely.

      I try to ignore him but know I have to say something. ‘All of us have to prove we can fight,’ I interrupt.

      ‘Damn right,’ Lathbury says in encouragement.

      ‘Why are we doing this with all the gear?’ Smithy continues to moan. ‘I’m sweating buckets already.’

      ‘You could do with losing some weight,’ Lathbury remarks, causing us all to laugh.

      ‘We carry the gear because we’ll carry it into battle when the day comes,’ I tell them as the voice of experience. ‘They’re prepping you for the real thing.’

      ‘Private Cooper, do you have something to say?’ Lieutenant Wright yells.

      ‘No, Sir!’ I reply loudly. ‘Only of my pride for the regiment, Sir! Up the pace, Suffolk!’

      ‘You heard him lads,’ Lathbury says, taking the lead alongside me.
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        17th September 1940

        My Dearest Maggie,

      

        

      
        I hope this letter finds you well. How are you and how is life at the hospital? I bet it is a little quieter without me roaming the halls looking for a beautiful girl with no name. It was worth it, especially for that kiss.

      

        

      
        It’s been a few weeks since I last wrote and I apologise for that. Life at the barracks is certainly keeping me busy with all the drills and training. My head and body are slowly returning to strength but it very much feels like I am a new recruit just enlisted again.

      

        

      
        Training is going well, and the recruits I’ve been thrown in with seem a decent bunch. Most of them are around my age yet they seem so much younger. Maybe my time in France and Belgium has aged me. Maybe it’s just that what I saw over there has given me a new outlook on life. The lads certainly look at me differently; full of questions and each as eager as I was when I first set out. The training is hard but I know it has to be to make us ready.

      

        

      
        I visited my mother yesterday. She could not believe I was still alive. She was certain I had died or been captured in France. We talked through the day and night, and for the first time, I felt like she was treating me as an adult and not a child she needed to protect. She told me I had changed. That I was no longer the boy I was when I left home.

      

        

      
        I should have a weekend pass next month, and hopefully, I can get the train down to London and visit you. Until then, you will remain in my thoughts and I look forward to when I can see your beautiful face again.

      

        

      
        Andy

      

        

      
        P.S. Apologies for my handwriting. This is actually the second time I have tried to write this. My letters and words are just awful.
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      ADAM—West Of Wałbrzych, Poland

      We hear Helena Lainson long before we see her.

      ‘What the hell is this? Why do I pay your wages when you can’t do a thing right?’

      ‘Told you she was stern,’ Matt says with a smirk.

      ‘Sounds awfully like our mother,’ I reply. ‘Well, only when she’s speaking to me, not so much the Golden Boy.’

      ‘I do hate it when you call me that,’ Matt says.

      We hear more of Professor Helena Lainson’s anger as Matt and I walk through the camp of the archaeological excavation. We see drilling and mining equipment, all kinds of sensors and scanning tech, and a work crew of over a hundred. There are a dozen mobile cabins acting as the base. Professor Lainson’s voice guides us towards her.

      ‘I don’t care if it’s not an ideal site, we need to get down there,’ we hear her say as we enter the cabin. Screens cover the walls and are showing live feeds of the digs and maps of potential sites. Professor Lainson stands in the centre of the cabin with a group of workmen around her.

      She is a tall, serious-looking woman with brown hair tied back and a fiery gaze in her eyes. The professor wears torn up worker’s overalls marked with dirt and a baseball cap not too dissimilar to Matt’s.

      ‘I do not want excuses, I just want your best efforts,’ the professor tells the workmen.

      ‘We need to speak about our pay rates,’ one man speaks up. ‘We deserve increased rates for a job of this size.’

      ‘You will work to your regular rates or I will find somebody else,’ she replies sternly. ‘I have a dozen drilling teams on my phone that I could call up who wouldn’t give me half the problems.’

      ‘Which grids are we to focus on now?’ a woman amongst the group asks.

      ‘I have been over this a dozen times now.’ Professor Lainson sighs and I can see she is struggling to hold back her anger. ‘Three-zero-one. It was three-zero-one an hour ago and it’s still three-zero-one. Okay, now if there aren’t any more idiotic questions, it would be great if you could all get back to work.’

      The workmen and women leave, all grumbly and muttering obscenities under their breath.

      ‘Idiots,’ the professor says once the work crew is gone.

      ‘Still making friends, Helena?’ Matt asks as we proceed towards the professor.

      ‘I don’t have time for this, Matt,’ she warns, not surprised by our appearance, but very annoyed. ‘I’m guessing the lad with the gormless gaze is your younger brother?’

      ‘Adam, meet the infamous Professor Helena Lainson,’ Matt introduces.

      ‘Pleasure to meet you,’ I joke. She doesn’t see the funny side and I try to move on quickly.

      ‘I hear you and the museum’s Delta Team are the experts on the recovery of artefacts stolen by the Nazis.’

      ‘Carrying on the family tradition,’ she replies without taking her eyes off the map laid out on the table in front of her. ‘I am a legacy of Monuments Men members – my mother and father. Now I continue their work; or at least I’m trying to – but I seem to be getting absolutely nowhere.’

      ‘We won’t take much of your time…’ Matt begins to say.

      ‘Hang on.’ She stops him to pick up the call on her mobile phone. ‘This is Lainson. No, no, no, that is not what I said. I said to move on to grid three-zero-one. A ten-year-old could read a map better than you.’

      She hangs up and slams the phone down onto the table.

      ‘As you can see, I am pretty busy,’ the professor says.

      ‘Where’s the rest of your team?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Trying to coordinate the crew at the dig sites,’ she replies with annoyance.

      ‘How has it been going here?’ I ask, though I realise it is a stupid question.

      ‘Swimmingly.’ She rolls her eyes. ‘This whole venture began because of rumours that the missing Nazi gold trains were buried in these mountains. We found evidence of the train lines but not the blasted trains. We committed hundreds of digital scans of the mountains and the nearby land. The scans showed several objects which suited the size and profile, but when we began to dig, we found nothing, mainly ice formations. We’ve been going for months without even a hint of the trains. It doesn’t help that the crew hired are as useful as a pre-school class.’

      ‘Must be frustrating,’ says Matt, only earning a scathing glance from the professor.

      ‘How is Charles’ recovery going?’ she asks, her demeanour softening.

      ‘He’s already back into the thick of it,’ says Matt.

      ‘The United Nations?’ she guesses correctly. ‘That was quite a mess he’s been left to clear up after all that trouble with the pyramid and those curses. He should be careful. That whole episode took quite a toll on him. He takes too much on.’

      ‘That we can all agree,’ I say. ‘I’m surprised he hasn’t been in touch if the museum is funding all this. I’d have thought he would want constant updates.’

      ‘Fortunately for the museum, they’re not the ones funding this pointless exercise,’ the professor mutters.

      ‘No, that would be us,’ a new voice announces as two people enter the cabin.

      The first is a woman in her mid-twenties, frizzed hair and thick-rimmed glasses. She fixes Matt and me with a curious look, uncertain of newcomers. The second person to enter is a girl about my age, short with black hair, green eyes, and piercings through her left ear. She follows on, looking uncertain and out of place, not that I can really talk. She avoids eye contact, looking at the room around us but never directly at us.

      ‘Oh good, more people to annoy me,’ Professor Lainson says. ‘Matt and Adam Hunter, meet Doctor Natalia Zajak of the Polish Historical Society. Doctor Zajak is our local historian, guide, and investor backing this little enterprise. Matt and Adam are colleagues of mine from the British Museum.’

      ‘A pleasure to meet you both,’ the doctor says with a heavy Polish accent before shaking our hands. ‘And may I introduce our young Cecylia Nowak. She is undoubtedly a technical genius, and lead engineer for our dig teams.’

      ‘Hello,’ she says quietly, uneasy with the praise. Her accent is also Polish and she awkwardly and uneasily shakes our hands.

      ‘It’s good to meet you both,’ Matt greets them.

      ‘How goes the Beta site?’ Professor Lainson asks of Cecylia. ‘You got those rusted pieces of crap they’ve lumped us with working again?’

      ‘The turbines on all of the primary drills need replacing,’ Cecylia explains bluntly. ‘They never should have been brought here. They are as worthless as the lazy crew you hired to operate them. If given better management, they may have achieved better results – and not damaged your equipment.’

      ‘Me being the management,’ Professor Lainson says. ‘Don’t hold back, Cecylia.’

      ‘You know I don’t,’ she replies, ‘not with my…’

      The professor cuts her off. ‘Just tell me if you got the drills working again?’

      ‘I have,’ Cecylia explains. ‘I stripped out the fans and replaced most of the burnt out wiring and capacitors as well as…’

      ‘Are they working?’ the professor asks, cutting to the chase.

      ‘They are,’ Cecylia says. ‘I have saved you at least a week’s wasted time and a vast sum of money on repairs.’

      ‘And that is why you are the best damn technical engineer I’ve ever worked with,’ Professor Lainson says with her first smile. ‘That’s the only good news I’ve had all day.’

      ‘I cannot guarantee how long my repairs will withstand constant…’ Cecylia tries to say before the professor stops her.

      ‘The digging has recommenced. That is all I need to know for now.’

      Cecylia moves to say more, a confused look on her face, but she remains silent.

      ‘Anyway, so you are funding these excavations, Doctor Zajak?’ Matt asks of the historian.

      ‘Not with enough money,’ Professor Lainson mutters.

      ‘Yes, I am the source of funds that pay for everything around here,’ Zajak replies, throwing a brief stern look at the professor. ‘I am fortunate to have financial backers for this endeavour, but they will not be pleased by our lack of progress.’

      ‘Don’t come looking to me if you’re upset we haven’t found anything yet,’ Professor Lainson replies. ‘I warned you of the risks. You know this is all based on rumours.’

      ‘Rumours?’ Matt asks.

      ‘The tale of the Walbrzych Gold Trains has been told many times by many people,’ Doctor Zajak explains, handing us a folder of black and white photographs taken during the Second World War. Among them are images of large steam trains emblazoned with the Nazi Swastika; the trains’ container trucks and wagons are being filled with crates, and masses of people being escorted from their homes at gunpoint.

      ‘On the orders of Adolf Hitler, the Nazis pillaged the nations they conquered,’ the doctor continues. ‘Anything that met their liking was taken; gold, silver, jewels, pearls, pieces of art, anything of value. In the final days before the Third Reich fell, it is believed that up to three trains were loaded with the valuable cargo and hidden somewhere amongst the mountains. We have witness testaments from dozens of sources saying they saw these trains but nothing was ever recovered. Not the trains nor their valuable cargo. People have scoured Europe for decades in search of these prizes.’

      ‘What leads you here?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Many of the rumours point to the Lower Silesia area, which was located in South-East Germany but now is a part of South-West Poland,’ Professor Lainson adds.

      ‘The town of Walbrzych north of us was one of the last locations looted by the Nazis,’ Doctor Zajak explains before giving Cecylia a concerned glance. ‘Before this though, many people in the town were taken from their homes to be used as slave labour. There was talk of caves in a mountain. None of the people who were taken ever returned.’

      ‘We thought that with the deep-level scans of the terrain, and the latest in mining technology, we could succeed where so many others had failed,’ Professor Lainson says. ‘So far it seems we were mistaken.’

      ‘We just need time,’ Doctor Zajak reassures.

      ‘And a miracle,’ Lainson mutters.

      ‘Did the British Museum send you here to help us?’ Doctor Zajak asks.

      ‘Not exactly,’ Matt replies, handing them the image of the solid gold bar. ‘We thought you’d be interested to see this.’

      ‘The Kotwica,’ Cecylia says without looking to us. She takes out an asthma inhaler from her pocket and takes one long inhale before speaking again. ‘The Polish resistance marked anything of worth with the symbol. This was taken from Walbrzych.’

      ‘Where did you find that?’ Professor Lainson asks.

      ‘Aboard a U-boat off the Scottish coast,’ I reply.

      ‘And where is it now?’ Doctor Zajak asks. ‘I would be eager to conduct tests on its authenticity.’

      ‘It’s gone,’ Matt says, without explaining more.

      ‘As is the U-boat,’ I add.

      ‘We can vouch that it is authentic though,’ Matt says.

      ‘Interesting,’ Professor Lainson says. ‘The Polish mark alongside the Nazi emblem does suggest this was part of the cargo taken from here.’

      ‘So the question is, how did a gold bar from Poland end up on a submarine off the coast of Scotland?’ I say.

      ‘There are other questions too,’ Matt adds. ‘We also recovered a British soldier’s identification tags from the U-boat. The rest of our team tracked down the last living survivor of that unit and he mentioned the word Riese.’

      ‘Giant,’ Doctor Zajak replies instinctively. ‘It is German for giant.’

      ‘The phrase does hold meaning for us,’ Professor Lainson says. ‘According to recovered records, Riese was a codename for a German project to build underground structures throughout the Third Reich that was linked by railway lines. Supposedly, the project was never completed but is one of the main reasons the missing trains are thought to be in this area.’

      ‘Was the soldier stationed in this area during the war?’ Professor Lainson asks.

      ‘No,’ I reply. ‘His unit saw out the last days of the war in Bremen, Germany.’

      ‘Interesting,’ the doctor and professor say in unison.

      ‘The soldier mentioned one other word,’ Matt says. ‘Totenkopf.’

      ‘Death’s Head,’ Cecylia replies.

      ‘What does it mean?’ I ask.

      Cecylia appears hesitant at first, looking to us with uncertainty before speaking.

      ‘SS Totenkopf Panzer Division was known as the Death’s Head Division,’ she explains, gazing at the floor at her feet. ‘They had two objectives; to take anything of worth, and to investigate the occult, which often involved unethical experimentation. Along with the Gestapo, they desecrated entire villages throughout Europe in these pursuits.’

      She sighs heavily before she continues; ‘The true number of their war crimes was never brought to light. One of the most infamous was the La Paradis Massacre of 1940. After running out of ammunition, soldiers of the Norfolk Regiment surrendered to the German soldiers who had encircled them. The SS Division Totenkopf led them in front of a wall and executed them. Ninety-seven were killed with only two escaping.’

      ‘Were the perpetrators ever brought to justice for war crimes?’ Matt asks.

      ‘No,’ Cecylia says, looking to Matt for a moment before her gaze becomes distant again. ‘They got away with it.’

      ‘Do any of the trains lines of the Riese project link up with the known U-boat pens or construction harbours?’ Matt asks.

      ‘That would be an excellent question if we knew where all the Riese train lines were,’ Professor Lainson replies. ‘Only a fraction of the lines are accounted for and there is no comprehensive record of them. The Germans were pretty thorough at hiding their secrets.’

      ‘There is one map,’ Doctor Zajak announces.

      ‘Where?’ Matt, the professor, and I ask at the same time.

      ‘Museum Island in Berlin, Germany,’ Zajak says with a strange smile.

      ‘As if that’s a real place.’ I laugh until I see the serious faces all around me. ‘What? That’s a real place?’

      ‘It’s a collection of five of Berlin’s biggest museums, all of which are located in one city district,’ Zalak explains. ‘In their vaults, hidden away from the public, is one of the trains designed for the Riese project. It was captured by Allied forces before its construction was finished.’

      ‘How do you know this?’ Matt asks.

      ‘The same way I know the British Museum has secret vaults containing a wealth of historical artefacts,’ she taunts, shutting Matt up.

      ‘How does a hidden train in Germany help us?’ I ask.

      ‘According to the schematics, there should be a completed map of the Riese train lines chiselled into the engineer’s compartment,’ the doctor says. ‘If you can match up the train lines with the locations of U-boat pens and factories, that should give you a destination of where your U-boat was loaded with the gold bars.’

      ‘How come you’ve never been to see this train and its map for yourself?’ I ask.

      ‘Or told anyone else about this?’ Professor Lainson adds.

      ‘Because the curator who oversees the Berlin museums is Karl Lehmann,’ Doctor Zajak explains, earning laughter from Professor Lainson.

      ‘Why is that of significance?’ Matt asks.

      ‘He’s even more stubborn than me,’ the professor replies with a cruel chuckle.
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      PRIVATE ANDREW COOPER—Gibraltar Barracks, Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk, England. 7TH October 1940

      ‘Fire!’ Lieutenant Wright orders.

      A dozen triggers are pulled as rifles shoot at targets across the firing range until the magazines are spent. The feel of the weapon, the kick-back of the rifle butt into my shoulder, the unforgettable sound and smell, is all familiar to me and makes me feel like a soldier again. Memories of the chaos in France quickly surface in my mind; the fear, the blood, the mud and dirt. I remember the cries of the wounded and dying, the whistle of bullets and falling artillery and the droning sirens of the Stuka dive-bombers. I remember seeing my friends die around me. I remember it all – especially the fear.

      When the rifles of our section fall silent, I hear others across the barracks; rifle fire, Bren light machine guns and even the thuds of explosions from grenades and anti-tank weapons. A few more weeks of this and we join up with the rest of the regiment, and then God only knows where we’ll be posted. Africa keeps being mentioned; the British Army fighting in the desert. The headaches and blurred vision are forgotten and I only remember the wound I suffered at Dunkirk when I look in the mirror and see the scar. The lads keep reminding me though, asking what it was like in France and what I saw. I spare them the truth.

      ‘Commendations to Smith, Cooper, and Lathbury,’ Lieutenant Wright tells us, inspecting the targets through his binoculars. ‘Disappointing from Thompson. Most of your rounds hit to the left. Smarten up or I’ll use you as a target next time.’

      ‘Yes, Sir,’ Thompson replies sourly.

      ‘And Myhill, Sir?’ Smithy asks.

      ‘You don’t have to ask that,’ Myhill replies, sheepishly.

      ‘Yeah he does,’ I tell him. ‘How’d he do, Lieutenant?’

      ‘Every round dead-centre,’ Lieutenant Wright replies proudly.

      The men let out a cheer and Myhill blushes with embarrassment.

      Thomas Myhill is the son of a poacher, young and a bit naive. Some of the lads have played tricks on him over the past few weeks, too innocent for his own good, but he more than makes up for it with his skill with a rifle. His father’s talent has clearly rubbed off on him and Myhill is easily the best shot I have ever seen. The lads take great pride that he is in our section.

      The rest of our training section is made up of me, Clive Smith, Simon Thompson, and Robert Lathbury. All are lads from nearby towns.

      Clive ‘Smithy’ Smith was a barman before enlisting, the joker of the group, and chief complainer too. His heart’s in the right place but we’ve had to remind him a few times there’s a war on.

      Simon Thompson, a Lowestoft lad, is already the group’s scrounger and supplier of anything and everything for a price. It seems Thompson worked with the black-markets before he was caught by the police and forced to enlist. He certainly hasn’t lost touch with his contacts judging by the contraband materials that keep appearing.

      That leaves Robert Lathbury. Bob worked in construction before the war. His size and impressive strength is a testament to it. Compared to the scrawny and short Myhill, Bob is a giant. Despite his intimidating size, Bob is cheery and has an ever-present grin. The lads look up to him and don’t dare put a foot wrong in his eyes.

      ‘How long do you reckon until we join with the rest of the regiment?’ Bob asks as Lieutenant Wright inspects the targets further.

      ‘Not long now,’ I reply.

      The rest of the regiment, those who survived the evacuation of Dunkirk, were posted to Weymouth and then to Folkestone. It has been put in charge of defences along the coast, preparing for Hitler’s invasion if it ever comes. All summer, the Royal Air Force has been fighting their own battles with the Luftwaffe in the skies over Britain, and thankfully there’s been no sign of a German invasion fleet. The men and I watch from the barracks as the Spitfires and Hurricanes of the RAF fight their war in the sky. Every day, we see them take on numbers far outnumbering their own. A lot of brave men are dying up there to protect our homeland, but despite their losses, those inflicted on the Luftwaffe are far greater according to the news broadcasts on the radio each night.

      ‘Well, when we go, I hope they don’t break up the lads,’ Lathbury says.

      ‘That’s all in the hands of the officers,’ I reply. ‘Depends which companies, platoons, and sections are short, I guess.’

      ‘They’re a decent enough bunch, all except Smithy,’ Lathbury says.

      ‘Hey,’ Smithy replies, the rest of us laughing.

      ‘So, you got plans for that three day pass of yours next week?’ I ask Bob.

      ‘Might catch up with family,’ he replies. ‘My brother is shipping out to join with the Eighth Army in Egypt in a couple of weeks.’

      ‘You never said you had family in the army,’ I say as I clean away dirt from my rifle.

      ‘Just Christopher,’ Lathbury says. ‘What about you? Heading down to London to see that nurse of yours?’

      ‘Hopefully,’ I reply, unable to contain the grin.

      ‘Enough chat!’ Lieutenant Wright barks. ‘Reload and prepare to fire at the same targets again.’

      ‘Try to hit your own target this time, Thompson,’ Smithy teases him.

      ‘I’ll shoot you, if you’re not careful,’ he replies.

      ‘If you two just focused on your aim you might actually hit something,’ Bob taunts them. ‘You might even be as good as Myhill one day.’

      ‘I doubt that,’ I reply, turning to the poacher’s son. ‘You’re a helluva shot.’

      ‘All I do is look down the sights and pull the trigger,’ he replies, blushing. ‘I’m no different to everyone else.’

      ‘The difference is, you hit the target every single time,’ I tell him

      ‘Ready!’ Lieutenant Wright calls out. ‘Aim! Fire!’
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        10th October 1940

        Dear Andy,

      

        

      
        I hope you are well and not suffering too much during the training at the barracks. It sounds like your wounds are healing well. I wish that was the case with all my patients; but none are quite as stubborn as you, or as handsome, I admit. Some do send me letters, but none have left quite the impression that you have. Strange to think of it but your letters are quickly becoming my favourite part of the week.

        I am glad you were able to speak with your mother. It has been a long time since I saw any of my family. All of them moved away from London when the bombing began. I wish I was with them but my place is here and my duty, caring for the sick and wounded, is here. They send weekly letters, complaining of the rationing, the weather, and that I have not yet joined them. They have no idea what it is like here in the capital. There are shortages of food, medicine, shelter, and even clean water. I cannot leave when I’m needed here.

        It is always busy at the hospital, and getting worse every day. Three nights ago bombs hit the next street from here. There were a lot of people hurt and most of them brought to my hospital. There were children among them. For one little girl there was simply nothing that we could do. I stayed with her for hours just holding her hand. She was only four years old. I haven’t left the building since. I’ve barely slept for days.

        Please take care of yourself, Andy. At times the thought of you and that kiss is all that keeps me going.

      

        

      
        Maggie
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      PRIVATE ANDREW COOPER—London, England. 14TH October 1940

      I haven’t stopped since I got off the train into London. I hurry along the street, marching in full uniform. I’ve had to walk most of the way because much of the underground system is out of commission from bomb damage and fear of tonight’s raids. The war has hit the city hard. There are levelled buildings on every street I pass.

      Our flyboys won the battle over the airfields but now the enemy bombers are dropping their payloads on the cities at night.

      ‘Are you a soldier, mate?’ a young lad no older than ten says as he quickly walks beside me, two steps for each of mine.

      ‘That I am,’ I tell him.

      ‘What regiment?’ he asks with a strong cockney accent.

      ‘The Suffolks,’ I reply.

      ‘Never heard of ‘em,’ he says, wiping a runny nose on his sleeve. ‘You fight in France? You at Dunkirk?’

      ‘I was,’ I say, chuckling at the boy’s constant questioning.

      ‘No you weren’t. You’re not old enough.’

      ‘True.’ I laugh. ‘But I was there all the same. Shouldn’t you be at home? It’s already dark and your parents will be worried.’

      ‘I only head home when the sirens start up,’ he replies proudly. ‘Anyways, if my parents were worried they’d ‘av sent me to the country with all the other children. Anyways, I hear all of our soldiers are going over to Africa to fight Jerry. That true?’

      ‘No idea,’ I reply. ‘I just march where they tell me to.’

      ‘It’s hot in Africa,’ the boy says.

      ‘That it is.’

      ‘Where you going in such a hurry, soldier man?’

      ‘To see a girl at the King’s College Hospital.’

      ‘She goin’ to be your wife?’ he asks cheekily.

      ‘You sure ask a lot of questions,’ I say, getting a little irritated. Thankfully, in the distance I hear the drone of the air raid sirens.

      ‘Time you were home, fella,’ I tell him. ‘Get to a shelter sharpish.’

      ‘See you later, soldier man,’ he replies, giving me a funny salute before running back the way we came.

      ‘Bye,’ I reply, saluting back.

      Turning the corner onto Denmark Hill I see the King’s College Hospital. There are nurses and doctors outside, the wards inside likely filled with patients of the recent air raids. I hurry across to the hospital, one eye on the dark sky above as the sirens continue to sound out from every direction.

      ‘Nurse Parks?’ I ask as I near the gathered staff and patients of the hospital. ‘Margaret Parks? Has anyone seen Nurse Margaret Parks?’

      ‘She isn’t here,’ the matron informs me.

      ‘Do you know where she is, please?’ I ask the imposing woman.

      ‘Not here,’ she mutters back. ‘We are busy enough without some lovesick soldier boy making demands and causing a distraction.’

      ‘Please, I came down from my regiment to see her,’ I plead. ‘I only have three days leave before I have to return…’

      ‘We don’t have time for this,’ she interrupts.

      Seeing the look on my face, she relents. ‘Fine, she went with an ambulance crew down to Balham Tube Station a few hours ago. The area was hit hard by raids last night and a number of wounded were moved there.’

      ‘Which direction?’ I ask.

      ‘I’ll take him,’ a driver says as he climbs into one of the ambulances. ‘I’m on my way back there anyway. We could do with his help in clearing some of the rubble.’

      The matron does not argue and I clamber into the back of the ambulance with a few other volunteers. We drive on, the vehicle struggling with the craters in the roads and having to take detours around blocked streets. Though I cannot see them, there are planes overhead and bomb blasts echo in the distance.

      The driver introduces himself briefly as Mick Hennessey and he drives like a madman. ‘Hang on, lads,’ he calls out to us in the back as he slams the brakes. ‘The road ahead is bloody blocked by barriers. There’s a warden coming.’

      ‘Thank God you’re here,’ the air raid warden says. He removes his helmet emblazoned with a white W, wiping away ash and sweat from his face.

      ‘The Tube Station…’ he gasps. ‘Balham... it’s flooded... bodies everywhere.’

      ‘Maggie,’ I utter under my breath. She was down there.

      ‘What do you mean flooded?’ Mick demands. ‘One of our crews was in that tube station!’

      ‘Water main must’ve been hit,’ the warden says as he shakes his head. ‘There must be more than a hundred people down there! I was trying to find help!’

      ‘Clear the bloody way and let us through!’ I say from the back of the ambulance.

      ‘The gas mains might’ve been hit as well,’ the warden says. ‘We’ve been ordered to close off the roads to all vehicles.’

      ‘How the hell are we supposed to get through then!’ Mick yells.

      Mick drives on, barely missing the warden and knocking aside the wooden barriers. The ambulance hurtles down the street until he brings the vehicle to a screeching halt as close as he can to the station. I hurry out of the back of the ambulance with the others and am stunned. The entrance of the tube station is filled with people, all soaked through. Many of them are wounded and even more are laid out in the street, unmoving. Jackets, blankets, and anything else at hand has been used to cover the dead.

      Mick leads the volunteers into the tube station, carrying people out and directing those who can walk to find shelter. The screams of the wounded and terrified drown out the sirens and falling bombs. Looking at the bodies, the innocents who have died, I think this isn’t war. It isn’t soldiers fighting on a battlefield – it is murder.

      I search for Maggie, helping Mick and the other volunteers as I search for her. I think I see her a dozen times, anyone with blonde hair sending hope or dread through me.

      ‘Andy!’ I hear Mick call out. ‘Andy, we got her!’

      I rush down the steps into the tube station until I meet Mick and another volunteer, carrying a body on a stretcher. It’s Maggie. Her hair and clothes are soaked through.

      ‘No, no, no.’ The words erupt as I hurry to her. ‘C’mon, Maggie. Wake up!’ I take her hand in mine and another at her neck to feel for a heartbeat. She doesn’t move and I can’t feel any signs of life.

      ‘C’mon, girl. C’mon,’ I say, panicking. I hurry alongside them as they carry Maggie out of the station. I call her name but still she doesn’t move. ‘C’mon, girl, wake up!’ I yell as her stretcher is lowered to the ground. ‘Maggie, please!’

      In my desperation, I draw upon my basic first aid training and begin compressions on her chest. Again and again I push down with the heel of my hands at the centre of her chest, watching for any sign of life.

      ‘I’m not letting you go!’ I repeat with each compression. ‘I’m not letting you go!’

      Suddenly, she coughs and a stream of water projects from her mouth. She rolls onto her side, still coughing horribly as Mick and the volunteer lower her to the ground. I kneel down beside her, patting her back until she turns and recognises me.

      ‘Andy!’ she cries, as I throw my arms around her, hugging tight. ‘The water, it was everywhere. We couldn’t get out. I couldn’t breathe…I couldn’t…’

      ‘You’re all right, Maggie,’ I say, hugging her even tighter. ‘You’re safe now.’

      ‘You found me,’ she cries, eyes running with tears. Her body shakes against me and I try to pull a blanket around her but Maggie won’t let go of me.

      ‘You’re safe now,’ I simply tell her.
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      ADAM—Altes Museum, Museum Island, Berlin, Germany

      ‘Absolutely not!’ the curator roars. ‘Even if I did know about the artefact you claim we have here, I would never let you have access to such a national treasure!’

      Karl Lehmann is a large, balding chap who has no time for us and our requests, judging by his puce face. Professor Lainson’s description of him as being stubborn was definitely an understatement.

      We stand in the main entrance of the Altes Museum. The curator knew we were coming and he greeted us at the door, or rather, took a defensive position at the door, keen to stop us entering his museum.

      ‘National treasure?’ I question. ‘That’s a funny way to describe a Nazi gold train.’

      ‘So you’re not denying the train’s existence?’ Matt asks. ‘If we could just take a look…’

      ‘No,’ the curator interrupts.

      ‘We would only need a few minutes to record the…’

      ‘I said no,’ he repeats.

      ‘You could keep an escort with us to …’

      ‘Gentlemen, we have a long history of working jointly and successfully with the British Museum,’ Karl begins to explain, ‘but after the events in Rome, Egypt, and the disasters that struck three cities, the British Museum’s reputation is not what it once was. I will not jeopardise this collection for one of your wild treasure hunts. You’re nothing but thieves and scavengers!’

      ‘Excuse me, the British Museum has a long history of preserving the world’s ancient treasures, of educating the world about the past so we might learn for the future,’ I say.

      ‘Listen you,’ my brother says, taking a more physical approach and grabbing the curator by the collar of his shirt. ‘We have tried the nice way, but it seems you have an agenda. Why? What are you hiding down there?’

      ‘Our government have strictly prohibited access to all items in our vaults,’ the curator states, unafraid of Matt’s threats. ‘You will not set foot in any area of this building that is not a public gallery. That goes for all other museums in this district. This is for your own safety. Believe me. Let this go. Pursuing this will do no one any good. Now, is this discussion over, or do I need to summon security?’

      ‘Come on, let’s go,’ I say, taking Matt’s arm and guiding him away.

      ‘This isn’t over!’ my brother declares as he struggles to keep his temper in check.

      ‘It certainly isn’t,’ I mutter, already looking over our surroundings and making plans

      ‘The rest of the team are already on their way,’ Abbey says via the headset that has been scanning the museum’s layout since we arrived.
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      PRIVATE ANDREW COOPER— Weymouth, England. 5TH January 1941

      ‘Attention!’ commands a voice that I instantly recognise.

      I haven’t seen Captain Grayburn since I was in the hospital but am glad to see him in uniform and back with the regiment. He looks healthy, returned to fitness, except for his missing left arm.

      We stand in ranks with full kit and weapons shouldered, ready for inspection. We weren’t told our destination, but we travelled in trucks through the day. There are fifty of us newly trained recruits, and we are greeted by Captain Grayburn as we disembark at Weymouth. I am heartened to discover we are all to join the 1st Battalion of the Suffolk Regiment, my original battalion, rather than the 2nd Battalion in India.

      ‘You men have been trained and readied to join the Suffolk Regiment,’ Captain Grayburn declares. ‘I’m sure I don’t need to tell you of the proud honour and tradition we hold. We have fought in every major conflict since the days of Wellington and Napoleon. We have fought the Germans before and claimed victory over them in the Great War. I am certain that none of you will disgrace the regiment or the men you march into combat with.’

      Captain Grayburn walks along the ranks of men, looking to each of us in turn.

      ‘The men you will be joining have been to hell and back,’ the captain says, gesturing at his missing arm. ‘I am sure you have heard of what we faced in France and at Dunkirk from Private Cooper here,’ he says, pointing at me. ‘Listen to him, because without his help, I may not be here today.’

      I can feel the eyes of the others on me but I fix my gaze ahead like any good soldier.

      ‘You men have been assigned to F Company, which is my company,’ the captain explains with a hardened gaze. ‘We lost a lot of good men in Belgium and France, but this war is not over. The next fight will come and we need to be ready. We need you ready.’

      The captain pauses, looking down to his missing arm. ‘Enough chat for now. You will be notified of the platoon and section to report to in due time but for now, head to the mess hall and get a decent meal. Your basic training has got you so far, but we’ve a lot of hard work ahead of us. Dismissed.’

      ‘You never said you saved the captain’s life,’ Lathbury says to me as all the new arrivals file towards the mess hall.

      ‘You never asked,’ I reply.

      ‘Private Cooper,’ Captain Grayburn calls out to me.

      ‘Yes, Sir,’ I reply, stopping and standing at attention again.

      ‘Stand at ease,’ he instructs. ‘It is good to see you again Cooper, and certainly under better circumstances.’

      ‘It wasn’t all bad in that hospital, Sir,’ I reply.

      ‘Not with that pretty nurse you had your eyes on,’ he says with a grin. ‘You ever get her name?’

      I nod and blush, thinking I got a lot more than her name.

      He laughs as if he can read my thoughts. ‘I am sorry you had to go through basic training again. I also had to prove I was capable of combat despite losing my arm.’

      ‘At least you have a spare one, Sir,’ I say with the dark humour only fellow survivors share.

      ‘True enough,’ the captain says, ‘though I wish the regiment saw it like that. It wasn’t easy convincing them I was fit to serve, especially as I will never fire a rifle again. They didn’t think a man with my disability would be effective in combat.’

      ‘You can still lead the men better than most of the officers in the army, Sir,’ I tell him.

      ‘Thank you, Cooper,’ he says. ‘Luckily, there’s a shortage of officers who have actually seen combat, and so here I am. Besides, I can still shoot a revolver.’

      ‘That you can, Sir,’ I reply.

      ‘Anyway, enough about me,’ the captain says, changing the subject. ‘I’m returning you to your old section. The only replacements they received were a new Bren team so they’ll be glad to see you back.’

      ‘Thank you, Sir,’ I say. I had been hoping to re-join my section.

      ‘Lieutenant Darren Long is commanding Second Platoon and I am recommending that you be promoted to corporal of your section.’

      ‘Sir?’ I reply in confusion.

      ‘I’m promoting you, Cooper,’ he says with a chuckle. ‘From what I saw in France, and from the reports I’ve had from the officers at the training barracks, you certainly seem capable of leading.’

      ‘Thank you, Sir,’ I reply in shock.

      ‘You will have your pick of the new recruits to fill out the rest of your section,’ he explains.

      ‘I have a few ideas, Sir,’ I say.

      ‘I’m sure you do,’ he replies. ‘You’ll need to name a lance corporal as well to act as your second in command. But first, you need to report to Lieutenant Long.’

      ‘Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir,’ I state, standing at attention and saluting.

      ‘I guess I’m lucky I didn’t lose my good arm,’ he replies, saluting back. ‘Carry on, Corporal Cooper.’

      ‘Well, look what the cat dragged in,’ a voice calls to me once Captain Grayburn follows the rest of the new arrivals heading towards the mess hall.

      ‘Thought we’d finally got rid of you,’ George Wilson says as he and Peter Jenkinson, the friends I served with in France, hurry over with beaming smiles.

      ‘Obviously the army needs good men,’ I reply, shaking both their hands. ‘Keeping out of trouble?’

      ‘We wish,’ Jenkinson says. ‘You come in with the new replacements?’

      ‘Yeah. I’ve been going through basic training again after this bump to the head,’ I explain, pointing to my scar.

      ‘Bet repeating basic was fun,’ Wilson teases.

      ‘Captain Grayburn tells us our new corporal was with your lot,’ Jenkinson says. ‘Any idea who it is?’

      ‘Just found out myself actually,’ I tell them as I feel nerves begin to rise. ‘You fellas think you can follow Corporal Andrew Cooper into battle?’

      ‘Rather you than some other fool,’ Wilson says, shaking my hand again.

      ‘Good on you, Andy,’ Jenkinson says, clapping a hand on my shoulder.

      ‘You mean Corporal Cooper,’ Wilson says.

      ‘Yes, Sir, Corporal Sir,’ Jenkinson says with a mock salute.

      ‘You guys aren’t going to make this easy, are you?’ I mutter, walking towards the mess hall with the pair of them following.

      ‘Not a chance,’ Wilson says. ‘Let’s go meet these boys you brought with you from basic.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘So, I helped you carry Captain Grayburn out of the fighting in France and I dragged you out of the Channel to save your life at Dunkirk,’ Wilson moans. ‘Yet you’re the one who gets promoted?’

      ‘Are you still moaning about that?’ I reply.

      ‘You’d have to run him over with a tank to shut him up,’ Thompson jeers.

      ‘I’m tempted to give that a try,’ I reply. ‘When are you going to let it go, Wilson?’

      ‘When you finally admit that a terrible mistake has been made,’ he jokes.

      ‘Like you’d even want to be a corporal,’ Jenkinson replies. ‘You’d hate it.’

      ‘Yeah, but it doesn’t mean I can’t keep complaining.’ Wilson laughs back.

      ‘See why I didn’t want to come back to this section,’ I say to the new recruits. ‘Anybody want another pint?’

      The entire section replies unanimously and I head to the bar. When Captain Grayburn said I had my pick of who would join the section I knew instantly who I would choose. Bob Lathbury, Smithy, Thompson, and Myhill were the obvious picks. We join Wilson and Jenkinson and the new Bren gun crew of John McClair and Stanley Woods. They are a decent bunch of lads if a little rough around the edges. Tonight, they can relax after a tough day of training. The intensity rises every day and the physical fitness of the lads is better than ever before.

      ‘Another round,’ I request to the landlord.

      ‘You guys are keeping me in business,’ he replies.

      I turn back to my section to see the men are talking and bonding already. Good. A division between old hands and the new recruits had been a worry of mine, but by their laughter I can see I needn’t have worried. They’ve taken well to my command too. Initially, I felt the nerves and uncertainty in leading them, but that quickly disappeared amongst the life of military drills, inspections, and endless training.

      That didn’t mean the lads hadn’t tried to push their luck with me, especially Wilson and Jenkinson, but I quickly set them right when I administered my first punishment; an extra night on guard shift. They had been testing me, and they respected me for coming down hard. They need to know I’ll lead them when the time comes. They still try to get away with a few things but they know where the line is now.

      ‘Need a hand, boss? Lathbury asks.

      ‘I was hoping to talk with you, Bob,’ I tell him. ‘I’ve yet to name a Lance Corporal and was thinking of naming you.’

      ‘Me?’ he laughs. ‘I’ve never even fired a shot at an enemy. Surely Wilson or Jenkinson are a better choice? They’ve at least faced Jerry.’

      ‘True, they were with me in France,’ I reply, ‘but to be honest, they don’t have the same influence over the new lads like you. They listen to you and you’re already a bloody good soldier. That, and if anyone disagrees with anything I or you say, you’re big enough and strong enough to snap them like a twig.’ I chuckle.

      ‘You’re just saying that so I’ll agree,’ he says.

      ‘Sure am,’ I reply. ‘I’ll need all the help I can get, especially when we go into combat. You’ll be my second in command and lead the section when I’m not able to.’

      ‘I don’t have much of a choice, do I?’ he says with a loud booming laugh.

      ‘Not at all.’

      ‘Well, then I guess I’m your man,’ he says.

      ‘Good,’ I say. ‘Well, Lance Corporal Lathbury, your first job is to pay for this round.’

      ‘Thanks, boss,’ he says as his ever-present grin grows bigger.

      I return to the lads, carrying a few of the beers with me. As I take my seat, they are deep in conversion about what the section endured in France.

      ‘So tell us what it was like over there,’ Smithy asks.

      ‘Yeah, Cooper…I mean Corporal Cooper has been short on the details,’ Thompson adds.

      ‘We were glad to get back to England,’ Wilson replies.

      ‘You’ve got to say more than that,’ Thompson says.

      ‘Yeah, c’mon,’ Myhill chirps up. ‘What was it like to fight Jerry?’

      ‘They kicked us out of France well enough,’ Jenkinson says, eager to change the subject. ‘Anybody got any smokes?’

      ‘I’ve always got a supply,’ Thompson says proudly. ‘Maybe we can sort a deal?’

      ‘Don’t,’ I warn them. ‘You’ll end up owing him money for months.’

      ‘Spoilsport,’ Thompson mutters, the rest of us laughing.

      ‘And if you did have any smokes or money, don’t let Wilson know,’ I add.

      ‘We shouldn’t lend to him?’ Myhill guesses.

      ‘Yes, but he’s more likely to steal it from you first,’ I state. ‘It was his former employment.’

      ‘Burglar?’ Smithy says.

      ‘More a gentleman thief,’ Wilson replies. ‘Besides, I haven’t stolen a thing since joining up with this sorry army.’

      ‘I don’t believe that for a second,’ Jenkinson says. Funnily enough, Wilson can’t keep a straight face and the others continue to mock him and each other.

      ‘McClair, Woods, we haven’t had a chance to really talk,’ I say to the two man Bren light machine gun crew. ‘How long you been with the section?’

      ‘Arrived a few weeks before you, Corporal,’ Woods replies.

      ‘Transferred over straight from the barracks,’ McClair says.

      ‘What did you do before enlisting?’ I ask. ‘What was your employment?’

      ‘I was a bus driver,’ Woods says, ‘and McClair was a schoolteacher.’

      ‘Driver and teacher,’ I repeat, surprised.

      ‘Teaching English and Mathematics to upper years,’ McClair adds.

      I am seventeen-years-old now, still under age to enlist in the army. If there wasn’t a war on, I’d still be in school and McClair would be teaching pupils no older than me. Though some of the lads are roughly my age, McClair and Woods are older and I will be leading them into combat. I will be ordering them to face death.

      ‘It’s good to have you with us,’ I say, trying to snap myself out of those daunting thoughts. ‘I look forward to seeing your gunnery skills. In the right hands, the Bren gun can make a real difference on the battlefield.’

      ‘You can rely on us, Corporal,’ Woods says reassuringly.

      ‘I’m sure I can,’ I tell them. ‘Now make way lads for Lance Corporal Lathbury.’

      ‘You named him lance corporal?’ Wilson blusters, spitting out his drink.

      ‘Yes, and if you have a problem with that you can take it up with him,’ I reply.

      Wilson falls quiet as Lathbury looms over the table. He does not threaten but just shows the former-thief a wide grin.

      ‘Good luck with that, Wilson.’ Jenkinson laughs.

      ‘He’ll squash you like a bug,’ Smithy mocks.

      The rest of the section laugh and crash glasses together in cheers for the new lance corporal. They are a good bunch, eight men united under my command. It is now up to me to keep them out of trouble and prove our worth to F Company and the rest of the regiment.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        1st November 1941

      

        

      
        My Dearest Maggie,

        I hope this letter finds you well.

        We are in Weymouth now and life on the coast is hectic. Word around the camp is we’ll be heading out soon. Some are saying we’ll be heading to Africa but others, Captain Grayburn included, suspect we’ll be bound for somewhere more local in Britain. One of the lads mentioned Scotland, up in the highlands for further training. Oh, and the captain asked me to express his gratitude to you and the staff at the hospital again.

        My section continues to impress me, but that’s mainly down to the lads rather than their leader. Lathbury has been a big help in maintaining order, proving within a matter of weeks that I made the right choice in appointing him as lance corporal.

        Wherever we end up, I hope to see you before we relocate. With all this going on, I don’t know if I’ll get a chance. Know that if I get even a single day pass, I will use it to visit you. I think about you every day.

        I hope things are going well for you at the hospital. From what I’ve heard on the radio, it sounds like the raids on London have lessened. I hope so. I barely sleep for fear that your hospital has been hit. But you’re strong and a survivor, and it’s what I admire about you. After what happened to you at Balham Tube Station, I trust fate has a greater path for us both.

      

        

      
        You are ever in my thoughts.

      

        

      
        All my love,

        Andy

      

        

      
        P.S. Thanks for the photograph you sent me. The lads haven’t stopped teasing me about, saying you are far too beautiful for an ugly lad like me – they’re not wrong!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        19th March 1942

        Dear Andy,

      

        

      
        I am well and hope you are too. I miss you terribly. I’m hoping for a few days leave from the hospital so I can come and visit you in Scotland.

        How is it? I imagine it is pretty cold and wet. I visited a few times with my family when I was younger; it rained very single day. I hope the weather is kinder to you.

        I hope it is still going well with your section. Despite your reservations, I knew you would make a good leader. You have a way with people. You can be quite charming, and persuasive. You’re a caring man, and they’re lucky to have you. They know you’ll do right by them, just as I do.

      

        

      
        My elder sister, Pearl visited last week, though I wish it was under better circumstances. Timothy’s plane went down over the Channel two weeks ago. She was in London to find out more. She wanted to know if his body has been found, or if he has been reported captured by the Germans. She left heartbroken as there’s no word on Timothy. I felt so sorry for her and could do nothing to console her.

        War is a wicked thing. It takes away the ones you love, but it also makes you realise how precious life is, and how we must hold on tight to the ones we hold dear in our hearts.

      

        

      
        Please take care of yourself, Andy. There will be a life for us after all this.

      

        

      
        I love you.

        Maggie x
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      ADAM—Taking it easy, hotel Adlon Kempinski, Berlin, Germany

      ‘Five-star hotel suite with its own hot tub and private balcony with a view of all of Berlin,’ Emma surmises as she looks out from the balcony. ‘A bit much, don’t you think?’

      ‘It was Adam’s idea,’ Matt replies.

      A knock sounds at the hotel room door, announcing room service.

      ‘You ordered food?’ Matt asks in annoyance as I guide in the plates of chips and gourmet burgers and place them on the tables. ‘I’m guessing you’ve put that on the museum’s bill?’

      ‘Yep,’ I reply cheerily.

      ‘Jackpot, I am starving!’ Emma says as she scoops up handfuls and devours them.

      ‘You’re welcome,’ I reply with a smirk at Matt, before jumping onto the sofa. ‘I can’t even remember the last time I was on holiday.’

      ‘This isn’t a holiday, kid,’ Dave replies.

      ‘You’re just about to open a beer,’ I reply, seeing the bottle in his hand.

      ‘This is badly needed, trust me,’ he says before taking a swig. ‘Besides, what you’re planning could result in us all facing serious jail time. The never-getting-out kind of jail time.’

      ‘It won’t come to that,’ Matt says as he opens three laptops and connects them to a central drive and receiver. ‘As long as we stick to the plan, they won’t even know we were there.’

      ‘Heard anything about how Charles is getting on at the UN?’ I ask before sinking my teeth into a burger.

      ‘It’s not going well,’ Matt replies. ‘The Security Council have been grilling him for days now about what happened in Egypt. He’s not alone either; Eva Strindberg and Renee Marquette are there too, representing the Swedish and French teams. They’re not fairing much better.’

      ‘Any idea what this will mean for us?’ Dave asks.

      ‘Nothing good,’ is all Matt can say.

      ‘And any news on Gabriel?’ Emma asks.

      ‘Abbey said he’s going to be fine,’ I reply. ‘His operation to close up the damage was a complete success. Now he’s hitting on the nurses and begging to be let out. Abbey bet he won’t last two more days there.’

      ‘And what did you think?’ Emma replies.

      ‘Oh, I thought he’d already be gone.’

      ‘To be fair, you’ve got a point,’ Matt says as he makes the final preparations. ‘Abbey, are you there?’

      ‘Ready and waiting,’ she says through the speakers of the laptops. ‘How is everyone?’

      ‘Bored, inpatient, annoyed with Adam,’ Emma replies, sticking her tongue out at me.

      ‘Business as usual then.’ Abbey laughs.

      ‘Speaking of impatient, let’s hear what you’ve got to say, Abbey,’ Dave says, drinking deep from his beer. It’s clear to see there’s something playing on his mind by the way he downed the bottle and reached for another.

      ‘Abbey, do you want to talk us through?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Gladly,’ she replies. The screens begin to display information, maps and 3-D images of our targets in Museum Island.

      ‘Museum Island gets its name from the five museums in the district; the Old Museum known as Altes Museum, the New Museum known as Neues Museum, the Old National Gallery known as Alte Nationalgalerie, the Bode Museum, and then lastly, the Pergamon Museum. Each has a specialised collection, be it Byzantine arts, Ancient Greece, the Middle East, and Ancient Egyptian.’

      ‘Let’s try to avoid that one shall we,’ I joke. Everyone ignores me.

      ‘Though the five museums are independent, they are joined at a single point,’ Abbey explains. ‘I was able to dig up the original designs for the museums, all of which show tunnels beneath them that converge at a series of chambers underground at the heart of the district.’

      ‘You think those chambers are the vaults,’ Matt says.

      ‘Using Adam’s headset, I was able to conduct a survey scan of the Altes Museum,’ Abbey says. ‘It showed all the rooms and levels inside the museum and tunnels leading down to the chambers. Something is down there, and if a half-built Nazi Gold Train does exist, my bet is, it’s hidden there.’

      ‘So how are we going to steal a train?’ Emma asks.

      ‘We’re not stealing it,’ Matt replies, ‘although I would like to see you try. No, all we need to do is get down to it and find the map engraved inside the engineer’s compartment.’

      ‘Is there any proof the map is on the train?’ Dave asks. ‘Or even that the train is down there?’

      ‘Since when did we need proof?’ I laugh.

      ‘The captured schematics for all the Riese trains show engraved maps in the engineer’s cabin,’ Matt says as Abbey brings up an image of the schematics on the laptop screens. ‘If we’re going to find out where the gold bar and the U-boat came from, this is our best bet.’

      ‘You have to get down there without being seen by the museum’s security cameras or running into their guards,’ Abbey says.

      ‘So how do we get down to the vaults without being seen?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Not easily,’ Abbey replies. ‘They have cameras everywhere and a security detail that covers all five museums from all five buildings. As well as that, they have a direct warning line to the Berlin Landespolizei Police Force. If the alarm is triggered, you will have less than five minutes to evacuate the area.’

      ‘We can go in at night,’ Matt suggests, ‘when the security is off-guard.’

      ‘Not an option,’ replies Abbey. ‘When I scanned the Altes Museum, the feedback showed lockdown protocols operate throughout the night. No one goes in or out of those tunnels or the vaults until morning. Even the curators cannot get down there.’

      ‘By day then,’ Matt says. ‘We can use the crowds of visitors and tourists at the museums for cover.’

      ‘That may be more difficult than first thought,’ Abbey says, preparing more bad news. ‘I managed to pick up the frequency of their security communications. Following their meeting with the curator, Matt and Adam’s faces are now known by all the security staff of the five museums. They will be looking for you and watching your every move.’

      ‘Well done, boys,’ Emma claps sarcastically.

      ‘We might be able to use that to our advantage,’ I say, an idea coming to mind.

      ‘What about ventilation systems?’ Matt asks. ‘Any access to the museums or those vaults through them?’

      ‘Nothing we can use,’ Abbey replies.

      ‘Sewers beneath the streets?’ I suggest.

      ‘Gross,’ Emma replies.

      ‘Nope, no sewer or waste systems we can use either,’ Abbey says.

      ‘So the plan is to sneak into the vaults via breaking into museums we can’t set foot in,’ Dave says. ‘Anybody else see the madness in this? We don’t know for certain if the map is down there and they have all their security on alert for Adam and Matt.’

      ‘And the security details are armed as well as any military,’ Abbey adds. ‘Just thought you ought to know.’

      ‘Thanks.’ I chuckle in dismay.

      ‘Okay, so this operation is impossible and likely to get us captured or killed,’ Emma says with the typical excitement of a challenge in her voice.

      ‘Where do we sign up?’ I joke.

      ‘You’re all mad!’ Dave says, rolling his eyes and giving up his argument as he tries not to laugh.

      ‘What’s this building, Abbey?’ Matt asks, pointing to a close by structure with a large dome roof and four towers.

      ‘I knew you would ask,’ Abbey explains. ‘That, Hunter Senior, is the Berlin Cathedral, otherwise known as, The Evangelical Supreme Parish and Collegiate Church.’

      I see that look in Matt’s eye and know exactly what he has in mind.

      ‘We’re going to need an escape route,’ I say. ‘You know, just in case things go a tad awry.’

      ‘And when does that ever happen?’ Matt chuckles with the others.

      ‘Abbey, how quick can you put in a special order?’ I ask.

      ‘The same as your last one?’ she replies.

      ‘Bigger,’ I say with a broad smile that is shared by Emma.

      ‘There’s a few different local suppliers,’ Abbey replies. ‘I’ll get right on it.’

      We talk for a few more hours, making plans and running through the scenarios time and again until Matt calls a stop. We have more than a few hours until we need to make our final preparations and head out so Matt advises us to eat and sleep if we can. Sleep sounds good to me but Dave collars me first.

      ‘C’mon, kid,’ he tells me. ‘They’ve got a gym here and I need a sparring partner.’

      ‘Not Emma or Matt?’ I ask, trying to worm my way out of it. I don’t want to be on the end of one of Dave’s beatings, especially since he has been in such a strange mood.

      ‘That’s a solid pass from me,’ Emma says.

      ‘Likewise,’ adds my brother.

      ‘It will keep us sharp,’ Dave says. ’Besides, you have skipped our last two combat tutorials.’

      ‘That’s because I end up black and blue,’ I reply.

      ‘Don’t get hit so much then.’ Emma sniggers.

      ‘Go easy on him,’ Matt tells Dave. ‘We are here on assignment.’

      Dave doesn’t reply. He’s lost in thought, just as he has been countless times today. Once he is out of earshot, Matt grabs my ear and whispers, ‘Something’s up with him. See if you can find out what it is and if we can help.’

      ‘Can’t you ask?’ I ask. ‘I’d rather not get beat up.’

      ‘Go on,’ Matt urges. ‘At least he will keep you out of trouble.’

      We head to the lower levels of the hotel where there is a gym almost as big as the museum’s training facility. In the centre, surrounded by the weights, treadmills, exercise bikes, and equipment I cannot even name, is a space reserved for boxing and sparring. Dave is silent as we pad up, despite my attempts to get him to talk. He waits until the moment my gloves and protective headgear are fastened before launching himself at me. My guard barely holds back his hard strikes.

      ‘Did I do something to piss you off?’ I ask, blocking more of his punches.

      I circle round, not letting him get too close before quickly narrowing the distance between us and striking hard. At first, he blocks my attacks with ease, but I keep moving and jabbing before he launches his own assault. He’s clumsy, attacking more through frustration and anger than using his head. I outmanoeuvre him and strike the back of his unprotected head. Dave would never normally allow this to happen and he stumbles away, grunting in annoyance before attacking again.

      ‘Everything okay, Dave?’ I ask him. ‘Your head doesn’t seem in the game.’

      ‘I’m fine, kid,’ he mutters, swinging an arm towards me that crashes into my raised guard.

      ‘Daughter okay?’ I ask, jabbing forward and urging Dave back. He gives no ground and we collide for a moment before he pushes me back.

      ‘Don’t,’ he warns.

      ‘What about your wife?’ I question. ‘Jennifer, wasn’t it?’

      I shouldn’t have said that. Dave utterly snaps and launches himself at me, striking hard again and again. My guard barely holds against his enraged attack until he bursts through and hits me hard across the jaw. Even with the protective headgear, it makes my ears ring and I don’t see his boot rise and kick me hard in the stomach, sending me tumbling to the floor. Dave stands over me, red faced and breathing hard until his rage subsides.

      Then, it’s like a switch goes off in his head and he sees the situation for the first time. ‘I’m sorry, kid,’ he says, offering me a hand. ‘I don’t know what happened.’

      I take his hand and pull myself up. My ears are still ringing and I’m winded but I’ll be okay.

      ‘What’s…going on…with you?’ I ask between gasped breaths.

      Dave doesn’t reply. He pulls off his headgear and throws it across the gym. With one last tired look, he turns and heads for the exit.

      ‘Dave,’ I call after him. ‘If you need to talk, I’m here. We are all here, if you need us.’

      ‘Thanks, kid,’ he replies over his shoulder. ‘But this is something I need to figure out for myself.’
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      CORPORAL ANDREW COOPER—Britannia Arms Pub, Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk, England. 12TH June 1943

      ‘Hip hip hooray! Happy birthday, Myhill!’

      The section and the rest of the pub cheer. Myhill appears more embarrassed than ever, especially when one of the barmaids plants a kiss on his cheek.

      It is good timing. His birthday falls during our return to the regimental barracks to re-arm with new equipment and clothing. The lads make the most of it; Thompson plying the section with liquor before we’d even left the barracks. I don’t know where he got the booze from – most likely one of his black-market contacts, and to be honest, I don’t want to know. People struggle every day with the rationing, making do with what they have, yet Thompson can still manage to get whatever is needed, for a price.

      The section and the company have been driven hard in training and manoeuvres and a single night to relax away from it all is appreciated. Like the others, I could have gone to see family and friends, but as one we decided to properly celebrate Myhill’s birthday. These lads are now family.

      ‘Here you go, Corporal,’ Lathbury says as he passes me a pint.

      ‘Cheers, Bob,’ I say. ‘Goes down better than whatever it was Thompson gave us.’

      ‘You can’t beat a bit of homebrew, though, can you,’ the towering brute replies.

      ‘C’mon, Myhill,’ Smithy says to the birthday boy. ‘Lets you and me go have a chat with these lovely ladies.’

      Smithy gives me and the rest of lads a wink as he leads Myhill away. He has already told us his plan; getting a few drinks into Myhill before chatting up some girls.

      ‘He’s set his sights on those WAAF girls,’ I tell the lads once Myhill has been led away by Smithy.

      ‘WAAF?’ Jenkinson asks.

      ‘Women’s Auxiliary Air Force,’ I reply.

      ‘Pilots?’ asks Woods.

      ‘Anything but, I think,’ I say. ‘Spotters, mechanics, clerks, drivers. All sorts, really.’

      ‘I do like a girl in uniform,’ Lathbury says.

      ‘You’d prefer a girl out of it,’ Wilson teases him.

      ‘Cheers to that,’ Lathbury replies, drinking deep from his pint.

      A chat with a few beautiful ladies isn’t Myhill’s only gift. I’ve managed to convince Lieutenant Long to a rare acquisition request for a single rifle. This one was a new model and variant of our Lee-Enfield Mark Three rifles, modified and fitted with a telescopic scope; the perfect tool for our young sniper. The lieutenant was only too happy to sign the request, proud of having the best marksman in his platoon.

      Lieutenant Darren Long is a decent enough chap, leaving the run of the sections to us corporals but commanding the platoon as well as any other officer. He plays cards and drinks with the boys under his command but isn’t afraid to be hard on the men, too. Like Captain Grayburn, the lieutenant just wants us to be, ‘the best damn soldiers in the army’.

      ‘A round for me and my guys, barkeep!’ a voice calls from the entrance to the pub as a dozen men stumble inside.

      ‘Shut that door!’ the landlord shouts back. ‘No lights, there’s a blackout on!’

      ‘Be sharp about the drinks, would you! We’re real thirsty,’ one of the newcomers says as he slams the door behind him.

      ‘Yanks,’ Lathbury warns.

      I’d already guessed that by the accents and uniforms. From the looks of them, they’re pilots: the insignia of the US Eighth Air Force is on their jackets. The Americans arrived in Britain early last year, not long after joining the war. Some saw them as a nuisance, but I know every ally Britain has will be vital if we ever intend to free Europe of Hitler’s grip.

      ‘Make some room for me and my buddies would you!’ one of them shouts at the top of his voice.

      ‘And keep the beers coming, Limey!’ cries another.

      Looking to the locals, I can see they’ve already had enough of the airmen. Some of them are looking to me and my men, urging us to put the Yanks in their place.

      ‘Excuse me, fellas,’ I call out to the Americans. ‘Any chance you can keep the noise down?’

      ‘What’s your problem?’ one of them shouts back.

      ‘What did you say?’ another yells, marching straight towards me. ‘You got an issue with us?’

      ‘Easy now, Jake,’ one of the other pilots says, stopping his friend and pushing him back towards the rest. ‘Sorry about him. We’ve been for a few drinks already. Name’s Captain Scott Dale.’

      ‘Corporal Andrew Cooper,’ I say, shaking his hand.

      ‘Good to meet you, Andy,’ he replies enthusiastically. ‘The boys and I were at Mildenhall airbase inspecting a German plane one of your pilots shot down. We thought we’d visit a few of the local sites, while we’re here.’

      ‘Local pubs, you mean,’ I reply.

      ‘Hey, tell your boys to stop hogging the ladies,’ one of the other Yanks interrupts as he staggers towards us.

      ‘Wayne, I think you’ve had enough…’ Captain Dale tries to say.

      ‘He the one who wanted trouble?’ the drunk man states, pointing at me.

      ‘Wayne, stop this,’ Dale says, but he’s too late. Wayne swings a fist towards me.

      I easily dodge the blow but the man stumbles into Lathbury and falls into the table behind him, knocking over a dozen glasses. Instantly, all hell breaks loose as my lads and the Americans pile in. Punches are thrown, tables and chairs broken, glasses smashed. None of my section back away even though we’re outnumbered two-to-one. Even Myhill and Smithy abandon the ladies they were entertaining and come to our aid.

      With batons raised and whistles blaring, the military police storm into the pub. I’ve crossed them before a few times. The MPs are always eager to arrest any member of the forces causing trouble.

      ‘Out the back!’ I yell to my men, pushing them towards the rear exit behind the bar. The Americans follow us as fast as they can and as I pass the bar, I shout an apology to the landlord.

      ‘Keep going!’ I then urge my men.

      We run as fast as we can out of the pub and out into the cold air. We turn down the next street, only stopping when we’ve rounded the following corner.

      ‘Myhill, keep watch to see if they’re following us,’ I command. The Americans also come to a stop and we all laugh.

      I make a quick count and am relieved to see none of the section has been left behind. Thompson is bleeding heavily from his nose, Woods and Smithy already have black eyes, but apart from that, we’ve emerged pretty unscathed. I can’t say the same for the Americans. Two of them are vomiting in the next alley.

      I tease Captain Dale. ‘Your boys aren’t doing too well, are they?’

      ‘Serves them right for starting a fight with your lads,’ the pilot replies. ‘Cheers for leading us out of that place before the MPs slapped cuffs on us.’

      ‘I think my nose is broken,’ Thompson moans.

      ‘It’s an improvement.’ Wilson chuckles.

      ‘Here, take this for the landlord,’ Captain Dale says, handing me a dozen crumbled notes from his pocket. Payment for the damages.

      ‘I guess you Yanks are overpaid.’ I laugh.

      ‘Overpaid, oversexed, and over here,’ he replies. ‘That’s what people say isn’t it? Look, what happened at the bar, that was on my boys.’

      ‘I’m sure my lads didn’t help,’ I reply.

      ‘You’re all right for a Limey,’ he says, lighting a cigarette.

      ‘Likewise, Yank.’
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      MATT—Altes Museum, Berlin, Germany

      ‘Why am I the one to have to do this?’ I ask.

      ‘Because it had to be one of us,’ Adam replies via my earpiece, ‘and you lost rock, paper, scissors. You always go with paper. Besides, with your looks, the baseball cap and the backpack, you fit in with all the other nerdy sightseers.’

      ‘Thanks, Adam, but that’s enough chat,’ I tell him.

      ‘Agreed,’ reply Abbey, Emma, and Dave.

      I smile. We all give Adam a hard time, but he gives as well as he takes. Besides, I’m the one playing the most embarrassing part of this whole charade.

      Adam was right; I do fit in with the crowds around me. There are groups of tourists, students, and families all visiting the Old Museum to see its latest archaeological collections from Cyprus and the Roman provinces. On any other day it would have been good to visit and properly study these artefacts, but I know that my clock is already ticking.

      ‘Mr Hunter,’ I hear Karl Lehmannn say from behind me. I try to conceal my smile. I turn and see that he has two large security guards with him. He has a broad grin on his face like he has just won the lottery.

      ‘Mr Lehmann, it is a pleasure to see you again,’ I lie.

      ‘I wish I could say the same,’ he replies. ‘This is the fifth of our five museums in this district you have visited in the last few hours. We have been watching you ever since you set foot inside our district.’

      I know you have.

      ‘Just taking in the sights before I head for home,’ I say.

      ‘Why is it that I do not believe you?’ he replies. ‘I think we had best have a chat in my office. My security will escort you on.’

      Distract and act. While he has his sights on me, he won’t see the others.
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      ADAM—Berlin Cathedral, Berlin, Germany

      With the keys in my hand, I hurry from the priest’s chambers and out into the aisles of the main hall of the cathedral. Hundreds of people around me are in prayer, and tour groups are quietly taking in the sights. The elaborate domed roof is impressive, and the interior is crammed with artworks and stained-glass windows. The organ is being played, its seven thousand pipes joining the sound of the choir singing.

      ‘Strange to think this entire place was wrecked during the Second World War,’ Abbey tells me via the headset. ‘Bombs blew out the windows, and in 1944, the domed roof was destroyed. It collapsed into the cathedral and they rebuilt much of it in the 1970s.’

      ‘They did a good job,’ I reply, taking in the grand building as I make my way to the rear of the public area. I meet Emma and Dave at the locked gates, which lead to the stairs to the crypt.

      ‘That was quick,’ Dave says.

      ‘Are those priest’s robes?’ Emma asks with disbelief, thankfully breaking the tension.

      ‘Maybe,’ I reply, pulling the hood tighter over my head.

      ‘You stole from a priest? Emma asks. ‘You know it’s a sin to impersonate a man of God.’

      ‘Hopefully, God will understand,’ I reply. ‘Besides, I only borrowed the robes and keys from the bishop. I left him a sizeable donation.’

      ‘The robes are very attractive,’ Emma teases.

      I unlock the gate and grab Dave’s arm before he can pass. I look him straight in the eyes. ‘Are you good?’ I ask.

      ‘I am,’ he replies with uncertainty. ‘I will be. Let’s see this done, then we can talk.’

      I allow Dave and Emma to pass through the gate and down towards the crypt.

      ‘Now, onwards, my children, for you are blessed,’ I joke.

      ‘Very funny,’ Dave grumbles.

      We file down the stone steps and into the crypt, using our torches to light the way. Concealed are our uniforms and body armour, taking all necessary precautions. Once beyond the next set of steel gates, I toss the priest’s robes aside and then take in the full extent of the crypt around us. In every direction there are stone sarcophaguses; dozens of them in wood, stone and marble, each with a different design.

      ‘The Hohenzollern crypt,’ Abbey explains via my headset. ‘Ninety-four sarcophagi and burial monuments. They range from the end of the sixteenth century all the way to the beginning of the twentieth. There are even a few Prussian Kings down there. According to records, their caskets are cast in gold plate.’

      ‘Standing amongst all these dead dudes in the dark isn’t creepy at all,’ Emma says.

      ‘Where to, Abbey?’ Dave asks, focussed only on the mission.

      ‘Turn left and down to the far side,’ she explains. ‘You should see some grating that fills in an older entrance.’

      We hurry through the crypt, taking care not to disturb any sarcophagus or the dead resting inside. All three of us move without speaking. We want to be out of the space as soon as possible. We reach the grating, which blocks off another entrance.

      ‘Why was this area sealed off?’ I ask Abbey as Dave unshoulders his rucksack and prepares his equipment.

      ‘The crypt was ruined along with the rest of the cathedral during the Second World War,’ she explains. ‘When they rebuilt, it was decided the Death Doorway was no longer needed.’

      ‘Death Doorway?’ Emma asks, taking a step away.

      ‘It’s the route the priests used to bring down the bodies,’ Abbey replies. ‘They’d carry out final rituals as they passed right where you’re standing.’

      ‘As if this place wasn’t creepy enough,’ I say.

      ‘Yeah, thanks, Abbey,’ Emma says. ‘You could have told us that before.’

      ‘Well, I didn’t want to spoil the surprise.’ She chuckles. ‘Isn’t that something moving behind you, Adam?’

      ‘Very funny,’ both Emma and I say in unison.

      ‘It’s not the dead you need to worry about, kids,’ Dave says as he readies a set of steel cutters that resemble a blowtorch. ‘It’s the living who cause us all the problems.’
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      MATT—Karl Lehmannn’s Office, Altes Museum, Berlin, Germany

      ‘I must ask you again, Mr Hunter,’ the curator says. ‘Why have you been wandering around all of our museums in the district?’

      That makes it ten times that he’s asked the same question. Even I’m getting bored now and want to tell him where to go.

      ‘For the same reason I said the first time you asked,’ I reply, biting my tongue again. ‘I was merely taking in your collections before I leave for home. Now can I be excused your hospitality?’

      I can see his security detail, as heavily armed as Abbey suggested, and they are looking just as annoyed at my answers as the curator.

      ‘You and I both know that is not true, Mr Hunter,’ Karl Lehmann says as he slams a fist onto his desk. ‘Look at the screens around you. We have footage of you entering each of our museums within the last three hours.’

      ‘I don’t look too bad, do I?’ I say, winding him up even more. Adam would be proud of me.

      ‘Will you tell me the truth or will I have to involve the police?’ the curator asks.

      ‘And what will the police do?’ I question with a smirk. ‘Ask me to leave?’

      ‘They’ll do whatever I ask of them,’ the curator threatens. ‘I have many good friends among them who would only too happily put you in jail for the night. I know you seek access to our vaults but that is simply impossible. The German government has given an official order prohibiting access to all items and articles within our vaults.’

      ‘There’s a reason you don’t want anyone going down there, isn’t there?’ I question. ‘The train, the map. They exist, don’t they? What is your Government trying to cover up?’

      ‘Some maps should not be read, Mr Hunter,’ he simply says.

      ‘They’re ready, Matt,’ I hear Abbey instruct me via my hidden earpiece. ‘It’s now or never.’

      My mobile phone rings in my pocket, a loud tone of God Save The Queen.

      ‘Cute,’ the curator remarks.

      ‘A little on the nose, wouldn’t you say?’ Abbey asks.

      ‘My brother’s choice,’ I reply.

      Taking out my phone, I ignore the call from Abbey and instead activate a feature that no ordinary phone has; another of Tristram’s inventions. Within the phone is a device that latches on to wireless systems and intercepts and blocks video feeds. All the device needs is to be activated near an active computer connected to the system, and the office all around me is filled with computers and screens displaying the live feeds from the security systems. Being brought here was all part of the plan. I see that it has already taken effect, the screens flicking with interference.

      ‘What’s going on?’ one of the security guards says in alarm, walking closer and flicking through a dozen of the cameras.

      ‘Forget to pay your bill?’ I joke.

      ‘Probably just a glitch to do with the renovations at the Neues Museum,’ the other guard says. ‘It’s been having issues all week.’

      ‘I don’t like this,’ Karl Lehmann states as he glares at me. ‘This is something to do with you.’

      ‘How when I’m sat right here?’ I say innocently. ‘Can I go now?’

      ‘Not yet,’ the curator states before turning to his security detail. ‘Double the guards at the entrance of every museum until our feed returns. Keep on the lookout for the other one, his brother.’

      Too late, he’s already inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      ADAM—Beneath Museum Island, Berlin, Germany

      Dave makes short work of the grating covering the Death Doorway. Luckily, the steel cutters do not make too much noise but Emma and I keep watch for signs of discovery. Beyond the Death’s Door, we drop down into a tunnel of complete darkness. At our feet are steel lines that look designed for carts to travel down, similar to a mine.

      ‘You are now standing in the tunnel that runs straight from the Alte Nationalgalerie Museum to the central vaults beneath the island,’ Abbey explains. ‘They likely transport all their most priceless art down here for protection.’

      ‘Can’t imagine who’d be stupid enough to break into museums,’ Dave mutters.

      ‘The security cameras’ feed is blocked for the moment, but you need to get to the central vaults as fast as possible,’ Abbey tells us. ‘I can’t guarantee how long Matt can keep the curator and his goons busy.’

      ‘Matt loves to talk so I’m sure he’ll be fine,’ I say as we run down the tunnel.

      ‘If he’s anything like Adam, I’m sure he’ll wind up in prison soon enough,’ Emma taunts.

      ‘No way. Matt’s the Golden Boy, he never gets into trouble.’ I laugh.

      ‘Save your breath for running,’ Dave orders.

      ‘Yes, sir!’ Emma and I reply as we pick up the pace.

      Within no time, we approach a secured hatchway. Thankfully, it’s unmanned but the security camera above us reminds us of our need for haste. Dave tries the hatch, but it’s sealed tight with a locking mechanism that even I cannot pick.

      ‘It’s asking for eye and voice confirmation,’ Emma says, indicating a console on the side of the door.

      ‘Adam, line up the glasses with the scanner,’ Abbey instructs.

      I do as ordered, and over the lenses of the headset appear a set of eyes different to mine.

      ‘Whose are they?’ I ask, but another voice replies back.

      ‘Karl Lehmann,’ the German curator’s voice states through speakers in the headset. A confirmation appears on the console screen and the hatch door automatically opens.

      ‘How did you do that?’ Emma asks.

      ‘Recorded it with the headset when Adam and Matt met the curator before,’ Abbey says. ‘Scanned his eyes too.’

      ‘These glasses really are priceless,’ I say, impressed.

      ‘Then don’t take them off,’ she tells me, reminding me of a promise I have broken before.

      We hurry through the hatch and into the secret vaults of Berlin’s Museum Island. We are stunned by a collection only comparable to what is hidden in the lower floors of the British Museum. There are countless pieces of art, royal crowns, and towering stone and marble statues of gods and rulers. I see a pirate flag, too; the devil piercing a heart with a sword, which I know is the insignia of Blackbeard. I even spot a First World War tank among the wide assortment of vehicles and planes and what appears to be a full-size airship like the infamous Zeppelin above us.

      ‘Is that it?’ Emma asks, spotting a single train carriage on its own. The carriage has ornate markings and is fully furnished but there is no locomotive to go with it.

      ‘Nope, that actually matches the specifications and markings of the Compiegne Wagon,’ Abbey explains via the headset.

      ‘Go on,’ I reply. ‘I know you’re dying to tell us.’

      ‘The Compiegne Wagon is famous for two things,’ she explains, excitement in her voice. ‘Firstly, it was where the German army signed the 1918 armistice treaty, ending hostilities in the First World War. Secondly…’

      ‘It’s where Hitler forced the French to sign their own armistice and surrender in 1940,’ Dave says.

      ‘Spot on, Mr Conway,’ Abbey replies. ‘Having soundly beaten the French Army and the British Expeditionary Force, Hitler specifically requested the surrender be signed within the exact same carriage.’

      ‘Hitler’s supreme moment of revenge,’ Dave adds, peering through the windows into the carriage.

      ‘The Compiegne Wagon was said to have been destroyed by the SS in 1945 at the end of the war,’ Abbey says. ‘Its ashes were buried and never recovered.’

      ‘I guess not,’ I add. ‘Time is of the essence, guys. Let’s keep moving.’

      The farther into the vaults we walk, the more we see, and the stranger the artefacts become.

      ‘Is that a skull with a pair of fangs?’ Emma asks.

      ‘Yep,’ I reply. ‘And is that a sword surrounded in burning flames?’

      ‘Let’s keep going,’ Dave says. ‘Anyone see part of a train?’

      ‘No,’ I say, stopping in my tracks, ‘but I see a fully built locomotive with a whopping great swastika across its face.’

      There in the centre of all the riches and relics of the vaults is a fully constructed steam train with three passenger cars behind it. All are in pristine condition as if newly built and furnished.

      ‘That’s our girl,’ Emma says, and the three of us rush towards the locomotive.

      ‘Hurry, guys. You don’t have much time,’ Abbey warns as she keeps an eye on how my brother is faring with the curator.

      ‘All we need to do is get the map,’ I explain, ‘then go back the way we came, fix the Death Doorway and return the priest’s robes and keys. No worries.’

      ‘I’m sorry, but it’s not going to be that easy,’ a voice calls out from behind us. I recognise the voice. It belongs to an Australian I’d hoped never to see again.

      Standing there watching us are three former foes. Two of them I crossed in saving Matt and recovering the Eagle standard of the Ninth Roman Legion, the mercenaries American Jack Bishop and Australian Leon Bransby. I hate them both for what they did to Matt when they took him hostage.

      Bishop is the same towering brute I remember; square shouldered, iron jawed, and a chest like a truck, but now with a beard covering half his face. Leon casts a salute towards me with a cruel grin as he removes his biker goggles. Both men have scarring around their clouded grey eyes.

      The third member of their group ambushed us not so long ago at the beached U-boat; her red and black dreadlocks and the maddened gaze are unmistakable: Follia. All three are armed; Follia with her Katana, and the other two with guns. They eye us like a predator eyes its prey.

      ‘Fancy meeting you here,’ Follia says. ‘Especially you, dear husband,’ she says, addressing Dave.

      ‘Jenny?’ he blurts with surprise.

      ‘Husband?’ the rest of us ask in unison.

      ‘This is Jenny!’ I say, unable to get a grip on the strange circumstance.

      ‘I haven’t heard that name for quite some time,’ she replies.

      ‘Not since you walked out on me and your daughter,’ Dave replies angrily, pacing forward. ‘You abandoned us for a life of crime. I don’t believe this! You were the one at the U-boat. What the hell are you doing here?’

      ‘Oh, how I have missed those smouldering green eyes of yours, husband,’ she says.

      ‘I haven’t missed you at all!’ he seethes.

      Follia draws her Katana blade and raises it in Dave’s direction. ‘That’s good. It will make killing you so much less… emotional.’

      ‘You abandoned us!’ Dave screams at her.

      All at once, Dave crumples to his knees and then he hits the floor, unconscious. I see Bishop standing with the butt of his gun grasped in his hand.

      ‘You think now is the time for a domestic spat?’ he taunts.

      ‘I believe you boys have some business with young Master Hunter over there,’ Follia says, turning her eyes to Bishop but not lowering her blade.

      ‘Aye, that we do,’ Bishop says, shouldering his weapon and pacing towards me with Leon in tow. ‘A gunshot would alert security, but a few broken bones shouldn’t cause too much noise.’

      ‘It took a month for our eye-sight to return to us after that stunt with the Eagle,’ Leon says. ‘Even now, we have to wear these damned contact lenses to see properly.’

      ‘Only right we return the favour,’ Bishop sneers.

      ‘We’ve been waiting for this,’ Leon says, cracking his knuckles.

      ‘So have I,’ I warn them as Emma and I ready ourselves.

      When they are within a few paces from us, we charge, taking the initiative. Emma reaches Bishop first, ducking beneath his lumbering fist and striking him hard with punches and a knee to the ribs. He doesn’t react, taking the hits before turning and grabbing her by the throat. Bishop slams Emma into the steel body of the locomotive, but she still keeps fighting.

      I have my hands full, blocking two strikes from Leon before punching him hard to the gut and then across the face. He laughs, drawing a baton that sparks with electricity.

      ‘Borrowed this off Follia,’ he sneers before swinging it towards me.

      I catch the baton in my hand but the charge hits me, shocking my arm. Pain flares as the muscles spasm. My obvious distress fuels Leon on and he strikes me again, this time to the chest, delivering a full electrical load. I’m in so much pain that I can’t even cry out. I can’t fight him off and he strikes again.

      ‘I owe you this, and much more, for what you did to us at the Vatican,’ Leon says.

      I look to Emma, still held by the throat, her face turning dark red.

      ‘Let her go,’ I croak before Leon electrifies me again.

      ‘You can’t help your girlfriend now,’ Leon laughs.

      ‘I’ll choke the life out of her,’ Bishop says. ‘And you’ll watch on, helpless, as she dies.’

      ‘No…’ I cry.

      ‘What the hell is going on?’ a voice calls out from across the chamber. Miraculously, Leon backs away from me and I see Bishop release Emma. She falls to the ground, gasping for breath and I crawl to her side.

      ‘Are you okay?’ I ask, but she can only nod.

      There are already bruises surfacing on her neck. I look up to see a pair of security guards approach us with their handguns raised.

      ‘You’re in a restricted area,’ one of them states. ‘How did you access these vaults?’

      ‘Magic and marvel,’ Follia boasts. She wears a wide grin as she walks towards the guards with hands outstretched. ‘We simply couldn’t resist coming down here to gaze upon your fine collection. It is unlike any other in the world, wouldn’t you agree?’

      ‘Stop right there,’ the guard warns with raised gun. ‘Don’t come any closer.’

      ‘How am I to embrace you,’ Follia questions, ‘if we are not close?’

      ‘You’re mad,’ the guard says, glancing nervously towards his companion.

      Without further warning, Follia swiftly draws her Katana blade. One of the guards manages to fire two rounds, but she dodges the bullets with ease and mercilessly strikes down both men with her blade.

      ‘We’re all mad here.’ She laughs.

      From the far side of the vaults we hear voices; more security guards are arriving.

      ‘Too late for stealth now,’ Follia says, pulling a grenade from her pocket. ‘Ready to fight your way out of here, boys?’

      ‘Always keen for a fight,’ Leon says, as he and Bishop draw their weapons.

      ‘Do bring my husband along,’ Follia says. ‘I wouldn’t want to leave him down here all alone.’

      Bishop throws Dave’s unconscious body over his shoulder. I call out but Dave doesn’t move. A streak of blood is trickling down his cheek.

      ‘Good luck, guys,’ Follia calls to us as she tosses the grenade in to the belly of the vault. ‘We’ll be seeing you real soon.’

      The vault tremors as the grenade explodes, casting fire and smoke and triggering a screeching alarm throughout the facility. We are showered in dust but are otherwise unharmed. The museum security guards open fire as Follia, Leon, and Bishop make their escape. Bullets tear and ricochet through the vault. Many glass cabinets that house relics are shattered in the cross-fire, triggering more deafening alarms.

      ‘C’mon,’ I say, pulling Emma towards safety behind the train.

      ‘The map,’ she replies, pointing towards the locomotive’s engine.

      ‘Damn it,’ I reply, hurrying to the train and up the stairs inside the driver’s cab. The interior of the cab is as pristine as the rest of the train and I doubt it ever actually ran or transported anything.

      ‘C’mon, it has to be here somewhere,’ Emma says as we scan every surface for any sign of a map or anything chiselled into the bodywork.

      ‘Got it,’ I say, looking up to the ceiling of the driver’s cab.

      ‘Wow,’ is all Emma can say, looking up at the sprawling engraving that covers the entire ceiling. I recognise the names of several cities and ports across Germany, Belgium, Holland, and France, but there are far too many names to remember. Above the top of the map is the word Totenkopf, the Death’s Head Division, and the emblem of a skull engulfed in flames.

      ‘Abbey, you with us?’ I ask hurriedly.

      ‘You guys need to get out of there now!’ she cries back through the headset. ‘All the security and police in the area have been alerted. They are closing in. The entire Museum Island is being evacuated. If you stay, you’ll be trapped. All of Berlin is about to come down on you!’

      ‘We know, but we can’t leave here empty-handed,’ I say as the sound of the gunfight still rages. ‘Do you know if any of these train lines on the map cross locations with U-boat bases?’

      ‘Cross-referencing now,’ she says. ‘I’ve got it. You two need to get out of there now!’

      ‘What about Dave?’ I ask.

      ‘We can’t do anything for him now,’ Emma tells me, taking my hand and pulling me out of the driver’s cab.

      ‘Em, we can’t just leave him with her,’ I tell her.

      We jump down from the locomotive and see the wreckage from the gun battle between Follia’s group and the security units. There is no sign of them. We need to get out of here as well.

      ‘We have to go, Adam,’ Emma says. ‘We don’t have a choice. Any suggestions, Abbey?’

      ‘Follia and her thugs seem to be heading in the direction of the Pergamon Museum,’ Abbey informs us. ‘Most of the security details are entering the tunnels from the Altes Museum and the Humboldt Forum. You need to head for the Neues Museum. It’s your best chance. Take the hatch to the west. Go now!’

      We don’t need any further encouragement. More security is arriving on the far side of the vault. Using the museums’ collection as cover, we keep low and unseen, quickly reaching the western hatch, which should lead to the tunnel that will take us to the Neues Museum. The hatch is sealed, likely a security precaution triggered by the alarms, but it opens at the input of the curator’s eyes and voice provided by my headset.

      Beyond the hatch is another dark tunnel lined with tracks that lead up to the museum in the distance. We run without speaking, both of us sweating from the heat of the tunnel and our efforts, our eyes fixed on the distance until we see lights ahead. At first, I hope it is the exit but then realise the lights are moving.

      Emma grabs my hand and pulls me to the side of the tunnel, dropping down to the ground and hiding against the verge that rises up to the tracks. I hold my breath, not making a sound as a detail of four guards hurries towards us.

      ‘Halt,’ the guard says, stopping his colleagues. ‘Ich dachte, ich hätte etwas gesehen.’

      ‘I thought I saw something,’ Abbey translates for us.

      ‘Jemand da?’ another guard calls out.

      ‘Anybody there?’ Abbey says.

      They sweep the tunnel with their torches, seeking us out. We lie as flat as possible, the torch-light just missing us.

      ‘Wir sollten gehen,’ another of the guards says.

      ‘They’re leaving,’ Abbey whispers. We wait a while longer, making completely sure the coast is clear before we emerge and continue down the tunnel.

      ‘That was too close,’ I say as we hurry.

      ‘We’re not out yet,’ Emma replies. ‘Look ahead. There’s the exit but there’s also two guards. But we haven’t got any choice...’

      I see Emma prepare a smoke canister and a breathing mask. She indicates for me to put mine on. I take the left flank of the tunnel and Emma takes the right, moving slow and keeping crouched and unseen. Both guards have hands on their weapons, ready to draw and fire at any sign of trouble.

      ‘What are they saying, Abbey?’ I whisper, hearing the guards talking.

      ‘They’re debating whether the alarm is just a drill,’ she tells me through the headset. Abbey’s whispering too, even though the guards would never be able to hear her. ‘They don’t think much of the curator.’

      ‘Not surprising,’ I reply.

      When I get as close as I dare, I look across to Emma and see she is ready too. She holds up a hand, counting to three with her fingers before throwing the smoke canister just past the guards and against the exit door. They hear the canister land and search around to see what has made such a noise. Just as the smoke begins to billow, Emma barges into the guard to the right and motions me to follow her lead. The effects of the gas are quick. They cough and splutter before falling to the floor, affected by the military grade sleeping gas. I take the handguns from the guards’ holsters and the keys from their belts.

      I open the exit door with the guard’s keys and step through, allowing Emma to pass me before locking the door behind us, trapping the guards in the tunnel. I leave the key in the lock and then kick it hard until it snaps in half, ruining the lock. I ditch the guards’ guns too, far from their owners’ reach.

      We run on until we emerge into the darkened halls of the Neues Museum. The lights of the museum have been deactivated and the place is deserted. We duck down behind the glass casing of an exhibit, staying out of sight as the first group of guards march past. We hear more voices though and know it will not take them long to find us.

      ‘Security and police block the entrances and exits to every museum on the island,’ Emma tells me, having listened into the security communications via the guard’s earpiece. ‘It’s more than just the local police. ‘They’re bringing every police unit available from all across Berlin. The entire city is searching for you and they have your descriptions. They’ve blocked off every bridge on the island. There’s no way out.’

      ‘Are the security cameras back up?’ I ask.

      ‘Matt had to make his own escape,’ Abbey explains. ‘The jammer was totalled in the scuffle.’

      ‘He okay?’ I ask.

      ‘He’s fine but you won’t be if you stay there for much longer,’ Abbey warns. ‘He’ll meet you back at the safe-house in two hours.’

      ‘We need to split up,’ Emma says. ‘We’ll stand a better chance of disappearing if we go separately.’

      ‘You sure?’ I ask.

      She nods. I look past her and see two possible fire exits, one on our floor and one on the floor above us.

      ‘Okay, I’ll take the ground one if you want the roof?’ I suggest.

      ‘Sounds good to me.’ She smiles, enjoying all this a little too much.

      ‘Good luck,’ I say.

      ‘You too,’ she replies, before the lights in the museum activate, illuminating everything. The guards spot us instantly.

      ‘Run!’ Abbey yells.

      I rise up and sprint for the exit across the hall. Two guards rush towards me, weapons raised, but they do not fire. Instead, they try to block my route, but I use the exhibits ahead of me to my advantage, jumping up and over one before clambering on top of another. The guards shout at me to halt but I am quickly beyond them as I leap over another exhibit and then slide across the marble floor beneath a set of benches. I misjudge the distance to the next glass cabinet and instead collide with its side.

      ‘Ah!’ I say in fright as I see its contents, an Egyptian mummy in a sarcophagus. ‘Not again!’

      ‘That one’s not cursed, but you will be if you don’t keep moving!’ Abbey yells through the headset.

      Clambering over the mummy exhibit, I am then just inches from the fire exit and freedom. I look back just in time to see Emma get to the top of the stairs and through the fire exit on her level.

      ‘Good luck,’ I whisper before I disappear through my exit and slam the door shut behind me. I emerge into the shadows of the museum’s building, but realise I haven’t reached freedom at all. Everywhere I look there are flashing lights; police, security guards and even military. There are helicopters in the air, their searchlights scanning the ground in all directions.

      ‘Oh, crap…’ I say as suddenly I am engulfed in a spotlight.

      ‘Nicht bewegen!’

      ‘Stop, do not move,’ Abbey translates, her words full of fear.

      ‘Yeah, that’s not happening,’ I say. ‘Abbey, is the back-up distraction ready?’

      ‘Sure is,’ she replies.

      ‘Open fire,’ I say with a grin as the police close in on me.
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      ADAM—Surrounded by the entire city’s police force. Museum Island, Berlin, Germany

      The sky fills with blinding light as fireworks rise and explode from the tops of all the buildings on Museum Island. We placed the fireworks there early this morning, just in case we needed to make a noisy getaway. Our actions with Sir Trevor Wincomb were the inspiration. The entire island is illuminated in flashing light as salvo after salvo of fireworks explode above me.

      ‘A little overkill, don’t you think?’ Abbey suggests.

      ‘Distract and act,’ I say as I leap over a barrier and sprint on. Two blinded police officers try to stop me and the spotlight follows my movements, but I am too fast for them, quickly climbing the wall surrounding the museum and running along its narrow top. As the fireworks die down, I see and hear more lights and sirens, but more importantly, I see a commuter train travelling past the building ahead, west bound. I sprint on, jumping to the roof of a ticket stall and then onto a narrow ledge on the side of the Pergamon Museum. All the while the police and security are shouting at me to stop but I keep going until I reach the edge of Pergamon Museum’s roof. I come to a sudden stop as one of the helicopters drops down and blinds me with its spotlight.

      ‘Halt!’ a voice shouts from the helicopter. ‘There is nowhere to run!’

      ‘There’s always somewhere to run!’ I yell back before leaping from the museum and landing hard on top of the roof of a passing train. I hit the train hard, barely able to hold on as it hurries past the buildings of Museum Island and over the Spree River.

      ‘See, it wasn’t that difficult,’ I say to myself as I wave goodbye to the police behind me.

      I realise my celebrations were far too early as the train screeches and begins to slow down. There are more flashing lights, and above me, the helicopter is already closing in. There’s no other option but to jump off the train. I misjudge the jump completely, missing the nearest ledge and smashing through a window into the building.

      It’s a theatre, and I’ve just gate-crashed the final act.

      ‘Abbey, where the hell am I?’ I ask.

      ‘The Staatsoper Berlin,’ she says with a voice as shaken as mine. ‘The Berlin State Opera.’

      There’s another commotion as members of the police force flood the ground floor.

      ‘That didn’t take them long,’ I mutter, looking for a possible escape.

      There’s only a window on the far side of the balcony, leaving little option. I push past the audience, barging through a member of staff who tries to stop me, leaving him covered in the drinks and food he was carrying. Picking up an ice bucket that had been holding a bottle of champagne, I throw it through the window, making a hole in the glass before leaping through. I aim for a tree outside the building, catching a branch that snaps as soon as it takes my weight. I fall to the ground, smashing down hard onto the opera house’s bins.

      ‘Ow,’ I mutter, the body armour taking some of the impact but not enough.

      ‘Are you all right?’ Abbey asks with worry.

      ‘Nope,’ I reply.

      ‘Good, because an alert just went out to all police units giving your location,’ she tells me. ‘Emma says thanks for causing the distraction. Everyone’s after you and she’s made it to the safe house.’

      ‘Tell her she’s welcome,’ I mutter as I rise to stand, my body aching from the fall.

      Sirens approach from all directions. I run, pushing myself on as fast as I can. My mind is so focussed on running that I don’t see the police car that pulls out in front of me, stopping me in my tracks. In no time the police officers are securing my wrists in handcuffs.

      ‘Sorry,’ I say, my free hand activating the trigger of the taser on one of the officer’s belts. The man yelps and staggers to his knees as I twist free of the other officer and shove him firmly into the bonnet of their car. I take his handcuffs from his belt and tie him to a signpost, just as the officer I tased rises back to his feet. He realises I have the other officer’s taser in my hand.

      ‘Sorry,’ I say as I shock the man again.

      Before I can move, I am blinded again by a helicopter’s spotlight.

      ‘These guys don’t quit,’ I say.

      ‘You need to get out of the open,’ Abbey says.

      ‘I hear you,’ I say, running towards the nearest building, a bar with pumping music and drunken revellers.

      I pull myself up and over the barrier and hurry inside, the bouncer on the door trying desperately to stop me. He is far too slow though and I quickly push past him and immerse myself among the drinkers inside. More people shout angrily at me as I push my way through to the rear of the building, leaping over the bar itself despite the protests of the staff. Behind me I see more police following, barging aside the still angry bouncer and struggling to advance beyond the drinkers and dancers. I slip past the bar staff and out through the backdoor, entering a store room and then a rear exit beyond into an alley. I manage to drag a heavy waste bin to block the door to the bar, hoping it will at least slow the police down. Then I see my first bit of luck so far; a beat up motorcycle resting against the wall.

      ‘C’mon, baby,’ I say as I cut the wires of the engine starter with my pen-knife and strike the wires together. I have had plenty of practice of this with my father’s bike, often losing my keys. The engine splutters into life. The bike isn’t much but it will have to do.

      I guide the bike slowly out of the alley, peering round to the next street for any sign of the police. I can still hear the helicopters overhead but their spotlights haven’t found me yet.

      ‘The coast is clear,’ I tell myself.

      Sirens suddenly blare out from the alley behind me.

      ‘You had to go and say it,’ Abbey replies.

      Revving the engine, I send the bike hurtling out of the alley and onto the street.

      ‘You’re driving on the wrong side!’ Abbey screams at me. ‘You’re driving on the wrong side!’

      ‘I wondered why all the cars are heading straight for me!’ I laugh, but I continue on, cutting through the centre of the two lanes of oncoming traffic.

      ‘Why aren’t you getting into the right lane?’ Abbey asks.

      ‘Because it’s harder for the police to follow me!’ I reply, barely missing a truck as it flies past, with its horn hollering.

      I cut across and onto a pedestrian only area and yell at anyone in my way to get clear. The sirens of police cars are already behind me.

      There’s a set of stone stairs that lead to a lower road route and I pray that the bike’s suspension holds up. I send the bike hurtling towards the stairs, clearing them and landing hard on the road below. The bike barely survives, most of its rusted exhaust falling off and tumbling away in my wake.

      Several roads are being cordoned off. The police are still one step ahead of me.

      ‘Any other routes?’ I ask Abbey.

      ‘None. Sorry.’

      ‘Fine.’

      I rev the engine to go as fast as it can take me, ready to jump.

      ‘You’re nuts,’ Abbey says as she realises what I am going to do.

      ‘You only just realised that?’ I laugh, before leaping up from the bike and letting it smash into the police roadblock. I collide with the low roof of a building, the body armour thankfully taking most of the impact. Scrambling up, I see the words Madame Tussaud’s Berlin across the side of the building.

      I push on, running across the low roof and bypassing the police roadblock. It doesn’t take them long to spot me.

      I turn north, still running, but I know I can’t keep going like this forever. I see a grand building with a large domed roof ahead and make straight for it. It’s a tourist destination of some sort, giving me perfect coverage amongst the crowds. I follow them up the steps, past its stone pillars and then inside.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Abbey asks.

      ‘If I stay with this group then everything outside can blow over and calm down.’

      I had not spotted the metal detectors though and my body armour and equipment set off the scanner’s alarms, gaining the attention of every security guard and police officer inside and outside.

      ‘So much for that idea,’ Abbey says.

      ‘You’re not helping!’ I yell back as I make a run for it, sprinting past the security guards and climbing the stairs beyond them and up to the roof.

      ‘You know where you are?’ Abbey asks.

      ‘Looks familiar,’ I reply as I run on towards the far side of the roof and look for any means of escape.

      ‘It’s the Reichstag,’ she tells me. ‘It housed the German government until 1933 when it was ruined by fires and then Allied bombers in the Second World War. It also became a primary target for Russian forces during the Battle of Berlin in the war’s closing stages. You got any idea how you’re getting off that roof?’

      ‘I have now,’ I say, spotting a tourist attraction zip wire that leads down into the gardens of a park beyond the Reichstag.

      I push past the queue as the police and security guards close in behind me.

      I mutter apologies, jumping without a harness and holding on for dear life to the zip wire as I hurtle down. I thank every deity I can think of that I always wear climbing gloves when on assignment as the zip wire would have torn my hands apart.

      ‘That’s Tiergarten Park ahead of you,’ Abbey explains. ‘You should be able to lose them in there.’

      I let go of the wire when I near the bottom, rolling as I land and then running on into the park. I ditch the gloves, their palms almost burned through from the friction. I use picnic tables like stepping stones, launching myself from one to the next and then leaping over the hedges and on farther into the depths of the park. I hear a car horn sound from a nearby road.

      ‘You need a lift?’ Emma calls from the driver’s seat.

      ‘Thought you’d be long gone,’ I reply, heading towards the beat up car she has borrowed.

      ‘Well, you did a great job of drawing away all the police attention,’ she replies as I take a seat. It feels so good to sit down.

      ‘Obviously, that was my aim,’ I lie.

      ‘Yeah, sure.’ She laughs. ‘Anyway, Abbey said you might need a hand.’

      ‘I had it under control,’ I say just as sirens sound out from behind us.

      ‘Yeah, it sure looks like it.’ She slams her foot down on the accelerator.

      ‘Hold on, we’re not out of this yet,’ she says.

      ‘I forgot what a crazy driver you are,’ I yell.

      ‘A crazy-good driver, you mean.’ She laughs. ‘I don’t think we’ll ever be welcome in Berlin again.’

      ‘Not after all this,’ I say.
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      CORPORAL ANDREW COOPER—Slapton, Devon, England. 22ND February 1944

      ‘One minute!’ the coxswain shouts as he guides the landing craft towards land.

      ‘Steady, lads,’ I say. ‘It’s just as we practised. Keep your heads down, clear the ramp, and advance to the shingle line.’

      ‘The shingle line and no further until you receive orders,’ Lathbury adds.

      The waves knock the landing craft side to side. The lads stumble. They are soaked through by the pouring rain. McClair vomits, as does Jenkinson, both muttering that they hated the sea before we set foot on the landing craft. We stand in full kit, carrying everything we will need going into combat.

      ‘Thirty seconds!’ the coxswain shouts out.

      ‘Ready, lads!’ I yell, ducking down as a wave strikes the side of the craft and washes over the men inside. ‘When that ramp goes down you do not stop – not for anything!’

      ‘Down doors!’ the coxswain shouts as the landing craft lurches to a sudden stop.

      ‘GO! GO! GO! GO!’ I shout, pushing the lads ahead of me.

      The ramp thunders down, and as the men charge towards it, a wave strikes the landing craft, throwing all of us crashing to the far side and down to the deck.

      ‘Up! Up!’ I order, finding my feet and pushing those near me on towards the ramp. Lathbury is with me, pulling the lads onto the ramp and clear, jumping into the waist high water. Thompson trips and falls into the water, Smithy and Myhill dragging him clear. Woods falls too but I grab him by the arm and pull him onwards.

      ‘Keep moving!’ I yell as machine guns fire overhead and explosions erupt across the beach. ‘Keep your heads down and keep moving!’

      ‘Don’t stop!’ bellows Lathbury. ‘You stop, you die!’

      ‘Second Platoon!’ Lieutenant Long shouts as he disembarks another landing craft. ‘Second Platoon advance off the beach.’

      We run, taking cover behind obstacles and tank traps on the beach for brief seconds before pushing on. I slip and fall in the wet sand, but thankfully, none of my lads see it. We take firing positions behind the cover of the ridge.

      ‘Thompson, where the hell is your rifle?’ Lathbury asks, seeing he is empty-handed.

      ‘Lost it in the water,’ he replies.

      ‘You’d lose your bloody head if it wasn’t attached,’ Jenkinson says.

      ‘What the hell will you do in the real invasion without your rifle?’ I warn Thompson. ‘Scare Jerry off with foul language? Wilson, what’ve you done to your hand?’

      ‘Cut it getting off the landing craft, Corporal,’ he replies. ‘It’s bleeding pretty bad.’

      ‘Get yourself seen to by Doc Baird,’ I tell him.

      ‘That crazy Scot?’ he moans.

      ‘Do it,’ I order him. ‘McClair, did you drop the Bren into the sand?’

      ‘Sorry, Corporal,’ he replies, trying to clean the weapon of the layers of sand stuck to it.

      ‘Keep your weapon out of the sand and water,’ I tell him, before addressing the rest of the section. ‘That goes for all of you. You won’t be able to fight with jammed rifles. Nor will you be able to fight without one, Thompson. ’

      ‘A bloody shambles,’ Lieutenant Long mutters as he joins us with the rest of the platoon at the shingle ridge. ‘What an absolute disaster.’

      ‘No argument from me, Sir,’ I reply.

      He turns on me, fuming with anger, and I don’t blame him. He looks out to the water and I see what has caught his eyes. One of the landing craft has beached on rocks far from the sand, its soldiers still trapped on-board. That is not the most alarming sight. Another landing craft nearby has completely capsized, its men struggling to swim under the weight of their equipment. Those that reach the sands have lost helmets, weapons, and packs.

      ‘F Company on me,’ Captain Grayburn calls from the shingle.

      The machine guns and explosions have stopped; it’s live ammunition but kept a safe distance from us. It is just enough to give combat conditions. Soaked from the rain and sea water, we gather around the captain. No one speaks.

      ‘Well, that won’t do, lads,’ Captain Grayburn says. ‘That won’t do at all. If it’d been Jerry on this shingle, we would never have got off the beach.’

      ‘Permission to speak, Sir?’ a private of third platoon asks.

      ‘Go ahead,’ the captain replies.

      ‘Are we expecting waves and weather as grim as this, Sir?’ the private asks. ‘We heard another regiment who were training here lost a bunch of men when their landing craft capsized.’

      ‘That’s true,’ the captain admits. ‘Four men lost their lives yesterday and a few the day before. I’m guessing you’d all rather blue skies with the sun shining over your head, but that isn’t the truth. We don’t know where the invasion will happen nor when, but I can guarantee you, good weather, bad weather, we will drive the Germans all the way back to Berlin.’

      The men cheer at that.

      ‘You’re not ready yet. That’s why we keep training,’ Captain Grayburn explains. ‘All across Britain, men and machines are being readied for when the time comes. You, F Company of the Suffolk Regiment’s First Battalion, will be ready. For now, get yourselves into the tents and get a hot drink into you. We board the landing craft again in an hour.’
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      CORPORAL ANDREW COOPER—Horndean, Hampshire, England. 15TH May 1944

      We stand at attention in our ranks; all six companies of the First Battalion. Lieutenant Long stands before our platoon, as Captain Grayburn stands before the whole company. Not a man moves or speaks as our battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Goodwin, escorts our guest in his inspection.

      ‘They look a fine bunch,’ the Supreme Commander in Chief of the Allied Forces General Dwight Eisenhower says. ‘Eager and ready to go I bet.’

      ‘The regiment fought in France in 1940 and have been raring for a chance to pay back the Germans,’ Goodwin says.

      ‘And you’ll get your chance,’ General Eisenhower announces to the battalion. ‘You’ll all get your chance. Soon we’ll embark on the greatest undertaking of our lives to drive the Nazi tyranny and oppression from Europe. I have complete confidence that when the time comes, you will all do your duty.’

      ‘We’re ready, Sir!’ Captain Grayburn calls out.

      ‘I don’t doubt it,’ the American general says before gesturing to Captain Grayburn’s missing arm. ‘Seems you’ve seen some action already.’

      ‘Jerry took it from me just before the evacuation from Dunkirk,’ the captain says. ‘I’m looking forward to returning the favour. It’s four years since we were thrown back across the channel. We’re going back to France for payback.’

      ‘And I’m sure you will have it,’ Eisenhower says with a grin. ‘Tell me, Captain, who is your best shot?’

      ‘Private Thomas Myhill of Second Platoon, Sir,’ Grayburn replies instantly.

      At the captain’s command, Myhill takes a step out of the ranks and presents his rifle for the general’s inspection.

      ‘Quite the sniper’s weapon you have there, lad,’ Eisenhower says as he looks down the rifle’s scope. ‘How did you become such a good shot?’

      ‘My father was a poacher, Sir,’ Myhill replies nervously. ‘Taught me to shoot from the age of six.’

      ‘With that rifle, he can hit a target from over a thousand yards away,’ Grayburn boasts proudly. ‘I’ve seen him do it time and time again.’

      ‘I’m glad you’re on our side, lad,’ Eisenhower says, patting Myhill on the shoulder. ‘I’m glad you all are. Good luck in the coming weeks and God speed.’

      General Eisenhower boards a Jeep with his escort and is driven away from the battalion, likely to further inspections in his preparations for the coming invasion. As soon as we are dismissed by Captain Grayburn, I check my watch. Panic seizes me the moment I see the time and I dash across the assembly area and out towards the town.

      ‘You’d better hurry,’ Lathbury calls, running behind me.

      ‘You still got the rings?’ I ask.

      ‘Of course I have,’ he replies. ‘Wouldn’t be much of a best man if I’d lost them, now, would I!’

      As we near the town’s church, I see a car already outside. I’m late and Maggie will never let me forget it. Opening the oak doors of the old building I see her, like an angel in white, standing by the altar. I run up the aisle, passing her parents and sister and my own mother already seated in the pews. The vicar stands with my wife-to-be but I completely ignore him. My eyes are fixed only on Maggie.

      ‘It’s supposed to be the bride who’s late,’ she tells me as I reach her side.

      ‘You know I never do anything straightforward,’ I reply, flattening my jacket and checking the buttons.

      ‘I always did like a man in uniform,’ my bride says.

      I lift the veil to reveal her face and am stunned as always by her incredible beauty. I kiss her, unable to resist.

      ‘You know you’re supposed to wait until the end to do that,’ she says.

      ‘I don’t care,’ I reply, kissing her again.

      ‘If it isn’t too much trouble, may we begin?’ the vicar asks.

      I take Maggie’s hands in mine.

      ‘Are all gathered?’ the vicar asks.

      Looking back, I see Lathbury taking his seat behind me with rings ready. Maggie’s family and my mother are watching, as well as some of the nurses from Maggie’s hospital. Behind them, Captain Grayburn and Lieutenant Long, along with every member of my section pile in through the church doors. They all look to me, still in full uniform and each with broad grins.

      ‘Yes,’ I tell the vicar. ‘Our families are all here.’
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      ADAM—The safehouse cabin on the bank of the river Havel, south of Berlin, Germany

      We wait for Matt by the river. Emma is sitting on the bonnet with her back against the cracked windscreen. Across the bay of the river is the House of the Wannsee Conference; the site where the Nazi party once plotted the massacre of the Jewish population in Europe. It’s now a memorial museum.

      ‘Matt should have been here by now,’ I say, throwing Emma a bottle of water and downing one myself. I’ve already cleaned the cuts and grazes I suffered escaping Berlin, but much of me still hurts. I’ve taken a few painkillers but they’re taking their time to kick in.

      ‘You worry about him too much,’ Emma replies absentmindedly as she sketches in her notebook. She’s drawing the river and the memorial museum beyond.

      ‘He’s my brother,’ I reply. ‘And, as you know, he has a habit of getting himself kidnapped.’

      I look out to the water and feel the old fear creeping in my stomach. Any closer and I know the dizziness will take hold so I keep well away from the edge.

      ‘Can you believe that woman was Dave’s wife?’ I ask, still shocked.

      ‘Crazy, huh,’ Emma replies, putting down her sketchbook. ‘He never talked about her.’

      ‘He mentioned a wife and daughter once,’ I say, ‘but he never said his wife was an absolute psycho.’

      ‘I hope he’s okay. I hate to think what they are doing to him.’

      ‘I’m sure he’ll be fine,’ I try to reassure her, but I have my own doubts.

      ‘I hope so. He’s more than just a member of the team. I owe him so much.’

      ‘Go on,’ I urge her.

      ‘Charles took me in when my parents died,’ Emma explains. ‘He was there for me, but he didn’t want me to be part of this world. He refused to train me, not wanting to risk the last of his family.’

      ‘So Dave trained you?’

      ‘I kept breaking into the museum,’ she says, smiling. ‘He saw my potential and took it upon himself to coach me. He pushed me as far as he could and convinced Charles to let me join the team. My uncle decided to keep both of us, forming Echo Team with your brother and Abbey. Dave trained us to protect one another no matter what we face – but when he needed us, we couldn’t save him.’

      ‘When Matt gets here, we’ll decide what our next move is,’ I say. ‘We’ll get Dave back. I promise.’

      Emma’s body armour rests next to her on the car bonnet. She has done more work on the tiger to one side of the chest. To the other, she’s started the outlines of what looks like flames. It seems an odd choice considering her fear of fire.

      ‘It’s looking good,’ I say, nodding towards it. ‘Why the flames?’

      ‘They’re what I fear,’ she says with annoyance. ‘If I carry that fear with me, I own it.’

      I look at my mobile and check again for any messages or missed calls from Matt but there aren’t any. I hate waiting!

      Emma has stopped sketching and now holds a yellow book in her hands; there are two others resting in her lap.

      ‘Mind if I take a seat?’ I ask, climbing up onto the car bonnet.

      ‘Why ask if you’re going to do it anyway?’ she replies.

      ‘Manners.’ I chuckle. ‘What you reading?’

      ‘We picked them up after meeting the war veteran,’ Emma explains. ‘Dave and I went to the Suffolk Regimental Museum to see if they could give us any more information on the ID tags we found. They gave me these. They’re about the regiment’s actions during the Second World War. It’s incredible to read about everything these guys faced. I’m reading about a battle they fought in an area of France called Chateau de la Londe. It was named the bloodiest square mile of the war.’

      ‘What’s that?’ I ask, spotting a black and white photo pinned to the book’s cover.

      ‘That is a photo of 2nd Platoon, F Company, 1st Battalion of the Suffolk Regiment,’ she says, handing me the photograph. ‘The Suffolk Regimental Museum curator, Gwyn Thomas, gave the books and this photo to me. The veteran we met, Thomas Myhill, is the second guy from the left. I told the curator I’d give it to Myhill as a thank you for helping us.’

      The photo is of nine men in British army uniform with all their gear and weapons. They’re waving at the camera, grinning broadly and laughing. On the back of the photo it reads Ready to ship out, 4th June 1944.

      ‘Two days before D-Day,’ I remark. ‘You reckon our guy from the U-boat is one of them?’

      ‘Maybe,’ she replies.

      As I hand the photo back to Emma, our hands touch and my eyes meet hers. Left one green. Right one blue. I’m mesmerised, just like the day I first met her. She’d beaten the crap out of me in the secret lower levels of the British Museum, but that didn’t matter. Those eyes still have that hold on me. There’s a moment before she pulls away.

      ‘Stop it,’ she says softly, blushing.

      ‘Stop what?’ I reply, not looking away.

      ‘You know what.’ There’s a brief smile on her lips, but the moment is broken when we hear the sounds of a vehicle approaching.

      ‘Saved by the bell,’ Emma teases.

      A pick-up truck lurches towards us with steam hissing from the engine and Matt emerges from the driver’s seat.

      ‘What’s up, bro?’ I call.

      ‘Not much,’ he replies.

      ‘Your face says otherwise,’ I say, noticing his cuts and bruises. ‘You look like you’ve seen better days. Who gave you the black-eye?’

      ‘Curator Lehmann’s security guards,’ Matt says. ‘They didn’t take kindly to me wanting to leave. You should’ve seen the other guys. They were giants, Adam. Absolutely massive.’

      ‘Sure they were,’ I tease.

      ‘I thought German cars were supposed to be reliable,’ Matt says, changing the subject and kicking the door to the pick-up truck shut.

      ‘You two okay?’ he asks.

      ‘A few bumps and bruises, but we’re fine,’ Emma replies.

      ‘So, infiltrating Museum Island’s vaults didn’t exactly go to plan,’ Matt says.

      ‘You could say that,’ I reply.

      ‘Dave’s darling wife sure put an end to our plans,’ Emma says.

      ‘Yeah, I can’t believe it,’ Matt says. ‘Dave will have some explaining to do when we get him back.’

      ‘So, what do we do now?’ I ask.

      ‘Well, we can’t leave Dave in the hands of that mad-woman,’ he replies, before draining the last of his water. ‘And that’s not to mention Jack Bishop and Leon Bransby. What the hell are those two thugs doing here with Follia anyway?’

      ‘Well, it seems they’re following us,’ I say. ‘Follia was at the U-boat and again in Berlin. Odds are they’re seeking the same thing we are.’

      ‘The Nazi gold trains,’ Matt agrees. ‘You think they got a look at the map in the vaults?’

      ‘Can’t say for sure,’ Emma says, but we can’t let them get to the prize before us.’

      ‘If they saw the map then they could be heading for the gold trains and taking Dave with them.’

      ‘If not, is there any way we can find him?’ Emma asks.

      ‘Our equipment and uniforms are rigged with trackers in case this kind of thing happened,’ Matt explains. ‘Abbey tried to bring up his signal but it wasn’t active.’

      ‘They killed the trackers?’ Emma asks. ‘How did they know they were there?’

      ‘They are more informed than I’d like,’ Matt says. ‘It also leaves us with the problem of not knowing where to even start looking for Dave.’

      ‘We could speak with the authorities,’ I suggest. ‘Maybe they’ve been spotted on traffic cameras or something.’

      Mat laughs. ‘Oh, I think we’ve thoroughly burnt our bridges with the German authorities.’

      Abbey comes in via our comms. ‘You need to go to Hamburg.’

      ‘Hamburg?’ I ask.

      ‘It’s a four-hour drive north-west of you,’ Abbey says. ‘Well, to be more precise, you need to go about thirty-eight miles farther north-west of the city to a stretch of coastline.’

      ‘Why?’ Matt asks.

      ‘I cross-referenced the map from the train in the vaults with all the known German military bases, harbours, docks, and construction yards. Almost all the locations on that map were either never built, completely destroyed by Allied bombers during the war, or were utterly over-run by the Allied forces.’

      ‘You said almost all,’ Emma replies with a grin.

      ‘One point on the map is not on any official records of German bases during the Second World War,’ Abbey explains. ‘Yet, all train lines led to one point on the map, suggesting a hub for their secret transportations. Topography shows a small mountain range marked strictly off-limits by the German government. It was marked on the map with the name Riese.’

      ‘Giant,’ I say.

      ‘That’s the word Thomas Myhill, the Suffolk Regiment veteran used,’ Emma says. ‘He was terrified of it.’

      ‘It was the project name for the hidden railway lines,’ Matt says, recalling what Professor Lainson told us.

      ‘And the name for this central hub,’ Abbey adds. ‘If the missing Nazi gold trains existed, which after seeing one in Museum Island’s vaults adds credence to the legend, they’d be there, at the Riese base.’

      ‘With access to the coast to launch a U-boat,’ I add.

      ‘We can’t just leave Dave whilst we go hunting down Nazi gold,’ Matt says. ‘We can’t leave one of our team behind.’

      ‘I don’t want to either,’ I say. ‘We don’t know where Dave is but my best guess is, we find the trains, we find Dave.’

      'Abbey, we’re not getting to Hamburg in these pile-of-junk cars. You got any other mode of transport in mind?’

      ‘I figured you’d ask that,’ she says. ‘There’s a few cargo train routes in the vicinity. They’ll take you most of the way and keep you off radar.’

      ‘Okay,’ Matt says, ‘but, Abbey, I want you to keep on the lookout for any signs of Dave in Berlin.’

      ‘I’m already scanning the police and government frequencies for him,’ Abbey replies. ‘If our boy shows up, we’ll find him.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Matt says. ‘Notify Charles if you can, too. I know he’s busy with the United Nations, but he should be told about Dave.’

      ‘I’ll also notify Professor Lainson,’ Abbey says. ‘I’m sure the descendant of the Monuments Men will love to know how you’re getting on.’

      ‘If she’ll take your call,’ Matt warns before looking to Emma and me. ‘Get ready to move out. We’ve got a train to catch.’
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      CORPORAL ANDREW COOPER— Portsmouth, England. 3RD June 1944

      
        
        3rd June 1944

        My Dearest Mrs Maggie Cooper,

      

        

      
        This may be my last letter for a while. We’ve been loaded onto the ships and are just waiting for the go ahead to set out. It’s an incredible sight throughout the harbour, Maggie. I have never seen so many tanks, trucks, Jeeps and other vehicles. There are more soldiers here than I knew the British army had, and the harbour has more ships than I can count. This is really it, after all this time waiting. Once we set out, I’m not sure I’ll get much chance to write, but I will try though.

        The lads are nervous and I can’t blame them. This will be the first time they have faced the enemy and I don’t envy them that. I take no shame in admitting I’m afraid. In all honesty, I’m terrified, but I can’t let the lads know that. The regiment is almost unrecognisable from what it was back in 1940. We’re better trained, better equipped, and have better leaders at the top. I’m not just saying this to reassure you but to reassure myself too.

        You asked how I felt going back into combat. There was never a question of whether I would go back. I couldn’t just stand by while others march off to war, not after what I saw in France. I would not be able to stand the shame of it. We all have a role to play in stopping this evil tyranny. On the way here I met a Private Clifton from F Company. He was terrified of going back after Dunkirk. I spoke with him for over an hour, but my words weren’t needed. He was going to fight alongside us, despite the fear that gripped him. We have to, for our future and everyone else’s.

        Maggie, darling, please don’t worry about me. I lead decent lads who will look out for me, just like I’ll look out for them. Jerry couldn’t finish me off before, and they won’t do it this time either. Besides, it’s because of Jerry that I met you in that hospital, so we should be thanking them!

        If the worst happens then everything I have is yours. Please do right by my mother; she’s been a good to me in difficult circumstances. They had us write our legal wills this morning, so everything is taken care of.

        Anyway, I must finish on a more cheerful topic. I know that our wedding day was far from perfect. The imminent invasion and General Eisenhower’s sudden inspection put a bit of a rush on things, but I hope you know that to me, our wedding was perfect. The three days we spent together afterwards were the best of my life. I consider myself the luckiest man in the world to be able to call you my wife.

        Know you are ever in my thoughts, and I long for the day I return to you.

        I miss you and love you with all my heart,

        Andy
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      CORPORAL ANDREW COOPER—HMS Dragon. 5TH June 1944

      I grip hard to the side of the ship as the waves rock it. My stomach lurches but I manage to keep its contents down, unlike many of the lads around me. Our time at sea has been tortuous, but I know it is nothing compared to what waits for us when the invasion begins. It is hard to believe the time has finally come. This has to be the biggest fleet the world has ever seen, all destined for the same stretch of coastline.

      ‘Can’t the navy make this boat any steadier?’ Woods moans.

      ‘Don’t you be giving the navy a hard time,’ Wilson says. ‘It’s thanks to them the British Army survived Dunkirk – me, Jenkinson, and the corporal included.’

      ‘So did the RAF,’ McClair says.

      ‘You what?’ Lathbury replies.

      ‘Our flyboys saved the country, too,’ McClair says. ‘They saved us in the summer of 1940, and stopped Hitler’s plans to invade.’

      ‘You’re just saying that because your brother was one of the pilots,’ Smithy teases.

      ‘Damn proud I am, too,’ McClair grins.

      ‘You’re right, lads,’ I say loud enough to get the attention of all the section. ‘The Navy saved us at Dunkirk and the RAF at the Battle of Britain. Our armies have been fighting in Africa and Italy. Now it’s our turn again, and the First Suffolk are going back into battle.’

      The lads give a low cheer at that and then again as mugs of tea are handed round to us.

      ‘So where we heading then, Corporal?’ Myhill asks.

      ‘The Caribbean,’ Smithy jokes. ‘Sun, sand, cocktails, and beautiful women! That’s the life for me!’

      ‘You wish,’ I reply back.

      ‘I do, actually.’ He grins before his smile disappears and he hurries to the side of the ship to vomit. We’ve been on-board for days now, waiting out storms before the fleet moved out. Smithy has thrown up almost every hour.

      ‘I bloody hate this ship. Where are we going?’ Woods asks.

      ‘France,’ I state. ‘Our target is Normandy, and in particular the Queen White area of Sword Beach.’

      I unfold a map and show them our positions and the locations of our targets.

      ‘We are the first wave,’ I explain. ‘The first men of the British army to return to France.’

      ‘The tip of the sword!’ Thompson says proudly.

      The men give a little cheer, nervous excitement getting the better of them.

      ‘Upon landing, we will take the beach and then head inland towards two targets; Hillman and Morris. Both targets are in the vicinity of the Colleville Sur Orne village. Hillman is a fortress, a bunker complex and command post with a network of trenches and pillboxes, but it’s Morris that is our target. Morris is a four gun battery housed in concrete encasements. B and F companies will capture or destroy that battery whilst A and D companies will advance on the Hillman fortress. C and E companies will take the village. Any questions so far?’

      ‘Expected enemy strength?’ Lathbury asks. I was dreading that question.

      ‘Unknown,’ I reply. I can tell by the looks on their faces they don’t like my answer.

      ‘Can’t the RAF take out the gun battery?’ Thompson asks.

      ‘They’ve tried but the concrete encasements are too dense,’ I tell them.

      ‘So it’s our job to do what they can’t.’ Woods sighs.

      ‘If in doubt, send in the infantry,’ Wilson jeers.

      ‘Get used to it,’ I advise, knowing Wilson is right.

      ‘Tank support?’ Myhill asks.

      ‘As soon as they can get off the beach,’ I explain. ‘Orders are we don’t wait for support. Timing is essential. The beaches will only be secure when we have taken that gun battery and the fortress. We are currently travelling with the biggest fleet ever assembled in history. We shall also have the greatest naval bombardment ever seen to clear the way before we assault the beaches. The navy and the air force will drop untold payloads on targets all across the coast.’

      ‘I wouldn’t want to be Jerry,’ McClair says, looking out to the fleet around us.

      I can’t agree more. Around us are thousands of cruisers, destroyers, troop transports, and mine-sweepers. Come midnight, hundreds of transport planes and gliders will fly over our heads and drop paratroopers throughout Normandy to begin the invasion. Everything rests on the coming day, ‘the day of days’ as Eisenhower called it.

      ‘Remember your training,’ I tell my section. ‘Stay together and stick close to Lance Corporal Lathbury and me. We fight together, and we survive together.’

      I look to each of them in turn and they look straight back at me, each of them fighting their own personal battle with their fear and dread.

      ‘I can’t think of a more woeful, despicable, and badly disciplined unit in the whole of the British Army,’ I joke, trying to ease the tension, ‘but I guess I’m stuck with you.’

      They all laugh at that, blaming each other and wagging fingers at who is to blame until Lathbury silences them.

      ‘How long until it begins?’ he asks.

      ‘We attack at dawn. There won’t be any going back now. We must not fail.’
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      DAVE—Far from home

      ‘Wakey wakey, husband,’ Jenny’s voice calls to me. For a moment, I think I am home, in bed with Jenny beside me. Then I come to my senses. My head is pounding and everything around me is trembling.

      ‘Wakey wakey,’ Jenny’s voice calls to me again. When I fully wake, I realise her voice is coming through a headset. As my eyes open, I am shocked to see I am on board a helicopter; a German EC 155 by the looks of it. I try to move but my hands and legs are chained to the floor of the aircraft.

      ‘Where are we?’ I ask.

      ‘Still in Germany,’ replies Jenny, sitting opposite me. Next to her is Jack Bishop, who is rummaging through a medical kit, and Leon Bransby who is fast asleep. Other than us, there is just the pilot.

      ‘Why drag me along, Jenny?’ I ask.

      ‘It’s Follia now,’ she replies with that same old mischievous grin I remember all too well. ‘That’s what they call me. It means ‘madness’.’

      ‘Jenny,’ I repeat, unwilling to use her other name, ‘why?’

      ‘I wasn’t about to leave you behind to get caught.’ She laughs. ‘You should be thanking me. How’s the head?’ she asks.

      ‘Hurts,’ I mutter.

      ‘Good,’ Bishop says proudly. ‘I’d have done worse if your woman had let me.’

      ‘Call me his woman again and I will remove your manhood,’ Jenny tells the brute, with an open switchblade in her hands. She reaches into the medical kit and throws me an ice pack.

      ‘This is a police model, isn’t it?’ I ask of the helicopter, as I place the icepack to the large and painful bump on my head.

      ‘How else do you think we were able to get in and out of the museum,’ Jenny says proudly. There are police uniforms, helmets, and equipment piled into a crate; perfect disguises.

      ‘We escorted you out as a captured thief,’ Jenny explains. ‘Pretty accurate, wouldn’t you say, what with your work at the British Museum?’

      ‘Why all this? And, why did you leave me – leave us? I haven’t heard from you in over three years.’

      ‘Because it’s fun,’ she says, twirling the switchblade in her fingers.

      ‘Jennifer, tell me the truth,’ I demand.

      ‘Uh oh, now I’m in trouble,’ she says with her inane smile faltering but not disappearing. ‘You wouldn’t understand. The days with you are days I no longer care to remember, nor do I need to. I go where I want and I do what I want, just like the old days when we first met.’

      ‘Now you’re a no good mercenary for hire,’ I reply with disdain. ‘Why did you leave our daughter? She was only a baby. She needed a mother.’

      Jenny rolls her eyes. We both know that Jenny was never really made for motherhood. ‘Is she well?’ she asks, finally showing some authentic emotion at last.

      ‘She misses her mother,’ I reply. ‘She asks about you every day, where you are and when you’ll be coming home.’

      ‘And your answer?’

      ‘I can’t answer. How can I?’

      Jenny doesn’t reply, but downs a handful of pills from a bottle.

      ‘Still taking your painkillers?’ I ask with scorn.

      ‘Everybody has their escape.’ She chuckles.

      ‘I see that,’ I reply, seeing Bishop next to her injecting something.

      ‘Steroids and adrenaline,’ he replies. ‘Helps me keep my edge and dull the pain in my eyes. Your friends are to blame for that.’

      ‘Those injections will kill you one day,’ Jenny says before reaching over and kissing him hard.

      ‘One day, but not today,’ Bishop replies as they part.

      ‘Well, I hope the pilot isn’t a druggie like the rest of you,’ I say, earning Bishop’s fist across my jaw.

      ‘I could have helped you,’ I say to Jenny once I recover from the blow.

      ‘It’s too late for me, lover,’ she replies. ‘Besides, my employers are helping me plenty already.’

      ‘Who are they?’

      ‘You’ll see soon enough.’ Bishop chuckles.

      ‘First, we need to reunite you with your friends,’ Jenny says with a manic smile on her lips. ‘I’m afraid it won’t be a happy reunion – far from it.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ I ask, pulling at my restraints. ‘What are you going to do? Don’t you dare…’

      I feel a small pricking sensation in my neck and turn just in time to see Leon pull free an empty needle.

      ‘Don’t forget I still owe you a bullet,’ Leon mutters, but his words are already distorted, as is my vision.

      ‘Goodnight, husband,’ Jenny says as my world turns to darkness.
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      CORPORAL ANDREW COOPER—Normandy, France. D-Day, 6TH June 1944

      The bombardment begins at 03:00. Only Wilson is sleeping; the rest of us unable to shake the fear and dread of what would happen this day. Wilson quickly wakes once the bombardment begins. No one could sleep through hundreds of ships unleashing thousands of shells at the Normandy coastline. Overhead, the air forces of Britain and the US fill the sky.

      The men eat a breakfast of bacon and eggs, all eyes fixed on the coastline ahead, knowing it could well be their last meal.

      At 07:00 it is our turn to join the assault. Officers, including Captain Grayburn and Lieutenant Long, give words of encouragement, and reverends and padres lead us in prayers and give blessings as we pass.

      The men are silent as our section climbs down the cargo nets to waiting landing craft. Lieutenant Long’s voice is shouting at any man delaying us. Once in the landing craft, we realise how choppy the waves are, and how high the winds. The men are thrown about the moment they set foot on board.

      Once every man of the thirty is accounted for, the coxswain gives the signal and we set off for the Normandy coast. The naval bombardment has ceased but two Spitfires with the black and white stripes on their wings soar nearby. There is no sign of enemy fighters, but I can already hear the explosions of artillery ahead of us on the beaches.

      ‘One minute!’ the coxswain calls out.

      ‘Good luck, lads, and may God keep watch over you all,’ Lieutenant Long shouts over the roar of the waves.

      ‘Good luck, Andy,’ Lathbury says to me, shaking my hand. His hand trembles with fear but his face shows no sign of it.

      ‘You too, Bob,’ I reply. ‘See you on the beach.’

      ‘Thirty seconds!’ shouts the coxswain.

      ‘Keep your heads down and keep moving!’ I tell my section. ‘Keep your weapons clear of the sand and water! Do not stop! You stop, you die!’

      We duck down as a blast erupts to the left of us, smoke and flames pouring out of a nearby landing craft. Men try to jump over the sides but most are already aflame.

      ‘Ready!’ the coxswain calls out as the landing craft lurches to a stop. ‘Ramp down!’

      ‘Go! Go! Go!’ Lieutenant Long, myself, and all the other corporals yell as the ramp thunders down into the water.

      The first man onto the ramp is cut down by machine gun fire, as is the next man. His blood splatters us all. The lad in front of me backs away in terror, but I push him forwards and on towards the ramp.

      ‘I don’t want to die!’ he cries.

      ‘You will if you stay here!’ I scream at him, pushing him on.

      ‘Keep going, lads!’ Lieutenant Long shouts. The lieutenant clears the ramp with a couple of men. A blast erupts. Sand and water fly in all directions, but as it clears, I see the lieutenant recover unharmed. I push on, trying not to dwell on the unmoving men.

      ‘Forward Second Platoon!’ he cries out.

      ‘Move! Move!’ I yell at everyone around me still on the landing craft. ‘Get on to that beach!’

      With Jenkinson and Myhill with me, I clear the ramp and drop down into the water. We wade forward through the surf, bullets splashing in the water around us. Men fall in all directions. Finally, we reach the flat beach. Ahead are tank traps and crosses of steel known as hedgehogs, every one of them surrounded by cowering men. They take cover behind whatever they can, hiding as bullets and shells hurtle towards anything moving on the beach. Prayers are being uttered and they mix with screams of terror and cries of the dying.

      The stench of explosives and burning metal fills the air. A light armoured transport carrier bursts into flame as it hits a mine. The crew are dead in an instant. More soldiers fall. Medics are cut down as they try to treat the wounded. A Sherman tank struggles past the obstacles. It is hit three times by artillery until the turret is torn off. Mortars erupt ahead and behind us and shrapnel cuts men down in all directions. There is only one place to go, forward.

      ‘Keep going!’ I yell at the men around me. ‘We can’t stay here! Push forward! First Section on me!’

      The man ahead of me is hit but still breathing. I grab hold of his jacket and drag him over the sand.

      ‘C’mon, fella!’ I tell him. ‘Nearly there!’

      ‘Thanks…’ he calls out to me before two more bullets strike him. I can’t do anything for him as he breathes his last breath, and I have to abandon him.

      Jenkinson and Myhill are still with me, as are Smithy, McClair, and Woods. Smithy fires his rifle blindly towards the enemy but I stop him.

      ‘Don’t waste your ammo!’ I warn him. ‘Save it for when you can make it count!’

      Ahead, the sand rises into a gradual slope, which other platoons and companies are already climbing. Engineers work on clearing our way of barbed wire with explosives and wire-cutters. Pillboxes and trenches, occupied by the Germans, are already falling but plenty still have troops and they are opening fire on our infantry.

      ‘McClair, Woods, Smithy, lay down fire on that pillbox,’ I order, signalling towards the nearest concrete guard post.

      ‘Jenkinson, Myhill, you’re with me,’ I instruct them. The rest of the section is still making their way up the beach. ‘One grenade each.’

      McClair and Woods quickly move into position, taking cover behind a small ridge and setting up the Bren light machine gun. Within seconds, they, along with Smithy, begin firing on the pillbox, keeping those inside busy. The rest of us flank the pillbox to its right, crawling across the sand of the beach and getting as close as we can.

      ‘Now,’ I yell once the Bren’s thirty-round magazine is spent.

      I go first, running as fast as I can with Jenkinson and Myhill right behind me. Their grenades are already in hand and the pins pulled. I get as near as I dare before throwing my grenade towards a firing hole of the pillbox concrete wall. I dive for cover as Jenkinson and Myhill throw theirs. There’s a strange sense of satisfaction when we hear them detonate but we don’t have any time to stop. As we scramble towards the rear of the concrete defence, Lathbury, Wilson, and Thompson join us. The German pillbox defenders try to flee and see us too late. Before they can raise their weapons, we fire, cutting them down by instinct. Once they’re down, we all stop firing, except for Thompson, who pulls the trigger of his rifle again and again as he screams in anger.

      ‘That’s enough!’ I tell him, knocking his rifle away. Tears are running down his cheeks and his hands are trembling hard.

      ‘Sorry, Corporal,’ he says, looking away in shame.

      Thompson and Wilson keep watch as I lead the others into the pillbox. The beach is chaos. Landing craft, tanks, and carrier transports burn, and bodies lay strewn across the sand. The waves are crimson with blood.

      Artillery and mortar fire continue to rain down, striking more men.

      ‘Welcome back to France,’ Smithy says to me. ‘Is it like you remember?’

      ‘Worse,’ replies Jenkinson.

      ‘C’mon,’ I say. ‘Those shells are coming from our gun battery at Morris.’

      We quickly dismantle the still smoking German machine guns before we hear the shrieking whistle from our captain, summoning us outside.

      ‘F Company!’ Captain Grayburn yells, revolver in hand. ‘Exit here! F Company on me!’

      I make a quick head count of my lads as we hurry over, pleased to see they are all accounted for. Astonishingly, none of them have been harmed. As we regroup with the other sections and platoons, a lot of the men are pale and shaken. I wonder if I look the same.

      ‘You did good, lad,’ I say to Myhill, who is breathing heavily and fighting back tears.

      He doesn’t meet my gaze but mutters a thank you.

      For many it is the first time they have faced death and seen friends cut down. Some cry and some say prayers whilst others simply don’t know where to look or what to think. One lad utterly breaks down, desperately trying to wipe away the blood on his jacket before his corporal quietens him.

      ‘Right, lads, so far so good,’ Captain Grayburn says, trying to stay positive for the sake of his men. ‘This is only half the job. Now we move on Morris and its gun battery. B Company will assault from the north and we will support from the east. We move in five minutes. Check your weapons and ammunition. Anybody short of either, take what you need from the beach. Platoon leaders, I need a head count.’

      A few of the company risk returning to the beach, Lieutenant Long with them, looking for weapons or anybody unaccounted for. F Company had numbered two hundred men before leaving England but looking at the men around me, I guess we are short of around thirty. Those thirty men may never leave this beach. I cannot bring myself to look back again. Overhead, a flight of American B-17 Flying Fortress bombers thunders on towards targets inland before a salvo of cannon fire echoes from a little over a mile away.

      ‘That’s likely the guns at Morris,’ Captain Grayburn announces. ‘F Company form on me. I want First Platoon to the left, Third Platoon on the right and Second Platoon straight up the centre. Move out.’
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      We march quickly, keeping watch for any patrols or counter attacks to retake the beach. Apart from a dozen men retreating from a shelled-out pillbox, we see nothing until the gun battery is in sight. We take positions to the east near a burnt out barn, and once we are ready, a runner is sent to Major McCaffrey of B Company. A message is returned and spread along the line. We are just waiting on the engineers to blow clear the barriers of barbed wire with explosives.

      ‘Stay ready, lads,’ Lieutenant Long commands. ‘As soon as the wire blows, the Bren crews will lay down fire and the assault teams will advance.’

      I check my rifle again. I reloaded it after taking the pillbox on the beach, but I don’t want to take any chances. The rest of my section does the same, either copying me or just by force of habit drilled in by our training.

      ‘Corporal?’ Myhill calls to me as he looks down the scope of his modified rifle. ‘You seeing this?’

      White flags rise from the four gun battery before we have even fired a shot. I cannot quite believe it but the German gunners slowly rise up with hands high in the air.

      ‘Stay focussed,’ I tell my lads, not taking any risks. This might be a trick or a diversion.

      To our surprise, it isn’t. When the outer and inner lines of barbed wire are cleared, we advance into the gun emplacements. The concrete defences have been torn apart by the earlier bombardments and there are scores of dead Germans in every direction.

      ‘The navy and air force sure pounded this place,’ Wilson says in astonishment.

      ‘Look at the state of Jerry,’ Thompson says, peering at our prisoners.

      ‘Sorry looking bunch, aren’t they!’ Lathbury adds.

      The prisoners look like hell. Filthy, dazed, and utterly shocked with many wounded and even more dead.

      ‘They look like regular guys,’ Smithy utters quietly.

      ‘Did you expect demons?’ I joke, trying to reassure the lad. ‘Devils with horns, spitting flames?’

      He’s right though; this is my first time seeing German soldiers up close, and apart from the uniforms, they look no different to us.

      ‘Bloody Nazis deserve all they get,’ spits Wilson.

      ‘How many prisoners?’ Captain Grayburn asks, my lads falling silent with the officer near.

      ‘At last count there were sixty-seven, Sir,’ I reply. ‘A platoon of B Company are keeping them under guard.’

      ‘Good, because the rest of F and B Company are needed elsewhere,’ he says.

      ‘More business already, Sir?’ Lieutenant Long asks.

      ‘We’ve received a runner from A Company,’ the captain explains. ‘They’ve met heavy resistance at the Hillman fortress from an entire German Grenadier Regiment. Captain Ryley’s been killed.’

      ‘Who’s leading A Company now?’ Lieutenant Long asks.

      ‘Unknown, but Lieutenant Tooley’s been badly wounded, too and they’ve taken heavy casualties under intense machine gun fire.’

      ‘Get ready to move lads,’ I instruct my section.

      ‘F Company!’ Captain Grayburn shouts out. ‘Form up and prepare to move!’

      ‘Thought we were done for the day,’ Wilson moans.

      ‘You should know better than that,’ I say, loud enough for the rest of my lads to hear. ‘A soldier’s day is never done, especially for the First Suffolk.’

      We form and march south with the rest of the company and most of B Company. We bypass minefields, avoiding areas marked with boards displaying skull and crossbones with the warning Achtung Minen. Despite the winding route, it doesn’t take us long before we see the fighting at Hillman in the distance. Smoke rises from the bunkers as three Sherman tanks of the Royal Hussars fire on the imposing defences. Their shells leave little impact, bouncing clear off the thick concrete. Machine guns fire out from the bunkers and we see a company of our Suffolk men fall back with many wounded amongst them.

      ‘Hey, Cooper!’ Corporal Marcus Phillips of A Company yells to me as my section fall in and wait for orders to the rear of the tanks.

      ‘You made it then,’ Phillips greets as his head is bandaged by Doc Baird. I’ve worked a few times with Philips in the past years of manoeuvres and training in Britain. He’s strict with his men but enjoys a drink of whiskey – far too much for his own good. Blood trickles from the wound on his head and his face is deathly pale.

      ‘Just about. What happened to you?’

      ‘A ricochet,’ he replies. ‘Jerry are bed in and not moving without a fight. Captain Ryley’s dead.’

      ‘Yeah, we heard,’ I reply. ‘What we facing?’

      ‘Well, you can see the bunkers from here,’ he says as Doc Baird continues his work. ‘Before you even get close to them, there’s barbed wire and mines everywhere. That’s why the tanks aren’t getting any closer. We’ve lost two of the DD Shermans already to those bloody mines.’

      I turn to see the burning hulks of the thirty-ton amphibious Sherman tanks. The DD Shermans are outfitted to survive the waters of the landing, but they can do nothing against the mines protecting the fortress.

      ‘Minesweepers?’ I ask.

      ‘Still clearing the beach,’ he replies. ‘Captain Ryley led a platoon of us to the north trying to flank the German positions. We succeeded and got into the trenches that connect the bunkers...’

      ‘And?’ I ask when Philips stops speaking.

      ‘It was a nightmare,’ he stammers. ‘We lost a few guys, including the captain, with double that wounded. Even when we tried to retreat they kept firing.’

      ‘Rest up,’ I tell him. ‘You’ll need your strength if we’re going to have another crack at it.’

      He smiles weakly, before Doc Baird moans at him for not keeping still.

      ‘Second Platoon!’ Lieutenant Long summons us. We hurry to him, keeping our heads down as sporadic machine gun fire bursts from the bunkers.

      ‘Right, there’s no easy way to say this,’ the lieutenant begins, ‘but we’re going in to take the bunkers on the eastern flank of the fortress. Take those and then we can advance into the rest of Hillman. We will follow the tanks as far as they can go into the minefields and they will deploy a barrage of smoke rounds to give us cover. We aim for the trenches connecting the bunkers. From there we have access to the bunkers themselves.’

      One of the men from third section asks, ‘Enemy strength?’

      ‘At least a hundred, maybe two from A Company’s reckoning,’ he says. ‘They’re dug in and not going to move easily. The rest of the forces coming in off the beach cannot advance further inland without this place under our control.’

      ‘And there’s no way the air force can help out?’ another man asks.

      ‘They’ve tried for weeks, hence why we’re here,’ the lieutenant explains. ‘They had about as much luck as the tanks have.’

      ‘Guess they don’t call it a fortress for nothing,’ Jenkinson mutters.

      ‘Navy and air force failed so they send in the infantry,’ Woods moans.

      ‘That’s because they know we’ll get the job done,’ Lathbury says.

      ‘Advancing order?’ I ask.

      ‘Bren gunners lay down a base of fire whilst the assault teams make for the trenches,’ he says. ‘It’s just like we planned for the battery at Morris.’

      ‘Except no white flags,’ Smithy of my section jokes.

      ‘Not likely,’ I reply for the lieutenant.

      ‘Fire and manoeuvre, men,’ Lieutenant Long says. ‘We’re going to hit them hard and hit them fast. I don’t want the invasion held up because of us. Move out.’

      With the rest of F Company and B Company we circle round to the west of the fortress and take cover in nearby orchards, waiting for the Sherman tanks to get into position and open fire with the smoke rounds. Packs are abandoned with the deep down knowledge we are likely to die. We carry only weapons, ammo, and grenades. There are a great series of explosions in front of us as the engineers blow the barbed wire. Now we just wait for the order to be given.

      ‘They know we’re coming, don’t they?’ Smithy says, fears wracking the lad.

      ‘They’re the ones who should be afraid,’ I say, loud enough so all my section can hear. ‘We’re the First Suffolk, after all.’

      ‘Best in the army,’ Lathbury adds, just as the Sherman tanks open fire, creating a smokescreen directly in front of the bunkers to cover our advance.

      ‘Here comes the bleeding whistle,’ Wilson moans, and a second later, Captain Grayburn’s whistle sounds.

      ‘Forward!’ commands the captain. His order is repeated by lieutenants and corporals throughout the company, including me.

      The Bren light machine guns of B and F Company open fire on the eastern defences of the fortress in an impressive display of firepower. As one, the rest of the men of both companies rise up and advance behind the Sherman tanks. Despite the smoke cover, machine guns open fire from the bunkers, tearing towards us and ricocheting off the hulls of the tanks. Shells from the mortars and the Shermans begin to rain down on the German defences and the Germans fire back in response.

      The tank to our right goes up in flames and the men behind it reel from the heat. Mines explode around us as our tank closes in on the trenches, but when it suddenly stops we break cover and charge forwards.

      ‘Go! Go!’ I yell. ‘Don’t stop!’

      Bullets hiss past us but the men are still with me as we enter the smoke screen. We reach the barbed wire amongst the smoke, finding the nearest gap large enough.

      ‘C’mon, c’mon!’ Lathbury yells at the lads in front of him.

      ‘Keep going,’ I repeat to myself. ‘Keep going. Keep going.’

      The smoke clears and I see the trenches ahead. As we close in on the final yards, I see a helmet rise. I take quick aim and pull the trigger twice, missing but forcing the German to duck down.

      ‘More of them!’ Lathbury shouts, and I see a dozen men filling the trench and setting up machine guns.

      ‘Don’t stop!’ I yell, sprinting the last yards between the barricades and leaping over the sandbags.

      Everything becomes a blur. Standing on top of the trench, I see five German soldiers. Without thinking or aiming, I pull the trigger of my rifle. The nearest German raises his gun towards me, but before he can pull the trigger his head jerks back, hit by the bullet of a marksman from some distance. Thanks, Myhill. Jenkinson and Thompson are with me, but already the Jerry defenders are being reinforced. I drop down into the trench as my rifle clicks empty, throwing a grenade to cover us as I reload.

      ‘Push forward!’ I yell, Lathbury, Smithy, and Wilson joining us as we advance down the trench. ‘Don’t give them a chance to regroup!’

      The Germans aren’t giving up their position without a fight; their stick-grenades spin through the air towards us. We take what cover we can, Smithy and Thompson throwing two of the German grenades back the way they came, but another lands out of reach.

      ‘Take cover!’ Lathbury yells, but it’s too late as Jenkinson is caught in the blast.

      ‘Medic!’ Smithy yells, but I know none are nearby. I drag Jenkinson into cover and see he is still alive. His eyes are wide open and full of terror.

      ‘You’re all right,’ I say as I quickly inspect his wounds through his torn uniform. He has cuts to his face and a couple of deep wounds to his chest and side, but nothing too serious.

      ‘You’re going to be fine,’ I reassure him. ‘Keep your head down and keep pressure on your chest and side. We’ll get a medic to you when we can. Smithy, get over here and bandage him up with your aid kit.’

      ‘Thanks, Corporal,’ Jenkinson says shakily.

      I reload my rifle and peer at the bunker ahead. Dozens of defenders are trying to set up a machine gun at the entrance to the bunker, readying it to aim straight down the trench at us. I won’t let us be caught in the same nightmare that overwhelmed A Company and claimed Captain Ryley’s life.

      ‘Lathbury, Wilson, you’re with me,’ I instruct, readying a grenade of my own. ‘Thompson, Smithy, throw grenades when I give the order. Count to two before throwing them and then follow the rest of us.’

      ‘And me, Corporal?’ the wounded Jenkinson asks.

      ‘You stay put. Ready?’ I ask the others.

      ‘We’re with you, boss,’ Smithy says. The rest of the lads nod in agreement.

      ‘On the count of three. One, two…’ I throw my grenade before shouting three and running down the trench.

      My grenade explodes and two more grenades fly over our heads and explode directly ahead of us. The Germans not caught in the blasts dive for cover. I sprint through before the dust settles, firing my rifle repeatedly as the defenders begin to reorganise. One of them charges me, barging me into the concrete wall and hitting me hard across the jaw, knocking the helmet from my head. His eyes are wide with madness. He screams at me in German as he tries to wrestle the rifle out of my hands. I twist free, ramming the bayonet into his stomach.

      As my attacker falls to the ground, I see that my lads have dealt with the rest of the bunker’s defenders.

      ‘You were hit,’ I say to Wilson, seeing his arm is punctured by a bullet, the uniform turning red around the hole.

      ‘Just a graze,’ he mutters, still looking down on the dead German at his feet.

      ‘Get it cleaned and bandaged up,’ I tell him.

      I finally get a chance to look around the bunker and note the ammunition, equipment, and general stores.

      ‘They were prepared for a long siege,’ I say.

      ‘Didn’t expect the First Suffolk though, did they?’ Thompson says, still catching his breath. ‘They even had a telephone in here.’

      ‘To communicate with the rest of the fortress and the other bunkers,’ I reply.

      ‘Myhill’s coming,’ Smithy says, looking out the view point of the bunker. ‘Woods and McClair are with him.’

      ‘First platoon have taken the next bunker to the west,’ Lathbury says. ‘Lieutenant Long is leading them this way.’

      ‘Good,’ I reply, reloading my rifle. ‘We’ll need them. Check your ammunition lads. Day’s not over yet.’

      ‘We going again?’ Wilson asks.

      ‘For the rest of the fortress,’ I reply. All around us, the battle is still raging. Hillman has not yet fallen, but it will.
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      ADAM—Aboard the 2am train to Hamburg, Germany

      Emma, Matt, and I are the only passengers thanks to the stupidly early time of morning. The cargo train has two carriages for passengers, but the three of us are the only occupants. I’d been trying to sleep but rest refused to come easily. I’m too worried about what’s happening to Dave, and what we will find at the Riese.

      Around 3 a.m., my mobile goes off. I guess it is my mother or Duncan calling, but I can’t imagine why either of them would call in the middle of the night.

      ‘Hello,’ I say quietly. Emma is asleep further down the carriage and Matt has ventured further up the train to check on our equipment in the cargo hold.

      ‘Adam?’ A familiar voice I did not expect. It’s Mrs Bowen, Duncan’s mother.

      ‘Yes, hi, Mrs Bowen.’

      ‘I’m sorry to disturb you this late.’

      ‘Or early,’ I reply, still a little shocked that my friend’s mother is calling me. ‘Don’t worry, I wasn’t sleeping anyway.’

      ‘I was hoping my wayward son might be with you,’ she replies. ‘He’s not come home and I am really starting to worry.’

      ‘I’m sorry but he’s not with me,’ I say, looking around the quiet train in the middle of Germany.

      ‘You’re not covering for him?’ she asks.

      ‘Not this time,’ I reply. ‘If I hear from him, I’ll tell him to call you.’

      ‘Thank you,’ she says.

      ‘Look, he’s probably out with Sarah and they lost track of time…’ I stop, realising I’m making it sound worse than I meant.

      ‘Sarah?’ she asks. ‘Why would he be…’ Realisation sinks in.

      ‘Ah,’ I reply. Oops.

      ‘It seems my son has been keeping secrets from me,’ Mrs Bowen says, her voice taking the ice and steel tone I hated as a kid. When she uses that voice, I remember she is the owner and boss of a multi-national company: Bowen Inc.

      ‘I think I need a talk with Duncan,’ she says.

      ‘Yep,’ I reply, already feeling sympathy for my buddy. When she says ‘talk’ she means a rollicking.

      ‘Thank you, Adam,’ she says. ‘Do please contact me if you hear from my son,’ she says.

      ‘Sure thing,' I reply, before signing off.

      I quickly send a text message to Duncan.

      
        
        Me: Are you with Sarah right now?

      

      

      He replies almost instantly.

      
        
        Yep

      

      

      
        
        Me: Call your mother – she’s been bugging me

      

        

      
        Duncan: Sarah says hi

      

        

      
        Me: BTW….I might have told your mother you’re with Sarah

      

        

      
        Duncan: WTF??!!!

      

        

      
        Me: Bye!

      

      

      I end the text, despite a couple more messages coming through from him. To be fair, most are just profanities. Before I can put the phone away, another call comes through. At first I think it must be Duncan or his mother, but am surprised to see it’s the boss calling.

      ‘Charles,’ I say, answering the call.

      ‘Adam,’ he greets. ‘Good, I saw your phone was active.’

      ‘How’s it going with the United Nations?’ I ask, wondering just how much of my life the museum now owns.

      ‘Not well, but it’s nothing for you to be concerned about,’ he replies. I can tell he’s hiding something but know better than to probe further. He’ll tell me more when he’s ready – and when I need to know.

      ‘Abbey has filled me in on your progress, or should I say destruction in Germany,’ he says. ‘How’s the team?’

      ‘Emma is asleep and Matt is wandering the train,’ I reply.

      ‘Matthew never can sleep before a mission. How about you? How are you?’

      ‘I’m okay,’ I reply. ‘I’ve got a few bruises, but apart from that, I’m all right. Have you heard anything on Dave?’

      ‘Nothing yet,’ Charles says. ‘I’ve spoken with my contacts in Berlin to explain our actions and what happened to David. They will notify us if they hear anything.’

      ‘We think they might be heading the same way we are,’ I say. ‘If they found the map, too.’

      ‘Perhaps,’ Charles replies. ‘That’s one big if though.’

      ‘Did Abbey mention it was Dave’s wife who was at the U-boat site and kidnapped Dave?’ I ask.

      ‘She did,’ Charles says. ‘That is… unfortunate. I’d hoped Jennifer, or Follia as she’s calling herself these days, was out of our lives for good. She needs help, and in the partnership of Leon Bransby and Jack Bishop, I fear the worst. Did David ever tell you he once shot Leon?’

      ‘He mentioned it,’ I say with a smirk.

      ‘It is imperative we find her and recover him,’ Charles says. ‘I wish I could do more.’

      ‘You’re doing everything you can,’ I reply, knowing he is already fighting our corner in New York with the United Nations.

      ‘If anything else happens, or you hear from David, make sure to have Abbey notify me immediately,’ Charles says. ‘And do take care of yourself, Adam – and the rest of the team.’

      ‘Thanks for calling,’ I say.

      He rings off. It was good to hear from him and I can understand his worry for Dave. Dave may be the grumpy uncle at times, but he’s still family, and we need to get him back.

      ‘Look who I found stowed away in the other passenger carriage,’ Matt announces as he leads a familiar face towards me. I recognise the short black hair and piercings straight away.

      ‘Cecylia?’ I say with utter shock. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘Who’s this?’ Emma asks with a yawn, woken from her sleep.

      ‘Emma Lovell, this is Cecylia Nowak,’ Matt explains. ‘Lead engineer at the Wałbrzych dig site in Poland. It seems she’s following us.’

      ‘Cecylia, what are you doing here?’ I ask again as she and Matt take a seat opposite me.

      She does not speak at first, her gaze looking anywhere but at us.

      ‘I received the message that you identified a potential site north of Hamburg,’ she explains, still not making eye contact. ‘I had to see for myself and so set out to rendezvous with you. I could not pass up the chance to discover the famous gold trains of the Third Reich.’

      ‘And did Professor Lainson ever receive our message?’ Matt asks.

      ‘No. If she had, she wouldn’t have let me leave,’ she replies.

      ‘I am afraid we can’t take you with us,’ Matt explains. ‘It’s too dangerous for you…’

      ‘No! You cannot abandon me now,’ she pleads.

      ‘There’s more to this than just wanting to find the Nazi gold trains, isn’t there?’ I ask.

      ‘Yes, there is,’ she states, without even attempting to hide it. ‘I told you of the crimes the SS Totenkopf Division committed throughout the Second World War. My home was among those targeted by the Totenkopf Division. Once the Nazis had taken everything of worth, they burned down the village and killed almost everyone. Those they didn’t kill were taken, never to return again. My great-grandmother escaped by pretending to already be dead. Her husband and her son, her entire family, were taken and she never forgot their screams.’

      ‘You want to find out what happened to your ancestors?’ Emma asks.

      ‘Exactly,’ Cecylia says. ‘Hundreds of people were taken simply because of their beliefs. None of them were seen again. They deserve to have the truth exposed.’

      As she says this, Cecylia pulls out the necklace she is wearing. It’s a Star of David pendant.

      ‘That’s why you volunteered to join Professor Lainson’s expeditions in Poland?’ Matt asks.

      ‘I need to know,’ Cecylia states. ‘That and the fact that the crew the professor hired would have failed miserably without my assistance. I am a skilled engineer, top of my classes with two doctorates. Professor Lainson’s work crew were lazy idiots in comparison.’

      ‘So you’re clever and modest,’ Emma says.

      ‘I don’t understand what you mean,’ Cecylia replies blankly. ‘What I can say is, in my home village, the walls are still marked by the bullets of the Death’s Head. I must know what happened to them and bring the culprits to justice.’

      ‘Well, we can certainly help you with that,’ Matt says, ‘but I must warn you about the dangers again. We’ve already lost one of our team.’

      ‘Lost?’ Cecylia queries.

      ‘Taken captive, by others who are also seeking the gold trains,’ I explain.

      ‘That is unfortunate,’ she replies with a lack of empathy before asking bluntly. ‘Are you up to the task of completing your mission?’

      ‘We certainly hope so,’ Matt replies, surprised by the question.

      ‘I hope so, too, especially after the mess you made in Berlin,’ she replies.

      ‘Honest, too,’ Emma says. ‘I like her.’

      ‘Dave would, too,’ I add, catching Emma’s glance for a second and seeing that smile of hers.

      ‘Are you two an item?’ Cecylia asks.

      ‘Now, that’s a question.’ Matt laughs as I look embarrassed.

      ‘He wishes,’ Emma replies.

      ‘Am I that obvious?’ I try to laugh it off.

      ‘Yes,’ Cecylia says bluntly, drawing laughter from Emma and Matt. Thanks, friends.

      ‘Anyway, so, Cecylia…’ Matt begins to say.

      ‘I don’t have many but the friends I have call me Cee,’ she says. ‘You should too.’

      ‘Honoured,’ Matt says. ‘So, Cee, where…?’

      Matt’s question is drowned out by the droning of a helicopter’s rotors overhead.

      ‘That was low,’ Emma says, as we clamber towards the windows. The sun is not far from rising and the sky is already glowing golden in the distance, giving enough light to see the terrain ahead and the helicopter circling above. Fields stretch out on one side of the tracks and a vast lake on the other.

      ‘Can you make out the markings on that thing?’ I ask, looking up towards the helicopter.

      ‘Not really,’ Matt says, before a searchlight activates on the aircraft, focussing on the train.

      ‘Berlin police,’ Emma warns as the side of the helicopter comes into full view.

      ‘Is this you?’ I ask Cecylia, knowing the Police could not have tracked us this far.

      ‘No,’ Cecylia replies and I can see from the fear in her eyes, she is telling the truth.

      ‘I don’t like this,’ Matt says. ‘Grab your gear, guys. We’ll get off at the next…’

      He stops at the flash from the side of the helicopter. A stream of smoke surges down towards the locomotive where it explodes on impact. The burning wreckage is hit again, tumbling from the tracks and pulling the containers and carriages with it. Before we can react, our carriage buckles and pulls to the left, rising up and tearing from the tracks.

      I grab onto a seat as the world around us spins and we’re thrown towards the ceiling before it crashes into the lake. The windows smash on impact and cold water surges in, causing the electrical lights to short out and plunging us into darkness.

      My eyes clamp shut. My heart thunders. I’m shutting down in panic. Everywhere I reach, I feel walls or floor and no way out. I’m alone in the darkness and drowning just as in every single one of my nightmares. My lungs are burning. I need air. I need to escape. I need to breathe.

      Just as I am about to give up hope, a hand grabs and pulls me. I swim with all the energy I have left until I reach the surface, gasping for air.

      ‘Are you…okay?’ Emma asks, my saviour revealed. She has a few cuts and scrapes at her cheek and neck but nothing too deep.

      ‘I really…hate…water!’ I yell back.

      Cecylia emerges next, spluttering for air but unharmed. It’s raining, pouring it down, but I don’t seek shelter because there’s no sign of Matt.

      ‘Get yourself and Cecylia out of the water!’ Emma yells at me.

      ‘What about you?’ I ask.

      ‘I’ve got to find your brother,’ she says before diving back under the water.

      Matt. I can’t do anything for him, not with my fear taking hold of me. I’m useless – and I hate myself for it.

      ‘Come on,’ I say to Cecylia, leading her towards the shore and beyond the mangled wreckage of the rear carriages half submerged in the lake.

      ‘Who did this?’ Cecylia asks, shaking.

      ‘Stop,’ I warn her. ‘Stay behind me.’

      The German police helicopter has already landed in the field beyond the train tracks.

      ‘Such a gentleman.’

      It’s Follia.

      ‘Come on now, Adam. Don’t hide from little old me.’

      ‘Why are you doing this?’ I yell back at Follia, raising my hands as she, Bishop, and a couple of other armed men and women train their guns on us. I try to keep Cecylia behind me, to protect her in any way I can, but our attackers quickly surround us.

      ‘You know something I don’t know,’ she sings like a maniac. ‘Come on out of the water and we can chat.’

      I have no choice and Cecylia follows me up to the shore where we are forced to our knees in the pouring rain.

      ‘You got a little wet, didn’t you?’ Follia mocks us. ‘Sorry about that.’

      ‘No you’re not,’ Cecylia replies.

      ‘I don’t know you,’ Follia says, pointing at Cecylia, ‘but you’re right, I’m not sorry at all. In fact, my friend Leon here has had so much fun with his little rocket launcher that I’m going to let him use it again. You see, I only have use for one of you Hunters.’

      Leon steps out of the helicopter, patting a hand on the launcher as he reloads it and takes aim at the train carriages submerged in the lake.

      ‘No, don’t!’ I yell.

      ‘Sorry, what?’ he replies before pulling the trigger, firing the launcher and sending the explosive into the lake where it detonates amongst the train and carriages.

      Matt. Emma.

      ‘NO! STOP!’ I yell.

      I try to wade back into the water, caring nothing for my fear, but the gunmen stop me. I try to push through, to grab them, to stop and hurt them but the grip of Follia’s Katana thunders across my face. I stumble to the ground but rise up again, the tip of her blade between my eyes.

      ‘Sorry, kid,’ Follia says with a disgusting grin

      ‘You don’t have to do this!’ I plead.

      ‘Yes, we do,’ Leon replies as he fires another rocket, the wreckage of the train exploding again. I cannot bring myself to look. Tears fill my eyes as I fall to my knees. Nobody could have survived that.

      ‘Someone get him up,’ Follia orders.

      ‘Murderers,’ I mutter under my breath, anger rising within me. ‘MURDERERS!’

      I charge them, knocking down one of the armed thugs, and take his handgun.

      ‘YOU MURDERED MY BROTHER!’ I scream, ready to pull the trigger and kill them all in vengeance. ‘YOU MURDERED EMMA!’

      ‘Now, now, Mr Hunter,’ Follia says, handgun raised to Cecylia’s head. ‘I know this is an emotional time for you but you really must calm down.’

      I can’t do anything, not with an innocent at gunpoint. I turn back towards the burning wreckage of the train, praying to see any sign of Matt or Emma. There is nothing but twisted metal, flames, and water. They’re gone. I drop the handgun to the ground, vowing to myself that I will see Matt and Emma’s killers brought to justice.

      ‘Now that all the excitement is over, I have need of something from you, Adam,’ Follia says. ‘Where were you heading? Where are the Nazi gold trains hidden?’

      ‘Do you think I’ll tell you that after you killed my brother?’ I say, grief and anger still raging within me.

      ‘Yes, I do,’ Follia says with a smile as she raises her samurai sword. ‘You will, because if you don’t, then your little friend here will meet the pointy end of my blade.’

      ‘And if that’s not enough incentive,’ Bishop calls from the helicopter, ‘then your colleague’s life will also be forfeit.’

      Dave, chained and blindfolded, is dragged from the helicopter and thrown to the ground, Bishop’s gun aimed at his head.

      ‘Think fast, Adam,’ Follia tells me as she wipes her face of the rain. ‘We haven’t got all day.’

      ‘Don’t,’ Dave calls out to me. ‘Don’t tell them, kid.’

      ‘Aw, bless! Always the selfless hero, hubby,’ Follia calls whilst signalling to Bishop to begin beating him. Dave cries out in pain.

      Follia grabs hold of Cecylia by her hair. ‘And what of

      this pretty little thing?’

      There is sheer terror in Cecylia’s eyes. She doesn’t understand this and is utterly terrified by the violence around her. Words escape as whispers, as she cries out in Polish. I understand fear all too well, especially when Follia presses the tip of her Katana blade against Cecylia’s neck.

      ‘Thirty-eight miles north-west of Hamburg,’ I state with my eyes closed in guilt and surrender. I had no choice.

      ‘Any more details?’ Follia asks. ‘I need a little more to go on, Mr Hunter.’

      ‘Mountains on the coastline,’ I state. ‘The train lines lead into the mountains.’

      ‘There’s nothing on the maps,’ one of Follia’s men states.

      ‘It’s not on the map,’ I explain. ‘The German government tried to cover it up.’

      ‘Oh, this is exciting,’ Follia says with a squeal of joy. ‘See, I knew we could be friends.’

      ‘Will you let us go now?’ I ask.

      ‘Hell no,’ Follia replies. ‘What if you were just lying to me? You all stay with us until we find the gold trains.’

      ‘I will make you pay for what you’ve done here,’ I vow.

      ‘I’m sure you’ll try,’ Follia says with a barely contained smile.

      Her men grab me, tying my hands behind my back and dragging me towards the waiting stolen helicopter. I look back one last time at the wreckage of the train, praying I see some sign of life, anything. I clamp my eyes shut, fighting rising tears. Follia and her thugs will pay for this.
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      CORPORAL ANDREW COOPER—Colleville Sur Orne, Normandy, France. D-Day 6TH June 1944

      ‘Smokes anyone?’ Thompson offers.

      ‘Where’d you get these?’ McClair asks as he takes one.

      ‘There’s some friendly French folks around here,’ he replies.

      ‘Just keep your thieving hands to yourself,’ Lathbury warns.

      ‘I hope you’re not accusing…’ Thompson begins to say innocently.

      ‘I am, so heed my warning,’ the lance corporal replies with a chuckle.

      It’s near midnight and we have taken shelter in one of the houses in the village captured by C and E Company earlier. The men are gathered in the kitchen as we get some tea ready. All of us are glad to be resting after what feels like the longest day in memory.

      Other rooms in the house are occupied by a platoon of engineers. Snores are already emanating from upstairs. C and E companies faced little resistance, apart from a couple of snipers hiding in the church tower, when they took the village. A few tank shells quickly rooted them out, leaving a gaping hole in the stonework.

      Most of Hillman fortress fell a few hours ago with only a few of the underground levels of the larger bunkers still holding out. Lieutenant Colonel Goodwin ordered F Company to stand down and rest up in the village whilst the rest of the regiment took positions in and around Hillman in case of enemy counter-attack. F Company was ordered to wait in reserve unless called on. The lieutenant colonel received no arguments from us.

      A few of the villagers emerged from hiding after the Germans were driven out. They were extremely welcoming. Some were in tears to see us after so many years under German occupation. Food and hot coffee was quickly offered and some of the men flirted with the women until corporals, like me, warned them off. I’ve had to have words with Smithy twice already. As the evening drew on, the drone of engines thundered overhead. Dozens of planes and gliders bring in reinforcements. It was a hell of a sight and a dramatic display of our airpower.

      I look around the kitchen, making a head count for the hundredth time today. There’s one missing. Myhill is sitting alone in what was the dining room of the house. He’s looking into distance, pale and unaware. I am about to say something when I see Wilson walk over to the lad and offer him a mug of hot tea. Thompson follows and Woods and McClair join them. I didn’t need to say a word.

      ‘They’re good lads,’ Lathbury says.

      ‘That they are,’ I agree proudly.

      ‘A little bird tells me we caught Jerry completely by surprise,’ Thompson says. ‘That’s why they didn’t put up much of a fight at the Morris guns.’

      ‘This the same little bird who told you we were headed for Africa?’ McClair teases.

      ‘Swear on my life,’ Thompson remarks. ‘Berlin by Christmas I reckon.’

      ‘Don’t be too confident,’ Wilson says. ‘We haven’t faced their armour yet and we’ve all heard stories of what those damned Tiger tanks can do.’

      ‘Tigers? Myhill asks.

      ‘You don’t want to know,’ Woods replies. ‘I saw a newsreel about them in operation in Italy. Sixty ton war machines; the best the German army has. Thick steel armour and a massive eighty-eight millimetre gun. Nothing our boys have is even close to it.’

      ‘Trust me, fellas, when one of those is heading towards you, you want to get clear out of the way,’ McClair adds.

      ‘You might want to get some shut eye soon, lads,’ I tell my section, trying to change the subject. ‘God knows when we’ll have a decent roof over our heads again.’

      ‘I don’t think any of us will be getting much sleep tonight,’ Lathbury says as he hands me a canteen full of tea, typically British.

      ‘I don’t blame them, Bob,’ I reply. Just this morning, most of them had never seen the enemy, or fired their weapons in anger. Now, they’ve taken lives. They don’t look the same anymore. They’re not lads, but men; soldiers.

      ‘Any word on Jenkinson?’ Lathbury asks.

      ‘A few nasty wounds, but he’ll be all right,’ I say. ‘Doc Baird has patched him up and he might re-join us in a day or two.’

      As the night draws on, the lads eat and drink, but very few of them are speaking. Most likely, they are thinking of what they have seen in the last twenty-four hours.

      ‘Captain Grayburn approaching,’ Smithy calls out, keeping watch from an upstairs window.

      ‘Evening, gentlemen,’ the captain says as he steps inside.

      ‘Tea, Sir?’ Thompson offers.

      ‘Best offer I’ve had all day,’ the captain replies.

      ‘Any news, Sir?’ I ask.

      ‘Lieutenant Colonel Goodwin has been badly injured,’ he replies gravely. ‘He was scouting the terrain south of here for tomorrow’s advance when an eighty-eight millimetre gun hit his carrier. Lieutenant Keville and Lance Corporal Stevens were killed but they managed to get Goodwin out of the wreck. They don’t know if he’ll make it.’

      ‘Who’s taken command of the regiment?’

      ‘Major Gough, for now. Even if Lieutenant Colonel Goodwin recovers, it will be a long time until he returns. Luckily, Doc Baird was able to get to him quickly. I swear Baird is a miracle worker. He stayed with the lieutenant colonel for four hours before they were able to transport him back to the surgeons at the beaches.’

      ‘How are things shaping up elsewhere, Sir?’ I ask.

      ‘Hit and miss,’ he replies. ‘Only a couple of bunkers at Hillman are still occupied but the Sherman tanks will soon see them right. There were eighteen bunkers and pillboxes in total in that fortress, not to mention the underground levels below. It’s been tough. The rest of the regiment is taking positions south and west of here. We’re to join them at dawn.’

      ‘Losses?’

      ‘We had seven men dead and twenty-four wounded.’

      ‘And the rest of the invasion?’ I dare to ask.

      ‘Too early to tell,’ he replies quietly so the rest of the men can’t hear. ‘The original plan was to take Caen on the first day but already German panzer tank divisions are moving in from the east.’

      ‘Tiger tanks?’ Myhill asks, his hearing as good as his aim.

      ‘Maybe,’ Captain Grayburn says. ‘Regardless, we’ve got a hell of a fight coming our way.’
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      ADAM—Somewhere in Germany

      ‘Was there any sign of Emma or Matt?’ Dave asks.

      ‘None,’ I reply, still soaked through and shivering. I haven’t spoken since Cecylia and I were blindfolded and forced onto the helicopter alongside Dave. I still cannot believe Emma and my brother are gone.

      How am I possibly going to tell Kat? She loved Matt and is carrying my brother’s child. Now the child will never know their father. My mother will never forgive me, nor will Charles. Emma was the only family he had. I failed them all.

      ‘Don’t give up hope,’ Dave whispers. ‘They’re a tough pair.’

      ‘You didn’t see it.’

      The helicopter landed at some abandoned airfield for fuel. Two guards stay with us. Follia and the others have been gone for over an hour.

      ‘She’s a real piece of work your wife,’ I tell Dave.

      ‘We met when she was assigned to my combat unit,’ he replies with disdain. ‘Even all those years ago, she was wild.’

      ‘Knowing you, that was part of the appeal,’ I say.

      I shift in my seat, trying to twist and loosen the bonds on my wrists but they hold firm. All my equipment, my father’s jacket and even my pen-knife were in my backpack on the train. Only the museum’s glasses headset is still with me, lying useless in my pocket where I can’t reach them.

      Follia’s men scanned me and disabled my tracker. For now, we’re stuck with our kidnappers.

      ‘Right, ladies and gentlemen,’ Follia says as she clambers back on board the helicopter. ‘I have received word that our advance teams have arrived at the location. They have already found several possible sites. Fortunately for you, they found disused train tracks dating back to the nineteen-forties. They’re already clearing and scouting a few tunnels in advance of our arrival.’

      I feel her take a seat beside me.

      ‘It turns out our young Mr Hunter was honest with me all along,’ she says. ‘I must say, I’m taking a liking to you.’

      ‘It’s not mutual,’ I reply.

      ‘Now, before we leave, does anybody need a toilet break?’

      ‘I will pass,’ Cecylia says defiantly, ‘and to whoever was smoking earlier,’ she says, undeterred, ‘smoking accounts for thirty percent of all cancer deaths and eighty percent of lung cancer deaths.’

      ‘Thanks, sweetheart,’ Leon replies ahead of us.

      ‘Not that that matters,’ Cecylia continues, ‘as helicopters crash thirty-five percent more often than an average aircraft, almost always killing all on-board. That’s the most worrying of them all to me right now.’

      ‘And not the gun pointed at your head?’ Bishop leers.

      ‘Well, since I cannot see the gun with this blindfold over my eyes I cannot judge that as an immediate threat,’ she replies, making Dave and me laugh in support of her bravery.

      ‘Please tell me I can shut her up,’ Bishop says.

      ‘Hell, no. I think she’s hilarious,’ Follia says with a chuckle. ‘Good memory and can’t read a room or understand threats. I’m guessing you’re autistic, aren’t you? C’mon, tell me I’m right.’

      Cecylia doesn’t answer.

      ‘Leave her alone,’ I warn, though I can’t do anything to back up my threat whilst chained up and blind.

      ‘Oh, believe me, I don’t judge,’ Follia says. ‘I think it’s great. How did an autistic Polish girl end up on that train with the hunters of the British Museum, I wonder?’

      ‘Seeking the truth,’ Cecylia replies.

      ‘That’s the best answer you could have given,’ Follia replies as the helicopter’s engines and rotors begin to come to life. ‘Not long to go now, my friends. Onwards to truth and untold riches.’
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      CORPORAL ANDREW COOPER—South of La Londe, Normandy, France. 27TH June 1944

      The rain is pouring down on us worse than the shelling; German artillery and mortars have targeted us every day since we landed in France. I never thought I would find a place with weather as miserable as home. At least there we don’t have to hide in slit-trenches every night, fearful the next shell will be the one with our name on it.

      Following the capture of Hillman, we advanced and drove back the German defenders mile by mile without a day’s respite. The majority of the British army’s strength is tied up in the city of Caen where there is bitter street fighting. The Suffolk Regiment has advanced to an area south of the village of La Londe, two miles north of Caen, and from here, we can hear the fierce fighting in the distance.

      Most of F Company take shelter in an abandoned barn, glad to be out of the rain. The men light fires to get warm and dry out their soaked clothes. The smell of food being cooked turns my stomach. The roads have become slick with mud from the unending rain and bog down all the trucks carrying rations, ammunition and equipment from the ships at the beaches. Those who can get through are bombed to hell by Jerry. We get basic rations and supplement it with what we can find or trade with the locals.

      It is our responsibility as corporals to keep order among our men, and an eye on the fires to ensure they don’t set the whole barn alight. My section finds some comfort sitting on broken furniture beneath the one small area of roof that is not leaking.

      ‘My guess is that we’ll circle around Caen and attack Jerry from the rear,’ Wilson says.

      ‘Do you have any idea how much armour they’ll have waiting for us?’ McClair argues. ‘It’d be insane.’

      ‘I reckon McClair’s right,’ Lathbury interrupts. ‘We’d have to break through the German lines and advance far beyond support. All it’d take is one unit to hit resistance or for Jerry to launch a counter-attack and…’

      ‘We’d be surrounded,’ Jenkinson says glumly.

      He returned to us a few days ago, sporting new scars from D-Day.

      ‘Command wouldn’t risk that,’ Lathbury finishes.

      ‘Rubbish,’ Wilson jeers as he pours our evening meal of oats, vegetables, and some kind of meat into each man’s waiting canteen. ‘Command do whatever they want, regardless of us.’

      ‘They’ll throw us right into the heart of it,’ Smithy says.

      ‘Caen?’ Myhill guesses.

      ‘Caen,’ Smithy agrees.

      ‘What did you say the meat is in this?’ Jenkinson asks, swirling the contents of his canteen about.

      ‘Chicken,’ Wilson says, barely able to keep a straight face.

      ‘Sure it is,’ Jenkinson replies with a chuckle from most of the lads.

      ‘My little bird tells me we’re headed elsewhere come morning,’ Thompson says. ‘I hear an assault went wrong up ahead and we’re needed to go clear the way.’

      ‘What do you think, Corporal?’ Woods asks. ‘You think we’re bound for Caen?’

      I hear artillery in the distance; shells landing to the south. It is not the first time there has been concentrated shelling in that direction.

      ‘I reckon our next move has something to do with that,’ I reply, before taking out a slip of paper from a pocket. ‘Regardless, the war will have to wait a while yet. I’ve received direct orders from command to inform you, McClair…?’ I say, pausing dramatically,

      ‘Yes, Corporal?’ he replies, confused.

      ‘…you’ve received a promotion!’ I say, unable to contain my growing grin. ‘You’re no longer just a husband to poor suffering Alice back home, but you’re now also the father to Christine, a beautiful daughter born three days ago.’

      I’ve been holding this in my pocket for hours, wanting to find as good a time as possible under the circumstances.

      The men cheer and shake the hand of McClair, who is still reeling from the surprise.

      ‘Thanks, Corporal,’ he says to me once the noise has quietened. ‘Any word of how they’re getting on?’

      ‘Both are doing fine,’ I say, handing him the message. ‘Congratulations, John.’

      Lathbury calls over to me from the doorway of the barn. ‘Corporal, you seen this?’

      I walk over to him and immediately see what has caught his attention. A long column of men and machines are slowly heading north, away from the front line. Their uniforms carry the emblem of the South Lancashire Regiment. The men look like they’ve walked out of the jaws of hell. They are dozens of wounded among them. I have seen the look in their eyes before in shell-shocked veterans of the Great War. Even the Churchill tanks smoke with damage.

      ‘Jeez,’ Myhill utters as our section joins us and look out at the retreating soldiers.

      ‘Get Doc Baird and his boys to see what they can do,’ I command Lathbury. ‘Get our lads to distribute some hot tea to them, too.’

      ‘Where are you going?’ Lathbury asks.

      ‘To find out what happened,’ I reply, walking out into the rain and towards the battered South Lancashire Regiment. My bet is, this has to do with where the First Suffolk march next.

      The first man I approach ignores me, walking straight past. The next tells me where to go. None of them want to speak. Lathbury, Myhill, Woods, and Thompson join me, but they have about as much luck as I do.

      ‘Hey,’ I call out to the next man, a private with a bandaged arm. ‘Hey, pal, wait a second. What happened?’

      He doesn’t respond at first, only noticing me when I grab his uninjured arm.

      ‘Jerry were waiting for us,’ he says with a voice distant and his morale broken. ‘They hit us with artillery and mortars. My whole section was torn apart around me.’

      ‘Where were you advancing?’ I ask.

      ‘A chateau south of here,’ he says. ‘I forget the name. They had MGs and anti-tank guns waiting for us. Then the Tiger hit us.’

      ‘Tiger tanks?’

      ‘One Tiger,’ he repeats. ‘That’s all they needed. It took on a squadron of our Churchill tanks. Our shells didn’t even leave a scratch; bounced straight off the Tiger’s armour. Then they hit us with artillery. One of our companies is still trapped there. We couldn’t reach them! We couldn’t do anything for them! We can’t save them.’ Tears fall from his eyes.

      I let him past me and step back from the column.

      ‘You hear that,’ Woods says. ‘One Tiger drove back a whole squadron of our tanks.’

      ‘My brother Christopher has faced those monsters in Italy,’ Lathbury says. ‘That’s the best Jerry has. Thick armour and a gun that can knock out any of our tanks with a single shell. Those steel monsters dwarf our machines.’

      ‘So if we see one, run in the opposite direction,’ Myhill says with nervous laughter.

      ‘You don’t need to tell me twice,’ Wilson agrees.

      We see another of the damaged Churchill tanks slowly crawl past us, its hull and turret torn open, the steel twisted and broken to reveal the crew inside. How they survived is a miracle, but the damage wrought on the tank is horrific. The engine makes an awful racket, barely able to keep the tank moving.

      ‘C’mon,’ I say to my lads as I walk back towards the barn. ‘Let’s get out of this damned rain.’

      I head towards our section’s fire and McClair offers me a mug of tea to warm up.

      ‘Smokes anyone?’ Thompson offers.

      ‘Thought you were out?’ Jenkinson says as he accepts one eagerly.

      ‘There’s always a supply if you know where to look,’ our scrounger replies.

      ‘You reckon that’s where they’ll send us next?’ Woods asks. ‘Up against Jerry in that chateau?’

      ‘Maybe,’ I reply.

      ‘It’s all right. Corporal Cooper will get us through it,’ Wilson says.

      ‘Corporal got us off the beaches and into that Hillman fortress without a scratch,’ Thompson says.

      ‘Speak for yourself,’ mutters Jenkinson.

      ‘That was your own stupid fault,’ Woods teases him.

      After hearing the Lancashire survivor’s account outside, I remain silent, as do Lathbury and Myhill.

      ‘F COMPANY!’ Captain Grayburn calls out, summoning us all to the far side of the barn. We all fall quiet then, both eager and fearful of our next orders.

      ‘The Suffolk Regiment, along with the East Yorkshire Regiment, is to advance on an area south of us called Chateau de la Londe.’

      As if on cue, we hear the whistle of incoming artillery.
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      ADAM—Thirty-eight miles farther. North west of Hamburg, Germany

      The hood is pulled from my head and a set of headphones is roughly pulled on.

      ‘Thought you should all see this,’ Follia’s voices crackles over the headphones.

      Dave and Cecylia are both looking as bewildered as me. Cecylia is visibly shivering and I know how cold she must be because we’re both still in the wet clothing from our plunge into the lake. Beyond the windows of the helicopter is a small range of mountains, and beyond them is water; the North Sea, I presume.

      ‘It’s all fenced off by the German military,’ Follia says. ‘We should be receiving instructions by their air force to leave.’

      ‘It’d be such a shame if you were shot down,’ Dave mutters.

      The helicopter begins to descend, heading directly for the heart of the mountain range. We pass abandoned military roadblocks and I sense they’re empty thanks to Follia and her team.

      At the base of the two largest mountains are small structures, tents, and command posts. Dozens of men and women are working. There is drilling machinery, and by the sounds of it, explosives, too. Clouds of dust rise amongst rocks.

      ‘You set all this up in a few hours?’ I say. I hate that I sound slightly impressed.

      ‘Our employer doesn’t wait around,’ Leon replies.

      ‘And they have better funding than your pathetic museum,’ Bishop sneers.

      The outfit would be genuinely impressive if they were not the enemy.

      ‘Here we go,’ Follia announces as the helicopter circles in and descends, landing in a clearing near the campsite.

      Armed ‘soldiers’ quickly approach us from the camp and with dread in the pit of my stomach, I recognise the black body armour and gear.

      ‘It’s Winterbourne,’ I murmur.

      ‘Correct,’ says Follia as she drags me out of the helicopter. Cecylia and Dave are behind me.

      ‘You hired mercenaries in Scotland to mask your activities?’ I ask.

      Follia urges me on with the pommel of her Katana blade. ‘You are a smart one.’

      ‘Why work for them?’ Dave asks. ‘I didn’t have you down as a sell-out.’

      ‘They give me freedom and a world to play in,’ she replies sternly. ‘I’m not what you wanted me to be. I couldn’t be a good little housewife for you. You would never understand.’

      ‘Enough,’ Bishop interrupts. ‘The professor will want to speak with them.’

      ‘That he will,’ Follia agrees. ‘Let’s not keep the boss waiting.’

      We’re escorted into the Winterbourne base camp under armed guard. Cecylia seems to be taking particular note of their drilling machinery.

      ‘Brand new and barely been run before,’ she remarks. ‘I could only dream...’

      ‘Is that a request to join up?’ Follia smirks.

      Cecylia falls silent. Inside the make-shift base is a series of computers, screens with maps and analysis readings, and more equipment than I can name. It reminds me of the British Museum’s own operations rooms and it finally dawns on me that Winterbourne is far more than a mercenary group. They are organised, well-funded, and must have a leadership beyond what we have seen.

      A short man with narrowed eyes and greying hair looks up as we enter and I recognise him immediately. It is Professor Veitnar. Quiet rage surges in me.

      ‘It is good to see you again, Mr Hunter.’

      Despite my hands still being tied behind my back, I go to charge him, but Leon and Bishop restrain me.

      ‘It seems you’re already acquainted with Mr Hunter, Professor,’ Follia says with glee.

      ‘I had the displeasure of Mr Hunter’s company in Egypt,’ Veitnar replies, looking me over with foul fascination. ‘You appear in good health. Been for a swim, though, have we?’

      ‘You should burn in hell for what you did to me in Egypt,’ I yell. ‘You experimented on me! You tried to kill me!’

      ‘It was all in the pursuit of discovery,’ he says. ‘But you are a survivor, and so here you are. Yet again, our paths converge. It is fated, I think.’

      ‘Is that bastard Hawke pulling your strings?’ I demand.

      ‘Commander Hawke is on a different assignment,’ he replies.

      ‘So it was you who had our train attacked?’ I say. ‘It was you who killed Emma and Matt.’

      ‘To remove the competition, Mr Hunter,’ he states. ‘I am surprised you and your friends are still with us.’

      ‘Security,’ Follia interjects, as she casts a brief glance at Dave. ‘In case the dig site proves worthless.’

      ‘I hope it does,’ I reply, still raging. ‘I hope you find nothing here.’

      ‘Calm down, Adam,’ Dave warns me as Leon raises a gun to my head. ‘This won’t help any of us.’

      ‘I’d listen to him,’ Follia says. ‘He speaks truth.’

      ‘All right, all right,’ I say, easing up and slowing my breathing.

      ‘Good boy,’ Follia says, patting me on the head. ‘What’s the status so far, Prof?’

      ‘We conducted preliminary scans on arrival,’ Professor Veitnar explains as images and maps appear on the screens around us. ‘There are tunnels that run deep in these mountains.’

      ‘They were copper mines,’ another familiar voice says, ‘just like those Hitler used to hide many of his stolen treasures.’ From the entrance behind us walks in Doctor Natalia Zajak, who I last saw in Poland. Now, she wears similar body armour to the rest of the Winterbourne team.

      ‘You?’ Cecylia utters in shock.

      ‘I see you have already met my apprentice,’ Veitnar states.

      ‘It is good to see you again, Cecylia and Adam,’ she greets.

      ‘You’re not a member of the Polish Historical Society, are you?’ I ask.

      ‘I infiltrated Professor Lainson’s dig in Wałbrzych in case she stumbled upon the Nazi gold trains,’ Doctor Zajak says. ‘If she was successful, I was to sabotage their efforts until my Winterbourne colleagues arrived.’

      ‘By killing Lainson and her work crew?’ Dave asks.

      ‘Not unless necessary,’ she replies. ‘And their laughable failure meant I didn’t need to take further action. All they found was rock and ice. Besides, it was only thanks to your message to Professor Lainson that we arrived among these mountains so quickly. I believe our friend Cecylia here intercepted the same message.’

      ‘You didn’t hurt Professor Lainson, did you?’ I ask.

      ‘Nothing she won’t recover from.’

      ‘Enough,’ Veitnar interjects with annoyance. ‘Let’s focus on the task at hand.’

      ‘Yes, Professor,’ she says, bowing her head slightly. ‘As I was saying, many of the tunnels in these mountains were formerly copper mines. Our biggest clue as to where to direct our focus was the discovery of train lines. The train line that leads into the heart of one particular mountain.’

      ‘That means nothing,’ Cecylia says. ‘Those train lines could have been there for shipping the copper from the mountains years before the Second World War.’

      ‘I would agree with you, my compatriot,’ Zajak replies, ‘if it was not for these.’

      Doctor Zajak throws printed copies of photos onto the table before us. They are all close-up images of the train lines themselves and they all display the flaming skull of the SS Totenkopf Division. Smiles spread across the lips of Follia and Bishop, Leon letting out a cheer of victory.

      ‘The gold trains have to be in those tunnels,’ Leon says with a whoop. ‘Gold, jewels, more wealth than we know how to spend.’

      ‘Those items belong to their rightful owners,’ Cecylia says. ‘They belong to the families that lost everything in the Nazi occupation.’

      ‘They aren’t here though, are they?’ Leon replies with distaste.

      ‘It’s not just the contents of the trains that holds value,’ Doctor Zajak says.

      ‘Not this again,’ Professor Veitnar scoffs.

      ‘What else are you looking for?’ Follia asks.

      ‘I believe Project Riese was more than just a series of train lines,’ Doctor Zajak says. ‘In my research, I found reports on the work of the Death’s Head, the SS Totenkopf Division. Their science units were years ahead of their time, developing serums to counter a wide range of illness and injuries. They believed that they could enhance their master race. They believed they could improve speed, strength, invulnerability, and even keep death at bay.’

      ‘You’re talking about super-soldiers,’ Dave says with mocking laughter.

      ‘That is exactly what I am talking about,’ Zajak replies. ‘There were legends among the men regarding the giants.’

      ‘Project Riese,’ Cecylia says. ‘Project Giant.’

      ‘You have nothing to substantiate these claims,’ Veitnar warns, his patience growing thin. ‘There is no proof. It’s supernatural nonsense.’

      ‘People have been disappearing from the nearby villages,’ Zajak says. ‘Vanishing without trace for years now, ever since the end of the Second World War. I believe something is still here.’

      ‘You think they’ve been taken into the mountain?’ I question. ‘By what?’

      ‘There are rumours of animals or beasts in these mountains,’ Zajak says. ‘The villagers believe this is why the area is cordoned off and appears on no mainstream maps, only on military maps.’

      ‘This is all childish stories, nothing more,’ Veitnar yells. ‘We need to focus on the true research.’

      ‘Yes, Professor,’ Zajak replies, looking away in embarrassment like a scolded child.

      ‘Sounds like you two have some issues.’ Follia smirks.

      ‘She’ll learn her place in time,’ the professor says without apology.

      ‘I don’t know about the rest of it, but the trains are real, right?’ Bishop asks, earning a nod from Veitnar and Zajak.

      ‘Then how do we find those trains and their precious cargo?’ Follia asks with maddened excitement.

      ‘We sent in our recon team as soon as the route into the tunnel was accessible,’ Veitnar says. ‘Ten men went inside but within thirty minutes their radio transmissions fell silent and they could not be contacted.’

      ‘This was their last message,’ Zajak says, activating a recording.

      The voices of the recon team sound from the speakers around us.

      ‘…there’s contact…you see that…fall back into…stay in…formation…’ The voices of the recording are blocked out by gunfire and inaudible shouting before becoming nothing more than blood-curdling screams.

      ‘….they’re not stopping….keep…reload…arrgghh….AAARRRGGHHH!’

      ‘That was the last we heard from them,’ Veitnar says as the recording comes to an end. ‘We were just about to send in a search party.’

      ‘Something down there doesn’t want us to get our hands on the Nazi gold,’ Follia says. ‘Leon, Bishop,’ she says, turning her direction towards them, ‘have my team ready at the entrance in ten minutes. They need to be combat ready and be carrying good lighting. I want to be ready for whatever is in there but also be able to see it.’

      ‘What about us?’ I ask.

      ‘Oh, you’re coming, too,’ Follia says. ‘I think you know more about these trains and what’s in those tunnels than you’re letting on.’

      ‘We’re not going anywhere,’ Dave says.

      ‘You don’t have a choice,’ Bishop replies, hand resting on his firearm.

      ‘We shall join you,’ Professor Veitnar says for himself and Doctor Zajak. ‘If there are discoveries to be made, I will be there to document them.’

      ‘A request,’ I say, ‘if you’re going to drag us down into the darkness.’

      ‘Speak,’ Veitnar says.

      ‘Can we have some dry clothes?’

      Veitnar nods and I take it as a sign of hope. If they were going to kill us, they wouldn’t care if we were wet or not.

      Within minutes, we’re given dry overalls. Leon takes my glasses and Cecylia’s inhaler and secures them in his pockets. Our hands are bound again, this time, in front of us. Then we are escorted to the entrance of the tunnel.

      This is no historical excavation, but a military operation with soldiers who belong on a battlefield. The lumbering brute, Bishop, carries a large generator on his back for the lights.

      ‘Not afraid of the dark, are you?’ I taunt.

      ‘Evil lurks in the darkness,’ Doctor Zajak remarks.

      ‘You and your friends would know,’ I reply as we enter the mountain.
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      CORPORAL ANDREW COOPER—Chateau de la Londe, Normandy, France. 28TH June 1944

      Our artillery bombardment begins at 04:00, right on time. We watch it from the cover of the woods to the north and it is like a gigantic fireworks display of explosions. The ground tremors beneath our boots. I check on the men and make sure they are ready. The lads seem all right; a few nerves, but that’s only to be expected. Lieutenant Long keeps watch over us and is keen to get this business started as soon as possible.

      ‘It’s just like when we took the beaches,’ Lieutenant Long instructs. ‘Keep moving and don’t stop. If you stop, you’ll get pinned down, just like the South Lancashires. Do not let that happen. No smokes lit either; they’ll just light you up for the snipers. Sherman and Churchill tanks will support us as we go in and the morning artillery should help clear the way.’

      I do not share the lieutenant’s optimism, but I daren’t share my view with the lads. They have enough to contemplate as we wait in the trees. They are soaked through from the morning dew and without sleep from the night before; morale is already low.

      ‘Remember, it’s only a company of engineers you’ll face,’ Wilson imitates the lieutenant.

      ‘That’s what our Intelligence told the South Lancashires,’ I reply.

      He doesn’t joke further, remembering the column of retreating wounded.

      As the artillery bombardment comes to a stop, we advance in silence, no whistle needed from Captain Grayburn this time. We emerge from the trees of the woods and enter knee-high cornfields. Ahead of us are gardens and orchards; the whole area is pitted with shell holes and bomb craters. The stench of death and rancid blood hangs in the air. We pick our way through dead cows and horses littering the fields. They soon give way to the corpses of the South Lancashire men.

      My section is directly behind me, all nine of us advancing together with the rest of our platoon and the rest of First Suffolk. We are moving towards the high hedgerows of the chateau grounds. Despite the immense bombardment, the looming chateau still stands strong over the landscape. We have to take it if we are to clear this area, no matter what the cost.

      Without warning, bullets, artillery shells, and mortar rounds rain down towards us.

      ‘Don’t stop!’ Lieutenant Long yells at us.

      We keep advancing but there is little cover in the cornfields. Men fall wounded or dead. To my right an entire platoon is engulfed by a mortar round. Beyond that, the Sherman and Churchill tanks advance up the track to the chateau. They’re hit hard repeatedly, zeroed in by the artillery and anti-tank guns, forcing them to pull back. So much for our armoured support.

      We take cover behind the ruins of walls, in bomb craters, and whatever else we can as more shells come down around us. Lieutenant Long and more of our company reach us, unable to push any farther in the face of the enemy onslaught. The bombardment is like nothing I have ever seen. Entire sections of our lads are torn to shreds and earth rains down on us.

      ‘Get back,’ a man cries as he staggers towards us, covered in blood and mud. ‘Get out of here. My section…all my section…killed.’

      ‘Take cover!’ I shout, recognising the man as a member of Third Platoon. ‘Take cover, you fool!’

      He never reaches us as he’s swallowed up by a blast of shrapnel.

      ‘F Company will take the left flank of the chateau!’ Lieutenant Long shouts to me. ‘E Company will take the centre and right flank, joining up with the East Yorkshires. Looks like they’ve got machine guns on the top floor and…’

      His words are silenced by a bullet tearing through his chest.

      ‘Sniper!’ I yell. ‘Get your heads down!’

      Doc Baird quickly comes to the lieutenant’s aid, but it’s too late. Machine guns open fire. They have turned the building into a fortress.

      ‘Corporal Cooper!’ Captain Grayburn shouts to me over the chaos of the bombardment. ‘We need to take the chateau! They have us zeroed in! Get your section moving! Get moving now, Corporal!’

      ‘First Section, Second Platoon, on me!’ I yell, rising up and advancing towards the left flank of the chateau.

      My section is with me, keeping low.

      ‘Woods, McClair, grab what cover you can and fire on the upper windows,’ I tell the Bren crew. ‘Get those bastards to keep their heads down.’

      ‘Yes, S…’ Woods begins to say before a bullet tears through his eye and out the back of his skull, killing him instantly.

      ‘No!’ yells McClair who grabs hold of Woods’ body before it collapses. ‘No, stay with me, mate. Stay with me!’

      ‘He’s gone,’ I state coldly. There will be time for grief later – I hope. Another bullet hisses near and ricochets off the wall behind us. ‘That bloody sniper! Myhill?’

      ‘On it,’ the lad whispers, already peering through the scope of his rifle.

      Myhill ducks and a bullet thuds into the trunk of the tree behind him. Without pause, the poacher’s son quickly aims his rifle and fires back, a brief grin at his lips.

      ‘Got him,’ he mutters, the grin disappearing as he sees the body of Woods.

      I struggle to take my eyes from him, too. He’s the first man I have lost under my command. I force myself to look away.

      ‘Go! Go!’ I yell, leading my section on, closing the distance from the hedgerows to the chateau across open ground.

      Smithy is hit first, caught by a mortar blast before Wilson is cut down by machine gun fire. I can’t stop for them, not out in the open, and all we can do is press forward. When we are near enough, Lathbury and I throw grenades through the windows of the nearest rooms on the ground floor of the chateau before leaping over the sandbag barricades and barging open the doors.

      Inside, a fierce fight is already being raged as Captain Grayburn and around twenty men fight the German occupants on the lower floors. Lathbury, Jenkinson, Myhill, and Thompson are with me, firing on anything in a German uniform.

      ‘We have to go back for Smithy and Wilson!’ Thompson yells.

      ‘Not with those machine guns still firing,’ I say, pointing up to the upper floors. ‘They’ll cut us down before we can get to our lads.’

      ‘We can’t leave them,’ Thompson replies.

      Lathbury grabs him to stop him from running back out into the open. ‘You won’t be doing them any good if you get hit, too!’ the lance corporal says, dragging Thompson away from the doors.

      We advance through the ruined chateau, stepping over bodies and discarded weapons. The entire building stinks of death. With the lower floor secured, we advance with Captain Grayburn and a few lads from First Platoon up the staircase. Windows smash above us; McClair and other Bren gunners are keeping Jerry busy. We move with speed, a few men taking each room with grenades and a burst of rifle fire. We find the sniper Myhill shot, though the young lad takes no pleasure in finding his kill.

      ‘God bless you, lads,’ Captain Grayburn says as he joins us and tries to catch his breath. ‘Well done. Well done indeed.’

      ‘Jenkinson, keep watch through the windows to the rear of the building,’ I order.

      ‘It’s a damned grenadier regiment,’ Thompson says as he inspects the uniform of one of the dead Germans.

      ‘So much for a company of engineers,’ Lathbury mutters.

      ‘Look at that,’ Captain Grayburn says, looking out through the broken windows towards the field. We’re momentarily stunned by the number of bodies strewn across the chateau grounds; many still with weapons in hands. They will never leave this place.

      With the chateau taken and the machine guns silenced, medics head out to the wounded. They risk their lives to help anyone they can. Doc Baird rushes to Wilson and Smithy with McClair helping the medic where he can.

      ‘E Company lost a lot of guys,’ Captain Grayburn observes just as we duck from an incoming artillery round. ‘They’re going to occupy and hold the chateau with our First Platoon. The wounded will be treated here before being taken to aid stations and surgeons in the rear. Second and Third Platoons are with me. We’ve had orders from a runner to reinforce B and C companies on the left flank.’

      ‘First Section, Second Platoon,’ I call out to my lads. ‘Check your ammunition and prepare to move out.’

      Voices cry out from the next room along with what sounds like a scuffle. The captain and I hurry into the room and discover two Germans knelt on the floor with hands raised. One of the privates from third platoon looms over them and strikes one of the prisoners hard across the jaw.

      ‘Bitte, bitte,’ cries the German, blood dribbling down his chin. ‘Bitte nicht schießen‘

      ‘Shut up, you Nazi bastard!’ the private screams at them.

      The man shoots both prisoners before the captain and I can tear the rifle from his grasp.

      ‘They were prisoners!’ Captain Grayburn yells.

      ‘They were Nazis…’ the private protests before the captain hits him hard, flooring him.

      ‘They were prisoners, and you murdered them,’ Grayburn states sternly.

      The argument is ended as we hear growing whistles from above. Artillery falls around the chateau. All we can do is take cover behind walls and doorways, peering through the gaps in the ruined roof and praying a shell doesn’t fall our way.

      ‘Corporal Cooper,’ Captain Grayburn calls to me. ‘Corporal, this is likely a precursor to a counter-attack.’

      ‘Agreed,’ I reply, ducking down as another shell strikes near the building. ‘Where’d you want us?’

      ‘I saw a farmhouse and a barn about a hundred yards out from the chateau,’ the captain explains. ‘You take the farmhouse with your section and what remains of Third Section. Corporal Phillips is dead as are half his lads so they’ll answer to you now. I’ll send Corporal Wester from First Platoon to the barn. We will use these as advanced positions. If you face strong opposition you are to fall back to here. I will get what remains of our company and E Company to reinforce the chateau.’

      ‘Yes sir,’ I reply.

      ‘Don’t take any chances, Cooper,’ he says.

      ‘No worries there, sir!’ I force a smile.

      I summon my remaining lads and find the men of Third Section who will join us. I know them well enough; Flint, Burwood, Hall, and Lambert. They look as beaten and bloody as we do and none eager to leave the relative safety of the chateau, but we have our orders.

      I look out across the orchards and gardens, seeing the bomb-craters and churned up ground, but worst of all the bodies. They were my lads, my friends.

      I force it out of my mind, fighting the rising tears as McClair hurries toward us. It is clear the Bren gunner is shaken. He’s covered in Woods’ blood. Woods had been his closest friend.

      ‘Doc Baird says Woods and Wilson are gone,’ he says, voice quiet and broken. ‘Smithy might make it though.’

      ‘Good man,’ I tell McClair, patting him on the back to reassure him and urge him on towards the rest of the section.

      We circle around the chateau and cross the courtyard to the south and rear of the building. The courtyard is empty but for a few German vehicles and trucks lying abandoned or destroyed. Beyond is the farmhouse nestled in thick trees. Ahead of us, Corporal Wester and the men of First Platoon are already advancing on the barn. We hurry, keeping low and taking advantage of any cover available. Shells and mortar rounds continue to fall.

      ‘You sure we should be out here in this?’ Thompson asks.

      ‘It’s when the shelling stops you need to worry,’ I reply.

      We reach the farmhouse, and with no signs of the Germans, we enter. It is pretty clear no one has lived in the old building in a long time. Thick cobwebs cover much of the interior and there are gaping holes in the roof. Anything not nailed down was likely taken by thieves long ago.

      ‘McClair, I want your Bren along with Thompson upstairs,’ I order. ‘Lathbury, you too, and Myhill, I want you and that rifle of yours in the roof. The rest of you are down here with me. Take firing positions at the windows. Call out anything you see.’

      ‘You want me in the roof during this shelling, Corporal?’ Myhill questions.

      ‘I need your eyes up there,’ I explain. ‘Besides, the Jerry shelling is dying down.’

      To the east and west is the unmistakable crack of rifles and rattle of machine gun fire. Our area is the only one that’s quiet. It worries me. They’d only stop shelling if they were pulling back or about to launch an attack. I doubt Jerry has had enough of us just yet.

      ‘Keep watch, lads,’ I warn the men under my command. ‘We don’t want Jerry surprising us with a knock at the door.

      ‘Corporal!’ Myhill calls from the roof above. ‘We’ve got armour moving up.’

      ‘Jerry?’

      ‘Nope, they’re friendly,’ he replies cheerfully. ‘Cracking sight it is, too.’

      I see it soon enough, a squadron of three Churchill tanks and another of four Shermans moving forward into the woods beyond our positions. They advance quickly, tracks crashing through fallen trees and ditches before several of the war-machines open fire, the barrels of their turrets blazing.

      ‘Give them hell, fellas,’ I say. ‘Keep watch, First Suffolk. Just because our tin cans are here doesn’t mean Jerry won’t slip by them.’

      ‘Corporal, I see movement,’ Thompson says. ‘It isn’t one of theirs though. I swear it’s a chap from B Company.’

      Thompson’s right. The man, a private from our regiment, is running through the woods away from the German lines. He looks like hell as he heads towards us.

      ‘Private Glen Murray, B Company,’ he says, struggling to catch his breath. ‘Am I glad to see you lot.’

      ‘What happened? I ask him.

      ‘Our position was overrun,’ Murray hurriedly explains. ‘My platoon was surrounded. We fought until their tanks were pretty much on top of us. There was nothing else we could do. They captured a dozen of us but I managed to get away when our tanks attacked. I don’t know what happened to the others.’

      ‘What about the rest of B and C Company?’ I ask.

      ‘Still holding out, last I saw,’ Murray says. ‘We were too far advanced of the rest of the line.’

      Explosions echo from amongst the woods south of us and the unmistakable rat-tat-tat of machine gun fire.

      ‘Head to the chateau and report what happened to Captain Grayburn,’ I order Private Murray. ‘Then try to regroup with your company.’

      ‘Yes, Corporal,’ he says wearily before heading off.

      ‘Myhill, what do you see?’ I call up to our sniper.

      ‘Fire and smoke,’ he yells. ‘A lot of it.’

      A sudden drone of aircraft sounds from overhead. I fear the worst, remembering the sheer terror I felt from the enemy dive-bombers four years ago. We all recognise the white and black stripes on the fuselage and wings. They are Typhoons, our fighter-bombers armed with rockets that scream down from their wings to blast among the woods south of us.

      ‘They’re sure giving Jerry hell, Corporal,’ Lathbury cheers.

      ‘Then why are our tanks retreating?’ I murmur under my breath, seeing our armour falling back towards the chateau.

      I hurry up the stairs to the roof where Myhill is peering down into the woods ahead of us. Just as I thought, the Churchill and Sherman tanks that had stormed past us just moments ago are retreating west. Thick smoke pours from one of the Churchills and one of the Shermans is on fire. Another of the tanks is hit and it explodes.

      ‘Infantry,’ Myhill warns.

      ‘Damn, your eyes are good,’ I reply. Deep in the trees I see the movement, but only thanks to Myhill’s warning. There must be at least a hundred men headed towards us.

      ‘Aim for any officers you see first,’ I order before hurrying back down the stairs of the farmhouse. ‘Enemy infantry incoming from the woods. Hold your fire until I give the command. You hear me?’

      ‘We hear you, Corporal,’ Lathbury replies. ‘No one fires before the order.’

      ‘Pick your targets,’ I say. Don’t waste ammunition firing at trees. That goes double for you, Thompson.’

      Some of the lads laugh at that, mocking Thompson even more as we all try to calm our nerves.

      ‘You Third Section boys, just hold your positions and fire when I say.’

      ‘Yes, Corporal,’ they reply in unison. I see fear in the eyes of a couple of them and I don’t blame them, especially after what they faced taking the chateau.

      ‘You’ll do fine.’ I try to reassure them. ‘All of you, we hold this position, that’s all I ask. Hold this position.’

      Among the trees, dozens of German uniforms slowly advance. The barn is as silent as the farmhouse. Corporal Wester has had the same thought; waiting until just the right moment.

      ‘Steady,’ I say. ‘Steady. Almost there…almost…NOW LET THEM HAVE IT!’

      A dozen rifles and the Bren light machine gun open fire at my command. We cut down the nearest to the farmhouse, leaving many more to take cover behind trees. McClair’s Bren drives off many from the upper floor of the building as Myhill’s rifle picks off anyone giving orders. The barn to our left erupts with fire too; Corporal Wester’s lads giving as good as mine.

      A few of my command have to dive for cover to avoid the return fire, but we hold our position, unrelenting in the face of superior numbers.

      ‘You’re doing good lads,’ I encourage. ‘Keep it up. Jerry won’t stick around for…’

      My words are ended by a sudden blast from the barn where Corporal Wester’s men are positioned, one of the walls half destroyed.

      ‘Artillery?’ Lathbury asks from the upper floor.

      I know he is wrong as soon as I hear the sound of armoured tracks. From amongst the trees emerges the sixty ton steel monster that easily dwarfs our own tanks.

      ‘Tiger!’ one of the Third Section lads cries. ‘Tiger tank! We’ve got to get out of here!’

      I grab the man by his jacket as he tries to flee.

      ‘That thing will murder us all!’ the lad says, eyes wide with panic. ‘You saw what it did to the South Lancashires.’

      ‘You will stand your ground,’ I order him, throwing him back towards his position. ‘All of you, stand your ground until I order! Focus on their infantry! Drive them back!’

      My lads continue to fire on our attackers as the barn takes another hit, the roof collapsing in on the inhabitants. What’s left of Wester’s command abandon their posts and flee back towards the chateau. The Tiger advances behind them, its machine gun tearing those poor lads apart as they run for safety.

      ‘Lathbury, get your lads down here!’ I shout up to him. ‘Myhill, you too.’

      ‘Hell of a fight we picked,’ Lathbury says as he and the others take positions on the ground floor. ‘What next, Corp…’

      Lathbury suddenly calls out in pain, staggering back and landing hard on the floor. I hurry over to him, seeing a bullet has torn through between his shoulder and neck. He’s bleeding heavily.

      ‘It’s all right,’ the brute mutters, trying to push me away and pick up his rifle. ‘I’m fine.’

      ‘Right, that settles it,’ I say, seeing the Tiger advance towards our position and the infantry beginning to circle the farmhouse.

      ‘McClair, Jenkinson, you’re with me,’ I shout. ‘The rest of you, get back to the chateau as fast as you can. Use any cover available and don’t take any chances.’

      ‘You know where you can stick that order,’ Lathbury says, wincing in pain from his wound.

      ‘Get the lads out of here now, Lance Corporal,’ I order.

      ‘You be right behind us,’ he replies.

      ‘Go now, before…’

      My words are silenced as I’m thrown back across the room by an almighty blast. The entire building tremors around me and I fear it will collapse entirely. My ears ring and my vision blurs for a moment before returning to normal. Staggering to my feet, I find the kitchen room utterly destroyed by the tank shell, the bodies of two of the Third Section lads still and unmoving.

      ‘Burwood! Lambert!’ one of their section cries, but it’s already too late for them.

      ‘Lathbury, go!’ I order him. Though reluctant, he rallies the others and leads them out through a door to the rear of the farmhouse.

      Picking up my rifle, I take a firing position and squeeze the trigger three times at the nearest targets. Jenkinson and McClair are at my sides, both blooded and filthy but still fighting on. McClair screams as he fires the Bren gun, every German hit bringing some small amount of vengeance for Woods’ death.

      ‘Tommy,’ a German sings to us. ‘Come out, Tommy.’

      I pick up a fallen Sten gun and fire a burst in the direction of the voice.

      ‘Bren’s out of ammunition, Corporal,’ McClair says.

      ‘Time we got out of here,’ I say. With no ammunition, the Germans surrounding us, and the Tiger tank, it’s definitely time to go.

      I lead Jenkinson and McClair towards the rear of the farmhouse, but before we can reach it, we’re floored by another blast from the Tiger tank. My senses are lost to me again, my vision spinning and my chest burning as I struggle to breathe. The wall behind us erupts as the Tiger drives through the half-collapsed farmhouse. I grab McClair and Jenkinson and pull us to our feet and on. Enemy infantry are all around us, bullets hissing past from all directions, but we keep running, heading straight for the chateau.

      McClair stumbles as a bullet tears through his leg just as we reach the outer wall of the chateau’s courtyard. Jenkinson and I take his arms over our shoulders and drag him on.

      ‘C’mon,’ I mutter through gritted teeth as bullets hiss past us. ‘C’mon! Nearly there! Nearly there! Keep moving! C’mon!’

      We use the abandoned German vehicles in the courtyard for cover, but before we can reach the safety of the building, shells thunder over our heads and crash into the chateau, tearing into the lower and upper floors. German infantry swarms into the courtyard, but the defenders of the main structure do not remain silent; rifles and Bren guns returning fire. We hurry behind a German halftrack, caught midway across the courtyard, trapped as the Tiger and several smaller Panzer IV tanks thunder towards us.

      ‘That’s a lot of open ground between us and the chateau,’ McClair warns and he’s right. It’s too much for us to cover with so much infantry around us and the threat of those German tanks. They fire at the chateau again, the Tiger’s eighty-eight millimetre gun tearing a great whole hole in the building.

      ‘We can’t reach them,’ I concede as I reload my rifle. Jenkinson and McClair nod, both knowing as I do that it’s just a matter of time until we are spotted. That’s when the Tiger lurches past us, its turret lowering and rotating towards us.

      Tank fire erupts from the far side of the courtyard and I almost scream for joy as I see the Churchill and Sherman tanks that had retreated in the woods return and attack the German Tiger and Panzer IVs.

      ‘You beauties!’ Jenkinson cheers.

      The Churchills drive back the enemy infantry with their flamethrowers, but the shells of their main guns ricochet harmlessly off the thick armour of the Tiger. The Shermans have no more success, one quickly destroyed by the menacing Tiger and another streaming with smoke. The Panzer IVs engage our tanks too, although our boys have more luck against them, disabling a pair in quick succession. We have to do something about that Tiger though as nothing our tanks do can penetrate its thick armour.

      ‘You lads having a fine day,’ Captain Grayburn’s voice greets as he and a dozen men reach us. Doc Baird is with them and he immediately sees to McClair’s wounded leg.

      ‘What are you doing, sir?’ I say in shock.

      ‘Hunting a Tiger,’ he replies before taking his revolver in his teeth and reloading it with his one remaining arm.

      ‘What do you need?’ I ask, seeing the Tiger destroy one of our Churchill tanks.

      ‘Cover fire,’ the captain says, handing me satchels filled with rifle and Bren ammunition. ‘The PIAT crew and I will do the rest. With the Tiger out of action, the rest of them will soon lose heart.’

      I see the PIAT, the anti-tank projectile weapon, in the hands of two men; the only defence us infantry have against such colossal beasts.

      ‘We’ll aim for that broken wall,’ Captain Grayburn explains, indicating to an area not far from the chateau itself. ‘I’d be obliged if you could keep their infantry distracted.’

      ‘You got it, Sir,’ I reply.

      Peering out from cover, I see more of the German infantry are entering the courtyard.

      ‘They really want this stronghold back,’ Jenkinson remarks.

      ‘You going to be able to stand all right?’ I ask McClair.

      He doesn’t answer, merely reloading the Bren and changing its barrels. The cold determination on his face says it all. He still wants payback for Woods. The rest of Captain Grayburn’s men spread out behind whatever cover they can, already exchanging shots with the attacking Germans. More of our lads then show up; Myhill, Thompson, and a bandaged up Lathbury among them.

      ‘Couldn’t keep you out of it for too long, Bob,’ I shout to him.

      ‘Not a chance,’ he replies back.

      ‘Ready when you are, sir,’ I tell the captain. ‘Good luck.’

      He nods his thanks before running across the courtyard, the PIAT crew close behind him with McClair, Jenkinson, and me providing covering fire. They quickly reach the broken wall, lying down once in position and lining up the PIAT.

      ‘C’mon, c’mon,’ I mutter under my breath, firing my rifle again and again at any target until the PIAT finally fires. The projector launches its explosive round and it detonates against the side of the Tiger tank.

      ‘No,’ I utter in disbelief, seeing that the only damage done was a large scar across the Tiger’s hull.

      ‘Fire again!’ I hear the captain yell at the PIAT crew as the Tiger advances towards the badly beaten Allied tanks.

      Before it is beyond their range, the PIAT crew fire another round, this one straight into the right set of tracks. The explosive round blows the tracks completely apart, immobilizing the Tiger. I hear Jenkinson cheer but my own elation is cut short as the Tiger’s turret rotates and aims straight at the captain and the PIAT crew.

      ‘Get out of there!’ I shout but it is too late and the Tiger fires at them. When the smoke clears only one body is moving: Captain Grayburn. The captain staggers to his feet and, with revolver in hand, charges the Tiger. The turret fires again but its shell flies high over the captain’s head.

      ‘Grenades?’ I ask Jenkinson.

      ‘Two,’ he replies.

      ‘Use them,’ I reply, dragging him towards the monstrous Tiger.

      The top hatch of the tank opens and its commanding officer rises up with German Luger pistol in hand. Before he can fire, he is thrown back and tumbles down as rounds from Captain Grayburn’s revolver tear through him.

      The Tiger’s turret tries to turn on us but we are already too close. Ducking beneath the mounted machine gun I ram the muzzle of my rifle through the tank driver’s viewport and pull the trigger three times. Jenkinson then throws his grenades inside. We hear the tank crew panic, the hatch opening as they try to escape. The grenades explode and the Tiger is slain.

      ‘That was the craziest and bravest thing I’ve ever seen, Sir,’ I tell the captain as all three of us are panting for breath and taking cover behind the beaten Tiger.

      ‘Agreed,’ Grayburn replies. ‘You have my permission to slap me if I ever do anything so foolish again. Well done, lads. Well done.’

      ‘Never make me do anything like that again, Corporal,’ Jenkinson tells me.

      ‘Gladly,’ I say, relieved to see the remaining Churchill and Sherman tanks, some of them heavily damaged, advance and drive back the remaining German forces.

      ‘We lost a lot of good lads today,’ the captain says. ‘Too many and it was all for what? One square mile. One square mile now covered in blood. The bloodiest square mile in this whole damned war.’
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      ADAM—In the depths of a mountain on no map, hunting stolen nazi gold, Germany

      The tunnel seems to go on forever. The darkness is unending. We discover the train tracks and we follow them deeper into the mountain. The tunnel is easily twenty metres high and about the same in width; easily enough to hide a train or two.

      ‘What’s the plan, Dave?’ I ask quietly.

      ‘We go along with them until we see an opening,’ he replies under his breath before nodding towards Cecylia. ‘We cannot risk anything with the civilian with us.’

      ‘You sound like we are at war,’ I reply.

      ‘Soldiers are all around us,’ he says before he is shoved roughly by the man behind him.

      ‘Shut your mouth and keep moving,’ the grunt mutters.

      I see the dark look in Dave’s eyes, the one that says he will pay back every taunt, shove, and embarrassment.

      ‘Would you look at that,’ Follia calls from the front of the group.

      We look to what has amazed her. The main tunnel has been blocked by a monster of war. It sits with its turret aiming straight at us. Across the hull and turret are the skull and flames of SS Totenkopf Division.

      ‘That is a King Tiger Tank,’ Professor Veitnar explains. ‘Barely any of their kind survive today.’

      ‘Seventy tonnes of awesome,’ Leon sniggers, tapping a hand on the massive barrel of the turret’s gun.

      ‘We are on the right path.’ Follia whistles, pointing to the skull and flames.

      ‘It looks in perfect condition,’ Dave remarks. ‘Not a mark on it from the war. It could run straight out of here.’

      ‘The recon team were here,’ Bishop says, noticing the footprints beneath us.

      ‘Then we keep moving,’ Professor Veitnar declares. ‘Onwards.’

      Less than twenty minutes later, we find the recon team, or rather what is left of them. Their scattered remains rest in pieces across the width of the tunnel and cover around a hundred metres. Blood coats the walls, floor, and ceiling. It is a scene from a horror movie.

      ‘What the hell happened here?’ I ask, the words escaping me.

      ‘Looks like an animal attack,’ says Follia as she inspects the bodies. ‘There’s claw and tooth marks on all of them.’

      ‘Not killed for food,’ Doctor Zajak says. ‘The bodies were left here.’

      ‘All accounted for?’ Professor Veitnar asks.

      ‘No,’ Follia replies. ‘There are only four here.’

      ‘Seems more by the number of body parts,’ Leon replies.

      ‘Leaving eight missing,’ Professor Veitnar surmises.

      ‘They were taken farther into the tunnel,’ Bishop says. ‘The footprints stop but you can see drag marks.’

      ‘What could have done this to twelve armed men and women?’ Cecylia says, barely able to look at the carnage at our feet.

      ‘Something that came at them in all directions,’ Dave remarks.

      ‘What?’ Leon mutters.

      ‘Look at the shell casings and the marks on the walls,’ Dave replies. ‘They fired ahead, behind, and down each of those other tunnels. They were surrounded.’

      ‘Their weapons are all gone too,’ I observe. ’What kind of animals would take weapons?’

      ‘We were warned not to find this place and I’m starting to see why,’ I say.

      ‘It’s just as the village rumours said,’ Doctor Zajak says as she inspects the bodies of the recon team. ‘Beasts did this.’

      ‘Enough,’ Professor Veitnar snaps. ‘Onwards. Always onwards!’

      ‘Take their ammunition and supplies,’ Bishop advises. ‘We need it more than they do now.’

      ‘Our guests can lead,’ Follia says.

      ‘As bait,’ Dave sneers.

      ‘Chop, chop, we don’t have all…’

      A noise sounds in the darkness ahead of us, a chirping almost like a grasshopper. It sounds for a few seconds before stopping.

      ‘You hear that?’ Cecylia asks.

      ‘Quiet!’ Bishop snaps.

      We hear the chirping again, but this time from a tunnel that branches off to our right. The sound intensifies, becoming like the cracking of bones. Shadows flicker past in the darkness. From behind us there is a deep, monstrous wail.

      ‘Here we go,’ Follia says with a widening grin as she draws her Katana blade from its scabbard.

      They all brace themselves to fight, but Dave, Cecylia, and I are defenceless with hands still bound.

      ‘Come on! Come out and fight us!’ Bishop yells, but suddenly the noises stop and we’re left standing in silence. No one moves a muscle.

      ‘Now what?’ I whisper.

      Time passes and we still cannot hear or see anything.

      ‘We must keep moving,’ Professor Veitnar says, breaking the silence.

      ‘Agreed,’ Bishop says, but as he takes a step, the generator and lighting kit mounted on his back, begins to flicker and fail.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Leon asks, gun raised and frantically pointing it in all directions. ‘What the hell’s happening with the lights?’

      ‘The generator has cycled through its first charge,’ Bishop grunts as he unshoulders the large generator. ‘It just needs to restart.’

      ‘Hurry up,’ Follia warns.

      When the generator dies the only light is from the torches carried by our captors. Dread creeps through each of us; magnified when the wailing returns.

      ‘You need to free our hands,’ Dave says.

      ‘Shut up!’ Bishop mutters as everyone peers into the darkness. I pull at the bonds on my wrists but they don’t budge. As the wails grow around us, I twist and pull more frantically, hating how defenceless I feel.

      ‘What the hell is this!’ one soldier yells, whilst another fires his weapon into the darkness in panic.

      ‘Order,’ Dave yells at our captors, falling back on his former life in the army. ‘Get in tight formation and hold your fire until you see clear targets.’

      The wails grow closer, becoming cries and screams of terror but we still cannot see anything. Another Winterbourne operative fires wildly into the darkness, the woman roaring in defiance but hitting nothing.

      ‘Stay behind me,’ I tell Cecylia.

      ‘Why?’ she replies, fear in her voice. ‘You’re as unarmed as I am!’

      ‘I can’t see a thing!’

      ‘It’s all around us.’

      ‘Switch to night vision, you fools,’ Professor Veitnar orders as he stays well behind the other Winterbourne operatives for safety.

      ‘Night vision doesn’t show anything either,’ mutters Leon, his handgun shaking in his hand.

      ‘Damn it, come out and face us!’ roars Bishop.

      Only Follia remains silent with a grin firmly fixed on her lips.

      A man suddenly cries out from the rear, thrown onto his back and dragged away screaming into the darkness. Two of our group fire their weapons in the direction he was taken, caring nothing for their comrade’s safety but trying desperately to hit our hunter. Another cry sounds as one more Winterbourne operative is attacked.

      The wailing continues until it is all around us. An icy grip takes hold of my ankle and pulls me down on to the hard rock floor of the tunnel. I am dragged away towards the darkness.

      ‘Help me!’ I yell out, and to my surprise, it is Follia who leaps to my defence. With one swing of her blade the grip on me is gone and I frantically scramble back towards the group. Before I can reach them, a face emerges above me. It is something that only belongs in nightmares.

      With thin pale grey skin that barely conceals the skull, and white haunting eyes, black blood seeps out of its jaws, which is lined with fangs. Hands rise to reveal curled claws, and in the dim light, I can see the rest of its thin, distorted body. It looks deep into my eyes and I see sheer rage before it unleashes another ear-piercing scream that is only silenced by a single bullet between the eyes from Leon.

      A hum grows in volume, building to a crescendo.

      ‘Aw, hell,’ mutters Dave, as slowly we see white eyes opening all around us.

      ‘Open fire!’ yells Follia.

      In an instant, a dozen firearms burst into life, firing in all directions. Several hellish creatures leap from the darkness to attack, dragging another member of our group away whilst tearing two others apart with claws and fangs.

      Follia cuts down everything in her path, her Katana slick with dark blood. Dave, Cecylia, and I back away, helpless. All we can do is watch the carnage around us in the dim light of the tunnel.

      One of the creatures emerges and crashes into Leon. The mercenary tumbles, dropping his handgun and barely fending it off. Dave strikes out with his bound hands and kicks the fiend, but is forced back by another, screaming at him and threatening with raised, bloody claws.

      I scrabble for Leon’s fallen handgun, raise it, and fire three times at the demon. Two bullets soar over its head, my aim seriously hampered by my bonds. The third is wide, striking the cavern floor with a spark. The gun clicks empty as Leon is dragged away screaming into the darkness along with one other soldier.

      Just as suddenly as it began, the rest of the creatures retreat and the white eyes extinguish. They’re gone for the time being.

      ‘Cease fire!’ Professor Veitnar orders. ‘They’re gone.’

      The soldiers of Winterbourne eventually stop and keep watch as two of their group work on Bishop’s generator and lighting.

      Follia knocks the handgun from my hands. ‘Jeez, you’re an awful shot.’

      ‘What are our losses?’ Professor Veitnar demands.

      ‘Two dead, three missing, and a couple of injuries,’ Follia says as she looks over the group. ‘And somehow, our bait is unscathed.’

      ‘Only just,’ I reply.

      ‘What the hell are they?’ Dave asks, peering closer at one of the twisted corpses. Professor Veitnar and Doctor Zajak join him, kneeling to inspect the body.

      ‘This is a predator; a pack predator. I have never seen anything like it.’

      ‘There are human features, too,’ says Doctor Zajak. ‘The bones and bodies are broken and deformed but the chest, major organs, and basic structure is no different to ours.’

      ‘What about this?’ Dave says, lifting a chain from the neck of another of the creature’s deceased bodies. ‘These are British second world war ID tags. Lieutenant Clarke, F Company Suffolk Regiment.’

      ‘That’s Thomas Myhill’s regiment,’ I say in shock.

      ‘These were… people,’ Doctor Zajak states with horror.

      ‘Fascinating,’ Professor Veitnar says. ‘These tunnels hold more than lost gold, I believe.’

      ‘Enough talk,’ Bishop mutters, kicking aside the dead body of one of the creatures. ‘They took Leon. We’re going after them.’

      ‘Why would they take them?’ Cecylia asks between laboured breaths.

      ‘Shut up,’ Bishop snaps as he reloads his weapons. ‘Why doesn’t matter.’

      ‘Cee, are you okay?’ I ask, worried that her asthma is triggered.

      ‘I need an in…haler.’

      ‘Leon had it,’ I reply, scanning the floor and seeing where it fell alongside my headset. I reach for both and pull on the glasses. I expect a readout across the lenses, a switch to night-mode and Abbey’s voice, but there’s nothing.

      ‘In…haler!’ Cecylia gasps and I quickly give her the medicine, watching until her breathing starts to settle.

      ‘Any luck?’ Dave whispers, nodding to the headset.

      ‘It’s dead,’ I say, placing the glasses in a pocket of my overalls.

      ‘Then we’re on our own,’ Dave says, before turning on Follia.

      ‘You need to release us,’ he tells her. ‘And you know it. You need our help if you’re to rescue your men and survive.’

      ‘Not a chance.’ Follia smiles as she wipes her blade clean. ‘The rest of you, clean any wounds you have and prepare to move out.’

      ‘Are you sure about this?’ one of Winterbourne’s soldiers asks. ‘You saw what those creatures did, right?’

      ‘There could be more of them in this tunnel,’ another says. ‘No amount of Nazi gold is worth my life.’

      ‘This little girl,’ Follia replies, pointing to Cecylia, ‘is unarmed and tied up yet she has more balls than the rest of you. If any of you want to leave, you know the penalty.’

      ‘The generator took a hit,’ says the man working on it. ‘It’s dead and I don’t have the parts on me to fix it.’

      ‘No matter. We must go on,’ Professor Veitnar demands.
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      CORPORAL ANDREW COOPER—Chateau de la Londe, Normandy, France 12TH July 1944

      ‘I don’t believe it.’ Lathbury chuckles.

      ‘I swear it’s the truth,’ Thompson replies innocently. ‘A Private of A Company covered his trench in petrol to keep away the mosquitos. Surely you’ve heard the story?’

      ‘And it worked?’ Myhill asks, swatting away one of the pesky insects. ‘The petrol I mean? Did it keep the mosquitos away?’

      ‘Definitely since he forgot about his lit pipe and accidently set his trench and himself alight!’ Thompson declares.

      The lads laugh, all of them, including McClair. I have been worried about the Bren gunner since Woods died. He has barely talked with me or any of the other lads, but it is good to see him laughing tonight with the rest of us. To be fair, none of us have been in high spirits since taking the chateau. Losing Wilson and Woods was a hell of a blow for us all. Even the laughter now is not what it once was. Going through all we have has taken a toll. We’re exhausted.

      Two days ago was the 10th July. It was the first day no enemy shells fell towards our position since we first landed in France. It was the first proper night’s sleep, too. We badly needed it.

      Today, our section is given the day to rest up and recover. Getting some decent food in our bellies is the first priority, before Thompson unearths a few bottles of French wine he procured. There’s not enough to get the lads drunk but enough to help them relax and forget the horrors they faced capturing the chateau, if only for a little while. I keep a close eye on my section regardless, making sure the bottles of wine are not seen by any of our officers.

      Watching the lads joking and laughing as they clean weapons and kit between swigs of the wine, I realise gone is the innocence they once had. Now, they are all veterans.

      Smithy is the only one missing, still recovering at the aid station back near the beaches. We don’t know if he will be returning any time soon, if at all. It’s a miracle he survived, all thanks to Doc Baird and the other medics. Wilson and Woods were not so lucky.

      I feel their losses immensely. They are the first men under my command to lose their lives and I’d known Wilson since I’d enlisted. He survived the Battle for Belgium and France in 1940, the evacuation from Dunkirk, and the landings in Normandy. He may have been a thief and scoundrel, quick to moan and complain, but he was my friend.

      ‘You hear about what happened to Captain Brown of C Company while we were taking the chateau?’ Thompson asks.

      ‘No, what?’ I ask.

      ‘Apparently he went running up to one of our tanks to get them to support his company under heavy fire,’ Thompson explains. ‘The captain was hammering his rifle against the turret, trying to get the crew’s attention. Only, it weren’t British or American voices that replied.’

      ‘German?’ Jenkinson asks.

      ‘Yep.’ Thompson laughs. ‘The hatch of this tank opens up and there’s the German officer, shouting and shooting his pistol as Captain Brown legs it.’

      ‘Bet he won’t be making that mistake again,’ I say.

      ‘Shame he wasn’t a Tiger hunter like our captain,’ Myhill boasts.

      ‘Damn right. Captain Grayburn did us proud, lads,’ Lathbury says.

      ‘What happened with Captain Brown then?’ McClair asks.

      ‘He comes back with a PIAT crew and blows the tank to kingdom come,’ Thompson says. ‘Captain Brown said it served Jerry right for scaring him half to death.’

      A messenger interrupts us with a shout of, ‘Letters from home,’ before handing them out.

      ‘About time,’ Lathbury says, tearing into his own envelope.

      Our attention is brought upwards as dozens of four-engine Lancaster bombers soar overhead.

      ‘Reckon they’re heading for Caen again?’ Myhill asks.

      ‘Maybe,’ I reply.

      Five days ago we, along with most of the battalion, filled the upper floors of the chateau and watched as over four hundred bombers dropped thousands of bombs on Caen. We cheered, knowing the bombs would help the poor sods of our army who were still trying to liberate the town. The Lancaster bombers filled the sky and their payload threw up a huge pall of dust and smoke that rose over the town and obscured everything from view. One of the padres said that the cloud swallowed up and protected the town from further harm. It was a sight I will never forget, along with many other horrors and miracles of this war.

      ‘No…’ I hear Lathbury utter, his voice distant and broken, unlike I have ever heard before from him.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ I ask but he doesn’t answer. ‘Bob?’

      ‘My brother…’ he says, tears in his eyes. ‘My brother, Edward. He was with the Eighth Army in Italy. ‘He’s dead! Killed in combat!’

      ‘I’m sorry, Bob,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘He deserved better,’ Lathbury says. ‘He should’ve never been there.’

      ‘None of us should be here,’ I agree, ‘but here we are, all of us. Do you need some time?’

      ‘No,’ he quickly replies. ‘No, I’ll be fine. Besides, the only brothers I have left are right here, you ugly lot, and I’m not about to abandon you any time soon.’

      ‘Here, here,’ Jenkinson says.

      ‘Well said,’ adds Myhill, the rest echoing their agreement.

      ‘Corporal Cooper,’ I hear Captain Grayburn call out to me. ‘It’s time.’

      ‘You going to be all right?’ I ask Lathbury.

      He nods, folding up the letter and fastening it away in his uniform. He takes a deep breath and wipes tears from his eyes before turning back to me and the men.

      We lead the section out of the chateau and join the rest of the battalion in ranks across what remains of the gardens. We stand at attention, the battered survivors of the First Suffolk, all of us waiting, including the officers.

      Reverend Hugh Woodall steps before us all and we remain silent for him. He commands a lot of respect from the regiment. During the bitter fighting for the chateau, he personally saw to it that none of our dead were left behind. Despite the shelling and gunfire, he led the collection and burial of our lost. None of us would ever say, or hear, a bad word against the reverend.

      ‘We are gathered today to pay our respects to our lost,’ Revered Woodall states. ‘We honour those brave souls who gave their lives in the pursuit of ridding the world of tyranny. We honour them, and let us never forget the sacrifices they made. They will never be forgotten.’

      The reverend begins to read the names of the battalion’s dead, near two hundred lost just taking the chateau. Among the named are Lieutenant Darren Long, Private George Wilson, and Private Stanley Woods. I look over to Lathbury. He is looking down at his feet and he is crying. Once the last of the names are read, a trumpeter plays The Last Post followed by Reveille. The battalion remains silent throughout.

      ‘They will never be forgotten,’ I say to myself.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        3rd August 1944

        Dear Andy,

      

        

      
        I have not heard from you for so long that I am beside myself with worry. I listen to the radio every night and pray to God you are unharmed.

      

        

      
        Every day, we receive more wounded at the hospital. Smithy sends his regards, though he feels tremendous guilt that he was sent back to England and will be unable to return to you. His rehabilitation continues, but he has a long way to go. In truth, I’m not sure he will regain full mobility.

        Though there are fewer German bombers over London these days, the air raid sirens still sound. Doodlebugs, V1 rocket bombs, as the radio named them. The strangest thing is, we don’t fear them when we hear the engine, but when it stops, we know the rocket will fall. The hospital has nearly been hit a few times, but still it stands tall and unmarked.

        I await any news from you and will continue to listen to the radio every day and pray for you every night until you are once again with me, dear husband.

        Be careful over there, Andy, please.  I want you home. I want a future for us, a family, and everything that comes with it. Without you none of that can happen so you had better be careful over there.

        I love you with all my heart and miss you every day,

        Maggie

      

        

      
        P.S. I have seen your mother a few times since you landed in France. She worries for you just as much as I do. Both of us cannot wait until the day you return to us.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        29th August 1944

        My Dearest Maggie,

      

        

      
        I am so sorry I’ve not been able to write to you sooner. I cannot begin to describe all that has happened these past few months. For ten weeks we fought continuously and I must admit I was struggling with sheer exhaustion, as were most of the lads. The losses of Wilson, Woods, Smithy, and even Lieutenant Long have all taken their toll.

        We’ve finally been pulled from the front lines. Hot showers and decent food have been extremely welcome.

        We’ve received replacements too; a pair of privates by the names of Richard Stone and Colin Jacobs. They’re young and nervy, as I’m sure I was in the beginning, so it’s up to me and the rest of the lads to bring them up to scratch.

        I heard about the doodlebugs from lads in another regiment. Their lot captured one of the launch sites and said about the tremendous noise the rockets made taking off. I can imagine the dread you feel when you hear them heading for you is far worse. Hopefully, the rest of the launch sites will fall soon. Despite all that happens around me you are ever in my thoughts and I still fear for you.

        The French people have been nothing but good to us. For four years they have lived under German occupation and it is clear that they are glad to see the back of them. At every village we free we are given food and wine and offered even more by some of the women. I, of course, pass up on their offers, with only eyes for you, but some of the lads have been tempted. In all honesty, I haven’t seen one girl on my travels who compares to you.

        My focus, as always, is staying safe and getting myself back to you as quickly as possible. I love you and want to come back to you, please always remember that. I want to return and share a home with you. I want a family with you. I certainly hope that time is not far off.

        I long for when we are united again. It is the one thought that keeps me going. I miss the warmth of your skin, the sound of your laughter, and that perfect smile of yours.

        I miss you and love you with all my heart,

      

        

      
        Andy
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      CORPORAL ANDREW COOPER—Operation market garden, Were, Holland. 21ST September 1944

      ‘Thank you, thank you,’ cry the people of Weert. Tears of joy stream down their faces. They hug and kiss us, giving us food and drink. The welcome bestowed on us by the city is astonishing. I urge my men on through the congested streets but it is slow moving for the battalion. Many of us want to stay, and I cannot blame them.

      Captain Grayburn and the other senior officers are speaking with leaders of the Dutch resistance; their members have helped us greatly, providing details of enemy troop movements and bringing out captured Germans they found hiding in the city. Those they don’t execute are handed over to us, whilst any collaborators are treated harshly; the men shot and the women branded as traitors.

      ‘Keep your section moving, Corporal,’ Lieutenant Radley calls to me as he looks nervously towards the windows of the houses above us.

      ‘Yes, Sir,’ I yell back to our new lieutenant.

      The Market Garden offensive began four days ago with a tremendous airborne assault. Hundreds of planes and gliders carried paratroopers to their targets. The plan is to capture the bridges and hold them until the tanks and infantry of Thirty Corps can advance and secure them, cutting through the German lines in preparation for the invasion of Germany. We haven’t heard much of what is happening at the bridges but were told that if successful, the war will be over by Christmas.

      For us in the 3rd Infantry Division, our task is to secure the right flank of Thirty Corps as they advance and link up with the airborne units. We were told to expect only light resistance, mostly old men and boys but already, we have learned those reports are false. We’ve already met parts of Panzer and Grenadier Regiments. Thankfully, the Germans had already retreated from Weert before we arrived, offering us some respite.

      We re-group once we are through the crowds and immediately prepare to move out as other units arrive to secure the area. I notice a few of the lads quickly hiding bottles of wine and brandy in their packs but don’t stop them. They know not to get drunk on duty, and I might want to share a drink with them when the time comes.

      Leaving the outskirts of Weert, the roads are filled with wrecked and destroyed German vehicles and tanks. Some still burn with bodies inside.

      ‘Air Force sure pounded them,’ Lathbury says.

      ‘Air supremacy,’ Lieutenant Radley boasts. ‘That’ll soon get rid of Jerry.’

      ‘I’d stay wary, Sir,’ I advise. ‘From the looks of it, this only happened a few hours ago. The Germans can’t be far from here.’

      ‘I do not need reminding of caution in the field, Corporal Hooper,’ he chastises me.

      ‘It’s Cooper, Sir,’ I reply, drawing a grin from Lathbury and a chuckle from Myhill.

      The lieutenant doesn’t say anything else, quickening his pace and marching ahead of us.

      ‘Can you believe he’s our age?’ Lathbury asks me quietly.

      ‘He just needs time,’ I try to reassure him.

      In all honesty, I have my own doubts. Ever since he arrived, Lieutenant Radley has acted as if he knows everything there is to know about war, despite never having been in a battle. Time will tell if he is a good leader or not.

      ‘Keep watch, lads,’ I tell my section. Jacobs and Stone both look nervous, especially Jacobs. McClair has tried to look out for the lad as his new assistant gunner, but even I can see he has kept Jacobs at a distance. The loss of Woods still deeply affects him.

      Ahead, we see the town of Neveltsom, but we smell it in the air first; blood and death. Much of the town is still burning.

      ‘Air Force wouldn’t do that, would they?’ Jenkinson asks.

      ‘Not a chance,’ Lathbury replies.

      ‘Myhill, what do you see?’ I ask our marksman, relying as always on his keen eyes.

      ‘Nothing,’ he replies with uncertainty. ‘No Germans or civilians. Nothing.’

      We enter the town with A Company on our right flank and B Company on our left. Nobody makes a sound. The streets are full of dismembered bodies. No one has been spared. Stone vomits from the sight, and he’s not the only one.

      ‘How could anyone do this?’ Myhill asks.

      ‘Evil Jerry bastards,’ McClair utters.

      ‘I don’t think this was them,’ Captain Grayburn replies. ‘A normal soldier couldn’t commit such atrocities.’

      ‘Look,’ Lathbury says, pointing to a single German soldier slumped against a wall, the brickwork stained with his blood.

      We inspect the body, seeing that the soldier was shot a dozen times at close range.

      ‘Firing squad,’ I say. ‘This was an execution.’

      ‘Why would they shoot one of their own?’ Jenkinson asks.

      ‘In their view, cowardice,’ I suggest. ‘Maybe this poor soul wouldn’t be a part of the slaughter.’

      ‘Totenkopf,’ Jacobs says nervously as he reads the insignia on the uniform. The words are beneath a skull and flames emblem.

      ‘You speak German, don’t you, Jacobs?’ I ask. ‘What does it mean?’

      ‘SS Panzer Division Totenkopf,’ he replies. ‘Death’s Head Division.’

      ‘They did this,’ I say, looking to the burning ruins of the town and the massacred people. The SS, the Nazi extremist regiments of the German army. We have heard stories of their atrocities, the killing of prisoners and the extermination camps massacring thousands of innocent people. Part of me hadn’t quite believed it until now.

      ‘We’ve got a survivor!’ Thompson calls out as he helps an elderly woman.

      She’s barely breathing, her face and chest covered in wounds.

      ‘Private Stone, go and get Doc Baird,’ Captain Grayburn orders as he reaches us.

      ‘Does she know where Jerry went?’ Lieutenant Radley mutters.

      ‘She’s barely alive, Sir,’ I reply, trying not to show my annoyance at the officer’s question.

      ‘She’s trying to say something,’ Myhill says.

      We listen closely, hearing her whisper just a few words.

      ‘Rennen…het komt reus…riese…riese…’

      The woman passes just as Doc Baird reaches us, her eyes fixed on the body of the executed German soldier.

      ‘What did she say?’ I ask Jacobs.

      ‘I’m not sure,’ he replies, ‘but it sounded like…’

      ‘Run,’ Captain Grayburn says as the ground beneath us begins to tremble. ‘The giant comes.’

      The world around us erupts with shells and machine gun fire. A blast throws me across the street and I land among the embers of a burning building. My ears ring and my vision is blurred as I struggle to get up. Yelling and cries of agony fill the air. The burning town was a trap. Tanks advance towards us; Panzers, Panthers, and Tigers. Dozens of German infantry follow. They are wearing the skull and flames of the Totenkopf Death’s Head Division on their shoulders. Thompson and then Stone are torn down in a hail of bullets. Lieutenant Radley screams in terror and tries to surrender before a German bayonet silences him.

      I try to rise up and stand. I need to help my men but my body won’t move. Captain Grayburn runs towards me, shouting, but I can’t hear him. My head spins, darkness claiming me as I see a tall, imposing German soldier grab hold of the dying Lieutenant Radley and crush his skull with his bare hands. The last thing I hear is the lieutenant’s screams.
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      ADAM—In The Darkness surrounded by demons, Germany

      We continue into the tunnel, following the train tracks farther into the mountain. The Winterbourne soldiers advance with raised weapons, fingers fixed on the triggers. They open fire into the darkness at any sound, hitting nothing but rock and cavern wall. Follia and Professor Veitnar keep our group silent, listening intently for any sign of the returning creatures and the lost Winterbourne operatives. Bishop leads from the front, intent on rescuing his partner in crime.

      Farther into the tunnel, there are more bodies. Animals this time; insects, deer, and wolves, all enlarged and deformed. Bones twisted and ill-shapen. Professor Veitnar is fascinated by the discoveries, though the rest of us are sickened.

      ‘Remind you of anything?’ Dave asks, looking to an enlarged wolf.

      ‘Makov,’ I reply back, wishing Dave had not brought those memories to surface.

      The mining tunnel gives way to flat concrete, giving the surroundings a more orderly and structured appearance. The entrance to this section is flanked by empty bunkers and pillboxes housing; evidence they were once occupied. Uniforms, rations, weapons, and ammunition are still here, although there are no signs of the soldiers. The Nazi swastika is on all of it, as is the skull and flames of the SS Division Totenkopf: the Death’s Head Division.

      ‘Must’ve taken some hard grafting to build all this down here,’ Follia says as we continue and pass more of the fortifications.

      ‘Prisoners of war and Jewish labour built this,’ Cecylia says with fury in her eyes. ‘They built it and then they executed them.’

      All fear is gone from her, leaving only determination.

      We continue, ever on the lookout. Occasionally, Bishop calls out for Leon and is hushed each time by Professor Veitnar but the brute does not care, calling out again for the lost Australian.

      ‘Leon!’ Bishop calls out. ‘Where are you, you fool?’

      ‘Hush now,’ Professor Veitnar repeats, earning another glare of anger from the American.

      ‘Leon!’ Bishop repeats.

      ‘No, stop!’ Dave says, holding up his hands and listening intently.

      ‘I’ve had it with…’ Bishop begins to rant before Follia stops him.

      ‘Wait,’ she says. ‘Listen. Do you hear that?’

      ‘It’s running water,’ I say. Dread creeps up my spine.

      We slow as, ahead of us, the concrete corridor opens up into a cavern that stretches as far as we can see.

      ‘Here, boss,’ one of the soldiers says. ‘Looks like a power generator in decent condition. There might be some juice still in it. We might be able to get some lights working.’

      ‘Do it,’ Follia says.

      The Winterbourne operative works the controls for a few moments until his efforts are rewarded by a deep moaning of machinery. The noise builds until light bulbs throughout the cavern begin to glow. A few of the bulbs explode in a shower of sparks, but enough remain to dimly light the space. To the left of us is a vast expanse of water where mountain rivers converge.

      ‘We will search the area,’ Follia says, leading three of her command farther into the cavern.

      ‘Fascinating,’ Professor Veitnar says as he inspects the generator. ‘No fuel or electrical input, but uses hydro-power instead. This is impressive technology, especially for the 1940s. It is a wonder it still functions.’

      ‘Do you see what’s in the water?’ I ask Dave, spotting several submerged outlines of U-boats with their towers breaking the surface.

      ‘This is where our sub in Scotland came from?’ he suggests.

      ‘That’s nothing,’ Doctor Zajak says. ‘Look.’

      There’s a facility carved into the mountain and it looks like a base of operations for the SS Division Totenkopf with a vast hangar filled with rows of armoured tanks and jet-propelled fighter craft.

      ‘This is enough for a small army, air force, and navy,’ Dave says.

      ‘King Tiger and Maus tanks,’ Professor Veitnar marvels. ‘Messerschmitt Me 262 fighter jets. These were the greatest military vehicles the Third Reich created.’

      ‘You sound a little too pleased to see them,’ I state.

      ‘They were technological wonders of their time. Barely any survived – or so it was thought,’ he replies. ‘And yet here they are, all in pristine condition.’

      ‘Now, if you want to see something really cool,’ Follia says, ‘follow me.’

      We follow her through the cavern, the Winterbourne operatives still keeping watch for the blood-thirsty creatures. Empty bullet casings are scattered across the floor and the windows of the facility are all either smashed or holed with bullets.

      ‘Somebody had a good fight here,’ Dave observes.

      ‘Maybe they were fighting those creatures that attacked us,’ I reply.

      ‘It sure was,’ Bishop says with gritted teeth, pointing out warped and twisted bodies and skeletons similar in appearance to the creatures. Just for good measure, he fires two bullets into any he sees.

      ‘Here we go,’ Follia says, following the train tracks until they split off into three lines and enter a similar hangar space. What we find stuns us into silence.

      ‘I think the word you’re all looking for is JACKPOT!’ Follia says, skipping forward with glee.

      Three steam locomotives, each emblazoned with the Nazi swastika across their front and each with over a dozen cargo cars connected behind, stretch into the distance.

      As we walk closer we note how the central train is different from the others, with their single locomotives. This one has two steam engines and then an array of passenger carriages and offices as well as cargo cars. It has defences too, in the form of a pair of anti-aircraft batteries.

      ‘The Fuhrersonderzug,’ Cecylia whispers.

      ‘I believe you are correct, girl,’ Professor Veitnar says.

      ‘Hitler’s Steel Beast; his special train,’ Cecylia explains. ‘This was the Fuhrer’s mobile armoured headquarters. There was a radio room, a map and planning room, and two flakwagen anti-aircraft guns along with living quarters, a dining carriage, sleeping quarters, washrooms, and shower compartments. Each carriage had its own heating and air conditioning systems, unheard of anywhere else at that time.’

      ‘What was it used for?’ I ask.

      ‘Hitler used it to travel across Europe and Russia during the outset of the war,’ Cecylia explains. ‘The radio and comms car could keep contact with Berlin and the front lines using enigma coding machines. This is where Hitler lived and made tactical decisions and policies throughout occupied Europe. Entire station towns would be cleared when Hitler stopped for the night.’

      ‘You’d give Abbey a run for her money with your knowledge,’ I say.

      ‘Abbey?’ she asks.

      ‘Yeah …never mind,’ I say.

      ‘You seem to be quite a fan,’ Follia says.

      ‘Not exactly,’ Cecylia snaps. ‘Trains, not too dissimilar to these, carried millions of Jews and other persecuted people to their deaths.’ She pauses for a moment, struggling with emotions. ‘But to the matter in hand; this train was said to have been divided up between the British and Americans at the end of the war,’ she explains. ‘It shouldn’t be here.’

      ‘Yet, it is,’ Doctor Zajak says as she inspects one of the carriages.

      ‘Search the trains and report their contents,’ Professor Veitnar orders.

      The Winterbourne operatives spread out, searching all three trains, whilst Follia, Bishop, and two others keep watch. They quickly report their findings.

      ‘Looks like they mostly cleared them out,’ a soldier reports, ‘except for the Steel Beast. It’s filled to the brim. You need to take a look.’

      ‘We should be looking for the others,’ Bishop says.

      ‘Soon, soon,’ Professor Veitnar replies as he climbs the steps of Hitler’s Steel Beast. ‘Bring the boy,’ he calls over his shoulder.

      I am shoved up the steps and into the first carriage, stumbling into some of the heavy crates that fill the entire car. Several have already been prized open; gold and jewels sparkle in the torchlight. It’s stacked with art, sculptures, and more wealth than some countries. There are gold bars too, including more marked with the Kotwica Polish Resistance symbol. There can be no doubt; these are the missing Nazi gold trains.

      There’s so much history hidden away here. I cannot let Winterbourne have it for their evil purposes. Cecylia was right; they belong to the families from whom it was stolen.

      ‘Ergh, gross,’ says one of the soldiers, ripping open another chest. ‘It’s full of gold teeth.’

      ‘Taken from prisoners and the murdered,’ I say with spite.

      We walk through several carriages until we reach one very different, lavishly furnished with polished mahogany and marble. Bronze, silver, and gold adorn every surface. Maps and instructions are across the walls, and a table is covered with a map of Europe and Russia marked with battle lines, troop positions, and the names of military commanders and Nazi leaders like Rommel, Himmler, and Goering. The tech is impressive, too; telephones, radios, and even an enigma coding machine.

      ‘This was where Hitler planned his war,’ Veitnar says with wonder.

      ‘Didn’t work out too well for him though, did it?’ I ask, earning a swift shove from the soldier behind me.

      ‘This is nothing,’ says the man guiding us. He leads on towards the next carriage, calling over his shoulder, ‘You won’t believe this one. It’s right up your street, Doctor Zajak.’

      As the rest move on towards the next carriage they do not see me lower my hand to the table and pick up a bronze dagger-like letter opener, concealing it in the sleeve of my overalls. It is no weapon, but I have a different use in mind.

      If the previous room showed the Third Reich’s organisation and military might, then the next showed its madness. It’s like stepping into a sorcerer’s workshop. Esoteric etchings and markings are painted over the walls, ceiling, and floor. Books and scrolls, hundreds of years old, cover the tables. Fleshless skulls are mounted like trophies. Jars and vials of dark potions and poisons, maybe even blood, are secured in cases. Maps of far-off lands and photographs of tombs and burial sites are stuck to the walls. Twisted and demented masks of demons and beasts hang from the ceiling, looking down at us.

      ‘Witchcraft,’ mutters Professor Veitnar. ‘Utter nonsense.’

      ‘The occult,’ corrects Doctor Zajak as she gazes on the scrolls and texts.

      ‘So, it’s true,’ I say, still trying to wrap my head around it. ‘SS Totenkopf experimented with the occult.’

      ‘More than experimented,’ Zajak says as she studies the markings and runes on the walls. ‘These are prayers, spells and formulas; a powerful mix of science and the supernatural.’

      ‘That might explain those critters that took Leon,’ Bishop says.

      ‘We must take all of this with us,’ Doctor Zajak says.

      ‘We should burn it all,’ orders Veitnar.

      ‘No, we could learn so much…’ she begins to protest before Veitnar strikes her hard across the face.

      ‘I have warned you,’ the professor declares as Zajak recovers. Her cheek is already bruised. ‘I will hear no more of your foolishness. We take the recovered treasures but burn all this… heresy.’

      ‘No,’ Zajak pleads. ‘You cannot do this.’

      There’s no time for a reply. A blood-curdling scream of pain echoes through the cavern. I’m dragged along as we make a swift exit.

      ‘Where did that come from?’ the professor demands as we re-join the rest of the group.

      ‘The facility,’ says Follia, pointing towards the main structure of the base. Her blade is unsheathed and the rest of Winterbourne command wait ready with their weapons.

      ‘Then that is our destination,’ Professor Veitnar instructs. ‘I want three men to stay here with the trains. You are to move all the cargo from the other two trains onto the Steel Beast. Leave the girl with them, too.’

      ‘No,’ I say, standing firm beside Cecylia. ‘I won’t leave her with your thugs.’

      ‘You don’t have a choice,’ Bishop says with a weapon raised at my head.

      ‘Besides, would you rather she was in there with those creatures?’ Follia taunts.

      ‘Why me?’ she asks. Her hands grip around her inhaler tightly.

      ‘We’ll be right back,’ I try to reassure her.

      ‘C’mon, hero boy,’ Bishop says, hitting me hard in the back to force me on.
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      CORPORAL ANDREW COOPER—Bremen, Germany. 27TH April 1945

      It’s good to feel the weight of the rifle in my hands again. There was a time in the hospital that I thought I’d never return to the First Suffolk. A tremor grows in my hands but I grip the rifle tighter to steady them. The shakes have been growing worse over the past weeks. With Lathbury, McClair, and Myhill to cover us, Jenkinson and Jacobs run between cover towards the next building in the street.

      ‘Now, Jacobs,’ I encourage.

      ‘Komm jetzt!’ he shouts after checking his notes. ‘Hande hoch.’ Come out. Hands up.

      There’s no sign of movement. We know the building was occupied as rifle fire came from the upper windows.

      ‘Komm heraus…oder wir werden dich töten,’ Jacobs demands. Come out or we will kill you.

      ‘We warned you,’ Jenkinson says, tossing a grenade through a window.

      The grenade explodes, smoke rises from the windows, and we hear voices call out.

      ‘Bitte! Bitte!’

      ‘Hande hoch!’ Jacobs yells as three figures stumble out of the building with their hands raised.

      ‘They’re just boys,’ Jenkinson says. ‘Ten or twelve years old at most.’

      ‘Hitler Youth,’ I reply, keeping my rifle raised as Jacobs and Jenkinson disarm them and search their pockets.

      I spent close to three months in the hospital recovering from wounds to my arm, chest, and stomach. The doctors threatened to send me back to England a number of times but I told them I wasn’t going anywhere except back to the First Suffolk. Maggie would kill me if she knew, but I can’t leave my lads behind – what’s left of my lads. Myhill was with me in the field hospital for the first few weeks, but he returned to our section as soon as able.

      Captain Grayburn visited when I first regained consciousness and explained what happened. The SS Totenkopf Death’s Head Division had set the perfect trap for us, capturing a large number of E Company and driving the rest of us back with many casualties. Stone and Thompson were killed, along with Lieutenant Radley, whilst Myhill and I were wounded and evacuated. I know Lathbury had everything in hand, but I couldn’t help but feel I was letting the lads down by being stuck in the hospital.

      Our boys of the First Suffolk returned to the ruined town of Neveltsom with armoured support, but the Death’s Head Division was long gone, leaving behind the massacred town and our dead. Over a dozen of our regiment are still missing, including Lieutenant Clarke from F Company. I hate to think what became of them at the hands of the Nazi Death’s Head Division.

      I heard all about the successful failure of Operation Market Garden, as command was calling it. So much for only facing old men and boys and ending the war by Christmas. In December, I heard of the German counter-attacks in the Ardennes and broke out of the hospital, grabbing a lift from a convoy heading for the front. From there, I found my way to the First Suffolk. My depleted section was pleased to see me.

      None of us were the same after Holland. The jokes and laughter are few and far between. Some of the lads barely speak anymore. We’re all eager for this damned war to be over. We’ve pretty much reached breaking point.

      My hands tremble when I hear the enemy shells approaching and, although unseen by the lads, I was unable to hold back tears. That was the first time I lost control, but thankfully, no one saw it. I haven’t written to Maggie for weeks. How am I supposed to tell her about any of this?

      We endured a miserable cold winter before advancing over the Rhine and at last into Germany; ‘the last good heave’ so Churchill called it. Bremen, a city heavily bombed by the RAF, was our next target. What’s left of the German army is fighting, desperate to protect its homeland. We have heard more stories of the SS Totenkopf Death’s Head Division but have not crossed paths with them since Holland.

      At Bremen, the First Suffolk fought with the support of Cromwell tanks of the Eighth Armoured Division, going from house to house to dislodge the defenders. It took us and the rest of the British Second Army a week to capture the city, but still small pockets of resistance need rooting out. Casualties have been relatively light with nobody taking any chances this late in the war. Germany is so close to falling.

      Bremen is in a hell of a state. Not a single building is undamaged. We search any buildings that could be hiding German soldiers. We see the various parts of the lives of the people who lived here; family photos with glass and frames smashed, a child’s doll trampled on the floor, meals abandoned in the kitchens. These were real people, families and innocents; no different to ours back home.

      We have some new arrivals, boys who have just completed basic training and been shipped straight out to us. Privates Paul Baker, Charles Taunton, and Patrick Waters. They seem like a decent bunch, but there is a notable division between them and the rest of us. They are overly keen and at times, reckless, whereas the rest of us are tired and eager for the war to end. There are reports that Berlin is surrounded. Hitler cannot hold out for much longer.

      ‘British?’ one of the German boys asks in pretty good English.

      ‘Yes,’ I reply, stifling a yawn.

      ‘Suffolk?’ he asks, seeing our uniforms. ‘I grew up in Cambridge!’

      ‘How the hell did you end up here?’ Jenkinson asks.

      ‘My parents were born here in Bremen,’ he explains. ‘They answered Hitler’s call to return to the Fatherland, along with my brother.’

      ‘And how did that work out for you?’ I ask bitterly.

      ‘My father died in Russia,’ he says. ‘My brother was shot by the SS for deserting his post when he knew the war was lost.’

      ‘More of those bastards,’ Jenkinson mutters. ‘Any of them around here?’

      ‘Some,’ the boy replies. ‘They ordered us to fight until our last breath. Anyone who retreated would be shot for cowardice. We had no choice.’

      ‘The SS, the Nazis, they’re the real enemy,’ I say without thinking.

      ‘Yes,’ the boy dares to reply, drawing glares of warning from his comrades. ‘To the north, by the coast, there is a base among the mountains they tried to keep secret. We’ve heard stories though, terrible stories. You need to go there. Your army needs to see what they were doing there.’

      Once the prisoners are escorted away, we check the rest of the street, building to building. In one we discover a whole family slaughtered, including a baby in its crib.

      All at once the full horror hits me. The horrors I have seen. The fear and the pain. The loss and the suffering. I break down in tears, unable to stop myself. I struggle to breathe, my hands shaking uncontrollably.

      ‘Andy?’ Lathbury says, his hand on my shoulder.

      It begins to pass.

      ‘I’m fine,’ I lie. ‘C’mon. The war isn’t going to end itself.’
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      CORPORAL ANDREW COOPER—North of Bremen, Germany. 29th April 1945

      ‘Tell me again, Corporal?’ Jenkinson whines.

      ‘Tell you what?’ I ask. I haven’t shaved in weeks, showered in days or eaten since early this morning. I’m tired, hungry, and I’ve had enough of all of this.

      ‘Why us? Of all the sections in all the platoons, in all the companies of this damned battalion, why do we have to go out on patrol again?’

      I don’t answer, but thankfully, Lathbury does.

      ‘Third Platoon of E Company have been missing since they patrolled this road yesterday,’ the lance corporal replies.

      ‘Then let that be E Company’s problem,’ Myhill mutters from the lead of our patrol.

      ‘We find them. We get back to the battalion. That’s the end of it,’ I say.

      ‘Did you hear about that camp they found near Hamburg?’ one of the new lads, Baker, asks. ‘They uncovered thousands of bodies.’

      ‘Can’t be,’ Waters says.

      ‘I swear that’s what they’re saying,’ Baker replies.

      ‘I heard it, too,’ adds Taunton.

      ‘Shot?’ Myhill asks.

      ‘Gas chambers and starvation,’ Baker replies. ‘They worked the prisoners without feeding them. When it was liberated, half the camp was burned down. There were mutilated bodies strewn everywhere.’

      ‘Sounds like the Death’s Head Division,’ Lathbury whispers to me.

      ‘There were a few survivors,’ Taunton adds. ‘Like skeletons they were. They said other prisoners were taken, dozens over the past few months and none were ever seen again. They said it was for some strange experiments. There’s rumour of a giant.’

      That elicits a round of quiet laughter from the lads, although there’s an edge of fear to it.

      Giant, that’s what the elderly Dutch woman said before she died. I remember their attack in Holland and Lieutenant Radley’s death, his skull crushed by a brute even bigger than Lathbury.

      ‘When’s this war going to finally be over?’ Myhill moans.

      ‘Soon,’ I reply.

      ‘I can’t wait to get back to my garage,’ Jenkinson, the former mechanic, says. ‘I’d much rather be repairing vehicles than shooting them up. What about you, Lathbury?’

      ‘Anywhere but the mines I used to work in,’ he replies. ‘I’ll find me a girl and raise a dozen children.’

      ‘Sounds like a nightmare,’ says McClair, the former teacher. ‘It’ll probably be me having to keep them in line in the classroom. What about Myhill, you going to keep using those skills with a rifle?’

      ‘I ain’t going back to poaching,’ Myhill declares. ‘I don’t ever want to fire a gun again after all this. What about you, Corporal?’

      ‘No idea,’ I admit. ‘Probably back to finish school.’

      ‘School?’ the lads all repeat in surprise.

      ‘I was still a student when the war broke out,’ I reveal. ‘I enlisted underage.’

      Lathbury chuckles. ‘I always thought you were one of the oldest.’

      ‘Up ahead, Corporal,’ Myhill whispers, kneeling down.

      ‘What do you see?’ I ask.

      ‘German half-track in the middle of the road,’ our sniper says. ‘It’s broken down by the looks of it. Three men – no, make that four.’

      Both sides of the road are flanked by a low hedgerow. No buildings overlook the area. I give the quiet order for Lathbury to lead Myhill and Taunton through the hedgerow as Jenkinson, Baker, Waters, and I cut to the right. McClair and Jacobs will follow me straight down the road with the Bren light machine gun, which will be used to cover our retreat if needed.

      It goes as planned.

      ‘Hande hoch!’ we yell; just one phrase we’ve picked up.

      As instructed, the Germans raise their hands in surrender. Something’s wrong though. There was no look of surprise on their faces and now, despite our weapons, there’s no fear in their eyes. They were expecting us.

      ‘You hear that?’ Lathbury asks.

      It’s the rumbling sound of engines and tracks and they’re coming from each direction.

      ‘You cannot run, Tommy,’ one of the German prisoners sneers.

      He’s right. A German tank, bigger than even the dreaded Tiger, emerges onto the road. It appears unmarked and perfectly clean, as if it has just rolled out of the factory. Its vast turret and machine guns are pointed straight at us, tracking our every movement. Behind us, McClair and Jacobs are being escorted with their hands raised. The insignia on the German uniforms is the skulls and flames of the SS Totenkopf Division.

      ‘We could cut across the field?’ Lathbury suggests.

      ‘There’s no cover,’ I reply, having already considered that escape route. ‘They’d cut us down.’

      ‘What do we do, Corporal?’ Taunton asks.

      ‘Surrender,’ one of the German prisoners mocks.

      ‘Enough from you,’ Lathbury says, hitting him hard and sending him sprawling on the ground. The German laughs and there is something terrifying in it.

      My section is utterly surrounded.

      ‘Surrender, Englishmen!’ a voice calls as a German officer climbs out of an approaching half-track. ‘There is nowhere to run, and you cannot fight us.’

      Their commander must be in his late thirties, maybe forties, with a spotless uniform and greying hair beneath his cap. He signals to his men to disarm us and we have no choice but to give up our weapons.

      ‘Who is in command here?’ the German officer asks.

      ‘I am,’ I admit. ‘Corporal Andrew Cooper, First Battalion, Suffolk Regiment.’

      ‘Corporal, you and your men are now our prisoners.’

      ‘The war is almost over,’ I say. ‘Your armies are defeated and Berlin is surrounded. Why keep fighting?’

      ‘The war is far from over, my friend,’ the officer says. ‘You will see that for yourselves soon enough. My name is Colonel Heinrich Steinhardt of the honourable SS Totenkopf Panzer Division. You are now my privileged guests.’

      ‘Honourable?’ I question. ‘We saw what you did in Holland, the massacre of Neveltsom.’

      ‘A necessary action, I assure you,’ the colonel replies without remorse.

      ‘Damned Nazi kraut,’ Baker mutters. ‘You’ll burn in hell with the rest of them.’

      ‘Is that so?’ The colonel chuckles. ‘Private Krueger?’

      From the rear of the half-track emerges the brute who has haunted my nightmares ever since Holland. He is taller and broader than even Lathbury; his uniform barely fits him. He carries no weapons, but has a maddened and unfocussed gaze. His eyes are everywhere and do not settle. His skin is dark red, as if burnt, and his uniform is stained with sweat and blood.

      ‘Krueger, teach that Englishman what we think of insubordinate prisoners,’ Colonel Steinhardt orders.

      ‘Don’t you touch him,’ I say, stepping between the brute and Baker, but Krueger throws me aside as if I am nothing.

      At gunpoint, we can do nothing as the German brute grabs hold of Baker by the head and squeezes with his bare hands. The boy pleads and tries to pull away, but he cannot overpower the German. He screams in pain as blood pours from his eyes and ears. I remember the warnings, the word Riese muttered again and again.

      Giant.

      Baker’s screams stop.

      Waters vomits whilst Taunton, body visibly shaking, screams and runs. He doesn’t get beyond the hedgerows before he is gunned down, which might be a mercy.
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      ADAM—The Death’s Head Nazi Base, Germany

      Quickly, It becomes clear this is no ordinary army base but more of a hospital or medical facility. There are beds and medical equipment but the floors are stained with blood, and worse. There are bodies on the beds too; some are restrained with straps and chains. The smell is horrendous.

      Few of the lights still function and our group rely on torches to proceed farther into the facility. The Winterbourne operatives jump at shadows and I cannot blame them. At least they have weapons.

      Beyond the initial rooms, there are chambers with glass cylinders, which are unoccupied but have claw marks. There is smashed glass and destroyed equipment everywhere.

      Professor Veitnar leads us into one of the chambers where occult runes are carved into the walls. The floor is stained by decades-old blood. Research paraphernalia is pinned to the walls.

      ‘What happened here?’ I ask.

      ‘Experimentation,’ Veitnar replies, the excitement in his voice too much to bear.

      ‘They did this to people,’ I state in shock. ‘People who were still conscious.’

      Even Follia looks appalled at the sight.

      ‘War crimes,’ Dave says. ‘They should have hanged for this.’

      ‘That would’ve been too good for them,’ Follia replies, agreeing with our view on these atrocities.

      We continue and enter what appears to be the officer’s quarters. The last room holds more interest. It is larger than the rest and every surface is covered in occult runes.

      ‘We should keep looking for Leon,’ Bishop says.

      ‘And get out of this damned place,’ adds Dave.

      ‘Soon enough,’ replies Veitnar.

      Ancient relics, tools, and maybe even weapons are in a display case covered in dust. They don’t appear like any I have seen before; they are intricate and detailed in a bronze-like metal that has not faded with age.

      ‘Any guesses?’ I ask Doctor Zajak who also inspects the relics closely.

      ‘That is not a language in use today,’ she replies with confusion.

      ‘This is the room of Colonel Heinrich Steinhardt,’ Veitnar announces as he peers at the framed photographs at a desk. ‘Good friends with Adolf Hitler, so it appears.’

      ‘You’d be in good company with them,’ Dave remarks, earning a swift strike from one of the Winterbourne operatives.

      ‘So you reckon these were Colonel Steinhardt’s favourites from the stolen relics?’ I ask Zajak, still looking at the pieces in the display case.

      ‘Maybe,’ she replies, ‘but I recognise this symbol on the blade. I have seen the concentric circles before. It is a symbol of Atlantis.’

      ‘More heresy,’ Veitnar announces as he throws a book of the colonel’s writings to the ground. ‘This madman rants of cheating death and enhancing the human body. He speaks of immortality.’

      ‘And I found it,’ a voice announces from a loudspeaker in the corner of the room.

      The sudden announcement startles one of the mercenaries and he fires his gun, destroying the speaker. The shot echoes beyond the room and other noises respond. A slow march grows closer and a low hum sounds out as the lights of the room begin to glow brighter.

      ‘We need to leave!’ Dave warns. ‘We need to leave, right now!’

      ‘You may be right,’ Veitnar agrees, the fear in his eyes telling.

      ‘What about Leon?’ Bishop replies angrily.

      ‘Not now!’ the professor replies.

      ‘You should not have come here,’ the voice from the loudspeaker calls to us from beyond the colonel’s room.

      ‘Show yourself!’ Veitnar shouts as he draws his handgun, but there is no reply.

      ‘Regroup back at the trains,’ Follia says.

      Nobody disagrees with her order, but as we hurry from the officer’s quarters, terror strikes each of us. The chambers are no longer empty, they are filled with the creatures that attacked us, and they are all roaring at us from behind the glass. Their blood-stained jaws snap. In the other rooms, men and women are strapped to the operating tables as figures loom over them in filthy laboratory coats. Deranged gas masks cover their faces. The ghostly scientists turn towards us but merely watch in silence.

      ‘That’s Mitchell on that table!’ one of our group calls.

      I recognise the man as one of the Winterbourne mercenaries taken in the tunnels. He is screaming in agony, his chest open and his arm removed. An electrical charge is applied again and again to his head, making his whole body jerk before one of the creepy scientists injects him with something. Another of the scientists repeats phrases from a tattered book over and over like a dark incantation. Mitchell’s eyes quickly glaze over and darken as he stops struggling.

      ‘What the hell are they doing to him?’ Bishop asks.

      ‘The same as will happen to you,’ the voice taunts us from speakers.

      A slow march approaches us down the corridor of the laboratory. They wear tattered German uniforms and carry weaponry from the Second World War. Their skin is paled grey and rotten, eyes yellow and black. They are decaying corpses clinging to life, all wearing the skull and flames insignia of the SS Totenkopf Division.

      Just like the victims in the laboratories, these German soldiers have been operated on, each different with arms, legs, eyes, parts of chest, and even heads replaced or encased with iron and steel. Steam rises from the mechanical joints as they lurch towards us without words or a hint of emotion in those soulless eyes.

      ‘Wake up, wake up,’ I tell myself, praying this is all some nightmare.

      ‘Cut them down!’ Follia yells as she and the Winterbourne command open fire.

      They unleash a torrent of gunfire, but still the Nazi soldiers march towards us. Many of the bullets ricochet off the iron and steel, but even those that hit flesh do not slow the march. Black blood seeps from the wounds, but they still keep coming.

      Follia leaps towards one with her Katana, piercing the blade straight through its chest and out of its back. It gives no reaction, lifting its mechanical arm up to strike with the rusted blade fused to the limb. Bishop comes quickly to her aid, firing a shotgun directly into the Nazi’s face. Its body collapses to the floor, smoke pouring from its neck where the head had been.

      ‘Headshots!’ yells Follia, firing her own handgun several times to strike down another of the lumbering soldiers. The undead begin to fall, struck down by the Winterbourne team’s precision, but more emerge from the darkness.

      ‘Back!’ Veitnar yells. ‘Back the other way.’

      We hurry back into the facility, Bishop and Follia leading the way. More of the undead emerge from every corridor, too many for us to fight off. All we can do is run until we reach what looks like a chemical plant. We look down from the gangways onto vats of bubbling foul smelling chemicals. Smoke rises all around us on the raised platforms, blinding our view in the heat of the vats below.

      ‘Here,’ Follia says to Dave, throwing him a knife to free us with. ‘We always find trouble, don’t we, D?’

      ‘It’s usually you,’ Dave replies with a half-smile.

      ‘This doesn’t feel like the way for an exit,’ Doctor Zajak says.

      ‘That is because it isn’t, my dear,’ the voice from the loudspeaker says as a figure emerges from the smoke around us. He wears a German officer’s uniform. His face is pale and his eyes are yellow like the other undead. Despite the deep wounds covering one side of his head, his uniform remains spotless.

      ‘Colonel Heinrich Steinhardt,’ Doctor Zajak says, recognising the man from the photos in the colonel’s quarters.

      ‘Correct,’ he says. ‘I must say, you have shown impressive dedication in finding this facility.’

      ‘You’re torturing and experimenting on innocent people,’ I say. ‘You’re a murderer.’

      ‘Or a visionary,’ he replies, walking around us on another gangway.

      ‘Who are you?’ Dave asks.

      ‘You already have my name,’ the colonel replies with a sneer.

      ‘How are you still alive after all these years?’ Dave asks.

      ‘Through the blood of a demon, I have been able to elevate mankind.’

      ‘Demon?’ I ask. What other nightmares lurk down here?

      ‘These abominations you created do not elevate mankind,’ Veitnar states with detest. ‘They push us further into darkness.’

      ‘Your faith is lacking, but soon you will see truth,’ Steinhardt replies. ‘Through experimentation I was able to create formulas to infuse strength in my men. I was able to create giants.’

      At this word, two hulking forms emerge. They tower over us, mountains of strength with darkened veins and reddened eyes.

      ‘Giant,’ I state the word. ‘Riese. That was what your project was, not railway lines.’

      ‘Railway lines?’ the colonel questions before laughing loudly. ‘Is that what you believed? No, Project Riese was always focussed on the enhancement and betterment of mankind, whether it be by mechanical, or what you would call, supernatural means. The blood of the demon was the key. It was the discovery of a lifetime from an age long lost to us. His blood held many gifts, and with it I could create soldiers for the Fuhrer who do not fear death. They are death. With the blood, I devised formulae that gave birth to my reapers and my giants. At first they were wild and uncontrollable, but I’ve had a long time to discover ways to bend their wills to match my own. The final gift of the demon’s blood was longevity of life.’

      ‘I wouldn’t call that life,’ Dave says, pointing the colonel’s pale, rotting form.

      ‘What’s the endgame?’ I ask. ‘You want us all dead so your army monsters can begin a new Reich?’

      ‘Almost,’ the colonel replies with a knowing smile. ‘But, I don’t want you dead. I want you to join the ranks of my army.’

      ‘I’ll pass on that one, thanks,’ I reply.

      ‘My dear boy, you won’t have a choice.’

      ‘And what’s to stop me just blowing your head off?’ Follia asks, a handgun raised at Steinhardt.

      The colonel smiles smugly as more figures emerge from the gloom around us. They wear the body armour of the Winterbourne operatives, their bodies warped by the experiments. They are completely under the colonel’s command.

      ‘Our recon team,’ Bishop says. ‘Where’s Leon?’

      ‘You will be joining him and all the others soon enough,’ the colonel says. ‘Now, lower your weapons.’

      ‘Like hell we will,’ Follia says.

      Her defiance is met with a burst of gunfire tearing through the Winterbourne operative to my left.

      ‘These are fascinating times we live in,’ Colonel Steinhardt states. ‘Your weaponry and soldiers are much advanced. I will take great joy assimilating them into my army.’

      We glance at each other to check we are all seeing the same horror of Leon Bransby standing beside the colonel, his gun still smoking from execution. His skin is pale and his eyes are faded, just like the rest of the colonel’s command of living-dead.

      ‘Leon…’ Bishop calls out, but his once friend’s only response is a raised gun.

      ‘As I said, you will join your friend soon enough,’ Steinhardt says to Bishop. ‘I can’t wait to see how you transform; you’re practically a giant already.’

      The colonel steps closer.

      ‘You came here in search of the trains,’ he says. ‘But I’m afraid I can’t let you complete your mission. I have kept the Fuhrersonderzug in pristine condition for one purpose, the same as Hitler’s; to use it as my mobile war office when I return to the world.’

      ‘We won’t let you do this. We won’t become one of those things,’ I say with defiance.

      ‘That is where you are wrong.’ He smirks, stepping aside to reveal Cecylia and the three Winterbourne operatives thrown to their knees.

      ‘Drop your weapons or I will slaughter them.’

      ‘Why would I care what happens to them?’ Follia says, but as the rest of our group drop their weapons in surrender, she is forced to do the same.

      ‘Don’t you harm her,’ I growl as the colonel lifts Cecylia’s chin. She’s crying but there is still a look of resistance in her eyes. She strikes out, but he catches her by the wrist.

      ‘Spirited,’ the colonel sneers.

      ‘Cezary Nowak,’ Cecylia says. ‘Piortr Nowak. You brought them here in 1943. What happened to them?’

      ‘You are a descendant, I presume,’ the colonel replies.

      ‘What happened to them?’

      ‘Jewish names...’ he says with disgust.

      ‘What happened to them?’

      Colonel Steinhardt shrugs dismissively and signals to his monsters to take Cecylia and the others away. A spider, the size of a small dog, walks across the gangway. The colonel doesn’t flinch, but instead, extends a long serrated dagger from his wrist, impaling the spider with one swift stab.

      ‘Animals keep finding their way into my formulas,’ Steinhardt states with tired frustration.

      Doctor Zajak looks down at the dead body analytically. ‘Your formulas enhance what is already present?’ the doctor says, taking a step towards the colonel. ‘But variations give you differing results, I’m guessing. Have you tried absorption through the lungs via inhalation?’

      ‘This is a key aspect of my plan,’ Steinhardt replies with surprise. ‘Payloads, which will create gas clouds with the potential to transform entire populations have already been prepared.’

      ‘With additional compounds, and variances in oxygen and hydrogen, the effect on the bloodstream could be accelerated greatly,’ Zajak says, enthralled. She takes another step closer to the colonel.

      ‘Doctor Zajak, what are you doing?’ Veitnar scorns.

      ‘I presume you have investigated the concentration of your serums and formulas?’ she asks. ‘The stronger the dose, the stronger the soldier?’

      ‘It seems I have met a like mind,’ the colonel says. ‘Concentrations are an interest but too high a dosage and the patient becomes unstable. It has a damning effect on the control element too. Tell me, Doctor Zajak, do you wish to learn more of my findings? What you have seen is merely the surface.’

      ‘Yes,’ she says. ‘You have done more in your seclusion inside this mountain than a thousand scientists and researchers. I wish to know everything you have learned.’

      ‘And you shall, my dear,’ the colonel replies, ‘but first, a test of faith. Choose one of your group to experience the advancements only I can provide.’

      Zajak turns towards us and I see the maddened gaze in her eyes. The woman we knew is gone, replaced by someone free of her own shackles. I know instantly who she will choose.

      ‘Doctor Zajak, stop this madness,’ Professor Veitnar says.

      ‘He’s sealing his own fate,’ I whisper to Dave, who nods.

      ‘You,’ she says, pointing at the professor and advancing towards him. ‘For every time you belittled me, berated me, shunned me and my ideas.’

      The rest of our group edges away as she faces up to Veitnar.

      ‘I am your mentor,’ Veitnar pleads, backing away dangerously close to the edge of the gangway. ‘I taught you everything. I made you who you are.’

      ‘I guess that is true,’ Zajak says, placing a hand on the cheek he struck.

      ‘Natalia, please,’ he cries.

      ‘It is far too late for that,’ she says, before pushing him hard, down towards the vats below.

      The professor is engulfed by the boiling chemicals and his screams soon silence. Moments later, the inhuman wail of a Reaper comes as the once professor returns with flailing arms that end with monstrous claws.

      ‘To hell with this,’ Follia says, reaching for her blade. She is stopped as the Nazi undead swarm us.

      ‘Take them,’ the colonel orders his undead army. ‘I will select those for our tests myself, beginning with the large one and the woman with the foul mouth. You will join our legion and I will assimilate your technology with our own. When the time is right, the world will be reminded of the true Reich – and you will be a part of it.’
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      CORPORAL ANDREW COOPER—Prisoner. Somewhere in Germany

      It’s impossible to keep track of time in the dark pits of the cells they hold us in. We are stripped of all clothing and kit, but our army identification tags remain hanging around our necks. Our hands are shackled in chains. We are given no food and our only water pours down from above. We cannot rest or sleep in the downpour. The space is its own torture, but if that wasn’t enough, the colonel and his men take great delight in torturing us, beating us with fists and clubs. They force our hands into boiling water, press hot pokers to our flesh, and pull the teeth from our mouths. They hang us for their amusement until we are moments from death and play with us like we are a child’s toys. I have lost two teeth and just as many fingers. The bastards took their time about it too.

      Corporal Allen of the missing platoon we were sent to find is in the cell, a shadow of his former self. He was a wretch of a man before, but now he is terrified of everything and everyone around him.

      ‘They killed them,’ he repeats to me every once in a while. ‘They killed all my lads. Turned them into monsters.’

      ‘Stay quiet,’ I hiss, not wanting him to scare my lads.

      ‘Lieutenant Clarke was here,’ Allen mutters. ‘As was a bunch of our men captured by those bastards. They were in worse shape than me. None of them got out of here alive. They’ll kill us all. We’re in hell. The devil burns me for my sins.’

      ‘Shut up!’ I raise my voice and Allen is silenced.

      Lathbury, Jenkinson, Myhill, McClair, Jacobs, and Waters. We are all that is left of the Suffolk 1st. Waters is sobbing. Jenkinson and McClair argue. Myhill prays. Only Lathbury remains silent, despite my attempts to get him to speak.

      ‘Do not despair, my friend,’ a voice calls to me from the darkness. ‘All is not lost. There is always hope.’

      This encouragement comes from another prisoner bound by more steel and iron than the rest of us combined. His head is encased in a metal mask, his arms sheathed in iron gauntlets that cover hands. Though the guards torture the rest of us, they leave this man alone. Every now and again, the Nazi scientists will enter the cells and draw blood from him, but that is the only punishment he is subjected to.

      ‘What do you mean?’ I ask. My words are barely a whisper, exhaustion taking my voice.

      ‘Their time will come,’ the masked prisoner says through his helmet.

      ‘I just wish they’d realise the war is lost,’ I reply. ‘Germany is falling.’

      ‘These monsters are not Germans,’ the captive replies. ‘Do not make that mistake. Our captors are SS. They are Nazis. They are the worst humanity has seen for centuries.’

      ‘And what of you, friend?’ I ask. ‘How did you come to be here?’

      ‘Now that is a tale,’ he replies. ‘Not one for today.’

      ‘But why do they take your blood?’ I ask.

      ‘For all their false wisdom, their technology and stolen riches, their only true treasure flows through my veins.’

      ‘What is your name?’ I ask.

      ‘Vlad,’ he replies.

      ‘Russian?’

      ‘Something like that,’ he says.

      We fall silent as guards enter the room, praying we are not picked for torture, or worse, chosen for experimentation.

      ‘These two,’ one of the guards says, pointing to McClair and me.

      ‘No, no, don’t do this!’ screams McClair as they unchain him and start to drag him away.

      ‘Stay strong, lads,’ I tell them as I am also unchained. ‘Don’t let these bastards see fear from you. We survive together.’

      ‘Andy…’ Lathbury tries to call to me.

      ‘See you on the other side, Bob,’ I reply.
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      ADAM—Terrified captive of Undead Nazi, Germany

      ‘Evil bastards!’ I yell as the undead drag away another of the Winterbourne operatives to experiment on. There are only five of us remaining now. Dave, Cecylia, and I, and two of the Winterbourne mercenaries. Our wrists are bound in rusted iron shackles, our captors choosing one of us at a time for their tests.

      ‘So brave,’ Cecylia whispers beside me. ‘If only you weren’t a guy.’

      ‘Very funny,’ I say.

      ‘I wasn’t joking,’ Cecylia replies.

      ‘Save your energy, you two,’ Dave scolds. ‘You’ll need it if we’re going to get out of here.’

      ‘And what exactly is your grand plan?’ Cecylia asks.

      ‘Well, Adam has been working on his shackles for the last ten minutes with that picklock he smuggled in here,’ Dave replies.

      ‘It’s a letter opener actually,’ I reply. ‘Swiped it from Hitler’s train. Not having much luck with the lock though. I’ve only managed to cut myself with it so far.’

      ‘And what do we do if you ever get us free?’ Cecylia asks.

      I note how her breathing has become raspy and difficult without her inhaler. ‘We have no weapons…and no way out of here….’

      ‘You’re a ray of sunshine, Cee,’ I jest.

      We hear gunfire in the distance and the shots are growing closer.

      ‘Sounds like someone is resisting,’ Dave says. ‘Follia would be my bet.’

      ‘Could be another Winterbourne team,’ I suggest as I continue to work on my shackles.

      ‘Maybe,’ agrees Dave. ‘Whatever it is, we need to take advantage of it and get you two out of here when Adam gets us free.’

      ‘Just…us?’ Cecylia questions. ‘What…about…you?’

      ‘He can’t leave the mother of his child behind,’ I state. ‘He’s too good a guy to do that.’

      ‘You know me too well.’ He chuckles.

      ‘Protector, mentor, grumpy uncle-figure,’ I say, before the lock of my shackles clicks open, ‘and of course, always a believer.’

      ‘Get us free, kid, quick,’ Dave says.

      I free him, Cecylia, and the two Winterbourne operatives, who we’ve discovered are called Scott and Tessa. With her hands free, Cecylia recovers her inhaler from her pockets and takes several long doses. The cell door takes even less time to unlock than the shackles, and once open, I check no guards are lurking beyond the door.

      ‘We need to stay quiet and out of sight for as long as we can,’ I instruct.

      ‘Use that gunfire as a distraction,’ Dave adds.

      ‘Are you two with us?’ I ask the Winterbourne operatives.

      ‘No way,’ replies Scott.

      ‘We’ll take our chances on our own,’ says Tessa.

      ‘Fine,’ Dave replies. ‘I didn’t want you covering our backs anyway.’

      Tessa and Scott hurry out of the cell, taking one direction while Dave, Cecylia, and I take another.

      ‘Hopefully, they’ll just be another distraction,’ I say. They distract while we act and make our getaway.

      We keep low and move quietly down the dark corridors, stopping at every sound. We see a few of the undead Nazi soldiers and members of the recon team, but they pass without spotting us. We make it past the chemical vats and into the officer’s quarters before we are forced to stop again.

      We take cover in the quarters of a Captain Schulz, finding a dagger and a rifle untouched in decades and without ammunition. Dave takes the rifle and I give Cecylia the dagger; I’m still only armed with the blunt letter-opener. We hear the screams of those being subjected to the colonel’s tests in the distance. Cecylia struggles to control her breathing, using her inhaler more than a few times. Dave peers into the darkness towards the medical chambers and I know he is looking for any sign of Follia.

      ‘So far, so good,’ I say. ‘Now if we have a little more luck, we will…’

      At the doorway to the room stands one of the reapers, its mangled and distorted body rising as it lets out a single long wail.

      ‘You were saying?’ Cecylia asks me.

      ‘Stop it!’ roars Dave, charging and striking the creature hard with the butt of the rifle. The rifle cracks against the Reaper’s skull but it simply roars and leaps at the former-soldier, crashing into him and sending them both colliding into a table. I jump towards them, kicking the beast with both feet and sending it sprawling back across the room. It recovers quickly, and despite Dave clubbing it with a broken table leg, the Reaper just keeps coming. I bring the table top down and slam it into the creature, dazing it for a moment before a dagger flies across the room and impales in the beast’s throat. Before it can react, Cecylia throws herself at the fiend, stabbing the dagger down again and again. She only stops when the Reaper stops moving.

      ‘I hope that was Veitnar,’ she says, breathing deep from her inhaler to regain herself.

      ‘What was that?’ I ask.

      ‘Self-defence,’ she replies. ‘I vowed never to be a victim after what happened to my family. I was waiting for my time.’

      ‘Let’s get moving then,’ Dave says. ‘That wail might’ve summoned more of them.’

      ‘You’re right,’ says Cecylia, as a pair of reapers charge towards the room.

      I pick up the letter-opener and make ready for a final showdown – but it never comes. Gunfire tears across the corridor and the reapers are torn apart.

      ‘Stay back!’ I yell at the gunmen with blunt letter-opener raised.

      ‘You’ll need more than that puny thing.’ I recognise the voice instantly.

      ‘Matt!’

      He is in full combat gear, body armour in place and weapons drawn.

      ‘I thought you were dead,’ I cry as I rush to him and hug my brother tight.

      ‘We thought you were, too,’ Matt says.

      ‘But we didn’t give up on you,’ adds another recognisable voice. Emma. I recognise the tiger across her body armour first. When I go to hug her, she doesn’t resist.

      ‘It’s good to see you, too,’ Emma whispers with a smile.

      ‘What happened to you?’ Dave asks as he greets the pair.

      ‘As we were getting out of the train in the lake, we saw Bishop with the rocket launcher,’ Matt says. ‘We knew we were the target.’

      ‘We used the train as a shield,’ Emma explains. ‘Keeping it between us and the blasts was the only thing that saved us.’

      ‘How’d you get down here?’ I ask.

      ‘We alerted Abbey and Charles and they contacted the German government,’ Matt says. ‘Charles explained that those who raided Berlin were here. They launched a full attack on the Winterbourne base and dig site. We went with them on the proviso we enter the tunnels.’

      ‘I wish you’d brought the German military down here with you,’ Dave says.

      ‘Me too,’ Emma agrees. ‘What are those things? Undead Nazis?’

      ‘Yeah, catch us up will you,’ Matt asks.

      I brief Emma and Matt on what we’ve learned so far, knowing that even as I say it, I sound like I’ve lost my mind.

      ‘Here, these will help,’ Matt says as he and Emma unshoulder bags, including my backpack.

      ‘I thought they sank with the train,’ I say in surprise, finding my leather jacket, pen-knife, body armour and compound bow all undamaged.

      ‘All cases, including your backpack, have been fitted with counter measures similar to a life-vest thanks to Tristram at the museum,’ Matt explains. ‘They floated to the surface of the lake. It’s lucky they weren’t destroyed in the explosions.’

      ‘Don’t mention luck,’ Cecylia warns him.

      Matt and Emma keep watch as Dave and I prepare. I pull on the body armour and my jacket over top before securing my quiver of arrows over a shoulder. I secure smoke grenades and my wire bolas in my pockets. Lastly, I extend the compound bow and test its cord, ready. I see Dave is prepared too, body armour secured with combat shotgun over his shoulder and assault rifle primed.

      ‘Why does Adam have a bow yet the rest of you have guns?’ Cecylia asks.

      ‘Have you ever seen him shoot a gun?’ Emma asks.

      ‘Ah, I see,’ Cecylia says, obviously recalling my attempts in the tunnels.

      ‘Missed you too,’ I tell Emma, drawing a smile from her.

      ‘Where’s your glasses?’ she asks. ‘Don’t tell me you lost them! Abbey will be furious if you…’

      ‘Hang on, they’re right here,’ I say, taking them out of the overalls. ‘They’ve been dead ever since our train took a jump into the lake.’

      ‘Try them again,’ Emma urges.

      I do as she says, and to my surprise, the headset activates; readings and information flashes across the lenses along with giving a clearer image via infra-red night-vision.

      ‘I activated a failsafe to ensure they didn’t fall into enemy hands,’ Abbey’s voice comes in via the earpieces of the glasses.

      ‘I’ve missed you most of all, Abbey,’ I say, laughing.

      ‘I’m just glad to see you’re all okay,’ she replies.

      ‘You know how to use a weapon, Cee?’ Matt asks Cecylia.

      ‘I know the inner workings and how to operate a handgun,’ she replies, taking one from him along with ammunition. ‘I have never actually fired one in anger before though.’

      ‘Today might be a first for you then,’ Emma says.

      ‘You good?’ Matt asks me.

      ‘Ready for some payback,’ I say. ‘Whether it’s Winterbourne or undead Nazi soldiers, it doesn’t matter.’

      ‘And there was me worried about you.’ Matt laughs.

      ‘I honestly thought you were dead,’ I say in all seriousness.

      ‘We’ll talk after, yeah?’ he says. ‘For now, we need to get out of here, and figure out how to get that train out, too.’

      ‘Get me to the train,’ Cecylia says. ‘If you have any explosives with you, I have an idea how to get it moving.’

      ‘Got a bunch in my bag, especially for this man,’ Emma says, handing them to Dave.

      ‘We’ll need them to bury this place under the mountain,’ he replies. ‘We can’t let a single one of those things get out of here.’

      ‘Agreed,’ we all say.

      ‘I cannot leave here without Follia either,’ Dave adds.

      ‘Really?’ Emma asks. ‘You’d risk your life for that lunatic! She tried to have Matt and I killed!’

      ‘I understand,’ Matt says. ‘Despite everything, she is the father of his child. We will help if we can.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Dave says.

      ‘Ready?’ I ask.

      ‘Yeah,’ Matt replies, reloading his assault rifle.

      ‘We survive together,’ Emma says, unable to hide an excited grin.

      ‘I cannot wait to get out of here,’ Cecylia adds.

      ‘Let’s do this,’ Dave says lastly.
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      ADAM—Ready for payback, Germany

      Armed and ready, the five of us advance out of the officer’s quarters. There is only one way through to the train and that is past the medical facility. We have to go through the colonel and his undead.

      We advance as a unit, staying together and keeping watch in all directions. The lights flicker overhead still, providing only a dim light, but our torches and the night-vision of the headset guide the way. As we approach the chambers of the testing facility, we hear the colonel’s voice crackle over the loudspeakers.

      ‘It seems we have some rebels amongst you,’ he says with laughter. ‘It matters not, for you will all see in time that my vision is the true future for mankind.’

      Ahead of us, all the chamber doors open, releasing dozens of reapers, and beyond them, the undead Nazis.

      ‘Hello,’ Matt says cheerfully, before he, Emma, and Dave open fire with their assault rifles.

      They down a dozen of the creatures before I loose an arrow overhead, its tip loaded with an explosive charge. The arrow explodes and does a lot of damage in the close proximity of the corridor, but still the reapers and undead come at us. We fight as a unit, calling out targets and covering for each other whenever anyone needs to reload.

      The undead Nazi fire back and rounds from their World War Two weaponry ricochet around us. Thankfully, being dead has greatly affected their accuracy and we use any cover we can. I see Matt take careful aim at each target, not wasting a single round. He switches to his handgun when the reapers are too close, kicking one down when it was nearly upon him. I had no idea my brother was such a badass.

      ‘Two to the left!’ Emma shouts and I quickly draw an arrow for each, aiming and sending them soaring quickly one after the other. Both strike true, one tearing through the eye socket of an undead and the other rebounding off an iron replacement.

      ‘Damn enhancements,’ I state, drawing an incendiary arrow and letting it fly. The arrowhead bursts into flame upon contact, engulfing the soldier and any nearby.

      ‘Behind us!’ warns Dave as he draws his shotgun and lets loose with the rounds as reapers begin to close in. One reaches him, tearing its claws across the body armour and ripping off the shoulder plate. Cecylia comes to his aid, shooting the creature three times before Dave can slam its grotesque head into a wall.

      ‘You have to keep pushing forward!’ Abbey tells us, but the undeads’ gunfire is growing. Emma’s body armour is hit twice in the chest, the impact throwing her back.

      ‘You okay?’ I ask as I help her up.

      ‘Just knocked the air out of me,’ she pants, but I can see the scorch marks across her body armour.

      From the mass of undead ahead of us, one of the giants emerges. The brute crashes forward, knocking aside the undead soldiers in its path to get at us. Matt and Emma take aim, but their rounds do little damage. It knocks Matt aside and sends Emma crashing back into one of the chambers occupied by the colonel’s scientists, their faces still covered with those twisted gas masks. They attack her with their surgical instruments, scalpels and drills, forcing her farther into the chamber. I try to reach her but the giant stands in my path.

      I duck below the swinging arm of the giant, loosing an arrow into its chest but it doesn’t even slow. Diving aside from another of the brute’s lunges, I draw an incendiary arrow and ready it to launch. Before I can fire, the giant charges me and knocks me to the ground, beating down on my chest twice. The body armour takes most of the impact but I’m pretty sure a few ribs break from the sheer agony in my chest.

      The giant grabs hold of my neck and lifts me off my feet. My bow is wrenched from my grasp and I feel the giant begin to squeeze. I hear Matt try to reach me but the undead horde force him back. I barely hear Abbey calling out to me. All my senses are focussed on staying conscious.

      With my one free arm, I reach back and pull an arrow from my quiver. I stab it down into the giant’s arm but it digs into the flesh and does nothing. The giant does not even flinch but squeezes tighter around my neck. Stars appear before my eyes, unable to breathe, and I reach out for one last arrow from my quiver. I draw it, and as my eyes begin to close I stab it down into the giant’s chest with the last of my breath. Though barely aware of it, I feel the blast throw me back, the arrowhead exploding upon impact with the giant.

      I fall to the ground hard, and though dazed and deaf for a moment, my senses quickly return.

      ‘Nice shot,’ Matt tells me as he helps me to stand and we both see Emma clamber over the smoking remains of the giant’s blown apart body. Her body armour shows dents and scratches but she is unharmed, unlike me.

      ‘Are you all right?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Got any painkillers?’ I laugh, though instantly regret it from the pain in my chest and neck. I check the body armour, and though it is cracked across the chest, it is still intact.

      ‘We’ve got to keep going,’ Dave warns as Emma hands me my bow. ‘God knows how many more of them are going to come down on us.’

      We advance forward, concentrating our fire to force the undead back. More of them emerge from the rooms around us, threatening to surround us several times before we can escape. A mechanical hand reaches out and grabs Matt, trying to drag him into the horde before Dave blasts the iron limb off with his shotgun. Emma takes a slash from another rotten Nazi’s bayonet arm, cutting her own arm deep. The jaws of one corpse clamp down on my shoulder, barely missing my neck before I can throw it off.

      The five of us, Echo Team and Cecylia, fight back to back. Abbey calls out targets and advises us on progress, giving all the aid she can. We inch farther and farther through the facility, fighting for our lives with every step. There are Winterbourne uniforms among the undead, the recon team, and maybe members of the group we entered the tunnels with. They use their modern weaponry, but again, the aim is wild and uncontrolled. Their humanity is gone, their eyes glazed and soulless. Veins have darkened and any wounds have already begun to rot and fester.

      Scott and Tessa are in one of the chambers. Tessa is on a bed as deranged scientists operate on her, electrocuting and injecting her whilst Scott is literally torn apart by one of the giants. We can do nothing for them but keep moving.

      ‘The cavern isn’t much farther,’ I yell to the others, but just as I see the opening, I hear Cecylia cry out.

      ‘Help, help me!’ she screams.

      A Reaper has her and drags her back amongst the undead horde, deeper into the facility.

      ‘Cover me,’ I tell the others, the pain in my chest disappearing as I charge after her.

      ‘Go, Adam! Go!’ Abbey urges through the headset.

      I don’t need the encouragement as I loose arrow after arrow, striking down corpse after corpse as I pursue my target. An incendiary arrow engulfs two of the undead and I barge them aside, stabbing a fallen Reaper with an arrow before loosing the same arrow at a charging Nazi soldier. I see Cecylia and sprint after her, eliminating anything in my path with arrows and entangling others with the wire bolas.

      I see red. All that anger and fury I had to retain as Winterbourne and then Colonel Steinhardt took me captive returns. I use it, roaring as I fight foe after foe, almost possessed until I reach Cecylia.

      I strike Cecylia’s captor across the head with my bow, and when it roars, I force a smoke grenade down its throat. It coughs and splutters, releasing Cecylia.

      ‘Keep your head down!’ I warn as I draw an incendiary and an explosive arrow, firing both into the advancing horde of undead. The explosion rocks the facility, followed by the flames that provide a precious few seconds to escape.

      ‘Can you stand?’ I ask Cecylia.

      ‘No,’ she cries as she fails at the attempt. The Reaper has torn through the flesh of her leg just above the ankle and the bone is visible.

      ‘Sorry about this,’ I tell her, grabbing the back of her overalls and dragging her across the floor. She doesn’t fight or protest. Instead, she grabs a fallen handgun and fires back at the horde chasing us. I don’t stop until I reach the others. Dave picks Cecylia up in his arms and carries her out of the facility.

      We hurry out of the base and into the cavern, towards the waiting trains.

      ‘Get me into the locomotive,’ Cecylia instructs.

      ‘What’s the plan?’ Matt asks as we all run for the trains.

      ‘Your explosives,’ she says. ‘A locomotive typically needs eight hours of prep to heat up the twenty thousand litres of water in the boiler and bring it to pressure.’

      ‘We don’t have eight hours,’ Dave warns.

      ‘Or twenty thousand litres of water,’ Emma adds, firing her rifle three times to put down an undead Nazi soldier.

      ‘The water is already there,’ she replies. ‘I checked the levels when I was forced to stay with the trains under guard. The colonel has been keeping his prized possession ready to move.’

      ‘And the heat?’ I ask. ‘I’m guessing that’s where the explosives come in.’

      ‘Correct,’ Cecylia says. ‘My bet is your explosives are thermite based. If you break the thermite down into a fine powder it becomes useful. It can create brief bursts of heat and high temperature in a small area and mixing with water...’

      ‘Will generate the steam to get the train moving,’ I surmise. ‘This all check out, Abbey?’

      ‘Absolutely,’ she replies. ‘Cee sure knows her stuff.’

      ‘The trick is not to use too much,’ Cecylia says. ‘That can lead to…’

      ‘The train blowing up?’ Dave guesses.

      ‘Correct,’ Cecylia replies.

      ‘How do you know all this?’ Dave asks.

      ‘Engineer,’ she replies.

      ‘And train geek,’ I add. Cecylia nods in agreement.

      ‘Cecylia, get the train working,’ Matt says, giving his orders as the team’s leader. ‘Our lives are in your hands. Dave, we need to secure charges to bring the mountain down on this place.’

      ‘I’ve already got an idea for a location,’ he says, pointing to where the rivers flow down and through the mountain to the water of the U-boat dock. ‘The water flows will have weakened the structure. A sizeable explosion should weaken it further.’

      ‘A large enough explosion will ignite all the ammunition and chemicals the colonel has stockpiled,’ I state.

      ‘That’s the failsafe,’ Dave replies.

      As we reach the trains, Dave lifts Cecylia up and into the locomotive’s cabin. He climbs in after her, handing over his pack containing the explosives, and his shotgun in case needed. He returns as we hear a voice calling out to us.

      ‘You are not trying to leave us already, are you?’ Colonel Steinhardt calls to us from the entrance of the facility. He approaches.

      ‘Cecylia, stay in the cabin and keep working,’ Matt says. ‘We’ll cover you.’

      ‘I do not understand why this is so difficult for you to understand,’ the colonel states as he slowly paces towards us. Matt, Emma, and I raise our weapons but let him speak. We don’t want to hasten the delay he is giving us; every second is needed for Cecylia to ready the train.

      ‘I merely want the best for us,’ Colonel Steinhardt says, ‘to make us as strong and as adaptable as the world needs.’

      ‘You are creating monsters,’ Matt replies.

      ‘The secrets of the demon’s blood have revealed so many advancements. My reapers were once uncontrollable animals, but now they obey my every command. From them, I have learnt much about the mind and how it can be manipulated. A person’s will can be broken and controlled, as can their very soul.’

      At his command, his horde gathers behind him. At their lead is Follia and Leon, their eyes glazed and their skin pale like the rest of the colonel’s undead army. A single giant is among them too, larger than all the others we have seen. It is the brute who was Bishop.

      ‘We cannot let you leave this place,’ Colonel Steinhardt states.

      ‘He’s mine,’ I say, eager to stop the madman.

      ‘I’ll take my wife,’ Dave says, facing Follia.

      ‘I guess I’m stuck with Bishop,’ Matt says as he looks up at the towering juggernaut. ‘Should’ve brought a bigger gun.’

      ‘That leaves Leon and the rest for me,’ Emma says. She reloads her rifle with a wicked smile of excitement upon her lips.

      ‘We need to buy Cecylia as much time as we can,’ Matt says. ‘We need to stop them here.’

      ‘Good luck, guys,’ Abbey says.

      ‘We make our own luck in this business,’ I reply, drawing a smile from the entire team.

      ‘Anybody want to kick us off?’ Emma asks, eager to begin.

      ‘Figure these would be a good start,’ Dave says. He is concealing German Second World War stick grenades from the colonel’s stockpile behind his back. He passes one to Matt and one to Emma as I draw one of my last explosive arrows.

      ‘Adam, aim for the ceiling,’ my brother advises. ‘Distract and act.’

      ‘The roof caving in is a pretty big distraction,’ I reply.

      ‘Good luck, guys,’ Matt says. ‘It’s been an honour. Three, two, one.’

      At his command, the grenades are thrown and I draw and loose the explosive arrow. Everything detonates together in a chaos of fire, smoke, and falling rock.
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      MATT—Facing a juggernaut, Germany

      I lose the others in the dust of the explosion. My focus is only on the looming giant that was Bishop. He staggers clear of the falling rock, the debris barely slowing him down. Three shots from my rifle draws his attention away from the train. I regret it instantly as Bishop turns, roars, and stampedes towards me.

      I empty the clip of my assault rifle. The bullets penetrate but barely do any damage, forcing me to take cover behind a German half-track as I reload. He does not even go around the vehicle. He picks it up and throws it out of his way. I try to evade him but he is too quick, striking me hard across my back and sending me flying. I crash into the side of one of the King Tiger tanks, and fall to the ground. Everything hurts but I have to keep moving as Bishop charges at me again. The rifle lies in pieces, useless. All I have left is my handgun, but that won’t even leave a scratch on the giant.

      The hangar is filled with German tanks and jet planes, and I use them to my advantage, dodging between the vehicles and putting some distance between us whilst I come up with a plan. Bishop roars in frustration, smashing through the planes and barging the tanks away. I clamber over one tank, hoping to use the machine gun on top of its turret, but find the weapon unloaded. Bishop reaches the tank and hauls it over, sending me flying and landing hard on the hanger floor.

      I spot a fuel truck ahead of me and, drawing my handgun, fire every round into the truck’s fuel tank. I know a bullet will not ignite the fuel and I do not mean to, not yet anyway. Jet fuel pours from a handful of bullet holes and I quickly circle around to the far side of the truck.

      Bishop does as expected, charging into the truck and knocking it aside. In the process, he is covered in the fuel. I try to outrun him but he leaps forward, crashing through a jet and cornering me. I swear I see him grin with anticipation of my death.

      With no other option, I reach into my jacket pocket and pull out and ignite a flare.

      ‘You know what this is?’ I ask. ‘You know what you are covered in?’

      He does not reply, grabbing me with both hands, crushing my chest. My body armour cracks and breaks beneath the pressure, my entire torso and the organs within squeezed tight. I am overwhelmed by the fumes of fuel as his soaked hands now cover me in the fluid. It takes all my focus to keep hold of the flare and lower it to his body.

      The flames ignite instantly, covering him and setting light to the armour over my torso. In panic, Bishop throws me to the hangar floor as he screams and flees, engulfed in the flames. Darkness takes me as soon as I hit the ground and I’m barely aware of the flames spreading across my chest.
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      EMMA—Facing an army of undead, Germany

      As my vision clears, I see rotten corpses given life fused with iron and steel machinery coming straight for me. I take a knee, lining up the assault rifle and taking careful aim. I only have two magazines of ammunition remaining, including the one already loaded in the rifle. I cannot waste a single shot. Aiming for the heads, I wait until my targets are a little closer before pulling the trigger.

      As the ammunition magazine clicks empty, I quickly reload, backing away towards the train and what will be my final stand. I throw smoke grenades behind me, trying to disorientate the soldiers but it does nothing. I wish I had more of Dave’s stick grenades or maybe a few more magazines of ammunition, or hell, if we’re wishing for things, I wish I was on a beach soaking up rays. Who am I kidding? Of course I’d rather be here amongst the action. I’d be bored stupid on a beach anyway.

      Taking a knee in front of the trains, I pull the trigger slowly and carefully, but the undead seem to be moving quicker now, as if given a greater purpose. I see Winterbourne uniforms amongst them, carrying their own weapons, and am forced back farther by their gunfire. I switch the rifle into automatic mode as they close in, unleashing a torrent of bullets, but the masses of undead surround me. Before they can finally close in, I launch my final assault. I charge one of the corpses, striking it down with a swift boot to the chest. Turning, I hammer the butt of the rifle across the head of another and then fire a burst from the rifle at the approaching soldier behind me.

      A bayonet sweeps down as I move to strike another of the undead, knocking the rifle from my grasp. I raise a fist but the fiend’s arm catches mine and strikes me hard across the face. A metal claw wrapped in barbed wire grabs me by my body armour and I see the face of my foe, Leon Bransby, eyes glazed and skin pale. Steam pours from his mechanical arm and an eye glows red with machinery. His biker goggles hang loosely around his neck, one lens smashed and the other cracked.

      ‘What have they done to you?’ I ask before he strikes hard enough to dent my armour, driving the air from my lungs.

      ‘You’re Leon Bransby,’ I tell him. ‘You’re Leon Bransby.’

      He shows no emotion nor makes any reaction to his name. Instead, he strikes me again, leaving an even bigger dent in the armour.

      ‘You’re…Leon…oh to hell…with this,’ I gasp as I leap up and kick out with my legs, tearing free of his hold.

      I land on the rock of the cavern floor and roll clear, only stopping when I reach the fallen body of a Winterbourne operative. I pick up his rifle just as more of the undead reach for me. I cut them all down, but as Leon approaches, the rifle clicks empty. Instead of waiting for Leon, I charge him, barging him over and to the ground. I land on top of him and without pause, dig my hands into the machinery of his eye, cutting my fingers as I tear the iron and steel free. Leon thrashes against me but I don’t stop until the replacement is severed and I drop it to the ground. Only then does the thing that was Leon Bransby stop moving.

      I stagger to my feet, bruised, battered, and bleeding, but the undead are still advancing around me. Through it all I see Matt in the distance, lying still with flames rising across him.
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      DAVE—Facing my mad, possessed ex-wife, Germany

      She finds me among the smoke and flames as I knew she would. She has yet to have any mechanical enhancements but her eyes and that damaged skin tone, that isn’t her. She walks towards me, not staggering like the others, but not with her usual guile either. In her hands is her Katana blade, rising up and ready to attack as she nears.

      Despite all she has done, all the crimes she has committed and all the people she has hurt, she is still the mother of my child. I have to try, if only for my little girl.

      ‘Jenny,’ I call to her. ‘Jenny, snap out of it!’

      She does not respond but charges me, swinging the blade down and then across to cut me in two. I deflect the blade with my rifle, a spark shining where the metals collide. The Katana swings again, higher to behead me, but I duck back and away.

      ‘Jenny, listen to me!’ I plead. ‘This isn’t you!’

      She remains unmoved, hunting me in silence.

      ‘I guess they finally found a way to shut you up,’ I say, ‘but that’s not you. Follia you called yourself, madness. It’s that free spirit that I fell in love with. They cannot have taken all that from you.’

      The Katana rises and I take my chance. Before the blade falls, I close the gap between us and grab her wrists. I try to knock the blade from her grasp but she overpowers me, punching me hard across the face again and again until I back away, blood pouring from my nose and lips.

      Before I can recover, she brings the Katana down hard and slices into the flesh of my arm. Her senses must be off as the Jenny I know would have severed the limb.

      ‘You’re still carrying that blade,’ I tell her, grasping the deep cut across my arm. ‘There must be some of you still in there.’

      She continues towards me, blade swinging back and forth, cutting through the air.

      ‘I’m not leaving here without you,’ I tell her, but she still attacks.

      The Katana rises and falls and I use my rifle to deflect the blow three times. On the third strike the blade cuts into the gun’s mechanism and becomes stuck, giving me one last chance to reach her. I barge forward, forcing her over and both of us to the ground. As I tear the blade from her grasp, she forces herself on top of me, hands gripped around my throat.

      ‘Your name…is Jennifer…Barton…’ I tell her between gasps for air. ‘You…have…a…daughter. Her name is Libby…’

      I see it in her distorted eyes, a flicker of recognition.

      ‘Your daughter’s…name…is Libby,’ I tell her again and the grip on my throat begins to loosen.

      ‘You have…a daughter,’ I repeat. ‘Her name is Libby…and she is five years old.’

      Jenny’s eyes begin to flicker and return to their normal green. She’s fighting it. Her grip loosens even further until I am able to break free of her grasp. Her eyes lower and then close, body falling limply onto me. I check her life signs, and though it is faint, her heart is still beating.

      ‘I’ll get you out of this,’ I tell her, rising up and carrying her towards the trains as the undead continue to advance.
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      ADAM—Facing the Commander & Creator of the Undead, Germany

      Colonel Steinhardt is my only target. He is standing back as the carnage unfolds around him. If we should fail in our attempts to bring down the mountain, at least I can stop this commander of the damned, the mad scientist who created all this evil. At his side are two guards, reapers, waiting like attack-dogs.

      I circle round and use the wrecked, abandoned vehicles for cover, keeping to the edge of the battle as my team holds off the onslaught. At all times, I keep one eye on him as I creep closer, making sure he doesn’t evade me and disappear. I just need one clean shot with an arrow to end him and his vile plans. I am all out of incendiaries and explosives; a good old-fashioned arrowhead will have to do.

      When I’m as close as I dare, I take a half breath, draw an arrow, take aim, and let it fly. The arrow soars true and on target, the colonel unmoving until the very last moment. His hand rises just before the arrow hits true, impaling his palm. Steinhardt does not flinch, but smiles as he pulls the arrow free.

      ‘Spirited young fool,’ the colonel states as he signals his pet reapers to hunt me down.

      I fire two more arrows at Steinhardt, one soaring wide and the colonel dodging the other, before I am forced to withdraw as the reapers near me. I pull back towards the trains, loosing arrows at the reapers in hopes that I can hit one of the creatures before they reach me. One hits true and I take advantage to put another arrow through its chest.

      I do not see the second Reaper until it is almost on me. The creature leaps up and crashes into me, throwing us back and tumbling. Before I can rise to my feet, its claws reach me, tearing chunks out of my body armour. With a deafening shriek, it roars and lowers to sink its fanged jaws into my throat. I kick out with both legs, forcing the creature away long enough for me to scramble free. I throw a bolas at it, catching its deformed body and limbs in a tangle of wires, but it continues to shriek with rage.

      ‘Such failure,’ Colonel Steinhardt states as he approaches. He kills the trapped Reaper with his Luger pistol before turning the firearm on me.

      ‘Wait, wait,’ he says, lowering the gun. ‘I could use someone with your tenacity and skill. I will need replacements for the losses I have suffered today.’

      ‘Forgive me if I don’t come willingly,’ I reply in defiance, drawing an arrow and lining it up on my bow.

      ‘I have many means to enforce submission,’ the colonel replies before he suddenly charges me.

      I have time to release a single arrow before he reaches me, the shaft impaling in his chest. The colonel does not stop and hits me hard enough to throw me over ten metres back. I crash to the ground but roll with the landing, rising up and firing another two arrows before Steinhardt can close the distance. Both arrows bury themselves in his chest but he still doesn’t stop. He grabs me by the body-armour and lifts me off my feet.

      ‘I only mean to make you stronger,’ he tells me, fully believing his words.

      ‘And enslave me,’ I reply, hitting and kicking him as hard as I can, trying desperately to free myself of his grasp. I manage to draw dark blood from his scarred face but he still does not release me. Instead, he throws me back and I collide with one of the Nazi gold trains.

      ‘Get up, Adam,’ Abbey tells me through the headset. ‘GET UP!’

      Before I can recover, he is on me again, slamming me into the locomotive. I try to fight him, punching hard until he releases me. I hit him fast and with as much strength as I can, the stomach, kidneys and head my targets. I twist free, trying to strike him from behind but he is too fast, a boot kicking me hard in the chest before he goes on the offensive. His punches hit like sledgehammers and even with both hands I can barely block a single swing of his fist.

      With one almighty effort, I close in on the colonel and hit him with every ounce of energy I still possess. I hit him a dozen times, enough to draw foul dark blood from the madman’s lips, but all he does is smile at me.

      ‘My turn,’ Steinhardt says. He grabs me by my armour and throws me into the side of a train carriage, cracking the windows with the impact of my body before I hit the cold, hard floor. I try to rise up but he strikes me one more time across the head, my knees buckling from the blow.

      ‘Shh,’ the colonel whispers, quietening me as I try to resist him. ‘Though brave, your efforts are for nothing.’

      At his wrist extends the long serrated dagger and he stabs it into my side. My body armour takes some of the blow but the blade still finds my flesh beneath. The pain burns unlike anything I have felt before and I struggle to maintain consciousness, feeling the warmth of my blood seeping from the wound.

      ‘As you can see, I have experienced my formulas and enhancements for myself,’ the colonel states. ‘I once saw one of my first test subjects do this, and for decades I have wanted to experience it for myself.’

      ‘Fight him, Hunter!’ Abbey pleads.

      He takes hold of my head with both hands and slowly begins to apply pressure. Stars appear before my eyes, my very skull feeling like it will crack and crumble.

      ‘FIGHT HIM!’ Abbey screams.

      ‘You won’t escape!’ I yell at the colonel. ‘Someone will stop you!’

      ‘Who of your pitiful band could pose a threat to me?’ Steinhardt laughs. ‘The one surrounded by my men? The one burning in the hangar, or the one trying desperately to rescue his former love?’

      I try to respond but my words are gibberish until he lessens the pressure.

      ‘What was that?’ he asks.

      ‘You…missed…one,’ I reply, seeing the barrel of a gun emerge from the driver’s cabin of Hitler’s Steel Beast.

      My world erupts with the sound of the blast and the colonel is thrown off. I cough and splutter, my head ringing with sound and pain but no longer being crushed in a vice. As I stumble to my feet, I see Cecylia emerge from the locomotive, shotgun in hand. She’s limping heavily, her leg bandaged and causing her a great deal of pain with every step. I help to lower Cecylia to the ground and support her to stand.

      We stand over the body of Steinhardt, half his skull missing but the colonel is still very much alive.

      ‘Cezary and Piortr Nowak,’ Cecylia states with a fury I have not seen. ‘What happened to them? What did you do to them?’

      ‘They died,’ the colonel sneered. ‘I worked them, starved them, and when they could do no more, I used them for my tests.’

      Cecylia pulls the trigger of the shotgun, emptying a round into the colonel’s chest.

      ‘That was for Cezary Nowak, my great-grandfather,’ Cecylia says.

      ‘Do you hear that?’ the colonel asks. ‘That vehicle escaping.’

      I do hear the sound of an engine and the screech of tires as a truck careens away towards the tunnels. There is nothing I can do to stop it, not at this distance.

      ‘Doctor Zajak,’ I guess.

      ‘My apprentice, though only for a short time, will continue my work,’ the colonel sneers, earning another round from the shotgun into his chest.

      ‘That was for his son, Piortr Nowak,’ Cecylia states.

      ‘If you kill me, it will release all my creations from my control,’ Steinhardt states, his voice beginning to fade. ‘They will become mindless animals. They will hunt and kill you and anyone else they find.’

      ‘It’s worth the risk,’ Cecylia states coldly, taking out the Star of David hanging from her necklace and holding it for the colonel to see. ‘This is for all the lives your regime took and ruined!’ She aims the shotgun at the colonel’s head and pulls the trigger one last time. The blast leaves nothing of the colonel’s head intact.

      ‘I really wish I hadn’t watched that,’ Abbey says through the headset and I hear the sound of her vomiting.

      ‘I wish I hadn’t heard you throwing up,’ I reply, forcing a laugh as I check my stab wound. With Cecylia keeping watch, I apply a sealant from my first kit, causing me more pain but greatly slowing the blood loss. The wound still hurts, really hurts, but my quick-fix will have to do until we can get out of here.

      From all across the cavern and facility we hear wails, screams, and inhuman roars, Steinhardt’s army unleashed.

      ‘Sounds like the colonel wasn’t lying,’ Abbey says.

      ‘C’mon,’ I tell Cecylia, carrying her back up into the cabin of the locomotive. ‘We need you to finish getting the train ready.’

      ‘We need to hurry,’ Emma’s voice calls as she carries Matt’s unconscious body toward us.

      ‘He okay?’ I ask, seeing smoke rising from my brother’s scorched chest.

      ‘Just a bit charred,’ she replies. ‘Give me a hand, would you? Your brother weighs a tonne. He’ll be fine, but he’s out of it for now. Have you seen Dave?’

      ‘Did someone call my name?’ Dave calls from across the room. Follia is slung over his shoulder in a fireman’s lift.

      ‘Don’t say a word,’ Dave warns, snarling.

      ‘Wouldn’t dream of it,’ I reply, causing Emma to laugh.

      More of the undead soldiers stagger towards us and Dave places Follia in the locomotive cabin alongside Matt. Then he hands us what remains of the explosives.

      ‘Set the explosives where the rivers meet the U-boat dock,’ he instructs as he climbs up towards the top of the train. ‘You already know how the trigger mechanism works after your firework escapades.’

      ‘What about you?’ Emma asks.

      ‘That Nazi colonel kept this train in pristine condition and ready to roll out,’ he replies over his shoulder. ‘My bet is the flak guns are loaded. We need them.’

      ‘Hurry up,’ Cecylia calls out to us. ‘The thermite has been applied and the water temperature and pressure is soaring. If we don’t leave soon the whole thing will blow.’

      ‘As soon as it’s ready, guide the train out slowly,’ I tell her. ‘We’ll jump on-board as you pass the docks.’

      ‘C’mon,’ Emma says, taking the colonel’s Luger pistol and leading us towards the U-boat docks. We see more of the undead emerge from the facility, dozens of them, hundreds, all marching free.

      We set the explosives at the point where the rivers meet the docks as per Dave’s instructions. To give them an extra kick, I drag nearby crates of ammunition towards them.

      ‘Should make a helluva bang,’ I tell Emma. ‘This is very close to the train lines so we will wait until we are well clear before setting off the explosives.’

      ‘One problem with that,’ Emma replies, holding up a device with two bullet holes right through it. ‘This is the trigger.’

      ‘We can’t set it off?’ I ask in alarm. We can’t let these monsters escape the mountain.

      ‘We can’t do anything from distance,’ she replies. ‘I can maybe rig it with a delayed timer. Twenty seconds maximum, maybe at a push.’

      ‘That’s not long if this brings down the mountain like Dave predicted,’ I say. ‘Someone will need to stay behind.’

      ‘Who?’ she asks. ‘Got to be one of us, I guess.’

      ‘We can figure that out after you set the timer,’ I tell her, already knowing the answer.

      I spot a vehicle that may be of use and hurry towards it, just as the train begins to make its approach. It’s an impressive sight, a testament of German engineering and design. It is unbelievable to think that it has not moved in over seventy years, yet now, with steam pouring from its chimney and the pistons and wheels rotating, it is as if it had never stopped its life on the tracks.

      Hitler’s Steel Beast lumbers forward slowly, Cecylia’s head sticking out of the cabin window as she sounds the horn. With a deafening crack and boom, I hear the flak guns open fire on the approaching undead horde, Dave’s guess proving correct. The deadly four-barrelled cannons tear through the mass of Nazi soldiers but more keep coming and are already closing in on the docks where Emma is setting the explosives.

      I check my chosen vehicle’s fuel tank and am amazed to see it is half full, even more so when the engine starts up on the third attempt.

      ‘A motorcycle,’ Emma calls to me. ‘Why am I not surprised?’

      ‘Germany has always produced good cars and bikes,’ I reply, pushing the bike towards her. ‘Is the trigger ready?’

      ‘Yes, but the timer will give us only ten seconds, twelve maybe,’ she says, showing me the make-shift device. ‘I’m sorry, but it’s the best I could do. It’s a simple on-off trigger switch.’

      ‘Ten seconds is not enough time to escape,’ Abbey tells me.

      ‘We’ll make it work,’ I tell them as the train nears us. ‘Now, you’d better get on board the train. I will wait until it is well clear before I activate the explosives.’

      ‘You can’t hold back that horde on your own,’ she says, pointing towards the approaching undead. ‘That’s suicide; I won’t let you do it.’

      ‘Somebody has to stay,’ I argue. ‘Better just one of us than the mountain burying everyone.’

      ‘No, you’re not doing this,’ she says firmly. ‘That’s final.’

      ‘Fine, we’ll do it your way,’ I tell her, secretly taking a wire bolas from my jacket. ‘Keep an eye out while I check over the trigger.’

      ‘Worried about my work?’ she asks, turning her back for the one moment I need.

      ‘Not at all,’ I reply, throwing the bolas, its wires wrapping around her arms and legs.

      ‘What the hell are you doing?’ she yells at me.

      ‘What the hell are you doing, Adam?’ Abbey repeats through the headset.

      ‘I won’t let this place claim you as well,’ I tell Emma, picking her up and over my shoulder before she can fall. I don’t have a death wish, but I won’t risk her life, or any of the others.

      ‘Why are you doing this?’ she demands, still fighting against the wires. ‘Why are you sacrificing yourself?’

      ‘You know why,’ I reply as I match the momentum of the train and board the locomotive’s cabin. ‘Explain it to Matt, please,’ I tell Emma as I lower her to the cabin floor. ‘I doubt he’ll understand either.’

      ‘Don’t do this, Adam,’ she pleads, but my mind is already made up.

      ‘What’s the plan?’ Cecylia asks, keeping her eyes on the train’s controls and gauges.

      ‘Full steam ahead,’ I reply, edging towards the cabin door. ‘Get them all safe and out of this hole. As you said before, the history and precious cargo stored aboard this train belongs to their rightful owners, the families and cities that lost everything in the Nazi occupation. Get the gold, art, all of it, and yourselves home.’

      ‘What about you?’ she replies.

      ‘I’ll be fine,’ I lie. ‘I always am.’

      I drop down from the train and watch as it passes and heads towards the tunnel and escape. Dave continues to fire the forward flak guns until they too have entered the tunnel.

      ‘I don’t understand either,’ Abbey says.

      ‘Yes, you do,’ I reply. ‘I’d rather you didn’t watch this next bit.’

      ‘I’m not leaving you,’ she replies.

      ‘Thank you,’ I tell her.

      ‘Emma is going to be so pissed with you,’ Abbey says.

      ‘Never doubted it,’ I reply.
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      CORPORAL ANDREW COOPER—Prisoner. Somewhere in Germany

      We’re dragged down the dark tunnels. McClair struggles against them with every step but I save my energy. We may only get one chance to put up a fight and try to escape so I bide my time and wait. My left hand is in agony from the fingers they’ve removed, as is my mouth from the ruined teeth. I swear to pay our captors back before I die.

      We are pushed on into one of the testing rooms. Tables lined with medical equipment and two chairs are waiting for us. After so long in the dark cells, the bright lights hurt our eyes. McClair tries to fight his way free one last time but the clubs and rifles of our guards stop him. He is tied to the chair with leather straps, and then for good measure, they add chains before a pair of female scientists inspect him. Just as the guards take hold of me to tie me to another chair, Colonel Steinhardt enters the room along with a pair of scientists.

      ‘Don’t do this,’ I plead. ‘It’s wrong. You’ve tortured and experimented on innocent people,’ I say. ‘We’re innocent. We have families.’

      He scoffs, ‘Innocent! You mean criminals, cowards, and murderers?’

      ‘They didn’t deserve this. Nobody deserves this!’

      ‘It’s a greater purpose; one beyond the here and now,’ the colonel explains. ‘This is about discovering the ancient truths from myths of old. When the Fuhrer first told us of his ambitious plans, we secretly laughed. We thought it was all fairy tales and bedtime stories to scare little children, but we were so very wrong. We found a survivor of a time long past, a horror and evil of this world. The demon’s blood holds true power and the key to the Reich’s dominance of mankind.

      I realise he means Vlad.

      ‘We hunted him for many months before we finally cornered him. We were astounded by his power and eager to find a way that we could harness it. We immediately saw the potential, dreaming of an army made up of soldiers all with his powers. There were many failures until Krueger was our first breakthrough.’

      ‘But you haven’t managed to repeat it in others.’ I laugh, mocking them. ‘You have only your one freak of nature.’

      ‘The answer has not revealed itself yet, but we are close. Soon we will find perfection and the giants, Riese, will march across this world and crush all who oppose us. We believe a higher concentration of the dosage, such as this one I now hold, may result in a faster metamorphosis. Let us see whether this is true with your friend here.’

      ‘Don’t do this,’ I say, trying to fight free of the guards holding me. ‘I beg you, don’t do this.’

      ‘Stay away from me, you bastards!’ McClair screams.

      I try to reach for Colonel Steinhardt to stop him but the guards are too quick, hitting me hard and knocking me to the ground.

      ‘Wait, wait,’ the colonel says with a cruel smile of delight across his face. ‘Corporal Cooper, how long have you been a soldier in the British Army?’

      The room tremors, the lights flickering for a moment.

      ‘Do not fear,’ the colonel says. ‘It is just Allied bombers. I assure you, we are quite safe inside the mountain. Now Corporal, tell me how long you have been a soldier?’

      ‘Since the beginning,’ I reply, still gasping for breath.

      ‘And you have lost friends? Comrades?’

      ‘Too many.’

      ‘Name them,’ the colonel orders. ‘Tell me all who you have lost. Share with me all that you have sacrificed’

      ‘No,’ I say as I struggle to stand.

      ‘You will do this or I will submit your friend here to the experimentation,’ the colonel orders.

      ‘Corporal, don’t…’ McClair tries to say before he too is beaten into silence.

      ‘Well, what is it to be?’ the colonel asks, syringe held to McClair’s arm.

      ‘Henry Brooke,’ I say, defeated as the room continues to shake from the Allied bombing. ‘William Campbell, Darren Long, Stanley Woods, Ben Wilson, Simon Thompson, Richard Stone, Alan Radley, Paul Baker, Charles Taunton.’

      ‘So many lives taken,’ Colonel Steinhardt says. ‘So much to endure. I too have lost people dear to me. The lives of my wife and children were taken by the bombs of your air force. Countless brave German soldiers will never return home to their families, lost in the deserts of Africa, the frozen wastes of Russia and the battlefields of Europe. You think that I am evil, but I am not the evil here. I am searching for a miracle – one that will protect our soldiers so no more are needlessly lost.’

      ‘The war is almost over,’ I repeat, the room trembling again from another Allied bomb drop. ‘There’s no need for any of this. Stop, now, I beg you.’

      ‘I am afraid, Corporal, you will have one more name to add to your list,’ the colonel says, jamming the syringe into McClair’s arm.

      McClair screams in agony, his body instantly shaking and struggling against the restraints. His skin pales, his veins blacken, and his eyes whiten. McClair’s hands and feet curl into claws, and his hair and teeth fall out as fangs tear through his mouth. His screams become roars.

      Then the room tremors and the lights go out, plunging us into darkness.

      ‘Do not fear, my friends,’ Colonel Steinhardt says. ‘The generators will restart any moment.’

      I take my chance, hitting the nearest guard and grabbing a scalpel from the table of medical equipment. With the small blade, I cut through the restraints holding down McClair and release the beast he has become.

      I back away until I hit the wall behind me, hearing the screams of the guards and scientists as McClair tears into them. They try to flee but cannot escape his claws. When the lights flicker back on I see the bodies of the guards all around me, but no sign of Colonel Steinhardt.

      The creature that had been McClair stares straight at me, blood covering its claws.

      ‘GO!’ it roars in its inhuman voice, my friend’s mind almost gone but a remnant still holding on. ‘GO!’

      I take a Luger pistol from the body of one of the dead guards and run, tracing my steps back through the facility towards the cells. I can still hear and feel the impacts of the bombing outside the mountain. This is my only chance to escape, but I’m not getting out on my own.

      As I reach the cells, I gun down the two guards at the entrance.

      ‘How did you get away?’ Lathbury asks as I reach him and the other prisoners.

      ‘No time,’ I tell him, using the guard’s keys to release him. ‘We’re getting out of here, Bob. All of us.’

      ‘What, even him?’ Jenkinson asks, pointing to the masked prisoner.

      ‘I said all of us,’ I say, freeing everyone I can before turning to Vlad.

      ‘They called you a demon,’ I say to him.

      ‘They are right to,’ he replies with menace.

      ‘They’re using your blood to create those monsters,’ I say. ‘I can’t just leave you here.’

      ‘You have my word on my honour that I will not harm you or any of your men,’ Vlad swears beneath the metal mask.

      I release Vlad of his chains and the strange mask, catching him before he falls. He must have been here for years, barely skin and bones. For a moment his black eyes meet mine. I see a battle within him, an internal struggle as what looks like fangs emerge among his teeth. I raise the Luger pistol, fearful of what I have unleashed, but he stops me.

      ‘Thank you, my friend,’ Vlad manages to say, the black eyes gone and the fangs vanished.

      ‘What are you?’ I ask.

      ‘Evil,’ he simply replies.

      ‘Don’t make me regret this,’ I tell him.

      ‘I will keep to my vow,’ Vlad says

      ‘Jacobs, Waters, carry him,’ I order, the two men helping Vlad to stand. ‘The rest of you, take whatever weapons you can find.’

      Without warning, Corporal Allen suddenly grabs the Luger from my hand and turns it on himself.

      ‘I will not let them torture me anymore,’ he declares, lifting the pistol to his head and pulling the trigger.

      Time momentarily stops and we look to one another to check that we have all witnessed the same thing.

      ‘Why did he do that?’ Lathbury asks, stunned like the rest of us.

      I shake my head. I guess he’d had enough. There is only so much anyone can endure.

      What remains of my section and the rest of the prisoners follow me out of the cells. We move as fast as we can, despite the injuries and the days without food, fear and our desire for escape drives us on. There are screams ahead of us and more machine gun fire. We step over the bodies of more dead guards until we are beyond the tunnel and reach the main caverns and hangars. It’s chaos. Dozens of the creatures have escaped in McClair’s rampage. They hunt down the German guards and scientists, taking vengeance on those who tortured and experimented on them.

      ‘Get to the trucks!’ I shout to our group as Lathbury and I force back two of the escaped monstrous fiends. ‘Jenkinson, Myhill, get them out of here!’

      The creatures move fast and barely register the bullets as they strike. One gets past us, leaping clear and tearing apart one of the prisoners we released. It takes three bullets to the head to finally stop the crazed beast, but by then its prey is already dead.

      ‘Look!’ Lathbury says, pointing towards the dock. Colonel Steinhardt and his men are loading crates onto a U-boat, making their escape with the gold and crates from the trains.

      ‘We can’t let them get away,’ I say, arming myself with a fallen rifle. ‘If they’ve got the blood with them, they’ll use it to create more of these creatures.’

      ‘Agreed,’ Lathbury says.

      ‘Stop them!’ Colonel Steinhardt yells as he sees us.

      I fire my rifle at him but a mighty roar deafens me and I’m suddenly knocked aside by the towering brute Krueger. His eyes are crazed and there are deep claw marks across his face and body.

      ‘You die here, Englishman!’ he roars.

      Lathbury opens fire on him, but the German brute grabs hold of my friend and beats him bloody before throwing him into a pile of crates marked with the word ‘Riese’.

      Krueger steps towards me with madness in his eyes but is stopped as the beast that had been McClair leaps at him along with two more of the experiments’ victims. They bite and claw at the brute but he endures it all, snapping the neck of one of the creatures and then almost tearing another in two. He beats down McClair and then pummels what had been my friend into the ground, pulverising his twisted, monstrous body.

      Krueger reaches me and though I shoot him until there are no more bullets left in my rifle, he does not stop. I hit him but he strikes me back like a sledgehammer before taking hold of my head and beginning to squeeze.

      ‘Let him go!’ I hear Lathbury roar, his voice different. Wrong.

      My friend has a syringe hanging from his arm. He’s already changing, growing taller, stronger, his skin reddening just like Krueger’s. Krueger drops me, and together, the two brutes charge and clash. They beat each other again and again, neither giving any ground nor showing weakness until Lathbury lets out a monstrous, sickening roar. His eyes have whitened as his body continues to change. He bites down on Krueger’s throat with fanged jaws and then tears his claws straight through the Nazi’s back and out through his chest.

      Krueger falls lifeless to the ground with Lathbury standing over him, victorious. Eruptions rock the cavern as arsenals of munitions begin to explode. The tremors grow as entire magazines of ammunition and all those terrible chemicals the scientists used in their experiments ignite.

      Towards the dock, Colonel Steinhardt’s men enter the U-boat and are making their escape.

      ‘They’re getting away,’ I say.

      ‘I will stop them,’ Lathbury says as he doubles over in pain. ‘Go, Andy! Get out of this cursed place.’

      ‘Bob, no,’ I tell him. ‘We’ve lost so many already. I can’t lose you, too.’

      ‘Goodbye, my friend,’ he tells me, roaring in pain again. ‘Go! Get our lads home!’

      ‘Bob, please don’t do this,’ I plead.

      ‘Goodbye,’ Lathbury replies, turning and running towards the dock.

      I yell after him, but he does not slow or turn back. The U-boat has already cast off, but Lathbury leaps from the water’s edge and lands on the submarine’s tower. My friend tears open the hatch and climbs inside before sealing himself within. The U-boat then sinks into the water and is gone.

      ‘Corporal!’ I hear Jenkinson shout to me from one of the trucks. ‘C’mon, we’ve got to get out of here!’

      Myhill runs to me and drags me away, pushing me up and into the back of the truck. All around us, the Nazi base continues to burn and explode, but I am numb to it all. I look back to the water, hoping for any sign of the U-boat and my friend, but there is nothing to see. As soon as the rest of the escaped prisoners are aboard the truck, Jenkinson sends it accelerating away and down one of the tunnels.

      ‘Where’s Vlad?’ I ask, realising he is nowhere to be seen.

      ‘Gone,’ Myhill replies before sobbing loudly. He’s been shaken by everything he has endured in this nightmare. We all have.
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      ADAM—Alone and surrounded by the Undead, Germany

      ‘Ready for one last stand?’ I ask.

      ‘I’m with you to the end, Hunter,’ Abbey replies.

      As the train continues to enter the tunnels, I turn back to the U-boat dock and the explosives. The undead are already swarming around the trigger and I have to fight them back. I use two arrows, stunning a pair of soldiers before I charge into them, barging both into the water of the U-boat dock. I fight off another with my bare hands, running dangerously low on arrows.

      I watch as the last of the cargo containers vanish into the tunnels, but to my shock I see a figure left behind. Of course it’s Emma. She’s freed herself somehow and is determined not to let me stay here alone. Once safe, she runs towards me.

      ‘Em, you’re crazy!’ I say.

      ‘That makes two of us!’ she says, her lips placing a kiss on my cheek that is tantalizingly close to my lips.

      A second later, she hits me hard on the chest. ‘Don’t you ever do anything like that again!’ she warns. ‘Have you learnt nothing since you joined the museum! We are supposed to be a unit, a team, a family! We do not leave anyone behind! We survive together!’

      ‘Told you she’d be pissed,’ Abbey taunts.

      ‘I didn’t want you risking yourself…’ I try to argue.

      ‘That is not your call to make!’ she yells, before forcing a smile. ‘But I’d have tried to do the same. I was actually about to throw a stun grenade at you before you saw me.’

      ‘Outsmarted for once,’ I tease.

      ‘A one-off,’ Emma replies. She picks up a German Second World War submachine gun from a corpse and readies herself for our final stand. ‘So, are we doing this or what?’

      ‘Absolutely,’ I reply, pulling one of my arrows free of another body. I will need every last one if we are to hold off the undead long enough.

      ‘Abbey, can you monitor the train?’ Emma asks via her earpiece.

      ‘Matt’s got a tracker on him, so yes, I can monitor their progress through the mountain.’

      ‘Keep us updated,’ I tell her.

      ‘The train’s still picking up speed,’ Abbey replies.

      ‘The time created by Dave’s flak cannons has just about run out,’ I reply.

      The horde has reached us, Nazi and Winterbourne undead clamouring forward. Some have firearms and others wield the rusted blades, claws, drills, and saws of their enhancements. We fight together, back to back. We fight with everything we have.

      I loose two arrows and then throw my last wire bolas before charging down a rotting corpse. Emma is behind me, firing round after round until her gun runs empty. After that, she uses anything she can as a weapon. My last arrow soars, leaving my quiver empty, but still the horde come. I am forced to use the bow as a staff, clubbing one corpse before another snaps the bow in half with its twin bayonets fused at the arm. The deceased Nazi smashes its blades into my body armour, tearing one section free before I can evade it. My chest beneath the armour is sliced open, but not deep – I hope.

      ‘Keep them away from the bike,’ I tell Emma as I charge down a woman that was a Winterbourne operative. Half her face has been replaced with iron. ‘It’s our only way out of here!’

      ‘You just focus on protecting that trigger!’ she replies, tearing the rusted metal blade from a Nazi soldier’s severed arm and using it as her own dagger.

      ‘Reaper!’ I warn Emma as one of the creatures leaps towards us. I pull her clear of the beast’s charge, and Emma quickly recovers and strikes the creature with her make-shift blade.

      ‘You’ll hate me for saying this,’ I say, ‘but if this is the end… then I’m glad you’re here with me.’

      ‘Likewise,’ she says with the hint of a smile at her lips. ‘Abbey, where’s the train?’

      ‘Getting close to a kilometre from you,’ she replies.

      ‘How much longer until they reach a safe distance?’ I ask.

      ‘You don’t want to know,’ she replies, before crying, ‘Watch out!’

      A mechanical arm tries to grab me, clawing into my cheek before I can force it off. The warm blood spreads across my face, but I stand my ground and keep fighting until we hear an almighty roar from the facility. A giant bursts through the remains of a facility window and then charges straight for us.

      ‘However far the train has got, that’ll have to do,’ I warn as I barge down two of the undead to reach the motorcycle. ‘Emma, get on!’

      I hand her the trigger as she climbs onto the back of the bike behind me, the engine thankfully starting up on first attempt.

      ‘GO!’ she and Abbey yell.

      ‘Hit it!’ I tell Emma and she activates the trigger.

      I send the bike hurtling forward, dodging through the wreckage of the Nazi base and masses of undead.

      ONE. TWO. THREE.

      A reaper charges us but I swerve clear, barely missing it by an inch.

      FOUR. FIVE. SIX.

      Bullets ricochet around us.

      SEVEN. EIGHT. NINE.

      The giant is right behind us, roaring and reaching out, smashing down anything in its path as we head towards the tunnel out of the base.

      TEN. ELEVEN .TWELVE…

      ‘Maybe I messed up the trigger,’ Emma cries. ‘We have to go back.’

      I’m about to agree, but before I can count to fifteen, we feel the shockwave of the blast, the German ammunition igniting brilliantly. Water gushes through the breaches in the cavern and great sections of the mountain tear free and crash down.

      ‘Don’t slow down!’ Abbey warns.

      ‘Not planning on it!’ I reply with the giant still right behind us.

      Water gushes down the tunnel behind us as more and more sections of concrete and rock fall from the ceiling. I don’t let go of the accelerator and never touch the breaks, relying only on my instincts to navigate the tunnel.

      ‘You did it! The whole mountain is coming down!’

      ‘Yep!’ I yell back as the tunnel begins to fall.

      Behind us, the giant is struck by a massive piece of falling rock, and then he is utterly engulfed by the collapse of the tunnel.

      ‘Keep going!’ Emma shouts, tightly pressed against my back.

      ‘C’mon, c’mon!’ I yell to myself, urging the bike on with everything it has.

      ‘Take the next tunnel left,’ Abbey advises.

      ‘You sure?’ I ask.

      ‘Trust me!’ she yells.

      I trust her, making the hard turn into another tunnel, which is much tighter and narrower than the train route.

      ‘Where are you taking us?’ Emma asks.

      ‘A short cut,’ Abbey replies. ‘Ever since you entered the mountain, I had your headset conduct a survey of the all routes.’

      Abbey’s short-cut has led us to a ledge running parallel with Hitler’s Steel Beast.

      ‘Get us down there,’ Emma shouts.

      ‘Yes, boss,’ I reply, urging the bike on until we are just ahead of the train. I wait for the right moment and then send the bike off the ledge and down to the train tracks, just ahead of the locomotive. The train horn blares repeatedly, Cecylia signalling in triumph as we see the light of day ahead of us.
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      CORPORAL ANDREW COOPER—Free. Somewhere in Germany

      We travel through the tunnel, Jenkinson not slowing once until we reach daylight on the far side. When we emerge, it is into the ruins of a battle. Burning tanks, shell craters, and bodies litter the ground. A tank shell explodes to our flank and Jenkinson brings our truck to a sudden stop with hands raised. Ahead of us are a dozen British and American tanks with infantry support. We all step out of the truck with hands raised in surrender, hoping they recognise we are not Germans.

      ‘We’re British!’ I shout out and the infantry quickly approach us. I cannot believe my eyes when I see that they are from the First Suffolk. They gather around us, greeting us and calling out for medics and doctors.

      ‘Andrew Cooper, I don’t believe it!’ a voice shouts to me.

      ‘Captain Grayburn,’ I say in surprise before he suddenly hugs me with his one good arm.

      ‘I thought you and the others were dead,’ he says.

      ‘We almost were,’ I reply. ‘Captain, the mountain, don’t go in there.’

      ‘I have orders…’ he begins to say.

      ‘Bring the mountain down,’ I reply. ‘Block every single tunnel into that place. The Death’s Head Division is inside there. Bury them, Sir. Please, trust me. You don’t want them getting out into the world.’

      He holds my gaze for a moment before nodding in agreement, trusting me. The captain passes the orders up the line, and shortly after, the tanks open fire along with artillery from the rear. The mountain is pounded and great sections of rock fall and cover the entrances, the horrors within trapped.

      ‘Thank you for trusting me, Sir,’ I say, as Captain Grayburn and I watch.

      What is left of my section and the surviving prisoners watch and cheer with each explosion.

      ‘Over these past years you have certainly earned more than my trust,’ the captain replies before looking to the mountain.

      ‘What happened in there?’ he asks.

      ‘I can’t explain it, Sir,’ I reply. ‘I thought I had seen the worst of humanity during this war, but… we lost a lot of good people. McClair, Taunton, Baker, and…’

      ‘Lathbury?’ he asks.

      I cannot bring myself to answer.

      ‘I am sorry,’ Grayburn says. ‘I know the pair of you were close. He was a good man. They all were.’

      ‘The best,’ I reply with a forced smile.

      ‘We’ll get you some food, water, and uniforms, soldier,’ Captain Grayburn says as he summons a sergeant to carry out his orders. ‘Then we’ll get you back to England and your families.’

      ‘No, Sir,’ I decline. ‘We cannot go, not yet. Not until this whole damned war is over.’

      ‘You misunderstand, my friend,’ Greyburn says with a broad grin. ‘It was announced yesterday. Hitler is dead and the Germans have surrendered. This mountain was one of the last Nazi holdouts.’

      I cannot take it in. These last days are a blur and now the news I have waited so long to hear. Doc Baird quickly appears and I make sure he sees to Jenkinson, Myhill, Jacobs, and Waters, the last of my section. They were all I could save.

      ‘We’re going home, Myhill!’ Jenkinson cheers, hugging his friend tight. ‘We’re going home!’

      ‘I can’t believe it,’ the marksman says in shock. Waters and Jacobs are the same, none of us able to truly take in the news we have waited so long to hear.

      I fall to my knees, tears streaming from my eyes as it finally sinks in.

      ‘I’m coming home, Maggie,’ I manage to say. ‘I’m coming home.’
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      ADAM—Absolutely shattered. The ruins of the Winterbourne Base, Germany

      I sit there in exhausted silence with my eyes closed, waiting for the painkillers to kick in. My head, chest, arms, and legs all ache. I have a dozen cuts including my stab wound but they are all bandaged along with a shot of antibiotics to fight off infections.

      All around me is the ruin of the Winterbourne base camp; much of it was destroyed when the German military arrived. Winterbourne quickly abandoned the site when they realised they faced greater numbers and tried to burn any record or incriminating evidence. Thankfully, the commotion gave enough of a distraction for Emma and Matt to enter the mountain.

      The ground makes for my seat, my feet warming by the dying embers of a fire. What is left of my body armour lies in a heap next to me along with my ruined bow and torn up backpack. Two empty bottles of water litter the floor with a third already in my hands.

      ‘You okay?’ I hear Matt ask, taking a seat next to me with an arm around my shoulders. I can hear the weariness in his voice and opening a single eye reveals that his burnt armour is gone, leaving him in his British Museum operational uniform. It was the uniform that saved him, fending off the flames that enveloped his body armour over top. His baseball cap survived too somehow, his one constant. He has a few bandages of his own over his chest and neck where the flames breached his armour.

      ‘Do you prefer the name Flame-Grilled or Barbecued?’ I ask.

      ‘Roasted has a good ring to it,’ he says, wincing as he sits beside me. I offer him my water but he turns it down, a bottle already in his hands.

      ‘You didn’t answer me,’ he says. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘What do you want me to say?’ I reply. ‘I was kidnapped, taken into a lost Nazi base filled with monsters, and beaten half to death by the undead colonel who created the beasts – and worse of all, I thought you and Emma were dead.’

      ‘Not a typical day, was it?’ Matt forces a laugh. ‘Perhaps Karl Lehmann was right and we shouldn’t have tried to hunt down those trains.’

      ‘Maybe.’ I chuckle, wincing from the pain in my… everywhere.

      ‘Survived though, didn’t we?’ Matt says. ‘We always manage that.’

      One day, we won’t, I think to myself but dare not say it aloud.

      ‘It’s a funny thing to see,’ Matt says. ‘Watching a mountain collapsing in on itself.’

      ‘You should have seen it from the inside,’ I reply. ‘

      ‘Try being set on fire,’ he says, hitting me in the arm as he chuckles. His laughter quickly stops, his tone becoming more serious.

      ‘Must’ve been a helluva thing for Emma,’ he says, ‘seeing the flames on me after what happened to her folks.’

      ‘Despite that, she still helped you,’ I say. Anything for family.

      Emma approaches but doesn’t say a word, simply slumping down behind me and resting her head against my back. It’s a good job she didn’t hear us talking about her.

      ‘You all ri…?’ I begin to say before she silences me.

      ‘No talk, just rest.’ Emma sighs. ‘After all this, I could sleep for a week.’

      The three of us just sit there for a while, not speaking. I close my eyes and imagine I am somewhere else, a beach maybe. Under the sun’s rays, my pains lift away. Of course, that might just be the painkillers kicking in.

      ‘Cee okay?’ Matt asks, breaking the peaceful silence.

      ‘She’s better than okay,’ Emma replies with a yawn. ‘She’s having great fun bossing the military about over her new train.’

      ‘Her train?’ I ask with a chuckle.

      ‘That’s what she says. As the first one to drive it in over seventy years, I can’t blame her for claiming ownership.’

      ‘Here you are,’ Dave moans as he drops down next to us, warming his hands by the fire. He takes my offered bottle of water and downs most of it in a single go.

      ‘I wish Gabriel was here,’ he says shifting, so he is lying on his back, arm over his eyes to block out the sunlight. ‘I guarantee he would’ve had some booze on him.’

      ‘How’s the wife?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Ex-wife,’ Dave says. ‘She’ll be fuming when she wakes up. The military have taken her into custody over what happened in Berlin. She’s on her own now.’

      ‘Is she herself again?’ I ask.

      ‘Looks like it, so far,’ he replies. ‘Won’t know for certain until she wakes up – it might be hard to tell the difference.’

      ‘It was a good thing you did, bringing her back,’ Matt says.

      ‘I had to,’ Dave replies. ‘For my little girl’s sake, if nothing else.’

      ‘Hey, guys,’ Abbey says, patching into our earpieces. ‘I have bad news. It looks like Doctor Zajak escaped.’

      ‘Really? How?’ I ask.

      ‘Smashed her truck straight past the military cordon,’ Abbey replies. ‘The truck was found in the woods nearby with no sign of the doctor.’

      ‘Colonel Steinhardt warned that she would continue his work,’ I say.

      ‘That’s a problem for another day,’ replies Matt.

      ‘The German military is continuing the search for her and the rest of Winterbourne,’ Abbey explains.

      ‘They won’t find them,’ I say.

      ‘Sadly, I think you’re right,’ she says. ‘How are you all?’

      ‘Still alive,’ Matt says. I see him rummage through his backpack before producing his notebook. A smile escapes my lips when I see that book, knowing it started my entire involvement with the British Museum. Matt begins scribbling his coded notes of what he saw in the mountain. I wonder how many more adventures he has recorded in those pages.

      ‘Try not to lose it again,’ I tell my brother, before feeling Emma’s head slump against me.

      ‘She asleep?’ I ask the other two quietly, feeling Emma’s slow, heavy breathing against my back.

      ‘Yep,’ says Matt in a hushed voice.

      ‘I’ll be joining her soon,’ Dave murmurs, a snore quickly escaping his lips soon after.

      ‘Matt, take a picture,’ I joke, pointing at the slumbering Emma at my back. ‘It’d be a great wind up.’

      ‘She will kill us both,’ he replies. ‘This is the first any of us has slept since before Museum Island.’

      ‘That’s a no, I take it?’ I ask with camera-phone at the ready, but he doesn’t answer.

      ‘Hi everyone,’ Cecylia greets us as she walks over

      ‘If it isn’t the lady of the hour,’ Matt says.

      ‘I didn’t do anything special,’ Cecylia says blankly.

      ‘You got Hitler’s Steel Beast running and saved countless pieces of art and treasures that were thought lost,’ I reply. ‘I’d count that as pretty special.’

      ‘I wouldn’t have survived that place if it wasn’t for you,’ she replies. ‘Thank you, all of you.’

      She hands Matt a leather-bound book with a Nazi insignia on its cover.

      ‘What’s this?’ he asks.

      ‘I found it in the colonel’s private quarters amongst his many writings of the occult,’ Cecylia explains. ‘I thought it might be of interest. Among the pages are names and photographs of the British and American soldiers taken by the SS Totenkopf Division.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Matt replies. ‘Maybe we can offer some closure to families who don’t know of what happened to their loved ones.’

      Cecylia nods in agreement and I know she is thinking of her own ancestors.

      ‘What happens to the train and its cargo now?’ I ask.

      ‘That will depend on the new owner,’ Matt says, gesturing to Cecylia.

      ‘I have contacted Professor Lainson, who is making her way here as we speak,’ Cecylia replies.

      ‘I’m sure she will be ecstatic over the finds,’ I say of the Monuments Men descendant.

      ‘She was when I spoke to her on the phone,’ Cecylia says. ‘We will work together in returning the treasures to their rightful owners. It might take years but I vow it will happen.’

      ‘Your family would be proud,’ Matt says. ‘If you ever need it, I’m sure there would be a place at the British Museum for you. We’d all gladly give you a recommendation.’

      ‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘Your efforts in this will not be forgotten, I promise you.’

      A member of the German military summons Cecylia with more questions about the train and its cargo, so she makes her goodbyes and is gone.

      The four of us, with Abbey still in touch at the museum, remain where we are, exhausted, filthy, bruised, and bloody. My eyes close and sleep very nearly claims me before Matt nudges me with his elbow. I open my eyes and see that the colonel’s journal is open in his lap, a photograph of a group of prisoners in his hand. Matt’s eyes are open wide in shock, mouth unable to find words.

      ‘What is it?’ I ask him.

      He doesn’t reply with words but points to a single photograph.

      I scan the image, a dozen prisoners marching at gunpoint into the mountain. I see what has stunned Matt straight away. It’s the eyes I see first, black and staring. There’s the same ragged dark hair and pale skin with veins as pronounced as twisting tattoos. He looks no younger or older than when I faced him in the Vatican. I state his name, barely able to believe it.

      ‘Vladimir Makov.’
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      The Suffolk Regiment fought throughout the Second World War European Campaign. They faced the blitzkrieg in France 1940 before being evacuated in what was to be known as the miracle of Dunkirk. They trained in England and Scotland in preparation for what would be their return to France on D-Day, 6th June 1944. On that fateful day the regiment would distinguish itself by capturing the Morris artillery battery and the Hillman Fortress, feats which are barely mentioned today, but without these accomplishments, the British Army would have struggled to secure a beachhead in Normandy and therefore the entire invasion would have been at risk. The ‘bloodiest square mile’ of the war in the battle of Chateau de la Londe was also a true event. Facing heavy enemy shell fire and counter-attacks, the regiment took the objective but at the cost of one hundred and sixty one men killed, wounded, or missing.

      The Suffolk Regiment was made up of incredible men who gave everything for King and country and faced all the Germans could throw at them time and again. They carried out impressive feats in the face of terrible conditions, against an enemy that would not yield a single yard without a fight. I hope that their inclusion in this book goes some way into ensuring that their deeds are not forgotten.

      I did borrow a few of the regiment’s anecdotes, with the soldier dousing his trench in petrol and the officer knocking on the turret of a German tank, all events mentioned by several sources in the ranks. Sadly Corporal Andrew Cooper and E and F Companies were inventions, the battalion only being formed of A – D companies, though I am glad the companies and the regiment itself did not have to suffer the fate of facing Colonel Steinhardt.

      The SS Totenkopf Panzer Division, or Death’s Head Division, was a real division in the German army. Thankfully, it is not known for the occult happenings which occur in this book, but there was one moment of infamy I reference. This was the La Paradis Massacre of 1940, where a large group of Norfolk Regiment soldiers surrendered to the SS Division after running out of ammunition. Ninety-seven of the Norfolk Regiment were executed with only two escaping. Many of the SS officers were appalled by the actions of the company commander of the unit, Fritz Knochlein. Knochlein would face trial for war crimes in 1948 for which he was found guilty and sentenced to death by hanging.

      And of the trains themselves. There was a train known as the Fuhrersonderzug, or Hitler’s Steel Beast. The Fuhrer used this train as his armoured mobile headquarters to plan his campaigns across Europe and against the Soviet Union, evacuating entire towns when the train was stopping for the night or to refuel. The train itself is said to have been divided up by the American and British forces at the end of the war and converted to commercial use, though only a single carriage still survives today.

      It is sad to say that the Nazis really did plunder occupied Europe and Russia for its riches with much still unrecovered. Even today, many historians dedicate their lives and careers in tracking down these missing relics. The Nazi gold trains or the Walbrzych Gold Trains is. However, a local legend in Poland. A train, or three trains as the legend goes, is supposed to house three-hundred tonnes of gold, jewels, and masterpieces hidden away in a system of tunnels known as the Owl Mountains. These tunnels are said to be part of Project Riese (the unfinished train routes, not the Nazi occult experiments the hunters face) and house the trains and their gold horde somewhere in the mountains near Walbrzych. Searches for these tunnels and the trains within have been ongoing for years, with the largest expedition to date occurring in 2015-16. Nothing was found, and according to historians, there has never been any proof that the trains existed at all.

      Trains loaded with gold, jewels, and masterpieces. Of course the hunters of the British Museum would join the search for such prized treasures.
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      So here we are, Book Three. First of all I have to say a massive thank you to everyone who has supported the Relic Hunters series. All the reviews and feedback have been tremendous and it really is all the motivation I need. It is great when readers come up to me to talk about particular scenes, favourite characters and their own theories as to how the story will go. To all of you I express my deepest gratitude.

      The biggest thank you regarding research for this entry in the series goes to the Suffolk Regimental Museum and the Curator Gwyn Thomas. I wanted to base the historical story on a local regiment in the Second World War, and though I am a Norfolk lad, the neighbouring Suffolk Regiment and their journey through the Second World War matched perfectly with the story I wanted to tell. Curator Gwyn Thomas gave me a wealth of information and stories about the regiment and its tremendous deeds and answered all the many questions I had. The story of Andrew Cooper and the Suffolk Regiment would not have turned out nearly as well as it did without his valuable information.

      I thank you all.
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