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Prologue

Germany 1945

 

The once half-timbered city of Halberstadt was still burning when the small convoy passed through its outskirts. The USAAF Flying Fortresses hadn’t left much of it standing, just enough to suggest it had once been a beautiful medieval city. As the Jeep bounced and bucked over debris, Alan Towers balanced the tatty copy of the pre-war Baedeker on his lap and turned the pages with numb fingers. He found the relevant passage, which identified Halberstadt as one of the oldest cities in Eastern Germany, founded by Charlemagne in the ninth century. ‘And pounded to dust by the Americans in the twentieth,’ he added.

It was a pity the picturesque houses were now smouldering shells, but Towers had seen enough destruction to be past caring about the loss of yet another Altstadt or a thirteenth-century cathedral, no matter what the quality of the woodcarvings. He was more worried about any snipers that might be lurking in the smoking ruins. He had lost a gunner to one three days before, and could still see in his mind the impossibly neat hole that had been drilled into the man’s forehead, and the jagged, fist-sized wound that had been left when the bullet emerged out the other side.

‘Stay sharp!’ he shouted above the engine noise.

They were deep behind enemy lines now, even though there weren’t many enemies to be seen, at least not in uniform. Just old men, women and children, all stamped with the same beaten, bewildered expression: How did it come to this? Well, you started it, Towers always thought.

It was doubtful that many of the civilians even realised it was a British convoy racing by them. The raiding-party consisted of two Jeeps, with Towers in the lead vehicle, followed by a pair of trucks containing their support troops and technical staff, with a third lorry empty, ready for loading with any booty they should find. It also contained shackles for restraining any reluctant prisoners.

The vehicles were all unmarked, apart from Union Jacks on the canvas roofs of the lorries. The biggest danger to them was from marauding Allied planes, not the Wehrmacht or the SS or the armed Hitler Youth they sometimes came across. It was fervently hoped that one of the tank-busting Typhoons or Mustangs that patrolled the area above might notice the markings before blowing them to kingdom come.

Leaving the town behind, the road began to climb into the foothills of the Harz Mountains, through trees still dusted white from the last of the season’s snowfalls. The temperature dropped noticeably and Towers pulled his greatcoat around himself. If it got much chillier, they’d have to zip up the canvas door covers, even if it meant risking a slower response time to any attack.

The convoy was an offshoot of No. 2 T-Force (for ‘Target’), a clandestine unit whose objective was to locate German scientists and their inventions and capture them before the Americans or Russians got to them. Towers was both the senior officer and the linguist of the group, with decent German and Russian, hence his position in the lead Jeep. They were also carrying an armed TAT, Technical Assessment Team, and a photographer, as well as the regular troops. Advanced German rockets, jets, chemical weapons, munitions, engines, submarines – anything of technological importance was  within their remit. But the prize they were hoping for had proved the most elusive: the Foo-Fighters.

During raids over Germany, aircrew – mostly American but some RAF – had described strange lights in the sky, burning spheres or cigar shapes that would hover beside them and then dart away at incredible speeds. Initially dismissed as hallucinations caused by oxygen deprivation, identical incidents continued to be logged by returning pilots and gunners. And not all the oxygen supplies in the 8th Air Force could be faulty. Towers had recently discovered that the Americans had named the bizarre apparitions after the cartoon strip called Smokey Stover, in which the main character called himself a ‘foo’ instead of a ‘fire’-fighter.

Clues to the location of the factories that might have created such ‘weapons’ had come from the Combined Detailed Interrogation Service, which had debriefed freed slave labourers. Some of those at the Volkswagen plant claimed to have once worked in the Harz Mountains on top-secret projects involving balls of fire – the so-called Kugelblitz. These installations, dug into the side of the hills to protect them from Allied bombs, were known as G-Werke or ‘shade factories’. Of course the half-starved workers weren’t the most reliable of sources. It might be nothing. But if they were right, the mountains might just turn out to be home to the Foo-Fighters – hence this dash behind the lines.

Corporal Dobson, his driver, dropped down a gear as the incline steepened and the haze from the scorched city thinned. The trees closed in, hugging the roadside; the thick columns of pines, and their proximity to each other, created patches of blackness that the grey daylight failed to penetrate. Behind him, Towers heard Cook, his replacement gunner, swivel his pair of ring-mounted Vickers K machine guns, covering one side of the woods; the gunner in the following Jeep would be pointing his weapons at the opposite side. Anything blinked in there, it would be torn to shreds.

Above the fumes of the engine, Towers caught the occasional  rich scent of damp humus from the forest undergrowth. He looked up at the watery sun, not quite high enough to clear the apex of the tallest trees. It was just gone noon, and soon it would begin its downward arc. It was important to reach the location while there was still light.

‘How much more, sir?’ asked Dobson, in his thick Scouse accent, clearly thinking the same thing. All the troops were drawn from a Liverpudlian regiment and they had been fighting together since D-Day. Even if Towers sometimes had trouble understanding them – and their sense of humour – he was pleased to have such a battle-tested bunch of men watching his back.

Towers checked the map, tracing the road from Halberstadt south towards Thuringia, and said: ‘A couple of hours at most, if there are no problems.’

As the last word left his mouth, he saw the truck ahead. It was skewed to one side of the road, its rear flap furled up, and uniformed soldiers were moving around it.

‘Kinnell,’ said Dobson, in one of his trademark concertina-ing of words.

Towers reached into the greatcoat for his Browning pistol, and heard a loud click from the Vickers behind his head, but Dobson squinted through the windscreen and announced: ‘Yanks, sir.’

‘Buggeration.’ In some ways Germans would have been preferable. At least they could have just shot them up and moved on.

‘What’ll I do?’

Judging from the way their vehicle had veered into the trees, the Americans had suffered an accident; this didn’t look like a break for coffee or a piss. Some of the Yanks, on hearing the T-Force engines, took two steps into their path, weapons at the ready. Towers knew there was a clear code of the road here: the British should stop and help an ally in any way they could. But first, he had to make sure the Yanks didn’t shoot them up, thinking they were Nazis.

‘Can you play anything American?’ asked Towers.

‘Y’what, sir?’

‘On the horn. I don’t know – “Star Spangled Banner”? “Yankee Doodle Dandy”? Let them know we are friendly.’

‘Sorry, sir.’ The tone suggested that naked tap-dancing on the bonnet might have been just as appropriate. ‘Er, there’s a flag under your seat.’

‘A what?’

‘Union Jack.’

Towers scrabbled beneath the seat and found the bundle of cloth. He stood up, losing the shelter of the windscreen, and felt the sting of the icy slipstream on his cheeks. Stretching out his arms, he let the flag unfurl and began to shout: ‘We’re British! British!’ The Union Jack snapped in the wind and folded in on itself, but it did its job: M-1s and carbines were cautiously lowered. From the corner of his mouth he said to Dobson, ‘Slow up, but keep going.’

The convoy’s speed dropped as it approached the rear of the six-wheel truck, and an American Lieutenant appeared from around the front of the ‘Eager Beaver’, as the workhorse was known, scratching his forehead. Towers indicated to slow even further. He dumped the flag in the footwell and gripped the top of the windshield to balance himself.

‘You all right?’ Towers yelled.

‘Broken axle,’ said the American.

‘Bad luck.’

‘Any chance of a ride?’ the Lieutenant asked, eyeing up the rest of the British convoy.

They were level with him now. He appeared to be even younger than Towers, not yet in his twenties. ‘Where are you headed?’

The American hesitated. ‘Gernrode, more or less. There’s a POW camp there needs liberating.’

Of course there is, Towers thought cynically – I don’t think! These Americans would hitch a lift and then try to usurp his mission, perhaps by stealing the spare truck. ‘Sorry,’ he said, the  lie slipping easily off his lips. ‘I have an order to proceed to Ascherleben.’ Then, with some truth he added: ‘There’s a sweeper unit some way behind with engineers on board. They’ll sort you out.’

When the Yank realised the British had no intention of stopping, a crackle of rage came off him as he yelled: ‘Yeah – but hey, you guys,’ he began to jog alongside them, ‘what the fuck do—’

Towers gave the signal to speed up and slumped back down in the seat. As the Jeep accelerated, so did the rest of his convoy. He was sure they heard far more of the ripe language from the Americans than he did. Nevertheless, that was a good result. He’d heard rumours that a US Operation Paperclip raiding-party – their equivalent of T-Force – was ahead of them. Now it wasn’t. So, unless the Russians had advanced further than Intelligence suggested, his group would have the road to the G-Werke all to themselves. He just hoped the boffins in the lorry behind him knew what they were looking for, when they found the secret installation. Because the first T-Force to crack the secret of the Foo-Fighters would be the one that history remembered.




Part One: 1948

Cold Light




One

Laura McGill had never kidnapped anyone before. She wasn’t even convinced of the best approach to the crime. She was too slight to use physical force, not without an accomplice, and she wasn’t entirely sure how you recruited one of those. ‘Fancy a bit of abduction, Thursday?’ was not the kind of topic you raised over the bacon counter at Lipton’s.

Still, she needed help of some description. Even though her target was in his fifties, he was still a man, and might be considerably stronger than her. It would be just her luck to choose an ex-Commando who could snap a neck with a flick of the wrist. Which meant she had to have an advantage. Such as a gun.

Which was how a pretty blonde in her mid-twenties came to be loitering on the south side of Piccadilly one spring evening with a Colt .32 in her handbag, pacing a few yards of pavement opposite Albany, the building where the target, a man called Rufus Napier, had his flat, or ‘set’, as she had heard them called. Napier controlled access to the files of the Special Operations Executive, or SOE, and seemed determined to keep them to himself. Laura intended to wrest from him the details of her sister’s last mission.

The aim was to intercept him before he made it to the main gate of his apartment block, which was protected by a couple of burly ex-Guardsmen. She had already followed him on several  occasions, and knew his routine. Napier invariably left the Home Office in Whitehall at 5.30 p.m. on the dot and always walked home, along Pall Mall and Lower Regent Street, no matter what the weather. Picking him up in Whitehall was a possibility, but there always seemed to be policemen stationed outside the government buildings, and several roving foot patrols. Plus parking inconspicuously was difficult anywhere near Number Ten and the Houses of Parliament. It was better to catch him at Piccadilly where she could park for up to one hour, right outside the Royal Academy, and intercept him just when he was slowing his brisk pace, in sight of Albany, and home.

Part of her accepted that what she was about to do was very wrong, but they had left her no choice. She had little experience of violence, not since her days in the Service at least, but sometimes it was the only option. Laura had spent the last few months dashing herself against the most implacable, uncaring bureaucracy in the world, feeling the frustration build in her until, almost inevitably, she had snapped. She was about to abduct the man who had blocked her every request to discover what had become of Diana. And part of her was looking forward to it.

The weapon in her bag had been given to her in Calcutta by Force 136, the local name for the Special Operations Executive, for ‘personal protection’ during the food riots there, and she had neglected to turn it in at the end of hostilities. She had even ignored the 1946 War Trophy gun amnesty. Laura never knew why she had hung onto it: perhaps this was the reason.

She jumped as the London Evening News vendor behind her yelled something incomprehensible about the forthcoming Olympics. Ahead of schedule? Behind? He shouted a second mangled phrase, an elongated moan she deciphered as ‘West End Final’. Laura moved out of earshot, past the Simpson department store, towards the newly re-erected statue of Eros.

Of course, she told herself, it wasn’t really kidnapping. It was more an enforced meeting with an unwilling participant. And she  wouldn’t even produce the gun unless she had to. There would be no ransom demands, no furtive phone calls or notes to Scotland Yard. All she wanted was fifteen minutes of the man’s time, face to face, and then she would let him go. After that, he could call the police if he wished. But then he’d have to admit that a mere slip of a woman had bested him in broad daylight. He’d also have to admit why, and he wouldn’t like that.

Even through the crowds, she spotted the tall, bowler-hatted figure of Rufus Napier as he turned the corner right on schedule, swinging his brolly so the ferrule made a bright ringing sound on the pavement. He approached on her side of the street, as he had the other nights, aiming to cross at the zebra just before Albany. She waited until he was level before she fell in alongside him.

‘Mr Napier?’

His eyes blinked rapidly, as if the sound of his own name had startled him. He took in a woman with a long but attractive face, a little thin perhaps, and with two dark crescents under her eyes, but quite striking nonetheless. ‘Yes?’

He carried on, not breaking stride, forcing her to almost run alongside him as they passed St James’s Church. ‘Could I have a word?’

He stared down at her for a good few seconds, as if trying to place the face. ‘I’m sorry – you are?’

They were on the crossing now and she had to be quick. ‘Laura McGill.’

‘Ah.’ She could see him wracking his brains, as the metal ferrule alternately tapped on the black and white stripes. ‘The name is familiar.’

‘I’ve written to you several times. I need to talk to you about my sister. Diana McGill.’

They reached the north side of Piccadilly and he stopped suddenly, causing people still on the crossing to spill around them as they stepped onto the kerb. A bus honked its horn impatiently as the zebra took its time to clear. ‘I’m sorry, Miss McGill. I can’t  respond to enquiries outside of office hours. You need to make an appointment.’

‘I’ve tried,’ she hissed.

‘Well, if you’ll just ring my secretary...’

Now she felt her anger rise. She’d spoken to that damn woman a dozen times, had come to loathe her haughty, why-are-you-bothering-me tone. Before she knew it, the little automatic was in her hand, barely visible in the voluminous sleeve of her coat. She stepped in closer to obscure it further from public view. It was doubtful Napier had a good look at it, but when it hit the bottom of his ribs, he knew exactly what it was. She was so near now she could smell his peppermint-scented breath.

‘Listen carefully to me,’ she said. ‘I’m pretty much at the end of my tether here.’ She pressed the barrel harder into his chest and he moved away. ‘Do you understand?’

When he didn’t reply, Laura inclined her head in the direction of the Royal Academy. ‘There is an Austin Ascot just along the street. See it? That black car.’

The Civil Servant nodded.

‘We are going to get in it. You first, then me. Without any fuss or bother.’

Napier felt a burst of fear in his stomach. He had been the kind of spy who never moved beyond the shabby corridors and meeting rooms of St. James’s, who had fought his war by sending coded messages and deciphering others’ field reports, wielding nothing more deadly than green ink and mimeographs. Now that he’d been put out to grass at the Home Office, physical threats were the last thing he had anticipated. ‘Are you insane?’ he spluttered.

When she replied, her voice was small, but icy cold. ‘Yes. You know, I rather think I am.’

Napier looked into her eyes for a second and, not liking what he saw in there one bit, moved obediently towards the waiting car.




Two

Berlin

 

James Hadley Webb had chosen the Goethe, a shabby café in the middle of Hahnestrasse, as the rendezvous point with his Objective. It was a desolate road of mostly ruined houses close to the imaginary line that marked the transition to the Russian zone. The southern end of the street was blocked by the rubble left from the demolition of a Flakturm, a massive anti-aircraft tower, once bristling with long-range 128mm guns, but blasted level by the Red Army in 1945. Gossip had it that hundreds of bodies were still entombed in the air-raid shelter below. This explained why it had always been low on the priorities of the Trümmerfrauen, the women who cleared Berlin’s streets and bombsites. The neglected pyramids of brick, steel and concrete meant there was no through traffic on Hahnestrasse. A man could escape on foot over the dereliction, if he knew how. Jimmy Webb knew how.

He also knew that the café had a rear exit that led into the 1920s’ tenements which had been hastily converted back into habitable units with tarpaulin and plywood. Again, prior knowledge was needed to navigate the stinking maze of alleys and ruined courtyards. Webb had practised the route twice, earlier in the day.

Almost satisfied with his preparations, Webb gripped Alan  Towers’s arm just as they were about to enter Café Goethe and pulled him back onto the street. The lad’s eyes widened in an unspoken question and he pushed back a lock of his dark hair from his forehead. Webb sometimes thought Towers was just too handsome to be a spy. Whereas he himself was blessed with a perfectly acceptable but nondescript face, Towers in certain lights looked like an actor from the Rank stable of charming would-be leading men, with a hint of something dark and brooding, but in a non-threatening way. There was Spanish blood on the mother’s side, so he’d heard.

‘I think one of us should stay outside,’ Webb said. ‘No good both of us being in there.’

Towers wrinkled his nose, twisting those matinée looks. That was more like it, thought Webb. ‘What, one of us should sit in the warmth, with Kaffee und Kuchen?’

‘Yup. And it’s my turn inside,’ said Webb with a wink.

‘When isn’t it your turn inside?’ Alan Towers shot back.

‘When you get my job.’

‘I was forgetting,’ said Towers, the condensation of his breath streaming into the icy air. ‘But I thought you skiers were used to the cold.’

Webb gave a peevish grunt. The very mention of skiing made him tetchy. At thirty-five, he was too old for the actual team, but a man of his experience should have been among the coaches for the British at the recent Olympics in St Moritz; however, he had been refused leave by London. It wasn’t in the interests of national security to go gallivanting off, he was told. Well, what about national pride? The bloody French and Americans had taken most of the honours.

‘Keep an eye out,’ he said tersely now. ‘Let me know when the Objective is in sight. Watch for a signal from the Sweepers, OK?’

‘Righty-o,’ Towers said, as jauntily as he could manage. He’d suspected this would happen; that was why he was wearing his thick Pesco thermal underwear.

Webb peered down the street and picked out the silhouette of one of Ernst Henkell’s men. There was a team in place to act as ‘Sweepers’, designed to neutralise any tags that Otto, the Objective, might have acquired along the way. Otto was good, but it was worth double-checking that he was clean and unencumbered when he came across. The Sweepers were off-duty policemen, moonlighting for dollars, who could intercept any suspicious characters by flashing their papers and detaining them for an hour or two on some dubious pretext.

Satisfied the safety net was in place, Webb entered, nodded to the café owner and took his place in the corner, near the window, just where it met the smoke-stained wall, with its tatty cinema posters for American movies. Casablanca, Key Largo, Duel in the Sun. Webb hadn’t seen any of them. He wracked his brains for the last time he had sat in the cinema. Two years ago, he decided. He’d gone with Olivia to see It’s A Wonderful Life. It had been her idea to go and they had argued, of course. He could recall the details of the row – hardly surprising, since they were always the same – but not the film.

The Englishman ordered a coffee and took out his hip-flask, ready to perk up the beverage when it arrived. There were no other customers, probably due to the fact that the Goethe was like an outpost of the Arctic. The iron potbelly stove was cold to the touch and in all likelihood hadn’t been lit for days.

The mug was thumped down on the table and Webb rubbed his hands together and asked the scarecrow of an owner if there was any heat to be had. The man shook his head sadly. ‘It was last warm in here in April 1942. A Monday, I think.’

Webb laughed politely at the man’s deadpanning and made a mental note to send one of his lads round with the offer of some NAAFI coal at a reasonable price. It was always worth cultivating a new rendezvous or potential dead-letter drop. The promise of warmth bought you a lot in this bone-chilled town. Once he had gone, Webb tipped the whisky into his drink and sipped.

Through the grimy window he could just about spot the darker outline of Towers in the shadows, hidden away from the yellow cone of feeble light emanating from the nearby streetlamp. At the request of the lad’s father, an old friend who had coached the British bobsleigh team back in 1936, Webb had rescued Towers from a dreary existence listening in on Russian Air Traffic Control. Poor old Towers had joined SIS after the war thinking he was going to be a spy and then he’d been shunted to the new Electronic Intelligence section. Eavesdropping on aircraft movements wasn’t espionage as far as Webb was concerned. This was proper spying - out at the sharp end. Even if the pleasure was a little blunted when your Objective was tardy.

Webb checked his watch. He could afford to give Otto some leeway. It was a long, perilous trip from Saxony and the Czech border back to Berlin. What were a couple of hours either way? He thought of the desolate, dangerous places Otto would have passed through: Aue, also known as the Gate of Tears, Schneeburg, Oberschlema, with its radium baths, and Johanngeorgenstadt. His cover as a Socialist Unity Party labour organiser, responsible for meeting the ever-growing quotas for mineworkers, was as good as it could be. That is, barely adequate if you met the wrong kind of Ivan. And there weren’t many of the right kind.

‘You want something to eat?’ asked the owner.

‘Not yet, thank you. Perhaps in a while.’

‘There’s not much anyway,’ came the glum reply.

‘Not much’ would be sausage, or at least a tube of sawdust impersonating a sausage, perhaps some bread, and a soup of some description. Add homemade cakes if there was a Frau Café Owner which, looking around the cobwebbed corners of the ceiling, he doubted. Still, he shouldn’t have anything to eat no matter what they could rustle up. Webb had managed to put a few pounds on these last few months thanks to a combination of stodgy canteen food and the inclement weather, which had disrupted his usual exercise routine. It wasn’t much of a gain, but he sometimes imagined he  could feel the extra ridge of fat on his midriff slowing him down. That wouldn’t do at all.

The rap on the window made Webb start. A second rap followed. It meant: subject approaching, all clear. Webb took a larger gulp of the coffee and unbuttoned his coat. It would be no fast draw, but a Browning automatic was weighing down the inside pocket of his suit jacket, just in case.

The doorbell clacked as Otto entered, followed by a swirl of the dusty wind, which he quickly shut out. Webb rose to his feet to greet the German. His first impression was how much more lined the face was, how sallow the cheeks. But the eyes still burned bright. Otto had been in the U-Boat Command, trained to use miniature submarines in what amounted to suicide missions. He had survived only because the war ended before he could be sent to attack Allied shipping. Now, virulently anti-Communist, he was Webb’s best source on what was happening in the mines. Otto was one of a group of agents – the other major asset being a stay-behind network known as Librarian – that kept his creaking Special Operations Branch organisation a player in the Berlin game.

Webb pumped the German’s hand. ‘Otto! Am I pleased to see you here.’

‘I am pleased to see me here, too. My God, Jimmy, I can’t do that again. I think I have aged twenty years.’

‘Nonsense. You look hail and hearty,’ he lied. Otto smiled at the platitude. ‘Coffee? And a schnapps?’

‘Yes.’

Webb caught the familiar sour tang coming off the Objective. Otto was afraid. The smell of fear and agitation filled the room, as tangible as cigarette smoke. Well, it was to be expected. Webb’s job was to reassure him, now he was home free.

Webb sat and swivelled in his chair towards the counter. The owner was nowhere to be seen. ‘Hello! Service!’

‘I went down a mine, Jimmy. My God. They are working people to death down there. Black marketeers, prostitutes, and intellectuals.  That is their punishment. Three years in the Gate of Tears. Better they should shoot them.’ The voice was full of horrors remembered, and for a moment Webb could see the dark, dank tunnels, taste air that was gritty with lethal particles of radioactive rock. ‘I heard something, Jimmy. Something scary.’

It was always like this. The rush to get it off their chest, to tell everything in the first ten minutes, was almost irresistible. Jimmy Webb knew he had to slow things down. Otherwise he would be swamped by a disjointed torrent of Intel, much of it rubbish, but embedded within the sludge might be sparkling little gems that were easy to overlook. It was like panning for gold in a riverbed of rumour, innuendo and conjecture, and it was best done at leisure, when the Objective had relaxed, and the stink of the job was no longer on him.

‘Service!’ Webb repeated.

His voice sounded hollow as it echoed around the deserted café. Webb felt as if icy fingers were playing down his spine. Something was wrong.

The fracture line exploded along the window with the sound of a gunshot. Webb whipped around just in time to see Towers bounce off the glass, arms flailing like a puppet whose strings had been severed. Otto was already out of the chair, and Webb slid his hand into his coat, his fingers closing on the Browning, but he was too slow. The two men who had burst in from the rear were already brandishing their Markhov pistols.

‘Do not move! Keep your hands on the table.’ The English was crude, the words slurred into one multi-syllabled bark, but the threat behind them was clear and authoritative.

Webb managed to ease the Browning a half-inch from the pocket before the first shot cracked out. Plaster fluttered down from the ceiling. ‘Stop now!’

Webb did as he was told.

The third man, who came in through the front door, was a big specimen, well over six feet and broad with it. He was dressed in  a heavy black overcoat, with a dark Homburg pulled down over his eyes. The shadow cast by the brim wasn’t deep enough to hide the bulbous, pockmarked nose that disfigured the face. His leather gloves shone like liquorice. One of them was wrapped around a Walther P38.

‘What is the meaning of this?’ demanded Webb, turning on the full-bore bluster of an outraged Englishman whose home had been invaded. ‘Who the hell are you?’

The man ignored him; instead he turned to look at Otto. The German’s eyes were moist with tears and wide with fear. There was confusion in there, too. He was in the West, under the protection of the British Military Government. How could this happen?

‘Smyert Shpionam,’ the big man said softly, before the room filled with the boom of the Walther’s discharge. Webb’s body jerked with shock and he pushed back in his chair. Otto’s head seemed to stretch out on one side before it exploded like a boil, flinging a grey-flecked wash of red up the wall.

The pistol turned on Webb, and, as he looked down the black hole of the barrel, he heard the expression repeated once more. Webb knew what it meant. Smyert Shpionam. Death to spies.




Three

As the Austin pulled away from the kerb, Napier turned to Laura and asked: ‘What’s to stop me jumping out and hailing the nearest policeman?’

She ground the gears as it jolted into second. It was her mother’s old car and she was unfamiliar with the clutch, which had to be depressed right to the floor before the cogs would engage. It probably needed looking at. ‘There’s nothing to stop you jumping out.’ She turned and flashed him a dazzling smile. ‘Except I’m a very good shot indeed. Your lot trained me well.’

‘My lot?’ That could mean any one of a half-dozen clandestine departments he had served in.

‘EW of SOE.’ She had only been a glorified courier in the Economic Warfare section of Special Operations Executive, but even humble message carriers underwent weapons training.

‘I see.’ He had never actually been a member himself, but he was now the SOE Adviser to the Home Office, so he knew all about the courses devised by the likes of Dan Fairbairn and Bill Sykes, hard ex-Shanghai policemen. Courses that made you unafraid to kill or maim. He removed his bowler hat, ran a hand across hair oiled with Trumper’s finest and muttered: ‘This is very irregular.’

Laura didn’t drive them far, just to Charlotte Street and  Schmidt’s. She chose it because the waiters, the rudest in London, would ignore them, and, because of its Germanic origins, the place was still being boycotted by many clients, despite Schmidt himself having served in the British Army. You were always sure of a quiet table at Schmidt’s.

‘I’m going to buy you dinner, Mr Napier. It’s the least I can do.’

Recovering some of his composure, Napier said: ‘Do you realise the penalty for kidnapping a serving member of His Majesty’s Government?’

The pomposity of the delivery almost made her laugh. ‘I’ll ask the judge for the dinner to be taken into consideration as a mitigating circumstance. Now get out, please.’

As she predicted, the restaurant was less than half-full. However, the head waiter had herded all the customers together in the same corner of the room, corralled like docile sheep. Laura insisted on a window seat, behind one of the restaurant’s large square pillars, where even the waiters would have trouble spotting them. Not that they’d try very hard after she’d stamped her foot and made a little scene.

Laura refused all efforts to take her coat and they sat. Menus were placed before them, napkins snapped onto their laps and they were left in peace for what would probably be a good half-hour.

‘Do you know much about guns, Mr Napier?’

‘A little.’ It was almost thirty years since he had handled one, in fact.

‘Can you tell when an automatic is loaded?’ She flashed the pistol at him, showing the hole in the bottom of the grip where the magazine should have been. ‘I was never going to shoot you.’

He bristled a little, braver once he knew it had all been bluff. ‘I never for a moment imagined you would. But why should I stay here now?’

Underneath the table, Laura slid the magazine she had removed only moments before back into place and pocketed the Colt.  Now she shrugged her topcoat off. ‘Because I will scream and accuse you of acts so vile, the mere thought of them will make you blush.’

His mind flashed up various images unbidden and, sure enough, he began to colour. ‘You really are quite a determined young woman, aren’t you?’

‘You have no idea, Mr Napier. You have no idea.’ She made a show of studying the menu. ‘The schnitzels are very good. The best in London, I’m told.’

‘I’ve eaten here before, Miss McGill.’ The old condescending tone was returning. ‘I think we should have a bottle of hock and perhaps we can make some progress. Clear up any problems you might have. Then perhaps I can have my evening back.’

He arched back in his chair to afford himself a clear view of the room and snapped his fingers. Two waiters – surly, etiolated specimens in long white aprons – studiously ignored him for a few moments before they exchanged glances, then one of them sighed deeply and ambled over, walking as if the carpet was coated in Grip-Fix. Napier ordered the wine and, while he was at it, a brace of schnitzels. When the waiter had departed, he leaned back across the table.

‘Now look here, miss, if you think for one moment—’

She, too, leaned in. ‘I’ll slap your face if you take that tone with me, Mr Napier. And I’ll slap it hard. Then I’ll scream the bloody roof down. Now we talk this over like two reasonable people, out for dinner. Agreed?’

His lips pursed together. Then: ‘Agreed.’

‘As I said before, this is about my sister, Diana McGill.’

‘First of all, you do realise that the Special Operations Executive no longer exists?’

She rolled her eyes in frustration. ‘Yes, of course I do.’

‘It was disbanded with frightful haste at the end of the war. Its files were already in terrible disarray, with documents destroyed for no apparent reason, and then last year, there was a fire.’

The information took her aback, forcing an admission from her. ‘I didn’t know that.’

He nodded vigorously. ‘Oh yes, at Baker Street. I was brought in to sort out the mess. It’s sheer chaos, I can tell you. PFs – Personal Files – all mixed up with operational ones. There are gaps, terrible gaps. You are not the only relative concerned with the fate of their loved one.’

‘Perhaps not. But as a former member of the organisation—’

He interrupted her, the implacable rubber-stamping bureaucrat once more. ‘There is no special treatment for anyone, Miss McGill, not even former agents. No matter what their gripes.’

‘If you had read my letters you would know all about my gripe.’

Napier let a flash of irritation cross his face and he jumped in once more. ‘Of course I’ve read your letters. We have to file all new correspondence, so how could I not notice enough missives and telephone logs to fill up another cabinet. I now know the case like the back of my hand. Really. It doesn’t help, you know.’

She suppressed the urge to apologise. ‘You might have replied.’

‘We did.’

‘“Missing Presumed Dead. Investigations pending.” What does that mean?’

‘It means exactly what it says. Your sister was posted missing in April or May, 1944, if I recall correctly.’

‘April.’

His eyebrows twitched upwards. ‘Four years ago. What have you been doing, Miss McGill?’

‘Apart from writing to half the departments in Whitehall? Watching my mother die, Mr Napier.’ The Civil Servant blinked rapidly a few times, but said nothing. ‘Cancer. It’s rather time-consuming. But before she passed away, she asked me to discover what happened to Diana. I promised to do so. That’s why I’m here.’

Napier picked up a fork, examined the tines and, apparently  satisfied with their cleanliness, put it back down. He took a deep breath and Laura knew a decision had been made. She never enjoyed playing the Final Wish of a Dying Mother card, but it was not only effective, it had the advantage of being true.

‘So it’s for your mother you are running around London threatening people with a gun?’

‘Partly.’ She considered telling him about the crushing feeling that she was responsible for Diana’s fate. Her sister had recruited her to the Economic Warfare side of SOE, with a view to Diana running the China end of things, while Laura stayed in London and made sure the smuggling lines functioned. But Laura had bullied and sulked her way into a reversal of roles, so that Diana was the one who stayed in London.

And also the one who went across to France and disappeared.

Laura said quietly: ‘It’s for my sake, as well. Mother is past caring now.’

Napier nodded. ‘You signed the Act, I assume?’

‘Official Secrets? Yes. And I know I am still bound by it.’

There was a lengthy pause while Napier harvested invisible specks of fluff from the starched tablecloth. ‘What “investigations pending” means in this case, Miss McGill, is that your sister’s file has a Blue on it.’

‘A Blue,’ she repeated. ‘What’s that?’

‘In simple terms it means embargoed. It is highly classified and sensitive information, not to be released or discussed without clearance at the highest level. Which you won’t get, of course.’

‘Embargoed till when?’

‘Twenty fifteen.’

‘Twenty fifteen? My God, we’ll all be dead by then.’

Napier smirked. ‘I think that’s the general idea, Miss McGill.’

‘Laura,’ she corrected absently. That didn’t make sense. Diana had been sent to France by the Economic Warfare branch to discover why the supply lines of valuable goods smuggled from Switzerland across France had been severed. She was arrested and  disappeared into what the Germans called Nacht und Nebel – Night and Fog, the shadowy world of prisons and concentration camps, where executions were arbitrary and any record-keeping of the shootings, hangings and gassings was frowned upon. There was nothing very contentious about that; it happened to dozens of agents. So why classify the file? ‘What on earth for?’ she asked.

‘I would not be at liberty to divulge the reason. Even if I knew – which I don’t.’ He lowered his voice. ‘More than my job’s worth, as they say.’

I bet they do where you come from, she thought, but simply asked: ‘Who put the Blue on the file? SOE or another outfit?’ She meant MI5 or MI6.

He shrugged. ‘No way of knowing. It was before my time. But it’s still active.’

Laura felt the lick of hot anger again. ‘Oh, why doesn’t that surprise me?’

The embargo explained why she had been thwarted at every turn so far, why initially friendly contacts became cagey, distant and distracted. ‘Look, Mr Napier, I wasn’t lying when I said I had made a promise, but it wasn’t only to my mother; it was to myself. Now, unless I pursue this, every day of my life will be a failure, proof that I can’t even trust myself.’ She felt her eyes sting. It was her turn to blink rapidly. ‘Is there anything I can do? Anything at all to move forward?’

Napier shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Her tone suggested she might cry and he wasn’t entirely sure he could cope with that. Being threatened with a pistol was one thing, coping with a bawling woman in public quite another. ‘You’ve spoken to Vera Atkins, I assume? About your sister?’

Squadron Leader Atkins, the Intelligence Officer for SOE’s French Section, had spent the last few years establishing the ultimate fate of SOE agents captured by the Germans, especially the women. ‘I have written to Miss Atkins. At least she had the decency to reply to me. Strictly speaking, Diana wasn’t one of her girls,  but she’d kept an eye out for any sign of her and found nothing. No trace.’

‘Which probably means one thing.’ He tightened his lips and the blood drained from them. ‘I’m sorry. Your sister was murdered and cremated.’

She shook her head furiously. ‘You can’t be certain of that. I’m not.’

‘Perhaps you should be. Four years . . . I can’t recall another agent who has turned up after so lengthy an absence.’

‘I want to know exactly what happened to her, Mr Napier. Not conjecture.’

The wine arrived, dumped down without ceremony and already opened. Revenge for choosing their own table and clicking at the waiters, she assumed. They hadn’t even been offered any bread as yet. Napier poured them each a glass and took a very generous swig. Well, he reasoned, it wasn’t every night you were taken to dinner at gunpoint by an attractive woman. And one who was paying, at that. ‘I can’t tell you what is in Diana’s file, Miss McGill, but there is nothing to stop you putting it together from scratch. What about speaking to Rose Miller?’

The name rang a bell. ‘Remind me who she is, please?’

He hesitated. ‘Diana’s despatching officer. Lives on the Kent coast now, I believe. A word of warning, though – don’t try pulling guns on her. It simply won’t wash. Then there’s—’

Two delicate, wafer-thin schnitzels appeared on vast white platters, along with a bowl of potatoes, sauerkraut and salad. Napier, suddenly hungry, began to attack his veal. Laura waited until they were alone once more before pressing him further.

‘You were saying?’

‘Yes.’ He took some more wine. ‘But I probably shouldn’t.’

Laura winked at him. ‘No, you probably shouldn’t.’

Napier finally smiled. Part of him was beginning to have a sneaking admiration for the girl who refused to take no for an answer. Heaven forbid that every enquiry took this form, but it  certainly made a change from dull Home Office routine. Still, he had to be careful. He hadn’t crossed the line yet, but he was certainly picking up chalk dust on his turn-ups. ‘Two other names. Neither in London, I am afraid. A boy called Raymond Bec in Paris has been recommended for the Croix de Guerre. Seems he had some contact with your sister – she is mentioned in the citation, as I recall. Then there is a chap in Berlin who put the whole shebang together. Must have known your sister. He’ll be worth looking up.’

‘What’s his name?’

‘James Hadley Webb.’



Four

Berlin

 

The moment the sound of the gunshot reached his good ear, James Hadley Webb kicked off, powering out of the depressions he had scooped into the cinders to act as starting blocks. He had already drained everything from his mind, suppressed the murmur of expectation from the crowd, the noise from the other track events and the breathing of his fellow athletes. He knew the secret to a good start from his competitive skiing days: to explode out of the blocks, to mimic the cartridge in the starter’s pistol, to release all the energy packed into the muscles in one violent burst, not to worry about breathing or heart-rate or any other metabolic consideration. Oxygen was not a factor – the fibres would have to scavenge their energy without relying on fresh deliveries. It would all be over by the time the fully loaded red blood cells arrived at the muscle, anyway. This was short, sharp and brutal.

In the fraction of a second that his toes pushed down to lift him away from the start, he knew he hadn’t given enough. It wasn’t the instant detonation he was hoping for; there was more to be had. Somehow, he had failed to tap into that potential. He opened his eyes and willed his legs to pump, then pump harder, flinging  his elbows back, feeling his limbs protest as the oxygen was sucked from the tissue and toxins dumped into his blood.

There was the tape, pulled taut across the track in front of him. He was closing on it, but not fast enough. Don’t think that, his brain admonished him. Don’t lose the race in your mind – you can do this.

As he chested through the piece of brown twine stretched between two wooden poles, standing in for the actual finishing line, Webb slowed and sucked in the cold morning air. He gripped his knees and put his head down, waiting for his heart to stop hammering on his ribcage, as if it wanted to leave his tortured body, like the first rat off a sinking ship. Sharp pains shot up the front of his legs – shin splints. The old curse of his skiing days, something no warm-ups or exercises had ever been able to cure him of. He shook each one in turn to keep the circulation going.

Webb looked at the shades of his fellow competitors, the ghosts of athletes long since run to fat, then up at the raked rows of empty stands, his imaginary audience of 110,000 gone, and over to the Führer-box, where Hitler would have sat, his gimlet eyes devouring proceedings, alternately thrilled and dismayed with his country’s performance. Sometimes he felt as if the Führer was still there, looking down on his pathetic efforts.

He pulled off his singlet top as the ache in his chest began to subside, enjoying the feel of the cool air on his glowing skin. He looked across to Sergeant Withers, who had set up the tape for him, and was examining his stopwatch.

‘Well, Withers?’

The physical fitness instructor scratched his head. ‘Eleven and a half seconds, sir.’

‘Damn. That’s almost a second slower.’

The Sergeant nodded. ‘You missed a few training sessions, sir. Can’t expect the body to stay at race ready.’

‘It’s more than a few, Withers, and you know it. But thanks for letting me down easy.’ Webb’s aim was to get below ten seconds  for the 100-yard dash. He was on the very track where Jesse Owens had embarrassed the Führer by winning with a time of 9.40. He’d heard that these days, Owens was reduced to running against horses and motor cars in fairgrounds, having lost all his money. It was a shame.

The Sergeant tossed Webb a towel and he wiped his brow, then his upper body. ‘Thank you, Withers. I’ll take a shower.’ He nodded towards the tunnel that led to the changing rooms. ‘Is the water on?’

‘Sir. Tepid, rather than hot. Don’t mind me saying, sir, it’d help if you had some competition. Real competition.’ He pointed at his temple. ‘Not just up here. I could arrange a few races, if you like. A couple of the lads are quite handy over shorter distances.’

Webb hesitated. These days he preferred solitary sports, racing against imaginary foes. But it made sense. You sometimes had to test yourself against others to bring out the
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