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Kill the Collaborator!

December 1943. Catastrophe has struck.

The leader of the Allied Intelligence
network, Colonel Olaf Erickson, has disappeared.

Rumor has it that he has
“turned” and is
supplying the Nazis with the plans for the Allied assault on
Italy.

The mission assigned to special agent and
demolitions expert Mac Wingate is top priority urgent: find
Erickson. Then kill him.
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Erikson to General
Eisenhower,
12 December 1943:

 


“Security in this new venture
must be the overriding consideration. Security first, last and all
the time. Any breach would be disastrous, considering what is at
stake. Where I have doubts, I shall eliminate ...”
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Chapter One

 


The train from Oxford was late.
Mac Wingate looked out of the unwashed carriage window at the first
approaches to London. It was almost four in the afternoon,
already half
dark. The gray rows of drab suburban houses blended with the darker
gray of the streets, to form that characteristic soup that he
always associated with England.

He had flown in earlier in the
day from France, landing at the RAF station at Upper Heyford, and
traveling from there to Oxford by staff car. Colonel Erikson, his
superior, had set up an urgent meeting with him at Erikson’s London
headquarters for seven o’clock that evening. He didn’t object too
strongly to the lateness of the train, in view of Erikson’s timing.
He was going to have almost a couple of hours to kill as it
was.

The girl sitting next to him was nervous.
She spent most of her time pretending to read an Agatha Christie,
but he could tell from the tension in her body where it touched him
that she hadn’t taken in a single word since the journey had
started. He hadn’t really seen her. The compartment had eight
people seated in accommodation designed for six. She seemed acutely
conscious of the fact that she was in physical contact with the
passengers on either side of her, and whenever the passenger
opposite stretched his cramped legs, he couldn’t avoid brushing
hers.

Another ten minutes, and they
were rolling slowly through the inner suburbs. The number of tracks
running alongside them increased, and the appearance of darkened
signal boxes and hooded signal lights became more frequent. At one point he
caught sight of a sign inside a station. “Willesden,” it said. It
meant nothing to Mac Wingate. If it had said, “Madison, Wisconsin,”
or points north, that would have been different.

“Thank God!” someone in the dimly
lit compartment muttered.

Somebody yawned, resignedly, and observed,
“This line gets worse. I don’t know why they keep the lights so
low. If Jerry blew the whole track to blazes, it couldn’t make it
any less efficient.”

The train hissed and slowed.
Clouds of steam obscured the windows, and when it finally cleared they
were crawling alongside a platform with lights no stronger than
glowworms running along its length. A man next to the window
lowered it and leaned half out. An icy blast struck Wingate on the
right cheek and woke him out of his daze. The brakes squealed for a
moment, then bound, then squealed again. The train shuddered. Metal
clanged against metal, steam hissed, a lugubrious voice yelled,
“Paddington! Paddington!” A moment later, the train came to a
halt.

The girl beside Wingate got to
her feet immediately and began to struggle with an enormous case
that was on the rack above her. She was of medium height, well
dressed in a dark green Melton overcoat and a little knitted
red-and-white hat. She looked no more than nineteen or twenty, with a fresh,
country-girl complexion and dark hair down to her shoulders. It
seemed to Mac that she had never been to London before, and that
the prospective experience terrified her.

He got to his feet and said,
“Here, miss,
let me.”

She turned to him, embarrassed,
and said, “Oh, but Captain—please ...”

“Nothing at all,” said
Wingate.

He dragged the case to the edge
of the rack until the center of gravity tipped it toward him. He
let it drop
down onto the edge of the seat where he had been sitting, then
said, “No, you go first. I’ve got it. I’ll drop it down to you on
the platform.”

She got out of the train and
stood aside until the other passengers dispersed. When Wingate
appeared, she tried to take the case from him but he said, “You’re going
to need a porter with this thing. Unless you can get one of those
carts. For Pete’s sake, what have you got in this thing—a set of
the Encyclopedia Britannica?”

“Captain, I can’t tell you,” she
stammered, as
he put the case beside her on the platform. “I’m most terribly
grateful ...” He felt suddenly sorry for her. She looked absolutely
helpless, standing there on the platform with the enormous suitcase
in front of her. How the hell would she cope in a city like London,
full as it was with a cross section of every type of humanity
imaginable.

“Listen,” said Wingate,
glancing at his watch and hitching his gas mask onto his shoulder,
“where are you staying?”

“Oh, I’m just passing through,”
she said. “I’m going on to Dover. My brother’s stationed down there.
All I’m doing here is changing trains.”

“Fine,” said Wingate. “Which
station does the Dover train go from?”

She looked suddenly confused. “Which
station?” she asked, hesitantly.

“Hey, come on,
miss,” said Wingate,
suddenly. “Nobody can be that naive. There are God knows how many
stations in London. Sure as hell the Dover train doesn’t go from
Paddington—even I know that.”

She looked at him blankly, mouth
slightly open, a worried frown drawing her eyebrows together. She really was
that naive. She really had no concept of the size of a major city.
It wasn’t all that surprising, he concluded finally. He could name
a dozen girls he had been to school with in Sawyer County,
Wisconsin, who would be no less confused if fate set them down in
Chicago’s Union Station and asked them to make their own way across
town.

He sighed. “Hold it,” he said,
at last. He turned and pulled a luggage trolley from where it was
parked by the wall, then put the big case on it. “Let’s go ask somebody,” he
said, pushing the trolley in front of him down the platform toward
the entrance gate.

“I—I don’t know what to say,
Captain ...” she protested, walking briskly beside him in order to keep
up with him.

“Forget the ‘Captain,’” he said. “The name’s
Wingate—Mac Wingate. Engineers.”

“Mr. Wingate,” she said,
groping in her purse for her rail ticket, as they approached the
collector at the gates.

“Let’s stay with first names,”
said Wingate. “Life’s too short for anything else. What’s yours?”

“Mary,” she said. “Mary
Raven.”

“Mary,” said Wingate. “I figure I
can remember that.” Beyond the gate, there was a stall set up by
the Women’s Voluntary Service, dispensing mugs of tea and
solid-looking, homemade pastries. Men and women in uniform crowded around it and
around the single stove that heated the immediate area. The
information booth lay on the far side, shrouded in dim, greenish
light. The whole scene had a quality of unreality about it. It
filled Wingate with a sense of infinite depression. If this was
what the civilians had to endure, give him the perils of action
anytime.

Wingate poked his head half
through the window of the booth. When he turned back to Mary, he
said, brusquely, “We’re going to have to move. Let’s see
if we can get you a
cab right away. Your train goes from Victoria in twenty minutes. If
you miss it, you’re going to have to spend the night in
town.”

Outside, a vicious wind howled
through the heavy arches of the station, and blew a dusting of snow
across the
cobblestones. Wingate pulled up the collar of his greatcoat and
drew his neck into his shoulders. “Taxi!” he called.

A cab flicked on its lights, hooded because
of the strict blackout restrictions, and rolled slowly toward
them.

Wingate lifted the
case up
beside the driver and pulled open the back door of the vehicle.
“Victoria,” he snapped. “Can you get us there by five?”

The driver turned toward him,
sliding the glass of the communicating panel aside. “God Almighty,
guv’nor!” he protested. “That’s less than twenty minutes! I might make it on
a Sunday morning in summer, but there’s a war on tonight. Take a
look at the lighting. I’m driving by braille as it is—”

“Five o’clock,” Wingate
repeated. “I’ll double your fare if you make it.”

The driver sighed and dropped the cab into
gear. “I’ll give it a shot,” he said.

Everything was against them,
right from the start. There was a diversion in Praed Street because
of an unexploded bomb, and half of Sussex Gardens was up because of
a damaged sewer. It began to snow more heavily as they turned into Edgware Road,
and as the visibility deteriorated the traffic ahead of them slowed
to a crawl. By the time they started to negotiate the Marble Arch
traffic circle, it was showing one minute to five on Wingate’s
watch. Even with divine intervention, there was no way they were
going to cover a couple of miles of London’s blacked-out streets in
sixty seconds.

“OK, driver,” he said, finally.
“Don’t flog the horses. Forget Victoria. Do you know the King’s
Head in Ormond Street—back of the Admiralty?”

The driver nodded and made a
left down Piccadilly when they reached Hyde Park
Corner.

“They have rooms,” explained
Wingate, turning to the girl. “If you don’t know the city, you
could hit some pretty seedy spots. But this one I know from personal
experience. It’s got the three great virtues of any place—it’s
low-priced, it’s clean and it’s safe. You can pick up a cab in the
morning. Victoria’s only fifteen minutes from there.”

There was more to Wingate’s
gesture than chivalry. He still had time to kill before the meeting with
Colonel Erikson. The King’s Head was just around the corner from
Erikson’s London office, and there was always a chance that in the
bar there he might bump into an old acquaintance.

There were no
porters
anymore at the King’s Head. The war had laid claim to every
able-bodied man. Wingate lugged the heavy case upstairs and dropped
it on the luggage stand in the bedroom. It was then that it dawned
on him that perhaps his first assessment of the girl had not been
all that accurate.

She took off her heavy outdoor
coat and changed her low-heeled walking shoes for a pair of flimsy
high heels. When she turned from the full-length mirror in the door
of the wardrobe, she had put on five years of age and
experience.
Where she had struck him earlier as little more than a rural
schoolgirl, she struck him now as a sophisticated woman of the
world. She watched his reaction with amusement as she took a brush
through her dark hair with long, deliberate strokes.

“Well,” she asked, at last. Even her voice
had changed. There was a mature timbre to it, and an assurance that
had been absent earlier.

“Well,” said
Wingate.

“You like it?”

“It’s—different,” Wingate
admitted.

“Mac,” she said, coming over to
him, “you’ve been very sweet. You could have ignored me on the train—a silly
schoolgirl. You could have got me a cab and left it at that.
Instead, you went out of your way to be helpful. I’m very
grateful—really.”

“But why the act in the first
place?” Wingate asked. Normally he didn’t like being misled. He wasn’t sure
that he liked it this time.

“It’s not easy to travel as
a young woman in wartime,” she said. “As a man, you wouldn’t
notice. But with the blackout and everyone in uniform ... Do you
think I’d be safer like this?”

She looked squarely at him. She was
disturbingly beautiful, with her large, dark eyes, well-formed
breasts and shapely figure.

“I guess not,” he admitted. “But
all that charade about the connection for Dover, changing
stations ...”

“Oh, that was genuine,”
she said. “I’m
really going to Dover and I’ve never been in London before.” When
he still looked disbelieving, she added, “It must be true of
America, isn’t it? There are millions of girls who’ve never been to
New York, and wouldn’t know how to cope if they got there? It’s the
same in England. I live in the north. I know people in their
sixties who’ve not been twenty miles from their birthplace, the
whole of their lives.”

Wingate nodded. “I guess that’s true all
over,” he said.

“Buy you a drink?” she
asked,
quietly.

Wingate hesitated. Finally he
grinned and said, “What the hell, why not? You had me confused.
Schoolgirl or sophisticated lady—I couldn’t figure it out. But
what’s it really matter? The way you are right now looks pretty
good to me.” The bar was full without being crowded. Wingate looked around
through the crush of uniforms and expensive civilian suits, hoping
to catch sight of a face he could put a name to. There were none.
It was one of the favorite watering holes for the staff of the
government and military offices that made up the whole Whitehall
area. Whenever he was in town to see Erikson, he picked up a drink
and an earful of gossip here.

“Mac,” she said, when he brought
the drinks over to the little corner table and sat down beside her. “How long
are you in town?”

Wingate shrugged. With Erikson, he could
never be sure. “Maybe tonight,” he said. “A couple of nights if I’m
lucky.”

“And where are you staying?”
She was looking directly at him, as if she saw no overtones in the
question.

Above the noise of conversation and the
chink of glasses, the sad wail of the air raid sirens moaned over
the city. There was a momentary hush as heads turned and listened;
then, after shrugs and half-raised eyebrows, the conversation
resumed.

“I asked you a
question,” she said,
simply.

“I heard it,” said
Wingate.

“Well?”

He thought for a moment, then he countered,
“Is that an invitation?”

She gave a little shrug. “It could be,” she
said. “Is that what you want?”

He glanced at his watch. “Can I
keep my options open?” he asked. “I’ve a meeting at seven. I won’t
know my commitments until after that. But I’ll meet you back
here.”

“I’ll wait dinner,” she
said.

A heavy anti-aircraft battery nearby opened
fire. Bottles and glasses behind the bar rattled and chinked. The
barman reached up and straightened a picture on the wall that had
slipped.

“I wouldn’t wait dinner,”
said Wingate. “Grab what you can while it’s there.”

“That’s all I was suggesting,”
she said, calmly. “That we both grab what we can while it’s
there. God
knows where either of us will be tomorrow. That’s the nature of
war.”

Other gun batteries nearby were
firing now. The recoil of the big 3.7 inch anti-aircraft guns shook the entire
building. One or two of the customers began to look at one another
anxiously. Somebody said, breezily, “Looks like old Jerry’s in
earnest for a change.” There was a little nervous laughter from a
small group of older civilians at the far end of the
bar.

An air raid warden pushed his
way in through the inner door and elbowed across to the bar. He had a couple of
words with the barman, leaning right across the bar, his hands
resting flat on the woodwork. Then he turned and called loudly,
“Ladies and gents, if you please ...” He waited a moment for the
hum of conversation to die down, then he announced, “They’re
catching stick down in Lewisham. It’s a bad one. We may be OK here,
but there’s another wave coming over from Epping direction. We
ought to be ready. The best place for the next half hour is likely
to be the cellar.”

“Come on,” said Wingate,
getting up and taking her elbow.

“What for?” she protested.
“Nobody else is moving.”

“I don’t give a damn what anybody
else is doing, we are going downstairs. Only a damn fool would ignore advice
like that.”

Wingate’s movement persuaded two
or three others to move, but the majority stayed where they were.
It was an act of defiance aimed at the Germans, more than idle
bravado. London had stood up to the Luftwaffe’s nightly raids a couple
of years ago when the prospects of victory had looked bleak. They
weren’t going to show any weakness now, with the Allied successes
gathering daily momentum.

There were half a dozen people
in the cellar when Wingate and Mary Raven reached it. The place was fitted for
a siege, with a duplicate bar and a full ventilation system and
candles stuck in bottles, waiting to be lit if the main power
failed. As they sat down, there were half a dozen deep
reverberations as the first bombs struck and exploded. A chunk of
plaster fell from the ceiling and a sudden crack ran right across
the width of the bar mirror. Upstairs, there was a sudden stampede
of feet across the ceiling and a rush down the stairs. A moment
later, the lights went out.

The people on the stairs were
forced forward by those behind them. They groped their way into the
pitch blackness of the cellar, stumbling into tables, falling to
their knees as they tripped. “Hold it! Hold it!” somebody yelled.
“People are
getting crushed down here.” A woman suddenly screamed.

Wingate, standing in the middle
of the room when the lights failed, pulled the girl in front of him
where she was protected from the crowd pushing forward. He could
feel their pressure on his back, and as it increased, he edged forward until he
had the bar under his hand. As long as he held on to it, no one was
going to push him off his feet.

Someone lit a match but a second
later a blast of explosive force tore down the stairs and
extinguished it. At the same time, it forced the people on the stairs
forward and into the cellar. There were screams of pain and panic.
Wingate’s grasp, despite his confidence, was broken from the bar
and he felt himself losing his balance and falling forward with the
girl beneath him. Together they struck the cellar wall. Wingate’s
protective hold on her was broken and he slid away to his right,
struck a couple of cast-iron table legs, and finished up dazed in a
tangle of human bodies and broken furniture.

When Wingate came to his senses, he was
gasping for breath. There was a dull ache in the back of his head
and his right arm was numb from the shoulder down. There were
groans and cries of pain around him, and he could feel the movement
of bodies around him without being able to see them. He tried to
get up, but there was a weight lying across his chest. It felt like
a beam of wood, and it was too heavy for him to lift with one hand.
He turned underneath it, shifting its weight from his chest to his
side, then from his side to his back. Very slowly, he began to bend
his knees under him, so that inch by inch he began to lift the beam
upward with his back.

Someone lit another match. It
faltered momentarily in the thick, dusty air, then finally caught.
Grotesque shadows of moving bodies were projected by the light, groping,
clutching, drawing themselves together. Ahead of Wingate was the
cellar wall. There was a crack a foot wide in it, running from
floor to ceiling, and sewage from a broken drain was pouring
through it. Around him, as he continued his painful lifting, he
could see limbs, faces, a shoulder struggling to free itself from
some tangle of wreckage.

“Mary!” he called.
“Mary!”

There was no reply.

Now he was on his knees, the
beam right across his shoulders. The feeling was returning to his numbed arm,
and he put it up and around the beam and began to force the timber
over his head. Above the moans of pain and the sudden cries for
help, he could hear the bombs still falling outside and the frantic
bells of ambulances and fire engines in the streets
outside.

Finally he got to his feet. He put out a
hand and groped for the wall and stood leaning on it for a moment
until he could clear his head. He was coughing involuntarily as the
dust irritated his throat and lungs.

“Mary!” he called again, looking at the dim
shapes of the bodies lying at his feet.

She was lying where she had
fallen, her head against the wall and her body on the floor. She
was unconscious, her eyes closed and her hair covering most of her
face. He bent and picked her up and began to work his way through the
rubble toward the stairs. Someone had gotten a candle lit now, and
the soft light showed the devastation in the cellar. The pub had
taken a direct hit. Above him, Wingate could see the open sky,
glowing red from the fires that the air raid had started. The roof
of the building was gone, and every floor with it. The place was a
gutted shambles.

He got to the stairs, only to
find they didn’t exist. Above, a face appeared and somebody shone a
flashlight beam onto him.

“What’s it like down there?”
a voice enquired. “Any more survivors?”

Mac looked up. The guy wore a fireman’s
helmet and he carried an ax in his hand.

“Lots of them,” said Wingate.
Then, lifting Mary Raven upward, he added, “Take the girl.
She’s knocked her
head. She needs air.”

The fireman knelt down and took
her under the shoulders, then gradually lifted her upward. Wingate
started to climb one of the broken timbers of the stairs, using
both hands to keep his balance. As he put the full weight of his body on it,
there was a bellow of pain from below him, and a male voice
hollered, “For Christ’s sake, soldier, get your goddamn carcass off
of there!”

Wingate dropped off the timber
and turned back to the cellar. There was a man trapped
under a clutter of
fallen timbers and masonry, right where the stairs had been. He
must have been on the staircase when it collapsed. In the dim
candlelight, only his head showed. His cheeks and hair were caked
in plaster dust, and he spluttered in an attempt to get the stuff
out of his mouth.

“Hold it, bud,” said Wingate, lifting the
uppermost timbers. “Let me know if I hurt you.”

“Damn right I’ll let you know,”
the man growled. “I’m OK. Nothing’s damaged that I can tell. I’m
just goddamn stuck here. It’s stupid!”

“I’m checking what’s left of
the bar,” called the face from above. “Shout if you need
anything.”

A moment later, the beam from
the flashlight disappeared. Wingate worked steadily, partly by
candlelight, but mostly by feel and instinct.
Occasionally,
the trapped man gave a grunt of pain, then quickly reassured
Wingate that it was nothing of consequence. Finally, the man
himself was free enough to help. He began to force the weight of
rubble off himself, shift his position under it and gradually worm
his way out.

“You’d better check
yourself,” said Wingate, helping the man to his feet. “Everything’s
functioning?”

“Good as new,” the man said.
“Thanks. You an American?”

“That’s right,” said
Wingate, checking the approach to the floor above again.

“Hey, buddy—so am I!”

“No kidding,” said Wingate,
grabbing hold of one of the stair timbers, propping it against the
hole in the ceiling and checking that it would support his weight.
“Let me guess—Brooklyn.”

“Jesus, some guess!” the man
cried. “How did you know?”

“I knew a guy,” said Wingate,
hauling himself up the timber and onto the remains of the floor
above. As he did so, he remembered the big Italian-American
navigator that he had fought his way into Naples with back in the
fall. He’d been some guy to have beside you in a rough spot. Wingate would
never forget that accent.

The fireman was pulling timber
clear of a blocked doorway when Wingate surfaced. He yelled, “Can
you manage? We’re shorthanded. Jerry’s hit a dozen places at once
and we’re spread a bit thin on the ground at the moment.”

“No trouble,” said Wingate,
leaning back and offering the man below his hand. “Where’s the
girl?”

“They’ve got an ambulance
standing by outside. She’s being taken care of.”

“Thanks.”

The hand of the man below
gripped Wingate’s. It was strong and large. The fingers wrapped around
Wingate’s wrist like clamps. Wingate took the weight and gradually
got to his feet. The fireman threw a beam of light across the bar
and onto the two figures. As Wingate’s face moved into the beam,
the other figure yelled, “Mac! For God’s sake ...!”

It was a moment before Wingate
had pulled him clear of the broken floor and had him standing in
the light beam. It was Manganaro, the Air Corps navigator with the
Brooklyn accent. Manganaro, who’d been through hell with him in a
burning B-24 aircraft, and protected his ass from the krauts on the way into
Naples.

“Well, wouldn’t you know
it,” said Wingate. “Of all the guys to pull out of a hole in the
ground—Brad Manganaro!”

“What the hell are you doing
here, Mac?” asked Manganaro, beating Wingate on the
upper arm
with the flat of his hand. “Last time I saw you, we were
sightseeing in Naples.”

“I’m—reporting for duty,”
said Wingate, noncommittally.

“Colonel
Erikson?”

Wingate said, “That’s right.”

“Well, for God’s sake
...!”
exclaimed Manganaro.
“So am I! Looks like we’re together again! You figure you can stand
it?”

Wingate nodded. “I can stand it,” he
said.

A team of half a dozen rescue
workers came in from the street and dropped a ladder down into the
cellar. Outside, there was distant bombing and intermittent gunfire still, but
the worst of the raid was over.

“Need any help?” asked
Wingate, calling to the fireman now hacking at the door that he had
cleared.

“We’ll cope,” the fireman
replied. “You’d be more help out of it—but thanks
anyway.”

The ambulance was parked across the street,
waiting to pick up more casualties. Wingate crossed over to it,
pushing through the piles of smashed glass and tiles and shattered
brickwork.

“We’re going to be late,”
Manganaro called, standing on the curb watching,
hands thrust
into the pockets of his greatcoat.

“Tell ’em to hold up the
war,” called Wingate.

He rapped on the rear door of the ambulance
and a nurse appeared.

“You brought a girl in here,”
said Wingate. “Dark hair, early twenties. Concussion, I guess.
She was
unconscious.”

“From the public house?” the
nurse asked.

“Sure,” said Wingate,
jerking his thumb backward to indicate the place he
meant.

The nurse hesitated. “Just a moment,” she
said, at last, turning back inside the ambulance.

A doctor came to the
door. “Mary
Raven, was that the name?” he asked.

“That’s the name,” said
Wingate.

The guy seemed pretty cautious, considering
there was an air raid still in progress. “Are you a relation?”

“No,” said
Wingate.

“A close friend?” the doctor
asked.

“Hey, what is this?” asked Wingate. “I’m
curious, that’s all. I met her on a train. She’s on her way to meet
her brother. I brought her here and I pulled her out of the cellar
when the place caved in. I just—” He shrugged. “Well—I feel kind of
responsible, that’s all.”

“I don’t see why,” said the
doctor, quickly. “It’s hardly your fault ...”

“Hold it,” said Wingate.
“I’m just curious, that’s all. I brought her here. I’d just like to
know how she is, that’s all. Whether there’s anything I can
do—”

“Oh, no, there’s
nothing you
can do,” said the doctor. “Nothing anyone can do.”

Wingate’s guts sank. He had a
sudden, dreadful premonition. “Look, Doc,” he said, simply, “just
give it to me straight.”

The doctor hesitated, clearly
embarrassed by this confrontation in the open street. He wrinkled his eyes
against the fine veil of snow that drifted down on London from the
glowing red clouds. “She’s dead,” he said, bluntly. “She was dead
when they carried her in here. There was nothing we could do. It
must have been the way she fell. There were severe contusions on
the back of her head, and her neck was broken ...” Wingate stared at him. “Her neck was
broken?” he muttered, incredulously.

As the doctor watched him,
Wingate finally backed away, then turned and walked slowly across
the road.
When he reached Manganaro, still waiting for him at the curb, the
doctor shut the ambulance door and let the incident drop out of his
consciousness.


Chapter Two

 


Mac Wingate paced the waiting
room outside Erikson’s office. It was cold and bleak, with
walls painted a dull
institutional green and a floor covered in worn brown linoleum. The
only decorations were propaganda posters—cautions against
discussing classified information in public, exhortations to carry
a gas mask at all times.

“For Christ’s
sake, Mac,”
Manganaro protested, watching the dust dropping from Wingate’s
pants with every step he took, “will you quit blaming yourself.
Jesus, how were you to know there was going to be an air
raid?”

“Yeah, I know, I know,” said
Wingate, turning again despite Manganaro’s objection, and walking back once
more. “But I killed her, Brad, that’s what gets me. If I hadn’t been
holding her ... I told you what the doc said: a broken neck. She
got that falling with my weight on top of her. All I was doing was
trying to protect her—”

“Shit,” Manganaro cut in, leaning
his weight
back in the little bentwood chair he was sitting on, so that the
frame creaked with the strain.

Wingate came to a halt and stood
staring at the blank wall ahead of him. He was a little under six
feet tall, well-built and muscular, with dark, straight hair and eyes
that in some lights appeared jet black. There was a quality of
controlled energy about him, as if he was holding himself
deliberately in check. It arose from his outdoor background in
Sawyer County, Wisconsin, where as a kid he had spent so much of
his spare time fishing or hunting, or helping his father run the
farm. It arose, too, from his inheritance—Norwegian-German on his
father’s side, Ojibway Indian on his mother’s—a mix of pioneer and
native American that took badly to inactivity.

Brad was right, Wingate was thinking. The
girl’s death was a damn shame, but it wasn’t his fault. He looked
around the room and winced. He hated these waits that war forced on
him periodically. He hated these impersonal rooms with their walls
covered with the same, repetitive slogans. What the hell was
Erikson playing at behind that closed door?

He thought of the long chain of
circumstances that had led him here. He remembered those pleasant
years in Madison when he was studying engineering at the University
of Wisconsin.
He remembered with special affection the meetings with Professor
Bernhardt, who had taught him almost everything Wingate knew about
explosives. It was Bernhardt who had fostered Wingate’s anti-Nazi
sympathies, and it was Bernhardt who had enrolled him in the
undercover Presidential Advisory Organization and arranged for him
to get a job in Brazil, long before the Japanese attack on Pearl
Harbor. From South America, Wingate had been able to feed news of
Nazi activities there, directly to Washington.

“Hey, Mac,” called Manganaro.
“Loosen up. He’s a busy guy.”

Wingate turned and looked at
Manganaro. Manganaro was grinning, leaning against the far wall
with his arms folded and one leg crossed over the other. He was a
little shorter than Wingate, but a lot more stocky. He could have lost ten or
twenty pounds and still looked like a bear. His face was round, his
complexion dark and he carried a permanent shadow around his chin
where the shaved hair lay just beneath the skin.

Wingate nodded, then grinned.
The thought
of working with this thick-set, dependable Italian-American was
pleasing—assuming that’s what Erikson had in mind. “I guess you’re
right,” Wingate admitted, with a shrug. “We’ll be put in the
picture soon enough.”

Wingate was wrong. It was
another fifty
minutes before the buzzer sounded, and the little green light over
Erikson’s door lit up.

Wingate looked at Manganaro in
mock exasperation, adjusted his cap and opened the door. He took
two paces into the room, came to attention and saluted.
Manganaro was
standing right beside him. The man behind the desk was small, dark
and neat, with well-groomed hair slicked back with Brylcreem. He
was smiling at them, easily, and he got to his feet, came around
the desk and put out his hand to shake.

Wingate shook hands automatically. As he
did so, he gave a quick glance around the room. This guy wasn’t
Colonel Erikson, and for a moment he wondered if they had gotten
the wrong room.

“Major Westerly,” the man said,
turning to Manganaro and shaking his hand. “Please—sit down,
gentlemen.”

“Colonel Erikson, sir,” said
Wingate, as Manganaro pulled a chair forward and sat down. “It
seems like he’s moved.”

Westerly hesitated. “Not
exactly,” he said. It was clear that something about Erikson’s
absence worried him. He spoke quietly, but his voice carried an odd
authority. There was no question about his experience in handling
men. His English was perfect, but it seemed to Wingate that it
might not be his mother tongue. He could have been Scandinavian by
the sound of him, though his appearance suggested a Celtic
origin—Welsh or Irish, maybe.

Westerly walked to the door, turned the key
and shot the bolt. He opened the metal filing cabinet to
Manganaro’s right, and took out two sheets of folded paper.

“Captain Wingate,” said
Westerly,
looking up at Wingate who was a clear six inches taller than he
was. “I’d feel more comfortable if you did sit down.” He smiled as
he spoke, but the statement wasn’t a request, it was an order. “You
really are in the right room, if that’s what’s troubling
you.”

“Sir,” said Wingate. He took
the paper that Westerly was offering him, and sat down. He wondered
what devious politics had been going on in Ike’s HQ to replace
Erikson with Westerly.

“Let me explain,” said Westerly,
as if he had read what had been passing through Wingate’s mind.
“This is as odd a situation for me as it clearly is for you. I
can’t tell you any more than I know myself, and that’s very little.
Two nights
ago I was in Oxford, running a counterespionage unit for the CIGS.
I got a phone call from General Sir Alan Brooke in person. I was to
come here, take over Colonel Erikson’s duties and be responsible
directly to General Eisenhower.”

He shrugged. It wasn’t much of
an explanation, as far as Wingate was concerned. In fact, it wasn’t
an explanation at all. It said nothing about why Erikson had been
removed, what his new job was and where he was doing it. Nor did it
suggest any other changes in the team that Erikson commanded. But
two years of war had taught Wingate not to expect comprehensive
explanations. It seemed to be part of the top brass’s philosophy
that the less a man knew about what was going on, the more
efficient he became. It had happened that first day he hit the
beach near Casablanca, as part of Patton’s forces during the
“Torch” invasion of North Africa. It had happened during every
action since. He shouldn’t be surprised that Major Westerly was
simply following the same pattern.

“Take a look at the maps,” said
Westerly,
indicating the folded papers that the others held.

Wingate opened the map. It
showed a coastline to the south and east, and a string of islands
northwest of it. For a moment he didn’t recognize them, then he
checked the latitude and longitude
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