
  
  
      
        
          Lines Crossed

          
		      
          CW Browning

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  About Lines Crossed


None of them thought the war would be easy. None of them expected to survive. Now all of them are fighting for something to hold on to. 
The Bouchard twins are no strangers to trouble. They’ve spent years getting into it. But when their cover is blown in Paris and they’re forced to flee south without a plan, danger hits a little too close to home.
Evelyn Ainsworth stopped a traitor. That’s what she keeps telling herself. But it doesn’t help with the guilt, or the toll that her lies are beginning to take. So when she’s sent to occupied France, Evelyn is actually relieved – until she lands directly in the sights of a deadly foe who’s been waiting for her to return.
While Acting Squadron Leader Miles Lacey battles for his life, both in the air and with Miss Ainsworth, Evelyn finds herself fighting a war that isn’t as black and white as she once thought. One where lies are necessary, deception is survival, and the enemy will win it all with one move…
If they let them.






  
  Author's Note


“The colossus of World War II seemed to be like a pyramid turned upside down, and for the moment the whole burden of the war rested on the few hundred German fighter pilots on the Channel coast.” ~ Adolf Galland (Taken from his memoir The First and Last)
Adolf Galland was a leading Luftwaffe fighter ace in the Battle of Britain. He flew ME 109s during the Battle as Gruppenkommandeur of JG 26 fighter wing before being promoted to Kommodore. He continued to fly ME 109s against the RAF as Kommodore, and by the end of 1940, had claimed fifty-seven aerial victories. 
In September 1940, at the height of the Battle of Britain, the Luftwaffe were no closer to securing air superiority over Great Britain than they had been when they attacked in August. Operation Sea Lion could not proceed on schedule, and Hermann Göring was sent to visit the fighter units in France. Adolf Galland and the other wing commanders were gathered together. The conversation revolved around one question: What would it take for the Luftwaffe to secure victory over Great Britain?
They debated the theory and strategy of fighter protection for their bombers over and over again. At the start of September, Göring had directed his pilots to defend the bombers rather than hunt out the RAF fighters from a greater height, saying that bombing runs were more important than hunting out enemy fighters. His pilots opposed this, arguing that their advantage lay in attack, not defending the bombers. The point was even made that the Spitfire was much more maneuverable and therefore in a better position to defend than they were. Göring accused them of being cowards. And ’round and ’round they went, trying in vain to find an answer.
During that visit to his fighter wings, Göring asked what the squadrons needed to be successful. One major asked for ME 109s with more powerful engines, and the request was instantly approved. When Göring famously turned to Adolf Galland and asked him, Galland replied, “I should like an outfit of Spitfires for my group.” He was instantly shocked because he didn’t mean for it to sound the way it came out, and Göring was furious. He stomped off in a temper, and Galland was left just as frustrated. They were going to lose the battle, and he knew it. But there was nothing he could do to change the outcome while Göring refused to allow his fighter wings to do what they excelled at.
The fact was that the RAF pilots were still fighting beyond all odds, and it was the Luftwaffe’s job to bring them to their knees. When RAF fighter squadrons continued to meet the onslaught, dealing out more and more victories of their own, Hitler turned his attention to bombing London. If the RAF pilots couldn’t be cowed, the British civilians could.
Or so he thought.
Night after night, the Luftwaffe sent bombers over London, and day after day, the fighters battled it out over the airfields and cities. But the Luftwaffe was still no closer to achieving its objective. The invasion was postponed, but the air battle continued. They were determined to conquer their last remaining opposition in Europe.
But the British people had other ideas. Instead of breaking and losing hope, they began collecting metal from their bombed-out homes and businesses, donating it for use in airplane and artillery manufacture. Instead of asking their government to surrender, they demanded that they continue to fight. Instead of giving up, they “carried on.” They rallied around their air force and supported their exhausted pilots.
In mid-September, the Battle of Britain was at its fiercest, and the RAF pilots were literally fighting for their lives. They refused to give in, either to their exhaustion and fear or to the more experienced German pilots. None of them knew how it would end, and they certainly had no idea how close they were to victory. They had no way of knowing that Hitler was already turning his eyes east, or that the battle would begin to wind down, with them taking a solid victory. What they did know was that their king, their country, and their government supported them unequivocally. Never once was the courage of the beleaguered pilots questioned.
And that made all the difference.
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  "Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few."Winston Churchill








  
  Prologue


Paris, France
September 18, 1940
The sun hadn’t quite broken through the night when three black staff cars pulled up in front of a wide two-door entrance to the stately home on Rue Montalivet, blocking the road completely as all the vehicles converged. The street was quiet, with most of the households not yet stirring. Those that were, if they chanced to look out of their upper windows, chose to quickly look away again. Whatever was happening at number 7 was none of their concern, not if the Gestapo was involved. 
When a tall man with blond hair and pale blue eyes partially emerged from the back of the third car, four of his largest men were already at the heavy, elaborately carved, wooden doors. At his nod, one of them lifted a gloved fist and banged forcefully on the glossy black door, ignoring the gleaming brass knocker. It was one of a pair, and hard to miss. A lion’s face stared at him impassively at eye level, its teeth bared as if it would come to life in the dim light of dawn and attack.
“Aufmachen! Deutsche Polizei!” he shouted.
Obersturmbannführer Hans Voss ran his eyes over the solid limestone that comprised the outer wall of the property. Behind that wall, inlaid with tall upper-level windows fronted with black, wrought-iron balustrades, was a large, paved courtyard that fronted the actual residence. The building facade that lined the street was just that: a facade. The stately homes that had stood for well over a century were concealed behind it.
“Mach sofort auf!”
When no response was forthcoming, Hans nodded and the man pulled a long, steel tool, similar to a crowbar, from inside his long coat. Inserting it into the molded crease between the doors, he nodded to his companions. They swung their rifles into their hands, and with a hard pull, he forced the doors open. A loud crack echoed around them as the lock pulled away, splintering the wood. Hans ducked back into the car as the four men rushed the courtyard, giving a sharp command to follow.
His driver pulled through the entrance into a spacious stone courtyard. A marble fountain sporting a wood nymph pouring water from a jug was in the center, and potted trees and hanging plants lined the inner walls, creating a lovely retreat from the Paris streets. His car went to the right, around the fountain, to pull up before a pillared entranceway. A moment later, he was out of the car, barking orders.
Half of his men swarmed around the sides of the house to the back while the other half secured the courtyard and prepared to enter the home with him. Less than five minutes from the time they entered the courtyard, Hans Voss was striding into a large, square marble hall, stripping off his gloves as he went.
“Upstairs!” he commanded three men on his left, motioning to the grand, curved staircase. “Search everywhere.”
They ran up the stairs, their rifles in their hands, and Hans turned towards the rooms on the lower level. He strode into the first one, a sitting room dominated by a massive hearth with an elaborately carved mantel. He cast an appreciative glance at the carvings, then frowned as his eyes fell on the covered furniture. Turning, he strode out of the room and across the hall, his boots clicking on the marble tiles. Going into a library, he cursed under his breath. The furniture here had white protective covers draped over everything as well.
He spun around, his dark overcoat swirling around his calves, and strode through the rest of the ground floor, meeting his men in the kitchen a few moments later.
“Nothing, Herr Obersturmbannführer,” one of them told him. “Nothing is here.”
“Nothing?”
Hans stalked to a walk-in pantry and looked inside. The shelves were, indeed, mostly bare. He walked further in. One shelf still contained several tins of sardines in oil, and another had sealed jars of fruit preserves and what appeared to be vegetables preserved in some sort of liquid. He absently picked up a heavy glass jar of pâté de foie gras, scowling at it. His quarry had flown and even cleared out the pantry in the process.
“Damn!”
The man watching from the door visibly started at the forceful exclamation and backed away, watching the jar in his superior’s hand warily. When Voss set it back on the shelf and moved out of the pantry, he saw the look on the other man’s face and tried to swallow his anger. While his temper was well known, he believed in keeping it under control when in front of his men.
“They even took the coffee, Herr Obersturmbannführer,” the man ventured. “It would seem that they aren’t planning to return.”
“No. They’re gone.” Voss nodded and cast a furious look around the kitchen.
“Herr Obersturmbannführer Voss!”
A voice echoed from the front of the house and Hans spun around to stride swiftly out of the kitchen. He passed the dining room and watched as the men he’d sent upstairs rounded the bottom of the staircase.
“They’re gone!” one of them informed him, a little out of breath. “Even the servants. The house is empty.”
“Clothing?”
“Left behind, Herr Obersturmbannführer. Or at least, quite a bit of it.”
Voss nodded and pressed his lips together thoughtfully.
“Why clean out the pantry and leave the clothing?” he mused, turning to gaze into the room with the stunning fireplace. “They weren’t planning to leave,” he decided after a long, silent moment.
“But the kitchen . . . ?”
“They had servants. No doubt they took care of it.” Voss shook his head and let out another, quieter, curse before turning to go back to the library. “Come. It will no doubt be a fruitless search, but split everyone up and let’s search room by room in case they left anything behind.”
“Yes, Herr Obersturmbannführer.” His second-in-command turned to issue sharp orders to the others, then followed Hans into the library. “What are we looking for, exactly?”
“Documents, notes, maps. Anything that will give us a clue as to who they are working with and where.” Hans strode to a shape that he assumed was a writing desk and ripped the cover off. “Leave nothing unsearched, even the servants quarters.”
“Yes, Herr Obersturmbannführer.”






  
  Chapter One


Paris
Seventy-two hours earlier
“Zell! Zell!” 
Nicolas Bouchard burst into his sister’s bedroom in his shirtsleeves, his dark hair sticking up on top of his head as if he’d had a great shock.
Gisele Bouchard looked up from her vanity mirror, startled, her hairbrush paused midair as she stared at her brother in astonishment.
“What is it, Nicki?” she exclaimed. “Mon Dieu, you frightened me!”
Nicolas waved a piece of paper in the air, crossing the room in a few long strides to thrust it towards her.
“This just came by hand,” he said breathlessly. “Through the network. From Bordeaux!”
“Bordeaux?” Gisele set down her brush and opened the crumpled message. “Leon?”
“Yes. Read it!”
He went over to the window as she swiftly read the decoded message, pulling aside the blackout curtain to peer outside briefly before allowing it to fall back into place.
“But . . . well, this sounds as though Sir William thinks that we’ve been exposed!” His sister gasped after a moment behind him. “That the Sicherheitsdienst des Reichsführers may know what we’ve been trying to do!”
He turned to look at her, running a hand through his hair, his blue eyes, so like hers, unusually grave.
“Yes. I know.”
“But how is that possible?” She looked up at him, her brows pulled together into a frown. “We’ve barely even begun, and we certainly haven’t done anything to arouse suspicion! And even if we had, London would hardly have had time to hear about it!”
“I don’t know any more than you do, Zell.” He shook his head and crossed over to her side to open the cigarette box sitting near her mirror. “The message was delivered at the kitchen door. By the time I’d deciphered it, the boy was long gone. It’s doubtful he would know anything, anyway.”
“But I don’t understand.” Gisele lowered her gaze to the cryptic message in her hand. “It says, ‘Enemy may have informed SD.’ What enemy? How could the Germans have learned anything when we haven’t really done anything yet? An odd message here and there, that’s all. Hardly enough to draw their attention.”
“Well, the British did bomb their invasion barges on Saturday,” Nicolas pointed out before lighting a cigarette. He held it up questioningly, and Gisele held her hand out, taking the cigarette from him as he got another for himself. “Though how the Germans could possibly have discovered that we’re the ones who told them where they were is quite beyond me.”
“I don’t think there’s any way they could have,” she said, getting up restlessly and pacing across the room. “The British reconnaissance flights would have spotted them easily, and I’m sure that’s what the Germans think. Well, I know that’s what they think. Hauptmann Feucht said as much last night after his third cognac.”
Nicolas raised his eyes from lighting his cigarette, his eyebrows arching in disbelief.
“Only three drinks and he was already discussing things he shouldn’t?” he demanded, momentarily diverted.
Gisele grinned and let out a little laugh.
“Yes. For a German, he can’t hold his spirits well at all. I’m beginning to think that the only drink he can handle is beer. Very good for me, of course. You wouldn’t believe the amount of information I can get from him. It’s the only reason I tolerate him.”
“Yes, well, you won’t have to any longer, not after this message,” Nicolas said, seating himself on her vacated stool. “What will we do? We’ll have to leave Paris, but where will we go? If they know about us, the château is out of the question. And even if it wasn’t, we don’t have time to apply for an Ausweis to go back.”
Gisele sobered and looked down at the message in her hand again.
“It does say that there is only the possibility,” she said slowly. “A possibility isn’t definite. Bill is urging caution, not retreat.”
“As far as I could make out, he’s not urging anything. He says that there is a possibility that our actions have been exposed and to proceed accordingly. What the hell does that mean?”
“Well, I suppose it means to act as though we have been exposed to the SD,” she said with a shrug. “To assume that they know we are working against the Germans.”
Nicolas let out an ungentlemanly expletive and raked his fingers through his hair again, his hand visibly shaking.
“They’ll come here, Zell. They’ll come and arrest us. They don’t need proof. You know that. They only need to suspect. We can’t stay here.”
Gisele paused in her pacing and looked at him thoughtfully for a moment.
“How likely do you think it is that this is true?” she asked, holding up the message.
“Lord knows!” He shrugged. “But do you want to take the risk that it’s not?”
They stared at each other for a moment, then she shook her head.
“No,” she said decisively, “I do not. I’d rather proceed accordingly, whatever that means, than end up in Gestapo or SD custody. You know as well as I what they do to people they arrest.”
Nicolas was silent, then nodded.
“Very well. We will treat it as a real threat.”
“Bon. Then what do we do?” Gisele dropped onto the foot of her bed and stared at him. “We haven’t discussed what to do if we’re caught.”
“It hardly seemed a possibility yet,” he muttered.
“As you said, we can’t go to the château. They’ll alert Vichy police and they’ll be waiting for us there.” She lifted her cigarette to her lips thoughtfully. “And we’ll have to warn Eloise and Marcel. They shouldn’t be caught up in our madness.”
Nicolas pressed his lips together for a moment, then nodded briskly.
“Yes. They will have to be warned. I’ll give them their month’s wages and tell them to leave and go to the country. They both have family outside of Paris, I believe.” He picked up a heavy crystal ashtray and put out his cigarette. “In the morning, I’ll go to the bank and make arrangements. I’ll pull out what I can.”
“Thank God Papa had the foresight to move most of it into Switzerland,” Gisele said, getting up and walking over to put out her own cigarette. “Of course, it only made sense so that he could access it from England.”
“Yes.” Nicolas frowned. “I’ll have to leave some in the bank. God, I hate to do it, though! The thought of them getting their grimy little hands on it is perfectly galling.”
“It is, but we don’t have a choice. To empty the accounts completely will broadcast what we’re planning to do. While you do that, I’ll talk to Eloise and Marcel and begin the process of getting the house ready to be closed,” she said with a nod. “It shouldn’t take long with the three of us working together. But where will we go?”
“There’s an apartment that Luc told me about. It’s used by members of his network when they need to hide, or if they’re passing through Paris. We can go there for a few days until we figure out how to proceed. I’ll get a message to him. He’ll know what we should do. He may even know if this is all true or not.”
“And if it isn’t?”
Nicolas stood up and smiled at her.
“Then we’ll be back at the house within a week, and you can tell Hauptmann Feucht that you went to the country for a few days of rest.”
Gisele let out an unladylike snort.
“Rest? It’s more likely that I would have gone for a party.”
“A party then,” he said agreeably, turning towards the door.
He paused with his hand on the handle and looked at her over his shoulder.
“We may be perfectly safe, you know.”
She met his gaze and swallowed.
“Or the Sicherheitsdienst may be planning to kick in the front door. We don’t know.”
He hesitated, then nodded.
“I’ll start packing.”

      [image: ]RAF Gravesend
September 18
Miles Lacey looked up from the London newspaper as Flight Lieutenant Chris Field set down three full pints on the scarred table before sliding one towards Miles.
“Thanks,” he murmured, reaching for it.
“And for you, Billy Boy,” Chris said, pushing another towards a third pilot in the process of lighting a cigarette. “You sure you don’t want something stronger?”
“Why? Because young Wallace took a tumble over Perham with a bullet in his thigh?” Billy asked, reaching for his beer.
“Because Green Flight is down to only you.”
“Well, it won’t be for long, will it?” Billy retorted cheerfully. “Soon enough I’ll be saddled with a couple of green sergeants who don’t know their heads from their arse. That’s when I’ll need something stronger, my lad!”
“You do like to look on the bright side, don’t you?”
“It’s better than dwelling on things I can’t change.”
“How is Wallace?” Miles asked, glancing up. “Have you spoken to him?”
“Oh yes. He’ll be right as rain in a few days. The bullet went in the front and out the back before lodging in the seat. Says he’ll be back by the weekend.”
“God, remember when getting shot kept you out of it for weeks?” Chris asked, shaking his head. “Now they slap a bandage on you and send you back up, cool as you please.”
“Not much else to do, is there?” Billy asked. “Jerry won’t stop coming just because we have some pilots down. Quite the opposite, in fact.”
“Patch ’em up and send ’em up, huh?” Chris raised his beer. “Well, here’s to the flying wounded.”
“Hear, hear.”
Billy sipped his pint. “How are your sergeant pilots handling it?”
“God, I don’t know. They both came back today, so that’s something, I guess.” Chris shrugged and felt in his breast pocket for his cigarette case. “One of them got a piece of a 110.”
“That’s good then, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, and the other got a piece of a Hurricane.”
Billy grimaced comically. “Good Lord. You didn’t tell Bertie, did you?”
“Hell no.”
“That’s all right, then.”
“Didn’t have to. The stupid ass told him himself.”
Billy let out a loud and dramatic groan, and Miles looked up, betrayed into a laugh.
“After a short discussion with Bertie, we agreed that the lad was mistaken,” he told them. “The sun was in his eyes, you know. There was no way he could see what he was shooting at, and as a 109 went down shortly thereafter; it must have been the enemy that he got a piece of.”
“Bullshit,” Chris muttered. “You nailed that 109 square in its Daimler-Benz. The kid had nothing to do with it.”
“Did I?” Miles sipped his beer. “I don’t recall. I had the sun in my eyes as well.”
“A lot of that going around.” Chris peered at him. “Why are you protecting him?”
“Why didn’t you tell Bertie yourself?”
“Because then I’ll lose one of my pilots to an investigation for a few days.”
“Precisely.” Miles went back to his paper. “Besides, he won’t do it again. I can guarantee that. I’m sure he’s reviewing aircraft recognition charts as we speak.”
“Oh? What makes you so sure?”
“Because I told him if he does anything like that again, I’ll take his wings and he’ll spend the rest of the war cleaning out bogs.”
Chris grinned. “That’d do it.”
“Looks like you’re stuck with him, lad,” Billy told him.
“Yeah, for however long he lasts up there.” Chris drank down a few glugs of beer. “What we need to do, Billy Boy, is become squadron leaders,” he said confidentially, setting the pint down a moment later. “Then we get veteran replacement pilots like Miles here.”
“Aye, and we also have to deal with horses arses such as ourselves,” Billy retorted with a grin. “I like it just fine where I’m at, thank you.”
“I don’t know that I regard a bomber pilot on the same level as a veteran fighter pilot,” Miles murmured thoughtfully from behind his paper. “He knows his way around the cockpit, I’ll grant you, but he’s hardly what I would call seasoned.”
“Bomber pilot?” Chris repeated, startled. “Are you serious?”
“Infinitely.” Miles lowered the paper to look at Chris. “Fighter Command is poaching the bombers now.”
“It’s that desperate?” Billy asked, lowering his voice. “We’re losing that many?”
“So it would seem.”
“Well, hell.” Chris picked up his pint and drained it. “What happens when we’ve gone through all the bomber pilots? What’s next? Crop dusters?”
“Crop what? Really, old man, if you must speak, learn the King’s English.”
“Crop dusters,” Chris repeated, unfazed. “You know, little twin engines that fly over the crops and . . . well, dust them with stuff to make them grow.”
Miles stared at him over his paper, and Chris looked from his blank face to Billy’s.
“I guess you don’t have those over here?”
“Dust them with stuff to make them grow?” Billy repeated incredulously. “Why the devil would we need to do that? Don’t they grow on their own in America?”
“I don’t know. I’m not a farmer.” Chris shrugged. “But I know they use them. Mostly on cotton,” he added thoughtfully. “And wheat.”
“Well, as we don’t grow cotton here,” Miles murmured, raising his paper again. “No, Yank. We don’t have crop dusters.”
There was silence for a second, then the paper moved once more and Miles stared at Chris again, his brow furrowed.
“Who flies them? These crop dusters?”
“What? Pilots, of course.”
“Why aren’t they flying for the Army or Navy?”
“Because we’re not at war.”
Miles grunted and raised the newspaper again, muttering something about wasting perfectly good pilots on nonsense.
“No, and you never will be if your government has anything to say about it,” Billy said with a scowl. “Not that I mean to offend you, Chris. You’re a bloody good egg for being here, and Lord knows you’ve saved my bacon more than once. But you’d think your people in Washington would have a little more concern for what’s happening over here.”
“I’m not offended in the least. It’s just as frustrating for me as it is for you. I’ll tell you what, though, don’t go thinking all of us are like the old farts in Washington. We’re not. There’re plenty more like me back home, I promise.”
Billy grunted. “God help anyone who goes to war with America, then.”
“Good God!”
Chris and Billy started and looked over in surprise at the shocked exclamation from behind the newspaper.
“What’s the matter? Did they get the palace again?” Billy asked. “Or was it Downing Street this time?”
“Stephen Mansbridge has been killed!” Miles lowered the newspaper, a look of shock on his aristocratic face. “He was shot just outside London!”
“Who’s that? Is it someone I’ve met?” Chris asked. “Another pilot?”
“No, I think he’s in government,” Billy said thoughtfully. “I know I’ve seen the name before, but I can’t think where. Must have been something in the news, I’d imagine, which puts him in government.”
“He was in the Foreign Office,” Miles said with a nod, setting the paper aside and reaching for his pint. “Went to school with him. He was an acquaintance of mine, though Evelyn is—was—much closer to him than I was. They grew up together, you know. Good Lord! And now he’s dead.”
“Bad luck,” Chris said sympathetically. “And he was shot? By who?”
“ ‘By whom,’ Yank,” Billy corrected him. “Really, you must learn how to speak properly if you want to ascend to squadron leader. They’ll never take you if you can’t speak properly.”
“It doesn’t say.” Miles emerged from his pint, setting it down. “It just says that he was found shot and deceased just outside of London. Poor Evie! I must try to get through to her. She’ll be devastated!” He looked at his watch and pushed his chair back. “I can’t imagine she’s still in her office, but perhaps they can hunt her down. If you go to the bar, get me another, will you?”
“Yeah, sure.” Chris watched as he left the table and turned his gaze back to Billy. “He seems more concerned about his girl than this guy getting killed.”
“Well, if they grew up together, I suppose he was like a brother to her,” Billy said with a shrug, lighting a cigarette. “Bad business, that. It’s perfectly disgraceful. Imagine getting shot just going about your day. As if we don’t have enough to worry about in the middle of a war, now we have to worry about being murdered in cold blood.”
“I don’t see why the war would make any difference,” Chris said after a moment. “If you’re going to shoot a man, why should it matter that there’s a war going on?”
“As a rule, Englishmen don’t go around shooting each other,” Billy retorted. “This isn’t your Wild West.”
“Oh it’s not my Wild West, old boy. I’m from Boston. We just dump tea in the harbor,” Chris told him cheerfully. “Shame about this Mansbridge fellow, though. I hope Evelyn isn’t too upset. First Rob, now this.”
“Aye.” Billy nodded solemnly. “It’s not easy on the women, war isn’t. Though, as you say, the war didn’t have anything to do with this.”
“I wonder what did.”
“Lord knows. If he was in government, it could be anything. There’re many who aren’t happy with the lot of them.”
“Seems excessive to shoot him, though.”
“So says the American.”
Instead of being insulted, Chris just laughed.
“Contrary to what you all think over here, we don’t exactly walk around with a holster slung around our hips. We generally prefer to settle our disputes the old-fashioned way.”
“Oh? How’s that then?”
“With our fists, in a good, old-fashioned brawl.” He pushed back his chair. “I’m going for another round. You ready for another?”
“I will be by the time you get back.”
“While I’m gone, check that newspaper and see if it has anything on the day’s enemy totals. I have a bet with Halloway on how many we shot down.”
“If you’re looking for ways to lose money, Yank, you can always play darts with me.”
Chris snorted inelegantly. “I get better odds betting on the war. My daddy didn’t raise no fool.”
Billy grinned as he reached for the discarded newspaper.
“Suit yourself, but if you must throw money away, I wish you’d throw some my way. Halloway doesn’t need it nearly as much as I do.”
“He’s got a baby on the way!”
“And I have a crumbling old house that’s older than your country to take care of.”
“Nothing to stop you from betting on the war with us.”
“And lose to a couple of sharks like you two? Not bloody likely.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“That’s what all sharks say!”

      [image: ]London, England
The silence in the office was absolute. The clock on the wall, which would normally be emitting a very faint ticking sound, had stopped sometime the previous night, and the thick blackout curtains that covered the window prevented any noise from the street below from making it into the room. The building had emptied out for dinner hours ago, and most hadn’t returned. Those that had were busy behind their own closed doors, leaving Broadway in the comfortable, if eerie, silence that Sir William Buckley knew so well.
Bill turned the page in the analysis report that had his undivided attention, the faint rustle of the paper sounding inordinately loud in the silence. He continued to read, his jaw tight and his brow creased in a scowl that, if his wife could see it, would be recognized instantly for what it was—the calm before the storm. Sir William was furious, and the anger was growing by the second as he read the cold and clinical phrases that proved beyond a shadow of doubt the depth of treachery to which one man had sunk.
Stephen Mansbridge, known to both Berlin and MI6 as Henry for the past few years, had been an exceptional agent. He had been thorough, meticulous, and ruthless—all traits that Bill admired in a spy. The problem was that Stephen had been spying for the Nazis, not the country where he’d been raised and afforded every benefit due to a man of his social station. While he had been working in the Foreign Office, under Lord Halifax himself, he’d been quietly sending all manner of intelligence back to his handler in Berlin. Henry’s intelligence was responsible for the deaths of countless agents overseas and had almost cost the life of Stephen’s own childhood playmate and best friend. He had been fully committed to the Nazi cause, right up until Evelyn Ainsworth put a bullet in his head. He’d been in the process of attempting to do the same to her, but thankfully, Jian was both faster and a better shot.
Bill picked up the photograph of the portable radio that had been recovered from Henry’s house in London. It had been concealed in a priest hole, one of many throughout the old house dating back to before the Great Fire of London. He studied it thoughtfully for a moment. It wasn’t unlike the ones his own agents used abroad. It was a bit more compact, and according to the report had much better range—something that he would be ensuring was copied and corrected with their own units. Dropping the photograph back into the folder, he continued to read, scanning over the technical specifications until he reached what he was really after.
The codebook and notepad.
A few moments later, the silence was broken by a low curse. Sitting back in his chair, Bill removed his reading glasses and rubbed his eyes, his lips pressed together in a grim line. His suspicions had been correct. Henry’s last message, pulled from the top sheet of the notepad, had alerted his handler to two of Bill’s new spies in occupied France.
They knew about Hansel and Gretel.
He let out another curse, staring at the papers on the desk before him. When he first realized Henry’s true identity two weeks before, Bill had been faced with the grim and uncomfortable realization that the damage may be even more extensive than they thought. Not only was Stephen privy to highly sensitive intelligence in his capacity within the government, but the sheer number of people with whom he was acquainted posed a particular problem. There was no shortage of information regarding sympathetic members of the French ruling class that Henry could have passed on to his handlers, and Bill should have realized the significance of that long before he finally did. It wasn’t until he was leaving a restaurant with Evelyn and they ran into Stephen in the lobby that the penny finally dropped. Stephen had asked after Evie’s aunt and uncle, recently arrived from France, and the seed had been sown.
Getting up from his chair, Bill crossed to the sideboard along the wall and poured himself a glass of water. That was the trouble with the Mansbridge family. They knew absolutely everyone, and not just in England. He had sent a message immediately to France, of course, warning Hansel and Gretel that they may have been exposed. But without knowing for certain, he’d hesitated to pull them out altogether. They were much too valuable there. They were his eyes and ears to the German Command in occupied Paris.
But Henry’s last message to Berlin had exposed them.
“Damn!”
No doubt Evelyn had mentioned that they remained behind in France when their parents fled to England during the Occupation. Anyone who knew the Bouchard twins would know exactly what that meant, and Stephen Mansbridge knew them very well. He’d been a part of their world his whole life. He would have known the second he learned they were still in France that they were working with a resistance, if not forming one themselves. The truth was far worse, though Stephen couldn’t have known it. They weren’t working with the French. They were working with MI6, and that was much more dangerous. If the intelligence division of the SS learned that, well, it would be over. They would be tortured to learn everything they knew about British intelligence and how they worked, and then they would be shot.
And the SD would know that MI6 still had agents in France.
Bill turned and strode back to his desk, pulling a sheet of paper from one of the cubbies on his desk and seating himself. He must compose an urgent message to Simon in Bordeaux, and it must be sent immediately. There was no time to lose. They had to move, and he had to get them out of France. He would have Simon get a message to Luc Barineau, one of the leaders of a budding resistance network, and arrange to have them help get Hansel and Gretel out of France. He couldn’t risk the SD searching for the rest of his people. There were precious few of them left, and they had gone to great lengths to convince the Germans that they were all gone. If Hansel and Gretel were caught, they could undo months of hard work and expose the continued existence of a network that the Germans thought was dead. It would be the Venlo Affair all over again.
He was just reaching for the telephone to call down to the radio room when there was a soft knock and the door opened. Wesley Fitch, his assistant, came in with a stack of sealed messages in one hand and the evening paper in the other.
“What are you still doing here, Fitch?” Bill demanded, replacing the handset in the cradle. “I thought you went home hours ago.”
“I was just finishing up a few things,” Wesley answered with an easy smile. “Trying to get caught up before the weekend rush, as it were.”
“Do we have a weekend rush?”
“I think so, sir. Lots of activity on Friday and Saturday these days. Here are the latest messages from the continent, as well as one from Dover.”
“Dover?” Bill raised his brows, taking the stack from him.
“Yes, sir. Seems as though they have a wounded German pilot there who’s been rather chatty.”
“Then why hasn’t it gone to the Security Service?”
“I wouldn’t know, sir. All I know is that it came to us, and since you’re the only one still here . . .”
Bill grunted and dropped the stack on the desk after flipping through them.
“Very well. Since you are still here, I need a message sent urgently to Bordeaux.” He reached for a pencil and began writing swiftly. “Tell the boys in the radio room to try to get through to our mystery radio, the one on the boat, as well as to Simon.”
Wesley raised his eyebrows in surprise.
“Simon, sir? But I thought he isn’t using his radio yet because of the German efforts to intercept and pinpoint the signals.”
“He’s not, at least not that I’m aware, but we must try it, just in case. We have to get this message through. It’s quite urgent. Try to reach our man in Marseilles as well. If all else fails, he might be able to reach Simon. I believe his weekly transmission is in an hour.”
Wesley stared at him, his mouth dropping open in shock.
“It’s that important, sir?”
“Yes,” Bill said grimly, finishing the message and folding the paper in half. “Henry’s last message to his controller exposed Hansel and Gretel. We must get them out of France as soon as possible. I need to get a message to the local resistance leader. He will help.”
“Good Lord!”
“Quite.” Bill handed him the folded paper. “Encode that yourself, Fitch, and send it on its way.”
“Right away, sir.”
Wesley went to the door swiftly but paused when Bill spoke again.
“And, Fitch? This doesn’t leave this room, do you understand?”
“Of course, sir.”
Bill nodded and watched his assistant disappear out the door. There was more at stake than just the Bouchard twins being arrested and interrogated by the SD. While that was bad enough, even worse was what would happen if Jian heard about it.
He turned his attention to the stack of messages, reaching for the first one. Despite the gravity of the situation, Bill felt a reluctant grin pulling at his lips.
God help the SD if they touched one hair on either of Evie’s cousins’ heads. They wouldn’t know what hit them.






  
  Chapter Two


RAF Northolt
Evelyn Ainsworth stared down at the requisition form before her, not seeing any of the words typed so neatly across the top. It was late. Much too late to be sitting at her desk in her drafty office going through forms and reports. Darkness had fallen an hour before, but there she still sat, trying to concentrate on something other than Robbie. 
Letting out an exhale, she laid her pen down and rubbed her eyes tiredly before getting up to walk over to the tea cart. An aircraftwoman first class had brought it in earlier with the blunt statement that she had to eat something or she wouldn’t be any use to anyone. Evelyn had been surprised that anyone even knew that she was still there, let alone that she hadn’t had supper. But what had surprised her even more was the fact that everyone in the building apparently knew about what had happened to Robbie. It must have been Cunningham. Her sergeant must have told someone, and news like that never stayed secret. Not on a fighter station. It would have been whispered across all of Northolt in the time it took to drink a cup of tea.
Evelyn poured the last of the cold tea into her cup and picked at the plate of sandwiches on the tray. She wasn’t hungry. She hadn’t been hungry for two days. And while she hadn’t thought anything of it, apparently others had. The only sandwiches on the tray were her favorites, and the biscuits were also the ones that she liked. ACW Shaw was certainly doing her best to tempt her to eat, but it was really no use. Evelyn turned away from the cart with a single, lonely biscuit. She had no appetite at all.
And really, how could she? Three days ago, her only brother had bailed out of his Spitfire in flames. Literal flames! Then, as if that weren’t bad enough, the following night she’d shot their childhood friend point-blank in the head.
It didn’t matter that Stephen Mansbridge had been a German spy actively trying to kill her. She’d grown up with him. They’d spent countless hours playing together as children, and then long weekends together as adults, either shooting or taking out his yacht in the summer months. He was the one who tried, and failed, to keep her out of trouble in Hong Kong when she was a girl. He was the first man outside of her father and brother that she’d danced with at her coming-out ball after she was presented at court. He was the one who taught her how to sail.
And, in the end, he was the one who had been trying to kill her for over a year.
She’d felt absolutely nothing when she pulled the trigger. He’d been aiming a pistol at her, and she’d got her shot off first. When his head snapped back, his bullet had whizzed past her ear, just missing her. She’d known the bullet was coming, but even that hadn’t drawn any emotion from her. She had watched her oldest friend in the world die in a churchyard and hadn’t felt a thing.
Evelyn took a bite of the biscuit as she sank back into her seat, then grimaced and set the rest of it onto the saucer. Was it any wonder she had no appetite? Between that and seeing Robbie lying in a hospital bed, bandaged up to his elbows and looking as if he’d gone through hell, it was a miracle that she was still walking about like a sane person. Maybe she wasn’t. Maybe this was all a calm-before-the-storm sort of thing. After all, how could she possibly be sane after not feeling anything at all when she shot a man in the head?
Sir William said it was perfectly normal. He had spoken about betrayal and adrenaline and her training. He told her that she’d recognized a threat and reacted as she’d been taught to react. He believed she acted in self-defense, and perhaps she had. But Evelyn also knew that she’d allowed her anger to consume her the other night, and she was fully aware of what she was capable of when the fury took over.
She lifted the cup of cold tea to her lips, her eyes drifting restlessly around her office. It was doing her no good to think about it. What was done was done, and it couldn’t be changed. And really, the outcome was better than it would have been if everything had gone according to plan: The resulting scandal of that would have been immense. The Mansbridge name would have been ruined, and Stephen would have hanged as a spy and a traitor. As it stood now, Mr. and Mrs. Mansbridge had no idea their son was a traitor to his king and his country. No one outside of MI6 and the Security Service did or ever would. Stephen Mansbridge would be buried with all the honor he didn’t deserve, and life would continue much as it had before.
Except that she had to live knowing that she was the one who pulled the trigger that ended his life. She, and she alone, was responsible for the death of a spy. And a friend.
Not that she’d had much time to absorb that fact. Immediately following the churchyard, she and Finn Maes, the Czech agent who came back to England with her from France, had been searching Stephen’s town home. Then she’d had to debrief with Bill.
And this morning, she’d gone to see Rob in the hospital.
The teacup shook violently in her hand, and Evelyn set it down before she sloshed cold tea all over herself. She’d thought she was prepared for what she would see, and in a way, it wasn’t nearly as bad as she’d been expecting. Not with Robbie, anyway. But the man in the bed next to him was another story, and he had been haunting her all day. He’d been burned everywhere, and all she could see were his eyes through the bandages. It didn’t matter that it wasn’t Robbie. It could have been. It could be Miles, or Fred. While she was skulking around cemeteries shooting enemy spies in the head, the men she loved were fighting every day for England’s very survival—for her survival—and the cost they were paying was higher than anyone should ever have to pay.
When she received the telephone call from Miles, for one terrifying second, she’d thought he was phoning to say that Rob had been killed. He hadn’t, and that mercy was something that she was still thanking the good Lord for whenever she considered that it could have been so much worse. She knew that. And yet it was still bad enough.
Her eyes shifted over to the tea cart, and Evelyn smiled tiredly. Even the WAAFs around the station were trying to help in their way, showing her that, while Rob wasn’t one of their pilots, he was still one of them. Just as Evelyn was.
Except that she wasn’t.
Evelyn let out a frustrated sigh and leaned forward to open the cigarette box on her desk. Everyone was being so thoughtful, and ACW Shaw was determined to get her eating again, that much was clear. And if it was just Robbie’s injuries, it might even have worked. After all, he was alive, and there was no reason that he might not be able to fly again as long as his hands weren’t damaged beyond all repair. Things really weren’t as bad as they could have been. Evelyn knew that.
She picked up a lighter and lit her cigarette, then got up restlessly to walk over to the window. Rob would be taken care of. He’d mentioned a doctor this morning, someone who seemed to know quite a bit about burns. He was in good hands. It wasn’t Rob’s health that had her so upset, though she wouldn’t be at ease until she knew for sure that he was out of the woods as far as infection was concerned. No. It wasn’t his injuries that made her unable to focus on anything after she left the hospital.
It was the fact that Rob knew she wasn’t what she said she was.
She supposed it had been naive of her to believe that she could pull the wool over Rob’s eyes. After all, he knew her better than anyone else. When she and Bill had cooked up the WAAF cover story at the beginning of the war, she had really thought it was an iron-clad story. After all, Rob had joined the RAF as a pilot already. It would have been only natural for her to join as well. And if she hadn’t already been working with Bill in MI6, no doubt that’s exactly what she would have done.
But Rob was no fool, and none of them had taken that into account. They should have, she reflected as she pulled the blackout curtain aside a bit to peer out into the darkness. He knew exactly how many languages she spoke and that she was proficient in a martial art that had taught her how to fight in ways that no one in England would recognize. As he’d said this morning, Whitehall was full of idiots if they were letting her waste her talents in the WAAFs. He knew she was doing something more important than training WAAFs and filling out reports; he just didn’t know what.
Evelyn let the curtain fall back in place as she turned to pace around the office. It was so much worse than he could possibly imagine. He probably thought she was working in a hut somewhere, translating intercepted messages or maybe even working on codes. He would have a heart attack if he knew the truth—that she was an agent for MI6 who had escaped no less than three German invasions, fleeing through Norway, Belgium, and France just ahead of the German forces. Her lips tightened as she bit back an unladylike expletive. Or that one of Europe’s most deadly assassins had nearly killed her just a few months before, courtesy of Stephen Mansbridge.
Rob would never know any of that, but he knew she wasn’t a WAAF. He had begged her to do whatever it took to help them win this war, but he had no idea just what he had asked of her. She did.
And she had agreed anyway.
Evelyn paused next to the shelf on the wall and stared at a chunk of brick with a navy-blue tie looped around it. The heavy piece of clay had hit her in the head during an air raid, denting her helmet. If it weren’t for that helmet, she may have been killed in a shelter here in England. Instead of meeting her Maker in the execution of her sworn duties, she’d almost met Him that day.
Whatever it takes.
That’s what she’d promised Robbie this morning. She would do whatever it took to gather and bring back information that might help them win this war, up to and including sacrificing her own life. It’s what Robbie had done, and what Miles and Fred were doing. They were doing whatever it took to keep the Luftwaffe from landing on RAF airfields. She could hardly do any less.
Turning, Evelyn went over to her desk, putting out her half-smoked cigarette in the ashtray. Suddenly, her promise to her brother, made as he lay burnt in a hospital bed, seemed far more binding than any of her commitments to their government, or to her king.
The silence was pierced suddenly by the shrill jangle of the telephone on her desk, and Evelyn started with a soft gasp. The sound was so abrupt that it made her jump, and she was laughing to herself when she reached for the heavy handset.
“Hello? Assistant Section Officer Ainsworth here.”
“And just what are you doing working so late, Assistant Section Officer Ainsworth?” a male voice demanded cheerfully. “Don’t you know what time it is?”
Evelyn’s heart thumped, and she couldn’t stop the smile that stretched across her face.
“Miles!” she exclaimed, dropping into her chair. “How lovely to hear your voice!”
“I’m glad I caught you. I didn’t think that I would. I was expecting to be sent all over the station. What are you still doing there?”
“I’m trying to catch up on some paperwork. Nothing exciting, I assure you. How are you? Is everything all right? Are you all right?”
“Tickety-boo, darling. Never better.”
“Oh thank heavens,” she breathed. “I don’t think I can take any more bad news.”
“Yes, that’s why I rang,” he said, sobering. “I’ve just seen the notice in the Times about Stephen. You’ve seen it?”
“Yes. I read it earlier.” Evelyn grimaced, pushing her cup and saucer out of the way restlessly. “It’s simply awful!”
“How are you?”
The gentle concern in his deep voice went right through her, and Evelyn caught her breath as a wave of guilt crashed over her.
“Oh Miles, it’s just so terrible,” she said truthfully, surprised when she heard the tremor in her voice. “I’m shocked, of course. I can’t believe it.”
“I can’t imagine what kind of monster would do such a thing, especially now while we’re fighting off an invasion! It defies belief. It really does!”
Evelyn bit her lip and dropped her head into her hand, closing her eyes.
“Yes, I know.” She paused, lifting her head when she heard a burst of laughter over the line. “Where are you?”
“I came down to the pub with the Yank and a Scot,” he told her with a short laugh. “The landlord was kind enough to let me use his telephone, but I must keep it short. I wanted to check on you. I know you and Stephen were close.”
“Yes.” Evelyn cleared the sudden lump out of her throat. “Yes, we were.”
“Listen, I’m going to call the wing commander in the morning and put in for leave to attend the funeral, but you’ll have to let me know when it is. I’ll have to give him a day as soon as possible.”
“Yes, all right, but will you be able to have a day? You’ve just had one for your DFC ceremony.”
“I don’t know, but I’m bloody well going to try. I want to be there for you.”
“For me?” She sat back in her chair, blinking in surprise. “Whatever for?”
“Whatever—Evie, you really can be such a goose sometimes! Stephen was like a brother to you. You’ll be upset, and I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t at least try to be there for you. Especially with Rob laid up as he is.”
“Oh Miles, that’s really not necessary,” she protested. “Honestly, I’ll be all right. It’s just such a shock now, but I’m sure by the time the funeral comes I’ll be much more composed.”
“No doubt you will, but I’m calling Tubby in the morning and fixing it anyway,” he retorted.
“Tubby?” Evelyn repeated.
“Tubby Manton. Oh, his full name is Eric Douglas Manton, but no one calls him that. At least, none of us do. He’s a good chap, Manton. I’m glad he’s our wing commander. I got to know him at Duxford, you know.”
“Well, you don’t have to go through all that bother on my account,” she told him. “Honestly. I’ll be all right.”
“And what if I just want an excuse to see you?” he asked after a brief silence. “You wouldn’t deny a lonely squadron leader that, would you?”
A gurgle of laughter escaped her, and Evelyn felt her cheeks flushing.
“It hasn’t even been a week since you last saw me,” she pointed out with a laugh.
“Hasn’t it? It feels like an eternity.”
“Squadron Leader Lacey, are you flirting with me?” she demanded in mock sternness.
“Flirting? Not a’tall. Just stating facts, m’dear.”
She could almost see him winking over the telephone, and Evelyn felt a rush of warmth go clear through to her toes.
“Oh Miles, it really is so good to hear your voice,” she exclaimed impulsively. “I miss you so.”
There was another beat of silence, and Evelyn regretted the outburst almost immediately. It was no good. She really shouldn’t encourage him, not when it was impossible to tell him the truth.
“I miss you too,” he said quietly, all teasing gone from his voice. “You know that I would do anything to be with you right now.”
A lump formed in her throat again, and she swallowed painfully.
“I know.”
She wanted to say something to make him laugh, but her mind had gone completely blank as emotions that she didn’t want to feel threatened to flood over her.
“Send a telegram to the station as soon as you know the day of his funeral,” Miles said. “Or, better yet, come yourself and tell me.”
That made her laugh, and Evelyn breathed a little easier, her shoulders relaxing as the sudden tension between them was lifted.
“I’ll let you know when the arrangements have been made. I’m sure my mother has already left for the Mansbridge estate to do what she can. She and Mrs. Mansbridge are still very close.” She cleared her throat. “They wanted us to get married, you know, Stephen and I. Had it all planned from our cradles.”
“Really? What happened?”
“I broke his nose.”
Something like a choked laugh came through the receiver.
“That would put a damper on things. How old were you?”
“Do you know, I don’t really remember,” she said thoughtfully, frowning. “I must have been about twelve, I should think. We were in Hong Kong at the time.”
“And so love was dead before it even began.”
“Something like that.”
“Well, I can’t say that I’m sorry.”
“No, neither was he,” Evelyn said cheerfully. “I was too much of a handful, I’m afraid. I still am. You should take heed, Squadron Leader.”
“Not a bit of it,” Miles assured her, and she could almost see the devilish grin on his face. “I think I can handle anything you can throw at me.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” she murmured. “You have no idea what you’ve got yourself into.”
“My darling girl, your brother has warned me off more times than I can count, but I’m still here,” he retorted. “And I’m not going anywhere.”
A delicious shiver went through her, and Evelyn couldn’t stop the smile that settled on her face.
“Even knowing that I have no compunction about breaking a man’s nose?”
“You were twelve.”
“Yes, but I haven’t changed. If anything, I’ve got worse in my elder years.”
That drew a chuckle from him.
“Elder years?”
“Why yes! I’m an old maid, you know. My mother never misses an opportunity to remind me that she’s quite given up all hope.”
“Well, that’s simple enough to fix,” he said swiftly. “Take me up on my offer and she won’t say another word.”
Evelyn bit her lip. She’d walked right into that one, she supposed.
“And deprive society of their one and only source of gossip? Heaven forbid!”
“I don’t think you have to worry about that. We gave them enough fuel last weekend for the gossip mill to run for months,” he said cheerfully. “Darling, I really must ring off. The Yank is paying for another round, but I really should get this one. He got the last one. Let me know as soon as you hear about the funeral.”
“Yes, I will.”
“Good. And Evie?”
“Yes?”
“I feel it’s only fair to tell you that I’ve won one or two boxing championships in my time.”
Evelyn burst out laughing.
“Duly noted.”






  
  Chapter Three


Rue Delambre, Montparnasse, Paris
September 19
Nicolas stared at the unassuming front of the watchmaker’s shop across the road. A faded sign over the door proclaimed Horlogerie L. Leroux, while newer lettering on the front window read Horlogerie—Réparations—Toutes Marques. It didn’t look like much, but then, none of the shops in this neighborhood looked like much. The area was predominantly artisan, and he’d always felt that there was a distinctly bohemian flair to both the hotels and retailers. Gisele thought Montparnasse was charming. He wouldn’t go that far, but he did admit that the narrow lane he found himself in had a certain quaintness about it. 
He was standing inside a tobacconist’s shop, looking out the window while he waited for the buraliste behind the counter to finish with another customer. He and Gisele had left their home in the 8th arrondissement the day before after hastily preparing the house for their departure. They’d left seasonal clothing behind, just as they would if they were going south to the château, but had taken enough with them to make it appear as if they would be gone for an extended amount of time. Gisele had balked at leaving her more expensive gowns for, as she put it, “some German’s tart” to make use of. Nicolas’ lips curved faintly as he remembered her scathing comments on the subject. In the end, Eloise had helped her pack them in trunks which Eloise herself would take charge of. The gowns would be waiting for Gisele when she returned, whenever that might be.
The faint smile faded and his lips tightened ever so slightly. While they were hoping desperately that all of this would turn out to be a false alarm, Nicolas felt in his gut that it was not. Somehow, someway, their cover had been blown before they’d even begun. How, he couldn’t begin to imagine, but it obviously had. And at this point, he was just supremely grateful that they’d been warned in time. Good God, they could have been arrested at any moment! They certainly hadn’t been keeping a low profile. They were well known throughout Paris and had become well acquainted with the occupiers.
“Merci! Je te verrai la semaine prochaine.”
Nicolas turned from his contemplation of the storefront across the road as the customer behind him turned to leave the shop. He smiled and nodded amiably at the older man as he passed him on his way to the door.
“And you, monsieur? How may I assist?” the buraliste asked cheerfully. “I received a case of Villiger Export cigars just this morning.”
“Did you?” Nicolas moved over to the counter. “By all means, then, I’ll take five. And a packet of Gitanes. Actually, make that two packets of the cigarettes.”
“Of course!” The man turned to unlock a glass-fronted cigar case. “Has the rain stopped?”
“For the moment. It looks as if it will return.”
“Well, at least it’s not a heavy rain.” The man turned from the case with five cigars in his hand. “I’ll take a misty drizzle like this any day over a downpour.”
“Indeed.”
Nicolas watched as he added two packets of cigarettes to the cigars and began ringing the purchase up.
“Tell me, is the watchmaker there across the street reliable?” he asked suddenly.
The buraliste looked up in some surprise, then glanced out the window at the storefront in question.
“Leon’s? Yes, he’s very good. Trained in Switzerland before the last war.”
“I have a watch that isn’t working properly, but it’s of some value,” Nicolas murmured.
“Ah, well, Leon will take very good care of you, monsieur. He’s a good, honest man.”
Nicolas paid for his cigars and cigarettes and nodded in thanks.
“I appreciate the information,” he said, taking the brown paper bag with a smile.
“Anytime, monsieur.” The buraliste smiled congenially. “I hope to see you again soon.”
Nicolas inclined his head and turned to leave the little shop, tucking the bag under his arm. He had procrastinated long enough. It was time to do what he had arrived in Montparnasse to do.
As he stepped outside, he glanced up at the overcast sky. The clouds were low, and the pavement was slick with the light rain that had fallen that morning. His umbrella was hooked over his arm, and he swung it into his hand almost unconsciously, waiting for a taxi to pass before crossing the road towards the watchmaker’s, his umbrella tapping on the pavement in a steady rhythm.
He had no idea what he would find inside the shop. Luc Barineau, one of the leaders in the fledgling Paris resistance, had told him that if he needed to reach him, that shop was the way to do it. Whoever Leon was, he would get a message to Luc. And while Nicolas felt very uncomfortable approaching a complete stranger in a shop, he had no other choice. He didn’t know what to do, who he could trust, or how he was going to get his sister out of Paris safely. Nicolas didn’t care much for himself. If he was captured, so be it. But Gisele was another matter. He was determined to get her to safety.
A small bell rang over the door as he pushed it open and stepped into the little shop. Watches were displayed in locked cases in the front window, and more cases lined the walls of the narrow space. At the back of the store, a counter guarded a door concealed by a burgundy curtain, and as the door closed behind Nicolas, the curtain moved and an older gentleman with glasses perched on his nose emerged from the back.
“Good afternoon, monsieur,” he greeted him in a raspy voice before coughing apologetically. “My apologies. The damp air doesn’t agree with me at the moment.”
Nicolas smiled, hooking his umbrella over his arm once more and moving towards the counter.
“That’s quite all right,” he replied. “I understand. The air is very heavy today.”
“Indeed it is.” The older man peered at him through his glasses assessingly. “And what can I do for you today?”
Nicolas set his package from the tobacconists down and reached into the inner pocket of his overcoat.
“I have a watch that is giving me trouble,” he said slowly. “I was told that I should have André look at it.”
The older man stiffened just slightly, and his gaze became piercing.
“André?” he repeated.
A shiver of foreboding went through Nicolas, and he raised his eyebrows questioningly, hoping that his expression showed only polite inquiry.
“Yes. Does he no longer work here?”
The old man shook his head and waved a hand vaguely, sinking onto a stool behind the counter.
“He does, he does,” he assured him, nodding. “It’s only that he’s not here at the moment. He will return later today. Is it a wristwatch or a pocket watch?”
Nicolas hesitated, then pulled out the leather pouch containing one of his two Cartier Tank watches.
“It is my Cartier Tank,” he said, handing over the pouch.
“Ah yes.” The man gently slid the gold watch out of the leather bag. “A very fine piece. A wristwatch is very practical now, but you would be surprised how many young gentlemen like yourself still bring in pocket watches to be repaired. I suspect they’re family pieces, and not their everyday wear. Perhaps for formal occasions. ”
“This is one that I wear often,” Nicolas told him, the feeling of uneasiness growing. “If you don’t think André will be available to look at it, I can return on another day. I’m told he’s the best in Paris for Tanks.”
“Yes, he is. Very skilled. I taught him myself.” The old man glanced up from his examination of the watch in his hands. “I don’t foresee any delay. As I said, he will return later today. What seems to be the problem?”
“I don’t really know. It’s been stopping more frequently. It may just need a good cleaning. I haven’t had it done recently, I’m afraid.”
The man nodded and set the watch down before reaching for a receipt pad. Nicolas watched him, noting that his hands were steady despite his age.
“I will write you out a receipt,” the man told him. “I could, of course, take a closer look now if you like, but André handles most of the newer watches for me. It allows me to concentrate on my own work.”
“I understand.”
“And what name shall I put?”
Nicolas hesitated for the briefest of seconds. “Nicolas. Nicolas Ainsworth.”
The man looked up sharply, his eyes narrowing just faintly behind his glasses. The look was gone as quickly as it appeared, and he returned his gaze to the slip of paper in front of him. But that look
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