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The Scavenger’s Curse

Many evil things there are that your strong walls and bright swords do not stay.

- J.R.R. Tolkien, “The Fellowship of the Ring”
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1208 BC; Off the Coast of A Strange Land

“Pull! Pull for your lives!”


The Kelt chieftain braced against the sweep oar, desperate to keep the bow of the longboat turned toward the wind that battered mercilessly from the North. A warrior abandoned his paddle and began to bail frantically with a ceramic pot. The churning waves crashed over the gunwale, water seeping mercilessly through the grinding yew-sewn planks.


“Do you smell it?”


Panic tore through the warrior crew. The musty smell that swirled around them, stirred by the pounding waves, spoke to men of the land of a nearby sea. To men of the sea the smell meant mud, sand, and rock - a lee shore that threatened death to boats lost in a storm.


“Pray to the gods it is a fair shore! If it is rocky, pray we die quickly!”


The warriors dug paddles deep into the churning sea, exhaustion tearing at their muscles, fear driving them forward.


The bow sank low into the trough of a wave and rammed fast for a moment in the estuary mud. The following wave catapulted the oaken craft up, spinning it on the bow as a fulcrum, twisting it, casting the warriors into the surf. The boat rose in the next wave and crashed back down upon them, striking the chieftain mercilessly with the first blow. Again, the boat rose up and pounded down upon the crew, desperate to gain footing, their waterlogged clothing weighing them down, the surge grabbing at them.


Five men staggered ashore and collapsed on the muddy reach. Seven bodies lay face down on the sand, dreadfully still, rolling with each approaching and receding wave. Their stash of weapons, stores of dried meat, and skins of water, lost. The unfortunate few that lived now faced the fury of the gods of this strange land.


“Drustan, do you live?”


Drustan coughed, cleared his lungs of the black salt water, and rose to his knees.


“How many live?”


“Three others.”


“The weapons?”


“Lost. The food also.”


Drustan instinctively reached for his sword, and felt the hilt safely held against his waist, the sacred symbol tight in his hand.


“We must find shelter or we will die.”


The five men staggered up the beach and slogged their way through the tall grasses of the marsh that cut at their skin and pulled them down into the mud. They collapsed beneath a small clump of low bushes where the ground finally firmed. The wind howled mercilessly.


“Our gods, they are angry. How have we failed them?”


“I fear more the gods of this strange place, Drustan. Who could live on such ground as this? The demons of the earth grab at you, try to pull you down to the recesses of darkness.”


“We rest on hard ground here, Haerviu. But look, there. Remains of a hearth fire. A tribe lives here.”


A well-used hearth fire, salt-stained earth, and a wide clearing told the men they were intruders in tribal lands, a land of salt-makers.


“We will be safe here, for the night at least.”


The words barely left Haerviu’s lips as a spear pierced his chest, blood spurting from his mouth with his last dying words. A wooden club caught Drustan above his eye, and demons of the earth pulled him down into the underworld without the cleansing of a ritual fire.


The tribal warriors bound the survivors and drove them like sheep back to the village.




540 A.D. - Kent Kingdom, Britannia

The pagan chieftain lay bloodied and dazed on the dirt floor. The Saxon general, warlord of the Kingdom of Kent, strode into the rude hut illuminated by torches held by his soldiers. The wails of the women and children rose above the clatter of swords and the cries of the dying.


“My Lord, this is the chieftain’s sword.”


The soldier raised an ancient relic of the pagan past then passed it to the Saxon general who stood over his adversary’s broken body.


“The sword of a pagan. And the last of the Cantii to despoil this land.”


The general grabbed the sword by the hilt and felt the ancient pagan symbol against his palm. The soldiers dragged in a woman and three children along with an assortment of slaves and shoved them forcibly to the ground.


“Up to your knees, pagan.” 


A soldier kicked the woman in the side, forcing her to rise to her knees. She nodded her head, and her children followed.


The general raised the bronze sword and with a sharp downward thrust severed the head of the pagan chieftain’s favorite wife, the blood spraying out across her children as her body collapsed and jerked with the throes of the dying. The warlord grabbed the severed head by the hair and thrust it in the face of his enemy, who gazed with a fury at the murdering Saxon. He then lowered his eyes, raised to his knees, and stretched his head as high as he could. A slow murmuring chant filled the hut from those doomed to die.


The soldiers lining the hut backed away. The chanting continued.


“Save your pagan prayers.” 


The general continued the beheadings - first the son, then the two daughters, and finally the slaves. As the blood of his family pooled around his knees, soaking into the black earth, the chieftain’s chanting rose in ferocity and intensity. He rocked back and forth, his eyes rolled back into his head. One of the soldiers fell to the ground and wretched violently.


The chanting stopped when the Saxon general swung the sword for the last time. The severed heads were cast into a hastily dug pit, and the general ordered his men to urinate and defecate on the bloody remains. He cast the pagan sword down into the pit. When at last fire consumed the village, quiet returned to the shores of the marshland.




Chapter 1

Into the Darkness

You have to know darkness before you can appreciate the light.

- Madeleine L’Engle, “A Ring of Endless Light”
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Present Day, Paris

I waited for Sid at Le Café Ruban Vert near my hotel, and near enough to the train station Gare du Nord to make it easy for him to grab a taxi. The café is quietly discrete on an inside courtyard off 42 Rue des Jeuneurs - a perfect place to meet if you wanted privacy. He had flown to London to attend to some business and promised to catch the cross-channel train and meet me in Paris.


“Hey, Bud!”


Sid “Whitey” Woodard always called me “Bud.” Everyone called him Whitey, except me.


“Hey, Sid! I hope your trip was comfortable.”


“The plane was like flying in a phone booth. But I love the trains. It seems strange, though, riding beneath the English Channel. Easiest crossing I ever made!”


He sat down and slipped a tattered leather briefcase under the table. Marcel, the owner of the café, brought another glass and picked up the near empty wine bottle.


“Un autre?”


“Oui, mon ami. Please bring another.”


Marcel upended the bottle and drank the dregs then headed back to the wine rack.


I had remained in Paris after the “Three Angels” conference to do some impromptu work for the Winnipeg Guardian. Angus McDonough had me researching some local stories that involved members of the Winnipeg Rifles regiment. That gave me extra time to start my next manuscript - all on the Guardian’s credit card. The tourist season had just ended and the colors of autumn slowly began to paint the Paris landscapes.


“I take it the address I found you worked out.”


Sid knew perfectly well it was the correct address.


“How did you find it?”


He smiled. Sid did not reveal his sources. I knew enough to drop the subject.


“So, what are you doing here, Sid?”


“I’ve been watching your stories closely ever since you asked me about John Keene. I had some pushback over that.”


“I thought all that was declassified.”


He looked at me over his wine glass with “that look.” I guessed not.


“The true stories of the war will never be told - at least through unclassified documents. High level stuff, sure - and pieces, here and there. But the written record was scrubbed of sensitive information long ago. You have to remember, from where things looked during the early days of the Cold War we were preparing for war against the Soviets. No one could have guessed back then how it would change.”


“So the books are cooked?”


“In certain ways, yes. Frankly, most of it is inconsequential, and pretty boring.”


I looked at him carefully and guessed why he was in Paris. He had something to share with me that he did not want anyone in his circles knowing about. He wanted privacy and anonymity. Sid smiled that beguiling, impish smile of his again.


“Sharpen your pencil, Bud. I bought you a ticket on the Eurostar to London. We leave in an hour.”




We cleared security quickly despite the lines. Sid showed the attendant a card in his wallet that allowed him to bypass the scanner with his briefcase. No one opened it. We ended up in the station wine bar waiting for boarding.


“What do you know about FUSAG?”


I couldn’t help but look at him suspiciously. This man never asked anything without a purpose. This was a trap, one he deliberately set for me. The sparkle in his blue eyes warned me to be careful.


“The usual.”


I tried to remain vague. Sid was dangling bait in front of me, and I didn’t want to bite too soon. I knew he would never get to the crux of the issue in such an open place. At the same time, this was more than simply small talk.


FUSAG - First United States Army Group - was a fictitious army created to convince the German high command, and especially Hitler, that the Allies would invade at Pas de Calais in northern France. Eisenhower picked Gen. George S. Patton to command a “ghost army.” This was calculated to keep him safely under wraps in England as punishment for the infamous Italy “slapping incidents,” or so the story goes. More to the point, the Germans believed the Allies’ most effective tank commander would lead the main assault in France. Follow Patton, and Germany would know when and where the invasion fleet would strike. That created a perfect opportunity for misdirection and counter-espionage to disguise the real intentions of the invasion armada.


The book Bodyguard of Lies first revealed the enormity of the deception - part of Operation Fortitude. Sid knew the author, Antony Cave Brown, as just “Tony” - of course. When I first met him I brought Sid my copy of the book which he autographed with the words, “We will have lunch ... Sid.” We spent several hours going over certain sections of the book where I frantically scribbled notes, filling in details the author had intentionally omitted or downplayed - including identifying certain OSS operatives, like Sid.


“Tony had to promise not to identify anyone still living, and some events were simply better left untold.”


That was all the explanation he would give. I had known for several years there were stories buried inside that white-haired enigma named Sid, and I would have to wait for the right time to smoke them out.


“All of us who worked for Bill Donovan one way or another were involved.”


Sid was referring to General “Wild Bill” Donovan, the commander of the OSS, the Office of Strategic Services during the war. The OSS was the precursor of the CIA and the American counterpart to the British SOE - Special Operations Executive.


“I was just a lowly private - and frankly preferred to stay that way. But in the OSS, rank was not much of a factor unless you wanted to work behind a desk. That wasn’t for me.”


Sid kept the preliminary conversation very general as passengers began boarding. We had tickets in Business Premier class so did not have to wait in the long lines now that we had cleared security. We settled into our seats at the front of the car.


“Not very crowded today. I’m surprised the seats around us are empty.”


Sid just smiled.


“I called in a favor - wanted some privacy.”


I couldn’t tell if he was serious or just playing me. Sid was a man you could trust with your life - just don’t play cards with him.


The train pulled out of Gar du Nord station, rolled through the industrial yards of northern Paris and out into the countryside where it began to pick up speed. As the steward brought our gourmet dinner, the train hit top speed - 300 kilometers per hour - the fastest I had ever traveled on the ground. I had to admit I was a little uncomfortable at first, but Sid just quietly made small talk. The attendant cleared the table, and Sid waited until he left the coach. He sat back in his seat.


“I want to tell you a story. During the war the Brits turned every German agent into a double agent in an operation called “Double-Cross,” except one. You won’t find documentation in any official records, so don’t bother to look. The official story is that he committed suicide. I am the last person alive who knows the real story - the entire story. When I die, the story dies with me - unless I pass it on to you.”


“Without documentation, it’s just fiction. What’s the point?”


“What’s the difference between the war’s history as it is written and fiction? History is just a caricature of the truth, told by the victors. There’s nothing sinister about that - it just is. It’s how it always has been. My story won’t change that.”


Sid leaned forward in his seat.


“But I will know the story is finally told. That has to be good enough.”


I had worked with Sid a long time. He shared many of his stories with me over the years, but almost nothing about the war. For some reason, he was willing to share this now, and I needed to understand why. Sid sat back and looked out the window at the French countryside as it whizzed by.


“I’ve made a lot of mistakes. And lost people close to me.”


He turned and stared down at the floor. For a brief moment, a flash of light in the perfect void, he appeared lost, vulnerable.


“It’s time to make amends.”


He looked up, and the fierceness returned to his face even as he broke into a familiar wry smile.


“That’s what you’re here for.”


I stared into his steel-blue eyes as the high-speed train plunged headlong into the tunnel, downward into the cold still blackness beneath the English Channel.




Chapter 2

Death’s Head

All concerns of men go wrong when they wish to cure evil with evil.

- Sophocles, “The Sons of Aleus”
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March 1944

SS Major General of Police Walter Schellenberg left the Reich Main Security Office with a clear set of orders. The German High Command at OKW and the Führer himself had concluded the Allies would attack at Pas de Calais. It was the only choice. The English Channel at Calais was a mere thirty-five kilometers wide - its narrowest point. The buildup of men and material - tanks, planes, and landing craft - was unmistakable. OKW’s analysis of Allied bombing patterns concluded rail centers and bridges serving northwestern France were being systematically attacked. Allied air reconnaissance missions over the Calais region had increased as spring arrived. The signals were clear.


Col. Wolfgang Fischer, the general’s Chief of Staff - West, was not as certain as OKW and Hitler.


“Herr Schellenberg, I do not concur with the opinion of OKW.”


“Again, Fischer, this nonsense about Normandy. How would the Allies supply such an army? There is no suitable port. We know where they are staging their assault. We know they are trying to destroy our ability to resupply and communicate in northern France. These are not small indicators, Colonel.”


“An elaborate ruse, Herr General. And I can prove it.”


“Be careful what you say, Fischer. We have worked together a long time, but if someone overheard such talk, I would not be able to protect you.”


Colonel Fischer knew he had spoken carelessly.


Get to the point. This is your chance.


“Herr General, the level of detail we have gleaned from the Allied radio traffic is too detailed, too comprehensive. I believe the Allies want us to concentrate our forces at Calais and have falsified much of the information we have received. I have been working on a plan to test the legitimacy of the intelligence we are gathering from our regular sources.”


“For what purpose, Fischer, if the Führer has already made the decision?”


“If we uncover proof of a deception, we will be in a position to inform the Führer directly. If OKW is correct, and Calais is the target, we can collect useful additional intelligence right before the invasion - perhaps discover the sailing date itself, the invasion routes, and other useful intelligence we as yet do not have.”


General Schellenberg thought this over.


“Meet with me tomorrow, Fischer. Show me your plan before you return to Amsterdam. But you must keep your opinion about this Normandy thing to yourself. If you are correct, we will both benefit from this. But officially, we will be looking for more current information on the Calais invasion. Understood?”


“Yes, General.”


Colonel Fischer understood all too well what the general meant. If he was wrong, and someone exposed his actions to OKW, Fischer would be sacrificed.




General Schellenberg had carefully considered his political liability by seeding the morning’s briefing with just the right mix of SS officers.


“Gentlemen, this is Oberst Fischer - code named ‘Mace.’ He controls a network of agents working in England gathering information for the SS about the impending invasion. He has questions about the authenticity of some of the information we have received, and I thought all of you would want to hear his plans for alleviating those concerns.”


Colonel Fischer could not have faced a more dangerous assembly of officers. If he were given the go ahead, and failed, he would probably be shot. If he succeeded with his entire plan, only a small portion of which he was going to explain today, the rank of general and an Iron Cross were in his immediate future.


“Gentlemen, thank you for taking the time from your busy schedules to hear me out. As you know, the Führer has determined the Allies will invade at Calais. The Führer has made the preparations for the invasion second only to the operations on the Eastern Front.


“Our network of agents has been very thorough in uncovering the order of battle of the Allied forces. However, many of my analysts have been disturbed over the detail contained in this intelligence.”


“You think they have failed in their thoroughness, Colonel?”


The officer who spoke wore the rank of an SS colonel, and was rumored to be an informant who reported directly to Himmler.


“Quite the opposite, Herr Oberst. We are concerned the information may be too detailed.”


“We have given much consideration to the idea of planted intelligence, Colonel. The Führer himself has dismissed this idea.”


Colonel Fischer was ready for this argument.


“I have read the Führer’s directive as well as OKW’s situation analysis, and with respect to the location of the invasion, I agree with both.”


He hoped this blatant lie would go unnoticed.


“It is the subordinate details - the routes, secondary and tertiary objectives, and battle formations - these we believe may have been deliberately falsified to manipulate the German forces into positions advantageous to the Allies. I propose to engage in a series of deliberate actions to test the validity of the details. This will include planting false information and following its path back to our analysis branch. We will increase pressure on key operatives to take further risks now that preparations appear to be more thorough by the Allies. Lastly, we will follow the movements of the commander we believe will lead the main invasion assault, General Patton.”


The SS officers in the room nodded in agreement. The Führer himself was convinced Patton would lead the Allied tank assault from the beachheads. No one would contradict that decision.


“I have an agent in the region of Kent in southwest England who has been in deep cover for many years, biding his time carefully. He is in a position to act decisively to see if we have been subject to a double-cross.”


“Double-cross?”


“It is a British phrase, Herr Oberst. It means to stab your master in the back.”


“And if you find such a ‘double-cross’ - what then?”


Himmler’s mole was not impressed, Fischer could tell.


“If I find sufficient evidence we have been deceived, I will personally request an audience with the Führer to disclose my information.”


That caught everyone’s attention - even Himmler’s informant. To contradict the Führer was an act of suicide - or unmitigated brilliance.




He returned to his office and despite the late hour called in his aide. Colonel Fischer poured two glasses of cognac.


“Heinz, I believe it is time to tell you what my real objective is.” 


His right hand began to shake.


“The Führer has been deceived - by both the Allies and OKW. There will be no invasion at Calais. The Allies will invade Normandy.”


“And General Schellenberg, he agrees with this, Herr Oberst?”


“General Schellenberg’s job is to kiss the ass of OKW and the SS general staff. It is up to the field commanders to do the fighting, Heinz. Do not lose sight of that fact.”


“And what do you propose to do, Herr Oberst?”


Colonel Fisher stared at his glass for a long moment, then fixed his gaze out the window at the dark, cold night enveloping Amsterdam.


“I need to contact Petrus. I need his Scavengers.”




Chapter 3

The Americans

In all chaos there is a cosmos, in all disorder a secret order.

- Carl Jung
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April 1944, Southeast England

The stables stood since Elizabethan times on the grounds of Castle Whitstable in Kent. There was a time when the trumpets of war sounded the stables’ grooms fitted the castle mounts for battle. That was before the Great War. Before machine guns, mustard gas, and aeroplanes. It was a glorious time, at least in the myths woven to disguise the blood and screams of men and horses dying in battle.


This new war - with its machines and radios - had little use for the stone stables. Officers no longer rode their mounts into battle, swords held high. The Remount Service no longer scavenged the countryside for horses, leaving the peasants to plow the fields with only the sweat of their backs. For the first time in centuries there was a war, and quiet in the stables of Castle Whitstable.


Until the Americans arrived.




The young boys watched in amazement from the train trestle as the column rattled along, black diesel smoke belching from the exhaust pipes of the trucks as they turned left at Belmont Road and passed beneath. They raised their clenched fists and pumped their forearms, the universal signal. The American drivers responded with hearty blows of their loud horns, the boys cheering wildly.


The column turned onto the commercial loop, snarling the local traffic, then made a hard right onto Tower Parade, past the harbor, and on toward the castle. The residents of Whitstable left their shops and watched in disdain at the procession.


“We survived them bloody German airplanes, but now Americans? God help us!”


The column rolled to a stop in the middle of the castle’s Grand Courtyard.


“I say, what is the meaning of this?”


The butler of Castle Whitstable stood his ground before the command Jeep.


“Who is in charge here? I demand an explanation for this unwelcome intrusion!”


“I am Major Lockley. And you are?”


“Thomas, sir. I manage the House of Whitstable. By what authority have you so rudely interrupted the affairs of the castle?”


“This authority, Mr. Thomas.” 


The major handed him a set of orders from the Kent British Army Command listing Castle Whitstable as the location for an American motor pool.


“It is just Thomas, sir.”


He snatched the paper from the major’s hand and read it with a frown.


“It seems you are to be given access to the stables for your motor vehicles. How inconvenient. I will have a word with Sir Owen over this intrusion.”


“Have all the words you want, Thomas. It’s not going to change anything.”


A young corporal climbed down from one of the supply trucks and whistled.


“Great digs ya got here, pop! Holy cow!”


“Corporal, get about your duties.”


“Yes, sir, major, sir!”


He smiled and winked at Thomas.


“Wonderful. Such manners. I would expect better behavior from one of our goats. These stables, Major, are centuries old. I will hold you responsible for their safe condition during your … occupation.”


“We are not an invading army, Thomas.”


“Oh, really. I insist you do not interfere with the activities of the house, Major - which, by the way, is not a part of your orders. Kindly instruct your … soldiers … they are not permitted in the castle. We are not an amusement park.”


Thomas stomped back into the castle where he was greeted by an anxious staff.


“What do they want, Thomas? Are they staying?”


“It appears so, Mrs. Hollingsworth. Everyone, we have been invaded by the Americans, with their chewing gum and movie star posters. Let us not forget we are the staff of the Castle Whitstable, and these are not our overnight guests. Now, back to your duties.”


Thomas walked into the library and placed a telephone call.


“We have a problem, sir. It’s the Americans … I see. I appreciate your predicament, Sir Owen. I will do the best I can. I am afraid we will have to implement new security arrangements. I will demand they remain in the East wing of the stables, away from the stallion stall. And away from the ‘Pit.’”


He listened to the voice on the other end for a moment, frowning deeply.


“I understand, sir. I will make the necessary arrangements.”




OSS Intelligence, Dover Command

“I have last night’s paper, Captain.”


The pretty young ATS lieutenant entered Captain Alexander Kennedy’s office with a small dossier and a newspaper and stood before his desk. Kennedy fancied himself quite the ladies’ man, and only the most attractive women of the Auxiliary Territorial Service “made the cut” as he liked to call it. Few American WACs were stationed in Dover so the ATS provided much needed clerical support for the OSS.


Kennedy especially liked it when new clerks arrived. These were the most likely ones to succumb to his combination of boyish American charm and manipulation.


“So, Lieutenant. What has General Patton stirred up this week?”


“Well, sir, it seems plenty.” Lt. Janine Carlisle stood, hiding her contempt at the captain’s eyes that stared at her chest the whole time. “At the Welcome Club in Knutsford he gave a speech to what his aide told me this morning was just a bunch of little old ladies. Let me read to you from the paper … ,” and she unfolded the Times. “General Patton declared ‘it is the evident destiny of the British and Americans to rule the world.’ This slap in the face of our ally the Soviet Union is the last straw. How can General Eisenhower keep this reckless brigand as the commander of the American First Army any longer?’”


Captain Alexander howled with laughter.


“Sir, his aide Captain Merrick insists Patton included the Russians in his comments.”


“Of course he did, Lieutenant. I reviewed and approved that speech myself. Do you know how much it cost me to have that reporter write the article claiming he didn’t? Ha! If that doesn’t get the German general staff in an uproar I don’t know what will.”


“But what about General Patton, Captain? This is terribly unfair. What if General Eisenhower disciplines him over this?”


“Lieutenant, there were plenty of people on hand that can verify what Patton really said. Besides, Patton likes to tweak Ike’s tail - he actually thinks Eisenhower doesn’t know about all this. Believe me, Lieutenant, nothing happens in the Patton ‘Ghost Army’ charade I don’t share with the Allied high command first.”


“Yes, sir.”


Lieutenant Carlisle was not quite certain if the captain was telling her the truth.


“We have two things to organize now. First, I want to review the plans for the next series of appearances before tomorrow’s security briefing. I don’t want any surprises.”


“And the second?”


“I want Patton to speak here in Seasalter. I have rearranged his schedule to allow him to be here - on the eve of the invasion. Think of it, Carlisle! This speech will make history, and I will be the one who pulled it off! Stick with me, Lieutenant, and you’ll get a grade bump out of this, mark my words! Now, close the door behind you and run interference for me this afternoon.”


She turned to leave.


“Oh, and Lieutenant … ,” and she stopped to turn around, “… I will be taking a room in Whitstable until after the Patton speech. See that I have a driver ready each morning.”


“Yes, sir.”




By midmorning the message lay on Colonel Fischer’s desk at SS Intelligence in Amsterdam. The veins in his neck bulged as he shook with excitement.


“This is what I have been waiting for! I told OKW Patton would be commanding a major Army group, and that this ridiculous slapping incident and the rift with Eisenhower were simply bad theater. Look, Heinz. Petrus has confirmed it. Patton spoke at someplace called the ‘Welcome Club.’ The reporter made a big deal about Patton insulting the Russians, and in the process he let slip General Patton is commanding the First United States Army Group. It is mistakes like this that lose wars, Heinz. And build careers.”


“And just what value does this have, Herr Oberst? A simple news story?”


“Don’t you see, Heinz? Our analysis can be verified independently simply by reading the newspaper. I will show this report to General Schellenberg and include the analysis where I predicted this very thing months ago. The more I can validate the analysis of the intelligence I receive from Petrus, the greater my credibility. All I need is a few more messages like this to bolster my claim the invasion will happen at Normandy.”


Colonel Fischer’s right hand began to shake. He clenched it against his chest.




“Sir, Major Lockley to see you, as you requested.”


“Thank you, Thomas. Please, show him to the smoking room.”


Sir Owen put away his papers, locked them in the side drawer of his desk, and poured himself a small glass of cognac. He stopped for a moment, seemingly lost in thought, then downed the cognac in a single gulp. He set the snifter on the sideboard. Straightening his jacket, he checked his appearance in the mirror, and strode out toward the smoking room at the far end of the hall.


“Major Lockley, so good of you to come.”


“My pleasure, Sir Owen. How may I be of service to you?”


Lockley and Sir Owen looked about the same age. Both men were tall, slim, with athletic builds. That was where the resemblance stopped. Major James Lockley was an Iowa-bred farm boy with a head for engineering. He learned how to tear apart and repair most any kind of heavy machinery on his family’s farm.


When the Army began recruiting after the attack on Pearl Harbor, command assigned him to the motor pool. His leadership and experience landed him the rank of lieutenant. By the time he followed General Patton through North Africa, then Sicily, he had shown himself to be a competent officer. He ran a tight motor pool, and received a promotion to major just as he was assigned to this post - to prepare for the invasion of Fortress Europe.


Sir Owen Stephenson, on the other hand, was a product of the British caste system. Like his father, the late Sir Alfred Stephenson, he held the landed title of Baron of Castle Whitstable. He owned properties throughout Whitstable and Seasalter on the Southeast coast of England near the cities of Dover and Canterbury. Like many of his class he attended Eton College and spent most of his youth away from the castle at the boarding school. Before the war he lived at his home in London. With the Germans pounding London by air at night, Sir Owen retreated to the relative safety of the castle.


He protested vigorously to the lord lieutenant of the Kent shire when those “uncouth Americans” arrived and requisitioned the castle grounds to use as a company headquarters. The US Army found the ancient stone stables of Castle Whitstable an ideal motor pool. Not even a letter to Prime Minister Winston Churchill from his close friend the Duke of Windsor was sufficient to move the Americans to a different location. Churchill wrote to Sir Owen he would have to “endure the discomforts of war” with the rest of them.


“Major, I must once again protest about the chaos. Last night was intolerable. A group of hooligans paraded about all night making the most dreadful noises.”


“We were staging nighttime drills, Sir Owen - training maintenance teams under simulated battlefield conditions. I appreciate your concern, but I assure you it was all quite necessary.”


“This ‘staging’ as you call it. Will it continue?”


“I’m afraid so. You can expect these exercises to last through the week.”


Sir Owen let out a long sigh.


“A brandy, Major? My family bottles this at our vineyard in France, or did so until the Germans confiscated it. It is a wonderful vintage - from the grapes of the comet.”


Major Lockley sensed Sir Owen was offering a truce.


“Why yes, Sir Owen, I would like that.”


Sir Owen stood and stepped over to the sideboard, poured two snifters, and handed one to the American.


“Here is to living with hell in your back yard, Major.” 


The major smiled, accepting the grudging resignation of his host, and took a sip.


“Tell me, Major,” he offered, changing the subject. “Your family. What do they do?”


“Farmers, Sir Owen. In Iowa.”


“Iowa, the central district of your country. Yes, very fertile from what I understand. Is your estate large?”


“Well, I wouldn’t call it an estate. But we do what we can.”


“I see. The American sense of time and space, it is quite different I hear.”


“And what of your family?”


“My family has been living in Kent for centuries. Many of the families have a long history here - some as far back as the ancient bronze-age clans.”


“Really?”


“Yes. When the Romans arrived they found a fierce tribal culture here called the Cantii, as had the Kelts before them.”


The two walked over toward the window that overlooked the grounds. Beneath the window, in a glass case with the family’s dress sword collection, lay an ancient relic sword. It caught the American major’s attention immediately.


“That’s quite an amazing sword.”


“Yes, thank you. It dates to the early bronze age. It is a remarkable piece, really. The sword was found on property belonging to the castle ... a cottage on the Faversham Road. It was brought here before the current antiquities laws decreed all such artifacts to be property of the Crown. While technically public property, the castle was granted custody over the sword and its many other antiquities in the public trust.


“Being an American, your army does not have the same long tradition of the sword as an officer’s adornment. But in England, the tradition is ancient. The parallels extend back to the bronze age, as the sword shows.”


“How do you mean?”


“Look at the hilts of the swords in the collection. Each has its own unique decorations, often repeated on the upper reaches of the blade. It is like a signature of the owner - very personal, and quite unique. Some authorities claim the symbol radiating from the hilt of the relic sword, the ‘V’ shape, can be traced to eastern France and the Rhineland in Germany back some 3500 years.”


“No jewels or gold?”


Sir Owen laughed.


“No, the value lies in its uniqueness, not its baubles. Bronze age relics are fairly common here, but a sword in this condition is very rare. It has quite an unusual history, or so the story goes. Do you know of the Scavengers, Major?”


“No, I can’t say that I do.”


“When Keltic seafarers first began to arrive in England - around 1500 BC or thereabouts - they were not welcomed by the tribes that inhabited the region. The Kelts came from the sea and brought their own gods. The inhabitants were farmers, mostly. They domesticated livestock and planted grains. But there was a warrior caste among them, and frequent clashes between the groups.


“The inhabitants also made salt - the town of Seasalter was a major salt-making area of the time. But it was the lower classes - slaves, outlanders, people under punishment - these were the people who toiled over the salt. When the Kelts arrived, they often were relegated to work at the salt fires. Those that left - escaped really - banded together to survive and were left to forage from the marsh, thus the name Scavengers.


“There are places in the marshland - places sacred to the Scavengers - where they created elaborate burial and feasting mounds. Several of these mounds have been unearthed - many more still remain hidden by the marsh. They cremated their dead - a cleansing ritual that was quite foreign to the local tribes, and the source of fear and mistrust.”


What does all this have to do with anything? Major Lockley began to fidget.


“The Scavengers built boats, and harvested oysters to provide a more stable food source. Eventually trade developed between the groups - and the usual amount of interbreeding - but a class system persisted among the inhabitants - and has lasted even to this day.”


“Why are you telling me this, Sir Owen?”


Sir Owen turned and looked intently at his guest.


“Your soldiers - they are likely to encounter some of these ancient rivalries while here - especially in the pubs. I would urge you to warn them to keep their opinions close to their vest, as you say, to avoid tensions and difficulties between your soldiers and the village. I want to avoid any unfortunate misunderstandings.”


They both finished their glass, and Major Lockley made his farewells. Sir Owen watched him walk down the hallway, out of ear shot.


“Difficulties for all of us. And they are just beginning.”


After the major left the house, Sir Owen rang for his butler, Thomas.


“Thomas, bring the car around. I wish to take a drive in the countryside. All this racket is annoying.”


“The war, sir. It has made kings of riffraff, I am afraid. I will prepare the car.”


The butler withdrew as Sir Owen went upstairs to change and prepare for his drive.


“Corporal, I will be out until early afternoon. Please try to see they do not destroy the stables in my absence.”




Sir Owen always had a comment or two for the guards who in turn often made jokes at his expense. But protocol demanded the guard ring the company command post and report Sir Owen’s departure. The duty officer took notice. He picked up the phone and placed the call himself.


“Sir Owen has left the grounds … yes, sir … we are prepared.”




“Are ye lost, mate?”


The young American private turned to see a large man standing in the breezeway of the stables. His two cohorts turned and stood next to him.


“Just looking around, if you don’t mind.”


“Well, now, it seems I do mind, Yank. You’re supposed to be stayin’ in the east end of the stables. Or have they not taught you boys how to read a compass yet?”


One of the soldiers stepped forward.


“What’s it to you, Tommie?”


“Tommie is it? The name is Lachlan. Lachlan McConnell. They call me ‘Mac.” It is Mr. McConnell to you lads.”


“Well, Mr. McConnell, we’re just looking around. So stand aside.”


“No, you’re through just lookin’ ‘round. You’ll be staying at your end of the grounds. Not unless ya want a bashin’.”


One of the boys grabbed his friend by the arm.


“Billy, the major said no messing around. Come on before we get into trouble.”


“That’s right, boys. Run along and play now. Be good little lads.”


“Don’t tell me what to do, old man.”


“Old man, is it?” McConnell chuckled. “Maybe you’d like to eat them words.”


“Billy, knock it off. Let’s get out of here.”


“Not before I show this Tommie a thing or two.”


“So that’s how it’s gonna be? All right, Yank. Step on over - all three of ya … if ya got the stomach.”


Billy sauntered over to where McConnel stood, dressed in a pair of workman’s overalls, blocking the breezeway near the door of the stallion stall. He turned and looked back at his buddies, who began to close the distance.


“Well, I’m not one for violence … .”


He turned quickly and let loose a strong right jab. Lachlan McConnell blocked the punch and struck the American with a powerful left in the chest, dropping him to his knees. He fell forward grimacing in pain, and vomited on the floor. His two friends stopped in their tracks. McConnell stood over the soldier, daring the others to come forward. His friends slowly backed away.


“OK, lads. You’ll be leavin’ now.”


“Yes, sir.”


The boy on the floor coughed and spit a few times before rising slowly to his knees.


“That’s … quite a punch ya got there … Tommie.”


Lachlan McConnell reached down and helped the soldier off the ground.


“The name’s Lachlan, mate.”


“Rodgers. Billy Rogers,” he barely whispered.


“Well, Private Billy Rogers, if you’re gonna pick a fight, you’d better learn to take a punch. Now up ya go.”


Billy Rogers managed to stand on wobbly legs.


“Com’ on boys, help yer mate. The fight’s over.”


The two moved forward and took their friend by the arms to steady him.


“Now, let’s be mindin’ our manners and we’ll not have any more trouble.”


“Yes, sir.”


“If ye call me ‘sir’ once more, I’ll have to give you another rounder. Now be off with ya. An’ stay out of this end of the stables.”




Chapter 4

The Market Lady

What makes loneliness an anguish is not that I have no one to share my burden, but this: I have only my own burden to bear.

- Dag Hammarskjold
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The Invictus rocked at anchor off the shores of the Swale estuary in the chill spring night. The lights on the cars and lorries that drove the Faversham Road across Graveny Marsh appeared only as small slits, the headlight coverings reducing the glare to shield them from German planes. Even though the RAF had almost complete mastery of the skies, the restrictions on nighttime lighting continued.


The Invictus did not raise a light even while underway at night. British coastal patrols did not routinely venture this far up the estuary, the water depth notoriously shallow, the bars unpredictable with the shifting sediments. No German submarine could penetrate the shallow water. So the oyster smacks and other small craft could ignore the regulations and go about their business unimpeded. He had dragged the oyster beds all day, and the harvest was short. But he had enough if he received the signal tonight. That was all he needed.


From this anchorage Rhys Farley could row ashore with ease, and the Oyster Pearl pub was but a short walk up the Faversham Road. He beached the skiff near the cottage of the late Widow Abbott.


The common people of Seasalter and Whitstable stayed clear of Rhys Farley. He was a small man, wiry, with a face of toughened leather, wrinkled, worn. His eyes set deep in their sockets, dark and unforgiving. A short tuft of wiry fuzz was the only hair on the top of his head, but the stiff black scruff that covered the sides of his head looked more like steel wool. A full black beard set off a face that matched his rude and caustic manners. The lift winch ripped off the small and ring finger on his left hand after a drunken accident aboard the Invictus two winters previous. His hand looked more like a claw and he liked to frighten children by waving it menacingly in their direction.


The radio began to hiss with a familiar signal. Farley rolled out of his damp bunk and slid into the small stool in the galley, placed the headphones on his bald head, and tuned in the BBC.

The two boxes are above the window …

Tom has had six broken ankles …

Thirteen is an unlucky number made up of ten and three … 

The hospital has five doctors … ,


The apparent nonsense continued for a few more minutes, but Rhys Farley had heard enough. On the far side of the channel, the French resistance would be listening to the BBC broadcast, gleaning out of the jumble of phrases instructions from MI6 - Overseas British Intelligence. What MI6 did not know was a mole within the BBC would occasionally slip the code words ’10 and 3’ into the code stream - undetectable by the broadcasters among the abundance of nonsense phrases - that
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