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    CHAPTER 1


    Autumn 1992, Somerset, England


    Matt and James were waiting for the enemy to arrive. From behind the hedge, they had a clear view of the target area — and plenty of ammunition.


    The target area, a muddy footpath along the far riverbank, lay about sixty metres away. It was sandwiched between the river and the three-metre-high vicarage wall, features that made it an ideal site for ambushing the enemy — commonly known as the Ronnie Black Gang.


    Behind Matt and James, dozens of sticks stood upright in the muddy ground. Each stick was about a metre long and capped with a tennis-ball-sized lump of soft mud. They had the appearance of thin soldiers standing to attention, but they weren’t soldiers; they were loaded weapons.


    “Can you see them yet?” James whispered.


    “Not yet,” Matt murmured. “I reckon they’ll be here in a few minutes.”


    “Patience, gentlemen,” Matt’s grandfather whispered as he walked along the line of sticks, pausing occasionally to adjust a mudball. He stopped behind the boys and surveyed the target area. “Well done, gentlemen. You’ve prepared well. Now, assume your positions and follow the plan.”


    As he walked quietly away, the boys positioned themselves at opposite ends of the row of sticks and waited in silence. They were about to put into action a plan that had been days in the making. On hearing the enemy’s approach, they each pulled up a stick, and Matt raised his hand, ready to signal the start of the ambush.


    *


    November 1943, Alpes-Maritimes, France


    France was under German occupation, and throughout the country, ordinary people had formed French Resistance groups. Under the constant threat of savage reprisals, they risked their lives to sabotage the occupiers and help bring about an end to the war.


    The two men knelt on the forest floor and peered down through the freezing early morning gloom at the target area— an isolated road beside a fast-flowing river in a deep gorge. An icy mist hung above the river and crept up into the forest, coating the tree branches in a white, crusty frost.


    The older man watched his breath rise towards the grey November sky, then noticed his young compatriot was shivering. He gave him an inquiring look. “Are you all right?”


    The young man nodded nervously. “How long before they arrive?”


    “Soon.” He pointed at the young man’s broken tooth. “What happened?”


    “I fell. It’s nothing.”


    “Did you get much sleep last night?”


    “No, I ran an errand for Father Voisard.”


    The older man turned his attention back to the road, which emerged from a narrow stretch of the gorge upstream to his left, then crossed a stone bridge to the nearside of the river. It then curved left to run along the riverbank and through the target area, before recrossing the river via another bridge and ascending the far side of the gorge.


    The young man tapped him on the shoulder and handed him a folded note. “If anything happens to me, please give it to –” He was interrupted by the sound of heavy trucks lumbering through the gorge.


    The older man took the note and stuffed it into his jacket pocket. “I will.” He signalled to his men to get ready, then placed his hand on the detonator box’s plunger.


    *


    Matt and James watched in silence as Ronnie Black sauntered towards the target area. He paused to take a long drag on his cigarette, then flicked the butt towards a startled moorhen. His mates sniggered as the frightened bird shrieked and paddled hurriedly to the far bank.


    When Ronnie and his gang entered the target area, Matt dropped his hand, and James launched the first mudball. It arced across the river and hit Ronnie in the chest. A steady barrage of mudballs followed as the two attackers worked their way along their row of carefully prepared sticks. The hit rate was high; trapped between the river and the wall, Ronnie and his gang were being splattered by an invisible enemy. They ducked and bumped into each other as they tried to identify their assailants on the far side of the river, but all they could see was a hedge. Ronnie picked up a mudball and hurled it back, but it didn’t even reach the far bank.


    *


    The Nazi munitions convoy crossed the upstream bridge and trundled along the road towards the target area. At the front of the convoy was an open-topped armoured car armed with an MG34 machine gun and a 20 mm autocannon. It was followed by an open truck carrying about twenty soldiers, then two covered munitions trucks and two motorcycles with sidecars.


    The older man kept his eye on a rock next to the road, and when the lead armoured car drew level with it, he pressed the detonator plunger. The road erupted violently beneath the vehicle — piercing its thin underbody armour and bursting its front tyres. It veered off the road and came to a stop just short of the river. The explosion also triggered an outburst of gunfire from the French Resistance fighters in the forest. Many Nazi soldiers were cut down as they jumped from their truck. One of the motorcycles was hit by a grenade — the rider and gunner were killed instantly, and the motorcycle rolled to a halt, its petrol tank ablaze.


    *


    When his last mudball arced gracefully over the river and hit Ronnie’s backside, James punched the air in silent celebration. “Good shot!” whispered Matt. “Time to go.”


    They scurried along behind the hedgerow towards a track where an old Land Rover was concealed behind another hedge. Matt’s younger sister, Emily, was standing on the rear load bed, peering over the hedge. When she saw the boys approaching, she banged on the cab roof, and her grandfather started the engine. The boys leapt onto the back, and the Land Rover sped off.


    By the time Ronnie and his gang had run along the path, crossed the bridge and doubled back to the place where their assailants had attacked, there was nothing to see except muddy footprints and a pile of sticks.


    *


    Confident they were about to overwhelm the armoured convoy, the Resistance fighters surged forward from the forest. But their confidence faded when the tarpaulin on the first covered truck was raised, revealing a heavy machine gun mounted on the truck bed. The machine gunner cut down the fighters as they dashed across the road. He then strafed the forest, killing many more as they tried to find cover. Trees splintered under the unremitting barrage, and the air was heavy with the acrid smell of gunfire and charred bark.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    Somerset, England, April 1993


    Matt gazed through the kitchen window towards the barn at the top of the orchard. He felt a dead weight in the pit of his stomach. His mum, Louise, said it was part of the grieving process and would soon pass, but he wasn’t convinced.


    He remembered walking up to the barn to tell his grandfather that dinner was ready. Through the barn window, he saw his grandad sitting in his chair, taking a nap; something he often did in the late afternoon. But he didn’t wake up when Matt entered the barn; his heart had simply stopped while he slept.


    Several days had passed since his grandfather’s funeral, but Matt still half expected to see him in the barn, tinkering with farm equipment or making one of his thingumajigs from parts of bicycles, washing machines, and scrap metal.


    Matt saw his own reflection in the kitchen window and noticed how much he resembled his grandad when he was young. He was nearly sixteen and had his grandad’s strong cheekbones, straight, narrow nose, and blue eyes.


    He looked up as his mum plonked an old biscuit tin on the kitchen table. “I thought I’d start sorting out your grandfather’s things. I found this at the bottom of his wardrobe.” She opened the tin, removed some documents and photographs, and said, “Ah, this is what I was looking for; I think it’s the key to his trunk in the barn.”


    “Can we try it?” Matt asked, feeling his spirits lift a little.


    She smiled. “Of course, but finish your breakfast first.”


    After breakfast, they walked up through the orchard to the barn. On the top floor, behind a couple of old cider barrels, they found the trunk. Matt tried the key in the padlock, and after a bit of jiggling, it clicked open. He lifted the lid and rested it against the wall. Inside was his grandfather’s neatly folded army uniform, along with his boots, belt, and several old tobacco and biscuit tins. Louise picked up some of the tins and handed them to Matt. “Let’s take these back to the kitchen. We can sit comfortably and look through everything.”


    In the kitchen, they were joined by Emily. She was two years younger than Matt, but seemed to be coping much better with the loss of her grandfather than he was.


    “Which one shall we open first?” Matt asked.


    “This one!” Emily replied, opening a tobacco tin. She pulled out a folded handkerchief and frowned. “There’s something wrapped inside.” She carefully unfolded it to reveal a bullet.


    “Gosh!” Louise exclaimed. “I haven’t seen that for a long time. It was pulled from Grandad’s shoulder during the war.”


    “I didn’t know he’d been shot!” said Emily.


    “Yes,” Louise replied. “That’s why his shoulder always ached in winter. Look, you can see the tip of the bullet is deformed from the impact with Grandad’s shoulder blade.”


    Emily winced. “Ooh! That must’ve hurt!”


    Her mum nodded. “He was lucky it didn’t shatter the bone.”


    “Did that happen in the ambush?” Matt asked.


    “I didn’t know he’d told you about the ambush,” Louise replied, surprised.


    “Yeah, it was in France,” Matt replied excitedly. “Grandad ambushed a German weapons convoy, but it went wrong, so he and another man had to escape into a forest, then up a couloir into the mountains.”


    “What’s a couloir?” Emily asked.


    “It’s a really steep gully on a mountainside,” Louise replied.


    “Grandad was shot while climbing it,” added Matt.


    Louise nodded. “He was lucky to survive.”


    Emily gazed at the bullet. “It’s weird to think that this was inside Grandad.”


    “The other man’s name was Eric,” said Louise. “He was shot in the leg and couldn’t walk. He told Grandad to go on alone.” She sighed. “Grandad always felt guilty about leaving him behind.”


    “Where did Grandad go?” Emily asked.


    “I don’t know. But someone pulled out the bullet, and he escaped to Switzerland, which was a neutral country in the war.”


    “How did he get there?” Matt asked eagerly.


    Louise shrugged. “I don’t know, he never said much about it. I’m surprised he told you about the ambush. But I do know that he crossed a mountain pass from Italy to a place in Switzerland.” She frowned. “Its name was something like ‘Saas-Almond’.” She thought for a moment, then said, “Nope, can’t remember the exact name, but it’ll come to me in a minute.”


    She opened a large biscuit tin and lifted out some black-and-white photographs. One was of two men in uniform standing next to a burned-out German armoured car. Louise recognised her father. “That’s somewhere in the African Desert. He was there before going to France.”


    Matt stared at the photograph. “He looks so young! Who’s the man with him?”


    “I don’t know,” Louise replied.


    “Look at these!” said Emily, handing a notebook to her mum.


    Louise carefully turned the pages. “It’s a nurse’s notebook, like the ones that your grandma used, but I’ve never seen this one before. That’s Grandad’s handwriting. Perhaps Grandma gave it to him when he was in the hospital.”


    “That’s where he met Grandma, isn’t it?” Emily asked.


    Louise nodded. “She was a nurse.”


    “What does the writing say?” Matt asked.


    “Not much,” Louise replied. “Just names of places. Look here, he refers to a place called Vionène and another called Chalvagne; those names sound French to me.”


    Matt fetched the atlas from the bookshelf. “Maybe I can find them in here.” Emily peered over his shoulder as he searched the index. And after a few minutes, he found what he was looking for. “Here!” he said, pointing to the map. “Chalvagne and Vionène, on the same page! They’re north of a place called Nice. It probably is nice, it’s next to the Mediterranean Sea.”


    Louise laughed. “It’s pronounced ‘Neece’. And yes, I’ve heard it is very nice. Can I have a look at the atlas? The name of that Swiss village is on the tip of my tongue.”


    Matt pushed the atlas across the table, and after searching the index for names beginning with Saas, she found what she was looking for. “Saas-Almagell; that’s the place.” She turned to the map page and traced her finger over the coordinates, “There it is! Saas-Almagell. And there’s the border between Switzerland and Italy; your grandad crossed over those mountains on foot.”


    “Blimey!” Matt exclaimed. “Some of the mountains are over two thousand metres high!”


    “Look at these!” Emily exclaimed, thumbing through a sketchpad containing pencil sketches drawn by her grandfather. She pointed to a sketch of an old couple sitting in a rustic-looking room with a large fireplace. The old woman was wearing a shawl and was sewing. The old man was smoking a pipe and gazing down at a large dog napping in front of the fireplace.


    “Grandad was really good at sketching,” Emily said, gazing at another sketch of a pretty young woman with dark, shoulder-length hair. Her face was turned slightly away, yet she was looking at the artist with a mischievous expression.


    “He was,” Louise replied. “Your grandma said that when he arrived at the hospital, he would spend hours sketching. It seemed to help him recover.” She gazed at the young woman in the picture. “She’s very pretty. I wonder who she was.”


    “Look at this one!” Emily exclaimed, pointing to a sketch of a young girl with a thin, pale face and long, straggly black hair. “She looks sad.” The girl’s dark, weary eyes seemed to stare anxiously at the artist.


    “She looks frightened,” Louise replied.


    Matt held up a composite sketch of several men’s faces. “Look at this one!”


    “He looks scary,” said Emily, pointing at a man with a cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth.


    “They all have a rough look about them,” Louise added. “Except him.” She pointed to a smiling young man. “He’s much younger than the others.”


    “I wonder who they were,” said Matt, reaching for the notebook. “Perhaps Grandad named them somewhere here.”


    Louise pointed to a sketch of a village perched high on a mountainside. “That’s nice.”


    “Look at this one,” said Matt. He was pointing at a sketch of a narrow road running alongside a river in a gorge. “I bet that’s where the ambush happened! Look! The road crosses the river in two places. Grandad said the ambush was between two river bridges in a gorge!”


    Louise raised her eyebrows. “Gosh! He told you more than he told me.”


    Matt picked up the notebook, and a piece of folded paper dropped from between the pages onto the table. Louise picked it up and carefully unfolded it. “That’s strange!”


    “What is it?” Matt asked.


    “I have no idea,” Louise replied, placing the note in the middle of the table. “There’s some French writing below a sketch of an animal; it looks like a goat! It’s not your grandfather’s drawing or his handwriting.”


    “What does the writing say?” Emily asked.


    “I don’t know,” Louise replied while gazing at the neat cursive writing. “My French was never very good — much to your grandfather’s dismay. There’s a French dictionary on the bookshelf; perhaps we can translate it.”


    While Emily looked for the dictionary, Matt examined the sketch. “It looks like a goat with a ball between its horns! And there are flowers on the ball.”


    “Perhaps it’s a kid’s ball!” said Louise.


    Matt looked confused. “What?”


    She grinned. “Think about it.”


    Matt thought for a few seconds, then said, “Oh, I get it. Very funny.”


    “Get what?” Emily asked.


    “It’s okay, Ems, it was one of Mum’s awful jokes. What’s a baby goat called?”


    “A Kid,” said Emily. She grinned at her mum and opened the French dictionary. “What are the words that I need to look up?”


    After a few minutes, they had translated the words into English, and Matt recited them. “Don’t mourn my passing. Instead, reflect on our wonderful childhood and precious adventures.” He looked at his mum. “What does that mean?”

  


  
    CHAPTER 3


    France, May 1943


    The Halifax bomber banked away into the darkness, and the roar of its four Merlin engines faded, leaving only the quiet whistle of George’s parachute descending through the cold night air. He looked up and was reassured to see its circular canopy against the night sky. Now, all he had to do was land in a remote area of the southern French Alps without breaking any bones.


    The flight from a dark airfield in the south of England had been largely uneventful — except for some unwelcome attention from German anti-aircraft cannons along the French coast. The pilot and navigator didn’t say much to George; their task was simply to fly him to the drop zone, then return to England without being shot down.


    George scanned the mountainous terrain below, looking for a flashing light indicating the drop zone’s location. According to his briefing, the drop zone was in a remote alpine meadow. The French Resistance would have started flashing the light at five-second intervals upon hearing the plane. The navigator would have seen it when he gave George the order to jump. But all George could see now were snow-capped mountain peaks reflecting the moonlight.


    As he descended, he could see that he was directly over a forest covering the side of a mountain — not an ideal place to land. He would probably break bones or end up suspended from a tree by his parachute.


    He continued scanning the terrain and noticed what appeared to be a small snow-covered meadow at the lower edge of the forest. It wasn’t the drop zone — but given that the mountain peaks were now on either side of him, it would have to do.


    His parachute had limited manoeuvrability, but it could be steered by pulling on the risers connecting his harness to the parachute’s suspension lines. He tugged hard on a riser and his parachute gradually turned towards the snow-covered meadow, but as he glided towards it, he had to pull his legs up to avoid hitting the treetops.


    Once over the meadow, he assumed his landing position, legs and feet together with knees slightly bent, and watched the ground race up towards him. The landing impact felt like jumping from a second-floor window. George was relieved to be on the ground uninjured.


    The meadow was quiet apart from the trickling sound of a stream somewhere ahead of him in the darkness, and there was just enough moonlight to be able to see the forest. He quickly gathered his parachute, then waded through the snow to the forest edge and stashed it at the base of a large boulder.


    He sat down facing the meadow — it wasn’t the drop zone, but there was no point in moving until it was light. He checked his watch; daylight was a couple of hours away. He placed his pistol on the ground beside him, rested his back against the boulder and waited.

  


  
    CHAPTER 4


    Somerset, England, April 1993


    The graveyard alternated between sunshine and shade as a strong south-westerly wind drove patchy clouds over the Somerset Levels. Each sunny spell illuminated the daffodils and crocuses growing in sheltered spots near the graveyard wall. The wind caused crows to flap and caw in the oak trees surrounding the little church.


    Matt and Emily stood next to their mum as she placed a small posy of flowers at the base of their grandfather’s gravestone. She ran her fingers over his newly engraved name, George Danton, then over her mother’s name, Margaret, who had died almost three years ago.


    Matt remembered his grandmother’s warm smile and wonderful sense of fun. She was always there to tend their bumps and scrapes, help with homework, and listen to their ideas and concerns. She and Grandad were like second parents, especially after Matt’s father died of cancer shortly after Emily’s birth. Matt’s mum had never remarried, choosing instead to raise her children and work the farm with her father.


    The farm had been a great place to grow up. Matt and Emily enjoyed collecting eggs from the henhouse, helping bale hay on hot summer days, and making dens with the bales as they dried in the fields. But over the last few years, Grandad had handed more of the farming responsibilities to Joe, the farmhand, so he could spend more time with Matt and Emily and tinker in his workshop.


    After returning home from the church, Matt spent the afternoon in the little barn at the top of the orchard, looking through his grandfather’s tools and half-finished thingumajigs. He’d lost track of time until the delicious aroma of his mum’s Sunday roast drifted up through the orchard.


    As he stepped outside and locked the barn door, he glanced at the red and white chalk marks on the barn wall and smiled to himself. The marks reminded him of the challenge that Grandad had set for him and Emily during the school holidays a few years ago.


    The challenge was to climb all the way around the barn’s rough stone wall without touching the ground. The elegance of the challenge was that they didn’t need to climb high up the wall; they simply had to start next to the barn door and climb all the way around the barn to the other side of the door. His grandad said it was a good climbing skill to have, “Sometimes you have to go sideways to find the way up.”


    Initially, Matt and Emily found it difficult to cling to the wall for more than a minute or two. But with their grandad’s encouragement, they gradually improved. He marked their progress with red chalk for Emily and white chalk for Matt. The challenge developed into a race to be the first to complete the circuit. Matt won, but his triumph was short-lived; Emily completed it the next day.


    The experience led Matt to join the local climbing club, and he spent many weekends climbing in Cheddar Gorge, with his proud grandfather watching.


    Matt wandered down the path between the rows of apple and pear trees; their bare branches swayed in the cold April breeze. His eye was drawn to the zipwire that ran through the orchard from the barn to the oak tree beside the farmhouse. He remembered how excited he and Emily were the day Grandad fitted the trolley to the zipwire and announced it was ready for testing; it was on Emily’s seventh birthday.


    *


    “It must be two hundred metres long!” Emily exclaimed. She looked comical in her birthday frock and Wellington boots.


    “Maybe even three hundred metres!” Grandad replied, winking at Matt.


    The zipwire trolley was made from steel angle and old washing machine pulley wheels, and hanging from it on a length of rope was an old car tyre for the children to sit on as they whizzed down through the orchard. Another length of rope hung from the tyre, allowing the children to pull the trolley back up to the barn for the next ride.


    Their mum was alarmed when she first saw the zipwire. “It looks dangerous, the kids could break their necks if they fall off! And that cable looks too thin, what if it snaps?”


    Grandad grinned. “Don’t worry, Lou, the cable won’t snap. It has a breaking strain of over two tons, which is strong enough to carry the kids and all their friends — even after they’ve all eaten your fruit cake!”


    She scowled at him as she handed him a mug of tea. “May I remind you, George Danton, that my fruit cake won first prize at the village fete last year?”


    He grinned, then sipped his tea; he winced. “Ooh! It’s bloody hot!”


    Emily was eager to be the first to ride down the zipwire, but Grandad said that they should send a ‘test dummy’ down first. “We can’t have you crashing into the oak tree; it would make a terrible mess of the tree!”


    The ‘test dummy’ was a sack of horse manure from the kitchen garden. Grandad picked up the sack to estimate its weight, then picked up Emily, tickling her ribs as he did so. He put her down and scratched his chin. “I thought as much; you’re the same weight as a sack of poo.” He headed for the barn. “We need some rope to attach our test dummy to the thingumajig.”


    “What’s the thingumajig?” Emily asked.


    “He means the trolley,” Matt replied.


    While waiting for him, Emily found an old paintbrush and a tin of black paint and painted a big smiling face on the sack. Matt attached one of his mum’s old straw sun hats to it with electrical tape. The result was a slightly lopsided face and a hat that drooped over one eye. Emily stepped back and inspected their work. “What shall we call her?”


    “Is it a her?” Grandad asked, emerging from the barn with a length of rope.


    “Of course,” Emily replied. “She looks like Miss Gibson.”


    Grandad laughed, but Louise winced and whispered, “Too loud, Emily! Miss Gibson might hear you.”


    Matt looked sideways at his sister. “Miss Gibson has radar ears; she can hear through walls!”


    Emily gave him a suspicious look. “She can’t hear through walls.”


    “She can!” he replied. “That’s why she always complains that we’re noisy even when we’re dead quiet! She says the noise upsets her rat!”


    Miss Gloria Gibson considered herself a woman of influence — a shining example of sophistication. But the village kids, and some adults, thought she was a meddling old bat.


    Things were particularly awkward for the Dantons because, prior to the war, Gloria had been very fond of George, but he didn’t reciprocate her feelings. And when he married Matt’s grandmother after the war, Miss Gibson was dismayed. Matt supposed that was why she was nasty towards his family, and it didn’t help that she lived next door, but Grandad always made light of it, saying Matt and Emily should ignore her nastiness.


    Miss Gibson’s ‘rat’ was actually a small, fluffy dog named Edward; the kids thought he was the most spoiled dog in the world. He didn’t do much except yap at passing children from the comfort of his little cushion on the windowsill.


    When Miss Gibson walked Edward, his long white fur would be brushed and fluffed, and he would be dressed in a little red dog coat with a matching leash. And if it was raining, she would tuck him under her arm or put him in her handbag. But when he was on the windowsill, his beady little eyes would always be scanning the lane for children.


    Grandad used the rope to tie the sack of manure — now known as Gloria — to the trolley. Then he hauled the trolley towards the barn with Matt and Emily trotting along behind him. Louise moved to the edge of the orchard and watched with apprehension.


    Grandad stopped about halfway up the orchard and looked down towards the oak tree. “I think this is far enough for the first test run. Now, who’s going to launch Gloria?”


    “Me!” Emily shouted.


    Louise glanced nervously across the orchard towards Miss Gibson’s cottage. “Dad, don’t use that name; it’ll only encourage the children.”


    Grandad winked at Matt and Emily, then shouted at the top of his voice, “Oh, don’t worry about Gloria, she can’t hear us unless she has her radar ears switched on!”


    Louise winced. “Shush, she’ll hear you!”


    “Sorry!” Grandad replied cheerfully, before whispering to the kids, “Gloria can’t hear us. I saw her leave earlier in her posh red coat with the rat tucked under her arm.” But he didn’t realise that Miss Gibson was heading back along the lane to her cottage.


    Emily hopped up and down excitedly. “Can I launch Gloria now?”


    “Of course,” Grandad replied. He handed Emily the rope but held onto her to prevent Gloria from dragging her down through the orchard. “Okay, Ems, on the count of three. One…Two …Three!”


    When Emily let go of the rope, Gloria swung forward, jerking the trolley forward. She then swung backwards, momentarily slowing the trolley before accelerating down through the orchard.


    “Go, Gloria, go!” Matt shouted.


    Emily picked up on the chant. “Go, Gloria, go! Go, Gloria, go!”


    Louise winced at each chant as Gloria hurtled down through the orchard with the brim of her sun hat flapping in the wind.


    The real Gloria Gibson was humming happily to herself as she neared her front gate. Edward was trotting along behind her in his red coat and matching leash. But she suddenly stopped and tilted her head to listen.


    “Go, Gloria, go! Go, Gloria, go!”


    Miss Gibson pursed her lips, and her face reddened. She marched briskly past her gate and followed the path around the side of the Dantons’ house towards the orchard.


    As test dummy Gloria raced towards the oak tree, Grandad realised that there was a problem. He had intentionally left a little slack in the zipwire so that the last few yards to the tree would be slightly uphill, slowing the trolley to a stop before it hit the tree. But it soon became clear that there was nowhere near enough slack. Gloria was doomed.


    While the children urged Gloria onwards, Grandad grimaced in anticipation of her imminent demise. Then, just as he thought things couldn’t be worse, the real Miss Gibson rounded the side of the house and headed, grim-faced, towards the oak tree beside the house. “Oh blimey!” were Grandad’s last words before test dummy Gloria smashed into the tree with a dull thud, causing her sides to burst open and spray manure in all directions.


    The first wave of manure hit Miss Gibson just as she was about to launch into a tirade about ill-mannered children. The shock caused her to stop with her mouth agape. Then the second wave of manure, that had initially flown skywards, succumbed to gravity and rained down on her. Her red hat withstood most of the deluge until a particularly large lump knocked it onto the side of her head.


    Edward sensed that something bad was happening. He stood rooted to the spot with his front paw hovering just above the ground. His instinct was validated when a lump of manure hit him in the face. Then, as more lumps rained down on him, he tried to run away. But because he was on his leash, he ran around in circles, wrapping the leash around Miss Gibson’s feet until he disappeared under her coat.


    When the deluge stopped, there was silence; even the birds had stopped singing. Grandad and the children stood rooted to the spot, staring at Miss Gibson. Louise clasped her cheeks in horror, and her mouth hung open.


    Miss Gibson, with her brown dappled face, lopsided hat and filthy coat, stood perfectly still as she tried to process what had just happened. She blinked and gazed at the ragged remains of test dummy Gloria swinging gently in the breeze. Then her gaze followed the cable up through the orchard to the Dantons.


    Edward cautiously poked his head out from under her coat and squinted at his surroundings. When he saw the children, he broke into a fit of yapping, which brought Miss Gibson out of her trance-like state. She slowly raised her hand and pushed her lopsided hat back onto her head, then she sniffed her manure-covered hand and wrinkled her nose.


    When she saw Edward, plastered in brown, sticky manure, her expression shifted from bewilderment to horror, and she let out a wail that gradually grew louder. Edward ducked back under her coat. She wanted to escape the nightmare, but with Edward’s leash wrapped around her legs, she couldn’t move. She bent down and tugged frantically at the leash, but lost her balance and tumbled forward onto the manure-covered grass.


    When Edward felt the leash slacken, he seized the opportunity to escape. As he ran along the path, his leash uncoiled from around Miss Gibson’s boots until it snagged on her heel, jerking him backwards so violently that he flipped over onto his back.


    Miss Gibson placed a hand on the tree trunk, pushed her hat up off her face and slowly stood up. Louise ran across the orchard to help her. “I’m so sorry, Miss Gibson. Here, allow me to help you.”


    “Don’t touch me!” Miss Gibson yelled.


    “I’m so sorry for this dreadful accident!” said Louise.


    “Accident! You call this an accident?”


    “Yes, well no, but –”


    “This was no accident!” Miss Gibson yelled. “It was deliberately caused by your ill-disciplined brats and that irresponsible layabout.” She pointed a manure-covered finger towards Grandad, who looked as though he was about to respond, but thought better of it and shut his mouth. Matt and Emily stood perfectly still next to him with eyes wide and mouths shut.


    Louise offered a hand to Miss Gibson. “Here, allow me to help you –”


    “Get away from me!” Miss Gibson shrieked. She tried to untangle Edward’s leash from her boot. “You will regret this. I will call the police, and you will all be punished for assault.” She spun around and marched back down the garden path with a bewildered Edward trotting behind her. Louise followed a few steps behind, apologising profusely and attempting to wipe the muck off her coat, but it just smeared it over a larger area.


    Emily looked up at Grandad and said, “I think Mum’s going to be very cross with us.”


    Grandad placed a hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay, Ems, it’s my fault, I should’ve slackened the cable a bit more.” Then he scratched the scar above his right eye and said, “Poor old Gloria, she deserved much better.”


    Matt looked up at him. “Which Gloria?”


    Grandad grinned, and the kids started giggling, but stopped as soon as they saw their mother, with a face like thunder, marching up through the orchard towards them.


    “Sorry, Lou,” Grandad said sheepishly. “It was a technical oversight. It’ll be safer when the kids use it.”


    “Don’t ‘sorry Lou’ me, George Danton! She’s going to the police!”


    “Come on, Lou,” he replied. “We didn’t know she was going to turn up to watch the first test run! Anyway, what’s she going to say to the police? That we attacked her with a sack of dung?”


    Louise suppressed a grin and turned towards the house. As she walked, she shouted over her shoulder, “Get that mess cleared up!”


    After she had slammed the kitchen door behind her, Grandad gave a sigh of relief and looked sideways at the children. “I think we dodged a bullet there.” He gazed at Gloria, hanging limply from her rope and dripping muck, and saluted. “Thank you, Gloria. We will never forget your sacrifice.” Then he looked at the kids. “Okay, team, you heard the boss, we’ve been put on dung duty, so let’s mop up the plop!”


    “Let’s mop the plop!” Emily chanted as they walked up to the barn to collect the shovels.


    The memory of that wonderful day evaporated when Matt heard his mum’s voice through the kitchen window.


    “Matt, dinner’s ready?”


    “Okay, coming!”


    *


    After dinner, Matt and Emily spent the evening examining more of their grandfather’s belongings. There were photographs — mostly from his time in North Africa — but with no indication of where they were taken or who was in them. Emily opened a small brass snuff box containing a transparent crystal with a yellowish hue. “Mum, what’s this?”


    “It’s Libyan Desert Glass. Your grandfather picked it up in the Sahara Desert. Hold it up to the light.”


    Emily did so. “Oh, it’s beautiful! Look, Matt!”


    Matt glanced up briefly. “Yeah, lovely.” He turned his attention back to the sketch of the road in the gorge, fascinated by it, his imagination running wild. “Mum, do you think this is where the ambush took place?”


    “I don’t know,” Louise replied, “it could be. When did he tell you about it?”


    “It was when me and James were planning our revenge on the Ronnie Black Gang.”


    “James and I,” Louise corrected him. She frowned. “Wait, what were you planning?”


    Matt grinned sheepishly. “Oops, Grandad said I shouldn’t tell you.”


    “Did he indeed! Well, Matthew Danton, perhaps you’d like to tell me about it now?”


    “Um, well, it all started in old man Riley’s orchard –”


    “His name is Mr Riley,” Louise interrupted.


    “Yeah, that’s him, anyway, Ronnie and his gang were up in the trees, scrumping, and they pelted me and James with apples.”


    “What were you doing in Mr Riley’s orchard?” Louise asked. “Scrumping perhaps?”


    “No! Well, yeah — his apples are really good! Anyway, Ronnie and his gang were already there!”


    “Oh no!” Louise exclaimed with mock disappointment. “They got to the apples first?”


    “Yeah.”


    “And they pelted you.”


    “Yeah.”


    “Which of course meant that you and James had to take revenge.”


    “Well, yeah.”


    Louise heaved a sigh. “And where does your grandfather fit into this?”


    “He heard James and me talking about it, so he offered some advice.”


    “And did he advise you not to seek revenge, but instead take the moral high ground and forgive them?”


    Matt nodded. “Sort of, he said we shouldn’t make reckless decisions.”


    “Excellent advice,” Louise replied, looking relieved.


    Matt grinned. “But he also said that revenge is a dish best served cold, and it needs careful planning.”


    “Ah! Would I be right in thinking he offered to help with the planning?”


    “Yeah, he helped us plan how and where to attack them, our escape route, that kind of stuff.”


    Louise sighed and gazed at the ceiling in despair. “Marvellous! I’m so glad he offered responsible advice! And tell me, how did this ambush go?”


    “Which one?” Matt replied with a mischievous grin. “Grandad’s or ours?”


    Louise glared at him. “Yours!”


    Matt grinned. “It was textbook! We ambushed them the following Sunday as they walked home from football. We trapped them on the footpath between the river and the vicarage wall — you know the high part of the wall?”


    “Yes,” Louise replied wearily.


    “Grandad said that for maximum success, it was important to trap your enemy. Did you know that he ambushed the Germans between two bridges in a narrow gorge?”


    “Yes, you told me,” Louise replied with mock excitement. “And was his advice helpful in your ambush?”


    “Oh, Mum, it was brilliant! Ronnie and his mates couldn’t move, they were trapped and couldn’t even see us!”


    “Why not?”


    “Because we were pelting them from behind the hedge on the other side of the river.”


    “And what exactly did you pelt them with?”


    “Mudballs!”


    “Of course, forgive me for the silly question.”


    Matt grinned at her disappointed expression, but he was keen to get on with the story. “We got there early and scooped up loads of wet mud and rolled it into golf ball-sized balls. But do you want to know the best bit?”


    “I can’t wait!”


    “Ronnie’s gang couldn’t return fire!”


    “Why not?”


    “The river is too wide!”


    Louise frowned. “But if they couldn’t hit you, how did you hit them?”


    “We used Grandad’s secret weapon!”


    “Ah! I should have known he’d have a secret weapon. And what exactly was this secret weapon?”


    “Sticks!” Matt exclaimed. “He said that if we put the mudballs on the ends of long sticks and flicked them, they would go further. It worked! We could hit Ronnie’s gang, but they couldn’t hit us.” He chuckled. “They couldn’t even see us!”


    “Brilliant!” Louise exclaimed.


    “Yeah,” Matt agreed. “Before the ambush, Grandad had us doing target practice behind the barn. But we had to stop when James accidentally hit the bedsheets on Miss Gibson’s washing line. She was really mad at us.”


    Louise put her face in her hands. “I don’t believe it!”


    Matt chuckled. “When Miss Gibson was walking away, Grandad whispered, ‘Do you think you can hit her from here?’” He laughed at his mum’s appalled expression. “Don’t worry, Mum, we didn’t try. Anyway, we got really good at hitting the target, but Grandad said we took too long to reload, so he had another great idea!”


    “Did he really?” Louise asked with mock excitement.


    “Yep, he said that we should have lots of sticks pre-loaded with mudballs so that we wouldn’t waste time reloading between shots!”


    “Inspired!” Louise exclaimed.


    “Yeah, that’s what we thought! We loaded the sticks and lined them up behind the hedge, then all we had to do was pick them up and fire! Ronnie’s gang were pinned down under a barrage of mud! And when we ran out of ammo, we implemented our escape plan; Grandad helped with that too!”


    “Oh, good! Please tell me about it.”


    “Well, when our ammo ran out, Ronnie and his gang legged it to the bridge so that they could cross the river and see who had attacked them. But before they could get to the bridge, we ran to the track where Grandad was waiting in the Land Rover.”


    Emily giggled when her mum placed her elbows on the table and buried her face in her hands. Matt grinned. “Grandad had soap and water for us to wash our hands and clean clothes for us to change into. Then he drove us to the Post Office and bought us ice creams; he told us to sit outside on the wall to eat them.”


    “Why?” Louise asked, peering at Matt from behind her hands.


    “Because when Ronnie and his gang walked past and saw us sitting there in nice clean clothes and shoes, they couldn’t pin the ambush on us.” He laughed. “James even wore his new white trainers. Ronnie still has no idea who ambushed them!”


    “They looked so funny covered in all that mud!” said Emily, before realising that she should have kept quiet. She stared apprehensively at her mum.


    Louise slowly parted her hands and stared at Emily. “Were you there too?”


    “Yes,” Emily replied nervously. “I was Grandad’s Lookout on the back of the Land Rover!”


    “You were?”


    “Yes, my job was to tell him when Matt and James were coming so that we could make a quick escape.”


    “I see,” said Louise while massaging her temples. “Well, I’m delighted that he gave you both such good grandfatherly advice.”


    “Oh, he had loads of other great ideas!” Matt replied eagerly.


    “Enough!” his mum interrupted, holding up her hands. “You can tell me another time! Now, what were we doing?”


    “We were looking at Grandad’s stuff,” Emily replied, picking up the sketch of the goat-like animal with large horns. She tried to read the French words, then asked, “Where did Grandad learn to speak French?”


    “Glastonbury,” Louise replied with a grin.


    “How on earth did he learn to speak French in Glastonbury?” Matt asked.


    She smiled. “When he was a teenager, he wanted to go climbing in France, so he decided to learn French. He heard that a Frenchman was living in Glastonbury, so he went to see him and asked if he would teach him. The man agreed but wouldn’t take payment.”


    “Why?” Matt asked.


    “He was a bit of an oddball; he was in Glastonbury because he was interested in Ley Lines, so he offered to teach Grandad French if he would guide him around the Somerset Levels.”


    “What are Ley Lines?” Emily asked.


    “Some people believe that they are invisible underground energy lines connecting historic sites such as Glastonbury Tor and Stonehenge,” Louise explained.


    “Do you believe in them?” Emily asked.


    “Not really,” Louise replied, “but there are people who are convinced they exist.” She gazed at the sketch of the goat-like creature. “It has an almost Masonic look to it.”


    “What’s Masonic?” Emily asked.


    “It’s an expression related to the Freemasons, a sort of secret society for men; they have a strange handshake.”


    Matt frowned. “A strange handshake?”


    “Yes, I think they shake hands in a particular way to secretly indicate that they belong to the Freemasons.”


    “What are Freemasons?” Matt asked.


    “I’m not really sure, but I think they are wealthy or influential people. Someone told me that they donate to charities.”


    “Was Grandad in the Freemasons?” Matt asked.


    “No, he wasn’t interested in that sort of thing.”


    “Do we know anyone in the Freemasons?” Matt asked. “We could ask them whether this picture means anything.”


    Louise smiled. “I don’t know if we know someone who’s in the Freemasons because –”


    “I know!” Matt replied, realising the folly of his question. “Because it’s a secret society.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 5


    France, May 1943


    As the sky gradually brightened, a solitary bird began to sing. It was soon joined by others, and the forest awoke to a wonderful dawn chorus. George eased himself onto his feet, surveyed the clearing, and realised how fortunate he had been to land there. It was relatively flat but only about two hundred yards across and flanked on two sides by steep forest, and he had landed about ten yards from the stream that ran through the centre of the meadow.


    He breathed a sigh of relief. The weeks leading up to this assignment had been intense. In addition to many parachute jumps — including night drops — he’d trained in armed and unarmed combat, field survival, and explosives, and had received intensive French language lessons. He had also received detailed briefings on his alpine destination, the local French Resistance, and countless intelligence briefings on Italian military activities in the area.


    As he crouched to pick up his pistol, he became aware that he was being watched. He turned his head slowly and saw a man standing amongst the trees, pointing a rifle at him. The man was dressed in dark clothing and was wearing a black woollen hat. He had an angular, weather-beaten face with thick dark eyebrows over narrow brown eyes.


    He jerked the rifle barrel, indicating George should move away from the pistol and raise his hands. George did so and noticed another man in dark clothing standing further up the slope. He also carried a rifle and a large rucksack. He uttered an order to his partner, who stepped forward, picked up George’s pistol, and tucked it into his belt. He then frisked George for other weapons before stepping back and regarding him suspiciously.


    “Qui êtes-vous?”


    George was reluctant to tell him anything, so he replied with a question. “Je cherche Marmot.”


    The man’s face darkened, and he repeated his question. “Qui êtes-vous?”


    George realised that he had no choice but to answer. “George.”


    The man eyed George for a few seconds, then said, “Allons-y.” He motioned for George to follow his colleague, who shouldered his rifle and started walking up the slope into the forest. George obeyed, and the man who had given the order followed, his rifle pointed at George’s back.


    After about an hour, they emerged from the forest onto a scree slope that rose steeply towards a band of towering cliffs. The lead man said, “Attendez.” George stopped and watched him retrieve a brown linen sack and a coil of rope from his rucksack. He handed the sack to George. “Placez-le sur votre tête.” George wondered why he should put the sack on his head. Were they going to blindfold him and shoot him?


    The man repeated his order. “Placez-le sur votre tête.” George reluctantly pulled the sack over his head and felt the rope being tied around his waist. Then the man said, “Allons-y.” The rope gently tugged George forwards — they were on the move again. But because of the snow and loose scree, their progress was slow. George frequently stumbled, but the two men dragged him to his feet, and they continued in silence.


    The men guided George through what seemed like narrow gaps between large boulders or cliffs; he couldn’t tell which. Occasionally, they would stop briefly to allow him to rest, and they would lift the sack just enough to give him a drink.


    After what seemed like hours, George was ordered to stop. The rope was untied and the sack removed from his head. As his eyes adjusted to the light, he found himself standing in a narrow ravine between cliffs that were no more than six yards apart. The man in charge offered George water, which he gratefully accepted. As he drank, he heard a shout overhead and saw a rope ladder unfurl down the cliff face.


    A few seconds later, a rope dropped down and hung beside the ladder. The first man took the end of the rope and made a simple climbing harness — George had used the same technique many times while climbing in the Avon and Cheddar gorges. The man attached the harness to George, then stepped back and shouted, “Allez!”


    The rope was hauled up until there was no slack, then George took hold of the rope ladder and started climbing. He ascended to a small cave in the cliff face and came face to face with the man who had been belaying him. The man didn’t say anything, but he helped George crawl into the cave, untied the rope from his waist, and then pointed along the gloomy, narrow tunnel.


    George made his way along the tunnel, stepping over ledges and squeezing through tight gaps between the smooth walls until he emerged into a large cavern lit by several kerosene lamps, where a group of men were examining a map spread across a stack of ammunition boxes. When they saw George, they fell silent, and two of them picked up their rifles.


    One man stepped forward. He was about forty, tall and well built. He wore a black woollen beanie, a dark grey jumper, black trousers, and black leather boots. He folded his arms and regarded George suspiciously. “Qui êtes-vous?”


    “George,” he replied.


    The man scratched his chin thoughtfully, then asked in English, “Who sent you?”


    “Renard sent me. I’m looking for Marmot.”


    The man regarded George for a few seconds, then stepped forward and offered his hand. “You’ve found him. My real name is Didier — welcome to France, Monsieur.”


    The other men lowered their rifles and stepped forward to shake his hand. A few minutes later, the two men who had captured him entered the cave. They shook George’s hand, then crossed the cave to a kerosene camp stove, where they poured themselves hot drinks and lit cigarettes.


    Didier offered George a seat on an ammunition box and ordered one of the men to bring him some food and drink. Then he sat on another box, lit a cigarette and blew a long plume of smoke from the side of his mouth. “You landed in the wrong valley.”


    George shrugged. “I didn’t see a light.”


    “No matter,” said Didier. “We were watching several valleys in case you missed the drop zone.” He nodded towards the two men. “I trust that you were treated well by Andre and Christophe?”


    George nodded. Didier took another long drag on his cigarette. “The blindfold was necessary to protect our location.”


    “I understand,” George replied. “You speak English very well.”


    Didier blew a cloud of smoke and picked a strand of tobacco off his lip. “My mother was English — she met my father in Nice, where she worked as a governess for a rich family. My father owned a pâtisserie nearby.” He smiled and shrugged. “They fell in love over croissants and coffee and got married.”


    A young man, no more than twenty years old, approached but stopped just short of them until Didier beckoned him forward. The youngster handed George a hot drink in a tin mug and a plate of bread, cheese, and slices of smoke-cured sausage.


    “This is Eric, our youngest fighter,” said Didier. “He escaped to us before the Italian military could arrest him.”


    George thanked the young man, who seemed rather shy. He was tall and thin and had outgrown his clothes by a couple of sizes. His shirt sleeves ended above his wrists, and his trouser legs were several inches too short, reaching only to the tops of his boots. He grinned awkwardly, then returned to his kerosene stove.


    Didier smiled at Eric. “The Italians suspected that Eric was working for us. He wasn’t, but mere suspicion would have been enough to be imprisoned and beaten. Eric left his home just before the Italians came to take him away. His parents were beaten for not telling the police where he had gone; his sister witnessed the beatings.”


    Didier flicked ash from his cigarette and nodded towards the men in the cave. “All the men have a story to tell. Some were in the French army before the Italians took over, others worked in factories or family businesses, and many worked the land. Now we all have one job: free our country from the occupiers.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 6


    June 1993


    The June morning sun was blazing through Matt’s bedroom window when his clock radio woke him to Regret by New Order. “Good start to the day!” he thought. Regret was one of his and James’s favourite songs.


    He gazed out of the window at the blue sky, feeling a sense of relief and excitement. Relief because it was the last day of his exams, and excitement because the previous evening, his mum had finally given him permission to go to France for a whole month, but only if James was allowed to go with him.


    Ever since finding his grandad’s notebook, he had wanted to go to Vionène. Initially, his mum wouldn’t discuss it, but then she said it depended on how well he revised for his exams, which gave him hope. So, he focused on his revision and made sure he did everything else that his mum asked of him. And although he found revision tedious, he was delighted by how much it helped in his exams, particularly geography, which wasn’t his best subject.


    He couldn’t wait to tell James the news when he got to school. That thought immediately gave him a pang of anxiety because he didn’t know if James had been given permission by his mum, Pippa, who also happened to be Matt’s mum’s best friend.


    A few weeks after his grandad’s funeral, Matt suggested that he and James take a trip to France. James was initially underwhelmed, but when Matt showed him his grandfather’s notebook and told him about the ambush in the French Alps, he became enthusiastic.


    They studied maps of the region, looking for the places mentioned in the notebook, and agreed to start by finding the ambush site and seeing if they could locate the couloir that Matt’s grandad climbed to escape the Germans. After that, they would visit Vionène for a few days, then travel to Macugnaga in Italy, where they would ride a cable car up to the Passo del Monte Moro on the Swiss border, then hike down to Saas-Almagell, the village where his grandad finally reached safety.


    Their enthusiasm outweighed the possibility that they might not get permission to go. They looked into travelling to Nice and found a campsite near Chalvagne. They even went to Bristol to look at tents and found a good one in a mountain sports shop near Clifton Down — James grumbled about the long, steep walk up Park Street and Whiteladies Road, but Matt convinced him that it was good training for the French Alps.


    *


    Matt’s thoughts snapped back to the present when his mum called from the kitchen, “Matt, breakfast!”


    He dressed quickly and went downstairs, where Emily was already sitting at the kitchen table, watching BBC Breakfast News on the small TV next to the toaster. “Morning, sleepy head!” she said.


    “Morning,” Matt replied as he sat down and helped himself to a couple of Weetabix.


    “Last day of exams!” Louise exclaimed. She kissed the top of his head as she placed a pot of tea on the table.


    “Thank goodness!” said Matt, pouring milk over the Weetabix. “Tomorrow, I can focus on the trip to France.”


    “Is James allowed to go?” Emily asked.


    “Don’t know yet,” he replied. “I hope so.”


    Louise sat down at the table. “Well, I’m sure his mum and dad are giving it careful consideration.” Matt didn’t see her wink at Emily.


    “I hope they say yes,” Matt replied through a mouthful of Weetabix.


    His mum glanced at the clock on the wall. “Look at the time! You two need to get a move on.”


    *


    As Matt scanned the busy schoolyard for James, he heard a familiar voice.


    “Hi Matt!”


    He slowed, looked to his right, and saw Claire Roberts smiling at him. She was leaning against the wall with a group of girls.


    “Um, hi Claire, how are you?” He felt his face flush.


    Claire smiled. “Much better now I’ve seen you.”


    “Oh, um, that’s good, thanks, um, yeah –” He shut his mouth before it emitted any more random words and kept walking, eager to put distance between himself and Claire’s sniggering friends.


    James was sitting on the steps near the entrance. He was shorter and stockier than Matt — ever so slightly plump, in his mum’s words. His thick and wavy black hair contrasted with Matt’s buzz cut, though it suited him and his mischievous nature. Having observed Matt’s exchange with Claire, he grinned and said, “Wow, Matt Danton! You’re such a smooth talker.”


    Matt scowled. “Yeah, right!”


    “It’s true!” James continued. “When it comes to girls, you have a certain ‘je ne sais quoi!’”


    “Yeah, I know. It’s a natural gift,” Matt replied sarcastically. “Why do girls always hunt in packs?”


    “It’s the law of the jungle,” James replied with an air of wisdom. “Lionesses always hunt in packs while their menfolk lounge around in the sun.”


    Matt stared at him with mock wonder. “Wow! David Attenborough would be impressed.”


    James gave a nonchalant shrug. “He’s always pestering me for advice.”


    Matt chuckled. “Meanwhile, back in the real world, are you allowed to go to France?”


    James grinned. “Yep!”


    “Brilliant!” Matt exclaimed. “I got permission last night!”


    “Did you really?” James replied with mock surprise. “What a coincidence!”


    Matt detected James’s sarcasm. “What do you mean?”


    James scoffed. “Our parents decided that we could go weeks ago.”


    “They did?”


    “Yep. But because they wanted us to focus on our exams, they agreed to use France as an incentive for us to revise.”


    Matt stared open-mouthed at James, who nodded and said, “I know, words like devious and scheming spring to mind!”


    “How do you know this?” Matt asked.


    “I heard my mum phone your mum last night. They were congratulating themselves on their well-executed plan.”


    Matt slowly shook his head. “I had
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