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September 1943. Norway lay
crushed under the sadistic Nazi occupation when Allied commandos
were sent to join the underground forces in a top-secret
mission.

But the whole operation is
undermanned and poorly armed and the high command is relying on the
one man with the guts and know-how to pull it off—Mac Wingate,
special agent and demolitions expert.

Never has Mac faced a more
difficult job: to make his way through the frozen arctic sea,
penetrate the tight Nazi security and demolish Hitler's floating
nightmare—and come out of it alive!
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“The Tirpitz — the “Lonesome Queen” as the Norwegians
called her — lay at Alten fjord, greatly affecting the Allied
convoys. She had escaped a series of attacks until the winter of
1943. On September 22, in broad daylight, a midget submarine
surfaced inside the torpedo nets ...”

British Military Journal
November 11,
1943
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Chapter One

 


Halfway out of town, and his head already
felt like the inside of a camel’s mouth. And Mac Wingate knew what
the inside of a camel’s mouth looked like. He had started
officially fighting the war in North Africa as part of General
Patton’s forces. Before that, he had done some unofficial work for
the Presidential Advisory Organization—the PAO—in the South
Atlantic when the United States had not yet joined the war effort.
That kept him away from camels’ mouths for a while, but not from
that pulpy, mealy, mucus-laden feeling that he had come to know so
well. Only after he had the delightful distinction of staring into
a camel’s chaw was he able to make the comparison.

Another way of describing Mac’s state of
mind was that of a brain prepared like oatmeal. He felt something
white and lumpy swimming inside his cranium, making the seemingly
simple exercise of thinking an effort worthy of the Nobel Prize.
Wingate bounced around the back of the British truck in a sitting
position, doing his best not to ruminate on anything.

He didn’t think about the last time he had
gotten a good, home-cooked meal. He didn’t think about the last
time he had gotten a good night’s sleep. He didn’t think about
these things because, if he did, he’d probably have to realize that
a good meal and a good rest was the only sure cure for his
befuddled brain. And he wasn’t likely to get either a thick steak
or a long nap for some time to come. The way things were going,
he’d be lucky to get some year-old rations and a sly wink from his
fellow truck travelers.

Slowly, he became aware of one of those
other men standing above him. He looked at two booted feet
seemingly moored to the rocking metal floor on either side of his.
He looked up into the face of a young British soldier wearing a
beret.

“We’ve come a long way,” said the young man
casually. “Just a spot farther to go, Captain.”

Wingate nodded, then returned to try and
contemplate nothingness. It was too late. The soldier’s words had
forced thoughts upon his consciousness. They were not images of
piping hot meals or soft, warm beds. They were visions of sand and
rock, of bullets and blood. He had come a long way, all right. Both
that night and in the months previous. But contrary to the
Englishman’s belief, he still had a hell of a way to go.

Less than a year before he had been in
Africa. Patton and Montgomery were chasing the desert fox, Rommel.
Operation Torch, the invasion of North Africa, had been a
resounding success. The Allies were poised on the brink of victory
in North Africa, and Wingate wanted to be part of it.

But just at that time, Mac was pulled out.
He was pulled out under the thumb of one Colonel Olaf Erikson. It
seemed the Norwegian officer had better things to do with the
American. It seemed that Wingate had talents the hierarchy found
very appealing.

First, he was both partly Norwegian and
German himself, having been born Peter Magnussen Wingate to a
farming family in Wisconsin. From his Nordic father, with German on
his grandmother’s side, he learned three languages: those of his
heritage and that of his home. His mother threw some pepper into
his lineage stew, for she was an original American, descended from
the Ojibway Indian tribe. Together, his two heritages worked in
harmony on both the mental and physical planes.

From his mother he got his straight, dark
hair, dark eyes, and strong bones. From his father he got his
strong, somewhat stocky build and his love for the natural order of
nature. He became strong, resilient, and individualistic. Shunning
team sports, he’d usually find challenges that tried him
personally. Soon, anything that he could throw or shoot, usually
hit its target.

He had sealed his wartime fate by entering
the University of Wisconsin with a major in engineering. There he
took to the craft of mining and the explosives that made it work.
He had been in the Brazilian jungles, blowing holes in a mountain,
when the Japanese were in Hawaii, blowing holes in Pearl Harbor.
The news was slow in getting downriver but Wingate was quick to
respond.

It was then only a matter of
time before the brass discovered his talents. Taking it all into
careful consideration, they decided Mac was too good to crawl into
battle and kill the enemy with thousands of other men. He should
crawl into battle and kill the enemy alone.

So, for close to a year now, Mac had been
hurled from Casablanca to Poland, from Poland to Albania, from
Albania to places all around the Mediterranean, each place
involving an extremely delicate, extremely dangerous mission he
usually couldn’t understand until it was all over. In the process
he learned that his was definitely to reason why, then quickly do
and try not to die.

So far he had been successful. When stuck in
the worst positions, Wingate desired not to die, but to kill. It
was with this attitude that he suffered the abysmal plane trip to
London. He had gotten off the crummy plane after a rocky ride to
find waiting orders for a meeting with Erikson. Immediately. So he
hoisted himself onto an ancient truck for a bumpy ride into the
suburbs.

In one respect he was dog-tired and about as
personable as a Tasmanian devil. But, in another way, he was
quietly exhilarated. He had known the job was going to be dangerous
when Erikson first demanded that he take it, and he admitted to
himself that he’d be a hell of a lot more irritable had he been
sitting at a desk or sinking in a sodden foxhole for the entire
war.

This realization was not enough to
counteract his irascibility, however. Even the soothing effects of
the beautiful English countryside normally seen out the back of a
truck couldn’t help, because the rolling hills and quaint villages
were not to be seen. Not only was it the middle of the night, but
Great Britain was gripped, as it had been every night since
September 7, 1940, with the Nazi plague.

The Blitz had stopped in the summer of 1941,
but the raids continued. No matter how skilled the British pilots,
no matter how effective the newly developed radar, the English
soldiers couldn’t be everywhere at once. The crusty, solid English
civilian took up the slack by “blacking out” almost the entire
country.

Lights went out, shades were pulled, glass
was painted black; a dark blanket seemed to cover the country every
sunset. And what the German bombers couldn’t see, Wingate couldn’t
see, either. His other senses had plenty to do in the meantime,
however. He got to smell the musty oil and gas fumes in the back of
the rickety vehicle and listen for any air raid sirens, the first
sign of a Nazi attack.

Mac pulled his regulation army jacket around
him. It was an English September, bringing with it a damp chill
that usually didn’t hit Wisconsin until a month later. Just as he
got a bit more comfortable, the truck came to a grinding halt.

“That’s it, then,” chirped the young
soldier. “Slough Station. Your stop, Captain.”

Wingate looked up, his irritation coursing
down from his brain and out of his mouth. “Slough? That rhymes with
plow. I’m supposed to have a meeting in Datchet, which rhymes with
hatchet.”

“Yes, sir,” the soldier said
solemnly. “I know, sir. But headquarters could not provide a
personal carrier for you, sir, so they hitched you a lift with this
personnel carrier.”

Wingate said, “So?”

“So,” the soldier repeated. “We have some
personnel to carry back to London. In Maidenhead. We have to drive
on.” Wingate digested this information sullenly, then painfully
hauled himself to his feet. It was just like the whole damn war, he
thought: I have to do everything myself.

“How do I get there, then?” he asked the
Englishman. The soldier pointed out the back of the truck. “Go
right up past the hotel and onto Route 53. You’ll go straight down
that for about three miles and there will be Datchet Green. You
can’t miss it. It’s right on the Windsor train line.”

“No chance the Windsor train will be
running, is there?” Wingate inquired.

The soldier smiled. “None at all, sir.”

“All right.” Wingate gave in, moving toward
the rear of the truck. “Have a good trip, then.”

“Yes, sir,” the soldier replied as Mac
hopped down to the street. “Thank you, sir.”

Mac looked around quickly, spying the white
stone hotel up on a little knoll to his left. He started in that
direction until he heard the British soldier call out.

“Oh, sir!” Mac turned around. “You might be
needing this,” said the Englishman, throwing something at him
underhand. Mac caught it. It was a helmet. “You never know,” was
the last thing the soldier said before his truck rumbled off into
the night.

Mac grinned at the worn, bumpy, obviously
abused American helmet. He was right, Wingate thought. You never
know. He held the headgear under his arm as he went in search of
Route 53. He cast an envious glance over his shoulder at the
picturesque inn as he found the road right where the soldier said
it was. He bet there were comfortable beds inside. And a warm, cozy
kitchen with a ruddy-faced cook who could rustle up a steak and
kidney pie for him. There might even be a maid or two to take the
chill off a cold English autumn.

Wingate forcibly wrenched his mind off such
matters as he looked at the hotel. It was a two-story, white stone
structure with two one-story additions built on either side of it.
In the back was a small parking area in front of an even smaller
garden dining area. It looked a bit overgrown with weeds, but even
so, there was a nice feeling of simple serenity about the place. It
was not the peace of death. It was a comfortable quiet hostel. One
that belied the fact that less than five hundred kilometers to the
east was a country intent on enslaving the world.

Mac shoved his hands in his coat pockets,
adjusted his grip on the helmet, and turned his back on the
inviting hostelry. As he took his first step on Route 53, the
sirens started.

It was a faraway, low wail, seemingly
muffled by the dark English night. Because of that, Wingate
couldn’t be sure which direction it was coming from. He looked up
quickly. The sky seemed the same as always. Thankfully it was
fairly cloudless, so he could see the stars. The stars were very
important. They were good for more than just telling sailors what
direction they were going in. They were good for telling Mac what
direction danger was coming from.

Above his head, to the right, a few stars
winked out. Then they appeared again. A second later, Wingate heard
the thin, piercing whistle a heavy falling object makes. He raced
off the road and behind the first thick tree he came to, just as
the front of the white stone hotel blew out.

The Nazi bomb slammed into its roof like a
blackjack smashing onto someone’s skull. For a split second before
the charge was detonated, the roof collapsed in around the bomb.
Then, as the explosive ignited, the plaster, wood, and metal
screamed up and out, splattering the second floor across the grassy
knoll.

Another explosion to the right of the
damaged hotel immediately followed, sixty feet in front of the tree
Wingate was behind. A spinning metal shard and hunks of dirt and
rock splashed against the bark as he huddled in a ball behind the
trunk. The next explosion blasted a car parked on the street
farther to the right. The auto slammed to the street, then bounced
and spun as the small amount of rationed fuel in its tank whooshed
out with the German explosive.

The explosions continued in a line farther
down, then left off. For Wingate, the immediate danger was over. It
was as if a tornado had touched down on the street and ripped a
single line in front of where Wingate was now standing. In the
sudden silence, he surveyed the damage. Some property was blown to
hell, and the hotel was now on fire.

Then he heard the scream.

The clear night air disclosed the direction
immediately. It came from inside the shattered, inflamed hotel.
Wingate threw the worn helmet onto his head and ran to the small
backyard dining area. To his right he spied a door with broken
windows. Gray smoke billowed out from the holes in the glass.
Immediately, he kicked the portal open and dived in.

Contrary to what others might have done,
Wingate didn’t charge into the flames without thinking. Wingate
never did anything without thinking. He may have acted
instantaneously, but he liked living, and doing dangerous things
without thinking was an open invitation to an early funeral. The
gray smoke told him there was a fifty/fifty chance he wouldn’t be
char-broiled as soon as he entered. White smoke, he would’ve sped
in without a second thought. Black smoke, he would’ve waited for
the fire department, scream or no scream.

He heard the call again. Peering through the
artificial fog, he pinpointed the sound from another room to his
left. He saw a fairly well-supplied kitchen all around him. He was
moving to the left of a big wood-topped table and a Dutch oven. To
his right was a long sink that covered the length of the wall. Next
to it was a swinging door. The majority of the smoke was pumping
out from under it.

Wingate checked the ceiling. It showed no
signs of extensive damage. He didn’t want it falling on him before
he got out. As he checked, he reached into his jacket and pulled a
Browning 9 mm automatic from his shoulder holster. Getting close
enough not to miss but far enough away so a ricochet was not likely
to take off a hunk of flesh, he shot off both jambs on the kitchen
door. First the bottom, then the top.

Even as it was falling, Wingate had slipped
the weapon back under his jacket and grabbed the wooden rectangle
by both sides. He knew it wouldn’t fall forward with the pressure
of the fire and smoke pushing it back. But he didn’t know how much
fire there was, which was why he shot the door loose in the first
place. He used it as a shield against a possible wall of flame.
Thankfully, the ends of his fingers which were wrapped around the
front of the partition were not charred off immediately, so he
hazarded throwing the door forward.

It fell on a carpet in the middle of the
small hotel’s lobby. To the right was a smoking stairway up to the
nonexistent second floor. To the left was a broken entrance to the
bar. Directly in front was an anteroom and the front porch.

Wingate heard the scream again. It was more
desperate this time, a cry combining sobs of fear with yells of
pain. It was coming from behind him. Wingate turned to the wall
next to the kitchen door. In the middle of it was an open space
leading to the cashier’s and manager’s offices. He looked inside.
It was a disastrous sandwiching of both the upstairs and the
downstairs. The bomb had blasted a hole in the upstairs floor,
hurling guest furniture down into the administration area.

Through the belching fire and smoke, Wingate
saw a lone figure pinned under both a bed and a file cabinet. It
was a dark-haired girl in a blue sweater and dark skirt. Her
clothes were ripped, her face was cut, and her fingers were bloody.
She was clawing at the stuff that was pinning her down as her hair
was smoking. The large hole in the ceiling above created a sort of
blast furnace effect. The fire raging upstairs would occasionally
belch down like the breath of a mythical dragon.

Wingate vaulted the hotel counter and ran
to where the girl lay, just as another flame swooped down. He felt
the fire lick at his head and shoulders, the jacket and helmet
providing just enough protection. He quickly reached under the bed.
It was heavy, but his leverage was good. With the adrenaline racing
through his veins magnifying his normal strength, he hurled it
aside. But the file cabinet was another matter. Made of thick,
green metal, it was filled with papers, making it much heavier and
more awkward than the bed. When Wingate couldn’t lift it, he slid
it off the girl’s body.

She did not look good. Her torso and
sweater were torn, the cloth and flesh mingling. Wingate assumed
there was internal damage as well as broken ribs. Normally he
wouldn’t have moved her. But lying under furniture in a
disintegrating hotel was far from normal circumstances. But what
struck him most as he slid his arms under her knees and shoulders
was the expression on her face.

Wingate had seen many wounded and many dead
men. But this look on the girl’s face he had not seen before. In
addition to the shock that would naturally accompany such an
injury, there was a look of confusion, surprise, and anger. In a
strange way, it looked as if she were angry because she hadn’t been
prepared for the explosion—the possibility that out of all the
people in the world, the ceiling would fall down on her.

Wingate couldn’t understand it. Her wounded
expression lacked any understanding of what had happened to her.
Maybe he was reading too much into her look because he was so
tired. Maybe he was being sardonic because he knew the Nazis had
dropped over 200,000 pounds of bombs on England already. What right
did this girl have to be uncomprehending? But still, her expression
disturbed him. He looked away from her as he picked her up and
hustled back into the lobby, through the kitchen, and out the back
door.

He kept his speed up even outside. He
couldn’t be sure that the weakened wall wouldn’t fall over onto
him. He kept trotting until the smoke cleared and the parking area
yawned before him. A crowd of authorities and civilians were
already gathered there. A soldier took the girl from his arms. A
crowd of people broke off from the main throng and huddled around
her as the Britisher laid her down.

Wingate didn’t hear a specific voice. He
heard an accented babble. A muddled conversation of concern which
mingled with the roar of the fire and the noise of the fire
fighters. He looked around. One lone engine to the side was pumping
a steady stream of water onto the hotel blaze. It was like spitting
into Hades. The hotel was unsalvageable. Even as he watched, the
first floor collapsed completely. What had been a warm,
safe-looking hotel was now a blazing pile of thick kindling.
Shaking his head, Wingate marveled that it was the thing he had
just run into.

He felt a tug at his sleeve. He looked over
and down into the face of a middle-aged Englishman in dark trousers
and a frayed, buttoned sweater.

“’E said you were the one,” the
man said with a coarse cockney accent, motioning with his head back
at the crowd around the girl. “The one ’oo ran in to save me
girl.”

Wingate looked at the crowd. The only man
looking in their direction was a fire fighter. He nodded at
Wingate. Wingate nodded back, then returned his attention to the
short Britisher next to him.

“That’s right,” he said. The father wasn’t
smiling in gratitude or frowning in worry. His mouth was open and
his eyes looked bloodshot. His brow was puckered, his lashes
curling up on either side of the bridge of his nose. He looked
pitiful, so the American turned to watch the fire. “What was she
doing in there, anyway?” he asked.

“Well, she ’ad to work, now, didn’t she?”
the man answered, also looking at the fire. “I got a call. Whole
new load of boarders comin’ in tomorrow. Needed a cleanin’ right
away. Wanted me Sal to do it. Well, she ’ad to. Needed the money.
Made her walk. No other way at night, y’know.”

The man needed to talk, but Wingate didn’t
want to hear it. The girl’s expression stayed with him and he
didn’t want to hear her father’s excuses. He wouldn’t be the
father’s buffer against her probable death.

“Yeah,” he said. “I know. Tough luck.”
Wingate hunched his shoulders, stuck his hands back into his coat
pockets, and walked away.

“Guv’nor,” the man said after him. Wingate
waited, but he didn’t turn around. “Thank you.” Wingate nodded
slightly, then continued walking. He stopped next to the fireman
who had nodded at him.

“Any chance?” Mac asked.

“Not unless a doc arrives soon. Sorry.”

“It happens,” Wingate said flatly. “I’ll see
what I can do.” He headed back toward 53.

“You’ve done enough,” the fireman said.

“Not enough,” Wingate called back without
turning. “Not yet.”

He was tired. The mental cobwebs had all but
disappeared, replaced by a murky, hollow cave where thoughts echoed
and magnified louder and larger until bare ideas were warped
exaggerations. Wingate walked along Route 53 for about an hour,
empty fields on one side and house-dotted forests on the other.
After a while, it seemed as if the raid had never
happened.

He thought about the girl’s expression and
why it bothered him. He decided it was the look of the home-front
victim that he had never before seen. Up until then, he had seen
the faces of soldiers and innocents in the middle of intrigue-laden
war zones. They had looked horrified, pain-ridden, and shocked, but
somehow there was always a vestige of expectation, of prior
knowledge. They had all been aware of the possibility that death
might happen.

That was what had been missing with the girl
Wingate had pulled from the inferno. She never thought that several
hundred pounds of well-packed death would fall on her. It simply
was not in the vocabulary of her existence. That bothered Wingate
because his business was delivering those same parcels of death to
the enemy. He knew all there was to know about them. He prided
himself on it.

He wasn’t sure whether running into the girl
made him more angry or sad. Almost as soon as he had sorted his
feelings out, he buried them. They were the thoughts of a poet or
conscientious objector. Neither had any place in his mind at the
moment. He capped his mental explorations with the thought that
finding someone who didn’t suffer from the war would be some trick.
There was no one.

The soldier in the truck was right.
Finding Datchet Green was easy. It was an oblong bump running
alongside Route 53. As the road veered off on either side of the
wide, flat lawn, Wingate took the less traveled road to the right.
It took a sudden turn farther to the right at a corner. At the end
of it was a railroad crossing and a circle of stone townhouses. Mac
continued down this road, stopping only momentarily at the train
tracks.

Looking in the direction of Slough, he tried
to see some hint of the Nazi air attack. He could no longer hear
the fire or even the warning sirens. And all he saw in the distance
was Windsor Castle, the historic sight a town away from Datchet.
The ancient, majestic structure was at odds with the evening’s
experience, so Wingate walked on to the two-story house just
outside the deserted train station.

He opened a wrought-iron gate that came up
to his hips, walked up the stone steps to the thick, windowless
door, turned the knob, and went in. Those had been his
instructions.

The brightest artificial illumination he
had seen in thirty-two hours assailed his eyes as he quickly closed
the door behind him. He stood until his eyes adjusted somewhat. The
scene he took in gave some credence to Windsor Castle’s existence
in the scheme of things.

The entry way Wingate was standing in was
sumptuous. It was Mac through the looking glass and into Buckingham
Palace. Making the situation all the more incongruous were an
extremely good-looking WAC sitting at an oak desk on one side of
the hall and a male valet in a tuxedo sitting on a Louis XIV love
seat across from her.

The WAC had been typing when Mac came in.
Both she and the butler looked up as he stopped stock still in the
middle of the foyer, the door clicking shut behind him.

“Captain Wingate?” the beautiful
WAC inquired.

Mac nodded, more interested in hearing the
woman speak than himself.

The WAC looked down at some papers next to
her typewriter. She was a brunette according to the severely
bunched hair wisps leaking out of the bottom of her perfectly
positioned military cap. As she leaned forward, Wingate couldn’t
help noticing how well her shirt, jacket, and tightly knotted tie
fit.

“You’re a little late,” the WAC
commented, her lips pouting. “I’ll see if Colonel Walters is
busy.”

She rose, an accomplishment Wingate was
tempted to applaud when he saw the figure it revealed, and
disappeared through a door to the right of her desk. The butler
also rose and approached him. His expression was one of slight
revulsion.

“May I take your ... your
helmet, sir?” the man slowly pronounced. He looked pointedly at
Mac’s charred jacket.

Mac glanced up. He saw the rim of the
battered helmet just over his eyebrows. He reached up, pulled the
metal dome off, and handed it to the white-gloved servant.

“Thank you, sir,” the butler said carefully,
masking all but just a hint of distaste, and walked away, holding
the helmet before him.

As he disappeared to the left, the WAC
reappeared to the right, smiling broadly. Her smile was the second
brightest illumination Mac had seen in thirty-two hours.

“Very good,” she said pleasantly. “They are
waiting for you. Colonel Walters will see you now. Follow me.”

Wingate resisted saying, “with pleasure,”
but moved behind her swinging hips with the same aggression with
which he blew up planes. The WAC passed through the same door she
had before. Behind the door was a room whose size rivaled many
baseball fields Mac remembered from Wisconsin. But in decoration,
the room had it all over the Oshkosh Bar and Grill.

There was a long marble table in the middle
of the rectangular, high-ceilinged space. Along one side sat two
men. A third was standing on the other side, in front of several
maps and charts stuck up on a bulletin board. Between the three men
on the table was a silver tea set and delicate-looking china cups
filled with the smoking rose-colored liquid. The only other things
smoking in the room were a cigar in an ornate ashtray and Wingate’s
jacket.

“This is Captain Wingate,” the
WAC announced, then backed out, closing the door behind
her.

The man standing looked at the one of the
men seated with his back to Mac. “This is your best man?” he said
incredulously.

Wingate saw the seated man wince before he
rose and turned to face him. It was Colonel Erikson. The Norwegian
seemed to have changed a little, even though they had been apart
for only a couple of weeks. There were some new lines in his face.
But he was still a smidge shorter than Wingate, much blonder, and a
little thicker set. While Mac could chop wood, Erikson looked like
he could rip it apart by force of personality. The clear blue eyes
in that resolute face took Wingate in.

The difference in their appearances was
striking. Erikson did not look out of place in the opulent room. As
usual, his uniform was impeccable. Wingate looked like a chimney
sweep who stumbled into the wrong house.

“Captain,” Erikson said simply.

“Colonel,” Wingate replied, saluting.

“What happened to you?” his superior
inquired in total seriousness.

“A Nazi plane from the Reich conspired
against me,” Wingate answered, with the same seriousness.
Exhaustion and irritation were tricky emotions when dealing with
superior officers. Mac walked the tightrope between wit and
insubordination.

Erikson nodded as if Wingate’s explanation
was more than enough and made perfect sense. He turned to the other
men in the room. “Colonel Walters,” he said toward the standing
man; “Colonel Tyler,” he continued, head moving vaguely in the
direction of the seated officer; “Captain Wingate,” he almost
finished, looking back to Mac, “one of our best men in the
field.”

Mac realized why Erikson had cringed when
Walters had initially spoken. He hadn’t wanted Mac to know that he
had called him his best man. So the “one of our best” part of the
introduction was for his benefit and the “in the field” part was
for Walters.

Catching his official faux pas, Colonel
Walters boomed out a friendly greeting, sweeping his hand toward a
chair. “Wingate, eh?” he asked in cultured British tones. “Not
related to Major General Orde C. Wingate, by any chance?”

Mac moved over to the delicate-looking chair
the English colonel pointed out. “No, I don’t think so, sir.”

“Too bad,” Walters snorted. “Quite a shame.
Smashing fellow. Doing a bloody good job in Burma. Have a seat,
Wingate.”

Mac looked at his own scruffy pants and
the soft brocade-work of the obviously expensive seat. Thinking
better of it, he said, “I’ll think I’ll stand, sir. If you don’t
mind.”

“Suit yourself, suit yourself,” Walters
huffed. “Cup of tea?”

Something in Walters’s tone and manner set
Wingate on edge. It was more than the fact that he seemed to have
stolen his entire personality from Ralph Richardson. He seemed
irritated that Wingate didn’t sit down. He seemed to have geared
his entire presentation on getting Wingate in a chair with a cup of
tea. He wanted Wingate comfortable. Mac found that when superior
officers wanted him comfortable, it was usually because they didn’t
want him to suspect that he was about to be cut off at the
knees.

Wingate didn’t like the whole setup. He was
fatigued, but more than that, he was a professional. He didn’t want
and really didn’t have time for mollycoddling. His job was helping
the Allies and killing the Axis. He wasn’t interested in jockeying
for position about it. But like it or not, Walters had rank on him
and Walters seemed intent on setting the stage. The sooner the
better, as far as Wingate was concerned.

“Yes, sir,” he said. “Thank you, sir.”

“Excellent!” Walters said. Wingate was
satisfied he didn’t say, “Smashing.” What the colonel did say
afterward was, “Dickie, old boy, would you pour Captain Wingate a
cup?”

Mac shrugged mentally. He couldn’t avoid the
“old boy” cliché. Well, one out of two wasn’t bad. The seated
colonel, however, did not seem happy about the situation. He
bristled when Walters called him, and with only the greatest
reluctance leaned forward toward the tea service.

“Smashing,” Walters commented as the tea was
poured. So much for wishful thinking, Mac thought. “Sure you won’t
have a seat?” Walters asked as the cup was handed to him by the
sullen Colonel Tyler.

Wingate looked at the antique again.
Anything to get on with it, he thought. “On second thought, I think
I will,” he said pleasantly. “Thank you, sir.” He sat easily,
glancing at Erikson as he did so. He wasn’t sure, but he detected
some slight commiseration in those blue eyes. Oh well, he tried to
answer silently, it’s your chair.

The effect of his sitting was rewarding.
Walters straightened up and seemed to cheer considerably. He had
Wingate where he wanted him, so he plunged right in.

“Captain Wingate,” he intoned, “Colonel
Erikson tells us that you are an expert in demolitions.”

Walters paused. Wingate had already
understood that the Englishman was expecting an answer, but he was
just tired enough, just dirty enough, and just plain pissed enough
to make the meeting harder. He took a sip of his tea, then seemed
suddenly to notice the silence.

“Yes, sir. Of course, sir.”

Colonel Tyler certainly seemed to find the
silence awkward, for as soon as Wingate had finished speaking, he
asked a question of his own.

“And you’ve taken the SBS underwater
demolitions course?” His voice had a slight mid-American drawl.

Before Wingate could reply, Walters cut in.
“Of course he did. Our reports show that.”

“And that’s all they showed,” Tyler shot
back. “We don’t know whether he passed or what he excelled in or
anything of that nature.”

“I assume he passed,” Walters replied with
elaborate patience. “Why else would they include the information on
our reports?”

“To make him look good,” Tyler answered with
some disgust. “That sort of thing is rampant all over the
department.”

“I beg your pardon?” Walters boomed
indignantly.

“In answer to your question!”
Wingate shouted. His voice bounced off the walls in the cavernous
room. The two colonels stopped their argument and looked at him in
surprise. “Sirs,” Wingate continued, now that he had gotten their
attention. “I passed the Special Boat Section’s course. Is there
anything specific you would like to know about it?”

The look on Walters’s face turned from
surprise to a touch of shame for getting into an argument in front
of a lower-ranking man, then to anger that the lower-ranking man
had pointed it out to him. Wingate recognized all the
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