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            PROLOGUE

         

         Crete, May 1941

         It was nearly five o’clock when the three soldiers reached the end of the olive grove. The dust-filled air shimmered in the late-afternoon heat. Their bodies ached, their uniforms were caked with dirt and sweat and they were hungry, thirsty and exhausted. The sensible thing now would be to lay up where they were for a few hours’ rest, then finish the journey under cover of darkness. But there was a tight deadline to meet. The evacuation vessel was scheduled to leave at midnight and they had been warned the captain wouldn’t wait for stragglers.

         There had been eight of them at the start of the day. During the hard slog over 15 miles of rough, hilly terrain, the company had lost five men. Corporal Johnny Thomson had been the first. Just after 10 o’clock they had halted at a deserted farmhouse to make a late breakfast of their meagre remaining rations. Thomson spotted a rabbit on the far side of the farmyard and, despite the sudden growing engine sound, stepped out from the shade of the small verandah at the back of the house and ran after it. When the soldier was halfway across the yard, his head had exploded in a mess of blood, bone and brain matter as he was struck by a burst of fire from a diving Stuka. Corporal Harry Goldsmith automatically hurried to his friend’s aid and was cut in half by a following Messerschmitt. 

         The captain had said they had no time to bury the bodies in case the aircraft returned. He left the dead soldiers to the swarm of insects already buzzing over them and led the way across the yard and into the trees. An hour later, they were making their way across a narrow path above a mountain gorge when Sergeant Eric Jones had slipped on some loose stones and fallen headlong the 70 or so feet between the path and the jagged rocks beneath. There being no response from below to the men’s shouts, the captain had grimaced, shrugged and pointed ahead.

         The other two men had been lost when the party stopped at around two o’clock for a drink in a little glade, where a clear pool of water was fed by a small mountain stream. Privates Jack Peterson and Sid Moore were very close friends. Their attachment to each other had become a source of amusement and ribaldry to the others. The two men were lying on their fronts, sleeves rolled up, bobbing their heads in and out of the pool.

         Suddenly Peterson had squealed. “Oww! Something’s just bitten me arm. What the…?” His friend lashed out at something green he had seen slithering into a bush. “Was it a snake, Sid?” Peterson looked down to see that his arm had started to swell and was taking on a bluish tinge. Within seconds, he was sweating profusely and his breath was coming in short starts. The lieutenant tried to help Peterson to his feet but the man’s legs were like jelly. The captain gave Peterson a hard look and reached a quick decision. “You’ll have to stay here, Private. With luck some locals might find you. At worse the Germans will pick you up. Someone will have an antidote.”

         Peterson tried to speak but his voice failed him. His panicked eyes sought out Moore.

         “I’ll stay with him, sir.”

         “No, Moore. Good of you to offer but you must come with us.”

         “I’m not budging, sir. Someone will come, as you say.” Despite the captain’s increasingly fierce commands, Moore persisted in his insubordination. “I’m staying or you can shoot me. It’s one or the other.” The captain briefly looked as if he was giving the shooting option careful consideration before turning on his heels and beckoning the two remaining members of his company away.

         And so Captain Simon Arbuthnot, Lieutenant Edgar Powell and Private Matty Lewis stood at the edge of the olive grove. A long, wide and exposed expanse of sparse scrubland faced them. The lieutenant calculated that they had another six miles to cover before they reached the port. At the far end of the scrubland were some pine woods that he knew covered the greater part of those six miles.

         “How do you want to proceed, sir?”

         “I don’t think there’s any particularly clever way to do this, Lieutenant, do you? There are about a thousand yards of open land to cover. I suggest the three of us get out of these trees and run like the clappers for the other end. Unless you have a better idea?”

         Powell found the captain cold and difficult. The two had been together in combat for several months, first in Greece and then in Crete, but he felt he knew the man little better than on the first day they had met at camp back in England. Arbuthnot was a good-looking, middle-aged man with small neat features and strikingly blue eyes. Just under six-foot tall, his body seemed to have weathered the deprivations of recent days better than his companions’ and retained a certain healthy solidity.

         Powell had yet to see the man smile and conversation was difficult and certainly not encouraged. In his one and only moment of unguarded conversation, Arbuthnot had let slip that he was a businessman with substantial interests and property in England and South America. Further enquiries were batted away firmly and Arbuthnot evinced no interest in Powell’s own background. Powell did hear some gossip in the mess suggesting that the captain had enjoyed a reputation as a playboy of sorts back home. Whatever he was, however, Powell had realised he was no coward. Despite their antipathy, Arbuthnot had earned Powell’s grudging respect.

         Before the war, Matty Lewis would not have been a man you would expect to run like the clappers. As a portly young East End butcher’s boy, his figure had reflected a healthy appetite for his employer’s products, particularly sausages, pies and pork scratchings. Now, after the general rigours of military service and the particular rigours of Crete, he was a shadow of his former self and as capable of running at speed as any athletic – if exhausted – young man. Lewis flicked a finger of salute to acknowledge his readiness.

         “Give me your binoculars, please, Lieutenant. Thank you.” The captain scanned the ground ahead of them. “Do you see there is a small collection of rocks about halfway across, just to the right?”

         Powell and Lewis nodded.

         “The rocks look like they could provide a little cover. Why don’t we make them our first target? About 400 yards. Only a quartermile sprint. I can’t hear any engine noise.” Arbuthnot scanned the horizon with the glasses again. “No movement that I can see anywhere. Shall we?” The three men paused a second for breath, then set off as fast as they could. The lieutenant got there safely first, the captain and Lewis a second behind. As they rested on their haunches and looked around, they realised that the few boulders and rocks set amidst a clump of bracken afforded little meaningful cover. The captain took a moment to recover his breath. “Better crack on then, chaps.” As they got to their feet they heard a buzzing noise. The captain looked hard at his two companions. “Come on!”

         They had run about 100 of the 600 yards remaining when the two Stukas appeared from out of the sun in the west. The buzz of their engines became a roar as they sped down on the running men. A burst of bullets from the first plane cut a neat line in the earth between Lewis and the two officers. The second plane’s bullets thumped into the ground behind them.

         There were 200 yards to go. The aeroplanes disappeared into a solitary, puffy white cloud ahead of them before wheeling around to attack again. One hundred yards away the pines beckoned them. The lieutenant heard a strangled cry behind him but kept on running. He felt his lungs were going to burst. A trace of bullets pounded into the ground to his left. With a gasp of relief, he reached the wood and crashed down into a bush behind a tree just as another burst of bullets rattled nearby.

         Struggling to get his breath back, he looked up through the leaves to see the planes banking and then disappearing to the north. The pounding of his heart slowed and he was able to concentrate. He turned to look out on the expanse of ground he had just miraculously covered without harm. Forty yards out, he could see Lewis sprawled on the ground. He was not moving or making any noise that Powell could hear. Twenty yards to his right, under the cover of the trees, he saw the captain. He was on his knees, his head down, a hand to his chest. Powell shouted, “Are you all right, Captain?” There was no reply.

         The lieutenant struggled to his feet and walked over to Arbuthnot. By the time he got to him, the captain had slumped to the ground. His breath was a harsh rasp. He was on his back, eyes closed, his arms wrapped tightly around his body. Carefully, the lieutenant pulled the captain’s arms apart and was able to see the damage. It was bad. The Stuka’s bullets had ripped into his back and there were three exit wounds in his chest. There were other wounds in his legs and his left hand. The captain’s eyes opened. He grasped Powell’s wrist with his good hand and, to the lieutenant’s surprise, winked at him. “Powell.” The captain’s grip tightened. “In my jacket. Inside,” he croaked. “In my jacket. Inside. Letter. Take it.”

         Powell knelt down and reached carefully inside Arbuthnot’s blood-stained jacket. It was impossible to do so without touching some of the captain’s wounds. The captain cried out and Powell withdrew his hand.

         “No. Go on. The letter. Inside left pocket. Take it. Please.” The captain shuddered with pain. “Important. Bad things happen if letter doesn’t get to…” The captain’s eyes closed for a moment then reopened. “Please… Edgar.” The captain patted the top left part of his jacket. “There… please.” Powell reached in again, this time hurriedly so as to get the task done as quickly as possible. There was something in the inside left pocket and he withdrew a blood-soaked envelope. The shadows of the trees were lengthening and Powell struggled to make out what was written on the envelope. He found a shaft of sunlight. There was nothing.

         He leant back down to the captain, whose chest was making a nasty gurgling noise. “Give it to… matter of life and death. Give to my…” A trickle of blood dribbled out of his mouth. Arbuthnot managed to lever himself up and mimicked a scribble with his good right hand. Powell found a pencil in one of his pockets, put it in the captain’s hand and held out the envelope. With a look of intense concentration, Arbuthnot managed to scrawl a few spidery letters before he dropped the pencil and the letter. He released his grip on Powell’s wrist and fell back. With a small sigh, he died.

         Powell closed Captain Arbuthnot’s eyes. He wasn’t a religious man but felt he ought to say something. He stood up and recited the Lord’s Prayer then made a sign of the cross. When he had finished, he ran over to Lewis. As expected, he was dead too and the insects were already congregating. The Lord’s Prayer was spoken again. He went back to the captain and picked up his letter. The scrawled addition to the envelope was, unsurprisingly, not very clear. It looked like ‘Give to my s…’ There was one other letter following the ‘s’. It was hard to decipher. “Perhaps ‘u’, perhaps ‘a’,” Powell muttered to himself. He turned the envelope different ways in the light. “Maybe an ‘o’ or even an ‘i’?” He grunted then pocketed the letter, and retrieved his binoculars from another of the captain’s pockets. He would have to worry about the letter another day. His watch showed it was five-thirty. Powell had to make the boat. After surviving this day, he really deserved to.

         Vichy France, May 1941

         The birds were chattering melodiously in the plane trees of the Parc des Sources. The two men, one in uniform and flourishing a white military baton, the other in a baggy but expensive civilian suit, sauntered out of the Hotel Splendide, followed at a distance by a small group of military men and secretaries. The outside tables at the Grand Café were crowded in the balmy late-spring sun. Several of the male customers rose to tip their hats to the strollers while as many ladies, some young, some old, smiled by way of respect.

         The civilian, short and dark, with a cowlick of oiled hair and a thick black moustache, acknowledged the signs of deference with a nod of the head and the crinkling of an eye. His stiffly erect companion responded with a raised eyebrow and a baton tap of his kepi. They walked in silence under the café awnings towards Les Halles de Sources before turning into the park. Fifty yards on, they found a park bench in a secluded area of rhododendron bushes and fuchsias and seated themselves. Their attendant party took up position nearby, just out of earshot, beside a small clump of chestnut trees. In the distance, a brass band was playing a selection of military airs.

         “So, Admiral, the marshal tells me your trip to Paris was a success.”

         Jean Louis Xavier François Darlan, admiral of France and the senior minister in Marshal Philippe Pétain’s Vichy government, stroked his cheek. “Yes, all went as planned, Pierre, although little has been finalised as yet.”

         Pierre Laval, former prime minister of France and, until recently, vice-president of Vichy France’s Cabinet of Ministers, chuckled and patted his companion on the knee. “The marshal mentioned no qualifications. He told me you had got everything he wanted from the Germans. Said you had got the occupation costs to us down from 20 million reichsmarks a day to 15 million, the return of nearly 7,000 of our best people from the German prisoner-of-war camps, and a considerable improvement on the current restrictions in our dealings with the other France.”

         “By the other France, Pierre, I take it you mean occupied France?”

         “Do not be a pedant, my friend. You know that is what I mean. We need to free up the limitations of our trade so that the French state can benefit to the maximum from our partnership with the Germans.”

         The admiral pursed his lips. “You use the word ‘partnership’ Pierre. Others use the word ‘collaboration’, which has a less satisfactory ring.”

         Laval rose stiffly to his feet and circumnavigated the bench. When he regained his seat, Darlan noted the unhealthily red flush on his cheeks. “Partnership or collaboration, what does it matter? We were in a mess and we have found a way for some kind of France to survive. At least Herr Hitler provides us with a bulwark against a worst danger.”

         “And, pray, what worst danger is that, Pierre?”

         “Why, Bolshevism, of course. The local Bolshevism, which we had to combat before the war, and the greater Bolshevism represented by that maniac Stalin. Hitler is by far the lesser of two evils in that context.”

         “Those Frenchmen languishing currently in Hitler’s camps would find it hard to agree with your analysis, I think.”

         “But you are gradually getting many of those Frenchmen home, François. That is part of the deal you have just struck, is it not?”

         “In return for, among other things, allowing Germany access to our military facilities in Tunisia, Syria, Lebanon and our possessions in west Africa. No doubt ‘access’ will prove a polite substitution for ‘control’.”

         Laval stroked his moustache thoughtfully. “And what is so bad about that in the overall scheme of things, if we can recover a much greater level of independence for Vichy France and further the cause of reunification with ‘the other’ France?”

         The admiral removed a handkerchief from his jacket pocket and mopped his brow. The May sun was now at its highest point in the heavens and was beating down from a now cloudless sky. “Perhaps you are right, Pierre, although I somehow doubt that Herr Hitler fails to realise the strength of his negotiating position and the weakness of ours. Dealing with your friend the German ambassador in Paris is one thing but… Of course, Herr Abetz was a fine host and I have to say I was impressed by the restraint with which, under his leadership, the German occupying forces go about their business in Paris.”

         The two men sat silently for a while, enjoying the warmth of the day, the mild relieving breeze and the mingled music of birdsong and trombone. For a moment, the heavy burdens on their shoulders lifted and a different France, the old France, took shape around them. Their brief reverie was interrupted by one of the admiral’s men, who ran over to deliver a note. Darlan read it and sighed. “The marshal wants to see me again at four. When do you think you will be regaining your place in the council, Pierre?”

         Laval smoothed some of the creases in his baggy pinstripe trousers and shrugged. “I serve at the marshal’s discretion. As you know, there are voices speaking against me. It is tiresome but I can handle it. Sooner rather than later is the answer to your question, I believe.”

         “The marshal still values your advice above all others.”

         “Indeed, François. But back to those agreements with Abetz, the Paris Protocols I understand we must now call them. What next?”

         Darlan slowly rose to his feet. “They must be ratified by Berlin and by us. Although I have negotiated the protocols myself, I am not completely happy with them. As for Berlin, who knows how long they will take?” The admiral looked up to the sky and sighed. “Such a beautiful day to be discussing these uncomfortable matters.”

         Laval stood. “Before we go back, François, have you been briefed recently on the activities of Monsieur de Gaulle and his so-called ‘Free French’ forces in London?”

         Darlan looked up, distracted for a moment by what appeared to be a fierce disagreement among the pigeons. He returned his eyes to Laval. “I see the same security reports as you, no doubt, Pierre.”

         “And what about the intelligence on the activities of the so-called Resistance here in Vichy and elsewhere in France?”

         “I believe I am up to speed. As yet these people appear to pose only a minor threat to us or the occupiers.”

         “So the cabinet report says but I have my own sources. I understand from them that the anti-government forces here are going to be receiving direct assistance from abroad.”

         “From abroad?”

         “From England. In fact, according to my sources, the English secret services have already sent agents over here.”

         “Two agents, perhaps three, I understood, Pierre. Is that anything to be particularly concerned about? Naturally, the British will deploy intelligence and counter-intelligence agents as the war proceeds. I would guess that the SS and other German agencies will be well on top of such problems.”

         Laval shrugged. “As you say, the Germans should be on top of this. Meanwhile, our own people will be vigilant and I am happy to know that we have our own viable sources here and abroad. Now, my friend, I believe we have time for a quick bite. If we return to my rooms at the hotel, I’m sure my people can rustle up a nice bit of beef and a fine burgundy to accompany it. Shall we?”

         The two men retraced their steps to the marshal’s seat of government at the Hotel Splendide, acknowledging the renewed greetings of the people again in dignified fashion.
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            CHAPTER 1

            Thursday 5 June 1941

         

         Cairo

         An inter-services game of cricket was in progress in the lush grounds behind him as Powell made his way through the grand portal of the Gezira Sporting Club. It was a hot and humid day and Powell was dripping with sweat. A fellow officer had given him a lift for part of the way but he had had to walk the last mile. Uniformed Egyptian attendants bowed and guided him through the lobby towards the bar, where he could see his host with a drink already in hand.

         “Edgar, there you are. How the hell are you? So glad to see you made it back safely.”

         “Thank you, sir.”

         “Oh, you can forget the ‘sir’ stuff in here. Relax. Can I get you one of these very refreshing gin slings? You probably haven’t had a decent drink inside you for a while. You look like you could do with a towel as well.”

         Powell opted for a whisky and soda. The drink and small towel were supplied swiftly and, after Powell had wiped his face, he clinked glasses with Major Rollo Watkinson, his second cousin.

         “Chin-chin, old chap.” The major was a stout man of medium height, whose red face was dominated by a large, pock-marked drinker’s nose. “So, Edgar, tell me all about it. How was Crete? Fearful, no doubt.”

         Powell related the tale of his company’s retreat to the east of Crete under relentless attack by German planes, and his final fraught journey to the evacuation point of Sphakia.

         “My God, you were lucky. The only survivor of your company. Christ! Well, the whole thing was a bloody disaster. As I understand it, everything began swimmingly. At the outset the Germans suffered very big casualties but, through some cock-up, we allowed them to overrun the airfield at Maleme. They used it to fly in reinforcements and everything went wrong from then on. Air superiority proved decisive. The CO in Crete – Freyberg – is a damned good soldier. I understand he wanted to spike all the airfields before battle commenced but was thwarted by some old farts in the Middle East Command. That might have made all the difference.”

         “Maybe, Rollo. It seemed from early on that there were German paratroopers and planes coming at us from all directions and we didn’t really have a hope in hell.”  

         Watkinson finished his drink and ordered again for both of them. “Water under the bridge now. We’ll just have to regroup. Things were going a little better out here with Wingate taking the battle to the Italians in Abyssinia, but it looks like a different story again in Libya. That fellow Rommel is not going to be a walkover, I tell you.”

         The major’s rheumy eyes stared off grimly into the distance for a moment until the arrival of a fresh gin sling perked him up again. “And despite everything, you’re feeling good in yourself, Edgar? Apart from looking undernourished, sunburnt and a little thinner on top, you look much the same. Still got those odd different-coloured eyes and the old turned-up nose, eh?”

         Powell knew he looked a fright. He managed a little chuckle before sipping the whisky, which he guessed would go straight to his head.

         “Who was your company commander again? I didn’t quite catch the name?”

         “Captain Arbuthnot. Simon Arbuthnot.”

         The major’s eyebrows rose. “Arbuthnot, eh? I know the fellow – or knew him, that is. Came across him a few times when I enjoyed my brief career in the City. Haven’t seen him for years. Did very well for himself by all accounts. Became something of a tycoon.”

         “Really? You know I’m pretty ignorant about the City.” Powell reached out for a bowl of nuts that the barman had just set in front of them. “I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, I suppose, but I have to say I found him to be rather a cold fish. We had very little conversation. He did say he had some land in the Midlands and interests in South America.”

         Watkinson gave his cousin a knowing look. “A very wealthy man. A lovely Georgian estate in Northamptonshire. A very substantial trading and industrial enterprise in Argentina, a finance house in the City and God knows what else. He married into the estate in Northampton. Bagged some young aristocrat filly, whose family goes back to the Domesday Book or thereabouts. Lady Caroline something. Pretty girl by all accounts.”

         Watkinson flicked a finger at the barman and raised two fingers to his lips. A large and ornate wooden box of cigarettes and cigars was produced. “Cheers, Faisal!” The major picked out a large cigar for himself while Powell took a cigarette. Watkinson trimmed his Corona and then, with a flourish, Faisal waved a flaming match in front of them and they lit up. The major took a long drag, blew a perfect circle of smoke in the air and continued. “Anyway, the poor girl died out of the blue within a year or two of the marriage. Some sort of fall, I believe – down the stairs or from a horse. She was the only child of the family and had inherited everything from her father when she was still a teenager. Anyway, Arbuthnot eventually got the lot.”

         “What was Arbuthnot’s background before he married this girl?”

         “Very ordinary. It’s coming back to me now. His father was the fifth son of a fifth son of a moderately good family. I think the father was a minor businessman.” The major screwed up his eyes in concentration. “Car dealer was it or machine engineer? Something like that. Anyway, Simon Arbuthnot started out as a junior stockbroker’s clerk in the City but had begun a little financial business of his own when he met the girl. It was just after the war, which he’d somehow managed to avoid. Asthma or something.” Watkinson put down his cigar and plunged his hand into the nut bowl. “Thank God they’ve got these back on the menu. For the past two weeks they only had olives. Can’t abide olives. Ghastly things.”

         “Children?”

         “One boy. Must be grown up now.”

         “What was Arbuthnot like when you knew him? As I said, I found him a bit cold. But I could see that he might be attractive to women.”

         “He was indeed a handsome fellow. Full of charm as well, if a bit fly. The wife was already dead when I first knew him. Put himself about quite a bit. A keen gambler. Not just on the tables. In business. With the opposite sex. There was a little mystery about how he did quite so well in business. Yes, he came into wealth through the wife but it was never really clear how he built up his South American business so quickly.”

         Powell started coughing. He had never been much of a smoker. His cousin passed him an ashtray and Powell stubbed out his cigarette.

         “Steady on, old boy. Are you all right? I should pour some more drink down your neck if I were you.”

         “I’m all right thanks, Rollo. Obviously I need a little practice in dealing again with the finer things of life.”

         The two men were distracted by a flurry of activity at the doorway, which marked the arrival of General Wavell and a party of officers. Wavell led his group towards the restaurant but paused when he saw Watkinson and Powell rising to salute him. “Who’s your friend, Major?”

         “Lieutenant Powell, sir. A cousin of mine. A few days off the boat from Crete. Got out by the skin of his teeth.”

         Wavell, a tall, well-built man with a small, bristly moustache and a head of silvery hair, smiled warmly at Powell and extended a hand. Powell grasped it and smiled back at the imposing officer, the commander-in-chief of the British army Middle East command – although, according to growing barrack-room gossip, not for much longer. “A dreadful business, Lieutenant Powell, dreadful. No doubt you lost many good comrades?”

         “I did, sir.”

         Wavell nodded gravely then patted Powell on the back. He glanced at the barman. “Give these two officers a round on me, please. Enjoy your recuperation, Lieutenant. I dare say you couldn’t have a better companion for recuperation than Watkinson here, eh Major?” Chuckling, he turned and headed off to the restaurant.

         The two men regained their seats. “Jolly decent of him to say hello. A fine fellow…” the major leaned closer to Powell “… if a little indecisive. Anyway, where were we?”

         “The Arbuthnot mystery.”

         “Oh, yes. So Arbuthnot got a bundle from his wife but mostly in the form of property. There was some cash, of course, but the gossip was that it could not account for the rapid accumulation made by Arbuthnot in other areas. Within only a few years of his wife’s death, he had the extremely valuable South American business and had set up a well financed bank.”

         “Did he sell any of the English properties to finance other investments?”

         “Apparently not.”

         “Perhaps he borrowed against them?”

         “Perhaps, though people said he had no need to.”

         “Maybe he was just a lucky investor?”

         “Could be. Anyway, he can’t enjoy it any more can he, poor fellow? I wonder how he ended up in uniform? Chap was around the same age as me but I’m a career officer. Whatever induced a rich man like him to sign up?”

         “Patriotism?”

         “We must presume so, my dear Edgar. Ah, here we are. Thank you, Faisal.” The barman deposited Wavell’s round in front of them.

         “If I have anything more to drink without some food in my belly, Rollo, I shall be on the floor.”

         “Of course, dear boy. I should have realised. We’ll get the drinks sent through to the restaurant. And that’s enough of the Arbuthnots. Sorry for the chap but don’t think he should hog all of our conversation. Come along. They do a very fine steak here.”

         As Powell followed his cousin out of the bar, he remembered, with a twinge of concern, the bloodstained envelope lying in his new army kitbag at the camp. Given all he had just learned about Arbuthnot, he couldn’t help thinking it might contain something of great importance.

         London

         “Look, Olivier. Quite a sight, isn’t it?” Commandant Auguste Angers stood tall in his stirrups as he pointed out the far distant dome of St Paul’s. The bronzed roof of the cathedral was glistening in the sun during a brief break in the clouds.

         The commandant and his colleague and deputy, Captain Olivier Rougemont, had enjoyed a morning’s exhilarating ride in Richmond Park. The commandant was riding his favourite grey, Chloe, and Rougemont was on his boss’s second string, a chestnut, Annette. Several sharp showers had failed to dampen their appreciation of the park and the great views of London laid out before them. The commandant, however, could not refrain from drawing an invidious comparison. “A wonderful ride, Olivier. I have to say, though, that this terrible English weather is getting on my nerves. Oh for a few hours on the Cap at this time of year, eh? Sunbathing by the sea, enjoying all the beautiful ladies, a glass of Dom Pérignon in one hand and a breast in the other.”

         “You forget, sir, that I have never been to the Cap d’Antibes nor, indeed, the South of France. I have been to Lyon but I don’t think that counts.”

         “Of course Lyon doesn’t count, Olivier. I forget sometimes that you are a Breton, imbued with all that strange Celtic puritanism and inhibition. Come, let’s go back. The colonel wants to see me about something. Any news from the general? How go things in Syria?”

         “I should have the latest report when we get back. It will be on your desk after the meeting.”

         Auguste Angers was a fine horseman. Unlike his deputy, he was riding bare-headed. The commandant was a strikingly attractive man of 35. He had lustrous, straw-coloured hair and despite the English climate, retained the residue of a Mediterranean suntan. Large, hazel eyes surmounted a narrow nose and a wide mouth, which always appeared to be on the brink of laughter. His deputy, by contrast, was short, dark and unprepossessing. An unsightly black mole sat on his left cheek and his features were too small for his large head. The hair currently constrained under his riding hat was wild, crinkly and difficult to groom. General de Gaulle was highly susceptible to Angers’ charm but Rougemont irritated him, despite the fact that Rougemont was one of the brightest young officers attached to his army of the Free French.

         “Come, Olivier, I’ll race you. Loser picks up the tab at dinner tonight. Are you on? Good. Allons-y!” The rain began to fall again. They quickly reached a gallop and raced, shouting and laughing, all the way back to the stables.

         “When on earth will summer arrive?” Detective Chief Inspector Frank Merlin wondered as he watched the steady patter of rain on the window. It had been a miserable May and the first few days of June had followed a similar pattern. He turned and looked back reluctantly into the room. Thinking about the weather was one way of shutting out of his mind the appalling bloody human mess sprawled out over the bed of this seedy hotel room in central London. The sight and smell was sickening – even to a hardened detective like him. Feeling the bile rising in his throat again, he hurried out into the dimly lit corridor. “Where are you, Sergeant? Is the doctor here yet?” Merlin went down the stairs at the end of the corridor to the hotel lobby, where he found Sergeant Bridges – a burly, ruddy-cheeked young man with an unruly mop of fair hair – interviewing the desk clerk.

         “Not yet, sir.”

         “Mm. How are you getting on with Mr er…”

         “Noakes, sir. Sylvester Noakes at your service, sir.”

         “Merlin. Detective Chief Inspector Merlin.”

         Sylvester Noakes was a small, balding man of indeterminate age. A few greasy strands of black hair strained to cover his large cranium. He wore a collarless white shirt, buttoned to the top, and a baggy green cardigan that had clearly seen better days.

         “And what has Mr Noakes been able to tell us, Sergeant?”

         “The gentleman has just been telling me…”

         “If I may be so bold, Sergeant, as to begin again for your superior…” Noakes had a strangely mangled accent. He sounded like a Cockney who’d had a few partially successful elocution lessons. “As I was just saying to the Sergeant, a nice young man if I may say so, Chief Inspector. As I was saying, I came on duty today at midday, taking over from Miss Evanston. She is one of the junior receptionists; I am the senior.” Noakes put his hand daintily to his mouth and coughed. “I asked if we had seen any business and she told me ‘not much’. Just one room had been taken in the morning hours. A couple, she said. A young lady and a man. They had taken Room 14 on the first floor.”

         “In what name was the room booked, Mr Noakes?”

         “Brown, sir. Mr and Mrs Brown.”

         “And did you yourself see this couple?”

         “I caught a brief glimpse of the gentleman when he left the hotel later. The unfortunate lady, of course, I saw when I discovered her in the room.” Noakes cast his eyes down respectfully.

         “The man left alone?”

         Noakes nodded.

         “And about what time would that have been?”

         Noakes looked across at the large oval clock on the facing wall. “I would estimate the time to be somewhere between one-thirty and two o’clock.”

         “Did you get a good look at him?” A door slammed somewhere and a draft blew through the reception area. Noakes pulled the cardigan tighter around his skinny body. “Alas no, Inspector. I was in the process of checking in another guest. I only caught a glance of him as he left. Appropriate to this dreadful summer weather, he was wearing a black mackintosh and a hat. He was normal height and weight, I should think.”

         “How do you know this was the gentleman from Room 14 if you hadn’t checked him in?”

         “Because prior to the arrival of the new guest I was checking in, the occupants of Room 14 were our only customers, so it seemed fair to assume…”

         “Did the man return?”

         “No.”

         “So the lady was left alone at this point?”

         “Well, no, sir. By then there were two other gentlemen in the room.”

         “Two other gentlemen? You’d better tell us about them, Mr Noakes.”

         “Around an hour after I came on duty, the first gentleman arrived. A short, fat gentleman with black hair and a little goatee beard. Getting on a little. Rather bedraggled, to be honest. He was wearing a navy overcoat and carrying a large black bag.”

         Merlin closed his eyes. He hadn’t slept very well the night before. The Blitz had been ruining everyone’s sleep for months but the German bombers had been taking a break recently. It was something else that had kept him awake this time. On a case the previous year, Merlin had taken a bullet in the shoulder and, every so often, the old wound played up. He had tossed and turned most of the night in the spare bedroom, where he had gone to give his girlfriend a chance of some rest herself. His shoulder was fine now but the lack of sleep was beginning to take its effect. His eyes opened. “And what did this new fat fellow do?”

         “He nodded at me. Said ‘14’ and headed up the stairs.”

         “Had you ever seen him before?”

         “No.”

         “What then?”

         “Soon after at one-fifteen – I am sure of the time as I was listening to the radio then – at one-fifteen the second man arrived. Tall fellow. Dark-haired. I’m not sure if it was brown or black. As you can see, the lighting isn’t that great in here. He was wearing a grey duffel coat. He asked whether a young lady had checked in earlier under the name of Brown. I told him ‘yes’ and directed him to Room 14. He immediately disappeared up the stairs.”

         “Did you get a good look at him?”

         “Not really. He was also very well wrapped up. Collar up, scarf covering his mouth. All I could really tell was his height and his accent.”

         “What about his accent?”

         “I think he was a foreigner of some sort. As was the other fellow. The fat bloke.”

         Merlin breathed out heavily in frustration at Noakes’ apparent inability to relate his story in a straightforward fashion. “I see. Two foreign men. Any idea where from?”

         “Sorry, sir. Not very good at accents.”

         “All right. What happened after the second man went to the room?”

         “Well, within the next half hour or so, the lady’s original companion came down, as we’ve already discussed, and disappeared. Another hour or so later the two other men, the fat one and the tall one, came down the stairs in a rush and hurried out the door. Another hour or so passed and I decided to check the room and enquire whether the young lady needed anything. There was no answer to my knock so I opened it with my pass key and discovered the poor young thing as… as you have seen her.”

         “Did you hear any noise from the room at all before the men left?”

         “As you’ve seen, sir, the room is at the far end of a corridor on the first floor. No, I didn’t hear anything.”

         “No screams?”

         “No, sir.”

         “And you’re sure you can’t help us with the nationalities of the men?”

         “We don’t get much foreign trade here and I’ve sadly never been further out of London than Southend-on-Sea. I couldn’t say which country. Continental, perhaps, if that helps, Chief Inspector.”

         “Not much but thank you, anyway, Mr Noakes. I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to return to the Yard with us to make a full statement. Perhaps you’ll be able to fill out the descriptions a little more. It would be helpful if you could get word to Miss Evanston. We’ll need her statement as well.”

         A harassed-looking bespectacled man hurried through the front door.

         “There you are, Doc. Thanks for getting here so quickly. It’s not a pretty sight, I’m afraid.”

         “When are they ever, Frank? When are they ever?”

         Merlin fell heavily into the chair and ran his hands over his unusually tidy desktop. Bridges had clearly been at work. He threw his new brown hat at the coat rack behind him and, for once, it landed successfully on one of the branches. He hadn’t expected to visit his office today, which had begun as a rare day off.

         A dental appointment had been booked in the afternoon and the morning had been reserved for his invalid brother, whom Merlin hadn’t seen for several weeks. At the neat terraced family home in Fulham, he had been pleased to find Charlie Merlin in much better shape than on his last visit. Since escaping from Dunkirk at the cost of a leg, Charlie had been mired in depression. Despite the loving care provided by his wife and son, there had been no improvement for months. Now, finally, there was a spark of life in his brother. Charlie’s wife, Beatrice, told him the good news. “They’ve given him his job back, Frank. Martin’s Bank. Say he can start at the beginning of July. What d’you think of that?”

         Charlie had allowed a half-smile to grace his face as Merlin had hurried to slap his brother on the back. “Well done, Charlie!”

         “Things may be looking up, Frank.”

         Beatrice was a wonderful cook, even with meagre resources, and Merlin had stayed for lunch to enjoy an excellent casserole concocted from bits of beef and mutton she had managed to scrape together.

         He had then made the afternoon dental appointment in the small mews surgery near his flat, where Merlin had been pleased to discover that his teeth were in good shape and no work was required. It was just as he was leaving the surgery, intent on taking Sonia to the pub for a post-work drink, that the receptionist’s telephone had rung. Sergeant Bridges had tracked him down.

         “Sorry to bother you, sir. I remembered you said you were checking your teeth this afternoon. I’m afraid there’s been a nasty incident. I thought you’d want to know. I’m at the Bedford Hotel in Newman Street just off Oxford Street. Are you happy to leave it to me or do you want to come?”

         “What sort of nasty incident, Sergeant?”

         “Young lady reported dead, sir. Very messy, apparently.”

         Merlin knew immediately that the pub would have to keep for another night. And so he had made his way to the hotel – and the poor girl they had found in Room 14.

         Now back at the Yard, Merlin leaned back in his chair and hoisted his feet on to the desk. He reached into his pocket and found the packet of Fisherman’s Friends he had bought in the small kiosk around the corner in Parliament Square. Few of his friends or colleagues appreciated his addiction to these strong menthol lozenges, but no-one yet, not even Sonia, had been able to wean him off them. He popped a couple in his mouth. As the menthol fumes passed upwards through his sinuses, he experienced the familiar feeling of his head being spring cleaned. He closed his eyes and thought briefly of his father. What would Javier Merino make of his policeman son now? Of his professional accomplishments, his father would be very proud. Of that Merlin had no doubt. Would he, however, have accepted Merlin’s current domestic situation of living in unmarried bliss with Sonia, his beautiful partner? Probably, Merlin thought, although his mother… Anyway, here he now sat, Frank Merlin, a highly respected senior officer of Scotland Yard, born Francisco Merino to the said Javier, a wandering Spanish seaman, who had found love and modest fortune with Agnes Cutler, Cockney heiress to a Limehouse chandler’s emporium.

         Merlin swung his legs off the chair, stood up and went to hang his jacket beneath his hat. Turning back to his desk, he caught sight of himself in the new mirror Bridges had recently installed between the large map of London and the cuckoo clock, which was Merlin’s souvenir of a Swiss case from before the war. The man he saw was tall and ramrod straight, with a full head of jet-black hair, except for the odd strand of grey just above the ears. A few minor lines and crinkles marked his face but they were nothing untoward for a man of 43. His large green eyes gazed back at him, above the long, thin nose and wide mouth. Suddenly, he pulled away with a snort of derision at this brief moment of untypical vanity and returned to his desk.

         Sergeant Bridges was downstairs, interviewing the two hotel receptionists in an attempt to get better descriptions of the three men who had visited Room 14. The doctor’s summary of his report had been brief and to the point. “Botched abortion, Merlin. Mother dead. Baby, a little boy, dead. A butchering. Appalling!”

         This was, of course, not the first illegal abortion the Yard – and Merlin himself – had had to deal with. There had, in fact, been a spate of them in London over the past six months. In March, they had arrested a Dutch doctor, who had been very busy and very slapdash. Abortionists such as he were clearly in increasing demand since the war had fostered a more relaxed sexual environment. Most of the abortions took place in back-street hovels, where witnesses were few and far between. At least there were witnesses in this case, even if they weren’t proving to be much use. 

         Reginald Tomlinson watched his young secretary’s pert derrière disappear through the door. What he would give to be a young man again. A young man like the personable, young, sandy-haired specimen sitting on the other side of his desk.

         “Did I get it right, sir?”

         “Yes, Philip. Perfect. Well done. A good day’s work.”

         Philip Arbuthnot looked suitably gratified. Tomlinson had asked him to draft a long and complex affidavit for use in a client’s forthcoming divorce proceedings. The young man had been working as a clerk for the City law firm of Titmus, Travers and Tomlinson for four months. To his father’s great surprise and anger, he had dropped out of Cambridge in October the previous year and devoted himself exclusively to enjoying a playboy’s life in the capital for several weeks. His father had reacted by threatening the withdrawal of his son’s very healthy allowance. The young Arbuthnot had eventually surrendered to his father’s wishes and signed up for articles at the law firm his father used for the bulk of his business. Since the Arbuthnot file represented over half of the firm’s revenue, it was a given that the boy would be taken on and given the greatest attention. The task of supervising Arbuthnot had fallen to Tomlinson. Although the young man was clearly bright, Tomlinson had already been able to gauge that it would be a struggle to make a lawyer of him. He was rich, good-looking and not interested in detail. However, for the moment at least, he was pretending to make an effort.

         “Any news of your father?”

         “None yet, I’m afraid.”

         Tomlinson toyed with the silver ashtray on his desk and tried to ignore the barrage of noises coming from the demolition site across the road. “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, I’ll never understand why he signed up. A man of 45. What was he thinking? And with all his responsibilities.”

         “For king and country, Mr Tomlinson. He obviously wanted to do his bit. He always regretted that health problems prevented him from serving in the last war.” Philip Arbuthnot adjusted his cuffs, which were fastened by a pair of large gold cufflinks. Tomlinson shrugged, reflecting not for the first time that the boy was always immaculately dressed in a Savile Row suit, Lobb’s shoes and an expensive silk tie.

         There was a moment’s silence, which Arbuthnot felt obliged to fill. “Sorry I was late this morning, sir. A few personal matters to deal with.”

         Tomlinson pursed his lips. “Please, Philip, try and keep the hours. I have other clerks here and it is undermining to their morale if one of their number doesn’t follow the rules, even if that person is the son of our biggest client. As Mr Titmus would say: ‘It’s not playing with a straight bat.’” In his younger days, Mr Titmus had played cricket for Surrey and was forever reminding his partners of this accomplishment.

         Tomlinson assumed that Arbuthnot had spent another night on the town but, if he had, the young man looked remarkably fresh. He was as good-looking as his father had been when younger, although his features owed more to his fair mother than the more saturnine Arbuthnot senior. As tall as his father, he had light, copper-brown hair, which was slicked down with hair oil, a creamy freckled complexion, an easy smile and a neat little moustache in the style of Douglas Fairbanks. Handsome, well set up and blessed with easy charm. The solicitor could only envy him.

         Tomlinson had also been an attractive young man in his day but now, in his 60th year, had most certainly run to seed. Overweight, stooped, balding and yoked for life to an equally unprepossessing wife, he had one consolation – he was very rich. He owed this to brains and hard work, leavened (as in most success stories) with a dose of luck. The luck was hooking up with Simon Arbuthnot, the prodigiously successful and active businessman who had generated huge fees for the firm. Tomlinson shuddered – now this man had, idiotically, enlisted in the army. He shuddered again.

         “The presumption is that your father was on the island?”

         “Last letter I got from him was in April. He was still in Greece. I understand that most of our forces transferred from the mainland to Crete shortly after. I’ve had no news since, other than what we read in the papers.”

         “You must be worried.”

         “The old man has always seemed indestructible to me. I’m sure he’ll have found his way on to the boats.”

         “Let’s hope so, Philip. Now run along to Mr Travers. I believe he’s got some more drafting for you to get your teeth into.”

         Merlin was just about to go downstairs to see how Bridges was getting on with his interviews when he received the call from on high. His boss, Assistant Commissioner Gatehouse, had the room directly above his. According to Miss Stimpson, the AC’s venerable secretary, Mr Gatehouse would appreciate a little chat, even though it was after seven o’clock. Merlin made his weary way up the stairs. He wasn’t up to the usual spiky badinage with Miss Stimpson and ignored her welcoming smile as he entered the lion’s den.

         “Ah, Frank. Come in. Sorry to bother you at this late hour. Take a pew.” The lion seemed intent on being charming for once. Merlin sat. The AC, a gaunt-looking man in his late 50s, was wearing his usual outfit of dark jacket, striped trousers, wing-collared shirt and sombre tie. “Everything all right with you, Frank? Haven’t seen you for a few days. Did that latest counterfeiting case get sorted out in the end?”

         “Yes, sir. Inspector Johnson made the arrests.”

         “Johnson, yes. He’s done very well, I must say. The bogus food and petrol coupon business must have taken quite a hit thanks to him.”

         “Plenty still out there to catch.”

         “Indeed.” The AC fiddled idly with his wing-collar for a moment, then revealed his mouthful of mottled brown teeth in a wintry smile. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to relieve you of Johnson for a while, Frank.”

         Merlin sat up sharply. “Relieve me? That’s going to be awkward. He’s one of my best men.”

         “I know, I know, but it’s out of my hands. I have received a request from the very highest authority to assign him to MI5 to help out with the Hess case.”

         “The Hess case? Why on earth do they want Johnson for that?”

         The AC stood up and strode to the window. It was still raining and heavy dark clouds sat over the London County Council building opposite. “Bloody awful weather.”

         “Yes, sir.”

         The AC returned to his desk. “To be precise, the prime minister’s office asked me if I could contribute our best officer to the ongoing investigation of Mr Hess’s strange flight to this country. It is a few weeks now since his arrival but the authorities are apparently no closer to understanding why Hitler’s deputy flew himself to Scotland and parachuted in to have tea and biscuits with the Duke of Hamilton. He says he wanted to discuss peace terms but that’s hard to believe. Why on earth would he think he could discuss peace with Dougie Hamilton? A jolly good chap and everything but… well, I digress. Hess is currently being held in an MI5 safe house in Surrey.”

         “Surely the security services have sufficient manpower to deal with him themselves?”

         “You would think so but I am not sure they are the ones making the request. I think it might be a case of the prime minister wanting a different perspective.”

         “If Mr Churchill is seeking to impose someone on MI5 against their will, I doubt Johnson will be able to get very far. And why Johnson in particular, sir?”

         Gatehouse thrust his jaw out in irritation. “If you really want to know, Chief Inspector, the prime minister’s office requested you for the job. As I formed the view, based on the very same judgment you just expressed, that this was likely to prove a wild goose chase and as I really can’t do without you here, I decided that if I had to sacrifice one officer to such a likely waste of time, it would not be you. I volunteered Johnson as a credible alternative and, knowing his reputation, they reluctantly accepted the substitution.”

         Merlin sucked in his cheeks and looked up at the ceiling. “I understand, sir.”

         “You might say, thank you, Chief Inspector.”

         “I’ll say thank you, sir, but life is going to be difficult without Johnson. And on top of that, we don’t have Cole because you ordered him to be transferred away in light of… the situation. Cole was developing into a very useful asset.”

         The AC’s face reddened. PC Tommy Cole had been transferred to Portsmouth in January because a relationship had developed between him and the AC’s striking niece, WPC Claire Robinson, who was now established as part of Merlin’s team. Cole was a bright but working-class boy, who was far from Gatehouse’s idea of a suitable partner for the young lady.

         Merlin ignored his boss’s obvious discomfort. “Cole is a good lad and I miss him. Some months have passed. I understand Robinson is now walking out with a young barrister, sir. I would have thought it safe – if that’s the right word – for Cole to return now.”

         The AC’s high colour dimmed a little. “I’ll give it some thought, Frank.”

         “Any idea how long I’ll be without Johnson?”

         “I think you should bank on at least a month.”

         “Any chance of a temporary replacement?”

         “There may be some options in other departments. I’ll look into it.”

         Gatehouse relaxed and the mottled teeth reappeared. “Care for a sherry, Frank?”

         Despite his Hispanic origins, Merlin had never developed a taste for sherry. He realised, however, that it would be politic to accept the offer and glasses were poured.

         “Did you see that the Kaiser died?”

         “The Kaiser, sir?”

         “Yes, Kaiser Wilhelm the Second of Germany, as was. The Kaiser of the Great War. His death has been reported in The Times.”

         “I can’t say I knew he was alive. I thought he’d died some time in the 20s.”

         “No, no. He had a very nice and cushy retirement. After being obliged to abdicate, he was given a charming little estate in Holland. A place called Doorn. Spent his time gardening mostly, according to a friend of mine who was Dutch ambassador here before the war. He lived there very comfortably with his second wife.”

         “What would she be called, then? Kaiserina? Kaiserea?”

         “You know, Frank, I have no idea. Kaiser is another word for emperor, really, so perhaps she was known as the Empress. Doted on the old bastard, apparently. The ambassador said there was a brief moment in the 30s when Hitler thought about bringing him back to Germany and reinstating him as monarch. In a figurehead capacity, of course, but that came to nought. No doubt the great Führer decided he didn’t want anyone to dilute his national pre-eminence.”

         “Sickening to think that a man responsible for all those millions of pointless deaths in the Great War should pass his declining years in peace and comfort.”

         “Life isn’t fair, Frank.” The AC turned to look outside. “Ah, look, the rain has stopped.” He finished his sherry. “I think I’ll get off home to Mrs Gatehouse.”

         The AC went to get his raincoat from behind the door. “Don’t worry, I’ll get back to you on the subject of manpower tomorrow. Help yourself to another sherry if you like. Goodnight.”

         Colonel Bertrand Aubertin was a slim and elegant man of medium height. He had kindly eyes, a round, pink-cheeked face and would have passed for younger than his late 40s had it not been for his thick helmet of iron-grey hair. A career soldier, he had been stationed in north Africa when France had fallen to the Germans, and had made his way to London as a respected member of General de Gaulle’s entourage. Within the Free French organisation, he had been given responsibility for liaison and coordination with the embryonic British military team planning clandestine operations in France and other parts of occupied Europe. This team had just been given a new name – the Special Operations Executive. Aubertin and his subordinates were based in a large old building in Dorset Square in Bloomsbury, while de Gaulle maintained a headquarters in Carlton Gardens near the Mall.

         The colonel had returned to the office after a busy day in meetings, and this was his first opportunity to address the paperwork piled on his desk. He was tired and massaged his forehead as he sat down. Problems, problems. Aubertin’s job was not easy and now he had a new problem to deal with. It was contained in the folder on the top of his pile. He had read it when first received the night before, and he had just read it again.

         It had been compiled by Colonel Fillon, one of de Gaulle’s closest aides. The British intelligence services had recently complained, over Aubertin’s head, that they had sources alleging there was a leak within the Free French organisation. There were the early beginnings of a resistance movement in France and a small cell of French patriots had established radio contact with the Special Operations Executive. Somehow the existence of this cell had become known to the Nazis and the people in it had been liquidated. Suspicions of a leak had been communicated directly to the top. De Gaulle had given little credence to them but had asked Fillon to investigate. Now Fillon had been asked to join the general in Cairo, and the file had been passed to Aubertin, who, to his mind, should have been given the task in the first place.

         The colonel closed his eyes for a moment then reached out to pick up the photograph that sat on a shelf to his right. It pictured his wife, Jeanette, in her prime in 1932. The scene was a charming restaurant overlooking the sea near the small hilltop town of Ramatuelle. They had been holidaying in the south of France and were celebrating his latest promotion. Jeanette was drinking a glass of champagne and directing her radiant smile at him, the photographer. He caught his breath. He hadn’t seen his wife in 15 months. She was in Vichy France at their rambling house in the Auvergne. There had been thoughts of getting her to England but they had come to nothing. Her health had been poor in the years leading up to the war, she had had a minor stroke and Aubertin worried endlessly about whether she had access to the right medication. He only received the occasional letter from her and she never addressed the subject of her health. Jeanette had good neighbours and friends and they would look after her, or so he hoped.

         He replaced the photograph with a sigh and skimmed through the file yet again. It was not quite clear what Fillon’s methodology had been, but he had confined the investigation to three young officers, who had been privy to information concerning the resistance cell. There was nothing untoward about their seeing this information because they were on the distribution list that had emanated from Aubertin’s own unit. The only reason for suspicion, as far as Aubertin could see from the file, was that the three officers were the three most recent arrivals in London. The covering letter with the file emphasised that, sceptical as the general was regarding the alleged leak, a proper investigation must be carried out.

         Aubertin got up and called for his secretary, a cheerless, middle-aged Frenchwoman, who had taught French in an English boarding school for 15 years before offering her services to the Free French.

         “A coffee, please, Madame.” As he watched her thick tweed skirt disappear through the door, Aubertin fell back into his seat, looked up to the ceiling and began to consider how best to deal with this new problem.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 2

            Friday 6 June

         

         Cairo

         Powell had not slept well. His bender with Watkinson the day before was partly, but not wholly, to blame. He had also been troubled by disturbingly vivid memories of his last days in Crete. He had been wide awake for a couple of hours when he heard the dawn call to prayer from the muezzins in the many mosques neighbouring the camp.

         On his drunken return the night before, he had found a letter on the bed containing his new orders. ‘Lieutenant Powell, you will present yourself at the Cairo RAF airfield at 1500 hours on Friday 6 June and return to England on leave until you are notified of your next posting’. Someone must have taken pity on him. Wavell perhaps? Or had Rollo managed to pull some strings? If he had, he’d made no mention of it. However it had been brought about, he was very grateful.

         Powell sat up in bed and reached out for his new kitbag. After a quick rummage, he found the other letter. He was sorely tempted to open it. The story his cousin had told him about Simon Arbuthnot and his mysterious rise to power and riches was intriguing. He felt the envelope. It seemed like just one sheet of paper. If it were ‘a matter of life and death’, shouldn’t he have a look so he could work out who to pass the message to? Powell stiffened. No, no. It would be dishonourable to look at private correspondence. He examined Arbuthnot’s dying scrawl for the umpteenth time. ‘Si… So… Sa…’ Another Simon? Simpson, Simone, son, solicitor, Sarah, Sally, sister, Saint? Powell sighed and put the letter back in the bag. His head started to throb. He would try to forget about it for now and seek advice on his return to London. He had a friend in the police: Frank Merlin would know the best course of action.

         London

         Eyes closed, Merlin reached out to the other side of the bed. It was empty. Then he heard the sound of a kettle whistling. He rolled his naked body off the bed, grabbed his dressing gown and padded down the corridor of his flat towards the kitchen. Merlin could hear the patter of rain outside but sunlight was streaming through the windows.

         Sonia Sieczko stood by the cooker wearing the cream nightdress Merlin had bought her for Christmas, her perfectly rounded figure silhouetted against the window light. Her shining auburn hair swung in a graceful arc behind her as she turned round to greet Merlin. Smiling, she rose on her tiptoes to give him a peck on the cheek.

         “Good morning, my darling. I have a surprise. I have eggs. Real eggs!”

         “How on earth did you manage that?”

         Sonia winked. “That is my secret, Frank.”

         Merlin guessed that Sonia’s brother, an officer in one of the RAF’s Polish squadrons, had managed to scrounge the eggs for her in Northolt. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d brought her food from his flight base.

         “I have three eggs. Two for you and one for me.” Merlin demurred but to no avail. “No, sweetheart. You are a big man with a demanding and important job. I am someone with an unimportant – though often very irritating – job. You will have the two eggs. How would you like them? Poached, boiled, scrambled? I am going to boil mine.” They settled on three boiled eggs.

         Merlin sat at the kitchen table, mug of tea in hand, and watched as Sonia went about her business. She was a striking woman and he still couldn’t believe his luck in having her. They had met on one of his cases at the beginning of 1940. Half-Jewish, half-Catholic, she had managed to get out of Poland just before the war. Penniless, she had been obliged to take whatever work she could. When Merlin first met her, she had been working in a seedy Soho nightclub. She had soon found something more respectable and become a sales girl in one of London’s large department stores. Sonia Sieczko and Frank Merlin had hit it off pretty much straightaway and soon became lovers. Sonia had stayed in her own rented accommodation in Marylebone for a while but had finally agreed to move into Merlin’s Chelsea flat six months ago. So far they had been very happy together.

         “There you are, Frank. Two lightly boiled eggs, as you like them, and some toast. Smacznego!”

         Merlin had been slowly picking up the odd word of Polish and he knew that this word meant ‘enjoy’. He considered his first egg for a moment, looked circumspectly at Sonia, then tore some toast into strips and started dipping them into the yolk.

         “There is no need to look so shifty, Frank. I know you loved your mother’s little egg ‘soldiers’. If you want to do it with me, there is no problem, my little baby boy.” Merlin chuckled.

         The breakfast disappeared rapidly. Merlin stared contentedly across at Sonia’s beautiful face. A lock of auburn hair fell over her forehead. She carefully replaced it then looked up, her saucer-like blue eyes intent on him.

         “Penny for them, Frank, as you English like to say.”

         “A cat may look at a queen, may he not?”

         “Is that another one of your silly English phrases?” She stood and picked up their plates. “This queen is going to tidy up, get dressed and go to work.”

         “I may be a little late tonight. We have a new case and the AC told me I’d be without Peter Johnson for a while. He’s been seconded elsewhere for a few weeks.”

         Sonia slid round the table and reached a hand up to his face. Her head came up to Merlin’s shoulders. He leaned down to kiss her freckled cheek and then moved on to her full and inviting lips. They lingered for a moment before Sonia pulled away. “Let go or I
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