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Chapter One

The noonday sun
was fierce in its intensity, baking the hard packed dusty streets
into concrete and flashing and
shimmering off the waves in the long sweep of the bay of Naples.
The chaotic shambles of the city was strung out along the steeply
sloping hillsides surrounding Mount Vesuvius encroaching on the
mountain like some ghastly disease. Crumbling structures seemed to
cling to the slopes with rugged determination, giving the
impression that the entire city could implode in a vast cloud of
dust at any moment in time. The streets crowded together and the
small space between them was festooned with bunting like items of
laundry strung between windows and balconies. The clothes
themselves were scorched into starched submission by the withering
heat and left abandoned by resting mothers. Apart from a handful of
boys who splashed around in the sea, oblivious to the heat, the
city looked empty, deserted. And yet ensconced within those fragile
palaces and crumbling abodes were many millions, imprisoned by the
intensity of the summer heat, sleeping in darkness while sleepless
children scurried underfoot. In the silent streets nothing moved.
Even the cats were safely hidden behind whatever shade they might
find. It was a day that had began like many others with feverish
morning enthusiasm and then declined towards the hours when all
must sleep. While the city slept unseen visitors slipped into the
city unmet, un-applauded and unannounced. The day began like any
many others, it would end like no other.

Chapter Two

The adrenaline
surged through Spider’s body and his whole body was taught like a
bowstring, his every muscle
held in silent abeyance, waiting. Training was one thing but this
was finally the day. The day of days. This day had loomed on the
horizon like a granite obelisk blocking out the calendar, poisoning
the moments and hours with its pending weight. It felt like the
first day of term after the glorious sunshine of the summer
holidays was over. The sense of tension and nervousness was
physical, palpable, each eye intently focused, each man sitting in
silent contemplation, alone his thoughts but physically thrown
together, shoulder to shoulder. Every few minutes a humourous
comment was made, shattering the tension and giving a temporary
respite from the anticipation. Everyone appreciated the jokes no
matter how unfunny because they were a reminder of normality, a
world outside, back home. So there was always an eruption of fierce
and merry laughter, a hooting bellowing wall of noise, then the
bittersweet glance as the laugher tailed away and reality once
again reared its ugly head. The tension was deadly, gut rotting,
heart stopping, agonising, so when the moment for action came it
was almost a relief, but not for long. The momentary relief from
the tension of waiting was replaced by fear, a galling all
pervasive fear that the next moment, the next second could be your
last.

Thankfully the
streets seemed deserted. No jubilant crowds of happy locals but
also no dogged defenders, at least not yet. Every crevice could
conceal a gunman, every tumble down, rubble strewn corner, a
stranger intent on murder. Spider scanned the street watchfully.
The column of soldiers moved forward step by step, taking what
cover they could their eyes watchfully flickering over the silent
streets. No-one. Maybe things would be alright after all. Never let
complacency slip in thought Spider, but it was inevitable. He
looked to his left and right at the other men and it was obvious. Relaxation had set in.
The taught muscles had released, the glances continued but now
nonchalantly and lacking the fierce intensity of moments before.
They approached a rise and suddenly there it was. Silhouetted
against the horizon, blacked out against the skyline was a figure
adopting an aggressive posture. Spider had a millisecond to decide.
Too long and he could be dead. Spider dropped to his knees to get a
more stable platform to fire and braced himself ready to fire. This
was no time for warnings or threats. This was an enemy and they
were at war. This they would both understood. Spider squeezed the
trigger, just hard enough and he sent a bullet ricocheting across
the street. Immediately all the other soldiers in his platoon
dropped to their knees, focusing they gaze and muzzles on the
figure. The figure flinched slightly but strode on defiantly. It
was not possible to gauge the features of the man but his gestures
continued to be warlike and threatening. That was enough. Spider
hadn’t planned to miss or fire a warning shot but at the last
moment his aim was off. Then he realised he was still here. Still
alive. It was not too late. Spider now added anger to his armoury.
This man was not going to have his way. He must be taunting him in
some way. Spider pulled the trigger firmly, very hard and felt the
recoil making his body shudder backwards. The bullet was too fast
to follow by eye but he looked in the direction of the figure in
hope. This was his last chance. Surely the man would return fire.
Worse still a friend, a colleague, standing by. How would be able
to live with the fact that he had missed and as a result one of his
friends would not be going home. Someone’s husband or son. All
these things were racing through his mind in a millisecond. Then he
saw the bullet strike home. He saw it not by the bullet but by the
reaction. The man’s left leg collapsed under him and his whole
figure crumpled to the ground. Now he must finish him off. The
front ranks of the column surged forwards as one, surrounding the
stricken figure, sensing almost tasting blood, each one eager to be
the one to dispatch this emissary of the enemy. Spider was the
first to reach the man. He felt his heart judder and skip within
him, for the sight he saw was deeply shocking.


Chapter Three

“Stop! Hold
your fire.”

Spider bellowed at the top of
his voice. Too late, a hail of bullets peppered the street.

“I said stop!
Hold your fire. Its a child! Its only a boy!”

It was only now
that Spider realised the gravity of the mistake he had made. The
figure that lay prone before him was not a ruthless enemy but a
boy. A little boy now sprawled across the ground. A little boy. The
kind of boy he would have given half a crown to for some errand
back home. But this boy’s face was twisted in agony. The soft cloth
of his small trousers already soaked in blood seeping through from
the wound. The shock was now replaced by dread, a creeping,
entangling dread. A trick of the light and effect of foreshortening
had meant that Spider had not been able to correctly gauge the
proportions of the boy. He told himself that it was the same thing
anyone could have done, that in other circumstances it could easily
have been a Nazi storm trooper. No. It was not good enough. Though
these thoughts satisfied Spider’s mind, his heart was condemned. He
saw the boy writhing and twisting in pain. The sight was enough to
snap him out of his sullen reverie. It was not too late. He had not
killed the boy. The boy was not dead. He was alive. Just. If he
acted now it was not too late to save him.

“Medic!” Spider shouted and a colleague charged over but the
medic was still several
hundred feet away still and the blood was flooding out now, making
an ugly puddle where it had mixed with the yellow packed earth of
the street. Taking his broad arms Spider slid both arms under the
boy cradling him and lifting him at the same time. The boy weighed
nothing. Spider ceased the movement with a pang of remorse. He
raised himself back up onto his feet and charged over towards the
medic, leaving the boy lolling on the ground like a stringless
puppet.

“He’s bleeding,
losing blood fast. Well need bandages, a tourniquet to stem the
flow.”

Quickly the
medic set to work and within a few seconds the damaged leg was
neatly bound with bandages. The boy was slumped unconscious in his
arms yet Spider felt is trembling stuttering heartbeat. Spider
prayed a silent prayer, wishing, hoping, willing that this heart
would not fail.

“Do you think
he’ll live?” Spider asked the medic hesitantly.

“It’s hard to
say. He has lost a lot of blood. If he can get to a hospital bed
and get some rest he might live. The young are surprising
resilient, but we haven’t set up any field hospitals. He will have
to take his chances like everyone else.”

Spider felt a surge of fury and
anger welling up within him.

“I shot this
boy, and I am going to make sure he lives, if I have to move heaven
and earth to do so.”

“But we are
here with a purpose, we have a mission. You can’t just go traipsing
off helping every civilian you happen to shoot.”

“Why
not?”

“Because we
would never get home. Don’t you know that there are bombs raining
down on London every day, they are flattening the place. How many
children do you think are dying there every day? Are you going to
run around saving them too?”

“No. But I am
not responsible for the bombing of London. Those who are
responsible will one day be held to account. I shot that boy and I
know that unless I do something to save his life, his face will
forever haunt me in the years to come.”

“I suppose you
could find out if there is a hospital in the city still
running.”

“Then that is
where I will go.”

“Wait. Just
wait one minute. What do you think the rest of us are going to do?
Sit down and have a picnic. We have orders man! Wake
up!”

“Orders or not,
I need to save this boy.”

“So be it. But
we will not wait for you. If you get shot we will not come running
and you will be recorded as absent without leave and most likely
face prison on your return to England.”

“Then so be it.
If that’s what I have to do to save a life, then so be
it.”

“Do you want to
celebrate victory in a jail?”

“No but I could
not celebrate anything again if I knew I had taken a
life.”

“Alright have
it your way. Take off your tunic and you might be mistaken for a
civilian. I’ll turn a blind eye for fifteen minutes and then I will
send someone looking. It’s my duty to do so.”

“Thank you.
That is very kind.”

“Well go on
then. Get going”

With that
Spider, still cradling the boy ran off haphazardly into the tangled
maze of streets. He didn’t know where he was going. Then he
remembered something. Didn’t someone say something about nuns? A
nunnery? Don’t they care for the sick? He hoped so. He needed to
find a church tower. With any luck they would be able to direct him
to the nunnery or better still offer some help themselves. Within a
few minutes all his colleagues had gone and it was only then that
Spider realised he was thirsty. Lifting his canteen to his dusty
lips he slurped the water down luxuriating in its coolness. He then
dribbled a small trickle of water into the mouth of the boy which
was partly open. Spider felt confused. Should he have done that?
The boy might have choked. He hadn’t choked. It was OK.


Chapter Four

At first the boy had seemed as
light as a feather but as they trudged through the streets in the
scorching sun the boy seemed to gain in weight. Spider could not
reach for his canteen without putting the boy down and he felt so
exhausted that he wondered if he did put him down whether he would
have the strength to pick him up again. Eventually they arrived at
the large wooden door of the church. Spider couldn’t knock the door
because his hands were full, carrying the injured boy so he rapped
on the door as hard as he could with his black army boot.
Eventually a nun appeared at the door.

“Can I help
you?”

The greeting was brusque and
businesslike but before Spider could reply the nun spoke again.

“And don’t
think you are going to be bringing that thing in here.”

At first spider thought the nun
was speaking of the boy in a disparaging manner and he was on the
verge of remonstrating with the nun when he realised she must be
referring the rifle that was still slung over his shoulder.

“Oh sorry
sister. I had forgotten I was even carrying it.”

“This is no
place for weapons of war, or people who chose to use
them.”

“This boy has
been shot in the leg. He needs somewhere to rest until he can
recover fully.”

“So you shot
him and now you feel a sense of remorse and bring him
here?”

“I did shoot
him but it’s not what you think. It was a complete accident. So can
he stay here? Do you have enough beds?”

“Beds we have
plenty of, food no.”

“I can get you
some food.”

“From where
exactly? The whole city is on starvation rations.”

“I’ll find
something.”

“If you can
bring food, the boy can stay.”

“Thank you for
your kindness. God will reward you.”

“He will reward
us all.”

The nuns led
Spider and the boy through a network of small corridors and rooms
and finally to a thick oak door. Behind this was a comfortable but
bare bedroom with a single bed covered with a freshly laundered
sheet. Sunshine was streaming through a small window and
making bright patterns on the
bed.

“Thank you.
This should be fine.”

Spider
eventually found himself back out and onto the street. He had
promised to find food but now he must make good his promise or the
boy wouldn’t be able to stay and recover from his injuries. It
would however be easier said than done. Spider couldn’t at that
moment even begin to know where to gather the necessary food. If
nuns who were local didn’t know where to find food then how could
he hope to find any? There was one advantage Spider had over the
nuns. He had a number of weapons in his arsenal that would be off
limits to a nun. Barter, trickery and even
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