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  About The Deadly Few


As desperate battles rage across the skies, one woman stands between a spy and his plans. 
Evelyn Ainsworth has had enough. While enemy forces prepare for invasion, the spy known only as Henry has become more than a nuisance. After a close call puts her life at risk, she takes matters into her own hands. But Henry has also had enough, and only one of them can survive.
The pilots of the RAF are exhausted. Losses are high, they’re out of reserves, and Hitler’s Luftwaffe is poised to claim victory. Acting Squadron Leader Miles Lacey is ordered to take his pilots south, into the heart of the fighting. But despite their eagerness to make a difference, the battle for survival quickly takes its toll. 
As the RAF struggles to prevent a Nazi invasion, it’s up to Evelyn to uncover a traitor and stop him once and for all. While the rest of the world watches, the very fate of Great Britain, and of freedom itself, rests with them…
A deadly few.

*This book was entirely written, edited, and published by humans. Research assistance to the author was provided by one very polite and amusing robot. 







  
  Author's Note


“There were fourteen, fifteen hours of daylight each day. You were on duty right through. Chaps were being lost all the time. We had seventeen out of twenty-three killed or wounded in my squadron in less than three weeks. We had another eight aircraft shot down with the chaps unhurt, including myself, twice. It was a fight for survival. There was tremendous ‘twitch’. If somebody slammed a door, half the chaps would jump out of their chairs. There were times when you were so tired, you’d pick up your pint of beer with two hands. But no one was cowering terrified in a corner.”Pilot Officer John Ellacombe, Scramble: A Narrative History of the Battle of Britain

At the end of August 1940, the German Luftwaffe was confident in its ability to destroy the only thing standing between themselves and complete air superiority over Britain: the Royal Air Force (RAF). The German commanders were assured of their victory, and Operation Sea Lion, the invasion of Britain, was on pace to commence no later than September 11. The Germans believed they would soon invade Great Britain, stamping out the last flicker of resistance to the Third Reich. 

The people of Great Britain believed that invasion was imminent as well. Beaches had been closed off and lined with anti-invasion barbed wire and battlement stations. German-born citizens had been rounded up and interned to prevent them from aiding enemy forces. The Home Guard was on the alert, armed and on constant patrol. The British Army was primed and ready to move at a moment’s notice. The country was braced for what they considered inevitable. Most people in Britain were certain that an invasion would be attempted, while some, including the American ambassador in London, were certain that it would succeed. Only one thing could possibly save the island nation who dared to stand up to Adolf Hitler: The RAF.

Or, more precisely, the few hundred young men who comprised the RAF.

But it was a grim reality that they were close to breaking as August rolled into September.

Between August 24 and September 6, Fighter Command lost 231 pilots, 103 killed and 128 seriously wounded, while 466 Spitfires and Hurricanes were destroyed or seriously damaged. And out of around 1,000 veteran pilots, nearly a quarter had been lost. The replacements were 260 new and inexperienced pilots taken from training units before their full training was even completed. Of the experienced pilots remaining, most were suffering from severe fatigue. Yet there could be no rest. Britain must be defended, and they were all well aware that they were the only ones to do it.

The entire world watched that summer as an air battle that would determine the continued survival and freedom of Great Britain raged. It was the first, and only, battle in history that was waged solely in the skies and on which depended the fate of an entire nation. The American ambassador famously told President Roosevelt that the RAF had no chance against the stronger, more experienced, Luftwaffe. He believed England would fall.

What no one took into account was the sheer determination of the men in the cockpits that summer. If a pilot lived to see twenty-three, he was considered an old man. The bulk of the men were eighteen and nineteen, still boys. Yet they were men when they climbed behind the controls of their Hurricane or Spitfire. They grew accustomed to having a beer at the pub one night and returning the next with half their number gone. They began to not worry very much about things because they didn’t expect to live much beyond the next day anyway. They were exhausted beyond what any human should  be made to endure. Yet they got up before dawn every day, climbed into the back of a rattling old truck with their Mae West, and trundled out to dispersal. They kept climbing into their cockpits. They kept fighting.

Their will, their sheer grit, and their refusal to give up in the face of unfathomable odds not only saved Great Britain from certain invasion but showed the world that the Luftwaffe was not invincible. And just perhaps, that meant that neither was Hitler’s Third Reich.
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  “Hitler knows he will have to break us in this island or lose the war … If we fail, then the whole world, including the United States … will sink into the abyss of a new Dark Age.” Winston Churchill, Summer 1940








  
  Prologue


Paris, France
Obersturmbannführer Hans Voss nodded to the scharführer holding open the door and strode into a large office, stopping after a few steps to salute. 
“Heil Hitler!”
“Heil Hitler.” A tall man looked up from an open file drawer and motioned Voss at ease. “Have a seat, Herr Obersturmbannführer.”
“Thank you, Herr Standartenführer Dreschler,” Hans said, walking over to a leather armchair and seating himself. “Welcome to Paris.”
Standartenführer Dreschler closed the drawer and turned to walk to his desk, a folder in his hand.
“Thank you.” He sat down and looked at Hans across the desk. “You look well. France agrees with you.”
“Thank you for recommending me for the posting, Herr Standartenführer.”
Dreschler waved a hand dismissively.
“I did you no favors. You earned it. And you’ve certainly made considerable progress since you’ve arrived. We’re very pleased with the number of enemy agents that you’ve apprehended.” He looked down at a sheet of paper on his desk. “I’m particularly satisfied with the number that you have turned into informants for us. Well done.”
“Thank you.”
“I called you here because I want to discuss Operation Nightshade.”
Hans nodded. He showed no outward reaction, but his pulse quickened. Dreschler had approved Operation Nightshade, off the books, eight months before but he hadn’t mentioned it since. Officially or unofficially.
“Yes, Standartenführer,” he said, his pale blue eyes meeting his superior’s. “Unfortunately, it has been paused as the objective is no longer on the Continent.”
“I’m aware of that. Tell me, what do you know of Rätsel’s movements while she was in France?”
“I pursued her from Belgium into France, and sighted her in the town of Marle, where she escaped,” Hans answered promptly. “I returned to Berlin. Upon my leaving France, Eisenjager picked up the chase. According to his report, which was leaked to us, Rätsel went to Paris, then south when our forces took France. Eisenjager believes she left the country briefly before going south, and he hypothesizes that she was flown into Switzerland. However, I find that unlikely as our Luftwaffe had control of the skies. Upon going south, she ended in Bordeaux, where she boarded a smuggling vessel and escaped back to England.”
“A very precise recounting,” Dreschler said in approval, nodding. “I, however, do believe that she went to Switzerland.”
“Herr Standartenführer?”
“Last year, plans were stolen from a secure facility and taken into Austria, where they were then passed on to an enemy agent and smuggled out of the country. We believe those plans were taken to Switzerland, and from there they were to go to England.” Dreschler sat back in his chair and folded his hands. “However, once they reached Switzerland, they disappeared. The agent we believe carried them out of Austria was found dead in Bern before he could return to England. Naturally, we assumed that the stolen plans were still there, but all attempts to locate them proved fruitless.”
“I remember this,” Hans said slowly with a frown. “The package is still missing.”
“No,” Dreschler said softly. “Not anymore. It’s surfaced in England, and I believe that Rätsel retrieved it from Switzerland and carried it back with her. The fact she knew where to find it is disconcerting. She must have had some contact with the agent before he died, but why not take the package then? It’s all very strange, but then, the English are very strange.”
“Is there a plan to get it back?”
“In a manner of speaking. We’d like the plans back, of course, but there can be no doubt that the British have already seen them. The cat is already out of the bag, so to speak. But I’m told that there are notes made in the margins of two of the sheets that our lead scientist desires back. Our orders, therefore, are to retrieve the plans, and apprehend the spy who carried them from Switzerland. One of our more experienced spies in London is undertaking the operation. Henry. I think you know him.”
“I know of him, yes. He’s been looking for Rätsel in England, but it’s my understanding that he has been unsuccessful.”
“Precisely. Everyone who tries to capture this woman is unsuccessful.” Dreschler leaned forward and flipped open the folder on his desk. “We were told to leave the spy to Eisenjager, as you are aware. However, I’ve requested, and was granted, a temporary dispensation to allow Henry to locate and keep her under surveillance until our forces take control of England. It shouldn’t be long now.”
“And Eisenjager?”
“Well, once our invasion forces breach the coast, he will go, of course. It will then be a case of whoever finds her first, wins.” Dreschler tapped the paper in the folder. “This gives me authority to mount an official operation to retrieve the stolen plans and apprehend the agent who took them to England. Rätsel’s name is not mentioned, which is how we can get around Canaris’ order. As you’re already involved in this mess, I’m turning it over to you. Be sure that Henry is aware that her name cannot appear in any official communication or documentation. Once you arrive, if you can apprehend her under the guise of not realizing who she is, it will go much better for both of us. Understood?”
“Yes. Thank you, Herr Standartenführer.”
“You will maintain contact with Henry and make any necessary arrangements and recommendations. However, I want you to redouble your efforts to also find her associates here in France,” Dreschler told him. “She didn’t make it all the way to Bordeaux without help, and I have it on good authority that Eisenjager is here in France, also looking for her associates. If you want Operation Nightshade to succeed, you will find them first.”
“Yes, Herr Standartenführer.”
“I’ll be honest with you, Herr Obersturmbannführer. I don’t place much faith in Henry hunting her down in her own back garden. I think the key to finding her is through her associates here.”
“I agree, Herr Standartenführer, which is why I have been looking for them since I arrived.”
Dreschler nodded and flipped the folder closed, standing up. Hans stood with him.
“Good. I know you will succeed where Eisenjager will not,” Dreschler said, holding out the folder. “This is a very delicate game we’re playing, Herr Obersturmbannführer. The relationship between the Sicherheitsdienst des Reichsführers and the Abwher is already tenuous at best. We cannot make it worse.”
“I understand completely, Herr Standartenführer,” Hans said, taking the folder. “You may rely on my discretion, and my success.”






  
  Chapter One


RAF Northolt
August 29, 1940

Assistant Section Officer Evelyn Ainsworth laid her pen down and stretched, getting up to go over to the open window in her office. She squinted and rubbed her temples absently, trying to ease the dull ache in her head as she looked out over the expanse of scraggy grass towards the runways in the distance, watching as a squadron of Hurricanes took off. She counted them absently, her lips tightening. Only nine of them. They were one of the squadrons that had received replacement airplanes and pilots yesterday. They were lucky. Fred’s squadron was down even more, operating with only six aircraft and pilots. Six aircraft to take on 50 plus bandits, and that was on a good sortie. On the bad ones, they faced seventy-five or more. 
She watched as the fighter planes lifted into the sky and disappeared in less than a minute. They were off to fight unthinkable odds, and some might not return. It was their reality now as Great Britain was being pummeled by the more powerful, and far more plentiful, Luftwaffe. Shaking her head, Evelyn reluctantly turned away from the breeze wafting through the open window. A shower earlier in the day had brought with it a cool breeze, and she was enjoying it. But she couldn’t spend all day standing at the window watching the squadrons scramble against the enemy. There was work to be done, after all, and Bill was due any minute.
Evelyn went back to her seat behind her desk and sat down, looking at the report that she’d been struggling to fill out. Section Officer Madson wanted an exact recounting of what had occurred yesterday, but the devil of it was that Evelyn didn’t really remember very much. She wasn’t about to tell the section officer that, however, and so she was struggling to make her scattered memories more cohesive. So far, she was failing miserably.
Evelyn shook her head again and reached for her fountain pen, reflecting wryly that she was being overly optimistic in thinking that she would actually use it. She remembered the low-flying Hurricane coming over the tops of the supply sheds, and she clearly remembered the engine screaming in protest. It had sounded just as if she’d revved the engine of the Lagonda beyond what was bearable for the pistons. It had been an awful noise, and it was one that Flying Officer Tomasz Wyszynski had recognized before she had.
A sudden, smart rap on the door made her start, and Evelyn set her pen down in some relief, calling the command to enter. An aircraftwoman first class opened the door wide.
“Sir William Buckley to see you, ma’am,” she said smartly, standing to the side as Bill strode into the office, his hat in his hand.
“Thank you, ACW Shaw.”
Evelyn rose with a smile and came around the desk as Shaw withdrew, closing the door quietly.
“Bill! You really didn’t have to come out here, you know. I’m quite all right.”
“I’ll be the judge of that,” Bill retorted, relinquishing his hat into her hands. “What in blazes happened?”
“A pilot was killed.” Evelyn hung his hat on the coatrack behind the door and went back to her chair. He waited until she was seated before sitting himself. “They say he was dead long before he crashed into the hangar.”
“And you?”
“One of the Polish pilots saved me.” She sighed and sat back in her chair. “We were walking together when the airplane came streaking over us. Flying Officer Wyszynski—Tomasz—threw me to safety behind a lorry.”
Bill exhaled and rubbed his face.
“Is that your report?” he asked, motioning to the papers on the desk before her.
She laughed ruefully and nodded.
“What little there is of it. I’m having a bit of a job filling it out, to be honest. I don’t really remember very much, and it’s only a formality anyway. Rather silly, really. Everyone knows what happened.”
“I don’t. Why don’t you tell me?”
Evelyn made a face. “You know what happened. I’ve just told you.”
“Humor me.”
“Well, there really isn’t any more to tell. The Hurricane came screaming over us, just clearing the tops of the supply huts. It really was the most awful sound, as if the engine was being taxed beyond its limit.”
“I suppose it was.”
“Yes. I suppose so. Well, it went over us and I—”
She broke off suddenly and her lips parted on a silent inhale.
“What is it?”
“I’ve just remembered something that . . . well, that I’d forgotten.”
“Well?”
“Blood.” Evelyn exhaled and seemed to sag in her chair. “There was so much blood. It was all over the inside of the canopy. I couldn’t see the pilot for all the blood.”
Bill watched her for a moment, then stood up and went over to a side table with a pitcher and a glass. He poured her some water, carrying it over to her.
“Drink this.”
Evelyn took a sip, then cleared her throat.
“The airplane was heading straight for the hangar behind us, and Tomasz grabbed me and yelled to run. I did, but the plane hit the hangar and there was an awful explosion. Then suddenly I was simply flying through the air. He picked me up and threw me behind a parked lorry, then landed on top of me.” She drank some more water. “I don’t remember anything after that.”
“And this Tomasz?”
“He protected me from the debris and shrapnel that rained down over us. I was knocked unconscious, and the next thing I knew, I was in the infirmary. We both were. Tomasz took the worst of it, I’m afraid.”
“Is he all right?”
Evelyn came as close to a snort as a lady could, and a look of distinct irritation crossed her face.
“He was released by dinner to go back to operational status. Mind you, they dug a rod of steel and a bolt out of his back and shoulder. Yet he was deemed fit for duty while I, on the other hand, had to remain there overnight for a little bump on the head! It’s perfectly ridiculous!”
Bill’s lips curved in amusement but were sternly repressed after a glance at her indignant face.
“To be fair Evie, the good nurses and doctors in the infirmary have no way of knowing that you’re perfectly comfortable and capable of sustaining minor injuries,” he said calmly. “What was your injury?”
“A suspected concussion. They wanted to observe me. I had a nurse staring at me all night. I couldn’t sleep a wink. Not a wink!”
That drew a guffaw from him, and after a moment, Evelyn cracked a tired smile.
“I suppose that sounds amusing to you, but I assure you, it was damned uncomfortable for me!”
“Evie!” Bill admonished her.
“What? Oh, my language.” She grinned ruefully, finishing her water and setting the empty glass aside. “My apologies, though I don’t really see why it matters between us. It’s not as if we’re sitting in a drawing room in London. We’re on an airfield, and believe me, you’ll hear much worse around here.”
“Did you know the pilot who crashed?” he asked after a moment of silence.
A shadow crossed her face, and she shook her head.
“No, but Fred did. Flight Lieutenant Durton, you know. He was one of his. Apparently he took a round of fire straight into the cockpit. Fred reckons he was killed instantly. His radio was stuck on transmit right up until . . . well, Fred didn’t hear anything from him after he was hit. Not even any cries of pain. He said it was just as if he wasn’t there.”
“How awful!”
“Yes. Fred came to see me last night when he heard what happened from Tomasz. Do you know, he didn’t even seem that upset about his pilot? He just seemed resigned. And exhausted.”
“I imagine they’re all becoming numb. We’re losing too many pilots for them to fall to pieces over every one.” Bill cleared his throat. “I’m arranging to have you moved to a nice little training airfield in Scotland.”
Evelyn stared at him. “I beg your pardon?”
“Evie, we had an agreement. You agreed to leave and go to Scotland if anything like this happened again.”
“I agreed to be transferred if we were bombed again,” she pointed out. “This wasn’t a bombing raid. It was a pilot who was killed at his controls and the plane crashed. That can happen anywhere. In fact it does! A woman and her child were killed just yesterday when an airplane crashed into their home. It was in the newspaper this morning.”
“But it didn’t happen anywhere. It happened here, and you were almost killed. Again!”
“I wasn’t almost killed,” she muttered irritably. “I banged my head. That’s all.”
“If this Pole hadn’t had the presence of mind to chuck you behind the cover of a lorry, it would have been much worse than a bump on the head.”
“Bill, you can’t protect me from accidents. That’s all this was: an accident. I’m sure many more will occur before the war is over. Heavens, I could be strafed and killed on the road to London. What will you do? Put me under lock and key in an underground bunker? Be reasonable!”
They glared at each other over the desk, her jaw set stubbornly. After a long, silent moment, Bill exhaled loudly.
“You’re right,” he admitted reluctantly. “It’s not reasonable for me to expect to keep you away from all danger with the state our country is in at the moment. However, a nice quiet station in Scotland will have a much lower risk of these accidents happening.”
“If you ask me, a training station seems like it would see more accidents like this one, as the pilots have no experience at all! And I will be stuck in the middle of nowhere, miles from London, and not nearly as accessible as I am here,” she retorted. “You placed me here because of the proximity to London. It rather defeats the purpose to move me now.”
“I don’t know why I keep letting you talk me into going against my better judgement,” he muttered after a moment.
“Because you know that this is only an issue because it’s me,” Evelyn said roundly. “If I were Oscar, or any of your other agents, you wouldn’t be so concerned. It’s just that it’s me.”
“Agreed,” he said unexpectedly. “You’re like the daughter I never had, and I feel responsible for you. I regret dragging you into the Secret Service to begin with, and I regret stationing you on an airfield even more.”
“If you hadn’t recruited me, someone else would have,” she said logically. “And if no one did, I would probably have joined the WAAFs on my own anyway. So, you see, there’s no need to feel responsible for me. I’m a grown woman, and I’m very capable of taking care of myself.”
“If there’s another bombing raid, or even another accident . . .”
“Then I’ll leave,” she agreed amenably. “But I’ll take Samantha with me, so do keep that in mind. How is she, by the way?”
“She’s doing well. She’ll be returning on Monday. Her initial testing was very promising indeed. She’ll be a strong addition.”
“And her training?”
“I haven’t heard of any problems, but I won’t have the reports until she’s finished the basics. Then I’ll evaluate where her skills will be most useful.”
“I thought that we’d agreed she would be my radio contact?”
“Yes, well, we’ll see.” Bill held up his hand as she opened her mouth to protest. “She will work directly with you, I promised you that. However, radio operating is a tricky thing, and the skills are very specific. Anyone can be taught to send messages, but the operators have to navigate so many other aspects. The encryption, finding ways around enemy listening posts, learning the optimal time spans for sending signals; it’s a very specialized skill. Not everyone has it. That’s why, when you go back, you’ll be taking along a designated radio operator. We learned our lesson during the Nazi advance through Europe. While you will, of course, need to be able to use a radio in a pinch, we’re training radio operators who will be much more skilled.”
“And you’re saying that she doesn’t have that particular skill?”
“Not at all. I haven’t seen any results to judge one way or another. I’m simply alerting you to the fact that she may be useful in other capacities.”
Evelyn sighed and nodded, remembering Peder in Norway. He had been like a magician with his radio, avoiding the German listening towers seemingly with ease. Bill was right. It was a skill, and it was one that she knew full well she did not possess.
“Very well.”
“Don’t worry, Evie. I’ll do everything in my power to make sure that you’re comfortable with the agents you’ll be working with,” he assured her. “After this trouble with the spy Henry, I fully appreciate your reluctance to trust anyone. After all, it is your life that will be in their hands.”
“Perhaps I’m being silly,” Evelyn said after a moment, getting up and walking restlessly over to the window. “I suppose it’s unreasonable of me to expect to pick my team here as well as in France.”
“It’s not unreasonable. In fact, I think it shows a good deal of wisdom, given the current state of events.”
“You don’t think I’m being overly cautious?” she asked, glancing over her shoulder at him.
“No, I don’t. You’re thinking ahead and trying to give yourself every possible advantage that you can. And believe me, in this business, you’ll need every one that you can find.” His lips twisted ruefully. “I would, however, appreciate it if I were included in the process next time.”
Evelyn laughed shortly and nodded. “Agreed.”
“Good. Now then, I came this morning for a reason other than to check on you,” he said, clearing his throat. “Montague Thompson contacted me last night. He wants another look at those plans.”
Evelyn frowned and turned from the window.
“What? Why?”
“He says he has an idea for countermeasures, but he needs to look at them again to be sure that it will work.”
Unease went through Evelyn, and she shook her head, going back to her chair.
“I don’t feel comfortable with that at all,” she said, settling into her seat again. “He’s already seen them once, and that was bad enough. But taking them out to him again? I don’t know.”
“I agree that it’s a strange request,” Bill said slowly, “but I can’t really see any reason to deny him. It’s not as if he’s unknown to us.”
“I suppose not,” she said doubtfully. “Can’t our own people find a countermeasure?”
“Undoubtedly, but a certain young lady won’t allow me to take the plans to them,” Bill said dryly. “It’s your insistence not to allow MI6 to see them yet that places us in this position.”
Evelyn laughed sheepishly.
“That’s true. It is.” She exhaled. “You really think it’s safe to show them to him again?”
“As you said, he’s already seen them once.”
Evelyn was silent for a moment. She didn’t like it, but she couldn’t really say why she felt so uncomfortable with the thought of taking the plans to Montague once more. He’d been perfectly civil and friendly, and there hadn’t been anything about his demeanor or his attitude to give her pause. Why, then, was she so reluctant to do it now?
“And you really think that it’s necessary?” she asked, glancing at him.
“If he can start drawing up plans for a countermeasure? Absolutely.”
“Then I suppose I don’t have a choice,” she said reluctantly. “When does he want to meet?”
“Tomorrow. But you don’t have to go all the way to Coventry again. He recognizes that it’s a bit of a drive. He’ll be in Luton for the day, at the Vauxhall plant, and suggested that you meet at a nearby pub, the Green Man.”
“Well, that’s something, at least. That’s much closer than Coventry.”
Bill nodded and glanced at his watch.
“Good. Then that’s settled. Shall I tell him around five?”
“Yes, very well.”
He stood up and went over to the coatrack to retrieve his hat.
“I’ll come back Saturday morning for a briefing. He may have some drawings to pass on to me.”
“There’s no need for you to come here,” she said, standing. “I can easily go to London.”
“No, my dear, I will come to you,” he said firmly. “It’s bad enough that you’re trotting off to Luton after your near-death experience when you should be resting.”
Evelyn burst out laughing, walking around her desk.
“Near-death experience? It was a bump on the head and some scraped elbows and knees. Hardly life-threatening injuries. Goodness, the pilots defending Britain are going up to meet the Luftwaffe with much worse than this!”
“Nevertheless, I want you resting as much as possible. I’ll come to you.”






  
  Chapter Two


London, England

Henry handed his hat and gloves to the footman and followed Lady Rothman’s butler across the hallway to the parlor. When he arrived home last night, he’d been handed a message from her requesting his attendance the following day. He’d gone to bed without any intention of complying but, upon rising this morning, had changed his mind. He wanted to keep a close eye on the woman, and that meant humoring her and remaining in her good graces. She had absolutely no idea that he’d alerted MI6 to her antigovernment, and consequently treasonous, activities. If he played his cards right, she would never know until they came knocking on her door to arrest her. 
The butler announced him in a flat, regal tone, and he walked into the drawing room, a ready smile on his face.
“My dear Henry, thank you for coming so promptly!”
A tall, statuesque woman rose from her seat on an upholstered armchair and moved towards him gracefully, her hand outstretched. Her fading dark hair was twisted into a conservative style which accentuated her patrician nose and high cheekbones, reminding him forcibly of one of the mares in his stable.
“Of course, Mata,” he replied, taking her hand briefly. “I’m afraid I don’t have long, however. I’m due in Whitehall in an hour.”
“I completely understand. I won’t take up very much of your time.” She motioned for him to sit as she sank into the chair again. “I wanted to ask if you’ve heard anything from Miss Pollack? I understand that she’s gone to visit her aunt.”
“So I was told. I’m afraid I haven’t heard anything from her, but that’s hardly surprising if she’s tending to an ill relative.”
“No, I suppose not.” Lady Rothman sighed. “I do wish she’d told me of her plans. Her absence has caused a bit of a problem. Berlin is waiting for an update on counterinvasion preparations, but I don’t have them. She was to have brought them to me tomorrow, but apparently that shan’t happen now.”
“Counterinvasion preparations?” Henry asked, raising an eyebrow. “How did she think she would get a copy of those? I’m not even privy to them!”
“Oh, I have no idea,” she confessed, waving a hand airily. “She brings me things and I forward them on. I never ask how or where she gets the information.”
“Perhaps we should begin asking,” he said thoughtfully, sitting back and crossing his legs. “After all, if she’s being indiscreet, that could mean trouble for the Round Club.”
“I can’t see why that should bother you,” she murmured snidely. “You’re not one of us, are you? What happens to us doesn’t affect you one iota.”
“Mata, really, do you imagine that I wish to see you all behind bars? Nothing could be further from the truth. If the Round Club is exposed, life will be dreadfully difficult for all of us.”
“I apologize, Henry. That was catty of me, wasn’t it?” Lady Rothman sighed and lifted her hands to rub her temples. “It’s just that so much is unknown at the moment, and it’s putting me under a lot of strain. I’ve had a terrible headache all morning from all the worrying that I’m doing.”
“Well, you mustn’t do that,” he said with a smile. “You must be strong for the others. What has you so worried that you’re making yourself ill?”
“It’s . . . well, to be completely honest, it’s this business with Miss Pollack.”
“Molly?” he asked, surprised. “Why has she got you so bothered?”
“Well, it’s just that . . . you see, it occurred to me that . . . what if she hasn’t gone to visit her aunt?”
Henry raised his eyebrows and looked at her with a blank look on his face.
“Not gone to her aunt? Where else would she have gone?”
“What if she’s suddenly got cold feet about all of this?” Lady Rothman leaned forward earnestly. “What if she’s run off to be out of it? Or worse, what if she’s gone to the authorities? The Security Service is actively looking for saboteurs and Nazi sympathizers!”
“Yes, they are, but I very much doubt that Molly went to them,” he said soothingly. “She’s far too sensible. If she was getting cold feet, which I can assure you, she isn’t, then I think she’d be more likely to simply step down from her current position and commit to assisting after the invasion. But it’s all speculation, anyway. She’s gone to see her aunt. She left a note for her roommate, and Miss James found the receipt for the train ticket in the wastepaper basket. I really don’t think there can be any doubt.”
“Yes, I suppose you’re right.” She got up and took a restless turn about the room, her hands clasped together before her. “I suppose I’m being a bit paranoid. It’s just that with that package still missing, and the secretary responsible having disappeared into thin air . . .”
“The package will surface. We must have patience.”
“And if it surfaces in the hands of the Security Service?”
“Well, then there’s nothing we can do about it, so there isn’t any good that can come from worrying about it. But I don’t think they have it. I would have heard something by now if they did.” He got up and went over to her, taking her hands in his and squeezing them gently. “You must stop this worrying. You have people depending on you. You won’t be any good to them if you make yourself ill.”
Lady Rothman looked up at him and smiled tremulously, nodding.
“Yes, you’re perfectly right. We never thought that this would be easy. I do wish I knew what was happening with the invasion, though. I thought the Germans would be here by now!”
“Well, I can help ease your mind on that front, at any rate,” Henry said, leading her back to her chair and holding her hand while she sat down again.
“Oh? Do you know something?”
“I do, as a matter of fact.” He went back to his seat and crossed his legs comfortably. “I’ve been privileged enough to be entrusted with the invasion plans.”
Her mouth dropped open in shock and she leaned forward, her eyes lighting in excitement.
“Well?” she demanded. “Tell me!”
“You must swear to me that you will keep this to yourself,” he said sternly. “Not even the duke can know. Do you understand?”
“Not even . . . but why not?”
“Because the more people who know, the more it can get out. You must swear!”
She sighed and waved a hand impatiently.
“Very well. I swear. Now, what are they planning?”
“It will be a three-pronged attack,” he said, lowering his voice. “The main thrust will come from the Pas-de-Calais and will land to the west of Dover. The second thrust will come from Le Havre and will land at Newhaven, Portsmouth, and the Isle of Wight. The third attack will come from Cherbourg and hit Portland, crossing over land to Bristol.”
“But that’s extraordinary! However did you learn all of that?”
“My handler in Berlin forwarded the information with the suggestion that I ask you to assist.”
Her eyes widened and she clasped her hands together excitedly.
“Yes! Of course! How can I help?”
“I think it would be extremely helpful to move people whom you trust into those areas so that they are ready to proceed with sabotage. Once the invasion forces land, they can cut phone lines, block roadways to prevent the British Army from getting through, and destroy bridges to aid the German troops.”
Lady Rothman pressed her lips together thoughtfully and sat back, drumming her fingers on the arm of the chair.
“Yes, I think that’s a very good idea,” she agreed slowly. “I have several people I can send. Do we have a firm date?”
“I’ve been advised that it will happen on September the fifteenth. It was to be sooner, but they’ve had to push it out.”
“Oh good! That gives me plenty of time to get them into position. But what shall I tell the duke?”
Henry smiled. “Do you have to tell him anything? If he asks, simply say that you thought it would be a good idea to have people loyal to the cause in strategic positions along the coastal areas.”
“He’ll think it very strange,” she murmured doubtfully, “but I don’t suppose he will make any objections.”
“No.” Henry looked at his watch and rose to his feet. “I’m sorry to cut this short, Mata, but I really must go. I can’t be late.”
“No, of course not!” She stood up and held her hand out to him. “Thank you very much, Henry! You’ve restored my hope with this news, and I’ll begin immediately. When they land on the fifteenth, we’ll be ready!”
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RAF Coltishall
Miles Lacey closed the personnel file and set it onto a pile before holding his hand out to the adjutant expectantly.
“This is Flight Sergeant Charles Young. The boys call him Chippy,” Terrance St. James told him, handing over a file. “He’s got the fastest turnaround for repairs on the station. He’s strict, but fair, and his men like him.”
“Fastest repairs, eh?” Miles flipped open the folder and scanned the pages inside with a keen eye. “That’s jolly good to know.”
“Yes, sir.”
Miles glanced up with a quick frown.
“Never mind with the sir when we’re alone, St. James. Lord knows you know more about any of this than I do.”
“You’ll learn, sir—Miles. It’s just a matter of memory, really. Remember who does what, and what their strength is, and you’ll get along just fine.”
“Yes, well, we’ll see. Right now I simply want to get up to speed as quickly as possible. I feel as if I’m trying to fill impossibly large shoes.”
“The CO wouldn’t have left you in charge if he didn’t think you weren’t more than capable, sir.” St. James grinned ruefully at a sharp look from Miles. “Miles. He could have called down to HQ and had them send someone else, but he didn’t. You’re a good, strong leader, and he knows that. You’ll be a solid commanding officer.”
“Yes, well, at the moment I’ll settle for learning all of these names, ranks, and duties,” Miles muttered, flipping a page of the file in his hands. “What’s this? He was put on a report? Why?”
“That was while we were still at Duxford,” St. James said, clearing his throat. “He nipped down to Biggin Hill one weekend and nicked a few supplies. We were short, and Ashmore asked him to find what we needed. Unfortunately, he was caught leaving with a truck full of machine parts. Ashmore put him on report, then relegated the incident to the Drawer.”
Miles looked up, raising an eyebrow. “The Drawer?”
“Yes. It’s the bottom drawer of his filing cabinet. It’s where the incidents go that he finds to be . . . shall we say unworthy of his interest?”
Miles let out a bark of laughter, lowering his eyes to the brief report in the file.
“And I see that this never made it onto his permanent record. Why is it in the file?”
“I thought I should give you everything, sir, so that you can make your own determinations.”
“Is there anything else in the Drawer that I should know about it?”
“I believe Flying Officers Field and Ainsworth both have a few items in there, as well as yourself.”
“We do, do we?” Miles couldn’t stop the grin that stretched across his face. “I’ll wager I know just which ones they are, as well. Take this and put it back in there, as well as any others from any of the personnel files. If Ashmore didn’t find them worth his attention, than neither do I.”
St. James took the report from his hand just as a knock fell on the office door.
“Ah, that’ll be Flying Officer Field. Let him in, will you?” Miles asked, scanning the remaining papers in the file before him.
St. James tucked the hapless sergeant’s report under a folder on the corner of the desk and went to open the door. Flying Officer Chris Field stepped into the small office and stood at attention before the desk, saluting.
“Never mind all that,” Miles said, glancing up. “Sit down. I have something I want to discuss.”
Chris nodded and sat down in one of the chairs before the desk, watching as the adjutant picked up a few folders and carried them over to the filing cabinet.
“How’s the transition to squadron leader going?” he asked, turning his attention back to Miles.
“It’s certainly a change,” Miles said, closing the folder before him and sitting back in his chair, feeling in his breast pockets for his cigarette case.
“Here ya go.” Chris tossed him his with a grin. “Losing your smokes already? It must be worse than we thought!”
“It’s here somewhere,” Miles said, taking a cigarette from Chris’ silver case. “Probably buried under these mounds of files.”
“I’ll find it before you go to dispersal, sir,” St. James said, closing the bottom drawer and straightening up. “Would you like me to step out?”
“What? Oh. No need for that. We won’t be saying anything you don’t already know.”
“Very good, sir. I’ll just set about refiling these ones that we’ve gone through then, shall I?”
“Yes, thank you.”
Chris watched as St. James picked up a pile of folders and turned to the filing cabinet again.
“Going through the personnel files already? Should I be worried?” he asked, his blue eyes shifting back to Miles as he lit the cigarette.
“You? Lord no. No one should be worried yet. I’m just trying to learn the names of the ones I don’t know.” Miles tossed him his cigarette case back. “But I did pull your file out for this conversation.”
“If this is about the scuffle down at the pub, that army corporal was asking for it,” Chris said quickly, tucking his case back into his pocket.
“What?” Miles looked at him, momentarily diverted. “What scuffle?”
“The fight with . . . wait, you didn’t tell him, Terry?”
“I didn’t think it warranted a mention,” St. James said with a shrug, not turning from his task. “As you say, he was looking for a fight. Drunk as a lord, Lacey, that’s what he was, and he didn’t know what he was saying.”
“What was he saying?”
“That Americans were cowards, mostly,” St. James said, looking over his shoulder at Miles. “As I said, he was looking for a fight.”
“I bloody well hope he found one.”
“Perhaps more than he expected, sir.”
“If this isn’t about that, then what am I doing here?” Chris asked.
“I’m bumping you up to Flight Leader of Blue Section,” Miles told him, setting aside the question of the fight for the moment. “You will, of course, also be promoted to Flight Lieutenant.”
Chris blinked and stared at him for a beat, then seemed to collect himself and nodded briskly.
“Thank you, sir.”
“You’re quite welcome. You’ve certainly earned it. There’s no one else I’d rather have take my place.”
“And who’s my number three?”
“A new lad, just arrived last night from training.” Miles pulled another folder towards him and flipped it open. “He’s been assigned his kite, and he went over it with the ground crew sergeant this morning. His name is Sergeant Matthew Holden.”
Chris raised an eyebrow. “Sergeant?”
“Yes. He’s noncommissioned.” Miles glanced up. “That won’t be a problem for you, will it?”
“Problem? Why, because he didn’t have the dough to pay for a rank?” Chris’ lip curled. “Not at all. I’m American. I couldn’t care less.”
“Good. I didn’t think you would, but I’ve heard that some pilots are kicking up a fuss over noncommissioned pilots being assigned to Fighter Command. Bloody ridiculous, if you ask me. We’re all fighting the same enemy.”
“Why is the RAF allowing noncommissioned pilots?”
“Because, dear boy, we’re losing more pilot officers than we have to replace them,” Miles said bluntly.
Chris grimaced and nodded. “Understood.”
“Unfortunately, it will only get worse.” Miles lowered his gaze to the folder before him. “This one is promising, however. He’s got a good training record; high scores all around.”
“How many hours in a cockpit?”
“You don’t want to know.” Miles flipped the folder closed again and nodded to St. James, handing it to him. “I’ve signed everything. He’s all yours now.”
“I’ll take care of the paperwork, sir.”
“Thank you.”
“You’re really not going to say how many hours the poor sap has?” Chris demanded. “How am I supposed to know how to lead him?”
“Lead him the way you would anyone else. There’s no time to coddle him. He’ll have to learn as he goes.” Miles glanced at the clock on the wall. “He’s in the NCO mess, or should be. Go and get him and take him up. Put him through his paces, see what he’s got. Then you’ll have some idea of what you’ll be dealing with.”
Chris nodded and stood. He saluted smartly and turned to leave the office, but Miles’ voice stopped him at the door.
“Stay close, will you? I don’t want you wandering too far afield alone. We’re not due at the ready for another hour. That gives you half an hour with the poor boy.”
“Roger that.”
“And Chris?”
“Yes?”
“If you ever salute me again in private, I’ll introduce you to my right hook.”
Chris burst out laughing.
“Heard loud and clear, but I think old Terry over there will attest to the fact that I won’t go down easy.”
St. James turned around with a grin.
“True enough, Field, but I’ve also had the privilege of observing the new CO in the boxing ring. I wouldn’t test him if I were you.”






  
  Chapter Three


Evelyn started when the telephone on her desk rang shrilly, pulling her away from a report from one of the senior section leaders detailing the effectiveness of her section’s response to both the bombing and the crash. Exhaling, she glanced at her watch and was surprised to find that it was already past five o’clock. 
“Assistant Section Officer Ainsworth speaking,” she answered the telephone, laying down the neatly typed page.
“Hallo, ma’am. This is ACW Farmingham, at the front. There’s a gentleman to see you, ma’am.”
“A gentleman?” Evelyn frowned. “Who is it?”
“He says his name is Mansbridge, ma’am. Shall I show him in?”
“Mansbridge!” Evelyn exclaimed in surprise. “Yes, of course, Farmingham. Show him the way, will you?”
“Of course, ma’am.”
Evelyn hung up and went over to the little mirror hanging on the wall. She peered into it and grimaced at the sight of long waves that had escaped, or been absently pulled, from the neat bun at the back of her head. Stephen Mansbridge! How extraordinary! She’d run into him on the street in London last week, or was it the week before? They’d spoken briefly, but she hadn’t truly seen her childhood friend for months. While she was ostensibly serving in the WAAFs, Stephen was very active in the Foreign Office, and had been since before the war. He’d followed his father into government after coming down from university and had quickly climbed the ranks. Her father had remarked once that he wouldn’t be surprised to see him make a run at prime minister someday, and Evelyn was inclined to echo that sentiment. From all accounts, the young boy whose nose she’d broken when they were children was a brilliant politician and diplomat, something that was sorely needed in these war years.
Evelyn was just finishing tucking the last strand back into place when a knock fell on the office door. Turning, she called to enter, and the door opened to admit ACW Farmingham, neatly dressed in her blue uniform.
“Mr. Mansbridge, ma’am,” she said smartly, standing out of the way and to attention as Stephen strode into the office, his hat in his hands.
“Stephen!” Evelyn cried, a smile lighting her face as she went towards him with her hands outstretched. “However did you find me?!”
“Hallo Evie!” A grin stretched across his handsome face and he grasped her hands lightly. “You don’t mind, do you?”
“No, of course not! I’m delighted!” Evelyn turned to the curious ACW and nodded briskly. “Thank you, Farmingham. That will be all.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“I must say, you look a sight better in that awful uniform than half the women here,” Stephen told her bluntly as the door closed behind the young woman. “What was the RAF thinking?”
“I don’t suppose fashion was uppermost in their minds,” she replied dryly, taking his hat from him and waving him to a seat. “And they’re terribly practical, you know.”
“Yes, so I see. How do you stand it?”
“Well, I don’t really have a choice, do I?” she asked, hanging his hat on the coatrack. “They are dreadfully uncomfortable, but I manage. But what are you doing here?”
“After we bumped into each other the other day, I looked up where you were stationed. I do hope you don’t mind, but I wanted to see where they’d stuck you. When I saw it was so close, I thought I’d come to see you.”
“But you’re so busy!”
Stephen nodded and laughed ruefully.
“That’s one of the reasons I decided to come today. There’s a hell of a flap on and I just needed to get away for a couple of hours. Besides, it’s been far too long since we’ve seen each other properly.”
“Yes, it has, hasn’t it?” Evelyn walked around the desk and opened a box of cigarettes, offering him one. When he’d selected one, she took one out for herself. “Why, I think the last time was at Ainsworth, wasn’t it? You stopped on your way to Scotland or somewhere.”
“You know, I think you’re right,” he said thoughtfully, pulling a lighter from his inner pocket. “Good Lord, that must have been six months ago, at least! Wasn’t Robbie there as well?”
“Yes.” She leaned forward to light her cigarette as he held out his lighter for her.
“How is he, Evie? Is he getting on all right?”
“Robbie? Oh yes, as far as I know. Of course, he’s exhausted. Well, they all are.”
“It’s perfectly dreadful what our boys in the RAF are going through,” he said, settling back in his seat and lighting his own cigarette as she sat down. “This all could have been avoided, you know, if . . . well, that doesn’t matter, does it? We’re in it now, and that’s a fact.”
“Yes.”
“I understand you were bombed here. Obviously, you came through it without a scratch, thank God.”
“Yes, it wasn’t very nice,” she admitted with a twisted smile. “I had to hunker down in a trench protected by sandbags with quite a few others. I did come out with a souvenir, however.”
Stephen raised his eyebrows and a smile pulled at his lips.
“What the devil are you talking about, Evie? You weren’t on holiday at the seaside, you know! What kind of souvenir?”
Evelyn laughed and motioned to a shelf on the far wall where a brick sat on its end, leaning tall against the wall with a tie neatly tied around it.
“A brick. It landed on my tin hat!” she told him gaily. “It left a right old dent. I had to requisition a new one!”
Stephen stared at her in bemusement, then got up and walked across the office to take a closer look at the chunk of brick.
“Good Lord, Evie! This could have killed you, and you’re sitting there laughing about it!”
“What else should I do? Wring my hands and say, ‘Me oh my, I was assaulted by a piece of clay’?”
At that, he looked over his shoulder with a laugh.
“No, I suppose not. You always were one to face any danger head on. What’s the story with the tie?”
“Oh, that’s Fred’s. Except that it’s not, actually. It’s mine, but I call it Fred’s tie. Not that you can tell the difference between ours and theirs, really. They all look the same.”
“Who’s Fred?” Stephen turned to look at her. “And, more importantly, does Robbie approve?”
Evelyn burst out laughing.
“Heavens, there’s nothing to approve. Fred is actually Flight Lieutenant Durton, and he’s a friend of mine. Nothing more. I call that Fred’s tie because when I first arrived here, he almost ran me over on his bicycle. In swerving to miss me, he landed in a bush and, more importantly to him, lost the bicycle race he was in. They held it again the next day, and he wore my tie—that tie—tied ’round his forehead.”
“And did he win?”
“Oh yes, by quiet a few yards.”
Stephen shook his head, chuckling.
“You haven’t changed a bit, Evie, not a bit. Why do you have it tied ’round your brick?”
“In the absurd belief that it will keep Fred safe,” she said with a small smile. “My luck held out with the brick, so I’m hoping it will transfer to him as well.”
“Now you know that’s—”
“Ridiculous? Yes, I’m well aware.” Evelyn leaned forward to put out her cigarette in the ashtray. “I did offer it to him to wear every day when he flies, but he said it wouldn’t work. He’s rather superstitious of late. He says if he takes anything new, or forgets anything that he usually has on him, that will be the day Jerry gets him.”
“What a load of nonsense.”
“To you or me, yes, but not to them, Stephen. They’re facing hell every time they go up, and more often than not, they come down without some of their squadron.”
He was silent for a moment, frowning, then he exhaled.
“When you put it that way, I suppose I can understand superstition coming into it,” he finally said in a sober voice. “Does Rob have any?”
“Not that he’s told me, but I haven’t seen him since . . . well, since this all got very bad.”
“I suppose you and your mother are worried stiff. How is she handling it?”
“She seems to be coping beautifully. She has Auntie Agatha with her, you know, and now her sister is here from France.”
“Madame Bouchard is here? In England?”
“Yes. She and Uncle Claude escaped France before it fell.”
“Thank God for that! And Gisele and Nicolas? They’re here as well?”
Evelyn’s smile disappeared and she shook her head.
“No. They stayed behind.”
Stephen stared at her, shocked.
“What? But why would they remain if they had the opportunity . . .” his voice trailed off suddenly and he pressed his lips together. “Never mind. I think I’ve just realized why. What utter fools.”
Evelyn was surprised into a chuckle.
“Yes, but I can’t really say anything. I very much believe that I would have done the same if the roles were reversed.”
“I must get up to Ainsworth to pay my respects,” he said, putting out his cigarette. “I had no idea they were here.”
“I know they’d love to see you.”
“Are you hungry? Shall we go out for a meal?”
“Don’t you have to get back?”
He grinned. “Yes, but another hour or two won’t make any difference. Where shall we go?”
“There’s a pub not far from here. It’s not the Savoy, of course, but they have very good, hearty food. I’m told they pour a good pint as well,” she added, standing.
“Very well. The pub it is.” He walked over to the coat stand and removed both their hats, handing hers to her with a smile. “I must say, it takes some getting used to, seeing you in that uniform.”
Evelyn laughed. “Oh, give it a few times and you won’t even notice anymore!”
He gave a mock shudder.
“Perish the thought,” he murmured, opening the door and holding it for her. “Women in uniform? I can only hope that the war comes to an end quickly!”

      [image: ]Evelyn murmured her thanks as the barmaid set a glass of wine in front of her. Stephen nodded to her and the girl went away, promising to put in their dinner. The pub was busy this evening, but there was a disturbing lack of pilots in the mix, something that she’d noticed after they seated themselves at a scarred, wooden table in the back corner.
“I rather expected to see a number of pilots,” Stephen said, unconsciously echoing her thoughts.
“I don’t suppose they’ve come down yet,” she said, glancing at her watch. “It’s still early.”
Stephen eyed her over the rim of his pint.
“You’re worried,” he stated rather than asked. “Is it your friend? What was his name? Durton?”
“Yes, I suppose so. His squadron is usually released by now, but as I said, it’s still early.”
“There’s nothing you can do, Evie,” he said gently. “You must focus on your job and leave the pilots to theirs. You have a very important role as support personnel, you know. You’re helping immensely just by being here. All of the Women’s Auxiliary Forces are.”
“That sounds suspiciously like something a politician would say,” she told him, a small smile taking the sting out of her words. “Where’s my friend Stephen, and what have you done with him?”
Stephen laughed and set his beer down.
“Very well. I won’t mention it again. I apologize.”
Evelyn sighed and rubbed her temples, then shook her head.
“No, it’s me who should apologize. You were only speaking the truth. There isn’t anything that I can do, and that’s the problem. I feel helpless while my brother and the pilots I’ve become friends with go up every day and face death. I feel as if I should be doing something, but of course that’s silly because I know that I am.” More than you will ever know, she added silently.
“It’s stressful. I understand, Evie, I do.” He reached across the table and took one of her hands in his, squeezing gently as his gray eyes met hers. “I’m sorry. Working every day in London, I’m away from it, you see. I read the reports, of course, and know the statistics, but I don’t see it every day as you do. I can’t imagine what’s it’s like.”
“Well, you become accustomed to it, I suppose. I don’t know which one is worse, to be honest.” She squeezed his hand, then pulled hers away, smiling determinedly. “But I’m sure you didn’t bring me out for dinner just to listen to me worry. Let’s speak of something else.”
“Very well.” He sat back. “When was the last time you heard from Rob? Is he still flying Spitfires?”
“Oh yes! I think he’d start a mutiny if they tried to put him in a Hurricane. He loves flying his Spitfire.”
“Now, he’s stationed, where?”
“Stephen, you know that I’m not allowed to tell you that.”
He grinned. “Evie, darling, my clearance is higher than most,” he said matter-of-factly, “but if you’d rather stick to the rules . . . Good God, did I just say that in relation to you, of all people?”
Evelyn laughed and reached for her wine glass.
“You’d be amazed what being an officer in the WAAF does to one! I’m a stickler for the rules now.”
“I never would have dreamt I’d see the day. Lord, you were always getting into scrapes. Remember when you stole those rolls from that bakery in Hong Kong? You couldn’t have been more than twelve! I never did find out what you wanted with them.”
“There was a family that was hungry on the other side of the city,” she said with a smile. “I took them the rolls. Of course, I had no idea that I could have a hand cut off for doing it!”
“Thank God you were never caught. What did your father do?”
“Do you know, I don’t think he ever found out about that one?” she said thoughtfully, pursing her lips. “Sensei did, though. One of the older students saw me running through the alley.”
“What did he do?”
“He made me take money to the baker, the exact amount the rolls cost. I left it at the back door.”
“That’s all? He didn’t reprimand you?”
“He did, but he also understood why I did it.” Evelyn shrugged. “It was a long time ago. I’m surprised you remember it!”
“Of course I remember! You talked me into being the lookout!”
Evelyn burst out laughing at the disgruntled look on his face.
“Oh Stephen, I did pull you into so many of my schemes, didn’t I? I’m sorry. Whyever did you do it?”
“Well, someone had to keep an eye on you, didn’t they? Rob was back in England and couldn’t do it, so that only left me!”
“Goodness, if Rob knew half of what we got up to in China . . .”
“Oh, he knew quite a bit. More than you think.”
“How?” Evelyn stared at him across the table as understanding hit. “You didn’t!”
“Yes, of course I did. He had to know what to look for when you got back, didn’t he?” He grinned. “If it makes you feel any better, Rob didn’t seem bothered at all. In fact, he laughed at some of the scrapes you got yourself into. In retrospect, it was probably a good thing that I was the one with you and not him. I suspect that he would have been just as bad as you, if not worse!”
“That’s quite possible. He’s a bit of a daredevil himself. Just look at his determination to learn to fly, and now he’s flying one of the fastest fighters in the world!”
“Well, I’m not sure about that. The Messerschmidt has it beaten at top speeds, but the Spitfire is certainly the only machine that can keep up with it.”
“Oh, don’t let Rob hear you say that,” Evelyn laughed. “He’ll treat you to an hour-long dissertation on how the Spit is far superior to the 109.”
“Duly noted.” Stephen sipped his beer. “Speaking of Spitfires, I’ve heard talk of a certain pilot.” His eyes were dancing as they met hers. “A certain Miles Lacey.”
Evelyn felt her cheeks flush and Stephen’s eyes widened just before he threw his head back and burst out laughing.
“Oh really, Stephen,” she muttered, pressing her hands to her cheeks. She was appalled to feel the heat in them. “It’s not that funny.”
“Oh, but it is! I never thought I’d live to see the day when you’d blush like that. Good Lord, the rumors are true for once. You’ve fallen for him!”
Stephen shifted in his chair to stare intently out of the lead-paned window behind her.
“What on earth are you doing?” she demanded, turning in her chair to glance out of the window.
“Looking to see if any pigs are flying by at the moment.”
“Oh!” She turned back around and glared at him across the table. “How’s your nose these days? Does it need adjusting?”
He continued to laugh, patting his pockets, looking for his cigarette case.
“You can’t blame me, Evie. You really can’t. We’d all given up on you, you see. Really we had!”
“Don’t be absurd. You act as if I’m a wrinkled old maid!”
“You might as well be according to society standards,” he retorted cheerfully, finally extracting a silver case from his breast pocket. “And there were so many hopefuls, as well. Who was the one in Paris? We all thought there was great potential there.”
“So help me, Stephen, if you mention Marc Fournier, I will punch you in the nose!” she hissed. “That entire affair was blown all out of proportion. He was simply a friend. How was I to know that he thought it was more?”
“But it wasn’t, was it? It never was with any of them.” He held out his case, offering a cigarette, and she took one. “But it is now?”
“How did you even hear about Miles, anyway?” she demanded, avoiding the question.
“Oh, news like that travels, my dear. I think it was Tony Gilhurst who told me, but it may very well have been someone else.”
“Lord Gilhurst! I should have known! He and Maryanne have a wager on it. Do you know, he tried to get a hint from me? He called it insider information.”
Stephen grinned across the table at her. “Well? Did you give him any?”
“No!” She exclaimed, laughing despite herself. “Don’t even tell me that you’re in on that nonsense?”
“I may have contributed a few bob,” he admitted, holding his hands up in a defensive gesture when she gasped. “Evie, you really didn’t think you could fall head over heels in love with a man of Lacey’s stature and not set London buzzing, did you? I think almost all of the clubs have a pool riding on the two of you!”
Evelyn stared at him in horror, blustering, then wordlessly leaned forward so that he could light her cigarette for her.
“Does he know?” she finally got out.
“Lacey? I doubt it. The last time he was at his club was a few months ago. Besides, there are very strict rules about that sort of thing. The participants can’t know anything about it. Stops any risk of influencing the outcome, you see.”
“How absolutely ridiculous. You men really are absurd, do you know that? Well, I’m tempted to make you all lose your money!”
“But you don’t know how the odds are stacked, my dear!” He was grinning unrepentantly. “You may end up making us a bundle. No, the best thing you can do is to carry on as you have before. Now, tell me everything.”
“And give you insider information? I hardly think so.”
“Oh, come now. I promise I won’t change my wager, one way or the other. I just want to know all about the man who finally caught you!”
“There’s nothing to know that you, apparently, don’t already know,” she said, blowing smoke towards the ceiling. “Robbie introduced us and, well, you know the rest.”
“I’m sure your mother’s pleased. He’s a Yorkshire Lacey, you know.”
“So I’ve been told,” she murmured dryly, drawing another chuckle from him.
“You never did care much for titles or fortune, did you?”
“You make me sound like a communist,” she muttered. “I know very well what I owe my family and the name. One of the side effects of moving about in society, however, is that it does breed a disregard for titles to some extent. I don’t look at Tony Gilhurst any differently than I do you.”
“Fair enough.” He considered her for a long moment. “Will you marry him?”
“Don’t be ridiculous. There’s a war on, or hadn’t you noticed?”
His eyebrows went into his forehead, and he stared at her, looking genuinely surprised.
“What has that got to do with anything?” he asked. “The last time I checked, love didn’t stop just because there’s a war on.”
“It’s got everything to do with it. I have a job here, and he has his job there. Neither of us have time for anything else,” she said matter-of-factly. “And besides any of that, he hasn’t asked me, darling. I can hardly say whether or not I’ll marry a man
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