
  
    [image: Tulloch at War]
  


  
    
      Tulloch at War

      Books 4-6

    

    
      
        Malcolm Archibald

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Puir Bluidy Swaddies are Weary

        

        
          
            Epigraph

          

          
            Foreword and Disclaimer

          

          
            Glossary

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

        

      

      
        
          The Statesman's Game

        

        
          
            Glossary

          

          
            Prelude

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Brief Historical Notes

          

        

      

      
        
          For Freedom Alone

        

        
          
            Glossary

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Author’s Note

          

          
            Historical Note: Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 Malcolm Archibald

      Layout design and Copyright © 2026 by Next Chapter

      Published 2026 by Next Chapter

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author’s permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Puir Bluidy Swaddies are Weary

          

          Tulloch at War Book 4

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        FOR CATHY

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Farweill ye banks o Sicily

        Fare ye weill ye sheilin an haa

        We’ll aa mind shebeens an bothies

        Whaur kind signorinas were cheerie

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Farweill ye banks o Sicily

        Then tune the pipes an drub the tenor drum

        Leave yer kit this side o the waa

        Then tune the pipes an drub the tenor drum

        Puir bluidy swaddies are wearie

      

        

      
        Hamish Henderson, Intelligence Corps.
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        Let all other praise be silentAnd, like our grief, be hid.

        Captain Hugh Murray Baillie, Divisional Intelligence Officer, 51st Division.
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        We are few yet our blood is wild,

        Dread neither foe nor death

        One thing we know – for Germany in need – we care

        We fight, we win, we die.To arms! To arms!

        There’s no way back, no way back.

      

        

      
        German Paratroopers marching song.

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword and Disclaimer

          

        

      

    

    
      A few people have asked me if I based Douglas Tulloch on a real person. I did not. Tulloch is fictional, although some details of his early life come from family history. For example, I had an uncle who fought with the Cameronians (Scottish Rifles) and another in the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders during the Second World War. The picture of the Thin Red Line, featured in the first book of the series, was hung on the wall of my grandmother’s Edinburgh house while I attended the Royal High School – without attaining distinction in any field.

      Apart from the obvious historical personalities such as General Montgomery and General Wimberley, all the characters are fictitious. However, I borrowed some of the dialogue of the men of the Lothian Rifles from swaddies and ex-swaddies with whom I have worked.

      The acts of heroism in this story may seem far-fetched. In my research into the 1939–1945 war, I found many acts of courage that were too extreme for any writer to include in any fiction book. For example, Private J. Hyland of the 1st Gordon Highlanders disguised himself as a stook while acting as a forward observer in Sicily. He remained within the enemy’s position for a full day and returned with valuable information. The Gordons also had Private William Stenton and Private James Edward, stretcher-bearers who carried wounded men back while under intensive shell fire – not once, but on multiple occasions.

      There was also Major K. Pooley, the Royal Artillery’s Forward Observation Officer with the 5th Black Watch, who based himself on the bridge at Sferro in Sicily while under a hell of enemy artillery bombardment. Or Private David Nicol of the 7th Black Watch, twice wounded, who continued to act as a runner and defended a wounded officer against marauding Germans. Or Lance Corporal Forbes, also of the 7th Black Watch, who clambered up a rocky hill, captured an enemy Spandau nest single-handedly and repelled German counter-attacks. The Argylls had Sergeant Alexander, who commanded an anti-tank gun set in the open and kept it operating for twenty-four hours straight, destroying an armoured car only twenty-five yards away.

      

      Such men and stories were legion in the 51st Highland Division and could no doubt be repeated in other fighting divisions of the British Army. They should never be forgotten.

      One final word about my fictitious Private Hogg. I have mentioned that he sharpened the rim of his helmet to use as a weapon. Although such an act may have driven his platoon sergeant to apoplexy, the idea came from my grandfather. He was a regular soldier in the Royal Scots, serving from 1897 to 1919. He mentioned seeing a line of German prisoners escorted by a Bantam Glaswegian battalion. Some of the Germans had broken noses and damaged faces, as the Bantams had used their helmets as an additional weapon. Hoggie would have approved.

      Malcolm Archibald, Elgin, June 2025
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      Axis: The nations who fought for Fascism: Germany, Austria, Italy, Romania, Bulgaria, Hungary, Japan, Thailand. Finland was involved, but mainly to oppose USSR aggression on their land.

      Bantam: Battalion of men of five feet tall or under.

      Bint: Derogatory term for woman.

      Blue, the: The desert.

      Caffard: Mad; crazy.

      CSM: Company Sergeant Major.

      DAF: Desert Air Force.

      Decko: Look, inspection.

      Doover: Dugout, shelter.

      Duffy: Fight, battle.

      Ecky, the: The River South Esk in Midlothian.

      Forty-Twa: The Black Watch; their old regimental number, the 42nd Foot.

      Gin ye daur: If you dare.

      Grim, up the: Soldier’s term for the Northwest Frontier of British India.

      Hae my doots: Have my doubts.

      Highway Decorators: The 51st Highland Division, so called because they left their HD sign wherever they travelled, from Alamein through Sicily and from Normandy to Germany.

      Hoor: Prostitute.

      LOB: Left Out of Battle.

      LRDG: Long Range Desert Group – men who worked mainly behind enemy lines discovering their movements, etc.

      Pongos: Royal Navy seamen’s term for soldiers.

      REME: Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers.

      SAS: Special Air Service – born during the North African campaign, they operated behind Axis lines, disrupting supply convoys, blowing up enemy aircraft and generally making life difficult for the enemy.

      Shabash: Congratulations.

      SNAFU: Situation Normal, All Fouled Up; sometimes a more explicit term could be substituted for ‘fouled’.

      Stour: Dust.

      Teuchter: Highlander, slightly derogatory.

      Vichy: French who collaborated with Nazi Germany.
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      EGYPT AND LIBYA, NOVEMBER 1942

      Push on

      The rain hammered down, turning the single, shell-cratered, potholed road into a quagmire of slithering mud, hiding the numerous mines the retreating Axis forces had planted and slowing the Allied advance.

      “Bloody rain!” Private Hogg looked out from under the dripping rim of his helmet. “If I wanted to get soaked, I’d have stayed in bloody Edinburgh! Our old teacher me Africa was dry and sunny.”

      “Aye,” Private Adamson replied with a sour grin. “Your teacher you a pack of lies, Hoggie.”

      “Bugger this for a game of soldiers,” Hogg said. He sat miserably, watching the long line of trucks grind and slide past the Lothian Rifles. Montgomery’s 8th Army had broken Rommel at El Alamein and begun the relentless advance to the west. Their targets were Tobruk, Benghazi, Tripoli, and eventually Tunis, to boot the Axis armies, German and Italian, right out of Africa.

      Push on!

      The words became a mantra as the Allies advanced across the Western Desert. British, Australian, New Zealand, Free French, Greek and South African units, battered by battle but elated by victory, pushed along the coastal plain in pursuit of the retreating enemy.

      Push on!

      “This time, there is no coming back!” Montgomery promised, and the men of the 8th Army took Monty at his word. They had faith in Monty and confidence in their ability to face and defeat Erwin Rommel’s Axis army.

      As the 8th Army slogged along the North African coast, Captain Douglas Tulloch of the Lothian Rifles reorganised his battered D Company, grieved at the casualties from Operation Supercharge and urged them on. They passed the smouldering, smoke-blackened tanks from both sides, tried to ignore the twisted dead and looked westward, ever westward.

      The dust covered them in choking clouds, entering eyes, noses and mouths and billowing around them as the truck engines roared, coughed and spluttered, with mechanics and fitters working every hour God sent to keep the columns rolling.

      Push on!

      Don’t stop!

      Don’t give the enemy time to consolidate.

      The Germans are masters of defence; don’t give them time to prepare.

      What Montgomery proposed, a higher power disposed, and days of rain followed the victory of El Alamein, slowing the army, bogging down the trucks and allowing the Axis forces time to flee.

      Private Hogg was not alone in cursing the torrents that descended on the 8th Army.

      If you can’t drive, then march. Dismount and chase the enemy out of Africa.

      The men left the lorries and straining trucks and footslogged west. After the rains came the chase, with exhausted men dragging themselves on, wounded limping to keep up, and NCOs and officers haranguing, encouraging and leading by example. The New Zealanders and the 7th Armoured were in the van, skirmishing, harassing, and keeping on the enemy’s tail.

      Push on!

      The coast road was abominable, potholed, shell-cratered, sandy and heavily mined by the Germans, who destroyed every bridge and placed every possible obstacle in the path of the Allies.

      Tulloch wiped the sandy sweat from his face and peered ahead. “How far have we come?”

      “God knows, sir,” Lieutenant Bill McGill replied. “We’ve chased the enemy a hundred miles, maybe two hundred miles since Alamein.”

      “They’re a wily lot,” Tulloch said. “The New Zealanders have tried a couple of flanking left hooks, but the Germans run too fast. That blasted rain helped them as well.”

      “Yes, sir,” McGill said.

      “We did all right at Alamein,” Lieutenant Keith Rutlane said. “We destroyed four crack German divisions and eight Italian divisions and took thirty thousand prisoners. Now, we must finish them off.”

      The Lothians pushed on through the rain and into the expected scorching heat. In the van of Montgomery’s Allied army, the 6th Armoured Division and New Zealanders brushed aside the Axis rearguard, recapturing Halfaya Pass, the once-notorious Hellfire Pass. They roared on, with the towns falling fast: Capuzzo, Solum and Bardia, once Axis strongholds and now safely under Allied rule. The Lothians followed, picking up occasional prisoners, passing burning vehicles, checking for mines the busy Royal Engineers may have missed and watching the sky for enemy aircraft.

      “It’s November the 11th,” Captain Neil Muirhead said as the Lothians halted to eat. “Armistice Day.”

      Tulloch nodded, checking his watch as the hands approached eleven o’clock. “Armistice Day, and we’re back fighting the same old enemy on a different continent.”

      Muirhead smiled grimly. “Well, at least we’ve cleared Egypt. The only Axis soldiers left there are either in a prison camp or a grave.”

      “Where they belong, sir,” Rutlane said.

      Two days later, the Allies took the significant port of Tobruk and pushed on. As Tulloch’s men drove past Tobruk, he remembered the long siege when the Australians and Royal Artillery held out against Rommel’s finest. He also remembered the disaster of the previous retreat when the Axis grabbed it and D Company had scampered eastwards to Egypt. Now, it was back in Allied hands, and with Montgomery in charge, it was likely to remain there. The 8th Army powered on, pushing the Axis forces before them, day after day, mile after mile.

      “During the Somme in 1916, if we advanced a hundred yards, we thought we had done a good day’s work,” Captain Kilner remembered. He had grown grey and leathery in his near thirty years’ service in the Lothians. “Since Alamein, we have advanced hundreds of miles. It doesn’t seem real, somehow.”

      “It’s real, Captain,” Colonel Hume said, smiling. “But Monty is pulling the Lothians out of the line for a while. We are to refit, mop up any strays and wait for replacements for our casualties.”

      The officers nodded. Some looked thankful for the rest, while others, mainly the younger men, were disappointed not to continue with the chase.

      Tulloch glanced at D Company. His men were weary, stumbling as they marched, with Tod, the piper who had joined a day after Alamein, playing a mouth organ to keep up morale. Sergeant Drysdale snarled at them to keep moving, encouraging the laggards and ensuring nobody dropped out.

      “Easy all,” Tulloch shouted. “We’re halting for a bit. McGill, Rutlane: I want all-round defence in case of a counterattack or German raid. Sergeant Drysdale, look to anti-aircraft defence and Sergeant Paterson, ensure the men are fed and watered.”

      The men of D Company collapsed in thankful exhaustion as Colonel Hume set up camp between the road and the sea, arranged for supplies and fresh water, and organised a series of patrols to search the desert.

      “Tulloch! Take three carriers and see what’s out there.”
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      The trio of universal carriers circled the dozen disconsolate men cautiously, unsure who they were. Tulloch signalled for the carriers to separate, with one watching the south while the others approached the men. Innes held the Bren close to his shoulder, eyes narrow as he prepared to fire.

      “They’re probably Italians, sir,” Hood, Tulloch’s batman and driver, said. “Like the others we’ve rounded up.”

      “Maybe,” Tulloch said, “but we won’t take any chances.”

      The two advancing carriers remained a hundred yards apart in case of an air attack, moving forward slowly yet shielded by the ubiquitous dust of the North African desert.

      Most of the group stood with their hands in the air. One broad-chested man held one of his more delicate companions in powerful arms, glaring at the approaching carriers.

      “Italians, sir,” Hood repeated.

      “I’ll try and speak to them,” Tulloch said, “stop fifty yards away.” He signalled for the accompanying carriers to do the same.

      Tulloch vaulted from the carrier, keeping his revolver in its holster. “Keep me covered, Innes.”

      “Yes, sir.” Innes hugged the butt of the Bren closer to his cheek, ignoring the flies that appeared whenever the carriers stopped. He kept his finger on the Bren gun’s trigger.

      The Italians huddled together, with some lying or crouching on the sand. The broad-chested man held out a hopeful hand. “Acqua,” he said. “Water.” He had a thin face with a broken nose, a scarred lip, and eyes as hard as his mouth.

      Tulloch produced his revolver, stepping closer to the Italians. “Who are you?”

      The Italians stared at him. Sand coated their uniforms, and their faces bore sun-cracked lips and wide brown eyes.

      “Acqua,” the broken-nosed man repeated, holding out his hand. He indicated the slender man he supported.

      Tulloch tried again. “Does anybody here speak English?”

      “I do, sir,” a lithe, anxious-eyed man replied in a harsh croak. He came forward with his hands raised above his head. A second man followed him, still holding his rifle and watching Tulloch, faintly smiling.

      Tulloch raised his voice to the second carrier. “Hogg! Gather the Italian weapons and bring over a jerry can of water.” He stepped to the man who asked for water and handed over his water bottle. “Acqua,” he said.

      The Italian snatched the bottle. “Grazie,” he said, but rather than drink, he crouched, still supporting his slender colleague. Tulloch watched as the broken-nosed Italian gently poured water into his companion’s mouth.

      “Hurry with that jerry can!” Tulloch ordered. “These lads are dying of thirst.”

      Hogg leapt from the second carrier and ran across the harsh sand. The Italians clustered around the water as Hogg handed it over and gathered their rifles.

      “Are there any officers here?” Tulloch asked. The broken-nosed man lowered his charge to the ground, holding him tenderly as he gradually dripped water into his mouth.

      The English speaker shook his head. “The officers grabbed the trucks and left us,” he said.

      Tulloch nodded. He had heard the same story from other Italian soldiers that British patrols had found abandoned over the past few days. The officers, or in some cases, German soldiers, had commandeered the Italians’ vehicles and fled, leaving the Italian other ranks to the mercy of the desert or the advancing Allies.

      “Who are you?” Tulloch asked. He knew the Military Police would interrogate the prisoners when they returned to the British lines, but he liked to know who he may have to fight.

      The lithe man held out his hand, realised he was addressing an officer, and altered the movement to a hasty salute.

      “We are Sicilians,” he said. “We are not fascisti. We do not like Mussolini.” He shook his head violently to prove his dislike.

      “Strange how none of them like Mussolini when they are getting beat, sir,” Hogg said, piling up the Italian rifles out of their reach. “I’ll bet this fellow was shouting Duce when Musso was around.”

      “Maybe,” Tulloch conceded. He checked that Hogg had collected all the Italian rifles. “Put them on the third carrier, Hogg, safely away from temptation. And help that Italian lad with the dehydrated man.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      When he heard the distant roar of aircraft engines, Tulloch looked upwards. Although the Allied Desert Air Force controlled the skies since before El Alamein, a German or Italian air raid was always possible. He saw the condensation trails high up, heading westward, and relaxed a little.

      “Right, lads,” Tulloch ordered. “Get these prisoners onto Number One and Two carriers. We’ll take them back to the battalion.”

      Although the Italians crammed every inch of space on two carriers, most still waited hopefully on the sand. Tulloch saw the translator help Broken-Nose with the dehydrated man.

      “What’s your name?”

      The translator smiled ingratiatingly. “Luca Mazzota,” he said. “This is Angelo Galluzo,” he indicated the man with the broken nose, “and Cesare Amato,” he touched the dehydrated man.

      Keeping his carrier free to fight, Tulloch ordered the fittest of the prisoners to walk. Although the simple drink of water had revived them, many still staggered. Tulloch kept the carriers’ speed to a minimum as he headed back to base, with dust from the carriers’ passage coating everybody.

      Tulloch scanned the horizon, seeing only the flat, featureless desert, although rising dust to the north signified that a convoy was driving along the coast road.

      “We should be chasing the bloody Germans,” Hogg said, glaring to the west, where the desert stretched into seemingly limitless space.

      “Orders is orders, Hogg,” Sergeant Drysdale growled.

      “They chased us often enough,” Hogg grunted. “Until we kicked their arses at Alam Halfa and Alamein. It’s time we booted the bastards right out of Africa.”

      “We will, Hogg,” Drysdale assured him. “Monty knows what he’s doing.”

      “About bloody time somebody does,” Hogg grumbled. “We’ve been at war for over three bloody years.”

      “And you’ve loved every moment of it,” Drysdale said cheerfully. “Now shut your face and watch the pretty desert for Germans.”

      The carriers growled on, overloaded with British and Italian soldiers, kicking up dust in a landscape blighted by burned-out and abandoned vehicles and the occasional grave marked by an upended rifle and a helmet—British, Italian, Australian, New Zealand, or German.

      “They don’t seem too keen to escape, sir,” Hood said, as the Italians stared around them, occasionally speaking to one another.

      “Why should they escape?” Tulloch asked. “Their officers abandoned them. What do they have to fight for?”

      “Honour, sir?” Hood hazarded. “Self-respect? Italy?”

      “I doubt many of them are committed fascists, ready to die for Mussolini,” Tulloch replied.

      Hood nodded. “Probably not, sir, but you’d think they’d show more spirit. After all, Rome was once the largest empire in the world.”

      Tulloch grunted. “That was a long time ago, Hood. Maybe the urge to conquer has died since then.”

      Tulloch led the patrol to the Lothians’ camp, passing the wary sentries with a loud exchange of passwords. He handed the prisoners over to Provost Sergeant Crosier’s efficient care and dismissed the men.

      “Anything to report?” Major Hardie asked. Recently promoted and acting as the second in charge of the battalion, Hardie was an experienced officer, well liked by the men.

      “Nothing,” Tulloch said. “We picked up some Italian prisoners and returned. No sign of the Germans.”

      Hardie nodded. “They’re running like stour to the west,” he said. “Our war is quiet for the moment. The boys deserve a rest.”
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      EGYPT NOVEMBER 1942

      Colonel Hume called the Lothians’ officers into the space behind his tent.

      “We’re still pushing Rommel westward,” Hume said, smiling, “but things are different now.”

      The officers waited for the colonel to explain more.

      “As you know, the war in North Africa has been a seesaw. We push the Axis back until our supply lines overextend; they consolidate with shorter supply lines, hold us, and push us back. When their supply lines are too extended, we hold them, and the whole procedure starts again. The Germans have had targets to aim for—the Nile Delta and the Persian oilfields—while we have not. Rommel could have retreated all the way to the Atlantic if he chose.”

      The officers nodded. They were all aware of the advances and retreats of the past two years.

      “That situation has now changed,” Hume said, smiling. “Our First Army and our United States allies have landed in Morocco and Algeria, a combined show called Operation Torch, with the Royal Canadian Navy playing a tremendous part.”

      “The Canadians have always been tremendous,” Kilner murmured. “They were amongst our best soldiers in the Kaiser’s War and jumped in to help us back in 1939. If you remember, after Dunkirk, the Canadians were the only fully equipped division ready to defend Britain.”⁠*

      “Yes, indeed,” Colonel Hume agreed, frowning at Kilner’s interruption. “The point is, gentlemen, with our First Army and the Americans in Morocco and Algeria and Monty advancing through Libya, we have the Axis forces between two fires. The enemy no longer has the luxury of unlimited space behind them to stretch our supply lines. They will now be looking over their shoulder.”

      “Operation Torch has changed things,” Major Hardie agreed. “We now have an end-stop. The First Army doesn’t even have to advance very far, although every mile will benefit Monty.”

      “The bad days are behind us, gentlemen,” Hume said, smiling. “Oh, we’ll have hiccups and bumps on the road, but we’re well on the way to clearing the Axis out of Africa.”

      “As long as we keep pushing them west,” Kilner said. “Pray for dry weather and an open road.”

      “Are the Lothians rejoining the chase, sir?” Muirhead asked.

      “No,” Colonel Hume replied. “We took a lot of casualties at Alamein. We need time to consolidate, get some replacements, and rebuild our strength. We’re mopping up behind the advance and escorting prisoners.”

      Tulloch felt the officers’ slide of dismay. “Escorting prisoners, sir? We’re a fighting unit!”

      “I know,” Hume replied. “Monty likes to fight on a divisional basis, and, as you know, the staff have never permanently attached us to any division. We’re a bit of a loose cannon, flitting here and there, so until a fighting division requires us, Monty will use us as a fire brigade unit.”

      “What does that mean, sir?” Kilner asked.

      “It means the staff will send us wherever we’re needed or to do the jobs that nobody else wants,” Hardie explained.

      Kilner looked at Muirhead and raised his eyebrows. “Can we not join one of the divisions, sir? We’ve fought alongside 50 Div and 51 Div recently. Either would suit.”

      “General Wimberley of 51 Div only wants Highland infantry regiments,” Hume replied. “No wonder the Jocks call him Tartan Tam. That’s what you get from a man from Inverness.” He shook his head. “And 50 Div is Northumbrian. We don’t fit into either. 52 Lowland and 15 Scottish are both training in the UK.”

      “Nobody wants us,” Kilner said. He stamped his boots on the sand. “What a stupid bloody war!”

      Hume nodded. “We’ll do our duty, gentlemen, as always. Captain Muirhead: take C Company, round up all the prisoners in our sector, and keep them safe. Captain Tulloch, once Muirhead has gathered the prisoners, escort them to Transit Camp 307. There is a small Military Police garrison there. D Company will remain at the transit camp as guards until the Egyptian Army takes over.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tulloch said, exchanging glances with Muirhead. Guarding prisoners was a job for second-line infantry, not a front-line regiment like the Lothians. Tulloch wondered how D Company would take the news. He decided to inform them about the landings in the west first.
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      When Tulloch told D Company about Operation Torch, the men stamped their feet and grinned.

      “That will upset Rommel,” Sergeant Drysdale said. “After we hammered them at Alamein, a landing in their rear will shock him.”

      “Americans!” Private Adamson said. “Now we’ll see some real shooting! When the cowboys and Chicago gangsters get going, the Germans will know all about it!”

      “Not all Americans are cowboys and gangsters,” Sergeant Drysdale told him quietly.

      “I’ve seen the flicks!” Adamson replied. “I went to the flea pits every Saturday I could rustle up the jam jars.⁠* I saw the Last of the Mohicans and Heroes of the Alamo, The Prison Train and the G Men. I ken all about America. Wait till they Chicago typewriters get to work.”

      “I’ll wait,” Drysdale said dryly. He straightened his helmet. “When are we rejoining the war, sir?”

      Tulloch shook his head. “Not yet,” he replied. “We’re escorting POWs to Transit Camp 307 first.” He waited until Drysdale controlled his outrage.

      “Where is that, sir?” Drysdale asked.

      Tulloch had checked his map. “Ten miles east of Alamein,” he said. “The poor devils will have to march because we need all the vehicles to chase the Axis.”

      The men received the news better than Tulloch expected. After a few initial groans and complaints, D Company accepted their task with the philosophical attitude of professional soldiers. Tulloch had never escorted prisoners before and asked Provost Sergeant Crosier for advice.

      “Most Eyeties are all right, sir.” Crosier stood at attention and spoke in short, staccato sentences. “They don’t want to fight for Mussolini and are happy to be out of the war. The prisoners will do as we order them. There won’t be any trouble if we have sufficient food and water for the march.”

      “Thank you, Sergeant Crosier,” Tulloch said.

      “Colonel Hume ordered me to bring along my boys, sir,” Crosier said. “If there’s any trouble, we’ll end it.”

      Tulloch nodded. Crosier and his provost corporals were used to dealing with recalcitrant soldiers. Drunk, sober, insubordinate, fighting mad or dangerously quiet, the provost NCOs had coped with them all.

      “Some prisoners are in no condition for a long march,” Tulloch told Colonel Hume. “I’d like an ambulance to accompany them, sir.”

      Colonel Hume shook his head. “They’re soldiers, Tulloch, not schoolchildren. They’ll have to march like the rest of us.”

      “We’re responsible for their health and well-being, sir,” Tulloch reminded him. “We don’t want the world to blame us if any prisoners die.”

      Hume grimaced.

      “It would look bad for the regiment, sir,” Tulloch used the most effective lever to gain Colonel Hume’s cooperation.

      Hume grunted and agreed to a compromise. A three-ton truck accompanied the prisoners, with a single medical orderly happy to sit beside the driver for a quiet few days.

      Frustrated that the 8th Army were motoring along the North African coast while the Lothians tidied up the mess in the rear, Tulloch ushered the long column of prisoners at the British Army’s marching pace. He noted that the Italian Blackshirts kept themselves separate from the ordinary soldiers, and the Germans looked with disdain at their Italian allies.

      D Company marched alongside the prisoners, moving with fixed bayonets yet with no animosity towards the men who had so recently been trying to kill them. Tulloch approved, for although the Germans had proved tough and tenacious soldiers, they had fought fairly, never abusing prisoners and looking after the wounded. Most Allied soldiers had less respect for the Italians as fighting men but found them friendly as people. The fact that many Italian prisoners filled their water bottles with wine increased their popularity.

      Tulloch checked D Company. They watched the prisoners, ensured nobody escaped and cursed the desert dust that covered everything.

      “Some of they Italian lads are a bit under the weather, sir,” Hood warned. “That fellow there looks ready to drop.”

      Tulloch frowned when he saw a man staggering with two others supporting him.

      “That’s Amato.” Tulloch recognised the prisoner from the desert and signalled for the three-tonner to come up. He noticed Galluzo hovering nearby as the orderly cared for Amato.

      “Your friend will be all right,” Tulloch said, saw Mazzota in the crowd and asked him to pass the message.

      Before the column reached the transit camp, another three prisoners collapsed, with the escorts placing them in the truck and the medical orderly caring for them with water, shade and professional skill.

      The other prisoners marched in a long column, some dejected, some hopeful, and most merely resigned. They ignored the Lothian escort, halting every five miles for water, kicking up dust, and remaining silent except for the steady tread of boots and the harsh breathing of weary men.

      Twice, aircraft passed overhead, once the RAF and the second time the Regia Aeronautica. The Italian aircraft swooped lower to inspect the column, waggled its wings and flew away without firing.

      Sergeant Crosier and his provost staff marched around the column, a reassuring presence for the inexperienced Lothians. Despite the constant dust, Crosier always appeared immaculate.

      “The desert sand would be scared to land on that ugly bugger,” Hogg said.

      Adamson added some less-than-complimentary words that Tulloch chose to ignore as he walked past.

      “Not far now!” Tulloch sought Mazzota. “You’ll be pleased to hear you’ll arrive tomorrow,” he said. “How are the men bearing up?”

      Mazzota brushed away an inquisitive fly. “They are well,” he said.

      “How about Cesare Amato?” Tulloch asked. “He was not well when we captured him.”

      “Galluzo looks after him,” Mazzota said. “And your medical orderlies.”

      “I’ve watched them on the march,” Tulloch replied. “Galluzo and Amato are never apart.”

      Mazzota nodded, smiling. “They look after each other.”

      “You’re an educated man.” Tulloch knew Mazzota was hiding something. “Why are you not an officer?”

      Mazzota shrugged and spread his hands. “I am not a fascist,” he said.

      “Are there many fascists in the Italian Army?” Tulloch asked.

      “They are the ones who escaped,” Mazzota explained. “They left with the Germans and the trucks.” He made a rude gesture with his fingers. “Others joined the Blackshirts, although not all Blackshirts are fascists.”
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      “So this is Transit Camp 307,” Lieutenant Rutlane said when they arrived at a large patch of sand, ringed by barbed wire and containing rows of tents. “It’s not exactly Shepheard’s, is it?”

      Shepheard’s was one of the finest hotels in Cairo and a favourite with British officers.

      “It’s pretty basic,” Tulloch agreed. “But no more than most army camps.”

      The transit camp was larger than Tulloch had expected, but just as stark. The Lothians reinforced a hardworking dozen Military Police, while a few staff officers talked in the shade of a group of tents.

      The prisoners, mostly Italian but with a sprinkling of Germans, watched dispassionately as the new arrivals filed into the camp. Tulloch noticed they had divided into different groups, with the Germans keeping apart from the Italians, who split into Blackshirts and ordinary soldiers. The few Military Police ushered the Lothians’ prisoners into a large marquee to record their details before allocating them to one of the rows of tents that baked under the Egyptian sun.

      Tulloch watched the prisoners file obediently inside the camp before he returned to his men. Everything seemed very orderly and quiet compared to the mayhem and murder on the front line.

      “Something’s happening!” He heard the commotion as he walked past the barbed wire enclosure that held the prisoners. Half a dozen guards hurried to intervene, with a military policeman brandishing his staff.

      A crowd of Italian prisoners had gathered to watch a fight between two groups, with Amato, Galluzo and Luca Mazzota in the middle.

      “Let me in!” Tulloch demanded as he approached the guards at the gate.

      “Sir!” A smart military policeman dragged the gate open, and Tulloch hurried inside the compound.

      “What’s all this?” Tulloch pushed into the mob and saw two of his Lothians hauling the men apart. Mazzota stood before Galluzo, who dropped something and placed his foot on top.

      “What’s this all about, Mazzota?” Tulloch demanded. He saw Sergeant Crosier striding over. “Calm this lot down, Sergeant,” Tulloch ordered.

      “Sir!” Crosier’s powerful presence helped part the crowd, with the Lothians completing the task.

      Tulloch remained with Galluzo, Mazzota and Amato, who stood stubbornly still.

      “What’s under Galluzo’s foot?” Tulloch asked.

      “Nothing, sir,” Mazzota said.

      “Tell him to step back,” Tulloch ordered, as the MP watched, fingering his long staff as if eager to use it on Galluzo’s head. “There’s no need for that! Step away, Galluzo!”

      When Galluzo hesitated, Tulloch put his hand on the man’s chest and pushed. Galluzo took two steps back, revealing a short homemade knife half-buried in the sand. Tulloch stood on it.

      “What’s the problem, Mazzota?”

      The translator glanced at the MP and Crosier a few feet away. “These other men were Blackshirts, sir. Fascists.”

      “Is Galluzo not a fascist?”

      “No, sir,” Mazzota replied. “He was conscripted, like most of us. The government could conscript all men between 18 and 54. Galluzo is an anti-fascist.”

      “Sergeant!” Tulloch addressed Crosier. “Keep the Blackshirts apart from the other soldiers. There seems to be some bad blood between them.”

      “Yes, sir,” Crosier saluted. “I’ll take care of them, sir.”

      “Thank you, Sergeant,” Tulloch said, glad he was not on Crosier’s radar. “When the Egyptian Army takes over the camp, tell them what happened here.”

      “I will, sir,” Crosier said. “And I’ll search the camp for any more weapons.”

      “Thank you, Sergeant,” Tulloch replied. He looked up as he saw a man marching towards him. “Here’s trouble, Sergeant.”

      “Captain Tulloch!” An immaculate Military Police lieutenant slammed to attention in front of Tulloch, with a man wearing an officer’s uniform but bearing no insignia or badges of rank watching from a few yards’ distance.

      “That’s me,” Tulloch admitted. He had seen the second officer before, a man who would be anonymous in a crowd of three.

      “Colonel Clark requests your attendance, sir,” the lieutenant said.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          * During the Dunkirk evacuation, the British Army abandoned much of its heavy equipment, leaving only a handful of divisions fully equipped to fend off a German invasion. The 1st Canadian Division was one of these divisions. Canadian squadrons also fought alongside the RAF in the Battle of Britain.

          

          * Jam jars: Some cinemas allowed children in if they handed over jam jars, which the cinema later sold to scrap metal merchants for money. A flea pit was a cheap, no-frills cinema.
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      EGYPT

      DECEMBER 1942

      Tulloch controlled his dismay. Colonel Clark was the head of British Military Intelligence in Egypt and had sent him on dangerous missions.

      As Colonel Clark outranks me and is Amanda’s father, I cannot refuse. Tulloch allowed himself a surge of hope. Maybe Amanda has responded to my marriage proposal, and Clark wishes to tell me. No, Amanda would tell me herself.

      “Thank you, Lieutenant. Take me to him, please.” Tulloch ignored the anonymous officer.

      “This way, sir, if you please,” the lieutenant was polite but firm.

      Colonel Clark had commandeered one of the few permanent buildings in the area, a square, two-storey, flat-roofed house with small windows looking inwards to a medium-sized courtyard. Clark sat behind a large desk, looking even more eccentric than Tulloch remembered. With a pair of stained and incredibly baggy cord trousers covering his lower half and an Italian officer’s jacket open to the waist revealing a bare torso, he had pushed his officer’s peaked cap well back on his head. Clark stood to greet Tulloch, nearly knocking over the set of golf clubs and Mannlicher 1903 hunting rifle that leaned against the wall behind him.

      The anonymous officer stood beside the door until Clark indicated he should leave the room.

      “Good afternoon, Douglas, my boy!” Clark said with a smile on his plump face. “It’s good to see you again!”

      “Thank you, sir,” Tulloch replied, standing at attention and saluting.

      “Drag over a pew and sit ye down,” Clark invited, waving to a cane chair in the corner of the room. Apart from Clark’s desk and armchair, the cane chair was the only item of furniture in the room. Maps covered the walls, with one large map of the Mediterranean theatre opposite an equally large but more detailed chart of the North African coast from Cairo to Tripoli.

      “You’ll be wondering why I want to see you,” Clark announced. Although the smile remained, his eyes were as benign as a hunting cobra as he surveyed Tulloch from cap to boots.

      “Yes, sir,” Tulloch replied.

      “Have you considered transferring to the Intelligence side of the military?” Clark asked, fixing his gaze on Tulloch’s eyes.

      Tulloch hesitated before replying. “No, sir,” he said. “I am a regimental officer.”

      “I know what you are, Douglas,” Clark told him. “And I am aware of your career progress. I also know you have done useful work for us in Europe and Africa.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Tulloch replied. He watched a brace of flies circling Clark’s head.

      “If you are looking for promotion to the higher echelons of the army,” Clark continued, speaking slowly and with his gaze relentless despite his smile, “the best path is to go for a staff appointment. Promotion within a regiment is slow in peacetime and erratic in wartime. If you join me in Intelligence, I can ensure you have all the encouragement to rise far.”

      “All officers would like promotion, sir,” Tulloch said. “But I am better suited to a regimental life than to Intelligence.”

      Clark was quiet for a full two minutes, examining Tulloch across the width of the desk. The buzzing of the flies was the only sound in the room. “You are an intelligent man, Captain Tulloch. I would not have approached you otherwise. I don’t invite many officers into my department. Most officers are decent fellows, brave as lions and honourable to a fault, but they lack imagination.”

      Tulloch remained quiet, unsure what to say. One of the flies landed on the end of a number three iron and began to explore.

      “You also have a very useful attribute for a soldier,” Clark said. “You have luck. A lucky officer is better than a clever officer without luck.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tulloch replied. “I have been lucky so far.”

      “Think about it, Captain,” Clark said. “A transfer means a change in direction but in a very positive manner.” He tapped a long finger on the desk. “After all, you never wanted to be in the Lothian Rifles, did you? You had your mind set on the Argylls.”

      “I did, sir,” Tulloch admitted, wondering how the colonel had obtained that information.

      “I checked your records,” Clark admitted candidly. “All of them. You played rugby for the Royal High School in Edinburgh, and the Sick Children’s Hospital removed your tonsils when you were four years old.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tulloch said again. He was more disturbed than impressed by the colonel’s thorough research.

      Clark smiled again, with Tulloch thinking he looked like a cat eyeing a mouse. “I probably know more about you than you do, Douglas.” The colonel intended his repeated use of Tulloch’s first name to create a bond of friendship. “Now, I want you to consider my words seriously. I cannot force you into my section, for a reluctant recruit is worse than useless, but the advantages far outweigh any disadvantages.”

      “I’ll think about your proposal, sir,” Tulloch promised, wondering what sort of golf Clark played in the Sahara Desert.

      “One more thing, Douglas,” Clark said, opening the top drawer of his desk. He removed an envelope and handed it to Tulloch. “This has your name on it.”

      Tulloch glanced at the envelope and recognised Amanda’s writing. “Thank you, sir,” he said. Amanda was his girl. Although they had barely met, he felt a powerful bond with her and hoped she felt something similar.

      Clark’s smile broadened, showing uneven but startlingly white teeth. “That’s one more reason to consider my proposition,” he said.

      Tulloch was unsure if Clark was using the stick or the carrot. Was he saying he would be more likely to approve a match with Amanda for an officer under his command? Or was he suggesting he would disapprove of a match if Tulloch rejected his proposal?

      “Yes, sir,” Tulloch gave the safest answer he could. He tried to avoid the distraction of Amanda’s letter, aware that the colonel was playing psychological mind games with him.

      “It’s fortunate that your unit was posted here on prisoner-of-war duties,” Clark said so casually that Tulloch knew the words were meaningful. Colonel Clark arranged for me to be on POW transfers. Why? Before Tulloch had an opportunity to reply, Clark continued, suddenly formal. “That’s all, Captain Tulloch. Dismissed.”

      Colonel Clark lounged in his chair, smiling as Tulloch left the room. The anonymous officer stood outside the building, silently watching Tulloch depart with no expression on his blank, featureless face.

      Amanda’s letter seemed to burn his fingers as Tulloch placed it inside his tunic. He desperately wanted to open it and read the contents, but first, he had to organise his men. Clark’s words had unsettled him, and as he had little idea about guarding prisoners of war, he asked the military police lieutenant’s advice.

      “It’s not complicated, sir,” the lieutenant was of medium height, with a face that had seen a hundred battles and an expression that could bore holes in granite. “We keep the Germans away from the Italians and the Blackshirts away from everybody, guard the fence and feed and water the prisoners at regular intervals.”

      “Are all the Blackshirts fascists?” Tulloch asked.

      “No, sir,” the sergeant said. “But a fair proportion are. Some Italians are virulently anti-fascist and anti-Mussolini, and the two don’t get along.”

      “I see. Thank you, Lieutenant. Come along with me and tell me about the camp security arrangements.”

      The prisoners’ tents stood in disciplined rows, with latrines on one side and the administration block and dining hall separate, with basic quarters for the guards. Tulloch positioned his men around the perimeter, listening to their complaints and comments.

      “I’m no’ a bloody screw!” Hogg said. “I never joined the army to be a screw!”

      “You didn’t join the army, Hogg,” Sergeant Drysdale reminded him. “The King conscripted you.”

      “Aye, well, he never told me I would be a bloody screw. He said I’d be a sojer.” Hogg looked over the camp, watching the morose prisoners through his hard, narrow eyes. “Mr Hogg, the king said, Hoggie, son, I need you to fight Hitler. It’s 1939, and Herr Hitler is running riot over Europe. I need you to sort the bugger out. Will you come and stop him? Aye, nae bother, I said, as long as I’m no’ a bloody screw!”

      “Just obey orders, Hogg,” Drysdale said. “Or you’ll be inside the compound and not guarding it!”

      “Aye, and that’ll be right, Sergeant Drysdale!” Hogg paced the length of his beat, rifle on shoulder and boots kicking up dust. Like most men in the battalion, he carried the Short Magazine Lee–Enfield, the SMLE. Sturdy and accurate, it had a ten-round magazine. Hogg glared at the prisoners, daring them to try and escape on his watch.

      Tod accepted the position philosophically. He listened to a squad of Italians singing and joined in the tune, if not the words. The Italians smiled at him, and for a moment, Tulloch thought they would invite them into their choir. Corporal Borthwick had other ideas and snarled at Tod to mind his duty.

      “I’m minding it, sir,” Tod replied, unconcerned at Borthwick’s raised voice. He winked at the Italians and paced on, humming.

      Cattanach was as professional as a guard as he was at everything else in his soldiering. He watched the prisoners, kept quiet and gave no trouble. Tulloch had never quite understood Cattanach, the most private of all private soldiers.

      Tough, truculent and often untidy, Private Adamson, known as Cain, after Adam’s son in the Bible, glared at Corporal Borthwick, the Italians and life. To Adamson, everything was either a threat or a victim, and his reaction never varied: go for the throat, cause trouble and fight his way out. Few men in D Company liked Adamson; his only real friend was Private Hogg.

      With the men posted, Tulloch left McGill in charge and retired to his tent. The letter from Amanda felt like a weight in his inside pocket, demanding that he open it even while performing his duty.

      I’m coming, Amanda! Tulloch said to himself. I’ll be with you shortly.
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      Tulloch closed the flap of his tent, preferring the stuffy heat to the influx of sand in his quest for privacy. He lay on the creaking camp bed and finally pulled Amanda’s letter from inside his tunic. He held the envelope for a moment, reading his name and savouring her writing. Strangely for such a neat woman, she wrote in an untidy scrawl, as if so desperate to get the words on paper that she had no time for details, yet her statements were concise, with nothing wasted.

      It seemed an age since Tulloch had written to Amanda, suggesting they should marry, without directly speaking the fateful word. Amanda was a clever woman, more intelligent than he was, Tulloch accepted, and she would understand. He controlled the slight tremble of his fingers as he slit open the envelope and slid out the letter inside.

      “My Dear Douglas,” the letter started.

      “I appreciate your sentiments and thank you for your tender thoughts and concern for me.”

      Tulloch felt something lurch inside him. That was not an auspicious start. It sounded like a line from Jane Austen. He read on, hoping for warm words.

      “I share warm feelings for you – you must know that by now, so I do not need to go into details that anybody else reading this letter may enjoy.”

      Tulloch nodded. The censor would read all letters in case the writer included sensitive information, and Amanda would not want a stranger reading her more intimate thoughts. He understood that.

      “However,” Amanda wrote. “I am being posted elsewhere for the time being, so I cannot answer your extremely kind question. I hope your feelings have not changed when we meet again, during or after the war.”

      Tulloch felt as if somebody had squeezed his heart in a vice. Posted elsewhere? Where? Amanda had worked in Cairo for years, and Tulloch had dreamed of a marriage beside the pyramids, with his unit in attendance, Muirhead as the best man and the romantic Egyptian city as a backdrop. On the credit side, she hoped his feelings had not changed, which hinted at an acceptance.

      “If you still wish to keep corresponding,” Amanda wrote, “please send letters to my home address or to my father, who will hold them for me.”

      What the hell did that mean? Hold them for how long? And why not use the normal Army channels?

      “I may not be able to write for a while but do not think that I have forgotten you. I never shall.

      I send all my love,

      Amanda.”

      Tulloch put the letter on his chest, lay back and closed his eyes. Amanda’s words left him with mixed emotions: disappointment that she had not given an immediately positive response, worry about her next posting, and relief that she had not rejected him outright. She wanted their relationship to continue and hinted at seeing him after the war.

      After the war? We’ve been fighting for well over three years, and there is no sign of the war ending. Hopefully, we’ve turned a corner in North Africa, but we’ll have to defeat the German army before we win, which means invading Europe. Then there is Japan to face, and they’ve swept us right out of Burma and Malaya. The war could last for years yet.

      Tulloch reread the letter, clinging to Amanda’s final few words. He needed hope and reassurance before he continued to fight, rather than sundry politicians’ vacuous rhetoric about fighting for democracy and the freedom of the world.

      In the dark days of 1940, when invasion seemed imminent, nobody had contemplated defeat. The ordinary people of Britain would have fought to the last inch and continued the war from Canada, with the Canadians the staunchest allies and best friends any nation could ever have. Now that Hitler had invaded the USSR and declared war on the United States, the British Empire and Commonwealth no longer stood alone, but the war was far from won.

      Montgomery had ended the beginning at Alamein; Operation Torch had jolted the Axis in Africa, but much hard fighting lay ahead.

      Folding Amanda’s letter, Tulloch replaced it in the envelope and tucked it inside his tunic. He knew he would read it a dozen times more, at least. He would cling to her final words and use them as an anchor to fasten him to the reality of peace away from the sordid monstrosity of war.
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      TRANSIT CAMP 307, EGYPT

      NOVEMBER 1942

      “Sir!” Hood stood beside Tulloch’s bed. “Some of the prisoners have escaped.”

      Tulloch struggled up and reached for his uniform trousers, his mind racing. “Thank you, Hood. Do you have any details?”

      “Not yet, sir,” Hood said.

      “What time is it?” Tulloch checked his watch. “05:40. Nearly dawn.” He stalked outside, pulling on his jacket. “Sergeant Drysdale! Report!”

      The stars were brilliant in the night sky, with a scimitar moon low on the horizon.

      Sergeant Drysdale looked immaculate despite the hour. “One of our regular patrols found a gap in the wire, sir, and when we did a roll call, we found two Italians missing. Cesare Amato and Angelo Galluzo.”

      Tulloch grunted. “I remember them,” he said. “Galluzo looked like a desperate fellow. I don’t know much about Amato.” I thought he was fragile. How did he manage to evade the sentries?

      “We’ll find them, sir,” Drysdale said. “They can’t have gone far.”

      “I’ll need a translator,” Tulloch said. “Find me Lucca Mazzota.”

      “Mazzota is in row five, tent three.” Trust Drysdale to have all the names and locations down pat. “I’ll send Corporal Borthwick for him, sir!”

      “Rouse Lieutenants McGill and Rutlane and bring them here,” Tulloch ordered.

      The translator looked scared when Corporal Borthwick nearly dragged him to Tulloch.

      “I need your help, Mazzota,” Tulloch said. “Angelo Galluzo has escaped, and I want to bring him back.”

      “I want to help the Allies,” Mazzota replied with his usual ingratiating smile.

      “I might need a translator,” Tulloch told him.

      Mazzota nodded, looking relieved.

      “Confine everybody else to their tents,” Tulloch ordered Rutlane. “McGill, take your platoon and search outside the camp perimeter in case the escapees are hiding nearby.”

      Leaving Rutlane in charge of the camp, with Sergeant Drysdale, Provost Sergeant Crosier and the Military Police as advisers, Tulloch headed north in a fifteen-hundredweight lorry. Hood drove, with Hogg in the back in case Galluzo caused trouble, and Mazzota at his side to ease any language difficulties. The sun was rising, brilliant in the east, casting long shadows where a thousand escapees could hide.

      “The Eyeties might be anywhere, sir,” Hood said.

      “What would you do if you were escaping from a POW cage, Hood?” Tulloch asked.

      “Run like hell, sir,” Hood said.

      Tulloch grinned. “Aye, so would I. Which direction?”

      “North, sir, towards the sea. Either that or head to the nearest town, but a couple of Italians in uniform would be easy to spot,” Hood said.

      “I agree,” Tulloch said. “Head north and look for footprints in the sand.”

      “He can’t have gone too far, sir,” Hood said. “Not on foot in the desert. Maybe he’ll lie up during the day and move at night.”

      “Stop the lorry every five minutes,” Tulloch ordered, sweeping the already bright landscape with his binoculars. The ground was flat and arid, dust-covered small stones without a single shred of shade or hiding place. “Nothing,” Tulloch said. “He’d stand out like a sober sailor on shore leave. Head northward.”

      Twice, they stopped as aircraft roared overhead, but none came to investigate the lone truck. They drove on, with the desert swallowing them in its lonely vastness.

      “Galluzo’s making good time if he’s got this far, sir,” Hood observed.

      “He is,” Tulloch agreed, wondering if he had made the wrong decision. He ordered Hood to stop the jeep again, stood up and studied the ground. Although it was still early, the heat rose in waves from the stones, creating mirages that distorted rocks and distance.

      “Anything, sir?” Hood asked.

      “Nothing,” Tulloch replied. “Drive on slowly. Galluzo may be fit, but I am not sure about Amato.”

      They moved on, with the engine growling, the truck creating clouds of dust, and the temperature in the driver’s cab increasing. With the windows closed, the heat was intolerable, but to open them allowed in choking dust that clogged their ears, eyes and nostrils.

      “I see something ahead, sir,” Hood said. “Over on the left.”

      Tulloch focused his binoculars on the humped shape. “It’s a truck,” he said. “How did that get here in the middle of nowhere? We’re miles from any battle site. Head towards it, Hood, in case Galluzo managed to steal some transport.”

      “Yes, sir. It looks abandoned. Our Italian fellae might have gone there for shade or to find water. He’ll be feeling the heat.”

      The truck was an Italian AS.37 Autocarro Sahariano and stood under a half-inch film of sand. Two men in Italian uniforms sat in the cabin, both dead, with a third corpse lying underneath the axle.

      “The poor buggers have run out of fuel and water,” Hood said as Hogg patrolled the area in search of life. “They must have waited for help, and none came.”

      “What a place to die.” Hood stared around the arid desert. “Hundreds of miles from Italy and nobody knowing where they are.”

      “Sir.” Hogg stepped towards the truck, his boots nearly silent on the loose stones. “Over there.” He pointed into the distance, where a misshapen mirage dominated the horizon.

      Tulloch lifted his binoculars, wiped the sweat from his eyes and adjusted the lens.

      Far in the distance, two men struggled north, one carrying the other on his back.

      “You’re right, Hogg. How on earth did you see that?”

      “I didnae, sir,” Hogg said. “I felt he was there.”

      Tulloch nodded. He knew the desert, like other wild places, could enhance a man’s natural instincts, and soldiers often developed a sixth sense for threats. Men like Hogg, who were already natural predators, developed this sense without conscious effort.

      “We’ll report this truck when we get back, and somebody can bury these Italian lads,” Tulloch said. “Get back in the lorry, and we’ll pick up the escapees. Keep your rifle ready, Hogg, in case Galuzzo resists.”

      “It’s ready, sir,” Hogg replied.

      Hood pushed the fifteen-hundredweight forward, with Tulloch watching Galuzzo stagger on, not looking back, concentrating entirely on putting one foot in front of the other, with Amato clinging to his back.

      “That’s our man,” Tulloch said, even as he admired Galuzzo’s fortitude.

      When the jeep drew alongside, Galuzzo continued to walk, holding Amato on his back as he trudged on. His eyes were fixed, staring forward. Sand covered him from bare head to boots, and his tongue protruded from cracked lips.

      “Galuzzo!” Tulloch shouted. “Galuzzo!”

      “He’s not listening, sir,” Hood said.

      “He can’t hear me,” Tulloch said. “He’s in his own world now. Bring the lorry to block his passage.”

      Hood eased over the stony ground and stopped twenty yards in front of Galuzzo. Tulloch grabbed a spare water bottle and left the fifteen-hundredweight, standing directly in the escapee’s path. “Galuzzo!” He wrapped his arms around the man’s shoulders.

      Galuzzo stared directly ahead. His mouth was open, gasping in furnace-hot air, and his legs continued to move, trying to propel his body forward.

      “Angelo,” Mazzota spoke in rapid Italian. “Where are you headed?”

      Galuzzo’s legs stopped, and he stared at Mazzota as though at a stranger. He replied, looking around him as Tulloch removed Amato from his back.

      “Galuzzo says he is heading for the coast,” Mazzota said. “To find a boat and sail to Sicily.”

      Tulloch poured water onto Galuzzo’s head and trickled some into his mouth. “Tell him there are no boats. He’s safer in the prison camp.”

      When Mazzota spoke, Galuzzo nodded, reaching for Amato. He held out a hand for the water bottle. “Please. Acqua?”

      Tulloch handed him the bottle.

      “Come on, lads!” Hogg gestured with his rifle. “Get on board the bus.”

      Mazzota helped Galuzzo onto the truck as Hogg passed over his water bottle. Galuzzo nodded his thanks.

      “Drink your fill,” Hogg said curtly. “You must be crazy taking a sick man into the desert like that. Some bloody mate you are!”

      Tulloch saw Galuzzo’s face; the man was exhausted but determined. Tulloch knew he would have carried Amato until he dropped, and then probably dragged him to the coast.

      “If Galuzzo had left Amato behind,” Tulloch murmured, “he could have escaped. What was their plan?”

      Mazzota translated. “He wanted to reach the coast and either find a boat or make a raft for the two of them.”

      Tulloch nodded. “Tell Galuzzo he is a brave man,” he said.

      Mazzota spoke a few words, and Galuzzo shook his head and replied.

      “He says he is not brave and would not leave Cesare behind.”

      Tulloch smiled. “The best of Italian luck to him. He can escape any time he likes once my men are no longer acting as guards.” He nodded to Hood. “Take us home, James,” Tulloch ordered, “and don’t spare the horses.”
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      Tulloch saw the anonymous Intelligence officer drift across the sand towards him and knew there was trouble ahead.

      “Colonel Clark wishes to see you, Captain Tulloch.” The officer spoke without emotion or a discernible accent.

      “And so he shall,” Tulloch replied lightly. The repeated summons to see Clark were beginning to irritate him. “Who are you?”

      “I work with Colonel Clark.” The officer looked surprised at Tulloch’s question.

      “Do you have a name? Or a rank?” Tulloch asked, trying to keep the conversation civilised.

      The officer’s undistinguished face lost all expression. “Ruthven,” he replied.

      “George Ruthven?” Tulloch hazarded, naming one of the most famous Bow Street Runners, a law enforcement body that predated the London police.

      “I’ll take you to Colonel Clark,” Ruthven said.

      “That’s very kind of you. I know the way,” Tulloch replied.

      “You’ve been busy, Captain Tulloch,” Colonel Clark again faced Tulloch across the desk. He was as untidy as before, yet the bandage on his forearm was new, and the dark circles under his eyes spoke of lack of sleep. The golf clubs remained in place against the wall.

      “So have you, sir,” Tulloch replied.

      “Yes,” Clark brushed Tulloch’s words aside. “I have a task for you, Tulloch.”

      Tulloch took a deep breath. “Yes, sir. I guessed as much.”

      “Your unit is not on POW guard duties by chance,” Clark said. “I specifically asked for you because you have worked for me before and know how I operate.”

      Tulloch did not reply, although he felt like a puppet with Colonel Clark pulling the strings.

      Clark leaned back in his chair, his dark, intelligent eyes boring into Tulloch’s face. “I want you to allow one of your prisoners to escape.”

      “I can’t do that, sir,” Tulloch replied instinctively. “These men are our enemies. By helping them escape, I will be aiding Hitler’s war effort against us. The man who escapes may kill or injure a British soldier, which would mean I am responsible for that man’s death.”

      Clark waited for Tulloch to finish. “I would not order you to do anything that aids the enemy,” he said, with a slow smile that was very like Amanda’s. “One of the prisoners is willing to work for us.”

      “Can’t you just take him away, sir?” Tulloch asked.

      “If we do,” Clark said, “he’ll become a marked man the moment he reaches Italy. There are sufficient fascists in the camp to note his name.” The colonel shook his head. “He must escape by himself, and our search must fail to find him.”

      Tulloch nodded, understanding the subterfuge. “I wondered why Monty pulled a front-line unit away from the pursuit, sir.”

      “It’s not for long,” Clark assured him. “The Lothians will be back in Libya soon. Whether you are with them as just another company commander or doing far more important work for me depends on you.”

      “Could you tell me the prisoner’s name, sir?” Tulloch avoided the implied question. “I don’t want to help the wrong man escape.”

      “Angelo Galluzo,” Clark said. “You’ve already met him.” His smile was like a leopard sighting a tethered goat.

      “Galluzo is a livewire, sir,” Tulloch said. “When does he plan to abscond?”

      Clark smiled. “Tomorrow night, by a short tunnel under the northern side.”

      Tulloch grunted. “All right. I’ll reduce the guards on that side. A simultaneous diversion would be good, something on the south side of the camp. And maybe we could leave a vehicle close to the north side; he tried running into the desert last time and nearly died of dehydration.”

      “I knew you were the man for the job, Douglas,” Clark said smugly. “I have a couple of jeeps for staff use. One of my people could carelessly leave the key in the ignition. Maybe a subaltern; they have more enthusiasm than common sense.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tulloch agreed. “Can Galluzo drive?”

      “I’ll find out,” Clark said and smiled. “In an emergency, desperate men can do anything.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tulloch agreed. “If I’d known you wanted Galluzo to escape, I would not have recaptured him last time.”

      “He wasn’t ready,” Clark said. “I have certain arrangements to make, and Galluzo jumped the gun.”

      “Why do you want him free, sir?” Tulloch asked.

      Clark’s smile broadened. “When you join the Intelligence Service, Captain, you’ll have far more information about the whys and wherefores of the war. As an infantry company commander, you don’t have the right to know.”

      “I see, sir,” Tulloch said.

      “Another reason to hang your coat on my peg, eh, Douglas?”

      “It’s something to consider, sir,” Tulloch agreed.

      Clark leaned back in his chair, satisfied that he had baited another hook to lure Tulloch into his net.
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      TRANSIT CAMP 307, EGYPT

      NOVEMBER 1942

      Creating a distraction in a transit camp was easy. The camp was a powder keg with Italians, Germans and Italian fascists disliking each other, while D Company knew they were quality soldiers, not prison guards, and resented their position.

      “You want what, sir?” Sergeant Drysdale looked confused.

      “I want a disturbance on the south side of the camp tomorrow night, Sergeant,” Tulloch said. “Nothing too serious, merely loud noises and a bit of shoving and pushing.”

      “I see, sir.” Drysdale had been in the army for too long to require an explanation. “That should not be hard to arrange, sir.”

      “Thank you, Sergeant,” Tulloch said. “And Sergeant: keep this conversation between us.”

      “Yes, sir,” Drysdale replied, saluting.

      The noise started just before midnight. Tulloch lay in his bed, fully dressed, as the shouting began. He had buckled on his revolver and was donning his steel helmet when Hood entered the tent.

      “Sir!”

      “I heard it, Hood,” Tulloch said. “What’s happening?”

      “There is a commotion on the south side of the camp, sir.”

      “Let’s have a look, then,” Tulloch said. He raised his voice. “Sound the Stand-to! Call out the men! I want two out of every three men from the north side to the south!”

      Germans and Italians were engaged in a three-way fight, with Blackshirts fighting the ordinary Italian soldiers and the Germans forming a compact body that lashed out at anybody.

      “Separate them, Sergeant,” Tulloch ordered the military police and watched as the MPs took control. The Lothians advanced slowly with fixed bayonets. The prisoners backed away before the bayonets, and the Military Police split them into their different units.

      With the trouble quelled with no casualties except a few black eyes and bloody noses, Tulloch ordered the men back to their tents.

      “Shall I call the roll, sir?” Provost Sergeant Crosier asked.

      “No, Sergeant,” Tulloch replied. “There has been sufficient disruption tonight. Call the roll first thing tomorrow morning.”

      “Very good, sir.” Crosier saluted and marched away, bellowing orders.

      “You’re up to something, sir,” Hood said, looking knowledgeable.

      “I don’t know what you mean, Craw,” Tulloch used Hood’s nickname.

      “Of course not, sir,” Hood said, assuming his non-committal expression.

      Tulloch sent the men to their posts, walked around the camp perimeter without noticing anything untoward and returned to bed.

      I don’t want to become involved in Military Intelligence, although knowing what was happening would be helpful. It would also be good to know where Amanda is and what she is doing.

      Tulloch lay back on his bed as a slight wind whipped the canvas of the tent.

      If I worked in Intelligence, I might see more of Amanda. Colonel Clark knows that, damn him. I am very tempted.

      He fell asleep with that thought in his head.
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      Tulloch strode across the hard-packed sand to the parade ground where the prisoners waited. The Germans stood in disciplined rows, the Blackshirts looked sullen and resentful, and the ordinary Italian soldiers were scruffy, disorderly and cheerful.

      “Have you taken the roll, McGill?”

      “Yes, sir!” McGill saluted. “One man missing, Soldato Angelo Galluzo. That’s the man who tried to escape a few days ago, sir.”

      “I remember him,” Tulloch said. He frowned. “He must have slipped away during that stramash yesterday. Sergeant Crosier was correct; I should have called the roll.”

      The provost sergeant stood ten yards away, his face expressionless.

      “Take out a search party, McGill. We can’t afford too many men in case the prisoners riot again. Take Corporal Borthwick and a section.”

      “Yes, sir,” McGill said.

      “We found a tunnel, sir,” Sergeant Crosier reported. “A short tunnel under the wire, and I believe the Intelligence fellows lost their prize jeep.”

      “Lost their jeep?” Tulloch repeated. “That was rather careless.”

      “Yes, sir,” Crosier said. “The previous driver left the key in the ignition, and Soldato Galluzo drove it away.” He remained professionally expressionless.

      Tulloch grunted. “Thank you, Sergeant. Carry on!”

      “Sir!” Crosier saluted and marched away.

      Tulloch checked his watch, decided Galluzo had sufficient time to escape, and had the radio operator inform HQ of the escape.

      “Now what, sir?” Rutlane asked.

      “Now we leave it in somebody else’s hands,” Tulloch said. “We’re soldiers, not blasted prison guards.”

      Rutlane nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      Two days later, a platoon of military police arrived at the camp, with the lieutenant in charge formally informing Tulloch the Egyptian Army was relieving D Company of the Lothians, who were to return to their parent
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