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  PROLOGUE:




  The Pointe du Hoc, 1944–1984




  He had been there before, but that other time he had arrived under the protection of darkness, and had departed fearfully in the half-light, with the dawn at his heels. So he

  had never seen the place before in his life.




  What surprised him most was the grass. Somehow he hadn’t expected the grass, although it must have been there then – some of it at least must have survived the Texas and the

  Satterlee and the bombers. But all he could remember from the darkness was a dreadful confusion of shell-holes and bomb-craters, occasionally and inadequately illuminated by dim torchlight

  and the distant flash of battle flickering from Omaha and Utah.




  So the grass had surprised him, not the silence – not the silence, even though the sounds of that other time were what he chiefly remembered, far more than the fear and the excitement: the

  natural sound of the sea on the beach below, the crunch of boots on the pebbles . . . and the human sounds, of whole men whispering and cursing, and wounded men crying and cursing; and the inhuman

  noises, of the guns far away on the beaches, and far too close from the undefined Ranger perimeter just up ahead.




  But those sounds, although he could still remember them rationally, no longer echoed in his head. They were part of a fading past, unlike the surprising grass.




  And it was treacherous grass, too: it had been scuffed and trampled by yesterday’s crowds, so that when he had been tempted away from the path to take an unwise look into one of the larger

  craters – a foolish, irrational temptation to see just what sort of hole one of those 14-inch shells from the Texas had made – he had slipped on the edge, and had sat down

  painfully on his bottom and slid half-way into the crater, scrabbling with heels and fingers.




  Then the boy had appeared from nowhere – of all people, a nice solicitous American boy, just like Ronnie at the same age – just like Ronnie, coming to him down by the lake in front

  of the cabin, when he had hooked himself carelessly, and cried out, angry with his carelessness – just like Ronnie, just as helpful and vulnerable.




  The boy had insisted on helping him out of the crater. And then he had shrugged him off angrily, just as he had pushed Ronnie away, all those years ago by the lake, with the hook still embedded

  in his flesh.




  Ronnie! he thought. And with that thought all the doubts and the realities – and the unrealities – of the past fell away from him, leaving only his raw determination of the

  last forty-eight hours.




  Ronnie had a good life, with Mary and the children – children who were almost indistinguishable from Ronnie himself now; already dating their High School

  sweethearts, and not at all awed by Grandpa!




  And –




  And he had done everything that they – They – had asked of him, so very carefully, over the years –




  The path (there had been no path then, never mind the grass!) – the path was taking him close to the cliff-edge now, even offering him some sort of wooden

  stairway to the beach below (By God! That would have been damn useful, back in ’44!).




  But he had to leave the path here, to make their rendezvous.




  He looked back. The boy was still there, watching him doubtfully, but he couldn’t bring himself to acknowledge that concern, which would surely increase when he set off along the

  cliff-edge, instead of descending to the beach –




  (He could remember the beach in the dark well enough, anyway: all the wreckage of the assault, and the wounded still waiting for evacuation, before his hair-raising

  rope-ladder climb up the cliff: he had no desire to see that beach again!)




  And there was a man picking up litter around the nearest pill-box, too. And he wasn’t at all sure that he hadn’t been followed; although such matters were outside his remit; besides

  which, it might be they themselves who were watching over him; and, in any case, it was their business now; and, in the last case of all, it didn’t matter now, anyway –




  He had done everything they had asked of him, so carefully, so very carefully, over all the years – and, until now, so successfully . . . First, out of conviction;

  then in doubt, then out of necessity (even then to protect Ronnie, maybe?); and finally almost out of habit – ? But he had done it, anyway!




  But now, when it mattered most or least (he honestly didn’t know which now), he had given himself this last instruction of all, which would save everyone a great deal

  of trouble – Them, him, the Central Intelligence Agency, and Ronnie – and Ronnie and the grandchildren most of all!




  He just had to find the right place, that was all.




  And it had to be out of the boy’s sight – and the pillbox-poking Frenchman’s . . . and there was someone else, further away, also scavenging among the debris of

  yesterday’s anniversary celebration . . .




  It had to be the right place: the beach below, memory reminded him, was of pebbles and fallen rocks. But he must get the maximum height, to do it right –




  It wasn’t as simple as he’d thought it would be, from the recollection of that original climb, and the dark descent, when he’d had a young Ranger to shepherd him, making light

  of the hazards which had left him in a hot-and-cold sweat. And the grass was still treacherous and slippery.




  But now he was almost out of sight of the boy. And the slipperiness of the grass was in a way a bonus: they would say ‘Silly old fool! He ought to have known better than to

  have gone so close to the edge!’ And the boy could testify that he had slipped once, already – another bonus!




  Here, then? He advanced cautiously towards the edge. Beyond it, the empty sea crawled towards the invisible beach far below, from an equally invisible horizon where it joined the grey evening

  sky. But there wasn’t a sheer drop: the edge had been gouged and smashed by the bombardment of long ago, presenting him with an unsatisfactory descent.




  Further along, then. At this rate he would soon reach the place where the actual meeting was scheduled. But that was not for another quarter of an hour (and of course they would be on time;

  although that was a purely academic virtue now).




  It had been a cutting of some kind up which he had originally scrambled finally, and down which he had descended later, so far as he could remember; it might even be the same cutting. There had

  been a dead German in it, half-way up, on whom he had nearly trodden, and a row of dead Rangers at the top. He could have joined them that night, quite easily: it had happened to a good many of

  them that day, and probably more than half those who had survived had died in a thousand other ways in the thousands of days since then; he was really doing no more now than joining that majority,

  bowing to their vote.




  And here was that cutting, surely. But, most annoyingly, there was a young French couple tightly embracing each other at the head of it, the girl’s long legs pale in the grass, the

  man’s hand on her breast. That wouldn’t suit his contact at all! But, then, that hardly mattered.




  Rather than disturb the couple, even though the climb-down taxed his strength considerably, he negotiated the steep side of the cutting, until he came breathlessly to the bottom of it, close to

  the edge of the cliff again. Only when he reached it, he felt a stab of pain under his ribs as he saw the steepness of the other side, which he now had to ascend; and as he tried to catch his

  breath the thought came to him: Why not here, then?




  Once again he explored the cliff-edge. There was, at last, a perfectly clean drop: the pebbles and boulders were perhaps fifty feet below him.




  But was that enough?




  He stared down, suddenly fascinated by what he had never seen in daylight, remembering the torchlight glimpses of wrecked equipment and dead men’s boots protruding from under blankets on

  that same margin between the cliff and the sea.




  Did he really want to die? It had seemed so easy and so logical, these past few days – why did it seem so difficult now?




  He looked out towards the darkening horizon. He had done everything that they had asked of him, even down to that meeting with the Englishman. They would keep their promise now – of that

  he was sure. So why not –




  He heard a shout behind him, and turned towards it in surprise.




  The young Frenchman was running down the cutting towards him –




  ‘M’sieur! M’sieur!’




  The old man glimpsed the girl higher up, smoothing down her rumpled skirt as she looked around her. The skirt had a floral pattern, and she was wearing a white sleeveless blouse. And she was

  dark-haired, and although he couldn’t see her face clearly he was sure that she was pretty. And he was suddenly overwhelmingly glad that the young man was coming to rescue him.




  He opened his mouth to say something, without quite knowing what he was going to say. But the young man caught his arm fiercely before he could speak, and swung him round so that he was facing

  the grey blankness of the sky. Then he had no more time at all as the young man broke his back expertly and propelled him outwards over the cliff.




  





  Chapter One




  Elizabeth examined herself dispassionately, first close-up in the large mirror over the washbasin, and then cap-à-pied in the full-length mirror on the wall to her left,

  beside the window.




  As usual, the splendid view from the window diverted her attention away from herself. It was so much better than the forbiddingly administrative outlook from her own office, which was on what

  Paul referred to as ‘the Lubianka side’. In fact, the ladies’ room as a whole was better than her office, in view and size and furniture, as well as in the fragrant cleanliness

  which Mrs Harlin required. The very existence of such a palatial ladies’ room, catering for the needs of only two ladies, had to have originated in some architectural accident or plumbing

  exigency. But it nevertheless also inhibited her from complaining about her own broom-cupboard office: no one could accuse a department with a ladies’ room like this of sexism.




  She returned to the consideration of herself. No one, either, could quarrel with that hair or that figure, or the clothes. It was the face which was the problem.




  The door opened behind her, and she caught a glimpse of Mrs Harlin’s head and shoulders in the mirror before she turned.




  ‘Oh – there you are, Miss Loftus!’ Mrs Harlin always addressed her formally, even in the sanctuary of the ladies’ room, as though they were on camera there too.




  Elizabeth smiled gratefully, almost honestly, as to an important ally in the game of life. ‘Oh, Mrs Harlin – ’ she touched her hips lightly ‘ – is this really right

  for me? What do you think?’




  The question sucked Mrs Harlin fully into the ladies’ room, her duty momentarily forgotten. Instead, her official face became sisterly-motherly, as it always did on appeal. ‘Is it

  washable?’




  ‘So they say. But it was a tremendous bargain,’ lied Elizabeth, sorting her real questions into the right order, but holding back from them.




  ‘It’s a beautiful dress – quite beautiful.’ With her widow’s pension as well as her salary, Mrs Harlin wasn’t short of a buck (as Paul was wont to observe so

  coarsely), but she also had a natural dress-sense almost as infallible as Madame Irene’s. So what gave this ploy substance was that her advice was always genuinely worth having.




  ‘But the colour, Mrs Harlin – this shade of green?’ Elizabeth held steady. ‘For me?’




  ‘Oh . . . yes, Miss Loftus – ’ Mrs Harlin’s eye swept upwards inexorably ‘ – with your hair. And that sculptured style is so becoming.’




  She had almost managed to miss the face, thought Elizabeth, turning back to the mirror. That face – that damned hereditary face, which had somehow contrived to jump back more than two

  centuries on the maternal side, skipping women who had usually been handsome and recently even beautiful, to reproduce exactly the features of the eighteenth-century Varney who had been an Admiral

  of the Blue in the West Indies and whose oil-painted features – brutal chin, buck-teeth and arrogant nose – no doubt off-put visitors to the National Portrait Gallery now as much as

  they had once done his crew, and probably his Franco-Spanish enemies too.




  ‘Do you really think so?’ Well, all that money and art could do – her money and the combined art and advice of Madame Irene and Monsieur Pierre – had been done, and would

  have to do.




  She leaned forward, pretending to check her eye make-up (‘The Eyes – they are Mademoiselle’s best feature’). ‘Is the Deputy-Director in yet, Mrs

  Harlin?’ she inquired casually.




  ‘Yes, Miss Loftus.’ The nuance of disapproval was because of the eye make-up: Mrs Harlin was old-fashioned there. ‘I was about to say – to remind you – that your

  appointment with him is due now, and that he’s already asking for you.’




  ‘Oh yes?’ Elizabeth transferred her attention to her cheek-bones. The object of Madame Irene’s strategy, so far as she could decipher from the euphemisms, was to draw attention

  away from Admiral Varney’s salient features. Some hope! ‘Is he?’ She knew Latimer was in the building, having observed his well-scraped Vauxhall in the underground car park and

  squeezed her beloved Morgan in as far away as possible from the area in which he might manoeuvre it subsequently. But that hadn’t been the car which really worried her, nevertheless.

  ‘Is anyone else in?’




  ‘Anyone else?’ It wasn’t quite an improper question, yet Mrs Harlin knew that Elizabeth’s present assignment did not involve direct liaison with anyone else in Research

  and Development other than Chief Superintendent Andrew, who (as they both knew) was up on some embattled miners’ picket line in Yorkshire until Saturday, pretending to throw rocks at his

  fascist colleagues. But when it came to business Mrs Harlin was properly close-mouthed.




  So she had better improve on that, thought Elizabeth. ‘I take it Dr Mitchell isn’t in?’




  ‘Ah!’ Mrs Harlin sighed sympathetically. ‘As a matter of fact he is in this morning, Miss Loftus.’




  Elizabeth stopped looking into her own eyes (‘They are Mademoiselle’s best feature’ was at least partially true, because she had missed Admiral Varney’s

  little piggy eyes, if the National Portrait Gallery picture was to be trusted), and turned to Mrs Harlin in surprise. For Paul’s car hadn’t been there when she arrived, and Paul should

  have been safe in Cheltenham at the moment. ‘He is?’




  ‘He arrived just after you.’ Mrs Harlin could hardly know the full extent of the problem. But she knew that there was one.




  ‘I thought he was at GCHQ.’ Hopelessness engulfed Elizabeth. Paul was so clever in every other way; not simply – unsimply – intellectually clever, but shrewd in

  such a Byzantine, Machiavellian, self-interested way that it would have been embarrassing to watch him bare an Achilles heel of stupidity at the best of times; but actually to be his blind spot,

  his weakness, herself – to be his Achilles heel, when she admired him so much – was almost more than she could bear.




  ‘He was.’ Sympathetic understanding warred with departmental protocol, if not with security, in Mrs Harlin. ‘But the Deputy-Director sent him an SG yesterday, Miss Loftus, to

  be here this morning without fail.’




  ‘Oh,’ said Elizabeth. ‘Where is he at the moment?’




  ‘Dr Mitchell is . . . well, he’s hovering in my office at the moment, Miss Loftus,’ admitted Mrs Harlin, Elizabeth’s tortured silence weakening her normal circumspection.

  ‘He’s talking with Commander Cable. Or . . . he was when I left, after Commander Cable had been with the Deputy-Director and with Major Turnbull. And Dr Audley is also here.’




  ‘Oh!’ She repeated the oh knowing that Mrs Harlin would relate it only to Paul, and not to this suspicious gathering of the clans. ‘Well, let’s get it over with,

  Mrs Harlin, then.’




  ‘Don’t you worry, Miss Loftus.’ Whatever it was which accompanied the words, it wasn’t a smile, and it boded no good for Paul, even though Mrs Harlin had a motherly soft

  spot for him. ‘You have an appointment with the Deputy-Director – remember?’




  ‘Elizabeth!’ James Cable saw her second, but welcomed her first, with his own special mixture of gentleness and good manners, which together always put him ill at

  ease in the presence of an ugly woman. ‘It is good to see you again – and you look like a million dollars, too – don’t you agree, Mitchell?’




  ‘I don’t know about a million dollars.’ An edge of unrequited love sharpened Paul’s answer quite unnecessarily, in spite of his lack of embarrassment. ‘But she

  certainly looks expensive, I grant you that, Commander.’




  ‘Expensive?’ Dear, very dear James – how father would have loved James, with all his naval ancestors striding back across their quarter-decks, from Trafalgar to San Carlos Bay!

  It was a bitter thought that in a year or two some wretched, mindless, suitable girl, who knew the Princess of Wales and was approved by his bone-headed mother, would get Commander James Cable for

  sure. ‘Expensive?’ In his own way, James was just as smart as Paul, or he wouldn’t be here. Indeed, he might not be pretending stupidity now, for he was not burdened with

  Paul’s weakness where she was concerned. ‘What d’you mean – “expensive”?’




  Mrs Harlin loomed from behind Elizabeth. ‘The Deputy-Director will see you now, Miss Loftus,’ she said blandly.




  ‘I mean, just look at her, Jim-boy,’ said Paul. ‘Apart from coiffure and the paintwork – and God only knows what that cost – look at the dress, which is probably a

  little French something from Welbeck Street, or that new place round the corner there, where she gets her trousers and those other things – is it culottes or sans-culottes?

  Or maybe it’s German, because Faith Audley’s also on a German jag of some sort at the moment, so I’m told.’




  ‘He has been asking for you, Miss Loftus.’ Mrs Harlin cut through Paul’s unlikely fashion intelligence. ‘If you’ll excuse me, Dr Mitchell?’




  ‘Of course, Mrs Harlin.’ Paul shrivelled slightly, well aware that he was over-matched. ‘I’m sorry – ’




  ‘Thank you, Dr Mitchell.’ Because she had a soft spot for him, Mrs Harlin accpeted his surrender gracefully, with one of her thin smiles.




  ‘But – ’ Paul drew a breath ‘ – but I must talk to Miss Loftus nevertheless.’




  ‘Tripod masts,’ murmured James Cable, swaying slightly towards Paul. ‘Tripod masts – remember?’




  ‘What’s that, Commander?’ said Mrs Harlin dangerously.




  It wasn’t in the least surprising that they both knew what a tripod mast was, the naval officer and the military historian – the sometime-sailor and othertime-scholar. But what the

  devil did those masts signify here and now?




  ‘Tripod masts – yes.’ Paul nodded to his friend, then braced himself in Mrs Harlin’s direction. ‘Nonetheless . . . and in spite of the Deputy-Director . . . I will

  speak with Miss Loftus now, Mrs Harlin. On a purely professional matter. And an urgent one.’ He turned towards Elizabeth, and pointed at the entrance door behind her. ‘Just two minutes,

  Elizabeth – outside.’




  ‘Dr Mitchell!’ snapped Mrs Harlin.




  ‘Professional business, Elizabeth. Flag of truce on other matters – that’s a promise. Scouts’ honour.’




  ‘Dr Mitchell!’




  ‘It’s all right, Mrs Harlin.’ Elizabeth could see that Paul was genuinely worried, and that he didn’t care about hiding his real feelings. So that was perhaps the right

  moment for her to start worrying too. ‘Very well, Paul. Two minutes.’




  ‘Hmm . . .’ The sound indicated that Elizabeth had gone down a snake in Mrs Harlin’s estimation. ‘Very well, Miss Loftus. But I shall inform the Deputy-Director that you

  are on your way.’




  ‘Well, Paul?’




  ‘I’m sorry I fluffed it out there, Elizabeth – with the fashion bit. But I always do, you know me . . . Just, I prefer you unadorned.’




  Naked and unadorned? remembered Elizabeth. He was still fluffing it. ‘Two professional minutes, you said.’




  His face set, almost expressionless. ‘We haven’t seen each other for an age, Elizabeth. We’ve both been busy.’




  She felt absurdly disappointed with his breach of trust. ‘Paul – you promised – ’ She broke off.




  ‘I’m not breaking any promise. We’ve all been busy.’




  ‘Then get to the point.’




  ‘That is the point. I know what you’ve been doing here: you’ve been co-ordinating the Cheltenham inquiry – Audley’s big job.’




  Elizabeth stared at him. There was no reason that he should know who was on the computer at this end. No reason, except that he was Paul Mitchell.




  ‘I know because I’ve been not only supplying you with some of your information, but also answering some of your questions, Elizabeth.’ He seemed to be able to read some of her

  mind. ‘Has it ever occurred to you that everyone has an individual style of mind – mind, as distinct from literary style? And once you know the person, it’s almost as good as a

  fingerprint. Like a mind-print . . . But, anyway, I know – okay?’




  That was really quite interesting, and not least because it warned her how much she still had to learn. ‘So what?’




  ‘So it’s quite important, in its way, what you’ve been doing. And you’re asking the right questions. You’re good, Elizabeth – I hate to have to admit it, but

  you are good. You sit here, in that little nunnery cell of yours, and you actually think. And you think to some purpose.’




  ‘Now you’re being patronizing – that’s what I’m thinking at this moment.’




  His eyes clouded. ‘Of course. Don’t you realize that that’s my doom, Elizabeth – the one gift the Good Fairy denied me? If I love someone I always say the wrong thing to

  her, no matter what I mean to say. But we’re talking business now.’




  ‘I’ve yet to hear any.’ She couldn’t afford to weaken. ‘Come to the point.’




  ‘I’m still there, I haven’t left it. I – ’ He stopped suddenly, and shook his head, though more at himself than at her, Elizabeth thought. And, in spite of his

  redoubled promise, that suggested that he still wasn’t talking business. ‘Look, Elizabeth, I obviously haven’t got a lot of time, so I can’t explain in any detail how I know

  what I know, so what I think may not seem very convincing to you. But I want you to listen – and to bear with me, please. Please?’




  ‘For about thirty seconds.’ She didn’t look at her watch. ‘You heard what Mrs Harlin said?’




  ‘Oh – the hell with her!’ He gestured. ‘And bugger Oliver – Fatso! Blame me, if you like.’




  ‘It’s easy for you to say that. You’re old establishment. I’m hardly fledged.’




  He stared at her. ‘Not so easy, actually. I’m on a bloody knife-edge with our Deputy-Director. But . . . not that I care. Just trust me this once, enough to listen to me, Elizabeth

  – Miss Loftus, if you like.’ The stare became fixed. ‘In fact, if you listen to me now, you can be Miss Loftus for ever after. And that’s another promise

  – until the Sun stands still, and the Moon ceases to rise. Okay?’




  The offer took her aback. He was offering her . . . he was offering her too much, in terms of what he had to offer. Or perhaps he was offering enough to frighten her, on those terms.




  She had to devalue it, to make a jest of it. ‘Okay, Paul. But only if you’ll tell me what “tripod masts” means, between you and James – ?’




  Again that clouded, defenceless look. Then it vanished. ‘That’s easy – James was just warning me to lay off. To run for my life, before Mrs Harlin sank me without a

  trace.’ He almost smiled. ‘Tripod masts – you ought to have got that one, Miss Loftus, with all those naval histories of your father’s that you copy-typed

  for him.’




  The reminder of past drudgery hardened her heart finally: he knew altogether too much about that past of hers, and by recalling it he merely encouraged her to hold him to his latest promise.

  ‘I know what tripod masts are, Dr Mitchell.’




  He took the point: she could see him reading the full meaning of the smallest print of the agreement he had proposed. ‘Not what they are, but what they meant.’ The

  fixed emotionless stare was back. ‘Perhaps not inappropriately on this occasion, more than Commander Cable meant himself.’




  There was no percentage in trying to read his riddles. ‘And what did they mean?’




  ‘Death, Miss Loftus, just death.’ He let the word sink in. ‘The Battle of the Falklands – not the recent unpleasantness, but the original one in 1914. James and I both

  read it up when he got back from there, just for curiosity. Before he closed in on Port Stanley in 1914, von Spee sent in a light cruiser to have a look. And the poor devil in the crow’s nest

  spotted tripod masts in the harbour. And he knew in that second that he was a dead man, because they meant battle-cruisers – too big to fight, and too fast to out-run –

  I’m sure you remember that, Miss Loftus.’




  Elizabeth did remember that, from Father’s cold comparison of the customs of naval warfare in the good old days of wooden ships, when a man could surrender to superior force without losing

  his honour, and the rules of the supposedly more-civilized twentieth century, in which no quarter was asked or granted – ‘the logical requirement of democratic warfare, which was of

  course conducted not for vulgar profit, but for noble causes.’




  ‘I see.’ And on a quite juvenile level she could see – that James had warned Paul not to tangle with Mrs Harlin, who certainly had tripod masts. But, on a more serious level,

  Paul had seen the masts, yet had stayed to fight. ‘So what is it that you have to tell me, that’s so important it can’t wait?’




  ‘Okay.’ While she had been thinking, so had he been. ‘I think we have all the ingredients of a panic. And, as we don’t have them very often here, they always scare the

  pants off me.’




  ‘What sort of panic?’ The why could come later.




  ‘I don’t know, exactly. But all the signs are there.’




  Better to let him have his way. She must be late already, but she could handle the Deputy-Director, at a pinch. ‘What signs?’




  ‘We’ve all been taken off what we were doing. And I know what I was doing – and what you were doing, close enough. And I know what Major Turnbull was doing, for other reasons,

  which I don’t intend to bore you with . . . And I’ve a pretty damn good idea what old James was up to, come to that.’




  As usual, he knew too much for his own good.




  ‘All right.’ He misread her silence and her expression, nevertheless: with people, and perhaps with her in particular, he was fallible. ‘They took me off. And they took David

  Audley off. And they took you off. Which I know because I have this access to the computer, to pick its brains, and they haven’t cancelled it. So I tried to pick yours a

  couple of days ago. And you just weren’t available. See?’




  Even with her limited experience, Elizabeth saw. Anyone armed with those rights of access and his knowledge of how the department worked (never mind his insatiable curiosity) could probably

  elicit a great deal of information. For a start it might be mostly negative, but he would surely have more sophisticated methods than counting the cars in the car park to find out more.




  The very thought made her cautious. ‘And what did you conclude from that, Dr Mitchell?’




  ‘It didn’t start with you.’ He shook his head. ‘I was engaged in something quite interesting, not to say important.’ The shake became almost an apologetic shrug.

  ‘I thought maybe I could find a substitute.’




  Again, Elizabeth saw – and saw also how he had reached this pass: he had cast around for someone else to do the job he’d been given – someone engaged on less important matters

  – before making a fuss. And, naturally enough, he’d tried to hang the albatross on her neck first – the most junior, if not the newest, recruit.




  Oh, typical Paul! ‘And came up with a dusty answer?’




  The corridor door behind them swished and she saw his eyes flick past her, and then come back to her almost pleadingly.




  ‘Miss Loftus – ’ She just caught the last of Mrs Harlin’s frown at Paul as she turned ‘ – the Deputy-Director has asked for you again. I cannot reasonably

  invent another excuse, unless you actually wish to be indisposed. At the moment he insists that either you are here, or you aren’t.’ She gave Elizabeth the benefit of the doubt, just.

  ‘I do think you ought to come now.’




  Tripod masts! thought Elizabeth. Or, to get away from their ridiculous naval code, from a past which she preferred to forget, here was a snake or a ladder, and she

  could choose whether to go up or down.




  ‘Thank you, Mrs Harlin. Please tell the Deputy-Director that I’ll be with him as soon as I’m free.’




  Mrs Harlin very nearly replied. But then she didn’t, and Elizabeth watched the door swish, and lock.




  ‘This had better be good, Paul – Dr Mitchell.’ That he was regarding her with that ridiculous expression only irritated her more, sharpening her voice: on his face it was a

  positively unnatural look, quite alien to his character. ‘And it had better be quick, too.’




  ‘Oh – it’s good.’ Far too late, he erased the expression. ‘That is, it’s good intelligence. But it’s bad news for you. Because I think Fatso is going to

  send you into the field.’




  ‘Why – ’ She just caught the wrong question in time – the Why do you think that’s bad news? question. ‘How d’you know I’m going

  into the field?’ Besides, damn it, it wasn’t bad news at all – it was good news!




  ‘Because Jim Cable is taking your job, as of now. And you’ve got an appointment with Fatso in minus five minutes. And because I can read the signs when they’re in big flashing

  neon lights.’




  He knew more than he was saying. All that stuff about using his SG rights might be true, but that also was window-dressing, concealing some other source of information which he was not about to

  reveal. So she must push him.




  ‘You haven’t really told me anything I couldn’t deduce from the cars down below.’ She gave him Admiral Varney’s down-the-nose look.




  ‘Is that so?’ She got a Mitchell-ancestor look in return – maybe from his 1918 grandfather, of whom he was so inordinately proud, who had died on the far side of the

  Hindenburg Line. ‘And you counted David Audley’s car too, did you? And that didn’t worry you, then?’




  ‘Why should that worry me?’ But it did now, all the same.




  ‘Oh – come on, Elizabeth! Jack Butler’s on leave, because he has to take some leave, some time . . . So he made bloody sure that David wasn’t around,

  when Fatso Latimer was running the shop. And Fatso wouldn’t have summoned David back if there wasn’t an emergency – he may be a basket-hanger, but he isn’t an idiot.’

  He glowered at her. ‘And I’m being sent back to Cheltenham. Though there’s precious little I can do there in David’s absence.’




  When he delivered the final emphasis she knew that he wasn’t going to tell her any more. But, because of his weakness (and however badly that made her feel, for pressing that unfair

  advantage), it was worth one more push – even if she had to lead in with that wrong question, which she had managed to avoid.




  ‘All right. So maybe there is some sort of emergency. And maybe the Deputy-Director is going to give it to me.’




  ‘No “maybe” – ’




  ‘All right – no “maybe”.’ She concealed her pleasure, but thought that he was a fool not to allow for it. But then, where she was concerned he was quite often

  foolish, they were agreed on that. ‘And I’ll even grant you the field-work hypothesis – though you haven’t supported it with a single hard fact.’ That was the first

  element of the push. Now for the second. ‘But why should that be bad for me?’




  He pursed his lips. But, of course, he wasn’t that foolish: he knew when he was being pushed.




  ‘For heaven’s sake!’ She acted out a pretence of irritation by settling her handbag under her arm and swaying towards the door. I’ve had practically two years here

  – even allowing for the instruction courses, and the information seminars, and all the rest of it . . . I know we are “Research and Development”, and not an active department. But

  we do undertake field-work on occasion – I do know that too.’




  What she also knew was that she didn’t need to elaborate on that. He had been engaged in field-work when they had first met. And she had been the field in which he had been working.




  ‘Yes.’ He couldn’t escape from his own memories. ‘We do field-work.’




  ‘So what are you complaining about?’ The truth about Paul was that although he was reputedly very good in the field, he had several very bad experiences among those memories, which

  were probably warping his judgement now. Nevertheless, the more he agonized, the more certain she was that he had something more than hypothesis to go on.




  A tiny muscle twitched in his cheek, betraying the clenched teeth beneath.




  Field-work, thought Elizabeth happily. ‘You’re just wasting my time.’ She settled her handbag under her arm, and started to make the beginning of her turn towards the

  door.




  ‘Elizabeth – !’




  So much for the running of the Sun and the rising of the Moon! thought Elizabeth. But this wasn’t the moment to remind him of their already-forgotten treaty – not when he was

  cracking.




  ‘Well?’




  ‘I can’t tell you what I think you’re going to do. But you mustn’t do it.’ For a moment he was lost for words. ‘Field-work is always a matter of choice

  – we’re not contracted to do it.’




  Those were the wrong words, even though accurate. Because they both knew that she couldn’t refuse, even if she had wanted to. Which she didn’t.




  ‘Why can’t you tell me?’




  ‘Because . . . if I’m right – ’ He damn well knew he was right! ‘ – it’s a secure classification. And I can’t buck that. Not even for you.’

  He shook his head.




  God! No wonder he’d been treading like a cat on hot bricks! And – if he was on a knife-edge with the Deputy-Director, as he well might be, being Paul – those bricks would have

  been more like red-hot if he’d accidentally stumbled on a secure classification! Because – because, if he even mentioned it to her (having once been cleared for it himself),

  and then she let it slip, she would have to account exactly where and how she’d got it. And that would be all nine lives at one go for the cat.




  Poor old Paul! she thought, with all the tolerance of pleasure: to be admitted to such a classification was a mark of professional confidence – not a snake, but a ladder. So he

  couldn’t have told her in advance anything better calculated to encourage her to accept whatever was offered – he’d got it all dead-wrong again!




  ‘Ah!’ Now she could afford to be merciful. ‘Yes – of course.’ Nod to him – she owed him that, at least: he’d come in far too close for safety already,

  knowing already that those tripod masts were there in harbour, waiting for him.




  But now he was fumbling in one pocket after another, to find something. ‘But I suppose there’s no reason why you shouldn’t have read the newspapers.’ He was fiddling with

  a tiny fragment of newsprint, to prise it out from his wallet. ‘David always says that half our work starts in print somewhere, long before we get a tip-off. So you could have read this, from

  last week’s Telegraph.’ He looked at her as he offered it. ‘And that will establish whether I’m right, anyway.’




  Elizabeth took the fragment. It must have filled a hole somewhere, at the bottom of a column: just one small paragraph, with a little two-line heading. It was, she remembered from the Newspaper

  Course, what they called a ‘filler’. And the Telegraph liked fillers – those tiny bits of news which might, or might not, see the light of day, according to the space

  left by more important stories above.




  Just a matter of chance, in fact – Pointe du Hoc –




  And chance, and Paul (who had been trained by David Audley, and who was cleared for this particular secure classification), had rescued this fragment from

  oblivion.




  ‘I’d like it back, please.’ After the half-minute he generously allowed, he reached for the evidence of his indiscretion. ‘Have you ever heard of the Pointe du Hoc, Miss

  Loftus?’




  He had remembered the Sun and the Moon. Perhaps the indiscretion had sharpened up his memory.




  ‘No,’ she lied, with false innocence. ‘It’s in Normandy, somewhere – ?’




  ‘Or Thaddeus Parker?’




  ‘Who?’ She had maybe been a shade too innocent with that ‘Normandy, somewhere?’, when it was obvious from the text where the Pointe du Hoc was. But she didn’t have

  to pretend this reaction: that wasn’t the name in the text. ‘Who?’




  ‘They got it wrong – “Edward Parker”.’ He held up the cutting for an instant, before slotting it back among his credit cards. ‘He ought to have been

  “Tad”, but for some reason he was always “Ed”. So they made him “Edward” somewhere along the line.’ As he replaced the plastic folder in his pocket,

  ‘You’ve never heard of Thaddeus Parker – Major “Ed” Parker?’




  ‘No.’




  

    D-DAY VETERAN




    IN DEATH FALL




    A 70-year-old American veteran of the D-Day landings, Edward Parker, fell to his death from the 100-foot cliffs of Pointe du Hoc yesterday –


  




  ‘ – never.’




  The door clicked again behind her, and then swished, as they stared at each other.




  ‘Miss Loftus,’ said Mrs Harlin.




  ‘Well, if I’m right, you will in about two minutes, Miss Loftus,’ said Paul.




  Elizabeth hardly had time to think, as Mrs Harlin swept her on, tripod masts erect and guns trained, doors clicking and swishing at her touch.




  ‘I don’t think he’s very pleased with you – ’ Click-swish ‘ – Miss Loftus, Deputy-Director.’




  ‘Ah!’ At least he didn’t look too displeased. ‘Thank you, Mrs Harlin.’




  Swish-click.




  ‘Please do sit down, Miss Loftus – Elizabeth.’ At the moment he wasn’t looking at her at all – he was studying the display on his screen, which she couldn’t

  see. But that was her first time as ‘Elizabeth’ with him. So did that make him ‘Oliver’ with her?




  On balance no, she decided. Because . . . he might be ‘Fatso’ to Paul, and something more polite, but even ruder, to David Audley . . . But he was God’s viceroy to her

  at this moment, and if he ordered her to jump over the cliff at Pointe du Hoc she would at least think about doing so.




  Also, if Paul was right, she was about ten seconds away from Thaddeus Parker, alias Major Ed. And close to a secure classification thereafter.




  ‘You’ve been rather elusive this morning. Have a chocolate?’




  The only object on the desk itself was a large box of Thornton’s chocolates, which had already been extensively plundered. What they said about Oliver St John Latimer was that when he was

  unhappy he went on a diet to make himself even more miserable. So he must be very happy now.




  ‘Thank you, Mr Latimer.’ The truth or a lie?




  ‘Yes?’ He looked at her, and waited.




  Mrs Harlin had been angry, so Mrs Harlin might have sneaked, Elizabeth decided. ‘I was delayed by Dr Mitchell. I’m sorry.’




  ‘Oh yes?’ He still didn’t look displeased – and he certainly didn’t seem surprised. In fact, he looked almost sympathetic. ‘Is Dr Mitchell being difficult,

  Elizabeth?’




  So he knew about Dr Mitchell and Miss Loftus, and their little difficulty. But then, it was his business to know about such things, because he was the Deputy-Director – indeed, at this

  moment, the Acting Director, wearing Colonel Butler’s metaphorical red coat, even if it was a size too large for him.




  ‘No, Mr Latimer.’ It occurred to Elizabeth almost simultaneously that he might actually be trying to be sympathetic, but also – and for sure – that he was

  enjoying the feel of that metaphorical coat across his shoulders. So now a lie with icing on it was indicated. ‘I appreciate your – concern.’ Look grateful but embarrassed,

  Elizabeth! ‘But that problem is . . . contained now.’ It wasn’t difficult to look embarrassed, particularly with a chocolate in her mouth.




  He nodded, and reached across to the box himself. ‘So what did he want, then?’ He gave the box a little push. ‘Have another one?’




  Did a weakness for chocolates suggest truthfulness in other matters? She wondered. ‘I shouldn’t – but I will.’ But she also had to remember that he was an extremely

  clever man. ‘It seems that he sent me an SG after I was detached from the daily movements analysis. And he wasn’t happy with the answer he received.’ She would have to brief Paul

  about this.




  He munched for a moment. ‘How did he know you were on analysis?’




  She wasn’t there ahead of him, but at least she was ready for anything. ‘Oh – ’ This had better be good, Elizabeth! ‘ – I asked him

  about that . . .’




  ‘And what did he say?’




  Only the truth would do. ‘He seems to know my style. He calls it a “mind-print”.’ She shrugged, a little disbelieving, a little irritated.




  ‘He does?’ Another nod, and another reach towards the box. But there were so few left now that he had to lean forward to search among the empty paper containers. ‘Like the

  radio-operators . . . But to do it with SGs is really quite ingenious . . . He’s no fool, is your Dr Mitchell, Elizabeth.’




  That was one crack too many. ‘Not my Dr Mitchell, Mr Latimer.’




  ‘No. Forgive me.’ He found his chocolate, and then turned towards the screen as he fed it to himself. ‘You know, the results of your Civil Service interview a couple of years

  ago, and all that . . . they were quite good, you know.’ He had got a chewy one this time, and it was giving him problems. ‘And your other fitness tests.’




  Patronizing chauvinist pig! thought Elizabeth. But then she checked her own prejudice, and reassessed her judgement. What he was doing was prudently clearing her for what Paul plainly

  believed was beyond her capability.




  Prudent level-headed Deputy-Director! ‘Colonel Butler said my results were satisfactory.’




  ‘More than satisfactory. They said you were a late developer, and they’d probably have failed you if you’d come to them straight from Oxford, in spite of your first-class

  degree and your hockey Blue . . . It seems that they are presently indulging – or trying to indulge – some sort of positive discrimination in that regard.’ He shook his head at

  the screen. ‘It won’t do, you know – it won’t do at all! Though I suppose they might have passed you . . . because you were female . . .’




  Patronizing chauvinist pig! ‘I’m still female, Mr Latimer.’ Not even a secure classification was worth this! ‘I may have developed, but I haven’t changed

  in that respect.’




  ‘Oh – ’ He left the screen instantly, to blink at her in surprise, almost as though he was seeing her for the first time ‘ – yes – ?’




  ‘You sent for me, Mr Latimer. I’m sorry I was late.’ She often – too often! – saw Admiral Varney’s face, but it was only very rarely that she heard his

  voice.




  ‘Yes . . . Miss Loftus.’ Suddenly he really did see her. And suddenly he wasn’t a little fat man with an almost empty box of chocolates in front of him on an empty desk.




  Tripod masts!




  Then he relaxed, and the masts faded into her imagination, and he was a little fat man again.




  ‘How’s your latin, Miss Loftus – Elizabeth?’




  ‘My – what?’ She couldn’t have heard correctly.




  ‘Your Latin. Veni, vidi, vici?’ He stared at her, and she had heard correctly, ‘Hic, haec, hoc – and Gallia est omnis divisa in

  partes tres?’




  She had heard correctly – but she didn’t know how to answer.




  Elizabeth could only think Paul had been wrong!




  ‘No matter!’ He didn’t seem to expect an answer. He seemed to know all the answers to his own questions. ‘No matter, Elizabeth. You just tell me now about the Pointe du

  Hoc in 1944 instead.’




  





  Chapter Two




  Ten years as a school-teacher had taught Elizabeth how to deal with the clever-awkward girls, who had simultaneously known too much for their own good, yet not half enough. But

  what she had somehow forgotten was how such girls resisted The Enemy.




  ‘The Pointe du Hoc is a headland on the coast of Normandy, between Grandcamp and Vierville – ’




  ‘Spare me the geography, Elizabeth.’ Oliver St John Latimer munched his chocolate. ‘Waterloo is a village near Brussels, and Gettysburg is a small town in Pennsylvania, and

  neither of them has moved an inch on the map since 1815, or 1863. So the Pointe du Hoc is still where it was in 1944 – shall we take that as read?’ He munched contentedly. ‘Just

  tell me something I don’t know – eh?’




  Dawn, 6th June, 1944, Companies D, E and F, 5th Battalion, US Rangers –




  ‘Rangers, the Americans called them, Liza – like our Commandos.’ Major Birkenshawe locked a bushy white eyebrow at her. ‘You know what

  they are? Real cutthroats is what they are, Liza!’




  Elizabeth tried not to wince. Long, long ago, when she had been in pig-tails and short skirts – when Father had first brought Major Birkenshawe to the house – the Major had told her

  that ‘Elizabeth’ was far too big a name for such a very little girl, and that he proposed to abbreviate it.




  (‘You see, you’re a lucky little girl, to have such a name. Liz, Lizzie, Elisa – and Betty, and Bet, and Beth . . . Bessie, too. And when our Queen was a little

  girl like you, she was called “Lilibet” – shall I call you that, eh?’)




  ‘Yes, Major. Like the Paras and the SAS?’ What really bugged her was that, in the kindest and most helpful way, he always took her ignorance for granted still, just as he had done

  over twenty years ago.




  ‘Funny thing, that,’ said Colonel Sharpe.




  ‘Funny, Colonel?’




  ‘“Rangers”, Miss Loftus.’




  Now, Colonel Sharpe was different, and she was genuinely grateful to the dear old Major for producing him on demand, once she had given him the specification. But then the thing about the Major

  was that he knew how to obey orders. His wife had taught him that, if not the army.




  (‘If you want a clever fella, that knows his stuff, I’ve just the man for you, Liza. Served on Monty’s staff, saw it all – probably planned half of it

  himself, I shouldn’t wonder – house full of books, head full of knowledge – resigned to run the family business – would have run the Army otherwise.

  Retired now – Sharpe by name, and sharp by nature – never got on with your father – funny thing, that –’)




  That last wasn’t really ‘funny’, because Father had never got on with masterful equals who had made successes of their lives. But everything else was undoubtedly

  ‘funny’ (but not very funny), about the Deputy-Director’s very specific orders. And that not only because any one of the men in the department could have done this job more

  quickly, if not better, but also (and more) because he had instructed her neither to use any of the department’s immense facilities, human or otherwise, nor to go straight round to the

  Americans in Grosvenor Square and use any of her professional contacts. And although he must have his reason for this, none was as yet readily apparent to her.




  Sharpe was looking at her, and she had the uncomfortable feeling that he had already smelt a rat, while she could only smell the Major’s fierce tobacco.




  (‘Hugh’s girl – Hugh Loftus – remember him, Sharpe? Used to teach the wife’s nieces at the High – works for the Government now –

  Civil Servant – waste of a good teacher – better paid though, eh Liza?’)




  Elizabeth waited. Colonel Sharpe didn’t know what to make of her. But that was no reason why she should feed his suspicions.




  ‘Though perhaps not more so than our choice of “Commando” as a name for our special forces,’ he said at length. ‘You know its origin?’




  It was a small innocent challenge to an ex-history teacher. ‘We took that from the Boers, who fought us in South Africa, didn’t we?’ He would appreciate a counterchallenge.

  ‘And we gave them “Concentration Camp” in return?’




  ‘What’s that?’ Major Birkenshawe bristled slightly. ‘I think you’ve got that wrong, Liza. “Concentration Camp” was a Hun invention.’




  ‘I’m sure you’re right, Major.’ Elizabeth smiled at him. ‘But “Rangers”, Colonel?’




  He studied her for a few more seconds. ‘The original of the name is obscure. But it seems most likely that they derived from Rogers’ Rangers in the eighteenth century. And they were

  a corps of frontiersmen who were recruited to assist the regulars. There was a film about them – I rather think it starred Spencer Tracy.’




  Major Birkenshawe grunted approvingly. ‘Damn good actor – and the delightful woman he used to appear with – cheek-bones and hair – your hair looks particularly nice

  today, Liza – suits you, like that – Sorry, Sharpe – Rangers, you were saying?’




  Colonel Sharpe gave the Major a nod, more affectionate than condescending, and Elizabeth wondered how such an acquaintance had become more than nodding, they were such an unlikely pair. But then

  Father and the dear old Major had been equally unlikely friends.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
ANTHONY
PRIGE

HERE BE MONSTERS

‘The best thriller writer in the business’
Time Out






OEBPS/html/docimages/logo.jpg





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





