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For Those Who Never Saw Themselves As Brave










  
  
Also by Tom Kane







I hope you enjoy Midnight's Crisis. This novel is the fourth book in a nine book series about Jessie Fordham. Books one to three have already been published. Books five to nine will be published over the next two years.
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You can also read a free eBook which is an introductory novella to the world of Jessie Fordham and a pre-war adventure. 
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This is Midnight's Shadow and is available as a free eBook. See my website for details.




You may also enjoy The Brittle Saga Trilogy.
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Again these are on my website, so click here for details.





You can find full details for all my books on my website by clicking here.











  
  
Author's Note on Spelling




As I am an Englishman, this book, like all my novels, is written in English. That may seem an odd thing to point out, but it does save a surprising amount of confusion. Sometimes a reader in another country may inform me that I have made a spelling mistake, when the trouble is not my spelling at all, but the version of English they use. 

There are said to be more than 160 variations of the English language. American English, Australian English, Canadian English, Indian English, and so on, all with their own regional quirks. Even English English has its own squabbles from county to county. If you put a Yorkshireman and a Cornishman in the same room, they will spend half an hour arguing about the correct way to say scone.

So, if you spot something you think is a spelling error, it may simply be your version of English bumping into mine. Then again, I am human and entirely capable of the odd mistake. The English language has been confusing its own speakers for centuries, and I am not arrogant enough to claim immunity.

Read on, enjoy the story, and if you must write to tell me about a misplaced u, please do so gently. I bruise easily.
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“War is an act of violence pushed to its utmost limits.”


_________________________


Carl von Clausewitz













  
  
A Death in the Mist




December 1941: Marchem House, Worcestershire, England 

While the war burned through Europe and traitors vanished in the night, Sir James Fordham sat in his country garden, sipping Darjeeling tea beneath an immaculately trimmed Yew tree. A newspaper rested on his lap, unread. It was cold and a slight mist had formed during the morning.  Fordham was wrapped in a travel rug, keeping his legs warm.

After the debacle of Spring Dawn, the arrests, the ones who got away and the many who were executed for their treasonous beliefs, Fordham enjoyed a degree of freedom that many of his followers did not. Fordham's protection wasn't just political, it was systemic. The kind of protection only those who had helped build the system could ever receive.

On this December morning, just before noon, Fordham had a visitor. An unexpected visitor.

“Nice day for doing nothing.”

The voice from behind startled Fordham. He turned in his seat, the newspaper dropping to the grass. “Who the hell are you? How did you get past my man?”

The man was tall, well built, with short, cropped, blond hair. That told Fordham he was military. His accent was odd. He spoke English with a lilt, almost a sing song effect at the end of each sentence. “Your man was he?” the man said, walking round the perplexed Fordham. He stopped in front of Fordham. “Oh well, it matters nothing. Let's say he's resting.”

“What do you want?”

“Some would say retribution, but I'm not one of them. It's a job to me. Pays well. I don't know who my targets are, so it's easy to blot it out of my mind.”

“You speak in riddles. Who are you and what do you want?”

“Who I am is no concern of yours. What I want? Well, I don't really want a lot. It's what my client's want that matters.”

"And what do they want?"

"Retribution."

“Retribution, for what?”

“Spring Dawn.”

Fordham felt a chill trickle down his spine.


      [image: ]The policeman had taken the odd telephone call and responded immediately when the caller had mentioned a body at Marchem House. 

On arrival he found one almost immediately, in the hallway. The man had a broken neck, judging by the angle of the head against the left shoulder. The policeman used the house telephone to call his headquarters to ask for more assistance and an ambulance. Pulling his truncheon from his trouser pocket, the policeman proceeded to investigate further. It was when he walked through the dining room, into the conservatory, that he noticed something odd about the sprawling Yew tree outside in the large garden.

He opened the conservatory doors and could then clearly see what was wrong with the scene.

Sir James Fordham's lifeless body swung slowly from a main branch, the rope noose  giving off a croaking creak as it twisted round and round in the winter breeze. 








  
  
Washington, D.C.




December 1941 

Rose Sinclair stood on the steps of the makeshift OSS headquarters complex, close to 23rd Street and East Street in Washington, D.C. The American capital was not how she remembered. It had lost its gentility, its slow elegance. Today it buzzed with urgency. The attack on Pearl Harbor had transformed the city overnight,  upping the tempo of life in the capital. There was a nervous energy coursing through every corridor and conversation.

She paused before entering the building, taking time to read the sign, Coordinator of Information, a deliberately vague title hiding the skeleton crew of what was becoming America's first true spy agency. Still young and chaotic, the OSS (Office of Strategic Services) was just beginning to find its feet under William "Wild Bill" Donovan’s erratic and visionary leadership.

Inside, the reception area smelled musty. A receptionist with tired eyes glanced up.

“Name?”

“Rose Sinclair. Reporting for assignment.”

The woman flicked through a few pages on a clipboard, then nodded and gestured. “Second floor left wing. Helen Carter will meet you there.”

Rose climbed the stairs, heels silent on the carpet. The hallway above buzzed with activity, young men in uniform, women with armfuls of files, a nervous civilian passing a note to a courier with a gloved hand.

Helen Carter met Rose at the top of the landing. Immaculately dressed in a navy suit and pearls, Helen was the very picture of quiet, calm and in control. Her handshake was firm, her eyes sharp.

“You made it,” she said, ushering Rose into her office.

“Almost didn't, the traffic has increased since I was here last,” Rose replied. “At least nobody's tried to pin a murder on me, yet. That qualifies as a warm welcome.”

Helen smiled. “We don't do warm in this line of work, Rose. Only fire and pressure. That's what shapes steel.”

The pair entered Helen's office and Rose sat at a wide desk.

Helen sat down, opened a drawer in the desk and pulled out a file. She slid the file across the desk. Rose opened it. Personnel records. Field reports. Intelligence cables marked “Urgent” and “Confidential.” Among them, a short memo with her name at the top.

“You've been cleared for liaison work,” Helen said. “London recommended you highly. Jessie Fordham's note carried weight.”

Rose skimmed the contents. “Strategic research. Recruitment analysis. Field coordination?”

“You'll start by helping us evaluate foreign contacts,” Helen said. “Civilians, exiles, partisans. The people who know things no radio will tell us. You'll vet them, win them over, extract information and build networks.”

Rose nodded slowly. “I assume you're not expecting miracles.”

Helen's gaze hardened just a touch. “Miracles would be nice. But I'll settle for someone who's survived a few fires and still remembers which way is forward.”

Rose set the file down. Her hand trembled for just a second, then stilled.

“Forward, then,” she said. “Let's get to work.”








  
  
A Bitter Christmas




December 1941: Rue des Saussaies - Gestapo Holding Facility 

The courtyard was silent.

The woman stood beneath the iron balcony as snow began to fall in slow spirals around her. Her hands were bound behind her back, the wool coat she wore too thin for the frost in the air. She was flanked by two motionless SS men, their expressions stony. Beyond the gate, a black car idled with its lights dimmed. A priest waited quietly beside it, holding a rosary.

This is it. The end they had promised me.

She stared ahead, eyes fixed on the frost-flecked iron gate. Her jaw was clenched, her breath shallow. She would not scream. Not for them. Not for anyone. She had seen friends vanish, heard stories whispered through concrete walls, and now it was her turn.

Again.

A command barked in German. She was pushed forward.

But as they reached the car, the moment shifted.

One of the SS men opened the door, not to push her inside, but to pull out a blindfold. The other whispered something in rapid German. The priest did not move. The rosary remained still.

The woman blinked.

She was not going to be shot.

Not tonight.

She was dragged back through the corridor of cells, past faces she would never forget, and down into the belly of the building. A new cell awaited her, smaller, colder, but intact. Her bindings were cut. The door slammed shut. And a voice crackled through the wall speaker, grainy and clipped:

“Welcome back, Frau. Let's try again.”

She collapsed to the floor, shaking, not with fear, but rage.

They hadn't spared her.

They were keeping her.


      [image: ]Paul Soclas didn't recognize the man who greeted him. 

The man who entered the room was not brutish or angry. He was calm. Civil. Even apologetic.

“Paul,” he said smoothly, “My name is Pierre, Pierre Sondeim. I regret the dramatics. It is necessary.”

Paul stared at the folder placed before him. A photograph spilled from inside, Adeline, alive. In a cell. Pale, yes, but unmistakably her.

The breath left his lungs.

“You're French. You saved her? She's... alive?”

Sondeim nodded. “You see how generous we can be?”

Paul's hands trembled. “Who are you? What do you want?”

The man sat, crossing his legs. “Like you, I’m a freelance. Currently I work for the Carlingue. You were once a courier. You know the Réseau. You know names. Faces. Plans. Arms dumps. You know where the bodies are buried.”

Paul stiffened. “You work for the French Gestapo? I won't betray them.”

Sondeim chuckled. “Of course not. But you will do what we ask. Otherwise…” He pushed another photo across the table.

This one showed Adeline being led down a corridor. This time there was no priest.

Paul stared at the photo. “If I help you… you'll release her?”

The officer's smile didn't reach his eyes. “You misunderstand. You will help us. And each time you do, she will live one more day.”

Paul looked down at his hands. Dirt under his nails. Blood on his sleeve. Guilt in every pore.

“She thinks I'm dead,” he whispered.

“She thinks nothing. She survives. But only if you give us what we need.” The officer leaned forward. “There's a woman, English woman, coming to Paris. A woman I'm sure you know. Agent Midnight. You will tell us everything about her. Where she goes. Who she meets. When the time is right, you will give her to us.”

Paul didn't answer.

The man stood. “If you're still undecided, we'll send you another photograph next week. Perhaps then she won't be alive in it.”

The man left the room and the door clicked shut.

Paul remained frozen.

It was worse than execution.

He wasn't being asked to betray Jessie.

He was being asked to choose who would die, Jessie… or Adeline.








  
  
The Free French




January 1942: War Office Subterranean Briefing Room, Whitehall, London 

Jessie Fordham had been summoned.

The corridor leading to the secure briefing room below Whitehall smelled of damp stone and something else, something unpleasant. The guard at the heavy metal door nodded once and opened it. Inside, low yellow light spilled over a battered conference table, the wood scored by time and tapping pens.

Two men were already there.

One was a stocky silhouette, a cigar clenched between his fingers like a weapon. The other stood stiffly at the far end of the room, arms folded, his profile sharp and military, a Gaullist eagle in a storm of bulldogs.

Jessie closed the door behind her.

“Midnight,” Churchill said without looking up, “come in. Sit down. You're the only person in this building everyone agrees on, even if no one agrees why.”

Jessie smiled, briefly.

De Gaulle barely nodded.

Churchill pushed a half-empty decanter toward her. “Brandy?”

“I'm fine, sir,” she said.

“Pity,” he muttered. “It's the only truth in the room.”

The silence that followed was long and political.

De Gaulle broke it first.

“You are to be deployed to France,” he said, his French accent clipped and formal. “You will rebuild the Réseau under my directive. We need structure. Coordination. Discipline. Not chaos.”

Churchill snorted. “Coordination? From London to Paris, your Résistance is a jigsaw made of fog. Jessie's mission isn't to prop up your Free French façade. It's to win the war.”

De Gaulle's jaw tightened. “Your war can take care of itself. My France comes first.”

Jessie leaned forward. “Gentlemen, with respect, what exactly is my mission?”

They spoke over each other.

“To consolidate the Free French networks, under our command structure,” de Gaulle said.

“To lay groundwork for sabotage and local uprising when the time comes,” Churchill countered. “And to ensure no one, not the Nazis, not the Vichy, and not even our dear Charles here, pulls strings in the dark.”

De Gaulle stepped closer. “You will report directly to my officers. Colonel Bertold will be your contact in Paris. He is loyal. Capable. He understands France.”

“She will report to SOE HQ,” Churchill growled. “You'll have autonomy, Midnight. Use it. And if de Gaulle's men get in your way, sidestep them. Politely.”

Jessie turned to the general. “Sir, if I'm to rebuild the network, I need more than politics. I need support. Funding. Radios. Couriers. Weapons.”

De Gaulle's eyes softened, but only slightly. “You will have them. But you will not act as an extension of British will. The Resistance must believe you serve France, not London.”

“And the Resistance must survive,” Churchill snapped. “If they smell hesitation from you, they'll be rounded up in weeks. We must set Europe ablaze, not smother it with internal borders and infernal wrangling.”

Jessie stood slowly. The weight of what was not said pressed down harder than what was.

“If I understand you both correctly,” she said, “you want me to unify a fractured Resistance, avoid capture, identify saboteurs, prepare for an invasion you haven't yet scheduled… and do it while making both London and Free France feel like they're in charge.”

Churchill smiled. “That's why we're sending you.”

De Gaulle gave her a long look. “Do not forget, Mademoiselle Midnight. It is France you are trying to save. Not its allies.”

Jessie nodded once. “Then I'll do what I've always done. Serve the mission. Not the egos.”

She turned and left, the cold air of the corridor a sudden relief.

Behind her, two giants of history stood in silence, looked warily at each other, and understood they were united only by how little they trusted each other.








  
  
The Cipher Room




January 1942: OSS Headquarters, Washington. 

The winter sun filtered weakly through the frosted glass of the Cipher Room, dust motes drifting aimlessly in the shafts of light. Rose stood by the door, clutching a leather folder marked S-10: Liaison Priority. Inside were names, aliases, and thin files on resistance figures across Europe. French, Polish, Czech, Greek. Some were legitimate. Some were fantasies. And one, possibly, was a traitor.

Helen Carter motioned her in. A map of Europe covered the far wall, dotted with red pins and tiny scribbled notes in charcoal pencil.

“Read the one marked JACQUES," Helen said.

Rose opened the file and skimmed the contents. Her brows drew tight.

“This source is wrong,” she said. “His information about troop movements near Toulouse, it's fabricated. Or worse, it's bait.”

Helen nodded. “You're the fourth person to say that.”

“And you want someone who's seen bait up close.”

“I want someone who's been the bait,” Helen said evenly.

Rose's mind flashed to that dank Paris cell. She involuntarily rubbed her arm, remembering the cigarette burns. The Gestapo shouting in French and German. Her refusal to talk. 

Rose took a breath.

“What do we know about the courier who brought this in?”

Helen handed her another file. “Came through Lisbon. Claims he was part of a medical relief group in France, repurposed as a messenger. Code name Pince. He's too clean. Too smooth. He's been trained to spout all this stuff in the file. It's not natural.”

Rose frowned. “How soon can I meet him?”

Helen's eyes narrowed. “You're not cleared for interrogation.”

“I'm not asking to interrogate him. Just talk. If he's a real agent, he'll respond to field language. Slips. Gestures. He won't even know he's being tested.”

Helen paused. Then handed over a small brass key. “Room B12. Downstairs.”

Rose nodded, getting up and turning toward the door.

“Oh, and Rose,” Helen called after her. “If he's not genuine, I want to know who trained him.”


      [image: ]Pince sat calmly, fingers folded in his lap. American clothes. French mannerisms. His shoes were polished too perfectly. His smile was casual. Practiced. 

Rose reached into her bag and withdrew a single biscuit. She set it on the table.

Pince blinked. “What's this?”

“A test,” she said calmly. “Only one safe house in the Bordeaux region offered these. Honey oat. You claimed you stayed there three nights.”

He looked at the biscuit. Smiled. “Ah yes. Marie's house. She makes them in batches.”

Rose didn't blink. “She was killed two years ago. The house was destroyed. No one's made these since late 1940. You've never been there.”

The smile dropped from his face.

Rose leaned forward. “Now. Let's talk about who trained you, and what you're doing with a German cipher in your pocket.”








  
  
Together




January 1942: Thornwood Grange, Worcestershire, England 

Snow had fallen gently in the night, dusting the hedgerows and window ledges with a powdering of quiet grace. By morning, it had begun to melt in the winter sun, and Thornwood Grange exhaled steam from its chimney pots like a great, slumbering beast shaking off a cold.

Inside, it was anything but sleepy.

Footsteps pounded across the old timber floors. Doors opened and slammed shut. The sharp tang of toasting crumpets floated through the air, chased by the holler of Jimmy shouting from the top landing, “Kit! Have you pinched my socks again!”

In the kitchen, Mrs. Kinnear wielded the kettle like a general with a sabre. “If anyone leaves a muddy boot in my hallway one more time,” she warned, “I shall serve tongue and boiled cabbage for supper and make no apology!”

Jessie stood in the drawing room doorway, tea in hand, watching the chaos unfold with a smile she hadn't worn in months. The war seemed briefly, impossibly, far away. No radio crackled codes. No courier whispered names in dark corners. Here, there were only siblings and scones, and the kind of warmth only found in a house full of noise.

Libby sat curled in the window seat with a pencil and notebook, pretending not to listen to the ruckus. Her hair was longer now, her eyes brighter, less guarded. She looked up and caught Jessie watching.

“It's loud,” she said, a shy grin tugging at her mouth.

Jessie crossed the room and sat beside her. “It's life,” she replied gently. “And it's good to see you in the middle of it.”

Libby didn't speak at first, but then nodded, fingers fidgeting with the spine of her notebook. “It doesn't scare me as much anymore.”

Jessie reached over, gave her hand a light squeeze. “I'm glad.”

From outside came the throaty cough of an engine. Kit and Jimmy appeared moments later in the foyer, bundled in coats and looking far too innocent.

“We're just inspecting it,” Kit said, eyes wide with false virtue. “Not starting it. Right, Jimmy?”

“The Bentley needs to be turned over!” Jimmy added. “You wouldn't want it to fall into disrepair.”

Jessie arched an eyebrow. “If I find so much as a flake of mud on those leather seats, ”

“We'll polish it before you even notice,” Kit grinned, already heading for the front door.

“They'll try the lane at least twice before you hear the tyres spin,” said Molly, appearing behind her with a book in one hand and a biscuit in the other. “Shall I time them?”

Jessie laughed and shook her head. “Let them have their rebellion.”

From the far side of the garden, a voice rose in delighted shriek. “Simone, get down from there!” came the sharp cry of Mr. Kinnear, somewhere between scandal and exasperation.

Jessie moved to the French doors just in time to see Simone, cheeks pink with the cold and something else, jump from a low tree branch and land with a twirl beside the gardener's son, Bob.

He looked stunned. Flattered. Terrified.

Jessie raised her tea in salute through the glass. Simone winked.

“Poor boy never stood a chance,” Molly muttered beside her.

That evening, the family gathered in the dining room, the table groaning under roast beef, potatoes, Yorkshire pudding, and enough laughter to fill the Albert Hall. Molly talked over everyone, demanding tales of espionage and glamour.

“What's it really like being Lady of the Manor?” she asked, eyes wide.

Jessie smirked. “Mostly arguing with Mr. Kinnear about firewood and where not to hang my wet stockings.”

Molly gasped. “You wear stockings? Scandal!”

Kit raised his glass of homemade lemonade. “To Thornwood, and the madwoman who thought she could run it!”

Jessie joined the toast with a smile, but her thoughts drifted. Thornwood felt like a borrowed coat, warm and comforting, yes, but never quite hers. She belonged to other places now.

Later, with the dishes cleared and the fire crackling low, she sat alone in the study, Churchill's latest dispatch folded on her lap. De Gaulle's appended remarks were colder, even in French.

“Unify the networks. Assume partial command. Do not be seen as English.”

Jessie rubbed at her temple. The brief was clear, the objectives clearer. And yet…

They didn't understand. Or worse, they did.

A knock at the door broke her thoughts. Libby peeked in, holding a steaming cup.

“I brought you something.”

Jessie nodded. “Thanks, Libby.”

Libby hesitated in the doorway. “You'll be leaving soon, won't you?”

Jessie looked into the fire. “Sooner than I'd like.”

A pause.

“I'll write,” Libby said.

Jessie smiled. “Please do. And keep the others out of my car.”

“They only nearly crashed it once.”

“That you know of.”

They shared a quiet laugh.

The fire popped in the grate, and for a moment, the war felt far enough away that Jessie could imagine peace, fragile, fleeting, but real.

She looked around the room, her home, filled with echoes of footsteps and laughter.

“Together,” she whispered.

And for tonight, that was enough.


      [image: ]The morning brought unwanted news. A telegram from SOE HQ in Baker Street. Mrs. Kinnear brought the telegram in to Jessie who was once more studying the latest despatch from Churchill. 

“This has just arrived, Jessie,” Mrs. Kinnear said, a worried expression on her face. Telegrams in wartime could only mean one thing.

Jessie broke the seal and opened up the message. She read the contents with a mixture of surprise and a sort of relief.

“Bad news?” Mrs. Kinnear asked.

Jessie crumpled the paper in her hands and looked up. “Yes and no. My uncle's dead.”

“Oh! I'm so sorry.”

“I'm not. The man was a hateful coward. Seems he committed suicide.”

“And the good news?”

“That was the good news. Good riddance.”

“Oh. The bad news?”

Jessie sighed. “Because he was my uncle, and his son was convicted of treason…”

“Treason?”

“Yes, and please, don't ask, because I cannot tell you anything. But it seems I'm my uncle's next of kin. Marchem House now belongs to me.”

“That's good news, surely?” Mrs. Kinnear seemed confused.

“No, not good. I now have three houses. Two in Worcestershire and one in France. I can't do anything about Midnight Lake, but these two houses will need a lot of money spending on them.”

Mrs. Kinnear tutted. “Never rains but it pours, dear. You'll be fine.”

Jessie smiled.

Famous last words.


      [image: ]Jessie lay on her bed and mulled over the news of Marchem House and her uncle’s suicide. The telegram was tangible evidence of the danger she was dragging her family into. The telegram had not said her uncle committed suicide, only that it was a suspicious death. 

Someone had my uncle killed. He knew too much and would have brought the house of cards tumbling down. There is more treachery in this land than any of us realised. And maybe I have endangered my family.

A knock on her bedroom door made Jessie sit up. “Yes,” she said, rather too loudly.

The door opened slowly, but there didn’t seem to be anyone at the door.

“Can I come in?”

Jessie realised Libby was hiding behind the door.

“Of course you can, Libby. Come in,” Jessie said.

Libby appeared and slowly shut the door. She walked over the Jessie’s bed, climbed onto the bed, and settled down next to Jessie.

“What does it mean when the radio says there’s heavy fighting?”

Jessie looked down at Libby, still carrying her notepad and thumbing the edge. It wasn’t a question she could easily answer. It’s war, those two words were enough of an answer for most people. But not Libby. Sweet innocent Libby. Libby the Savant.

“Do you remember France, the cell you were kept in?”

Libby nodded and a scowl crept across her face. “The bad men.”

“Yes, the bad men. Well, we, here in Britain, and our allies around the world, are fighting those bad men. Our armies, navies and air forces are fighting the bad men's armies, navies and air forces.” 

Libby nodded and the scowl evaporated. “Have you got an army?”

Jessie smiled and looked down, taking one of Libby’s hands in hers. “I am in an army, or sorts. It’s a secret army. Nobody knows, so you must not tell anyone. It’s our secret, Libby.” 

Libby looked up and smiled. “I promise not to tell anyone.”

Jessie leaned back against her pillows and Libby snuggled into her cousin.

In only a few moments, Jessie and Libby were asleep.


      [image: ]The firing range was a bleak, somewhat ramshackle area, out in the open. 

“Good to see you all survived the night,” Ansell shouted over the top of the hubbub as all the trainees gathered.

He was dressed in his customary brown coverall and by his side was McMaster, in his usual black shorts and white singlet. The chilly wind blowing through and swirling around the gathered group did not seem to faze him.

“Three of your group haven’t managed to clean themselves up yet, so we are giving them a different lesson. How to make soap. I’m sure they will share their insights.”

That comment caused a flurry of giggles and laughter.

“Today I am introducing you to a new concept. Unarmed combat. To explain this, I will give a very quick demonstration with my good friend Mr. McMaster.”

Without any more words in the way of an introduction, McMaster quickly walked away from the group, then Ansell, took the stance of a guard on duty with pretend rifle on his shoulder.

Without further ado, McMaster made his covert way towards Ansell, and as he came into striking distance he leaped onto Ansell’s back, grabbed his head and pretended to snap his neck. The two men fell to the floor, and McMaster scurried away.

Ansell sat up. “Simple and effective,” he said, standing up. “I’m six feet four inches and I know my good friend Mr. McMaster is five feet seven inches. But he used his skill to render me slightly dead in less than thirty seconds. This is what we are going to teach you this morning and this afternoon. There are pressure points on the human body, nerves, and weak points that can all be used to render a foe unconscious or dead without the aid of a weapon. Now, who fancies a go at rendering me unconscious. I say, unconscious, because dead would mean you would be charged with murder and it would also ruin this demonstration. Who is it to be?”

Jessie stood up.

“Agent Midnight. I somehow knew it would be you.”

“Go get him, Midnight,” Nutmeg said as Jessie walked toward Ansell.

“I want you to replicate McMaster’s actions, just now,” Ansell said.

“Okay,” Jessie said with a wink and walked away from Ansell.

Ansell smiled, turned round and took up his stance as a soldier on guard duty.

Jessie came in quick, quietly and pounced on Ansell’s back, wrapping her legs round his midriff and her left arm round his neck. His right arm was immobilised by Jessie’s right arm.

Before Jessie could do anything, Ansell had twisted round, pushed back, fallen backwards and landed on Jessie.

Jessie gave out a heavy cry and let go of Ansell, trying hard to struggle from under him but at the same time not being able to breath, let alone move.

Ansell rolled off Jessie and pretended to stab her in the heart with a pretend knife, in a pretend scabbard, strapped to his right leg. Ansell stood up.

Jessie lay in the grass, spreadeagle. “Bugger,” she managed to wheeze out.

Ansell put his hand out and Jessie took it. He pulled her up and she stood, bent over, gasping for breath. 

“You okay, Jessie?” Ansell asked.

Jessie nodded and managed to gasp, “yes,” very quietly.


      [image: ]Jessie woke with a start, waking Libby at the same time. 

“What happened,” Libby said, yawning.

“Nothing, go back to sleep. It was a dream, just a dream.”

Jessie watched as Libby closed her eyes. Outside all was calm and not a sign of the inner turmoil Jessie felt. She wanted to be with Ansell, to stay with him, to always be at his side. But war not only makes strange bedfellows, but it also breaks people apart. Jessie had feelings for Ansell and she was certain he had feelings for her. But how could they express those feelings when they were so far apart.

Jessie sighed, settled back and wondered when she would see Ansell Patrick again.


      [image: ]When the time came for Jessie to leave, the whole family crowded on the driveway, waiting for Mr. Kinnear to drive Jessie's black Jaguar round from the garage at the back. 

“Where are you going,” Libby said, sidling up to Jessie and taking hold of her hand.

Jessie looked down. “Back to France. Do you remember, France?”

Libby looked up at Jessie and nodded, just once. But the scowl on her face showed her memories were not good ones.

The roar of the Jaguar's engine made everyone look up.

Mr. Kinnear brought the car to a stop and vacated the driver's seat. Jessie opened the boot, dropped her bag in and shut the boot.

“You're travelling light,” Mr. Kinnear said, just to break the silence, but Jessie detected the hint of a question.

“I always do,” Jessie said.

“I know we're not supposed to say anything about where you go… but…”

“That's correct, John,” Jessie said. “We don't… can't talk about it. Please don't ask again, and I won’t offend by refusing to answer your question.”

The small crowd of children and the Kinnears closed in on Jessie, each wanting a hug, each with their own ideas of where Jessie disappeared to. Jessie did the hugging rounds and eventually made it into the driver's seat.

The Jaguar’s engine purred, she wanted to be off, be gone from this place and onto an open road to London. Jessie wanted the same as her car, but she also wanted to switch the engine off, get out the car and go and play with her siblings.

But Jessie Fordham had a mission and she was driven by courage and the knowledge someone had to make a difference.

If we all made a difference, we would soon be rid of the Nazis.

Jessie pressed the clutch, put it into first gear and slipped the clutch. The car rolled forward smoothly the engine revs climbing with ease.

Jessie waved and the small gaggle of people waved back.

“Where do you think she goes?” Mr. Kinnear said to nobody in particular, as the small group began to break up.

“She's a spy,” Simone said.

“What makes you say that?” Mrs. Kinnear said.

Simone tapped the side of her nose. “Logic. She can't tell us what she's doing, but each time she comes back, I can see a little bit of her has been eaten away. I can see it in her eyes. Besides, you only have to listen to Libby. She knows. Her dad, our uncle, was killed in the line of duty. Jessie was there. Jessie rescued Libby. Libby knows a lot, if you care to listen to her.”

As Jessie pulled onto the farm road running alongside the Grange, she put the car into second gear and accelerated rapidly. At the same time, a tear from her left eye tried to secretly trickle down her cheek. Jessie caught it, with the back of her hand. But she had to stop, as the tears welled in her eyes and a sob broke free. Jessie buried her head in her hands and let the emotion out, before she could move on.








  
  
Training Day




“So, Mark, where’s this wireless set I’m supposed to take with me. All I see here are sets I’m already trained on.” 

Mark Hazleton smiled, a beaming smile that told Jessie he had a secret that he couldn’t wait to reveal. He stood at the top of a work bench that had an array of radio sets on display, but with one set covered by a black cloth.

“What’s under the cloth, Mark?”

Hazleton walked down the length of the bench and pulled the black cloth away, revealing something that looked like an S-Phone setup but with a larger front pack. “Tah-dah!”

“It looks like the S-Phone, just bigger.”

“Exactly. It’s an S-Phone with a greater range. It can be used in the field, but, and here’s the clever bit, I have managed to marry it to a B2 suitcase radio. Now you can send via morse and if necessary talk directly to Baker Street.”

Jessie leaned forward and squinted at the device. “And it works?”

“Of course it works. I’ve tested it thoroughly.”

“Where?”

“I travelled all the way to Inverness and received and transmitted both morse and voice to and from Baker Street, in London.”

Jessie’s eyes lit up. “That’s almost twice the distance between here and Paris. Is it heavy?”

“Try it on,” Hazleton said as he began unclipping the device.

The device was connected to a network of webbing. A harness, where, when worn, kept the device at the front of the wearer across the chest. Below that more webbing holding battery packs. In a few minutes Jessie was wearing the S-Phone Plus. “It’s fairly heavy. I’m not going to be running a marathon wearing this.”

“Keep under cover, that way the enemy won’t see you.”

“That, Mark, is a bit tenuous. We sometimes have to move quickly in the field and that will not be possible wearing this contraption.”

“It’s not a contraption, it’s a radio set that may save your life one day.”

Jessie shrugged off the radio set and placed it back on the bench. “I’m not convinced, but I’ll give it a go.”

“Good, because we need to start somewhere and from that we can then refine it. This is going to be a long war and we need good communications to make sure we win.”








  
  
Fallout




January 1942: OSS Operations Wing 

The atmosphere in Helen Carter's office was electric. Clerks darted in and out, delivering cables stamped ULTRA PRIORITY and TOP SECRET. The map of France on Carter's wall was getting a lot of attention.

Rose stood near the window, arms folded. Her words from the interrogation still rang sharp.

Helen looked at Rose, her eyes expressing more than tiredness. “Let's go over it again.”

Rose sighed.  “Okay. Pince is Abwehr-trained. Possibly SD. He quoted a fake courier route. He's good, but not good enough.”

Helen's expression was carved from stone. “Our agent was meant to establish a safe house. It's been compromised and it's now a death trap.”

“Pince cracked,” Rose said. “He admitted he was dropped in by U-boat. Said he thought we'd be too slow to verify anything. By the time we'd acted on the intel, half our network would be in Gestapo hands.”

Helen dropped a file onto the table. “That information is too late. We have a forger working for us, MI6 and SOE in France, his name is Lucien. He has a lot of information about allied agents and operations. He works as a translator for the Germans and keeps his eyes and ears open. He forges documents, passes and ration books for us, and others, on the side. He could be very valuable to our clandestine efforts. SOE wants to extract him, but they only have one agent they can send. They have asked us for help. The want to move him to Paris.”

Rose stepped forward. “Send me.”

Helen looked up sharply.

“I know the region. I know how they think.”

Helen hesitated. “You're not officially field-rated.”

“Field rated! I was in the field before this organisation existed. I've lived through the fire, remember?”

A long silence followed. Helen reached for the next cigarette, thought better of it, and tapped it against the desk instead.

“It will be a joint team. OSS and SOE. You will meet the SOE agent in Lisbon, Portugal. Find out what happened in Avallon. If anyone's still alive, bring them home.”

Rose nodded. “And if they're not?”

Helen met her gaze. “Then burn the trail and vanish. Do not get caught. Do not get dead. Understand.”

“The SOE agent had better be good.”

“Oh, she is. One of the best they have.”

Rose smiled briefly. “Midnight?”

Helen smiled back. “No. agent Martingale.”

“Martingale? Never heard of her.”

“That's the one you're stuck with. I understand Midnight has been moved to special duties in SOE's Free French-section.”

“The one run by de Gaulle?”

Helen Carter nodded.

“God help her. She's a sitting duck with that nest of vipers.”

“Talking of Midnight, this came for you a short while ago,” Helen said, handing Rose a telegram message.

Rose took the folded yellowing paper and read.

Good luck. Heading out. Wish you were here. J

Rose looked up at Helen Carter. “Have you read it?”

“Of course, there are no secrets here,” she said with a smile.

“France. I’ll bet it’s Paris again.”

Helen smiled and winked.

“You know, don’t you?”

Helen nodded. “Yes, and we have orders to back her up, though there is no direct involvement. She’s on her way to Cassis, in France, then travelling to Marseille and then north to Paris. On the way she is setting up new SOE cells and reorganising old ones that don't work or don't exist anymore.”

“That is some brief.”

“So, if you bump into her, give her a helping hand.”

Rose gave Helen an awkward smile. “You know what the chances of that are, don’t you?”

“Absolutely zero.”

Rose nodded. Then smiled.

But we live in hope.








  
  
Remove all Britishness




February 1942: Portsmouth Naval Base, England 

The Morris 10 pulled off the coastal road and rattled through the security checkpoint with only a stiff nod from the guards. The grey morning mist clung to the windshield like a shroud, muffling the sharp cries of gulls and the low groan of warships in the harbour pulling on taut ropes.

Sympathy Jones, affectionately known as Aunty Vera to all SOE agents, drove with both hands on the wheel, eyes narrowed, lips pressed tight. She hadn't spoken much since they left London. Not since the radio announced another downed bomber over the Channel. Not since Jessie told her this was no ordinary insertion.

The car juddered to a halt near the concrete slipway. A long, lean submarine waited in the docks beyond, her deck barely visible beneath grey tarpaulin and salt-frosted ropes. No name on her hull. No markings. Just silence and steel.

Vera turned off the engine and sat still for a moment, letting the ticking of the motor fill the quiet.

Then she turned to Jessie.

“Right,” she said briskly. “Get out and strip.”

Jessie blinked. “What?”

“You heard me. Trench coat off. Handbag. Scarf. Boots. Everything.”

Jessie sighed, stepping out of the car, her breath clouding in the air.

Vera circled her like a customs officer with a grudge, plucking at seams, snapping off buttons, running a finger beneath collar labels. She reached into Jessie's case, yanked out a tin of biscuits.

“Too British.”

“They're French,” Jessie protested.

“Made in Leicestershire,” Vera snapped, reading the label before tossing the tin back into the car. “And what's this?” She held up a worn paperback.

“Shelley.”

“Poetry?” Vera said with a sniff. “Might as well shoot flares from your coat.”

She kept going, trimming down stitching on Jessie's blouse, replacing two hairpins with duller, French versions, even scraping the shine off her boots with a handful of gravel.

Jessie stood motionless, arms out like a mannequin.

“You'd think I was being sent to seduce Hitler,” she muttered.

“You're being sent to outsmart him,” Vera replied. “And that's harder.”

Finally satisfied, Vera stepped back, eyes sweeping Jessie from head to toe. “Better. No English brands. No labels. No scent. You look like a tired woman from Lyon. That's the idea. Stay tired.”

From behind them came the crunch of boots on gravel.

Ansell Patrick stood by the jetty, his long naval coat whipping in the wind, cap tilted just-so. He gave Jessie a thin smile that didn't quite reach his eyes.

“Miss Fordham,” he said, mockingly formal, voice low, “they're ready for you.”

Jessie nodded but didn't move.

Vera reached out and fixed a strand of Jessie's hair, as if it mattered. “I'll be waiting,” she said. “You'll come back. You always do.”

Jessie gave her a long look. “I might come back different.”

“Different is fine,” Vera said softly. “Just come back.”

Jessie turned to Ansell.

“Are you off to sea?”

“Not just yet,” he said. “But there's talk of a landing. French coast. August, maybe.”

“Operation name?”

“Wouldn't tell you if I knew.”

Jessie smiled faintly. “You're learning.”

Ansell stepped close, lowering his voice. “We're preparing for something big. We'll need people like you to clear the road ahead.”

Jessie nodded once, then stood on her toes and kissed him, short, firm, final.

“Try not to get yourself shot before August.”

“I'll try.”

She picked up her bag, anonymous, bland, utterly forgettable, and walked toward the submarine, her boots echoing against the wet dock.

She didn't look back.

But as the vessel slipped from view, slicing into the Channel like a knife into soft butter, the dread finally settled in Jessie's chest like a stone.

She wasn't afraid of what waited in France, it was a more subtle fear, a fear of loss.








  
  
The Sea's Silent Song




Somewhere off the coast of Southern France 

The sea had a voice, it would sing you a song, if you cared to listen carefully on a sunny day, sitting on a beach reading a book. There was no song this day.

Jessie Fordham sat alone in the narrow steel tube of a Royal Navy submarine, cradling her wireless set like a priceless relic. She didn't know the name of the boat. None of the crew wore insignia. The sailor’s caps were blank, their uniforms unadorned, as they passed through the boat, unknown shadows in tight corridors.

The atmosphere was thick with oil, salt, and secrecy.
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