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Author’s Note




This portrayal of the French Resistance during the Second World War strives for historical accuracy, although some creative liberties have been taken for dramatic effect. 

The Kulturverein für Heimkehr, for instance, is a fictional organisation, inspired by real groups that existed in the Weimar Republic to support the repatriation of ethnic Germans living abroad. I have made every effort to ensure that weapons, aircraft, vehicles, locations, and timelines are as accurate as possible. However, I apologise for any remaining errors or inconsistencies.

Thank you for joining me on this journey into a dark, complex, and often heroic chapter of history.

Mark Ellott, May 2025








  
  
Dramatis Personae




The Team – Present Day 

Pascale Hervé: Co-owner of the Laurent Detective Agency; lead investigator.

Patrice Laurent: Pascale’s husband and business partner.

Clarice Gunthier: The agency’s technical expert.

David Radfield: Retired Detective Chief Inspector; now a team member and investigator.

Laurence Gunthier: Clarice’s mother; Radfield’s romantic partner.

Capitaine François Viala: Police Nationale officer; former colleague of Patrice and Pascale.

Other Characters – Present Day

Lucien Defrense: Son of Henri Defrense and nephew of Jean-Luc; researching his family history.

Yvonne Saunders: Archivist at the National Archives, London.

Ingrid Keller: Archivist at the Bundesarchiv, Berlin.

Geoffrey Spencer: MI6 director, historical records.

Maggie Blunt: MI6 supervisor.

Artur Giraud aka René Fournier: Son of André and Marguerite

1940s – England, Germany, and Occupied France

Claire Lemoine: Code name: Flamme – Language teacher turned SOE operative and resistance member.

Arthur Spencer: SOE recruiter and handler for Claire and James Kerr.

Jean-Luc Defrense: Code name: Mistral – Resistance operative; brother of Henri, uncle to Lucien.

Henri Defrense: Code name: Renaud – Resistance fighter; brother of Jean-Luc, father to Lucien.

Simone Berthier: Code name: Vigneron – Resistance fighter; fiancée of Jacques Morel.

Suzanne Moreau: Code name: Alouette – Resistance fighter; wife of Pierre Moreau.

Pierre Moreau: Forger and member of the resistance; husband of Suzanne.

Jacques Morel: Code name: Matelot – Resistance fighter; engaged to Simone Berthier.

Anton Marchand: Code name: Orage – Resistance fighter and saboteur.

André Fournier: Code name: Aigle – Resistance member; former soldier and owner of the Café Lys Noir.

Marguerite Fournier: Code name: Églantine – André’s wife and co-owner of the Café Lys Noir; resistance member.

René Fournier: Son of André and Marguerite

James Kerr: Aliases: James Krüger, Vanguard – SOE operative.

Otto Reinhardt: German Great War veteran; recruiter for the Kulturverein für Heimkehr during the Weimar Republic.

Obersturmführer Franz Richter: SS Officer in charge of occupied Rouen

Untersturmführer Heinrich Vogel: SS officer, second in command to Franz Richter

Klaus Falkenrath: Gestapo officer who frequents the Café Lys Noir.










  
  

Prologue


July 1943 , somewhere over France.





The Mosquito flew low in the dark sky, below the cloud cover. One engine was dead, and the other was failing, sputtering and misfiring, but just about keeping the machine in the air. 

Flight Lieutenant Edward “Eddie” Hargrove gripped the yoke, fighting the machine to keep it in the air, his eyes darting between the flickering instruments and the darkened landscape below. He wondered how much longer he could keep the damaged aircraft limping along before he’d be forced to ditch, and if he did decide on the latter, it would be better here than at sea. Several days in a dinghy in the Channel, wondering if they would be picked up by friend or foe, didn’t fill him with hope. Ditching on land offered a better proposition, but not least, there was no seasickness.

He glanced at his navigator. The man spoke passable French, so if they could make contact with partisans, they had a fighting chance of getting back to Blighty. Land it was, he decided, should he be unable to keep the kite aloft. Smoke coiled from the starboard nacelle, vanishing into the night. The prop moved lazily in the airstream.

“Where are we, Charlie?” He said to his navigator. 

Flying Officer Charles “Charlie” Sinclair glanced at his charts. “Rouen should be just ahead.” He squinted through the cockpit glass. “There it is.” He paused, and then his voice tightened. “We’ve got company. Seven o’clock.”

Eddie’s stomach clenched. He turned his head, catching the silhouette of an ME109 closing fast. “I see him. Damn it. Looks like we will be ditching here. She won’t survive this one.”

The Messerschmitt fired. Tracer rounds streaked past. Metal shrieked as bullets tore through the fuselage. Eddie hauled at the controls, feeling the aircraft’s sluggish response. “We’re sitting ducks.”

Charlie watched as flames flickered across the port engine. “We’re on fire, Flight.”

Eddie swore. They were too low to bail. No choice but to take their chances on the ground now.

“Damn.”

Eddie pulled at the controls, turning the aircraft to starboard, feeling the resistance from the dead engine in his hands. He aimed for a field he could just about see beyond a thin line of trees.

They felt and heard the fire from the ME109 that was now closing in on their tail. Unable to outmanoeuvre the enemy with the stricken Mosquito, Eddie tried a dive as machine gun bullets tore through the airframe.

Charlie looked across and watched the flames start to flicker around the nacelle. Meanwhile, the Messerschmitt wheeled around for another run. The flames grew bigger, and smoke billowed from the cowling as the engine stuttered to a stop. Tracer fire raked through the wing, and the plane lost height.

Charlie took the aircraft down in a glide. They peered through the cockpit glass as they looked at the field, hoping it would make a suitable landing spot.

“Can you make that field, Flight?”

“Just about, Charlie. Hold on to your hat. This will be rough.”

They braced as the aircraft belly-flopped into the field. The Mosquito hit hard. The world turned to noise—screeching metal, snapping wood, the violent crunch of impact. Its momentum took it for several hundred feet, ploughing up the mud before it came to a stop. Then stillness.

“Right, bail, now!” Charlie ordered, “before she blows.”

Eddie needed no second telling. He slid the canopy back and clambered out of the cockpit into the wing. They scrambled away from the wreckage, boots crunching against hard, sun-baked earth. The air smelled of oil and fire. Smoke curled from the broken aircraft, the wreckage eerily quiet.

They ran as the aircraft exploded with a loud ‘whump!’ The scorching air pushed them down into the hard soil as debris was thrown up into the air and rained down around them.

They looked up, but the ME109 had gone, the pilot no doubt radioing back the news of his kill.

Charlie coughed. Blood trickled down his temple. “You alive?”

Eddie groaned, unclipping his harness. “More or less.”

“Now what?” Charlie said.

“Find somewhere to hide first,” Eddie said. There will be Jerries crawling all over this place before too long.”

They started walking. Once on the road, they headed west towards the coast and Le Havre, their boots sounding loud on the tarmac. Charlie looked up at the sky.

“It’s getting light. We need somewhere to hole up until tonight.”

“We passed a farm just back there.”

“Yes, let’s go back. See if we can hide out in one of the outbuildings.”

“What about rations?”

Charlie sighed. “We might be able to steal something from the farmyard if necessary.”

They made their way to the farm. No one was about, so they climbed the gate and headed to the barn.

Inside, there were piles of hay, tools, and a tractor. They clambered up onto the pile of hay but stopped.

“Arrêt!”

They turned to look at the farmer, who held a shotgun at his hip. The man nodded to the ground, and the two airmen clambered back down. The farmer gestured at them to raise their hands. They complied. The farmer turned to the door. “Ici!”

The door opened a little more, and a woman came in. They looked at her. Her dark hair was partially concealed by a black beret, and she wore dark-colored clothing. At her hip, she held a Sten submachine gun. She smiled at the two airmen.

“Welcome to France, gentlemen. I am Flamme. You will come with me.”

“Flamme?” Charlie said.

The woman inclined her head and smiled slightly. “That is all you need to know about me. It is better that way for all of us.”

The two airmen looked at each other. “We have no choice, Flight,” Charlie said.








  
  

Chapter 1

Lodève, Present Day





Patrice Laurent parked his car in the main car park in the shadow of the cathedral. The sun was getting up and the air was already warm as he and Pascale Hervé alighted and walked along Rue General Leclerc, bustling now with shoppers and tourists alike, to the bottom of the town before turning right, heading into the Arab quarter. 

It seemed odd, Pascale thought, that everything was so familiar, yet so different. The new ring on her finger changed everything. Five years of widowhood were now officially over. She looked across at Patrice as he walked alongside her and caught his eye. He smiled and reached for her hand, grasping it gently as they walked. She noted the way the smile lit up his face. The spring air seemed sweet and fresh, and she breathed deeply. A new day, a new marriage, a new life.

For years, they had been colleagues who had worked together, learned to trust and know each other implicitly. The marriage was the final, logical conclusion. Now, for the first time in a long time, she felt contentment.

As usual, the office was in shadow, and the landlord had not fixed the light. They climbed the stairs to the first floor. Clarice and Radfield were already there, and as Pascale hung her coat on the rack, she noticed a man waiting in the inner office. She raised an eyebrow at Clarice.

“Did you have a good trip?” Clarice asked, ignoring the silent question.

“Thank you, yes,” Pascale said. “We have a visitor?”

Clarice smiled. “Yes, he was in touch while you were away. He insisted upon seeing you in person as soon as you arrived back.”

“What is it about?”

Clarice shrugged. “He didn’t say much, but it was something to do with your grandmother.”

Pascale frowned. “Grand-mère? What about her?”

“Ask, and you’ll find out.”

“Fais pas ta maligne,” Pascale said, frowning at Clarice’s smile and ignoring Patrice’s broad grin. She took the proffered coffee and walked with Patrice into the inner office. The man stood and held out a hand in greeting.

The office was dimly lit, so Pascale placed her coffee on the desk and went to the blind to open it and let the sunlight into the room. “That’s better,” she said.

She looked around the room that Radfield and Clarice had been using while she and Patrice were away on their honeymoon. The desk was strewn with scattered case notes and a half-empty mug of cold coffee.

“Don’t you two ever tidy up behind yourselves?” she said through the door to Clarice, who waved a hand dismissively.

“Too busy, madame.”

“Pah!”

Pascale sat, pushing the files aside and turned her attention to the man who sat opposite, while Patrice sat next to her, sipping his coffee.

“Good morning, madame. I am Lucien Defrense,” he said

Pascale looked at the man. Late eighties, she thought. He had a stiff bearing, so he possibly had a military background. The silvery hair was cropped short, and his eyeglasses had rubbed marks on the side of his head. His face was weathered, with dark circles under his eyes. He wore an old overcoat, but it was clean, and his suit was well-pressed. This was a man who was not well off but took pride in his appearance, but not his health, going by the blue tinge on his lips.

“What can I do for you, monsieur?” she said.

Defrense smiled. “I have been doing some research into my family history. My uncle was involved in the resistance during the war. As was my father, but he is not the one I am researching.”

“Why is that?”

“Henri, my father, was executed by the SS. I know exactly what happened to him. It is my uncle who is the mystery.”

Pascale watched him as she sipped her coffee. She was curious about the man but said nothing, preferring to let him speak uninterrupted. She would ask questions when he had finished his story.

Lucien seemed hesitant at first as he considered what he would say. She watched as he collected his thoughts, fiddling with the coffee cup in front of him. He seemed nervous, so she sat and let him speak when he had composed himself.

“Well, madame, that research leads me to you. More specifically, your maternal grandmother…” Lucien started but paused, leaving the words hanging in the air. He looked at Pascale, his gaze piercing but filled with something almost like regret. “What do you know of her, madam?”

“Claire Lemoine? Not much. Why?”

“Not much? So something, then. What little you do know would help, madame. Please, it is very important.”

Pascale frowned and took another sip of her coffee. “That’s the thing, I know very little. My mother told me nothing of note. She worked as a teacher in England at the beginning of the war. She met and married a member of De Gaulle’s Free French shortly after the fall of France. He died in the fighting in Italy in 1943, leaving her with a small child—my mother.”

“And then?”

Pascale shifted. “She disappeared. Her daughter, my mother, was raised by friends in England until after the war, when she went back to France to live with an aunt. That is all. No one knows what happened to Claire or why she disappeared. No one speaks of it. She vanished from the school where she was teaching. We wondered if she was killed in a bombing raid.” She shrugged. “It was a long time ago. Before I was born, so I’ve never given it much thought.”

“Weren’t you curious?”

“Maybe, a little.” She realised that she was the one being questioned here, but let it go. She could learn as much as she needed from answering his questions as from asking her own.

Lucien nodded. “Her name wasn’t just Claire Lemoine. She was known as ‘Flamme.’ She was a resistance agent during the war.”

Pascale froze, her expression unreadable for a moment.

D’accord. Now you’ve caught me off guard, monsieur.

Then slowly, the realisation dawned on her. Her grandmother, Claire Lemoine, the woman who vanished without a trace, had been a resistance agent. She had been in France all along.

“So, she didn’t die in an air raid…”

“No.”

“D’accord, it makes sense, I suppose. The disappearance. She vanished in England and reappeared over here.”

Lucien continued, as he talked about the stories of Flamme’s exploits. He talked of how she had helped smuggle vital information, sabotaged Nazi operations, and evaded capture time and time again, all while maintaining the appearance of an unassuming civilian.

“Where did you get this information?”

“It is on record. I have been delving into the archives.”

The details left Pascale reeling. She had known so little of the woman and had never bothered to ask questions herself. She had merely accepted the family story of disappearing in England. This was something else entirely. She rubbed her temples as she took stock.

“She helped allied airmen get to Spain,” Lucien said. “It was on an escape run to the Pyrenees that she and Jean-Luc vanished.” He shrugged. “No one knows what happened. I can find no further information in the records after that. Which was why I thought that you might help.”

Pascale could hear the bustle of traffic and voices in the street outside against the stillness of the office as she thought about the information. Eventually, she spoke.

“Why are you telling me this now?” she said. Her eyes narrowed as she studied Lucien, trying to decipher his intentions.

Lucien looked at her, his face a mixture of guilt and urgency. “Before I answer that, please look at this.”

He pushed a faded photograph across the table. Pascale picked it up and peered at it before looking up at him. “Where did you get this?”

“That is Claire Lemoine, is it not?”

“Yes. I repeat, where did this come from?”

“The archives in Paris. This, madame, is la Flamme, a resistance operative who worked with a cell in the Rouen area from 1941 or 1942 to sometime in 1944, when all trace of them vanished.”

“What do you want from me? I cannot tell you more than I already have.”

Defrense looked around him. “This is a detective agency, madame. You know better than I how to uncover things that are lost. When I found the connection, I thought you might be intrigued enough to help me find the truth. What happened to Flamme and her unit?”

“And you? What are you hoping to achieve?”

Defrense reached for the photograph and pointed to another member of the group of young people. “See, there, that man?”

She nodded. A young man stared out at the faded image. Dark eyes looked through the mists of time into her own eyes.

“Jean Luc Dufresne, my uncle. Also known as Mirage. I want to know what happened to him. That is why now, and that is why I am asking you for help. We both have missing relatives, so maybe you can assist me in finding out what happened.”


      ***After Defrense left, the team gathered around the table. The others waited curiously for Pascale to divulge the outcome of her meeting with Defrense. She sat at the head of the room, processing the information he had just given her. She fiddled with her coffee cup, looking at it as if it held answers to the questions spinning around in her head. Her brow furrowed as she reflected on the revelation about her grandmother, Flamme, and her past as a resistance agent. She related her discussion with Defrense.

“Well, that was a revelation. I had no idea,” she said. “I knew grand-mère was a teacher in England at the beginning of the war…”

“Teaching what?” Patrice said.

“French and German, to secondary age students.”

“Ideal for recruitment, then,” Patrice said.


      ***Clarice leaned against the wall with her arms crossed, watching Pascale for any sign of emotional turmoil she might be feeling. She smiled; this one was coming her way. Clarice knew how to navigate the digital world, tracing pieces of information that no one else would catch. As the detective agency developed, they specialised in cold cases that the police were no longer interested in. But this time, there was a personal angle. This involved Pascale’s personal history.

“I don’t understand,” Clarice broke the silence. “Your grandmother… Flamme, as Lucien called her. She disappeared, yes? No one ever really knew what happened to her.” Her gaze shifted between Pascale and the rest of the team as if searching for clues in their faces. “But you said she disappeared before that, in England. So, she disappeared twice?”


      ***Pascale nodded slowly, her thoughts drifting back to what her mother had said about Claire vanishing. “She went missing when my mother was young. One day, without warning. No trace. There was no body. It is all shrouded in the past, but she said nothing about any police investigation or anything like that. I suppose people went missing during bombing raids, and they assumed that was an explanation. Maybe. I don’t know. They chalked it up to, well, a disappearance as if it were nothing. There was a war on, and people disappeared. But I always wondered if there was more, I suppose. Perhaps Defrense is right. Now is the time to find out and lay some ghosts to rest.”

Radfield shifted in his chair and removed his glasses to polish them, as he was inclined to do when pondering a problem. He leaned forward and replaced his glasses, which made him look somewhat owl-like. He met Pascale’s gaze as he spoke.

“People don’t just vanish like that, not without someone or something involved,” he said. “If she were killed in an air raid, there would be something on record. They didn’t just dispose of bodies that were found in the wreckage. They tried to find out who they were. They had temporary morgues. They tagged bodies that they identified from documents in wallets and bags. If they did have unidentified bodies, they would have been photographed, and notes made. No, I don’t believe that angle, frankly.

“Your mother might not have been aware, but there will be something. If SOE had recruited her, they would have managed that disappearance, so again, there will be something, somewhere, on record. If she was involved in the resistance, she was part of something dangerous. And the people who wanted her gone wouldn’t just let it slide. They probably knew how to cover their tracks.” He paused and looked at her as he weighed up the possibilities of what could have happened to Flamme.

“I think we should be looking at what happened first. Where was she, and what was she doing when she vanished in the UK? Look for the schoolteacher in England. That’s what you said she was doing. The way I see this, there are two lines of investigation. One is the story known to your mother. What happened when Claire was in England? The second is the story that Monsieur Defrense told us about her exploits in France and subsequent disappearance in the Pyrenees. Are we talking about the same person? The photograph notwithstanding. Even back then, images could be faked. We need to look more closely at the provenance of that picture. I have some ideas about the first question, and I think it might be best if I went back to England to do a little digging.”

Pascale exhaled heavily. “Good idea, David. You think she was involved with SOE? You believe Defrense’s story?”

“That’s exactly what I think. Your grandmother was a linguist, you said, so precisely the type of person they would recruit. French and German would have been too good a temptation. I need to speak to people who will let me look at the records.”

Patrice reached out and smiled, placing a hand on Pascale’s. She had come to rely on him in the past few years since Guillaume’s death. He understood her better than anyone now, having helped her through the dark depression she experienced and the days he spent alongside her when she was in a coma following her attempted suicide. He remained calm, but his mind was clearly processing the same questions that swirled in Pascale’s thoughts.

“You know, Chérie,” Patrice said, “the past resurfaces when you least expect it. Maybe Lucien Defrense is telling the truth about Claire. Maybe she was more than just the mystery you never knew. If she was really part of something as important as the resistance, it’s worth finding out. I say we do this.”

Pascale looked at him, her lips pressed together as she listened. “It makes sense. But I cannot believe she would have left my mother like that, but she did, it seems. There’s a contradiction. There has to be more to her disappearance.” She stood up and walked about the room as she thought aloud.

“Right,” Clarice said, her tone shifting into professional mode, her voice taking on that familiar, analytical edge that Patrice and Pascale had noted her taking since she had graduated from the Université de Nîmes. Almost, Pascale thought, as if she felt that her qualification as a detective gave her a newfound confidence in her abilities. Bossy, almost. Pascale made a mental note to nip it before it got out of hand, but that could wait.

“We’re going to need to look deeper. I can dig through old government files and wartime records and see if there are any clues hidden in the digital archives. It’s a start. Someone might need to go to Paris to look at physical records.”

Radfield drummed his fingers on the desk. He sighed. “You’re assuming they left clues. What if they went to great lengths to erase everything? They’d have been thorough, wouldn’t they?”

“That’s the problem,” Patrice said. “The more thorough they are, the harder it will be to find any trace of her.”

“Then we’ll just have to dig harder. If she was part of something that important, someone would know something, and we’ll find it,” Pascale said.

The team fell silent for a moment, each thinking about what they had just heard. They could hear the sounds of vehicles and voices drifting up from outside. The sun shone through the open blinds and filled the room with light, illuminating motes of dust floating in the air that hung heavy with the odour of coffee. Each of them was lost in the thoughts whirring in their minds. It felt like a clock had started ticking again for Pascale and her grandmother’s legacy.

Clarice broke the silence, her voice again taking on that analytical tone. “I’ll start by looking into the old resistance networks, cryptic messages, encrypted files, or survivors from that time. If your grandmother was really Flamme, there may be hidden records that can point us in the right direction.”

Pascale nodded. “Do it. I want to know what happened to her, to us. It’s time to bring this out into the light, no matter what.”

Radfield removed his glasses again and began polishing them despite having already done so. “We’ll find what’s hidden, Pascale. The truth has a habit of surfacing. We just have to look.”

“If we start digging into the past, there is the possibility that we uncover things that some might want to remain hidden,” Patrice said.

“That thought went through my mind,” Radfield said. “And should that happen, we’ll be ready for whoever tries to stop us. In the meantime, I’ll book a ticket from Béziers. I’ll make a start with the National Archives at Kew. Leave the UK end to me.”

“You might want to speak to Maman,” Clarice said.

Radfield smiled. Since arriving in France, his relationship with Laurence, Clarice’s mother, had blossomed, and he was now a fixture in their old house in Pégairolles. “I’ll talk to her this evening,” he said. 

The team looked at each other. They had made their decision. Their focus shifted from their individual roles to the shared mission. This was no longer just about solving a case. It was about uncovering the secrets buried deep in the past and ensuring Flamme’s legacy and Pascale’s place within it would never be buried again.

Pascale sat drinking her coffee and looking at the photograph for a while. Clarice went back to her computer, and the sound of the keyboard rattling carried through from her office. They could hear Radfield booking a flight. Pascale wondered if he planned to take Laurence with him. She would enjoy visiting England while he was digging around in the past.

“How many tickets are you booking, David?” she called out.

Radfield grinned. “You think I should take Laurence?”

Clarice looked up from her screen. “If you don’t, you will never be forgiven.”

“Got it,” he said.

Patrice sat down and looked at the photographs.

“So,” he said, “you didn’t know any of this?”

Pascale shook her head. “No. Grand-mère just vanished with no explanation. It was a family mystery. Now I find that she vanished twice. Once is unfortunate, twice is carelessness…”

He smiled. “Now that mystery deepens, eh?”

“Yes, and now I have to find out what really happened to her. I need to go and see my mother.”








  
  

Chapter 2

England,  October 1941





The late evening sky was growing dark with thick cloud cover, ideal for a clandestine drop. The damp air was sharp with the scent of wet earth, and fine water droplets clung to the coats of the two men waiting by the airstrip. Arthur Spencer stood on the tarmac, his coat collar turned up against the chill, scanning the horizon as the Westland Lysander’s engine sputtered to life. The engine’s noise was deafening, a constant drone that cut through the quiet of the airfield. 

Beside him, Vanguard stood with a stoic composure, his eyes fixed on the aircraft. To Spencer, as he held his hat in place while the backdraft threatened to sweep it away, he seemed very young. Tall and youthful. It occurred to Spencer that this young man was almost young enough to be his son. A pang of guilt crossed his soul. Too young, he felt. He wondered if they would meet again or if he was sending another agent to his death. They said nothing. There was no need. Vanguard was a man of few words, even fewer now that the mission was underway. They both knew what was at stake.

The Lysander was ready. The ground crew were already making last-minute adjustments, their movements swift and efficient, as much a machine as the aircraft they were prepping. There was no room for error on a mission like this. The aircraft’s engine roared, spitting flames from the exhausts, and Vanguard glanced at Spencer, his expression unreadable.

“You know the plan?” Spencer’s voice cut through the noise. “Blend in and do nothing until you are activated.”

Vanguard nodded once. No need for reassurance. He had been trained. He was ready. Now, there was no turning back. He was about to fly into occupied Europe, where danger lurked at every turn, and the slightest slip could lead to betrayal and death.

The aircraft turned, ready for take-off. Vanguard didn’t flinch. His gaze remained fixed on the plane as it turned and paused while the pilot awaited orders.

“Take care,” Spencer said, his voice barely audible above the engine noise. He slapped his agent on the back, watched as he walked across the tarmac, and clambered into the rear cockpit. He raised a hand before sliding the canopy shut and looked ahead.

The Lysander’s engine note increased as it moved forward, accelerating down the runway and lifting off the ground with a smooth, deliberate motion. Arthur Spencer had already turned his back on it, the plane climbing steadily into the low clouds, merging with the dark sky, its engine note diminishing as it ascended into the eastern sky. It would be over Germany in a couple of hours. Spencer briefly looked back, watched it for a moment longer, then turned on his heel and moved swiftly to his car, where his driver sat patiently waiting. 

He could feel the pressure building, that unshakable sense that the next few hours would make or break everything. Vanguard was now in the air, and once he touched down behind enemy lines, there would be no turning back. There would be no way of knowing what kind of reception he would receive, nor any way of knowing if this would be the last time Spencer saw him.

But there was no time for doubt; the mission was in motion, and Spencer, as always, would follow it wherever it led.


      ***England, November 1941

As Claire Lemoine packed her desk at the small school in Leatherhead, the sound of excited conversations in the hallway gradually faded as the day’s final bell rang. Outside, children called out and played, filling the air with their laughter. Inside, the early winter sunlight streamed through the crisscross of tape on the windows, casting strange shadows across the desks. A calm settled in after the busy day. The school, nestled in Leatherhead, just a stone’s throw from Oxshott Woods, served as a refuge not only for the children who came to learn but also for Claire, who, though displaced from her homeland, was finding an opportunity to rebuild her life. She thought about her husband, Gérard, who was away in Africa. All she could tell herself was that no news was good news, even though she worried about the day when the telegram would arrive to bring bad news.

She neatly stacked the books on her desk, carefully brushing the dust off the covers of textbooks in French, Italian, and German. There was a faint odour of chalk in the air. The voices receded, leaving the room silent as she busied herself with preparing the room for the following day.

Despite the war that raged across Europe, Claire’s days in Leatherhead were simple. She taught languages to eager students, sharing her culture and offering them a glimpse of a world that was now a distant memory.

She looked around the room and sighed. As she reached for her coat and bag, she heard a door creak open somewhere in the hallway outside. Frowning, she turned to see a tall, sharp-featured man standing in the doorway, exuding an air of quiet authority. His appearance was polished, with a dark, well-pressed suit and a fedora hat partially shielding his eyes.

“Excuse me, Madame Lemoine?” he said, lifting the hat slightly so that she could see clear blue eyes that looked at her with a quiet intensity.

“Yes,” she said. “How may I help you?”

He smiled, but she sensed something shrouded in his demeanour that lay beneath the outward geniality.

“Arthur Spencer. I wonder if I could have a little of your time, madame.”

Claire paused and looked at him. He held himself erect with a military bearing despite wearing civilian clothing. She watched as he pushed back his fedora, reached into his coat pocket, pulled out a cigarette case, and placed one on his lips. He held the case out to her, but she declined. He lit a match and drew on the tobacco as it caught the flame. She remained silent through the little ritual, her hand resting on the edge of her desk, watching him, wondering what he was here for. She supposed that he would state his case eventually, and she was content to wait.

She had no idea who this man was, but his expression suggested he wasn’t there for small talk. She met his gaze, her instincts sharpening, a feeling of unease settling in her stomach.

“I have nowhere special to go, Monsieur, so we can walk together if you like. I will listen to whatever you have to say. There is nothing bad about Gérard, I hope,” she said cautiously.

Arthur shook his head and stepped in line alongside her as they walked along the corridor past the classrooms. “No,” he said. “It has nothing to do with your husband,” he said, shifting his tone slightly. “I’m with a special office of the British government. The war is escalating, and we need people with your unique skills. The kind that can make a difference.”

Claire furrowed her brow as she pushed open the door, stepping into the chilly sunshine. He walked alongside her across the playground to the gates and the road outside. It felt so peaceful, almost as if there were no war. The air was cool, and summer was a fading memory, taking with it the golden leaves on the trees of the Oxshott woods. Above, she heard an engine and looked up.

“Spitfire,” he said, bringing the reality of war sharply into focus. 

She looked across at the man. His hat shaded his face, and he walked like a soldier, cementing her original thought that this was a military man. He drew on his cigarette as he walked, eventually flicking the stub into the air to land on the pavement, where he ground it under his heel.

“I’m not sure I understand,” Claire said, her voice steady but tinged with scepticism. “I am a schoolteacher. I am not involved in any government affairs.”

Arthur’s lips curled into a faint smile, though without humour. “You speak four languages fluently. French, Italian, German, and English. I wonder if your German is as accented as your English? I can detect a very slight accent, but it is faint. A native speaker would detect that you are foreign, but only just.”

“Mein Deutsch ist genauso gut wie mein Englisch.”

He nodded. “Very good. They said you were fluent.”

“You speak it as well?”

“Yes, madame. I am fluent in German and spent some of my youth in Germany. I feel you would pass as German from somewhere close to the French border, should that be necessary. Alsace, perhaps. Your language skills are invaluable in the kind of work we do. We need people who can move in and out of enemy territories, blend in seamlessly, and gather information. And, if necessary, fight.”

Claire felt a chill run down her spine. “I have never fought. I am not a soldier. I wouldn’t know how.”

“Madame, many of our operatives have never fought. That is why we exist. To train people to prepare to go into occupied Europe and engage the enemy. We need people who will blend in. Your language skills are precisely what we seek.”

The thought of espionage, of returning to France to fight a clandestine war, was daunting. Yet, as much as she tried to ignore it, the idea of resistance stirred something within her. She had lost so much already—her family, her home in France—all swallowed up by the horrors of the war. Maybe it was time to do more than wait and teach. If Gérard was out fighting the Boche in Africa, she could play her part. However, there was a problem.

She looked at him as she pulled her books closer to her body. “And what would this involve, exactly?”

“We will train you and then send you back to France. It will be somewhat more dangerous than teaching languages. It will involve sabotage, intelligence gathering, and, if necessary, working undercover in hostile territories. I already have an agent in the field. I need someone who can support him, serving as a conduit between him and me. You would be part of a network aimed at weakening the enemy’s grip and keeping them tied down and distracted. Make the occupation as difficult as possible while we gather our forces to strike back. Then there are the escape lines. We want to get back any allied aircrews as we are short enough as it is. The local partisan groups are doing an excellent job with that, but someone from our organisation on the ground, coordinating activities, will strengthen the effort. We’ve already seen how effective someone like you can be.”

“What about my daughter Colette? She needs me.”

Spencer smiled. “Have no fear on that score. We can make the necessary arrangements for her care, regardless of what may happen.”

That ‘regardless of what may happen, sent a chill down her spine. That would always be there, lurking, waiting, the cost of it all going wrong.

“The ‘what may happen’ is something to consider,” she said aloud.

“I cannot sugarcoat it, madame. The Nazis are ruthless with any spies they capture. You can expect to be tortured and executed.” He paused and added a warning. “The life of a field operative is dangerous and short. Be under no illusion on that score.”

She tightened her lips. “Thank you for being so frank.”

“There is no point in you not understanding what you will be letting yourself in for. But we must win this war, and we need people like you on the ground in occupied Europe to do it.”

Claire remained silent for a moment, contemplating the gravity of his words. She stopped by a gate set in a wall leading up to a small, terraced house. “This is where I live, Monsieur.”

“I know.”

“You seem to know a lot.”

“It’s my job.”

Spencer looked at her, his eyes hard as he met her gaze. “I understand this is a lot to consider. But we’re in a time when our choices can help to change the course of history.”

She closed her eyes briefly, her thoughts rushing through her mind like a storm. She could remain in her small, safe world, teaching languages and living with the memory of what she had lost. Alternatively, she could take a different path that would demand every ounce of courage she had left.

Claire finally looked at Spencer and nodded. “I will think about it, Monsieur. I cannot promise more than that at the moment. I have a great deal to think about. Not least Colette.”

He gave a slight nod, his expression unreadable. “I expect nothing less, madame. I’ll be in touch. And Claire, this might be the most important choice you will ever make.”

“It could also be the most fatal.”

He inclined his head, conceding the point.

As he turned to leave, Claire felt the weight of his words settling on her shoulders. She glanced down at the pile of exercise books in her arms, which she would be marking that evening. She had been teaching others to learn the language of their enemy. Now, it seemed, it was her turn to learn a new language: that of war.


      ***Rouen, 1941

The damp air of northern France greeted Heinrich Vogel as his train arrived at Rouen Rue Verte. The smell of steam filled his lungs, and the clanking and hissing of the locomotive and the tannoy calling out platforms, along with the chatter of people on the platforms, filled his ears as he stepped onto the platform. He walked through the concourse and out into the cool morning drizzle and shivered as the cold damp air hit him. The city was cloaked in a dreary grey cloud, and he looked up at it briefly before turning his eyes to the streets around him. The gothic architecture juxtaposed with the glaring presence of Nazi occupation. The red, white, and black flags of the Reich hung from several buildings nearby, a stark reminder of his purpose here. He breathed deeply and held himself straight as he looked about him for his driver.

In his late twenties, he was still young but had quickly risen through the party after joining the SS. His uniform felt heavy with responsibility and power. Its black fabric served as a shield and a symbol of authority, while the death’s head insignia on his cap instilled fear in those who saw him approaching. As an SS-Untersturmführer, he was there to enforce the will of the Reich, to root out any hint of defiance, no matter how small. His orders were clear: eliminate the resistance, punish the families who dared harbour insurgents, and maintain order by any means necessary.

He straightened his cap, brushed a few stray strands of dark hair from his forehead, and scanned the station for his contact. The air was colder than he expected, but he wasn’t about to let it distract him. He was selected for this post due to his efficiency, ruthlessness, and belief that his steady hand could handle whatever resistance cells had taken root in this city. Like much of occupied France, Rouen would fall under his control, and soon, all of Normandy would know that the Reich’s will was unbreakable.

A tall, thin sergeant approached him, a briefcase in hand and a cigarette dangling from his lips. The man saluted sharply.

“Untersturmführer Vogel,” the sergeant said, his voice cold and professional. “Welcome to Rouen. I am Werner Schäfer. I trust your journey was uneventful?”

“It was, Unterscharführer,” Vogel said. “Is everything prepared for my arrival?”

“Of course, Untersturmführer. We’ve been expecting you,” Schäfer said, dropping the remains of his cigarette and grinding it into the ground. He gestured toward an open-top black Mercedes parked at the side of the station. “I’ll drive you to your quarters, and then you’ll report to the Sicherheitsdienst headquarters. Obersturmführer Richter is expecting you.”

Vogel nodded, disregarding small talk. His gaze swept over the city as the two men approached the car, barely noticing the man by the ticket booth, extinguishing his cigarette. The streets felt unnaturally quiet, as if the people were holding their breath, anticipating something. He could already sense the tension in the air. The resistance, although subtle, was palpable. He had been briefed on the underground network in the area. The French would resist, but he intended to demonstrate the futility of their defiance. His job wasn’t merely to subdue the people; it was to crush the spirit of rebellion, to make an example of anyone who dared to challenge the Reich.

Schäfer drove swiftly through the narrow streets, passing groups of soldiers and civilians. While some local traffic delivered supplies, others walked or cycled. Most of the vehicles on the roads were German military or SS officers in their black Mercedes staff cars, like him. The locals kept their heads lowered, avoiding eye contact. Every corner and every shadow seemed to conceal a secret. Somewhere in the city, an undercurrent of defiance grew stronger beneath the surface, which he could sense. The French peasants loathed him and everything he represented, and he revelled in the power it provided over them as he sat in the back of the car, smoking a cigarette and surveying his new dominion. A thrill coursed through his veins as that sense of power enveloped him. He was the hand of justice, the force that would bring this city to heel. Resistance would be met with swift retribution.

Having dropped his bags off at his designated apartment, they drove to the headquarters of the local SD. Schäfer stopped before the building, and Vogel flicked the cigarette stub out as he stood. He stepped out, his boots clicking sharply against the stone steps. As he ascended, he couldn’t help but feel that this moment, this city, would mark the beginning of something much greater. His ascent in the SS had only just begun, and Rouen was merely the start of his mission to cleanse France of the insurgents threatening the Reich.

Inside the SD headquarters, the atmosphere was thick with tension. The officers there greeted him with a mix of respect and wariness. They understood the significance of his arrival—he would be the one to root out the resistance in the region. His reputation for efficiency and brutal determination had preceded him.

A man in his mid-forties with the insignia of an Obersturmführer on his uniform motioned for Vogel to follow him into a back office. The room was sparse. A heavy desk dominated the centre, flanked by maps of the area and dossiers of suspected resistance members.

“Untersturmführer Vogel,” the officer held out a hand. “I am Franz Richter. You will be reporting directly to me.” His voice was gravelly and serious. “You’ve been given a critical task. The resistance here has become more organised and daring. We need someone who can deal with them swiftly. This morning, several Wehrmacht soldiers were murdered in a raid on a troop column outside the city. I need to send a message.”

Vogel nodded. “Round up some civilians?”

Richter smiled. “I like your thinking, Untersturmführer. However, that is a task we can leave for our colleagues in the Gestapo. I have another idea.”

Vogel raised an eyebrow.

“Yes, but first, take this and digest it.” Richter handed him a thick file. “This is your mission. Find the cells. Exterminate them. Leave nothing behind. We cannot afford to let these rats multiply.”

“If we are not to round up people, then what do you have in mind?”

Richter smiled. “Some counterintelligence, Untersturmführer. A man on the inside, and you will run him.”

Vogel’s fingers tightened around the file, the paper creaking under his grip. He had been trained for this and for what he had joined the SS to do. This was his moment.

“Understood,” Vogel said, saluting, his voice cold, as his eyes scanned the documents before him. The resistance would not stand a chance. They would be silenced swiftly and without mercy.


      ***As Vogel met Schäfer at the station, they were being watched. Leaning indolently against a wall at the end of the concourse, his coat collar pulled up against the chill, Jean-Luc Defrense appeared to anyone who might notice to be absorbed in his cigarette and waiting for a train, oblivious to the outside world. He had been there for hours, watching the trains come and go, blending in with the crowd of civilians. However, his eyes were not on the commuters but on the officers and soldiers. Specifically, he was waiting for the arrival of one man, Untersturmführer Vogel. Word had reached him that Vogel was coming. Recent sabotage attacks on German supply lines and the rail infrastructure were bound to provoke a reaction eventually. Untersturmführer Vogel was no ordinary Nazi. He was apparently one of Himmler’s own. A rising star, and stories of his casual cruelty preceded him.

Jean-Luc’s attention shifted as the approaching train slowed. The metal wheels screeched against the rails as the brakes brought the train to a halt, followed by the hiss of steam as the driver released the pressure. He watched the soldiers disembark, their boots clicking against the platform. Their faces were unfamiliar and cold. Then, a figure emerged from the carriage wearing a crisp black SS uniform, his posture rigid and his face set in an arrogant half-smile. Jean-Luc tensed.

So, this is him. Vogel.

He was tall, younger than Jean-Luc had expected, perhaps in his mid-20s, but something was chilling about how he carried himself. Even among the hardened officers, he seemed to command attention. His cap, adorned with the death’s head insignia of the SS, sat at a sharp, precise angle, giving it a slightly jaunty look that contrasted with everything it represented. Every movement was deliberate and efficient.

Vogel stepped down from the train, adjusting his uniform as if already preparing for the task ahead. He didn’t seem out of place here; the station bustled with activity as soldiers, locals, and officers moved in a steady rhythm. Yet, there was a coldness about him, an air of superiority that seemed to separate him from the crowd. Vogel was no ordinary officer—Jean-Luc could feel it in the way he looked at the city and how his eyes scanned the surroundings like a predator, searching for something.

Once Vogel set foot on the platform, a sergeant approached him and began to speak. Vogel nodded without hesitation, and the man gestured toward a black car parked at the front of the station. Jean-Luc watched closely, his eyes narrowing as the men made their way toward the car, passing so close that he could almost touch them. The thought flitted across his mind that he could just pull out his pistol and kill the man here and now, doing everyone a favour even if he died in the act. However, this thought never materialised beyond wishful thinking, and he watched as they walked past, unaware of his presence.

Jean Luc pinched his cigarette and let the stub fall to the ground, never taking his eyes off Vogel as he walked with the sergeant to an open-top Mercedes staff car.

Jean Luc followed from a distance and stepped out onto the road outside, where the two Germans were getting into the car. He had seen enough of the SS and their cruelty. Rouen had suffered under their boots since the fall of France, and now it seemed the city would face even darker times with the arrival of this young man. Jean-Luc had heard the whispers that Vogel was sent here for a reason. A ruthless reason.

The car’s engine sputtered to life, and Vogel was taken away, disappearing into the light mist, leaving only the lingering tension in his wake.

Jean Luc looked across the street and nodded to André Fournier, who was waiting by his bicycle. Fournier mounted the machine and pedalled away.


      ***Café Lys Noir, Rouen, Autumn, 1941

Suzanne Moreau was an attractive young woman approaching thirty. This evening, she was dressed to kill. Her long, dark hair was combed straight, forming curtains around her pale face. She wore a beret that she had perched jauntily on her head, a Breton shirt that clung to her figure, tight slacks and sandals and a small clutch bag. The ensemble was stylish, alluring, and disarming, albeit unusual. She wanted to attract attention, and that was what she got. A few disapproving stares from locals, whom she treated with a smile and some Gestapo officers looked but said nothing. Again, she smiled. They weren’t her target. The image she presented was designed, like the nectar on the honeydew, to attract a particular prey.

She sat at a corner table near the door and watched from early evening, when it was quiet, to the busy period, when the clientele started filling the place with laughter, chatter, cigarette smoke, and the smell of coffee and brandy. She sat patiently, stringing out her glass of brandy, barely sipping it as the time passed, awaiting her prey. She looked across the room, where Marguerite and André Fournier were working the bar and keeping an eye on her. They would briefly catch her glance and then look away, preoccupied with their work.

A group of around a half dozen off-duty Wehrmacht soldiers came in. They were already flushed with drink, shouting and laughing, looking for a good night out. A few of them caught sight of Suzanne and gave appreciative whistles and comments. She smiled and said nothing. She waited.

Eventually, drawn by the bait, tall, blond, blue-eyed and heavily built, one, wearing the insignia of an Unteroffizier, came over and sat opposite her, landing heavily in the chair, his cigarette dangling from his mouth and a slightly glazed look in his eyes. He belched and hiccoughed.

“Entschuldigung, Fräulein. I think I may be drunk. Can I buy you a drink?“ he said, looking pointedly at her empty glass.

“Merci,” she said. “I’ll have a cognac.”

The man lifted an arm, “Garçon, garçon,“ he said, snapping his fingers.

André smiled at her and came over.

“Monsieur?”

“Two brandies,” the man said.

“Certainly.”

André returned to the bar, spoke to Marguerite, who prepared the drinks, and walked across, placing them on the table.

“I’m Ernst,” the soldier said, gulping back his drink. “Who are you, sweetheart?”

“Suzanne.”

“Well, Suzanne. I am pleased to meet you.” He hiccoughed again and looked down at his glass, which was now empty, and was about to order another when Marguerite placed another on the table, smiling briefly at Suzanne.

“You want another?” Ernst said, noticing that Suzanne hadn’t touched her drink.

She shook her head. “I am good.” She took a sip and watched as Ernst downed his, slamming the glass on the table with such force, she wondered if it would break.

This went on for several more drinks, with Marguerite seamlessly making sure that there was a full glass for Ernst before he had time to think about ordering another.

Now, seriously worse for the drink, he decided it was time to ask Suzanne to go somewhere less busy.

“I’d be delighted,” she said, stifling the disgust reflex as she rose and reached out to help him to his feet. “Come on, let’s get you up and outside.”

Unnoticed by Ernst’s colleagues, who were now singing drinking songs and pouring lagers down their throats, they slipped outside into the cool air of the deserted street. Ernst leaned heavily against Suzanne, and she silently cursed his weight. She supported him as they walked, stumbling through the darkening streets until she came to a quiet alleyway where she had placed her bicycle earlier in the evening.

“Here,” she said.

She leaned back against the wall and stifled her desire to push him away as he fell against her, trying to put his tongue into her mouth as a hand fumbled with her slacks. Then he went limp. Behind him, André stood with his knife, wet with blood in his hands. Ernst was now a dead weight that pressed against her body, making it difficult to breathe.

“Get this lump off me, André,” she said.

André pulled Ernst back and lowered him gently to the floor.

“Time we weren’t here,” he said. He looked down at the body. “They will find him tomorrow.”

Suzanne sighed. “I hope we don’t pay too heavy a price.”

“It’s war, André said. There will always be casualties in war.”

“I know. I don’t have to like it, though.”

“You and me both,” he said.

They went back to the alleyway’s entrance, and having decided that it was clear, they went in opposite directions: André went back to the Café Lys Noir, and Suzanne mounted her bike and pedalled home at a leisurely pace as if nothing untoward had just happened.


      ***Lodève, Present Day

Radfield was drowning under a mountain of dog. Two dogs, to be precise. Queenie and Melchett had taken a shine to him since his arrival in Pégairolles to live with Laurence Gunthier. He accepted that Laurence was a dog person and if he was going to love her, he would have to love her dogs.

Not that he minded the two border collies in a detached sort of way. It was just that whenever he sat on the sofa, they assumed he wanted both of them in his lap. And he wasn’t entirely convinced that he did, besides which, there was more dog than there was lap, which created something of a strategic problem.

Fortunately, rescue was at hand.

“Down, the pair of you,” Laurence said, with just the right level of scolding in her voice to encourage the animals to retreat to the floor. They sat there, watching, tongues lolling, waiting for their next opportunity to pounce. Laurence busied herself in the kitchen while Radfield looked up at her, taking in the dark Mediterranean looks and swift, precise movements. He often wondered how, after all the years of being single, he managed to get so lucky. She looked up and caught him watching and rewarded him with a smile.

“So, what are the plans?”

“We’ll fly to London. I can do a little research at the archives. I don’t know what I’ll find, but I expect something will turn up.”

“Clarice can look after those two,” Laurence said, shooting the dogs a look. “Pascale won’t mind if she takes them to the office. She’s done it before.”

“If you say so,” Radfield replied, eyeing the dogs warily in case they decided a moment of weakness was about to open up. Their tails wagged in unison as the stand-off continued.


      ***There was a quiet energy in the office the following morning as the team dispersed to their tasks. Radfield busied himself booking his travel and accommodation arrangements for the trip to London, while Clarice tapped away at her keyboard, searching for digital traces of Claire’s past. Pascale lingered by the corkboard, her eyes tracing the faded photograph of her grandmother, Claire Lemoine, standing among the resistance fighters. Lucien Defrense’s words played on her mind: She was known as Flamme. So, what happened to her? All she knew as a child was that Grand-mère had disappeared during the war. There was never a mention of her involvement in the resistance. Now that she knew about it, the mystery of Claire’s life felt like a thread pulling her into the past, one she couldn’t ignore.

Patrice joined her at the corkboard, pinning a copy of Defrense’s notes next to the photograph. He glanced at her, his expression a mix of curiosity and concern. “What next?” he asked, surveying the scattered pieces of information.

Pascale turned to him, a glint in her eye. “A little motorcycle ride,” she said, a faint smile playing on her lips, knowing he never understood her passion for riding, so enjoying herself. “I think I’ll pay Maman a visit. I’ve not seen her since the wedding. It’ll be nice to catch up.”

Patrice raised an eyebrow, a teasing note in his voice. “And interrogate her about the past, eh?”

Pascale’s smile widened into a playful grin. “Well, as you put it like that. I’ll give her your love.”

He laughed, the sound warm and familiar, easing the weight of the investigation for a moment. “You do that, Chérie.”
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