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__________


ACT I


"Now this is not the end. It is not even the beginning to the end. But it is, perhaps, the end of the beginning."


Winston Churchill 


__________










  
  
Sounds in Silence




Germany October 1940 

The laboratory lay beneath the old university buildings, hidden behind reinforced doors and armed guards who wore SS insignia without expression. Above ground, students still crossed cobbled courtyards carrying books beneath autumn rain. Below, the Reich experimented with the future. They moved on from rats and mice. Now their experiments were on living humans.

Major Hans Keller stood behind the observation glass with his hands clasped neatly behind his back. The white coat he wore was immaculate, untouched by sweat or dust. Around him, technicians adjusted dials and checked cables that fed into the vast machine dominating the chamber beyond.

It resembled no conventional weapon.

A circular steel dish nearly twelve feet across had been mounted onto a reinforced frame, surrounded by coils, valves and heavy generators that pulsed with mechanical life. Thick insulated cables snaked across the concrete floor like black arteries.

Inside the chamber, six prisoners stood blinking under the harsh electric lights.

Three men.

Two women.

One boy no older than sixteen.

All wore the striped clothing of Sachsenhausen.

One of the women coughed weakly into her hand.

Keller’s assistant, Doctor Weiss, adjusted his spectacles nervously. “The pulse calculations indicate severe nausea, disorientation and temporary incapacitation.”

“And permanent effects?” Keller asked.

“Unlikely,” Weiss replied. “The resonance should dissipate before catastrophic cellular damage occurs.”

Keller looked through the glass at the prisoners.

“Should,” he repeated.

The youngest prisoner stared directly at the observation window. Though he could not see through the mirrored glass, it was as if he sensed eyes upon him.

Keller ignored the feeling.

“Proceed.”

A warning klaxon sounded.

The technicians stepped back from the controls.

Generators hummed louder.

The air itself seemed to tighten.

Inside the chamber the prisoners shifted uneasily. One man pressed his palms against his ears. The other frowned as if hearing something distant.

“Frequency stabilising,” a technician announced.

Weiss swallowed. “Power at thirty percent.”

Keller nodded once.

“Begin transmission.”

At first nothing happened. The prisoners merely looked confused.

Then the youngest boy stumbled violently sideways.

One woman screamed and dropped to her knees, clutching her skull.

The lights overhead flickered.

Several technicians winced suddenly, hands rising instinctively to their own ears despite the insulated observation room.

Inside the chamber, blood began running from the nose of the oldest prisoner.

Then the screaming started.

Not loud, just wrong. As though lungs and voices no longer agreed with one another.

The generators deepened in pitch.

One prisoner convulsed so violently his spine struck the concrete floor with an audible crack.

Another vomited blood across the chamber.

Weiss stepped back in horror. “Power down. Power down now.”

Keller did not move.

The youngest prisoner collapsed onto his side, twitching uncontrollably.

The woman nearest the rear wall suddenly froze completely.

Blood erupted from both ears simultaneously.

She remained standing for almost two seconds before falling face-first onto the floor.

The screaming stopped.

Not gradually.

Instantly.

The last prisoner standing, staggered blindly toward the steel door, one hand outstretched. His chest expanded unnaturally. Then burst inward with a wet cracking sound.

Silence flooded the chamber.

Only the generators continued humming.

Nobody in the observation room spoke.

Weiss stared through the glass, face drained of colour. “Dear God…”

One of the technicians vomited into a waste bin.

Keller continued studying the bodies. Slowly, almost thoughtfully, he tilted his head. “Interesting,” he murmured.








  
  
Jakob




Eastern Poland February 1941 

The snow had begun falling again by dusk.

It settled across rooftops, fences and frozen fields with deceptive softness, covering the village in white silence. Smoke drifted lazily from chimneys. Somewhere in the distance a dog barked once and then stopped.

Jakob Lewin carried chopped wood through the narrow lane behind the church, boots crunching through frost. His shoulders ached from labour but he welcomed the pain. It reminded him he was still alive.

Around him the village endured.

Children hurried indoors before curfew.

Women queued for bread already gone stale.

Old men smoked in silence beneath German notices nailed to walls they could no longer read without anger.

Occupation had become routine, and that frightened Jakob more than soldiers.

As he reached his cottage he noticed movement on the western ridge.

Vehicles.

Dark shapes emerging through snowfall.

German.

Not unusual anymore.

But these machines were different.

Not troop carriers. Not tanks. Not supply trucks.

The lead vehicle carried a strange circular structure mounted onto its rear platform beneath heavy canvas sheeting.

Behind it came Flammpanzers.

Flamethrower tanks.

Jakob recognised them and frowned uneasily.

His wife Miriam opened the cottage door. “Jakob?”

Before he could answer, every dog in the village began barking simultaneously.

The sound echoed wildly through the snow-covered streets.

Then came another sound. Low. Almost below hearing. It was a vibration more than a noise.

Jakob felt it first in his teeth. He opened and closed his mouth licking his teeth with his tongue, feeling the tingling enamel.

People emerged from homes looking around in confusion.

The vibration deepened. Windows trembled. A child began crying.

Somewhere nearby a horse screamed in panic and collapsed into the snow.

Jakob pressed a hand against the side of his head.

Pain bloomed instantly behind his eyes.

Across the village people staggered.

Miriam dropped to one knee clutching her ears.

The vibration intensified.

Blood ran suddenly from the nose of the baker standing beside the square.

He looked down at it in confusion before collapsing face-first into the snow.

Screaming erupted everywhere as villagers stumbled blindly through the streets.

One woman smashed into a fence post hard enough to break her jaw.

An old man convulsed on the church steps, falling and cracking his head on the stone.

Children screamed for parents who could no longer answer.

The invisible pressure hammered through flesh and bone alike.

Jakob fell against the side of his cottage as agony exploded through his skull.

Inside nearby homes mirrors shattered.

Lightbulbs burst.

Blood sprayed across snow.

Miriam crawled toward him, eyes wide with terror.

“Jakob…”

Her voice sounded impossibly distant.

Then blood spilled from her mouth.

Jakob tried reaching for her but his left arm no longer obeyed him.

The sound grew deeper still.

Not heard now but felt. Inside organs. Inside bones. Inside the mind itself.

Several villagers simply collapsed where they stood, dead before they hit the ground.

Others remained alive, which for them, was worse.

A young mother wandered into the square carrying a dead infant, both ears pouring blood down her neck.

A priest staggered from the church vomiting dark red onto the snow.

Jakob’s vision blurred violently.

He saw German soldiers in gas masks watching from the ridge.

Watching. Measuring. Testing.

The vibration stopped.

The silence afterward was monstrous.

Across the village, survivors moaned weakly among the dead.

Jakob lay barely conscious beside Miriam’s body.

Then engines roared again.

The flamethrower tanks rolled forward.

Germans in white coats moved methodically through the streets, observing, making notes, poking pencils in bloody ears and noses. Writing, forever writing notes in notepads.

“You have five minutes,” a voice called out in German.

The men in white coats moved faster, made notes faster, and left the village as quickly as they had arrived.

Soon they were replaced by soldiers with blazing torches,  igniting homes one by one.

Fire spread rapidly through timber and thatch.

Screams rose again from villagers still alive inside burning buildings.

Jakob forced himself upright.

Every movement felt like broken glass inside his skull.

Smoke and snow swirled together around him.

One thought remained.

Run.

Behind him the village burned beneath blackening skies while German soldiers erased every trace of what had happened there.

As Jakob managed to collapse into the relative safety of the culvert, built to divert the village stream, the Flammpanzers moved in and flame engulfed the village, eradicating any evidence of what had transpired.

On the ridge, Doctor Hans Keller stood beside his overlord, SS Obersturmbannführer Vlinken.

“This will seal the fate of the British, Herr Doctor. For you work this day, I am recommending you for the position of Oberst in the SS. This was a most impressive display.”

Keller nodded. “A little more work is needed. Combined with my intelligence work and British intercepts, I think we can give our machine a much better target in a year or so.”

Vlinken smiled and patted Keller on his back.

Keller nodded once, all the time calculating how much power he needed to generate in a fully mobile field test, against invading British troops on a beachhead.








  
  
The Espionage Game




London May 1941 

Jakob did not remember the first mile clearly. Fire had eaten the edges of the world and pain had narrowed what remained. He crawled through the culvert on his elbows with one arm nearly useless and dried blood flaking from the side of his face. Behind him the village burned in waves of orange and black, roofs collapsing inward, animals screaming, timbers snapping in the furnace heat. He never saw Miriam again. What stayed with him was the shape of her hand in the snow and the knowledge, cold and absolute, that if he stopped moving the Nazis would erase him as neatly as they had erased the others.

For days he moved north by instinct, ditch to treeline, treeline to barn, sleeping in haylofts, drainage culverts and once beneath a chapel porch while freezing rain tapped at the stones above him. The wound in his shoulder turned hot and ugly. His hearing came and went in strange waves after what the Germans had done to the village, as if some part of that monstrous vibration still lived inside his skull. Twice he stole crusts of bread. Once an old woman at a roadside farm took one look at him, crossed herself, and gave him soup without asking his name. He travelled by night when he could and by dawn when he had to, avoiding roads, avoiding patrols, avoiding every uniform he saw. 

By the time he reached the outskirts of Gdansk he was thinner, feverish, and moving on little more than fury. The port smell was of coal smoke and sea water. Fear roamed the streets. Refugees, labourers, sailors and black-market brokers crowded the quays in a shifting human tide, all of them bargaining with war. Jakob sold the last decent thing he owned, his father’s pocket watch, for a place in the hold of a coastal freighter whose captain asked no questions so long as payment was made in silence. The voyage west was a blur of darkness, bilge water, and bodies packed too close together, Poles, Czechs, one Dutchman with a broken nose, all of them coughing, praying, or staring into nothing. When at last the ship reached England and he was taken ashore under armed supervision, Jakob expected prison and would have accepted it as the final price of survival. Instead, he was sent to London, washed, fed, and placed in a room that smelled of tobacco and tea. The men who questioned him were courteous in the English way, which only made their persistence more exhausting. They asked him about the village, the vehicles, the circular device beneath canvas, the white-coated doctors, the soldiers in gas masks, the flamethrower tanks, the order of events, the sounds, the blood, the fire. They asked it again and then again from another angle, comparing his answers not only for truth but for detail. Jakob, shaking with fatigue and grief, told them everything. One officer from MI5 listened more than he spoke, making neat notes in a narrow hand. Another pushed a map toward him and had him mark roads, rail spurs, and the ridgeline from which the Germans had observed the test. 

The next day, it was a different group of men. Someone mentioned ‘MI6’ and another said ‘secret experiment’  which meant nothing to Jakob.

By the end of the third day’s interview, they no longer looked at him as though he were merely a refugee. They looked at him as a witness to something they had feared might exist and now could no longer deny. A week later the men changed. The next visitors were less interested in border crossings and false papers than in movement, sabotage, language, and what sort of men might survive in North Africa if sent hunting a secret through enemy territory. Jakob understood then that his story had moved beyond normal warfare and into security and espionage. He gave his statement once more, even though it felt like a word game he was losing.

This time they introduced themselves as officers of the Special Operations Executive and watched as names began to gather around the report like iron filings around a magnet. Bertold. Hazleton. Rose. Egypt. Training villa. North Africa. Torch and lastly an obscure reference to the night, midnight. Jakob didn’t know what the words and names referred to, but he saw enough in their faces to understand that his dead village had not vanished into smoke after all. It had become a trail. Somewhere in Cairo, under a white sun far from Polish snow, a team was being assembled because Jakob Lewin had lived long enough to speak, to relate his truth to men and women of purpose and power. For the first time since the Germans had come over the ridge, he allowed himself to believe that survival might yet mean something more than endurance. It might mean vengeance.








  
  
Egypt




September 1942 

The villa sat a few miles inland from the coast road, its shutters painted a tired blue that had once meant leisure. Now it meant camouflage. An Allied flag never flew here. There were no unit signs, no loud vehicles parked in neat rows, only discreet sentries under shade cloth and people who didn’t use their real names.

In Cairo the war had a thousand faces, tea rooms full of rumours, railway sidings stacked with ammunition, officers in pressed khaki pretending they were not afraid of what lay west. Here, in this borrowed house of white walls and bougainvillea, the work was quieter: putting shattered operatives back together and assembling the next cut of the knife.

The Egyptian sun was merciless, baking the whitewashed walls of the villa that had been requisitioned as a training camp. Inside, ceiling fans whirred lazily, their blades shifting the scent of dust, sweat, and the sharp tang of oiled weapons.

For the first time in months, Rose, Hazleton and Bertold sat in the light of day, their wounds dressed, their uniforms clean. Bertold, his frame still lean from imprisonment, looked more himself in a pressed jacket, the flame of command burning in his eyes again. Hazleton sat opposite, a cigarette dangling from his lips as he tuned a compact wireless set.

They should have been dead. Each of them knew it, and none of them said it aloud. Rose kept her hands folded to hide the fine tremor that still came when she was tired. Hazleton’s smile was easy, but it arrived a second too late, as if it had to be pushed into being. Bertold carried the weight of command the way a man carried an old injury, familiar, unavoidable, and aching when the weather changed.

“We’re clean,” Hazleton said lightly, tapping the wireless casing with a knuckle. “New paper. New names. New lies. If you believe the clerks, we were never in Paris at all.”

Bertold’s mouth tightened. “Paris happened,” he said. “It will always have happened. The question is what we do with what it took from us.” His gaze flicked to the empty chair at the table, the one no one had claimed. “And what we do without the people who should be sitting here.”

Rose broke the silence. “I’ve heard nothing about Jessie. Have you two?”

Neither man said a word, a simple shake of the head told Rose everything.

I wonder where you are?

A week passed and the day came when the full team met for the first time. Rose, Hazleton and Bertold were in the briefing room when the doors opened and the new faces filed in. Americans in standard uniforms, but all members of the OSS, The Office of Strategic Services, sharp-eyed and quiet. Frenchmen wearing colonial-style khaki drill uniforms, Free French Cross of Lorraine shoulder patches prominent, their postures taut with purpose. They gathered around the long table, maps of North Africa spread out before them.

Among them was a young American courier-turned-analyst named Michael Ellery, newly attached to the cell and still wearing the look of a man who expected a classroom. He chose a seat near the door out of habit, notebook open, pencil poised as if the right words might keep him safe.

“This,” Bertold announced, his voice filling the room, “is your new team. This is agent Q, our SOE quartermaster. He also answers to Hazleton… sometimes,” he said, pointing to Hazleton. “The ever-resourceful agent Harlequin, SOE/OSS liaison,” pointing to Rose. “She also answers to Rose. And I am Bertold, by the grace of God and stubbornness still here to lead you. Together we will form the spearhead of Allied clandestine operations in North Africa.”

The American OSS leader pointed to his men and named them one by one. “Jesús, Matt, Ellery and I’m Jackson.”

“I am Emile Durand,” the lead Frenchman said. “This is Coteaux,” he tapped the shoulder of the smallest of the other two Frenchmen. “And finally, the tall streak of bacon is Velice.”

“Jesús,” Hazleton said. “Sounds Mexican.”

Jesús nodded. “It is, but two generations ago the family upped sticks and moved to New York.”

“Very well, people. Enough banter. We can get to know each other over the coming days,” Bertold said,  tapping the map three times with his finger. “Casablanca. Oran. Algiers. The invasion is coming. Operation Torch will change the course of this war. But there is another task. The Germans have a new weapon, of deadly ingenuity. We are to find it, study it, if we can, and render it harmless before it can slaughter thousands on these beaches.”

He let the name Torch hang for a moment, then traced the sea lanes with the edge of his hand. “You will hear Americans talk as if this is an American show. You will hear the British pretend it is all under control. The truth is simpler: the Germans will react faster than our paperwork, and Vichy will shoot at whoever lands first, no matter where they were born.”

Durand raised a hand. “When you say, kill thousands, are we talking about some sort of super big bomb?”

Bertold shook his head. “I have no idea and London’s boffins have no idea. All we have is radio chatter, and not a lot of that. You can get the latest from Hazleton.”

Rose leaned in, eyes on the coastal towns. “And our cover?” she asked. “If we’re spearhead, what are we supposed to be when we walk into a café in Algiers, tourists?”

“Anything that keeps us alive,” Hazleton said. He flipped open the wireless kit and tapped the tuning dial. “Our channels will change every twelve hours. Half the radio sets on the beaches will be drowned with salt water, and the other half will be jammed by men who know their trade. If you need to send any message you’ll send it short, you’ll send it clean, and you’ll send it in a way that doesn’t get somebody killed, especially me.”

The short burst of laughter soon subsided.

Bertold nodded as if that was exactly the answer he expected. “As for the weapon,” he continued, “our intelligence calls it an ‘ingenious device’ because no one wants to admit they don’t understand it. It was developed by a German scientist, Oberst Hans Keller. He is in overall charge of the testing and is also head of the local Abwehr. He is, by all accounts, a formidable adversary. Cool under pressure and a master strategist. We have a file on Keller. Read it, get to know your enemy.

“What we know about his invention is this: it kills in numbers, it can be moved, and it is being positioned where a landing would make it catastrophically useful.” 

Bertold looked from face to face. 

“We are here because we have learned to work in the cracks, between uniformed armies, between languages, between orders, between signals. That is where this thing is hiding.”

Hazleton felt Rose shift beside him, their shoulders brushing, an unconscious check of distance, of exits, of threat. Hazleton exhaled smoke and crushed his cigarette into the tin ashtray. The room tightened around Bertold’s words, as if the enemy were listening.

Bertold's eyes swept across them all. “We are not politicians. We are soldiers. Our orders are clear. We find the device. We study it if we can. We destroy it at all costs.”

Bertold met Rose's gaze, then Hazleton's. Rose smiled, she felt like a human being, for the first time since Paris. She was part of something larger. The fight was far from over.

Outside, the sound of boots striking the stone floor of the courtyard filled the air as men drilled for the invasion to come. The Mediterranean glittered on the horizon, where ships gathered for a landing that would ignite a continent.

For Rose, Hazleton, and Bertold, Paris was behind them. North Africa was the here and now, and Egypt, with its bright skies and borrowed villas, was only the antechamber. By nightfall they were packing maps into oilskins, burning old notes in a courtyard brazier, and learning the names of ships that didn’t exist on any manifest.








  
  
A Message on the Wind




Strathfinnan Lodge, Scottish Highlands 

The wind tore across the training grounds, rattling the tin roofs of the outbuildings and carrying the sharp scent of peat and rain. 

Jessie Fordham walked through the gate of Strathfinnan Lodge with the stiff caution of someone not yet healed. She told herself the Highlands would be clean, that the wind would scour the memory of France out of her skin the way it scoured the granite. But the first gust that hit her as she crossed the yard carried a different truth: cold didn’t erase everything. It only made the old aches more real.

A sentry at the inner gate checked her papers twice without apology, then waved her on. Beyond him, men ran a circuit as sleet began to fall, rifles held high to keep the muzzles clear of mud. Someone barked cadence in a clipped Scots rhythm. Someone else, older, amused, laughed at it. Jessie kept her face composed and her hands steady. If they watched her, she would give them nothing to measure her by.

Strathfinnan Lodge was one of several secret sites commandeered by the Special Operations Executive. All recruits who passed through here were considered to be, potentially, the best of the best. Jessie was here to train and learn from two particular trainees.

Inside the compound Sympathy Jones met her with a smile that mixed warmth and worry. “You’re a sight for sore eyes, my girl. How have you been?”

Jessie pulled Jones into a hug. “Terrible. It was boring sitting with a psychiatrist day after day, trying to convince him I wasn’t a danger to the war effort.”

The pair pulled apart. Jones still looked worried. “And your injuries?”

Jessie smiled. “All good, Sympathy. I’m a new woman.”

“You’ve got a limp.”

“So have you, so don’t fuss. It will be fine. Now, let’s meet these two code talkers. They don’t look much like I expected American Indians to look.”

“How many native American Indians have you seen before?”

“None,” Jessie admitted.

“Their files tell an interesting family history. Meskwaki father and Irish mother.”

“Irish? Really?”

“That’s what it says,” Sympathy said as they approached the two men.

The combat code talkers were waiting under a corrugated shelter, watching the weather with the weary patience of men accustomed to harsher, and warmer, landscapes. Mitch Wapasha stood silent and still, eyes always moving, missing nothing. His younger brother Jode tilted his head slightly as Jessie approached, assessing her with a linguist’s quiet interest.

They didn’t look like the others. Not merely because of their features or the way they carried their kit, but because their attention was different, less restless, more complete. Mitch’s gaze moved like a sweep of a rifle barrel, slow and certain, taking inventory of exits, cover, lines of sight. Jode took his glasses off and cleaned them with a piece of cloth, watching mouths and hands as much as faces, as if he were listening with his eyes.

Sympathy Jones gestured with a small flourish."Jessie, these are the Wapasha brothers. Boys, this is Jessie, Jessie Fordham, agent Midnight. She  will be training you."

Jessie nodded to them both. "This is my one and only speech. The U.S. Army trained you Meskwaki men to use your native Fox language as a secure code. The purpose being to transmit messages during Operation Torch. You are the first Combat Code Talkers. And when I say combat, I mean fighting against the elite German Afrika Korps. Don't let me down. I too have to learn from you, your language, your skills. Let’s get on with it, gentlemen."

Jode’s English carried the careful cadence of someone who had learned it by study rather than habit. “We are Meshkwahkihaki,” he said.

Jessie raised an eyebrow and looked at Sympathy Jones.

"People of the Red Earth," Sympathy added for context.

Jessie had already been briefed about the Fox language and these two Meskwaki brothers.

“You are SOE,” Jode said. It was not a question. “You are a woman.”

“My name is Jessie, and yes, very observant, Jode, I am a woman. And yes, I am your boss. Sympathy and I both work for the SOE, Special Operations Executive.” 

The two brothers nodded.

“Are you fine with this, with working for a woman?”

Jode nodded once. “In our language,” he said, choosing each word, “you can hide a thing inside a story. Some men hear the story and think it is only a story.” His eyes flicked to his brother, then back to her. “But the ones who know, they hear another meaning.”


      [image: ]Training at Strathfinnan was relentless from the outset, but never cruel. Jessie taught them movement and fieldcraft, how to disappear into shadow or heather, how to cross open ground unseen. They absorbed everything, one with silent precision, the other with quick intelligence. 

One afternoon she took them out beyond the last wire and into the wet heather, where the ground rose toward a shoulder of rock and vanished into low cloud. “No talking,” she said. “No hand signals. Find your way back using only what the land gives you.”

Mitch looked once at the ridge line, once at the wind on the grass, and then began walking as if the route had been drawn for him. He stopped at a stream, knelt, and touched the water’s edge where it had undercut the bank. He pointed, two fingers, brief, to a boot-print half-filled with rain. Someone had crossed there minutes before. Jessie felt the old professional satisfaction spark in her chest. He was not merely careful. He was awake.

Jode lagged a pace behind, studying the world as if it were text. He murmured something under his breath, Meskwaki, soft and rhythmic, and then, as though remembering her rule, pressed his lips together. A moment later he tapped Mitch’s shoulder and angled him three degrees to the left. Jessie followed the line of his gesture and saw it: a faint break in the cloud where the wind was thinning, revealing the darker shape of Strathfinnan’s far hill. Jode had read the weather like a set of written instructions.

This short journey became the defining moment that bound the three of them together, absurdly and perfectly.

When they reached the perimeter again, soaked through and grinning despite themselves, Jessie realised she had not once thought about France, not properly, not like a scab you keep picking at. For an hour she had been only what she was trained to be: present, precise, useful. It frightened her, a little, how much she wanted that feeling back.

Jessie walked around the training grounds, familiarising herself with the area. She rounded a Nissen hut and saw the large swimming pool and it took her back to those early days at Barngate Hall. She walked to the edge of the pool and pictured a younger Jessie diving in and swimming the width under water, just to impress her trainer, the abrupt, but kindly, McMaster.

A man’s voice, with the familiar, yet odd, Scottish accent, stopped her reverie. “Get in the watter, Midnight.”

McMaster had been the first to call her that, Midnight, back when she was a raw thing of sharp elbows and sharper defiance. Not for darkness, but for the hour she worked best: the time when fear fell asleep and skill stayed awake.

Jessie gasped involuntarily and turned around.

“How ye doin’ lassie?”

“McMaster! What are you doing here?”

“I hear’d tell ye had laddies that need a firm hand to guide ‘em. So, here I am.”

Jessie walked up to McMaster and before he could back away, she had enveloped him in a bear hug.

McMaster stiffened for a second, then patted her shoulder with an awkward gentleness. Up close Jessie could see the new lines at the corner of his eyes, the tiredness he tried to hide behind barked orders. War aged everyone, even those who stayed in training grounds.

“I am so happy to see you,” she said, her voice muffled by McMaster’s arm.

“Aye and am happy to see ye still alive. It’s a miracle.”

“Pig-headed and stubborn,” she said, letting the diminutive Scotsman go, “that’s what’s kept me alive… and of course, your training.”

“Guid. Now, let me at these boys and I’ll put ‘em through their paces.”


      [image: ]Days into the training schedule and Jessie was at the running track watching McMaster putting the Wapasha brothers through their paces. Out the corner of her eye she saw Sympathy Jones walking towards her. 

Here comes trouble.

“Good morning,” Jones said in that sing-song voice she used, before dropping a bombshell.

“How are you?” Jessie asked, not taking her eyes off the brothers.

“Fine,” Jones said.

“Quicker, McMaster, get them to go faster,” Jessie shouted.

There was a pause.

“Is there something you want from me?”

“No,” Jones said. But still she lingered beside Jessie."I was meant to take you to Egypt with me," she said. "OSS liaison work. You would have been excellent at it."

Here it comes.

Jessie looked at her. "What changed?"

"Washington," Sympathy answered, as though that explained everything.Then she nodded toward the Wapasha brothers, then looked at Sympathy. "They changed things?"

“Washington doesn’t want awkward questions in the papers,” Sympathy went on, watching Mitch and Jode run. “Two Native Americans, brought across the Atlantic, attached to a British-led programme, someone in Washington thinks it looks like we’re borrowing men for nefarious reasons. We can’t afford to lose America’s goodwill. They’ve built a little cage of paperwork around them and handed me the key. Any questions about these boys, refer them to me.”

Jessie’s eyes returned to the brothers. Mitch’s stride never broke. Jode glanced up once, met her gaze, and looked away again, not shy, just private. “So, you want me here because you don’t trust the cage,” Jessie said.

“I want you here because you understand what men with targets on their backs look like,” Sympathy said, the humour gone. Then, softer: “And because you’ll teach them how to stay alive without turning them into a circus trick.”

She gave Jessie a wry, apologetic smile."But this is where you are needed most. I have to do a bit of juggling and be in two places at the same time."

“Have fun,” Jessie said.

Jones turned to walk away, stopped, looked back, opened her mouth to say something, and walked away.

She’ll be back.

Jessie smiled inwardly. She loved Sympathy Jones like a sister and loved to tease her even more. But as Jones disappeared into the sleet, Jessie’s attention snagged on a sound at the far end of the track, a motorcycle engine, high and impatient, skidding on wet gravel as it cut through the compound.

Mitch and Jode finished their run and slowed to a walk, steam rising from their shoulders. Jessie stepped forward to meet them, already thinking in routes and contingencies, already building a small, invisible circle of safety around them. The war had brought her back to training grounds and grey skies. It had also, unexpectedly, handed her something else: a reason to care for the living.








  
  
Oliver




The dog appeared on a morning that refused to commit to being wet or dry. 

Mist clung low to the ground around Strathfinnan Lodge, blurring the edges of the training field and softening the outer fence into mist shrouded certainty. 

Jessie Fordham crossed the yard with her collar turned up and her cap pulled low, boots finding their way over ground she already knew by heart. The men were not yet out. The day had not begun properly. That was her hour.

She noticed the dog because it was not where anything was supposed to be.

It sat just beyond the perimeter gate, tan and white against the grey, ears cocked forward, head slightly tilted as if considering whether this was worth the effort. An English Springer Spaniel, she recognised the breed easily. Mud splattered, underfed, and watchful without being fearful.

Like a good scout.

Jessie stopped. The dog didn’t move.

They looked at one another across the open stretch of damp gravel. Jessie let her breath out slowly, conscious of how much she hated herself for noticing the fine bones and the way one paw was held just a fraction off the ground. She had learned not to look for things that might ask something of her.

She took a step.

The dog’s tail twitched once. Not wagging. Testing.

“All right,” Jessie said, more to the morning than the animal. “I see you. You remind me of my dog, Bounce.”

Long since gone. Removed by her father.

Memories rushed in. Some welcome, others painful.

She crouched, keeping her movements measured and ordinary, and reached into her coat pocket. She found nothing useful, paper, a stub of pencil, the corner of a folded map she should have put away. No food. Of course not. She hadn’t intended to make friends with a dog today.

When she straightened again, the dog had closed the distance by three careful steps.

“Wait there,” Jessie said, holding her left palm up. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Minutes later she returned with two small sausages. She placed the sausages behind the hut where the light fell poorly and stepped away without looking back.

That evening, the cook in the training compound, complained loudly about sausages going missing. Jessie said nothing. 

The food was gone an hour later. The dog didn’t appear again that night.

But he came back the next morning.

This time he waited by the pool.

It was a ridiculous place for him to be. The swimming pool at Strathfinnan was a cold, concrete oval that no one used unless ordered to, a relic of some pre‑war ambition that had not bothered with Scotland’s opinion on water temperature. Jessie halted at the edge, heart tightening for reasons she refused to acknowledge.

The dog sat squarely at the shallow end, paws neatly aligned, watching her again with that same unblinking patience. His coat was cleaner today. Someone else, it seemed, had decided he was worth feeding.

“You’re persistent,” Jessie told him.

The dog’s tail struck up in the air like a question mark and wagged, just once.

She crouched, reached out, slowly, fingers curled in, just in case. She stopped a hand’s breadth from his head. He sniffed her and then leaned forward into her knuckles as if the decision had already been made. A pink tongue peeked out and licked Jessie’s knuckles.

His fur was coarse with old rain and dirt. His ribs were still too easy to feel beneath her hand. He smelled like damp earth and something faintly domestic, a memory of hearths rather than fields.

He let her scratch behind his ears.

“Poor little boy, don’t worry,” she said to herself more than him.

The dog licked her hand.

That was when McMaster cleared his throat behind her.

She rose quickly, wiping her palm against her trouser leg, already composing an apology that was unnecessary and unlikely to be accepted.

McMaster didn’t say anything. He stood with his hands clasped behind his back, weathered face giving nothing away, eyes dropping briefly to the dog and then back to her.

“Looks like he’s chosen ye,” he said at last.

Jessie stiffened. “He’ll move on.”

McMaster snorted. “Aye. That’s what they all say.”

The dog moved to Jessie’s heel and sat down with quiet confidence.

McMaster’s mouth twitched. “What’s his name, then?”

She opened her mouth to say that she hadn’t named him. That he didn’t belong to anyone. That this was temporary.

Instead, without knowing why, she said, “Oliver.”

The name settled between them like something that had been waiting.

From that day, Oliver made himself part of the ground rules.

He didn’t bark. He didn’t chase. He didn’t interfere with drills unless they involved water, in which case he sat at the pool’s edge and watched with grave disapproval. He learned schedules faster than most recruits and positioned himself where Jessie would pass without being told.

Men fed him scraps. Someone found a brush. Sympathy Jones, discovering him asleep beneath Jessie’s desk one afternoon, raised an eyebrow but said nothing. McMaster pretended not to notice when Oliver slipped inside the hut during briefings and reappeared exactly where Jessie would exit.

Jessie told herself it meant nothing.

She didn’t talk to him about France. She didn’t explain the way her hands still shook after certain kinds of nights. She didn’t ask permission before reaching down to feel the solid heat of him pressed against her leg when the days had been too full.

Oliver didn’t ask for explanations. He accepted what was offered: ground, presence, the certainty of returning.

One evening, after a long run that left her lungs sharp and her thoughts blessedly empty, she sat on the low stone wall overlooking the loch. The water lay dark and unmoving, matching the colour of the sky. Oliver climbed up beside her, leaned his weight into her hip, and sighed.

It startled her how much it steadied her.

“You can’t come with me,” she said.

Oliver flicked an ear.

“I don’t stay anywhere,” she continued, voice level, professional. “People who follow me have a habit of…” She stopped mid-sentence and thought of Ansell Patrick, missing in action since the Dieppe raid. The sentence went nowhere she was willing to take it.

Oliver rested his chin on her knee.

Jessie closed her eyes for a moment and let herself lean back.

For that night, and a few more like it, she allowed the simple certainty of him. The borrowed happiness. The companion who didn’t need her to be anything other than present.

In a life built on leaving, Oliver stayed.

It was enough.








  
  
From A to B




“How do we get from here to there?” The question was simple and directed to Bertold by Jesús. 

The operatives were all bunched around a large map of North Africa in the briefing room.

“It’s over two thousand miles and all of it through enemy territory. The Afrika Korps isn’t going to open the barrier and wave us through.”

Jackson nodded to Jesús and looked at Bertold. “Tell me you have a plan.”

“As it happens we do have a plan. We go by sea,” Bertold said. “We pose as fishermen, Rose and anyone who cannot speak French will remain hidden for most of the voyage.”

“A bit risky,” Matt said.

“I can get by with French, But what if…” Jesús was about to say, but Bertold held a hand up. 

“Our orders are clear. We must be in Algiers by the end of September. The Torch landings will take place at the beginning of November. We will have a month to find this secret weapon. We cannot fly, we cannot drive, so we sail and pretend to be fishermen.”

Jesús shook his head. “Ten days cooped up in a boat in this heat?”

Rose smiled. “It’s cooler on the coast and at sea. Besides, we can always open a porthole window.”

Jesús shook his head again. “Why are you, a woman, on this mission.”

Rose’s smile disappeared.

“Rose has earned her place…” Bertold began to say, but Rose cut in.

“I’m unique. I’m an American who has been fighting the Nazis since before even the war started. My dad’s an American, but a devout nazi. I not only beat him I beat the Nazis too. I speak fluent German and French. I have fought hard and I have killed more men than you would want to know about. So don’t question why, just do as you’re told and we will get along fine.”

“I was about to say that Rose works for both the SOE and the OSS, as liaison,” Bertold said, finishing his sentence.

Jesús said nothing, but Rose could see he wasn’t convinced.

“We travel by a small fishing boat from El Alamein to Algiers. Ten days at sea. Then we arrive in the port and begin to find what we can. We work in pairs because not all of us speak French or German. I’ll give you your pairings this afternoon…”
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