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For my own Cole
okunene okuhepa




Throughout the book Berlin is referred to as ‘Germania’. If Hitler had won the war this is what he planned to call the capital of his new empire, as he stated in 1942: ‘The name “Germania” will give every member of the community, however far from the centre, a feeling of unity and close membership with the Fatherland.’




 


On the day when we’ve solidly organised Europe,
we shall look towards Africa


ADOLF HITLER
Speech to the SS, 22 February 1942


 


There will be no great conflagration with the blacks.
The true battle for Africa will be White against White


WALTER HOCHBURG
Memorandum to Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler,
15 October 1944




 


 


 


 


 


Saltmeade Farm, Suffolk, England
28 August 1952, 05:50


HIS father had a special name for it: Hiobsbotschaft. From the Old Testament, Job’s news. The type of news you didn’t want to hear. News brought on the wind of shipwrecks. Or by breathless messengers arriving with the dawn.


In an instant Burton was awake. He had never slept well, not since he was a child. Outside he heard the sound again.


Whump.


He moved to the curtains, drew them open a sliver, and peered out – like an archer at the window of a besieged castle. The sun was pink and fresh on the horizon. It had rained again in the night.


Another whump: the sound of wheels as they hit potholes in the driveway. Burton had been meaning to fill them in for months, to make everything perfect for Madeleine. Except now maybe she wasn’t coming. Why else would someone be driving to his door at this hour unless to bring bad news?


The car was a Daimler, the latest model, its paintwork brighter than vinyl. As it approached Burton made out two figures inside: a chauffeur and passenger in the back. The passenger’s face was obscured by a newspaper. Or maybe a large, unfolded map.


Burton let the curtains close gently, so as not to draw attention to the movement, and picked up his clothes from the floor. Corduroy trousers (no time for smalls), yesterday’s shirt. He strode to the door – then hesitated.


These people could be anyone. Maybe they’d come to repay some act of violence. Maybe they were just a diversion: shiny car at the front while men with balaclavas and pistols sneaked round the back. That’s how Burton would have done it.


He reached underneath the bed to a jewellery box: there were no gems inside, just his gun. It was a Browning HP, one he’d acquired in French West Africa years before. Not that there was a French Africa any more. Nowadays it was marked red, white and black on the map; a forbidden territory of sand dunes and hearsay.


The Browning felt solid in his hand. Reassuring. Its grip was made from engraved ivory.


Madeleine had kept asking him to get rid of the gun before Alice came to visit again. She didn’t want a weapon in the house with a child, even if it was hidden. Burton agreed but never quite got round to doing it. For once he was glad of having too many chores. There was no clip, but he hoped to rely on its effect rather than actually pulling the trigger.


The car was close now.


Burton tucked the gun into the waistband at the back of his trousers, hiding it beneath his shirt, and hurried downstairs.


By the back door he paused to yank on his boots, then slipped out into the morning. The air smelt of dewy grass and cattle; there were no masked men waiting. With only a shirt on Burton felt his skin prickle and shrink; he ignored the sensation. He half crouched and using a low wall for cover darted to the front of the house, thinking how ridiculous he’d look if his visitors were making a social call.


The Daimler had come to a halt outside the farmhouse, the chauffeur already opening the door for his passenger. The man in the back got out. He was dressed as sombre as a banker, had silver, brilliantined hair with a razor parting. Only his skin suggested a life beyond a desk. The man strode to the house and rapped on the door.


‘Major Cole!’


Burton recognised the accent at once: Rhodesian, possibly South African, somewhere from the Transvaal. As far as he knew Madeleine had no connection with the colonies. Perhaps it wasn’t anything to do with her. He adjusted the Browning in his waistband.


‘Maybe he’s not up yet, sir,’ suggested the driver. ‘It’s still early.’


‘These type of people never sleep. Too much on their conscience. And never enough under the mattress.’ The Rhodesian chuckled at his own wit. He knocked again, harder this time. ‘Major Cole!’


‘Actually, I sleep very well,’ said Burton, appearing from behind the wall.


If the Rhodesian was startled, he made no show of it. Instead he turned deliberately from the door and appraised the man opposite.


Burton imagined what he saw: old, army-issue shirt, trousers spattered with mud and creosote, wheat-blond hair far too long to be respectable. Five days of beard; Burton loathed shaving. Only his eyes might suggest something of his background. They were blue-grey, the colour of an autumn afternoon. Calm but alert. Hard as a rifle butt.


‘Burton Cole?’


‘Yes.’ Burton’s own voice was soft but growly with the nowhere accent of his upbringing: English, German, African.


The Rhodesian moved to greet him, sending out a waft of citrus cologne. ‘My name is Donald Ackerman. I wish I didn’t have to call so early but I’ve important business.’


Burton felt a sudden tightness in his chest.


There was something about the way he’d said ‘important business’. Burton had a flash of Madeleine lying cold and colourless, Alice tugging at her hair not understanding why Mummy was so still. Hiobsbotschaft after all. He took Ackerman’s hand and shook it. It was warm and chalky.


‘Is there somewhere we can talk?’ Ackerman motioned towards the house. ‘Somewhere private.’


Burton didn’t move.


He’d bought the farm wholesale, complete with its crackedbrick floor and old man’s furniture. Had no choice but to keep everything (except the crucifix above the bed). Maddie never seemed to care, but if there was a connection between her and the Rhodesian, Burton didn’t want him to see the interior and make any assumptions. Assumptions that he couldn’t provide for Madeleine, especially after the luxury she was accustomed to.


‘Come with me,’ said Burton, leading him away from the door.


Ackerman lingered for a moment, then followed.


Physical discomfort was something Burton had long grown used to. The one thing he couldn’t bear, however, was boots without socks. In his rush to get outside he hadn’t put any on. Now, with each step, he felt his soles rub against grainy leather, felt his nails catch on the toecap. The boots themselves, like the Browning, were another acquisition – this time from the carnage of Dunkirk. He’d pulled them off a dead German paratrooper and they fitted as if measured for his own feet.


‘You don’t seem like your average farmer,’ said Ackerman as they trudged towards the orchards. Ahead were rows of vranja quinces and apples; ravens watched them from the branches.


‘It’s a new life,’ replied Burton.


‘And you own this place?’


Something about his tone made Burton suspect the Rhodesian already knew the answer. He came to a halt by a quince tree. ‘Like you said, Mr Ackerman, it’s early. And I’ve got a lot to do. What is it you want to talk about?’


‘A business proposition.’


So not news about Madeleine. ‘Unless it’s about my crop,’ he said, ‘I’m not interested.’


‘I haven’t come all this way to buy fruit, Major. Besides, your quinces aren’t ready yet.’


‘Another month, I know.’ It never ceased to amaze Burton how the details of the seasons had come to capture his enthusiasm. That was Maddie’s doing, she made him see the world like a child once more.


Ackerman spoke again. ‘I represent certain … “interests” in Northern Rhodesia.’ He said it as if struggling to find the right word, though Burton guessed this was a long-prepared patter. ‘LMC, to be precise. Lusaka Mineral Concessions. We need you to do a job for us. Head up a team of commandos—’


‘I’ve already told you, I’m not interested.’


‘An assassination.’


‘Assassination? What are you talking about?’


‘Come, Major. You have a certain reputation – Dunkirk, Tana, Stanleyville to name but a few. Why do you think I’m here?’


Definitely not about Madeleine. If she were here she’d already be yelling at Ackerman, her fists in balls, black hair flying.


‘Mr Ackerman, I suggest you leave. Now.’


‘You will of course be paid …’ again he searched for a well-prepared word, ‘“handsomely” for your services.’


Burton laughed. ‘There’s nothing you could pay me.’


Ackerman didn’t reply. Instead he reached inside his jacket and withdrew a small leather box. He handed it over. ‘My business,’ he said.


Burton opened the case and fought the urge to gasp.


‘That’s just a down payment. To secure your interest. You’ll get the same again on acceptance of the job. Double if you complete it … “satisfactorily”.’ He made it sound like homework.


‘How do I know they’re not fakes?’


‘You don’t.’


Burton looked at the diamonds. There were five of them, each the size of peas.


Five plus five plus ten. A fortune.


He could pay off the loan on the farm. There’d even be enough for new furniture. No more making love on that mildewy mattress for him and Maddie. And he could buy her a dressing table, something antique, French, none of that imported German kitsch. And chesterfields for the drawing room. And a pony for Alice so maybe she wouldn’t hate coming here so much …


Burton closed the box and handed it back. ‘It’s a very generous offer, Mr Ackerman. A few years ago I’d have taken you up on it quick-flash. Not any more.’


‘It’s not enough?’


‘My life is here now, no more killing. At any price.’


The Rhodesian chuckled to himself. ‘You’re going to give mercenaries a bad name.’


‘I’m sorry to disappoint.’


‘Nevertheless, I still expect you to head up our team.’


‘I’m not heading up anything. I want to stay here, work the land.’ Burton suddenly thought of his former comrades and the ribbing he’d have got for declaring that. ‘Maybe even settle down.’


‘That’s all very endearing, Major Cole. But I think marriage is perhaps a fantasy too far.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Madeleine. I’m sure her husband won’t give his blessing. I hear he’s a very jealous man.’


Burton clenched his hand together until the knuckles stung. In his mind he saw himself grab the Browning. Force the gun hard against the Rhodesian’s gullet. Cock the trigger. Demand to be told how he knew. Instead, he remained impassive except for a slight tic in his jaw.


‘So that’s why you’re here.’


‘No,’ replied Ackerman. ‘The Kassai diamond fields, German Kongo.’


‘Kongo? I don’t want anything to do with Africa. Not any more.’


‘How very British of you.’


‘The Nazis fucked it up … and we let them.’


‘Exactly why your talents are required now.’


‘You want me to kill someone,’ said Burton. ‘Why? There are a thousand men out there who could do it.’


‘But none so good.’


‘There are plenty better. Pulling the trigger was always my last resort, not profession.’


Ackerman snorted. ‘Now you’re just being modest.’


‘No cold blood. Ever.’


‘Hot blood, cold blood. It’s still blood. Besides, we feel you’d be more “committed” to the task than anyone else, especially when you learn the target.’


‘I told you: I’m done with all that.’


‘You’ll change your mind.’


‘Mr Ackerman,’ said Burton, struggling to find some gritted patience, ‘I don’t want your diamonds. And Madeleine and me is my business. I want you to leave. Now. I’m not going to tell you again.’


But when the Rhodesian failed to move, it was Burton who turned and strode away. The Browning felt sweaty against the small of his back.


Ackerman called after him: ‘I’ve got news of an old acquaintance of yours, Major. A friend.’


‘They’re all dead.’


‘Not this one.’


Burton ignored him.


‘The man we want you to kill is – Walter E. Hochburg.’


Burton stopped solid.


It was as if his entire body – every muscle, every sinew, every pulsing vein and nerve – had turned to stone. Although the sun was continuing its ascent everything suddenly seemed darker: the fields, the trees, the farmhouse he so desperately wanted to make a home for Madeleine. The thought of her in front of the fire, toasting crumpets, flickered through his mind; they were both looking forward to their first autumn here. He pushed the image away. As far away as he could. So help him, God.


Very slowly he twisted to face Ackerman. ‘What did you say?’ He spoke as if his breath had been stolen.


‘I think you heard me well enough.’


From close by came the croaking of a raven.


Burton tried to laugh. ‘It can’t be. Hochburg died years ago. In a fire.’


‘Let me assure you, Major, he’s still very much alive.’


‘No.’


‘Alive and now the Governor General of Kongo—’


‘I’ll do it,’ said Burton. There was the slightest catch to his words.


‘Don’t you want the details? What we’re proposing is danger itself. And what about your quinces?’ He might have been joking with him now. ‘And Madeleine? She’s arriving later today, isn’t she? I rushed to get here first.’


But Burton was deaf to everything Ackerman had to say.


‘I’ll do it,’ he repeated.


This time his voice was unflinching.





[image: image]



GERMAN KONGO


Never wage war with ghosts


AFRICAN PROVERB
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Schädelplatz, Deutsch Kongo
14 September 1952, 01:14


NINE minutes. He had nine minutes to exorcise a lifetime.


Burton Cole sat at Hochburg’s desk, sweat trickling behind his ears. He was dressed in the uniform of a Sturmbannführer, an SS major: black tunic and breeches, Sam Browne belt, jackboots, swastika armband on the left sleeve. His skin crawled beneath the material. To complete the look his hair had been cut short, beard shaved; the skin on his cheeks felt raw and exposed. Chained to his wrist was an attaché case empty except for two items: a pouch fat with diamonds and concealed inside that, a table knife.


The knife had been his mother’s, from a service used only for best. He still remembered the way she would beam as she laid the table for visitors; the flash of silver. That was – what? – when he was eight or nine. Back then he used to struggle to slice meat with it, now it was as deadly as an ice pick.


He’d spent years sharpening it to a jagged point for this very moment, never once believing it would come.


But just as Burton opened the case to grasp the knife, Hochburg held up his hand. It was an immense, brutal paw that led to an arm straining in its sleeve and the broad shoulders of a swimmer. The movement itself was languid – a lazy version of Hitler greeting the ranks.


‘The diamonds can wait, Sturmbannführer,’ he said. ‘First I must show you something.’


Ackerman warned him this might happen. Hochburg had shown all the previous couriers, showed everyone, no matter what their rank. It was his great pride. Indulge him, Ackerman advised. Do nothing to arouse his ‘suspicions’. There’ll be plenty of time for the kill.


Burton glanced at his watch. Everything had gone wrong that night; now he felt crushed by the lack of seconds. This was not how he had envisaged the moment. In his dreams time stood still, there was opportunity for talk and torment.


And answers to all his questions.


Hochburg rose from his desk. The office around him was austere. Naked wooden floors, simple furniture, white walls that smelt of damp and rubbing alcohol. There was a gun cabinet in the corner and shelving for hundreds, possibly thousands, of books – though not a single volume filled them. Overhead a fan remained motionless despite the humidity of the night. Although dark patches were spreading across Burton’s shirt, Hochburg looked as if his body were chilled to the bone. The only decoration in the room was the obligatory portrait of the Führer, another of Bismarck, and maps.


Maps of Aquatoriana, Deutsch Ostafrika, DSWA, Kamerun, Kongo, Muspel: all the dominions of Nazi Africa. The cartography of enslavement, thought Burton. Every last hectare pored over, charted, claimed. In the first years of conquest they had been governed by the Kolonialpolitisches Amt, the KPA, a haphazard civil administration. Later the SS took control.


Hochburg moved towards the opposite end of the room where French doors led out to a veranda.


‘But your diamonds, Herr Oberstgruppenführer,’ said Burton, remaining in his seat. He didn’t relish the idea of killing Hochburg on the balcony in full view of the camp.


‘I said they can wait.’


Burton hesitated, then got to his feet and followed. His jackboots pinched with every step.


Hochburg was already on the veranda. Above him hung a silent wind-chime. He spread his arms with a messianic sweep. ‘Magnificent, isn’t it?’ he declared in a baritone that sounded raw from cognac, even though Burton knew he was a teetotaller. ‘A thing of wonder!’


The official headquarters of the Schutzstaffel, the SS, may have been in Stanleystadt – but this was the real powerbase of Deutsch Kongo. Burton had arrived through the front entrance, past the cranes that were still erecting the imperial façade. The quadrangle below him was at the rear, the hidden part of Hochburg’s fiefdom, used for ceremonial occasions. No one but the SS were allowed here.


It was the size of a parade ground with several storeys of offices on all sides and, according to Ackerman, cellars that went as deep below as the floors above. Bureaucracy and torture: two pillars of Nazi Africa. There were guard towers on each of the corners; a patrol stalking the perimeter with a Doberman. Enough barbed wire for a concentration camp. But it was the ground that most caught Burton’s attention. Searchlights dived and soared over it. For a second he stood dumbfounded at the sheer scale of it. The sheer barbarity. His father would have wept at its sight.


Then his stomach curdled.


‘A wonder!’ repeated Hochburg. ‘You know, when the Reichsführer first saw it he clapped his hands in delight.’


‘I heard that story,’ said Burton. ‘I also heard he filled two sick bags on the flight home.’


Hochburg stiffened slightly. ‘The man has a poor constitution; we gave him a sumptuous dinner.’


Burton glanced at the square again, then turned his eye to the murk of the jungle beyond. Somewhere out there, concealed among the symphony of cicadas and tree frogs, were the rest of his men.


He imagined them: hearts jumpy but mouths set, faces thick with camouflage, counting down the final minutes on their watches. Patrick would already be slowing his breath to maximise the accuracy of his shot … Assuming, of course, they were even there. The team had gone their separate ways twenty-four hours earlier and Burton had no way of knowing if the others had made it to their positions. It was the one flaw in the plan. He might be about to leap into the abyss – with only darkness to break his fall.


‘How many would you say it took?’ continued Hochburg.


‘I’ve no idea, Oberstgruppenführer,’ replied Burton. ‘A thousand?’


‘More. Much more.’ There was a gleam in his eyes. They were the colour of coffee beans and not how Burton remembered them. When they glinted in his nightmares they were black – black as the devil’s hangman. But maybe that was just the years in between. It wasn’t the only difference. Hochburg had also lost his hair, every last follicle of it.


Burton offered another guess. ‘Five thousand?’


‘More still.’


‘Ten?’


‘Twenty,’ said Hochburg. ‘Twenty thousand nigger skulls.’


Burton looked back to the quadrangle and its gruesomely cobbled square. It gave Hochburg’s headquarters their name: the Schädelplatz. The square of skulls. Inside him something screamed. He saw children torn from parents, husbands from wives. Families left watching the horizon for loved ones who would never return home to smile and bicker and gather round the fire. Every skull was one more reason to kill Hochburg.


He saw the view of his childhood, the dark jungle of Togoland. He saw his mother’s empty room.


Burton struggled to keep his voice level. ‘Can you walk on it?’


‘You can turn panzers on it.’


‘How come?’ His brain could only supply nonsense. ‘Have they been fired? Like tiles, to make them hard.’


‘Fired? Like tiles?’ Hochburg stiffened again … then roared with laughter. ‘You I like, Sturmbannführer!’ he said, punching his shoulder. ‘Much better than the usual couriers. Obsequious pricks. There’s hope for the SS yet.’


With each word Burton felt the breath wrenched out of him. He suddenly knew he couldn’t do it. He had killed before, done it so many times he’d grown indifferent to it. But this – this was something else. Something monumental. The desire to do it had been a part of his life for so long that the reality was almost like turning the knife against himself. What would be left afterwards?


Burton tried to glance at his watch but it caught on his sleeve. The minutes were counting down: he was running out of time. On the veranda the wind-chime tinkled briefly.


He must have been crazy to think he could get away with it, that Hochburg would reveal his secrets. Here was a man dedicated to making silence from living, breathing mouths.


Then the moment passed.


At 01:23 the north of the Schädelplatz would vanish in a fire-ball. By then he’d be on his way home, justice done, Hochburg dead. He’d never have to look backwards again. The future would be his for the taking.


‘Your diamonds,’ Burton said, moving decisively towards the study.


But Hochburg barred his way, his eyes drained of humour. He seemed to want reassurance, to be understood. ‘We have to cleanse this place, Sturmbannführer. Let the flames wipe Africa clean. Make it as white as before time. The people, the soil. You understand that, don’t you?’


Burton flinched. ‘Of course, Herr Oberstgruppenführer.’ He tried to pass.


‘Any fool can pull a trigger,’ continued Hochburg, ‘or stamp on a skull. But the square, that’s what makes us different.’


‘Different from who?’


‘The negroid. We’re not savages you know.’


In his mind Burton could hear the precious seconds counting down like a tin cup rapped on a tombstone. He tried to move forward again. This time Hochburg let him through – as if it had been nothing.


They resumed their positions at the desk, the smell of rubbing alcohol more potent than before.


Hochburg poured himself a glass of water from a bottle in front of him – Apollinaris, an SS brand – and downed it in a single, gulpless motion. Then he reached beneath his black shirt for a chain around his neck. He seemed greedy for his loot now. On the chain was a key.


Burton released the attaché case from his wrist and set it on the desk between them, feverishly aware of the blade hidden inside. He thought of the fairy tales Onkel Walter (his gut convulsed at the words) used to read him at night, of Jack lifting the ogre’s harp and it calling to its master. For a moment he was convinced the knife would also speak out, warn Hochburg of the looming danger, its loyalty to Burton forgotten in the presence of the hand that once grasped it.


Hochburg took the case, placed the key from his neck into the left-hand lock and gave it a sharp turn, like breaking a mouse’s neck. The mechanism pinged. He swivelled the case back. Burton inserted his own key into the second lock. Another ping. He lifted the top and slid his hand in, finding the bag of diamonds. He took it out, the knife still hidden inside the pouch, and stared at Hochburg. Hochburg looked back. A stalemate of unblinking eyes.


Ask, a voice was bellowing in Burton’s head; it might have been his father’s. What are you waiting for? Ask!


But still he said nothing. He didn’t know why. The room felt as hot as a furnace, Burton aware of the sweat soaking his collar.


Opposite him, Hochburg shifted a fraction, clearly not used to such insubordination. He ran a hand over his bald head. There was not a drop of perspiration on it. In the silence Burton caught the prickle of palm against stubbly scalp. So not bald, shaved. Any other time he might have laughed. Only Hochburg possessed the arrogance to believe his face needed something to make it more intimidating.


Burton’s fingers curled around the handle of the knife. Very slowly he withdrew it from the pouch, all the while keeping it out of sight.


Hochburg blinked, then leaned forward. Held out a grasping claw. ‘My diamonds, Sturmbannführer.’ He offered no threat, yet there was confusion in his eyes.


Burton spoke in English, his mother’s language; it seemed the most appropriate. ‘You have no idea who I am, do you?’


Hochburg’s brow creased as if he were unfamiliar with the tongue.


‘Do you?’


‘Was?’ said Hochburg. ‘Ich habe nicht verstanden.’ What? I don’t understand.


In those restless nights before the mission Burton’s greatest anxiety was that Hochburg might recognise him. It was twenty years since they’d last seen each other but he feared that the boy he’d been would shine through his face. Throughout their whole meeting, however, even with their eyes boring into each other, there hadn’t been the slightest tremble of recognition.


Now something was creeping into Hochburg’s face. Realisation. Alarm. Burton couldn’t decipher it. Hochburg glanced at the portrait of Hitler as if the Führer himself might offer a word of explanation.


Burton repeated his question, this time in German, revealed the knife as he spoke. The blade caught the lamplight for an instant – a blink of silver – then became dull again. ‘My name is Burton Cole. Burton Kohl. Does it mean anything to you?’


The faintest shake of the head. Another glimpse towards the Führer.


‘My father was Heinrich Kohl. My mother—’ even after all this time her name stumbled in his throat ‘—my mother, Eleanor.’


Still that blank look. Those empty brown eyes.


If the bastard had hawked their names and spat, if he had laughed, Burton would have relished it. But Hochburg’s indifference was complete. The lives of Burton’s parents meant no more to him than those pitiful, nameless skulls on the square outside.


He had planned to do it silently so as not to bring the guards hammering at the door. But now he didn’t care.


Burton leapt across the table in a frenzy.


He crashed into Hochburg, hitting the bottle of water. Shards of it exploded everywhere. Burton grabbed the older man’s throat but Hochburg was faster. He parried him with his forearm.


They both tumbled to the ground, limbs thrashing.


Hochburg swiped ferociously again, snatched at Burton’s ear as if he would rip it off. Then he was grasping for his Luger.


Burton clambered on top of him. Pushed down with all his weight. Pointed the knife at his throat. Hochburg writhed beneath him. Burton slammed his knee into his groin. He felt the satisfying crush of testes. Veins bulged in Hochburg’s face.


Outside the room there was shouting, the scrape of boots. Then a tentative knock at the door. It locked from the inside and no one was allowed entry without the express command of the Oberstgruppenführer, even the Leibwache – Hochburg’s personal bodyguards. Another detail Ackerman had supplied.


‘You recognise this knife,’ hissed Burton. All his teeth were bared. ‘You used it often enough. Fattening yourself at our table.’ He pushed the blade tight against Hochburg’s windpipe.


‘Whoever you are, listen to me,’ said Hochburg, his eyeballs ready to burst. ‘Only the Führer’s palace has more guards. You can’t possibly escape.’


Burton pushed harder, saw the first prick of blood. ‘Then I’ve got nothing to lose.’


There was another knock at the door, more urgent this time.


Burton saw Hochburg glance at it. ‘Make a sound,’ he said, ‘and I swear I’ll cut your fucking tongue off.’ Then: ‘My mother. I want to know. I …’ He opened his mouth to speak again, but the words died. It was as if all Burton’s questions – like wreaths or phantoms – had woven themselves into a thick cord and pulled tight around his throat. He made a choking sound and became deathly still. The blade slackened on Hochburg’s neck.


Then the one thing happened that he never considered.


Burton began to weep.


Softly. With no tears. His chest shuddering like a child’s.


Hochburg looked more bewildered than ever but took his chance. ‘Break down the door!’ he shouted to the guards outside. ‘Break down the door. An assassin!’


There was a frantic thump-thump-thump of boots against wood.


The sound roused Burton. He had never expected to get this opportunity; only a fool would waste it. He bent lower, tear ducts still smarting. ‘What happened to her?’


‘Quickly,’ screeched Hochburg.


‘Tell me, damn you! I want the truth.’


‘Quickly!’


‘Tell me.’ But the rage and shame and fear – and in the back of his mind the training, that rowdy instinct to survive – suddenly came to the fore.


Burton plunged the knife deep and hard.


Hochburg made a wet belching noise, his eyelids flickering. Blood spurted out of his neck. It hit Burton in the face, a slap from chin to eyebrow, geysered on to the walls. Burning hot. Scarlet.


Burton stabbed again and again. More blood. It drenched his clothes. Spattered the maps on the walls, running down them. Turning Africa red.


Then the door burst inwards and two guards were in the room, pistols drawn. Faces wide and merciless.
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IT was called dambe. Burton had learned it as a kid on the banks of the River Oti, in Togo, taught by the orphans his parents were supposed to redeem. Learning to kick and punch and headbutt with the unbridled ferocity of a fourteen-year-old. But always at night, always away from Father’s soulless eyes. Inventing excuses for the splits and swellings that blotted his face. Soon he was beating the boys who instructed him. They said he had the yunwa for it – the hunger. That was after his mother had left them.


The Leibwache glanced down at Hochburg, their mouths sagging with disbelief. Blood continued to gush from his throat, weaker with each spurt.


Burton sprang up. Three strides and he was at the door, his left hand held out in front of him straight as a spade, the right curled into a ball of knuckles tight at his armpit, legs bent like a fencer.


He stamped his boot down on the closest Leibwache’s shin. The man buckled as Burton lunged forward and – snap – fired his fist into his face. A headbutt and the guard was rolling on the floor.


The second Leibwache spun his pistol at Burton and fired, the shot missing his head by a fraction. Burton felt his eardrum thunderclap and muffle at the closeness of the bullet. Oblivious to it, he twisted low and rammed his elbow into the Leibwache’s chest-bone. The guard doubled up, his pistol skittering across the floor.


Past the open door Burton heard the sound of boots on stairs.


The winded Leibwache lurched towards Burton who slipped underneath him and thumped his wrist, the hannu, on to the back of his neck where vertebrae and skull connected. The man dropped lifelessly.


In the room beyond, another guard appeared, roused by the gunshot. For an instant his eyes met Burton’s. Then Burton slammed the door shut.


The click of the bolt.


There was no double-locking mechanism so Burton dragged Hochburg’s desk to the door, stood it on end and jammed it hard against the frame. It would buy him a few extra seconds. He was lathered in sweat, even the material of his breeches sticking to his thighs. He undid his top buttons and tried to breathe. The smell of rubbing alcohol burned his nostrils.


His watch read 01:21.


Burton reached down for one of the Leibwache’s Lugers. He wished he had the reassuring handle of his Browning to grip, but the pistol was in Patrick’s care. The Luger would have to do. He checked its firing mechanism and clip (seven shots left) and hurried towards the veranda.


Burton hesitated.


He looked back at Hochburg’s body. The bleeding had stopped. He was completely still except for his left foot which twitched sporadically. It looked almost comic. His features were a mask of scarlet. Burton thought of Ackerman: hot blood, cold blood. It’s still blood.


He needed to make sure.


Burton returned to the body, knelt and checked the pulse. Nothing. There was no breath from his nostrils either. He reached to retrieve the knife still buried in Hochburg’s throat … then decided against it. His last chance of knowing about his mother – why she’d vanished, what had happened – was gone for ever. Even the killing itself had been pleasureless, with none of the satisfaction he had envisioned. A numbness was spreading through his mind.


He stood, feeling he should mark the moment he had craved all these years. What would Father have done? Make the sign of the cross? Say a few words about the need for forgiveness? Maybe. Or maybe he’d have sucked on his lungs and spat.


Burton left without a backward gesture.


On the veranda the night was still; the sound of the gunshot obviously hadn’t carried. Burton was grateful for that. He lowered himself over the side and shinned down one of the supporting posts, his feet finding the nameless skulls below. Inside his boots his soles arched as though he were barefoot in an abattoir.


Burton marched out into the square. The searchlights moved idly; the Doberman patrol at the far end walking away from him. If the rest of his team had been captured, or if Dolan was still nursing his grudge and chose not to hit the detonator, this might be the shortest walk of his life. A ten-second stroll through a firing range.


He headed towards the far gate, resisted the urge to sprint. For some reason an old barrack-room tune sprang into his head:




Went to war for the Poles, the Frenchies and Slovaks


What for, Winston?


Dead chums and kingdom come


We ain’t fighting for no blacks—





An alarm began to sound. A wailing, mechanised klaxon.


The searchlights froze, then began to scour the square. They both found Burton. Ahead he saw the Doberman patrol halt and turn in his direction. The dog growled.


Burton motioned impatiently towards the guard towers, a gesture that said get that fucking thing out of my eyes or you’ll be on punishment detail for a month. He hoped they wouldn’t be able to make out the bloodstains on his face and hands.


A voice cried out from the darkness: ‘Apologies, Sturmbannführer. Is it a drill?’


Another alarm started up.


Through the cyan-white glare Burton made out two guards in each tower, one with the light, the other pointing an MG48 machine gun, enough to turn a man to bonemeal in seconds. ‘Search the perimeter,’ Burton shouted at them. ‘Then stand down.’


The lights did as they were told. Burton continued towards the exit.


‘There!’ came a voice from behind him.


He spun round to look back at the veranda. Standing on the balcony was a Leibwache, arm rigid in his direction. ‘Stop him. Fire!’


Burton ran.


Immediately the lights were back on him. The ground erupted in bullets, fragments of skull bursting upwards. Burton zigzagged wildly, lurching to the left, next second doubling back on himself. Anything to avoid the onslaught.


Where was Patrick? Where was that damn explosion?


There was a crackle of gunfire from the balcony. Another from the nearest guard tower, close enough to singe the leather of his jackboots this time. The light was relentless.


Burton slipped, his hands flailing. He imagined the guard in the tower seizing his chance. Burton had done it enough times himself. Wait for the target to stumble, line up the sights and squeeze the trigger: an easy kill-shot.


At least I got Hochburg, he thought. I’ll be able to look Father in the eye – before St Peter turns me away.


Then the searchlight was gone. Burton squinted into the darkness. The beam was pointing upwards, vanishing into the sky. The tower empty.


Across the square, the other tower aimed its light at him before it too jerked away. Burton could make out a guard gripping the MG48, aiming it at him. Suddenly he snapped back in the shape of a starfish. Dead.


Not for the first time Burton whispered a thank you to Patrick Whaler and his sniper rifle.


The two guards and the Doberman were now belting towards him. There was another silent blast from the darkness and the guard with the dog stumbled. He unleashed the animal and encouraged it on with the cry, ‘Angriff!’ The Doberman galloped forward, fangs snarling.


Another shot, then another. Both guards dropped.


Fuck the handlers, thought Burton, shoot the dog!


The ground splintered and spat near the Doberman – but the animal was moving too fast for Patrick.


Burton came to a halt, concentrated on the dog. In his mind he was back at Bel Abbès, the Legion fort where he’d trained as a soldier. A sous-officier was pointing at a blackboard; afterwards they’d practised on crude models made from jute and straw.


Patrick fired another shot. It clipped the Doberman’s tail, stoked its ferocity.


The dog was no more than ten yards away.


Burton crouched low like a sprinter at the start of a race. His chest was straining, the roof of his mouth dry. He was dimly aware of more alarms ringing, more gunshots from the balcony.


At the last moment – just as the dog leapt to attack – Burton sprang upwards and grabbed the animal’s front legs. Teeth gnashed inches from his face. With a single, vicious movement he wrenched its limbs apart.


There was a crack as the breastbone broke, then Burton flung the Doberman away. He forced himself not to hear its whimpering.


Another torrent of bullets – from behind this time.


Burton turned to see several Leibwache gathered on the balcony shooting at him. He fired off several rounds from his Luger, none of them finding their target but enough to make the guards duck out of sight. Then he ran again, sprinting to the gatehouse.


The barrier was down but there were no guards. As Burton approached he saw them slumped on the ground, haloes of blood pooling around their heads. The window of the gatehouse had a single bullet hole in it; inside, another guard looking into distant space. Whatever else might have happened to Patrick his aim was as straight as ever.


The gunfire continued remorselessly. There was a heavy-calibre retort mixed into it now. The Nazis were coming to full alert: another thirty seconds and he’d never get away.


Burton dived to the ground and crawled round the edge of the gatehouse. The window above him exploded, showered him with glass. Looking back across the square – through the bursts of machine guns – he saw an open-backed lorry roaring towards him, laden with Waffen-SS troops. There were more men behind it on foot. Enough firepower to quell an uprising.


Burton struggled to move forward, using the corpses around him as sandbags. At that moment he’d have signed away the entire farm for a single hand grenade.


The headlights of the lorry shattered. Then the windscreen. The driver slumped forward, the vehicle twisting to a halt. Troops immediately poured off it. Fifteen, twenty of them. More than a match for Burton’s pistol, more than even Patrick could take out.


He fired off the final shots in the Luger, scrambled up and ran. Gunfire streaked around him like angry red hornets.


The troops were closing in. Oh, Maddie, he thought.


Burton was knocked off his feet. It felt as if a huge, hot fist had slammed against his back. The skin on his scalp contracted and stung.


A fireball rose into the sky. A gulp of night air – and then another, even bigger blast.


Debris rained down on the Schädelplatz: burning lumps of metal, oil drums that landed with hollow booms. At the front of the complex a crane toppled over. The troops darted for cover, turning their weapons in the direction of the explosion. From the opposite side of the square came a sputter of phosphorous blobs. It sounded as if an entire regiment were attacking the camp: Dolan, and his ‘box of tricks’. Burton almost grinned. The phosphorous fell to the ground igniting everything it touched. The stench of tarred wood swirled round the square.


Burton got back on his feet, a few sporadic shots whistling in his direction. Among the dead guards he spied the distinctive shape of a BK44 rifle. He scooped it up and ducked below the barrier that separated the camp from the jungle road beyond. It was lit for a couple of hundred yards before being reclaimed by the darkness; three hundred miles later it reached the Doruma garrison and the border with Anglo-Sudan.


Still running, Burton searched for a sign of the others. Nothing. He tried to visualise the direction Patrick’s shots had come from. There was another explosion behind him. The lights along the road flickered – buzzed – and died. An instant later the entire camp was extinguished.


‘Fuck it,’ snarled Burton. ‘Patrick?’ he called out. ‘Patrick?’


Only the chaos behind him answered.


Burton kept pushing forward, moving at an unsteady trot. The tarmac beneath his feet shimmered with a fiery light but the trees either side remained black.


‘Patrick?’ he called again. This was absurd! He hadn’t survived everything to get lost in the dark.


Somewhere to the left the undergrowth shook. Burton stumbled in its direction. An engine fired up, high-powered and urgent. Seconds later a vehicle roared forward. It executed a sharp U-turn and ground to a halt.


It was a Ziege jeep, the Nazis’ workhorse in this part of the world, built at the Volkswagen factory in Stanleystadt. On its bodywork was the skull and palm tree insignia of the SS in Africa.


Burton raised his rifle, flicked off the safety.


Then a voice: ‘Major. Get in.’


It wasn’t Patrick – but it would do.
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01:25


‘WHERE’S Patrick?’ shouted Burton. The gearbox was howling. ‘Where’s Patrick?’


They were reversing down the road, back towards the camp, Lapinski gripping the wheel as if he would strangle it. His eyes gleamed in the darkness like a cat’s. They drove without lights.


The Ziege screeched to a halt. There was a thump as something landed on the roof. Lapinski hit the throttle again. They lurched forward, rapidly picking up speed. Burton turned round in the passenger seat, his rifle drawn. A figure manoeuvred itself from the roof into the back of the jeep. It was dressed in a suit sewn with leaves, on its head a bulky brass helmet and goggles encrusted with tubes: night-vision equipment. Beneath the contraption Burton could just perceive the face. Lean and wrinkled; smears of camouflage paint; a sharp nose that had once been broken and now twisted to the left.


It was Patrick Whaler.


‘I’m too old for climbing trees.’ He rubbed the small of his back, winced, then jerked his head upwards. ‘But the line of fire was better up there.’ In his other hand was a customised rifle with oversized butt, silenced muzzle and telescopic sight the size of an artillery shell. Carved on to the stock were the words, für Hannah.


‘You’re still the best shot I know,’ said Burton.


‘I missed the dog,’ replied Patrick. His voice was Boston Irish churned with two decades of French desert. ‘Once I wouldn’t.’


‘I got out, didn’t I? Relax, the hard part’s over. We’re almost home.’


‘That’s what you said at Dunkirk.’


Patrick was one of the few conditions Burton had insisted on with Ackerman. He needed someone he could trust completely on the mission. The two of them had known each other for twenty years, back since their days in the French Foreign Legion when Burton had been an angry teenage volunteer, Patrick his commanding officer. He wasn’t the man he’d been though. Prison had changed him – as if something grey had been mixed into his blood.


Burton turned to face the front. They were hurtling through the jungle, Lapinski leaning over the wheel, face set into the gloom.


‘I can’t see nothing,’ said the driver.


‘No lights,’ said Burton. He flicked a look in the wing mirror: plumes of fire were reaching into the sky. ‘We’re still too close.’


‘We’ll miss the turning.’ Lapinski’s nose was almost touching the windscreen.


Patrick’s head appeared between them. With the night-vision equipment he resembled a gigantic fly. ‘There!’ he said. ‘On the left.’


Lapinski squeezed the brakes and turned sharply. They crashed through thick foliage – then a rotting wooden barrier – before joining another road parallel to the one they had left. This was the dirt highway from when Belgium had been the colonial power. Neglected since the Nazis conquered Kongo, it was now hidden from pursuing eyes by a canopy of vegetation. Vines clawed against the jeep.


‘Lights?’ said Lapinski.


The jeep was bouncing up and down like a rowing-boat in an Atlantic squall. Burton felt his brain bash against his skull. ‘We can risk it.’


Lapinski flicked a switch, headlights illuminating the way in front. They were in a tunnel of trees – green, grey, black – the road as potholed as a lunar surface.


Burton felt a hand on his shoulder, Patrick motioned at the track behind. He turned to see another pair of headlights following them. The lights were closing in. Patrick reached for his rifle.


‘Wait!’ said Burton. ‘It might be Dolan. Signal first.’


Patrick grabbed his torch and began flashing letters in Morse code. V-R-A-N-J-A. Vranja, the quince variety in the main orchard back home. Burton could see them now, the fruits already fat and yellow. He hoped to make a good living out of them one day – it had to be better than all this! The first thing he’d do when he got back home would be to go with Madeleine and pick one. Inhale its perfume.


No reply came from the other vehicle.


‘What if their torch got broken?’ said Lapinski.


Patrick shouldered his weapon. ‘What if they’re about to blow us off the road?’ He put his eye to the scope.


The jeep hit a pothole, jolting the vehicle. The muzzle of Patrick’s rifle flayed in the darkness.


‘For fuck’s sake,’ he growled. ‘Can’t you keep this thing straight?’


Lapinski snapped back: ‘Any time you want the wheel—’


‘They’re flashing their headlights,’ said Burton. ‘W-A-L-L-O … Wallop.’ Dolan’s call-sign. ‘Everyone just relax and we’re out of here.’


Patrick grunted.


Burton settled back into his seat. It was only then that he realised he was gripping the stock of his BK44. Gripping it so hard his wrist stung.


It took them forty minutes to reach Mupe, exactly as they had planned. Burton spent the time wiping sweat from his eyes, trying not to think of the tears he had shed in Hochburg’s study. He kept glancing in the rear mirror, but there was no swarm of German lights. Lapinski remained hunched over the wheel. With his thin moustache and slick hair he could have been a spiv’s apprentice. Like all the team he was wearing an SS uniform, the cloth clearly distasteful to him. Every now and then he muttered something in Polish. Prayers or complaints, Burton couldn’t tell.


Mupe was a disused airstrip on the flight path from Stanleystadt to Irumu in the east. When SABENA, Congo’s original airline, had set up its network of airfields in the 1920s it also built emergency landing-grounds dotted through the jungle. These were now shrinking back into the trees, ideal for covert extractions. The Nazis had abandoned most of the old Belgian infrastructure to construct bigger, better facilities: monuments to conquest. A network of airports connected the six colonies of German Africa, with hubs linking the continent to the Fatherland. In the Schädelplatz region every aerodrome was now redundant to the new international terminal at Kondolele that could accommodate military aircraft and the latest Lufthansa Junkers. Private jets also used the tarmac, whisking in SS dignitaries who marvelled at Hochburg’s square before flying out again vowing never to return to the squalid heat of Africa. Burton had flown into Kondolele earlier that evening; already it seemed a lifetime ago.


‘Keep the engine running,’ said Burton when they reached the airfield. He slipped out of the jeep, Patrick following, his face still obscured by his insect-head. The two of them jogged to the tree line.


Behind them, Dolan’s vehicle ground to a halt. At the wheel was Vacher – the fifth member of the team, a Rhodesian. Burton motioned to both of them to stay put. Dolan threw up his hands in exasperation.


‘Looks smalty enough,’ said Patrick, scanning the silent perimeter of the airfield. ‘How long?’


Burton glanced at his watch, struggling to read the dials in the swamped light. Their plane was scheduled to touch down at 02:20. ‘Another ten minutes.’


‘Assuming they even left.’


‘Ackerman wouldn’t dare,’ replied Burton, trying to reassure himself as much as Patrick. ‘I’m going to check out that building. You keep the others here. I don’t want Dolan thundering around.’ He left the cover of the trees.


‘Wait!’ said Patrick, fishing inside his pocket. ‘You might need this.’ He tossed something towards him. Burton caught it. It was his Browning, still warm from Patrick’s body.


Burton nodded, then put the pistol into his waistband. With the BK44 in the other hand, he crouched down and moved silently to a caved-in building on the far side of the airfield. It reminded him of the apple store back on the farm.


There was no door, just a frame. Inside it smelt of orchids and wet plaster; cockroaches teemed on the floor. Everything of value had long since been stolen. Screwed to the wall was a portrait of Leopold III of Belgium, former ruler of the colony. Someone had added a toothbrush moustache and engorged penis to the picture; another, a hangman’s noose. There were swastikas daubed on all the walls, but crudely as if drawn by children.


Burton moved to what was once the control room. Broken windows looked out on a runway of compacted dirt. They’d need to light some markers for the pilots. Even with night-vision sights a landing like this was fraught with—


A noise.


Burton strained to hear it. For an instant his spine turned to ice. It sounded like Hochburg. The gait of his step as he strode in for dinner. Then it came again, something much more earthly: the clink of webbing. Burton pushed himself hard against the wall. Raised his hand, ready to swipe any intruder off his feet and slam the hard bone of his wrist on to their neck. The hannu was as effective as a club.


A footfall. Then another. And a broad figure lumbered into the room. Burton had him on the floor faster than a heartbeat, raised his hand to strike.


‘It’s me!’


He recognised the booming Welsh voice at once. ‘You were supposed to stay with the others.’


‘Bah! That’s what the old man said.’ Dolan had developed a wary lexicon of contempt for Patrick: old man, Yank, (if he was out of earshot) chickenshit-bollocksucker. Their dislike had been instant and mutual, the type of animosity that only kindred spirits can find. That America had stayed out of the war seemed to affront Dolan further, as if Patrick were personally responsible.


Burton helped him off the floor. Even in the darkness, even with his face covered in camouflage cream Dolan still looked ruddy. ‘Keep your voice down! Major Whaler was acting under my instructions.’


‘I needed to know. Did you get the Kraut bastard?’


Burton had a flash of tears and blood. That curious belching sound as the knife tore into Hochburg’s windpipe. An unanswered question.


‘He’s dead.’


In the darkness, Burton could make out Dolan’s teeth as he grinned. He had too many of them, set like pillars in his mouth; a cannonball head; body as wide as two kegs roped together. The Welshman, an explosives expert, had been the original team leader before Ackerman visited the farm, something he bore with resentful good grace. At that moment he chuckled and gave Burton a triumphant thump round the shoulder. ‘Did you catch my handi -work? BOOM! Must have bagged at least twenty Krauts with that.’ He chuckled again.


‘There’ll be time for that later,’ said Burton uncomfortably. ‘For now, I want two flares. One at the top of the field. Another at the opposite end. You and Vacher get to it.’


A mock salute. ‘Yessir.’


Burton watched him hurry away. He had known soldiers like Dolan before, boys who had never seen real combat, who considered the 1939–40 conflict a disgrace. They thought war was a rough and tumble game. Bulldog with grenades. In the Legion the sous-officiers would have had him spitting teeth by the first night but now, with all the wars over, discipline was slipping.


Following Hitler’s surprise attack on the Low Countries and France in the spring of 1940, the British Expeditionary Force had been encircled at Dunkirk. For a few brief hours it was hoped that the troops might be evacuated, then came the order from Führer headquarters to smash the British into the sea. Forty-five thousand were killed, almost quarter of a million taken as prisoners of war, with fewer than five thousand managing to escape. ‘The whole root, core and brain of our army destroyed’, as Churchill admitted after he was forced to resign as Prime Minister.


In his place came Lord Halifax – cool-headed, pragmatic – who judged the public mood of dread and proposed a summit with the Führer to decide the future of Europe; there was no appetite for a protracted war, no repeat of 1914–18. Hitler agreed, declaring, ‘If there’s one nation that has nothing to gain from this conflict, and may even lose everything by it, that’s England’. Despite rumbles of protest, Halifax’s position was strengthened by the press and their ‘Bring ‘em Home’ campaign. All that summer, as Spitfires and Messerschmitts battled over Britain, headlines called for the return of the Dunkirk POWs in exchange for peace. Mothers and wives took to the streets outside Parliament demanding their men back. Less publicly, ambassadors from the conquered nations of Europe were arriving in London and urged the Prime Minister to negotiate a settlement that might restore their independence.


In October Britain and Germany came to terms, signing a non-aggression pact and creating the Council of New Europe (the CONE in diplomatic-speak). The occupied countries – France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Denmark and Norway – would be granted their autonomy under newly elected right-wing governments, taking their place alongside Italy, Spain, Portugal, Sweden and Finland. It was also agreed that the Wehrmacht should maintain its foreign bases to ensure the stability of this new community. In the east, Britain promised to remain impartial if ever Germany needed to defend its borders against Soviet aggression. Most of the Dunkirk prisoners were home in time for Christmas. Hitler congratulated the British people on their common sense; sent them a Yuletide tree to stand in Trafalgar Square – a tradition that had continued in the years since.


Other peace accords followed, guaranteeing the two countries’ neutrality towards each other and returning the African colonies Germany had been stripped of by the Versailles Treaty.


The culmination was the Casablanca Conference of 1943 when the continent was divided – Churchill said ‘cleaved’ – between the two powers. Britain would retain its interests in East Africa (the only concession being the former German colony of Tanganyika); Germany would take the west, subsuming the territory of its newly independent European neighbours – one of Hitler’s founding principles for the Council of New Europe. Not all had gone quietly. War raged in Congo for over a year, while the Free French, under General de Gaulle, put up a final stand in Douala, Cameroon, before being driven into the Atlantic by the Afrika Korps.


Since then a decade of peace and prosperity.


When Burton got back to the jeeps Patrick was waiting for him. ‘If Dolan says one more thing I’ll gut him, I swear—’


‘I need you up top. See if you can spot the plane.’


‘I told you already: I’m too old to climb trees.’


‘It’s either you or Dolan.’


The American humphed. ‘Time?’ he asked.


Burton checked his watch again: ‘02:19.’


‘We should be able to hear them by now,’ Patrick said, clambering upwards.


‘I know.’


Patrick disappeared into the foliage. ‘I never did trust Ackerman,’ he called back after him through the leaves. ‘Now the job’s done we’re just an expense.’


Burton stood for a few seconds longer, ear cocked to the sky, then climbed back into the Ziege next to Lapinski.


‘I heard Major Whaler,’ said the driver. ‘What if he’s right?’


Burton sighed. His feet ached in his boots; at least he was wearing socks. ‘Be not faithless, but believing.’


‘Eh?’


‘John, Chapter 20. Forget it. Ackerman will play us straight.’


‘But what if they don’t show?’


‘Then I’m lucky I’ve got you.’


Lapinski gave him a quizzical look.


‘It’s going to be a very long drive back home. Don’t worry, five minutes from now you’ll be bellyaching about the turbulence.’


They fell into silence, Burton listening for the faint hum of propellers to the south. The flight was a regular Central African Airways one that flew freight from Salisbury in Southern Rhodesia to Khartoum each week. No Nazi operator would give the blip on his radar screen a second glance. Or so Ackerman had reassured them.


Lapinksi spoke again. Burton guessed he was jittery. ‘I’m going to teach Elizabeth to drive. Buy her a car. That will impress her folks, don’t you think?’


‘Especially if you buy British.’


‘I wouldn’t think of anything else. A little Austin.’


‘I’m sure they’ll welcome you to the family,’ Burton said, trying not to sound insincere. He knew the driver had only taken the job for the money, trusting a fat wallet to sway the prejudices of his sweetheart’s parents. Poland no longer existed, Warsaw razed to the ground. An ex-corporal from an ex-country wasn’t exactly what they had in mind for their little girl.


‘I hope so, Major. She’s all I ever wanted.’


‘I know what you mean,’ said Burton, thinking of Madeleine. Next moment, he held his finger to his lips: ‘You hear that?’


Lapinski listened, then shook his head.


Burton leaned out of the window, cupped his ear. He was sure he had caught the distant hum of propellers, but now all he could hear was the sound of insects. Das Heimchenchor, his father used to call it. Burton wondered what they were saying to each other, what songs they sang. In this part of the jungle they would be oecanthinae: tree crickets.


At the far end of the runway a fountain of red light erupted. Dolan had lit the first flare.


‘Let’s hope it doesn’t guide the Krauts to us,’ said Lapinski.


Burton didn’t reply, his ears still sifting the soundtrack of the night. When he was a boy Hochburg used to tell him tales about the crickets. How they had citadels hidden in the undergrowth, waged wars like men, bred warriors and princesses. And how one day – if Burton was sehr artig and didn’t disturb him when he was praying with his mother – he’d teach him the crickets’ secret language. Like so many of Hochburg’s promises it never came to anything, but sometimes he would make strange chirping noises; then laugh at him.


Hochburg and his stories.


Burton shifted on his seat, hotter than ever, the SS uniform cloying against his chest; all he wanted to do was rip it off. He thumped the dashboard. ‘Where’s that fucking plane?’


As if to answer him the burr of propellers was suddenly heavy in the sky. How had he missed it? It was coming in from the south-west. Growing louder and more welcome by the second.


Burton and Lapinski abandoned the jeep and ran to the tree line. Dolan was already waiting. There was another flare of light as Vacher lit the second beacon. Burton glimpsed the silhouette of the young soldier as he hurried back towards them. A decade ago a night-time pick-up would have been impossible – even with flares. But Ackerman had supplied the pilots with the same equipment as Patrick. It was cascade tube, state-of-the-art, German manufactured of course.


‘There she is!’ boomed Dolan. He began to sing in Welsh, ‘Lord, lead me through the wilderness …’ For once Burton didn’t tell him to keep it down.


The plane was already on its final approach: a Vickers Viscount, its four propellers a grey blur against the sky, wheels low enough to skim the canopy.


The tree above them swayed and rustled and Patrick jumped to the ground, his own night-vision gear still wrapped around his head.


Burton beamed reassurance at him.


‘We got Lebbs,’ said Patrick. His tone conveyed no expression. ‘A whole convoy. At least a dozen vehicles, some with MG48s.’


Burton’s grin vanished. Dolan scowled at Patrick like it was his fault.


‘Are they on our track?’ said Burton. ‘How long?’


Behind them the plane touched down, its wheels groaning as they hit the compacted earth of the runway. Instantly the engines began to power down to give the aircraft enough room to stop.


‘If they didn’t know we were here before, they do now,’ said Patrick. ‘Two minutes tops.’


‘What if they send up a patrol?’ Lapinski had asked the same question a hundred times during the training. ‘We’ll never outrun a jet-fighter.’


‘They can’t shoot down a commercial flight,’ replied Burton for the hundred and first. ‘Not without proof it’s us.’ This time his voice carried less conviction. ‘Two minutes is plenty.’


The Vickers had slowed to a running pace, its rear hatch open. An airman emerged, descending with all the enthusiasm of a swimmer entering crocodile-infested waters. The Vickers trundled on towards the far end of the runway to turn around. Burton could make out the blue CAA logo on its tailfin. The airman beckoned towards them.


‘Let’s go,’ said Burton. Nobody needed telling twice. They left the cover of the trees, Vacher joining them as they crossed the runway. Dolan kept glancing behind, his machine gun ready. He seemed disappointed when no Nazis emerged.


Even though the wind from the propellers was too far away to be felt, the airman was hunched up against it. ‘Nares,’ he introduced himself. ‘You all set?’


Burton nodded.


‘Good. Cos I don’t want to spend a second longer on the ground than I have to.’


‘That’s why I love flyboys,’ said Patrick.


Nares asked, ‘Is the area secure?’


‘Not for much longer,’ replied Burton.


The airman’s mouth turned queasy.


At the opposite end of the runway the Vickers had completed its turn and was ready for take-off. The pilots revved the throttle. Nares led the group towards the plane, not bothering to check if they were following him. They had three hundred yards to go. If the Nazis were closing in, the roar of the propellers drowned out their approach.


Burton glanced backwards. The runway was empty. So were the trees.


Ahead, another airman emerged from the plane and encouraged them on. Every wave of his hand said one thing. Home.


A surge of jubilation flooded through Burton. He was going to keep his promise to Madeleine. Five plus five plus ten: they’d never have to worry about anything again. Next to him, Patrick was running with the vigour of a free man, sniper rifle slung over his shoulder, pistol in his hand; he seemed younger.


They were fifty yards from the Vickers.


‘Told you so,’ Burton mouthed to his old friend; all his fears had been unfounded. He tore off his swastika armband and threw it to the wind.


The plane exploded.
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Saltmeade Farm, Suffolk, England
28 August, 20:35


THEY both had secrets to tell that evening.


Burton and Madeleine were sitting in an arbour at the back of the farmhouse. They had bought the place earlier in the year after finally admitting their affair was something deeper: they wanted to be together. Madeleine, with her pluck and inner quiet, had given Burton a contentment he hadn’t felt since childhood. In front of them was a lawn dotted with weeds, beyond that sloping orchards. Although the sun was setting the air was still warm from the day’s cloudless heat. Whenever they moved, the arbour creaked beneath them as though it might splinter.


Just as Burton was about to speak, Madeleine broke the silence. Although her English was flawless she still carried an accent that spoke of Vienna and persecution.


‘I’ve decided,’ she said. ‘I’m going to tell him. When I get back.’ She sighed before adding, ‘I’m so happy here.’


When Burton made no response, Madeleine turned to face him. She was wearing tailored slacks and a jersey. Her dark hair was tied in a loose ponytail, smelt of honeysuckle and breezy sweat. ‘You don’t look very pleased. I thought that’s what you wanted.’


‘It is.’


‘Then why the face?’


Burton reached out for her hand and took hold of it. She had beautiful fingers – long, delicate, with nails always in a French manicure. They looked so fragile compared to his, so unblemished; Burton’s hands were pockmarked with scars. Instinctively their fingers curled into each other’s. Burton squeezed gently but still didn’t speak. He felt elation at her words but also trepidation at what he must tell.


‘Promise me we’ll always live here,’ she said. ‘This place is perfect. So quiet after London. Listen: you can actually hear the sun setting.’


Burton cocked his ear to the sky. ‘All I can hear is old man Friar chugging away on his tractor somewhere.’


Madeleine gave him a playful dig in the ribs. ‘Komiker. You know what I mean.’


‘Are you really going to leave him?’ asked Burton.


‘I have to.’


‘You promise?’


‘We can’t keep sneaking about like this. Besides, Alice is getting to the age where she understands. What if she says something? Better I tell him than he finds out.’ She raised his hand to her lips. ‘I want to be with you.’


They sat in silence for several moments, Madeleine waiting for a response.


Finally he said, ‘I’ve got to go away.’


Madeleine smiled – that wide-eyed, girlish smile she used when teasing him. ‘Go where?’


‘I can’t tell you.’


She smiled again. ‘Oh, you know how much I like your surprises! What is it this time? More cakes? Silk underwear?’


‘It’s not that kind of surprise. It will only be for a few weeks.’


Madeleine stiffened. ‘What do you mean?’


‘I’ll be back by the end of September.’


She snatched her hand back and stood up. ‘You promised, Burton. You promised!’


‘You’ll wake Alice.’


‘No more, you said. You were giving up that life.’


‘I have.’


‘Then what are you doing?’


‘This is different.’


‘And you tell me this now. Just when I want to leave him.’
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