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Part One



 

‘The only thing that ever really frightened me during the war was the U-boat peril.’
 
Winston Churchill (British Prime Minister 1940–1945)

 

In summer 1940 the German Army tore through western Europe, conquering France, Holland, Belgium and Luxembourg in barely two months. Britain was Hitler’s next target, but the Royal Air Force won control of the skies in the Battle of Britain, making a cross-Channel invasion impossible.

Hitler’s new strategy was slow strangulation: bombing British cities and targeting vulnerable supply lines. With no European allies Britain had to ship fuel, weapons and more than half of its food across the Atlantic from Canada and the United States. But slow-moving cargo vessels made easy prey for German submarines, commonly known as U-boats.

By April 1941, over nine hundred British tankers and cargo vessels lay at the bottom of the Atlantic. U-boats were sinking ships faster than Britain could build replacements.

If the submarines weren’t stopped, the British people would starve.


CHAPTER ONE

Sunday 20 April 1941

Marc Kilgour had jumped out of aeroplanes, belted around the countryside on an old Triumph motorbike, shot a straw dummy through the heart with a sniper rifle, studied the correct procedure for attaching limpet mines to the hull of a boat, survived in the wild on berries and squirrel meat, stuffed dead rats with dynamite, swum freezing lakes and done physical jerks until he was as fast and strong as any thirteen-year-old was likely to get.

But training counts for nothing if you lose your head, and Marc felt uneasy squatting in the two-man canoe with damp trousers, an oar resting between his legs and Commander Charles Henderson seated behind.

It was near midnight on a moonless night – the only kind dark enough to infiltrate occupied France by boat. The sea was calm, the air had bite and the blacked-out French coastline was a total mystery. They might have been fifty metres from shore, or a thousand.

They’d trained to drop into occupied France by parachute, but the RAF refused to spare prized bombers for espionage work. A fast torpedo boat for the long voyage down France’s western coast would have been second best, but the Royal Navy was no more willing.

In the end they’d made the two-day journey from Porth Navas Creek in Cornwall aboard Madeline, an elderly French steam tug designed for harbour work rather than open sea. Their canoe was a leisure craft that had spent years hanging from the ceiling in a Cambridge junk shop, before being discovered by Henderson, who patched its cloth hull with fish-glue and pieces cut from a coal tarp.

The rest of their equipment was no better. The radio transmitter was an unreliable beast. Twice the weight of more recent sets, it left the canoe precariously low in the water and compromised the amount of equipment they could carry. Henderson had kicked up a stink, but Britain was fighting alone against a Nazi empire and CHERUB wasn’t the only unit muddling through with scraps.

‘Nerves holding out?’ Henderson asked quietly, as his oar cut into a wave.

‘Just about,’ Marc said.

Henderson was the one thing that gave Marc confidence. He was a flawed human: drinker, womaniser, a short-tempered maverick who rubbed senior colleagues up the wrong way. But as some men turn genius when you give them a football, or set a maths problem, Henderson had a gift for espionage. He was completely ruthless, able to speak the five major European languages in a variety of accents, and had a magical ability to devise practical and sophisticated operations.

‘Are those young eyes seeing things I can’t?’ Henderson asked.

Marc squinted, but could barely see beyond the end of the boat. ‘What if the tide’s carrying us further out?’ he asked. ‘I mean, are you even rowing in the right direction? Shall I take a compass bearing?’

Henderson gave a restrained laugh. ‘You don’t have much faith in my nautical skills, do you? Listen to the gulls. Are they getting louder or quieter?’

‘Louder,’ Marc said, realising that the gulls lived in colonies onshore.

Marc felt foolish: he might have been blind in the dark, but Henderson had been using his other senses to navigate.

‘Clever old goat, aren’t you?’ Marc said cheekily.

A dark mass loomed beyond the bow. Marc thrust his oar out ahead of the canoe, then pushed hard against rocks jutting from the water. The boat tilted as its canvas side-scraped barnacles. Henderson threw himself sideways to counterbalance, but with the canoe so heavy it wasn’t enough to stop water spilling over the side.

Marc threw down his oar and reached around to grab an old paint tin used for bailing out. He’d been soaked down one side when the wave came in and the pool in the hull now topped his canvas plímsolls.

Directly behind, Henderson tried pushing the boat off the rocks with his oar. The back end drifted out, but the bow was impaled on something. Marc bailed speedily, but the water kept rising. As no more had come over the side it could only mean one thing.

‘Hull’s torn,’ Marc said, alarmed, but still having the wits to keep his voice low.

Henderson stood up. As he jumped on to the rocks the back of the boat rose up. He’d hoped taking his weight out might save the canoe, but the shift of balance set all the water running towards Marc at the front. The heavy case with the radio inside whacked Marc’s back as the Atlantic engulfed his legs.

As the bow dived, a sharpened metal prong shot through the breach in the hull. Marc clambered up the tilting boat as she hit sand a metre and a half below the surface. Shallow water meant land was close, but Marc’s relief didn’t last. As he kicked to stay afloat his foot snared a coil of barbed wire.

Marc squeezed his face, stifling a howl. Henderson had pulled two floating suitcases and a backpack on to the rocks before realising his companion was in trouble. He recognised the metal spearing the upright canoe as the leg of a tank trap. These criss-crossed metal tripods were designed to prevent tanks and amphibious vehicles driving up beaches.

Their presence was mystifying: Henderson had targeted a landing beach with cliffs beyond the sand. Tanks didn’t do cliffs, so either the Germans had installed tank traps for no reason or they’d come ashore in the wrong spot.

But that concern was for later. Right now, Marc was stuck and kept himself afloat by locking his arms around the tank trap. In sheer frustration, he yanked his leg upwards, but the result was excruciating pain as a barb punched through his plimsoll into the top of his foot.

‘For Christ’s sake be gentle,’ Henderson warned, as he knelt on the slippery rocks and leaned out. ‘What if they’re rigged?’

It hadn’t occurred to Marc that the wire might be linked to an explosive. ‘Eh?’ he gasped. ‘Do they do that?’

‘Look on the bright side,’ Henderson said. ‘If you have snagged an anti-tank mine, neither of us will ever know much about it. Now pull your ankle up gently. High as you can without straining the wire.’

They’d expected wire, and Henderson had a pair of snips clipped to his belt, alongside his gun, holster and torch. As Marc pulled his knee towards his chest, Henderson felt blindly underwater, running a hand down the boy’s leg until he reached the wire, and cut one side.

Marc expected the wire to peel away, but with barbs stuck in his flesh Henderson had to cut the other side and bring him up with a short length of wire still embedded. Henderson dragged Marc on to a flattish section of rock. The boy lay on his elbows and took three gulps of air, before rolling on to his back and studying the length of wire, with two barbs in his ankle and one in the top of his foot.

‘You weigh enough,’ Henderson said breathlessly.

Marc went up on one knee, braced for pain and ripped out the wire. As blood pooled into his sock he put some weight down on his bad foot.

‘Think it’s up to much?’ Henderson asked.

‘Hurts, but I’ll manage.’

Henderson began lifting the empty canoe clear of the tank trap. Simultaneously a wave swept over the rocks, floating one of the rescued suitcases. Marc scrambled on all fours, grabbing the case handle as it teetered, but when he looked back he realised that one case was already missing.

‘Where’s the transmitter?’

‘Six feet under,’ Henderson said.

‘Is it worth pulling up?’

‘Not after a soaking,’ Henderson said, as he threw loose rocks into the back of the canoe. ‘I’ll weight the boat down. The Germans will spot her when the tide goes out, but we’ll be long gone, provided your leg holds out.’

The plan was to land on a lightly defended beach, bury the canoe and reclaim it for the return trip, but that wouldn’t be happening now.

‘Looks like these rocks form a natural jetty back to dry land,’ Henderson said, as he handed Marc the snips. ‘You start moving. Take one case and keep an eye out for more wires.’

Marc’s wounds were excruciating, but Instructor Takada had taught techniques for managing pain. People calmly endured surgery in the days before anaesthetic and what were a few gouges compared to that?

In places the barnacled rocks dipped below the water and Marc had to paddle, though never above his knee. He held the case in front of himself, because that would hit any coils of wire before his legs did.

When the rocks ended his plimsoll squelched into mushy sand. There was a chance of buried mines, but it was too dark to deal with them, so the only strategy was to hope for the best.

‘Keep low,’ Henderson warned, when he stepped up behind, carrying the backpack and the other suitcase.

A shelf in the beach offered limited cover and the pair nestled down. Henderson took a moment to find a small pair of binoculars and used them to scan the landscape.

‘Anything?’ Marc asked.

‘Too bloody dark,’ Henderson said. ‘Though if we can’t see them, they can’t see us.’

The sea brought in a strong breeze, which rustled through reed beds beyond the sand. When the wind stopped, they heard noise coming from not far beyond. It was the sound of men in good spirits.

‘Shall we move?’ Marc asked impatiently.

Henderson traced the line of the horizon with his finger. ‘If they’ve put all those tank traps on the beach, there has to be defensive positions along there. I’m not moving until I know where they are.’

It made sense, but Marc was cold and bloody. After four minutes of fear and pain, he broke silence with a childish whine.

‘Come on, let’s go.’

Henderson looked cross. ‘It doesn’t get light for six hours, but sooner or later we’ll hear a door clank, or someone will step outside for a smoke. Until then …’

Henderson cut himself off because they’d been blessed with light. It came from a road beyond the reeds. The wavering front lamp of a bicycle was enough to make out silhouettes and, as Henderson had predicted, two pill-shaped bunkers bulged out of the reeds like frog’s eyeballs.


CHAPTER TWO

Shivering and sodden, the white sand stuck to their clothes in clumps and got in all the places you don’t want it to. A cautious five-minute crawl over seventy metres of beach had brought Marc and Henderson to the edge of the reeds.

Higher ground had brought the roofline of a grand house into view. The people celebrating were German men, officers judging by their accents. Apparently they’d not only landed on the wrong beach, they had found the Nazi high-ups’ back garden.

This limited knowledge raised more questions. Were there men in the pill-boxes less than ten metres ahead of them? Could they walk on to the road where they saw occasional traffic, or were they behind the fences of a secure compound? And if they made it out of here alive, where the hell were they and how far from where they were supposed to land?

The squat concrete pill-box was the first problem. These circular boxes were a standard design, made from bomb-proof concrete, with an armoured door at the rear and a long open slot facing out to sea, through which mortars and machine-gun fire could be directed across the entire beach.

Henderson crept forward, while Marc stayed back with the luggage. It was impossible to move silently through reeds but the breeze and squawking gulls gave cover. Then came the first gunshot.

White birds crowed before launching into the air. Henderson assumed either he or Marc had been spotted and grabbed his pistol from its holster.

He looked up, but there was no sign of anything happening in the pill-box and no sound of men advancing through into the reeds, though Marc was spooked and crawled up frantically behind him.

‘Where did that come from?’ Marc asked.

Henderson gave a don’t know gesture, then jolted again at a shotgun blast aimed high into the sky.

‘Can’t shoot for shit!’ a German shouted drunkenly.

‘In this dark,’ the shooter said defensively. ‘How can I see?’

With that, more pistol shots fired into the dunes, sending up plumes of sand and seabirds. This time the shotgun was more accurate and the Germans cheered as a gull fell out of the sky.

‘Give me a blast,’ another German shouted.

‘Piss off, it’s my turn!’ another howled childishly. ‘Do we have more shotguns?’

There were four or five men in the group. All drunk, all loud. Marc and Henderson couldn’t see them because of the reeds, but the tone of the man who now took the shotgun indicated seniority.

‘I’ll show you proper Prussian shooting!’ the officer shouted. ‘Get some birds up!’

More pistol shots fired into the dunes, more frightened birds shot into the air and the muzzle of a shotgun lit up. But no birds were harmed and the officers began convulsing with laughter.

‘He dropped the gun!’ a youngster howled. ‘He’s so drunk he can’t even hold the gun!’

‘How dare you,’ the German with the gun roared. ‘I am your commanding officer. Do you want to spend next week painting decks with a toothbrush?’

To emphasise his point, the officer shot again.

Henderson and Marc buried their heads as the back door of the pill-box swung open less than three metres ahead. A fat, woolly chest staggered out. Its owner was barefoot and held up his trousers with one hand.

‘Will you shit-for-brains keep your noise down? It’s getting so you can’t grope a Frenchwoman in peace around here.’

A shout came back across the dunes. ‘Captain Gerhardt, I had no idea your mother was in town!’

‘You want me to come over there?’ Gerhardt bellowed, but he turned back towards the pill-box. His heart was set on sex rather than violence.

The shooting game had run out of steam and one of the officers shouted, ‘More drink!’ to cheers from colleagues, who followed him to the house.

Captain Gerhardt seemed pleased with himself as he turned back towards the girl in the pill-box. ‘Now, let’s sort you out, eh?’

Henderson had decided to sneak up and knock Gerhardt out before he locked himself back inside the pill-box. A German uniform would be a useful disguise, even one that was too big for him.

But before Henderson made his move, a wine bottle shattered over Gerhardt’s head. It had been swung by a petite French girl, who now stood in the doorway holding the neck of the shattered bottle. Unfortunately the blow had little effect on Gerhardt, who threw himself into a whale-like laugh.

‘You’ll get a good spanking for that,’ he growled happily.

As Gerhardt forced the girl back inside. Henderson landed a knockout blow with the edge of his pistol. The girl screamed as Gerhardt toppled sideways. Henderson turned back to Marc and spoke in English. ‘Get our luggage in and shut the door.’

The pill-box was lit with a single, tiny gas lantern. The floor was scattered with clothes and wine bottles. The terrified girl was a teenager, half dressed and shorter than Marc. She scooped up her dress before Henderson put a hand behind her neck and spun her body around to face the wall.

‘Do not look at me,’ Henderson warned, speaking in French now, but adding an over-the-top English accent. ‘If you can identify me I’ll have to kill you.’

Gerhardt was unconscious, but he was a big beast. Henderson didn’t want him getting up, so he reached into a small pocket hidden behind his trouser belt and removed a deadly cyanide pill.

Pinching the nose forced Gerhardt’s mouth open. Henderson caught a blast of foul breath as he crumbled the pill on to the German’s tongue and clamped his jaw shut.

After a moment the hairy body began a series of violent convulsions. As Henderson stepped away, he saw the girl move slightly and shoved her face back against the wall.

‘Do you really want to die young?’ he asked.

Marc threw the backpack through the doorway before pulling the metal door shut and sliding the bolt. He could barely see his hand in front of his face.

‘Not one word,’ Henderson told Marc, jamming two fingers down the dying German’s throat.

His gag reflex was still active and red-wine-coloured vomit shot up Henderson’s arm before spattering the floor. Henderson tried not to breathe as he rolled the big German on to his chest and carefully positioned his face in the vile-smelling pool. It was an unpleasant business, but Gerhardt now looked like a man who’d passed out drunk and choked on his own sick. It was unlikely that any doctor would investigate further.

‘Gather up the Captain’s things and check his documents,’ Henderson told Marc. ‘Take his jacket and nothing else. It can’t look like he’s been robbed.’

‘Is he dead?’ the girl asked, as Henderson stepped up behind her.

‘Very much so,’ Henderson said, keeping his tone friendly, but deliberately breathing down her bare back. She was more likely to be honest if she was intimidated.

The girl tipped her head back and sobbed.

‘I’m going to ask questions,’ Henderson said, piling on the English accent. ‘I’ll start with a simple one, your name?’

‘Delphine.’

‘Delphine, that’s nice. Now where am I?’

Delphine seemed confused. ‘How can you not know?’

Henderson jabbed a finger between Delphine’s shoulder blades as Marc read Gerhardt’s identity document.

‘You don’t ask questions. You answer them, and quickly.’

‘We’re at Lamor Plage,’ Delphine said, and then with a touch of sarcasm, ‘Do you know where that is?’

Kapitan Maximillian Gerhardt, Kriegsmarine1, Underseaboat Section, Marc read to himself. Commissioned 1932. There were photos, hard to make out in the gloom: a wife, a child sitting cross-legged with the family dog. The final picture was in colour and showed forty-eight men on the deck of a U-boat, with a pennant marked U27 and Gerhardt at the centre of it all.

Marc smiled. If they were shot dead now, they had at least accomplished something by blundering in and murdering a U-boat captain. Henderson was also satisfied: Lamor Plage was less than two kilometres from their intended landing beach and closer to their target. It was all good, provided they could make it out of here alive.

‘What’s the house?’ Henderson said. ‘What’s it used for?’

‘It was the beach house of Madame Richard. She cleared off before the invasion and now it’s quarters for senior naval officers.’

‘And what brings you here?’

‘It’s a party for the Führer’s birthday.’

‘Is that today?’ Henderson laughed. ‘Sorry, Adolf, I forgot to mail your card! So tell me, Delphine, do you enjoy sleeping with Germans?’

‘My mother hates me coming here, but there’s good food and they’ve always been very correct. At least until tonight when that great pig dragged me away and ripped my dress off.’

Marc studied Delphine as he brushed sand off his clothes. She had muddy feet and scratches up her legs where she’d been dragged through the reeds. She was clearly telling the truth, or something close to it.

‘Do you know this area well?’ Henderson asked.

‘A little,’ Delphine said. ‘I live in Lorient. Twenty minutes’ walk from here.’

‘Is there a security perimeter around the house?’

‘There’s no gate,’ Delphine said. ‘But there’s a checkpoint up where you turn off the main coast road.’

‘How far away is that?’

‘Two or three hundred metres.’

‘And between here and Lorient, how many checkpoints?’

‘On every road into the city, all around near the submarine base. Snap checkpoints can go up anywhere at any time, but not usually after curfew.’

‘Thank you,’ Henderson said. ‘That’s useful to know.’

‘Are you a British agent?’ Delphine asked. ‘Because you need to be careful. I don’t mean to be rude, but your accent is a terrible giveaway.’

Marc stifled a laugh.

‘I’ll let my wife do the talking then,’ Henderson said, hoping to throw Delphine even further off the scent by implying that Marc – who she’d barely seen in the darkness – was a woman rather than a boy. ‘Now I’m sure you’re trustworthy, maybe you’re grateful that I saved you from that big hairy Kraut, but you were out here partying with the enemy. You might run back to the house screaming blue murder the second I’m out of the door. So I’m rather afraid we’re going to have to give you a little pill.’

‘Please,’ Delphine sobbed, as she writhed desperately. ‘I don’t want to die. I might even be able to help you.’

Henderson laughed. ‘Not one of the deadly ones, sweetie! It’ll just put you under for three or four hours. Bit of a nasty headache when you come around. If the Germans ask, tell them you passed out drunk and can’t remember a thing.’

Note

  1 Kriegsmarine – the official name of the German Navy during the Nazi era.


CHAPTER THREE

After drugging Delphine, Marc and Henderson braved the back lawn around the grand house, cutting between partying naval officers with darkness working in their favour. Henderson wore Gerhardt’s giant captain’s jacket and howled a Bavarian folk song, while Marc exchanged Heil Hitlers with an Oberlieutenant rolling around the shrubbery with a champagne bottle wedged down his trousers.

To avoid the checkpoint by the main road, the pair climbed a stile and crossed a couple of untended fields before hitting a dirt track, aiming roughly towards the small naval town of Lorient.

Marc and Henderson had operated in occupied France the previous year, and knew that German forces were spread thin, even in high-security zones near the coast. This was unavoidable: the Germans had conquered half a continent and there weren’t enough of them to go around.

But millions of French civilians had evacuated south when Hitler invaded the previous summer, and one way of reducing trouble in the northern coastal zones was to keep the population down by not letting refugees return.

The result was untended land and houses left to rot through the past winter. It was a nightmare for people who wanted to get home, but a godsend for Marc and Henderson who needed a bolthole where they could hide some of their equipment, and transform their appearance from sandy new arrivals to a respectable French father and son, down on their luck and hunting for work.

They skirted around two villages at a brisk pace before finding a suitably remote farmhouse. Its unoccupied state was obvious from the empty chicken coop and overgrown lawn. The back door didn’t need forcing because thieves had already ransacked the place.

What they’d taken reflected severe shortages France had suffered that winter. Glass candlesticks and figurines stood unmolested on a window ledge, metal pans hung over the kitchen range, but there wasn’t a tin of food, nor a coal in the fireplace. Anything you could chop and burn had been stripped out: curtains, doors, bedding. Only splinters and hinges remained from a kitchen dresser.

‘Cold and hungry thieves,’ Henderson said, as he turned the kitchen tap.

After a dead moth and some sediment came cleanish water. Marc had found the stub of a candle. He struck a match and placed the flickering light under the dining table so that it wouldn’t be obvious from outside.

‘How’s the foot?’ Henderson asked.

‘Ankle’s swollen up,’ Marc said. ‘Doesn’t hurt much though.’

‘Salt in seawater is a natural antiseptic,’ Henderson said. ‘Once you’ve had a wash I’ll put some iodine on the wound and bandage it. Then you can get a few hours’ rest.’

‘What are we gonna do without the transmitter?’ Marc asked, as he sat on a dining chair, unlacing his plimsoll.

‘We have our fall-back rendezvous aboard Madeline tomorrow night,’ Henderson said.

‘But we lost the canoe,’ Marc said, as he pulled off his plimsoll, getting a damp rubbery smell and a shot of pain up his leg. ‘And that idiot Rufus dropped us off at the wrong beach, so what are the chances they’ll be at the right area when it’s time to pick us up?’

‘We’ve got time to think it all through,’ Henderson said. ‘If we get stuck, we’ll have to go south and try getting over the mountains into Spain. There are always options. In this game the only certainty is that things won’t go to plan.’


*

Straw and a sleeping bag on the kitchen floor was paradise compared to the previous two nights aboard Madeline. The old tug offered a choice between a sodden rear deck, or the cramped triple bunk below deck next to the heat and racket from the steam boiler. Marc had tried both and slept in neither.

Nerves and pain made it hard to get to sleep, but once he’d won that battle, Marc was out until morning. The new day had a good feel to it, with a clear sky and warm air. He’d washed before bed, so he felt clean and cosy, and didn’t want to get up as he picked sleep out of his eyes.

Henderson’s sleeping bag was laid out on the opposite side of the dining table, but he was already up.

‘Still alive then?’ Henderson said, stepping in from the back yard where he’d been banging the sand out of his boots. ‘I’ve made every boy’s favourite breakfast.’

Marc’s bandaged ankle had bled overnight. Clotting blood had glued the bandage to the sleeping bag, but the pain was tolerable as he stood up. He scratched himself, and smiled when he saw a slab of high-energy chocolate and a small tin of condensed milk.

‘I’ve put most of our reserve equipment up in the loft,’ Henderson explained. ‘We’ll come back if we need it.’

‘What if the thieves come back?’ Marc asked.

‘There’s plenty of wood to strip out on this floor. It’ll be all right here for a day or so.’

Marc’s chocolate was rock hard and he warmed it in his hand before dipping it into the gloopy strands of thickened milk. Condensed milk was a rare luxury and he loved chocolate, but it made heavy going first thing in the morning.

‘Eat up, it might be all you get today,’ Henderson said. ‘We’ve got a couple of fake ration cards but even if they’re the right kind I doubt there’ll be much in the shops.’

‘I never get my appetite until I’ve been up for a bit,’ Marc said. ‘I checked Delphine’s documents while you were interrogating her, by the way. Her ID and tobacco card looked exactly like our fakes, but her bicycle permit and ration card were different colours and she had an extra document that looked like it was specific to this area.’

‘It’ll be tricky getting into town to photograph the U-boats,’ Henderson said, as he looked inside his boot before shaking out more sand. ‘But Madame Mercier lives on the outskirts. We can get to her if she’s home, and she might know a sneaky way into town.’

‘That’s if she’s still living at the same address,’ Marc said.

Henderson smiled. ‘It’s your bloody optimism that keeps me going, Marc. Now start getting dressed. Those plimsolls are horribly bloody and sure to raise questions. Can you walk barefoot?’

‘I’ve lived the high life since I arrived in England, but I’ve been a barefoot orphan most of my life.’

They set off after Marc had dressed and taken a shit, Henderson carrying a flour sack filled with a few clothes and possessions to make it look like he was nothing but a poor peasant looking for work. Marc took a small hunting-knife, which wasn’t unusual for a country boy, while Henderson had a small camera hidden in the lining of his hat and his pistol tucked into the back of his trousers.

The gun was a risk. It meant certain arrest if they were searched at a German checkpoint, but Henderson didn’t want to go unarmed until he was sure they had all the correct passes and documents.

Henderson knew where they’d landed the previous night, and roughly how far and in which direction they’d walked, but it still took a while to work out exactly where they’d wandered in the dark. They moved cautiously, not wanting to blunder on to a major road, or worse, a German checkpoint.

The sun was bright and they both had a sweat up by the time they reached their target in Queven, a prosperous settlement less than two kilometres from Lorient itself. Madame Mercier lived on a curving street lined with detached villas, the kind of place you’d expect a doctor or lawyer to live with his family.

Marc and Henderson felt out of place here in their peasant corduroys and rough shirts. They noted parked cars and telephone wires going into the villas, neither being a good sign because only Germans were allowed to have them.

An agent approaching a strange house must strike a balance. You can blunder into a trap if you don’t scout an area carefully, but walking around several times, peeking over hedges and looking through letterboxes, can arouse suspicions of nosy neighbours or passing cyclists.

Number eighteen sat behind high railings, with palms sprouting over the top. Alongside the villa a bare-chested man chopped firewood. At first they assumed he was a servant, but his boots had sheen, and his grey trousers were those of a shore-based Kriegsmarine rating.

Henderson gave Marc a little keep walking nudge, but the German had seen them peer through. He looked up and spoke bad French.

‘Good morning, may I help you?’

‘I’m looking for a Madame Mercier,’ Henderson said, trying to make it sound unimportant. ‘She used to live here, I believe.’

‘She upstairs. You want?’ the German said, as he stepped towards the gate to let them in while shouting, ‘Madame, there is a persons here to see you.’

‘Charles Hortefeux,’ Henderson said, as the front door opened.

The woman who emerged on to the front doorstep was large in all directions, and looked like she’d been up late the night before. She wore a turquoise negligee, with the previous day’s make-up blurred over her face and the short stubbly hair of a lady who was not usually seen without a wig.

‘I don’t know any Hortefeux,’ the woman blasted, as she eyed the man and barefoot boy with contempt. ‘And I don’t need gardeners, window washers, or whatever other scheme you have to part me from my money.’

Henderson was prepared for a difficult introduction to Madame Mercier, but having the young German gawping at them from only a couple of metres away made it far worse.

‘Well, Madame, if you’re sure,’ Henderson said, as he pulled a small photograph out of his pocket. It showed three men, with Big Ben in the background. ‘Can I just leave you with this business card, in case you change your mind?’

‘If it gets rid of you,’ Madame Mercier said, snatching the photo, but becoming flustered when she recognised the three men. They were Polish soldiers, whom she’d helped to escape from France a few months earlier.

‘Oh, Mr Hortefeux,’ she said, after a pause. She pointed accusingly at the German. ‘Klaus, your accent is terrible! I thought you said Hautedeux. Well come in, how the devil have you been? Is this your son, all grown up now?’

The hallway had billowing rose curtains, china poodles, ship’s bells, stuffed flamingos, a collection of cocktail shakers and the head of an ocelot. Marc choked on talc, perfume and cat.

‘Is it private here?’ Henderson asked quietly. ‘Are any other Germans billeted in your house?’

Madame Mercier laughed, as she led them into a similarly over-the-top lounge with an evil-looking moggy skulking by the back window.

‘Klaus doesn’t live with me. I have an arrangement with a very senior officer. He’s fallen for one of my best girls, but can’t afford her prices. Instead he sends someone over, to mow the lawn and chop wood and suchlike, which is a good arrangement because it’s impossible to get a man in for anything these days.’

‘So the Germans didn’t shut your business down, Madame Mercier?’ Henderson asked, smiling coyly.

‘Do call me Brigitte,’ she said, peering through the windows to make sure that Klaus had gone back to chopping. ‘The uniforms may change, but men’s urges stay the same: cheap booze and easy women. Lorient has always been a navy town. The French and British shipped out and my clubs and bars were full of Germans within a fortnight. I’ve got places all along the main drag in town. Three upmarket ones reserved for the Krauts; the other three are for locals and the construction teams working on the U-boat bunkers.’

‘Quite a little empire,’ Henderson nodded. ‘Would you like to know about your three former employees? Soloman was kind enough to write a letter of introduction for me; though I’m afraid it got rather soggy.’

But Madame Mercier had turned her attention to Marc, pinching his right cheek and yanking his head up.

‘Is he your son, Mr Hortefeux? Lovely strong shoulders on him. I bet he’ll break some hearts when he’s older!’

Marc felt like he was being attacked by a powder puff as Henderson fought off laughter.

‘And his little bare feet. Poor puffin! We’ll have to find him some boots.’

‘That would be useful,’ Henderson said. ‘Thank you.’

‘So let’s hear about my three young friends,’ Madame Mercier said, as she gave Marc breathing space and unravelled a letter on tissue-thin paper. ‘They all made it safely across?’

‘They had a rough ride as I understand,’ Henderson said. ‘But they did well enough, especially considering that none of them are sailors. And of course, they never would have made it without your help.’

Madame Mercier looked down at herself modestly. ‘I didn’t do much, except put them in touch with some fishermen. Oh, and we hid them in a back room at one of my clubs while the Gestapo were out hunting. They’re lovely boys. It’s good to know they made it to Britain safely.’

‘Of course, my son and I didn’t travel from Britain to update you on your friends’ safe arrival,’ Henderson said. ‘When the Polish gentlemen were debriefed, they told us that you’re no fan of Germans and one of the best connected people in town. Lorient has the largest U-boat base in France. Those awful things are tearing British shipping apart in the Atlantic and we need to put a stop to it.’

‘And how do you intend to do that?’ Madame Mercier asked. ‘With one man and one boy?’

‘We’re on an information gathering mission,’ Henderson began. ‘We’ve got until tonight to find out all we can about this area. Everything from details of bus timetables and curfew regulations, to identity documents, the layout of the U-boat pens, German supply lines and security precautions.

‘When we get back to England, we’ll analyse the information. If it looks promising, we’ll come back for the long haul, for a full-scale sabotage operation. Frankly, Madame Mercier, you’re the only intelligence contact we have within fifty kilometres of here. I doubt we can pull this off without you, especially as we’ve lost our canoe.’

Madame Mercier paused to think. Marc was anxious, not just because he was terrified she’d maul him again, but because they’d spent a month planning this mission and Henderson had staked his unit’s reputation on a hunch that she’d be prepared to help them.

‘Those Boche bastards killed my father, uncle and both of my brothers in the Great War,’ Madame Mercier said finally. ‘The thought of them in my country telling me what to do makes my spine crawl. So, Mr Hortefeux, tell me what you need and I’ll do my best to help.’


CHAPTER FOUR

For all Henderson knew Madame Mercier might pick up a telephone, speak to a friendly German and have them manacled inside a Gestapo cell within a few hours. A spy operating behind enemy lines has to balance risks. Trusting your life to a stranger is the biggest risk you can take, but a spy who takes no risks will get nothing done.

‘So why bring a boy along with you?’ Madame Mercier asked, as she sat in her armchair studying Marc and Henderson’s fake documents.

‘Nothing more suspicious than a man operating alone,’ Henderson explained.

‘But a terrible risk for him if you’re caught,’ she noted.

‘There’s thousands of kids in London getting bombed every day,’ Marc said. ‘I’d rather be out here doing something, than huddled in some tin shelter waiting to get blasted. We’ve been well trained and we’re all volunteers.’

‘That’s a fine attitude,’ Madame Mercier said, as she leaned forward and spread their fake documents out across her coffee table. ‘You need a Lorient zone permit and up-to-date ration and tobacco cards. If you get stopped in town with this lot, you’ll be arrested.’

Marc sighed. ‘So we can’t go into town?’

‘Go to the station first,’ Madame Mercier explained. ‘They issue temporary ration cards for newly arrived passengers. Then go straight across the street to the OT recruitment office. They’re desperate for men to work in construction on the U-boat bunkers. If you register for work, they’ll issue your zone permit. Once you have your zone permit, you can go to the main post office and register to get a permanent ration and tobacco card, plus a bicycle permit if you think you’ll need one.’

‘That sounds like the best part of a day spent standing in queues,’ Marc said miserably.

‘But we’ll get original copies of all the documents we need to forge if we’re sending a bigger team in,’ Henderson said gratefully. ‘The big question is, how do we get through security into town in the first place?’

Madame Mercier smiled. ‘I’m sure Klaus would much rather drive you into the station than stand in the sun chopping wood. When you have your documents, walk over to Le Chat Botté. I’ll arrange for your lunch and see if I can find someone who can help with your other requirements.’

‘You’re too kind,’ Henderson said, as he ran his knuckles along the back of Madame Mercier’s cat.

*

Lorient was well secured. All the minor roads into town were bricked off and traffic funnelled through three checkpoints on the main roads. There were two lines: a fifteen-minute line for the locals and a priority gate for German traffic.

Klaus drove a clattering Renault van that had been requisitioned from a butcher. Henderson got in the front passenger seat. Marc squatted on the floor in the rear compartment, horrified by crusts of blood and dried-out fat.

The town could have been any of a thousand small French cities, awash with grey stone and flaking paint that felt drab, even on this sunny morning. It seemed the occupiers had reduced life to a series of queues. Henderson saw queues for bread, queues for coffee and potatoes, queues at checkpoints. And because large queues bred resentment, there were small queues where you took a numbered ticket to join a bigger queue at a specified time later in the day.

The quietest place in town seemed to be the station. Lorient was the end of the line, with six platforms. But there were no trains and only one ticket window out of eight open for business. The Germans didn’t want civilians in Lorient so they’d cut trains down to one every three hours. The only lively parts of the station were a barber’s shop and the line for the public telephones.

Klaus led them through the station security checkpoint and took them straight to the head of a dozen-strong queue for temporary ration cards. The German’s presence implied authority and the woman behind the counter took Marc and Henderson’s false names and gave the briefest of glances at their ID before issuing ration cards with four days of coupons.

Klaus pointed out the offices of Organisation Todt (OT) across the square, before saying that it was time for him to return to barracks. OT was in charge of all major construction projects within Hitler’s empire, from autobahns and airports in Germany, to military defences, factories, prison camps and bunkers in the occupied territories.

It was a quasi-military organisation. Officers carried pistols and Nazi daggers and wore brown uniforms with swastikas and stripes bearing their ranks. OT workers ranged from Polish and African prisoners treated like slaves, through to skilled and relatively well-paid civilian construction workers.

The recruitment office smelled of floor polish and cigarette smoke. Men lined up before three counters, where names and details were taken. Beyond that, job applicants were stripped and examined by a doctor. At the far end of the hall was an X-ray machine, where each shirtless worker was checked for tuberculosis.

Along the walls were blackboards, with available jobs and application details chalked up: Blacksmiths, carpenters, plumbers, translators and electricians are allowed to join the priority queue. Unskilled labourers must be aged between 18 and 55. Boys 13–17 will be taken as apprentices at one-third standard pay. All workers must sign two-year contracts.

Henderson was alarmed by what he saw, partly because he still had his gun and partly because he’d noticed that workers were being taken outside and loaded straight on to trucks to begin work.

‘I think we’ll have to risk doing without the zone passes,’ he whispered to Marc.

As he turned for the exit a brown uniform blocked his path. By the sound of his voice, he was a native Frenchman.

‘May I ask why you’re leaving, sir?’

‘I see the men are being shipped out straight away,’ Henderson explained. ‘I’d really like to go to the post office and collect my ration card first.’

‘What is your address?’ the man asked.

Henderson shook his head. ‘I’ve just come in on the train from Rennes to sign up.’

‘Then you and your son will be allocated accommodation in the workers’ barracks. Meals will be provided on site, and you’ll receive a ration card for time spent on leave. You can stay in the queue, there’s no reason to go to the post office.’

‘I’d also like to make a telephone call,’ Henderson said, though he knew it sounded weaselly.

‘Do you already have a Lorient zone pass?’

Henderson shook his head. ‘I just arrived.’

‘You’re not allowed to move freely in the Lorient zone without a Lorient zone pass. If you leave this building without a pass, I’ll be forced to arrest you and hand you over to the Gestapo for questioning.’

The tense conversation had attracted some attention, including that of a more senior officer. This one was tall and skinny. He was German, but his French was good.

‘Step away from the doors!’ the German yelled, pointing his arm towards a dilapidated table. ‘Spread your documents on the table.’

Marc’s nerves jangled as he followed Henderson up to the desk. The German took Henderson’s ID card and studied it carefully, before starting a round of rapid-fire questions designed to catch out liars.

‘What was your job in Rennes?’

‘Unemployed,’ Henderson said, giving an answer that he’d meticulously prepared before leaving Britain.

‘Your military status?’

‘I have army discharge papers,’ Henderson said, pointing to them on the table.

The lanky German took the pale-blue discharge document. This was vital for any Frenchman under the age of fifty. Unless you could prove that you weren’t in the military at the time France surrendered, you were regarded as a prisoner of war and could be sent to a labour camp in Germany.

‘Dishonourable discharge from military duty, 1938,’ the German said suspiciously. ‘What was your sin?’

‘Inappropriate firing of a gun in an enclosed space leading to the injury of a fellow soldier,’ Henderson explained.

The German read the rest of the story from the discharge document. ‘Served four months’ military detention, released 13-04-39. Show me your teeth.’

Henderson opened his mouth.

‘Those aren’t smoker’s teeth. Why have you got a tobacco card?’

The question was a trap. Everyone in France kept a tobacco card. Non-smokers gave their cigarettes away to family members or sold them, but technically your tobacco ration was only for personal use.

‘Maybe I should call the Gestapo,’ the German teased. ‘You’re clearly involved in black market tobacco trading.’

Henderson thought about offering a bribe, or pulling his gun. But both were risky options.

‘Fine, I’ll get back in the queue,’ Henderson said, before giving a cheeky Nazi salute. ‘Heil Hitler!’

‘I don’t like that smart mouth,’ the German said, as a few of the men in the recruiting line laughed. ‘I’m going to have to ask you a few more questions in my office.’

*

Marc and Henderson ended up on a bench in the office of a man who clearly wasn’t a major cog in the Nazi machine. There was a metal shelf unit and a small desk on which sat a vase containing three mini-swastika flags and some tattered silk flowers. Henderson hadn’t been searched, so he had his gun ready when the brown-uniformed officer came back in the room and made a big show of opening his briefcase.

‘How long have we got to sit here for?’ Marc asked.

The German didn’t reply. He just stared over the rims of his octagonal glasses as he took out bread and cheese wrapped in greaseproof paper. His expression said it all: I’m messing with you because I can. When he left, he locked the door again.

‘I could pick that cheap lock with my penis,’ Marc said contemptuously. ‘Why are we still sitting here?’

‘You need to learn patience,’ Henderson replied. ‘You saw where we are. There’s a guard on the main door. There’s a checkpoint on the station across the street. This isn’t a game, you know. One mistake and we’re big red splats machine-gunned up against a wall in some alleyway.’

The door opened again, but instead of the German it was a gravel-voiced Frenchwoman. She looked a bit of an old battleaxe, but she closed the door and spoke in a guilty whisper.

‘Hortefeux?’

Henderson nodded and the woman threw over an envelope.

‘Had to wait for old shit breath to go out for lunch. You needn’t have panicked at the door. Madame Mercier called ahead; I was all set to deal with you. I get zone passes for all the girls she brings in for her clubs. Everything you need is there, including ration cards. I’ve put your occupation as a waiter, so you should be able to move around the centre of town without too many questions asked.’

‘What happens when the beanpole gets back from lunch?’

The woman laughed. ‘Thinks he’s Hitler’s right-hand man, but he’s a jumped-up doorman. I’ll tell him that we had orders to put everyone on a truck. He’ll stamp his little boots, but he’s too lazy to make a fuss.’

‘And the other fellow on the door, the Frenchman,’ Marc asked. ‘Where’s he?’

‘I’ve set him straight,’ the woman said. ‘He takes a few francs from Madame Mercier, just like the rest of us. You need to get to Le Chat Botté. Someone will be waiting for you.’

The woman led them down a corridor towards the back of the building, and opened a door on to a wrought-iron fire escape. ‘Downstairs, go left. The road narrows into an alleyway that reeks of urine. Three minutes’ walk takes you to the entertainment district. You’ll find Le Chat Botté in the basement beneath Café Mercier. It won’t be open until this evening, so you’ll have to rap on the glass.’

‘Thank you so much,’ Henderson said.

The alleyway behind the OT office was desolate. No car would ever get through because rubbish spewed out of overflowing bins. Marc trod carefully through the filth, fearing broken glass or worse. There was an overwhelming muggy heat as they passed behind a laundry, with steam shooting out of vents and the sight of women working through the tiny barred slots above the pavement.

They backed up to the wall as a Kriegsmarine officer whizzed through on a motorbike, with a girl in polka dots clutching his waist. As they choked on its exhaust fumes, the alleyway opened into a little oasis.

The small Catholic chapel had a tiny graveyard and was enveloped on all sides by taller buildings. By the main arched door was a wooden bench, spattered with pigeon crap, on which sat a lanky German eating bread and cheese.

If he’d kept his head down Marc and Henderson might not have noticed, but the German was full of his own pomposity. He stood up, shouting an indignant, ‘My god!’

They couldn’t afford a noisy and protracted chase. Henderson thought about getting close and delivering a choke hold or knockout punch, but the German was going for his gun.

As Henderson reached towards his leather holster, Marc unsheathed his hunting-knife. In a single smooth movement the knife went from pocket to hand, then rotated through the air. It hit the German in the chest, puncturing his chest, just below the heart.

Henderson was stunned. The German had the gun in his shooting hand, but could raise it no higher as blood flooded his left lung and dribbled over his lower lip.

Marc closed in to finish the German off, but he’d already done enough. Henderson ran up to the chapel doors. He’d hoped to be able to drag the body inside, but three curious, smoking washerwomen turned towards him.

‘Afternoon, ladies,’ Henderson said smoothly. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb your break.’

He closed the door before the women had a chance to see what was going on outside. The German was flat out in the gravel, giving his last twitch.

‘I thought the knife would be quieter than the gun,’ Marc said, as he looked down and saw that he’d stepped in blood. ‘Aww, shit.’
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