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  Part One




  Eve of Scobiemas




  Greece, February 2, 1945




  The eagle continued its effortless wheeling and gliding far above them, like a spotter-plane safely out of range, as the last echoes of

  gunfire finished knocking from peak to peak below it. Obviously, the bloody bird had heard a machine gun before, and possibly from the same godforsaken hillside. In fact, it was probably just

  biding its time, waiting for its supper.




  “Do eagles eat dead bodies?” As Fred watched, another eagle swept into view. So that meant they bloody did, for sure, and years of war had taught them to steer towards the sound of

  the guns, with the prospect of succulent glazed eyeballs for an hors d’oeuvre.




  “Eh?” Kyriakos had been busy studying the tree line on the crest of the ridge above the path. “What was that?”




  “I said ‘So much for your bloody truce, Captain Michaelides.’” Fred was conscious of his own as yet unglazed eyeballs as he stared reproachfully at Kyriakos.




  “You didn’t say that.” The Greek transferred his attention to the track below them. “But . . . not my truce, old boy—your bloody truce.”




  The track was empty, and the mountains were as silent as they had been before that sudden burst of machine-gun fire had startled them. And even allowing for acoustic tricks, the sound had come

  from over the ridge, certainly; and from far away, hopefully; and possibly even accidentally? Some peasant lad shooting his foot off? Or impressing his girlfriend?




  “Not my bloody truce.” A tiny green shoot of hope poked through the arid crust of Fred’s experience: when things were not as bad as they seemed, that was usually because they

  were preparing to be worse. But this returning silence was encouraging. “I’m just a tourist passing through—remember?”




  Kyriakos chuckled, and then coughed his smoker’s cough. “A tourist?”




  “You were going to show me Delphi, as I recall.” As Kyriakos himself began to relax, Fred’s miraculous green shoot flowered. Back in Athens they had said that there’d be

  eagles over Delphi, so maybe it was just a welcoming party up there. “That makes me a tourist.”




  “If that’s what you wish to be . . .” The Greek shrugged. “But I was actually going to introduce you to Mother as one of our liberators. Just like Lord Byron, I would

  have told her—




  

    

      Fill high the cup with Samian wine!




      Our virgins dance beneath the shade


    


  




  —although I can’t guarantee any virgins locally, after having been away so long. But I do know that Father bricked up some good wine at the far end of the old cellar in the winter of

  ’40. He knew what was coming, by God!”




  “I’ll settle for the wine.” And this blissful silence! “What do you think it was, Kyri? A feu de joie?”




  “What for?” Ever cautious, Kyriakos was scanning the ridge again.




  “Christmas Eve?” To his shame Fred found the prospect of the temple of Apollo at Delphi insignificant compared with that of good wine and a soft bed, with or without an attendant

  virgin. But then almost anything would be an improvement on his Levádhia billet.




  “Christmas Eve? On February the second?” Suddenly there was something not quite right in the Greek’s voice. “No—don’t look! Keep talking, old man—just

  keep talking—look at me!”




  “Yes?” It hurt his neck not to look up the hillside. “What did you see?”




  “Perhaps nothing. I am not sure. But it is better that we do not both stare, I think. So . . . you were saying?”




  Fear crawled up Fred’s back like a centipede. “There’s an outcrop of rock about twenty yards ahead, Kyri. We’d be a lot safer behind it.”




  “Yes—I know. But we’re having a conversation, and we haven’t seen anything yet.” Kyriakos brushed his mustache with heavily nicotine-stained fingers. Fred

  remembered that when he’d first seen that mustache in Italy, it had been a well-groomed Ronald Colman growth, along the road beyond Tombe di Pesaro, on the Canadian Corps boundary. But now it

  had bushed out and run riot, perhaps symbolizing its owner’s own reversion to the traditional banditry of his native land.




  “It was a Spandau that fired just now.” When he didn’t speak, Kyriakos occupied his silence. “That’s an Andarte weapon. And if they’ve got another one

  up there trained on us, we wouldn’t get ten yards—if they think we’ve seen them. So . . . talk to me—wag your finger at me—as though you had all the time in the world,

  okay?”




  “Yes.” But words failed Fred, even as he raised a ridiculous finger.




  Christmas Eve! he thought desperately. It wasn’t Christmas Eve—it was February the second, not December the twenty-fourth. February the second, anno Domini 1945, not

  December the twenty-fourth, 1944! “Yes.”




  “Go on—go on!” Kyriakos waved an equally ridiculous hand at him, as though to disagree with the ridiculous finger. “Talk to me!”




  “Yes.” But on the other hand, it was Christmas Eve, thought Fred. Because General Scobie had abolished Christmas Day, 1944, for the British Army in Athens. It just

  wouldn’t have sounded right for the British Army—the Liberators—to have caroled “Peace on earth, and goodwill to all men” when they’d been busy

  killing their erstwhile Communist allies, with their twenty-five pounders firing over the Parthenon, and the cruisers and destroyers in the bay stonking targets along the Piraeus road, and the

  Spitfires wheeling like eagles overhead! “It’s the eve of Scobiemas, I mean, Kyriakos.”




  “Ah! Of course—I had forgotten! Scobiemas is tomorrow, of course! But we Greeks do not keep Scobiemas. Or Christmas, either—remember?”




  Dead right! Fred remembered. And General Scobie had been dead right too, because the Commies had launched a midnight attack on the Rouf Barracks garrison, Christmas Day–Boxing

  Day, on the otherwise reasonable assumption that the British would be pissed out of their minds by then; whereas in fact, thanks to General Scobie, they’d been stone-cold sober and

  ready—and bloody-minded with it . . . also thanks to General Scobie, by God!




  But he had to talk—




  “I went to a party on Christmas Day, actually.”




  “You did?” Kyriakos took a step towards him, turning slightly and draping a friendly arm across his shoulders. “I thought that all the parties were forbidden then.” He

  glanced sidelong, uphill.




  “It was for Greeks, too.” Fred let the friendly arm propel him forwards along the path. “What do you see?”




  “Nothing . . . slowly now . . . for Greeks, you say?”




  “Greek children. Some Fourth Div gunners gave it.” Fred let himself be pushed towards the rocky outcrop. “I saw one little kid gobble up four days’ M and V rations all by

  himself.” It seemed a very long twenty yards to the outcrop, at this friendly snail’s pace. “And a couple of platefuls of peaches after that, plus a pile of biscuits.”




  “Yes. I heard about that.” The arm restrained, him. “But it wasn’t a gunners’ party—it was Twenty-eighth Brigade RASC, Fred.”




  “Well, it was a gunner who took me along.” They were getting closer, step by step. “But you’re probably right: trust the RASC to have the peaches!” Fred

  shivered—slightly at the memory of the bitter wind that had chilled him before and after the party, as he’d helped the gunners find a position in suburban Athens free of electricity

  cables (which they had not been allowed to pull down; and there was the added problem of the Parthenon, high up and dead ahead, which had worried one classically educated subaltern

  mightily)—but mostly it was the last three agonizing yards, shuffled step by slow step, which frightened him.




  “There now!” Kyriakos released him at last, under the safety of the rock. “Home and dry—eh?”




  Fred watched, wordless and fascinated, as the Greek slid a stiletto from his jackboot and began to excavate a hole in the detritus beneath the rock.




  “There now!” As he repeated the words Kyriakos fumbled inside his battle-dress blouse to produce a succession of documents—paybook, letters, and military

  identification—which he then buried in the hole, smoothing the surface above them. And then, finally, he fished another collection of even more dog-eared papers from his other boot, which

  went back into the empty battle-dress pocket.




  The power of speech returned to Fred. “What the hell are you doing, Kyri?”




  Kyriakos grimaced at him. “Not Kyri or Kyriakos—‘Alexander’—or ‘Alex,’ for short . . . shit!”




  “Sh—?” Fred failed to complete the obscenity as Kyriakos reached beneath his leather jerkin, first on one side and then on the other, to unbutton his epaulets so that they each

  hung down over his arms. Then he flipped the stiletto and offered it to Fred.




  “Cut them off!” he commanded.




  “What?” Fred had already admired the smart khaki green Canadian battle dress that Kyriakos had acquired during his service with the British Columbia Dragoons in Italy: to rip that

  uniform, never mind the badges of rank, seemed a blasphemy. “Why?”




  “Cut them off—hurry up! Don’t argue, there’s a good chap.”




  Fred hacked at the straps left-handed, clumsily at first, and then with greater success as the sharp steel divided the stitching.




  “Pull the threads out—go on—make a proper job of it, then.” Kyriakos admonished him casually, yet the very gentleness of the admonition somehow urged its importance.




  Fred finished the job as best he could and then watched the Greek pick out every last shred of evidence. “You did see something—just now—didn’t you!”




  “Thank you.” Kyriakos took the epaulets and the knife from him, hefting the epaulets for a moment as though weighing their rank. Then he bent down and opened up the hole again with

  the stiletto, to add his badges of rank to his identity. “Our best intelligence is that this area is clear, all the way to Mesolóngion. And we’ve got the gulf patrolled

  now.” He started refilling the hole again. “The word was that the Communists were pulling back into the mountains north and south of it—they don’t want to be caught with

  their backs to the sea, come spring. Or whenever.” He replanted a straggling little piece of desiccated greenery on top of his handiwork, and then bent down to blow away the telltale

  regularities left by his fingers. “But . . .”




  “But?” The Greek’s casual certainty that his civil war would resume its murderous course depressed Fred, for all that it hardly surprised him: the British had imposed the truce

  by overwhelming force of arms, but there had been too much bloodletting in those first dark December days, with too many scores left unsettled, for any compromise settlement to last—that was

  what all his better-informed elders said. “But what?”




  Kyriakos sprinkled a final handful of dust on the hiding place. Then he looked back at Fred. “But I think I want to be careful, just in case.”




  “In case of what?” Fred resisted the temptation to answer his own question.




  “In case our best intelligence is wrong.” Kyriakos showed his teeth below his mustache. “My friend, perhaps I imagined something . . . But if I did not, then they will

  most certainly have observed us. And now they will know that we are behind this rock. So—”




  The Spandau on the other side of the ridge cut Kyriakos off with its characteristic tearing-knocking racket, only to be suddenly cut off itself by prolonged bursts of fire from first one, and

  then another, LMG.




  “Ah!” Kyriakos breathed out slowly as the knock-knock-knock of the answering machine gun died away. “So now we know!”




  So now they knew, thought Fred tightly. It was a familiar enough scenario, reenacted endlessly in no different and equally hated Italian mountains these last two years: the rearguard or outpost

  machine-gunner getting in his first murderous burst, but then, if he was so unwise as to remain in his position, being outflanked or bracketed by the vengeful comrades of the first victims.




  “Brens, the second time.” Kyriakos unbuttoned his webbing holster and examined his revolver. “So that must be our people, I would think, okay?”




  Fred stared at him, conscious equally of the weight of his own side arm and of his left-handed inadequacy. “Not our people, Kyri.”




  “No.” Kyriakos replaced the revolver in its holster. “Not your people—our people. But that at least gives us a chance.” He removed his beret, grinning

  at Fred as he did so. “Lucky I didn’t wear my proper hat. So maybe I’m lucky today.”




  Fred watched the Greek raise his head slowly over the top of the rock, trying to equate luck with headgear. Unlike his fellow officers, who wore bus conductors’ SD hats, wired and

  uncrumpled and quite different from his own, Kyri often wore a black Canadian dragoons’ beret, complete with their cap badge. But then Kyri was an eccentric, everyone agreed.




  “Nothing.” Always the professional, Kyriakos lowered his head as slowly as he had raised it. “I think I am still lucky, perhaps.”




  “Bugger your luck!” A further burst of firing, punctuated now by the addition of single rifle shots, snapped Fred’s nerve. “What about mine. This is supposed to be my

  Christmas Eve—I’m your bloody guest, Kyriakos!”




  “Ah . . . but you must understand that your odds are a lot better than mine, old boy.” Kyriakos grinned at him.




  “They are?” Somehow the assurance wasn’t reassuring. “Are they?”




  “Oh, yes.” The grin was fixed unnaturally under the mustache, the eyes were not smiling. “If our side runs away—your pardon! If my side withdraws strategically to

  regroup . . . If that happens, then the Andartes will outflank us here”—Kyriakos gestured left and right, dismissively—“or take us from below, without difficulty,

  I’m afraid.”




  Fred followed the gestures. There was dead ground not far along the track ahead, and more of it behind them. And they were in full view of the track below.




  “I know this country, this place.” The Greek nodded at him. “There’s a little ruined monastery over the ridge, which the Turks destroyed long ago. I have walked this path

  before, with my father, in the old days: it is the secret back door to the village, which is below the monastery. So . . . I am very much afraid that our people have made a mistake—the same

  mistake the Turks once made. They have come up from the sea to attack the monastery . . . if that is where the Andartes are . . . when they should have come out of the mountains, over this

  ridge—up this path, even—to take it in the rear and push them down to the sea. . . . That will be some foolish, stiff-necked Athenian staff officer who thinks he knows everything, as

  the Athenians always do.”




  The firing started again, this time punctuated by the distinctive crump of mortar shells—a murderous, continuous shower of them.




  Kyriakos swore in his native tongue, unintelligibly but eloquently, and Fred frowned at him. “What’s the matter?”




  “Those are three-inch—they’ll be ours. So our people are well-equipped.”




  That didn’t make sense. “So they’ll win?”




  “Too bloody right!” Kyriakos swore again.




  “So what’s wrong with that?”




  “I told you.” Kyriakos was hardly listening to him. He was studying the landscape again. “I know this place.”




  “Yes.” The eagles were still on patrol, wheeling and dipping and soaring over the highest peak, out of which the ridge itself issued in a great jumble of boulders piled beneath its

  vertical cliff. “So what?”




  Kyriakos looked at him at last. “This is the path the villagers took when the Turks came. Over this ridge—this path—is the only line of retreat. If our side is too strong . . .

  we’re rather in the way, old boy.”




  The Greek shrugged philosophically, but Fred remembered from Tombe di Pesaro days that the worse things were, the more philosophic Captain Michaelides became. “Then hadn’t we better

  find another spot in which to cower, Kyri?” He tried to match the casual tone.




  “Yes, I was thinking about that.” Kyriakos turned his attention to the hillside below them. But it was unhelpfully open all the way down to the track along which they should have

  driven an hour earlier, happy and unworried—only an hour, or a lifetime, thought Fred. And that further reminded him of the Michaelides Philosophy: being in the Wrong Place . . . or there at

  the Wrong Time . . . that was “No fun at all, old boy!” And now they appeared to have achieved the unfunny double, by Christ!




  But the unfunniness, and the patient eagles, concentrated his mind. “If you did see someone up there, Kyri . . . couldn’t he just possibly be one of yours—ours?” He threw

  in his lot finally with the Royal Hellenic Army and the bloodthirsty National Guard.




  “Ye-ess . . .” Kyriakos shifted to another position behind the outcrop. “I was thinking about that, too.”




  Fred watched him raise himself—never show yourself in the same place twice, of course; and the poor bastard had had a lot longer in which to learn that simplest of lessons, ever

  since the Italians had chanced their luck out of Albania, back in the winter of ’40. But then he remembered his own manners.




  “My turn, Kyri.” He raised himself—too quickly, too quickly, but too late now! And he wanted to see the crest of that damned ridge for himself, anyway.




  The surface of the rock midway between them burst into fragments in the same instant that the machine gun rattled down at them, with the bullets ricocheting away into infinity behind them.




  This time the echoes—their own echoes, much louder that those of the firefight over the ridge—took longer to lose themselves as he breathed out his own mixture of terror and

  relief.




  (“Missed again!” That was what Sergeant Procter, ever cheerful, ever efficient, always said, when he himself had been shaking with fear, back in Italy. “If they

  can’t hit us now, sir, then the buggers don’t deserve to win the war—do they!”)




  “That was deuced stupid of you, old boy.” Somewhere along the line of his long multinational service since Albania in 1940, Kyriakos had picked up deuced, probably from

  some blue-bloodied British unit, which he used like too bloody right, a ripe Australianism, in other “no fun” situations.




  “I’m sorry.” The ridge had been thickly forested on the crest, with encircling horns of trees to the left and right; so the machine gunner’s friends would have no problem

  flanking this outcrop, thought Fred miserably. And Kyriakos had certainly observed all that already. “A moment of weakness, Kyri, I’m sorry.”




  “But not altogether useless.” With typical good manners Kyriakos hastened to take the sting from his criticism. “That was a Browning—a ‘B-A-R,’ as our

  American friends would say . . . a nice little weapon.”




  “Yes?” Fred let himself be soothed, knowing that Kyri was using his hobby to soothe him, deliberately. “I bow to your experience, Captain Michaelides. But what does that

  mean?”




  “Not a lot, to be honest. It goes back a long way, does the BAR. . . . We had some of them in 1940—Belgian FN variants. . . . But, then so did the Poles. And the Germans and the

  Russians inherited them, as well as ours, of course. . . . But so far as I’m aware, you never used them, old boy.”




  Lying back and looking upwards, Fred caught sight of one of the eagles making a wider circuit. Or maybe the bloody bird had pinpointed his dinner now. “So those aren’t our friends,

  up there?”




  Kyriakos thought for a moment. “Ah . . . now, I don’t think we have any friends at the moment, either way.” Another moment’s thought. “Because we’re not part

  of the action: we’re an inconvenience, you might say.”




  The firefight continued sporadically over the crest. By now the commanding officers on each side would be estimating casualties and discretion against the remaining hours of daylight and their

  very different objectives. And sudden and overwhelming bitterness suffused Fred. Because the bloody Germans were one thing, and bad enough. But the bloody Greeks were another—and this really

  wasn’t the war he had volunteered for. Even, until now, it wasn’t a war that he had been able to take seriously. It was Kyri’s bloody war, not the British Army’s bloody

  war—and especially not his!




  All of which made him think of the unthinkable, which nestled in his pocket, where he had put it this morning, freshly laundered. “How about surrendering—for the time

  being?”




  “Yes.” Kyriakos nodded. “I had been thinking about that, also.”




  The lightness of the Greek’s voice alerted him. “The truck talks . . . we could claim flag of truce—couldn’t we?”




  “We could.” The Greek had his own large white handkerchief. “But . . . if you don’t mind . . . we will claim it my way”—he shook the handkerchief

  out—“okay?”




  Suddenly Fred felt the breath of a colder wind within him than that which he had already felt on his cheeks. “Kyri—”




  “No! You are quite right, old boy!” Kyriakos shook out his handkerchief. “We wouldn’t get ten yards. . . . This way . . . there’s a chance, I agree.”




  “No—”




  “Yes!” The Greek nodded. “I am ‘Alex’ ”—he patted his battle-dress pocket—“and you wanted to visit Delphi . . . you can bullshit them about

  your classical education, and how you are a British socialist—tell them that you don’t like Winston Churchill, if you get the chance. . . . But say that Spiros in

  Levádhia—Spiros the baker—he recommended me. Okay?”




  “Spiros, the baker.” Fred echoed the order. “In Levádhia?”




  “That’s all. Let me do the talking, old boy.” Kyriakos drew a breath, and then grinned at him. “If they’re in doubt they won’t shoot you—they can always

  trade you; you’re worth more alive than dead at the moment—don’t argue.” He raised his hand quickly to preclude the argument. “I know what to say, if we

  can only get them to talk. And since this is their only line of retreat, I think they’ll talk—at least, to start with.” He qualified the grin with a shrug. “After that, it

  will be as God always intended.”




  Fred bridled, already bitterly regretting his suggestion. “I don’t know, Kyri.” The truth, which he had quite failed to grasp in half-grasping, was that it was this

  man’s own bloody war, truce or no truce. And that meant . . . that if it was true that a British officer had some value as a prisoner, it was even more true that a Greek royalist officer was

  certain to be shot out of hand if caught in the Wrong Place at the Wrong Time. In fact, Kyri himself had said as much, and he had replied with cowardly stupidity, claiming guest rights on Scobiemas

  Eve—I’m your bloody guest, Kyri! “I don’t think so.”




  The Greek frowned. “Don’t think what, old boy?”




  Fred shivered inwardly, aware that he could never explain his shame—that would make it worse. “I don’t think I care to take the chance. I think I’d rather shoot it

  out here.” He clawed at his holster with his right hand, only to find that the damn claw was as useless as ever—more useless even, in its very first real emergency. “Damn

  it!” Damn it to hell! Now he had to reach across with his fumbling left hand! “What I mean is . . . we can just slow them up and wait for our chaps to come up behind them,

  Kyri.” The bloody thing wouldn’t come out—it was snagged somehow. Damn it to hell and back!




  “Too late, old boy,” the Greek murmured almost conversationally, raising himself, and then raising and waving his arm with the handkerchief on the end of it. “There! Never done

  that before. But there’s always a first time for everything, they say. And I’m told it always worked a treat with the Germans—with their ordinary fellows, anyway . . .

  eh?”




  “Oh . . . fuck!” Fred almost wept with frustration as his left hand joined the claw’s mutiny. “Fuck!”




  “Such language!” Kyriakos tut-tutted at him. “We made a pact, remember, old boy?”




  That was also true, thought Fred as he gagged on other and fouler expletives in giving up the struggle. Only hours—or maybe only minutes—before they had discussed the degeneration of

  their everyday language under the influence and pressure of army life, in the light of their imminent meeting with Madame Michaelides (who countenanced no such words) and Fred’s eventual

  return to the bosom of his family (who would certainly be equally shocked); and while his own persuasion had been that it would be no problem—that some automatic safety valve would

  activate—Kyri had not been so confident and was unashamedly more frightened at the prospect than he seemed to be now, at another prospect, as he waved his large white handkerchief.




  “Don’t you forget now, eh?” The Greek also waved his finger, admonishing him for all the world as though they were about to meet his mother, instead of more likely God

  Almighty, Whose intentions they were now supposed to be anticipating. “I am Alex, the friend of Spiros, okay?”




  It was also, and finally, true . . . what Sergeant Procter always said: that you could like a man and hate him at the same time.




  Kyriakos smiled again, turning the knife in the wound. “So now we wait?”




  “What for?” The mixture of unpleasant noises from the other side of the ridge had become increasingly sporadic while they had been arguing. But now it seemed to have died away

  altogether, so maybe that was a silly question. “Not for long, though?”




  “They’ll flank us.” Kyri gave the handkerchief a final vigorous wave and then pointed first left, then right. “Where those gulleys from the top peter

  out—‘peter out,’ is that right?”




  “Yes.” Five years of English education, followed by another five of military alliance, had rendered the Greek almost perfectly bilingual. But more than that, Fred at last understood

  how Kyriakos had seen their positions through an infantryman’s eye. While their refuge could easily be flanked from those treacherous gulleys, it also had to be eliminated because they in

  turn had a clear view of the lower slopes and the track below. “I understand, Kyri.”




  “Good. Then you watch the left and I will watch the right.” He paused. “And understand this also, old boy. The moment you see anything, you put your hands up—and I mean

  up—up high, my friend. Because we’ll only have that one moment, maybe. Understood?”




  “Understood.” He didn’t want to add to the man’s burdens.




  “And then you’re my guide, Alex . . . recommended to me by Spiros the baker.” He wondered for a moment about Spiros the baker. Was he one of Captain Michaelides’s ELAS

  suspects? Or one of the captain’s double agents? But then, other than sharing the general British Army distaste for the mutual barbarities of the Greeks’ December bloodbath, he had

  never really attempted to understand their politics. The distinction between Captain Kyriakos Michaelides, of the Royal Hellenic Army, and Kyriakos Michaelides, the son of Father’s old

  friend, was not one he had even thought of seriously until now. “But I don’t speak halfways decent Greek, remember—okay?”




  “Don’t worry about that.” Kyri threw the words over his shoulder, forcing him to concentrate on his own gulley. “I’ll do the talking. Just you be an outraged

  British ally to start with, old boy—and be angry with me for getting you into trouble. And—” He stopped suddenly.




  “And what?” He fought the urge to turn towards the sudden silence. “Have you spotted something.”




  “And . . . nod . . . nod and smile when I mention Spiros, okay?” The Greek spoke with unnatural slowness. “Ye-ess . . . I think maybe I have . . . so get

  ready!”




  Fred still couldn’t see anything. But the muscles all the way down his arms wanted to get his hands up even before his brain transmitted its own instructions. “Nothing this

  side—”




  “YOU THERE! STAND UP!”




  The shout came from his side, out of nowhere.




  “Get up,” Kyriakos snarled at him from behind.




  Fred and his arms shot up simultaneously, his boots digging into the scree beneath them so urgently that he almost over-balanced; and it was only when he’d rebalanced himself that the

  reason for his failure to react instantly came to him.




  “DON’T SHOOT!” He hadn’t imagined in advance how he was supposed to obey an order given in a foreign language. But there was suddenly no problem about how to reply to an

  order in the plainest Kyri’s English. “BRITISH!”




  Kyri shouted something, also. But Fred was too busy staring at the figure that had risen out of the dead ground of the gulley no more than thirty yards away from him.




  “KEEP ’EM UP! DON’T YOU DARE MOVE A FUCKING INCH!”




  Fred was suddenly impaled on the prongs of disbelief and relief, any last doubts about the identity of his captor dissolved by that beloved obscenity, which sounded sweeter in his ear than all

  the music of heaven, which could never be foul and harsh again, it was so beautiful.




  The welcome figure advanced cautiously towards him, cradling a gangster’s Thompson machine pistol in its hands, until it had halved the distance between them.




  “KEEP ’EM UP!”




  Relief had started to lower his arms. But as they instantly went up again, disbelief still clogged his tongue.




  “Say something, old boy!” Kyri no longer snarled, but his voice was nonetheless urgent. “Say something!”




  “Yes.” As Fred’s tongue unclogged he felt himself leap from cowardly gratitude to outraged dignity with one five-league stride. “What the hell are you up

  to”—the man was so close now that he could see the chevrons on his arm—“Sergeant?”




  “What?” Now it was the sergeant’s turn. “What?”




  “Why did you fire at us?” The unmoving Thompson kept his arms at full stretch, but his sense of outrage began to stretch beyond them.




  The sergeant stared at him for a full second. “Who the fu—” But a sudden caution gagged the word, and he restrained himself. “Who are you?”




  Anger took hold of Fred. “I am Captain Fattorini—Brigade RE, Fourth Div, Sergeant. Who are you?”




  The sergeant assimilated that information slowly. But then, after having turned it over in his mind, he switched momentarily to Kyriakos before coming back to Fred himself.




  “Identification.” What the sergeant had plainly seen hadn’t reassured him, because the muzzle of the Thompson jerked slightly, but didn’t leave Fred’s stomach area.

  “Slowly, now—identification!”




  Fred reached inside his tunic . . . slowly, because the sergeant had the gun. But there were limits. “Sir, you call me, Sergeant.”




  “What?” The sergeant frowned. “Sir?”




  He could understand the sergeant’s doubt. But with that reliable weapon pointing at his guts he needed to resolve that doubt as soon as possible. “Aren’t officers

  ‘sir’ in your unit, Sergeant?”




  The sergeant stared at him again. But then something seemed to tighten within him. “Put it down on the ground . . . and then take three steps back . . . and keep your hands up—put

  them on the back of your neck, right?”




  Something deep inside Fred tightened also. This wasn’t how it ought to be. But then, this wasn’t a situation he had ever encountered before. And this, also, was a new variety of

  sergeant.




  “Do what he says, old boy,” said Kyriakos from behind him.




  He had quite forgotten about Kyri.




  “BERT!” The sergeant shouted past him, and past Kyri. “WATCH THEM!”




  So they were flanked from the other gulley too then, thought Fred. A careful man, this sergeant.




  He took his ordered steps back, until he sensed Kyriakos right behind him, and watched the sergeant retrieve his identification.




  But enough was enough. “Just what is going on, Sergeant?”




  The sergeant took his time with the identification, giving Fred a long moment’s scrutiny against his four-year-old photograph held up shoulder high for easier comparison. And even at the

  end of this examination his suspicions were by no means allayed, judging by the stony expression he maintained as his attention shifted to Kyriakos. “And who might he be . . . sir?” He

  pronounced the last word grudgingly.




  “Can I lower my arms now?” He had been half-expecting the question, but half-expectation hadn’t helped him choose the right answer. Because if the sergeant was still suspicious

  of his identity, how much more so might he not be with an evident Greek if that evident Greek admitted to two identities, one in his pocket and the other artistically concealed a yard away?




  “No!” The Thompson, held one-handed, jerked menacingly. “No, sir.”




  “For Christ’s sake!” Fred had hoped that Kyri would decide for him, but for once he seemed cowed in silence. “How long do you intend to keep this bloody charade up,

  Sergeant?”




  “Sir?” The sergeant weakened for a fraction of a second under his onslaught, but then his chin lifted. “For as long as I say so . . . sir.” The moment of weakness passed.

  “Who is this person, sir?”




  “Please, thank you!” Kyri leapt into the breach at last. “Riris, sir—Alexander Riris—driver and guide. And good friend to British officers,

  sir.” He laid heavy emphasis on officers. “Speaking English well—and with copious personal documentation, please—thank you!”




  “Oh, yes?” The sergeant sounded as though he had heard similar protestations of friendship all the way from the Suez Canal and was long past believing them. “Well, let’s

  have a look, then—STOP!” The weary disbelief vanished instantly, and Fred’s identification fell to the ground as the sergeant caught up the Thompson with both

  hands. “What’s that under your jerkin, Johnnie? Lift it up, slowly . . . the jerkin, I mean, you silly bugger! Watch it!”




  Fred stood like a statue, if there had ever been a statue of surrender, aware that the sergeant had seen the bulge of Kyri’s holster.




  “He has a side arm, Sergeant.” As Fred intervened, the reason for Kyri’s earlier emphasis came to him belatedly. “With my permission.” The sergeant was scared,

  perhaps. But he was also a well-trained soldier, almost certainly Field Security, although he wore no badge or flash, only his stripes. “Where’s your officer? You get him—I demand

  to speak to him, Sergeant.” Well-trained—and cautious and observant. A good sergeant, for his dirty job, just as Sergeant Procter was a good sergeant for his dangerous and unrewarding

  one. And . . . somehow that was reassuring. “Then I think we can resolve this situation, right?”




  The sergeant didn’t relax. Even, Fred’s shift from that peremptory demand to a more reasonable statement increased his wariness.




  “Jacko!” The shout came from behind, from the other gulley—that must be Bert, with the Browning.




  Still no relaxation. “Yes?”




  “Tiny’s down below—with Hughie and the lads, Jacko.”




  Sergeant Jacko gave “down below” one lightning-quick glance. “Well . . . you’re in luck, sir.” But even now he didn’t relax: that was the difference between

  the men and the boys. All he did was to raise one eyebrow. “You wanted an officer. So here is one . . . sir.”




  Fred took that as an invitation and looked down into the valley. There were two vehicles on the track, a jeep and a 15-curt, each with twin Vickers-Berthiers mounted on them, which were manned

  and trained on the ridge, while the other occupants fanned out on each side, sinking behind what little cover there was.




  “Give ’em a wave, Bert,” ordered Sergeant Jacko.




  Three figures rose on Bert’s wave and started uphill, the rest remaining under cover. The most diminutive of them, presumably “Tiny,” struggled under the weight of a backpacked

  wireless. As for the other two, one carried a rifle, and the third and largest—Hughie?—appeared to be armed only with a walking stick. So Hughie would be the officer, thought Fred with

  an inner sigh. But from his Italian experience he disliked officers who carried sticks. Majors or above, they were usually outrageously brave, and often arrogant with it, and given to chivying the

  poor devils of sappers required to build their bridges and clear their minefields under fire.




  “May I lower my arms now, Sergeant?” It would probably be a most uncomfortable interview, because the intrepid major wouldn’t thank them for disrupting his

  operations, however accidentally or innocently. And he would probably be rude to Kyri, who was most likely on a short fuse now, after having been shot at and held up by his allies in his own

  country. But at least they were safe now.




  “What?” Sergeant Jacko paused. “No, keep ’em up . . . sir—and you, Johnnie, up, that’s it. Until I say you can put ’em down, you keep ’em

  up, sir. Right?”




  Fred fumed in silence as he watched the figures approach. The large major was well in the lead now, unencumbered either by caution, like his rifleman, or by equipment, like the little

  wireless-man, who was falling farther and farther behind. Yet, even as he fumed—the sergeant’s caution really went beyond the bounds of prejudice—he identified a tingle of excited

  curiosity. That the Greeks on both sides might be indulging any opportunity to settle up during the truce really came as no surprise. Their private scores dated from long before the war, so it

  seemed from Kyri’s chance remarks, which were all the more bloodcurdling because by Greek standards he was an unusually unbloodthirsty and liberal royalist, thirsting for peace and

  wine and women after five years of war, but apparently resigned to achieving only the last two for the foreseeable future. But this was quite obviously a British operation, regardless of the

  truce.




  The intrepid major was a very young major, as well as a very big one, he observed as the major closed the distance with immense upwards strides. And young majors, role-playing in their

  elders’ image, were always the worst ones.




  But . . . if it was a British operation, what the hell was the British Army doing breaking their own truce so deliberately?




  A very young major.




  “Sergeant Devenish! What the blazes are you up to?” The young major heaved himself over a larger obstacle in the sceen below them.




  “Sir!” Sergeant Jacko—Sergeant Devenish—kept his eyes on both of them as he started to reply. “We spotted these two coming up behind us,

  and—”




  “Then why the b-blazes didn’t you c-c-call in?” The young major stuttered with anger as he cut the sergeant off while slithering and stamping up the scree over the last few

  yards.




  “The set’s on the blink, sir. We couldn’t raise you.” The sergeant sounded not so much overawed by rank as weary of his faultfinding majors.




  “W-what d’you mean ‘on the blink’?” The young major anchored himself on his stick for a moment, but took a closer look at Fred and Kyri for the first time, scowling

  horribly as he did so. “You mean, some bloody fool dropped it?” He stopped as he shifted his scowl back to Fred from Kyriakos.




  “The set was not dropped, Mr. Audley.” Sergeant Devenish answered the young major with quiet authority, still without taking his eyes off them. “It’s the one we’ve

  had trouble with before. It’s a duff set, is what it is.”




  Mister Audley? The young major’s sheepskin jerkin concealed his badges of rank, and Fred couldn’t identify the impossible heraldic quadruped on his cap-badge. But at this

  close range the man’s extreme, almost beardless, youth was simultaneously as apparent as his considerable ugliness. (And he hadn’t been so much scowling as perhaps frowning

  nervously?) And then the full significance of the sergeant’s Mister Audley and his slight disdain clinched the matter.




  “What the devil d’you mean by shooting at me?” Fred snapped at the youth, even while keeping his hands close to the back of his neck with the sergeant’s eye still on him.

  “And who the devil are you?”




  “W-what?” The scowl-frown returned. “Sergeant, who is this?”




  “Captain Fat—” The sergeant paused momentarily. “Fat-O’Rhiney, sir.”




  “O-what?” The youth blinked.




  “O’Rhiney—Captain Fat-O’Rhiney, Mr. Audley, sir,” repeated the sergeant before Fred could correct him. “Royal Engineers.”




  The youth raised his eyebrow at Fred. “What jolly bad luck! F-Fat—F-Fatto . . . what?”




  Fred clenched his teeth. “Fattorini. Brigade Royal Engineers. Who are you, may I ask?”




  The youth frowned again, this time staring at Fred with peculiar concentration. “Fattorini?”




  Kyriakos cleared his throat, but mercifully didn’t spit. “Captain Frederick Armstrong Fattorini, Royal Engineers, GSO Three, Brigade Staff,” he said, with deliberate public

  school King’s English clarity.




  The youth shifted his frowning stare to Kyriakos. “And may one ask who the hell you are?” he inquired politely.




  Kyri drew himself up. “Michaelides, Staff Captain, Remini Brigade, Royal Hellenic Army. . . . And may I ask whom I have the doubtful honor of addressing on the eve of Scobiemas?”




  The youth’s ugly face broke up. “Scobiemas! Of course!”




  Sergeant Devenish coughed. “Said his name was Alexander—Alexander something, sir. And he said he had papers to prove it.”




  “My identity card is buried nearby,” snapped Kyri. “When we heard the firing we thought you might be Andartes—do you understand?”




  The youth grinned. “All too well, I do, very sensible!” Then he stopped grinning. “Would you be so good as to dig it up for me, then?”




  Kyriakos nodded. “Of course.”




  “They’re both armed, sir,” said Sergeant Devenish quickly. “And I haven’t had a chance to disarm them.”




  “Yes?” The youth was staring at Fred again. “Well, in these parts that would also be very sensible. . . . And that’s why you’re still ‘reaching for the

  sky’ as they say, is it?” He nodded. “But I think we can dispense with that precaution now, Sergeant Devenish.”




  “Sir?” The doubt in Sergeant Devenish’s voice keep Fred’s arms up.




  “It’s all right, Sergeant.” Another nod. “You were quite right to be careful, they do look a dodgy pair, I agree.”




  “We spotted them on the hillside. And I think they spotted us, too.”




  “That was careless of you! So?”




  “They were lurking behind this rock, sir.” Doubt and anger filled the sergeant’s voice.




  “We weren’t ‘lurking,’ ” said Kyriakos. “We were just taking the shortcut to the village. And then we heard the firing. So we took cover.”




  “Ah!” Another nod. “But may one ask why you were going to the village, Captain Michaelides?”




  Fred had been waiting for his chance. “Captain Michaelides was taking me to see Delphi. But our jeep broke down two or three miles back.” Not knowing the youth’s name and rank

  inhibited him. “You are . . . who?”




  “Audley, David Audley, West Sussex Dragoons.” The youth grinned. “Lieutenant—strictly expendable cannon fodder . . . Hughie!”




  “Mr. Audley, sir?” It was the little wireless operator who answered.




  “Hughie, be a good fellow and tell Sunray that everything’s okay here. Tell him that Charlie Three was defective. But also tell him that we’re bringing in two innocent

  bystanders for him to meet, got that?”




  “Right-o, Mr. Audley.” The little man shambled away, uncomplaining although the sweat shone on his face. “’ullo, Sunray—’ullo, Sunray! Charlie One

  to Sunray.”




  “Do please lower your arms, gentlemen . . . And Captain Michaelides.” Lieutenant Audley nodded at Kyriakos, and then carried the nod to Sergeant Devenish. “It’s all

  right, Sergeant, I can vouch for Captain Fattorini personally, don’t worry!”




  Kyriakos looked questioningly at Fred. “You’ve met before?” As he observed Fred’s incomprehension he stopped and transferred the question back to the ugly dragoon.




  “No. But the face is familiar.” Audley grinned once more at Fred, hugging his secret knowledge to himself as warmly as his sheepskin jacket. “Right, Captain Frederick Armstrong

  Fattorini? Border Armstrong—which side, Captain Fattorini?”




  Who the hell was he? “Scottish, of course.” Who the hell was he?




  “Could have been either. But in your case, Scottish.” Audley nodded his delight at Kyriakos. “Border family, English and Scottish, but all brigands of the worst sort. No

  surprise meeting one here—all brigands here—right, Captain Michaelides?”




  Kyriakos stared at him for a moment, and then knelt down to retrieve his buried identity while Fred frowned at the dragoon, trying to place him at one remove from actual acquaintance.




  Kyri stood up again, with his papers and his torn-off epaulets in his hand. “Do you wish to see—” But then the expression of idiotic pleasure on the youth’s face stopped

  him even before the youth waved his offering away.




  “Good Lord, no!” The pleasure almost transformed the dragoon’s ugliness into beauty as he continued to grin at Fred. “Thought I knew that face—no

  bloody mistaking it, even without the name.” He stopped suddenly as he remembered his sergeant, who was still holding the owner of the face at unmoving gunpoint. “It’s okay,

  Sar’ Devenish, you can relax. I can vouch for this officer, even though I’ve never met him in my life, right?”




  The Thompson remained pointing at them. “Sir?” The dragoon’s happiness tortured the question from his careful sergeant.




  “It’s all right.” The youth nodded positively at Sergeant Devenish. “I’ve played rugger with this officer’s brother, Sar’ Devenish. Same name . . .

  not a lot of Fattorinis in the British Army . . . but also same face.” He took the nod to Fred. “I’ve seen blood pour out of a Roman nose just like that

  one—Matthew Fattorini’s blood, from his nose—a family nose, that is, Sar’ Devenish. Three peas from the same pod—Matthew, Mark, and Fred . . . God

  knows what happened to ‘Luke’ and ‘John,’ if they were baptizing ’em out of the New Testament!” Another grin. “Lower your arms, Captain

  Fat-O’Rhiney!”




  The Thompson still didn’t move. “And the Greek . . . officer, sir?” The sergeant’s voice was still doubtful.




  “Captain Michaelides,” said Fred. “And as it happens, my father’s name was John. And I have an uncle named Luke.”




  “Yes?” The dragoon looked from Fred to the sergeant, and then back again. “Well, I’m sure Captain Michaelides is . . . whoever he says he is, in Captain Fattorini’s

  company.” He spoke lightly, quite unaware that he was unnecessarily humiliating a good NCO. “How are things on the ridge, then?”




  “Everything’s under control.” The sergeant breathed in through his nostrils as he lowered his gun. “No one has tried to come up the path after we put a burst over their

  heads . . . as ordered.”




  “Well, thank God something went according to plan!” The dragoon nodded at the sergeant. “So you came over this side because there seemed to be a problem here, is that

  it?”




  “Yes, sir.” The sergeant clenched his jaw. “I left Corporal Weekes in charge.”




  “Uh-huh.” Another casual nod. “Well, you just trot on back there—there’s no problem here now. And you can take Hughie with you. His set’s not on the blink.

  Hughie!”




  “I ’eard, Mr. Audley, I ’eard!” The little man groaned audibly. “Fuckin’ mountains! Up yer go, down yer go . . . up yer go, down yer go!” He trudged off

  in the sergeant’s wake, mumbling and cursing repetitively under his breath.




  Audley watched him go. “The trouble with Driver Hewitt . . . apart from the fact that he’s a perfectly d-d-d—awful driver . . . or one of the many troubles with

  him . . . is that he comes from East Anglia, where everything is p-p-pancake flat!”




  The little man swung around, almost unbalancing under the weight of the set on his back. “I ’eard that, Mr. Audley.”




  “Go on, Hughie, go on! The unwonted exercise will strengthen your legs!” Audley turned back to Fred. “Now, let’s go back and explain ourselves, shall we?”




  Kyriakos rolled his eyes at Fred as Audley set off downhill. “Who is this eccentric friend of yours, old man?”




  Fred blinked. “No friend of mine, Captain Michaelides. But it would seem he’s acquainted with my little brother Matthew, luckily for us.” He stared at the large

  departing figure, whose long legs had already taken him far down the slope. “But Matt’s with the Guards, on the German frontier by now.”




  “And he’s from an armored unit—that badge I do not recognize. But I wouldn’t have thought you have a tank large enough for him.” Kyriakos stared in the same

  direction, at Lieutenant Audley’s back.




  “Must be some obscure yeomanry regiment.” Fred accepted his own Royal Engineers’ disdain for the rest of the British Army, from Matt’s snooty Guards to Audley’s

  mindless ex-horsemen from the local hunt. But that reminded him unbearably of how young Matt was, with Mark still missing over Northern Italy. “If he played rugger with Matt, he must have

  been at school with him.” He tried to put Northern Italy and the RAF out of his mind. “That’s probably it.”




  “But you never met him?”




  “No. But we each went to different schools—it was one of Father’s conceits. That way, we didn’t compete with each other’s reputation. Mark and Matt were much

  cleverer than I was, and Matt was a better sportsman than Mark. And . . . I rather suspect Father reckoned we’d make three different sets of influential friends, to help business along in the

  future.” He turned to smile at Kyriakos, but then he saw that the expression on the Greek’s face was not one of polite curiosity. “Why do you ask? What’s the matter,

  Kyri?”




  Kyriakos pointed. “We must go! See, he is summoning us—”




  Fred caught the Greek’s arm. “You bloody answer me, Kyri! Why?”




  “Why?” Kyriakos shrugged. “I have a feeling about him, that’s all.” He pulled at Fred’s grip. “We must go.”




  “A feeling?” Fred looked down towards the track again, where the big dragoon subaltern was even now chivying his drivers into attempting to turn their vehicles round in what was

  quite obviously an inadequate space for the 15-cwt, if not the jeep. “He’s a baby, Kyri. And he isn’t too smart when dealing with NCOs who know more about his business that he

  does, even if they can’t pronounce my name. I’ve seen a hundred like him, a thousand . . . all babes-in-arms, all cannon fodder—” He stopped suddenly as he remembered that

  that was Audley’s own description of himself.




  “His business, yes!” The tone in Kyriako’s voice drew his attention away from the balls-up on the track, where the jeep had been turned successfully, only to be blocked by the

  broadside truck. “But what business is that, would you guess? What business has your army, breaking the truce here?”




  “God knows!” Fred’s eye was drawn irresistibly back to the confusion on the track, where Audley now had his men trying to lift the truck bodily, after its own turning-circle

  had baffled him. “I doubt whether he knows, whatever it is, anyway.”




  “That may be. But I wouldn’t stake my life on it.” Kyriakos was also watching the truck. “A baby he may be . . . but I recall fighting German babies in Italy who were not

  so childish when it came to killing. And, as you say, that sergeant of his knew his business. And he was a very cautious man, I think, not a trusting man, would you say?” The

  Greek pulled at Fred’s grip again. “I have seen his breed before. But not in the British army—no, not before in your army Captain Fattorini.”




  What Fred saw was that they were actually turning the truck, with brute force triumphing over ignorance, in the best British Army tradition when there were not Royal Engineers present. But what

  he thought as he watched was that Captain Michaelides’s experience of different armies went back a long way—all the way from the triumph of 1940 to the 1941 debacle, and from victory

  through defeat and escape to the long, hard slog up Italy, which they had shared. So, compared with Captain Michaelides, he was a baby too, maybe. “What breed would that be, Kyri? And what

  business?”




  Kyriakos didn’t reply immediately, even though Fred released his grip. “Who knows?” They were letting the truck do its own work now. “We Greeks have our business to

  settle, here in Greece.” He didn’t move. “For which we need you bloody British, most regrettably. At least, until we can involve the Americans in it, I am thinking.”




  “The Yanks?” Fred heard the incredulity in his voice. “What have they got to do with it?”




  “Nothing yet.” Kyriakos didn’t look at him. “I think we had better move, old man. Because your brother’s old school-fellow will be remembering us again very soon.

  And . . . and I would not have him mistrust us, after having trusted us so foolishly—even though he had us in sights all the time, as he very well knew, eh?”




  Fred looked down at the road and understood; because young Mr. What’s-his-name—young Mr. David Audley, the big baby dragoon—had spoken to his two machine gunners on the

  vehicles, and they had kept their guns trained up the hillside, by God!




  “What you want to think about, old man, is”—Kryi waved deliberately at Audley without looking at Fred—“is . . . why did your great Mr. Winston Churchill come all

  the way to Greece on Christmas Day—not Scobiemas Day tomorrow, but your real Christmas Day—when we were both so busy, eh?”




  And it was so bloody cold! remembered Fred irrelevantly: his Greek baptism had been that bitter wind cutting him to the bone. In fact . . . in fact, he hadn’t registered Christmas

  Day at all—that gunner’s party for the children hadn’t actually been on Christmas Day, he remembered now. It had been after Boxing Day actually. Because all the bloody days had

  been just bloody days, one after another.




  “He came here because he had business here.” Kyri waved again. “So when you think about this business, maybe you’d better think of Mister Winston

  Churchill’s business, okay?”




  “Yes, okay!” Fred checked for an instant, and then jumped past the Greek, knowing that he really hadn’t the faintest idea what the man was talking about, but also that he

  didn’t like it. This was all bloody politics, and no one in his right mind trusted politicians—the bloody politicians fucked things up, everyone was agreed on that. The bloody

  politicians had never heard an S-mine go click underfoot on the roadside verge, beside a blown bridge, in that single careless moment—or felt all the bones in a good right hand go

  crunch between unyielding metal.




  But Audley was waving and beckoning at them. And the real mercy now was that Audley’s business was none of his business, even if Kyri wanted him to think about it.




  He waved back, suddenly lighthearted. Because the real mercy, now that he thought about it, was that Audley’s business hadn’t been the accidental death of them back there on

  the hillside. “Hullo, there!”




  He jumped down onto the track, quickly composing his happy lack of responsibility into a straight, serious face. Young Mr. Audley’s problems (no doubt relating to his

  “business,” whatever it was) rated some small sympathy, but no more than that. Every junior officer had his problems, so what? “Ready to go?”




  “You took your time, Captain Fat-O’Rhiney.” Audley looked past him.




  Cheeky! “You seemed rather busy. I didn’t want to disturb you.”




  “What was all the conversation about?”




  But observant as well as cheeky. So it might be as well to approach the question truthfully. “Captain Michaelides was interrogating me about you—how you know who I was. Or at least,

  how you were prepared to give him the benefit of the doubt because you know Matthew, anyway.”




  “Oh, yes?” The look was still directed past him, as Kyriakos arrived in the midst of a small avalanche. “I was rather trusting, wasn’t I?” Audley opened his mouth.

  “C-Captain . . . M-M—”




  “Kyri, my friends call me, David Audley.” Kryiakos came to the young man’s rescue quickly. “And you definitely qualify as a friend, I think.”




  “Kyri-Kyriakos—that’s not very friendly!” Each time Audley stumbled, the words came out on the double. “That’s as bad as M-M-Michaelides, damn

  it!” He took the third M with a supreme effort. “But . . . g-get into the jeep anyway. Otherwise, my commanding officer will have my g-guts for . . . garters, right?”




  It was pathetic how the stutter seemed to feed on itself, as the young man’s nervousness increased with each failure. But once again, Fred found his sympathy strictly limited.




  “Go!” Audley addressed his driver peremptorily. “Get in, get in!” Then he saw the Vickers-Berthier gunner, who was still in the jeep. “Get out. Len! G-go and get in

  the front, there’s a g-good chap, right?”




  The machine gunner’s face was a perfect picture, although perfectly expressionless, as he conceded his place to Captain Michaelides.




  “ ‘Garters’ . . . ‘David,’ is it?” Kyrikos was suddenly his most charming self. “Kyri’—?”




  “ ‘Kyri’?” Audley took the abbreviation almost with surprise, and then blinked at Fred. “You know, I don’t really stutter. It’s a purely

  t-temporary thing, which will go away eventually . . . like a head cold, or a sprained ankle. I have that on the very best authority—a specialist who s-s-sp-sp . . . specializes in

  s-s-s-impediments of a s-s-s—shit!” He sniffed. “He says it’ll go away when I’m no longer scared out of my wits, anyway.” Another sniff.

  “Which is probably true, because I acquired it that way, one sunny afternoon. And it comes and goes quite without rhyme or reason.” He nodded at Fred. “My c-commanding officer . .

  . will no doubt be waiting in eager anticipation to see what I have found . . . even though he’ll not be in the best of tempers.” Audley spoke carefully as the jeep bucked over a

  succession of potholes. “See how I didn’t stutter, Fred? Fred-Fred-Fred-Fred!” Shrug. “Like I s-s—told you: no rhyme or r-reason, it just comes and goes.

  . . . Not like a chap I knew at school who developed his sss—impediment solely to hid his inadequacy in Latin word endings, to give him time to to think.” Grin. “Like,

  ‘Quieta G-G-Gallia, C-C-Caesar, ut c-c-con-s-s-stit-t-tit-tit . . .’ Used to drive the masters crazy, I tell you!” Wider grin. “Must confess I do use the same

  w-wheeze on my betters on occasion, when I’m up against it . . . like now, eh?” The grin was transferred, through the next succession of bumps, to Kyriakos, but vanished in that

  instant. “So what were you really doing on that path, Captain M-M-, I beg your pardon, Kyriakos?”
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