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Part One

16 May 1943–1 June 1943



 

By mid-1943, World War Two was turning in the Allies’ favour. Hitler’s armies had been knocked out of Africa, faced devastating setbacks in the eastern war with Russia and increasingly ferocious air raids by British and American bombers.

But Hitler still thought Germany could triumph. He believed that the alliance between Russia and the United States would be short lived and told his people that new and revolutionary German ‘Victory’ weapons would change the course of the war.


CHAPTER ONE

Fat Patty was a four-engined B-17 bomber, crewed by Americans, but assigned to a Royal Air Force special operations squadron. She’d been in the air for four hours, heading for France’s Atlantic coast. There were three men in the cockpit. Seven more manned electronic equipment and gun turrets, plus two trained spies ready to parachute into one of the most secure areas of occupied France.

Fat Patty’s crew were old hands. They’d dodged night fighters and anti-aircraft guns to insert agents deep in German territory and even made top-secret runs, dropping supplies to partisan groups in eastern Europe and refuelling in Russia before returning the following night.

Tonight’s run was as easy as this work got. After takeoff they’d flown down over Cornwall, then in a gentle southwards arc over the Atlantic, where no German fighter dared probe. The agents were to be dropped in countryside, a few kilometres from the port town of Lorient and its heavily fortified U-Boat1 base.

Dale was the radio operator, but the crew called him Old Boy because at thirty-five he was ten years older than his pilot, and the rest were even younger. He rubbed gloved hands, pulled his headphone cup away from one ear and gave the girl squatting on her parachute a few metres away a big show of pearly white teeth.

‘Gets damned cold up here,’ Dale said, shouting above four propellers and a whoosh of air. ‘Got a flask of coffee if you feel the need.’

The view down the metal-ribbed fuselage was gloomy. The only light came off illuminated dials and chinks of moonlight through the gun turret up front.

‘If I drink too much I’ll have to pee,’ Rosie Clarke replied.

The closest thing to a toilet on board was a relief tube built into the fuselage, but even when it wasn’t frozen up there was no dignified way a girl could use it.

‘Better give it a miss then,’ Dale said, smiling. ‘How old are you? Seventeen? Eighteen?’

At sixteen, Rosie was young enough to be flattered when someone said she looked older. But while Dale seemed nice, she wondered if his question was a trick that would cause trouble when she got back to campus.

‘I’d better not answer,’ Rosie said. ‘You know, security and everything.’

Dale nodded. He’d dropped enough agents to stop wondering what happened to them, but Rosie might stick in his head because she reminded him of his daughter. Rosie was nervous and kept the conversation going to help her mind settle.

‘Where are you from?’ she asked.

‘Garfield County, Utah,’ Dale said, before making a little laugh. ‘I’ll bet you’ve never heard of that.’

As Rosie nodded her stomach plunged. The pilot had pulled the bomber into a sudden upwards lurch and she had to put her hand against the floor to stop herself tipping over. They’d been skimming at two hundred feet to avoid German radar, but now they had to gain height to get a visual on their drop zone.

The two agents were to be met by a reception committee from the local resistance, who were supposed to switch on a battery-powered light beacon when they heard Fat Patty approach. Rosie’s fellow agent Eugene came eagerly down the steps from the cockpit, crouching to save his head.

Eugene was a twenty-one-year-old communist who’d run the anti-Nazi resistance around Lorient for almost two years. He’d been picked for the job by Rosie’s commanding officer Charles Henderson and by most accounts he’d built a superb team of locals to gather intelligence and sabotage the town’s heavily fortified submarine bunkers.

While the combat gear they wore draped awkwardly from Rosie’s curves, Eugene’s thick frame had been made for it. He was moderately handsome, but sharply angled eyebrows and slicked-back hair gave him a vampirish quality.

‘How are we doing?’ Rosie asked, in French.

‘Just waiting for the beacon,’ Eugene replied. ‘I wanted to see the terrain from the cockpit myself. Last time I parachuted in, the navigator mistook the landing beacon for a German searchlight and I ended up walking twenty kilometres.’

Eugene had travelled to Britain to brief his superiors, learn the latest espionage techniques and most importantly to take a break from the mental pressure of working in Nazi-occupied territory.

For Rosie, this would be her first drop since completing parachute training two years earlier. After landing, her role was to serve as a back-up radio operator, and to train some of the younger members of Eugene’s circuit.

‘Take a step back, sweetheart,’ Dale said, as he removed his headset and stood up.

After squeezing past Rosie, Dale moved towards the rear of the plane and crouched over a hatch in the floor. Moments later a red bulb illuminated directly above his head.

‘Beacon in clear view, commence drop in sixty seconds,’ the pilot announced over an intercom.

The message sent everyone scrambling. Rosie and Eugene strapped on parachutes they’d been sitting on for most of their journey, then helped each other attach cumbersome equipment packs that buckled to their thighs. More supplies for the local resistance would follow on additional parachutes and the nose gunner had left his position to help Dale push them out.

‘Twenty seconds. Wind north-by-north-east at two feet per second,’ the intercom said.

Rosie glanced at Eugene, feeling like she was about to spew. ‘I can’t remember the winds. Is that blowing me left or right?’

‘Gently left,’ Eugene said. ‘You’re first. Remember your breathing. Get up by the hatch.’

As the red bulb died and the green next to it flicked on, Dale tugged on a rope handle and lifted a half-metre-square hatch out of the floor. Air currents ripped noisily towards the rear as buffeting made the fuselage shudder.

Eugene gave Rosie a friendly whack on the back as he attached the static line hanging off her chute to a bar over the hatch.

‘Drop positions,’ Dale shouted.

The bomber flew at two hundred metres, going as slow as it could without stalling. But that was still over a hundred and fifty kilometres per hour, which meant every second moved Rosie’s drop zone by forty metres.

She sat on the edge of the hatch, boots dangling over a black abyss and tense hands resting against the side. She looked up, catching angst on Dale’s face. Eugene said something, but she’d pushed off before she understood it. She fell for two seconds before the static line tethering her to the plane snapped off, opening her chute.

The crack was reassuring. It’s tough to judge the approaching ground in darkness, but if the pilot had got the height right, Rosie would be able to count to fourteen elephants before touching down. She saw the outline of a hill, but no sign of the landing beacon. As her chute opened she heard the crack of Eugene’s line, followed by three more chutes loaded with equipment. At the same time, Fat Patty began a lazy turn, dropping back beneath German radar as she turned back out towards the Atlantic.

Rosie counted under her breath, ‘Nine elephants, ten elephants, eleven elephants …’

The dark made it hard to see the ground, but a torch beam hit Rosie and after a second’s blindness she sighted trees coming up way too fast. On twelve elephants she yanked her left steering line, opening a vent in the top of the chute and tilting her sharply to the right.

A whiff of manure hit Rosie’s nostrils as she got clear sight of where she was about to land. She’d cleared the trees, but there was a tall fence closer than she’d have liked and her boot thumped into it before she pulled up her trailing leg and made a gentle touchdown on its far side.

Two torch beams lit her up, casting shadows across her body in the shape of fence posts. She unbuckled the chute and scrambled forwards, ready to gather up the billowing chute before the next gust of wind caught it. She could see the other chutes landing nearby and then she heard a shout – in German.

Heart in mouth, Rosie rolled on to her bum and got her first proper look at the men behind the torches. Her eyes had adjusted to the gloom and it was hard staring into the torch beams, but the curved outline of two German army helmets was unmistakeable.

Notes

1 U-Boat – German submarines were usually called U-Boats. The term is an abbreviation of the German word Unterseeboot, meaning submarine.


CHAPTER TWO

Lorient Gestapo headquarters was situated in a Roman-style villa, commandeered from one of the town’s wealthiest residents. Obersturmfuhrer Huber sat at a desk in a sparsely furnished interrogation room. A second desk was meant for a typist to take notes, but it was one in the morning and nobody was available.

Huber was chubby, dressed in a grey civilian suit with a fancy pocket watch hung off a gold chain. He studied his nails uninterestedly as a uniformed guard dragged a girl into the room. She was around fourteen years old, extremely thin and dressed in grubby knickers and a blood-stained man’s vest that almost reached her knees. Her eyes were badly swollen and she had dozens of burns and bruises.

‘Still defiant?’ Huber asked, watching the girl struggle as the guard forced her into a chair. ‘Edith Mercier, we’ve not had the pleasure of meeting before.’

Edith looked up, as the guard lurked behind, ready to strike. She’d not been in this interrogation room before, but they all had the same dim ceiling bulb and tang of bleach.

‘Communist bitch spat in my face,’ the guard explained. ‘Earned herself a slap for her trouble.’

‘Oh, Edith! Spitting isn’t nice,’ Huber said, smiling slightly. ‘I just need you to answer some questions. Once that’s done you can clean up. I’ll find you something to eat and better sleeping arrangements.’

Edith’s eyes were black marbles as she stared right through him.

‘Where does the stubborn attitude get you?’ Huber asked. ‘You’re just a girl. You’re facing no serious punishment, but unless you wish to suffer more than you have already, you simply must give full details of the resistance scum you’ve become mixed up with.’

Edith kept silent as Huber signalled the guard with a raised eyebrow. She felt a hand clap the back of her skull as the guard thrust forwards and banged her forehead against the desk.

‘Again,’ Huber said.

Edith was dazed as the guard slammed her a second time. She twisted, slipping off the chair and stumbling sideways, but the guard pulled the skinny girl back into the chair and clamped a hand around a neck barely wider than his wrist.

‘Where is Alois Clement?’ Huber shouted, as Edith choked. ‘When did you last see him?’

Edith gasped when the guard let go, but gave no answer. As punishment the guard snatched her wrist and twisted it agonisingly behind her back.

‘This is all so unnecessary,’ Huber said, as he shook his head gently. ‘So, so unnecessary.’

‘I don’t know anything,’ Edith shouted, when the pain became too much. ‘I’ve never heard of anyone named Clement.’

Huber pulled a notebook out of his pocket and spun it across the desktop. ‘You were carrying this with you when you were arrested.’

‘Never seen it in my life,’ Edith snarled.

‘We’ve confirmed it’s your writing. I know it’s a coded list of names. I know you worked as a messenger for Eugene Bernard and witnesses tell me you regularly visited Alois Clement at the fishing port.

‘Your witnesses are lying,’ Edith shouted. ‘You can’t trust traitors.’

Huber leaned forwards. ‘You’ll tell me everything you know, or I’ll make this the longest night of your life.’

‘You’re not even original,’ Edith laughed. ‘My last interrogator used that exact line. He got nothing from me and neither will you.’

‘Who are you trying to save?’ Huber asked. ‘I’ve been in this room with many of your friends, Edith. They’re happy to spill the beans, so why endanger your life by protecting them?’

Edith snorted. ‘If you already know so much, why are you up in the middle of the night asking me questions? Why aren’t you at home in bed, with your teddy?’

Huber was a professional interrogator, but didn’t completely succeed in hiding his irritation. Edith knew she’d scored a small victory.

In Huber’s experience the majority of people broke quickly under torture, often within minutes. About one third had the will power to hold out for a day or two, usually in order to allow a colleague or loved one to escape capture. Less than one suspect in fifty could endure pain as Edith had done.

‘You were not a blood relative of Madame Brigitte Mercier?’ Huber asked, picking a gentler tone as he signalled for the guard to back off. ‘She was your guardian, yes?’

Edith had been through enough interrogations to know that her tormentor had changed tack to try winning her confidence. This bought her recovery time, so she always played along whilst being careful not to lose concentration and say something of value.

‘I never knew my parents,’ Edith explained. ‘Madame Mercier adopted me when I was a toddler.’

‘You worked for her?’

‘I looked after her stables and ran errands for the girls who worked in her brothels.’

Huber nodded, trying to show some empathy. ‘Sounds as if she was more like a boss than a mother. Having no real family must have been tough for you.’

‘She treated me better than a state orphanage would have done,’ Edith answered. ‘At least until one of your goons snuffed her out in one of these torture chambers.’

‘Madame Mercier’s death was not intentional,’ Huber said. ‘She suffered a heart failure while under routine interrogation.’

‘Bad news for you,’ Edith said. ‘She knew more than anyone.’

Huber bristled. He’d have liked to watch the guard bounce Edith off a couple of walls, but decided to have one last attempt at making an emotional connection.

‘You lived at the stable, with Madame Mercier’s horses?’

Edith was annoyed by the inference that Madame Mercier hadn’t cared about her. ‘And I suppose I’ll do fine now I’ve got the Gestapo looking out for me?’

Huber rubbed his eye and took a moment to think up a response. ‘Where are the horses now?’

This was something Edith didn’t like to think about. She resented the fact that Huber had found a weak spot and failed to hide the lump in her throat.

‘A little bird told me that it was an horrific moment for you,’ Huber said, as Edith wondered who’d been talking about her. ‘Your beloved horses burned to death, following a British bombing raid. You must have been devastated.’

Edith had run the stable for years and the death of the horses in a firestorm after a bombing raid had affected her more than anything, including Madame Mercier’s death.

Huber looked at the guard, speaking gently as a tear left a salty track down Edith’s cheek. ‘Fetch her some hot coffee, and a bowl of hot water for her to wash with.’

The guard seemed surprised. ‘Are you sure, sir? She might try something. She bit Thorwald’s wrist so deeply that you could see the tendons.’

‘Thorwald is a moron,’ Huber said, as he shot to his feet. ‘She’s a little girl and I don’t appreciate you questioning my orders.’

‘As you wish, sir,’ the guard said stiffly, before clicking boot heels and leaving the room.

Huber moved around the desk. Edith was horribly bruised and winced as Huber rested a hand on her shoulder.

‘I can make things more comfortable for you, Edith,’ Huber said. ‘I just need something to work with.’

Edith glanced at Huber, then awkwardly at the notebook resting on the table.

‘Everything in the book is written in a simple code that Eugene taught me,’ Edith explained, as she reached out for the notebook. ‘Can I show you?’

Huber was delighted. Younger investigators like Thorwald thought he was past it, but while they failed he’d cracked Edith in no time at all. Mentioning the burned horses had been pure genius.

Edith opened the notebook. ‘This column is names. There are addresses, dates. The places where we met, and details of how much money I paid them.’

Huber nodded. ‘Are all of the agents paid?’

‘Yes,’ Edith said. ‘Eugene said it’s important to put everyone in the circuit on a professional footing. Agents receive money, plus chocolate, coffee, and other treats when they get dropped by parachute. It’s never a lot of money, but he says it shows them that the British and Americans appreciate the risks they’re taking.’

This information wasn’t news, but Huber felt it was too early to push hard and risk losing Edith’s confidence.

‘I’ll need a pen to show you how the decoding grid works,’ Edith said meekly. ‘Once you have that, you’ll be able to understand all the entries in my book.’

Huber slid a fountain pen from inside his jacket and unscrewed the cap. Edith’s hand trembled, as she wrote three tiny rows of four letters.

‘I’m sorry it’s so messy. Thorwald bent back my fingers,’ Edith explained.

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Huber said, as he leaned closer to the page and squinted at the minuscule letters

 

V I V E

L A F R

A N C E

 

Vive la France – meaning long live France – was a popular resistance slogan. As Huber realised Edith had been stringing him along, she thrust violently upwards, spearing the Gestapo officer’s neck with the pen nib.

Edith had never received formal espionage training, but Eugene gave everyone who worked for his resistance group as much knowledge as he could, and one lesson that stuck in Edith’s head was the one about going for the jugular vein if you ever get a good shot at someone’s neck.

As Edith tore out the pen, a fountain of blood spurted half a metre from Huber’s neck. He tried to scream, but the hot liquid was already flooding the German’s lungs and he gurgled as he staggered backwards and collapsed over the typist’s desk.

The Gestapo compound was well guarded, but it seemed a shame not to at least try escaping. Her bare foot skidded in Huber’s blood as she headed for the door. She grabbed the door handle, but the guard was on the other side, about to enter with a coffee and a bowl of water.

Edith gave the metal bowl a shove, knocking the guard back and showering him with hot water. She made a couple of steps but the guard was too fast and too strong.

‘Security,’ he shouted.

Edith tried stabbing the guard, but he easily twisted the bloody fountain pen out of her hand, bent her fingers back painfully then smashed her head first into the hallway wall.

As Edith slumped to the floor unconscious, two uniformed men rounded the top of the staircase, while the guard stepped into the interrogation room and was staggered by the sight of Huber splayed over the typewriter and drenched in his own blood.

‘Is he dead?’ someone asked from behind.

‘Look at him, you idiot,’ the guard shouted. ‘What do you think?’


CHAPTER THREE

One of the Germans shouted at Rosie in heavily-accented French. ‘Stay down,’ he ordered. ‘Raise your hands slowly into the air.’

But in darkness, with fifteen metres and a fence between herself and the enemy, Rosie had no plans for a meek surrender. She unbuckled the equipment pack strapped to her thigh before ripping a small pistol from her boot and taking two wild shots into the torch beams.

‘Eugene?’ Rosie shouted, her boots churning soft earth as she started to run.

Rosie’s shots hadn’t hit anything, but they’d had the intended effect of making the two Germans wary of climbing the fence and coming after her. The moonlight lit billowing silk from the other parachutes, and gave her a clue where to find Eugene.

‘Rosie, get down,’ Eugene shouted.

It was good to hear Eugene’s voice, but Rosie couldn’t see where it was coming from as she scrambled up a slight hill.

‘Get down,’ Eugene repeated.

As Rosie hit the dirt, Eugene lit up a nearby copse of trees with the muzzle blast from a small machine gun.

‘Get here, now,’ Eugene shouted.

‘What’s going on?’ Rosie gasped, as Eugene shoved her back against a thick tree trunk.

‘They must have known we were coming,’ Eugene said. ‘I know this area well and I think we’ve come down a few hundred metres off target. If we hadn’t, we’d have been surrounded.’

Rosie felt queasy, realising that she’d have landed at the German’s feet but for her last-second tug on the steering rope.

‘Are you fit?’ Eugene asked.

‘Leg bashed a fence, but it’s not much,’ Rosie said.

‘The machine gun blast will make ’em wary, but we’ve got to move before they try and encircle us. They’ll have seen five parachutes, so hopefully they’ll think there’s more than two of us.’

Eugene kept low as he led Rosie downhill. Besides the machine gun slung around his neck, he’d strapped on a large backpack that had been dropped on one of the equipment chutes. There were plenty of torch beams and Germans shouting orders behind them, but as Eugene predicted they showed no appetite for a head-on charge into a potential machine gun ambush.

The pair kept up running pace for twenty-five minutes over five kilometres of countryside. They finally stopped behind a brick stable to catch breath and drink from a standpipe.

‘Can you carry on?’ Eugene asked.

‘Just sweaty,’ Rosie gasped, as she splashed her face and sucked water from the palm of her hand. For the first time in her life she was grateful for the fitness she’d earned on gruelling training runs.

‘I’ve not heard any sign of Germans, but if they had sniffer dogs at the landing site they might still track us,’ Eugene said.

‘What do you think happened?’ Rosie asked. ‘How could they have been waiting for us?’

Eugene shrugged. ‘If we’re lucky, a local patrol stumbled into our drop zone and arrested a couple of members of our reception team. But for all we know the Gestapo have penetrated and destroyed my entire organisation while I’ve been away.’

‘Why didn’t the Germans spread out over a wider area?’ Rosie asked. ‘They didn’t seem well organised.’

‘Probably a lot of Germans in one place, because they overestimated the accuracy of our parachute landings. Or one of my people could have given a slightly inaccurate location under torture, giving us a fighting chance of getting away.’

‘But we’ve been getting regular radio transmissions from your people,’ Rosie pointed out.

‘They could have captured my wireless operators and turned them against us,’ Eugene explained. ‘It wouldn’t be the first time the Nazis have pulled that stunt.’

‘So where to now?’ Rosie asked, backing up as Eugene took his turn drinking from the tap.

‘We’ll get to a safe house with a radio before morning.’

‘Could it have been compromised?’

Eugene shook his head. ‘This is my personal safe house. Nobody knows about it. We’ll wash, eat and rest. Then we’ll start investigating. You’ll have to transmit a message home explaining what’s happened. Get them to re-check all transmissions coming out of Lorient in the last seven weeks and look for anything suspicious.’

 

*

 

Edith came to as a pair of strange guards dragged her down concrete stairs. She couldn’t have been out for long because the corridors of the Roman villa were in uproar. She couldn’t understand German, but angry sounds the same in any language.

‘Is shit-head dead?’ Edith asked, as her head rolled sideways.

Neither guard answered, but one of them gripped her arm extra tight. It hurt, but it was good to know that she’d pissed the Germans off. She wanted to hum something patriotic to see if she could really set them off, but her head was thudding and her jaw felt like a block of wood.

A cell door clanked. The space was bare concrete, except for a shit-crusted bucket. The guards threw Edith at a puddled floor.

Puddle of what? Edith thought, as pain ignited in every welt and burn.

‘You’ll hang for killing him,’ one of the guards shouted, as the cell door banged, plunging Edith into complete blackness.

Pain and anger gave Edith a shot of energy.

‘You’d have hung me anyway,’ she shouted back. ‘At least I took one of you bastards with me.’

Edith tried to get comfortable as the guards’ footsteps faded out, but she was sore in a hundred places and the floor was hard. She put her back against the wall, tucked her knees up to her chin and stretched the oversized vest over her legs to try and stay warm.

She didn’t want to give the Germans the satisfaction of hearing her sob, but from this dark spot, the only thing she could see was her own death.


CHAPTER FOUR

After invading in summer 1940, the Nazis forced hundreds of thousands of French peasants to abandon countryside in newly declared military zones running the length of the Atlantic coast. Three years on, buildings were disintegrating, swathes of farmland had returned to nature, and the Nazis had inadvertently created a perfect hiding place for their enemies.

All well-run resistance groups arranged safe houses, where you could hide out, or pick up essentials before going on the run. Eugene had made his personal bolthole in a deserted two-room farmhand’s cottage. It sat on a hillock six kilometres from the centre of Lorient, with good visibility in all directions and two kilometres from the nearest major road.

Besides the equipment they’d arrived with, Rosie and Eugene could draw on a radio transmitter, weapons and tinned food stashed in the surrounding fields.

Eugene had impressed his superiors in the two years since he’d taken control of the Lorient resistance group, and he’d impressed Rosie in the two days since their disastrous parachute drop. A lot of young men would have panicked and raged, but Eugene handled troubles with the calm air of an elderly chap solving The Times crossword.

For the first twenty-four hours, they’d laid low, staying in the dirt-floored cottage, except for a trip outside to dig up tinned food and retrieve a radio transmitter hidden in the roof of a nearby barn.

Rosie had transmitted a short message in encrypted Morse code, explaining what had happened on arrival, and asking for a review of all messages received from the Lorient resistance circuit over the past few weeks.

On the second morning – a Tuesday – Eugene set off before sunrise. The centre of town was too risky, but he’d made a mental list of people he knew in the suburbs and surrounding villages.

Some were active members of his resistance unit, but most were relatives of members, or sympathisers: people who’d turned a blind eye, or given some small assistance during a past operation.

Rosie stayed back at the house, waiting to pick up a radio transmission. She felt uncomfortable being alone, with no certainty about when – or even if – Eugene would return. After breakfasting on apples and pears picked from trees near the back door, she tried reading Eugene’s battered copy of The Communist Manifesto.

There were two schools of thought on what would happen if the Allies won the war. Communists like Eugene believed a workers’ revolution would sweep Europe. Others like Captain Henderson said the communists were idiots, who should visit Russia as he’d done and see what living under communism was really like.

Rosie was undecided, but The Communist Manifesto did little to help make up her mind. The text was dense and with so much on her mind her eyes skimmed words that failed to penetrate her brain.

When it got to 11 a.m., Rosie began setting up the aerial for her radio set. Like all radio operators she had a personal sked, with fixed times to send encrypted messages, and others when she had to listen to a certain frequency and pick up orders and responses to questions.

This system was secure, but meant that getting a reply to a question took two days, or even longer if storms or German jamming disrupted the signal.

By the time Rosie had stretched the wire aerial across the field behind the cottage and given the valves in the battery-powered set a few minutes to warm up, it was time to receive.

Just as you can recognise a person’s handwriting, people transmitting in Morse code have their own distinctive signature, known as a fist. Rosie recognised the fist of Joyce Slater as she sat on the dirt floor by the back door, with the radio set alongside, pencil and paper in her lap and a cumbersome headset over her ears.

Joyce was Espionage Research Unit B’s wheelchair-bound radio operator and something of an expert in code breaking and puzzle solving. The previous evening, Rosie had received a brief message, stating that there was nothing obviously wrong with the transmissions received from Lorient over the past seven weeks, but that a specialist was doing more detailed analysis. The fact that Joyce was the specialist cheered Rosie, because nobody would do a more thorough job.

The transmission lasted four minutes. The signal deteriorated a couple of times, meaning Rosie missed a few characters, but you never got them all. After pulling in the aerial, and switching the set off to conserve the battery, Rosie hurried towards a table and began using a printed silk square, known as a one-time-pad, to decode the message.

The news was bad. Every radio operator in occupied territory slipped three-letter security check codes into their messages. According to Joyce’s analysis, Eugene’s chief radio operator had missed out her security checks on three occasions, beginning on 9 May. This should have been recognised as a sign that a radio operator might have fallen into enemy hands, but apparently it had been treated as a simple omission.

From 12 May onwards, the messages from Lorient all contained the correct security check, but Joyce now believed that someone was trying to impersonate the fist of the original operator, because there was a sudden tendency to elongate the last dot or dash in each letter, which resulted in certain letters getting mixed up.

Joyce’s conclusion was that the Lorient circuit’s chief radio operator had been arrested on or around 9 May. When forced to send false information by her German captors, she’d tried giving a warning by missing her security checks. From 12 May onwards, the original operator had been replaced by a German radio operator who was trying to imitate her style.

 

*

 

It was late afternoon when Eugene returned. Joyce’s report only confirmed what he’d learned on the street.

‘Everyone’s terrified,’ Eugene told Rosie, as he sat on a battered chair, with an intense scowl and a drumming foot. ‘The few people I found barely spoke to me. In the end I had to turn nasty to get any information at all.

‘Nobody knows how it went down, but the Gestapo must have had someone working inside my organisation for a long time, because they picked everyone up in a single swoop. Madame Mercier died under torture last Friday. They picked up the girls who worked in the laundry, my engineers in the U-boat yards, a few messengers, both wireless operators and people living at the last two houses they transmitted from. As far as I can tell, Alois Clement is the only person who escaped arrest.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Rosie said, as she approached Eugene. ‘Would you like some wine? It’ll help you calm down.’

Rosie passed over an enamel mug and Eugene downed it in three quick glugs.

‘They’ve executed more than a dozen. A couple were shot, but most were hung at the gallows outside Lorient station and left on show.’

Tears welled in Eugene’s eyes as Rosie put an arm around his back.

‘I recruited most of them,’ Eugene said. ‘One woman spat in my face. Told me her daughter was tortured and raped before they hung her. She blamed me for leading her into it.’

‘You know you’re not to blame,’ Rosie said. ‘She’s upset.’

Eugene wrung his hands and sobbed. ‘It’ll be worth it when the workers’ revolution comes,’ he said, though his retreat into communist propaganda sounded unconvincing.

‘Can we try and rebuild the group?’ Rosie asked.

‘Maybe someone can, but not me. They’ll have my description, maybe even a surveillance photograph. They’ve arrested so many people that it would be like starting from scratch. Probably harder, because everyone’s so scared.’

‘Have you got any idea who the informant was?’

‘Does it even matter?’ Eugene asked. ‘It’s not the first resistance group to collapse. I doubt it’ll be the last.’

‘We’ll have to leave then,’ Rosie said. ‘Sooner the better. We’ll go to Paris, make contact with the Ghost circuit and they’ll find us another task or a route home.’

Eugene made a kind of hissing sound, and Rosie backed up thinking that he’d found her remark insensitive.

‘I still have one friend,’ Eugene said. ‘A German inside Gestapo Headquarters. Because of her position I never told anyone else about her.’

Rosie looked curious. ‘How did you get to know her?’

‘I met her when I was working in one of Madame Mercier’s bars. She’s in her forties. Husband crashed his plane over Poland, two sons killed on the Eastern Front, so she’s no fan of the Nazis.’

‘Did you have an affair with her?’

Eugene laughed. ‘I’m half her age. She’s just a lonely soul who needed someone to talk to.’

‘And she knows you’re with the resistance?’

‘For the first few months that I knew her she thought I was a barman and I just picked up random gossip from her. When her second son died, it was clear how much she hated the war and I gradually opened her up to the possibility of helping the resistance. At first I worried that she might be manipulating me, but the information she’s fed us has been far too valuable to be part of any ruse.’

‘But she did nothing about the arrests?’

‘If it had crossed her desk, I’m sure she would have found a way to tip one of my people off,’ Eugene said. ‘When I met her today she told me something else. Do you remember Edith Mercier, from when you were here two years back?’

‘Vaguely,’ Rosie said, giving a slight nod. ‘Skinny bag of bones, lived in Madame Mercier’s stable block?’

Eugene nodded. ‘Apparently the Gestapo got what they wanted out of everyone. The ones they didn’t hang in public have already been sent to camps in Poland or Germany. But Edith not only fought off two days of torture without saying a word, but apparently managed to take one of the Gestapo’s senior investigators out with a fountain pen through the jugular.’

Rosie smiled a little. ‘Good for her.’

‘Not really,’ Eugene said. ‘Apparently they’re putting on a show this Saturday. They’re going to hang her in front of the station, along with the mothers of two young lads who worked for me inside the submarine base.’

The thought of execution brought a tightness to Rosie’s throat. ‘Were the mothers involved with the resistance?’ she asked.

‘Not unless you count cooking their sons’ dinners. But it’s a powerful deterrent. People baulk when they know that their loved ones’ necks are on the line as well as their own.’

‘So is there anything we can do?’ Rosie asked. ‘There’s only two of us. We can’t take on the entire Gestapo.’

‘The mothers are being held at a prison in town, I don’t think there’s anything I’ll be able to do for them. But my lady friend has promised to try getting some information on Edith.’

‘So we might be able to help her?’ Rosie asked uneasily.

Eugene looked uncertain. ‘There’s an outside chance, but it won’t be easy.’


CHAPTER FIVE

The blackness took away all sense of time. Edith wasn’t sure whether to expect further interrogation or execution, but for two days the only attention she got was an occasional set of eyes peering through the slot in the door. When her thirst grew, she sucked beads of condensation off the cell wall and grew tempted by the urine sloshing in the filthy bucket.

When the door swung into the cell, light blinded eyes accustomed to pitch dark.

‘Up against the back wall,’ a female orderly shouted.

After biting one interrogator and killing another, Edith was regarded as dangerous, despite barely having the strength to stand. The orderly set down a tray of hard biscuits and potato peel and kicked it through the door.

‘Can you get me a drink?’ Edith begged.

She spent an hour sucking water out of the potato peel before the door opened again. She could hardly open her eyes, but recognised Thorwald, the circle-faced officer who’d conducted the first of her brutal interrogations. He sounded like he’d had a few drinks.

‘Hear you’re thirsty,’ he said, as a bulbous guard standing behind made a boyish snigger. ‘Seeing as you put that pain-in-my-arse Huber out of his misery, I’m happy to oblige.’

The big flunky laughed again as Thorwald twisted the nozzle of a powerful hose. Edith crashed to the floor as freezing water shot her in the belly. The cold hurt, but she balled up in the back corner, desperately wringing water from her soaking T-shirt into her mouth.

When Thorwald grew bored, he used the jet to knock over the slop bucket, sending a slick of urine and shit in Edith’s direction. Then he stepped into the cell and sunk his boot heel into Edith’s ribs.
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