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PROLOGUE


Moscow, December 1938


Lavrentiy Pavlovich Beria was not used to feeling intimidated. It was rather his job in life to intimidate others. Some might say that “intimidate” was quite a polite word for what he did. One month ago he had been appointed head of the NKVD, the state security service, by his Georgian compatriot, Josef Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili, otherwise known as Stalin. In this position it was his task to hunt down, terrorise, torture and, more often than not, exterminate the enemies of the state. Since, in the mind of his boss, this category of “enemies of the state” often appeared to embrace the majority of the Russian population, this was no easy task. However, as when he had run Georgia with blood-soaked efficiency, he approached it with ruthless determination. A powerful, self-confident and brilliant man nevertheless, as he sat in the leather armchair beside Stalin’s surprisingly modest desk, Beria was feeling intimidated. Through the window he could see the snow beginning to fall in large, fluffy flakes down towards the courtyard. The roofs of the Kremlin already carried a thick layer of snow from yesterday’s blizzard. He removed his thick-lensed spectacles and gave them a wipe with his red handkerchief, then rose and walked around the room in an attempt to relieve his anxiety. Pausing at a bookcase, he pulled out a heavy volume of Shakespeare’s plays, which fell open at a passage from Macbeth.


“Found anything interesting?” The soft voice with its still thick Georgian accent made Beria jump and the book fell from his hand. “Now then, Lavrentiy Pavlovich, be careful there. That is one of the first Russian translations of Mr Shakespeare. It is worth a rouble or two.”


Josef Stalin emerged fully from the side door through which he had gained access to the room and bent down to pick up the book, which was still open at the page Beria had been reading. “Ah, what have we here! ‘There’s daggers in men’s smiles. The near in blood, the nearer bloody!’ How true, don’t you think? An important thing for men like us to remember. Duncan was not wary enough of those close to him and got himself killed. A mistake we shall not make, my friend, eh?”


Stalin smiled broadly, dislodging a few remaining specks of breakfast from his thick moustache, and patted Beria gently on his shining bald head. “Come.”


As Beria went back to his chair, Stalin sat down at his desk, lit a pipe, then removed a folder from a drawer. “Gold, Lavrentiy. Do you know what I’m talking about?”


Unfortunately, Beria did. “The Spanish consignment?”


“Indeed so. Your predecessor, the Poisonous Dwarf, made little progress in this regard. I am hoping you will do better.”


The Poisonous Dwarf, otherwise known as Nikolas Yezhov, had been eased aside by Stalin a few months earlier and had entered that black limbo land of disfavour, which seldom ended happily.


“I am just familiarising myself with the papers, Comrade Stalin.”


“You may think, Lavrentiy, that in the scheme of things the loss of this gold might be of little account. When you consider that the bullion equivalent of at least five hundred million dollars ended up in our coffers, the loss of five or ten million dollars here or there might seem irrelevant. That, Lavrentiy Pavlovich, is not how I view things.”


“No, sir. The theft of such an amount cannot be ignored.”


“I want it back. Is that clear? And I want those responsible to pay the penalty – a particularly unpleasant penalty, understood?”


“Yes, sir.”


Stalin sucked on his pipe and nodded. “Very good. And Lavrentiy?”


Beria could feel a trickle of sweat running down the back of his neck into his collar. “Sir?”


“People always seem to let me down in the end. You won’t, will you?”


“No, sir.”


The wind whistled outside as Beria closed the door.


 





CHAPTER 1


Sunday, September 1, 1940


In his dream he was lying on a bed. There was someone lying next to him. He wasn’t sure who it was. It might be his wife. His dead wife. Or it might be someone else. He was in a room with white walls. The ceiling was white too or was it pale blue? There was a buzzing sound. Flies were walking on or flying to the ceiling. Their droning noise was soothing. A window was open somewhere and a pleasant warm breeze was blowing over his face. He felt something on his arm. A little pressure and then his arm was being shaken.


“Come on, Frank.” He could hear a soft female voice. A voice with an accent. An attractive accent, he thought. “Come on, Frank, we’ll miss the train.” His eyes slowly opened to reveal a clear blue sky above. Someone was giggling and stroking his shoulder. “Oh, Frank.”


He came fully to his senses and the soft comfort of the mattress in his dream gave way to the uncomfortable reality of Brighton’s pebbled beach. He could still hear the droning noise above him, but it was the drone of aeroplanes rather than insects, very high above. He wasn’t as well up on aircraft recognition as his sergeant, but he thought that they were Hurricanes and, as some of the planes were engaged in an elaborate dance around each other, he presumed he was seeing Messerschmitts as well. Suddenly, one of the fighters banked away from the others and started to drop through the sky. A trail of smoke followed it as its descent picked up pace. He sat up and watched in fascination as the aircraft pursued its deadly downward spiral into the sea. It disappeared some way out from the beach and he saw no parachute. “Let’s hope that’s one of theirs, eh, Sonia?” He rubbed the sleep from his eyes before rising stiffly to his feet.


His companion was a pretty girl in her mid-twenties. Her hair was still wet from her last swim half an hour or so before. Detective Chief Inspector Frank Merlin himself had not been in the water. He had joined Sonia on this seaside expedition at short notice when he’d realised he wasn’t going to get anywhere with the backlog of paperwork he’d hoped to get to grips with. The task facing him the following day was too distracting. On the spur of the moment, he’d left Scotland Yard, grabbed a taxi and hurried round to Sonia’s place in Marylebone. They quickly decided on a seaside outing and she threw her swimsuit and a couple of towels into her shopping bag and jumped into the taxi. Merlin knew there was a train for the Sussex coast at 10.35 and he hadn’t wanted to waste any time going back to his place for his swimming trunks. In fact, he hadn’t been sure that he still had any trunks. He’d had a black swimsuit a few years ago, but he doubted it had survived his various moves.


And so he stood on Brighton beach in the clothes he had worn to work early in the morning. He had taken off his dark-brown suit jacket and his tie, and was wearing a short-sleeved shirt, but all of that only provided slight relief in the baking heat of the day. It was well into the eighties, although it had just gone six. Their train was at 6.40 and Sonia was right to hurry him. It was a good half-hour walk to the station from where they were on the beach.


It had been a blissful day. Merlin hadn’t had a proper day off work for four weeks and he’d really needed one. In Sonia’s company, he’d managed to forget almost all about his work at the Yard. They had a jolly lunch at a pub on the seafront and then had gone for a long walk through the Brighton Lanes. After looking in the windows of the antique shops, they had enjoyed some ice-cream cornets and Sonia had laughed as Merlin’s had dribbled onto his trousers. Then they’d found their spot on the beach. With much laughter, Sonia had manoeuvred herself into her swimsuit behind a towel held for her by Merlin, who averted his eyes. When she had discarded the towel and stood in her bright green swimsuit, Merlin had caught his breath. How had he been so lucky as to snare this beautiful creature? Sonia Sieczko was Polish, the daughter of a Jewish mother and a Catholic father. She had shining, auburn hair, which just reached her shoulders, large, blue eyes, a neat, straight nose and a full mouth. A few freckles were scattered charmingly around her cheeks. She was of medium height, perhaps five or six inches shorter than Merlin, who was just over six feet tall, and had a full figure, which her green swimsuit displayed to great advantage. As she carefully picked her way, giggling happily, over the pebbles on the way to the sea, Merlin sighed with pleasure. She shouted to Merlin as she splashed around in the waves and he clumsily made his way towards her, removed his shoes and socks, rolled up his trousers and paddled cheerfully at the water’s edge.


Frank Merlin had a heavy caseload of his own and in addition supervised the work of several other officers. As the ranks of those Metropolitan policemen dealing with domestic crime had been steadily depleted during 1940 in consequence of the demands of the war, so Merlin’s free time had diminished to almost nothing. Thank God Sonia Sieczko had come into his life to provide some relief.


“Come on, Frank. We’ll be late.”


Merlin stared out to sea briefly and then up at the sky where he saw that the British and German fighters appeared to be disengaging from their dogfight. Several planes headed rapidly back across the Channel while the rest turned and disappeared in the opposite direction. “Yes, alright, Sonia. I was having a very peaceful dream, you know, when you so rudely interrupted me.”


As Sonia smiled, her pert little nose crinkled disarmingly. “Come on now, Mr Policeman. I have work to go to tomorrow, as do you.”


“Yes, of course, my darling, neither of us can afford to miss the train.”


Sonia smoothed out the creases in her white summer dress as she rose to her feet. She gave her left hand to Merlin and pulled him towards her. As she did so, he felt a stab of pain from the wound in his right shoulder, which reminded him of his miserable task the following morning.


“Are you alright, Frank?”


“Yes, thanks. Just a little ache.”


“Sorry, my darling, I should have realised.”


Merlin shrugged and picked up Sonia’s bag and they scrunched their way over the pebbles to the pavement and joined the chattering throng of Londoners making their way to the railway station. By the pier, a Punch and Judy man was packing up his pitch. His face was bright red, whether through exertion or sunburn or a bit of both, Merlin could not tell. As the Punch and Judy man paused to mop perspiration from his forehead, he caught sight of Sonia and winked at Merlin. A welcome gust of sea-breeze blew across Merlin’s face. Another gust of wind rustled through a bucket of children’s celluloid windmills next to the partly dismantled booth. The pier was still crowded and noisy and the predominant sound seemed to be that of crying children. It had no doubt been a long, hot, tiring day for many. They crossed the street, half-running as they looked up at the clock opposite the pier chiming the half-hour and reached the station with a minute to spare, but the press of people was so great that it was another ten minutes before the train got under way. Merlin ran down the platform holding Sonia’s hand and was lucky enough to find an empty compartment in the first of the second-class carriages they entered. By the time the train got under way, their compartment was full. A young couple with two exhausted toddlers sat opposite them and a soldier and his sweetheart next to them. Within a few minutes, as the train gently chugged its way through the beautiful, slowly darkening Sussex countryside, Sonia was dozing with her head against the window and her hand in his. She woke briefly as the train jolted to a stop at the first station and repositioned her head on Merlin’s shoulder and he smiled as he breathed in the sweet salty smell of her hair. Within another fifteen minutes, all in the compartment had succumbed to that particularly pleasurable sleep brought on by a day at the seaside. No one stirred until they reached Victoria, even when the guard noisily stretched past everyone to pull down the blackout blinds.
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They had a long wait for a taxi at the station and it was gone ten when they got back to Sonia’s place, a tiny little pink mews house just off Baker Street. Since the girl who had shared the rent with her had left a couple of months before, it had become a little too expensive for Sonia and Merlin had insisted on helping her out with a contribution.


As they got out of the cab, they could see that the lights were on behind the blackout curtains. Sonia smiled. “It must be Jan.” Sonia turned her key in the door and they entered the small living room. A tall, lean, young man was sprawled out in a dressing gown on the sofa. He seemed to be asleep but, as Merlin closed the door, one of the man’s eyes cracked open.


“Sonia. Is that you?” Jan jumped suddenly to his feet and brushed some crumbs from his pyjama jacket. A half-eaten tomato sandwich lay on the small table in front of him. He leaned over to kiss Sonia on the cheek.


“This is Frank Merlin. Frank, my brother Jan.”


The men shook hands. “So you are the policeman. Very pleased to meet you, sir. I have heard much about you from Sonia.”


Merlin extricated his hand with difficulty from Jan Sieczko’s firm grasp and nodded his head. “Yes, likewise. And I’ve heard all about you, Mr Sieczko. Good to meet you too.”


“Please, call me Jan. And may I call you Frank? After all, you’re almost one of the family now.”


The two men remained on their feet, smiling awkwardly at each other, while Sonia cleared Jan’s sandwich from the table and went into the kitchen to put the kettle on to boil.


Jan Sieczko was darker in complexion than his sister. He had a mop of reddish-brown hair, a matching neat moustache, deep-set eyes and a broad, engaging smile. Merlin noticed a vivid red mark on his right hand as Jan reached out to offer him a cigarette. As Merlin declined, Jan looked down at his hand. “It’s nothing. I had an accident working on the plane. I’d like to say that it was a war wound, but it’s not. They’ve not allowed us to do anything yet.”


The two men sat down opposite each other and Jan Sieczko took a long draw on his cigarette. “And so, Frank, what have you and my beautiful little sister been up to today?”


“We had a day at the seaside. Brighton. Ever been?”


Jan shook his head. “No. Unless you count flying over it as being there. Well. A lovely day for the seaside.”


“Yes. And you? Have you had a pleasant day?”


Jan stretched out languidly on the sofa and blew a smoke ring. “Very good, Frank. I have a couple of days’ leave and I came up to town from Northolt at lunchtime with a friend. We had drinks at a pub near here then we went for a long walk. Today was my first chance to have tourist look at London, so we did sights, you know, Big Ben, the Houses of Parliament, Trafalgar Square and so on. We had a nice meal at a place my friend knows. Then my friend, Ziggy, went off to meet someone and I came here for a little nap. That was my day, Frank, perhaps not so nice as yours, but not so bad, eh?”


Sonia came from the kitchen carrying a tray with a pot of tea, cups and saucers and biscuits and sat down happily next to her brother. “He’s a good-looking man, my brother, Frank.


Don’t you think?”


Now that they were sitting next to each other, Merlin could see the resemblance more clearly. He noticed that Jan had a few of Sonia’s freckles and their smiling mouths were almost a perfect match. Merlin knew from Sonia that Jan Sieczko was a pilot in the Kosciuszko Squadron of the Royal Air Force. Sonia had left Poland before the war began, but Jan had stayed and had fought valiantly with his comrades in the Polish Air Force as Hitler’s forces overran his country. When all was lost he had made his way to Romania and then, by a circuitous route through the Balkans, to Britain. Scores of Polish airmen had made a similar journey. In the summer, after some misgivings, the powers that be had gradually realised how valuable these battle-hardened pilots could be to Britain’s own war effort. At the beginning of August, just in time for the start of what soon became known as the Battle of Britain, the officers of the new RAF Squadron 303, a squadron made up almost entirely of Poles, arrived for the first time at their base in Northolt on the western edges of London. Merlin felt he should make some comment about the courage of Jan and his comrades, but could not phrase the appropriate words.


“So, Jan. You’re staying until tomorrow night?”


Jan stubbed out his cigarette in an ashtray and put his arms around Sonia. “Yes, my lovely sister. I have to report back at seven o’clock tomorrow night. I have almost another full day of freedom. What shall we do?”


“I’m afraid I won’t be able to do much, Jan. I have to go to work tomorrow.”


Jan made a face and groaned. He said something in Polish, which Merlin took to be a request for her to take the day off. Sonia shook her head.


“Ah, poor me. Well, I’ll have to make my own entertainment then. I asked Ziggy to come round. Perhaps he will be up for some fun and games.” He shrugged at Merlin then looked back at his sister. “I think perhaps I am being the, how do you say it, the gooseberry here. I think I will go to bed. Please excuse me.”


Merlin rose. “No, no, it’s alright. I should be going really.” He suddenly felt very, very tired. “Well, very nice to meet you, Jan. I hope you have another good day tomorrow. And best of luck when you get back to the squadron.”


The men shook hands again. Sonia put down her cup of tea and followed Merlin to the door. “It was a lovely day, Frank, thank you.” They kissed gently and Merlin rested his hands lightly on Sonia’s shoulders. “It was perfect, darling, just perfect.”


Sonia looked at him shyly from under her eyelashes. “You don’t have to go, you know.” Sonia ruffled Merlin’s smooth black hair and then traced her finger down over his high forehead, his patrician nose and over the lips of his generous mouth. As she stroked his chin, Merlin’s stubble rasped against her touch. She stared into his warm, green eyes and then caressed his cheek. “You are a beautiful man, Frank. But you are working too hard. Look here. These lines under your eyes are growing and you are too thin. I will have to feed you up. We must try some nice Polish stew with much potato. I will have to see if Jan can use his charms to get me some good meat from the base. He managed it a few weeks ago, but you didn’t get to taste any as you were too busy.” Sonia sighed and kissed Merlin’s neck. “Please stay, Frank.”


Merlin hugged Sonia tight. “I’m sorry, I can’t. I have something to do very early tomorrow morning. Something not very nice. We’ll try and get together during the week. I’ll call you on Wednesday. Alright?”


Sonia nodded. The two embraced for a few seconds more and then pulled apart and Merlin slipped through the doorway into the dark. As the door closed behind him he looked up. The stars shone brightly in a clear sky. He couldn’t see or hear any aeroplanes above, but, as he came out of the mews onto the main street, he saw a red glow in the southern sky.








CHAPTER 2


Monday, September 2


Merlin walked slowly down the corridor behind the Governor and his assistant. Two uniformed warders followed him. There was a faint smell of urine mingled with the smell of cooking – was it boiled cabbage or something else? Merlin was happy for his mind to wander and think about anything other than what he was about to witness.


The small party turned a corner and then climbed some stairs. At the top was another corridor, which they followed to its end. Faint early morning light permeated through a prison window high above them as they entered a room on the left. Merlin couldn’t understand why he had agreed to do this. He’d been dog-tired at the end of a long day and he just hadn’t been able to resist the Assistant Commissioner’s browbeating –”Of course you should be present, Frank. You were the chief investigating police officer and you brought this disgusting man to justice. I think you owe it to the victims to see the penalty being paid, not to mention to yourself – after all, the man did shoot you!”


Merlin couldn’t see how the dead victims could feel any better for his attendance in Wormwood Scrubs this morning and he himself had no particular desire for personal revenge, but there he was. And so he took up his position on one side of the room next to the Governor. It was ten minutes to six. In front of him the infamous Albert Pierrepoint and his assistant fiddled with the noose of thick rope that hung down in the centre of the room. Someone had told Merlin that Pierrepoint’s assistant was his own son. A funny sort of family business if that was the case, he thought, as the assistant knelt down to check that all was in order with the trapdoor.


The Governor pulled a watch from his waistcoat pocket. “Should be here now,” he whispered to no one in particular.


One of the two warders, who had taken up position by the door, stepped into the corridor briefly and then returned. “Coming now, sir.”


Merlin could hear the sound of footsteps echoing outside and suddenly four men entered. Merlin’s eyes were naturally drawn straight to the man who was at the centre of the proceedings. Flying Officer Peter Harrison seemed to have shrunk a little during his stay in prison. Merlin had not seen him for a month. His head was closely cropped and thus the long cowlick of fair hair he had used to cover his incipient baldness was gone. Without his curls, his ears stuck out even more prominently than they had before. In his grey prison overalls he struck a sorry figure compared with the debonair, confident, smartly uniformed man about town whom Merlin had first encountered.


Flying Officer Harrison had been convicted in July at the Old Bailey of four murders. All the murders had followed a similar pattern. Harrison had picked up a prostitute on the London streets or in a pub, had engaged in sex with her in some back alley and had then slit her throat. The murders had taken place between February and May. Through a combination of good police work and luck, Harrison had been arrested at his base in Kent in June. In attempting to escape he had fired his service revolver and hit Merlin in the shoulder. It could have been a lot worse as the bone was only slightly chipped, but it still caused him some pain. Harrison had been a cocky little chap through the trial proceedings, but little of that spirit remained as Pierrepoint motioned to Harrison’s two accompanying prison officers to bring the man forward. The other man who’d arrived with Harrison was the prison padre, who now opened his bible and began reading.


“Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.”


Harrison’s motive for the murders was still unclear. He had come from an apparently warm and loving family in Tunbridge Wells. His father owned a grocer’s shop in which his son had happily worked with his parents and his two sisters during the school holidays. He had benefited from a good grammar school education and after taking his school certificate had started out as a clerk in a medium-sized stockbroking firm in the City of London. Joining the forces at the outset of the war, he had swiftly risen to a responsible ground staff job at Biggin Hill. Medical evidence at the trial hinted at some strain in his relationship with his mother, but no convincing reason was given for the killings. Merlin inclined to the simple view that Harrison was evil and committed the murders because he enjoyed doing so. In any event, whatever his motive had been, Harrison stood before him now within seconds of paying the ultimate penalty.


Everything happened very quickly. The padre completed his prayers and the Governor asked Harrison if he had anything to say. Harrison shook his head jerkily and then in a swift movement Pierrepoint pulled a hood over Harrison’s head. For a few seconds the only sound was the faint rustling of Harrison’s urine trickling from his trousers onto the wooden planks of the trapdoor as his self-control left him. Pierrepoint stood back, pulled a lever and the trapdoor opened. Despite himself, Merlin joined the others in looking down through the trapdoor at the jerking and twitching form below. The stench of Harrison’s soiled trousers floated up. Merlin closed his eyes, took a deep breath and walked out of the room.
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Merlin leaned out of the open window in his office at Scotland Yard, looked down at the Thames twinkling beneath him and took a deep breath of the smoggy London air. He still couldn’t rid his nostrils of the smell of the gallows room. Returning to his desk, he fell heavily into his chair and looked vacantly around the office. The décor remained the same – the white walls, the Swiss cuckoo clock, his beloved pair of Van Gogh prints, the large map of London, the picture of a 1924 police football team featuring a young F Merlin, centre half, the brightly patterned Persian rugs enlivening the standard issue linoleum floor. To the left of the frosted glass office door was his Goya print of a firing squad somewhere, probably Spain. This seemed particularly apposite to his morning’s early appointment.


The door opened. “So how was it, sir?”


“It was bloody awful, as you’d expect, Sergeant. That’s the last one of those I’m going to even if I end up arresting Adolf himself and he’s up for the chop.”


Detective Sergeant Samuel Bridges, a tall man with a burly rugby player’s build, bright blond hair, red cheeks and a countenance that was almost incapable of being other than cheerful, thought it prudent to postpone further conversation for the moment and left Merlin alone in his room. He returned ten minutes later with a cup of tea and found his boss staring quietly out of the window. Merlin’s office gave him a good view of the river and of the London County Council building opposite. A number of barrage balloons were spaced out at regular intervals along the river, as Merlin could see as he leaned again out of the open window and extended his gaze to St Paul’s and the City beyond.


Bridges deposited the cup and saucer on the only available space on the crowded desk to which Merlin now returned.


“Thank you, Sergeant.”


Merlin noticed a new pile of files, which his sergeant must have placed next to the old stack of files heaped on his desk. He groaned and sat down. “Anything happening?”


“Plenty, sir, but nothing urgently requiring your personal attention.” Bridges looked meaningfully at Merlin’s desk.


“You mean that I might like to get on with reading all this bumf you’ve dumped on my desk?”


“Well, sir, it might be wise to take this opportunity to clear the decks. Everyone’s out and about dealing with their various jobs and you might find today relatively, um, uninterrupted.”


“I came in yesterday to try and catch up, but I wasn’t up to it.” Merlin leaned back in his chair and hoisted his feet onto the desk. He steepled his hands in front of him and blew on them. In days past when his boss adopted this habitual pose, Bridges had been able to take note of which of his boss’ shoes had a hole in it. Today, however, as for the past few months, Merlin’s shoes were properly intact. That girl taking him in hand, Bridges noted again to himself.


“Something funny, Sergeant?”


“No, sir, no.”


“Thinking of your beloved, perhaps? And how is Iris? What is it now, four months to go?”


“Nearer three, sir. If all goes well, that is.”


“I’m sure it will, Sam.” Merlin swung his legs down and pulled his chair closer to the desk. “Now, when you say I might find this day ‘relatively uninterrupted’, as you put it, you are not taking into account possible interruptions from airborne visitors, I presume?”


“No, sir. Well, who’s to know when that’s going to get going.”


“Indeed, Sergeant, who’s to know.”


German bombers had been attacking Britain since August 13th or “Eagle Day” as Hermann Goering had designated it according to the Assistant Commissioner. From that Monday morning throughout August, hundreds of German bombers supported by swarms of fighter planes had crossed the Channel every day to attack airfields, aircraft factories and radar installations mostly in southern England. The London suburbs had been hit heavily, but, with one exception, central London had remained unscathed – on the Saturday of the week before, August 24th, the East End had been hit by bombs and a number of fires had broken out.


As Merlin stared out of his window at another sunny, warm day, both he and Bridges knew that this situation was unlikely to obtain for much longer. After the August 24th bombing, which Jack Stewart, Merlin’s friend in the Auxiliary Fire Service, said was probably accidental, the RAF had launched retaliatory raids on Berlin. While everyone agreed that central London was going to be a target sooner or later, these raids suggested it would be sooner.


Merlin took off his jacket. “Very well, Sergeant. You might as well leave me alone to get on with it. Off you go. No doubt you’ve got paperwork to attend to as well.”


“Yes, sir.”


Frank Merlin was a lean six-footer with a full head of jet-black hair. Piercing green eyes complemented a narrow aristocratic nose and a full and generous mouth, and he had seldom encountered a woman who failed to admire his charms. He was no lothario though, unlike his friend Jack Stewart. Despite the odd wrinkle, he looked younger than his forty-three years. Born to a Spanish exile father and an East End mother, he was brought up in a Limehouse chandlery store with his younger brother and sister. From his father he had acquired, amongst other things, a love of history and poetry. He had fought bravely in the Great War, survived and joined the police on his return, rising steadily through the ranks. A brief, loving marriage had been ended by the leukaemia that killed his wife, Alice. At the beginning of 1940 he had attempted to join up for this new Great War, but had been thwarted by his superiors.


Merlin picked up the nearest file. When the war had started, almost a year before, Frank Merlin had been in charge of the Yard’s Violent Crimes Unit. As the year passed and the ranks of the Yard had been depleted by officers joining the forces, being seconded to Special Branch or other specialist government units, or otherwise being siphoned off from domestic crime duties to assist in the war effort, Merlin’s responsibilities had become more diversified. Effectively his “Violent Crime” Unit had become an “Any Serious Crime” Unit. The file he’d picked up concerned a non-violent crime. It was immaculately neat and Merlin knew without looking at the name on top of the front cover that it was the work of Inspector Peter Johnson. For several weeks, Johnson had been investigating a racket that was becoming increasingly common in wartime Britain. A deluge of forged ration books and identity cards was flooding through London and Merlin had given Johnson the task of stemming the flow. Johnson had succeeded in identifying several different gangs and had made a number of arrests. Merlin had in his hands the latest report on his investigation, in which Johnson reported that although there was still a good deal of false documentation circulating, the flood of new documentation had been reduced to a trickle by the arrests, for the present at least. There were still forgers out there, but Johnson felt he’d got most of the big players. Merlin was pleased. He’d had the Assistant Commissioner on his back about this for quite a while. He made a note in pencil on the file for it to be forwarded straightaway to the A.C.


The next file concerned the spate of violent robberies in Paddington. His eyes were beginning to strain at the small print and he opened one of the drawers in his desk. Sonia had noticed him reading a newspaper the other day with the print only a few inches away from his eyes. He had not wanted to admit to any failing, but Sonia had been insistent and he’d slipped away one lunch hour the previous week to visit an optician. A mild case of presbyopia had been diagnosed and he had walked away with a pair of not particularly attractive, heavy-rimmed spectacles. Merlin did not think himself a vain man and was surprised to find that he was damned if he was going to reveal the existence of these reading glasses to his colleagues. He kept his eye on the door as he furtively withdrew the glasses from the desk and put them on. It was a lot better, he admitted to himself, as the letters immediately loomed larger on the page. His brow furrowed as he concentrated and began to read.
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The heavily powdered jowls of Sonia Sieczko’s customer quivered as she shook her head. “No, no, my dear. That’s simply not my colour. I told you that earlier when you brought out one of the other dresses. I’m looking for a pale lavender. That’s really a purple. That’s not what I want. What else is there?”


Sonia picked up the dress and struggled hard to hide her irritation as she walked away to put the dress on the large pile of other dresses that had proved unsatisfactory to Lady Theobald. Her ladyship had arrived at Sonia’s station about three quarters of an hour ago and had looked Sonia up and down carefully before introducing herself.


“I am Lady Theobald. Whatever has happened to the other girl who used to be here, what’s her name, Miss Lewis? Where is she?”


Lady Theobald was a plump lady of advancing years. On her head she wore a vast feathery confection of a hat, which loomed threateningly over Sonia, who smiled nervously. She hadn’t met a “Lady” before and wasn’t quite sure how to address her.


“Well, come on, girl, speak up.”


“Miss Lewis has got married, er, madam, and has left Swan and Edgar. I am the new girl at this station. My name is Sieczko, Miss Sieczko.”


“Miss Seek-what? Foreigner, are you? Thought you had a funny accent. Well, what’s your Christian name? Perhaps I’ll be able to pronounce that.” Lady Theobald glowered at Sonia as if she had committed a doubly unpardonable offence by first replacing Miss Lewis and then by being a foreigner.


“Sonia, madam.”


“Well, Sonia. Your superiors will no doubt tell you that I am a long-standing and much cherished customer of this establishment, so look smart as I have an important luncheon in an hour’s time and I don’t want to dilly-dally.”


Sonia moved to another rack of dresses and rummaged through them. Her first day in the ladies’ clothing department was not going very well. She had been notified a week before of her promotion from the ladies’ accessories department and had been given some pointers on her new job by Miss Lewis before she had left on Friday. Miss Lewis had warned her that she would have to handle a few awkward old battleaxes from time to time, but Sonia felt it was particularly bad luck to have one on her very first morning. She rummaged along the rack some more and found yet another dress that she thought might be the right colour. She lifted it out and confirmed that it was the right size. With a sinking heart, she returned to Lady Theobald.


“At last, yes, that’s it. That’s the colour. Now, let me try it on. Hurry up, girl, or I’m going to be late. Ah, there is the changing room, is it not?”


Her ladyship’s ample rear disappeared behind the curtain of one of the booths. After a few minutes of grunts and sighs, Lady Theobald emerged and faced one of the full-length mirrors. “Zip me up, if you please. Ah, yes, that’s it. The right colour and a perfect fit. I’ll have this. It’s lovely. In fact, I think I’ll wear it to my luncheon. Hurry up, girl. Wrap up my other dress and charge my account, won’t you?”


Sonia watched her customer preen herself in the mirror as she packaged up the green dress that she had arrived in. Green, purple or lavender, Sonia didn’t think there was any colour that was Lady Theobald’s colour. And in her opinion the dress hung down from Lady Theobald’s cylindrical body like a sack. But why complain? The customer was happy and that was all that counted, she thought, as she watched her ladyship waddle contentedly to the row of lifts on the other side of the salesroom. She looked up at the clock on the wall on her right. A quarter to one. At one she could take her lunch break and she was looking forward to some fresh air. The store was airless and very warm, and either the stuffiness or Lady Theobald or both had given her a headache. After re-hanging the rejected dresses, she walked over to Miss Hetherington, the kindly, elegant, slim woman who was in charge of the floor and obtained her consent to take lunch. She hurried down the staff stairs and made her way to one of the Piccadilly exits. As she emerged into the street, she heard someone shout in Polish.


“Sonia. Wait, it’s me.”


She turned and saw her brother’s smiling face.


“What luck. I might have missed you. I thought I’d get here earlier and catch you inside, but I lost my way a little. It’s your lunch hour, yes?”


Sonia’s headache disappeared as she surveyed her handsome brother. She’d not seen him in his uniform before. On his two other brief visits he’d been in civvies and last night he’d been dressed for bed. He wore his air force hat jauntily to one side and looked, as he always had since he was a small boy, as if he had been up to mischief.


“Well, what shall it be? I just walked past the Ritz. Shall we eat there?”


“Don’t be silly. It’s a lovely day. You can share my sandwiches with me in the park. Look, I found some Polish sausage in a shop the other day. Come on. Follow me.”


Jan Sieczko put his arms around his sister and gave her a big hug. “Very well, my little sister. Lead on.”


Sonia took Jan’s hand and pulled him through a gap in the traffic to the other side of Piccadilly. They walked past St James’s Church, Hatchards, Fortnum & Mason and the Ritz and arrived at St James’s Park. The park was crowded. All of the deckchairs seemed to be occupied and Sonia led Jan some way into the park until they eventually found a relatively peaceful and shady spot of grass. Jan took off his jacket and laid it down on the ground.


“Oh, no, Jan. You don’t want to dirty your uniform.”


Jan put his hands on his sister’s shoulders and pushed down firmly. Sonia giggled and allowed herself to be seated. Jan dropped down beside her and began hungrily devouring the sandwich that Sonia gave to him while Sonia ate hers a little more delicately and watched her brother eyeing up the more attractive of the passers-by.


“See anything you like?”


Jan chuckled. “And what if I do? I need to make the best of my leave time. After all, this might be my last chance.”


Sonia’s face darkened. “Don’t speak like that.”


Jan stretched out to stroke his sister’s cheek. “I am sorry, Sonia. Don’t worry. I am a survivor and will remain one. Look what I’ve survived already.”


Sonia knew that Jan had been in the thick of things in Poland when the German blitzkrieg had arrived. He’d been shot down twice, but had sustained only minor injuries. At one point a German patrol had captured him, but he had made his escape and then had found his way out of Poland. He had hooked up with his squadron a month or so before the Battle of Britain had begun. She knew that the squadron had been kept in reserve and that he was champing at the bit to get some action. She reached up to clasp the hand on her cheek and stroked it tenderly. She kissed the vivid burn-marks carefully. Jan flinched.


“I’m sorry, did I hurt you?”


“No, no. It hurts all the time. But it will be healed soon. It’s because of the burns that I was given the leave.” Jan stared up at the sky, whose azure clarity was punctuated by a few wispy white clouds.


“It doesn’t look like it now, but things are getting very hot up there – I hope our superiors allow the Kosciuszko to play its part.”


Sonia kissed Jan on the cheek. She didn’t know whether it was good for him to talk about his flying or for him to forget about it, however briefly, and in her uncertainty she asked no questions.


Jan looked at a pretty nurse who was passing, pushing a baby in a chair. She lowered her head demurely in response to his frank look of appreciation. Jan’s gaze passed over her head. “Ah, I see there’s some sort of mobile café there. Would you like a drink?”


“A glass of orange squash would be nice. They’ll let you bring it over here.”


Jan jumped up and ran off and returned rapidly with two glasses of squash. As he sat down, he spilled some of his own glass onto his trousers. “Ah, clumsy old me. Na zdrowie!”


Jan had been renowned for his physical awkwardness as a child and it had been something of a surprise to Sonia and their parents that he had become a pilot, let alone such an apparently excellent one. “Different type of coordination,” he had said without elaboration when Sonia had mentioned it on his last visit.


“And so, the policeman, he seems a pleasant fellow. Good-looking too. Is it love?”


Sonia’s cheeks reddened. “Maybe, I don’t know. He is a very kind man, I think. He has been a little sad also. I like to think that I cheer him up a little.”


“And why is he sad?”


“His wife died before the war and I think it has taken him some time to get over it.”


“How did she die?”


“I don’t know. He doesn’t really talk about it and I don’t like to pry.”


“Hmm.” Jan waved his hand at a wasp hovering over his now empty glass. “And will he go to war?”


“No. At least, I think not. He is a little old, but he wanted to join up. His superior said no. Told him he was too important to the police. He did fight in the last war and he is forty-three, and I think he is a very good policeman, so it is perhaps not so surprising. He is upset about it though.”


“You do not think that perhaps he is a little too old for you?”


Sonia wrinkled her nose at Jan. “No, I do not. Fifteen or twenty years’ difference in age is nothing between a man and a woman, provided the man is the older.”


“Oh. Why so? You mean I can’t find myself a little widow in her forties to keep me warm? Why not?”


Sonia pushed Jan’s shoulder playfully. “Oh, shut up, you idiot.”


Two air force officers walked past and Jan nodded to them. “Czechs. I met one of them at Northolt the other day. There are quite a crowd of Czech flyers, not as many as the Poles, but still a good number. And they know how to fly too.”


Sonia nodded. It was almost time to get back to work. She lay back and stretched out her arms and basked in the sun. Her brother did likewise. “Five more minutes, then I must return to the shop.”


“Hmm.”


“Where’s your friend Ziggy today? I thought you were going to get together with him again.”


“I was. He was meant to call on me at your place this morning. I told him nine o’clock. I waited till ten and there was no sign so I gave up on him. He is a funny chap.”


Sonia raised herself on an elbow. “How so?”


“He seems to have a bee in his bonnet about something. He’s got a real temper too and watch out if he takes against you, I’d say. I’m not aware of anyone picking on him, although there are a couple of officers he dislikes intensely. He’s an obsessive sort of man. But he’s a very brave pilot and a good drinking companion and that’s all that matters to me.”


Sonia rose to her feet. “Well. I really must go now. Are you staying here?”


Jan sat up and watched a group of young office girls walk by. “You know, I think I might.”


Sonia punched him lightly on the shoulder and then leaned down to kiss him. “You are going back to the base tonight?”


“Yes, I’m afraid so. I’ll get my bag from your place in a couple of hours. Do you want me to leave the spare key somewhere or shall I keep it?”


“Oh, keep it, that’s alright.”


“You don’t think your policeman might need it?”


Sonia punched his shoulder again. Then her eyes suddenly filled with tears. “Please take care. You don’t have to be too heroic, you know.” Jan laughed and rose to hug her. She walked away briskly and his eyes lingered on her until she disappeared from sight at the park gate.








CHAPTER 3


Wednesday, September 4


Merlin woke in his Chelsea flat at just after 4am. It wasn’t the noise of aircraft or guns that woke him, as it had the night before, but the pain in his shoulder. The foreign radio station he had found just before he went to sleep was still broadcasting and he recognised the lilting voice of one of his favourite singers, Charles Trenet. He got up, put on the new black slippers Sonia had bought him and padded to the small kitchen at the other end of the apartment. Returning to his bed ten minutes later with a steaming hot cup of cocoa, he retrieved from under his sheets the book he had been reading before he fell asleep. It was part of the small library of Spanish books left to Merlin by his father, which had travelled around with him for years in a battered old trunk. He didn’t have much time to read, but when he did he often delved into this collection, sometimes reading books for the third or fourth time, pleased to find that his command of the Spanish language remained as fluent as ever. The book now in his hand was a particular favourite. The Conquest of New Spain was the story of Hernan Cortes’ defeat of the Aztec Empire in the 1520s, written by one of his soldiers, Bernal Diaz del Castillo. Merlin was fascinated by this tale of adventure, bravery and cruelty at a time when the Spanish Empire was at its height. He turned to the page he had fallen asleep at five or so hours ago, in which the great Montezuma, Emperor of the Aztecs, was taken prisoner by Cortes and read on, enthralled, until his alarm clock rang to tell him that it was time to get up and make his way to the Yard.
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The Assistant Commissioner had been just about to drop off when the piercing whine of the all-clear siren roused him. Edward Gatehouse was sitting at the bottom end of a long, polished, cherry wood table in an enormous meeting room in the Home Office. From a full-length portrait opposite him, the stalwart bulldog features of the current Prime Minister, represented in a previous incarnation of his as Home Secretary, glared down at him in rebuke. He shouldn’t have had the Burgundy with his lunch. That was a definite mistake. He rustled the papers in front of him and cleared his throat loudly to confirm that he was fully alert. At the other end of the table and at its head, the Home Secretary, Sir John Anderson, was attempting to make himself heard above the noise. Since he himself spoke in a monotonous drone, he was not being particularly successful. Eventually, the siren stopped. The Home Secretary paused and looked at the ceiling as if that had been the source of the noise that had been so presumptuous as to interrupt him. “Did everyone hear that or shall I repeat myself?”


A general muttering noise from the assembly encouraged Sir John to repeat himself.


“I was saying that now we have heard the reports from the representatives of the AFS, the ARP, the LDV and the WVS*, I would like to turn to a particularly unsavoury subject. Assistant Commissioner Gatehouse is here to represent the Commissioner and the Metropolitan Police Force. Assistant Commissioner, the floor is yours.”


A.C. Gatehouse sent a silent prayer of thanks to the Supreme Being for activating the siren just before his turn arrived and stood up. Facing him around the table was a group made up of nineteen men and one woman. Some of the men were uniformed and some were not. The non-uniformed men were all sombrely dressed, none more so than the sepulchral figure at the head of the table. The lady wore a black dress, enlivened by a bright red flower in her buttonhole, the only spot of colour in view.






The A.C. began reading. His report principally consisted of a list of statistics, most of which had been supplied by the local forces of the city’s outer suburbs, concerning the bombing attacks to date on London. Much of this was a duplication of information already provided in the earlier reports made to the meeting, but his audience listened quietly, without comment. In due course, the A.C. arrived at the final passage of his report. “And now let me turn to the reported incidence of looting so far recorded by our officers.”


Sir John Anderson rapped his pencil on the table and raised his eyebrow.


“Yes, listen to this everyone. This is shocking. Most shocking.”


“Bexleyheath reports eight looting incidents of which officers were made aware in respect of which four arrests have been made to date. Bromley reports ten incidents with three arrests. Croydon twelve incidents, four arrests…” He carried on to the bottom of his list and then concluded. “Of course, gentlemen and lady.” He nodded with a toothy smile to the representative of the WVS. “These are reported incidents. No doubt there have been other unreported incidents.”


“Indeed, indeed, Assistant Commissioner Gatehouse, thank you, thank you, please resume your seat.” The Home Secretary removed his pince-nez and surveyed the table. “Would you credit it? In all our planning for the Hun’s inevitable air attack on us, I don’t believe we ever anticipated this problem.”


A young civil servant to Anderson’s left whispered something to him. “Well, yes, Mr Craig here reminds me that the possibility of looting was mentioned in one of our earlier planning documents, but I am not afraid to admit that I, for one, never placed much stress or weight on it. I never believed that it would be anything other than a very minor concern, but look where we are. We have only had a few weeks of bombing and look at the numbers of reported incidents in the Assistant Commissioner’s list. I am quite shocked at what our countrymen are capable of. Quite shocked! And if this is what’s happening when places like Bromley are being attacked, think what it will be like when the centre of London is attacked. I daren’t think about what will happen in the City of London, the Docks, the West End.”


The Home Secretary’s shock was echoed by a variety of exclamations from around the table.


“Well, Assistant Commissioner, what are your plans to deal with this outrageous behaviour?”


The A.C. was not expecting the subject matter to be thrown back to him so quickly and had taken the opportunity to tinker with his wing-collar, which was causing him some discomfort. Withdrawing his finger swiftly from inside the collar, he stared back down the table enquiringly at Anderson. “I’m sorry, Home Secretary, I didn’t quite catch you.”


“What plans do you have, Gatehouse, for dealing with the looting? We are looking up in the skies at German bombers every day. We are within days, perhaps minutes, of being attacked here right at the heart of the Empire. With so many incidents in the suburbs, clearly this problem is likely to be rife here in the centre. What plans have you prepared to counter the looters? We would all like to receive the benefit of the Metropolitan Force’s thoughts on this issue.”
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“Thank God for that, Sergeant. And don’t bring me any more for a few days at least.”


Sergeant Bridges hurried out with the last file and Merlin exhaled with relief. He had cleared the decks again, for the moment, and could look forward to a relaxed evening with Sonia. As well as completing all his administrative tasks, he had wrapped up the nasty Chelsea knife attack, which he and Bridges had been looking into since early August, and had got far enough down the line on the string of recent Hatton Garden burglaries to be able to pass the case on to a subordinate. It was half past five and he was thinking that for once he would be able to make an early night of it, when the phone rang and he was summoned upstairs.
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