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			Epigraph

			‘In the high ranges of Secret Service work the actual facts in many cases were in every respect equal to the most fantastic inventions of romance and melodrama. Tangle with tangle, plot and counter-plot, ruse and treachery, cross and double-cross, true agent, false agent, double agent, gold and steel, the bomb, the dagger and the firing party, were interwoven in many a texture so intricate as to be incredible and yet true.’

			—Winston S. Churchill

			‘They did nothing less than save the world.’

			—Charles Kuralt, CBS News correspondent, on the SOE nuclear saboteurs.

		

	
		
			Contents

			Author’s Note

			Preface

			Chapter One

			Chapter Two

			Chapter Three

			Chapter Four

			Chapter Five

			Chapter Six

			Chapter Seven

			Chapter Eight

			Chapter Nine

			Chapter Ten

			Chapter Eleven

			Chapter Twelve

			Chapter Thirteen

			Chapter Fourteen

			Chapter Fifteen

			Chapter Sixteen

			Chapter Seventeen

			Chapter Eighteen

			Chapter Nineteen

			Chapter Twenty

			Chapter Twenty-One

			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			Chapter Thirty

			Chapter Thirty-One

			Chapter Thirty-Two

			Epilogue

			Acknowledgements

			Bibliography

			Appendix

			Picture Section

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			There are sadly few survivors from the Second World War operations depicted in these pages, or of the Norwegian resistance, or of the Linge Company. Throughout the period of the research for, and the writing of, this book I have endeavoured to be in contact with as many as possible, plus surviving family members of those who have passed away. If there are further witnesses to the stories told here who are inclined to come forward, please do get in touch with me, as I may be able to include further recollections on the operations portrayed in this book in future editions.

			The time spent by Allied servicemen and women as Special Operations Executive (SOE) agents, Special Duty volunteers, and working with the Resistance was often traumatic and invariably wreathed in layers of secrecy, and many chose to take their stor­ies to their graves. Memories tend to differ and apparently none more so than those concerning operations behind enemy lines. The written accounts that do exist of such missions also vary in their detail and timescale, and locations and chronologies are often contradictory. That being said I have done my best to provide a coherent sense of place, timescale and narrative to the story as depicted in these pages.

			Where various accounts of a mission appear to be particularly confused the methodology I have used to reconstruct where, when and how events took place is the ‘most likely’ scenario. If two or more testimonies or sources point to a particular time or place or sequence of events, I have opted to use that account as most likely. Where necessary I have recreated small passages of dialogue to aid the story’s flow.

			The above notwithstanding, any mistakes herein are entirely of my own making, and I would be happy to correct any in future editions. Likewise, while I have endeavoured to locate the copyright holders of the photos, sketches and other images and material used in this book, this has not always been straightforward or easy. Again, I would be happy to correct any errors or omissions in future editions.

		

	
		
			Preface

			A strange sequence of events – serendipitous, perhaps – brought me to the writing of this book.

			The first was an enquiry that came from out of the blue. My esteemed researcher, Simon Fowler, himself an expert in all things concerning the Second World War, put a tantalizing query to me, one that typified his unerring instinct for what might pique my curiosity, coupled with his mastery of understatement: ‘I don’t know whether this might be of interest?’

			The correspondence attached pertained to Adolf Hitler’s last will and testament. I’d never even conceived that he might have made one. What had the Führer to bequeath to human kind, other than sixty million deaths and a world convulsed by war, not to mention the advent of a new barbarism – the industrialized mass killing of entire races of peoples?

			Yes, I replied, I would be interested in seeing Hitler’s will.

			It wasn’t the easiest of documents to access at first hand, but eventually we succeeded. The two original papers, entitled simply ‘My Political Testament’ and ‘My Personal Will’, can be viewed in a special invigilation room at the National Archives. An odd sense of heightened sensitivity still surrounds those six closely typed pages, which were signed by A. Hitler at 0400 hours on 29 April 1945 in his Berlin bunker – twenty-four hours before he took his own life.

			What might one expect from Hitler’s will and political testament, written on the very eve of Germany’s defeat? A smidgen of remorse? A sense, perhaps, that the war hadn’t been . . . a very smart idea? A sense of bitter loss, especially of Germany’s status in the world, and of the reputation of the German people? A suggestion, maybe, that Hitler had got it all wrong? A hint of an apology for the abject suffering and evil unleashed by the Nazi regime?

			Not a bit of it.

			The first few lines give the lie to any such expectations. ‘It is untrue that I or anybody else in Germany wanted war in 1939. It was wanted and provoked exclusively by those international statesmen who were of Jewish origin and worked for Jewish interests.’ The document goes on in such a vein, dripping delusional hatred and resonating with a misguided, almost childish sense of injustice.

			Repeatedly, Hitler rails against ‘the Jew, the race which is the real guilty party in this murderous struggle’, describing how the Second World War ‘will one day go down in history as the most glorious and heroic manifestation of the struggle for existence of a nation . . . Centuries will go by, but from the ruins of our towns and monuments, hatred of those ultimately responsible will always grow anew. They are the people whom we have to thank for all this: international Jewry and its helpers!

			‘I die with a joyful heart,’ Hitler declares, ‘in the knowledge of the immeasurable deeds and achievements of our soldiers at the front, of our women at home, the achievements of our peasants and workers and of the contribution, unique in history, of our youth which bears my name.’ He was referring, of course, to the Hitler Youth, at a time when the German nation was gripped by terrible suffering and lay in ruins.

			On the final day of his rule over the Third Reich, the Führer urged ‘no surrender’. Not ever and not on any terms. His people should ‘not give up the struggle under any circumstances, but carry it on wherever they may be against the enemies of the Fatherland . . . I myself prefer death to cowardly resignation or even to capitulation . . . the surrender of a district or town is out of the question . . . above everything else the commanders must set a shining example of faithful devotion to duty until death.’

			Those words were penned even as Russian troops advanced to within 500 metres of Hitler’s Berlin bunker, and his commanders petitioned to be allowed a last chance to break out, for they would soon be out of ammunition and at the enemy’s mercy.

			The mind boggles.

			The documents are less a conventional will and testament, leaving worldly possessions to named individuals; more a political and ideological last gasp that Hitler intended to bequeath to the world, albeit a twisted and deluded one. And that pretty much accounts for the rest of the documentation held alongside Hitler’s final written testament – a plethora of letters, telegrams and memos from various individuals in Allied high command, debating what on earth should be done with such material.

			On the eve of Hitler’s death three individuals had been sent out from the Berlin bunker, charged with getting the documents into the hands of Hitler’s supporters, wherever they might be. They were tasked to spread the word and to keep the Führer’s message alive. With war’s end two of those individuals seemed to have realized how hollow their mission was. The third, Heinz Lorenz, a journalist long attached to Hitler’s staff, kept the will sewn into the lining of his coat, with a view perhaps to preserving its twisted legacy.

			It was that copy which fell into Allied hands.

			In the early autumn of 1945 Lorenz, living under a false name, was arrested in the British zone of occupation in Germany, and the documents were recovered. MI5 handwriting experts analysed the signature, and found it to be genuine. A debate followed as to whether the documents should be made public or suppressed. The question was confounding: on the one hand, the papers revealed Hitler to be deluded and utterly unrepentant until his final hour; on the other, the Führer’s final words might perhaps inspire a long-lived Nazi resistance movement.

			The British Foreign Office was consulted. A press briefing was prepared, summarizing the contents of Hitler’s last will and testament. But by December 1945 urgent and ‘Top Secret’ cipher messages were flying back and forth between Washington, London and Supreme Allied Headquarters Europe, stressing the need to ‘take every possible measure to limit possible leakage’ of the documents.

			The British Foreign Office issued its decree that ‘the less public notice the documents receive in Germany or outside the better’. The US State Department concurred. But news of Hitler’s will and testament did leak out, and from highly placed Allied sources. A witch-hunt followed.

			By January 1946 the Foreign Office had asked for all copies of the documents to be sent to London, for ‘internment in their official archives’. Directives were circulated to the few already in the know, urging them ‘not to disclose anything about the matter’ and ‘to keep quiet on the subject’.

			Of course, I viewed these documents with the benefit of ­seventy-odd years of hindsight, yet I couldn’t say for certain whether those who wanted to suppress Hitler’s will and its perverse message had got it wrong. Who knows: it may well have served as some sort of rallying cry for any remaining Nazi diehards. But it wasn’t that which struck me most powerfully. It was this: what would the author of such a document not have been capable of, had he secured the means to win the war?

			Which got me thinking, how close had Hitler come to doing so? I was aware of the great advances made by German scientists during the war years in so many fields – the technology underpinning the V1 and V2 rockets, to name but one. Nazi Germany was assessed as being a decade ahead of the Allies. In short, what would Hitler not have been capable of, had he secured nuclear supremacy?

			It was then that the law of unintended consequences came into play.

			I was invited to the Royal Marines Commando Training Centre, in Lympstone, Devon, which overlooks the estuary of the River Exe. TV adventurer and former SAS man Bear Grylls – who is an honorary colonel in the Royal Marines – was joining some recruits on the thirty-miler, the final stage of the punishing commando selection course, in which they have to complete a thirty-mile forced march over Dartmoor, carrying crushing loads.

			Afterwards he gave an inspirational talk to a packed audience in the main hall, following which there was a dinner in the mess. I happened by chance to sit next to two charming and fascinating individuals – Lieutenant Colonel Tony de Reya MBE, who was then chief of staff at Lympstone, and Major Finlay Walls, one of Lympstone’s resident experts in mountain warfare. Over dinner they asked what book I was presently working on.

			I replied that I was thinking about writing the story of the race to stop Hitler acquiring a nuclear weapon, an idea that had been triggered by reading Hitler’s will. Both men knew the story well, for it encompassed some of the most iconic and daring commando operations ever undertaken. To my amazement, Major Walls was actually in the process of organizing an expedition to retrace some of the operations carried out by British and Norwegian commandos against one of Nazi Germany’s key nuclear facilities, which was based in occupied Norway.

			Those missions were the nub of Allied efforts to thwart Hitler’s nuclear ambitions. High-octane, high-drama heroics abounded, as small groups of men fought and died and eventually prevailed, such that the Third Reich’s nuclear dreams might be vanquished. That evening’s conversation, and the realization of how significant those commando operations remain to this day, convinced me that this was a story that needed to be told.

			Those two seasoned Royal Marine commanders exhibited such enthusiasm for the story that it proved contagious. I returned to see them some time later with a first draft of the manuscript for this book, and was able to use it to help talk Major Walls through his coming expedition to retrace the main commando operations, helping him to refine and clarify exactly what he intended to do. He had named his forthcoming exped­ition Return to Rjukan, after the main town in the area where the commandos operated.

			In the spring of 2017 Major Walls (‘Fin’ to all who know him) plans to take twelve young commandos into Norway’s Hardangervidda – the Barren Mountains plateau, a vast area of snowbound wilderness – to retrace some of the routes and missions carried out in Operations Grouse and Gunnerside, two of the key stories that feature in this book. This Royal Marines expedition was in part inspired by our discussion over dinner. Prior to that it had been an aspiration; after we had spoken, Fin went out and made it a reality.

			As they had inspired me to write this book, so I had inspired them to mount a historic expedition. None of us had gathered for that meal with any of this in mind or with the faintest notion that such might be the outcome. Serendipity indeed.

			I’m hugely grateful to both individuals, and to those who in due course did so much to help with the research for and writing of this book (all of whom are mentioned in the Acknow­ledgements). One individual wrote to me with a poignant quote, concerning his uncle who died on ‘special duties’ during the war. It is by the poet John Maxwell Edmonds, and sums up the sacrifices manifested in the pages that follow:

			Went the day well?

			We died and never knew.

			But well or ill,

			Freedom, we died for you.

			Every book has a journey to its beginning – something that reels the author in, like a fish on a hook. This was one of the most unusual and compelling. I am glad that I undertook it. The story in the following pages is one of extraordinary heroism and achievement against all odds, as a small body of men gave their all so that the free world might remain free from a dark and malevolent tyranny.

			I am sure there is more to tell about the battle to stop Hitler acquiring a nuclear weapon and achieving nuclear supremacy, and I look forward to whatever revelations may result from the publishing of this book.

			But first, let me take you to a lone submarine slipping stealthily into the coastal waters of occupied Norway, in the early autumn of 1942.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Six nautical miles off the autumn coast of Norway a sleek grey shape cut a stealthy path beneath the snow-flecked swell of the sea. The distinctive form of the Junon barely moved with the rise and fall of the waves.

			Slowly, silently, a black metal tube extended itself from the submarine’s conning tower. Lieutenant Commander Querville, the captain of the Junon, grabbed his periscope and did a rapid, three-sixty-degree scan of the surrounding sea. He could see that not another ship was in sight, which was just as he wanted it.

			The captain downed periscope, ordering his vessel to the surface.

			From the bridge, lookouts scanned the horizon as Commander Querville tried to locate his route into the Bjærangsfjord – the intended drop-off point for the team of clandestine warriors that his vessel was carrying.

			‘No craft in sight,’ the navigator reported, as the Junon pushed ever closer towards the jagged profile of the Norwegian coastline.

			To left and right sharp mountains towered before her, their lower slopes cloaked in dense, dark pine forests, the higher reaches encrusted with snow and ice that blazed a burnished gold in the fine morning light.

			Suddenly, there it was: a plunging V-shaped slash yawned before them. Typical of these Norwegian inlets, the Bjærangsfjord was a long, narrow, steep-walled arm of the sea, one seemingly sliced from the mountains by a giant’s hand. But of chief concern to Querville was that the Bjærangsfjord had only been chosen as the Junon’s destination during the final stages of their long and storm-tossed voyage.

			One of those that his vessel was carrying – a Norwegian commando with intimate knowledge of this coastline – had argued for a last-minute change of plan. He’d suggested a new drop-off point, one that would entail scaling a glacier-clad mountain to reach their target, for the enemy would never suspect an attack from that direction.

			It was probably the right decision, but Querville carried few detailed charts of the Bjærangsfjord, and possessed little information as to currents, depths or the state of the fjord’s bottom, and almost no intelligence on German defences that might be sited along its length. He would have to edge his craft into the knife-cut fjord with utmost care, feeling his way into her icy embrace.

			The Junon had been chosen for the present top-secret mission for the simple reason that, with her sharply raked prow and streamlined conning tower, the Free French submarine resembled, in silhouette at least, a German U-boat. If an enemy warship spotted the Junon, with luck those aboard would mistake her for one of their own.

			One of the few things that might mark the submarine out as suspicious was the rubber dinghy lashed to her casings, but an enemy warship would have to get decidedly close to spy that. And Querville didn’t intend to let that happen.

			For now, the surrounding waters seemed empty of shipping, and the Junon’s commander took the opportunity to give the dozen commandos that he was carrying a glance through his periscope.

			‘Voilà, mes amis. C’est beau, très beau. Regardez.’

			They were steaming towards the coastline, which was indeed beautiful, breathtakingly so, and especially for the two Norwegian saboteurs. This was the first glimpse of their homeland for more than a year – a nation that had been ground under the heel of the Nazi jackboot.

			Ground, bowed – but far from broken.

			The spirit of resistance was rising within Norway, as it was in so many of the occupied nations of Western Europe, and the present mission was designed to help invigorate that spirit. As Winston Churchill had urged, when unleashing his ‘hunter troops for a butcher-and-bolt reign of terror’, no German in occupied Europe should feel able to sleep soundly in his bed at night. He had demanded of his chiefs of staff that ‘specially trained troops of the hunter class . . . develop a reign of terror down the enemy coast.’

			It was 15 September 1942, and the flagship of the 1st Free French Submarine Division was about to launch a daring sortie in Churchill’s cause. The present mission, code-named Musketoon, was intended to be one of the very first sabotage operations of the war, designed to hit back hard against a seemingly invincible foe.

			It took an hour or more for the Junon to creep into the jaws of the Bjærangsfjord, where her captain ordered her to periscope depth. They were drawing too close to land – and prying eyes – to remain on the surface.

			But even as the last of the commandos took his turn at the periscope, a fishing boat chugged out of the shadows cast by the towering peaks behind her. She looked innocuous enough, but in the bitter war being waged between Britain and the German forces occupying Norway, the fishing flotillas had come to perform a dual role.

			Britain had raised the ‘Shetland Bus’ flotilla, a fleet of Norwegian fishing vessels headquartered in the Shetland Islands and converted into ‘Q-ships’ – seemingly innocent trawlers, but which bristled with hidden weaponry and defences. The role of the Shetland Bus flotilla was to ferry men, weaponry and wireless equipment into and out of Norway, and to defend themselves and their charges resolutely if detected by the enemy.

			The Germans had responded in kind. They had raised their own flotilla, press-ganging local fishermen into the service of the Reich and tasking them to help rebuff any Allied incursions into Norwegian waters. The vessel now turning into the Junon’s wake could easily be one of those.

			The captain of that fishing boat was tired. He’d been at work for many hours. Yet still his eyes were sea-spray sharp. The form of the vertical black pole cutting through the waters drew his gaze. For a second he thought he had to be dreaming, before he threw open the wheelhouse door and gave a yell. To his rear a second fishing boat emerged from the shadows, but her captain was still too distant to properly hear his cry.

			As the first vessel bore down on what her captain now knew had to be a submarine, the commando at the Junon’s periscope finally relinquished it to the vessel’s navigator. Taking the handles, the navigator executed a quick three-sixty-degree scan, spotting what the commandos, mesmerized by the dramatic sweep of the shoreline, had failed to see: directly to the submarine’s rear were the two fishing vessels bobbing in their wake.

			He gave a shout of alarm, and Querville ordered an emergency dive. The nose of the Junon tilted sharply and she sank to a depth of thirty metres, which was as much as her commander felt he could risk in the uncertain embrace of the Bjærangsfjord.

			Querville reduced her speed, and at a painful snail’s pace she nosed her way up the centre of the V-shaped chasm. Above, the throbbing of the fishing boats’ screws rose to a deafening crescendo, before fading away on the dark waters.

			Everyone was silent and tense.

			The Junon’s trim officer kept an eagle eye on his instruments as the depth gauges registered a constant thirty metres. For a further two painstaking miles the submarine crept into the Bjærangsfjord, until the shore to either side crowded in to less than 500 metres.

			There, Querville ordered the Junon to dive for the bottom – whatever that might entail. Forty metres, fifty, fifty-five; the descent was barely perceptible, as all held their breath for whatever might follow. Finally, at sixty metres dead the 870-tonne vessel settled upon what the captain knew from sound and feel alone had to be the flat, sandy bed of the fjord.

			Querville – a smart, sanguine fellow – gave a brief but reassuring smile. Everyone sighed with relief. It was one thirty in the afternoon, and Querville planned to wait out any search in silence, his vessel’s distinctive outline masked by the Bjærangsfjord’s sandy bottom.

			An hour later the submarine’s bulbous steel hull resonated to the sound of powerful propellers on the surface. The rhythmic beat faded away, but it was audible again forty minutes later. For the next seven hours the mystery vessel quartered the waters above at regular intervals, steering what had to be a search pattern.

			By now it was approaching dusk, and Querville intended to release his sabotage party unnoticed and undetected in the night hours. It was time for the force of commandos – nine Britons, two Norwegians and a Canadian – to make their final preparations.

			What lay before them was a doubly daunting proposition.

			As the official logs would record, the Junon’s storm-tossed crossing had rendered all but one of the commandos seasick: ‘The effect of the submarine journey under very bad weather conditions reduced the physical conditions of the party.’ Ahead of them lay a night paddle to their intended landfall, followed by a punishing trek carrying crushing loads over uncharted, ice-clad mountains.

			But today’s long and silent sojourn at sixty metres depth had rendered the Junon’s air particularly foul, and not a man amongst the sabotage party could wait to get off her and set foot on Norwegian soil.

			At nine fifteen the Junon surfaced, her form like a great black whale slicing apart the silvery gleam of the fjord’s calm. Querville was first up the ladder, conscious of his responsibility to get these brave men safely ashore.

			He scanned his surroundings. Moonlight glinted off the snowy peaks, beneath which blinked the odd sliver of light from dwellings clustered at the shoreline. The waters seemed deserted of any other vessels, and the only noise Querville could detect was the gentle slap of ripples against his vessel’s hull.

			Querville called the raiders up to join him. From the conning tower two figures crept along the deck towards the rubber boat lashed to the stern. They bent over it with an oxygen canister. A sharp hiss rang out across the still water as the gas was released, and moments later the semi-inflated dinghy broke free from her bounds.

			‘Hell!’ a voice whispered. ‘What a racket!’

			‘I hope no one heard it ashore,’ came the muted reply.

			Querville felt certain the noise of the escaping gas would have reached the shoreline, but there was little point worrying about that now. One by one the raiders made their silent way to the boat. The French crew brought up their bulging rucksacks, each weighed down with fully ninety pounds of war materiel, the vast majority of which consisted of explosives.

			They passed the heavy bundles across to the waiting men, all twelve of whom were by now crammed into the ‘cow boat’ – so named because the first such inflatables were fashioned from rubberized animal skins. With whispers of ‘Bon voyage!’ from Querville and his crew, the commandos pushed off. Moments later the dinghy was adrift on the moonlit waters.

			Six men set to the paddles, as their captain plotted a course due east, and soon the craft was swallowed up in the emptiness of the Bjærangsfjord. From behind there came a faint snort and a gurgle, and when the men glanced behind them the Junon was no more.

			They were alone now, in the vast, star-spangled expanse of the Norwegian wilderness. The dozen figures crammed into that dinghy would be for ever in Querville’s debt: he had taken them further inland than any had dared hope for. Just six kilometres separated them from the headwaters of the Bjærangsfjord – landfall.

			The crew nosed the dinghy along the fjord’s southern shore, moving silently as ghosts and skirting past the odd fishing boat moored to a rickety wharf. The Norwegian coastline is so pockmarked and indented that its total length would encircle fully one half of the earth. The Musketoon raiders were sneaking a tiny rubber craft into just one of its myriad inlets: what chance was there that they would be seen by anyone, or detected by the German occupiers?

			The dinghy was almost past Bjærangsjoen, the last of the tiny settlements that ring the fjord, when an old lady – the village insomniac; some believed her a little crazed with it – thought she heard something. Her tiny wooden house lay right on the shoreline. There had been a splash out on the midnight water, she was certain of it.

			Putting aside her knitting, she crossed to the window. As she peered into the darkness, she did indeed spy something: silhouetted on the moonlit waters, a small, unlit craft was creeping silently past. What on earth could it be, she wondered? Who could be out on the water at such an hour? And why the need for the dark silence and secrecy?

			She decided to raise it with her neighbours in the morning. They’d doubtless think her crazy. It wouldn’t be the first time. But there was a war on, and it made sense to be vigilant. She knew what she’d seen. She’d convince them.

			The dinghy rounded the end of Bjærangsjoen, and only the emptiness of the night beckoned.

			‘Right,’ rasped Captain Black, Musketoon’s commander, in his gravel-edged Canadian drawl, ‘steer her in here.’

			Moments later the bulbous rubber prow bumped into the first of the boulders lying half submerged in the shallows. The leading commandos – the two Norwegians – jumped out, and began to drag the craft ashore. They’d landed on a rocky beach, where a straggly, orange-tinged grass grew almost to the waterline.

			Barely fifty yards away the cover of the trees beckoned: first birch, their silver trunks sleek in the moonlight, and behind those the taller, darker forms of firs.

			Quickly, they unloaded the inflatable, hefting rucksacks onto eager shoulders. With the dinghy deflated, they rolled it up and carried it towards the forest. There they dug a hole and lowered it in, throwing the oars after, and covering the grave with rocks and moss. The dinghy had served them well. She deserved a decent burial.

			‘Right, let’s move inland,’ Black ordered, as he signalled the others to follow his lead and ready their weapons. It might look and sound utterly deserted, but from now on they would be moving through the territory of the enemy. ‘Keep close together. And no noise.’

			With the two Norwegians guiding, the file of well-trained fighters moved further into the trees. Once a safe distance from the open coast and in good cover, Black ordered a halt. Sleeping bags were unrolled and the party settled down to rest.

			They would move off at dawn, for they would need daylight to find their way over the maze of jumbled ice and jagged peaks that lay between their present position and their target.

			Captain Black found that sleep just wouldn’t come. He dozed fitfully, the excitement of what lay before them fizzing through his mind.

			As with all nine of his British troops, Black hailed from No. 2 Commando, a force formed entirely from volunteers who’d answered Churchill’s call to arms. Barely two years into the war proper No. 2 Commando had earned a fearsome reputation, taking part in the famous raid on Saint-Nazaire, amongst other daring sorties.

			What, Captain Graeme ‘Gay’ Black wondered, had drawn him – a Canadian – to his present situation: leading a bunch of British and Norwegian commandos on a mission as desperate as this? Growing up in Ontario, in southern Canada, Black had been an average student at best. He’d preferred snowshoeing in the woods in winter, shooting game, or rafting the wild Ontario rivers.

			His thirst for adventure whetted, Black had worked a passage to England on a cattle boat, cleaning the stalls to earn his fare. In London he’d drifted from job to job, before founding a ladies’ handbag company, together with a London leather worker he’d befriended. Black knew nothing about leather or the craft, but he was charming, energetic and good-looking – with a shock of unruly blond hair above laughing eyes – and he knew how to sell.

			He married a Scottish girl and in time Black & Holden thrived, supplying handbags to the fashion houses frequented by royalty. On the day after Britain declared war on Germany, Black decided to enlist in the British Army. The handbag business could go hang: there was a war to be fought and won.

			He promptly volunteered for hazardous service, joining No. 2 Commando. There he earned the reputation of being something of a daredevil, in part because he seemed to reply to just about every order with the ‘cowboy’-sounding ‘Check’, as opposed to ‘Yes, sir’.

			Black was known to be independent-spirited, which at times rubbed his senior commanders up the wrong way. But having gone on to fight with real distinction and to earn the Military Cross, few could doubt his credentials as a commando officer.

			Oddly, it was Black’s second-in-command, Captain Joseph ‘Joe’ Houghton, who was the chief mover behind the present mission. But while Musketoon was Houghton’s brainchild, it was Black who had been charged to lead it. Typically, Joe Houghton hadn’t seemed to mind.

			A former public school boy (Marlborough College), Houghton – pudgy faced, with a thick mop of black hair – was easy-going and likeable, and something of a prankster. In a sense, he was far from being the archetypal commando: he enjoyed grouse and pheasant shooting, but he wasn’t exactly a natural athlete. He had got through commando selection and training by dint of sheer will and bloody-minded determination.

			Yet, as Black knew, there was cold steel beneath Hough­ton’s affable surface. Black and Houghton had both been on the raid on the French port of Saint-Nazaire, in which a force of commandos had rammed the dock with a ship packed full of explosives, blowing the gates to smithereens under the noses of the Germans. In the ensuing action Houghton had fought like a lion and been wounded.

			But it was Houghton’s prior experiences in Norway that had brought him to the present mission. Before the war Houghton had worked in this part of the country, in the mining industry. Following the German invasion, in May 1940, he’d joined the fight against the enemy, demonstrating the intense camaraderie that he’d forged with the Norwegian people.

			The battle for Norway having been lost, Houghton had been evacuated to Britain. He’d long feared how Norway’s rich natural resources would fuel the German war effort, and he’d sold the present mission to the British high command on the basis that it would deprive the Nazi war machine of a vital source of raw firepower.

			As the first light of dawn filtered through the trees, Black’s men were up and readying breakfast: a thick soup made of pemmican – dried meat mixed with dried fruit – washed down with hot tea, and all heated on the team’s shared Primus stove.

			Black drew his pipe from his commando smock and thumbed some tobacco into it. As he did, he eyed his men, appraising each in turn.

			Cyril Abram – the tallest in the team – was considered by some to have movie-star good looks. A keen Scout before the war, he’d volunteered for service at the earliest possible opportunity. His pal, Rex Makeham, was a fellow lover of camping, cycling and scouting. Both were fine outdoorsmen and Black figured they would endure the coming rigours of the Norwegian wilderness well.

			Easy-going Makeham was a stark contrast to the third of Black’s men: Fred Trigg. Trigg was a squat, throaty-voiced, barrel-chested Londoner and an amateur boxer of some repute. His was a quiet, brooding presence, with a distinctly argumentative bent, but Black appreciated the man’s hunger to take the fight to the enemy.

			His fourth man, Miller ‘Dusty’ Smith, was a typically dour, still-waters-run-deep Yorkshireman. Unique amongst the Musketoon party, Smith had seemed quite at home on the Junon, having gone to sea as a merchant seaman when he was fourteen. With his rangy frame and broad shoulders Smith exuded a quiet toughness, and Black was glad to have him along.

			Jack Fairclough – number five – was a tall, rakish guardsman. A career soldier, he seemed to bear no resentment towards anyone, the Germans included. Fairclough was here simply because his country was at war, and he felt it his duty to do his part. That was enough for Black: he needed cool, professional, duty-bound soldiers like Fairclough, as a foil to the more fiery-spirited amongst his men.

			His sixth operator, Eric Curtis, was the real odd man out. Bespectacled, and studious to a fault, he’d won scholarships at school, and he could speak decent French and German. An accountant by trade, he was a lover both of cricket and of animals. Though he was normally quiet as a mouse, Black had learned that when Curtis was roused to anger he was a force to be reckoned with.

			Bill Chudley, commando number seven, was Curtis’s opposite: a through-and-through action man. A Devonshire lad and a former dispatch rider, Curtis was a crack shot on the Lewis gun – a light .303-calibre machine gun. He was about as far from your average accountant as it was possible to get, which made it all the stranger that he and Curtis were the best of friends.

			Black didn’t doubt that when push came to shove – as it doubtless would on this mission – Chudley and Curtis would fight back-to-back. Not that he and his men had a great deal to fight with: the target would require such a weight of explosives to destroy it, they had been able to carry precious little weaponry or ammunition.

			So be it.

			Black’s eighth man – Richard ‘Dickie’ O’Brien – was the senior non-commissioned officer (NCO) on the team, and another veteran of the raid on Saint-Nazaire. Thick-necked and muscular, with a calm, level gaze, O’Brien was a real soldier’s soldier, and a great support to Black and Houghton. He was also an accomplished mountaineer, having spent six months instructing his fellow commandos on the Cumbrian fells. With a new and uncharted route lying before them, O’Brien’s specialist skills were sure to be crucial.

			Lastly, there were the two Norwegians – the late additions to Black’s team. Strictly speaking, these men weren’t commandos; they had been ‘attached’ to his unit at the behest of a highly secret­ive and shadowy organization known as the Special Operations Executive – the SOE.

			Under Hitler, Europe had vanished into the darkness of a tyranny without precedent. Churchill’s riposte had been to form a secret organization charged to use all necessary measures to wage guerrilla warfare and foment the rise of resistance across Nazi-occupied territories.

			One of Churchill’s key strategists and long-time friends was the wealthy Canadian industrialist, WWI flying ace and now spymaster, William Stephenson. At the outbreak of war Stephenson had issued a stark warning about how the Allies – Britain, with America’s covert backing – should respond to the threat posed by Hitler’s war machine. It had left little to the imagination.

			The Führer is not just a lunatic. He is an evil genius. The weapons in his armoury are like nothing in history. His propaganda is sophisticated. His control of the people is technologically clever. He has torn up the military textbooks and written his own. His strategy is to spread terror, fear and mutual suspicion.

			There will be a period of occupation when we shall have to keep up the morale of those who are not taken to the death and slave camps, and build up an intelligence system so we can identify the enemy’s weak points. We’ll have to fall back upon human resources and trust that these are superior to machines.

			Churchill had taken Stephenson’s admonition and built upon it, creating the SOE. For the SOE, the recruitment of the peoples of those nations now under occupation was a first vital step towards liberating them. Since the outbreak of war hundreds of Norwegians had fled to Britain to join the Free Norwegian Forces, under the command of the London-based Norwegian government in exile. In Scotland, in terrain most closely resembling their home country, the Norwegians had established a commando-style training camp.

			They’d named the unit ‘The Linge Company’, after its then commander, Martin Linge, who had sadly lost his life during its first ever mission. On 27 December 1941 the men of the Linge Company had teamed up with British commandos for Operation Archery, a daring raid against the German island fortresses of Vågsøy and Måløy, off the Norwegian coast. The operation had proved a stunning success, but Martin Linge had been killed by a German sniper as he had rushed the enemy headquarters.

			The Norwegian saboteurs attached to Black’s team were both Linge Company veterans. During the German invasion of Norway, Sverre Granlund and Erling Djupdraet had fought on the front line, the latter manning a heavy machine gun battery. Since fleeing to Britain, Djupdraet had been put through the SOE’s wireless school. He’d proven an ideal recruit, for his father was a railwayman who’d taught his son to operate a radio and to use Morse code.

			Granlund and Djupdraet were united in their intent to drive the German invaders out of their homeland. But of the two of them, it was Granlund who absolutely burned with the desire to kill the enemy. At times Black had caught the Norwegian with his Colt .45 pistol gripped in hand, and a faraway killer’s gaze in his eyes.

			Breakfast done, Black ordered his men into action. They hefted their packs and moved onto an open grassy plain, which stretched to the foot of the Svartisen – the Black Glacier. Vast and forbidding, it lay before them like a great, grey glistening slug.

			Neither Djupdraet nor Granlund had ever set foot on the Black Glacier, and none amongst them knew if it could be scaled. Yet if they could strike at their target from this direction, they would be able to hit it where it was least defended: the Germans were convinced that the Black Glacier was unassailable, and there were no guards set on the Svartisen.

			But as Black and his men made their approach to the glacier, so an old and sleepless woman in Bjærangsjoen was having words with her neighbours: ‘I saw a boat on the fjord last night, past midnight.’

			The neighbours shook their heads. No matter how much she insisted, they were inclined not to believe her. She went to speak to her more distant neighbours. She repeated the same story. They stared at her with incredulity.

			But, slowly, whispers about the twelve strangers in the midnight boat were spreading.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Black got to his feet and knocked the ashes out of his pipe. Joe Houghton and Granlund had gone ahead to recce a route across the glacier, and they’d just returned with the news that they’d found one. But neither man was pretending it was going to be easy.

			Not for the first time, Black found himself thankful for the rigours of their commando training. Over intensive weeks they’d rehearsed assaults under live fire, with machine guns belting out the rounds just above their heads and with explosive charges being thrown at their heels. They’d swum icy rivers in full kit and clawed their way up the most challenging peaks the British Isles has to offer.

			No. 2 Commando recruits were required to march 120 miles in 48 hours, snatching sleep in hedgerows and ditches along the way. Anyone who’d failed to make the grade had been sent back to their parent regiment. Knowing that every one of his team had passed such a punishing selection regime put steel in Black’s soul.

			But even if the climb and the attack went to plan, the chances of escape thereafter seemed slim. Sure, they were equipped with the best escape kit that the boffins at the SOE had to offer. Hidden inside the heel of each man’s boot was a tiny silk handkerchief. When doused in water – or peed upon – it would, as if by magic, reveal a map of Norway and Sweden. They even carried a map of Russia, just in case their escape route might take them that far afield.

			Mini compasses were sewn into their collars, and each man carried a fat wad of Norwegian kroner, to buy his way out of trouble. They all carried a hacksaw blade – for sawing through a cell’s bars – secreted about their persons, plus the iconic commando fighting knife strapped to their calves. That, plus a Colt .45 pistol, completed their complement of hidden weaponry.

			It wasn’t the escape kit that worried Black; it was the way in which they were supposed to reach safety. En route across the North Sea the Junon’s commander, Querville, had asked Black if his submarine should wait off the Norwegian coast, so that he could pluck the raiders off again, once their mission was complete.

			Reluctantly, Black had had to turn the offer down.

			Initially, a Sunderland flying boat was supposed to land in a remote fjord, to whisk the raiders away to safety. The trouble was that the round trip from Scotland and back was right at the limit of the Sunderland’s 2,900-kilometre range. Instead it was decided that after the attack they would split into pairs and melt into the darkness, with a long trek ahead of them.

			On foot, aided by their escape equipment, they would head east across 160 kilometres of Norwegian wilderness, making for the border with neutral Sweden. Once there, the cover story they’d prepared in advance would come into play.

			‘We are escaped prisoners of war,’ they were to tell the Swedish border officials. ‘We managed to overpower the guards on the truck transporting us and escape.’

			No papers or documents were to be carried during the escape, so as not to betray the real nature of their mission. Hair was to be longish, with no moustaches to be worn, which was the style then popular in Norway. And while the team would deploy in British battledress, they would only do so for as long as it took to execute the attack. Their packs contained a basic set of civilian clothing, so that they could change and attempt to blend in with the locals.

			The escape plan was predicated upon a faith in Black and his men’s training, and their intimate knowledge of mountaineering and the wilderness. If any team could traverse the hostile wastes of northern Norway and make it to Sweden, they should be able to. But, as Black knew only too well, the challenges in this were legion. They almost didn’t bear thinking about.

			With the weight of explosives they were carrying, each man only had enough food for five days. And that begged the question – what were they supposed to eat during their gruelling escape march?

			They’d been issued with 500 Benzedrine tablets by MI9 – the military intelligence escape specialists. More commonly known as ‘bennies’ in the top London nightclubs where the drug was then popular, Benzedrine is a powerful amphetamine. With its euphoric stimulant effect, Benzedrine could keep a man alert for long periods without the need for sleep or sustenance.

			The benefits were obvious, even if the use of a ‘recreational drug’ on a military mission was somewhat controversial. But such were the rigours of the SOE–Commando operations: they were here to wage total war. Each of the Musketoon raiders carried a good forty bennies on his person. Yet it was only possible to fuel a forced march with amphetamines for so long: eventually the body would simply collapse, burned out.

			Of equal concern, they carried no skis, and between their target and Sweden lay several vast snowfields. How were those supposed to be crossed? And of the twelve, only Granlund, Djup­draet and Joe Houghton spoke Norwegian, so how were the rest supposed to communicate with the locals, and ‘blend in’?

			Commander Querville had clearly shared some of Black’s reservations. The Junon was stocked with fine French wine, and he had proposed a toast to Black and Houghton’s mission. Together they had raised their glasses. ‘À votre succès,’ Querville had announced. But his grave expression betrayed how in truth he did not expect to see or hear of them again.

			Still, there would be time enough to worry about all that once the attack was over. With the exception of Houghton, none of Black’s men knew the exact nature of their target, or how they were to go about hitting it. The less they knew at this stage, the less they could reveal to the enemy if captured. In fact, the fine detail of the plan remained unclear even to Black. Only once they had scaled the Black Glacier and had actually set eyes on the target would he be certain how best to destroy it.

			At first the climb up the Svartisen proved relatively easy. Their rubber-soled commando boots – great for making silent, stealthy approaches – provided ample grip on rock and ice. But as they gained altitude, the terrain beneath their feet became ever more treacherous.

			It was Granlund, at the head of the party, who took the first fall. His pistol in his hand, the tall Norwegian was pushing across a patch of glassy ice when his legs went out from under him. Snatching at a narrow ledge with both hands, Granlund lost his grip on his beloved Colt .45.

			It went tumbling down thirty metres or more, coming to rest at the bottom of a deep ravine. Granlund was mortified. The Norwegian’s face only brightened when Houghton – the one man amongst them armed with a Sten (a compact sub-machine gun) as well as a Colt .45 – offered Granlund his pistol.

			Houghton gave a meaningful nod at the Norwegian’s empty holster. ‘Best keep it in there, eh?’

			They pressed onwards.

			Despite the cold of the glacier it proved hot and sweaty work, especially under such heavy loads. One of Black’s men paused at the edge of an ice-encrusted lagoon in order to slake his thirst. He needed to reach out past the pack ice to cup clear water in his hands.

			As he stretched he lost his footing and crashed through the ice, the weight of his pack dragging him under. In a flash Granlund had darted to the water’s edge, reached deep and helped drag the hapless soul up by his shoulder straps.

			As he scrambled out of the icy water there was terror in the man’s eyes. It had been freezing cold, and he was soaked through and chilled to the bone. But it was the thought of being trapped beneath the ice while weighed down by ninety pounds of explosives that had struck fear into him.

			Still they continued climbing.

			The glistening crown of the glacier beckoned. But even as it looked to be within their reach, a seemingly insurmountable barrier opened before them: a crevasse slashed through the grey-blue of the ice. It was too wide to vault across, and there seemed no way around it; dark walls of rock rose sheer to either side.

			It was now that O’Brien – the chief mountaineer amongst them – came into his own. Each man carried a short length of rope wrapped around his waist. O’Brien took those and attached them end-to-end, knotting one of the free ends around his midriff.

			He had spied a narrow ledge snaking along one of the rock walls that hemmed in the glacier. It looked just about climbable. Face to the dark mass, he edged onto the perilous lip. Below him the crevasse yawned. At times the ledge shrank to less than an inch in width, but O’Brien seemed able to cling to the rock like a spider.

			After what seemed like an age he leapt off, landing on the solid ice on the far side. There he took up the slack on the rope, and one after the other he helped the rest across, using the rope to haul their precious rucksacks over.

			They turned to survey the final leg of the climb. The crown of the glacier looked solid enough, but beneath crisp snowfall and frozen ice bridges there would be hidden crevasses, just waiting to drag them down into their icy depths.

			Breathless, they crested the glacier. Black and his team took a moment to admire the view. It was stunning. The sky was a cloudless blue, and sunlight glinted off the length of the Bjærangsfjord as if reflected by a myriad tiny mirrors. Not a ship – or a submarine, for that matter – blemished the waters. And to left and right ice and snow glittered and gleamed.

			Black called a halt. They needed rest, and the man who had fallen into the icy water still needed to dry out. If he tried to press on in his cold, sodden clothes, it could well prove the death of him. They broke out the Primus stove and prepared a brew. It was amazing what hot sweet tea could do to revive energy and spirits.

			Seated on their woollen commando hats – ‘cap comforters’, as they were called – and leaning against their massive backpacks, Black’s men ate some food, smoked, and enjoyed the warmth of the sun. But Chudley – the Devonshire man of action – seemed restless and unable to keep still. A dynamo of energy, he was eager to be off.

			He got to his feet and quartered their position, his searching gaze always towards the north – the direction of their target. All of a sudden the ice beneath him gave way. There was a muffled cry, followed by a muted splash. Chudley had fallen into a crevasse, plunging some twenty metres into the freezing water below.

			Figures rushed to the hidden chasm’s edge. ‘Are you all right?’ Black yelled.

			‘Yes, sir, I’m okay,’ a shaky voice echoed up from the icy deep.

			Black turned to his men. ‘Let’s have your ropes.’

			Once they were fastened together, he lowered one end into the crevasse. Chudley – battered and bruised, but miraculously uninjured – was able to grab hold of it and climb up. He emerged soaked to the skin, to be met with sharp words from his commanding officer.

			‘What in hell did you think you were doing? You’ve got to be bloody careful. One slip can ruin this job, you know that! If you break a leg or sprain an ankle, what can we do with you and your pack? I don’t see any mules around here, do you?’

			Chudley, his boots oozing water, took it well enough. He’d messed up, pure and simple. He needed to be more patient and more careful. Curly-haired and smaller than most, Chudley – like Fred Trigg – was a keen boxer and fitness enthusiast. He stripped to his underwear, so he could wring out his clothes and lay them to dry in the sun.

			Standing barefoot on his woollen hat, he twisted the water out of his socks, before hooking them onto the end of his fighting knife and holding them over the primus flame. As he moved, his muscles rippled and bulged. The others watched in amusement as Chudley’s socks began to steam.

			‘Kind of cool up here, eh, Bill?’ a distinctive voice needled him. It was ‘Dusty’ Smith, their dour Yorkshireman.

			Chudley didn’t so much as glance up from his task. ‘Is it? I hadn’t noticed.’

			Smith pressed home his attack. ‘Done your exercises this morning, Bill?’

			Chudley flexed a bicep. ‘I did ’em while you were still asleep.’

			‘Lovely figure he’s got,’ another voice chipped in.

			‘Just look at that chest!’

			When Chudley’s kit was passably dry, the team shouldered their packs. Their route struck north across a high plateau, which would take them to the brink of a second mighty inlet – the Glomfjord – at the eastern end of which lay their target.

			By the approach of dusk Black and his men were inching their way in single file along a rough, narrow trail, which dropped gradually downwards. Below lay a precipitous fall hundreds of metres towards the dark waters of a highland lake – Lake Fykan – and the entire expanse of the downslope was a mass of loose, stony shale.

			Great care was required here. One false move could send a rock crashing downward, which would set the whole valley roaring, and it was crucial they made their final approach undetected. If not, the risks entailed in the last-minute change of drop-off point, plus the epic climb that had followed, would all have been for nothing.

			It was dark by the time Black called a halt. They could go no further, and the Norwegians had found them shelter of sorts – a gathering of crude stone huts, most likely used by reindeer hunters. Exhausted from the day’s exertions, the men crawled into their sleeping bags, and, with a rucksack of explosives for a pillow, they slept through the cold of the Arctic night.

			As first light washed over the crude stone huts where Black and his men had spent the night, the raiders’ target became visible. Back at their Scottish training base they had studied aerial surveillance photos of the area. The recently introduced de Havilland Mosquito – the so-called ‘Wooden Wonder’, a two-engined fighter-bomber of mainly wooden construction – was one of the fastest aircraft in the world at the time.

			The Mosquito was able to outrun German fighters, making her perfect for reconnaissance missions. In recent weeks a recce flight had quartered Glomfjord, capturing black and white photos of the target in remarkable detail. Black and Houghton had studied those images intently, but nothing had quite prepared the two men for what lay before them now.

			On the far side of Lake Fykan lay Glomfjord, a narrow slash of seawater every bit as dramatic as Bjærangsfjord. Nestled at the near end of the fjord lay an austere, high-walled construction of grey stone, with a peaked tower at the far end. A good thirty metres high, and hundreds long, the castle-like edifice was dwarfed by the scenery. On either side, rock-hewn slopes plummeted, snow-dusted and at times sheer, into the shadowed inlet.

			Down one of those slopes ran two giant pipelines – ‘penstocks’ to those in the know. Those pipes terminated at the rear wall of the many-storeyed building. There they channelled water from a highland lake into three massive turbines, which were sheltered inside the vast and echoing structure. Glomfjord was a hydroelectric power plant, and it had been chosen as one of the highest-priority targets of the war.

			It wasn’t electricity per se that Black and his men had come here to stop – it was what that power generation made possible. The Glomfjord hydro station was so remote and inaccessible that a tunnel had been blasted through the mountains, leading to the nearest settlement, the village of Glomfjord. But further down the fjord, and linked to the power station by ferry boat, lay a massive factory complex. It was an aluminium smelting facility.

			Aluminium was perhaps the single most vital of war metals, its comparative lightness and high strength making it ideal for aircraft manufacture. Roughly a third the weight of steel, an aircraft with an aluminium fuselage could carry more payload over longer distances, with obvious ramifications for Luftwaffe bombings missions. It was also highly corrosion-resistant, meaning less maintenance was required.

			Since the Germans had seized Norway they had pounced upon Glomfjord. They’d shipped in 3,000 workers to massively expand the aluminium works, which now churned out 40 tonnes of the precious metal each week.

			The new factory complex drank electricity. If the power supply could be cut, the aluminium works would be stymied. If Glomfjord power station could be put out of action, so would the aluminium production – which meant fewer bombers for the Third Reich. But that had been the chief challenge for the Musketoon planners: how were a dozen men on foot supposed to destroy such a gargantuan structure?

			Black and Houghton spread before them those documents they’d brought – diagrams of the plant, annotated sketches of the terrain and the air reconnaissance photos. The SOE had at least one local woman working secretly in Glomfjord, risking everything to gather intelligence, and she had gleaned much of what lay before them now.

			The two commanders compared the information they had on paper with what they could see of the target through their binoculars right now. They were in no particular hurry. They would need to rest up during the daylight hours, before attacking under cover of darkness.

			‘Can you see the valve house?’ Black asked, as he handed the glasses to his second-in-command.

			Houghton focused on the squat structure at the high end of the pipelines. He nodded. ‘How long does it take for the valves to shut off the water? About fifteen minutes?’

			‘Check,’ Black confirmed.

			Houghton smiled. ‘The station’ll be hip-deep by then.’

			‘Check. At least, let’s hope so.’

			In an emergency, an automatic cut-off system was supposed to stop the water-flow to the pipelines, to prevent damage below.

			Black’s plan of attack had the men splitting into two parties. One would hit the power plant itself, placing a series of charges around the giant generating turbines. Once those had been detonated, the second party would blow up the pipelines. Ruptured, they would spew water down the hillside, the force of which should unleash an avalanche of rock and debris onto the structure below.

			In that way, a dozen men with rucksacks stuffed full of explosives planned to end aluminium production here – at least for the duration of the war.

			Once Black and Houghton had decided on the fine detail, they gathered the men. Black briefed them on his plan of attack, and rounded off by stressing the need to minimize German casualties, to prevent the enemy taking reprisals against the locals. Before setting out they would burn their sensitive documentation, having committed everything to memory.

			The discussion then centred upon their escape route. One obvious line of egress lay along the pipelines, which climbed almost vertically out of the fjord. At the top lay the lake from which they took their flow, and beyond this were open mountains. It would entail 200 metres of exhausting ascent, but the climb over hard, bare rock would leave little sign of their passing.

			The alternative was to follow a track running along the shore of Lake Fykan, directly above the plant, crossing two rivers before climbing into higher ground. It would entail a far less punishing ascent, but the terrain was soft and yielding, and the raiders were bound to leave signs that they had passed that way.

			A vote was taken. The second escape route got the majority of support, although Granlund was adamant that the punishing climb up the route of the pipelines remained the better option.

			It now only remained to prepare their weaponry and to gather their strength for what was coming. But, as the twelve saboteurs went about cleaning their pistols and double-checking their explosive charges, events were unfolding in the valleys below that threatened to scupper their entire mission.

			The old lady in Bjærangsjoen village had told and retold her story of the midnight boat until there was no one left to hear her. Whispers and rumours had spread. Worse still, high above her village a German patrol had stumbled upon signs that a mystery force had trespassed onto the Svartisen – the Black Glacier.

			As luck would have it, the day that Black’s force had landed by dinghy, Leutnant (Lieutenant) Wilhelm Dehne, of Glomfjord’s 10th German Company, had led his troop onto the high ground above the Bjærangsfjord. His was a routine tasking: he had been sent there to draw up a more detailed map of the area.

			Late in the afternoon Leutnant Dehne had stopped for a breather, casually scanning the terrain with his field glasses. Suddenly, he had stiffened. He’d caught sight of a group of men crossing the high ground in single file. There was something distinctly military about their movements, but Dehne was too distant to make out their uniforms or their purpose.

			Later, he’d halted beside the Black Glacier, where there were signs of recent activity: a mystery ‘camp’. He’d picked up a discarded cigarette packet. The design was unfamiliar to him: it showed a black-bearded sailor inset in a life ring. Around the ring were the words: ‘Player’s Navy Cut’. The uniform of the sailor looked distinctly English, and Dehne was sure that the words were too.

			But what was an empty English cigarette packet doing on the Svartisen, he wondered? And was it linked somehow to the mystery force that he had spotted crossing the high ground in the direction of Glomfjord? He showed the crumpled packet to his men. They shrugged, unconcernedly. Maybe it was a Norwegian brand? But Leutnant Dehne remained suspicious. He pocketed the empty cigarette packet.

			Once they were done here, he must report this to his superiors.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			It was 20 September 1942 – a Sunday – when Black prepared to lead his force on the attack. They’d been in Norway for four days, the last two of which had entailed a deeply frustrating delay. The previous night Black had been forced to call off the assault owing to unexpected activity on the Glomfjord. A well-lit ship had been moving up the water, making for the power station.

			Black and his men had no idea what the craft was doing or who its occupants were, but maintaining the element of surprise was absolutely critical to the success of their mission. Running into a shipload of German troops wasn’t part of the plan. Black had been forced to order his men to retrace their steps into the hills.

			They hadn’t even made the refuge of their camp before the weather had turned. The wind had moaned and biting rain had sheeted down from a suddenly leaden sky, soaking them to the skin and blinding them to their surroundings. And so they’d endured a sodden and freezing twenty-four hours, before tonight’s attempt at the target.

			Prior to setting out, Black assembled his men. ‘We must do it tonight,’ he told them. ‘Our rations are gone. To wait any longer without food or rest will only weaken us. If for some reason we’re held up tonight, we must do it tomorrow in daylight, even if we have to shoot our way through.’

			The knowledge that they were going in regardless was strangely liberating. It blew away the tension and the frustration, which had been building all through that sodden day. All were relieved that, come what may, it would soon be over. They were too wet and cold to face another night’s cheerless delay.

			The dozen men slipped down from the darkened heights, approaching the cluster of workers’ huts that lay on the shores of Lake Fykan. As they went to edge past, a door opened, spilling light across the flat, wind-blasted terrain. The raiders dropped silently to the ground, keeping their faces pressed into the icy earth, as the distinctive form of a German soldier stepped outside.

			Only one amongst them readied his weapon. It was Houghton, and his Sten now had the stubby form of a silencer threaded onto the barrel. Their Colt .45 pistols were useless at anything other than close range. It was Houghton’s job to take out any would-be challengers noiselessly.

			Apparently the German couldn’t see or hear anything suspicious. With a final sniff at the sodden chill of the air he turned back to the warmth inside. Houghton lowered the Sten, and moments later a dozen figures flitted past the lighted windows of the hut and were lost in the far shadows.

			To the rear of the huts the pipelines ran past the hump of land separating Lake Fykan from Glomfjord itself, which lay several hundred feet downslope. And there, almost directly below Black and his men, in the crook of land lying at the very end of the inlet, was the power station. From their vantage point the throbbing of the turbines reverberated in their ears.

			Black crouched, pulling his men close. He eyed O’Brien. ‘We’ll leave you here,’ he whispered.

			O’Brien nodded. He’d taken on the role of blowing up the pipelines, along with Chudley – now fully recovered from his plunge into the crevasse – and his good friend, Curtis, the erstwhile accountant.

			‘Watch for my signal,’ Black added, ‘but don’t expect it. You know when to start your fuses.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			Black reminded O’Brien that they would rendezvous at this point once the attack was done, from where they would make their getaway. Without another word he and his team of eight slipped over the lip of land as silent as wraiths and were gone.

			O’Brien turned in the opposite direction, and with Chudley and Curtis on his heel he began to climb. They reached a point just below a sharp junction in the pipelines and settled to their task. Here the pipes, when ruptured, would be pointing directly at the power station – like two massive gun barrels.

			From their rucksacks they removed their ‘daisy-chain’ charges, each a string of chunks of Nobel 808 – the saboteur’s explosive of choice. Dirty brown in colour and with a distinctive almond-like smell, Nobel 808 could be cut, stretched, jumped on and even shot at, and still it wouldn’t explode. But trigger a small charge embedded within it and . . . kaboom.

			While Chudley stood watch, Curtis and O’Brien worked to thread the first daisy-chain charge under the nearest pipeline, bringing it back around to encircle it. They could feel the pressure within the thrumming steel sarcophagus as the water thundered through at massive speed. Upon detonation, the charge would blow a section of the pipe, which would cause the water to spew out with incredible force, doing untold damage to all that lay in its path.

			When he had fixed a charge to encircle both pipes, O’Brien attached the thirty-minute fuses. Then he and Curtis rejoined Chudley on watch.

			‘See anything?’ O’Brien whispered.

			‘Nope,’ Chudley replied, through a mouthful of chewing gum. ‘Nothing at all.’

			They crouched together at the side of the pipelines.

			‘I could do with a pint,’ Chudley remarked, rubbing his hands together in the cold. ‘I could drain a barrel full.’

			O’Brien smiled. ‘Yeah. So could I. Two barrels.’

			He glanced at his watch. It had just turned midnight. Down below, Black and his men would be getting busy.

			*

			Leaving the main body of his force secreted at the base of the steps that ran along the pipelines, Black had executed a stealthy, three-sixty-degree recce of the plant. The building towered above, utterly dark – blacked out, to hide it from Allied bombers – yet reverberating with a hidden force.
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