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CHAPTER I

	A STRANGE ENCOUNTER

	Night had drawn its black-out curtain across the coast of Northern France; but like most black-out curtains it was not perfect; from time to time a crescent moon peered mistily through lowering clouds which, as sullen and menacing as the Nazi invaders who had set their heel upon the land, marched in endless procession across the dome of heaven. The dim light fell on a bleak, deserted foreshore, and close at hand, the uneasy waters of the English Channel.

	From the summit of a low dune, lying deep in the coarse grass that softened its outline, Corporal Collson regarded the scene without emotion—Corporal Albert Edward Collson, to give him his full name. Not that anyone called him Albert—at any rate, not in the Special Service Troop of the Combined Operations unit, No. 9 Commando, of which he was a member. In that small band of hard-hitting warriors, sometimes known as King’s “Kittens,” he was invariably known as “Copper,” due to the fact that he had once been a member of the Metropolitan Police. He bore no resemblance whatever to a kitten. It happened that the shoulder cypher chosen for No. 9 Commando was a wildcat. This, with that whimsical humour which is never far distant from British fighting men, had been interpreted by other commando units as a kitten. Captain Lorrington King happened to be the commanding officer—whence the title, King’s Kittens.

	As we have remarked, Copper Collson had nothing in common with a kitten. His six feet two inches of bone and muscle, which had twice enabled him to win the City Heavyweight Championship, would, he had decided, be better employed in smiting the enemy who had bombed his Wapping home, than in directing London’s traffic. In this he was undoubtedly correct, for apart from his sometimes startling strength, he had other qualifications for the work on which he was now engaged.

	He made no secret of the fact that he had been brought up, to use his own expression, “rough.” He did not mention, however, that his father had died when he was a boy, leaving him with the responsibility of supporting an invalid mother. That he had got on sufficiently well to gain admittance to the River Police was due more to shrewd Cockney alertness than education. Another detail he did not mention was that, prior to joining the police, an uncle had given him an intensive course of instruction in petty crime, with the result that he could pick anything, from locks to pockets. But when this same uncle had made a slip that resulted in his being sent to prison for five years, young Albert had the wit to perceive that as a means of gaining a livelihood, crime had such definite disadvantages that he abandoned it forthwith—not that he had started on it seriously. From errand boy he had worked his way up the ladder until at last he found himself in a blue uniform, this being the immediate limit of his ambition. In this capacity, his early training in crooks and their methods stood him in good stead. As a commando, combined with his waterfront experience and knowledge of small craft, it was even more useful.

	For the rest, his methods were direct and simple. Like all true Londoners he loved his London, and his transference to one of the first commando units followed swiftly upon the blitzing of the City, when his home, like many others, had disappeared in a cloud of dust and rubble. His mother had survived, but true to type had refused to leave London, and now occupied a room in the house of a friendly neighbour.

	“I want to get my hands on the blokes who done this to London,” he had told his superintendent grimly, when he had applied for transfer.

	The superintendent had smiled, and let him go. And in due course Copper had got his huge hands on “some of the blokes who had knocked his house about,” not once, but several times. On these occasions there was definitely nothing kittenish about him.

	At the moment he was lying among the dunes that fringed the coast of Northern France with a Sten gun snuggled against his side. He had been lying there for an hour, which, in his opinion, was too long, and he made a remark to this effect to his one companion.

	“Ma foi! You’ve said it,” was the impatient reply, in a curious foreign accent tinged with American drawl. “I tink something goes wrong with Gimlet this time.”

	And in case it should be thought strange that a British commando should speak with a foreign accent it must be explained that Private “Trapper” Troublay was not, from the point of view of breeding, entirely English. He was, in fact, a French Canadian, a lean, dapper product of the great backwoods, wherein he had spent ten of his early years of life as a trapper and prospector. Hence his nickname, Trapper. Having spent most of his time hunting in the wilds, often in the company of Indians, it followed naturally that he should have exceptional sight and hearing; that he should be a deadly shot; and when it came to stalking, he could move with no more noise than the moon passing across the heavens. All these were very useful accomplishments for a commando.

	Copper and Trapper were more than ordinary comrades. They had first met at the training centre, but it was not until the raid on Glamfjord Power Station, in Norway, that they had hooked up in the arrangement known in the Commandos as “me and my pal”; wherein two men make a pact to stand by each other through thick and thin. They had been through the carnage at Dieppe together, as well as in several smaller raids, when Trapper’s knowledge of French had come in useful.

	Trapper’s French accent, which became more pronounced under the stress of excitement, had at first worried Copper somewhat, because, as he often declared, he hadn’t much time for foreigners. Copper had also looked with sceptical amusement at a small piece of private equipment which Trapper carried on his forays in enemy country—but only until he perceived how useful it could be. This was a weapon, a weapon one would hardly expect to find in a war of high-velocity firearms. It was, in fact, a bow and arrow—quite a small one. Its advantage, a great advantage on commando work, was that it made no noise beyond a faint phung when an arrow was released. Trapper’s skill with this deadly toy was uncanny. Yet this again was not remarkable, as he had explained, for on more than one occasion when his stores and ammunition had run out in the back of beyond, he had sometimes had to live on this simple weapon for weeks at a stretch.

	At first, the C.O. too had smiled tolerantly at this unorthodox addition to standard equipment, but neither he, nor Copper, smiled any longer. When it became necessary to dispose of a Nazi sentry in silence, a sentry who could not be approached without risk of starting an alarm because he was standing in the open, the whisper would go along the line for Trapper. Trapper would take a little arrow from the slim quiver that hung over his right hip. Phung! Usually the sentry died without knowing what had struck him.

	For ordinary operations Trapper relied on two heavy service revolvers strapped low on his thighs, and, for close work, an Indian, horn-handled, skinning knife, which he could wield, and throw, with fearful dexterity—again the result of long practice. He had once killed a bear that had got him in its clutches with that same knife: and if, as he said with simple logic, it would kill a grisly, it would almost certainly kill a Nazi. Before it had died, the bear had slashed open his face, leaving a scar that he would carry for the rest of his days as a reminder of that grim encounter. The scar could not now be seen, for Trapper’s face, like that of his companion, was blackened for night work, commando fashion. White faces are apt to show up even on a dark night.

	Copper picked his teeth reflectively with a stalk of grass. “Gimlet’s a long while,” he muttered for the tenth time. “I hope he ain’t bit off more than he can chew single-handed. It must be getting near dawn.”

	Trapper grunted—another habit he had acquired from his Indian friends. Then he stiffened, crouching even lower in the grass. “Enfin! Someone comes,” he breathed.

	Copper had heard nothing, but after hitching the Sten gun forward to cover a deserted road that wound a serpentine course through the dunes, he, too, sank lower into the grass. Silence settled over the scene, a melancholy silence broken only by the gentle sighing of the breeze through the harsh herbage, and the fretting of little wavelets on the beach.

	But presently there came another sound; a swift patter of running footsteps; soft, furtive footsteps, as if the runner ran on bare feet.

	“That ain’t the Skipper,” whispered Copper.

	Trapper did not answer. All that could be seen of him, even of his face, were the whites of his eyes and the flash of white teeth under a wisp of black moustache. His right hand moved slowly to the butt of the revolver that lay flat against his thigh.

	The runner soon came into view. A slim figure topped a slight rise in the ground about twenty paces distant, and then stopped, looking to right and left with the jerky movements of a startled fawn.

	Copper relaxed with a hiss of disappointment. His finger slackened on the trigger of his gun. “It’s only a kid,” he muttered. “What the devil’s he doing here at this time o’ night?”

	The boy, for that much was obvious, spoke, in a tense, urgent voice—strangely enough, in English. “Commandos! Where are you?” he said in a hoarse whisper. “They’ve got one of your men. Where are you?”

	Trapper slithered away through the grass like a snake, and with no more noise than one. Copper waited for a few seconds and then rose up, huge in the uncertain light.

	The boy sprang back with a strangled cry of alarm, which was hardly to be wondered at, for the sudden appearance of the black-faced apparition so near at hand, out of the very ground, as it seemed, would have frightened anyone. Another shadow rose, silently, this time behind the boy, who only stopped when his back came into contact with the hard muzzle of Trapper’s revolver.

	“Don’t shoot, I’m a friend,” said the boy hastily. “I’ve brought information.”

	Copper advanced. “All right. You won’t be hurt as long as you behave yourself,” he said coldly. “Who are you and where have you come from?”

	“I’m English,” was the quick reply. “What does it matter where I’ve come from? You’d better listen to me if you want to save your friend.”

	“What’s your name?” snapped Copper.

	“Peters.”

	“What are you doing here?”

	“Scouting.”

	“And you swam the Channel to get here, I suppose?” suggested Copper sarcastically.

	“Listen,” said the boy crisply. “Half a mile down the road there is a hut.”

	“What of it?” demanded Copper suspiciously. His manner was still uncompromising.

	“After you came ashore, the three of you——”

	“Half a mo,” interrupted Copper. “Who said there was three of us?”

	“I did,” was the curt reply. “I watched you land.”

	Copper frowned. “So you did, did you? Go on.”

	“Two stayed here, and the other went on to the hut,” resumed the boy. “The hut looks like a radiolocation station, but it isn’t. It’s a fake. It’s a trap to catch raiding commandos. There were Nazis inside, waiting. The man who went along has been captured. The Germans have telephoned for a car to take him away, and for reinforcements to round you up.”

	“Zut!” growled Trapper.

	Copper drew a deep breath. “You know a lot for a youngster. How did you get hold of all this?”

	“I make it my business to know,” answered the boy shortly. “Having been here for over two years I know a lot more about what goes on than you do.”

	“Two years!” gasped Copper. “Doing what?”

	“Sabotaging the enemy,” was the astonishing reply.

	“What!” Copper’s voice was pitched high with incredulity.

	“If you stand here talking much longer you’ll find yourself in shackles,” declared the boy impatiently. “If you want to rescue your pal, you’d better be quick about it. If you don’t, I’ll push off, and leave you to work it out for yourselves.”

	“Strike me purple!” choked Copper. “Who do you think you’re bossing about?”

	“I reckon you’re a couple of loose kittens,” was the casual reply.

	Copper sucked in his breath. “You know a sight too much, my young cockalorum. How many Jerries are there in that hut?”

	“Ten, with two sentries outside.”

	Trapper chuckled. “Psst! De l’audace!”

	The boy shrugged his shoulders, and answered coolly in the same language. “Que faire?”

	“Talk English,” snarled Copper.

	“All right,” agreed the boy. “I’ll give it to you straight. I’m not going to stand here talking any longer—it’s too dangerous. There’s ten thousand francs waiting for the man who turns me in to the Germans. That’s how badly they want me.”

	“For doing what?” asked Copper in a dazed voice.

	“Pulling up railway lines, cutting telephone wires, fusing electric circuits, setting fire to dumps—and that sort of thing,” was the calm rejoiner. “It’s my guess that you’re Gimlet King’s outfit. Oh yes, we know all about Gimlet—so do the Nazis. They’ve got you all taped through their spies, even to your names. You’ve led ’em a fine old dance up and down the coast, but if ever they get hold of you they’ll skin you alive. With my own ears I heard Generaloberst Gunther—he’s in charge of this area—promise to drown every Kitten that fell into his hands. That was after you bumped off his garrison in the Luvelle lighthouse. If daylight finds you here you won’t have a hope.”

	Now, all that the boy had said about the Kittens, the hut, and the Luvelle raid was true, for which reason Copper was not a little shaken. Security training warned him to beware, but common sense told him that this astonishing youngster knew what he was talking about. His leader, Gimlet King, had gone forward to reconnoitre the hut, a supposed radiolocation station, with a view to blowing it up. He had been gone for so long that the boy’s story concerning his capture sounded feasible.

	“The man who has been captured was Gimlet himself,” he said slowly. “Do you know how it happened?”

	“Yes, I saw the whole thing,” was the frank reply. “I was watching the hut with Le Renard——”

	“With what?” broke in Copper.

	“Le Renard. Renard is French for fox. He’s one of the gang. We never use our own names, but call ourselves after animals, so that we can’t give each other away. I’m The Cub.”

	“I see,” said Copper.

	“I was watching the hut from a safe distance with The Fox, when Le Faucon—that’s Falcon, in French—ran up to say that three commandos were landing from a motor canoe. Two remained to guard the road and the other was walking through the dunes. I should have warned him, but I was too late. The Nazis weren’t inside the hut. They were lying in a ring outside. They let the commando go through. When he went into the hut they closed in from all sides. He hadn’t a chance. The Rat had got the telephone tapped further back, and he reported to me that a message had gone through saying that a British commando, who wouldn’t give his name, had been taken prisoner. I thought I’d better let you know what has happened.”

	“Okay, Cub, you did quite right,” replied Copper. “That was smart work.”

	“Are you going to try a rescue?”

	“Sure. Sure we are,” put in Trapper. “Either we all go home together or none of us go. That’s our rule.”

	“That’s what I thought,” remarked The Cub.

	“Will you show us the best way to the hut?” asked Copper.

	“Of course.”

	“Just one thing, though,” went on Copper. “If this is a trick, you’ll be the first to get what comes out of the muzzle of this gun. I’ll fill you so full of holes you’ll drop apart.”

	“Save your bullets for the Nazis,” advised Cub calmly.

	“If we run into a bunch of Jerries, you keep out o’ trouble,” warned Copper.

	The Cub laughed softly. “This way, and go quietly,” he said.

	Followed by the two commandos he struck off through the sombre dunes.

	 

	


CHAPTER II

	HOW CUB PETERS WENT TO WAR

	The Cub’s amusement at Copper’s well-meant advice to keep out of trouble was natural, for in more than two years there had scarcely been a moment when he was not in peril. Trouble and danger had long ago ceased to mean anything to him, for, strange though it may seem, one soon becomes accustomed to having Old Man Death for a companion. And this is how it had all come about.

	When France had collapsed before the overwhelming surge of Nazi Panzers, and the abandoned British troops had fallen back upon Dunkirk, Nigel Norman Peters—to give The Cub his proper name—then in his fifteenth year, had been engaged in the tiresome occupation of writing lines in the fourth-form classroom of Brendall’s School, this being the punishment awarded for a bird’s-nesting expedition on the Essex marshes, on which occasion he had broken bounds by a considerable margin. To tell the truth, at that fateful moment of history, when the news reached him he was not so much concerned with the British army, which he confidently assumed would be able to take care of itself, as a particular member of it—his father, Colonel Lionel Peters, D.S.O., of the Buffs, and, incidentally, his only living relation. Nigel thought the world of his father.

	When report reached the school that every craft, large and small, moored along the Essex coast, had put to sea in the desperate hope of bringing home the outnumbered troops, excitement ran high. This soared to a new high level when it became known that two masters with sailing experience had gone out in a leaky wherry to join in the stupendous task. But excitement came near to hysteria when the word flashed round that three prefects had slipped off in a dinghy.

	This was all hands to the pump with a vengeance, and more than any normal healthy boy could be expected to watch from a distance. At least, so Nigel decided, and with his lines unfinished he had joined in the throng surging towards the creek where, so rumour asserted, battle-stained troops were being disembarked from the miscellaneous craft that had brought them home. Naturally, he was actuated chiefly by the hope of seeing his father. In this he was disappointed, but he did find a soldier of his father’s regiment, who declared that the colonel, when last seen, was lying wounded on the bomb-torn beach of Dunkirk.

	Something like panic swept over Nigel at this disagreeable news, and he decided there and then that something would have to be done about it. If nobody else could find a means of bringing his father home, then it was up to him to do it. He formed the opinion, somewhat hastily—and quite wrongly, of course—that his father would be pleased to see him on the bloodstained battlefield.

	This line of thought was perhaps natural, but as a serious proposition rescue was hardly practicable. Unfortunately, as it transpired, at that juncture Nigel was not in the least concerned as to whether his scheme was practical or not. He was concerned only with one thing, and that was how to get to Dunkirk. The means was at hand. A small pleasure launch, with several significant holes in its funnel, manned by three unshaven longshoremen, was just casting off for its third trip, and almost before he had realised what he was doing Nigel had jumped aboard and stowed himself beneath the splintered superstructure. Dusk was closing in and nobody saw him go.

	That was the end of his career at the famous public school, although at the time he was blissfully unaware of it. Not only did his spectacular plan fail, but never for a moment did it look like succeeding; for as the launch backed in towards the now thinning lines of waiting troops, a bomb fell alongside and threw it clean out of the water. Just what happened after that not even Nigel could say for certain. After swimming for a while he somehow found himself on the beach, very wet, very cold, and more than a little scared. In particular he was scared about what would happen when he got back to school, for so far it had not dawned upon him that he might not get back. This thought came later, when, after a fruitless search for his father, the beach was suddenly swept by bullets and a number of German soldiers appeared. Real German soldiers they were, in coal-scuttle helmets just like he had seen on the films. He could hardly believe it. He decided that he was dreaming. But when the hideous truth was no longer in doubt, that he was alone on a stricken battlefield with a mob of victorious Nazis, terror took him by the throat and he ran as he had never run before, not even on last sports day, when Smith minor had beaten him by a yard in the junior sprint.

	Where he had gone, what he had done, and how he had survived those first few dreadful days he himself hardly knew. It was all a nightmare. Without shoes, for he had kicked them off while swimming in the sea, his clothes in rags, hungry, tired and miserable, he had wandered about like a lost dog, living on such scraps of discarded food as he was able to find. Quite often he ran into parties of Germans, but they took no notice of him, and he soon became accustomed to the grey uniforms. All he thought about at this period was, of course, how to get home. But no more ships came, and as he could not swim the Channel, he at length perceived that he was marooned upon a hostile shore as effectively as if he had been cast away on an atoll in the middle of the Pacific.

	It was about a month later that he had met Louis Morelle, a French boy who had once lived in Dunkirk, now in ruins. They had discovered each other in a bomb-blasted church in which they had passed the night. It turned out later that Louis was nearly seventeen, but at the time he affected juvenile garments to avoid being made to work by the Nazis. A curious comradeship had developed, and together they had made their way down the coast, without any particular object in view, collecting other waifs and strays like themselves, until at length there were a dozen of them hiding in the woods behind Le Havre.

	At first they had lived like animals, content to keep out of sight, but as time went on some sort of order had emerged. Louis, who had the instinct of a town rat for danger, by reason of his age became the leader; and food forays, from being haphazard affairs, became cunningly organized pillaging expeditions on the Nazi storehouses. From this, growing bolder, they came to inflicting damage on enemy property whenever and wherever it could be found. Louis had been an apprentice motor mechanic, and it was but a short step from making military vehicles unserviceable to jamming the breechblocks of cannon.

	By the end of a year the gang had become a small, well-organized, highly mobile force, intensely loyal, with its spies in every town and village, and its headquarters deep in the Forest of Caen. Lacking imagination, apparently it never occurred to the Nazis that the dirty little ragamuffins who hung about their camps under the pretence of looking for scraps, but really to listen to their conversations, could be the thorns in their sides. Incidentally, it was in this way, from the Germans themselves, that the gang first learned about the commandos, and their astute leader, known to his men as “Gimlet.” No German could move without it being known at the gang’s headquarters. An intricate system of signals had been arranged—a broken branch, a feather, a sprig of broom, the cry of a sea-bird . . . all these had meanings. The enemy soon knew that an organization of some sort was at work, but although they stormed and blustered, and occasionally shot hostages, they could never discover what it was. The local French people knew what was afoot, of course, but the Nazis learned nothing from them.

	As time went on more ambitious projects were planned by the gang, which now styled itself, somewhat ingloriously Nigel thought, Les Poux Gris du Nord, which being translated means, The Grey Fleas of the North. Louis thought of the name, because, as he explained, they were like fleas, always irritating the Nazis without being caught. Trains unaccountably ran off their rails; oil and petrol dumps caught fire; bridges collapsed; trees fell across the roads, blocking them and tearing down telegraph wires, interrupting communications. German troops fell sick as a result of poisonous herbs finding their way into the canteen soup. Nazis officers walking home at night fell into man-holes from which the covers had been removed. In short, sabotage was rife, and all this was the work of a score of urchins, so dirty and so ragged that they would have disgraced a city slum. Names, being dangerous, were forgotten, and each member of the gang was identified by the name of an animal, a bird, reptile or insect—The Fox, The Wolf, The Snake, The Owl, The Grasshopper, for example.

	Nigel, now sixteen, was The Cub. He had learned a lot in the two years he had been adrift in France. He spoke French and German as well as he spoke English, and he knew every hole and corner, every coppice, every back street, from Calais to Cherbourg. He had travelled far, exploring prison and internment camps in the hope of learning something about his father, but in vain. He had even planned a raid into Germany itself, for not to know whether his father was dead or alive was a pain from which he was never free. Aware that there was just a chance that his father had been carried to England, he often looked long and thoughtfully across the grey-green waters of the Channel towards his homeland, but so far no reasonable chance of getting across had presented itself. Apart from which he was loath to leave his comrades.

	Needless to say, two years of hard living and desperate enterprises had left their stamp upon his face, which was thin, and set in rather hard lines; but his nerves were like steel, and he moved with a self-assurance beyond his years. He had looked upon death too often to have any fear of it; which was why he had laughed when Copper had suggested that he should keep out of trouble—he, who under his threadbare breeches carried a small arsenal of lethal weapons filched from the Germans. He smiled again as he strode on through the dunes, wondering what the two commandos would think if they knew the truth about him.

	Sometimes stopping to listen, keeping always below the skyline, he walked on for some ten minutes, and then, dropping to his knees, wormed his way to the top of a low dune. The hut was at once in plain view, appearing as a black oblong shadow about forty paces distant. It might have been an empty cowshed. Not a crack of light showed. All was silent. Far away a sea-bird uttered its mournful cry, thrice repeated.

	Cub indicated the building with a jerk of his thumb. “There it is,” he breathed. “You’ve no time to lose. The Nazi car has already crossed the bridge of St. Jean.”

	“How do you know that?” demanded Copper.

	“A little bird told me,” answered Cub. “You can take my word for it. What’s your plan?”

	“We’ll rush the place,” decided Copper, who was always in favour of straightforward methods.

	“If bullets start flying, your officer will probably stop one,” Cub pointed out evenly. “Why not get the sentries first? There’s one of them now, just come round the corner.”

	Copper threw a puzzled glance at this astonishing boy who, in circumstances calculated to strain the nerves of a war-toughened veteran, could think and behave with such nonchalance. Then he looked back at the hut, and, a few paces from it, the dark silhouette of the German sentry who, with a rifle in the crook of his arm, had halted, and now stood gazing out to sea. He nudged Trapper. “Knock him off, chum,” he ordered.

	“Bon ça. Tout simplement.”

	It was now Cub’s turn to be surprised. He watched in amazement as Trapper rose to a kneeling position and fitted an arrow to his bow. Phung! sang the cord.

	The German gasped, staggered a few paces, and then fell with a heavy thud.

	A voice spoke, in German. It said: “What’s the matter, Karl? Did you see something?” With the voice, the second sentry appeared in the open, from the end of the hut where evidently he had been standing.

	Cub had been watching Trapper, fascinated by the spectacle of a modern warrior using a bow and arrow, so he had not seen Copper disappear. When he looked round he had gone. “Where is he?” he whispered to Trapper.

	“Wait, my chicken,” was the soft reply. “Voilà!”
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	TRAPPER ROSE TO A KNEELING POSITION AND FITTED AN ARROW TO HIS BOW.

	The German sentry had by this time seen his companion on the ground. Foolishly, or perhaps unthinkingly, he ran to him, and stooped to see what was the matter. As he did so another figure appeared. For a few seconds the two merged, like a piece of statuary. Then they broke apart. One sagged to the ground.

	“Beaucoup bon,” murmured Trapper. “Copper break his neck, I tink. He does not know his own strength, that one. You stay here, my infant. Sacré nom! Here comes the car.”

	The dimmed headlights of a car had appeared on the road. Trapper ran forward to the hut, drawing his guns, and Cub, forgetting or ignoring the injunction to remain where he was, followed him.

	“Here’s the car—let’s clean this place up,” greeted Copper, in a natural voice. “Out of the way, youngster.”

	Hitching his Sten gun forward Copper walked up to the door, and putting his foot against it sent it crashing inwards with one tremendous shove. “Flat, Skipper!” he roared, as light blazed through the open doorway.
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