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“I was responsible for recruiting women for the work, in the face of a good deal of opposition, I may say, from the powers that be.  In my view, women were very much better than men for the work.  Women, as you must know, have a far greater capacity for cool and lonely courage than men.”


 


—Captain Selwyn Jepson, British Special Operations Executive Senior Recruiting Officer, World War Two.




 



CHAPTER ONE



Northern France


 May 1940


 


Artillery shells roared through the sky, ripping apart the serenity of the late spring day.  Their passing was an obscene display raining down death.  The soldiers below clawed their way deeper into the trench, screaming in pain and terror.  Men and equipment detonated, pieces of them falling into the smoldering piles of ruined bodies. The stench of scorched earth mixed with smoke choked the men and poisoned the air.


Yves Toche pressed shoulder to shoulder with ten of his comrades.  They huddled behind the ruin of a bombed car at the lip of a ditch.  They watched as a sea of German uniforms and tanks came hurtling towards them from behind the bombardment.


Yves threw himself deeper into the trench as German planes screamed overhead, fanning out along the front to join the infantry and armor on the ground. Yves couldn’t help but think, where was the French Air Force? His thoughts turned to his twin sister Madeleine and his parents at home in Provence.


He peered over the top of the trench in front of him.  The combined forces of the enemy terrified him.


Yves gripped his old WWI issue carbine fiercely.  He had never fired it at live targets before.  He hoped he’d remember what to do when it came time to shoot at the enemy.  The only man in his company with any combat experience was Sergeant Durand, who had fought in Flanders in 1918.


Durand moved behind Yves, wiping mud from his face as he squinted towards the line, measuring the enemy’s advance.


“Hold your positions, men,” he shouted his words lost in the thunder of guns.


Yves turned to him as he passed.  “There are so many of them.  How are we expected to hold them, Sergeant?”


“Our artillery will pound into them once they’re in range.  That’ll slow them down.”


“It’s blitzkrieg, the attack they used in Poland,” a thin voice down the line added.  “The Germans throw everything they have at you at the same time.”


“Poland held out for a month.  We have to hold them here and bring reinforcements,” Sergeant Durand barked.  “We are not Polish.  We held them in the last war, and we’ll hold them now.”


The old veteran’s words seemed increasingly hollow as Yves scanned the skies.


“Sarge, is everywhere as bad as this?”  Yves asked.


“You worry about the enemy in front of you, Toche.  It doesn’t matter what’s happening anywhere else but right here,” Durand answered pointing to the bottom of the trench.


“Was it like this in the first war?” a dark-haired soldier to Yves’s left asked.


“No planes, just endless artillery.  They shelled us, we shelled them, and then we charged or held our position.  Now be quiet and wait for the order to fire.”


Yves could feel the tanks as the ground started to tremble.  The German army raced forward, closing the gap.  Yves watched as the enemy soldiers drew closer.  He could make out the faces now.  They ran in unison behind the tanks, using them for cover.  Bullets began to whine past.


Every muscle in Yves’ body screamed at him to bolt.  He gripped his rifle until his hands shook.  It seemed so inadequate in the face of so much firepower.


“Fire!” Durand shouted.


Yves raised his rifle and shot wildly into the enemy line.  Men to his left and right fired desperately.  To the rear, the French artillery opened up on the advancing Germans.  It had little effect as the mass of men and machines charged forward.  Yves heard the terrifying scream of a German bomb falling from the sky.  He looked up and tried to scatter along with the others but could only crouch at the last minute when it hit.  He was flung from his foxhole, cartwheeling through the air.  For one impossible moment events around him moved in slow motion.  He was jarred back to reality when his body slammed into the ground.  When he tried to move, he felt impossibly heavy.  He raised one shaking hand to brush the dirt from his eyes and encountered the ruin of the right side of his face.  He could not see on that side, and his mouth was filling with blood.  The terror of his wounds settled on him, mercifully blanketed by the shock that began to envelop his body.  He could see a little from his left eye, blurry scraps of meat that had been the men near him when the bomb exploded.  They had been swept from the earth, swatted away.  The sounds of the battle receded as he drifted into merciful unconsciousness. 


***


Later, medics from an ambulance scooped Yves onto a stretcher and raced away towards the rear and a field hospital.  Along with countless others, his fight in the war had been cut brutally short.




 



CHAPTER TWO



La Ciotat France


September 1933


 


The playground was filled with the sounds of children.  Boys kicked a soccer ball, their makeshift goals marked by school jackets and caps. The girls were divided into groups, busy with their gossip while they stole glances at the boys as they ran by.  A petite, dark-haired girl sat on the steps of the school.  Three older boys loomed over her.


 “Hey, Madeleine, when are you going to grow some of these?” the largest boy said, stepping closer to her as he reached towards her chest.


 “Good one, Remi,” one of the other boys laughed, waiting for some response from the girl, hoping that she would break down into tears.  


 Taller and heavier than all the other boys in school, Remi was always flanked by an entourage of snickering followers. The girl stared back silently; her black eyes fixed on her tormentor until she saw her twin brother Yves run full speed into Remi, knocking him down.  Yves leaped onto Remi’s chest and repeatedly punched him in the face, pinning Remi’s arms down with his knees.  Remi began to cry when his nose was bloodied, and his lip was split, desperate to get away from the fury of the attack.  


 The other children gathered around, “Fight! Fight!” They chanted, waiting for a teacher to come by.


 Strong male hands reached down and yanked the boys apart.  “We’ll see what the headmaster thinks about this,” the tall, heavyset teacher said as he grabbed both boys by the neck and marched them towards the school building.  “Remi, what have I told you about picking on the little kids?  Yves, you are supposed to tell a teacher, not take matters into your own hands. The next time you interrupt my lunch, I’ll take both of you behind the school and sort things out myself,” he barked.


 Where Madeleine was slight and dark, Yves’ hair was a curly golden mop. His athletic build and piercing blue eyes made him a favorite of the girls in his class. As he was dragged off to his fate, his eyes sparkled with mischief grinning at Madeleine and winking at the other girls watching the spectacle.  Madeleine smiled back, as the rest of the class dispersed, eager to talk about what happened.  Madeleine sat back down on the step, opening her lunch; content to be with her thoughts, secure in the knowledge that as long as Yves was around, Remi wouldn’t bother her again.


***



Northern France


May 1940


 


 A tear slid down Madeleine’s cheek as she remembered the schoolyard scene, now so many years ago.  She leaned her weary head against the cracked window of the ancient train car.  When the train rattled around a bend, she could just see the freight car at the end of a string of passenger cars where Yves’ cold body was in one of the pine boxes stacked to the ceiling, riding with so many other young soldiers going home for the last time. Patches of forest and green fields flashed by as they made their way from the battlefields of northern France towards Paris on the way south to the Mediterranean and home. She looked away from the window at the other passengers. Most wore modest clothes and suffered quietly, their faces reflecting the same wrenching pain she felt, empty and helpless in their grief.


 Madeleine shifted in her seat, the cracked leather of the seat sticking to her clothes as the heat of the day was only partially cooled by the breeze coming in through the windows.  She reached into the bag at her feet that held a few of Yves’ belongings.  If he had others, she didn’t know.  She’d only been given what was in his uniform at the hospital.  Madeleine pulled a pack of cigarettes out of Yves’ bag. She tried to light one, her hand shaking as she struck a match, which lit up her piercing black eyes, bright and fathomless.  Her mane of black hair framed her high cheekbones and full mouth. The body that had once been boyish and skinny now turned heads everywhere she went.


 As she smoked, Madeleine thought of their family restaurant, Chez Toche, in the Provençal village of La Ciotat.  It was an ideal location, right by the sea. She couldn’t help but remember how Yves had always been a favorite among the customers, men, and women, alike. Her brother had been carefree and beautiful.  From the time, he could walk; his charm was infectious.  They had shared everything in their lives from the time they were little.  Yves always took care of her, was always at her side as if they were one.


 The news of Yves’ wounds had come by telegram.  His unit had been dispatched to the front near the Arden Forest in a desperate attempt to stop the German attack.  The Germans had already swept past the hospital as their artillery and armor raced towards Paris.  At the hospital, Madeleine had found Yves, bandaged and broken, smashed apart by a shell that had fallen among the men of his unit.  He’d died in her arms as she begged him to stay.


 The train passed columns of German soldiers, on foot or in trucks, men eager and happy in their easy victory, paying little attention to the train as it clanked past them.


 How long will this journey take? Madeleine thought as she caught brief glimpses of the faces of people who flanked both sides of the track as the train passed the crossroads at Reims. Their expressions were blank with disbelief.  


 Madeleine closed her eyes and tried to think of a way to tell her parents. She’d managed to send a telegraph while the lines were still open.  All she could tell them was that she was bringing Yves home, nothing else. How much easier it would be if I were dead, she thought, struggling with the sorrow creeping into her mind.  


 Fields and forests gave way to concrete neighborhoods and large buildings on the edge of Paris.  Tracks flowed together passing couplings and signal lights. Madeleine watched as the platforms and steel of the huge Gard du Nord came into view.  People were packed together on the platform; their belongings stuffed in suitcases at their feet.  The buzz of excited voices merged with the mechanical groan of trains as they moved.  The shriek of whistles called passengers to board. 


 German soldiers pushed their way through the crowd towards Madeleine’s train as it came to a stop.  A well-dressed officer, resplendent in his black uniform, grabbed hold of the door handle to Madeleine’s car and pulled himself inside.  His hat was adorned with the skull and crossbones of the Waffen SS.  Two soldiers followed him wearing long trench coats and holding machine guns across their chests; their eagerness to use them apparent.  The officer made his way into the passageway between the seats.  He would have been good-looking, Madeleine thought, but for the cruel indifference, his eyes betrayed.


 “Ask these people for some identification.  I want to know who they are and where they’re going,” he said to his men.  “If any of them looks like a deserting French soldier, shoot him.”


 “Yes, Captain Hirschman,” both men said as they began to demand papers from the passengers in broken French.


 Hirschman took off his hat and ran his fingers through thick blond hair, slicking it back so that his hat would sit at precisely the angle he wanted.  “I don’t think you’re going to find any soldiers here,” he said to the men with a smirk, “unless the French army has been reduced to a carload of peasants and shopkeepers.” 


 Madeleine watched as Hirschman walked the length of the car in her direction.  Many of her fellow passengers turned to avoid his gaze.  She kept her eyes on him as he reached out with a riding crop to lift a man’s chin and turn it in his direction.


 “Who are you?” Hirschman demanded as the man held out his ticket.  “No, what is your name and where are you going?” he said as if addressing a child.


“I’m Marcel Lenard.  My wife and I are bringing our son home for burial,” Lenard said quietly as his wife reached out to take his hand, refusing to look up at Hirschman.  Tears dripped from the end of her nose onto the cloth handbag she clutched in her lap.


“Then he died a soldier’s death,” Hirschman said dismissively, walking on.


Madeleine waited as Hirschman scanned the car.  Don’t say anything to make him angry, just don’t cower, she told herself as she made eye contact with him.  As soon as he saw her, his expression changed, his sneer became a smile as he swept his hat off his head and headed down the passageway towards her.  He dropped down into the empty seat opposite her.


“Bonjour Mademoiselle, I’m Captain Emil Hirschman and someone as beautiful as you certainly isn't a soldier,” Hirschman said in fluent French.  “If I may ask, what’s your name?”


“You speak French well,” Madeleine said.  “I’m also bringing home a dead soldier, my brother.”  She gestured towards the couple Hirschman had spoken to moments before.  “My name is Madeleine Toche.”


“I’m sorry to hear that, but he too died defending his home; there’s honor in that.”


“Did they teach you that in military school?” Madeleine said without thinking.


“No, the death of my father in the first war taught me,” Hirschman replied with a hint of irritation.


“Mine lost his leg,” Madeleine answered, hoping not to have angered the officer.


“Then we understand what war is,” Hirschman said as he stood up.  “Perhaps we’ll meet again.”


“Yes, perhaps,” Madeleine answered as he turned and walked back down the corridor. 


“Check the other cars and get this thing moving.  The last thing we need is a bunch of dead bodies stinking in the heat,” Hirschman said as he quickly exited the train.


Madeleine stood and took a handkerchief from her pocket and walked up to the woman at the far end of the car.  She had finally let go of her bag and was weeping openly into her husband’s shoulder.  Madeleine knelt down and placed her hand on the woman’s arm.  “Take this Madame; I’m so sorry for your loss.” The woman turned and threw her arms around Madeleine and pulled her close.


“He was my only child,” she whispered, “my baby.”  Madeleine’s eyes filled with tears, and she allowed a few of them to fall as she comforted the woman.  The train jerked and began to move slowly away from the Gare du Nord, heading south towards home.


***


Madeleine woke with a start as gray dawn light filtered into the carriage. She looked out the window at the crumbling, rocky hills of Provence.  Fields gave way to patches of green where the ground was level.  Vineyards clung to hillsides; their vines lined with limestone.   For the past several hours, a hint of sea air had crept into the passenger compartment every time the train stopped to unload coffins.  Earlier, she had seen the Lenards on the platform, weeping over the pine box that held their son.  Now it was her turn.  She wished she had cabled her parents the news of Yves’ death so that she didn’t have to see their faces when she told them.  But that’s what a coward would do, she thought.  Yves would have expected me to deliver the news.  As the train eased into the depot in La Ciotat, the cries of the gulls and the sound of the sea were momentarily muffled by the squeal of brakes as the train came to a stop.  Madeleine saw her parents waiting for her.  She squeezed her eyes shut; suddenly losing the resolve that she had mustered to deliver the terrible news.  


 She got up from her seat, pausing to steel herself for what came next. As she climbed down the steps exiting the train, she couldn’t keep the anguish from her face.  Her mother, Claire, slid to the ground, unable to move.  Her father stood mute, crumpled by the blow, his eyes fixed on her. He looked beaten and hollow as he reached down and helped his wife to her feet.  He raised his chin and hobbled forward to embrace the child he had left.


“Soldiers die, Madeleine, they always do. Yves would want us to fight on,” Jean-Pierre said, a coldness creeping into his voice. Madeleine reached out and held him as he spoke.


“What are we going to do, Papa?” Madeleine asked.


“Fight back any way we can,” he answered, breaking her embrace as he reached for his wife.


Madeleine held onto her mother as her father moved unsteadily towards an official standing by Yves’ coffin. His false right leg hampered Jean-Pierre's steps.


 “Are you here for Yves Toche?” one of the conductors asked Jean-Pierre.


“Yes. He’s my son.”


“Please sign here,” the conductor said as he handed Jean-Pierre a clipboard. 


“Any news from the front?” Jean-Pierre asked as he signed his name.


“None that’s any good.”


“I don’t understand it. We held them before, why not now?” Jean-Pierre said.


“Who knows? Sorry,” he said looking away, “I have more of these to get signed,” he gestured towards the clipboard.


“Of course,” Jean-Pierre said as he looked down at the receipt in his hand, turned and walked back towards his wife and daughter.


“I’ll bring the truck as close as I can,” Jean-Pierre said, walking towards the small parking area. “Madeleine, see if you can find someone to help us lift Yves into the back.”


“We’ll manage,” Claire Toche said wiping tears away from her face. “I don’t want anyone else to touch him.”


Jean-Pierre caught Madeleine’s eye, nodding grimly as he pulled the keys from his pocket.


***


The Sirocco gusted over small groups of mourners in the hilltop graveyard. The hot wind drained their strength and made their shoulders droop under the weight of their grief. The bright blue Mediterranean pounded the rocky shoreline below, the sound of its waves a fitting dirge accompanying the minister’s words.


Madeleine stood next to her cousin Gabrielle. Tall and attractive, Gabrielle held her daughter Antoinette.  The little girl was two years old, had her mother’s curly blond hair and already favored her.  Gabrielle reached and put her free arm around Madeleine’s shoulder and pulled her close.  Madeleine’s lips quivered as she tried to smile, unable to hold back her tears.  Gabrielle and Antoinette had arrived earlier on the train from Ouradour-sur-Glane. Madeleine hadn’t been sure whether Gabrielle would make it in time for the funeral. Remote and hundreds of miles North, Oradour was a quiet, forgotten corner of the past.  Madeleine’s memories of her and Yves’ summers there with Gabrielle were precious.  As the summers flew past, they fished the Glane River and rode horses until dark. 


Gabrielle had come to help if she could. Madeleine was her best friend.  She loved Yves like a brother, and his loss was devastating. The three of them had been inseparable.  They'd spent their summers together, sometimes in Oradour, but the August school holidays were spent in La Ciotat. Gabrielle helped at the restaurant during the busy tourist season. When they weren't working, they lived at the beach. As the girls had gotten older, the local boys took more interest in them. Gabrielle was a year older and much more outgoing than Madeleine.  But with her help, Madeleine made friends too. Yves had no trouble making friends, and the young women followed him everywhere. Gabrielle and Madeleine teased Yves mercilessly about his girlfriends. 


The minister was brief, and he left the Toche family shortly after his final words. Once he was gone, Madeleine stopped to grab a handful of dirt, dry and hard in the middle days of June. She slowly released it from her hand. “Goodbye Yves, be with God,” she said. Her mother and father stared down onto the top of the casket as they dropped their handfuls of dust and rock, followed by Gabrielle.  Turning, Madeleine and Gabrielle held hands and started down the hill.


***


Months went by and then a year passed.  Long hours working at Chez-Toche masked her pain but seeing the faces of her parents every day was almost unbearable.  The grief and shame of being the twin that survived haunted her.  Jean-Pierre and Christine hugged her every day, trying to explain the losses that every family suffered in the last war.  There were no repercussions in their words or attitude, but it didn’t help.  Everything she did felt like a defeat.  She could think of nothing else.


 


It was spring again, and Madeleine set out to pick wild mushrooms that grew on the hills overlooking La Ciotat.  The terrain was rocky with pockets of moist soil tucked under the canopy of trees.  She carried a wicker basket as she walked along the narrow forested area at the edge of a cliff that overlooked the sea. Mechanically she stopped and picked up another mushroom and placed it in the basket next to two round balls of dirt hiding black truffles. She raised the basket to her face and smelled the strong aroma, trying to focus on her tasks and enjoy a few moments away from the restaurant and the worried looks of her parents.


I just can’t help it, she thought. I can’t get Yves and those German pigs out of my mind. I have to do something. I can’t hide and pick mushrooms for the rest of the war.


Madeleine stepped to the edge of the cliff and looked down into an inlet, knifing in from the sea, watching as a group of German soldiers lay on the beach drinking wine and splashing around in the cool azure water.  A few families sat well apart from the men trying to enjoy the warmth of the beach and sun in the presence of their occupiers.


Madeleine frowned as she watched. We’ll never get them out of France if we just let them enjoy the hospitality of Provence, she thought. Turning back towards home, she couldn’t get the sight of the soldiers basking in the sun, confident in their subjugation of the French people and her homeland.  I’ll think of a way to fight back, she thought.  I have to.


***


A few days later, Madeleine made a decision.  She made contact with a Resistance group and agreed to help out when she was able.  She was determined to keep her involvement a secret from her parents.  If she was caught, they wouldn’t know anything.  


Most of the time, she ran messages and attended meetings, until she was asked to perform a dangerous assignment.  Several locals had agreed to help get Jewish refugees out of the occupied countries.  Children were to be moved through La Ciotat to Spain and safety.  Getting caught meant getting shot. Madeleine immediately volunteered.


***


After a week of planning, Madeleine stood at the top of a hill overlooking La Ciotat.  The winter night was cloudy, and the moon struggled to shed any light on the ground below.  She could see the port in the distance and hear the occasional sound of a ship’s horn as it headed out of port.  Behind her in the distance, a flashlight flicked on and off two times. She moved in the direction of the signal.  She walked carefully over the rocky terrain, avoiding the brush and rugged vegetation that survived the arid conditions.


She walked up to a group of seven children, led by two adults, bundled against the cold.  The two smallest, about three years old, fidgeted.  A young woman held their hands and tried to quiet them. Marcel David stepped out and motioned Madeleine over.  He was an old trusted friend; his round face and hands always covered with a film of flour from his bakery. 


“Are you sure you want to do this, Madeleine?”  He whispered.  “I can lead them down to the port.”


“No.  I want to.”


“Good. Take the path to the edge of town. Zori Erro has his fishing boat moored in the usual slip, near the main dock.”  He turned and walked in the direction of the town.


Madeleine stepped back to the group and said to the young woman, “ I’ll lead them the rest of the way.”  The woman disappeared without a word.  


Madeleine knelt down. “Everyone gather around,” she said, reaching out to take the hands of the two smallest children who were clinging to the legs of one of the older girls.  “We’re going to play a game.  If you are very quiet, like a mouse, you’ll get to go on a boat ride.  Does that sound like fun?” she asked.  The two smaller children nodded. “Should I carry you?” Madeleine said to the littlest boy.  As he raised his arms in response, Madeleine picked him up and rested him on her hip.  The older girl did the same with the other toddler.  “Everyone hold hands.  It’s dark on the path, but I’ve played on it many times.  So, let’s go.”  


She led the children down a dusty trail that meandered through brush and rugged wind-blown trees that grew in cracks split open by sun and rain.  Soon the child in her arms was asleep; his body limp as she held him against her chest. The others quietly followed.  


At the edge of town, Madeleine paused and stuck her head out into the road.  Seeing no one, she reached back and took the hand of the child behind her, and their small procession walked across the road towards the port. Madeleine saw a faint light in the window of Zori’s boat, just on the other side of the road.


Madeleine and the children stepped onto the dock and walked to the edge of the old fishing boat. Although it was rugged and weather-beaten, it looked seaworthy and sturdy.  Zori reached up for the smaller children as the others climbed aboard. Zori had a stone mason's build, tall and heavily muscled from a long life at sea hauling nets.


“Go below,” Madeleine said, waiting until all of the children were out of sight.


Zori stepped back onto the deck.  “Cast me the lines, Madeleine,” he said.  She tossed the looped ends of the mooring lines to him.  He smiled and gave her a nod of approval.  He stepped into the wheelhouse, starting the smaller engine, he used for maneuvering in port, turned the boat and headed out to sea.


Madeleine kept to the shadows on her way back home.  The evening excursions to help Jewish children escape gave her a sense of purpose, but she felt she should do more.  Resistance groups in the North had been harrying the German war effort for some time.  Armed young men, many having escaped capture after France was defeated, roamed the woods as militant bands, taking the fight directly to the enemy.


As she walked up to the back door of the restaurant, she knew that if her parents were still up, they’d ask where she’d been.  Her answer was always the same, with friends.  It would do for now, at her age, they didn’t expect her to stay home.




 



CHAPTER THREE


Istra Russia


Eastern Front December 1941


 


 Over the previous summer, the headlong German advance across Russia had taken their army to within sight of the spires of the Kremlin.  Vast stretches of territory had been left undefended by the retreating Russian army and people.  Stalin ordered entire villages and regions burned to the ground leaving nothing behind that the invaders could use.  The ‘Scorched Earth’ policy was effective but did nothing to halt the crushing onslaught of the mechanized German war machine. But, the vastness of the country and the weather slowed the German’s advance as they outran their supply lines.  Expecting a quick victory, the troops were dressed in summer fatigues and boots.  When the rains came in the fall, the mud clogged the tires of their trucks and artillery making the roads a quagmire of marching soldiers and vehicles that couldn’t move.  While the mud slowed them down and made the German High command rethink their expectations of an easy victory, it was the Russian winter that stopped them in their tracks.


 Backed against the wall, the Russian people and military pushed back, throwing endless numbers of newly conscripted soldiers, many without weapons against the Germans.  But it was the Siberian troops, the best winter fighters in the world that brought the invasion to a standstill.  Just in time for the Russian military and industrial complex to organize and take the fight back to the enemy.


***


 Towards the end of the winter, the residents of the Russian village of Istra were dead or long gone.  Most of them had fled ahead of Das Reich, a German SS division occupying the town. The townspeople knew that the Germans, like their own army, gave little consideration to what they did as long as the enemy was killed. 


 Few buildings remained intact.  Artillery bombardment had scorched everything, and when the German infantry moved in, any remaining pockets of resistance had been burned out.


 In the center of town, German soldiers were dragging corpses into a pile.  The dead civilians would be left to rot. The German dead were covered for transport to the rear.  The bodies of the townspeople were only a nuisance and would be burned.


 SS General Heinz Lammerding and two of his officers stood inside the vault of the village bank.  Its windows were blown out, and a section of roof was gone. The small room was lined with safe deposit boxes.  Lammerding was in his field uniform, a knight’s cross around his neck. He was lean with a square jaw and prominent features.  His blond hair and ruthlessness made him a favorite of the high command, including Hitler himself.


 “Diekmann, you and Kampfe pry open these boxes and see if we can find something to add to our retirement savings.  I’ll be back at headquarters,” Lammerding said.  The two officers were as ruthless as the general and their loyalty unquestioned.  


 A smile spread across Diekmann’s narrow face, accentuating his sharp features.  Lammerding waved as he walked back to the warmth of his vehicle.


 “I better do the heavy work, Adolf,” Kampfe teased, jamming a chisel into the lock of the first box.  “You’re so skinny; you might hurt yourself.”


 “And if you eat any more extra rations, you might have a heart attack,” Diekmann said, laughing.


 “I hate this damn town,” Kampfe said spilling the contents of the first box onto the floor.  “We were almost in Moscow.” 


 “But look Helmut,” Diekmann said, spreading out the contents of the box with the toe of his boot.  “Some nice Russian left us some gold coins.”


 “Find some more,” Kampfe smiled.  “Grab that other chisel and give me a hand.”


 “Yes, sir,” Diekmann laughed.  




 



CHAPTER FOUR


SS Headquarters


Paris


June 1942


 


Concealed above a support beam in the attic of an ancient French chateau, Berthold Hartmann lay in wait. A drop ceiling concealed him.  He was there to kill a German general whose office was below him.  General Wolfgang Mueller hated Jews and had ordered Hartmann’s wife and daughters killed, Hartmann had narrowly escaped.  He’d been a decorated German officer in the first war.  The murder of his family had been his reward for being a hero.  The Nazis didn’t care about his past service.  He and his family were Jews and therefore needed to be exterminated.


 He listened to the comings, and goings below him as the Paris headquarters of the Waffen SS went about its horrible business.  Among other things, the SS were put in charge of the labor camps.  They were located throughout Europe.  They were tasked with rounding up Jews all over the occupied countries.  They did so sadistically, hunting and killing them at will.


 Hartmann had been waiting since the previous night after the guard on the roof had dozed off.  Getting in was easy, he’d honed his skills engaging in clandestine work.  In the First World War, he was Germany’s best spy.


Hartmann glanced at his watch.  It shouldn’t be long now; he thought.  When we served together in the Great War, he wasn’t much of an officer, and now he’s in charge of an intelligence division. What idiocy? But the bastard excelled at being on time and hated Jews.  Qualities the Reich sought when they promoted a man to general. He hated me then and got his revenge.  Now I’ll get mine, he thought.


The light below the ceiling grate came on, and Hartmann froze in place as he heard General Wolfgang Mueller walk into the office and drop into his chair.  He glimpsed through the grate at a secretary setting a silver coffee service on the corner of the desk and placing a neat stack of files on the desk blotter in front of him.


“Danke, Claudia,” Mueller said.  Hartmann saw Mueller reach for the handle of the pot and pour himself a cup of coffee.  A couple of those and he’ll have to head to the bathroom, he told himself.  Settling back in his chair, Mueller began thumbing through the files. Hartmann could hear the rustle of papers; then the sound of a match being struck as Mueller lit a cigarette. 


The previous night, Hartmann had gone through the office.  He’d taken the opportunity to familiarize himself with the layout of the building. The guards were stationed at the exits, but there were none on the roof. That was his preferred escape route, but if necessary he would leave through the lavatory where he hoped Mueller would eventually go once the coffee demanded it.  He’d also found numerous files containing detailed information regarding the location of suspected Jewish sympathizers. Information supplied by French citizens who had denounced their neighbors to curry favor with the occupying German army or to have a blind eye turned towards their illegal activities.  He’d memorized several names on the list.  They lived in and around Paris.  If he could get word to them that their lives were in danger, he would. 


Mueller tossed a file into an outgoing mail bin, pushed his chair back and walked towards the door.


Hartmann watched the door close behind the General and quickly slipped over to the grate.  He pushed it down and lowered himself feet first onto the floor behind Mueller’s desk.  He stood on the chair only long enough to push the grate back into place.  He moved behind the curtains that covered the office windows and took a long thin wire out of his jacket pocket.  He could smell the laundry soap on the heavy fabric just inches from his nose.  Flexing his grip on the garrote, he waited, willing the General to return. There was plenty of room between the window and the blackout curtains to hide his body.  The Bastard won’t have time to do anything once he sees me; he thought.  Be patient.


Mueller stepped back into the room, sitting back down in his chair, pulling it towards his desk.  He picked up another file and began to examine it.  Hartmann waited until he heard Mueller lighting a cigarette.


Hartmann took two strides and was next to Mueller before he looked up from his file.  Hartmann looped the wire over Mueller’s head and pulled it taut.  


“Hello Wolfgang,” Hartmann whispered as Mueller’s eyes bulged with terror, his hands scrabbling at the wire.  “This is for my family,” Hartmann said, pulling the razor wire tighter.  Blood oozed out of Mueller’s neck as the thin blade sliced through his throat muscles. A quiet gurgle was the only sound Mueller could manage.  “Wait for me in hell, you bastard,” Hartmann said through clenched teeth.  A wild elation ran through him.  He tightened his forearms, and with one last pull, Mueller’s head fell loose onto the floor, bouncing quietly on the plush carpet.  Blood gushed from the stump of Mueller’s neck, his torso still held upright between the chair and the desk.


Hartmann wiped the garrote on Mueller’s sleeve and placed it into his pocket.  He stepped on the edge of the desk, careful to avoid the widening pool of blood.  He flipped the grate down and pulled himself up, holding onto one of the wooden support beams above.  Closing the vent he made his way to the far end of the building.  Reaching the roof access panel, he carefully lifted it and looked outside.  He turned his head in a full circle, listening for guards enjoying a break in the fresh air.  It was a short drop onto the fire escape, and he slid down the exterior ladder to the alley.  Once in the alley, he turned and walked out into the street.  Calmly lighting a cigarette, he disappeared into the early morning traffic. 


***


British Special Operations Executive Headquarters, Baker Street London, December 1942


 


Sitting in a conference room on the top floor of Orchard Court, London, Captain Jack Teach watched as several men took their seats around a large wooden table. Located at the south end of Baker Street the stately old office complex was the home of the British Special Operations Executive.  Curtains blocked the sunlight, as cigarette smoke filtered through the glare from overhead lights.  Men spoke in hushed voices as they waited.  Months of physical training and combat had honed Jack’s body. Just back from the North African Dessert, his blond hair was bleached by the sun, making his blue eyes striking, and he could still feel the sand on his body. 


So, these are the spymasters; they look more like bureaucrats and office duffers, Jack thought as he weighed the other men in the room. He had been with 8th Army Commander General Bernard Montgomery’s Desert Rats, fighting the German Afrika Korps when sealed orders had come from London to join forces with Colonel Maurice Buckmaster, the head of F Section of the Special Operations Executive, Prime Minister Churchill's Army of the Shadows. 


“Good to see you all here,” Buckmaster said as he walked into the room and took a seat at the head of the table.  Tall and in his early thirties, he had the contemplative look of an artist, not of a man who routinely sent agents to their deaths. “The PM wants to shake things up a bit. That's what we're here to talk about,” he paused, sliding an ashtray closer as he took out a packet of cigarettes. “As you know we’ve been sending operatives to France to work with the French Resistance.  They’ve been gathering intelligence and help, where they can, with discrete actions to foil German troops and their movements.” 


Buckmaster stood and gestured to a map of Europe that covered the wall behind him. “Now that we're turning the tide in North Africa, the higher-ups have directed their attention to the invasion of Europe. Once Jerry is out of Africa, we'll invade Italy and work our way up the boot,” he said gesturing to the map. But everyone knows that France will eventually be the target. Somewhere in France,” he said trailing off.


Jack looked at the distances on the map. The north of France was the closest to Germany, but not that close. Southern Italy was much farther, and the Alps would make that route insufferable. Buckmaster gestured towards Jack. “Captain Teach is being assigned to our section to help us recruit agents best suited to combat roles. Montgomery recommended Captain Teach personally, with the admonition that he wanted him back when he was done playing spy, I think those were his exact words.”  As Jack understood the section’s operations, they trained civilians to serve as agents; they were native French speakers, some of whom had escaped France when the Germans invaded. 


“We want agents who can fight alongside the French, but more importantly, to organize them and to help them to plan sabotage and reconnaissance missions.  The PM's directive was to set Europe ablaze,” Buckmaster looked around at each man sitting at the table. “And that's what we're going to do.”




 



CHAPTER FIVE



Number Ten Downing Street 


Official Residence of the British Prime Minister December 1942


 


 Sunlight cut through the haze of cigar smoke filling the room as Jack waited patiently for the Prime Minister to speak. The leather of his chair protested as his weight shifted. He looked around the room at the antique furniture and heavy carpet, unsure if he were expected to break the silence.  That the men sat alone in Churchill’s office, left no mistake as to the seriousness of their meeting.


 “How’s the whiskey, Captain?”  Churchill said, gesturing with his glass.


 “It’s wonderful, sir, thank you,” Jack said smiling.


 “I expect you’re wondering why I’ve asked you here.”  


 “Why, yes sir.  Typically, your orders to the Special Operations branch come through Colonel Buckmaster.”


 “He is aware of this meeting, of course, but I wanted to talk to you because you’re in charge of training the recruits.  What I am about to say is top secret, but I think you’re just the man for the job.”


 “What job is that, sir?”  


  “Your assignment has two parts.  The first is to identify a special kind of recruit, one that can operate alone in France and take the fight directly to the enemy.  The agent will be assigned to target specific high-ranking military personnel and kill them,” Churchill said.


 “An assassin?” Jack said, raising his eyebrows in surprise. 


 “Exactly, Captain.  And one so highly trained that he can operate with impunity.”


 “Do the Germans have assassins, sir?  Their agents kill, just like ours, but I’m unaware that they’re fielding assassins,” Jack said. “And I’m not sure I could find anyone who could train an agent to be an assassin.  I frankly wouldn’t know where to start.” 


 “I already have a man in mind, Captain.  The man’s name is Berthold Hartmann,” Churchill said.  “The problem is we don’t know precisely where he is.”


 “Why would this Hartmann help us?”


 “Because he’s a Jew and the Nazis murdered his wife and daughters.”  Churchill went on to explain that Hartmann was Germany's best covert operative and assassin from World War One.  With the internment of the Jews, he turned against the Nazi government. He was thought to be responsible for numerous attacks on high-ranking Nazi officials within Germany.  The attacks weren't limited to military personnel, but to politicians and industrialists as well.  His targets are usually large in scope, including military headquarters, factories, and residential buildings.  The German High Command can’t seem to stop him or anticipate his movements.” 


 “So how am I supposed to find him then?” Jack said.


 “You can’t.  He’ll have to find you, or more precisely, we have to entice him into contacting us.”


 “How, sir?”


 “That’s your job Captain, but given what I’ve told you about his recent activities; I’m sure he’ll come if he knows we want him.  And once he does he’ll be sent directly to you.”


 “Won’t the Americans want to speak to him as well?”  Jack said.


 “The Americans are not going to know about him. Remember that, Captain,” Churchill gave Jack a meaningful look over the rim of his highball glass.  “Besides, the one time I mentioned the list to General Eisenhower, he looked like he had just bitten into a sour grape. The man’s a career soldier, honor and duty and all that.  He hates trickery and skullduggery.  I’ll wager a dose of politics would cure him of that,” Churchill said, smiling.  


***


 Deep underneath Orchard Court where the SOE Operations Center was housed, men and women in uniform scurried around a huge table holding a map of Europe. Phone wires dangled from the ceiling and several women stood nearby wearing telephone headsets. Markers on the map were moved using large wooden sticks resembling shuffleboard cues. The teletype machines emitted a continuous staccato of keystrokes adding to the controlled chaos necessary to keep track of the five thousand SOE agents scattered throughout the world.


Jack stepped into the room. Engrossed in their duties, nobody took the slightest notice of his presence. He looked around for the officer in charge, noticing a constant stream of junior officers handing various communiques to an older man seated at a desk at the far end of the room. Jack walked over to speak to him.


“Sir, I have a directive from the Prime Minister. It is imperative that this message is sent out to all of our agents and Resistance contacts throughout the entire European network,” Jack said, snapping a salute.


The officer looked up, setting his pipe aside. Orders had come from Churchill before, but not frequently.


“This Hartmann chap must be very important,” the man said, holding up the message.


“Very."


“I'll see to it personally.”


“Thank you, sir,” Jack said as the man stood and walked over to a woman seated at a switchboard.


Jack made his way out of the room dodging people on his way towards the door. It was the first time he'd been in the Operations Center. It's like the SOE expects to win the war on their own; he mused, trying to escape the ceaseless flow of uniforms and messages. Soon his people in France would be in danger every day, reduced to markers on the board.




 



CHAPTER SIX 


 



La Ciotat France


May 1943


 


 Hirschman sat in the back of his open staff car, warm in his leather coat enjoying the looks on the faces of the townspeople as the convoy of German soldiers roared into La Ciotat under a crisp November sky. Pedestrians scrambled out of the way watching them pass in disbelief. The vehicles barely slowed for intersections as they made their way through town, as their conquerors did what they pleased.  The SS markings on Hirschman’s vehicle kept everyone else at bay, even some of his men.  He was on a new mission, ordered to stop the flow of refugees through the area, and he was keen to get to work. Anyone of these sheep could be Resistance, he thought. They won't be that hard to catch, and if it proves a little harder than I expect I can always try a little persuasion to find the guilty parties and round up Jews by the truckload. 
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