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CHAPTER ONE

January 1, 1945
 Newburyport, Massachusetts

FIVE HUNDRED YARDS FROM the beach, a gloved hand choked the outboard motor. Six black-clad men took up silent oars. They rowed toward shore, urging the raft through whitecaps with a strong wind at their backs. Two hundred yards out, where the breakers began to build, Judith in her wetsuit slid, practiced and liquid, over the side.

She said nothing to the six and they did not speak to her. She merely sucked in breath at the bite of the icy water through her rubber sheath, then pushed off from the raft. The boat eased away. She turned to kick for shore. Behind her, slaps of water against the raft faded beneath the wind.

Judith spit saltwater. The immense cold clawed her cheeks and stung through the wetsuit. She kept her arms wrapped to her chest, letting the suit and the knapsack and her fins keep her buoyant in the surging surf.

A hundred yards from shore, Judith lowered her legs to float upright. A wave boosted her. At its crest she took a quick look at the beach under a veiled quarter moon. The coming storm flung foam off the whitecaps, a rabid water. She lifted the dive mask from her eyes to see better. She sank into a trough but another, taller roller swept in fast. Judith scanned the dark coastline. She saw nothing but vacant sand flats. No light glowed from the blacked-out town four miles beyond.

She lowered her mask. Kicking the last hundred yards to the shore, she went numb.

         

“IT’S SURE BLOWIN’ STINK,” she said.

With a hand on his belly, the man agreed. Spray from the surf speckled the windshield of his pickup truck parked on the packed sand of Plum Island.

“Nor’easter.” He pointed out the direction of the wind to the woman on the seat beside him.

“Forecast called for it,” she replied. “Gonna be a bitch of a New Year’s Day.”

“Yeah, happy New Year’s.”

“You, too.”

The two leaned across the seat to the center and kissed lightly. He had to angle down because she was short. He patted her leg when he straightened.

“What time you got?” she asked.

He dug under his cuff for his watch. “We’re getting here a little late. We left the party a little before two. So I figure it’s…yep, two-ten.”

“What do you think?”

“I think it’s blowin’ stink, like you said. You dressed warm enough? You got a couple sweaters under them oilskins?”

“Yeah, but geez. Look at it. It’s cold as a well-digger’s ass out there. Why we gotta be so gung ho all of a sudden? Who’s gonna invade Newburyport?”

“Honestly, Bonny, don’t start. You and me got the graveyard shift this week. You knew that. Take the good with the bad, that’s how it goes.”

“Yeah, but…” She raised a hand at the crashing surf out in the dim light, water bashing the sand so hard that mist spewed. The pickup rocked a little with the wind, but it might have been Otto’s weight as he shifted to face her.

“This is what we volunteered for,” he said. “Guarding the coastline. Think about the boys in uniform, they’re doin’ tougher shit than this all the time. You know that.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Look, I understand we been kind of slack about this Civil Defense thing. All of us, the whole town. But I been doing a lot of thinking since that Battle of the Bulge started over in Belgium. You don’t think our boys are cold over there?”

She spread her hands.

“Huh?” he prodded. “You think?”

“Yeah, but look at this.”

“I am lookin’ at it, Bonny. And I think it’s time we started doin’ our jobs here. That’s all I’m saying.”

“But Otto, geez Louise. Nobody’s doin’ nothing in this weather. You think the Germans are coming tonight? They’re not gonna, okay? You and me are the only ones out in this.”

“And that’s a good thing. Come on, gimme another kiss. It’ll warm you up.”

“You. All you think about.”

“Is you. Come on.”

With a sigh, she considered him. “Alright. C’mere.” She gave him more than a peck.

“Yeah, thatta girl,” he said, pulling back to sit straight again. His gut extended far enough to rub the steering wheel. “Hey.”

She wrinkled her nose at him, feigning annoyance that he wanted to get out of the pickup into this wintry, blustery night.

“What?” she asked.

“Look, I gotta ask. You don’t think Arnold knows, does he? He was acting kind of weird yesterday when he came in the store. And tonight, at the party.”

“Naw. Arnold’s always weird. He still thinks I’m crazy for joinin’ the C.D. What the hell. I told him he should join, too, you know, do somethin’. But he just goes to work and comes home and sits with his damn stamp collection. All night. Every weekend. Unless he’s fishing. I swear to God.”

She grimaced, exasperated with the image of her husband. Slothful, skinny, only thinks about himself and his postage stamps.

“Okay,” she said, fighting her temper, “okay, I won’t do that. He’s not your problem. He ain’t here right now. Just you and me, right?”

The big man had tilted the back of his head against the window, away from her. He watched while she took hold of herself.

“Okay,” he said. “Look, you stay in the truck a little while, calm down. I’ll make one trip down to the Rowley line, then come get you. How’s that? Okay? You stay here, baby.”

“You gonna be warm enough?”

“I’m fine,” he chortled, thumping his stomach. “I got my winter fat on me. Be back in about an hour. I got some schnapps in the glove compartment there. Have a snort. What the hey, it’s New Year’s, right?”

“Right. You’re a good man, Otto.”

“I try, baby. So, I’ll be back. You bundle up. I’ll leave the keys, case you want to run the heater some.”

He squeezed her knee before opening the car door. He moved fast into the blowing chill to shut the door quickly. With a gloved fist he thumped the hood, then lifted his hand in a wave.

Inside the cab, Bonny watched him walk up the beach. Moonlight lay across his broad back. He soon slipped it and stepped into the dark.

When he had disappeared, she pushed the starter to crank the engine and run the heater full blast. She took his bottle from the glove compartment for a single, long pull. She put the bottle away, and stared straight out to sea.

         

ON HANDS AND KNEES, Judith crawled over the last film of bubbles and saltwater. On dry sand, she dropped to her stomach. Her skin was so frozen she did not feel the grit of the beach against her cheek. She closed her eyes and caught her breath, angry at the frigid water but glad of the storm that blew her ashore; without the waves sweeping her forward, she might not have made it.

Inside her rubber suit she wriggled finger and toes; they felt like cadaver’s digits. She hacked up a slime of mucous and salt, barely lifting her face to spit. Then she opened her eyes and rolled to her back, finding the knapsack there. She sat up and shrugged the straps from her shoulders.

The pack was waterproof and difficult to pry open with clumsy hands inside thick gloves. With her teeth, she gripped one glove to pull it off and flexed her bare hand to flush blood to her fingers. The second glove came off with trouble, too. She kicked the fins from her feet and hurried with the knapsack. The soaked wetsuit sapped her body’s remaining warmth on this icy beach. Her hands trembled. She needed dry clothes, quickly.

The twin zippers of the pack slid reluctantly. Judith pinched the grips by sight, not by feel; her fingertips relayed nothing. The top item was a black wool watch cap. She peeled the hood of the wetsuit off her head, rubbed her ears hard to animate them, then tugged on the cap, tucking her wet hair under it. Her eyes probed the darkness and mist. She’d made landfall right on target. The beach road should be about ninety yards north from where she knelt.

Judith hauled down the zipper of her wetsuit. She spread apart the wetsuit from her naked chest, molting the rubber off her shoulders and arms. The thin moonlight diluted her coffee skin to a milky pallor. Her breasts and sternum prickled. From the pack she plucked a flannel long-john top and a thick wool fisherman’s sweater. She brushed sand from her buttocks, skimming the hard, cold muscles there, then shoved her legs into the bottom of the long johns and a pair of oilskin pants, cinching the waist. Using socks to swipe sand from her feet, she sensed nothing of her toes. The laces of her boots were tied badly, in a rush. A dark peacoat unfolded out of the bag, and Judith was dressed like a New England lobsterman. She rolled her wetsuit around the fins and mask to cram them into the satchel. She was ready to move off the beach. The last item taken out of the pack was a long, sheathed blade. She tucked this in a boot, then covered the haft with her trouser leg.

Judith looked north and south. At her back, breakers unfurled and pounded, wind drove froth and sand; snow would fall out of this storm before morning. Intelligence stated that this part of the beach, a mile south of the Coast Guard station and summer homes of Joppa, near the head of the Plum Island road, would be clear for fifty minutes following every hour dusk to dawn. The report said the townspeople guarded their territory sloppily, like a community hobby.

Judith stood, warm now, and limber.

She took three steps and did not see or hear the idling truck before the headlights nailed her.

         

BONNY MUTTERED, “WHO THE hell…?”

The figure caught in the headlights stopped. The guy just popped up out of the sand, maybe forty yards straight ahead down at the water’s edge. How could Otto have missed him, just standing there?

And what the hell was the guy doing out in this godforsaken weather? Watching the waves on a freezing New Year’s morning? Drunk?

The man started walking toward the truck. He didn’t look drunk, he strode erect. A little in a hurry. He had one hand up to his armpit, tucked in the strap of a sack or something on his back. Dressed like a fisherman but he was slender; those men tended to be thick, hard, and bearded. Besides, with the war on, all the young ones were gone. Bathed in the headlights, coming on, he seemed tan-skinned, maybe one of those Portuguese up from Gloucester.

“Son of a bitch,” Bonny grumbled to Otto, him and his do-the-job-for-the-boys-overseas bullshit. If he’d stayed right here in the warm truck, he’d be getting the chance, instead of leaving her alone to do it.

She opened the glove compartment. Losing sight of the stranger for seconds, she took one more pull on the schnapps. She screwed the cap back on, growing nervous, and tossed the bottle on the seat.

“Okay,” she breathed. “Okay.”

Without taking her eyes off the advancing stranger, she reached her arm over the seat, down into the space behind. She rattled her hand through trash, oil cans, rags, and coffee mugs until she found what she was looking for, a tire iron. She grabbed it.

Bonny clapped it once into her palm, satisfied it had enough heft. She left the motor running, the headlamps on, and got out of the truck.

“Can I help you?” she called the moment her boots were on the sand, even before she slammed the truck door. The wind blew her question back into her face. “Sir?” She shouted louder. “Can I help you?”

The figure, washed in the lights, walked closer, unconcerned. Bonny held the tire iron out where the fellow could see it. Maybe he didn’t speak English.

“Sir? You understand this is a restricted area after dark? There’s a curfew in effect.”

Bonny took a few strides to the stranger, to put herself in front of the lamps where she could be seen and appreciated as an authority figure with a weapon in her hands. The slender man stayed silent, raising a gloved hand in greeting. He smiled.

“I need you to stop right there, sir.”

He came ahead, waving, friendly but ignoring her command.

Bonny gripped the tire iron with both hands.

When the stranger was a dozen steps away from the truck and casting a long shadow on the beach, he held his position.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I did not hear you. The ocean.”

He had an accent. Bonny couldn’t place it. Probably one of the Portuguese.

“I said, sir, that this is a closed beach after dark. There’s a curfew. I need to see some identification.” Bonny enunciated clearly. The guy must be stupid and foreign since he wasn’t drunk.

The stranger screwed up his face. It was a lean face on a tall frame. He raised his hand to his dark cap. He pulled off the hat and black hair tumbled to his shoulders.

Her shoulders.

Bonny eased her grip on the tire iron.

“Honey, what are you doin’ out here like this? It’s the middle of the damn night in a damn storm. Where you from?”

The woman shrugged, hat in hand. “I had a fight, with my husband. He tried to hit me. I took a walk, that was all.”

The accent was French-like. Some kind of European, anyway. The woman had blue eyes, odd to go with that skin.

“I was here, just here.” She pointed off to the water’s edge.

“Sitting when you drove up.”

No, you weren’t, Bonny thought. Otto would’ve seen you, missy.

“Let me see some ID.” Bonny’s right fist closed again around the base of the tire iron, the knobby end in her left palm. She didn’t know and couldn’t guess who or what this woman was, or what her business was out here in a restricted area with a damn nor’easter on its way in the dark. Or how she got here. But all that would be hashed out before this gal walked on.

“Yes, yes,” the woman answered eagerly. “I have here.”

She dug into her peacoat for a slip of paper, then held it out. Bonny stayed where she was, making the woman step up to hand it over.

Bonny raised the slip to the headlights. A Massachusetts driver’s license, made out to Arcadia Figueroa of Newburyport. On East Boylston Street.

This woman wearing a New England waterman’s clothes carried a lot of unanswered questions about her. But one thing Bonny was certain of: This gal was not living on East Boylston Street. Not with that hair and that smile and those blue eyes. Bonny would know. Every married woman in Newburyport, and maybe Ipswich and Rockport, would know if Arcadia Figueroa lived anywhere near their husbands.

Bonny returned the driver’s license. The black leather of the glove the woman extended was thin, not made for warmth, not waterproof, not fit for hauling lobster pots and nets.

“How long you lived on Boylston?”

“A week.”

Long enough to get yourself a driver’s license, though you walked out here four miles from town in wicked cold.

“What’s in the knapsack?”

The woman dropped the bag from her shoulder, settling it between her boots.

“I thought I would leave my husband. I packed clothes. Is all.”

“Let me see.”

The woman cocked her head. Her eyes flickered.

“Just let me go my way.” Her voice had changed, withdrawing something.

“Can’t do that, honey.”

“Why do you want to look in my bag?”

The accent was gone.

Bonny stared at her, lit up in the headlights. The first snowflakes of the year tumbled into the beams.

“I don’t know. The boys over in Belgium, I guess.”

The woman shook her head. She did not understand. Bonny almost did not.

Bonny stood as firm as she could, not tall but dutiful. She held the tire iron ready, while the mystery woman kneeled to her satchel in the sand.

         

NO OTHER WAY PRESENTED itself.

Judith sprang. She swept the knife right-handed out of the sheath, clutching the haft so the long blade lay flat against her forearm, hidden, lunging up and forward, as though throwing a punch. Three steps away, the woman had only a second to brace herself and raise the iron bar in her hands. Judith timed her own move just slowly enough, telegraphing it to allow the smaller woman to gather her instincts and counter with a swing of the bar. This was what Judith wanted.

Ducking the rod aimed at her head, Judith jabbed her own fist up inside the sweeping circle of the woman’s arms. With a snap of her wrist, the blade jutted like a jackknife, slashing across the inside of the woman’s right forearm, through her coat sleeve and deep into her flesh.

Judith retracted her knife hand, flipping the hilt without thinking to a thrust grip. The woman’s right arm fell away, unable to clench now, with all the tendons slit. She held the bar only with her left. The inside of her good arm lay bare to Judith’s next rip. One more swift slice in the other coat sleeve dropped the iron bar to the sand.

No blood dripped yet.

The bar lay at the woman’s feet. She stumbled away from it, sliding down the auto’s bright beams toward the ocean. Now she was the one lit up. Snow spangled around her, a halo of fresh, dry crystals. She held her arms out, both hands dangling off the wrists like broken necks. She was open, begging. Judith closed the distance in three swift steps. The woman’s lips moved but she said nothing, or Judith did not hear her.

One cut across the windpipe, and Judith could move on out of these lights.

She waggled the blade to confuse the woman about where the final gash would be aimed. The woman stumbled backward, foolish, blood at last rolling off her dead fingers, spotty trails on the sand. Judith ignored the woman’s face and focused on her neck, the flowing carotids left and right. Backhand. Forehand.

Judith leaped.

She hung stymied in the air. Her knife hand swung and missed, her own head yanked backward, eyes wide on snowflakes.

“Get off her!”

A man’s bellow. A powerful hand clenched her hair.

A fist or knee buried hard in her kidney. Judith gasped at the pain, then arched. She saw false stars. The big hand in her hair combined with his other hand crushing her knife arm, forcing her to her knees.

“Otto!” the woman blubbered. “She…look what she did!”

“Shut up, shut up!” the voice behind Judith shouted. “I see!” The hand in her hair twisted. “Put the knife down, lady! Put it fucking down!”

The painful clasp in her hair hauled back more, stretching her neck as if the man had a knife, too, to slice her throat instead. Judith looked upside-down into the night, straining to get a fix on his silhouette.

The woman in front bleated, “Bitch!” Judith did not see the blow come; she fought to stay conscious when the boot smashed into her rib cage.

“Lady, one more time! Put down the knife or I swear to God I’ll snap you in two!”

Judith drew what breaths she could with her throat strained backward and her ribs on fire. She could not twirl on the man and slash at him, not with her head yanked back and her right shoulder pinned, her knees ground into the sand. She bent her elbow to hold out the knife, to show her attacker she was accepting his command. She lowered the blade slowly, gaining seconds, scrambling for fragments of clarity.

The fist tightened and twisted. She felt hair rip out of her scalp.

“Put it down! And I fucking mean now!”

“Bitch!” the bleeding woman screeched again.

Judith opened her hand to release the knife.

Before it could roll from her fingers to the sand, she flipped the balanced blade—a thing she knew intimately—to her waiting left hand. The move was instant; her left arm started before the knife arrived. Judith collapsed at the waist, allowing the man’s weight to buckle her. This brought him forward, locking him in place.

She stretched the blade behind him, then yanked the razor edge across the top of his boot, through the Achilles tendon. She carved as fiercely as she could. Bone scraped the blade. She pulled the knife through, then waited for the man to fall. She looked the bleeding woman in the face.

The big man bellowed and toppled to his left. His right hand scrabbled at Judith’s shoulder, his left stayed in her hair. She fell with him, keeping her gaze on the woman who’d kicked her, with a look that said I will attend to you in a moment.

Judith let herself fall to her left shoulder, still turned away from the man. When they were both down, he tried to regain his hold on her, flailing for a grip. Before he could attach his other meaty arm, she flicked the knife back to her right hand and, blind, just by the feel of where he lay behind her, raised the knife and pounded it down in one lightning arc, pegging hard into his heart.

The man reacted like he’d touched a live wire. His big body spasmed; the gushing left calf sprayed murky blood. Judith lost her grip on the wet hilt sticking out of his chest. The woman screamed again. Judith pivoted to her. Shrieking, the woman hoisted both arms. With the loose wrists, she looked like a chimp. Judith watched her turn and run out of the headlamps.

Judith leaped from the jerking body and took off. The woman ran awkwardly. She did not get far out of the beams before Judith caught up.

From behind, Judith dragged her down by the collar. Gamely the screeching woman beat her damaged hands in Judith’s face, slapping and slinging blood. Judith sat on the woman’s torso and strangled her. She left the body where it lay.

This had all gone wrong. She would need help making it right.

She trod over the beach toward the man’s body. He had crawled, backstroking out of the headlights. Now he lay motionless in the pale spill of the beams, only ten yards from the water’s edge. The falling snow thickened, dancing on the cold sea breeze. Judith ignored the big corpse for a moment and went to the idling truck. She opened the cab door and cut the engine and headlights. Fumbling on the floorboard, she found a rag to wipe her face, neck, and hands of blood, pocketing the cloth. She picked up her knapsack and walked along the man’s trail in the sand.

The knife was gone!

Judith dropped to her knees to look. He must have wrenched it out of his chest and thrown it. Some stupid, dying instinct. But where, how far?

She ran back to the pickup truck, got in, and started the engine. She shifted into gear and goosed the headlights around to stare across the body. Again on her knees, then on her feet running back and forth, she searched the ripples of sand for the knife. Nothing. She searched for as long as she dared. He must have thrown it into the water, that was the only answer. Good, she thought. In these breakers it will roll out to deeper water.

Judith shut off the headlights washing over the bigger corpse on the beach, then cut the motor. She shouldered her pack, looked once at what she’d done, and set off jogging for the road to town, to make this right.

         

SHE DODGED ONLY ONE car, seeing it come from a long way off on the Plum Island Road. She moved from the paved surface to wait beneath a bridge, out of the snow. She caught her breath in steaming wisps. The car rumbled overhead. Judith noted it was a police car, cruising New Year’s morning, probably looking for locals stumbling away from parties, to take them home and tuck them in, in that American small-town way. She watched to make sure the police car did not go all the way out the beach road, to check on the man and woman guarding the sands with their lives. Instead, the car turned left, north toward the Coast Guard station and the few rows of ocean homes there. Judith clambered out from under the bridge and resumed her run.

On the outskirts of town, she slowed to a quick, quiet walk. The snow ghosted the streets and earth and began to build. Judith stepped through the blacked-out central village, keeping to the narrow residential lanes of old clapboard seamen’s homes from another century, pastels and battered shutters, some finer homes in brick. She located Woodland Street, and found the house on a rise with a view of the river.

She crept behind the house to the garage. The combination in her head worked the lock. She parted the slat doors and peered inside. The building smelled musty and unused, but there in almost complete darkness sat the car. Judith slipped inside the garage, feeling down the driver’s side for the door handle. She opened it. The keys were in the ignition.

Closing the garage, she crunched across the mounting snow to the back door of the house. An old step creaked under her boot. Before she could reach the knob of the screen door, the inner door flung open. The hammer of a pistol cocked.

“What are you doing here, dearie?”

Judith stopped at the bottom of the steps.

“Something went wrong at the beach. I need to come inside.”

“No. You need to get in that car and drive away, like you’re supposed to. Now be a good girl.”

The voice issued through the screen door, from the blackness of the house. Judith could make out only the snub barrel of a revolver and a white, steady hand.

“I need your help.”

“I’ve been plenty of help already. You’ve found the car. A map’s in the glove compartment with a gas ration book. The registration’s over the visor and it’s an excellent fake. Everything else you asked for is in a bag in the trunk. That’s all I was told to do, and I’ve done it.”

Judith moved her hand to the screen door handle.

The voice hissed, “If you open that door, my dear, I will shoot you where you stand and tell the police you were a burglar. You’re certainly dressed like one.”

Judith pulled open the screen door and spoke up the peeling painted steps, into the inky house and the black eye of the pistol.

“If you do that, I think someone might come and ask for their money back. And perhaps a bit more than money.”

Judith laid her boot on the step.

“Ten minutes. No more. Then I’m gone. Now put that away before I take it from you.”

Judith strode into the house. The revolver floated backward, still trained on her, then disappeared. A match scratched and flared, drifting to a lantern on a table. Judith stood in a kitchen, facing an old woman in a cotton nightdress.

The old woman said, “Wait here. Don’t touch anything.” She set her gun on a countertop beside a toaster and left the kitchen. Judith eyed the revolver, an out-of-place thing, like her.

The woman returned garbed in pants and a blue flannel shirt.

“What happened?” she asked.

The old woman pulled out one kitchen chair for herself and sat at the table. She slid the lantern out of the center of the table, and in this way told Judith to sit opposite her. Judith did not know her name and would not know it.

Judith pulled off her wool cap, letting her hair fall. The gesture was intended to tell the woman she was the younger and more powerful, and for the woman to be careful. Judith shrugged off her knapsack, dropped it, and sat.

“Your information was wrong.”

“No,” the woman denied. Judith gazed at the liver spots on the woman’s hands spread on the table, tiny shadows between the creases of her knuckles. The hands flexed.

“No, I’m sure everything was right. Two o’clock to six, every night. Mile-and-a-half walk each way, one hour back to the truck. I been taking cookies and coffee out to that goddam beach in the middle of the night a dozen times. Every time the same. No.”

The woman stirred in her chair. She wiped a hand over her lips. Judith watched.

“Tonight was Bonny and Otto. I know those two. Otto’s a stickler; he would’ve been on time, no matter what.”

The woman put her hands in her lap, below the table. An unsteady breath escaped her. She took the measure of Judith with a searching glance, then said:

“Oh, my God, girl. What’d you do?”

Judith would remember them now as Bonny and Otto. She had their blood in her pocket, on a rag.

“Bonny stayed in the truck tonight. She saw me leaving the beach.”

The old woman dropped her eyes.

“Otto?” she asked.

“Both of them.”

The lantern guttered, the room jittered to the flame. The old woman looked up. “Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know. I’ll find out when everyone else does.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

The old woman cut her eyes across the kitchen to the pistol on the counter.

“This wasn’t my fault,” Judith said.

“It doesn’t matter.”

The old woman looked confused. She could not tell if this was forgiveness. Judith passed a hand between them, a gesture to wipe away blame. The woman nodded.

“What next?”

“I need more information.”

“Then?”

“Then you do what I tell you. After that, you go back to sleep.”

The old woman snickered at the notion.

Judith said, “Bring me some water.”

“Get it yourself. Cabinet to the right of the sink.”

Judith rose. She found a glass and drank from the tap. She kept her back to the woman, looking out at the flurries. She imagined the beach, snow flattening and covering everything by now. It would be useless to go back and search. No, that was done.

“Were Bonny and Otto lovers?”

Judith waited, assuming some silent reaction behind her back, marvel perhaps. The old woman could not know what emerges in the last seconds of a stolen life. Secrets, truths, purity. This old woman knew only coffee and cookies, lies and greed, and this little town.

“There might’ve been something going on. Everyone figured.”

“They were both married?”

“Yes.”

Keeping her back turned, Judith asked, “Can this pistol be tracked to you?”

“No.”

“Where do you keep your knives?”

“Left of the sink.”

Judith slid open the drawer. She chose an eight-inch blade and pressed her thumb to the sharp point. Lifting her boot to the countertop, she slid the knife into the empty sheath.




CHAPTER TWO

January 2
 Tomdoun
 Highland, Scotland

LAMMECK POINTED INTO THE dusk.

“There, there!”

The driver slammed on brakes. Bodies and curses jumbled in the truck bed.

“You missed the turn,” Lammeck chided.

The driver, a soldier half Lammeck’s age and a fraction his size, said “Sorry” and shifted to reverse.

Lammeck shouted behind him to the men riding under the tarp. “You alright back there? It’s dark; he missed the turn.”

“You think so?” answered a droll French voice. “Christ, mate,” returned a Cockney.

The truck backed to the sign, almost lost in the thick shadows of wild forest growth. The last of the highland afternoon retained only frosty strands of light, snared by the hills and branches of the Lochaber foothills. The air bore a wet chill that only a snug pub and lukewarm ale could disperse.

Down a pebbled track a hundred yards off the narrow road stood The Cow & Candle. An inviting yellow glow stemmed from ancient windows; wood smoke screwed from a chimney.

Lammeck lowered the tailgate. Eight of his trainees jumped out.

“Hey!” he shouted. “Don’t forget Hunk.”

The last soldier, a kilted Scot, smacked a palm to his head and jumped back into the bed to retrieve the sandbag dummy.

All of them filed into the tavern, ducking to enter except the tiny driver, an Irish kid. They swarmed to a poorly lit corner, borrowing tables and chairs to make themselves a camp. Hunk, carried in on the Scot’s shoulder, was plopped upright in his own seat. The dummy had been dressed in the fatigues of a Royal Marine, swiped from the trunk of a teetotaler who wouldn’t come out tonight. Lammeck ordered Hunk a stout.

With cigarettes lit and beers delivered, Lammeck held court. Around him sat three Englishmen, one Irishman, two Canadians, one Frenchman, one Scotsman, and one dummy.

Lammeck raised his mug. These boys were Jedburghs, the name for the multinational clandestine teams recruited and trained by the British Special Operations Executive, the SOE, to operate behind enemy lines.

“To you, my lads, and to all the Jedburghs who’ve come before you.” The young men lifted their glasses and clinked all around. The Scot hoisted Hunk’s arm and stout for him.

“Alright, alright,” Lammeck said, wiping foam from his beard, “what do we have here? I know most of you specialize in Weapons. What else do we have?”

“Wireless and ciphers,” said one of the Brits.

“Ooo, ciphers. Riddles.” The crew laughed.

“Tell us a cipher,” Lammeck ordered.

“Zero three one zero five four.”

“You are now The Sphinx,” anointed Lammeck. “Next.”

“Languages,” answered the Frenchman.

Lammeck asked, “Which?”

“Japanese.”

“Really?”

“And, of course, Burmese.”

“Of course.”

“After all, we are going to Burma, n’est-ce pas?”

“And he speaks French!” shouted the Scot. “Bloody talented.”

“Say something in Burmese,” Lammeck egged the Frenchman.

“Ein tha beh ma le?”

“What was that?”

“I said, ‘Where is the toilet?’”

“Loo!” Lammeck christened him, and the Frenchman’s nickname was permanent. The Frenchman attempted to contest it but the rest of the boys cheered and slapped him on the shoulders, crooning, “Looooo.”

Lammeck took a sip. He set the beer down hard like a gavel, then tilted his chair back from the table to take more room for his belly and chest.

“You.” With a jab of his hand, he indicated the Scotsman. “Specialty?”

“Sabotage.”

“Careful, Hunk,” the Irish lad said, leaning across the table to the sandbag dummy. “He’ll piss in your beer.”

“Hesperus,” said Lammeck.

“Crikey, man, what the hell kind of a name is that? Hesperus? Let me be something else, Professor.”

“‘The Wreck of the Hesperus.’ Longfellow. Our greatest American poet.”

Lammeck waited for the connection to sink in, and got nothing.

“The Wreck?” one of the Canadians pitched in. “Get it? Wreck? You’re a saboteur?”

“Ohhh.” The Scotsman understood. “Yeah, okay. I like that. Hesperus. A bleeding poet, too.”

“In a skirt,” the Frenchman muttered.

Lammeck spread his arms across the backs of the chairs on each side. He was easily the largest man at the table. These SOE Jedburgh boys were going to be parachuted behind Japanese lines in three-man paramilitary teams, as guerillas, W/T operators, underground liaisons for resistance, and wreckers. They needed to be fox-quick, steel-nerved, and clever, not brutes.

“Then the rest of you are Weapons, yes? Good. Let’s see what you wee lads know before we start you out tomorrow. Sphinx, Loo, Hesperus, you pay attention. When we’re finished training, you’ll need to know as much as everyone else. Alright, favorite weapons. Who’s first?”

He indicated the Canadian who knew about Longfellow.

“Yukon?”

The young man grinned, accepting the label.

“A silenced M3 submachine gun, .45 caliber. The weight of the silencer adds balance to help keep the muzzle down. Inaudible at two hundred yards. Wonderful stopping power. Lightweight. Sturdy. Excellent for indoor use.”

Nods accompanied this choice. Lammeck sipped his beer and said nothing, gazing at the Canadian.

“Oh, oh,” muttered The Sphinx.

Lammeck shook his head, mocking sadness.

“Two things I don’t like about the M3 SMG. One, the silencer needs to be cleaned of carbon every three hundred rounds or it’ll actually sound louder than if you didn’t even have the damn thing on. In the jungle you may go through ten magazines in ten minutes or ten weeks, but either way you better keep track. And two, that’s an American OSS gun, not available to Section 136. Next. You.”

Lammeck stabbed a finger at the small Irishman.

“Easy,” the soldier said, an eager and devilish twist in his eyes. “But it’s another Yank gun, Professor, so don’t tear me an arsehole over it. The Thompson SMG with a 230-grain .45-caliber round. Hundred-shot drum magazine, 879 rounds a minute. It can be stripped and reassembled in sixty seconds with no tools. Loud, powerful, reliable, balanced, spits flame. And the best-looking goddam gun ever made.”

“True, true, and true,” Lammeck agreed mildly. “It also weighs twenty pounds with that magazine. You want to lug that son of a bitch through the jungle with Jappo on your tail, go ahead. I think it’d be better just to shoot yourself with it and be done.”

The Irish lad was not defeated by the laughter and clinking glasses. Lammeck smiled.

“Your name will be Capone. Next. Anyone actually want to use a British-made gun? Since you’re being equipped by Britain, I recommend it.”

A handsome English boy raised his beer.

“Sten gun. Lightweight, inexpensive 9mm. Can be used with a silencer—” The Brit glanced across the table at Yukon, who also favored a silenced submachine gun. “—but the Sten silencer works with baffles, not screens, so it requires less cleaning and upkeep. Makes more of a hiss than the regular clap of a firearm. Durable, withstands mud, sand, and water better than any other SMG.”

The Brit paused. Lammeck waited him out, to see if the boy knew. He did.

“And, yes, Professor, the silencer does reduce the penetrating power of the 9mm round.”

“And?”

The Brit sighed.

“And it has an alarming tendency to loose off an entire magazine if dropped.”

“The solution, fellows?” Lammeck challenged.

Everyone chimed in, “Don’t drop it!”

“And you, my lad,” Lammeck raised his ale to the Englishman, “I dub Thumbs. Now who’s left? You.”

The other Canadian, the largest of the soldiers, a muscled young man with carrot hair and thick hands, pointed at the dummy. Hunk’s sand-filled hand rested around a stout that mysteriously had been half drunk.

“I want to hear what Hunk has to say,” the Canadian replied. “I mean, he’s been shot by every weapon SOE has. What’s he think, Professor?”

Lammeck waved away this diversion. “Hunk prefers hand-to-hand. He’s a knife man. Alright, then…hmm…let’s see…You, my boy, shall be Grizzly. Alright, no dodging. Favorite weapon.”

The newly minted Grizzly shrugged. “I like the Welrod 9mm Parabellum.”

“Ahhh, yes. A real killer’s weapon. Continue.”

“Silenced pistol. Six-round magazine, three and a half pounds. The stock and barrel can easily be detached and concealed. The most effective close-quarters weapon in SOE’s arsenal. Accurate to fifty yards, virtually silent. Cheap to manufacture.”

“Yes.” Lammeck nodded. “Excellent choice. You all hear this, you blazing machine gunners? Grizzly here wants a weapon that’s almost incapable of hurting anyone unless the muzzle is pressed against their fucking forehead. This Canuck is the only real man among you. And the one least likely ever to see home again. My condolences to your family for your courage, Grizzly. Now, who’s bringing up the rear? You, my lad. You’re awful quiet. You’re going last, so I expect a reasonable choice from you.”

The young Brit grinned shyly into the table. He had wavy hair, light eyes, and looked to Lammeck to be a good boy, someone’s treasured son.

“Silenced sniper rifle, .22-caliber LR round, fourteen-shot magazine. Lethal to one hundred yards. Less stopping power than a 9mm or a .45, but reduced recoil, plus less bang and flash. Lightweight, sturdy, easy to maintain. Ideal for special forces work in jungle conditions.”

The boy braced his shoulders, waiting for the rebuttal the whole table knew was headed his way. Lammeck grinned.

“Well, at last. Somebody finally picked one of my favorite weapons.”

Everyone groaned. The shy Brit raised his head. Lammeck pointed across the table.

“So, you are…The Wizard.”

“Shite,” groused the Irish Capone, “he got the best one.”

“I dunno. Hesperus isn’t so bad.” The Scot preened. “I rather like mine.”

Grizzly raised his big hands, baring his teeth in a playful swipe at his countryman Yukon. The Frenchman Loo pretended to take the temperature and pulse of The Sphinx. The table swelled with calls for another round. Somehow Hunk’s beer got finished.

Lammeck set his glass on the table. Under cover of the young soldiers’ horseplay, he dipped his hands below the tabletop. He laid his left hand over his right forearm, then bent his right elbow.

Beneath his shirt, an elastic band stretched. He cupped his right-hand fingers to snag the inch-and-a-quarter pipe sliding into his palm. The weapon was called a Welwand, or sleeve gun. Just twenty-six ounces, 9mm, essentially a silenced, single-shot Welrod without the pistol grip. Ejected no telltale cartridge. Great care had to be exercised to avoid shooting oneself in the foot.

“Proprietor!” Lammeck called. He thrust his left hand high to join the others barking for another round. His right forearm hovered an inch off the table. He set his thumb on the Welwand’s trigger near the muzzle. The silencer coughed. He shot Hunk in the chest. No one noticed.

Lammeck let go of the Welrod. The elastic lanyard tugged it back up his sleeve.

He stood. “I’ve got to hit the WC, boys. Wizard, make sure I get an India Pale. And another Guinness for poor Hunk. He looks like he’s sprung a leak.”

Lammeck shuffled off to the toilet. When he returned, the entire table was in an uproar.

“Professor! Hunk’s been shot. Poor bugger.”

Thumbs wriggled his index finger in the hole of the Royal Marine’s tunic. “How in blighty…?”

Hesperus laid an elbow on Hunk’s shoulders. “Drink up, my lad, that looks bad. Here, let me help you with that.” The Scot guzzled Hunk’s stout.

Lammeck set his hand on Hunk’s other shoulder. He patted in sympathy, squeezing a small flexible tube he held secreted in his palm. Instantly, the chemical in the tube squirted onto the dummy’s neck.

“Oh, for the love of Christ!” Hesperus leaped from his chair. “Hunk, old sod, you’ve soiled yourself!”

Chairs scraped back from the table, soldiers shot to their feet, waving open hands to ward off the reek. Lammeck’s knees bent with glee. He stumbled to his chair and sat, well accustomed to the strong fecal smell of the chemical.

A few in the ring of repulsed and grousing Jedburghs pinched fingers over their noses. Lammeck wiped away tears and fought to find his voice through his laughter.

Again he slipped the Welwand into his right hand. He held it up for the boys to see, then with his open left hand palmed the tube of the substance christened by SOE as “Who, Me?” It was well known that the Japanese found the accidental odor of feces particularly offensive and humiliating. Locals could use this chemical agent to cause disturbances, as well as embarrass and assault the morale of Jap guards.

“What the hell are those?” Yukon inched closer to get a look. The others braved the stench to return to their chairs. Hesperus smacked Hunk on the back of his sandbag head for the offense.

Lammeck laid the weapons on the table.

“These,” he said, still chuckling, “are my other favorite weapons. Now which of you is buying this round?”

         

January 3
 Lochaber Forest
 Highland, Scotland

THE ANCIENT PICTISH FOREST clutched the gloom of the highland dawn to itself with bare limbs and thick evergreen. At sunup, Lammeck and a dozen Jedburghs tramped out of stove-warmed barracks into the woods. They climbed a shallow, frosted hill to SOE’s shooting range.

The dozen soldiers spent three hours with 9mm pistols inside a heated Quonset. Some of the boys lamented that one of the sandbag dummies at the far end of the hut might be their pal Hunk, now anonymous and naked before them. Lammeck assured them that Hunk gave gladly of himself for the war effort and they should do the same. Before heading to the open-air rifle range for scope training with .22s at one-hundred-plus yards, Lammeck gave them a coffee and piss break. When they’d regrouped, he handed out nicknames to the few who were not in attendance last night at The Cow & Candle. Outside, wind swirled on the hilltop, the temperature stalled just below freezing. Lammeck suspected none of the boys would score better than seven out of ten with the sniper rifles until he had them versed in windage and friction. He knew he could expect a nine from himself, hoping as always to be lucky as well as good.

Lammeck let his boys have a half hour to themselves while he sat alone, watching. In addition to teaching weapons, his job was to help assess who worked well with whom, and to advise on how to split them into three-man teams. In two months all of them would drop into occupied Burma. They were not to be spies, but resistance saboteurs and killers.

A year ago, Lammeck’s fellow Americans made up a third of the Jedburghs. Those teams had been dropped into France and the Low Countries, from June through November. Once the European theater moved to the German border, the American Jeds stayed in the States to train with their own OSS for drops into China and Indo-China; at the same time, the British SOE formed Section 136 for operations in Burma, Malaya, and the Dutch West Indies. Lately, most of the French Jeds were dropping into Vietnam to protect their interests there. With the war progressing into the new year, each of the Allied nations seemed to be going her own way. This multinational-effort training in Scotland, once a mainstay of the Allied guerilla agenda, was becoming a rarity.

Lammeck leaned against a woodpile in the Quonset, cleaning his nails with a switchblade. He watched and admired these young Jeds while they tested each other and weighed who was fit to parachute in with whom. Lammeck envied the certainty of their impending months, the uncertainty of their outcomes. He wondered what was in store for him, and wished that it be different from what he expected. Then he grabbed a rifle and moved to their center. He smacked the stock on the ground. The gun made a cheap jangle.

“It’s a good bet,” Lammeck said, “that if you get killed in Burma, this is the weapon that’ll do it.”

He tossed the gun in the air and snatched it with one hand.

“The Japanese Arisaka Type 99. It fires only a 7.7mm round, which isn’t exactly a show-stopper. However, as you will find out, the Asian soldier believes his willingness to die fighting is sufficient to make up for any deficiencies in his weaponry. Your job, of course, will be to prove him wrong.”

Lammeck hefted the 99 into firing position at his shoulder.

“The 99 weighs about the same as any other rifle, just over nine pounds. The lighter-caliber rounds reduce recoil and muzzle flash, and are judged to be more suitable for the smaller physiques of your typical Japanese. Although the rounds are of lesser power, be advised they tumble in flight and break on impact. That means when one hits you, it makes a mess. So, what is the solution, my boys?”

“Don’t get hit!”

Lammeck grinned. “Where do they come up with such clever lads? Correct. Now, do not suppose you will find these rifles just lying around the jungle. Your Jap grunt does not drop his gun and run. He breathes his last holding it. You see this chrysanthemum emblem here on the receiver? This is the symbol of the Japanese emperor Hirohito. If a Jap soldier surrenders his weapon, he will first scratch out this mark, because it’s a humiliation to surrender a gun belonging to the emperor. On this 99, you see the mum is untouched. That tells you it was taken off a dead Jap. You will seldom discover a scratched-out chrysanthemum.

“The Arisaka 99 is for the most part a lousy weapon. It’s a bitch to disassemble. It may fly apart on firing due to compromises in Japanese metallurgy this late in the war. So I suggest you just shoot the little man holding it with your lovely British weaponry and keep moving. Questions? Good. Now let’s head out into this brilliant Scottish afternoon and fire the damn thing.”

“Professor?”

“Yes, Thumbs?”

“One question, sir. The chaps and I were all wondering. Well, we know you’re an American, of course. If it’s not impertinent, the lads and I would like to ask why you’re in the Scottish outback doing training for the SOE, instead of in the States working with your own blokes. Sir.”

Lammeck looked about the seated ring of Jeds.

“The U.S. wasn’t in the war when I wanted to be,” he replied. “England was. So I came over in ’40 to do my part. I took a position at the University of St. Andrews. And I volunteered with SOE. Now everyone on their feet. It’s time to go play with this rotten Japanese rifle.”

Yukon asked, “What made you do it, Professor? I mean, you left your home in the States, your family…”

Lammeck sighed. He tapped the stock of the 99 on the floor.

“What made you do it, son?”

The Canadian glanced around, not eager to reply. He swallowed and plunged ahead.

“Well, no offense, sir, but we all signed up to fight. You’re a bit too…”

“Old? So I am. You might as well mention fat while you’re at it.”

“Sorry, sir. But what made you come all the way to Scotland?”

“I was born in Prague.”

The Jeds all nodded. Each man knew the portion of shame his own country would suffer in history over little Czechoslovakia. How, six years ago, each of their nations turned their backs when Hitler first cast his hunger at his eastern border. England and France violated their own treaties by refusing to defend their hapless ally. America had not yet stiffened its will to stand up to the Nazis, to engage again in another bloody European conflict. In a span of six months, Czechoslovakia had been gobbled up, carved into slices, parceled out to Germany, Hungary, and Poland.

“I was not happy that Czechoslovakia was sacrificed to the Hun for a few paper promises, a few more months of peace. Peace for who? Not for the Czechs. And I am still unhappy about it. So here I am. With you lads. Doing what I can.”

Hesperus, in kilt, asked, “So, you’ve been with SOE since the beginning?”

“Yes.”

“Then you must have trained ANTHROPOID.”

Lammeck kept his surprise from his face. “Yes, I did.”

Hesperus aimed a solemn glance around the ring. “They were the best, laddies,” he whispered. “The best.”

A few of the Jeds agreed. Amazing, Lammeck thought. A myth had sprung up.

The boys all seemed curious. Certainly they’d heard the story, everyone in SOE had. But clearly they were not aware of how badly it ended.

“Tell,” the Scot said.

Lammeck hesitated, considering that it might be better to herd everyone outside with the Jap rifle. ANTHROPOID’s tale was not going to help their morale. It had done little for his.

“Professor?”

“It’s not pretty.”

“Neither are we, man. Tell.”

Lammeck shrugged, admitting he was in no hurry to stand outside and watch the boys shoot a poor weapon on such a dismal day. He folded his legs and took a spot on the floor. The Jeds shifted on their rumps to settle in. Most lit cigarettes.

Lammeck told them first of the hundreds of displaced Czech volunteers, who came from their betrayed land in 1940 to defend France, looking for places and ways to fight the Nazis. When France capitulated—Loo winced at this—the Czechs made their way next to England.

The Czech government-in-exile and SOE selected from the Czech Brigade three dozen commandos to return to their occupied nation. These thirty-six men would show the Soviets and British that the Czechs were still in the fight, and that an active underground existed that could be brought into play against the Germans there.

“Josef Gabčik and Jan Kubiš,” Lammeck said, remembering the faces of the two boys, both young and smooth. Blue eyes. Best friends.

“Gabčik and Kubiš made up the team code-named ANTHROPOID. I had them here in Scotland for Weapons. They were not my best students, but they were the most enthusiastic. They dropped into Czechoslovakia, I remember, on December 29, ’41. Their assignment was the same as yours, my lads. At the right time and at the right place, to perform sabotage or terroristic acts. But their job description went a little further. They were instructed to do something so big it would be known outside Czechoslovakia.”

“And that’s what they did,” piped up Hesperus. “Wait’ll you hear.”

Yes, Lammeck thought. Wait.

“Gabčik and Kubiš spent months in the Prague underground, moving from safe house to safe house. Finally, they sent word to London. ANTHROPOID had chosen their target. They intended to kill Reinhard Heydrich, Reichsprotektor of Czechoslovakia.”

The Jeds stirred and murmured. They’d heard of the killing of Heydrich. Lammeck guessed that was all these boys knew.

“ANTHROPOID gathered intel from Heydrich’s house staff and gardener in Prague. The decision was made to attack the Reichsprotektor’s car as he was driven into the city to his office in Hradčany Castle. Gabčik and Kubiš picked a hairpin turn Heydrich had to pass on his way to work. The car would have to slow to make the turn. Right beside it was a tram stop where civilians gathered.”

Lammeck paused. He recalled both boys on the weapons range. Gabčik was a below-average marksman with every weapon he picked up. He practiced extra hours but never improved. Kubiš was the better marksman, smarter with the machinery of guns. Both boys enjoyed a pub. Gabčik was a fine dancer, Kubiš a comic.

“Gabčik was like you, Thumbs. He preferred a Sten Mark II. On May 27, 1942, he carried it to the tram stop under a raincoat, with an extra clip, a grenade, and a .32 pistol in his pockets. Kubiš had two modified Type 73 antitank grenades in a briefcase. The grenades were packed with a pound of nitro each.”

They did it backward, Lammeck thought. Kubiš should have had the Sten.

The Jeds leaned in, elbows on knees.

“Two Czech paratroopers from other teams were already on site. One kept a lookout to the south, the other had a mirror ready to signal Heydrich’s approach. They expected the Reichsprotektor at 9:30 A.M. He was an hour late. The mirror flashed. A dark green Mercedes convertible slowed to go into the tight curve. Gabčik dropped his raincoat, stepped into the street, and pointed the Sten at Heydrich in the rear seat.” Lammeck shook his head. “Nothing.”

Some Jeds sat upright, some clucked tongues. Capone elbowed Thumbs. “I told you the Thompson was better. But no. Now look. Oh, sorry. Go ahead, Professor.”

“In this case, Capone, I agree with you. The Sten malfunctioned.”

Hesperus spit into the center of the circle. “I didn’t know this part. Damn.”

“The car sped up into the turn. Kubiš ran forward and threw one of his grenades. The thing exploded near the Mercedes’ running board, tearing up the right-hand side of the car. Heydrich and his driver jumped from the car. The driver took off after Gabčik, who ran to a butcher shop. He got into a gunfight and wounded the driver. The butcher chased him out of the shop, and Gabčik disappeared into Prague. Kubiš lit out on his bicycle. The other two paratroopers did the same on foot.”

Loo asked, “But Heydrich, he is dead, oui?”

Hesperus piped up, peeved, “Of course he’s dead, you silly git.”

“No.” Lammeck raised a hand to soften Hesperus. “He’s not. And Hitler was furious at the attempt on his governor’s life. As punishment, he ordered a million-Reichsmark reward, and the execution of ten thousand Czech hostages.”

“What?”

“By the next day, the Gestapo had collected enough evidence, like the dropped Sten and the British grenades, to figure out that the attackers were British-trained parachutists and not from any Czech underground or resistance group. So the Nazis held off on Hitler’s orders. Instead, they started a massive manhunt for Kubiš and Gabčik.”

“And Heydrich?” The Sphinx asked.

“He died in the hospital a week later from his wounds. An autopsy blamed blood poisoning from the grenade fragments. Probably he died from bacteria and lousy medical care.”

“Good,” the boys said. “Bastard.”

“What about ANTHROPOID? Did they get away?”

This was the crux for these Jedburghs, for every boy going to war. These keen lads around Lammeck would surely do their jobs in Burma, Malaya, Japan, wherever they wound up. They’d been chosen by SOE on that basis. They would die if they had to. They wanted to know if Gabčik and Kubiš had.

“No. They did not get away.”

The Jeds reacted with disgust. A few gazed away from Lammeck, who pressed on to make the ending quick, though it had not been for Kubiš and Gabčik, and a thousand others like them.

“Twenty thousand police and Gestapo started a manhunt across Prague for the four parachutists. A reward of twenty million crowns was posted. Every resident of the Czech Protektorate over the age of fifteen had to register with the police by May 30. In the first three days of June, a hundred and fifty violators of this rule were shot.”

“Black-hearted Nazi rotters.”

“What about Gabčik and Kubiš? How’d the Nazis get them?”

“The four parachutists who attacked Heydrich tried to get as far underground as they could. The Gestapo’s house-to-house sweep almost nabbed them. They changed their appearances and looked for a place to hole up until the search died down. On June 1, they found an Orthodox priest who agreed to hide them in the basement of his church. Three more parachutists from other teams managed to get to the church, too. There, they were all betrayed.”

“By who?” Every one of the Jeds was mesmerized. A stab in the back was the worst of fates. Each of these boys would soon be working in secret far behind enemy lines. Keeping that secret was the ultimate priority, for their missions and their lives.

“Hitler worked himself into a fit that his Reichsprotektor’s killers hadn’t been discovered. He upped his ante. Now he threatened to execute thirty thousand Czechs. Amnesty was promised to anyone who came forward with information on the assassination. Tips poured in to stave off Hitler’s temper. One letter came right out and named Jan Kubiš and Josef Gabčik as Heydrich’s killers. It was sent by an SOE-trained parachutist.”

Curses burst forth. “Son of a bitch.” “Bastard.” “Bloody coward.” Lammeck let them rage, before going on.

“On June 16, Karel Čurda walked into Gestapo headquarters in Prague. The Germans established he’d been trained by us and parachuted in. Čurda told them he wanted no more reprisals against innocent Czechs, and that he wanted to save himself and his family. He gave them the names of every SOE operative and Czech underground member he knew. At dawn the next day, the raids started.”

The Jedburghs were silent. None could meet Lammeck’s eyes.

He continued: “I had Čurda here, too, with the rest. No one knew he’d turn out to be a weasel. He seemed like a good enough chap.”

Lammeck resurrected Čurda’s angular face for an instant. It was one that would have been forgotten, along with Kubiš’s, Gabčik’s, and the rest, had it not been for their brief roles in history.

“Several in the Prague underground, folks who’d hid or helped the parachutists, bit their cyanide capsules with the Gestapo at the door. More were rounded up and thrown into cells and interrogated. One young man was shown his mother’s severed head floating in a tub of water. He broke, telling the Gestapo that his poor mom had warned him that if things went south and he needed shelter, he should head for the Orthodox Cathedral of Saints Cyril and Methodius.”

Yukon muttered, “I don’t fucking believe this.”

“At dawn on the eighteenth, Gestapo and local police cordoned off the church and entered. A firefight broke out in the choir loft. Two of the parachutists were killed. Kubiš used his last bullet on himself. The priest was forced to show the Germans the small door leading down to the crypt. Čurda was brought in to talk the four remaining parachutists into surrendering. Then he had to duck from a machine gun blast.”

Grizzly rattled a big fist. “Good.”

“The fire department flooded the church basement. The water seeped out through drains and cracks in the floor. The police tossed tear gas canisters down to the crypt and the parachutists threw them back out to the street. Finally, after six hours of this, the Gestapo lost patience. They blew a big hole in the main entrance to the crypt. When they rushed in, four shots rang out. The parachutists killed themselves. The Germans found eleven weapons in the basement and not one round of ammunition left.”

Lammeck had never told this story, gathered over the past two years from fragments of intelligence smuggled out of Prague. Now, seeing the way his Jedburghs were affected, he made up his mind that relating it would be a permanent fixture of his training regimen. Opening these boys’ eyes and tearing a piece of their hearts was as important as instructing their hands.

“Then Hitler took his revenge.”

The boys moaned.

“In June, the Führer ordered the destruction of the villages of Ležáky and Lidice. All the adult inhabitants of both villages were executed, about five hundred men and women. Lidice was obliterated. A road and a creek were diverted so no trace of the town would ever be seen again. Later, two hundred and fifty friends and relatives of the seven parachutists were executed. All the officials of the church where the parachutists hid were executed. Čurda the turncoat collected a five-million-crown bounty.”

“Someone needs to cut that lad’s throat.”

“Or stretch it.”

Lammeck surveyed the twelve young men around him. This would be all for now. He’d lead them back to the warm barracks and let them have the afternoon off. He didn’t feel up to taking more weapons in hand, either. He wanted to put his feet up on the woodstove in his quarters and consider the human math of sending these boys, not much older than children, to murder one symbolic figure like Heydrich, resulting in so many subsequent deaths. Was it fair, even necessary? Yes. History, he thought, is built on bones. The lucky bones at least get to keep their names attached.

Lammeck gave his Jeds the ending to the tale.

“The skulls of those seven parachutists are kept on a shelf in the Gestapo headquarters in Prague.”

“That’s good enough for me.” The Wizard rose from the circle, impatient. “Lads, what say we tell SOE to sod off on Burma. Let’s drop into Prague. A bit of work left to do.”

Capone shouted, “Here, here!”

Lammeck got to his feet, creaky from the cold floor. “The Japanese, boys,” he told the Jeds. “Focus on the Japs. They’re next for you.”

“Professor, someone’s got to take care of that bastard Čurda.”

“He’ll be dealt with, I suspect. Let’s head back to the barracks.”

The boys picked up their gear and filed for the door. Hesperus, his Scots face scarlet, wasn’t done.

“Alright, laddies, it’s the Jappos for us. What say we swear right now, every one of us, that if we get one shot at fucking Hirohito, the professor here can drink an ale out of our bloody skulls, and that’s bloody alright with us. Hey? I swear.”

All the Jedburghs formed a ring and piled their hands into the center. Hesperus led them to repeat, “I swear.”

Lammeck stood aside, knowing he’d done his job today. He’d taken a step toward making these boys into assassins. He walked into the cold day, following their swagger, listening to their oaths. And, silently, as he had with Gabčik and Kubiš, he envied them.

         

January 8
 University of St. Andrews
 St. Andrews, Scotland

LAMMECK STEPPED TO THE podium.

His classroom windows looked north across St. Andrews Bay. The world outside shone blue and tranquil, glinting off riffles on the water, a calm and rare Scottish winter morn. Inside, his walls and chalkboard bore a pink cast, the reflection of the sun off the many ruby gowns of his students.

He smoothed the folds of his own black masters gown and pressed his belly against the lectern.

“Good morning, scholars.”

Lammeck marveled, as he did at the beginning of every semester during these war years, that Britain could somehow field enough young men and women to fill his classroom. The University had weathered the six-year storm well, with only the Botany and Geology labs destroyed by bombs. Though blackouts remained in effect, and the staff worked overtime to cover for war-absent colleagues, St. Andrews reflected Churchill’s admonition to his countrymen: “KBO”—Keep Buggering On. Spirits stayed high, especially on opening days as glorious as this, with the promise in the air that the war might end sometime this year. But no one at the University forgot The Count: So far, 153 students who’d left campus for National Service would never return from their graves in Europe, Africa, and the Pacific. Lammeck often regretted his extraordinary ability to recall their names and faces.

This semester’s class held more new faces. At the desks were a fresh round of Air Force cadets, always clean-shaven and eager young bucks; a handful of Polish officers billeted in the area who were granted access to the University; two wounded veterans mustered out honorably—one lad wore an eye patch; a few young ladies from the London Medical School for Women, relocated to St. Andrews after bombs damaged their buildings down in London; and the usual smattering of bejants and bejantines, the ancient name here for first-years.

“Just so we are all on the same page, and to be certain no one has wandered in by error, this class is Beginning World History. I am Dr. Mikhal Lammeck. So rise now and retreat, or hold your place and away we go.”

None of the cardinal gowns stirred. Lammeck left the podium.

“Right. Let us dive into the bloody mess that is human history. We’ll start with a question. It is the single most important query for any historian, because the answer determines your point of view, the lens through which everything you study and decide about history will be colored. Tell me: Do you believe that history is made by men or by events? By this, I mean to ask, can a single man change or direct the course of history, or must history inevitably be the result of massive inevitabilities?”

Lammeck paused. The students cocked their heads and rubbed their chins. Lammeck searched for which smart child he might call on first if no volunteers presented themselves.

“Hmmm? I’ll give you an example to help you along. As you may know, my area of expertise in world history is the assassin. The political killer. There have always been two types of assassination. First, it has been the work of an individual or individuals who kill for only two reasons: They might be deranged, or they might be revolutionaries. Either way, the murders they commit are motivated by a great, uncontrolled obsession for God, country, power, social change, or sometimes just to quiet the voices in their heads.”

The class snickered at this last classification. Lammeck would have laughed, too, had he not known of so many examples.

“The second type of assassination is a bit colder: state-sponsored assassination. Every nation on earth has at one time or another utilized political murder as a way to further the state’s ends.”

One red-clad arm attached to a pimply bejant lifted.

“Yes?”

“Every nation, sir?”

Lammeck laughed. “Oh, yes, every nation. My own dear and brave America, for instance, has done this sort of thing many times, and not always with finesse. The first recorded instance of state assassination in America happened in 1620. Myles Standish, one of our stalwart Pilgrim leaders in Plymouth, invited the local Indian chief, the chief’s younger brother, and two braves to a feast. Once the four were inside and seated, Standish locked the door and personally hacked one of the braves to death with his longknife. The chief and the other brave were murdered by several other Puritans in attendance. The chief’s young brother was allowed to live long enough to be taken to the colony’s edge and hung as a warning to the other Indians in the area. Now, was this the work of patriots? Or madmen?”

A few students uttered “Madmen.” The older ones, the Poles and the veterans, said nothing.

“Madmen? Perhaps. But let’s not forget that the Plymouth colony survived to become one of the few permanent colonies in the New World. And the New World became America. So, the question stands: Can even a bloodthirsty madman determine the course of history? Would the Plymouth colony have survived anyway without this atrocity? Or would the Indians have swept it away, and taken the one in Jamestown, Virginia, with it? Would America then have become not a British colony, but perhaps Spanish? How would that have affected the world’s path? Incredibly, you must admit.”

One of the medical students raised her hand.

“Yes?”

“Professor, doesn’t it seem logical that if a country can go to war, and send millions to kill other millions, that it can also send one person to kill one particular person? Isn’t assassination just a smaller act of war?”

The class nodded, appreciating this question. Lammeck approached the young woman.

“Could you do it? Assassinate someone, if you were convinced your own survival and the survival of your culture or country required it? And I mean kill a king, a queen, a president, the prime minister. A great leader, admired and followed by many, even millions. But you and your side, you disagree with his leadership. So: Could you kill a king?”

“I don’t know. I…I don’t think…”

“Yes, I understand, you’re an aspiring physician. Life is precious and all that. And your hesitation is also history’s hesitation. This quandary has tormented some of the greatest minds and commenters of history. On the battlefield, circumstances determine who must die. There’s something random and, therefore, fair about it. But selecting one person? Marking one leader for death? It doesn’t seem cricket. Who determines if a ruler must die? Who is the proper moral judge?”

Lammeck ambled his wide waistline through the desks.

“Saint Thomas Aquinas had no problem with killing a usurper to the throne, but he balked at murdering a legitimate monarch who’d become a tyrant. Here in Scotland, in fact, right here in St. Andrews, the great Calvinist John Knox preached that anyone, royal or otherwise, who did not share his faith was prime for assassination. Knox was quite incensed that Queen Elizabeth did not knock off her Catholic rival, Mary Queen of Scots. And of course, Niccolò Machiavelli made perhaps the best, and certainly most frequently cited, arguments on behalf of assassination, in his sixteenth-century book. Anyone know the piece?”

“The Prince.” The answer came from the lad with one eye.

“Correct. Machiavelli’s main assertion was that religious and ethical notions have no place in politics.” Lammeck quoted from memory: “‘It must be understood, that a prince cannot observe all of those virtues for which men are reputed good, because it is often necessary to act against mercy, against faith, against humanity, against frankness, against religion, in order to preserve the state.’”

He let this notion settle with his crimson students, so bright in the early light.

“On the other side of the argument, no less a writer than Leo Tolstoy was quite clear in his disdain for Napoleon. The old Russian wrote in his epic War and Peace that Napoleon had led nothing, had changed nothing. The emperor was merely a figurehead on a great ship of state, only a name and face put out front before the great momentum of events, all of which would have happened with or without him.”

One of the Polish officers timidly raised his hand.

“Professor.”

“Yes.”

The boy simply said, “Hitler.”

“Of course, Hitler. There’s a perfect example. Do you think if we could pull the little bastard up by the roots, if he’d been hit by a truck or gotten the clap early on, before he became der Führer, could this war have been avoided? You.” Lammeck indicated the Brit veteran with both eyes, wondering where this boy’s wound hid. “Go back in time and kill Hitler for me.”

“Alright, sir.”

“Now, what have we got? War or no?”

The boy hesitated. Lammeck watched him blink. Memories or pain—something—redirected him from this sunny, safe classroom away to the battle where he got whatever bullet or shard had been destined for him. Lammeck was about to relieve the soldier of the question when the lad replied:

“War, sir.”

“Tolstoy agrees with you.”

“And you, Professor?” The question came from the eye-patch soldier.

“As an historian, I straddle the fence. Machiavelli could argue that it might’ve been a good job to send a few of Hitler’s pals to Hades with him, like Goebbels and Himmler. I think we might actually have spared ourselves a lot of trouble by erasing that crowd from history sooner rather than later. I agree with our lovely med student here that state-sponsored assassination can be viewed as an act of war. But I cannot be convinced that poking knives into Julius Caesar altered anything along the lines which Brutus and Cassius anticipated. In fact, ending Caesar’s dictatorship did not result in the republic but only in Augustus and the long line of autocratic Caesars who followed. Later, the murder of feeble Tiberius served to open the door for that SOB Caligula. Or take little Gavrilo Princip and his Serbian band of Black Hand assassins who plotted against, then plugged, Archduke Franz Ferdinand. This act toppled all the dominos to start The Great War. Even so, historians agree that that war was just waiting for a spark, and it would have found one even without Princip’s pistol. No one seriously pretends that Ramon Mercader, Trotsky’s ax-murderer in Mexico City, was not an agent for Stalin. Trotsky’s dead, Stalin is Stalin, and the world keeps spinning Russia’s way. The message here is that it’s hard to imagine anyone worse than Hitler. What if the plot last July to assassinate him had succeeded? Some argue that that would have accomplished nothing but to end the war last year instead of this year. Then Germany would have been able to cry that it was betrayed and that’s why it lost, the way it did after the last war, instead of having its fanny kicked on the battleground fair and square and for good. What if we could have eliminated Hitler in his cradle? Might that have changed history for the better, or worse? Or would it perhaps have just put a different and equally loathsome figurehead on Tolstoy’s ship of state? A good many historians and philosophers believe that, sooner or later, here we’d be, right where we should be.”

For a moment, Lammeck thought of hauling before this new crop of students the bodies of Gabčik and Kubiš. The sacrifice of the two young Czechs had been sponsored by the British state, and by Lammeck personally. They’d certainly been successful assassins. Heydrich was dead. And what was the result? The martyred Reichsprotektor was celebrated on stamps in Nazi Germany. Czechoslovakia remained brutally occupied. The towns of Lidice and Ležáky had been erased. Nothing had changed, not for the better.

Even realizing this might happen, Gabčik and Kubiš hadn’t straddled any fences. Nor do any of those boys up in the Highlands, training on this fine morning to kill.

What was the lesson?

Lammeck shrugged, to show he did not know, and to end this part of the discussion.

A hand went high from one of the Air cadets.

“Yes?”

“What about the others, Professor? The lone actors.”

“Ah, the zealots and avengers. The crazed gunmen, poisoners, and stabbers. Yes, what about them? They’re my favorites. They are history’s wild cards. The ghosts in the machine. Impulsive, always oddly timed. Sometimes they act at a pivotal moment, when teetering history just needs a slight nudge to fall hard. Sometimes their targets are marked for death anyway; history was simply done with them. Other times the assassination is a tragedy, marked by woe the world over, because it served nothing but hatred. John Wilkes Booth’s handiwork falls into this category.”

“Lincoln,” added one of the med students.

“That was an easy one, so don’t look so smug. Some say Lincoln was our greatest American president. Booth’s plan was to kill both Lincoln and Ulysses Grant, who was supposed to be in Ford’s Theater that night with the President. Other conspirators were to murder a few more officials in the government on the same evening, Good Friday, April 14, 1865. None of them pulled it off, though Secretary of State Seward was stabbed in the throat. Booth was the only one to score big that night. Grant was not in attendance at the theater with the President because Mrs. General Grant had grown tired of Mary Lincoln’s hysterical outbursts—Mrs. Lincoln was not a well woman—and begged off. After the play began, Lincoln’s only bodyguard, a member of the Washington police force, left the presidential box for a nearby tavern. By now, the Civil War was over. The only thing Booth, a Southerner, could achieve was revenge. He walked unhindered into Lincoln’s box, cried out ‘Sic semper tyrannis’—Ever thus to tyrants—and with a derringer shot Lincoln behind the left ear.”

Another of the Air Force cadets piped up. “Are you saying nothing changed in America with Lincoln’s death?”

Lammeck strolled the sunny classroom.

“Always difficult to tell, of course. This sort of inquiry is a brew of fact and speculation. But no, Andrew Johnson stepped in as president and the sun came up the next morning. Secretary of State Seward recovered. However, after studying assassinations for twenty years, I have my own little theory. I believe that history anticipates certain acts. She readies herself for them to keep everything on track. But I don’t think history saw Booth coming. You can always spot when history is annoyed, when one of her favored sons or daughters is killed before their time. She steps in and does something exceptional, to make certain the assassins get caught. Here’s what happened. After shooting Lincoln, Booth leaped over the railing to grab a curtain and slide down to the stage floor. But his spur got caught on the fabric and he fell to the stage, breaking his left leg. Without this injury, John Wilkes Booth might have ridden fast out of Washington and gotten himself lost among the rebel soldiers flowing home after Lee’s surrender. As it was, he needed medical attention. He got that attention from a Maryland physician named Dr. Mudd. This unfortunate country doctor appears to have been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Implicated in the conspiracy, he was sentenced to life in prison. The doctor also gave rise to an American saying. When someone’s luck abandons them, we like to say ‘Your name is Mudd.’ History has a sense of balance, you see, even fair play, and is not without humor. She accepts but does not like caprice. History does not pout; she picks up her skirt and moves on. That’s why she fascinates us.”

Lammeck returned to his podium.

“This is the question, my scholars. Do great men and women create their times, or do great events identify the people needed and simply allow them to take the credit? The list of the great who have been cut down before their time is ludicrously long. Pancho Villa and Zapata, Thomas Becket, Nicholas II, Shaka Zulu, American Presidents Garfield and McKinley, Rasputin, Wild Bill Hickok, eight popes, and more Chinese and Roman emperors, English and French kings and queens, shahs, tsars, and Latin American dictators than you can imagine. And let’s not forget the lucky ones who dodged assassination attempts. Hitler, Lenin, both Teddy and Franklin Roosevelt—a list as lengthy as the roll call of poor buggers who bought the farm. But not once did history pirouette and dance off in another direction just because one of her actors had left the stage.”

Lammeck stopped to look over his charges.

“Or did she?”

The students all seemed breathless at the scope of carnage among the famous and important. They sat eager and baffled by the answerless question. Lammeck could have continued at this pace for hours, casting famed and obscure names and episodes, near misses and fatal luck. On this first day of the semester, however, he decided they were going to be a good class and rewarded them. He’d dismiss them early. He’d go back to his flat, work through the rest of the day, then leave at dawn for the Highlands, for tomorrow’s weapons session with the Jeds.

“I’m going to let you go a bit early today. You have the reading assigned for Wednesday? But first, one more tale. Then off with you.”

Lammeck pointed to a small poster tacked to a corkboard hung on his classroom wall. The poster depicted the painting by the artist David of Jean-Paul Marat, knifed in his bathtub.

“At fifty years old, Jean-Paul Marat was a doctor turned journalist and revolutionary. His writings are widely held to be responsible for helping unleash the Reign of Terror which cropped up to defend the French Revolution. Marat approved of the slaughter of thousands, stating that the guillotine must stay busy in order to keep the revolution alive. He composed death lists. He demanded that the French king be executed. On July 13, 1793, a twenty-four-year-old Girondist, Charlotte Corday, arrived at Marat’s door in the turmoil of revolutionary Paris. She was stopped by guards, but Marat heard her insist and called out to admit the girl to his bathroom. He sat soaking, working on his lists, in a disgusting medicinal mixture designed to relieve a festering skin disease, now believed to have been a wanking case of herpes. Miss Corday told him of antirevolutionary activities in her hometown of Caen. Marat shouted, ‘I shall send them all to the guillotine in a few days!’ Taking this as her cue, young Charlotte produced a six-inch knife from her bodice and plunged it into Marat’s lung and aorta. At her trial, held two days afterward, she steadfastly refused her lawyer’s plea of insanity, crying out that she had committed an act of assassination. ‘That,’ she declared, ‘is the only defense worthy of me.’ Only four days after killing Marat, the brave girl faced the guillotine. The historical result of Charlotte’s act was that, in the frenzy that followed, many thousands more were sentenced to death than Marat at his best might have been able to order murdered. A sad outcome. But dear Charlotte Corday had one of the nicest moments in all my studies of assassinations and assassins. Shall I tell you?”

The rapt students shouted, almost indignantly, “Yes!”

“Alright, settle down. Listen to this. After the guillotine had lopped her off at the neck, Charlotte’s executioner held up her head to the crowd. And slapped her.”

The class sat agape. Someone coughed. Lammeck chortled by himself.

“No?” he pleaded. They stared. “You don’t think that’s just perfect?”

Lammeck sighed, resigned that, even with a promising class, he alone might appreciate history’s beauty, that a century and a half later he would even know Charlotte Corday’s name. This was splendidly unpredictable, human, and seductive.

“Alright, go home.”

         

LAMMECK POURED A DRAMBUIE. He swirled the tastes of Scotch whisky, heather honey, and herbs over his tongue. The window beside his desk looked down over Muttoes Lane, a brick alley where scarlet academic robes mingled with drab townsfolk. He set the glass on the sill to inspect the afternoon light through the amber liqueur.

He flicked a finger against the sheet of paper, upright and blank in his typewriter, to punish it for being blank. Below his window, some students laughed.

Lammeck sat back in his chair, knitting fingers across his stomach. On his desk, lunch waited uneaten. The plate was partially covered by the pages of a book. He gazed at the ceiling of his apartment, also broad, white, and empty.

What was the answer? Lammeck wanted to know, or at least take a position. If he could muster a convincing argument one way or another, he could capture it on the pages of his book, intended to be the scholarly last word on the impact of assassinations throughout history. Thereafter he’d be hailed or reviled in academia; he didn’t care which.

An old historian’s instinct and common sense told him the times must change if the leaders are taken away. How could they not? The voices of insurrection silenced, the conqueror’s sword dropped to the sand, a throne toppled? These were more than the personalities of history: They were her engines. But the weight of evidence didn’t support this conclusion. Not when history was viewed in the long term, across the decades and centuries. Other leaders inevitably stepped in. Other forces rose to counteract. Even Nature intervened, with storms, volcanoes, earthquakes.

Lammeck had spent his adult life chasing the answer. He’d pored over annals and archives, studied not just assassinations and their ripples but the killers themselves, their mind-sets, private lives, customs, tactics, conspiracies. He’d trained himself in the assassin’s weapons and ancient craft. He collected images, pinning them up on the large corkboard covering one wall of his office, slayer beneath the slain, matching them for his book the way history had.

As much as he knew, he was convinced of very little. This was why the treatise he’d been writing since he came to Scotland five years ago was unfinished.

He stared at the corkboard. The hundreds of withholding faces gazed back. With his finger, Lammeck again snapped the naked page in his typewriter.

A knock sounded at his door.

Lammeck scowled. Who would bother him at home during lunch and his work? He left his cluttered desk to head down the hall, ready to blister someone.

Opening the door, he found the man in the foyer was no student, no soldier, but a civilian in a rumpled mackintosh and a beat fedora.

“Well, well. Look at this bad penny showing up on my doorstep.”

“Professor.”

“Mr. Nabbit. Do come in.”

Lammeck stood aside. The man strode into the small flat, looking around.

“Nice,” he observed.

“Small. But well located. I have a pub twenty steps away.”

The man did not remove his hat. “I owe you,” he said, narrowing his eyes.

“Me?” Lammeck feigned innocence. “Whatever for?”

“It stuck. That damn nickname you gave me. I can’t get away from it.”

Lammeck laid a hand to his former Jedburgh’s shoulder.

“Honestly, I had no choice. If someone came to you with the last name of Nabbit, what else could you call him?” Lammeck shrugged, helpless. “Really. Now have a seat and I’ll get you a drink.”

Lammeck smiled, then turned away to fetch the bottle of Drambuie.

When he returned, Dag Nabbit had taken off his hat and raincoat. He’d tossed them over the sofa arm. His shirt and tie needed either a good pressing or an incinerator. Lammeck shook his head and went to the kitchen to fetch another glass. He called into the den, “Before I ask what you’re doing here, how’d the mission go?”

“Lousy,” Dag said. He accepted the glass, then held it out while Lammeck poured. The two clinked glasses and swallowed.

Lammeck eased into a rocker. The chair creaked to his girth. Dag took the sofa.

“You’re still a bear,” Dag remarked, pointing his Drambuie at Lammeck.

“And you’ve lost a stone, at least. What happened in France? That was last April, yes?”

“April Fool’s Day. Perfect. I lost my radio man on the drop. Lost our equipment in a bog. Got captured after three days of wandering around ten miles from where we were supposed to meet the resistance. I didn’t stay long. Didn’t like the Nazis’ accommodations.”

“How’d you get out?”

“Actually, pretty much like you taught us. Amazing the things you can make a garrote out of.”

Lammeck raised an inquiring eyebrow.

“Shoelace.”

Lammeck nodded. “Excellent.”

“And a belt.”

“Of course.”

“And a vine.”

“Dag, that’s…that’s quite a specialty. Would you like to come to the Highlands with me tomorrow and teach technique?”

“Nah.”

“Of course. I assume you’re in St. Andrews on business. Too cold to play golf. Although these Scots will tee off in a blizzard.”

Dag drained his Drambuie. Lammeck noted the man still had his nervous energy.

“So, Dag, who has the pleasure of employing you at the moment?”

“I’m with the Secret Service.”

Lammeck raised his glass. “Special Agent Dag Nabbit. That is a far cry from crawling in the mud with a shoelace between your teeth. How did this plum fall your way?”

“When I got back to the States, I took their test. After two months with you in the damn hills shooting every morning at dawn, I was pretty crackerjack with a firearm. I asked for my discharge to join up and the Army let me go. I’m on the President’s security detail.”

“Ah, FDR. How is the old son of a bitch?”

Dag met his eyes squarely. “Okay. Knowing how you feel about Czechoslovakia, you get that one for free. But no more. Alright?”

Lammeck let it go; he’d taken his shot and hit center. “Certainly. Anyway, congratulations, Dag. I assume everyone calls you Dag. I take pride in that.”

“Let’s just say you’re never far from my thoughts.”

The two grinned at each other.

“Professor, I came back to get you.”

“Get me?”

“Take you back to the States. We might have a situation.”

“Who is we?”

“I can’t say.”

“Why not?”

“There’s four people in the whole United States who know what I know. Before I make you number five, you’re going to be standing on American soil. I’ll send a car for you in an hour.”

“I’m going back to the States? You’re joking. What about my university classes?”

“I’ve already talked to your department head. He’s not happy but he understands who I work for.”

“And the Jedburghs?”

“Same.”

Lammeck rose from the rocker. On his feet, he looked back down the hall to his office.

“But my work.”

Dag looked up at him, chuckling. “You still on that book?”

Lammeck glowered. Dag was a philistine, an unrefined American killer now working for the other side. Lammeck couldn’t expect him to appreciate a scholarly work like his, of import and historical breadth.

“Yes. The Assassins Gallery. I’m still working on it and I plan to continue.”

“Well,” Dag grunted, rising from the sofa, “you’re just gonna have to get back to it later.”

“You seem pretty sure I’m coming.”

“I figure you know who I work for, too. Anyway, trust me. It’s right up your alley. And you’re the best man on the planet for what I need.”

“Tell me what you’ve got, Dag. Or no deal.”

Dag screwed the felt fedora on his head. Lammeck wanted to swipe it off and reshape it, then plant it back on the man’s messy crown.

“I’ll tell you what’s public,” the Secret Service man said. “The rest you get when you step off the plane. We got two dead Civil Defense wardens on a remote beach, a man and a woman in Newburyport, Massachusetts. Both were knifed to death around two-thirty on New Year’s morning. And we got the husband of the dead woman, committed suicide in his house. Gunshot to the temple. About three-fifteen that same morning. A big kitchen knife with blood on it was found in his sink.”

Lammeck watched Dag don the rumpled raincoat. “Sounds open-and-shut.”

“It isn’t.”

Dag headed for the door, lips tight. Lammeck didn’t move.

“So what got the attention of the Secret Service? Why do you need me?”

Dag turned the doorknob to let himself out.

“Pack a bag, Professor. Quick. I’ll tell you in Boston.”
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