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CHAPTER ONE

SEPTEMBER, 1942

I TOSSED THE NEWSPAPER and it skimmed over the railing and onto the porch, landing just off to the right side of the front door of the house.

“That makes three perfect pitches in a row!” I shouted.

“Impressive … that is, if you’d said ten instead of three!” Jack yelled back across the street. He heaved another paper and I watched as it soared onto the porch, skidding to a stop right in front of the door—a perfect strike.

“Make that, I’d be impressed if it was eleven in a row!” Jack called out.

Eleven in a row for me wouldn’t just be impressive, it would be impossible. I didn’t have my big brother’s arm—yet—or his amazing ability to be a pain.

This was our second paper route. When we’d lived in Whitby for a while we’d delivered papers there. Then we moved here to Bowmanville. I was hoping this was going to be our last stop in working our way across the province delivering papers.

We continued to move down the street, Jack on one side, me on the other. Our route had nearly two hundred houses and already I knew every one. Maybe I didn’t have my brother’s arm, but I was definitely his match when it came to memory.

My brother finished the last house on his side of the street—perfect toss number twelve, I was sure—and he crossed over and joined me.

“Which job do you like better,” I asked, “paper route or delivering the mail to Camp 30?”

He thought for a moment as we walked, then said, “Delivering the mail. I miss the camp.”

Camp 30 was the prisoner-of-war camp just outside of town. Some of the most important, highest-ranking German prisoners were locked up there, sent to Canada after being captured in the war. That’s where our mother worked, as an assistant to the commander, Colonel Armstrong. Our father was fighting in Africa, with the St. Patrick’s Regiment, and it felt like he’d been gone forever.

During the summer we’d been hired by Colonel Armstrong to pick up the prisoners’ mail from the post office in town and bring it up to the camp. That was our official job. Our unofficial job—something that nobody at the camp, not Colonel Armstrong, not even our own mother knew about—was to secretly gather information about the prisoners. After all, who would suspect a twelve-year-old and his fourteen-year-old brother of being spies?

I guess that should have been a pretty safe job— delivering the mail and keeping our eyes and ears open, passing on anything important that we picked up—but somehow the words “Jack” and “safe” don’t usually go in the same sentence.

It turned out the prisoners were planning an escape through a tunnel they’d been digging. Because of Jack’s pushing and prodding we discovered the tunnel—and the prisoners discovered us. They grabbed us and took us along on the escape. They hauled us all the way to the St. Lawrence River, near Cornwall, where a submarine was coming to pick them up and take them back to Germany. We’d probably have been eating sauerkraut and schnitzel today if the good guys hadn’t shown up just in time to blow that submarine out of the water.

What a story—and we hadn’t told a soul. The only people who knew what had happened to us were the guys who’d asked us to be spies in the first place, the guys we’d first met at Camp X, when we’d lived in Whitby. Camp X was a training camp for spies, and Jack and I had discovered it almost by accident. That’s where we’d met Bill, our contact at the camp, and his boss, Little Bill. Little Bill was the top boss, sort of the head spy of everybody. And, of course, nobody knew about what happened to us there, either—Nazi spies trying to break into the camp, us almost getting our heads blown off, stealing a jeep and … again, it seemed hard to believe that any of it was true, or that it had actually happened to me and Jack.

“I still don’t know why they wouldn’t let us continue to deliver the mail after the escape attempt,” Jack said.

“I guess they just wanted us to do something safer.”

“And you think delivering papers is safe?” Jack asked. “We could get hit by a truck or attacked by a big, mean dog.”

“Or get a paper cut,” I added.

Jack smiled. “Maybe it’s best this way, anyway,” he said.

“It is?” That didn’t sound like Jack.

“Yeah. We’ve been dodging bullets.”

“A couple, I guess.”

“I don’t mean like real bullets … although there have been a few of those … I mean like bad things happening. So far we’ve managed to avoid everything.”

“Well, not everything. I got two concussions and you had a broken arm and a broken jaw and—”

“But we didn’t get killed. We’ve been lucky so far, and we can’t count on being lucky forever.”

“I guess you’re right.”

“It’s good to get out while we’re still alive and in one piece,” Jack said.

“Yeah, that makes sense. But do you think we’re really out of it … is it all over?” I asked.

Jack tossed another paper and it hit the railing and bounced back, landing on the grass. I stifled the urge to laugh. As he walked over to retrieve the paper I grabbed one out of my bag and tossed it—it sailed over the railing, hit the bottom of the door with a loud thud and landed on the doormat.

“That makes four!” I exclaimed.

Jack picked up his off-target paper. I half expected him to throw it at me but instead he stuffed it back in his bag.

“To answer your question, I do think that it’s probably all over,” he said. “I think that we stumbled into the first adventure and then bumbled into the second. There’s not going to be a third.”

That made sense. But I wasn’t sure if I should feel relieved or disappointed.

“Do you think we’ll ever see any of them again?” I asked.

“Bill and Little Bill?” Jack asked.

I nodded.

“Maybe Bill. He turns up at the strangest times and places. But I think Little Bill is probably too busy.”

“I guess you’re right. Besides, Bill is just down the road at Camp X, and Little Bill could be anywhere. Didn’t Bill once say that Little Bill worked from New York and London?”

“I think I remember that. Let’s just hurry and finish delivering the papers.” Jack looked at his watch. “Supper is going to be ready soon.”

That was all the incentive I needed. I was hungry. And we only had three more streets to go.

“I’ll take Maple, you can do Elm, and I’ll meet you on Staples,” I suggested.

“Works for me. Make sure you don’t miss any houses,” Jack warned.

“It’s guaranteed that I’m going to miss houses,” I said.

Jack skidded to a stop.

“I’m going to miss the houses that aren’t supposed to get papers.” I laughed and hurried off, leaving Jack standing there looking annoyed. Hey, he wasn’t the only one who could be annoying!

We moved along Staples Street as quickly as possible. We were half walking, half running. I was quickly working up a sweat. It was almost five o’clock but it was still really hot—a lot hotter than you’d expect for the middle of September. I wanted to slow down and catch my breath but there was no way I could do that without getting a tongue-lashing from Jack. This was the last street on our route. The way we had the route planned, we finished with the papers on the street just over from ours. Jack showed no sign of slowing down. He probably wouldn’t stop until we got home.

“I’ve been thinking about Superman!” I shouted across the street.

“What?”

“Superman. I was thinking about how it would be if he fought for the Allies. He could end the war in two minutes flat.”

Jack stopped and glared at me. “What are you talking about?”

“What don’t you understand? You know Superman, right?”

“Of course I know Superman.”

“If he fought against the Nazis he could end the war really fast.”

“You’re wrong,” Jack said.

“I don’t know how you can even argue! If Superman fought against the Nazis we’d win in a minute!”

“Nope, you’re wrong.”

“How can I be wrong? He has X-ray vision, superhuman strength, and he can fly! He’d just fly in, grab Hitler and rip that little moustache right off his face and—”

“Kryptonite bullets.”

“What?” I questioned.

“Bullets made of kryptonite,” he said. “They’d make them and then shoot them when Superman showed his face and … this is stupid! We’re arguing about a stupid comic book character! Kryptonite isn’t real, Superman isn’t real! I don’t know why I’m wasting my time even talking about this, and if you bring it up again you’re going to need Superman to protect you!”

I shut up. My plan to slow Jack down had worked. I struggled to suppress a smile. I had to fight the urge to start talking now about what it would be like if Batman were fighting for the Allies.

“I’m thirsty,” Jack said.

“Me too.” I was hot and sweaty and hungry, as well. “ I hope supper’s on the table when we get home.”

“Going to find out pretty soon.”

We bounded up the walk, up the steps, onto the porch and through the front door.

“Something’s wrong,” Jack said.

“What?”

“Smell,” he said.

“Smell what? I don’t smell any …” I didn’t smell pot roast. I didn’t smell anything.

“Maybe Mom got supper started late,” I suggested.

“Mom!” Jack yelled. There was no answer. I followed Jack as he walked toward the kitchen, pushed through the door and—Mom was sitting in a chair at the kitchen table. Beside her stood three men, guns in hand. One gun was pointed at our mother’s head, and the other two guns were aimed directly at me and Jack!




CHAPTER TWO

I BUMPED INTO JACK as he skidded to a stop. My heart skidded to a stop. We stood there, frozen in place, unable to react to what I couldn’t believe I was seeing, too stunned to even feel afraid. I looked at Mom. I could tell she was trying to look brave and calm, but I could see she was biting the inside of her lip—a nervous habit that we shared.

“Welcome,” one of the men said. “Sit.” He motioned with his gun to the two empty chairs beside our mother.

Neither of us moved. For a split second I thought about running, breaking for the door and—

“Now!” he ordered, and Jack and I stumbled forward. We slumped into the chairs.

“That’s better.” He took his gun and put it into a holster under his suit jacket. The other two did the same. They were all dressed in fancy dark suits and ties. They wore felt fedora hats and shiny leather dress shoes. They looked like they were dressed to go to a wedding … or a funeral. I swallowed hard.

“You must be wondering who we are,” the same man said.

“We know who you are,” Jack snarled.

“Do you?” he asked.

“You’re a bunch of stinking Nazi agents!”

Two of the men burst into laughter until the third—I guessed he was the leader—held up his hand.

“We’re not Nazis … although I can understand why you’d think that.”

Now that he’d told us who they weren’t I was waiting for him to tell us who they were.

“Please leave us alone. I’ve told you that you have the wrong people!” our mother exclaimed.

She sounded desperate, and I noticed that there were streaks on her cheeks—dried-up tracks of tears. If they’d hurt her in any way I’d—

“And I told you that we had the right people. Jack and George Braun. That is who the two of you are, isn’t it?”

I wanted to tell them that we weren’t but I knew that wouldn’t work.

“Yes, they’re my sons, Jack and George. But they’re just two boys … they can’t possibly have anything that you want!” she pleaded.

“That’s where you’re wrong. They have something that I definitely need.” He paused. “They have information … about Camp X.”

“No, no, there’s definitely been a mistake! I’ve never even heard of a Camp X. I work at Camp 30, and they used to deliver mail there during the summer, but honestly they know practically nothing about it!”

The man smiled. “I know where you work. I also know that the boys are very, very familiar with Camp X.”

Who were these men, and how did they know about us and Camp X? Maybe they didn’t. Maybe they were trying to trick us into believing they knew more than they actually did. I tried to keep my face completely blank, to not reveal anything. I even stopped myself from chewing on the inside of my cheek—I didn’t want them to know I was nervous. But then again, why shouldn’t I be nervous? No, not nervous, terrified. The initial shock, the numbness, had worn off now and in its place I felt a gut-wrenching fear.

“Do one of you boys want to tell your mother about your involvement with Camp X?” the man asked.

“We have nothing to tell,” Jack said. His fists were balled up and he was staring at the man with angry, intense eyes. He looked so brave, so strong. “We don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Please, there’s no need to lie,” the man said. His words were suddenly gentle, his tone friendly. There was a smile on his face. If it wasn’t for the fancy suit—and the gun tucked inside that fancy suit—he could have been a teacher, or even a minister.

“Your sons are very brave,” he said to our mother. “And loyal. They don’t want to say they know anything about Camp X because that would violate the oaths they signed under the Official Secrets Act.”

“They’re just boys … they didn’t sign anything, they don’t even know about things like that,” our mother said.

“It isn’t nice for boys to keep secrets from their mother, but they signed those oaths before you moved to Bowmanville.” He paused. “Did you ever wonder how you got your new job at Camp 30?”

“Who are you?” I blurted out. I didn’t want anybody to talk about that. She couldn’t find out.

“Good to see you haven’t swallowed your tongue. You must be wondering how we know so much. As I said, we are not Nazi agents. We have no time or tolerance for the Nazis.”

If they weren’t Nazis, who could they be? I was struck by the strangest thought. Maybe these guys were working for Bill, and this was a test to see if we’d break our oath, and … No, it couldn’t be that. He wouldn’t spill the beans to our mother, or scare her like this.

“We are businessmen,” he said.

“You mean mobsters?” Jack asked.

“Mobsters?” he asked. “Do we look like mobsters?”

I studied the three men. They were all dressed the same—and they did look like they’d just walked out of a mobster movie. The one doing all the talking was older, maybe in his forties, and I was sure he was the boss. One of the other two had a baby face on top of a gigantic body. He towered over everybody else, and his arms and chest were massive. He didn’t look like he needed a gun to threaten somebody. The third was short—a couple of inches shorter than Jack—but he was stocky and powerful through the arms and shoulders. He looked as though he could take care of himself as well.

“If you’re not Nazis and you’re not mobsters, then who are you?” Jack asked.

“As I said, we are independent businessmen,” he answered.

“And what do you want with us?” Jack demanded.

“There is something at Camp X, something very valuable, that we’d like to get our hands on. We need some information and some help from you boys. Now, who’s going to telling us what we need to know?” he asked.

“Don’t expect us to cooperate with anything,” Jack said.

The leader nodded his head and turned to the little guy. “I told you they wouldn’t scare easily.”

“Just give me a minute with them and I guarantee they’ll be scared,” he said.

Now I was really frightened. There was something about the slight smile on his face. I just knew he wouldn’t hesitate to hurt us, and that maybe he’d even enjoy it. I also knew that no matter what he did, he wasn’t getting me to say anything.

“No,” the leader said. “Not yet.” He turned back to face us. “We believe in loyalty too. We would never squeal or betray a member of our organization. But sometimes your choices become limited. Tell you what, I’ll save you boys the trouble of breaking your oath. I’ll do the talking.”

“Don’t believe anything he says!” I exclaimed to our mother. “None of it is true.”

“I certainly hope it is true,” he said. “Because if it isn’t we will have no choice but to kill the three of you.”

His words sent a chill up my spine and I felt myself start to shake. It wasn’t just the words, it was the way he’d said them. His voice was quiet, gentle, friendly and so matter-of-fact, like he was talking about inviting us out for dinner.

“Your boys were involved at Camp X,” he began.

“I don’t even know what this Camp X is,” our mother said.

“It is a training camp for Allied spies, the biggest spy base in all of North America. It’s located in Whitby, close to where you once lived.”

“I don’t know anything about it, but even if it was there, what could my boys have to do with it?” she asked.

“A lot. At first they just stumbled into the camp, breaching security accidentally. Then they were enlisted by one of the men in charge—his name is Bill—to try to break into the camp, as well as break into the DIL plant.” He paused. “Did you know the boys once came out to visit you at work, pretending that you had forgotten your lunch, but they were actually smuggling in a fake bomb to test the security of the munitions factory?”

My mother looked stunned. I felt stunned. How did this man know these things?

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “You never knew anything about that. Just like you don’t know how your boys were really injured when they landed in the hospital, or how Mr. Krum, the newspaper editor, was really killed. You know nothing.” He shook his head slowly and then turned to face Jack and me. “You must be surprised that I know all of these things, aren’t you?”

Neither of us answered, but he was right.

“Is there anything you boys would like to say?” he asked.

There were a lot of things I wanted to say. Instead I kept my mouth shut, my face blank, and I stopped myself, again, from chewing on the inside of my cheek.

“Now I’m going to tell you something that none of you know. I’m going to tell you what we want from Camp X and, more importantly, how you two boys are going to help us get it. It is very simple. We want gold.”

“Gold?” I said. “They don’t have any gold.”

The man laughed, and instantly I realized what I’d done. I’d let on that I did know something about Camp X.

“And how would you know that?” my mother asked.

“He knows a lot, but he doesn’t know about the gold,” the man said, before I could think of what to say, or not say, in answer to her question.

“The gold is being stored in the catacombs, a series of caves,” he went on.

I knew about the caves. I’d seen them before, close to the cliffs above Lake Ontario. But why would he think that there was any gold there?

“This gold is the property of the Bank of England … in fact, it’s the entire reserves of the Bank of England.”

“But … but why would that be here in Canada instead of in England?” our mother asked.

“Precaution. It was all moved here when there were fears that England would be invaded. It was brought here to keep it out of Hitler’s filthy hands.”

“But what has any of that got to do with us?” Jack asked.

“You’re going to get us into the camp.”

“Us?”

“We know that you’ve snuck in there a couple of times, and now you’re going to get us in,” he said.

“But even if we could—and I’m not saying we know anything about it—how do you think you could get away with all of that gold?”

“We don’t want all of the gold. Just some of it. As much as two men,” he said, gesturing to his partners, “and two boys can carry.”

“Look,” Jack said, “even if we did get in once, what makes you think that we can do it again?”

“We can all only hope that you can. If not, then the results could be fatal.”

He put a hand on our mother’s shoulder, and Jack jumped to his feet. “You leave her alone or I’ll—”

The big guy reached out, grabbed Jack and slammed him back into his seat.

“Don’t try to be no hero,” the man said. “We don’t want to hurt nobody. All we want is the gold. So are you gonna cooperate?”

I looked at Jack. He didn’t even look in my direction.

“I’m not afraid to die,” Jack said.

A small gasp escaped from our mother.

“Really? Me, I’d rather live,” the man replied. He walked over and stood right above me. “And you, George, would you choose death over dishonour?”

“I’m not helping you.”

“Very noble. Maybe we’re just wasting our time. We’ll leave now.”

“What?” I asked, not believing my ears.

“Leave. If you refuse to cooperate, we’ll just leave. Of course, we’ll have to kill all three of you first.”

My eyes widened in shock.

“We have no choice. No witnesses.”

Jack snorted. “If we helped you, even if we helped you get the gold, what would stop you from just killing us all anyway?”

“Very important question. We won’t harm you because you’re going to become our business partners. We’re going to cut you boys in on the profits. We’re going to give you one of the bars of gold. Then, if you do tell somebody, you’ll end up in jail too. Betray us and you get arrested. Keep your mouth shut and wind up rich.”

“We don’t want anything that doesn’t belong to us,” I said.

“But you will take it. That way we’ll buy your silence. If you betray us, we won’t be the only ones to suffer. You’ll be arrested. You’ll be seen as traitors. Do you know what they do with traitors?”

“They shoot them,” I said under my breath.

That slight smile returned to his face and he nodded. “You now have three days to think through a plan and put it into effect.”

“You’re going to hold us for three days?” Jack asked.

“Not all of you. Just your mother.”

“Our mother?”

“Yes, she’ll be coming with us.”

“You’re not taking our mother anywhere!” Jack yelled and jumped to his feet.

Like lightning the two thugs jumped forward, grabbed Jack and slammed him back into his seat again.

The man—the leader—didn’t react to either what Jack had done or the way his men had handled it. Instead he pulled a slip of paper out of his pocket and put it down on the table.

“Here is a phone number. When you’ve thought through your plan, you call and my men will come back. In the meantime, and until you return with the gold, your mother will be our guest. It’s time to go.”

The man helped our mother to her feet. Her knees buckled and his hold on her arm steadied her.

“What he’s saying,” our mother said, “about the camp, about you knowing about it … is it true?”

Jack shook his head. “We can’t tell you.”

“I think you just did. I can’t believe I didn’t know anything about it … that you kept it all from me.”

“We didn’t have a choice,” Jack said. “Honestly. We were just trying to protect you.”

Jack slowly rose to his feet. I was surprised that neither of the men at his side stopped him this time. He walked over until he stood right in front of the man.

“If you harm her in any way—in any way—I’ll kill you.” He said the words quietly, with no anger.

The man didn’t react other than to nod his head. “Jack, if any other fourteen-year-old said that I would see it as an idle, meaningless threat.”

“It’s more than a threat,” Jack said, “it’s a promise.”

“I believe you,” the man said. “And you should believe me. If you do as you’re told, then your mother will be returned to you and everybody will become wealthy. If you do your job, your mother will not have a hair on her head harmed. Do we have a deal?” He reached out his hand to Jack like he wanted to shake.

I half expected Jack to spit in his eye or— Jack and the man shook hands!

“Wise. Now for a few details. It is important that nobody gets suspicious about your family’s sudden disappearance. One of you has to call your mother’s work and then your school to explain that the family is ill. Say it’s the measles so nobody will come to the house.”

“We’ll make the calls,” Jack said.

“I’m counting on you, Jack … and so is your mother.”

“Remember what I told you,” Jack said.

“I will. And one more thing you should remember. I’m sure you’re not thinking about going to the police, but in case you’re planning on trying to get help from your friends at Camp X, you have to know that we’ll know.”

“You have somebody inside the camp?” I asked.

He smiled. “How do you think we know so much about the place, about the two of you? If you try to contact Bill—who you know you can trust—that doesn’t mean that the message won’t be intercepted, or that somebody else won’t be aware of your conversation. Are you willing to take that risk with your mother’s life? Now, we have to leave.”

“Can I just say goodbye to my sons … give them a hug?” my mother asked.

Nobody objected, and the man released her. She walked over and wrapped an arm around each of us and pulled us close. She pressed her face between us.

“Call the police,” she whispered. “Don’t worry about what will happen to me.”

I wanted to tell her we wouldn’t do that, but I couldn’t. I could only answer with silence.

“It’s time,” the man said.

Our mother released her grip, but she kept looking into our eyes, as though pleading with us to save ourselves and not worry about her.

“I love you boys.”

“We love you too,” I stammered, and Jack nodded.

The two men led her out of the kitchen. The third—the leader—stood in the doorway to stop us from following.

“Remember, you only have three days …”

He didn’t need to finish the sentence for me to know what would happen if we took longer.

He turned and left, and Jack and I bumped into each other as we stumbled after him. We heard the door slam and got to the front window in time to see our mother, and then the men, climb into a waiting car—a car that hadn’t been there when we’d arrived. I started for the front door, but Jack grabbed my arm.

“No, it’ll just get Mom more upset.”

We watched out the window as the car drove off.
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