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Cover designers note

The title of the third book in this middle trilogy, Spy Sinker, conjures an array of interesting possibilities for the designer when attempting to capture it. For those readers who have been following the adventures of Bernard Samson thus far, I am sure they could venture a number of scenarios into which Bernard could be said to be sinking  his relationship with Fiona, Gloria, his growing isolation among his colleagues in the shadowy and labyrinthine world of his work, even his relationship with himself. All of which were considered to some degree or another, but in the end I took the design in a slightly different direction. For me, the mousetrap seemed to perfectly symbolize the idea of subjugating ones adversary, which in this instance would be employed by the KGB to sink their antagonist, Bernard Samson.

The back covers vignette is of a Russian nesting doll, or matryoshka, depicting a bemedalled Leonid Brezhnev, the Soviet General Secretary. I purchased the set of dolls on Arbat Street, Moscow in exchange for two packets of Marlborough cigarettes. The dolls content reveals that this KGB agent wears red lipstick from Boots the Chemist!

At the heart of every one of the nine books in this triple trilogy is Bernard Samson, so I wanted to come up with a neat way of visually linking them all. When the reader has collected all nine books and displays them together in sequential order, the books spines will spell out Samsons name in the form of a blackmail note made up of airline baggage tags. The tags were drawn from my personal collection, and are colourful testimony to thousands of air miles spent travelling the world.



Arnold Schwartzman OBE RDI


Introduction

Even as a child I was a dedicated reader. A fugitive from my grammar school, I spent my time in libraries reading everything within reach. Much of what I read was beyond my intellectual ability and much of it still is. But when later in life I went back to some of those books I found new pleasure. I enjoyed the work of those writers who were able to provide a gripping story for readers who enjoyed narrative above all. But I was able to see a complexity of interaction and meanings that I had not bothered with when I was younger. When I became a writer this complexity seemed to be something to aim for. How did characters change? Most importantly: how much does each character know at each stage of the story? How much, and how soon should the reader be told of the story. What should be revealed, and when? I liked the idea that, as well as being a story, every book should offer fresh and unexpected ideas, and ask provocative personal questions that the reader will enjoy answering.

So I planned the Bernard Samson books like a row of terraced houses. Each book is a house. Each book is complete, and can be visited without a visit to the other books. Walk through the rooms on the ground floor and enjoy the story-driven narrative. Walk through the ground floor rooms of all nine houses and find that they connect. But upstairs in each house there are rooms to search and, for those who want an extended tour, even attics to explore.

But Sinker is different to all the other houses. Sinker provides access to the roofs. Sinker tells the reader things that remain secret to some of the characters, even to Bernard Samson. For the first time the reader gets a chance to confirm suspicions or eliminate them. Events seen through Bernards eyes in other books are altered and rectified. Some readers tell me that it is best to read Sinker first because it provides a valuable structure for the other books. That may be true but my overall planning did not intend it as a preliminary key to the other books.

The decisive factor in writing a book is not the planning (although that is a vital second necessity) it is self criticism. The writer is the best person to decide when a typescript is complete and measure its success or failure. This is the worry a writer carries day and night while the keys are tapped, copy-printers operated and countless pages tossed into the waste bin. And when the book is published a writer sees why the result was not good enough. It never is. For that dissatisfaction, and only that, will provide the energy and determination that will make the next book better.

So what does the writer bring to the as-yet unwritten story? A pitiless examination of human nature? A vengeful wrath? I dont think so. I feel a responsibility towards my fictional family and prefer to show a respect and a benevolent understanding towards every one of them. Perhaps you are saying that the characters in the Bernard Samson books are not immune from caustic comment and patronizing description and cite Dicky Cruyer as an example of such cruelty. Then I would have to remind you that the books are mostly written in the first person of Bernard. We share Bernards world.

The story starts again with Sinker. We go far back in time; Bernard is younger and physically and mentally strong. Although the basic style remains the same, Sinker is a book written in a different format; that of third-person narrative. It takes a longer, broader view. The other books take place inside Bernards head but Sinker provides an overall look at the story to be told. And Bernards sardonic view of the world is replaced by the more moderate voice of the author. His caustic observations have no outlet in this version of his life. Instead Bernard is scrutinized with the same Godlike and superior impartiality that he customarily judges others.

Sinker is Fionas book. Fionas life and work is cocooned by several layers of secrets. Sinker opens that cocoon and so she inevitably dominates the story. Here is a new Fiona, very human in some ways and yet coldly dispassionate in her work. By the time Sinker was published I was receiving quite a lot of reaction from readers. My memory is that while women readers were sympathetic to the multiple dilemmas  in love, family and work  faced by Fiona, men readers were harsher in their judgments and repeatedly told me how much they loved the vivacity of Gloria. Does Gloria upstage everyone? You are the only one who can say.

Another question in my mail was about the role of the secret agent in the modern world. In my non-fiction war history, Blood Tears and Folly, I have written about the part played by the Enigma codes in the history of World War Two. Hasnt Bernard been made redundant by technology? In fact: no. An old friend of mine, the late Constantine Fitzgibbon, who worked at Bletchley Park and handled Ultra traffic, made this comment about human intelligence:


With the existence of satellites, together with sophisticated cipher-breaking, deception has become almost impossible. Even strategic deceptionWisdom may be invoked, but it remains a minor element in a highly complex, essentially futile, equation. (Constantine Fitzgibbon, Secret Intelligence in the 20th Century Hart Davis, MacGibbon, London 1965.)



As the Cold War grew violent, and Bernard Samson was working across the German divide, the emphasis had returned to humint. The sites of Russian military formations, the state of their equipment and the morale of their soldiers were what the men in London and Washington wanted to know. What was in the enemys mind had become more important than what was in the enemys signals traffic. This was what made the Berlin station, and men such as Bernard, so important to the careers of the desk-men and high-ups.



Len Deighton, 2010



1

England. September 1977.

Bret Rensselaer, you are a ruthless bastard. It was his wifes voice. She spoke softly but with considerable force, as if it was a conclusion arrived at after long and difficult reasoning.

Bret half opened his eyes. He was in that hedonistic drowsy half sleep that makes awakening so irksome. But Bret Rensselaer was not a hedonist, he was a puritan; he saw himself as a direct descendant of those God-fearing, unyielding nonconformists who had colonized New England. He opened his eyes. What was that? He looked at the bedside clock.

It was very early still. The room was flooded with sunlight coloured deep yellow by the holland blinds. He could see his wife sitting up in bed, one hand clutching her knee and the other holding a cigarette. She wasnt looking at him. It was as if she didnt know he was there beside her. Staring into the distance she puffed at the cigarette, not letting it go far from her mouth, holding it ready even as she exhaled. The curls of drifting smoke were yellow like the ceiling, and like his wifes face.

Youre utterly cold-blooded, she said. Youre in the right job. She hadnt looked down to see whether he was awake. She didnt care. She was saying the things she was determined to say, things shed thought a lot about, but never dared say before. Whether her husband heard her or not seemed unimportant.

Without a word of reply, he pushed back the bedclothes and got out of bed. It was not a violent movement. He did it gently so as not to disturb her. She turned her head to watch him go across the carpet. Naked he looked thin, if not to say skinny  that was why he looked so elegant in his carefully cut suits. She wished she was skinny too.

Bret went into the bathroom, drew back the curtains and opened the window. It was a glorious autumnal morning. The sunlit trees made long shadows across the gold-tipped grass. Hed not seen the flower-beds so crowded with blooms. At the end of his garden, where the fidgeting boughs of weeping willows fingered the water, the slow-moving river looked almost blue. Two rowing boats tied up at the pier bobbed gently up and down amid a flotilla of dead leaves. He loved this house.

Since the eighteenth century, many wealthy Londoners have favoured such upstream Thameside houses. With grounds that reach the waters edge they are hidden behind anonymous brick walls all the way from Chiswick to Reading. They come in all shapes, sizes and styles from palatial mansions in the Venetian manner to modest three-bedroom residences like this one.

Bret Rensselaer breathed deeply ten times, the way he did before doing his exercises. The view of the garden had reassured him. It always did. He had not always been an Anglophile but once hed arrived in this bewitching land, he knew there was no escape from the obsessive love he had for everything connected with it. The river that ran at the foot of his garden was not an ordinary little stream; it was the Thames! The Thames with its associations of old London bridge, Westminster Palace, the Tower, and of course Shakespeares Globe. Still, after living here for years, he could hardly believe his good fortune. He wished his American wife could share his pleasure but she said England was backward and could only see the bad side of living here.

He stared at himself in the mirror as he combed his hair. He had the same jutting chin and blond hair that his mother had passed on to him and his brother. The same good health too, and that was a priceless legacy. He put on his red silk dressing gown. Through the bathroom door he heard a movement and a clink of glass, and knew it was his wife taking a drink of bottled water. She didnt sleep well. Hed grown used to her chronic insomnia. He was no longer surprised to wake in the night and find her drinking water, smoking a cigarette or reading a chapter of one of her romantic novels.

When he returned to the bedroom she was still there: sitting cross-legged on the bed, her silk nightdress disarranged to expose her thighs, and its lacy shoulder trimming making a ruff behind her head. Her skin was pale  she avoided the sun  her figure full but not overweight, and her hair tousled. She felt him examining her and she raised her eyes to glare at him. In the past such a pose, that fierce look on her face, and a cigarette in her mouth, had aroused him. Perhaps it was a shameless wanton that he had hoped to discover. If so his hopes had soon been dashed.

He stepped into the alcove that he used as a dressing room and slid open the mirrored wardrobe door to select a suit from the two dozen hanging there, each one in its tissue paper and plastic bag as it had arrived from the cleaners.

You have no feelings! she said.

Dont, Nikki, he said. Her name was Nicola. She didnt like being called Nikki but it was too late now to tell him so.

I mean it, she said. You send men out to die as if you were sending out junk mail. You are heartless. I never loved you; no one could.

What nonsense she spoke. Bret Rensselaers position at SIS was Deputy Controller of European Economics. Yet it was a shrewd guess, there were times when he had to give the final okay on dangerous jobs. And when those tough decisions were to be made Bret did not shy from making them. You left it a darn long time before telling me, he said reasonably, while hanging a lightweight wool and mohair suit near the light of the window and attaching the braces to the trousers. He screwed up the blue tissue wrapping and tossed it into the linen basket. Then he selected shirt and underclothes. He was worried. In this quarrelsome mood Nikki might blurt out some melodramatic yarn of that kind to the first stranger she came across. She hadnt done such a thing before but hed never known her in this frame of mind before.

Ive been thinking about it lately, she replied. Thinking about it a lot.

And did this thought process of yours begin before or after last Wednesdays lunch?

She looked at him coolly and blew smoke before saying, Joppi has nothing to do with it. Do you think I would discuss you with Joppi?

You have before. The way she referred to that Bavarian four-flusher by that silly diminutive name made him mad. No matter that just about everyone else did the same.

That was different. That was years ago. You ran out on me.

Joppi is a jerk, said Bret and was angry with himself for betraying his feelings. He looked at her and knew, not for the first time, murderous anger. He could have strangled her without a remnant of remorse. No matter: he would have the last laugh.

Joppi is a real live prince, she said provocatively.

Princes are ten a penny in Bavaria.

And you are jealous of him, she said, and didnt bother to conceal her pleasure at the idea of it.

For making a play for my wife?

Dont be ridiculous. Joppi has a wife already.

One a day, from what I hear.

You can be very childish sometimes, Bret.

He didnt respond except to look at her with fierce resentment. He deplored the way that Americans like his wife revered these two-bit European aristocrats. Theyd met Joppi at Ascot the previous June. Joppi had a horse running in the Coronation Stakes and was there with a big party of German friends. Subsequently hed invited the Rensselaers for a weekend at a house hed leased near Paris. They had stayed with him there but Bret had not enjoyed it. Hed watched the unctuous Joppi looking at Nikki in a way that Bret did not like men to look at his wife. And Nikki had not even noticed it: or so she said when Bret complained of it afterwards. Now Joppi had invited Nikki to lunch without going through the formality of inviting Bret along. It made Bret sizzle.

Prince Joppi, said Bret with just enough emphasis upon the first word to show his contempt, is a two-bit racketeer.

Have you had him investigated?

I ran him through the computer, he said. Hes into all kinds of crooked deals. Thats why were going to stay clear of him.

I dont work for your goddamned secret intelligence outfit, she said. Just in case you forgot, Im a free citizen, and I choose my own friends and I say anything I want to say to them.

He knew that she was trying to provoke him but still he wondered if he should phone the night duty officer. Hed have a phone contact for Internal Security. But Bret didnt relish the idea of describing the nuances of his married life to some young subordinate who would write it down and put it on file somewhere.

He went and ran the bath: both taps fully on gave him the temperature he preferred. He squirted bath oil into the rushing water and it foamed furiously. While the bath was filling he returned to Nikki. Under the circumstances, reasoning with her seemed the wiser course. Have I done something? he asked with studied mildness. He sat down on the bed.

Oh, no! said his wife sarcastically. Not you. She could hear the water beating against the bath with a roar like thunder.

She was tense, her arms clamped round her knees, the cigarette forgotten for a moment. He looked at her, trying to see something in her face that would give him a hint about the origin of her anger. Failing to see anything that enlightened him he said, Then what? And then more briskly but with a conciliatory tone, For goodness sake, Nikki. I have to go to the office.

I have to go to the office. She attempted to mimic the Englishness that hed acquired since living here. She was not a good mimic and her twanging accent, that had so intrigued him when they first met, was still strong. How foolish hed been to hope that eventually she would embrace England and everything English as lovingly as he had. Thats all thats important to you, isnt it? Never mind me. Never mind if I go stir-crazy in this Godforsaken dump. She tossed her head to throw her hair back but when it fell forward again she raked her fingers through it to get it from her face.

He sat at the end of the bed smiling at her and said, Now, now, Nikki, darling. Just tell me whats wrong.

It was the patronizing just that irritated her. There was something invulnerable about his resolute coldness. Her sister had called him the shy desperado and giggled when he called. But Nikki had found it easy to fall in love with Bret Rensselaer. How clearly she remembered it. Shed never had a suitor like him: slim, handsome, soft-spoken and considerate. And there was his lifestyle too. Brets suits fitted in the way that only expensive tailoring could contrive and his cars were waxed shiny in the way that only chauffeur-driven cars were, and his mothers house was cared for by loyal servants. She loved him of course but her love had always been mingled with a touch of awe, or perhaps it was fear. Now she didnt care. Just for a moment, she was able to tell him everything she felt. Look here, Bret, she said confidently. When I married you I thought you were going to

He held up his hand and said, Let me turn off the bath, darling. We dont want it flooding the study downstairs. He went back into the bathroom; the roar of water stopped. A draught was coming through the window to make steam that tumbled out through the door. He emerged tightening the knot of his dressing gown: a very tight knot, there was something neurotic in that gesture. He raised his eyes to her and she knew that the moment had passed. She was tonguetied again: he knew how to make her feel like a child and he liked that. What were you saying, dear?

She bit her lip and tried again, differently this time. That night, when you first admitted that you were working in secret intelligence, I didnt believe you. I thought it was another of your romantic stories.

Another? He was amused enough to smile.

You were always an ace bullshitter, Bret. I thought you were making it all up as some kind of compensation for your dull job at the bank.

His eyes narrowed: it was the only sign he gave of being angry. He looked down at the carpet. He had been about to do his exercises but shed hammer at him all the time and he didnt want that. Better to do them at the office.

You were going to bleed them white. I remember you saying that: bleed them white. You told me one day youd have a man working in the Kremlin. She wanted to remind him how close they had been. Remember? Her mouth was dry; she sipped more water. You said the Brits could do it because they hadnt grown too big. You said they could do it but they didnt know they could do it. Thats where you came in, you said.

Bret stood with his fists in the pockets of the red dressing gown. He wasnt really listening to her; he wanted to get on, to bathe and shave and dress and spend the extra time sitting with a newspaper and toast and coffee in the garden before his driver came round to collect him. But he knew that if he turned away, or ended the conversation abruptly, her anger would be reaffirmed. Maybe they will, he said and hoped shed drop it.

He lifted his eyes to the small painting that hung above the bed. He had many fine pictures  all by modern British painters  but this was Bret Rensselaers proudest possession. Stanley Spencer: buxom English villagers frolicking in an orchard. Bret could study it for hours, he could smell the fresh grass and the apple blossom. Hed paid far too much for the painting but he had desperately wanted to possess that English scene for ever. Nikki didnt appreciate having a masterpiece enshrined in the bedroom, to love and to cherish. She preferred photographs; shed admitted as much once, during a savage argument about the bills shed run up with the dressmaker.

You said that running an agent into the Kremlin was your greatest ambition.

Did I? He looked at her and blinked, discomposed both by the extent of his indiscretion and the navet of it. I was kidding you.

Dont say that, Bret! She was angry that he should airily dismiss the only truly intimate conversation she could remember having with him. You were serious. Dammit, you were serious.

Perhaps youre right. He looked at her and at the bedside table to see what shed been drinking, but there was no alcohol there, only a litre-size bottle of Malvern water. Shed stuck to her rigorous diet  no bread, butter, sugar, potatoes, pasta or alcohol  for three weeks. She was amazingly disciplined about her dieting and Nikki had never been much of a drinker: it went straight to her waistline. When Internal Security had first vetted her theyd remarked her abstinence and Bret had been proud.

He got up and went round to her side of the bed to give her a kiss. She offered her cheek. It was a sort of armistice but his fury was not allayed: just repressed. Its a glorious sunny day again. Im going to have coffee in the garden. Shall I bring some up?

She pulled the bedside clock round to see it. Jesus Christ! The help wont be there for an hour yet.

Im perfectly capable of fixing my own toast and coffee.

Its too early for me. Ill call for it when Im ready.

He looked at her eyes. She was close to tears. As soon as he left the room she would begin weeping. Go back to sleep, Nikki. Do you want an aspirin?

No I dont want a goddamned aspirin. Anytime I bug you, you ask me if I want an aspirin: as if talking out of turn was some kind of feminine malady.

He had often accused her of being a dreamer, which by extension was his claim to be a practical realist. The truth was that he was even more of a romantic dreamer than she was. This craving he had for everything English was ridiculous. Hed even talked of renouncing his US citizenship and was hoping to get one of these knighthoods the British handed out instead of money. An obsession of that kind could bring him only trouble.



There was enough work in the office to keep Bret Rensselaer busy for the first hour or more. It was a wonderful room on the top floor of a modern block. Large by the standards of modern accommodation, his office had been decorated according to his own ideas, as interpreted by one of the best interior decorators in London. He sat behind his big glass-topped desk. The colour scheme  walls, carpet and long leather chesterfield  was entirely grey and black except for his white phone. Bret had intended that the room should be in harmony with this prospect of the slate roofs of central London.

He buzzed for his secretary and started work. Halfway through the morning, his tray emptied by the messenger, he decided to switch off his phone and take twenty minutes to catch up with his physical exercises. It was a part of his puritanical nature and upbringing that he would not make a confrontation with his wife an excuse to miss his work or his exercises.

He was in his shirt-sleeves, doing his thirty pressups, when Dicky Cruyer  a contender for the soon to become vacant chair of the German Stations Controller  put his head round the door and said, Bret, your wife has been trying to get through to you.

Bret continued to do his pressups slowly and methodically. And? he said, trying not to puff.

She sounded upset, said Dicky. She said something like, Tell him, you get your man in Moscow and Ill go get my man in Paris. I asked her to tell me again but she rang off. He watched while Bret finished a couple more pressups.

Ill talk to her later, grunted Bret.

She was at the airport, getting on the plane. She said to say goodbye. Goodbye for ever, she said.

So youve said it, Bret told him, head twisted, smiling pleasantly from his position full length on the floor. Message received and understood.

Dicky muttered something about it being a bad phone line, nodded and withdrew with the feeling that hed been unwise to bring the ugly news. Hed heard rumours that all was not going well with the Rensselaer marriage, but no matter how much a man might want to leave his wife it does not mean that he wants her to leave him. Dicky had the feeling that Bret Rensselaer wouldnt forget who it was who had brought news of his wifes desertion, and it would leave a residual antipathy that would taint their relationship for ever after. In this assumption Dicky was correct. He began to hope that the appointment of the German Stations Controller would not be entirely in Brets gift.

The door clicked shut. Bret began the pressups over again. He had inflicted that mortifying rule on himself: if he stopped during exercises he did them all over again.

When his exercises were done Bret opened the door that concealed a small sink. He washed his face and hands and as he did so he recalled in detail the conversation hed had with his wife that morning. He told himself not to waste time pondering the rift between them: what was gone was gone, and good riddance. Bret Rensselaer had always claimed that he never wasted time upon recriminations or regrets, but he felt hurt and deeply resentful.

To get his mind on other matters he began to think about those days long ago when hed wanted to get into Operations. Hed drafted out some ideas about undermining the East German economy but no one had taken him seriously. The Director-Generals reaction to the big pile of research hed done was to give him the European Economics desk. That wasnt really something to complain about; Bret had built the desk into a formidable empire. But the economic desk work had been processing intelligence. He always regretted that they hadnt taken up the more important idea: the idea of promoting change in East Germany.

Brets idea had never been to get an effective agent into the top of the Moscow KGB. He would prefer having a really brilliant agent, with a long-term disruptive and informative role, in East Berlin, the capital of the German Democratic Republic. It would take a long time: it was not something that could be hurried in the way that so many SIS operations were.

The Department probably had dozens of sleepers whod established themselves, in one capacity or another, as longtime loyal agents of the various communist regimes of East Europe. Now Bret had to find such a person, and it had to be the right one. But the long and meticulous process of selection had to be done with such discretion and finesse that no one would be aware of what he was doing. And when he found that man, hed have the task of persuading him to risk his neck in a way that sleepers were not normally asked to do. A lot of sleepers assigned to deep cover just took the money and relied upon the good chance that theyd never be asked to do anything at all.

It would not be simple. Neither would it be happy. At the beginning there would be little or no cooperation, for the simple reason that no one around him could be told what he was doing. Afterwards there would be the clamour for recognition and rewards. The Department was very concerned about such things. It was natural these men, who laboured so secretly, should strive so vigorously and desperately for the admiration and respect of their peers when things went well. And if things did not go well there would be the savage recriminations that accompanied post-mortems.

Lastly there was the effect that an operation like this would have upon the man who went off to do the dirty work. They did not come back. Or if they did come back they were never fit to work again. Of the survivors Bret had seen, few returned able to do anything but sit with a rug over their knees, talk to the officially approved departmental shrink, and try vainly to put together ruptured nerves and shattered relationships.

It was easy to see why they couldnt recover. You ask a man to leave all that he holds most dear, to spy in a strange country. Then, years later, you snatch him back again  God willing  to live out his remaining life in peace and contentment. But there is no peace and no contentment either. The poor devil cant remember anyone he hasnt betrayed or abandoned at some time or another. Such people are destroyed as surely as if theyd faced a firing squad.

On the other hand it was necessary to balance the destruction of one man  plus perhaps a few members of his family  with what could be achieved by such a coup. It was a matter of the greater good of the community at large. They were fighting against a system which killed hundreds of thousands in labour camps, which used torture as a normal part of its police interrogation, which put dissenters into mental asylums. It would be absurd to be squeamish when the stakes were so high.

Bret Rensselaer closed the door that hid his sink and went to the window and looked out. Despite the haze, you could see it all from here: the Gothic spike of the Palace of Westminster, the spire of St Martin-in-the-Fields, Nelson balancing gingerly on his column. There was a unity to it. Even the incongruous Post Office tower would perhaps look all right given a century or so of weathering. Bret pushed his face close to the glass in order to see Wrens dome of St Pauls. The Director-Generals room had a fine view northwards and Bret envied him that. One day perhaps he would occupy that room. Nikki had made jokes about that and hed pretended to laugh at them but hed not given up hopes that one day

Then he remembered the notes hed made about the whole project. A great idea struck him: now that he had more time, and a staff of economists and analysts, hed have it all up-dated. Maps, bar charts, pie charts, graphs and easy to understand figures that, even the Director-General would understand could all be done on the computer. Why hadnt he thought of it before? Thank you, Nikki.

And that brought him back to his wife. Once again he told himself to be resolute. She had left him. It was all over. He told himself hed seen it coming for ages but in fact he hadnt seen it coming at all. Hed always taken it for granted that Nikki would put up with all the things of which she complained  just as he put up with her  in order to have a marriage. He would miss her, there was no getting away from that fact, but he vowed he wouldnt go chasing after her.

It simply wasnt fair: hed never been unfaithful to her all the time theyd been married. He sighed. Now he would have to start all over again: dating, courting, persuading, cajoling, being the extra man at parties. Hed have to learn how to suffer rejection when he asked younger women out to dinner. Rejection had never been easy for him. It was all too awful to contemplate. Perhaps hed get his secretary to dine with him one evening next week. Shed told him it was all off with her fianc.

He sat down at his desk and picked up some papers but the words floated before his eyes as his mind went back to Nikki. What had started the breakdown of his marriage? What had gone wrong? What had Nikki called him: a ruthless bastard? Shed been so cool and lucid, thats what had really shaken him. Thinking about it again he decided that Nikkis cool and lucid manner had all been a sham. Ruthless bastard? He told himself that women were apt to say absurd things when they were incoherently angry. That helped.





2

East Germany. January 1978.

Bring me the mirror, said Max Busby. He hadnt intended that his voice should come out as a croak. Bernard Samson went and got the mirror and placed it on the table so Max could see his arm without twisting inside out. Now take the dressing off, said Max.

The sleeve of Maxs filthy old shirt had been torn back as far as the shoulder. Now Bernard unbound the arm, finally peeling back a pad that was caked with pus and dried blood. It was a shock. Bernard gave an involuntary hiss and Max saw the look of horror on his face. Not too bad, said Bernard, trying to hide his real feelings.

Ive seen worse, said Busby, looking at it and trying to sound unruffled. It was a big wound: deep and inflamed and oozing pus. Bernard had stitched it up with a sewing needle and fishing line from a survival kit but some of his stitches had torn through the soft flesh. The skin around it was mottled every colour of the rainbow and so tender that even to look at it made it hurt more. Bernard was pinching it together tight so it didnt break right open again. The dressing  an old handkerchief  had got dirty. The side that had been against the wound was dark brown and completely saturated with blood. More blood had crusted in patches all down his arm. It might have been my gun hand.

Max bent his head until, by the light of the lamp, he could see his pale face in the mirror. He knew about wounds. He knew the way that loss of blood makes the heart pound as it tries to keep supplying oxygen and glucose to the brain. His face had whitened due to the blood vessels contracting as they tried to help the heart do its job. And the heart pumped more furiously as the plasma was lost and the blood thickened. Max tried to take his own pulse. He couldnt manage it but he knew what he would find: irregular pulse and low body temperature. These were all the signs: bad signs.

Put something on the fire and then bind it up tight with the strip of towel. Ill wrap paper round it before we leave. Dont want to leave a trail of blood spots. He managed a smile. Well give them another hour. Max Busby was frightened. They were in a mountain hut, it was winter and he was no longer young.

A one-time NYPD cop, hed come to Europe in 1944, wearing the bars of a US Army lieutenant, and hed never gone back across the Atlantic except for an attempted reconciliation with his ex-wife in Chicago and a couple of visits to his mother in Atlantic City.

After Bernard had replaced the mirror and put something on to the fire, Max stood up and Bernard helped him with his coat. Then he watched as Max settled down carefully in his chair. Max was badly hurt. Bernard wondered if they would both make it as far as the border.

Max read his thoughts and smiled. Now neither wife nor mother would have recognized Max in his filthy overcoat with battered jeans and the torn shirt under it. There was a certain mad formality to the way that he balanced a greasy trilby hat on his knees. His papers said he was a railway worker but his papers, and a lot of other things he needed, were at the railway station and a Soviet arrest team was there too.

Max Busby was short and squat without being fat. His sparse hair was black and his face was heavily lined. His eyes were reddened by tiredness. He had heavy brows and a large straggly black moustache that was lop-sided because of the way he kept tugging at one end of it.

Older, wiser, wounded and sick, but despite all that and the change in environment and costume, Max Busby did not feel very different to that green policeman whod patrolled the dark and dangerous Manhattan streets and alleys. Then, as now, he was his own man: the wrongos didnt all wear black hats. Some of them were to be found spooning their beluga with the police commissioner. It was the same here: no black and white, just shades of grey. Max Busby disdained communism  or socialism in the preferred terminology of its practitioners  and all it stood for, with a zeal that was unusual even in the ranks of the men who fought it, but he wasnt a simplistic crusader.

Two hours, suggested Bernard Samson. Bernard was big and strong, with wavy hair and spectacles. He wore a scuffed leather zip-front jacket, and baggy corduroy trousers, held up by a wide leather belt decorated with a collection of metal communist Parteitag badges. On his head there was a close-fitting peaked cap of the design forever associated with the ill-fated Afrika Korps. It was a sensible choice of headgear thought Max as he looked at it. A man could go to sleep in a cap like that, or fight without losing it. Max looked at his companion: Bernard was still in one piece, and young enough to wait it out without his nerves fraying and his mouth going dry. Perhaps it would be better to let him go on alone. But would Bernard make it alone? Max was not at all sure he would. They have to get through Schwerin, Bernard reminded him. They may be delayed by one of the mobile patrols.

Max nodded and wet his lips. The loss of blood had sapped his strength: the idea of his contacts being challenged by a Russian army patrol made his stomach heave. Their papers were not good enough to withstand any scrutiny more careful than a cops casual flashlight beam. Few false papers are.

He knew that Bernard wouldnt see the nod, the little room was in darkness except for the faint glimmer from an evil-smelling oil-lamp, its wick turned as low as possible, and from the stove a rosy glow that gave satin toecaps to their boots, but Qui tacet, consentire videtur, silence means consent. Max, like many a NY cop before him, had slaved at night school to study law. Even now he remembered a few basic essentials. More pertinent to his ready consent was the fact that Max knew what it was like to be crossing a hundred and fifty kilometres of moonlit Saxon countryside when there was a triple A alert and a Moscow stop-and-detain order that would absolve any trigger-happy cop or soldier from the consequences of shooting strangers on sight.

Bernard tapped the cylindrical iron stove with his heavy boot and was startled when the door flipped open and redhot cinders fell out upon the hearth. For a few moments there was a flare of golden light as the draught fed the fire. He could see the wads of brown-edged newspaper packed into the cracks around the door frame and a chipped enamel wash-basin and the rucksacks that had been positioned near the door in case they had to leave in a hurry. And he could see Max as white as a sheet and lookingwell, looking like any old man would look whod lost so much blood and who should be in an intensive-care ward but was trudging across northern Germany in winter. Then it went dull again and the room darkened.

Two hours then? Bernard asked.

I wont argue. Max was carefully chewing the final mouthful of rye bread. It was delicious but he had to chew carefully and swallow it bit by bit. They grew the best rye in the world in Mecklenburg, and made the finest bread with it. But that was the last of it and both men were hungry.

That makes a change, said Bernard good-naturedly. They seldom truly argued. Max liked the younger man to feel he had a say in what happened. Especially now.

Ill not make an enemy with the guy whos going to get the German Desk, said Max very softly, and twisted one end of his moustache. He tried not to think of his pain.

Is that what you think?

Dont kid around, Bernard. Who else is there?

Dicky Cruyer.

Max said, Oh, so thats it. You really resent Dicky, dont you? Bernard always rose to such bait and Max liked to tease him.

He could do it.

Well, he hasnt got a ghost of a chance. Hes too young and too inexperienced. Youre in line; and after this one youll get anything you ask for.

Bernard didnt reply. It was a welcome thought. He was in his middle thirties and, despite his contempt for desk men, he didnt want to end up like poor old Max. Max was neither one thing nor the other. He was too old for shooting matches, climbing into other peoples houses and running away from frontier guards, but there was nothing else that he could do. Nothing, that is, that would pay him anything like a living wage. Bernards attempts to persuade his father to get Max a job in the training school had been met with spiteful derision. Hed made enemies in all the wrong places. Bernards father never got along with him. Poor Max, Bernard admired him immensely, and Bernard had seen Max doing the job as no one else could do it. But heaven only knew how hed end his days. Yes, a job behind a desk in London would come at exactly the right stage of Bernards career.

Neither man spoke for a little while after that. For the last few miles Bernard had been carrying everything. They were both exhausted, and like combat soldiers they had learned never to miss an opportunity for rest. They both dozed into a controlled half sleep. That was all they would allow themselves until they were back across the border and out of danger.

It was about thirty minutes later that the thump thump thump of a helicopter brought them back to wide-eyed awakening. It was a medium-sized chopper, not transport size, and it was flying slowly and at no more than a thousand feet, judging from the sound it made. It all added up to bad news. The German Democratic Republic was not rich enough to supply such expensive gas-guzzling machines for anything but serious business.

Shit! said Max. The bastards are looking for us. Despite the urgency in his voice he spoke quietly, as if the men in the chopper might hear him.

The two men sat in the dark room neither moving nor speaking: they were listening. The tension was almost unbearable as they concentrated. The helicopter was not flying in a straight line and that was an especially bad sign: it meant it had reached its search area. Its course meandered as if it was pin-pointing the neighbouring villages. It was looking for movement: any kind of movement. Outside the snow was deep. When daylight came nothing could move without leaving a conspicuous trail.

In this part of the world, to go outdoors was enough to excite suspicion. There was nowhere to visit after dark, the local residents were simple people, peasants in fact. They didnt eat the sort of elaborate evening meal that provides an excuse for dinner parties and they had no money for restaurants. As to hotels, who would want to spend even one night here when they had the means to move on?

The sound of the helicopter was abruptly muted as it passed behind the forested hills, and for the time being the night was silent.

Lets get out of here, said Max. Such a sudden departure would be going against everything they had planned but Max, even more than Bernard, was a creature of impulse. He had his hunches. He wrapped folded newspaper round his arm in case the blood came through the towel. Then he put string round the arm of the overcoat and Bernard tied it very tight.

Okay. Bernard had long ago decided that Max  notwithstanding his inability to find domestic happiness or turn his professional skills into anything resembling a success story  had an uncanny instinct for the approach of danger. Without hesitation and without getting up from his chair, Bernard leaned forward and picked up the big kettle. Opening the stove ring with the metal lifting tool, he poured water into the fire. He did it very carefully and gently, but even so there was a lot of steam.

Max was about to stop him but the kid was right. Better to do it now. At least that lousy chopper was out of sight of the chimney. When the fire was out Bernard put some dead ashes into the stove. It wouldnt help much if they got here. Theyd see the blood on the floorboards, and it would require many gallons of water to cool the stove, but it might make it seem as if theyd left earlier and save them if they had to hide nearby.

Lets go. Max took out his pistol. It was a Sauer Model 38, a small automatic dating from the Nazi period, when they were used by high-ranking army officers. It was a lovely gun, obtained by Bernard from some underworld acquaintance in London, where Bernards array of shady friends rivalled those he knew in Berlin.

Bernard watched Max as he tried to move the slide back to inject a round into the chamber. He had to change hands to do it and his face was contorted with pain. It was distressing to watch him but Bernard said nothing. Once done, Max pressed on the exposed cocking lever to lower the hammer so the gun was ready for instant use but with little risk of accident. Max pushed the gun into his inside breast pocket. Have you got a gun? he asked.

We left it at the house. You said Siggi might need it. Bernard swung the rucksack over his shoulder. It was heavy, containing the contents of both packs. There was a grappling hook and nylon rope as well as a small digging implement and a formidable bolt-cutter.

So I did. Damn. Well, you take the glasses. Bernard took them from round Maxs neck, careful not to jar his arm. Stare them to death, Bernard. You can do it! A grim little laugh. Silently Bernard took the field-glasses  rubber-clad Zeiss 7 x 40s, like the ones the Grenzpolizei used  and put his head and arm through the strap. It made them uncomfortably tight, but if they had to run for it he didnt want the glasses floating around and banging him in the face.

Max tapped the snuffer that extinguished the flame of the oil-lamp. Everything was pitch black until he opened the door and let in a trace of blue starlight and the bitterly cold night air. Attaboy!

Max was expecting trouble and Bernard did not find the prospect cheering. Bernard had never learned to face the occasional violent episodes that his job provided in the way that the old-timers like Max accepted them even when injured. Was it, he wondered, something to do with the army or the war, or both?

The timber cabin was isolated. If only it would snow again, that would help to cover their tracks, but there was no sign of snow. Once outside Max sniffed the air, anxious to know if the smoke from the stove would carry far enough to alert a search party. Well at least choosing this remote shelter had proved right. It was a hut for the cowherds when in summer the cattle moved to the higher grazing. From this elevated position they could see the valley along which they had come. Here and there, lights indicated a cluster of houses in this dark and lonely landscape. It was good country for moving at night but when daylight came it would work against them: theyd be too damned conspicuous. Max cursed the bad luck that had dogged the whole movement. By this time they should have all been across the border, skin intact and sound asleep after warm baths and a big meal and lots to drink.

Max looked up. A few stars were sprinkled to the east but most of the sky was dark. If the thick overcast remained there, blotting out the sun, it would help, but it wasnt low enough to inconvenience the helicopters. The chopper would be back.

Well keep to the high ground, said Max. These paths usually make good going. They keep them marked and maintained for summertime walkers. He set off at a good pace to show Bernard that he was fit and strong, but after a little while he slowed.

For several kilometres the beech forest blocked off their view of the valley. It was dark walking under the trees, like being in a long tunnel. The undergrowth was dead and crisp brown fern crunched under their feet. As the trail climbed the snow was harder. Trees shielded the footpath and upon the hard going they made reasonably good speed. They had walked for about an hour and a half, and were into the evergreens, when Max called a halt. They were higher now, and through a firebreak in the regimented plantations they could see the twist of the next valley ahead of them. Beyond that, through a dip in the hills, a lake shone faintly in the starlight, its water heady with foam, like good German beer. It was difficult to guess how far away it was. There were no houses in sight, no roads, no power lines, nothing to give the landscape a scale. Trees were no help: these fir trees came in all shapes and sizes.

Five minutes, said Max. He sank down in a way that revealed his true condition and wedged his backside into the roots of a tree. Alongside him there was a bin for feeding the deer: the herds were cosseted for the benefit of the hunters. Resting against the bin, Maxs head slumped to one side. His face was shiny with exertion and he looked all in. Blood had seeped through the paper and there was a patch of it on the sleeve of the thick overcoat. Better to press on than to try to fix it here.

Bernard took out the field-glasses, snapped the protective covers from the lenses, and looked more carefully at the lake. It was the haze upon the water that produced the boiling effect and softened its outline.

How are your feet? said Max.

Okay, Max.

I have spare socks.

Dont mother me, Max.

Do you know where we are?

Yes, were in Germany, he said, still staring through the glasses.

Are you sure?

But thats our lake, Max, Bernard affirmed. Mouse Lake.

Or Moulting Lake, suggested Max.

Or even Turncoat Lake, said Bernard, suggesting a third possible translation.

Max regretted his attempt at levity. Something like that, he said. He resolved to stop treating Bernard like a child. It was not so easy: Hed known him so long it was difficult to remember that he was a grown man with a wife and children. And what a wife! Fiona Samson was one of the rising stars of the Department. Some of the more excitable employees were saying that she was likely to wind up as the first woman to hold the Director-Generals post. Max found it an unlikely prospect. The higher echelons of the Department were reserved for a certain sort of Englishman, all of whom seemed to have been at school together.

Max Busby often wondered why Fiona had married Bernard. He was no great prize. If he got the German Desk in London it would be largely due to his fathers influence, and hed go no further. Whoever got the German Desk would come under Bret Rensselaers direction, and Bret wanted a stooge there. Max wondered if Bernard would adapt to a yes-man role.

Max took the offered field-glasses to have a closer look at the lake. Holding them with only one hand meant resting against the tree. Even holding his arm up made him tremble. He wondered if it was septic: hed seen wounds go septic very quickly but he put the thought to the back of his mind and concentrated on what he could see. Yes, that was the Mause See: exactly as he remembered it from the map. Maps had always been a fetish with him, sometimes he sat looking at them for hours on end, as other men read books. They were not only maps of places he knew, or places hed been or places he might have to visit, but maps of every kind. When someone had given him the Times Atlas of the Moon, Max took it on vacation and it was his sole reading matter.

We must come in along the southern shore, said Bernard, and not too close to the water or well find ourselves in some Central Committee members country cottage.

A boat might be the best way, Max suggested, handing the glasses back.

Lets get closer, said Bernard, who didnt like the idea of a boat. Too risky from every point of view. Bernard was not very skilled with a set of oars and Max certainly couldnt row. In winter a boat might be missed from its moorings, and even if the water was glassy smooth  which it wouldnt be  he didnt fancy being exposed to view like that. It was an idea typical of Max, who liked such brazen methods and had proved them in the past. Bernard hoped Max would forget that idea by the time theyd covered the intervening countryside. It was a long hike. It looked like rough going and soon it would be dawn.

Bernard felt like saying something about the two men with whom they had been supposed to rendezvous yesterday afternoon, but he kept silent. There was nothing to be said; they had gone into the bag. Max and Bernard had been lucky to get away. Now the only important thing was for them to get back. If they didnt, the whole operation  Reisezug  would have proved useless: more than three months of planning, risks and hard work wasted. Bernards father was running the operation, and he would be desolated. To some extent, his fathers reputation depended upon him.

Bernard got up and dusted the soil from his trousers. It was sandy and had a strange musty smell.

It stinks, right? said Max, somehow reading his thoughts. The North German Plain. Goddamned hilly for a plain, Id say.

German Polish Plain they called it when I was at school, said Bernard.

Yeah, well, Poland has moved a whole lot closer to here since I did high school geography, said Max, and smiled at his little joke. My wife Helma was born not far from here. Ex-wife that is. Once she got that little old US passport she went off to live in Chicago with her cousin.

As Bernard helped Max to his feet he saw the animal. It was lying full-length in a bare patch of ground behind the tree against which hed rested. Its fur was caked with mud and it was frozen hard. He peered more closely at it. It was a fully grown hare, its foot tight in a primitive wire snare. The poor creature had died in agony, gnawing its trapped foot down to the bone but lacking either the energy or the desperate determination required for such a sacrifice.

Max came to look too. Neither man spoke. For Max it seemed like a bad omen and Max had always been a great believer in signs. Still without speaking they both trudged on. They were tired now and the five minutes break that had helped their lungs had stiffened their muscles. Max found it difficult to hold his arm up, but if he let it hang it throbbed and bled more.

Why didnt he go back? said Max as the path widened and Bernard came up alongside him.

Who?

The poacher. Why didnt he go back and look at his snares?

You mean we are already in the Sperrzone? There was no fence, no signs.

Locals know where it is, said Max. Strangers blunder onwards. He unbuttoned his coat and touched the gun. There was no practical reason for doing so except that Max wanted to make it clear to Bernard that he hadnt come all this way in order to turn himself in to the first person who challenged them. Max had shot his way out of trouble before: twice. Some people said those two remarkable instances of good luck had given him a false idea of what could be done when facing capture; Max thought the British with whom he worked were too damned ready to let their people put their hands up.

He stopped for a moment to look at the lake again. It would be so much easier and quicker to be walking along the valley instead of along this high path. But there would be villages and farms and dogs that barked down there. These high paths were less likely to have such dangers but the ice on the northern aspects meant they were sometimes slower going and the two men didnt have time to spare.

The next hill was higher and after that the path would descend to cross the Besen valley. Perhaps it would be better to cross it somewhere else. If the local police were alerted they were sure to put a man at the stone bridge where the footpath met the valley road. He looked at the summit of the hill on the far side of the river. Theyd never do it. The local people called these hills mountains, as people do in regions where no mountains exist. Well, he was beginning to understand why. After you walked these hills they became mountains. Everything was relative: the older he got the more mountainous the world became.

Well try to get over the Besen at that wide place where the stones are, said Max.

Bernard grunted unenthusiastically. If theyd had more time Max would have made it into more of a discussion. He would have let Bernard feel hed had a say in the decisions, but there was no time for such niceties.

Scrambling down through the dead bracken and the loose stones caused both men to lose their balance now and again. Once Max slid so far he almost fell. He knocked his wounded arm when recovering himself, and the pain was so great that he gave a little whimper. Bernard helped him up. Max said nothing. He didnt say thanks, there was no energy to spare.

Max had chosen this place with care. Everywhere on its east side the Wall occupied a wide band of communist territory. Even to get within five kilometres of the Wall itself required a permit. This well guarded and constantly patrolled prohibited region, or Sperrzone, was cleared of trees and any shrubs or growth that could conceal a man or child. Any agricultural work permitted in the Sperrzone was done only in daylight and under the constant surveillance of the guards in their watchtowers. Artfully the towers were different in height and design, varying from the lower observation bunkers to the tall modernistic concrete constructions that resembled airport control towers.

But in the Sperrzone of that section of the frontier that NATO codenames piecemeal, good or bad fortune has called upon the DDR to contend with the lake. It was the presence of a lake at a part of the Wall that was undergoing extensive repair work that caught Max Busbys attention in the so-called Secret Room.

For the regime it was a difficult section: the Elbe and the little river Besen that feeds into it, plus the effect of the Mause See, all contributed to the marshiness of the flat land. The Wall was always giving them problems here no matter what they did about waterproofing the foundations. Now a stretch almost three kilometres long was under repair at seven different places. It must be bad or they would have waited until summer.

Getting through the Sperrzone was only the beginning. The real frontier was marked by a tall fence, too flimsy to climb but rigged with alarms, flares and automatic guns. After that came the Schutzstreifen, the security strip, about five hundred metres deep, where attack-trained dogs on Hundelaufleine ran between the minefields. Then came the concrete ditches, followed by an eight-metre strip of dense barbed wire and a variety of devices arranged differently from sector to sector to provide surprises for the newcomer.

To what extent this bizarre playground had been dismantled for the benefit of the repair gangs, remained to be discovered. It was difficult to forget the helicopter. The whole military region would be alerted now. It wouldnt be hard to guess where the fugitives were heading.

When they reached the lake it was not anything like the obstruction that either of them had anticipated. Theyd been soaked to the knees wading across the slow-moving Besen. The necessary excursion into the Mause See  to get around the red marker-buoys which Max thought might mark underwater obstacles  did no more than repeat the soaking up to the waist. But there was a difference: the hard muscular legs had been brought back to tingling life by brisk walking, but the icy cold water of the lake up to his waist drained from Max some measure of his resolution. His arm hurt, his guts hurt and the arctic water pierced through his belly like cold steel.

The snow began with just a few flakes spinning down from nowhere and then became a steady fall. What a beautiful sight, said Bernard and Max grunted his agreement.

There was just a faint tinge of light in the eastern sky as they cut through the first wire fence. Just go! said Max, his teeth chattering. Theres no time for all the training school tricks. Screw the alarms, just cut!

Bernard handled the big bolt-cutters quickly and expertly. The only noise they heard for the first few minutes was the clang of the cut wire. But after that the dogs began to bark.



Frank Harrington, the SIS Berlin resident, would not normally have been at the reception point in the Bundesrepublik waiting, in the most lonely hours of the night, for two agents breaking through the Wall, but this operation was special. And Frank had promised Bernards father that he would look after him, a promise which Frank Harrington interpreted in the most solemn fashion.

He was in a small subterranean room under some four metres of concrete and lit by fluorescent blue lights, but Franks vigil was not too onerous. Although such forward command bunkers were somewhat austere  it being NATOs assumption that the Warsaw Pact armies would roll over these border defences in the first hours of any undeclared war  it was warm and dry and he was sitting in a soft seat with a glass of decent whisky in his fist.

This was the commanding officers private office, or at least it was assigned to that purpose in the event of a war emergency. Among Franks companions were a corpulent young officer of the Bundesgrenzschutz  a force of West German riot police who guard airports, embassies and the border  and an elderly Englishman in a curious nautical uniform worn by the British Frontier Service, which acts as guides for all British army patrols on land, air and river. The German was lolling against a radiator and the Englishman perched on the edge of a desk.

How long before sun-up? said Frank. Hed kept his tan trenchcoat on over his brown tweed suit. His shirt was khaki, his tie a faded sort of yellow. To the casual eye he might have been an army officer in uniform.

An hour and eight minutes, said the Englishman after consulting his watch. He didnt trust clocks, not even the synchronized and constantly monitored clocks in the control bunker.

Hunched in a chair in the corner  Melton overcoat over his Savile Row worsted  there was a fourth man, Bret Rensselaer. Hed come from London Central on a watching brief and he was taking it literally. Now he checked his watch. Bret had already committed the time of sunrise to memory; he wondered why Frank hadnt bothered to do so.

The two men had worked together for a long time and their relationship was firmly established. Frank Harrington regarded Brets patrician deportment and high-handed East Coast bullshit as typical of the CIA top brass he used to know in Washington. Bret saw in Frank a minimally efficient although congenial time-server, of the sort that yeoman farmers had supplied to Britains Civil Service since the days of Empire. These descriptions, suitably amended, would have been acknowledged by both men and it was thus that a modus vivendi had been reached.

Germans who live near the border get a special pass and can go across nine times a year to see friends and relatives, said Frank, suddenly impelled for the sake of good manners to include Bret in the conversation. One of them came through yesterday evening  they are not permitted to stay overnight  and told us that everything looked normal. The work on the Wall and so on

Bret nodded. The hum of the air-conditioning seemed loud in the silence.

It was a good spot to choose, Frank added.

There are no good spots, interposed the BGS officer loudly. He looked like a ruffian, thought Frank, with his scarred face and beer belly. Perhaps riot policemen had to be like that. Meeting no response from either of the strange foreigners, the German officer drank what remained of his whisky, wiped his mouth, belched, nodded his leave-taking and went out.

The phone in the next room rang and they listened while the operator grunted, hung up and then called loudly, Dogs barking and some sort of movement over there now.

Bret looked at Frank. Frank winked but otherwise didnt move.

The English guide swallowed the last of his whisky hurriedly and slid off the desk. Id better be off too, he said. I might be needed. I understand two of your freebooters might be going in to try to help.

Perhaps, said Frank.

It wont work, said the Englishman. In effect its an invasion of their soil.

Frank stared at him and didnt reply. He didnt like people to refer to his men as freebooters, especially not strangers. The guide, forgetting his glass was empty, tried to drink more from it. Then he set it down on the desk where hed been sitting and departed.

Left to themselves, Bret said, If young Samson pulls this one off Im going to recommend him for the German Desk. He was sitting well back in the chair, elbows on its rests, hands together like a tutor delivering a homily to an erring student.

Yes, so you said.

Can he do it, Frank? Although framed as a query, he said it as if he was testing Frank with an exam question, rather than asking help with a difficult decision.

Hes not stupid.

Just headstrong, supplied Bret. Is that what you mean?

Are you sure you wouldnt like a drink? asked Frank, holding up the bottle of scotch which was on the floor near his chair. Bret had bought it in the duty-free shop at London airport but he hadnt touched a drop.

Bret shook his head. And the wife? said Bret, adding in a voice that was half joking, half serious, Is Mrs Samson going to be the first female Director-General?

Too fixed in her viewpoint. All women are. Shes not flexible enough to do what the old man does, is she?

A lead pipe is flexible, said Bret.

Resilient I mean.

Elastic, said Bret, is the only word I can think of for the capacity to return to former shape and state.

Is that the primary requirement for a D-G? asked Frank coldly. Hed trained with Sir Henry Clevemore back in wartime and been a personal friend ever since. He wasnt keen on discussing his possible successors with Bret.

Primary requirement for a lot of things, said Bret dis-missively. He didnt want to talk but he added, Too many people in this business get permanently crippled.

Only field agents surely?

Its sometimes worse for the ones who send them out.

Is that what youre worried about in the case of Bernard Samson? That too much rough stuff might leave a permanent mark? Is that why you asked me?

No. Not at all.

Bernard would do a good job in London. Give him a chance at it, Bret. Ill support it.

I might take you up on that, Frank.

Freebooters! said Frank. Confounded nerve of the man. He was talking about my reception team.

From the next room the operator called, Theyve put the searchlights on!

Frank said, Tell them to put the big radar jammer on. I dont want any arguments: the Piranha! The army hated using the Piranhas because they jammed the radars on both sides of the line. Now! said Frank.



The first searchlight came on, spluttering and hissing, and its beam went sweeping across the carefully smoothed soft earth ahead of them. Now neither Max nor Bernard could hope that theyd get right through undetected.

Bernard went flat on the ground but Max was a tough old veteran and he went running on into the darkness behind the searchlight beam, confident that the region round the beam was darkest to the eyes of the guards.

The Grenzpolizei up in the tower were caught by surprise. They were both young conscripts, sent here from the far side of the country and recommended for this special job after their good service in the Free German Youth. There had been an alert, two in fact. Their sergeant had read the teleprinter message aloud to them to be sure they understood. But alerts were commonplace. None of the Grepos took them too seriously. Since the boys had arrived here six months ago, there had been nine emergencies and every one of them had turned out to be birds or rabbits tripping the wires. No one tried to get through nowadays: no one with any sense.

On the Western side of the Wall, Franks reception team  Tom Cutts and Gabby Green  had come up very close by that time. They werent directly in Franks employ, they were specialists. Despite being in their middle thirties, they were, according to their papers, junior officers of the Signal Corps. With them was a genuine soldier, Sergeant Powell, who was a radar technician. His job was to make sure nothing went wrong with their equipment, although, as hed told them quite frankly, if something did go wrong with it, it was unlikely that hed be able to repair it there in the slit trench. It would have to go back to the workshop, and then probably to the manufacturer.

These freebooters had been dug in there a long time, dressed in their camouflaged battle-smocks, faces darkened with paint, brown knitted hats pulled down over the tops of their ears. Helmets were too heavy, and, if you dropped them, dangerously noisy. It was a curious fact that they were safer dressed as soldiers than as civilians. Those Grepos over there were cautious about shooting soldiers; and soldiers on both sides of the Wall were garbed almost identically.

They didnt speak very often: every sound carried a long way at night and theyd worked together often enough to know what had to be done. Theyd manhandled the little radar set forward and got the antenna into a favourable position ahead of them as soon as darkness came the previous evening, and then spent all night with the set, watching the movements of the vehicles and the guards. Both men were wearing headphones over their knitted hats, and Gabby, whose taciturn disposition had earned him his nickname, had his eye to the big Hawklite image-intensifying scope.

Yes, he said suddenly, the rubber-sided microphone clamped tight to his mouth. One! No: two of them. One runningthe other on the ground. Jesus!

The searchlight had come on by that time, but it provided no help for anyone trying to see what was happening.

And there go the infra-red lights too. My, my, they are getting serious, said Gabby calmly. Can we jam? Tom had already tuned the jammer to the required wavelength, but it was a lower-power machine that would only affect the small sets. Ill have to go forward. I cant get it from here.

Tom said nothing. Theyd both hoped that it wouldnt be necessary for either of them to cross into DDR territory. Over the last year theyd had a couple of close shaves, and their opposite numbers  the two-man team who were responsible for the stretch of Wall to the north  had both been killed after one of them stepped on a mine that had been accidentally left on the West side of the Wall when DDR repair parties had finished work.

Tom Cuttss misgivings would have been confirmed had he had a chance to see into the Russian Electronic Warfare Support Vehicle that was parked out of sight behind the dog kennels. Inside its darkened interior a senior KGB officer named Erich Stinnes could just about fit between the collection of electronic equipment. His face was tense and the lenses of his glasses reflected the screen of a battlefield radar far more sophisticated than the man-portable infantry model that the two freebooters had placed into position.

One of them is moving forward, the Russian army operator told Stinnes. The blip that was Gabby glowed brighter as he scrambled from his trench and exposed more of his body to the radar.

The EW support vehicle provided more than one indication of what was happening in the sector. There was a thermal imager rendering the warmth of human bodies into revealing white blobs, and now that the infra-red lights were on, the automatic IR cameras were taking a picture every five seconds. If it came to an inquiry there would be no chance of proving the DDR was in the wrong.

Let him come, said Stinnes. Perhaps the other fellow will come too. Then well have both of them.

If we wait too long the two spies will escape, said the Grepo officer whod been assigned to give Stinnes all the help and assistance he required.

Well get them all, never fear. Ive followed them a long way. Ill not miss them now. They didnt realize how circumscribed he was by the rules and regulations. But without breaking any applicable rules Stinnes had supervised what can only be described as an exemplary operation. The two agents arrested in Schwerin had yielded the details of their rendezvous after only two hours of interrogation. Furthermore the methods used to get this confession were by KGB standards only moderately severe. They had detected the two Englishmen at the log cabin and kept them under observation all the way here. Apart from the misrouteing of a helicopter by some imbecilic air traffic controller it was a textbook operation.

The second man is coming forward, said the operator.

Kolossal! said Stinnes. When he gets to the wire you can shoot. The unrepaired gap in the Wall had enabled them to plan the fields of fire. It was like a shooting gallery: four men trapped inside the enclosure formed by the Wall, the wire and the builders materials.

It was Gabby who shot the searchlight out. Afterwards Bernard said it was Max, but that was because Bernard wanted to believe it was Max. The death of Max distressed Bernard in a way that few other losses had ever done. And of course Bernard never shook off the guilt that came from his being the only survivor.

He saw the other three die. Max, Tom and Gabby. They were cut to pieces by a heavy machine gun: an old reliable 12.7mm Degtyarev. The noise of the machine gun sounded very loud in the night air. Everyone for miles around heard it. That would teach the English a lesson.

Wheres the other one? said Stinnes, still watching the radar screen.

He tripped and fell down. Damn! Damn! Damn! Theyre putting the big jammer on now! As the two men watched, electronic clutter came swirling up from the bottom of the screen: major interference like a snowstorm.

Where is he? Stinnes slapped his hand upon the blinded radar and its useless screen and shouted, Where? The men in the bunker with him jumped to their feet, stared straight ahead, standing stiff and upright as a good Russian soldier is taught to stand when a senior officer shouts at him.

Thus it was that Bernard Samson drowned in the clutter and scrambled away unhurt, running like hed never run before, eventually to fall into the arms of Sergeant Powell.

Shit! said Powell. Where did you come from, laddie? For one wild moment Sergeant Powell thought hed captured a prisoner. When he realized that it was only an escaper from the East he was disappointed. They said thered be two. Wheres the other fellow?
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