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      To everyone who helped coax Angel, Archangel out of my weary typewriter - family, friends and literary ‘boffins’ - go my heartfelt thanks. I am especially grateful to Colonel Maurice Buckmaster OBE, for listening patiently to Plan Archangel and pronouncing it feasible; Sheila Mills for her in-depth analysis; and Harry Hawker for his excellent technical advice. Finally, had it not been for Mark Lucas’s constant encouragement and help, Kruze never would have taken to the skies. This book is as much his as it is mine (well, almost).
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      PROLOGUE


      The aide-de-camp to the Chief of the General Staff of the Red Army worked furiously to decipher the signal that had just come in from General Nerchenko on the First Ukrainian front, but long before he reached the end he reckoned that Plan Archangel was dead.


      For a moment, the colonel considered flight, then thought better of it. How could he hide from the eyes and ears of the NKVD in Moscow?


      Nerchenko said he could contain the situation, but it was still desperate news. Yuri Petrovich Paliev, whom they had entrusted with the secret of Archangel, was gone.


      Colonel Nikolai Ivanovich Krilov did not feel any fear. After almost two years of burying himself in Archangel, Nerchenko’s message merely served to trigger the exhaustion he had suppressed for so long.


      If Paliev managed to reach the NKVD, the Comrade Marshal had friends in the Kremlin who could give them enough warning to take a walk with their revolvers into the woods off Komsomolsky Prospekt.


      He wanted to see his wife one last time if it came to that. He would hold her a little more closely than he had done since the early days of their marriage, but it was essential that he did not arouse her suspicions. When they came to her with the news of his death, her shock would have to be genuine and absolute. He had not loved Valla for many years, that was true, but he cared for her too much to let her become another victim of the NKVD’s interrogation techniques.


      Krilov put the code book down on his desk and folded the piece of paper, carefully placing it in the top pocket of his tunic. He doused the lights in his office and then headed for the end of the great Kremlin corridor where he would find his commander and mentor of the past two years.


      Marshal Boris Shaposhnikov, Hero of the Soviet Union, did not look up from his paperwork when Krilov knocked and entered the room. Krilov realized that after months of listening to the coming and going of his footsteps on the marble floor of the great corridor, the Marshal knew immediately that it was he who had entered.


      ‘Comrade Marshal, Archangel has been badly compromised.’


      Krilov had got to know his master well. When Shaposhnikov and he had first taught doctrine to junior officers at the Voroshilov Military Academy shortly after the relief of Stalingrad, Shaposhnikov had expounded the value of keeping a clear head through the crises that a commander inevitably faced on the field of battle.


      Shaposhnikov maintained his legendary ice-cold facade.


      ‘What has happened, Kolya?’ Still he called him by that diminutive of his given name. Usually he found it comforting, almost fatherly. Now it meant nothing.


      The Marshal had stopped writing and was looking up at Krilov’s face. The blue eyes had not lost their lustre, Krilov thought, trying to keep his voice even.


      ‘Nerchenko just reported in from Branodz. Paliev took the plans from his safe last night, commandeered a jeep, an escort vehicle and a platoon, and was last seen heading east towards Ostrava.’


      ‘East? You are sure?’


      ‘East, west, what does it matter, Comrade Marshal? He’s gone and the plans with him. Yuri Petrovich has betrayed us.’


      ‘What made him turn?’ Shaposhnikov had risen and was facing the window, seemingly more interested in the snow that fell on the Palace of Congresses than in the crisis that was unfolding in his office.


      ‘Nerchenko’s safe not only contained everything on Archangel, it also detailed the arrangements for deploying the Berezniki consignment at Branodz.’


      ‘Nerchenko has been most careless,’ Shaposhnikov said.


      ‘He obviously intends to bargain this knowledge for his life,’ Krilov continued. ‘I believe he wants to lay the plans at the feet of the NKVD. Who knows, maybe he wants to present them to Stalin himself.’


      Krilov studied the lined features of the sixty-two-year-old man in the reflection on the window. It displayed little emotion.


      ‘And what is General Nerchenko doing to save the situation, Kolya?’


      ‘He has despatched one of his Siberian units after the traitor. He has also sent word to depot-level HQ at Ostrava that Paliev is a dangerous deserter who is likely to be making for one of the airfields or the rail-head there. He has issued orders for Paliev to be shot on sight.’


      ‘Yuri Petrovich will find the road to Ostrava is longer than he thought,’ Shaposhnikov said.


      Krilov saw the reflection smile.


      Paliev had to negotiate some two hundred kilometres of hostile Czechoslovakian terrain before he reached Ostrava, the main marshalling point between the industrial heartland of Russia and their southern front. Aircraft and trains shuttled back and forth ceaselessly with their cargos of men, matériel and munitions. In Krilov’s mind, there was little doubt that Ostrava was Paliev’s initial way-point on the way back to Moscow.


      But Nerchenko would have ordered checkpoints on the larger roads, forcing the traitor on to mountain and forest tracks. It was the type of country where the Siberians performed best. They had to. Paliev had become a needle in a very large haystack.


      ‘It won’t be easy to find him, Comrade Marshal.’


      Shaposhnikov turned to the younger man. His face, Krilov was still surprised to notice, wore an expression of complete serenity. But his voice, when he spoke, had the edge which had helped to maintain the Marshal as Stalin’s right-hand man throughout the Patriotic War.


      ‘It is too late for doubt, Kolya. Our contact at Berezniki tells me the consignment is on its way to the front. There is no stopping the train now. So go back to your wife. Sleep well tonight. If Paliev reaches Moscow, I will see to it that he never delivers his cargo. And what if he does? No one will believe him. Go home, Kolya. Everything will be all right.’


      Shaposhnikov waited until Krilov closed the door behind him before slumping on to the rough wooden chair by his desk.


      He had been waiting for Paliev to make his move, but now that it had come, he was puzzled. Paliev had gone east, to Ostrava, and that was not what he had expected at all.


      He thought of Krilov, newly reassured that everything was under control. He only wished he had believed the words himself.
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      CHAPTER ONE


      Fleming pulled the parachute harness tight over his shoulders and cursed lightly as his finger snagged on the rough metal catch.


      The first stabs of light rising above the black hangar sheds at the far end of the airfield caught the condensation from his expletive as it swirled momentarily in the cold dawn air. He watched the crimson tear quiver at the end of his finger, hang there for a second, then splash onto the crisp carpet of snow that lay on the tarmac outside the ops room.


      He felt no pain. His hands had been numb ever since he had crawled from the warmth of his bed into the musty, chill air of the Nissen hut. He had welcomed the numbness that spread over him like an anaesthetic, helping him forget the task that lay out there, somewhere between the frozen English countryside and the cloudless heavens.


      Three patches of blood spread on the snow by his feet, like tiny cultures under a microscope.


      The image cut him deeper than the subzero temperatures of the wintry morning. He tried to shut off the picture that began to form in his mind, but not before he caught a glimpse of the spreading stickiness on his sheets as the haemorrhaging began once more.


      Fleming cursed himself for allowing his concentration to drift. The hospital bed was behind him now. He was flying again.


      He pulled the fire-proof gloves over his hands and set off towards the slim, darkened shadow of his aircraft on the other side of the field. The single fitter, slouched against the side of the fuselage, straightened as he marched towards him. Fleming caught the glow as one last drag was pulled from the precious cigarette, then a deft flick of the wrist, an athletic movement and the aircraftman was on the wing of the Spitfire, reaching out to him.


      ‘Morning, sir.’ Fleming caught the smell of sleep and tea on the man’s breath as he bent down to pull him onto the wing.


      He brushed aside the helping hands, anxious that the fitter should not feel him tremble.


      He lowered himself into the armoured bucket seat, his feet sliding effortlessly into the rests on the rudderbars, his hands clasping the spade-grip of the joystick. Nothing much had changed in the cockpit between the Mk XVI and his old Mk IX. As Fleming went through the checks, his eyes and fingers darted over the instruments even as the fitter struggled to strap him into the machine.


      Concentrate on the aircraft, the job in hand, forget the past.


      A voice, somewhere far away, tried to reach out to him, but his mind dismissed it, focusing on the task that now lay before him. The fitter’s hand shook him gently by the shoulder.


      ‘Tight enough for you, sir?’ Fleming nodded, embarrassed by his dulled reactions. The fitter pulled the clear bubble canopy forward until it rammed home against the forward frame of the cockpit. A hand, his own, moved silently up to the catch and brought it down with a click that told him he was now sealed into the body of the Spitfire.


      He pushed the starter button, heard the wheeze of the engine as the propellers moved through, one . . . two arcs, then the cough as it caught. A whiff of oil-smoke from the exhaust permeated through to his cramped cell. The Merlin thrummed against the firewall by his feet, the rhythm slowly stabilizing until he knew it was time to go.


      As soon as the shuffling mechanic retired with the wheel chocks, Fleming flexed his fingers on the throttle lever and pushed it tentatively forward. The Merlin responded, sending a burst of power through the transmission system to the blades, which blew a blast of icy air past the cockpit and sent the fitter scuttling back to the warmth of the groundcrew office in the hangar.


      Fleming watched the outside world drift by as if it were no more than a dream, a sense that was compounded by the strangely distorted shapes of trees, buildings and other aircraft caused by the slight curvature of his perspex canopy. At the same time, the discipline forged by years of flying kept part of his mind on the mission. Elevators . . . free, rudders . . . fine, flaps . . . on half setting, engine oil-pressure . . . normal.


      He swung the aircraft onto the threshold and pushed the throttle through the gate to its take-off setting, his left foot instinctively tapping down on the rudder bar to counteract the vicious torque from the Merlin.


      As soon as the aircraft came unstuck Fleming felt a surge of relief that left him feeling drained and weak. The burst of elation disappeared the moment the crackle in his headset reminded him of the task ahead.


      ‘Goshawk, this is Sunflower. Steer one-one-oh degrees and make Angels one-three.’ The static could not muffle the impeccable, BBC tones of the WAAF controller.


      ‘Roger, Sunflower. Am climbing to Angels one-three. Vector one-one-oh.’ A slight tremble. ‘Is there any sign of the intruder, over?’ The voice controlled, a little steadier this time.


      ‘Not yet, Goshawk. We’ve lost him in the clag. Patience, my boy, we’ll tell you the moment he breaks cover.’ A man’s voice. Staverton. What the devil was the old fox doing there? He should have been tucked away in his basement in Whitehall. Fleming felt the claustrophobic flying overall wrap itself more tightly round him. He was being watched by everyone from the lowliest WAAF controller to the head of the bloody EAEU. And they were all waiting for him to make a mistake.


      On his new course setting, Fleming could see the clouds building up from the West. He cursed again. The weather conditions would help his opponent, not him.


      A crackle on the ether.


      ‘Goshawk, we have your bandit on radar now. He’s forty miles east of you, heading south-east. Vector two-seven-oh and climb to Angels three-oh, over.’


      He fought the constriction in his throat.


      ‘Roger, Sunflower. Am making Angels three-oh now. Course two-seven-oh.’


      ‘Goshawk . . .’ The WAAF again. There was trepidation in her voice; the WAAF controllers always sensed the frightened ones. ‘He’s somewhere between Salisbury and Warminster. Making a dash for the coast. Good luck.’


      Fleming increased the back pressure on the stick and saw the tops of the looming clouds disappear beneath the long nose of the Spitfire. The glare was brighter than he had ever known, but at least the sun was behind him. Something was going his way.


      The supercharger cut in as he levelled off at thirty thou-sand feet, giving the Spitfire an extra burst of power in the rarefied atmosphere. He glanced into the mirror above his head.


      Contrail.


      Shit. He’d stand out a mile with a streak of moisturized air pouring out behind him. Might as well sign your signature across the bloody sky. He pushed the stick forward, seeking the invisible boundary layer of moisture-free sky where the contrail from his hot engine exhaust would melt away.


      Five hundred feet lower he found it and allowed himself a quavering smile. Perhaps luck was with him after all.


      Below, the unmistakable landmark of Winchester, with its distinctive cathedral rising above the icy water meadows by the River Itchen, slid beneath a gap in the thick, rolling cumulus. He did a few calculations. About twenty miles to intercept. At 400 mph, he should spot the enemy in just over five minutes.


      If his luck held.


      Fleming pictured the control room, dark except for the green glow of the cathode ray tubes that hummed beneath the glass of the radar screen. And there would be Staverton’s face, ghoul-like in the pulsing aura, peering intently into the electronic picture as the two dots converged. Staverton, who could see their every move, yet was unable to shout him a warning lest it be heard by the intruder and the element of surprise, now on Fleming’s side, was lost. But deep down, Fleming knew that even if the other aircraft had no radio to eavesdrop on him Staverton would do nothing. It was part of the test they had set for him.


      He felt like an exhibit at a circus side-show. His freakish-ness lay not in some hideous facial deformity, but within, forged by two minutes of hell as his Spitfire tumbled burning through the sky, while he wrestled to open the hood with a lump of German 20 mm cannon in his belly.


      It seemed everyone at Farnborough knew what had happened to Robert Fleming over Italy in ‘44.


      A flash of sunlight on metal. At ten o’clock. Higher than him. He screwed his eyes up against the glare, scanning the sector for another fix. Nothing. The trouble with the Luftwaffe’s high-altitude recce aircraft was that for the last few months the Germans had taken to painting them all-over blue. Bloody hard to spot unless you happened to know one was out there. At least he had that advantage.


      Then he saw the contrail. It was no more than a few hundred yards, a short line made from millions of tiny water droplets as the hot gas from the German engine hit the layer of moisture that he had encountered minutes before. His adversary must have spotted his mistake in a second, correcting his flight-path down into the lower stratum of the atmosphere where no trail would form. But it was too late. The contrail pointed with all the conviction of an arrow to the scudding silhouette of the duck-egg coloured Junkers as it passed from right to left across his propeller arc. Two miles from him; that was all. Control was good.


      Fleming pushed the throttle to the stops and slid in behind the tail of the Ju 288, the Luftwaffe’s very latest armed and armoured eye-in-the-sky. Despite its twin boosted Jumo engines, the Mk XVI Spitfire was faster. Fleming watched in wide-mouthed fascination as it grew in his sights. Another fifty yards and he’d have him.


      And then it was gone. Fleming had a fleeting impression of ten tons of metal standing on its wing-tip for a split second before spiralling down like a sycamore seed on an autumn wind to the sanctity of the cumulus below. He swore, fighting the needles of panic that jabbed at his skin, then punched the rudder bar and whipped the stick over to the left in a vicious, synchronized action, struggling against the gs as the horizon disappeared. His head locked against the canopy, pressed there by the force of five times gravity as the Spitfire whirled earthwards.


      Spiralling.


      As he had over Monte Lupo with an FW 190 on his tail.


      He fought to remain conscious, to beat the g-induced darkness, his eyes desperately trying to relocate the German aircraft. Must. . . find it. Must leave the past behind. Through the mist of his grey-out the snow-covered earth and the clouds merged into a dizzying fusion of whiteness, punctuated every revolution of his turn by a flash of blue. Sky . .?


      The Junkers. There it was, revolving past his cockpit once every half second. Still making for the clouds. Almost there. So was he.


      Fleming responded automatically, kicking on opposite rudder and pulling back on the stick. Two more revs and he was out of the spin. His head swam from the effects of the g and his body was damp from the hot flush of sweat that oozed from every pore during his brief plummet earthwards. The sweat of fear, not just physical exertion. Except this time he was going to beat it. He had to or it would consume him, Penny, everything. The remedy was here, in the clouds.


      Fleming locked onto the tail of the Junkers, about three hundred yards behind, just as it entered the wall of stratocumulus. He followed, penetrating the cloud as close as he could to his opponent’s entry point.


      A moment of thick cloaking mist swirling round the cockpit, then a bright searing flash as he shot out of it into the blue eye of the huge cloud formation. A great glint of silver as the Junkers split-essed away from him, downwards, the sun catching on the thin film of water vapour on its glistening underside, like light reflecting off the belly of a gamefish.


      Down again through the great tunnel of steam, keeping the Junkers within the frame of his windshield, tantalizingly close to his sights. And all the time the thought was tumbling through his mind.


      It shouldn’t be able to do this. A Junkers shouldn’t bloody well fly like this. How can a man throw a heavy fighter-bomber round the sky without tearing its wings off?


      Fleming jinked with the Junkers down a narrow chasm of clear sky, two great white walls either side of him. The enemy aircraft banked into the cloud and disappeared. He felt sick with the exertion, he wanted to turn away, tell Staverton he had lost it.


      No. Fight it.


      The cloud was patchy, thinning out. The Junkers was split-essing away from him again, down . . . down, closer to the ground. He followed, levelling out as the Junkers pulled up over the New Forest. He was close now, closing faster. He had the speed.


      His opponent knew it too, jinking his way over the con-toured tree tops, then going lower as the forest gave way to heath-land. A group of ponies scattered as the heavy, icy air was split by the noise of the twin Jumos and the Merlin, the two sounds merging as the Spitfire closed in.


      With a monumental effort Fleming inched his thumb along the spade-grip of the stick, seeking the gun-button that would end the madness. The Junkers reared. Too late. He had him.


      Then the Junkers dropped everything.


      Fleming froze.


      Monte Lupo; it was happening again.


      It took place in an instant, yet to Fleming it was in excruciating slow-time, a reply of an earlier drama, an earlier battle, one which he had fought in his nightmares ever since. And the ending was always the same. He lost and there was nothing to do about it.


      With flaps and wheels down, the Junkers juddered, bucked and slowed to the point of the stall, but it held there, and Fleming could only watch, rigid with fear as the blue belly slid by only feet above his cockpit.


      He was dead. The German aircraft was positioned squarely in his mirror. The 20 mm cannon would rip into him any second.


      ‘You’re dead, Wing Commander. I’ve got you on gun-camera. You’ll have to do better than that.’ A voice in his head, echoing over and over again, tormenting him.


      ‘I said you’re dead, Robert. Break off.’ A sense of waking, coming out of the dream. Yet he was still in a hurtling piece of machinery, real machinery, with real ground whipping past him at 300 mph a few hundred feet below. Real voices . . .


      ‘Break off, Robert, Goddammit. It’s me, Kruze.’ The name burst through his headset.


      Kruze . . . the exercise. Not Italian skies, but English.


      He looked over his port wing tip to see the Junkers pull alongside, so close that Kruze was clearly visible in the cockpit. Kruze. It really was him. No nightmare this time, no FW 190, no cannon . . . As if to reassure him, the RAF roundels stood out proudly where the once stark crosses and swastikas on the 288 had been.


      Thick bile rose in Fleming’s throat as the exercise was replayed in his mind. He retched once into his mask, but nothing came up.


      ‘Robert.’ Kruze’s anxious face, thirty feet away, matched the tone of his voice. ‘Robert, for Christ’s sake answer me. Are you all right?’


      Fleming nodded once.


      ‘Let’s go home, then. That’s enough for one day.’


      The Junkers peeled off towards Farnborough and Fleming banked after it.


      Kruze jumped from the wing of the Ju 288 onto the slushy tarmac of the dispersal point. The snow of the previous night had turned to a light drizzle, altering Farnborough, crisp and clean at dawn, to a dirty, wet, miserable place.


      Fleming’s Spitfire had rolled to a stop several hundred yards away, parked untidily beside an otherwise immaculate row of test aircraft. Kruze started towards it, but was still a hundred yards away when Fleming emerged from the cockpit, threw his helmet onto the ground, and moved back towards his Nissen hut.


      There was no point in pursuing him.


      Instead, Kruze set off for the hangar, looking for Sergeant Broyles. Inside the cavernous shed, technicians worked frantically on a dozen different types of aircraft. Most of them were new marks of bombers, fighters and reconnaissance aircraft for the Air Force, but in a far corner were two which would never enter service with the RAF.


      The Messerschmitt 110 night fighter stood alongside the spindly, awkward shape of the Fieseler Storch liaison aircraft under the intense gaze of the arc lights. Two fitters were busy in the cockpit of the fighter making last adjustments to the back seat operator’s console where the plots from the Lichtenstein radar were displayed when the Me no went about its work - stalking Bomber Command in the pitch black skies over the Third Reich. It was a bloody good system. It was hardly surprising, therefore, that their boss, Air Vice Marshal Staverton, had got so excited when the news had come through a month ago that Monty’s advancing army had come across an intact unit of the type. Staverton’s message to his team was simple. Find out what makes the thing tick, discover what its vices are and come up with an antidote within a fortnight. Eleven days into the flight test programme - and two hundred-odd downed bombers later - the EAEU had the answer. That same evening a report was on the Air Vice Marshal’s desk and two nights later a jamming system was flown on a thousand-bomber raid to Berlin. Losses were eighty per cent down. Not bad, they’d all thought. Not good enough, Staverton had said bitterly, pointing to Bomber Command’s intervening losses.


      Staverton was not an easy man to please, but each of them would have followed him to the gates of Berlin and back if necessary.


      Kruze found Broyles berating a young fitter for neglecting some minute detail in maintenance procedure on the Me 110. The sergeant, old enough to be Kruze’s father, if not his grandfather, saw the Rhodesian out of the corner of his eye and dismissed the trembling aircraftman with a hard, but paternal clip to the head.


      Broyles wiped the grease from his hands onto his overalls. The lined, leathery face creased into a smile.


      ‘I suppose you’ve been bending another of my bloody aeroplanes, Mr Kruze.’


      Kruze pulled a packet of cigarettes from his flying jacket and tossed it to Broyles, who plucked it eagerly from the air. The big man appreciatively sniffed the bitter-sweet smell of the Lucky Strikes.


      ‘Pipe down, Chief. A bit of tweaking here and there and she’ll be as good as new.’ He took a cigarette from the pack returned by Broyles.


      The chief snorted.


      ‘Mr Kruze, sir, Jerry don’t build aeroplanes like we do.’ The chief’s voice was laced with good-natured sarcasm. ‘Besides, when you go popping rivets and bending under-carriages, I can’t very well get on the telephone to Herr bloody Goering and ask him to send over a few bleedin’ spare parts, can I now?’


      Kruze laughed. ‘Course you can, Chief. You’d scare the crap out of him and have the parts by morning.’ He clapped his arm over Broyles’ shoulder and walked him over to the hangar door. The air outside was still as they strolled away from the sounds of activity within the maintenance shed towards the Junkers. Standing before the aircraft Broyles whistled above the gentle pinging noise of the two still Jumo engines as they cooled in the damp air.


      ‘Sweet Jesus, there’s furrows on the skin where the wings have bent,’ the chief said, burying his face in his hands. Kruze knew that this performance, though reflecting the concern of any maintenance sergeant at the repair work ahead, was also tongue-in-cheek. It had developed into something of a ritual.


      Kruze patted the nose of the Ju 288.


      ‘I’ve got about six seconds of gun-camera film in here needs developing. Get one of your boys to take it over to photographic would you, Chief?’


      ‘Yes, Mr Kruze. Got him, did you?’ Broyles nodded to the distant form of the Spitfire.


      ‘Yeah, I got him all right.’


      Broyles grunted satisfaction. ‘There’s a bit of justice for you.’


      ‘What’s that, Chief?’


      If there was one thing Kruze had learnt about Broyles, he didn’t pull any punches.


      ‘I had Mister Fleming in here half the night sticking his nose in my business. That Spitfire was serviced perfectly, the manifest said so. Only Mister Fleming wouldn’t have any of it. Kept getting us to check it over and over again. You should hear what my men have to say about him, the bloody stuffed shirt.’


      ‘Steady, Chief. He’s had a rough time of it.’


      Broyles shrugged. ‘I dare say, Mr Kruze. But why doesn’t he just stay put in that place of his up in London? Put him near an aircraft and he’s trouble.’


      ‘That’s enough, Chief, I get the picture.’ Kruze realized it was a half-hearted admonition. His own view of Fleming wasn’t that different from the seasoned old engineer’s.


      The chief scratched his head as he watched the tall Rhodesian amble over the debrief centre on the other side of the field. Funny bugger, Kruze. Wasn’t like the rest of the officers, thank God.


      *


      Air Vice Marshal Algernon Staverton, head of the RAF’s Enemy Aircraft Evaluation Unit, the EAEU, was standing with his back to the door, staring out between the peeling window frames towards the black maintenance sheds when Kruze entered his office.


      There was damp in the air, but Kruze had become used to that during the long English winter. Staverton turned slowly when the door was closed behind the Rhodesian. The brightness outside made the lines of the Old Man’s silhouette appear even more gaunt than usual, Kruze thought. Staverton was hardly a man you could like, but his reputation as an RFC flier and the tough, efficient way in which he ran the EAEU made him someone to respect.


      Staverton’s career had been somewhat oddball. The Old Man had established the top secret EAEU with little help from his RAF superiors, who in early 1941 believed there was not much value in setting up a costly unit to test captured enemy aircraft. Staverton, then only a group captain, persuaded them otherwise. Since then, the reputation of the EAEU - and Staverton - had grown in classified circles.


      Four years later, and Staverton’s knowledge of enemy aircraft and Luftwaffe operations had made him the nation’s leading expert in aerial intelligence. Recognition of his expertise came in early 1944 when he was recruited onto Churchill’s small team of special cabinet advisers.


      In the months preceding the Normandy landings, interpretation of enemy activity had never assumed such vital importance and Churchill wanted the very best advice from men who answered directly to him. Staverton was a natural for the job. Promoted to air vice marshal to give him equal status with the two other specialists, a major general from British Army Intelligence and a rear admiral from its naval counterpart, Staverton was reputed to be every bit as uncompromising with his superiors in Whitehall as he was with his pilots.


      AVM Staverton had been allowed to retain command of the EAEU, even though, by rights, it should have passed to a younger man upon his promotion to Whitehall. He now divided his time between a dark basement office in the Air Ministry and the EAEU’s headquarters at Farnborough.


      The AVM scarcely concealed his ambition. There were few pilots in the EAEU who doubted he would advance to air chief marshal before the war was out. Provided he did not put too many backs up in Whitehall, that was.


      ‘Well, what happened up there?’ Staverton gestured Kruze to the chair in front of his desk and sat down himself.


      ‘The Ju 288’s good, there’s no question about it. For a big aeroplane it’s manoeuvrable - tight in the turn, good roll response, rugged . . . It’ll all be in my report.’


      Staverton nodded.


      ‘And Wing Commander Fleming, how did he do? Will we be seeing your Junkers on his gun-camera?’


      ‘I haven’t had a chance to talk to him yet, sir.’ Not exactly a lie. ‘He followed me all the way down from thirty thousand feet to the deck, where he must have had me in his sights for a few seconds . . .’


      ‘And then he had a problem.’ Staverton probed with the skill of a surgeon. ‘We heard something over the intercom. Sounded like trouble.’


      ‘It looked as if he had a block in his air-supply system. A touch of hypoxia, I reckon. It seemed to clear as soon as he got down on the deck.’


      Staverton waited till the rumble of a bomber taking off had subsided.


      ‘You don’t think it was a touch of something else? After all, Robert has been through more than most of us.’ Staverton’s blue eyes were cold. ‘He’s an extremely brave young man, but anyone who’s suffered as he has can only expect to recover slowly. Piet, if you think he’s been pushed too far, you have to tell me.’


      Kruze bristled, but said nothing.


      ‘We had codes of silence in the last show, too, you know, but it never did any good to some poor bastard who was too proud to admit that he had had enough. We operate a tight unit here, you know that. Robert has served it well, but if he’s gone over the edge, he can be replaced.’


      ‘And we lose the best intelligence officer in the RAF.’


      ‘There are others. Perhaps they will take time to train for our purposes, but it can be done.’


      ‘Sir . . .’ Kruze paused. ‘You know as well as I do that that’s impossible. Fleming’s work is indispensable to what we do down here. His presence may not always be welcome on the station, but it would take months to find the right man for his job, let alone train him.’


      Staverton sensed he hadn’t finished.


      ‘If there’s more, man, get it off your chest now. You know rank counts for little here.’


      When it suits you, Kruze thought. ‘All right. Why the hell did you make him do that air-test if you suspected he was unfit to fly?’


      ‘Because he requested it himself.’


      ‘And you let him do it, just because you felt it might be good therapy? Well, the answer to your first question is, yes, I do think he’s had enough, but then perhaps we all have.’


      Staverton seemed unconcerned by the outburst. ‘You know his wife-’


      ‘I’ve met her.’


      ‘How’s she coping?’


      Kruze’s mind drifted back to the dinner at the cottage. It had been an awkward attempt by Fleming to get to know one of the Farnborough team a bit better. Just Fleming, his wife Penny, a recently widowed friend of hers and himself. Fleming had been much as usual; withdrawn, shy almost, seeming as ill at ease with Penny as he had been at the base.


      She had saved the evening. Attractive and vivacious despite Fleming’s clumsiness with her and his guests, Penny never seemed to show any resentment. Once though, he had caught a look on her face, gently bathed in the candle light, as she watched her husband try to make polite conversation. At the time, Kruze thought it was pity; only on the way home did he realize that it was a look of immeasurable sadness.


      ‘She’s fine, as far as I know. And so’s he.’ As long as you leave him alone, he thought.


      ‘All right, Piet, that’ll be all.’


      Staverton rubbed his eyes. ‘Just get that report to me in London by midmorning tomorrow. I’ll not be staying here much longer today. Then take a few days of that leave that’s owing to you while you’re about it. It may be the last chance you get for quite a while.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWO


      


      The officer was lying on his back in the tall grass, arms folded across his chest. The dawn sunlight was streaming down on him, but the peaked cap cast a thin shadow across his closed eyes.


      He looks dead, Oberscharführer Dietz thought as he stood above him. The sergeant was seized by a desire to slip a shell into the chamber of his Mauser sniper’s rifle, put the barrel up against the officer’s head and blow his brains over the little grassy hillock on which they’d been holed up for the last two days. What’s the point? They’d all be dead before long anyway. Every man jack of the platoon, or what was left of it. Killing the pig of an officer would probably be doing him a favour.


      The officer was awake and fully aware of Dietz’s presence. What did the fool want now? He had been thinking of home. It was almost seven years since he had been there, and it still haunted him. War hadn’t eased the contempt he felt for his father, and his so-called friends would be first in the queue to slit his throat if he ever did get back. But the place he could never forget. If only things had been different.


      It was the same for the platoon, God help them. They were tired, dirty and sick and they wanted to go home, but all of them knew that even if they survived this mess, home was out of the question. For all except Dietz, that was. The Bavarian still had a place to go back to, but he was the only one who didn’t care. That was the irony. Dietz had probably been quite a pleasant young man before this campaign, but by the time they left Stalingrad, Dietz, too, was living on borrowed time.


      They had been behind enemy lines now for five months, off and on. It had started when the big Soviet push came in November. His section had been cut off by the assault, but they’d managed to fight their way back to other German units a few weeks later. By that time the Germans had been pushed back into Eastern Czechoslovakia, but his commanding officer had been so impressed with the havoc that he had wrought behind the Russian lines that he was promoted and told to go back and do it all over again. ‘Don’t worry,’ the General had told him, ‘you’re not the only ones who’ll be there. There will be enough SS units behind Ivan’s lines to cause real chaos. Supply lines will be cut and perhaps even their advance can be stemmed long enough to give our troops a chance to regroup and smash the Bolshevik army once and for all. Then the Third Reich will turn on the Americans and the British and then Germany will be great again.’ That had been in November ‘44 . . . five months ago, was it? It seemed like a lifetime to the officer. For every filthy Ivan he’d put down, another ten seemed to take his place.


      ‘. . . then Germany will be great again.’ My bloody arse, it will.


      The officer watched through half-closed eyes as Dietz slipped his rifle strap over his shoulder, leant forward and prodded him.


      The officer’s eyes flicked wide open, but he wasn’t startled. He knew they thought he was too cool by half. Whereas the rest of them stank and were covered in dirt, the officer always managed to look clean and shaven every morning, wherever he happened to be. His face had become gaunt in recent weeks though, the skin was stretched tight over his hooked nose and his cheeks were grey from the bout of dysentery that had gone round the platoon after their withdrawal from Boskovice.


      The officer stared back at Dietz for several seconds. Sergeant Dietz served as a terrible reminder of the horror of the battle for that provincial town. The retreat from Boskovice had been a nightmare. The seven survivors of the once proud platoon of 22 had withdrawn across country by night, taken to these foothills and had remained here for two days without seeing any enemy activity.


      Parts of Czechoslovakia were like that. The isolated valley in which they had taken refuge was off the main Soviet armoured convoy routes and they hadn’t seen a soul. Except Dietz, of course. He’d been surprised by some old peasant when he went down to that hamlet near Tryskov on a clandestine forage for food the previous night. The old man had spotted him coming out of a barn with two dead chickens under each arm and had rushed up to welcome his Russian liberator. Even though Dietz was wearing full forage gear - the camouflaged smock and over-trousers that they all used, with no insignia of any kind - the Slav couldn’t help but notice the shape of his helmet even in the half-light of dusk. The old man’s cry of alarm died in his throat the moment Dietz’s combat knife hit him full in the chest.


      When Dietz told the story later he had bragged that the man had died before the chickens had even hit the ground. Everyone had laughed, but he was still damned good with that knife. It had got them out of a few tight spots before.


      The officer realized that his sergeant was standing there waiting for orders. He snapped out of his reverie.


      ‘What is it?’ He stared up at the broad unshaven face and was about to speak again, when he heard the faint sound in the far distance and knew that it was beginning all over again.


      ‘One jeep and an armoured personnel carrier, sir. They’re heading this way, but haven’t yet come out of the trees. I saw them enter the other side of the wood two minutes ago.’


      The officer rolled onto his front and parted the grass so that he could get an unrestricted view of the flat expanse of land and the line of trees beyond. Dietz lay down beside him and studied the face once more, this time waiting for orders.


      The officer had chosen his ground well. You could get a clear view of the plain that stretched away from in front of their hillock as far as the pine forest in the middle distance. From where Dietz had been sitting on look-out you could even see the road that led into the far side of the wood. It was on this patch of the track that the sergeant had first spotted the vehicles.


      It would only be a matter of seconds now before the small convoy would be in sight again. Thank God we’re well hidden, the officer thought. At least Ivan won’t have a clue we’re here.


      He turned to Dietz.


      ‘As I said, sir. Two vehicles. One of them an APC. One of ours. Thought we must still have some armour left in this area, until I saw the red star on the side. It’s a Hanomag, sir, and it must have had more than a full complement of men on board, because I saw two Ivans sitting on the front. The rear compartment must be full, sir.’


      The officer waved a hand impatiently.


      ‘I’ll make the damned judgements around here, Dietz. What about the other vehicle?’


      The sound of engines was quite discernible now and growing louder.


      ‘It was a jeep, sir. Two men in the back, plus driver.’


      The officer thought fast. The jeep, that was no problem, except for its speed of course. The Hanomag, though, that was different. They were big brutes with drive wheels at the front and tank tracks on the rear six bogeys. There could be ten fully armed troops in the back, if Dietz’s guess as to why the soldiers were sitting on the front proved to be correct. So that means there could be at least sixteen Ivans and only seven of them. Good odds. Christ, it was better than Boskovice. There must have been thousands of them there.


      ‘Get back up to your position and take out the driver of the jeep with the sniping rifle. Wait until he gets to the bend in the track and you can see the Order of Lenin swinging on his bloody tunic and then let him have it. Body shot. With any luck, he’ll roll the car and that’ll take care of the two men in the back.’


      The officer got to his feet and picked up his MP40 machine pistol which had been propped against a nearby tree. He turned back to Dietz, who had already concealed himself behind an old tree trunk on the brow of the hill. He had unslung the Mauser and was drawing a bead on the point where the sandy track led out of the forest.


      ‘I’ll take the rest of the men and the panzerfaust and deal with the Hanomag. We’ll hold our fire until you shoot the driver.’ Dietz gave the thumbs up signal without looking at the officer. He may be a complete swine, the officer thought, but he was a damn good soldier and was the best shot in the Das Reich Division. For that matter his remaining six men were the best soldiers in the Waffen-SS. They didn’t like him much and Dietz hated him, he knew that, but they had all survived and that bonded them together.


      The officer moved fast down the slope towards the boulders that would shield him and his men from the road. As long as the Soviets didn’t leave the track, they’d get a clear shot at the Hanomag as it reached the slight bend fifty metres away from their position. Just don’t get any big ideas about the roads being mined, Ivan.


      As he approached the rocks the other five were already there with the panzerfaust. It was just as well they had trained for this over the last two days.


      He hit the ground in the middle of the group as the Hanomag came into view. Two seconds later, the jeep followed it out of the wood. The officer watched with satisfaction as the two vehicles continued along the track. Just to his right he heard a faint click as the panzerfaust was armed and out of the corner of his eye he could see the soldier raise the device to his shoulder. The bend in the road was right at the extreme of the rocket launcher’s range, but there was nothing else for it. They would have been spotted a mile off if they left the cover of the rocks and got any closer. Let’s just hope that hothead Dietz doesn’t get an itchy trigger finger.


      It was then that the Hanomag stopped.


      ‘Scheisse.’ The word was hissed under his breath. He didn’t dare use the powerful Zeiss binoculars for fear the bright March sun might reflect off the lenses and alert the Russians. He squinted into the distance and could see an Ivan standing up in the rear of the Hanomag, flagging down the jeep. The man jumped over the side of the personnel carrier and wandered over to the smaller vehicle. Thirty seconds later he was back at the Hanomag, walked ten metres past it and dropped to his knees.


      He’s looking for mines. For God’s sake don’t leave the track. The officer held his breath and felt his stomach knot and twist, until the pain was agony. Nerves and dysentery could incapacitate a man. Then the Russian stood up and beckoned the Hanomag on. He walked, scanning the ground, while the Hanomag inched along the track several metres behind him. Christ, if he carries on at this rate, the bloody war will be over. Worse than the tearing pain in the officer’s stomach was the awful realization that the Russian scout might be able to see Dietz, or even the whole group as he got to the bend in the road. Then it would be all over. The Hanomag’s heavy calibre machine-gun would pin them down amongst the boulders and they would fire back until their ammunition ran out. Without surprise on their side they would never be able to get a clear shot with the panzerfaust. One thing was for sure, he wouldn’t be taken alive by those savages.


      The officer’s anxiety faded when he saw the scout jump back in the Hanomag and then both personnel carrier and jeep proceeded swiftly along the track towards them. The scout must have satisfied himself that the patch was free of mines. They reached the bend. The panzerfaust wobbled briefly in the hand of the man on his right. Steady, steady. Come on Dietz. Nothing. Come on, you Bavarian oaf.


      Ten metres away, Dietz shifted the centre of the cross on his telescopic sights from the driver’s head to his left shoulder. He was briefly fascinated by the animated discussion which the two officers in the back seemed to be having. Then he fired.


      The wheels on the jeep locked hard round to the right and the vehicle slewed over onto the side, catapulting one of the passengers onto the ground ten metres away from the edge of the road. The officer saw one of the Russians on the front of the Hanomag crane his neck round to where the jeep had been behind them. His eyes were wide with terror.


      There was a flash and a deafening crack to his right. The rocket shell left the panzerfaust and hit the Hanomag just behind the driver’s cabin. It was no coincidence that it had found the thinnest point of the vehicle’s armour. Anyone who had travelled in the German personnel carrier never sat just behind the driver’s seat. You could use the metal there as cigarette paper it was so thin, had been the old Wehrmacht joke when the Hanomag made its first appearance during the Blitzkrieg in Europe. The corporal with the panzerfaust knew exactly where to aim.


      The Hanomag evaporated. Ivan never learnt. Those stupid potato-heads must have stored some ammo in the back of the vehicle.


      Now they’d have to move fast before every Russian in Central Czechoslovakia came down on them like a ton of bricks.


      When the dust settled seconds later, there was no sign of movement around either the jeep, or what was left of the Hanomag. The SS officer cocked his machine-pistol and walked down the hill to the nearer of the two vehicles. His feet slipped once on the rough scree slope, but he kept his balance by grasping a clump of grass that was growing up through the rocks.


      The rear wheels of the upturned jeep were still spinning furiously. The officer looked at the two bodies lying spread-eagled on the ground beside it and then beckoned to the rest of his men who had remained by the boulders. He put a boot under the belly of the driver and rolled him over onto his back. Dietz had done a good job. The old rogue must have used a dum-dum, because the bullet had blown off most of the Russian’s left shoulder. There was no sign of his arm. The officer who had been behind him was also quite dead.


      There was not so much as a forage cap to be found beside the burning chassis of the Hanomag as the officer and his men patrolled around it looking for signs of life.


      Dietz had wandered down to the jeep and wasted no time in pulling off the Russian officer’s watch. He then disappeared behind the vehicle and started rifling through the pockets of the inside of the vehicle’s door. He emerged thirty seconds later with a khaki coloured canvas dispatch case tucked under his arm.


      The officer walked over to Dietz who was admiring his handiwork with the Mauser.


      ‘A good shot, sir?’ Dietz looked up and was grinning from ear to ear, exposing an uneven row of brown teeth. ‘I keep a few of these beauties for special occasions.’ He was holding one of his specially doctored bullets between thumb and forefinger.


      Then the officer noticed the dispatch case under his sergeant’s arm.


      ‘It was in the jeep, sir. In a compartment on the inside of the door. It’s sealed.’


      ‘Give it to me.’ Dietz hesitated before handing the case to his superior officer. Several other camouflage-clad figures drew round the officer and Dietz, sensing a showdown between the two of them in the air. If they disliked the officer, they absolutely detested Dietz. He was not only their sergeant and superior, but an outsider. Some even thought that he was a Nazi party minder who’d been assigned to their platoon to spy on them.


      If the officer’s men had been less intent on the confrontation, they might have noticed a slight movement in the tall grass ten paces away from the jeep. As it was, the twitching arm of the second Russian officer who had been thrown furthest from the vehicle went completely unnoticed.


      Major Yuri Paliev had been brought round by the sound of voices nearby. His ribcage felt as if a tank had driven across it and he could taste blood in his mouth. He knew he was dying. Waves of pain were washing over him, but he was fighting them, motionless, except for the twitching movement in his arm, over which he had no control. What bothered Paliev was that his mind was quite lucid, at least he thought it was, yet these men who seemed to be arguing a little way over to his left were not German. At first he thought that they had been ambushed by Slav partisans, who were not uncommon in that part of Czechoslovakia, but he knew some Slavic and he knew some German, and these men were neither.


      He couldn’t raise his head, but through the tall grass he could see a group of men. They were soldiers, all right, but whose, it was hard to tell as they wore camouflaged battle gear and even their helmets were covered in grass, twigs and leaves. He couldn’t get a look at the two men who seemed to be arguing, but one of them must be an officer, he thought, from the way he was barking out orders. With all his remaining strength, Paliev craned his neck for a better look. At the precise moment he spotted the peaked cap of the Waffen-SS officer, one of his smashed ribs dug into his diaphragm and he screamed.


      Seven heads spun round in the direction of the cry and three machine-pistol bolts clicked in metallic unison as the guns were cocked.


      One of the men ran over to the dying Russian and peered at his face. Blood was trickling from Paliev’s mouth, but the soldier hardly noticed it. He was captivated by the quizzical expression, which furrowed the Russian’s brow. It was as if the Ivan wanted to ask him something.


      ‘Over here, sir! One of them’s still alive!’


      But it wasn’t the officer who rushed over to the Russian’s side first, it was Dietz.


      ‘Who are you?’ Paliev choked out in German. Dietz drew the bolt of his sniper’s rifle back and slipped in a bullet. He cocked it and pointed the gun nonchalantly at the Russian’s head.


      ‘We’re just about all that’s left of the Second SS Panzergrenadier Regiment, Das Reich Division, Ivan, which is too bad for you.’ Dietz’s finger tightened on the trigger.


      The Russian’s eyes looked imploringly at Dietz.


      ‘What’s bothering you Ivan? Is it the others?’ He laughed. ‘I am German. But these reprobates I’ve mothered for the last fifteen hundred kilometres, they’re not. I’ll show you.’


      Paliev could hardly understand a word the Bavarian was saying. He saw Dietz grab the soldier next to him and rip open his camouflaged jacket. The grey uniform underneath was the same as a thousand other SS uniforms he’d seen on dead Germans along the front. The young soldier did not resist as Dietz took off his battle smock. The others had all crowded round and some were laughing. It was as if they were playing a game which had been rehearsed many times before. Dietz grabbed the young soldier’s arm and pointed to a little badge just below the elbow on the field-grey uniform.


      ‘See Ivan? It’s red, white and blue.’ Dietz was revelling in the Russian’s confusion. He could not have sounded more mocking. ‘We’re a Freikorps unit. Very rare they are too. You’re a lucky boy.’ He laughed loudly again before reverting to the language which was the native tongue of his officer and those five other young idiots.


      ‘Yes, we’re a British Free Corps unit in the SS,’ he said slowly, mocking the aristocratic English accent of the superior officer.


      He levelled his rifle once more at the Russian’s forehead.


      Paliev closed his eyes before Dietz’s second dum-dum bullet entered his cranium. He died without having a clue what the German had said.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THREE


      


      Although it was raining lightly, Kruze chose to walk from Waterloo Station to the Air Ministry. The journey from Farnborough to the London terminus had taken well over an hour because of an unscheduled stop in a tunnel near Addlestone. Air raid, someone had said, and Kruze had not moved to disagree, even though he knew it was just another false alarm.


      The rain fell more heavily as he walked down the Strand. He contemplated calling a cab as he dodged the pedestrians who weaved down the street of theatres and music halls, but dismissed the idea as the familiar sight of Nelson’s column came into view. From Trafalgar Square the Ministry was only a few minutes’ walk.


      Londoners seemed to have forgotten the war. The last German air raid on the capital was a distant memory. Although the buzz-bomb threat had been serious enough for the government to consider an evacuation of the city, everyone always referred to it as if it was nothing more than a mild nuisance. In the four years that he had lived among the English he still had not quite got used to their vagaries.


      Kruze paused by a crowd that had gathered outside the Rialto Cinema. The proprietor was shouting excitedly at a policeman and pointing at two lower ranking soldiers, who joked and winked at the girls in the crowd when the policeman’s back was turned.


      ‘But I saw them do it!’ The proprietor looked ridiculous in bow tie and ill-fitting impresario’s jacket. There was loud laughter as one of the soldiers turned drunkenly and shrugged at his growing audience.


      Kruze saw the object of the owner’s displeasure. A poster, boasting the proud, manly figure of Errol Flynn in combat attire, had been defaced in a large scrawling hand with the word ‘pansy’. The film was Objective Burma and it had caused quite a stir when it had first been released in London, Kruze recalled. It implied that Errol Flynn had captured Burma from the Japanese single-handed. An old woman caught Kruze grinning and frowned her displeasure. Kruze transferred his smile to her, touched his cap lightly and moved on.


      He skirted the edge of Trafalgar Square and looked up at the figure of Admiral Nelson. That the Germans had not flattened the centre of London had been a miracle. The great buildings of Whitehall, the nerve centre of the British war effort, bore few scars, unlike Waterloo. There, Kruze had seen workmen pulling down the shell of a huge warehouse, hit by a V2 attack some months before.


      As he approached the Ministry, Kruze patted the document in the inside pocket of his greatcoat. Once he’d delivered it he’d have more than enough time to take in a show or a film in one of the myriad theatre halls that crowded the West End. Perhaps he would see the Errol Flynn if the cinema had not been burned down by the mob he had just left.


      The lobby of the Air Ministry was cold and gloomy and a large puddle lay under the coat-stand beside the main reception desk. Kruze took off his cap, exposing blond hair that was slightly longer than the regulation length. The middle-aged woman behind the desk smiled warmly at the Rhodesian.


      ‘What can I do for you sir?’ The voice was from the East End of London.


      ‘I’m carrying a dispatch for Air Vice Marshal Staverton. Special delivery.’ Kruze saw the heavily made-up face crease for a second as she tried to place his accent.


      ‘Right, sir, I’ll have a pass made up for you right away.’


      ‘No, that won’t be necessary,’ Kruze said quickly. The woman left the drawer with the entry forms half-open and looked up at him in surprise.


      Kruze lowered his voice. ‘Look, I’m on leave at the moment and I’ve got a nasty feeling that if I see the old boy, I’ll never get away. You know how it is.’ He leant forward a little until he could smell the powder on her face. She blushed under the gaze of his bright blue eyes.


      ‘Of course, sir. I’ll see that this gets to the Air Vice Marshal all right. You’ll have to sign for it, though.’


      Kruze printed his name on the form.


      ‘Thank you, Squadron Leader,’ the woman said, ‘enjoy your leave.’


      Kruze couldn’t wait to get out. The thought of working at a desk in the Ministry brought him out in a cold sweat.


      He rushed headlong into the cold air outside and never even saw the person who collided hard with his shoulder. Before he knew it, she was sitting in a puddle on the Ministry steps, rainwater splashed across the uniform of a sergeant in the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force.


      ‘Aren’t you even going to help me up, you ill-mannered oaf? No, on second thoughts, don’t bother.’ There was something about that voice. The shapely legs swivelled round until her feet were positioned on a lower step. As she reached for her cap, fair hair cascaded down over her shoulders.


      Kruze knew it was Penny Fleming even before she had turned round. She gasped when she recognized him, the mask of anger turning immediately to surprise.


      ‘Oh, Piet, I’m so sorry. I’d no idea-’


      He helped her up. ‘Don’t apologize, it was my fault.’


      ‘No, really, I wasn’t looking where I was going,’ she stammered. ‘Are you all right? I didn’t mean to be so rude.’


      He smiled. ‘I hate to think what would have happened if you had.’


      She flushed and turned away from him. He bent down to pick up her cap, taking his time. When he handed it to her she seemed to have regained her composure.


      ‘Look,’ he started, ‘if you need me to get you through security, I could go with you as far as the Bunker. You’ll never reach Robert otherwise - you know what Staverton’s like about guarding that miserable place.’


      ‘No, thank you.’ Her voice was firm, but her eyes seemed to shift nervously away from him. ‘I’m only leaving a message . . . a letter. They can take it down to him from the lobby.’


      He sensed she wanted to leave.


      ‘I hope to see you both soon,’ he said. ‘I owe you a dinner . . .’


      ‘That would be nice,’ she said, making her way up the steps towards the great door of the Ministry.


      He thought about Staverton’s questioning the day before. Perhaps he should have told him about Fleming’s panic attack during the air-test, the look on his face when he had drawn up alongside the Spitfire’s cockpit. The irony was, he knew Staverton didn’t really expect him to say anything, despite all the talk about the conspiracy of silence between pilots. Staverton was direct enough to probe the truth from Fleming himself, a fact which made the old boy’s interrogation all the more puzzling. The strain of the last few months had been getting to all of them.


      Kruze decided to put it out of his mind. At the Cenotaph he turned right towards Trafalagar Square and back down the Strand, searching out the cinema where Objective Burma was showing. Kruze wanted as much to get out of the rain as to see the picture. He spotted the Rialto a hundred yards down the street. The crowd had disappeared, leaving only a few ticket-seekers gathered by the foyer.


      It exploded without warning. No one saw it and no one heard it coming. Kruze was lifted off his feet as the cinema and several buildings on either side disintegrated in a ball of flame. The rush of hot, choking air that swept over him a second later was accompanied by an eerie high-velocity whistle.


      Kruze tried to suck in the air that had been compressed from his lungs, then picked himself up and ran through the fog until he could see orange flames flickering through the clouds of dust and acrid smoke that burnt the back of his throat. As he stood before the epicentre of the blast, a cold breeze blew up from the banks of the Thames, driving the smoke away towards Piccadilly and fanning the flames to an intensity that forced back the few who had rushed to the building in the hope of finding survivors.


      When the choking mist lifted, Kruze knew that few, if any, people would have survived in those buildings. A large store had taken the worst of the explosion, but the cinema was not much better off. Pieces of plush red seating poked through the shattered masonry. Broken pipes sprayed water over the entire scene, creating tiny flame-free oases around them. A woman’s body lay horribly mutilated a few feet from him, her limbs twisted and limp, as if every bone within them had crumbled into powder. Elsewhere, people attended passers-by who had been caught by the blast in the street.


      The crackle of the flames from the building mixed with the crescendo of pain from the survivors, until it was the human sound which dominated. A distant clatter of bells signalled the approach of the fire engines and seconds later three arrived, weaving their way through groups of people in whose midst lay the wounded or dying.


      When the fire engines fell silent, Kruze heard a cry from the far reaches of the cinema. At first he thought he’d imagined it, but then he heard it again. There was no one around him. The firemen were some distance away, bringing hoses to bear on the flames. Just then, two young soldiers appeared through the smoke and began pulling at the rubble twenty yards from him. Kruze called over to them, but they took no notice. Each had his own casualty to help. Realizing he was on his own, he darted towards the alley that used to separate the store from the cinema.


      A moment later, the sound was distinctly recognizable as a plea for help, but Kruze could not see through the smoke. Then he saw the bright red sweater through the grey pall. For a second, Kruze was transfixed as the arms seemed to beckon to him. Then he realized that they were thrashing and clawing to be free of the wreckage. Kruze leapt over the smouldering velvet stage curtain between him and the obscure figure and seconds later was tearing at the bricks which had half-buried the young boy.


      He could not have been much more than ten. When he stopped struggling, Kruze thought that he was too late, that the shock had killed him. He wiped the grime away from the small, bruised face and saw the tears squeezing out between tight-clenched eyelids.


      ‘What’s your name, feller?’ Kruze tried hard not to transmit the slightest trace of panic in his voice.


      The eyelids flickered open, but the reply was feeble.


      ‘Billy, sir.’


      ‘I’ll have you out of here in no time, Billy. Can you move your legs at all?’ The lad shook his head and began to cry, his chest heaving as the sobs convulsed his body. ‘I want my Dad,’ he whispered.


      Kruze tore at the bricks once more and uncovered the beam which had fallen across Billy’s legs, breaking both of them and pinning him to the floor. The Rhodesian bellowed at the top of his voice for assistance. On the other side of the ruins he could hear more bells; ambulances removing the dying and the wounded. There was little chance that any of the rescuers would hear him.


      He tugged at the beam. At first it would not move, then it gave a little, but Kruze could only raise it a few inches off the ground. It was all he could do to prevent it from crashing down on the boy’s pale and broken legs.


      Kruze wiped the furrowed forehead and swept the matted brown hair from Billy’s eyes.


      ‘Listen to me,’ he said gently, ‘I’m going for some help. When I get back we’ll have you out of here, that’s a promise.’


      Kruze made a move, but the boy grasped him by the fingers and tugged with all his strength. ‘Please don’t leave me.


      Kruze was about to soothe his fears, when a gust of wind blew through the ruins, fanning the embers of the stage curtain which had been slowly smouldering nearby. It burst into flames.


      Kruze tore his hand free from Billy’s grip and wrenched off his greatcoat. He tried to get close to the source of the flames but the wind whipped them up into an inferno which drove him back. He threw the coat over the boy and tried with all his strength to lift the beam high enough to throw it clear of Billy’s feet. This time Kruze raised the thick wooden support almost a foot off the ground, but the weight of the masonry at one end made it impossible to do any more. Kruze screamed for more strength, but he felt the energy being sapped from his body. The beam started to slide from his fingers.


      A pair of hands pulled Billy away from the smoke and the flames. Kruze dropped the beam and ran, jumping over his fallen coat which had now become prey to the creeping flames from the curtain. He followed the figure running awkwardly with the boy through the smog-filled ruins in front of him, before losing them in a crowd of people who rushed forward to take the injured child to the nearest ambulance. As the white truck tore away, its bell clanging, the crowd parted to expose the anonymous rescuer.


      Penny Fleming turned to face Kruze.


      ‘I was just behind you when the explosion happened,’ she said. ‘I saw you dart into the building and knew you’d seen something.’


      ‘You could have been killed.’


      ‘So could you.’ She smiled. ‘I’m sorry I took my time, but it’s hard to climb over rubble in high heels.’ She held up a battered shoe.


      Away to the west the bell of an ambulance sounded above the din of the rescue workers.


      ‘That poor little boy,’ she said looking down the street, ‘will he be all right?’


      ‘His legs were badly broken, but he seemed like a brave kid. I think he’ll pull through. Where are they taking him?’


      ‘I heard one of the drivers say Charing Cross hospital.’ She turned to the burning ruins of the cinema. ‘Do you think he had family in there?’


      ‘He asked for his father once, but I don’t know.’


      ‘Shouldn’t we go with him? He’ll be terrified, the miserable little thing.’


      ‘Penny, there’s nothing we can do. He’ll be unconscious by now and in next to no time they’ll be operating on his legs. He won’t even wake up till tomorrow.’


      ‘Then I must go and see him. Tomorrow.’ She paused. ‘What about you?’


      He looked up at the scudding grey clouds, so different from the sky over the New Forest where yesterday he had almost flown her husband into the ground.


      ‘Why not? I didn’t really want to see Errol Flynn anyway.’


      She looked puzzled.


      ‘He was playing here at the Rialto.’


      ‘Oh, I see.’ She laughed. She studied him for a moment, unsure what he intended. He held her gaze. ‘What happened?’ she asked, suddenly feeling conspicuous amidst the rescuers picking their way through the rubble. ‘I heard someone say it was gas.’


      Kruze beat the dust from his cap. ‘The V2 is faster than sound, so there’s no sign, no way of spotting it. Just an explosion, followed by that rushing sound. Once you’ve heard it you’ll never forget it.’ He looked back into the smoke. ‘Gas explosions are convenient explanations, not so bad for morale. Ordinary people don’t like hearing about weapons that kill hundreds at a time with no warning.’


      She shivered. ‘I’ve never been so . . . close before.’


      The rain had soaked her hair, causing several strands to fall down over her face. The defiance that had been etched there when she had turned on him outside the Ministry had disappeared, revealing soft, fair features instead. There


      was a look about her, he thought, which bordered on elation.


      ‘It doesn’t do to think about it,’ he said.


      She shook her head and smiled. ‘Not death, my God, I hadn’t really thought about that. I meant the war. It’s happened, here, and I finally did something about it. I actually saved a life, instead of shuffling pieces of paper around for the RAF.’


      The Rhodesian remembered his dinner at their cottage, so English with its little gravel path, the wild roses over the porch and inside, glimpses and snatches of an alien life. Photographs of Robert at his pukka public school, studio portraits of her parents staring from their frames in that way only the British aristocracy could. Talk of racing, parties, picnics, large country estates and the antics of eccentric friends. She was, and was not, a part of all that.


      They stood watching each other, while a short distance away the firemen battled to keep the blaze under control. Kruze was suddenly struck by the absurdity of their surroundings.


      ‘Look, we’re going to freeze if we don’t get moving.’


      ‘What do you suggest?’


      ‘We could get a drink. I reckon I owe you one.’


      She looked at her watch. It was past closing time. ‘A drink? At this time of day? My dear Piet, this is London, not some Rhodesian country club.’


      He smiled. ‘Come on, I know just the place.’


      At that moment Robert Fleming was a hundred miles away, heading for the burns ward in the military hospital attached to the United States 8th Army Air Force base at Horsham St Faith in Norfolk, and on some wild bloody goose chase. A B-17 gunner, pumped to the eyeballs with morphine, had ranted about being attacked by a rocket fighter. Not that there was anything unusual in that. The stubby little Me 163B Komets had been knocking B-17S and Liberators out of the sky every day of the week for the past four months. They were highly effective quick reaction fighters, but their flaw was they were short on range. Their modus operandi was simple: wait for the bomber waves to come over, light the rocket, pop up to forty thousand feet, knock down a Fortress, or two, or three, and glide back to base.


      The remedy had been fairly simple, too. Plot the 163 bases and stay well clear of them.


      Now this gunner had gone and said that a 163 had pounced on his straggling B-17 over the North Sea - almost two hundred miles from the German coast. So the Americans, in their wisdom, thought the EAEU should hear about it. Hallucinations from a dying man. But someone had to check it out.


      Fleming flipped the report shut. Poor sod. Probably just as well he’d lost his marbles. All the way to Regensburg and back only to have his Fortress blow up over the field. Must have pulled his rip-cord somehow. But the nine others were all gone.


      Horsham, one of the largest bases of the ‘occupying’ US forces, who had been present in Britain since 1942, took some of the worst casualties amongst the Fortress and Liberator crews during the course of the ‘Mighty 8th’s’ daylight raids over Germany.


      He had been apprehensive on the train journey from London to Norwich, and the feeling did not disappear during the early part of the ride in the staff car that took him the few miles from the railway station. He had made a supreme effort to quell the pain that was welling up inside him at the thought of the visit ahead. From what he had seen of Marello’s medical dossier, it read even worse than his own.


      Fleming had relaxed the closer he got to the base. He had been raised in East Anglia and had spent a happy childhood in Wymondham, a market town close by. Many people hated the flatness of the countryside, but for Fleming it was an exhilarating place. Apart from a few remote cottages by the roadside, the scenery was devoid of habitation and the wild pine trees, separated by the rough, grassy heathland, had a strange, primeval quality which he had always liked.


      It was all infinitely preferable to the Bunker, which he shared with Staverton when the Old Man wasn’t down at Farnborough. His office was situated twenty feet below ground and he hardly ever got to see the light of day. Trips like this were rare. Most of the data analysis that came with the job was carried out in the Bunker, as it was irreverently referred to by those who worked there, at the Ministry.


      Fleming had no idea what Kruze had said to Staverton during his debrief after the Junkers fiasco at Farnborough, but the AVM had been strangely conciliatory when he had eventually reported in, suggesting he should go to Horsham St Faith to get out of London, enjoy the journey, get some fresh air. But Staverton couldn’t seriously have placed any credence in the gunner’s story. At the back of his mind he had the nagging feeling that this was another of Staverton’s tests of his mental and physical condition.


      His thoughts were interrupted as he caught a glimpse of a B-17 lumbering over the perimeter about a hundred yards away, its flaps fully extended and four 1200 hp Wright Cyclone engines straining as it came into land.


      Through the double doors and the smell of aviation fuel would be replaced by the antiseptic odour of the burns ward. He hesitated for a moment at the threshold. To go back into a hospital was the one thing he’d never wanted to do in his life. He felt his stomach contract and thought for a moment he’d have to turn back. He fought the compulsion to retch. He breathed in hard and willed the panic to subside.


      Fleming reported to a duty nurse and asked where he could find Sergeant Antonio Marello. As he followed her to the wounded airman’s bed, he forced himself to turn from his own past.


      One glimpse of Marello was enough to confirm the seriousness of his injuries. Dear God, Fleming thought, thank you for not letting me burn.


      The man before Fleming had no hair. The flames that had seared his head had also taken lumps of his scalp. The combined effect of the wounds it left and the zinc anti-burn ointment made Fleming feel sick.


      ‘That’s the last goddamned time I ever wear a baseball hat on ops, sir.’


      Fleming was quite unprepared for the man’s reaction to his stare. The nurse had told him not to be deceived by the patient’s apparent well-being - morphine had that effect. The gunner, she said, was dying. Although she was angry at Fleming’s intrusion, the base commander had been insistent that she should allow Marello to answer his questions.


      ‘I’m sorry?’ He looked fixedly into Marello’s eyes.


      ‘I’m never going to wear a baseball hat on ops again.’ Marello’s accent, very slow from the drugging, betrayed his New York City upbringing, but not the slightest trace of pain.


      Then he understood. The American had been wearing a cotton baseball cap, a common practice amongst US crews, when the B-17 exploded. His goggles and oxygen mask had protected him from the worst of the flames, but his flimsy hat had disintegrated and his hair with it.


      ‘I don’t like having to do this,’ Fleming began, realizing how phoney he sounded, ‘but if it helps you at all while we talk, I’ve been through some of what you’ve just come through.’ Christ, he didn’t mean to sound that patronizing.


      ‘You in bombers too?’ The American was searching for a further bond between them. Fleming wished he could have said yes. He already felt a kinship for this man, but he didn’t know how to express it.


      ‘No. I was with a fighter squadron, until an FW 190 pushed me into early retirement.’


      ‘Fighters?’ Marello queried with a sneer. ‘If the P-51S had been doing their job, Gypsy Mae would still be around today.’ He referred to his B-17 as if it had been alive.


      The gunner had strayed onto the subject of Fleming’s quest. He decided to capitalize on it.


      ‘It’s really your brush with the enemy aircraft that brought you down that I’ve come here to talk about. Tell me about it.’ Fleming suddenly realized he was being too brusque. His surroundings, the state of the crewman, had made him edgy. ‘I heard what happened to your crew. I’m very sorry.’ It sounded like the afterthought that it was.


      Marello’s brow furrowed and his eyes glazed over for a second. He shook his head, as if to clear some horrific image from his mind. His voice sounded shakier than it had before.


      ‘Well, sir, I didn’t realize what I had seen at first, but I caught a sight of it at about twelve o’clock and high above us. How high, I couldn’t say, but shit, was it moving.’


      ‘You say ‘it’. What was it?’


      ‘It was a long way away and I ignored it at first. I thought it must have been one of them inbound buzz-bombs. I didn’t even bother to tell the others. The skipper had his hands full as it was. We’d been shot up pretty bad over the target.’ He flinched uncontrollably at the memory. The reflex almost tore out the needle which fed the plasma drip into his arm.


      ‘The first I knew the thing was coming for us was when the RT bust loose with shouts from the other guys. I caught something about a plane screaming at us like a bat out of hell. . .’


      Fleming sat on the edge of his chair and heard how Marello swung his turret round to sweep the sky above the solitary B-17 to be confronted by a small, stubby aircraft, its wings swept back like a swallow in a dive.


      ‘Jeez, it moved so damn fast. I couldn’t even get a fix on him. And it kept on diving like it was going to ram us, but then it must’ve passed between the fuselage and the edge of the wing. The next thing I knew, the number three engine was on fire. Chuck Deller, the skipper, he did damn well to shut it down and get the extinguishers on, but I never saw the Kraut again.’ The voice tailed off, his head lolled on the pillow.


      Fleming’s skin prickled.


      ‘But you’d seen these machines before, hadn’t you?’


      The American shook himself slowly.


      ‘Sure, we’d seen ‘em many times. But not when we were only half an hour from base.’


      ‘About fifty miles from our coast - you’re positive about that?’


      Marello fixed his gaze on Fleming. For a moment the eyes ceased to swim in their sockets.


      ‘Like I told the other guy, when you’re that close to home you start counting the miles off.’


      ‘What happened next?’


      The gunner winced as a spasm gripped his body. The returning pain helped to focus his mind.


      ‘About thirty seconds later, an explosion hit the ship. Deller was yelling to the two waist gunners to tell him what had happened, but there was no reply, so he told me to go and check out aft. That Komet must have come back for us ‘cos he left a hole the size of a house in the underside of the Fort that took Lieb with it.’


      Fleming had seen the crew roster back in the Bunker. Liebowitz was the ventral gunner, just about the worst job you could have on a Flying Fortress. Cramped in a fishbowl slung under the middle of the giant bomber with his face nuzzling the breeches of the twin .5 in Browning machine guns, he was dangerously exposed.


      Fleming looked down at his feet, trying to picture the awful scene. The rocket fighter’s 30 mm cannon must have sliced up through the bomber and evaporated Liebowitz’s turret. Marello was faced with a gaping gash where once there had been a manned defensive position.


      ‘The two waist gunners, they were dead too . . . but it was the thought of Lieb stuck there in his turret. . . He just never stood a chance.’


      When Fleming glanced up from the floor Marello had started to sob softly. The morphia was wearing off. Fleming looked around for the duty nurse, but she was nowhere in sight. Marello had begun to moan. The low wailing sound


      grew as the man relived over and over again the last moments of his ship. Fleming moved from his chair to the bed and took Marello in his arms, holding him tightly while the spasms brought on by the memory twisted and contorted his body.


      Fleming held the gunner as Penny had held him, night after night. Later, when the pain left him and the nightmares began she still cradled him, until morning broke and he wasn’t in the burning cockpit of the Spitfire, but between the sweat-soaked sheets of their bed in the cottage.


      Penny watched him stripped of his dignity, layer by layer. In the end, there was nothing left of the boy with the public school bravado with whom she had first fallen in love. He had become a pathetic creature, at times unable to perform even the most basic bodily functions. That was when the rage began. God knows how he had summoned the strength for such emotion. He hated her for witnessing what he had become.


      Fleming held Marello tighter and felt the gunner give.


      He had never watched a man die. He had been surrounded by death on the squadron, but it never touched him physically, like this. When he had been stationed in Italy, an aircraft or two failed to return some days. That night, the survivors would get drunk and the next day ops continued. There hadn’t been much time for mourning.


      Marello would die a long way from home with no one by his side. Fleming shuddered. He had been a whole lot luckier.


      His urge to hold Marello had been instinctive, just as hers had been with him. Yet he had thrown it all back in her face. He had wanted to retreat, to run away from his image of what he had become. He knew now that if he had been in the American’s place, frightened and alone, he would never have found the will to live.


      Fleming bit his lip as the panic rose again. All along he thought it had been his own efforts that had pulled him through. That somehow he had reached into himself and tapped a deep reservoir of strength which had enabled him to claw his way back.


      His marriage had been the price of that selfishness.


      When he found her, crying in their bedroom one day, his anger had exploded. She had no right to feel sorry for herself. No bloody right at all. He remembered the quarrelling. Voices raised. He remembered hitting her, hard. Watched as she recoiled, put her hand to her face, then stared wide-eyed at the blood on her fingers. He tried to shut out the picture, but it was no good.


      A few days later he started work at the Bunker. Three months ago. It seemed longer.


      With him in London and Penny commuting between her job at the fighter control station and the cottage, they had seen each other a handful of times since.


      Marello convulsed again and Fleming squeezed him gently. It seemed hours before the nurse returned with a syringe to administer another shot of oblivion.
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