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Hitler boasted that his European empire would last 1,000 years, but by June 1944 it was dying. In the east, the Soviet Union had retaken all of the territory he’d invaded three summers earlier and the Red Army now approached German soil. American forces had fought north through Italy to the outskirts of Rome, while in Britain 6,000 ships and half a million men were making final preparations for a cross-Channel invasion.

France remained under German occupation, but Nazi resources were stretched and the population was becoming rebellious. Resistance organisations had infiltrated every aspect of French life and thousands of young men chose to go on the run, rather than submit to deportation and forced labour in German mines and factories.

Many of these runaways formed gangs, known as the Maquis. Most lived in mountains or woodlands, with limited shelter and no option but to steal to survive. Until Allied boots hit French beaches, these young men were one of the biggest threats to German rule in France, and the Nazis were determined to wipe them out.





Part One

June 5th–June 6th 1944


CHAPTER ONE

Monday 5 June 1944

‘Mondays have never liked me,’ Paul Clarke said, trying to keep cheerful as his face creased with pain.

The fifteen-year-old had turned his ankle and skidded down an embankment. A khaki backpack cushioned the muddy slide, but he had dark streaks down his trousers and puddle water trickling into his boot.

‘Nice slide?’ Luc Mayefski asked, offering a hand as rain pelted their waxed jackets.

The teenagers’ hands couldn’t have been more different. Paul’s slender fingers linked with a great ham fist, and even with 30 kilos of explosive in Paul’s pack, Luc didn’t strain as he tugged his skinny cohort out of the mud.

If it had just been the pair of them Luc would have taken the piss out of Paul’s tumble, but these trained members of Charles Henderson’s Espionage Research Unit B (CHERUB) had to show a united front for the benefit of their inexperienced companions, Michel and Daniel.

Michel was an eighteen-year-old Maquis. Nine months’ living in the woods had left him stringy, with wild hair and a wire tourniquet holding on the sole of his right boot. His brother Daniel was only eleven. Their father was a prisoner in Germany and their mother had vanished after being arrested by the Gestapo. Daniel had chosen to live on the run with his brother, rather than be dumped at an orphanage.

‘Are your explosives OK?’ Daniel asked, as Paul joined the brothers on a muddy track at the base of the wooded embankment.

‘Plastic explosive is stable,’ Paul explained, as he tested his ankle and decided he could walk off the pain. ‘You can safely cut it, mould it. It wouldn’t blow up if you hit it with a hammer.’

Luc checked his compass and led off, eyes squinting as the early sun shot between tree trunks. Even with the rain Luc was sweating and he liked the earthy forest smell and the little squelch each time his boot landed.

Paul and Michel were suffering after 15 kilometres under heavy packs, but Daniel had done them proud. He’d walked all night, but refused to stop even when doubled up with a stitch.

Luc had been out this way on a recon trip two days earlier, and he turned off track at a point he’d marked by pushing two sticks into the soft ground.

‘There’s a good view down from this ridge,’ Luc explained, as he led the way. ‘But keep quiet. The sound carries across the valley and we’re not far from the guard.’

‘If there is one,’ Paul added.

The undergrowth was dense and Michel lifted his brother over a fast stream carrying the overnight rain. As Daniel got set down, Paul was touched by the way Michel put an arm around his little brother’s back and kissed his cheek.

‘Proud of you,’ Michel whispered.

Daniel smiled, then squirmed away, embarrassed, when he realised Paul was looking.

After a dozen more paces, Luc crouched and pushed branches aside. He’d opened a view over a ledge into a steep-walled valley cut into chalkstone. Water dripped off leaves on to Paul’s neck as he peered at two sets of train tracks running along the valley’s base. Sixty metres to his right, the tracks entered the mouth of a tunnel blasted through the steep hillside.

‘You’d never be able to bomb this from the air,’ Luc whispered, as he slid a pair of German Zeiss binoculars from their case. After wiping condensation off the lenses, he raised them to his eyes and looked towards a wooden guard hut near the tunnel mouth. The magnified view showed no sign of life and a padlock on the door.

‘We’re in luck,’ Luc said.

The tunnel formed part of a main line running north from Paris, taking trains to Calais on the Channel coast, or forking east into Belgium and Germany. The Germans had built guard huts at the ends of hundreds of important bridges and tunnels, but only had enough manpower to staff a fraction of them.

‘Nice binoculars,’ Paul noted, as Luc passed them over. ‘Where’d you get them?’

‘Drunk Osttruppen 1,’ Luc explained. ‘They’d swap the uniform on their backs for a bottle of brandy.’

Paul backed away from the ledge as Luc glanced at his pocket watch. ‘If there’s a guard at the other end, we’ll sneak up and take him out from behind. Our target train is due to reach the tunnel at around seven a.m. That gives us half an hour to lay explosives along the tunnel and get in position, but with air raids and sabotage, there’s no guarantee that any train will run on time. Especially one that’s come all the way from Hanover.’

As Luc spoke, Paul slid canvas straps off his badly-chafed shoulders and moaned with relief as his pack settled in the undergrowth. An exploratory finger under the shirt collar came out bloody, but there was no time for first aid.

After unbuckling the pack, Paul took out two grubby cloth sacks. They seemed to be half full of potatoes, but the uneven lumps were plastic explosive, linked with detonator cord like a string of giant Christmas lights.

Paul looked at Michel. ‘Remember what Henderson said. The weakest part of the tunnel is around the mouth, so pack plenty around there.’

As Luc and Michel each grabbed one of Paul’s sacks and slung it over their shoulders alongside their own heavy packs, Paul looked at Daniel and tried to sound upbeat. ‘Ready to hike?’

The brothers quickly hugged, then Luc gave Daniel his binoculars before leading Michel along the side of the valley.

‘You break those and I’ll break you,’ Luc warned.

As there was no guard, Luc and Michel faced an easy journey down to the tunnel mouth using uneven steps carved into the chalkstone. When they reached the mouth, their task was to unravel the chains of explosive along the tunnel’s 300-metre length and retreat to a safe distance, ready to trigger them.

Meantime, Paul and Daniel had to find a vantage point atop the forested hill through which the tunnel cut. Once in position, they had to identify their target: a 600-metre-long cargo train carrying twenty Tiger II tanks, dozens of 88-mm artillery guns and enough spare parts and ammunition to keep the 108th Heavy Panzer Battalion functioning for several weeks.

Since handing over the explosives, the weight of Paul’s pack had dropped from 30 kilos to less than four. The bread, cheese and apples that had spent the night at the bottom were squashed, but the two lads scoffed eagerly and shared a canteen of milk as they followed a track to the top of the hill.

Two trains steamed south through the tunnel as they walked and Paul was glad to be up here in fresh air, rather than laying explosives along the dank, soot-filled tunnel.

‘Hope they’re OK,’ Daniel said warily, as he eyed plumes of smoke billowing from either end of the tunnel.

‘You have to keep low and put a wet cloth over your face,’ Paul said. ‘It’s not fun, but they’ll survive.’

Daniel stopped worrying when he found a bend in the narrow footpath, and spotted another marker from Luc’s recon trip. The dense forest made trainspotting hopeless from ground level, but Luc said he’d climbed to a position where he could see trains approaching along several kilometres of snaking track.

The eleven-year-old wasn’t just along for the ride. Growing up in Paris, Daniel had earned a reputation as a daredevil, clambering over rooftops, diving off bridges and breaking both arms when he’d leapt between two balconies for a dare. After joining the Maquis in the woods north of Paris, Daniel made a name for himself as a forest lookout, able to climb branches too slim to hold an adult’s weight.

‘I’ll have to lose all this gear,’ Daniel said. ‘Put it in your pack in case we need to make a quick getaway.’

Paul didn’t like taking orders from an eleven-year-old, but Daniel was a good kid and he watched the youngster pull off his boots and strip down to a stocky frame, clad in grotty vest and undershorts. Regular climbing had toughened Daniel’s skin and he looked more ape than human as he launched himself into the branches with Luc’s binoculars swinging from his neck.

‘Careful,’ Paul warned, as Daniel vanished into the leafy canopy, becoming nothing but rustling sounds and occasional shifts in the early sunlight.

Paul burrowed down his pack and found the phosphorous grenade he’d use to warn Luc and Michel when they spotted their target. Twenty metres up, Daniel swung his leg over a fork, clamped the thick branch between his thighs and wiped a palm smeared in bird crap down the front of his vest.

‘Slippery, but the view’s great,’ Daniel said, happy with himself as he stared over the treetops at fields, villages and a clear view of the railway tracks approaching both ends of the tunnel. ‘Why don’t you hop up and join me?’

Note

1  Osttruppen – German soldiers recruited from occupied countries such as Russia, Ukraine and Poland. Most volunteered to avoid starvation in labour camps. Osttruppen were regarded as poor soldiers and were usually given lowly duties such as emptying latrines, burying bodies and working as servants to senior officers.


CHAPTER TWO

Edith Mercier looked uncomfortable as she lugged a wicker basket along Beauvais’ Rue Desgroux. The rain had stopped, but the slim fifteen-year-old trod cautiously because the cobbles were still damp. She’d passed a postman and a few folks heading to work, but this municipal district would stay quiet for another hour.

Allied bombs had demolished shops and houses behind the Rue Desgroux and opened deep cracks in the façade of the town’s main administrative office. Behind stacked sandbags and a side wall braced with wooden props, staff inside the offices continued with duties, ranging from civil weddings to issuing bicycle licences.

The upper floor was used by the city’s German administrators, so the building warranted a rain-soaked swastika pennant and a single German guard out front. Edith quickly glanced at this guard before taking a long step and deliberately losing her balance. Her basket spilled, sending onions bobbling in all directions, and she howled to make sure that her ‘accident’ wasn’t missed.

She’d hoped the guard would rush to her aid. But the young soldier had arranged sandbags into a kind of lounger and had the air of someone who’d only get up if a bomb went off, or a senior officer threatened a court martial for lying down on the job.

Edith steamed. She’d practised realistic falls back in the woods and the slippery cobbles should have made her stunt believable.

‘Oh, my back,’ she moaned. ‘Can you give me a hand?’

Edith’s summer dress was getting soaked and the young German still wasn’t taking the bait. She righted the basket and started crawling around, picking up the onions. She went for the onions nearest the sandbag wall and growled at the guard.

‘What a gentleman you are!’

The guard raised one eyebrow sarcastically as he rested a small book in his lap. He was handsome, no older than twenty. Edith found this odd because the German army sent young men to fight, and left older ones playing night watchmen in small French towns. But as the man leaned out of shadow, his horribly scarred cheek emerged, followed by a knotted sleeve where his left arm ended in a stump.

The German gave a sly smile, then spoke slow but accurate French. ‘What if mademoiselle is a resistance spy sent to distract me?’ he asked. ‘What if one of your onions explodes when I pick it up?’

‘Do I look like someone with explosive onions?’ Edith replied, hands on hips as she scowled over the sandbags.

‘How should I know what a spy looks like?’

It didn’t matter how Edith distracted the German and, while he hadn’t offered to help, a night alone on guard duty had bored him enough to crave conversation.

‘What happened to your arm?’ Edith asked.

‘The war happened,’ he said grumpily.

‘Could have worked that one out,’ Edith said. ‘Don’t you like talking about it?’

‘Saw plenty come off worse,’ the guard said. ‘And I can’t hold a rifle, so I can’t go anywhere there’s bullets flying.’

As he said this, the guard finally stepped out from behind the sandbags. He kicked an onion backwards with his heel, let it roll up the front of his other boot and skilfully flipped it into the air. A clumsy one-handed catch spoiled the stunt, but it still made Edith smile.

‘You play football?’ she asked.

‘I was apprenticed to a factory team, before I ran off to join the army.’

‘You volunteered?’ Edith asked.

The German shrugged and gestured towards his stump. ‘Not my greatest decision, but they would have conscripted me within a year anyway.’

*

As the guard focused on his trick with the onion, CHERUB agent PT Bivott shot out of a doorway 20 metres away. The eighteen-year-old had dark, slicked back hair and a frame that had bulked up in the two years since he’d stopped growing taller.

PT was trailed by a middle-aged teacher named Jean Leclerc. The pair kept low as they ran 10 metres over cobbles, then cut down four stone steps into a passageway where the administrative building adjoined a disused fire station.

After doing their best not to crunch rubble and broken glass, they came to a peeling blue door at the end. Their key was a handmade copy and it took rattling and hand strength to turn, but Edith was still speaking to the one-armed German as they ducked to safety through the low entrance and breathed mildew and rodent piss in the admin building’s basement.

Flipping the light switch did nothing, but Jean had a battery-powered torch to guide them over mounds of rubbish and cleaning gear. They turned into a gloomy hallway running beneath a stage, and looked through metal grilles into a 200-seat hall.

‘Married my second wife in there,’ Jean whispered.

A door took them out beneath a staircase, then past the brass rails and oil paintings into the building’s deserted foyer.

PT led the way up two thickly carpeted flights through the gloomy light created by the boarded-up stained glass on the landing. They ignored the German commander’s double-doored office and cut into a long corridor with offices off either side.

‘She told me it’s F, halfway down on our left,’ Jean said.

The door of Room F was already ajar and as PT stepped in, a movement made him jolt.

‘Shit,’ PT blurted, taking a step back and ripping a silenced pistol out of its holster. When there was no further movement, he jumped into the room, sweeping the weapon from side to side.

PT had just about convinced himself that he was imagining things when a vast ginger cat belted out of the gap between two filing cabinets. It brushed PT’s trousers and shot out into the hallway.

‘Judging by the rat shit downstairs, I’d bet that moggy eats better than we do,’ Jean said, shaking his head with relief.

As the cat sloped off, PT holstered his gun and opened the middle of three desk drawers. He picked out two vellum folders and a pair of keys dropped out from between them.

‘Looks like your friend has done us proud,’ PT said.

Jean nodded. ‘I’ve known this woman thirty years. Taught all of her sons.’

The cat stared from the top of the grand staircase as they crossed the hallway into Office 2B. This was a larger space, with five desks, a wooden counter and a waiting area lined with unmatched chairs.

A noticeboard above the chairs had the latest German regulations covering curfew times, penalties for spitting in the street and a reminder that anyone failing to report resistance or Maquis activity faced the death penalty.

PT made a dramatic slide over the polished counter, while Jean took the trouble to lift a flap and step through. They both had the same destination, a huge black and gold safe built into a wall at the far side of the room.

The two keys fitted into slots 3 metres apart. They had to be turned simultaneously, which made it impossible for a single key holder to steal its contents. After some fuss over which key went on which side, Jean began a count.

‘One, two …’

They turned on three. There was a clank as a bolt dropped and the squeal of hinges that needed oiling. The safe was tall and shallow, with shelves designed to hold documents such as blank identity cards, curfew passes and birth certificates. All of these held some value, but for the Maquis the most precious were the small, lime-coloured ration cards which were required to buy any kind of food.

Jean’s informant had not only secured copies of the two safe keys, she’d also told them that the fortnightly ration card delivery had arrived the previous afternoon.

‘Beautiful,’ PT said, kissing one stack of cards before scooping mounds of them into a leather satchel.

As PT picked smaller quantities of less valuable documents, Jean moved between desks stealing the rubber stamps, embossers and wax seals needed to validate their stash of blank documents.

‘Nearly there,’ Jean said, dropping assorted stamps into his backpack. ‘I’m looking for a bottle of the radium ink they use on identity cards.’

PT closed the safe and slid back over the counter. He hadn’t buckled his satchel properly and a few purple tobacco-ration cards trailed behind him. As he crouched to pick them up there was a gunshot.

Jean’s neck snapped towards the sound. PT leaned cautiously into the hallway and saw the huge cat belting towards him with half its innards hanging out. The jumpy marksman who’d shot it was coming around the top of the stairs, dressed in a navy jacket and dented French soldier’s helmet.

‘Milice 2,’ PT shouted, as the agonised cat tripped over its own intestines. ‘I thought you trusted this woman.’

Their planned exit was via a ladder lowered out of a window in the ladies’ toilet. But if they’d been betrayed, would the ladder be there?

PT decided that attack was the best form of defence and took aim at the man coming around the stairs. He couldn’t tell where his bullet struck, but it knocked the man backwards and grunts and shouts came up as his body fell on to men further down the steps.

Jean now reached the office door. The balding teacher held a service revolver from the last war in hand as he gave PT a bag filled with stamps and ink pads.

‘You’re younger and faster,’ Jean said. ‘You run, I’ll cover.’

Jean covered with wild shots as PT sprinted down the hallway to the ladies’ toilet. He booted the toilet door, half expecting someone to burst out of a stall. But the only sound was a drizzling tap and the long ladder was where he’d been told to expect it.

‘We’re OK,’ PT shouted, as he opened a boarded sash window.

Edith was down below in the rubble and she’d swapped her basket of onions for a compact STEN machine gun.

‘Who’s shooting?’ she shouted up, as PT went for the ladder.

‘Jean, let’s go!’ PT shouted. ‘It’s clear out back.’

PT almost threw the ladder out and Edith kicked rubble out of the way to allow it to stand level.

‘Jean,’ PT shouted again, as he lobbed the satchels and bag out the window and swung a leg on to the ladder.

PT hurried down, half expecting never to see Jean again, but the elderly teacher put his boot on to the window ledge and caught him up by sliding down the outside of the ladder.

‘Shot two of the buggers,’ Jean said.

Edith knocked the ladder away to stop anyone else getting down, while PT and Jean grabbed the bags of loot and set off across shattered bricks and roof tiles. As Edith turned she noticed a figure taking aim out of a first-floor window and opened up with the STEN. It wasn’t an accurate weapon, but the shooter ducked out of the hail of bullets for long enough to let the trio clear the open rubble and get behind the chimney breast of a bombed-out house.

From here they clambered through the roofless shell of a cobbler’s shop and began sprinting down a curving road between houses.

‘I thought you’d known her for thirty years,’ PT said breathlessly.

They’d reached a point where the alleyway met one of the main routes out of town. There was no sign of any Milice following as PT stretched over a low garden wall and lifted the first of three getaway bikes.

‘Someone might have betrayed us, but not her,’ Jean replied, as he straddled a bike. ‘If they’d known about the ladder they’d have ambushed us out back.’

‘Well someone certainly told them we were coming,’ Edith said as PT handed her the second bike. ‘And when I find out who, they’ll be sorry.’

Note

2  Milice – A police organisation set up by the Germans in 1943. Milicens were all Frenchmen. They were notoriously brutal and specialised in operations that regular French police were reluctant to undertake, especially hunting down Jews, communists and members of the resistance.


CHAPTER THREE

‘Daniel, I hear a train,’ Paul shouted.

Branches rustled, but Paul got nervous when there was no answer.

‘Daniel?’

Twenty metres up, Daniel gasped as he grabbed madly to steady himself and realised that he’d dozed off momentarily. The eleven-year-old shuddered, imagining what might have happened as he tightened his thigh grip on the branch between his legs. His throat was dry, his vision blurry and his head weighed down by the loss of a night’s sleep.

The youngster had his reputation as a lookout to protect, so he tried not to sound like he’d scared himself to death. ‘Don’t worry, I’m on it.’

There had been a freight train just after seven that had caused some confusion, but Daniel had no doubt this time.

‘It’s the one,’ Daniel yelled. ‘Send the signal.’

Paul pulled the grenade out of his pocket. ‘Are you completely sure?’

‘Two locomotives pulling. I can see tanks under tarpaulins and an anti-aircraft draisine hooked on the back of the train.’

‘Good stuff,’ Paul said happily. ‘Cover your ears and hang on tight.’

‘Kinda hard to do both,’ Daniel noted, but not loud enough for Paul to hear.

The grenade had to be thrown carefully, because the forest was dense and the result might be deadly if it bounced off a branch and came back at him. Paul had used some of the hour he’d spent standing at the base of Daniel’s tree to find the best aiming point and after pulling the pin he flung the grenade in a high arc between two trees, before taking cover behind the trunk.

‘Hold it,’ Daniel shouted.

Before Paul could respond a bang echoed down the hillside and clumps of burning white phosphorus shot off in all directions. Paul shielded his eyes as the blast cracked and when he stood up, Daniel’s bare feet swung off the branches barely a metre above his head.

‘There’s another train,’ Daniel said anxiously, before jumping to the ground and gasping as the side of his foot scraped on a tree root.

Paul’s ears rang from the blast. ‘How can there be two trains?’

‘Coming the other way,’ Daniel explained.

‘Passenger or cargo?’

‘Eight passenger coaches.’

‘Could it reach the tunnel before the tank train?’ Paul asked, horrified at the prospect of accidentally blowing up a train full of passengers. And with Allied bombings wrecking France’s railway network and the resistance regularly sabotaging rolling stock, every passenger train ran full.

As Daniel went down on one knee to put his boots back on, Paul thought about the distance to the track and spoke rhetorically.

‘Even if we could make it down there in time, how would we signal the train to stop?’

‘I don’t wanna be anywhere near that tunnel when all that explosive goes off,’ Daniel answered, now wide awake from the adrenaline rush. ‘What if we could get to Luc and Michel and stop them setting the explosion?’

‘Any train you see can’t be more than three minutes from the tunnel,’ Paul said. ‘It took us over ten minutes to get up here from the ridge and we don’t know exactly where they’re hiding out with the detonators.’

Paul didn’t add that his orders were to do everything necessary to stop the tank train, and that even if they found the others in time, Luc was completely ruthless and would blow the tunnel anyway.

‘Gotta be eighty people in each carriage,’ Daniel said. ‘Eight carriages times eighty people, comes to—’

Paul grabbed his backpack and interrupted as Daniel completed the sum in his head. ‘Nothing we can do, and it’s dangerous to stick around here any longer than necessary. Let’s start walking.’

‘What about Michel and Luc?’

‘They might catch us up, but there’s no point waiting around for them.’

*

‘Two for one,’ Luc said, smiling at Michel.

They were crouching on a chalkstone ledge, 50 metres from the tunnel mouth, with candlewax plugs in their ears. The clanking military train directly below moved at no more than 20 kilometres per hour, even though it was being pulled by a pair of Germany’s most powerful locomotives.

The lads’ low-lying position and plugged ears meant they had no clue about the passenger train coming the other way. Luc’s ‘two for one’ comment referred to their plan to incapacitate a tank battalion while simultaneously wrecking a tunnel on a railway line the Germans would desperately need when the Allies invaded.

Trackside explosions could derail a train, but it took a blast reflecting off tunnel walls and the intense fire that was sure to follow to wreck heavily-armoured Tiger tanks. Luc watched as the twin locomotives entered the tunnel, followed by several cargo wagons.

To detonate he needed to make a circuit by touching two bared wires together. His hands trembled as he thought about the pummelling the fragile detonators had taken during their rainy overnight trek, and the fact that their explosives were stretched out across a puddled tunnel and had been laid hurriedly in the dark as the sooty air choked them. One broken wire in the firing circuit and the whole show would fizzle.

‘Take cover,’ Luc ordered. ‘Keep your mouth open so the shockwave doesn’t burst your eardrums.’

Because of the earplugs, Luc accompanied his words with gestures. As he counted a sixteenth tarpaulin-covered tank entering the tunnel, Luc touched the bare wires and felt the crack from a blue spark as he dived behind a tree trunk on top of Michel.

Within a second the ground shook. A shockwave stripped leaves off the trees and filled the sky with fleeing birds. The train made a huge metallic shriek as the explosion filled the length of the tunnel. Luc was scared that the ledge was going to collapse down on to the tracks and he made the mistake of taking a peek around the trunk as the tunnel mouth spat a vast fireball.

The air was unbreathably hot as Michel’s anxious fingers clawed Luc’s back. The ground shook again as the part of the train that hadn’t entered the tunnel began to concertina. Birds killed by the shockwave rained through the trees as Luc gave Michel a tug.

‘I think we should have backed up further!’

But Luc’s humour didn’t last. The fireball down on the tracks had reached a truck filled with high-explosive tank shells. Two went off in rapid succession and as carriages continued to grind and buckle the remaining shells went off in a deafening chain reaction. White-hot chunks of shell case were flung several hundred metres in the air, slicing through the canopy of leaves and igniting smoky fires in the damp hillside.

Michel looked terrified as Luc led him up the hillside. Less than 20 metres ahead a red-hot train wheel smashed through the canopy, shattering a trunk and forcing the pair to dive and hope for the best.

When Luc looked up, he saw a huge, smouldering chunk of tree balanced precariously in branches overhead.

‘Move!’

This time Michel didn’t need any pulling and he charged off ahead of Luc. They both had sweat dripping into their eyes as they reached a path that crossed the hill, back to the spot where they’d split from Paul and Daniel ninety minutes earlier.

‘We bloody did it,’ Michel shouted, grinning as he picked out a wax plug that had been softened by the intense heat.

Luc could only nod as his heart slammed under his shirt. The rumbling had become more subdued but there were still shells exploding and metal grinding as the carriages that had derailed outside the tunnel continued shedding their cargoes.

‘There might be survivors at the back,’ Luc said. ‘We need to—’

Before Luc could say keep moving, the ground shifted again and he looked up, half expecting to see a tree coming down on top of him. But the sounds that played out were like the easy-listening version of what had happened a moment earlier, and they echoed from the other side of the hill.

‘Is that another train?’ Michel asked.

Rather than answer, Luc started running. At first he thought he was hearing an echo, or perhaps some part of the train that had broken its coupling and rolled clean out of the tunnel, but it was soon clear that the noise was too much for that.

He ran for several minutes, with Michel gradually falling behind. When Luc reached a broader path, he caught a reflection 30 metres further uphill. It was like two little discs of light. Shouting was a risk, but he’d rambled around this area two days earlier without seeing a soul.

‘Paul?’

Luc saw the reflections again, this time pointing his way, and he was certain he was seeing the low sun hitting his binoculars. He didn’t want to lose his companion, but as soon as Michel came into sight Luc started charging uphill.

‘Michel?’ Daniel shouted down anxiously.

Luc reached Paul and snatched the binoculars. ‘What happened?’

‘I sent your signal before Daniel spotted the train coming the other way,’ Paul explained, as he noticed that Luc’s cheek and forehead had reddened in the blast. ‘The driver slammed the brakes on when he saw the explosion, but he didn’t have time to stop completely.’

Luc adjusted the focus and looked down into the valley. A locomotive and two passenger coaches had entered the tunnel and been annihilated by the inferno. The two carriages nearest the tunnel mouth were twisted out of recognition and scorched by the blast, but by slowing down, the driver had saved many lives in the rear four coaches. All the coaches had derailed, but remained upright after scraping along the chalkstone embankments leading towards the tunnel mouth.

‘I’m seeing mostly Germans down there,’ Luc said, looking at a man throwing up on the tracks while others staggered about in shock. Most seemed to be nursing minor injuries, while the more seriously hurt were being brought out of the carriages by survivors.

When Michel arrived, Daniel gave his big brother a hug.

‘You did good,’ Michel said, rubbing his brother’s clammy back.

Daniel shook his head and tried to say something, but he was overwhelmed and only managed to sob.

‘Hey,’ Michel said softly, as he scooped Daniel off his feet. ‘Don’t cry.’

Luc lowered his binoculars and shook his head contemptuously as Michel tried to soothe his little brother.

‘Daniel, mate, there’s nothing you could have done,’ Paul said. ‘Think of how many soldiers those tanks could have killed.’

‘I know,’ Daniel said, rubbing his eye. ‘But all those poor people …’

‘If there’s a couple of officers and a few fit soldiers down on the tracks, the first thing they’ll do is send out search parties,’ Luc warned. ‘So let’s cut all the boo-hoos and get moving.’

Paul scowled at Luc, but didn’t say anything.

‘Big baby,’ Luc sneered as he started walking. ‘I’m out of here. Stick around and let the Nazis catch you, then you’ll have something worth crying about.’

Michel was angry at Luc’s attitude, but he was right about not sticking around.

‘Come on,’ Paul said, tousling Daniel’s hair as he set off after Luc. ‘You’ll be a massive hero when we get back to camp.’


CHAPTER FOUR

A fast fifteen-minute ride took PT, Jean and Edith into the country north-east of Beauvais. There were no tanks or bomb-damaged buildings out here, but the effects of the occupation were just as obvious. Over four years the Germans had forced manpower from rural areas into mines and factories, commandeered hundreds of thousands of French farm horses and diverted minerals needed to make fertiliser into explosives factories.

The trio were lashed by branches from untended hedgerows as the bikes passed poorly-maintained fields. France was surviving on starvation rations and with the farmland continuing to decline, people feared that the next winter would bring famine.

Jean had been caught by a piece of shrapnel in the crossfire back at the town hall. The wound wasn’t debilitating, but there was a large bloody patch across the back of his shirt and the wound would clearly benefit from stitching. PT gave Edith all the stolen documents and told her to ride on into the woods, while he accompanied Jean to a nearby boys’ orphanage.

‘I don’t need an escort,’ Jean said.

PT shook his head. ‘It’s hot, you’re out of breath and you’ve lost blood.’

Edith suspected that PT wanted to see the nurse rather than help Jean, but she chose not to tease him.

The orphanage and adjoining monastery felt like an oasis amidst decay. Neat vegetable plots stretched across land that had once been reserved for play and, as the local school had closed down, cross-legged boys were taking their first morning lesson under the sun.

A young nun carrying a bail of damp washing stepped aside, allowing the speeding bikes down the path to a nearby cottage. It had once been the home of the orphanage’s director, but the earth-floored house now served as a secret nursing station for the Maquis who lived in the surrounding fields and woodland.

‘Anyone home?’ PT shouted, thumping the cottage door as Jean hopped off the bike behind him. He smiled when seventeen-year-old Rosie Clarke answered. ‘I hoped you’d be here.’

Her attractive figure was disguised by a nun’s habit. She tried to mouth something, but tripped over her words and only managed a come in gesture.

PT and Rosie had once been an item, but it had ended after PT pressured her into having sex. Eighteen months on, the pair remained fond of each other, but their interactions were spoiled by jarring memories of nakedness and a bitter break-up.

‘You been OK?’ PT asked.

‘Enough Maquis injuring themselves to keep me busy,’ Rosie said, as her lower jaw toyed with the idea of yawning.

‘Wanna go for a walk some time, get a break from it all?’

Rosie snorted as Jean stepped through the door. ‘Might look weird while I’m disguised as a nun,’ she pointed out as she backed away from PT and looked towards Jean. ‘Get that bloody shirt off and I’ll take a look at you.’

Jean was breathless, but shunned PT’s offer of a supporting arm.

The cottage’s ground floor was a single room, with a sink, a kitchen range and a dining table softened with blankets for examinations. A grubby teenaged Maquis slept on cushions by the staircase with one foot elevated. He’d been carried in a few hours earlier with a badly gashed leg and his BO hung in the air, even though Rosie had all the windows open.

As Jean sat on the blanketed table, unbuttoning, Rosie scrubbed her hands under the cold tap.

PT whispered in her ear, ‘I don’t wanna harass you, Rosie, but I still think there’s something between us.’

‘Maybe there is,’ Rosie said, as she dampened a sterile cloth. ‘But I told you I need time.’

‘How much longer?’ PT asked.

But Rosie ignored him and stepped across to the table. Jean’s blood had started to clot and the balding teacher winced as Rosie peeled the bloody linen of his shirt away from the cut.

‘I’m trying to be gentle,’ she said, adopting her best nurse’s manner. But her tone stiffened when she threw Jean’s shirt at PT. ‘Run that under the standpipe outside before the blood sets. Then take it next door to the orphanage and see if one of the nuns can put it in with today’s laundry.’

As PT turned on the tap outside, Rosie carefully dabbed clotted blood from the shoulder wound. Bullets and shrapnel travel at such high speed that a small entry wound doesn’t guarantee that there isn’t serious internal bleeding. Rosie was always conscious of this fact, because a small piece of shrapnel after a bomb blast had killed her father.

‘This will sting,’ Rosie said, as she picked up tweezers. ‘I need to open the wound to see what’s going on.’

Jean gripped the edges of the table as Rosie dug tweezers into his shoulder wound. The metal tips immediately tapped something hard and Jean hissed with pain as his young nurse dug the object out and dropped it into an enamel bowl.

‘Hold this cloth in place to stop the bleeding,’ Rosie ordered.

As fresh blood streaked down Jean’s back, Rosie inspected the bloody lump and saw that it was a piece of thin, curved glass.

‘Looks like part of a broken light bulb,’ Rosie said, as she held it up with the tweezers so that Jean could see.

‘One of the Milice shot a light fitting as I was running away,’ Jean said, nodding.
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