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    “What good are wings  
 
    without the courage to fly?” 
 
    Atticus 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He knows not where he’s going, 
 
    For the ocean will decide. 
 
    It’s not the destination, 
 
    It’s the glory of the ride.”  
 
    
Zen Dog by Edward Monkton 
 
  
 
  



 1          
 
    Johan Falkner 
 
    7 May 1945
Theresienstadt Concentration Camp, Czechoslovakia 
 
      
 
    Johan Falkner fell from his bunk and woke me, his spirit. Providence endowed me to watch over this ten-year-old boy in whom I live. Thus far, despite these dark years, we have managed to remain intact and partly sane… 
 
      
 
    The earth shuddered again as a second mortar exploded and the ground under the barracks shook.  
 
    Now fully awake, Johan gasped.  
 
    The guard hut!  
 
    Had it been bombed?  
 
    Through the shocked silence, broken only by the sound of his gnawing belly, twisting and turning as it cried out for even a crust of bread, Johan wondered if it was still inside the guard hut.  
 
    Would it survive a blast? No, it would splinter into tiny little red fragments. 
 
    Then all would be lost. 
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    Most of those around us sleep curled up like babies. There’s a strange kind of comfort to pulling your legs up and curling your arms around them. Would they sleep like that forever? And even if they did, would the nightmares ever end? 
 
      
 
    Although awake now, Johan’s blurry gaze darted to the door. Above him, arms and legs dangled over the second and third tier bunks. They looked like skeletons crawling out of their graves.  
 
    As more and more people had arrived at Terezín, he and Ima had been forced to share their bed with three other women. 
 
    They all struggled to sleep, but eventually they had found a way to curl up in their own tiny spaces. His place was the top corner, and when the wobbly bunk jerked from the force of the blasts, he had fallen out. 
 
    If any of them had to answer nature’s call in the night, they had to climb over each other to use the stinking bucket. Of course the Nazis forced them to keep that at the door, so everyone had to do their business in public. And so that everyone coming in or going out could smell urine and what few diseased solids any of them had to pass. Johan had grown so used to the stench that on most days he ignored it, but when it was his turn to toss out the bucket he, like everyone else, couldn’t help vomiting. 
 
    Now, one of the women sharing their bunk gave him a pained stare, while the other behind grabbed fistfuls of her own hair and tugged at it repeatedly. Her hollow eyes frightened him, as did those of many of the mothers in their barracks.  
 
    Another mortar exploded nearby. 
 
    That one must surely have smashed it. 
 
    He had to find out. 
 
    Staggering to his feet through the ever-present exhaustion, he tried to lull the hunger pangs.  
 
    All around the barrack, mumbles and muted cries were breaking out. Someone snivelled into their hands, making sucking sounds. Soft moaning and whimpering drifted up to the roof, and many of the younger girls rocked back and forth with their hands over their ears. Some even pressed clenched fists into their temples.  
 
    Elza had done that. 
 
    Johan hated it when the girls clawed at their cheeks, dragging their fingers down until red marks rose on their pale skin. His sister never did that, instead she had backed away and tried to flee the terror, but that had only stirred up the Wolf. 
 
    Johan shook off the terrible memories. 
 
    Ima’s hiccupping sobs echoed up to the tin roof, loud and terrifying. 
 
    ‘Don’t go,’ she whispered, curling her arms over her head and squeezing her eyes, which had once shone but were now sunken and dull, shut. Johan often wondered if he would ever see joy in them again. 
 
    Ignoring his mother, Johan crept through the anxious muttering to the only window in the long rectangular prison block.  
 
    ‘Careful, Johan!’ hissed Frau Gerber as he tiptoed past the broken pot and pieces of string she used to collect the water from the inside of the roof each night. ‘If you spill it again there’ll be none for you or your mother tomorrow.’  
 
    He grimaced as he remembered the foul taste of the water, laced with sweat and dust. But he also trod cautiously: bad as it was, that water was better than the thirst that came without it. He missed the water that Elza had collected from her hole in the roof when it rained. That had been pure and sweet, but the guards had found the hole and blocked it up, and she had been punished for making it. 
 
    Johan almost vomited at the thought of her. 
 
    Each day the blasts of gunfire came closer. Now, the air hummed with the sound of planes overhead. The whoosh of an incoming mortar roared past the barracks. Seconds later, it exploded in the valley. 
 
    Through a hole in the wooden frame, Johan stared at the guard hut, brightly lit by the flames.  
 
    There it was. Still intact. Standing proudly on the desk by the window, where it had been placed. 
 
    His most treasured possession until it had been stolen from him. His wings.  
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    Staying alive is my focus. But it’s difficult to not fall with hunger and desperation and depression. And from being trodden on by guards who do not care about one more Jewish child lying face down in the mud. I cannot understand the stone-cold souls who do these things. Men who must have families of their own. No, I must not dwell on it, it is easier to just think about surviving each day. To ignore the stench of death each waking morning. Yet this aeroplane wasn’t something to ignore… 
 
      
 
    Despite the smoke and drizzle that hung in the air, in the harsh glare of the floodlight in front of the hut Johan could see the blood red wings and streamlined fuselage of his prized possession. His aeroplane. The name, which he knew was K345, stood out in white. Lost to the dark and distance, but as clear as day in his memory was the small tin airman, wearing a black helmet and white goggles, sitting in the cockpit, looking down the barrel of his machine gun. Even the black propeller spun around. 
 
    But it wasn’t his aeroplane anymore. 
 
    Three years ago, soldiers had come to Johan’s home in Würzburg and ordered his parents to hand in all their valuables, including their bank account and property details, and the keys to the family apartment. When the sounds of their neighbours being herded out of their homes and onto the street had echoed through the building and Ima had been frantically packing a mix of treasured and necessary things in a suitcase, Johan’s only thought had been to save his aeroplane. He had kept it tucked under his jacket as they were marched to the train, protected it as more and more people were squashed into the wagon until he thought he would suffocate. And then, as they had stumbled out of the train and shuffled in under the barbed wire, the man with all the decoration on his uniform had pointed a riding crop at her. 
 
    ‘That one!’ Two soldiers had clicked their heels, saluted and shouted, ’Yes, Herr Kommandant Wollner!’ and pulled his sister out of the line. 
 
    The kommandant had bent down to place his large hairy hand on her curly hair. 
 
    Maybe only for that reason, the kommandant had not noticed the hidden aeroplane bulging inside his jacket. At the time, Johan had been so thankful that his sister’s beauty had distracted the kommandant.  
 
    But now…Johan shook the thought away and bit down on his jaw. Even as much as he wanted his aeroplane, he would trade all claim to it, if only to have his sister back. 
 
    A rumbling and a series of thudding blasts in the distance, probably cannon, jerked Johan out of his fog of memories and guilt. All week, Ima had been whispering that Terezín had become a war zone of the retreating SS. She said that the Russians were bombing everything in their way. Towns were flattened. Houses turned to dust. People reduced to bones. 
 
    A tremor snaked through him. Already he had cleared away too many bones from the oven room.  
 
    Normally that man, the kommandant, Friedrich Wollner, made sure only dust came out of the ovens, but a few bones were buried in the stinking ash. Johan had heard the kommandant shout at a guard that there was now a big rush to destroy all Nazi torture evidence.  
 
    Johan touched his pocket. Ran his finger over the small bone hidden inside. Thank goodness Ima had not found it. He could not let her go through that again! Nor could he let the Nazis remove the last remains of their family.  
 
    Well, he didn’t really know if the bone was hers, but it was his duty to clean the oven room and he had found it the day after she had been taken there. She had broken a finger as they were herded onto the train. Ima had done her best to set it, but it had healed crookedly, and when he had seen the little bone amongst the ashes he had recognised its angle. 
 
    Outside, the sky was blacker than a Nazi uniform. Another scarlet blast ruptured the night, rattling the thin pane of glass. A whoosh of air entered through the cracks with tiny stars of light. Bits of the stone wall shot out and landed on Johan’s shoes. 
 
    Another hollow boom. 
 
    ‘Johan!’ 
 
    He spun around. After the bright flash, darkness seeped back into every corner of the stone barrack. It took his eyes a few seconds to readjust to the gloom.  
 
    ‘Come back! You will be hanged for spying!’ Ima’s sobbing grew louder. She choked out her words, ‘Or the Wolf will throw you in the oven room. You know that nobody comes out of there!’  
 
    A horrible shiver rippled through Johan. ‘Shh,’ he hissed back at her. He always, always listened to Ima. Except when he was snooping on the soldiers or the kommandant.  
 
    Over the past three-years the camp commander had become known as ‘The Wolf.’ Ima had said it was because he stalked his prey.  
 
    ‘Come back, Johan,’ Ima insisted. ‘We must just pray the Russians get here soon.’ 
 
    Ever since that dreadful night, Ima was always caressing and squeezing his hand, wrapping her arms around him at every opportunity. He understood her need to hold onto the only child she had left of the two who had come here with her. Now Ima hoped that her elder son still lived somewhere alongside their father. 
 
    A croaky voice mumbled, ‘Be quiet! Both of you. The Wolf is doing his rounds. If he hears you he will take one of our daughters again for the night.’ 
 
    His gaze penetrating the shadows, Johan could see rows of white eyes. From their crammed beds, women and children watched him, like rabbits peering out of their den, suddenly bright and feverish, ready for news of the Russians. 
 
    A voice spat out, ‘You cannot forget what happened to Elza!’ 
 
    A twisted sob escaped from Ima and Johan scowled. He couldn’t see who had spoken, but hatred oozed out with the words.  
 
    Like the hatred growing in his heart. 
 
    Ever since they had arrived, The Wolf had chosen groups of girls. And sometimes even boys. He had offered them privileges if they called him ‘uncle’ and slept in his chamber. Johan couldn’t understand what favours the Wolf did for them, because at night he heard them shrieking and then sobbing until morning.  
 
    On her return, the first time, Elza’s crying was like a creature howling through the night. It had frightened him so much: he had clung to Ima’s back while she wrapped her arms around his sister and held her like that for hours. Until he went numb and had to move. 
 
    Before the war one of the prisoners, Frau Shlain, had been a nurse, and she tended to the girls and listened to their stories.  
 
    Two days after she had been taken and did not come back, one of the other girls had described something shocking to the Frau. The girl had explained how The Wolf had laughed as he explained his wish to test the theory that Jews were the greater vermin and would perish quicker than a rat.  
 
    They had given Elza rat poison. 
 
    At that stage she could hardly eat anything, but The Wolf’s men had forced the rat poison into her twisted mouth.  
 
    The girl had said that The Wolf sat beside Elza and stroked her hair, saying he was sorry that she was now so ugly that no one would ever want her. He had explained to Johan’s dying sister that he couldn’t possibly let such a beautiful girl tempt him any longer, and that was why he had sent her to the Frying Room. 
 
    Then, The Wolf and his soldiers had taken bets while they watched her die with the rats. 
 
    Ima had never been the same since. Her composure had disintegrated into a mixture of fear and hatred, and now she spent all her time praying for either salvation or retribution, sometimes both. 
 
    A disgusted mutter sliced through the shadowy gloom, a testimony that the same thoughts were in all of their minds: ‘Can you imagine what other wagers they make on our poor girls?’  
 
    Most of the women moaned to themselves, rocking back and forth and curling their arms over their heads or hugging themselves to try and stop the fear. Some would bite down on their jaw until their lips were bloodied. 
 
    ‘Shh!’ Johan swivelled back to his spying position. His mouth set in a grim line with his jaw tense.  
 
    Late one night, when Johan had whispered to Ima, asking how his sister hadn’t died from all the beatings, she had encouraged him to listen to his inner spirit and speak with it, as that would keep him going.  
 
    She had said something strange. That people are not their bodies. Their bodies only house their soul, their inner spirit. 
 
    After Elza’s ashes had been swept up, Ima had made Johan promise that he would be one with his spirit and control his thoughts until he was greater than their captors. Only then, like those stronger prisoners, would his deeper essence keep him alive. 
 
    Without telling Ima, he had started talking to his spirit, but only deep inside himself where nobody could hear the words. He had told his spirit that he didn’t want to think of Elza anymore, it hurt too much. It was easier to hide her far away, deep down inside where he could lock away his sadness in a box with her memories. Although he wanted to, he could not tell this to Ima, so only his spirit knew. 
 
    Grinding his teeth, Johan leaned forward, his neck stiff. Worry over Ima stabbed at him. The approaching guns told him a change was coming. He needed to be prepared, so he had to know what The Wolf was planning. Johan knew he was taking a chance spying on The Wolf, but what else could he do? 
 
    Resting his hand on the cold, abrasive stone ledge, Johan again imagined the smooth fuselage of his Kellerman aeroplane under his fingers. Picturing the toy aeroplane as his own warplane was one way of staying alive. 
 
    While the other children huddled close and cried, he had run up and down the barracks pretending he was a pilot coming to save everyone. That was before that day. 
 
    With Elza gone and not visiting the commander’s chambers anymore, he did not have to face Ima’s rage. But he now had his own to bear. His aeroplane, in full view of their only window, fuelled his loathing. As much as he tried to lock the aeroplane away deep down with Elza, he could not. The hollow ache in his heart would not stop. No more so than the empty groan of his ravenous belly. 
 
    In the distance, Russian artillery whined and whistled. For several minutes the barrack was hushed, peppered with laboured breathing and the occasional cough and splutter.  Someone’s teeth chattered as another bout of fever wracked their body. Like everyone else, Johan’s muscles had withered under his unwashed clothes. The outfits the Nazis made them wear had become tattered and torn, and now they all walked around like skeletons in rags. 
 
    Johan often fought the hot and cold fevers. The teeth chattering suddenly stopped, and Johan wondered if the person had fainted from hunger.  
 
    Sweating despite the chill, he listened to his thundering heartbeat. It still hammered against his ribs every time they were bombed. 
 
    Johan heard a soft mumble as Ima chanted prayers under her breath.  
 
    Some prisoners still observed all the Jewish commandments, while others only observed the ones they absolutely had to, saying their evening prayers and just trying to survive the rest of the time.  
 
    Ima had told him if he was ever in trouble he should say Shema Yisroel, the most important prayer and God would be there and help, but God was not in this place. 
 
    Was he even up there? 
 
    At that moment, the gravel outside their barrack door crunched under heavy footsteps. 
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    It’s strange living with the sound of your heartbeat thrashing in your ears. Claustrophobia has become normal, and every new or different sound makes me jump. It is easier to simply shut out emotions. 
 
      
 
    Johan was expecting a hefty boot to thump against the flimsy wooden barrack door, but none came. 
 
    Resisting the urge to scurry back to his bunk, Johan dropped to his bruised knees. Crouched in a corner, he held his breath, wishing his belly would stop growling in case the Wolf heard it.  
 
    Two shadowy silhouettes stood just outside. 
 
    The small window, at the end of the long, low barrack they were crammed into, was fitted with frosted glass and chicken wire, but one corner of the frame had been badly made. Johan could see through the small hole into the courtyard, which was either filled with dust or mud, depending on the weather. 
 
    Something thumped the wall just above his head. Johan held his breath. Had they seen him spying? He didn’t want to hang from the iron bar above the gate like Mikhal. Most of the children played hopscotch or games the adults had fashioned from whatever they could find, but he and his friend had preferred spying, until Mikhal was caught and hanged. Now Johan had to be very careful, but he couldn’t give it up. He had to know what was going on. Most of the information he couldn’t understand and brought back to Ima, who told the others in their barracks. At least he was doing his duty to keep them a little safer. 
 
    After a moment, he held his breath and lifted his head an inch to peer through the window. A few speckles of condensation glistened like tears on the glass. He squinted through them. 
 
    Only a foot away, two officers huddled together under a pool of yellow light, trying to capture a dry spot in the icy rain. The Wolf was tall and skinny with horse teeth. The other was shorter and more muscular, his nose large and square like a filthy swine. Johan now called him The Pig, not only because of his snout, but also because he stole their rations. 
 
    The Wolf’s voice drifted through Johan’s spy hole, ‘Der Führer has given orders. Everyone must be killed before the Russians arrive, but neatly.’ He sniggered, ‘A pile of bodies filled with bullets cannot be left to be used in propaganda against the Reich.’ 
 
    Terror filled Johan. Every part of him wanted to rush to Ima and tell her, but his feet were frozen to the ground. He often hid under their bunk when he heard things like this. Things that no one, not even Ima, could stop.  
 
    Elza used to hide with me there, but not anymore. Now only rats and lice hide with me in that dark space. 
 
    The Wolf, clearly angry, insisted, ‘We cannot wait any longer. We must whip everyone until that verdammt building is finished. Then, it will become a gas chamber so we can clean away all these filthy Jews right here in the ghetto.’ 
 
    Johan finally let out a squeak of air. Now he realised the true reason why The Wolf had forced prisoners to start a new building near the workshop last month. They had been told it was a new chamber for delousing, and so many had even welcomed it. Everyone hated going too close to the cleansing station they already had, because they were often completely submerged with their clothing in a huge tub of stinging chemicals which killed the lice but also left their skin peeling off. 
 
    Johan’s mind ticked over like an aeroplane engine. If he told Ima, she would spread the news and panic would break out. It was no good to waste time panicking: he knew what must be done.  
 
    One thought stuck in Johan’s mind: They needed to bomb that building. He had to get a secret message to Herr Kleinman over in the men’s barracks, because he   was good at stealing from the Nazi storerooms and then making liquids that burst and bubbled. Herr Kleinman could make a bomb and together they could secretly place it inside the new building. Before the Wolf drives everyone inside and kills them. 
 
    The Wolf looked up and growled at the sky. ‘This damned rain is holding things up. It’s almost over. The Russians will break through soon. We need time to finish the chamber.’ 
 
    Johan’s heart skipped a beat. The wait for the Russians to rescue them seemed to go on forever, split by the pop and crackle of their weapons. 
 
    ‘Where do we go when the Russians get here?’ asked The Pig. 
 
    ‘Flee! I have a truck ready. It will get us out in time.’ 
 
    Rain now pelted down harder, as if God had finally heard them and was firing silver bullets down onto the Nazis. Their boots squelched through the sloshy courtyard, as they headed for the guard hut, only a few feet away from Johan’s window. He shifted back on his haunches, ready to dart back into his bunk with Ima if the door was flung open.  
 
    ‘Why are we staying?’ The Pig grumbled, ‘Shouldn’t we go like the others?’ 
 
    ‘It is our duty to watch these rats. If we go, they will escape. We cannot let them.’ His voice rose as he spluttered out a rain-soaked ferocity, ‘I will not run like the others. I will stay until the very end. I have a mission to complete.’ The Wolf suddenly poked a finger into The Pig’s chest. ‘As do you! We have to complete the extermination of these Jews while we still can.’ 
 
    Johan almost stopped breathing. He held himself dead still to hear the next words, but both men stood in silence for a long while. 
 
    Johan sat there for so long that the ear, pressed against the tiny hole so it could hear, started twitching as the cold night air bit into the skin around his neck.  
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    The future is bleak with despair and hopelessness. It is easier to be left alone to wallow in defeat but spying on the Nazis is important to stay alive. Yet the spying game brings despair that there will never be freedom. 
 
      
 
    Pulling his threadbare shirt up to his ears, Johan held it there while he chewed on his lips to stop them trembling. At first, that had happened from the hunger, but in the winter, the cold took over. 
 
    Eventually, The Pig asked The Wolf, ‘What will you do when the war is finished?’ 
 
    The Wolf blew smoke into the air above his head. It swirled and disappeared, swallowed by the rain. ‘I will enjoy my wife. Then I will join her cousin, Steffan Sommer. He is a master at hiding, so he will hide me.’ 
 
    ‘How come?’ 
 
    ‘Because Steffan owes me.’ 
 
    ‘Owes you for what??’ 
 
    ‘I should not be talking to you about this.’ The Wolf inhaled, long and deep. After a moment, he blew out the smoke. ‘But as the Russians are almost here, what harm does it do to tell you all about Steffan?’ 
 
    ‘My best friend, Wilhelm Sommer, and I were in the Hitler Youth together. His cousin Steffan was there too. A weakling! But as he was Willy’s cousin, I had to put up with him. He was only good for one thing.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Languages!’ The Wolf shook his head. ‘That man can walk amongst foreigners and be speaking with them a month later like he is one of them.’ The Wolf waved his hand, ‘Anyway, we captured a British spy.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ The Pig gasped. 
 
    ‘He broke his leg parachuting into the forest of Bavaria where we were training. We saw the parachute and went to investigate, but only Steffan could speak to him in English, so we hung back while Steffan did what Willy and I had ordered him to: told the spy he was Danish, and that his parents were secretly with the resistance. It made the stupid idiot bleat like a goat.’ 
 
    The Pig bellowed smoke-filled laughter. 
 
    ‘I gave Steffan full marks for that, but I,’ The Wolf jabbed a finger into his own chest, ‘tortured the spy while the cousins looked on. The information I got from him before I killed him gained the three of us Hitler Youth Gold badges,’ he boasted. ‘It was all my doing, and they were just tagging along.’ 
 
    ‘Who was he spying on, this English scheiße?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, now that is the interesting question. It turned out he had been sent to assassinate a German scientist whom the enemy had learned was working on a top-secret weapon.’ 
 
    The Pig lit another two cigarettes and handed one to The Wolf, who snatched it. ‘Plus, we became famous in high ranking Nazi circles,’ he jabbed his chest again, ‘even though we were very young.’ 
 
    ‘I had heard you jumped into a senior position very quickly,’ The Pig remarked. 
 
    ‘Exactly! All three of us, but it was all down to me. Willy was fascinated by the secret weapon and was very clever in technical engineering, so he went to work with the famed Kammler.’  
 
    ‘And what of Steffan?’ asked The Pig. 
 
    ‘With his languages, he’s now an officer in the Sicherheitsdienst des Reichsführers-SS, part of the SS ordered to evacuate our German treasures. Long ago the SS started hiding secrets to protect the Reich’s assets.’  
 
    ‘What secrets?’ asked The Pig. He stamped his feet, spattering mud up his boots.  
 
    Johan’s ears suddenly prickled at The Wolf’s words. ‘Der Führer is looking in the mountains across Europe for the largest cave to hide treasures that the Juden don’t deserve.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ 
 
    ‘As I said, Steffan speaks many languages, so he was sent on lots of secret missions.’  
 
    More smoke swirled and melted into the rain between the shadowy figures.  
 
    ‘Like me, he’s only in his twenties, but he was recruited into an undercover operation a few years ago,’ The Wolf’s voice faded for a moment as gun fire rattled above them.  
 
    Johan glanced at long blood-like streaks splattering the distant sky. 
 
    Suddenly The Wolf’s voice became clear again, ‘Steffan travelled from the Alps in France, all across Poland, Denmark, Austria and Hungary. He even went as far south as Spain and Italy.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s that got to do with the Reich’s secret treasures?’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t you listening?’ The Wolf snapped. ‘Steffan’s undercover operation sent him to caves and mountains, any place to hide the Reich’s possessions.’ He stubbed out his cigarette under his boot. It fizzed, the red glow like a spot of blood disappearing into the slushy ground. 
 
    Another blitz of bombing drowned out his voice for a minute.  
 
    The drip, drip, drip of raindrops almost drove Johan mad, as he strained to hear The Wolf talk about Hitler’s secret vaults.  
 
    He clenched his fists to stop the urge to throw something at the glass window. 
 
    Then, The Wolf’s voice broke through, ‘Now, the SS are hiding everything that was taken from these stinking Jews,’ his thumb pointed back towards the barracks.  
 
    Johan gasped and ducked down, his pulse thumping in his dry throat.  
 
     The Wolf continued, ‘All their jewels, their art…anything valuable from their homes is being hidden.’  
 
    Between artillery bursts, Johan caught The Wolf’s words, ‘We must try to save whatever we can, so the Reich can start over again.’  
 
    After a moment, Johan lifted one eye over the broken ledge. The two soldiers were still facing away from him, so he placed his ear back over the hole. 
 
    Another thundering explosion rattled the bunks and the stone floor shuddered. Women and girls squealed. Even the rats living under the bunks and in the corners scampered for shelter.  
 
    A second later, a bomb exploded above the barrack. Its force blasted through Johan’s spy hole, crumbling stone and dirt, and echoing down the long rectangular barrack.  
 
    For a moment the resounding blast whistled in his ears. He poked them and stretched his jaw as wide as he could, then shut it again. A muted whoosh padded his eardrums. Then his ears popped, and he could hear again. 
 
    The two officers had taken cover in their doorway, expecting the ancient stone fortress walls to protect them from the Russian bombs. Johan wished they would leave like the other guards had done a few days ago.  
 
    The Pig, peeking nervously out at the sky, asked, ‘What if they question you about the camp after the war?’ He shook the rain off his cap.  
 
    ‘Hah!’ The Wolf shrugged, ‘My conscience is clear. I’m simply doing my duty.’  
 
    ‘But what if they ask about the oven rooms?’ 
 
    The Wolf shrugged and turned away to light another cigarette.   
 
    After a few moments waiting for an answer The Pig lit his own cigarette and glanced uneasily towards the barracks with the prisoners. He snorted, ‘I hope those filthy Russians don’t steal all your torture techniques!’ 
 
    The Wolf’s clenched fists moved, as if snapping a twig. ‘They will never know how to truly destroy a spirit!’ 
 
    An involuntary quake ran through Johan, as it did whenever he thought of Elza and the others who had been broken.  
 
    The Wolf had a particular way of attacking the new prisoners’ spirits. First, he would make them starve whilst working them with hard labour such as building, digging or carrying heavy machinery.  
 
    If that didn’t wear them out, he would invent some excuse to give them a terrible beating. Then, told they deserved punishment, they were only allowed to sleep for a few hours, and then forced to roll along the ground naked, even in the coldest winter months. Some of them died that way, but for those still alive, they would get a kick in the face or between their legs, both front and back.  
 
    At that stage, Ima said their spirits were worn to nothing. If they still didn’t give in, Johan had watched The Wolf’s pack of vicious dogs baring jagged white teeth, whiter than his own, set upon the fallen prisoners, biting their bloodied wounds, and tearing their flesh as they dragged them along the gravel.  
 
    The Wolf would not soil Nazi hands cleaning up from what he did, instead Johan and the other children were forced to drag the dead bodies, by their arms or legs, to the gas ovens. The first few times they had had to do it, most of the children screamed and cried. They had been punished by having the dogs set on them. Johan had squeezed his eyes shut and clutched his belly, and then with a clenched jaw and hammering heart, forced himself on weak legs to lift the dead hands and drag them to the oven room. Many times, he had struggled to hide his terror and dizziness, but somehow he had made it each time without being fed to the dogs.  
 
    Or being fed poison to die with the rats.  
 
    Phantoms of Elza visited him each night, and terrified him so much he had to squeeze his eyes shut until he fell asleep. 
 
    Suddenly a fast movement of The Wolf’s hands snapped Johan out of the remembered terrors that now filled such a large part of his mind. 
 
    The Wolf snatched the cigarettes out of The Pig’s hand, stuck them in the corner of his mouth and cupped his hand out of the rain to light them.  
 
    ‘All I have done is for our Heimat, our homeland!’ 
 
    After handing a glowing cigarette to The Pig, the Wolf said, ‘Anyway, Steffan spent a lot of time in the Alps. I saw Willy recently and he said that Steffan had found a place big and remote enough that the Allies will never find. It will become the Reich’s Alpine Fortress.’  
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘Lake Toplitz.’ 
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    The Wolf’s spirit is vile. Human life means nothing to him. Torture is what he lives for. He takes great pride in finding new cruel punishments or ways to mock and degrade our people. How does Ima’s God allow such a man to live? Why does her God not punish The Wolf and let him die a horrible death, as our people suffer every day? 
 
      
 
    At first light, The Wolf ordered Johan and two younger girls, to clear up the blast debris blocking the entrance to that fearful door. 
 
    Today, their normal routine of standing in rows, completely still for hours at a time and in all weathers, while lists of orders were read out and prisoners counted, was forgotten. Just as well, because most mornings people he knew would simply crumple to their knees and slump to the ground in starvation, often hitting the ground already dead. 
 
    Johan was so tired he could not keep his eyes open. They were grainy and his lids kept closing. He pushed his fists into them to try to relieve them, but it didn’t help. 
 
    When they had first arrived, the adults had tried to organise some kind of education for the children, the learning of Judaic texts and Hebrew. The Wolf had found out, though, and he now occupied the children with labour, using them for work that most of them struggled to do.  
 
    Luckily, Johan had always been a strong boy and even now, without daily food, he could just about manage to drag the skeletons from wherever they had died over to the oven room. Or, lately, clear up the bombing rubble.  
 
    Most of the women walked around with bent spines, shaking their heads in a kind of lasting disbelief. When they murmured to each other, they would wring their hands and rub their upper arms as if that would give them some kind of comfort. 
 
    They had gone from wailing to crying quietly and resting their chins on their chests, pleading with God to save them. 
 
    Johan often wondered if it would be like that until he died. Would he become like them? Or die like sweet Elza? No! He must stay alive to look after Ima. 
 
    With each block of stone Johan lifted, his fingers grew numb, sometimes refusing to lift the stones. They froze against the cold rubble. Although he kept rubbing them against his legs, they refused to warm up. If only the day would give them some heat. 
 
    Smoke and dust skulked into the fortress, choking him with its acrid smell. It mingled with the odour of diesel fuel from the burnt tanks down in the valley, leaving a sour taste in his mouth.  
 
    As he toiled, lifting rocks and dumping them into tin buckets, Johan’s stomach grumbled. He swallowed hard, savouring the memory of bread.  
 
    Yesterday, for the first time, he had stolen a crust of stale bread that a soldier, one of the kinder ones, had left by the side of a dying prisoner. After gorging on it, he had returned and found another for Ima. Although it was stale and hard it tasted somehow better than his memories of Ima’s freshly baked bread, with a soft, spongy inside and a flaky crust.  
 
    Whenever he thought of bread, pangs of hunger rumbled around his stomach and recollections assailed him, such as the days his father had roasted large fat juicy sausages over a bonfire.  
 
    Johan forced himself to stop the thoughts. They just made him angry, and there was no point to that. 
 
    As he was now the only man in their family, Johan had to look after Ima. When they had arrived here, three years ago, Papa and Johan’s brother, Aron, had been sent to a different barrack. A day later they disappeared. Ima kept asking the other men, but none of them knew where Papa and Aron were. Now, they feared the worst. He glanced up, wondering, as he did every day, where they were, or if they were even still alive.  
 
    Just thinking about them made Johan’s fingers twitch. 
 
    Already crowded, Terezín was now overflowing with half-naked, skeletal people, crawling over themselves to move anywhere.  
 
    It was chaos.  
 
    Without a hint of any sun, the sky looked the colour of grimy washing water. Streaked here and there, trails of bone-white smoke still hung in the air from the early morning’s mortar shells. April’s ice had only just melted, so the grounds were slushy with no warmth to cake the mud.  
 
    Within an hour, the suffocating, awful stench of decomposing bodies announced the arrival of a long line of skeletons.  
 
    Suddenly Johan spotted The Wolf and The Pig. They were having an intense discussion. He needed to hear what they were saying, what news they had on the Russians. 
 
    There was only one thing to do. Even out here in public. 
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    Everyone lives in a triangle. The political prisoners wear reds and the Jewish yellows. Then, there are triangles for Gypsies, communists, Jehovah’s Witnesses and homosexuals. But it’s important to see beyond the triangles. Not to separate people by what badges they wear. They are all living the same hell. 
 
      
 
    Johan sidled closer to The Wolf and The Pig, taking another risk to spy on them. He pretended to be lifting and carrying rubble. With each step, he moved himself closer until he could hear them. 
 
    The Pig grumbled, ‘Why are they coming here?’ 
 
    ‘The Soviet troops cut off rail and road lines to Auschwitz, so they’re sent here.’ 
 
    ‘So many?’ 
 
    ‘They’re also being shipped from Buchenwald and Gross-Rosen.’ 
 
    ‘We have doubled the scum in the past few months,’ The Pig complained. ‘There’s too many to watch closely, and to feed.’ 
 
    The Wolf sniggered, ‘You never worried about that before. Who cares if they eat or not? Half of them are diseased, so they don’t need food.’ He spat on the ground. ‘Nothing but fleas on them!’ 
 
    ‘But we’re on minimum staff,’ The Pig groaned. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ the Wolf remarked with a roll of his eyes, ‘most of them are already dead on their feet. At least that saves our last stock of bullets!’ 
 
    As they arrived, the new prisoners shuffled past the guard hut, through the iron gates and into the barracks. With every step their smell grew stronger, so ripe that Johan could almost taste it. He squeezed his nose tight and held it there for a moment to rid his nostrils of the fetid odours of diseased, sweaty and unwashed bodies, as well as clothes caked in urine and faeces. 
 
    Some dragged their bones inside the courtyard, sunk to their knees with a hollow thunk and then slumped forward onto their faces, unable to ever get up again. Others had tears streaming down their faces, unsure if this was heaven or another hell.  
 
    A line of those still standing hobbled past rows of bricked huts, towards the registration building hidden amongst a warren of makeshift tin shacks, where The Wolf instructed them to undress. He usually examined them when they were naked and unable to hide anything in their meagre clothing, but today he just made them all sit in a huddle.  
 
    Johan hurried past the frying chamber that everyone feared more than death itself. 
 
    Today it was mercifully silent, but on other days even the chamber’s thick stone walls couldn’t muffle the screams. Rumour had it that it was some kind of secret, scientific testing room, but The Wolf had embraced its terror and would relish his slow inspection of the trembling ranks of prisoners while he selected the next “subjects.” The doors were slammed, and thick bolts slid into place. There was no light inside, so this would mean being enveloped in darkness. Then would come the dreadful hum that was as much felt as heard across that whole camp. Most died, but a few were hauled out still breathing but looking like freaks. 
 
    Like his Elza. 
 
    Trying to force the memory from his mind, Johan dragged his bucket of stone and rubble and dumped it outside the fortress walls as the Wolf had ordered.  
 
    The biting wind tugged at his thin cotton shirt. It was his first time out of the gate since he had arrived at Terezín, and his instinct was to run. And run. And run.  
 
    But I can’t leave Ima. 
 
    More than anything, he wanted to savour the world beyond the gate, to try and remember what it looked like, but a guard stood smoking only a few feet away and was a reminder the reality Johan had to exist in. Even had he not been there, a bleak mist shrouded the valley and crept towards Terezín, covering the outside world in a murky blanket that ate away at all but the foreground. 
 
    The only thing he could see clearly was the green grass below his feet. For a moment he hesitated, wondering if it could be eaten, like the cows ate the grass near their old home. 
 
    At that moment, a guard shouted at him to return to the gates. 
 
    With his eyes downcast, Johan marched back. Yet as he passed, his eyes flicked sideways to the guard hut. Still there, illuminated under a stark white bulb and undamaged from the bombing, sat his prized possession.  
 
    His little red aeroplane. 
 
    Heat flushed through him. He wanted to crash through the guard hut and rescue it. Instead, he gritted his teeth and shuffled onwards, neither fast nor slow enough to attract attention, for his next load of broken stone. 
 
    After dumping the final bucket of rubble outside the gate, and with the lighter patch of sky that hid the sun indicating it was around midday, he saw yet more of the skeletons hobble into the barracks.  
 
    Inside the long stone fortress, the frost-eaten grass had been trampled into mud by the queues of prisoners. In the middle of one line a man’s legs caved in and he hung off the others around him, like clothes flopping off a wardrobe hanger. 
 
    At the checking point, they were searched.  
 
    Did the Wolf really think these beggars had any money or jewellery? They would have traded them long ago for a mouthful of food.   
 
    Each day more and more of the camp’s guards and soldiers were seen leaving, so it took several hours to process all the new prisoners who arrived. Today, for a change, the guards didn’t seem to care if some sneaked in without being checked. Previously, the dogs would have been called, but maybe they had left, too. 
 
    Not far behind, the final wave of drab, hunched prisoners staggered up to the gate, like dybbuks, ghosts slinking out of the mist. The clothes they wore hung on them like sacks. What shoes they had were broken and ragged.  
 
    Many walked on bleeding, torn bare feet. Johan’s gaze stopped at one set of feet, dragging along in shreds of a prison uniform.  
 
    The boy’s trousers hung loose over his legs, held up by a piece of string, and frayed above his ankles. Torn in places, his shirt was oily and grimy, and the bones down his spine poked through many torn holes. 
 
    Johan glanced at the boy’s face. For a moment he stared at him, wondering why he looked like Papa. Then their eyes met. They sparkled with recognition even as they filled with tears. 
 
    Johan gaped as he looked into the face of his lost brother. 
 
   


 
  

 8          
 
    Providence is a strange thing. Some days all hope is lost, yet on other days small sparks rise, helping to stay alive. But is this nothing more than another deception from Ima’s God? Those dark rings circling Aron’s eyes made him look like the deathly skeletons who enter the cleansing rooms. Would he be thrown in there like many of the other people arriving every day? Has God sent him back, only to take him away again? 
 
      
 
    Johan wondered if this gaunt, pale boy could really be his brother. He beckoned to Aron, who followed him behind the barrack. There, forgetting all caution, Johan threw his arms around his brother and hugged him, but all he was holding was a sack of bones. Aron’s skin clung to his body, holding his skinny, skeletal frame together just like a bag.  
 
    A soldier had come up to them and raised his rifle butt to ram it into one or the other’s head, but seemed to decide it wasn’t worth the effort. ‘Go and try to find yourself a space. They are dogs, just like you!’ The guard spat, ‘Fight like hounds for a place to sleep.’ 
 
    As the brothers moved away from the gate Johan was awestruck that his brother had returned. 
 
    ‘You look good,’ Aron gripped Johan’s hollow cheeks between his fingers. His hand gestured to his own body. ‘Look at me.  
 
    Fit to be the next Olympic sports star!’ 
 
    Tears trickled down Johan’s face.  
 
    Aron wiped them away and pulled Johan’s head into his armpit. The smell of sweat and oil almost choked him, but he stayed there for a long moment, tucked into the nook of his brother’s arm, listening to Aron’s rapid heartbeat.  
 
    Ima would be so happy.  
 
    His own heart filled with a joy that he could only remember from the day his grandmother had given him his aeroplane.  
 
    His brother smelt different. Most prisoners stank like death was lingering over them, just waiting for a moment to snatch them. Some smelt rotten already. All of them carried a sickening odour of unwashed bodies mingled with the foul breath of decaying teeth.  
 
    Aron almost smelt pleasant. A change in smells at least. A whiff of sweat overpowered by the smell of oil.  
 
    After a moment, Johan pulled away and looked past Aron at the queue of prisoners. ‘Is Papa with you?’ 
 
    Aron’s jaw set hard. ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Where is he?’ 
 
    ‘I shall explain everything to you later. I am too tired and hungry. I must sit before I fall.’ 
 
    ‘Come,’ Johan took his brother’s arm. ‘Let’s hope that Ima doesn’t die of a heart attack when she sees you.’ 
 
    ‘Ima’s alive?!’ 
 
    ‘Her prayers have been answered. Every night she prays for you and Papa to be safe.’ 
 
    Aron gaped. ‘She still prays?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Johan whispered. ‘But we aren’t allowed to pray. When Herr Bachmann refused to pray silently, he was shot in the throat, right through his throat.’ Johan stroked his neck and grimaced, remembering the bullet going through the old man’s neck and out the other side.  
 
    Aron limped along beside Johan, following his lead. 
 
    ‘Herr Bachmann’s death quickly taught me a lesson.’ Johan’s eyes grew suddenly hard: ‘To stop praying.’ 
 
    ‘Not even in silence?’ 
 
    ‘If Ima’s God was so good and kind, then why did He allow these soldiers to kill another German, just because he’s a Jew?’ 
 
    ‘Shh!’ Aron draped his arm over Johan’s shoulder.  
 
    Although comforted by the gesture, Johan bared his teeth. He tried to keep his voice down, but it came out as a hiss. ‘So what if they’re not Jewish? They were Germans, so Ima’s God let them kill their own kind.’ 
 
    Aron remained silent.  
 
    Johan couldn’t work out if he agreed, or just didn’t want to argue so soon after finding each other again. ‘Now, when Ima tells me to pray in silence, I only move my lips in pretence,’ he flicked his hand dismissively. ‘Most of the time I don’t even bother with that.’  
 
    Aron muttered, ‘I know, it’s hard…very hard to keep faith in the camps.’ 
 
    Johan remained silent. 
 
    Why did Ima’s God let The Wolf do those things to Elza? Each day he tried to swallow the bitterness but could not. 
 
    As if Aron had read Johan’s thoughts, his brother asked in a soft voice, ‘And how is our Elza?’ 
 
    Johan’s stomach cramped. This time not from hunger, but from the terror of hearing his sister’s cries, seeing her fear when the Wolf commanded her to walk with him to his chambers. They were filing past a barrack and he stopped, slumped against the wall, and, in a bleak monotone, told Aron how their sister had died. He did not tell him he kept a bone hidden in his pocket. 
 
    Her bone. 
 
    When he had finished, he looked up and saw the rage and hurt in Aron’s eyes, and the set of his jaw.  
 
    Johan’s voice broke, ‘Elza was the most beautiful girl in Terezín, but that room,’ he pointed across the courtyard to the building everyone feared, ‘turned her into a monster. When she came out of there, her face was distorted out of shape. She couldn’t eat or drink. Food or water just slid out the side of her twisted mouth. She just sat on our bed, shrunken and drooling.’ 
 
    Johan dropped his head and stared at his dirty, torn shoes. Telling Aron brought the pain back again, fresh and horrible. Eventually, he murmured, ‘Even ugly and deformed, I still loved her. Maybe even more.’ 
 
    A horrified, muffled groan slipped out of Aron’s tightly pressed lips. 
 
    Johan raised his eyes to Aron’s. ‘See that side door with those large hosepipes? Sometimes water leaked out. I couldn’t make out if it was a frying room or a giant bath. None of us were ever allowed inside. Except those who The Wolf chose to be put inside. And when they came out they were either dead or couldn’t speak anymore.’ 
 
    Aron cursed under his breath. Words that Johan had  heard some of the men say, but that he would never repeat in case Ima clipped him around the ear. 
 
    They stood in silence for a moment, then he finally whispered, close to his brother’s chest, ‘The very day Elza…came out of that place, I swore that they would never take me in there. I would rather die!’ 
 
    Then, hating to see what it did to his brother, but leaving nothing out, he finished by telling Aron how Elza had finally been killed. 
 
    Their Elza. 
 
    Aron grabbed Johan with more strength than his skeletal arms should have possessed and pulled him into a silent embrace.  
 
    Muffled in Aron’s shoulder, Johan murmured, ‘Please do not speak of this to Ima. She is heartbroken and cannot talk about Elza. It pains her too much.’ 
 
    ‘Of course it does.’ Aron let Johan go and wiped a tear with the back of his hand. As he stared up at the sky his jaw moved under his skin and Johan slipped his cold fingers into his brother’s dirty hand. 
 
    After a moment, Johan wriggled free of the grasp and leaned over to scratch at the flea bites on his ankles. Pus oozed out where his dirty nails had broken the skin. 
 
    Aron squinted at him and jerked his hands off the bites. ‘Stop!’ 
 
    ‘Our barracks are full of fleas. In the men’s barracks, Herr Rosenberg stole kerosene and poured it down his legs. For a few days, he was the only one not scratching.’ 
 
    ‘So, let us steal some for you.’ 
 
    Johan shook his head, his eyes wide. ‘When The Wolf found the kerosene hidden under Herr Rosenberg’s bunk, he took him into the courtyard and lit a match to his ankles. Ima said the kerosene had already soaked into his skin, so it didn’t light straight away, but when it did, Herr Rosenberg screamed and screamed until he died in the flames.’ 
 
    Aron groaned, and again pulled Johan towards him.  
 
    Johan wanted to scratch again, but instead he balled his numb fingers into fists. ‘One day I’ll get them back.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t worked that out yet. But I’ll find a way. My own way to get revenge.’ 
 
    Out of the mist, a warplane streaked overhead. Loud bangs echoed up the valley. A distant artillery barrage echoed around the courtyard.  
 
    Aron bent into a crouch and looked wildly around, muttering, ‘I didn’t come all this way to get killed.’  
 
    Johan grabbed his brother’s oily shirt. ‘Come, let’s go inside to see Ima. She will be so happy that you are alive.’ 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After her initial shock, Ima cradled Aron’s shorn head against her chest for so long it seemed they were glued together. Johan explained to her that Aron was too tired to talk about Papa, but would tell them where he was after resting.  
 
    Johan whispered to Ima, ‘I must find some food for Aron. With all these new people arriving there will be even less food. I cannot let him starve. Now I have two people to look after.’ 
 
    Ima stroked Johan’s cheek and turned to Aron.  ‘It is a miracle that you made it. It’s a God-given miracle!’ Her voice had become hoarse from pleading, crying and begging first the Nazis and then God for more news about Papa and Aron.  
 
    When Aron had spent his tears in Ima’s arms, she smiled, her face lit up and her mouth creased into a broken toothed grin.  
 
    ‘Ima!’ Aron leaned closer. ‘What happened to your teeth?’ 
 
    ‘The Wolf.’ 
 
    Aron glanced from Johan to Ima and back to Johan. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘The Wolf!’ Ima’s words spat out through what remained of her teeth. ‘The Wolf of Terezín.’ Her eyes, circled as always with dark smudges, were on fire. ‘He is an entirely evil man, and because this is an evil place devised by the mad devils who have captured power in Germany, he has risen quickly to prominence. He brings out the worst impulses of the other guards, lessens their humanity. He is everywhere here, always seeking ways to hurt and humiliate more. He…’ Ima’s head bowed, and silent sobs shook her frail body. 
 
    Resting a tender hand on his mother’s arm, Johan told Aron how The Wolf punished prisoners by thrusting them face down on the floor. Often making them lie face-to-face with a dead body he had just shot, or others bloated and gnawed on by rats and stinking of rotting meat. 
 
    Ima added that they had to lie there for hours not knowing if they would be shot or let go. Other times, as the prisoner being punished lay nose-to-nose with a corpse, The Wolf would force them to kiss the dead lips before they were shot, laughing as he told them it would get their soul into heaven. 
 
    Of course, Ima had told him, because The Wolf was the devil he did not have a soul. He did not even know what one was, or he would not taunt the people as he did. 
 
     Aron stroked the side of Ima’s face. ‘But your teeth, Ima, you still haven’t told me―’ 
 
    Johan butted in, ‘A few days after we arrived I was flying my plane in the courtyard.’ 
 
    ‘The one grandmother gave you. I remember how you loved it.’ Aron’s face lit with a cautious smile. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Johan held his arms high above his head with a closed empty fist to demonstrate, ‘and The Wolf snatched it away.’  
 
    Ima remained silent; her eyes haunted. 
 
    ‘He said…”You think scum like you could ever become a Messerschmitt pilot?” Of course,’ Johan’s eyes took on a sudden steeliness, ‘I did not tell him that one day I will be a better pilot than any Nazi.’ 
 
    Ima sighed and murmured, ‘When Johan reached to try and take it back The Wolf struck him across the face, and then kicked him so he fell backwards into the dirt. He told Johan that he would be sent for later to clean our filth off his boots.’ 
 
    Aron looked from Ima to Johan and back again. 
 
    Johan’s voice dropped, ‘Ima cried out, shouting that it was only a toy. That’s what broke Ima’s teeth. The Wolf smashed her with the butt of his pistol, right in her mouth.’ 
 
    Ima stroked Johan’s head. ‘My poor boy has had to clean The Wolf’s boots every night since…such humiliation.’ 
 
     ‘And I have to see my plane on the desk in front of the window and listen to the taunts of the guards. They call me the flying schweinchen.’ 
 
    Ima twisted an imaginary ring on her finger. The ring that had been stolen by the soldiers on the day they arrived. ‘I think my jaw must have been damaged too. When my pain and fever finally broke, I could only mumble, like a baby. I had to learn to talk all over again,’ she smiled again, this time trying to keep her lips over her teeth, as she did most of the time but had forgotten to with the joy of seeing Aron again. ‘At least I’m alive.’ 
 
    She looked like the old lady who used to live across the road from their home in Würzburg, who always forgot to put her false teeth in her mouth. Johan reached out and hugged her. He loved Ima even more for trying to save his plane.  
 
    ‘And they still keep your aeroplane?’ Aron’s eyes were fixed on Johan. 
 
    ‘Yes. I don’t understand it. Why did the Wolf want my plane? He steals whatever he wants from us. The gold and jewels people bring and try to hide, things of value. But why take my aeroplane?’ 
 
    Aron patted his shoulder. ‘Because he knows you love it, that’s why. He’s a putz! I remember you running around the garden at home, pretending you were a fighter pilot.’ Aron ruffled Johan’s bristled hair once more. 
 
    Ima’s gaze was fond. ‘When the other children painted and drew pictures in the dirt with their fingers, Johan used to run up and down the barracks pretending he was a pilot coming to save us.’ 
 
    Aron leaned over him. ‘You are a pilot, a brave one.’ 
 
    Johan shook his head and said in a soft voice, ‘I don’t do that anymore. Who can be a pilot without a plane? It would be like a bird flying without wings.’ Bitterness rose up into his throat, but he swallowed it down again, his jaw set hard. ‘Now…I’m a spy.’  
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    Almost everyone has retreated inside themselves to cope, shutting the world out, but here, at last, is hope… 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Aron slept long. Johan, meanwhile, had been up early and, by redoubling his previous efforts and taking risks which would have shocked Ima, had amassed a whole handful of dried skins and other morsels. Even though his fingers twitched, and his mouth trembled, desperate to stuff every last bit into his mouth, he would give it all to his brother when he awoke. 
 
    While Aron slept, again, through the afternoon, with Ima waiting patiently to ask after their father, Johan darted in and out of all the barracks.  
 
    As he hunted for food, he thought back on their relationship before they were taken from their home. 
 
    The terror of life, and his sister’s death, in the camp had left his memories of Aron vague. As the eldest, he knew Aron had always looked out for his sister and brother, so now it seemed strange to be turned into a scavenger by an urge to look after his brother. Aron was five years older―Johan still looked up to him and always would.  
 
    Now he felt a strange sensation flowing through him. Somehow things were different. He didn’t mind that it had changed between them, at least their brotherly bond was still there. 
 
    As he came near the gate, Johan heard the guards talking in loud, panicked voices of the Russians advancing too close. Their routine inspections hadn’t taken place for two days.  
 
    Normally, The Wolf marched around the camp giving orders for the prisoners to fix anything broken he spotted, or to build things if there was nothing to fix. His eye for both detail and also maintaining his dominance had always been merciless over the years, such as ordering even the tiniest gap in the roof fixed so that the prisoners could not supplement their drinking rations with rainwater, but these past few days he had hardly been seen and no longer seemed to care about fixing things. Whispers had hissed through the camp, from the men’s barracks, saying that The Wolf was just trying to get as many as possible of the Nazis’ dirty secrets hidden. 
 
    A series of distant artillery thumps and the faint crackle of gunfire drifted out of the murk to the east. All the gate guards were now standing outside their hut, pre-occupied with what was happening on the other side of the valley. Through the open door, Johan could see that they had left their food inside.  
 
    He ogled at plates only half-eaten, bread still buttered and untouched, and an apple that had just one bite taken out of it. Even the sight of it made his mouth water as he recalled finding peel outside the guards’ window the previous year and stuffing it into his mouth before anyone could see him. 
 
    Ever since that day, whenever he passed nearby, his gaze was drawn like a magnet to the spot where those few juicy scraps had lain. 
 
    Soon after they had arrived here, The Wolf had tempted Johan to eat grilled pork sausage. Having starved as never before in his life during their train ride, he hadn’t hesitated. Yet with every mouthful he ate, and while The Wolf and his men watched, laughing and making pig noises, Johan had feared the punishment that would strike him from heaven above.  
 
    Ima had refused the small pieces he had bitten off for her, tucked into his palm and slid into his pocket right under The Wolf’s nose.  
 
    She followed the commandments in every sense of the word. She had stroked his hair and told him that God would surely not punish him, but that this should be a lesson and he should be stronger in the future. He wondered if she would eat the meat today, but there was no way of knowing as the soldiers had never tempted him again. Just thinking of that day, his stomach growled with hunger and his mouth watered. 
 
    Now, holding his breath, Johan removed his shoes and hid them under a rock where none of the other prisoners would either see them or steal them. He only had shoes at all because their previous owner had died and they were too small for any of the adults to take. Their thin, hard leather soles would make more noise walking on the freezing grit than his bare feet. Next, he crept up to the wall of the hut, checked that the guards were still concentrated on the valley, and slipped in through the door. 
 
    On one side of him stood the table with its banquet. On the other his red aeroplane blinked at him in the sun.  
 
    For a moment, he froze. A child would have grabbed the aeroplane and some of the food and run, but he could no longer afford to be a child. He had Aron to care for. He had to think about consequences. If The Wolf found the aeroplane gone, he would know where to look for it, and the punishments he would inflict would be worse than horrible.  
 
    Johan hesitated for barely a moment and then, with twitching fingers, he tore off just small, unnoticeable parts of the bread, left the apple because its theft would be too obvious, and allowed himself just one quick, last glance at his beloved aeroplane. Sprinting away on the tip of his toes, he grabbed his shoes under the rock and ran to the barrack. 
 
    Inside, he found Aron huddled next to Ima in quiet conversation. He panted up to them and offered the food to Ima first. She shook her head and motioned with her eyes to Aron.  
 
    Johan sat down beside his brother as he ate. He didn’t tell Aron how, only last week, another tooth had loosened in his gum and fallen out. Nor did he mention to Ima the recurring temptations to eat pork.  
 
    When he and Aron were alone, he would show him how to slide through the barbed wire to where the Nazis threw away their rubbish. Maybe the only reason he and Ima were not chewing on their gums, like most of the others, was because he stole little bits of stale or rotting food from the garbage pile for them to eat.  
 
    Most times, he and Ima ate what he found immediately, but any they kept had to be hidden from the other prisoners, and sometimes in the night he had been awoken by the hands of those who knew or guessed at his secrets searching him for hidden scraps. Many times he and Ima fell ill from what they ate, but it had at least filled their bellies for a little while. 
 
    Without intending to, he suddenly burst out, ‘I’ve become a gonif, an expert thief!’ Desperation shone in his eyes. He dropped his voice to a whisper, ‘I have stolen food many times for Ima and me, but today, I stole this from under the guards’ very noses.’ 
 
    Ima turned her face, preferring not to listen, but she muttered, ‘They’re so short of guards, now that most of the SS have fled. I hope you were careful, Johan?’ 
 
    Johan nodded. ‘I was, Ima. And with the Russians across the valley the gate guards have more to be concerned about than eating, so we can feast on their bread.’ 
 
    Aron whispered to Ima, his eyes closed, ‘I remember the smell of your cholent. I can smell it now…hmm, stew braising in the pot with onions and carrots.’ His eyes flashed open. ‘Ima, every day I imagined chewing on soft pieces of meat and potato. It stopped me getting hungry.’ A loud grumble came from Aron’s stomach, perhaps complaining that it had been tricked. 
 
    ‘Here,’ Johan shoved the last of the food into Aron’s hand. ‘I’ll get more.’ 
 
    Behind them, someone cracked their knuckles. Johan’s gaze flicked round to meet glaring eyes that were cold, hard and flinty. The woman was only watching, not making a move to ask for nor try to take the chunks of bread. Was she jealous that his brother had returned and not her own son, or just that he had found food for Aron?  
 
    No, only last week Ima had told him that it was a futile anger that had festered until it set inside like cement, and so many of the women now looked like that all the time. 
 
    Ima leaned over and stroked their heads at the same time. ‘My boys! Back together again! Promise me, Aron, promise me, Johan…you will always look out for each other.’ 
 
    Aron ruffled Johan’s bristles. ‘Of course, Ima, that is why I came back to Terezín.’ His laugh soon turned into a cough, but even the little bit of bread seemed to have restored him. 
 
    Ima now took a deep breath and asked Aron, ‘What happened…that day you disappeared? I thought we were brought here because your father was a prominent member of our community,’ her chest puffed out a little even as her quiet voice allowed itself a hint of pride, ‘an upstanding citizen…but then he just disappeared.’ She deflated and slumped into a heap. 
 
    ‘Papa was forced out of bed in the middle of the night. The kommandant told him that they needed skilled printers, like him, in Berlin.’ 
 
    ‘And you?’ Johan looked puzzled. 
 
    ‘Papa insisted they bring me with him. He said I was his apprentice and he could not work the machines without me.’ 
 
    ‘So you have been in Berlin all this time?’ 
 
    A sudden round of artillery fire whistled low over the barracks and burst close by. The earth shuddered as though it had cracked like an egg. The dull thump of yet more shellfire drowned out the cries of the little girls.  
 
    ‘The Russians are coming,’ Ima muttered to herself, as she had done for much of the past few days. 
 
    ‘We saw tanks on our march,’ Aron reported. ‘They are crawling all over. We even heard rumours that Hitler is dead.’ 
 
    Ima grimaced, unsure if that was good or bad news. 
 
    ‘The world is coming to save us,’ Aron smiled. 
 
    Ima was impatient now. ‘Thank God, but tell me about Berlin.’ 
 
    Aron shook his head, ‘First, we were in Sachsenhausen, a camp outside Berlin. Papa’s job saved our lives. Like Papa and me, about a hundred other prisoners were taken into some barracks that they had sealed off behind barbed wire. The soldiers even painted the windows. That’s when I knew that what we were doing was a big secret.’ 
 
    Johan was enthralled, hanging onto every word. 
 
    ‘The soldiers had stocked the place with printing equipment, and we found out these other men were all bookbinders, engravers, paper makers, or printers like Papa.’ 
 
    Johan couldn’t hold his curiosity any longer and blurted out, ‘What were you doing?’ 
 
    ‘We were forced to print fake money.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Ima looked puzzled. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘I heard them say we were working on Hitler's secret weapon.’ 
 
    Ima groaned again. ‘Not more ways to kill us.’ 
 
    ‘Not us, Ima, the Allies. The Nazis wanted us to print fake foreign money. First, Papa and the other men had to copy the British pound. And then it was the American dollar. It was my job to clean the machines,’ he pointed at black oil smudges and smears on his shirt. ‘If papa hadn’t insisted that I knew how to do that job, I would be dead.’ 
 
    A little trickle of dust fell from the ceiling as another blast shook it. 
 
    ‘There were some really clever men in there, and they all agreed that if the Nazis flood the world with fake money it would weaken the Allied currencies. Papa said it was a plan to bankrupt the West. But we also had to fill envelopes with smaller, specific amounts of the money we printed, and Papa thought that these were to pay Himmler’s spies.’ 
 
    Johan’s eyes widened.  
 
    ‘Papa kept whispering to me and showing me what to do with his eyes. At night he taught me everything I would need to know the next morning. I survived from day to day, never knowing when I would do something wrong and get a bullet in my head,’ Aron ran a hand over his hair and then did the same to Johan. ‘Yours is longer than mine.’ He flicked Johan’s bristles. 
 
    Ima ran a hand over the stubble on her head. ‘Even the women are shaved bald to try and control the mites and lice, but they’ve forgotten to do it for these last two weeks.’ 
 
    They all looked at each other with glum expressions while the whistle of an explosion found its way through the increasing number of gaps in the decaying building. A change was coming, but they’d all long since learned that life could always get worse. 
 
    ‘We should be happy,’ Aron whispered, ‘but we don’t know if we’ll be dead tomorrow.’ 
 
    Ima nodded and rested her forehead against Aron’s face. She could not stop running her hands over his cheeks. 
 
    Johan sat between them, thinking that he was happy that they could almost be a family again. If only sweet Elza was here, too. 
 
    He asked, ‘So you came from Sachsenhausen today?’ Admiration shone in his eyes.  
 
    ‘No. We were in five concentration camps over the past three-years. Each time we moved, we were ordered to pack up the equipment and all the printed money into boxes. They were numbered and we were sent to the next camp. But look,’ Aron tugged at the cuff of his shirt and eased a piece of paper out of it. He and Ima bent in towards each other instinctively, making a space that prying eyes couldn’t see, as Aron gently unfolded it. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Johan asked, looking at the curly writing as Aron delicately spread it out flat. 
 
     ‘A bank note.’  
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    Ima had retreated into a kind of trance since Elza had died. She appeared to be living in slow motion, but with Aron’s return she seemed to have found a new energy. Even though she could do little to ever see her beloved again, Ima’s spirit, like me, held onto hope… 
 
      
 
    Aron gazed down at the bank note. ‘It’s what we were doing. Making English money.’ 
 
    Johan stroked the crumpled paper. He’d never touched paper money before. 
 
    ‘A schande,’ Ima muttered, ‘a disgrace to your father’s good name.’ 
 
    ‘We had made millions and millions of British pounds. I didn’t get a piece of American money because in February, when Papa and the other men had finally copied it properly, we were to start printing, but we got an order to stop and dismantle the machinery. They said the Russians were too close. So we all moved to another camp again.’ 
 
    Above, the noise droned on as more planes flew over, drowning out their conversation. Their eyes all followed the path of the roar above them. 
 
    As the noise receded, Ima lifted Aron’s feet and unwound the prison cloth. She spat on her fingers and rubbed off the dried, crusted blood. 
 
    ‘What happened to your shoes?’ 
 
    ‘Last week we were ordered to start making thousands of the American one-hundred-dollar note. I heard them say they wanted us to print one million dollars every day.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ Johan asked. 
 
    ‘The soldiers came again and ordered us to pack it all up. Papa told me the guards were taking him and the other printers to a camp in Austria.’ 
 
    Ima’s gasp shuddered out. ‘So he is still alive!’ 
 
    ‘Yes. When I left, anyway. But Ima, I don’t hold out much hope. Papa said they wouldn’t keep someone like him alive if they knew Hitler’s secret. He said he knew too much.’ 
 
    Ima inhaled sharply and her hand flew to her mouth. 
 
    Aron was quiet for a moment and then shook his head. ‘Ima, I have to tell you this. The Nazis regarded Papa highly for his skills. They told him that was why our family was brought to Terezín, because only important Jews come here. But they needed his cleverness for their forgery.’ 
 
    Ima’s eyes above her hand seemed to lose their focus. 
 
    ‘Our operation was split up. Papa was sent to print English pounds, and I was good enough to go with the group who were to print dollars. The men all thought we would be shot when the printing stopped. No one, not even Papa, would stay alive to reveal their secrets.’ 
 
    ‘Then…then how―’ 
 
    ‘When we arrived at our new camp, it was full of people and everything seemed confused and hurried. On the very first night there was a massive air raid. Our kommandant was killed and several of the buildings destroyed. At first light I saw a line of people being herded like cattle out of the camp, so I just joined them. The guards probably think I died, but I don’t think Papa will be so lucky.’ 
 
     Ima turned pale and didn’t say any more about Papa. Instead, she turned the imaginary ring on her finger again. She did it every time she worried about their survival in Terezín or thought about her missing loved ones.  
 
    Aron placed his hand in hers and continued, ‘In the group of prisoners I was with, one of the guards made a bet with the other soldiers. He bet that I was a rich Juden because my shoes were not broken in. So he forced me to take them off at gunpoint and hung them around his neck by the laces. Each day as we marched he kept checking to see if I had fallen like many of the others who were left on the side of the road, but I carried on. I refused to give up and stop walking, even though every step was agony.’ 
 
    Ima leaned over Aron’s feet and kissed them. Tears streamed down her cheeks and onto his feet, running to hide between his bloodied toes. 
 
    ‘Finally I stole some clothes off a dead prisoner by the roadside and tied them around my feet many times, and that helped a little.’  
 
    ‘We have to do these things to survive,’ Ima murmured, as though to herself. 
 
    ‘Also, the guards didn’t notice that whenever we saw grass the other prisoners let me walk on it.’ 
 
     ‘And what of the boxes?’ Johan was impatient to know where the money had gone. 
 
    Aron laughed. ‘You are not the only spy in our family, little brother. After the air raid, I saw some of the officers having an argument, so I crept up to where I could overhear them. One said they are taking all that money to Austria. They have to dump it, so the Allies never know what we were doing.’ 
 
    ‘Was it wrong…what you were doing?’ Johan asked. 
 
    Aron shrugged, his shoulder bones poking high up under his thin shirt. ‘Papa said it was a bad idea. Some of the other men said that there were bankers and politicians in London and Washington who would think it much worse than murdering Jews!’ 
 
    ‘And so they’re just going to dump it? Why take it all the way to Austria, when they could just burn it?’ Johan persisted. 
 
    Aron wagged his finger. ‘No, that’s what the officers were arguing about. One wanted to destroy it all, but the other said he thought the money was just a ruse. Something that would distract treasure hunters from what they were really doing: making a vault, a top secret place they could hide all the Nazi treasure for the next Reich. That’s what’s in Austria.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ Johan’s face took on an adult hardness as the thought: I can buy another aeroplane with some of that money. A real one. 
 
    Aron leaned right up close to Johan’s ear and whispered,  
 
    ‘Lake Toplitz.’ 
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    A new sensation crept inside. A quest…to find this Lake Toplitz. Find the Nazi secrets and treasure so that their new Reich would never have them. That would certainly be revenge. 
 
      
 
    Johan gaped at Aron’s words. His breath caught in his throat. ‘Lake Toplitz? I know that name.’ 
 
    Aron frowned at him, but before he could ask how he knew, Johan leaned closer and whispered, ‘How do you know they were dumping your printed money in that lake?’  
 
     ‘Before we were split up, Papa was told to help design containers that would keep the notes dry in deep water.’ He held up a finger. ‘Not sea water, lake water. After the bombing raid, I saw soldiers moving some of these cases out of a burning building.  They were stamped for shipping to Toplitz, so I figured out their secret. It must be that lake! I studied Austria at school.’ He tapped his head. ‘Those Nazis think we’re all stupid, that we don’t have an education or know of places such as this. But little brother, how do you know about Toplitz?’ 
 
    Johan proudly recounted to Aron what the Wolf had said about his cousin finding the Reich’s Alpine Fortress to hide their secrets. Then he grasped his brother’s hand and his voice had a determination it had never known before. ‘Will you come with me, Aron?’ 
 
    ‘Where to?’ 
 
    ‘To find this place, find their money. Your printed money.’ 
 
    A sudden ear-splitting roar filled the building as a bomb exploded close to the gate. All three of them dived sideways and landed on top of the woman with the big, hollow eyes. Another one clung to Aron. The bunk sighed under the weight of all its dwellers. 
 
    Shocked silence filled the barracks. Then cries broke out from some of the small children clinging to their mothers. Johan ran to the window to see plumes of smoke rise up over Terezín’s high wall and creep towards them. 
 
    A moment later, a metal door clanged. Boots crunched on the gravel path. The Wolf’s deep voice boomed out orders for the prisoners to stay in their bunks. 
 
    Any minute now he would check on the women’s barracks and find Aron in here with them. 
 
    ‘The Wolf! He’s coming. You’ll have to go,’ Johan grabbed Aron’s arm. ‘The men’s barrack is next door. I’ll show you.’ 
 
    Aron leaned over and kissed the top of Ima’s head. ‘Chutzpah.’ 
 
    The other women in their bunk had allowed Aron to spend the past day sleeping there. The one who always pulled her hair had even curled up beside him and murmured to his sleeping form for hours. Ima had said she was pretending Aron was her newly-returned husband. 
 
    Johan yanked on Aron’s arm. ‘Come on!’ 
 
    Aron shrugged his arm free and draped it over Johan’s shoulder. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow. And the next day.’  
 
    At the door, Johan opened it a crack and peeped out. He pointed to a barrack with its roof caved in on one side. ‘There. That’s the men’s barracks. You’ll have to fight for a bed.’ 
 
    Aron patted Johan’s cheek. ‘In another year you’ll be moved to the men’s barracks with me, so I’ll make a place for us.’ 
 
    Ima shivered. ‘I pray the Russians get here before that.’  
 
    Johan watched from the door as Aron slinked through the late afternoon shadows and slipped into the men’s barracks.  
 
    After checking that the Wolf hadn’t emerged and seen Aron, Johan latched the door and sneaked past Ima to his spying post. She opened her mouth to protest, but he silenced her, ‘Shh, Ima! I must find out what is going on.’ 
 
    For once she remained silent, perhaps waiting to see what fate would decide for them.  
 
    Like Ima, Johan too wondered at their fate. Would they die in this final battle as the war ended? Would this prison hovel that was now their only home be bombed as the Russians came to free them? 
 
    At his spyhole, Johan glanced up as another blast lit the heavy rain clouds, reflecting on the arched, stone ceiling above the window. For a second, the barrack was lit up in bright shades of red and orange, but all too quickly the cheerful colour was gone, leaving the room in its normal gloom. 
 
    The rattle of machine gun fire grew louder. 
 
    Johan bit his lip. The wait for the Russians to rescue them seemed to go on forever. Another assault pounded the valley. Shells droned for several minutes. Then stopped.  
 
    Silence. 
 
    As if on cue, the murky sky opened. Was Ima’s God cleansing the sky and washing the stain of war and blood off the land? Or was He trying to hamper the Russians getting to them? 
 
    Throughout the night rain hammered the roof above, seeking holes to get inside. The latest bombs had cracked the roof, and there were now so few guards and so many holes that there would surely be no repairing it this time. At least the women inside could harvest sweet rainwater again, instead of what Frau Gerber collected. 
 
    The top beds of the three-tier wooden bunks were quickly soaked through. As it poured down outside, water soaked the first mattress, and then trickled down the wooden frame, seeping to the middle and then right to the bottom bunk. Everyone used anything they could find to collect the water. Some sat licking the drops sliding down the wooden bunk frames.  
 
    The barrack became humid and the damp smell mingled with the stink rising from the mattresses, where some had suffered from vomiting and diarrhoea and others were too weak to stumble to the bucket and so wet their beds.  
 
    From his window, Johan could see that loaded trucks now sped along the road away from the camp, rumbling and rattling in their haste to get away.  
 
    At dawn, a woman’s cry from near the door echoed through the silent barracks, ‘Look! The last few Nazis are fleeing; the Russians must be near.’ 
 
    Another cannon blast. It rocked the ground, rattling the creaky wooden beds.  
 
    A loud siren rang out. Johan ducked as another shell hit the fortress wall, blasting a section of the stone to rubble.  
 
    The fortress everyone had said was unshakeable shuddered, knocking Johan off his feet. The explosion seemed to rip up through his stomach and out through the top of his head. For a terrified moment, he looked down the length of his body to see if he was still in one piece. 
 
    He was.  
 
    Leaping back to his post at the window, he saw the last two SS officers run to an idling truck.  
 
    The Pig ran through the fenced area security gates to the flagpole, where a tattered and torn Nazi flag flapped in the icy breeze. He pulled the flag towards him by yanking on the cord. With a swift tug, he tore the German flag off and stuffed it in his pocket. Then, without a glance backwards, he ran to the trucks and leapt onto the tailgate. He grabbed an outstretched hand and was yanked into the back. 
 
    The Nazis really were leaving. 
 
    At last, a piece of good luck. 
 
    Johan’s heart skipped a beat. He raced to the barrack door, yanked it open and bolted over to the guard hut.  
 
    As he splashed through the muddy courtyard, with his breath rasping in his throat, he saw The Wolf being hauled into the truck.  
 
    Suddenly, as he gained his feet, The Wolf swung around and spotted Johan near the guard hut. He leapt down off the truck and sprinted back towards him.  
 
    Almost out of breath, Johan reached the hut first. He seized the door and yanked it open. It shuddered and groaned, feeling as if it had come off its hinges. Johan picked his way between the crates strewn over the floor, expecting to feel the sudden pain of a bullet in his back. 
 
    Instead, a bony hand gripped his shoulder and hurled him aside.  
 
    He staggered upright and stood face-to-face with The Wolf. 
 
    Wishing he could take revenge, Johan bared his teeth and raised his fists, although the obvious difference between the starved ten-year-old and the Nazi officer made the gesture seem absurd. He clamped his mouth shut to stop the noisy breath rising and falling from his throat. 
 
     ‘So, flying schweinchen. Did I not promise you that you will never be good enough to own a Messerschmitt, even a toy one?’ 
 
    Abruptly, he pulled out his pistol and aimed it at Johan’s head. He stood there a long moment with his eyes fixed on him. 
 
    Sweat trickled down Johan’s neck. His heart thumped against his ribs and he suddenly needed to use the barrack’s bucket, but he would not suffer the indignity of doing it in his pants.  
 
    Instead, he bit down on his jaw and stared back into The Wolf’s eyes. They were dark and empty and cold and gave him the shivers, but he continued to stare. Daring the kommandant to shoot him. 
 
    After a long moment of staring, The Wolf sniggered, ‘No! You’re not worth my last bullet. I’m going to save that for someone else. Death is the easy way out, so I won’t give you that honour.’ The Wolf laughed. 
 
    Johan’s eyes darted towards the aeroplane.  
 
    ‘But taking this will give you the same pain!’  
 
    Johan made a sudden scramble to try to get to the aeroplane first, but even as he did The Wolf’s jackboot kicked out viciously, catching him behind the knees. 
 
    Johan’s legs caved in. A sharp splinter of pain shot up through his body as he crashed to the stone floor. 
 
     The Wolf reached nonchalantly over to the window ledge, snatched the aeroplane and walked out of the hut.  
 
    As Johan gripped his fingers his nails bit into his palms. He pounded them against his thighs. Shaking off the fury, he hobbled to the doorway of the hut, desperate for one final chance to retrieve his most treasured possession. 
 
    As Johan clung to the doorway, the Wolf stopped, turned, and raised his hand. Thinking the kommandant was going to strike him, Johan cringed and tried to duck. 
 
    Instead, the commander gave him a mock salute, an evil grin lighting his face. Then he clicked his heels in that horrible way and ran off to the truck that was waiting for him, slamming the camp’s gates behind him as he passed through. 
 
    Johan forced his injured legs to carry him to the gate, and he watched the truck trundling away down the road. In the back the Wolf stood up, one hand holding onto a side rail and the other holding the aeroplane high in the air. 
 
    Johan glared back with a colder, harder expression than any ten-year-old should be capable of. 
 
    Within minutes, the truck had disappeared. The camp gate clanked as a gust caught it, swung it wide, then slammed it shut. 
 
    Tears invaded Johan’s eyes.  
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    Talk about a spirit being crushed! It has been hard to maintain hope, because if there is no hope what else is left? Yet hope only brings heartache and emptiness. This one small thing in a big war has finally finished us. Looking at that aeroplane from a distance has been the only way to survive this hell. Now this deliberately cruel and petty theft has started a personal war. Vengeance is something to hold on to…  
 
      
 
    Johan didn’t know how long he sat huddled in the doorway of the guard hut, hugging his bruised and bleeding knees. Nor did he realise he had cried every tear he would ever cry.  
 
    The Wolf’s parting taunt filled his head. Now, at last, his pent-up anger rose up from that hidden place and he felt his cheeks growing warm, his lips curl and his nostrils flare.  
 
    Wave after wave of heat flushed through his body. He imagined punching the Wolf’s teeth out, beating his face to pulp. He didn’t stop his imaginings until his head ached and his clenched jaw was so rigid with pain that he felt he would pass out. 
 
    The revving and rumble of trucks startled him. He sat up, thinking the soldiers were back and he could fight again for his aeroplane. 
 
    From the men’s barracks behind him someone yelled through their window, ‘Hurrah, a red flag! The Russians are here!’ 
 
    Johan stared, wide-eyed, as the first Russian tank pulled up in front of the iron gates. A cover opened and a Russian soldier jumped out, punching his fist in the air. A few more appeared, and together they yanked open the gates and entered the camp.  
 
    Tears streaked Johan’s soot-covered cheeks.  
 
    All around, the prisoners broke out with weak cries and shouts of relief. Within minutes, the camp was crawling with Russian soldiers. Herr Kleinman staggered up to Johan. ‘They are grumbling that the Germans planned to slow them down with so many starved prisoners to feed and process!’ 
 
    Johan looked at the old man as he tottered away, cackling wildly, and thought his clever mind must finally have snapped.  
 
    In one of the barracks music suddenly exploded into the evening and Johan spun around to see skeletal people doing their best to dance in the centre of the courtyard.  
 
    Most people were too tired to celebrate and just went to sleep, knowing they were free at last. Others sat around in huddles discussing the future of their destroyed country and their murdered people. And the future of their people. The future across Europe now that Hitler had failed. 
 
    Although Ima was pleased to have the Russians in charge of them, Aron wasn’t so sure things would improve much. 
 
    For the first moment in a long, long time, Johan felt half-human again. Ever since he had arrived at the camp he had felt himself become nearer and nearer to an animal, scurrying and afraid, existing only to search endlessly for food. 
 
    Yet moments ago, he knew he had truly been ready to kill for his aeroplane. Too young, too thin, too weak and too late. He’d never see it again, but its loss had given birth to something inside him that was strong and real. 
 
    The next time in life he had the chance to take what he wanted, he knew he would not hesitate for an instant. 
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    Matt Buttrick 
 
    July 1985 
 
    Aldermaston, Berkshire, England  
 
    Matt Buttrick slumped forward in his seat as the bus lurched to a stop. The paper in his fist, so often unfolded and refolded that it was in danger of disintegrating into a series of small squares, fell to the floor. He dived forward, grabbed it, and stuffed it into his shirt pocket. As he heard the commotion, he lifted his gaze.  
 
    Outside, hundreds of shouting Greenpeace protestors filled the roadway. Many demonstrators were chained to the fence and the gates of the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment. A line of people lay in a long row across the road to block it, their ankles tied together with ropes.  
 
    Some waved their arms in the air. One woman even had her face raised to the sky with her eyes closed as if  praying. 
 
    The campaigners were a mixed bunch of people. Mostly in their twenties and thirties, but Matt spotted a little old lady and a mother dragging along her young daughter. Some were poorly dressed, in old, baggy clothes and dreadlocks, while others were expensively suited. 
 
    Yet they all seemed to have one thing in common: Passion for their cause. 
 
    The coppers were crawling around the group of protestors, slowly surrounding them in a web of black uniforms with shining buttons.  
 
    An abrupt movement drew Matt’s eye. On the edge of the crowd, a copper dug his knee into a protestor's back and cuffed him. More of his colleagues muscled their way in to make arrests. They didn’t seem to care about causing injuries as they struggled to keep the protest under control. 
 
    While the police wrestled with the protestors in the road, trying to untie their ankles, the people at the back of the crowd were chanting and clapping. 
 
    As the bus tried to work its way forward, suddenly the swarm of protestors were around it, pounding their gloved hands against the sides. Their thumping became so loud it rocked the bus. This seemed to fuel the protesters, and they shouted louder and pushed harder. 
 
    From the corner of his eye, Matt saw the police surge into the crowd, raising their batons and clubbing people in their way. 
 
    The activists’ roar became deafening now. As well as the slogans they shouted, many waved placards in the air with all sorts of rude messages about nuclear warfare, painted skulls with death warnings, and even one saying that hidden Nazi war criminals were being used to manufacture British bombs. 
 
    Like the other students on the bus, Matt gaped out at the angry faces storming their vehicle. He was pretty sure they weren’t intending to target a college bus, it just happened to have got in the way of their protest. Still, it was pretty scary to be in the middle of it. 
 
    Despite a trickle of breeze squeezing into the small windows, the bus was ripe with smells as the afternoon sun warmed the interior. Someone’s lunchbox in their bag under the seat gave off an aroma of banana peel and spoiling sandwich. To top that, a cooked cabbage stink from the exhaust fumes wafted up from under the bus as it revved and rumbled to try to frighten off the mob.  
 
    But they didn’t seem bothered by the driver stepping on the gas. They carried on shouting and thumping the sides of the bus. 
 
    At the edge of the crowd, a TV crew had arrived with cameras with zoom lenses. A reporter started talking into the microphone but was jostled out of the way by a woman protestor whose face was painted with the British flag. 
 
    Suddenly Matt recognised a face. An undeniably handsome man, who stood a head above most of the crowd. Even from this distance, he could see the man was only a few years older than he was. His dark wavy hair, thickset nose and square jaw reminded him of Dad. 
 
    Oh, no. Not him. Not now, Matt groaned inwardly. 
 
    As if by sixth sense, the man turned and met his gaze. 
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    Matt stared into the eyes of his cousin. It lasted only seconds as another loud whack resounded on the side of the bus. This time it was the coppers shouting to move the bus out of the protest. 
 
    The bus driver cursed under his breath as he manoeuvred the bulky vehicle past the demonstrators, through the pathway that the local coppers and the military police from the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment had now cleared. 
 
    Matt’s cousin, Allan, ran around the crowd, holding his camera in the air to get better pictures. Allan wasn’t much older than Matt, but he sure as hell made him jealous. Only a year after finishing his media studies degree he was already interning with a TV production company. 
 
    Matt turned and stared until he was out of sight. 
 
    Mum had said last night that Allan would be shooting a documentary in the area. When Matt had asked what it was about, she had shrugged and said, ‘Don’t know. He said it’s his big break. Something cryptic about hidden Nazi secrets from the Second World War, and he’s here tracking them down.’ 
 
    Matt sighed. With his gammy leg and no lucrative career prospects, he could never compete with Allan. Even so, he had to get close to his cousin to find out what this was all about. It could add a more interesting angle to what was otherwise looking likely to be a pretty dull summer. 
 
    Clusters of spiky trees lined a razor-wire fence, hiding what went on behind the research establishment. 
 
    As soon as the bus was on its way again, arguing broke out. A once happy bus, glad that this was the last day of term, had now become infected with the protest against the nuclear testing at the old RAF base.  
 
    Ignoring it all, Matt touched his breast pocket to be sure the paper was still hidden there. He slipped it out and unfolded it. Then folded it in half. And in half again. And again until it was a tiny square. Clenching his jaw, he flicked the corner before unfolding it back out one more time. 
 
    Beside him, his brother Luke poked his elbow into Matt’s ribs and whispered, ‘Stop that!’ 
 
    They were in the same year at school, his brother having been born eleven months after him, and just in time for the academic year cut-off.  
 
    As well as the small age advantage, Matt had always been the athletic one, fitter and faster than Luke, which he had clearly resented. Yet ever since that terrible day, Luke had taken over from him both physically, and even academically for a few years. It had been a struggle even to catch up a little, and he was still trying to find a way to redefine himself. Learning to fly would prove to him his own true value. 
 
    Ignoring Luke, Matt refolded the paper, as he had done so many times already. Its edges were soft and fragile, something once resilient that was now coming apart. He had known the information on the paper since careers day, but he still couldn’t help torturing himself with the words highlighted in illuminous yellow. 
 
    A row back, Ben, reeking of wet socks and sweaty clothes, slurped, gurgled and burped. The bully seemed to hate Matt, yet also to always be somewhere near him. 
 
    And sure enough, as Matt looked up at the sudden noise, there he was, standing in front of Matt. ‘That history prize should have been mine,’ he grunted. His belly protruded over his trousers. Through his bursting shirt buttons, a mass of black hair sprouted from the exposed pieces of chest. Using the end of his shirt, he wiped his face and then flapped it to cool his stomach, already shiny with sweat. 
 
    Josh, Ben’s crony, muttered, ‘He’s not worth the fight.’ 
 
    But Ben was not to be diverted. ‘Who’s he fink he is? Teacher’s pet or somefink? I reckon one of the teachers fancies ‘im or summat.’ 
 
    Matt just rolled his eyes and shook his head, purposefully to ensure his thick black hair fell into natural locks over his forehead. He had cultivated the dark, haunted look because it had seemed like a good way to distance himself from all the mockery and abuse he’d got since that day.  
 
    ‘Hey, Butt Monkey,’ Ben whistled in his ear, ‘What’s that fing you hiding?’  
 
    Luke half rose, his face flushed. ‘Stop calling him that!’ 
 
    Matt glanced sideways to see Ben’s face leering at him. He muttered to Luke, ‘Let me handle this.’  
 
    ‘Yeah, Lukey-boy,’ Ben mimicked a squeaky woman’s voice, ‘don’t try and fight your bro’s battles. Just coz he’s a cripple, don’t mean you have to be his keeper.’ 
 
    Staying calm, Matt ignored the remark, but Ben’s thuggery always drew a crowd, and the watchers guffawed with laughter. Quickly, he folded the paper and moved to tuck it back into his pocket, but Ben reached out first. He squeezed Matt’s hand, crushing his fingers.  
 
    Matt’s wrist, pulled at an awkward angle, started aching from Ben’s vicelike grip. A moment later, his hold on the folded paper slackened. 
 
    Grabbing it, Ben lurched upright, shouting, ‘Let’s see what Butt Monkey’s hiding!’ 
 
    Matt reached up to grab it back, but Ben swivelled around to face his cronies in the back of the bus, holding the paper out of his reach. ‘Woohoo! It’s about the RAF.’ 
 
    Josh thumped Ben’s shoulder and reached for it. ‘Let me see!’ 
 
    ‘No way!’ Ben swung his arms wide, bumping Matt as he reached to try to retrieve the paper again.  
 
    Matt stumbled as the bus swerved. He fell back into his seat, but immediately staggered to his feet. 
 
    Josh cried out, ‘C’mon, what does it say?’ He snatched the paper out of Ben’s hands. 
 
    Matt cringed. 
 
    Ben glared at Josh and grabbed it back. Glancing at it, he shouted, ‘Get this, lads: the cripple wants to be in the Royal Air Force!’ 
 
    In the scuffle between Ben and Josh the paper had torn, and now part of it drifted to the floor. 
 
    Matt dived for the ripped fragment.  
 
    Behind him Ben jeered, ‘You can’t be in the RAF, cripple, they’d never have you!’ 
 
    Ben’s cronies were now bellowing and hooting.  
 
    From Matt’s side, Luke begged, ‘Wallop them!’ 
 
    Matt shook his head and exhaled deeply to let out the pent-up frustration and embarrassment. He hadn’t been born a cripple, but Ben conveniently forgot the accident whenever there was a chance to tease him. 
 
    The bully howled with laughter. He drummed his hands on the bus seat. ‘Yeah, baby, gimme a drum roll!’ 
 
    His audience all joined in, pounding their seats. 
 
    ‘Listen, Butt Monkey, everyone knows what it sez in the girls’ bogs, about you lookin like Adam Ant. Well, I reckon that’s just someone takin pity on you, is all. Them pouty lips look like a baby’s, and all that black hair just looks like a wuss. And as for them eyebrows, well they look more like…like slugs!’ 
 
    Matt cringed but managed to hold his temper. It was so moronic it shouldn’t have hurt at all, but somehow it still did. 
 
    ‘And another fing, Butt Head,’ Ben rapped his knuckles on the crown of Matt’s head, ‘you’d never get the treasure!’ 
 
    Josh frowned. ‘Uh? What treasure?’ 
 
    ‘The girl, stupid’ Ben fired at his sidekick. ‘That’s the treasure. Life is all about the treasure hunt. And no matter how pretty the girls fink his face is, when you’re just a crippled spazz you could never, ever be the chaser. So,’ Ben pretended to cry now, ‘he’s never going to win the treasure.’ 
 
    Matt stared dead ahead, pretending he didn’t care about Ben or anything he said. Someone at the back pulled out a cassette player and over the thunder of the bus engine, the clutch of girls at the back roared along to “Like a Virgin”. Not a song that would have been Matt’s choice at this precise moment. 
 
    The bus passed the ornate entrance gates to Little Hollow Hall. Inside the grounds shiny coated horses were grazing on the lush grass. Just beyond the gates an old church leaned sideways, as if its age was bending its back.  
 
    At that moment, Matt’s heart skipped a beat and then became a burning ache in his chest as a small plane came into view. 
 
    It was that bastard again! Flying his beautiful old warplane.  
 
    One of the girls, Holly, stopped singing and shouted towards him, ‘Hey, Buttrick, isn’t that pilot one of them Balmaines?’ 
 
    Matt didn’t bother answering. They didn’t mention his name in their house anymore. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Ben’s attention was back on him now. He shook his fist at the small plane as it disappeared behind a woodland, ‘it’s Bomber Balmaine!’  
 
    With a churning stomach, Matt squirmed further down in his seat. He really, really didn’t want to think of that man, the one who meant Dad wasn’t around anymore. Not now, just when he had new plans for summer and was trying to figure out how to break the news to Mum.  
 
    There was a sudden commotion beside Matt as Luke squirmed while Ben held him in a head lock. ‘What do you know about him, Lukey-boy? That old Bomber used to be around your house a lot.’ 
 
    Luke scrambled forward, trying to pull away, but Ben yanked him back. ‘What are you Butt Monkeys hiding?’ he scoffed, ‘Is Bomber diddling your mum?’ 
 
    A red flash rocketed through Matt’s brain. He stood up, leaned over Ben and hissed through clenched teeth, ‘Nobody says anything against my Mum. Nobody!’ 
 
    ‘Ah, a mummy’s boy!’ Ben jeered. He pulled a face and squeezed his arm tighter around Luke’s neck. 
 
    ‘Leave my brother alone, now.’  
 
    ‘What you gonna do? Hit me?’ Ben’s normal grunt had turned into a mocking singsong, ‘Go on then, go on.’ 
 
    ‘I said leave him!’ Matt really wasn’t in the mood for this. Most of the time, he was able to keep his cool, but now Ben had pushed him too far. 
 
    ‘Oooh, I’m so scared,’ Ben pretended to sob. Then, he pouted. ‘The wuss suddenly wants to be superman. Has the truth given you a little bit of spine, pretty boy?’ 
 
    Matt’s hand snaked out and grabbed Ben’s fingers, twisting them backwards. 
 
    Ben yelled and let go of Luke. He shoved Luke towards Matt, ‘Have him then, the twat’s as bad as you. Both of you need to man up! But wait,’ he sneered, ‘I forgot, you can never be a man.’ 
 
    In a swinging right hook, Matt’s fist arched through the air. 
 
    And slammed right into Ben’s sour smirk. 
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    Matt spat on his finger and held it up against the tender skin around his eye. No sooner had his punch landed to deck Ben, than four or five of the bully’s cronies had piled in. Within minutes, the bus had become a heaving scramble of bodies oblivious to the yelled commands from the driver.  
 
    His jaw ached, his eye had already swollen, and his tongue was bruised where he’d bitten it when Ben jumped back in to take his revenge. 
 
    Luckily, the bus driver had pulled over to come and stop the fight. Of course, it was his bad luck that the first thing the man had seen in his mirror was Matt’s punch. So he’d been blamed, and the brothers had been tossed off, long before their stop.  
 
    Now, he trudged along the country lane towards their house, tucked between the wheat fields. 
 
    They lived in a rural cul-de-sac of seven mostly semi-detached houses, with theirs being the only double storey detached. He’d never asked how Mum could afford the house on her own, but then maybe that had something to do with Dad. He would never dare broach that subject with Mum. 
 
    It was a pretty remote area. Not in a village like the other teens his age lived in. Their house was on the edge of the woodland which hid the airfield. A rutted tar track led from the road down to the few houses, and theirs was the last, almost hidden in the woods which started around the house and grew dense immediately beyond it. 
 
    The woodlands where the accident had happened. 
 
    In front, Luke blabbered on, going over all the details of who had done what in the fight. Like Matt really wanted to know. 
 
    Luke stopped abruptly and turned to Matt. ‘What’re you gonna do now?’ 
 
    He shrugged, still feeling disillusioned. Just then, a thought came to him and he blurted it out: ‘I’m going to Aunt Janey,’ he spoke with decisive clarity as if he had known that all along, but the idea had never before occurred to him. 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘She lives a field away from the RAF Brize Norton.’ 
 
    ‘So what?’ 
 
    Matt worked through the idea as he spoke, ‘I can get to know the pilots. I have a good brain, and all the qualifications needed to join the RAF. I’m going to find out how I can pass the physical tests.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t you come and work with me at the airfield?’ 
 
    ‘Hah,’ scoffed Matt.  ‘I’m going to get a proper job at a proper airfield. Not a volunteer thing for the summer Air Festival.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not going to help, you know,’ Luke muttered, avoiding eye contact. 
 
    ‘I’ll clean the pilots’ cars, hell, I’ll even wash their muddy boots if I have to. That way I can find out who’s the big brass and then I can sidle my way into his favours. When I have his attention, I’ll ask him why a guy with all his wits can’t be a pilot…just because of a stupid, lame foot.’ 
 
    Right now, he didn’t have the belief that his new plan would work, but he had to find a way to fix this. He had dreamt of flying all his life. That accident had already stopped enough, it wasn’t going to stop him now. 
 
    He had to show them he had mettle. More than some of their pilots. Like…like…but he couldn’t even say that bastard’s name in his head. It hurt too much. Sadness squeezed his stomach like a shackle, but he was used to it now, expert at suppressing the mostly negative emotions since the accident. 
 
    As a small boy he had dreamt of flying for the RAF.  Even now, he had thought there would be some way he could still fly. From what he had read and a few wonderful glimpses at air shows he knew he could work the controls of a fighter jet, so it wasn’t as if he was incapable. He simply had to show the RAF it was brains, not brawn that made a pilot. He had taken all the subjects needed for his dream job, passed his maths and English with flying colours, all for this one goal.  
 
    It had been his mission, a goal that he had worked so hard towards. But he hadn’t known about the RAF basic physical fitness test. The letter had explained it, and made clear how it totally messed up all his plans. 
 
    When he’d first found out, he’d spent the afternoon throwing things around his bedroom, roaring at Mum and Luke, and even refusing to walk Buster, their elderly neighbour Bill’s dog. He and Luke normally took turns at that chore, but it was one Matt liked because he could go past the airfield and spy on the pilots.  
 
    ‘Don’t tell Mum about me working,’ Luke muttered, jerking Matt back into the present. 
 
    Matt glared at his brother. ‘I should, you know, because we made it a family rule not to go near him.’ 
 
    ‘Come on, Matt, that was a long time ago. Please, we’ll share the job.’ 
 
    ‘No way, you won’t see me working there! I wouldn’t work there even if you paid me.’ 
 
    Luke insisted, ‘Maybe Bomber can teach you to fly.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not going near that man!’ Matt exhaled hard. ‘And I think you’re a traitor for working there.’ 
 
    ‘Hey! Listen, it’s only a job.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not the point. You shouldn’t go near him.’ 
 
    Luke was shaking his head now, visibly angry. ‘Just stop going on about it, yeah?’ Then he turned and  ran off, and in no time he was out of sight. 
 
    Matt glared around for something to point his anger at. Just the day before he’d seen a stranger snooping around this part of the airfield fence. Some poser grockle probably out from London to check out the Air Fest in his shiny Merc and pristine clothes. The poser had had a poor dog with him which he kept kicking, and Matt wished they were here again now so he could shout at him to stop.  
 
    Instead he tripped along, dragging his painful ankle. Ignoring the thickness in his throat and the trickles of sweat dripping down his armpits, he muttered at his right foot through clenched teeth, ‘Useless!’ 
 
    Trying not to get sucked back into dwelling on how the foot had ruined everything, Matt spotted Luke in the distance, actually inside the airfield, and watched as his brother dropped his rucksack to the ground, pulled out an overall and climbed into it. Then, Luke sauntered towards the airfield hangar, a huge grin on his face.  
 
    Matt sagged against the tree. Just as Luke had once been slower and less able than him, before the accident, so he could now see that Luke was starting to make the dream a reality. His dream.  
 
    Once again, thoughts of the RAF rules stabbed through him. How could this happen? Now, after all the work he had put in to achieve his dream. 
 
    What was the point of anything? That stupid piece of paper had already confirmed that his life was ruined.  
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    Matt whistled for Buster. In the distance a dog barked, and Matt cringed. The main reason he’d decided to walk old Bill’s dog just now was to distract himself from thinking about the airfield, but of course the pooch had only gone and darted off there. 
 
    He really, really couldn’t let that bastard pilot see him sneaking in, but he also didn’t have time to dawdle and wait for Buster to decide to return on his own. 
 
    At the last, fattened oak tree in the woodlands, he ducked down into the ditch that ran along this side of the airfield.  
 
    Crawling through the long grass made him want to sneeze, but at least it wasn’t full of mud. The month had been warm, and it had dried up the little stream that sometimes ran through here in winter.  
 
    A stone’s throw from the airfield gate, he wriggled through the hole in the fence. Thankfully, he had long ago cut the barbs around the hole, so it was easier to get through. And, just as thankfully, it was hidden by an overgrown bush which Bomber had never bothered to cut back. So his hiding place was still accessible. He scrambled up the bank on the other side and hobbled as fast as he could up behind the hangar. He couldn’t risk being seen. Especially by Bomber! 
 
    Buster might have picked up Luke’s scent and gone looking for him. 
 
    Matt wasn’t about to go in and face that dickhead pilot, so he’d wait out of sight until he could spot the dog and work out the best way to get his attention. 
 
     For a long, dreamy moment, he peered at the busy little airfield.  
 
    Then, after checking carefully that no one was around, he crept up to the open-sided lean-to at the back of the hangar. He squeezed through the gap between the fire extinguisher bottles and large water butts. Then he stepped over the row of empty oil drums wedged between all the other junk and tiptoed over to the old workbench.  
 
    He had spent many happy days there spying on Bomber and the other pilots. Many times, a split in the pipes high above had dripped rainwater on his head instead of draining it down the gutter and into the butts. 
 
    But he loved the buzz. 
 
    Matt had only chanced upon this vantage point one day when he was hiding from Ben and Luke, not all that long before he had broken his ankle. They had chased him through the woods, and he had sprinted away from them and decided to hide behind the oil barrels. 
 
    Wriggling in behind the discarded clutter, he had jammed himself into the space that was hidden by the water butts, hoping they wouldn’t see him. They hadn’t. He’d enjoyed hearing them call him names, for ages, until they gave up. He still remembered watching his breath swirl in the cold winter morning and disappear under a latched slat of aluminium. The hole, hidden by the butts, was also protected from the elements by the containers. 
 
    Peering closer, he’d seen the two sheets of aluminium didn’t bond and left a gaping hole, seen only if you were right up in that difficult, squashed position. 
 
    Now, he watched a Cessna taking off, and a twin-engine landing.  Pilots to-ing and fro-ing. Nearby a pilot ambled around his plane, checking the wings, propeller and engine. 
 
    Matt held his breath to stay unobserved and keep his hiding place secret, as he always did. They were stupid enough not to notice that he came down here most days. He could’ve nicked most of their gear if he’d wanted to, but his sole purpose was to watch and absorb everything the owners of the planes did.  
 
    He might not be able to get his own wings, but he could still learn how to be a pilot. 
 
    For a moment he was carried away on his imagination, as he flew his own plane in the basic physical fitness test free skies of his mind.  
 
    The sudden clatter of an old war plane thundered towards him. Matt blinked and plummeted out of his daydream.  
 
    He hurried out of the lean-to and dared to sneak closer to the concrete area where planes were fixed and fuelled. He lined himself up against the huge petrol tank and ignored the intoxicating smell of petrol, fermented with engine oil and grease.  
 
    A real-life vintage plane taxied up to the hangar’s open door. The engine noise was worse than thunder, but he loved it. His eyes were glued to the blur of the spinning propeller.  
 
    Matt was transfixed. How cool to have a real vintage plane right in front of him. His heart knocked against his ribs, half in fear and half in awe. For a moment, the sun blinded him and then he saw it was a Spitfire. 
 
    The engine roared one last time and the pilot switched it off. The propeller spun around and slowed to a stop. 
 
    A pilot climbed out. 
 
    Matt swallowed hard and ducked his head as the pilot stomped past him, not even glancing towards his hiding place. He watched him disappear into the pilot’s cabin.  
 
    Bomber! 
 
    The pilot always seemed to have a thick shadow of stubble  across his chin and jaw and closeting his mouth. He also wore a permanent scowl on his face. Although his burnt-caramel hair seemed to want to hang dead straight, the way he hand-brushed it back off his forehead showed off his strong, craggy face and the furrows lining his forehead.  
 
    Suddenly Luke tapped his shoulder and hissed, ‘What are you doing here?’ 
 
    Matt’s brain clunked in neutral for a few seconds until he remembered he could blame the dog. ‘I’m looking for Buster.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, okay. I’ll go see if he’s in with Bomber,’ Luke chuckled. ‘He knows his way around here and just goes into the cabin and sits on Bomber’s chair.’ He spun around and ran off, whistling for the dog. 
 
    Matt stepped closer to the old Spitfire and stood staring at it. He reached out and ran his hand lovingly along the plane. 
 
    Suddenly from the pathway on the other side of the airfield fence a voice shouted, ‘Forget it mate, it’s not a Harrier!’ 
 
    Another joined in, ‘Yeah, you a fighter pilot…my arse!’ 
 
    Without having to look, Matt recognised Ben and Josh. 
 
    He knew they would be passing the airfield on the way to the shops. Most of the locals took the short cut. Matt swivelled around to hurry away, but felt his breath go as if he’d been punched in the gut.  
 
    Bomber was in his path. 
 
    Deep-set eyes, under thick eyebrows similar to his own, glared at Matt. His legs looked long even in the baggy overalls, and Matt knew from having seen him in uniform that his torso was muscular and hard as nails. 
 
    For a long moment, they stared at each other. 
 
    A lump instantly formed in Matt’s throat and his eyes prickled with the hint of tears. He cursed himself for getting all soppy, this one and only time he had seen Bomber face-to-face since they had got the news. He wanted to say something but didn’t know what. Besides, the words would’ve just got scrambled up in his dry mouth. 
 
    Bomber broke the tension by turning and shouting at Ben and Josh, ‘Clear off, hooligans!’ 
 
    They swaggered off, sniggering and jeering. 
 
    ‘You’re a cripple too, old man, you’re not worthy of being a fighter pilot either. You’d just Bomb!’ Ben shouted, pointing at him. He slapped Josh’s shoulder and bellowed with laughter, ‘Get it? He’d bomb.’ 
 
    Matt muttered, ‘Ignore them, they’re knob-heads!’ He suddenly realised he was standing up for Bomber, as if they were on the same side. He limped away from the vintage plane. ‘I only wanted to see your Spitfire.’ 
 
    ‘Go ahead,’ Bomber waved him towards the old war plane, then turned and marched back off to the pilot’s cabin, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    For a long moment Matt stood before the venerable, beautiful plane. His hand reached out and he caressed the fuselage, up to the wing and then down to the tail. What a beauty!  
 
     Suddenly mocking laughter came from beyond the fence. Ben and Josh had doubled back. ‘Forget it, cripple,’ Ben yelled, ‘you can’t even walk upstairs, never mind wing walk!’ He guffawed at his own attempt at humour, whacking Josh to let him know he’d made a joke. ‘Yeah, you got your head in the clouds and your gammy foot stuck in the mud.’ 
 
    Moving on from wit to physical comedy, Ben slapped his palm over his bicep, bent his elbow and yanked his fist in the air.  
 
    Matt ignored the rude sign and glanced down at the ground.  
 
    Suddenly Luke appeared with Buster at his feet. ‘Leave him alone! You losers!’ 
 
    ‘You’re both wankers!’ Ben made a few more gestures, but then the two of them wandered off, sniggering.  
 
    ‘What’s up, lads?’ 
 
    Matt spun around to see Bomber watching them, eyes burning with irritation. 
 
    Luke pointed at Ben and Josh. ‘They shouldn’t be allowed anywhere near here. What’re you gonna do about them, Bomber?’  
 
    ‘Kick them off my property, just like I’m about to do to your brother.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, can you teach him? Make him a pilot.’ 
 
    One of Bomber’s eyebrows moved up his forehead. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘He wants to fly, but he can’t apply to the RAF.’ 
 
    The pilot glanced at Matt, looking oddly thoughtful. 
 
    Matt had turned red, his mouth falling open in disbelief as his brother calmly trotted out this extremely personal information. ‘Forget it, Luke!’ he growled. 
 
    Luke ignored him and pleaded, ‘Please. This place needs a bloody good tidy up before the air show. I can’t do it all myself. And Matt’s good at cleaning.’ 
 
    Matt gawked at Luke but remained silent.  
 
    Now he felt Bomber’s eyes on him, and he met the pilot’s gaze for an agonisingly long moment. Finally, Bomber grabbed a broom that was leaning near him and threw it at Matt. ‘See if you can work as hard as your brother.’ 
 
    Matt leaned sideways and grabbed the broom in mid-air before it crashed onto the floor. Bomber pointed to a row of hooks on the wall. ‘And grab yourself some overalls.’ 
 
    ‘Cool!’ Luke grinned. ‘What about Buster?’ 
 
    Bomber leaned over and tousled the dog’s head. ‘You can stay too, old friend.’ 
 
    As before, Bomber turned and disappeared into the pilots’ cabin without another word. And with Buster in tow. 
 
    ‘Now see what you’ve done!’ Matt yelled, his embarrassment now turning to anger. ‘I don’t want to work for him! You shouldn’t be here either.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus, Matt, you’re worse than Buster when he gets a new bone. Give it a break! Besides, if you don’t want to be here,’ Luke pointed at the pilot’s cabin, ‘you go and tell him yourself!’ he stormed off. 
 
    He’d just hide out until Buster reappeared and then he’d get the hell out of here. 
 
    But what would the bastard pilot think of him just disappearing? He certainly didn’t want him thinking he wasn’t up to the job. Or worse …that he’d let his mum down by being a no-show loser. 
 
    Matt cringed. Life was getting more complicated by the minute.  
 
    What did it matter what Bomber thought of him? He didn’t care. He wasn’t about to become a traitor like Luke and work for the man who was responsible for their father no longer being in their lives. 
 
    Matt sidled away, watching for Buster. 
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    Little Hollow, Berkshire, England  
 
    The next morning, Matt finished wiping down Mum’s café window. She insisted it should always shine and sparkle in the sunlight. First, he had to do the inside and outside, and then polish the sign over the door: The Cinnamon Stick.   
 
    Mum was a bit of a cinnamon nut; she sprinkled it on everything and baked with it all the time. Thus the name of the café. 
 
    The village square had been formed out of old farm barns that had been converted. What had once been stinking cow and pig sheds were now the centre of a rustic idyll called The Fairground. All made possible by the Balmaine family, of course. Everything that happened around here was due to them.  
 
    Bomber’s family. 
 
    That was how Mum had got her coffee shop. They’d given it to her rent-free for life. If Bomber thought he could buy them off with that and all the new stuff he gave them, he was mistaken. Matt wasn’t falling for it. His blood boiled just thinking of it all. He kicked his useless foot at the shingle covering the square. Being swung like a club at stuff was one of the few things it was still useful for. 
 
    Most shops only opened at ten, but people were milling around already. He hoped none of them would talk to him. A smile with a nod was his preferred limit for social gestures. 
 
    He hadn’t always been this way. Before the accident he’d been outgoing and confident, but afterwards the teasing and the sense of being a target had made him retreat inwards, where it was safer. Now, it seemed, he had a dread about saying something stupid, so even mumbling just any answer wasn’t an option. Silence was better. But then, of course, the less you spoke the harder it got, and before you knew it you found yourself paralysed by even the simplest greeting. 
 
    He’d been happy enough keeping to himself, but then Mum went and got herself a café. He drew the line at waiting tables, but he always helped with clearing up and cleaning. Out of the way of people. 
 
    Back inside the shop, he filled the glass case showing off a selection of snacks, breakfast muffins, sandwiches, pastries, gift wrapped home-made cookies, sandwiches and wraps. Before the waitresses arrived, he filled all the sugar jars and cinnamon shakers, plus folded the napkins. All the things that he did on autopilot. 
 
    He shuddered. Any association with flying seemed to bring on the panic. It had to stop. He couldn’t let some stupid rule ruin his life. 
 
    Remembering that he hadn’t taken out the chalkboard with specials written on it, he grabbed it and trudged outside with it to the artist’s easel. He positioned it so that everyone browsing around the group of shops in The Fairground could see that smoothies, teas, lattes, cappuccinos, or espresso drinks were given free with a cake or sandwich.  
 
    Finally, he escaped to an alcove at the back. Mum called it the lovers’ alcove because young couples always chose the nook to share a coffee and cake away from the main eating area. 
 
    He read the information again, trying to figure out how he could make it work. Luke had disappeared down to the airfield, telling Mum that he was getting a job at the local garage. He supposed it would be a good cover for the oil-stained overalls worn at the airfield. 
 
    Normal sounds, Mum grinding coffee beans, the whirr of the milk-frothing machine, the hum of the oven and the ding of the cash register, all grated on his nerves today. He had mopped the floor for Mum when they arrived and even the swish of the mop on the tiles had annoyed him. 
 
    At least the strong smell of coffee brewing and the aromatic scent of Mum’s famous cinnamon whirl biscuits, fresh out of the oven, soothed his frustration. Not that coffee and cookies would do him any good. 
 
    ‘Matt!’ 
 
    ‘Yeah?’ 
 
    ‘Do me a favour: go and get me a pot of baking powder. I’ve just run out and need to make some fresh scones. I think the good weather will bring in the old girls for cream teas today.’ 
 
    Sighing, he folded the paper and tucked it away. He ambled over to Mum, who seemed dwarfed by the giant coffee machine with its hooded bean grinder on top. Beside her, shelves were crammed with a tower of paper cups and lids, and a tip jar sat near the cash register.  
 
    ‘My hands are full of dough,’ Mum wriggled her caked fingers. ‘Grab a pound note, will you? No one wants them in change now that the coins are here.’ 
 
    He hit the cash register’s secret button and it pinged open. He took one of the green pound notes, rolled it up, and stuffed it in his pocket. 
 
    Squeezing past Mum, he accidentally leant on the frothing machine, which sent a burst of steam around his face, misting his eyes.  
 
    ‘Don’t dawdle. I need to get the scones into the oven.’ 
 
    He nodded, without enthusiasm, and pulled open the door. Its bell chimed as it whooshed shut behind him. 
 
    As he passed the farm shop, the butcher was carrying a carcass into his cold room at the back. He waved and called out, ‘Morning Matt.’ 
 
    ‘Hi Tony.’ 
 
    He received more waves and greetings as he headed into the convenience store a few doors down. On the far side of the square, a group of teens were hanging out, sitting on the benches and drinking fizzy drinks.  
 
    Ben. 
 
    The bully held it up high and shouted to Matt, ‘Hey Butt Head, this is what you need. It’s the only fing that will give you wings!’ 
 
    His mates all fell about laughing. 
 
    Matt hurried into the shop and went in search of the baking powder. 
 
    The shop door jingled as someone entered. Matt stiffened, hoping Ben wasn’t going to pursue him and cause a fuss inside the shop. They never came down to this side of the square. Ben feared Mum’s tongue and the butcher had chased them away, too. 
 
    He leaned down to make himself smaller so he wouldn’t be seen. As he studied the different bottles and tubs on the baking shelf, he glanced through the shelf as he saw someone walk down the next aisle. 
 
    This someone wasn’t the lumbering troll form of Ben. In fact if Madonna hadn’t been blonde it could have been her standing in front of him. She turned, and he could catch a glimpse of her face. He blinked at the large, blue smiling eyes under perfectly-arched eyebrows. Milky smooth skin tanned to perfection like the colour of a creamy latte. Pursed lips, pink like a pop star’s, and a white smile showing perfect teeth. 
 
    And boobs...he quickly lifted his eyes away from the enticing bulges peeping out over the top of her tight-fitting tee-shirt. It seemed everything about her was perfect, maybe even more so than Madonna herself. 
 
    He had been spying so intently on her through the shelves, that when she suddenly appeared at the end of the aisle in front of him, he thought he was done in. 
 
    He tried not to stare as she reached up to the top shelf, but then suddenly she was staggering sideways, her leg seemingly too weak or slow to catch her, and before he knew it she had crashed into him and he was hanging onto the shelf to keep them both upright. 
 
    Before he could extricate himself she was apologising, her hand up to her mouth in horror. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry. It’s my bad leg.’  
 
    His mouth was dry and various organs in his body seemed to have dumped all their most potent hormones into his bloodstream. 
 
    She shook her head. ‘Skiing accident.’ 
 
    He exhaled. If anything her leg looked less mobile than his useless foot, and yet she seemed so calm about it. How did she manage it? 
 
    Now she was peering at him, an exquisite little frown knitting her eyebrows. ‘Excuse me, this is so rude, but…Matt, is that you?’  
 
    Matt gave a brusque nod, not trusting his voice  
 
    ‘It’s me, Cami! I used to live down the road from you.’ 
 
    She didn’t pout like most of the local girls did, so self-consciously. Or give that narrow-eyed glint that told a guy to “come and get me,” something that also ticked him off. Best of all, she didn't carry a useless little handbag in the crook of her arm just to be fashionable. That really peeved him. Especially when they dived in and started rummaging around as if searching for hidden treasure in the tiny usable space. 
 
    Cami took a clumsy step backwards, to restore a respectable distance between them, and thrust out her hand. As he just gaped, she said, ‘Don’t you remember me?’ 
 
    Of course he remembered her! Who wouldn’t? 
 
    Matt took her hand awkwardly. Her soft warmth sent an electric bolt of excitement through him. 
 
    Without intending to be so abrupt, although he was sure it must have seemed that way, he pulled his hand away. 
 
    She said in a soft voice, ‘We went to Aldermaston school when we were little.’ Now she gave a shy smile, ‘I’m back in the area.’ 
 
    His legs suddenly seemed to be restless and he could feel a twitch starting up the side of his knee.  
 
    ‘I’m hoping to catch up with everyone again.’ 
 
    Even as he spoke, he couldn’t believe the sullen, cynical tone of his voice as he waved his hand in the direction of the window to gesture to the teenagers hanging around outside. ‘They’re all over there if you want to catch up.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no! Not them,’ she pulled a face.  
 
    A sudden surge of triumph raced through Matt. Score one for him, none for Ben. 
 
    ‘I’d prefer to hang out with other people, not that crowd,’ she whispered and dropped her gaze shyly. ‘Will they all be at the show on the weekend?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘Dunno.’ 
 
    Matt dropped his head. He had always hated torn jeans, but now, looking at them on Cami, they didn't seem so fake after all. 
 
    The door jingled again, and from the corner of his eye Matt saw someone coming in. The man didn’t bother taking off his expensive Ray-Ban sunglasses. Probably thought he was cool with the bright orange tint covering his eyes. As Matt thought to himself what a poser this guy was, he realised that he recognised him: the dog kicker from the woods near the airfield he’d seen yesterday. Poser headed down the aisle towards the cashier and bought a pack of cigars. As he took a note out of his wallet, he turned and stared at Cami. 
 
    The Poser lifted his hand and tilted the glasses down. His eyes roved over Cami. Slowly, he gave her the once over. And then did it again. 
 
    Beside Matt, Cami squirmed and turned away from the stare. 
 
    ‘Slime ball,’ she muttered under her breath, so that only Matt could hear. ‘I hate it when someone stares like that.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Matt couldn’t see why she’d be upset. Having people eyeing you because you were beautiful was way better than them ogling at your deformity. But he didn’t say that to her. 
 
    ‘Because I get it all the time,’ she twisted a lock of red hair around her finger and let it go. It sprung back into place. She pointed at her head. ‘It’s the hair. Redheads are freaks.’ 
 
    He pulled back and looked more closely. She wasn’t like a typical redhead. Her hair was more of a golden blondish red. A beautiful shade, in fact the most beautiful colour hair he had ever seen, but he didn’t tell her that, either.  
 
    The Poser threw the change on the counter and said in a loud voice to old Mr. Sykes, the shopkeeper, ‘Keep the change. You need it more than me.’ 
 
    He swaggered past them, his eyes making a full sweep of Cami’s body and ending with a long stare at her butt. 
 
    Her face out of Poser’s line of sight, she looked at Matt, rolled her eyes and wrinkled her nose. The look gave him a sense of camaraderie. He had never had that from a girl before.  
 
    It felt good. Damn good. 
 
    Her fragrance swarmed up into his nose, intoxicating him with hints of strawberries, vanilla, and lemons. It was so light, and fresh, and it seemed to hang in the air all around him. 
 
    At that moment, a piercing voice stabbed through his euphoria. 
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    Matt grimaced as Mum stormed into the shop, shouting again, ‘Matt!’ 
 
    He spun around and handed her the baking powder, as if that proved why he had taken so long. 
 
    ‘My scones, they need to get into the oven!’ She gave him that wide-eyed, scolding frown she did when people were around, and she didn’t want to be “seen” to be telling him off. 
 
    Mum was pretty tame most of the time, but boy when her temper flared she could really go a few rounds. Her big eyes and hair the colour of beach sand gave her that sweet, homely-mum look, but when the chips were down she wasn’t anything like that.  
 
    Having had to fend for two growing lads all this time on her own, she had developed a rhino-like exterior. Yet when it came to giving love, she was all soppy like a ragdoll. Go figure! 
 
    ‘Sorry, Mum,’ he mumbled, feeling his ears burning. They were probably glowing bright pink and alerting Cami to his embarrassment. Trying to distract her, he quickly said, ‘Do you remember Cami?’  
 
    Mum turned to Cami. 
 
    For a moment, a brief flash of…something showed in Mum’s eyes, and then promptly disappeared. Owning a coffee shop, she had trained herself to always be polite and to hide her reactions so that even Matt couldn’t read her sometimes. Clearly, though, she didn’t like Cami for some reason. 
 
    ‘Hello, Mrs Buttrick.’ 
 
    ‘Good heavens, of course I remember you. But I would’ve passed you in the street without recognising you. You’ve grown up to be even more beautiful than you were as a little girl.’ 
 
    Matt also noted the pasted-on smile when Mum said, ‘But it’s so nice to see you again. How are your parents?’ 
 
    Cami’s eyes lost a little of their sparkle and her gaze moved down to the floor. ‘Mum is in New York. She used to go there for shopping trips, and then she met someone over there and stayed.’  
 
    Mum shuffled from one foot to the other, and Matt suspected she was thinking about her scones that needed to get into the oven but was trapped by the need to be polite. 
 
    ‘And Papi moved back to his hometown in Germany.’ 
 
    Now Mum’s face showed some genuine sympathy. ‘Oh, Camryn, I’m so sorry to hear your parents have separated. That must be so hard for you.’ 
 
    There was an awkward silence. 
 
    ‘So what brings you back to town?’ 
 
    Before Cami could answer, Matt butted in, ‘Mum, who’s watching the shop?’ 
 
    She slapped her forehead and yelped, ‘Oh, heck! Sorry Camryn, I’ve got to go. Lovely to see you again.’ She grabbed the baking powder out of Matt’s hand and charged out of the shop, calling over her shoulder, ‘Matt, please pay for this. I’ll see you back at the shop.’ And with a jingle of the little bell over the door she was gone. 
 
    Matt looked at Cami, desperate to try to recapture the moment that Mum had ruined. ‘I’m sorry. We’ve got a café and I was supposed to hurry and buy her something for making scones.’ 
 
    ‘No worries, I understand.’ 
 
    Matt didn’t know what to say next, so he paid for the baking powder. His mind was a complete blank for conversation starters, so he was just about to announce that he should really be getting back, Cami put a hand on his arm. ‘Hey, I thought I saw Luke at the airfield. Is he working there?’ 
 
    ‘Yea,’ Matt glanced over her shoulder towards the where the coffee shop was, ‘but don’t say anything to Mum.’ 
 
    The extremely cute frown was there again. ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘Long story.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a small village, surely word will get around?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘Yeah, I know.’ 
 
    ‘I remember it from when I was young: those little planes parked everywhere and all that old mess everywhere too.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s about right.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t mind coming down to the airfield to see what’s it like now.’ 
 
    ‘It’s just a hangar and old plane parts. Imagine a huge garage with a high ceiling. That’s it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ Her face deflated. ‘I was hoping you might show me, you know, if Luke could get us in.’ 
 
    ‘Well, actually, I’m going to be working there, too…but Bomber’s pretty tight-arse about people being around there.’ 
 
    ‘He’s the pilot who runs the airfield, right?’ When Matt nodded her tiny frown reappeared. ‘But why’s he so secretive about the place?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean he’s secretive, he just doesn’t like people hanging around where they’ve no reason to be.’ 
 
    ‘But he’s having an air-show this weekend?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘So how is he going to cope with that if he doesn’t like people hanging around?’ 
 
     ‘Not sure.’ Matt looked at his feet. Could she see how tongue-tied he was? 
 
    She gave him a sudden, beaming smile. ‘You’re a man of few words, you know!’ 
 
    “A man.” She had called him a man. Warmth radiated through his body. 
 
    Before he could respond, she said, ‘So I’ll see you around then? Maybe at the show?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going up to Oxfordshire for the summer, so I won’t be here.’  
 
    ‘Oh, no. I’m sorry to hear that. I was hoping to see you again.’ She added quickly, ‘And your brother of course.’ 
 
    She wanted to see him again, and he wanted that too, very much. But even as that thought ran through his mind it was followed by a nagging doubt: she hadn’t really seen him walk yet. If she did, if she saw Ben and the others ragging him about being a cripple, about being rejected by the RAF, then surely she would lose interest pretty damned fast. Chatting with a girl he really liked had never gone this far before. He didn’t know what to do.  
 
    Really uncomfortable now, he turned to leave once again, and grabbed the door handle too hard, yanking it open and making the chime jingle loudly around the shop. 
 
    Cami followed him out, ‘Hey, how about I buy you that ice cream?’ 
 
    ‘What ice cream?’ He twisted to look back at her. 
 
    ‘Remember when we were kids…I accidentally bumped into you at the school fair and knocked your ice cream out of your hand?’ 
 
    He frowned, not recalling that incident, but didn’t want her to know she had remembered and he hadn’t, so he waved it off as insignificant.  
 
    Cami came close and again her hand came out to rest on his arm. Now she was the one looking uncomfortable. ‘Please Matt. I was a spoilt brat back then, I want to make up for it. Sometime soon.’ 
 
    Something about her already had a hold on him, compelling him to stay and talk, to be near her. He tried not to fidget, jamming his hands in his pockets.  
 
    Her fresh scent of strawberries drifted around him as she asked, ‘Why not at least try? What do you have to lose?’ 
 
    Adrenaline surged through him again, and before he knew it, he found himself saying, ‘Well, sure, how about right now?’ 
 
   


 
  

 19      
 
    Cami agreed to meet him, saying she just needed to rush off to get something first. As she walked away, Matt found himself staring at her, not so much at her behind, as the poser had done, but at the way she walked. The limp wasn’t all that noticeable unless you knew what you were looking for, but if you did then you could see that she protected her left leg, kept the weight off it, couldn’t really trust it. Matt gave a wry smile: so they had two good legs between them. 
 
    Five minutes later, in the café, Matt ignored the look Mum gave him as he seated Cami at the back of the shop in the lovers’ alcove. The Cinnamon Stick was already buzzing with people. Mum’s two waitresses had arrived and were taking orders over the murmur of voices and soft laughter. 
 
    From the kitchen came the sounds of the frothing machine whirring and cutlery clinking as Mum prepared cream teas for the bunch of old girls that frequented the shop. 
 
    ‘Hang on a minute, I’ll get our order,’ Matt said to Cami and walked off to the kitchen. He didn’t know if she watched him or not, but he knew from a lot of time spent looking at his reflection in mirrors and shop windows that his walk looked almost normal. Even walking that way for a short distance hurt like hell, though. 
 
    Despite the busyness, Mum immediately pulled him over to the back door and whispered, ‘What are you doing bringing her back here?’ 
 
    ‘She’s a friend. Didn’t you tell me only last night to make more friends?’ He grinned as Mum was called away with an order from the waitress before she got the chance to reply. 
 
    While Mum was occupied, he quickly made two smoothies. He piled them with strawberries on top. Maybe Cami would realise he had noted her scent. 
 
    As he lifted the frosty glasses onto a tray, Mum came back and this time her whisper was accusatory. ‘Her family were trouble, some scandal.’ 
 
    Suddenly a deep longing overwhelmed Matt. He was so tired of this solitary existence that circumstance had forced him into, and now here was something that might be hope. ‘Mum, she seems to like me, limp and all. Can you just drop it? Please?’ 
 
    Mum opened her mouth to say something and then clamped it shut again. Her eyes went watery for a moment, and then for some reason she suddenly busied herself frothing milk for a hot chocolate. Matt shrugged and picked up the drinks he’d made. 
 
    As he passed by, balancing the tray of smoothies, she reached up on the tip of her toes and kissed his neck. 
 
    Matt hoped like hell that Cami hadn’t seen that. Mum had always insisted on kissing him and Luke when she dropped them at school. When they were kids they’d just darted off, hardly noticing, but in their teens it had become embarrassing and so they ditched the car as soon as the wheels stopped, not giving her the chance to get near them. 
 
    Now Matt concentrated on walking as steadily as he could, without a limp. It was damned near impossible with the stupid, numb foot, but he paced slowly and did what he had practised so often. Each step without dragging the foot sent tingles of pain up his ankle, but he gritted his teeth and carried on. 
 
    Just before he reached the alcove, an old lady bent over in front of him to shove her handbag under her seat. For him, coming to a sudden halt and keeping his balance, let alone a tray of smoothies from spilling, was no easy task and often went wrong. This was the very reason he didn’t work as a waiter for Mum. 
 
    The handbag handle, flopping out between the chairs, caught his foot and almost tripped him. He stumbled, steadied the tray and grimaced to hide the lancing pain that stabbed through his whole leg and back from the stance he’d had to take to stay upright. 
 
    The old lady fluttered and cooed her apologies. He grunted and then carried on over to the alcove, keen to sit down, but hoping more than anything that Cami hadn’t seen. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ he spluttered, almost spilling the smoothies as he bent forward to place the tray on the table. He tried to make light of his stumble. ‘I got caught up.’ 
 
    ‘Matt, it’s okay.’ 
 
    He eyed her. She’d seen it, of that there was no doubt. Girls at school always laughed at the limp, but Cami actually seemed to be concerned. 
 
    Before he could work everything out, Mum walked up with a saucer of biscuits.  
 
    Matt grabbed it from her, placed it between them, and handed Cami her smoothie.  
 
    As Matt’s finger accidentally touched hers, he flushed, feeling the same heat rush through him. He picked up a biscuit and handed it to her. 
 
    ‘Matt!’ Mum gasped.  
 
    He spun around. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Pass the saucer. Not a biscuit!’ 
 
    Cami laughed and grabbed the biscuit out of Matt’s hand, and their fingers touched again. ‘It’s fine, really. I think the personal touch is nice!’ 
 
    Their eyes connected. Matt breathed deeply. She had stood up for him, overlooking his stupid gaff. That could only mean one thing, surely. 
 
    ‘What brings you back to our village?’ Mum asked Cami. Matt noted how she emphasised “our” and wondered if Mum was still holding onto whatever grudge she had against Cami’s family. 
 
    As Matt went to sit opposite Cami, she chatted easily to Mum, explaining that she was staying with relatives and hoped to see as many of her old school friends as she could over the next couple of weeks. Yet her eyes kept straying to him. 
 
    He swallowed his biscuit almost whole and started choking. Gulping down a few mouthfuls sorted that out, but his ears stayed warm. He imagined them to be bright pink, like radar beacons alerting the world to his clumsiness.  
 
    Then, he noticed Cami tapping her upper lip and giving him a pointed look. Instinctively, he touched his upper lip and found a layer of cream. He dropped his head and quickly licked away the creamed moustache. 
 
    Silently, and not for the first time, he wondered why she was being so kind to him. She wasn’t just a girl, she was a goddamned gorgeous one! 
 
    During all his visits in and out of hospital he’d never taken notice of any girls there, and then back at school the ones who’d joined in mocking his limp had put him off. Until he’d worked hard and learnt to do the painful walk that disguised the injury, it had made him walk, as Ben had frequently and loudly pointed out, “like a spazz”. At least, up in the skies, he would have been away from the earth and all the girls who walked normally on it. Above the clouds he could forget about the way he dragged himself over the ground and focus on his missions. 
 
    But now.… 
 
    Maybe, just maybe, there was hope.  A chance that girls might like him if they got to know him. Especially since Cami had asked him if he was going to the Air Fest. 
 
    Something fluttered in his stomach. A thing that he didn’t know or need, but he found himself warming to her idea. 
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    Leading Cami out of The Cinnamon Stick, Matt walked as steadily as he could on the slippery gravel. He had been worried about walking anywhere with Cami in case the limp put her off him, but she didn’t seem in the least bothered by it and hadn’t even asked him about it. It must be because she had her own bad leg: she understood.  
 
    Now, Matt realised two things. He was going to have to quickly suck up to Luke to do some covering for him at the Air Fest, so he could show Cami around. And he would have to put his plans to visit his aunt on hold, just for a while. 
 
    As if reading his thoughts, she asked, ‘When are you going to Oxfordshire?’ 
 
    ‘Hey, Matt!’ a voice shouted from behind. 
 
    They both spun around to see Luke coming towards them, waving something in his hand. A piece of paper flapped in the breeze. 
 
    After a quick introduction, and Luke remembering Cami with far more enthusiasm than was needed, he shoved the paper at Matt. 
 
    ‘Look!’  
 
    Matt and Cami bumped heads as they both leant over the paper at the same time.  
 
    ‘Sorry,’ Matt murmured. 
 
    ‘It’s okay,’ Cami rubbed her forehead. 
 
    Impatient to tell them the news, Luke explained, ‘It’s a competition…to win a flying lesson.’ 
 
    Cami gasped and gave him a sweet smile hidden behind her manicured fingers.  
 
    ‘So what?’ Matt muttered. 
 
    Luke shoved the leaflet into Matt’s hand. ‘Give it a go.’  
 
    Matt refused, ‘No way!’ 
 
    ‘Why? You’re mad, this is the perfect opportunity.’ 
 
    ‘You know why!’ Anger crept through Matt. He didn’t want to have to explain himself to his brother in front of Cami. Sure, she had been supportive so far, but this kind of thing could easily put her off. 
 
    ‘Because,’ Luke leaned in and his voice was angry, ‘you don’t want to make a fool of yourself in front of everyone if you win the lucky draw and everyone jeers at you, like on the bus.’ 
 
    Matt’s hands shot out, pushing Luke away. ‘It’s not that. You know it’s because…because of the other thing.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus, Matt, stop living in the past. Get on with life.’ 
 
    ‘Stop cursing!’ Matt noticed that Cami was watching with what looked like interest as he and his brother argued. 
 
    Luke huffed and stalked off, shouting, ‘If you don’t, then I will.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry about that,’ Matt muttered, kicking at the gravel. It wasn’t a good start to sucking up to his brother so he could be a priority hanger-on at the Air Fest. 
 
    She asked, ‘Have you ever been in a plane before?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘When I was a kid.’  
 
    Ever since his accident he hadn’t needed friends, apart from Luke and Mum, and anyway they were family. If he helped Luke with the Air Fest and if he won the lucky draw he would have to open up, he would have to accept other people knowing he wanted to fly.  
 
    Only last week he and Luke had had a big argument, and it had ended with his little brother shouting at him, ‘You know your problem Matt? You’re terrified that if you get close to someone they’ll just let you down!’ With that, Luke stormed off.  
 
    Matt hated to admit it, but Luke might just be right. And now Cami was enticing him into that circle of fear. 
 
    Her soft voice asked, ‘Why don’t you enter? Just for the fun of it?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care about winning the prize. I wouldn’t want to fly with Bomber anyway. ‘ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Lon―’  
 
    Cami waved her hand to silence him. ‘Long story, I get it.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, it’s just―’ 
 
    ‘Don’t keep apologising. It’s cool. I’m cool. Listen, it seems we won’t see each other again―’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he interrupted, ‘I’m only leaving after the Air Fest.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, okay,’ She smiled, and Matt’s heart sang. 
 
    ‘Tell you what. My cousin is with a film production company in London and he’s doing a documentary down here. You wanna come watch?’ 
 
    Her eyes widened and her mouth formed a delectable little “O”. ‘Wow! That’d be really cool.’ 
 
    He really liked this girl, and he wondered again if she had noticed the limp, exactly how bad it was. He’d been secretly eyeing her to see if she looked at his foot weirdly like other girls did, but she didn’t seem to notice it. How did she feel about it? Could she really just ignore it, when other girls couldn’t stomach it? 
 
    Deciding that the only way to approach this was head on, he said ‘Hey, listen, you want me to walk you home?’ Earlier she had said she was staying at her old home which her parents still hadn’t sold. It was on the other side of the woods, and if she hadn’t already seen his limp then she certainly would have by the time they got there. 
 
    ‘Sure,’ she tucked her arms around her chest and rubbed them. 
 
    ‘You cold?’ 
 
    ‘No. Just thinking and remembering.’ 
 
    ‘Something that gives you chills?’ 
 
    She raised her eyebrows. ‘Possibly. I’ll tell you about it someday. Long story, you know!’ 
 
    Matt gave a short laugh and nodded. ‘This way,’ he said, guiding her along a dirt track that led behind The Fairground and through woodlands. ‘You okay with me taking you through the woods?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, unless you’re the big bad wolf and out to get Little Red Riding Hood.’ 
 
    They both laughed and it eased the tension. 
 
    ‘Anyway, I reckon I can outrun you, even with my bad leg!’ 
 
    They laughed even more, and Matt started relaxing, even though the whole sodding foot thing really was like a giant cloud of uncertainty hanging over this whole…what was it now, a date?! 
 
    ‘So, are you going to ask me?’ She was looking at him seriously. 
 
    ‘About what?’ 
 
    ‘The damned limp that I try my best to hide but never quite can.’ She pointed at her foot. ‘You won’t come across as nosey or anything like that.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, so what happened?’ He smiled at her, feeling great that conversation came so easy. 
 
    ‘It was four years ago. I used to be a pretty good skier, but then one day…I don’t know, I suppose I wanted to prove I could do something to someone, but really I was just being stupid. I went down a black runway too fast and on one of the turns my left ski hit some ice and came off. When I landed all the force went into that leg and it broke in a couple of places. It’s never been right since, and I’ve had to relearn to even walk this close to normally.’ 
 
    Matt stared at her. It felt as if he was looking in a mirror. 
 
    ‘I’m always worried what people think, but I’m so glad you don’t seem to mind.’ 
 
    Matt had the strongest urge to tell her about his own leg there and then, but the resistance to doing that wasn’t ready to be broken yet. They had bonded so quickly, why risk putting her off now? After walking for ten minutes and chatting about their old school, Matt was still trying to work out how much older she was. She’d seemed quite a bit older in primary school, but age differences got amplified when you were small. A year, maybe two, he decided.  
 
    Not a big deal. To him, anyway. 
 
    He pointed at his house and said, ‘Hey, you mind if Buster joins us?’ He laughed at her surprised expression. ‘He’s our old neighbour’s dog. Luke and I walk him, since old Bill can’t do it anymore.’ 
 
    ‘Then why does he have a dog?’ 
 
    ‘Cause he got Buster as a pup to keep him company and it was only later on he got a bit lame.’ He whistled through two fingers. ‘Old Bill would be heartbroken if he had to get rid of Buster, so we help out.’ 
 
    The dog came bounding around the next door house and jumped up on the fence. Matt leaned over and stroked his head. ‘Hey, boy, I’ll be out in a minute. Would you like Cami to join us?’ He gave her a sidelong glance. 
 
    She laughed. ‘Okay, what the heck. Take me dog walking.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, I’ll just be a minute. Come in while I grab his lead and collar.’ 
 
    ‘You keep that too?’ 
 
    ‘Course, in case old Bill’s asleep when I have to do the trot.’ 
 
    She followed him through the front door and into the living room. ‘Makes sense.’ 
 
    Matt headed for a small basket and lifted out a dog collar and long lead. He’d thought Cami would be charmed by Buster, but in fact she seemed to be a bit nervous around dogs. A burst of energy surged through him: and yet she’d still agreed to him bringing Buster. Cami must really like him to go dog walking on a first date. He blinked as the words came into his head.  
 
    First date.  
 
    Was that what this was? A date? With a girl, and a stunning one at that! A warm flush washed through him and he bent back into the basket to hide his blush. Glancing at her through the corner of his eye, he saw her taking in the room. It wasn’t the most stylish home, he knew that, but it had its own lived-in cosiness. He straightened, still feeling the euphoria warming his belly. ‘Okay, I’m armed and ready.’ 
 
    Cami suddenly blinked as she pointed at something on the mantelpiece. ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    Matt’s eyes followed her finger. Dad’s little red toy aeroplane. ‘That’s my Dad’s.’ 
 
    Before she could ask him any more about all that, he hurried to the front door, calling out, ‘Come on, Buster’s waiting.’ 
 
    With a last look around the room, she followed him outside. 
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    Ambling along listening to Cami chatting about her travels to New York, Matt’s clumsy foot didn’t keep in time with the other and he stumbled. Quickly righting himself, he mumbled, ‘Stupid.’ He was about to add “foot” when he realised he had spoken out loud. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry about the old lady’s handbag back in the coffee shop.’ 
 
    He waved it away as if it were nothing. ‘Not your fault.’ 
 
    ‘I remember you used to run around very fast. At school you always won the races.’ 
 
    ‘Hah, the egg and spoon race probably!’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she glanced at him from the corner of her eye. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’ Her voice softened to barely a whisper, ‘Sometimes that helps. It did when I busted my leg.’ 
 
    He eyed her with suspicion. But instead of a mocking sneer, Cami’s face shone with genuine concern. He sighed. ‘I was stupid, that’s all.’ 
 
    She waited in silence, forcing him to continue.  
 
    The old ache that was often in the back of his throat returned, along with a sour taste on his tongue. Tucking his shirt into the back of his jeans kept him occupied for a little while, but her large blue eyes were fixed on him.  
 
    He changed the subject. ‘Hey, have you seen the lost airfield?’ He pointed down another dirt track that disappeared into the woods. 
 
    ‘The what? No, I haven’t!’ 
 
    ‘Want to see it?’ He asked, already heading down the route that held secrets and surprises. 
 
    She nodded and hurried after him. Her limp wasn’t as bad when she was in a rush. 
 
    ‘It was abandoned after the war and never put back into action because the Balmaine family didn’t need to do anything with this land.’ 
 
    ‘That rich, huh?’ Cami muttered.  
 
    ‘Dad told me that before the war old man Balmaine had leased some of the land to the military, and the far northern section had become a huge RAF base during the war.’ 
 
    ‘And now?’ Cami asked looking around.  
 
    ‘After the war ended he kept this  small airfield alongside their cul-de-sac, which the RAF had used as a dummy air base. See!’ He pointed at a small Second World War observation block barely visible amongst the hedgerow. Moss covered the concrete, making it look as though it fitted perfectly into the woody landscape. Its two look-out holes gave it the impression of the empty eyes of a green monster from a kids movie.  
 
    Many of the surrounding trees, also covered in moss, leaned over as if peering down to figure out who this foreigner was in their midst. 
 
    ‘Are we allowed?’ Cami indicated the various Private Property signs punched up against trees, swinging from fence posts and hammered into stakes at gate posts. ‘Anyone would think the Balmaines had something to hide!’ 
 
    Matt chuckled and shoved at a rusty farm gate, kicking it with his right foot.  
 
    As he guided Cami through the thicket of bush surrounding the airfield, a flood of memories washed over him. ‘Luke and I used to spy here when we played barmy army. We built dens out of whatever we could nick from Dad’s shed.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like fun.’ 
 
    ‘It was. Often, we tunnelled and forced our way through the dense vegetation, and we’d suddenly find an untouched building that we'd never seen before.’ 
 
    ‘What do you know about the place?’ 
 
    ‘Just what I told you. Nobody seems to care.’ 
 
    ‘Except the Balmaine family,’ Cami remarked. 
 
    ‘Exactly! And they’re not saying much.’ Matt headed to a military truck decaying in the woods, strangled by brambles and thorny weeds. Its broken rear side mirror peeped out at him, as if beseeching him to rescue it from the tightening, thorny noose. 
 
    A tree on the other side had grown through the truck’s carriage and now stretched its branches through the cracked front windscreen. 
 
    As he had done himself many times before, now Cami stood on the footplate and craned her neck to look inside.  
 
    ‘Watch out,’ he warned, ‘the brambles will attack you. I’ve often been left with bleeding rips along my arms.’  
 
    As if it had heard, a bramble snatched at her sleeve. Cami tugged, but the bramble wouldn’t let go. She grimaced at a loud rip and swore under her breath. ‘Damn, my new shirt!’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t have brought you here,’ he tried to pull together the ripped cloth, then realised he was touching her skin and quickly pulled his hands away. 
 
    ‘It’s not my favourite shirt, anyway.’ 
 
    Quickly changing the subject, Matt said, ‘Within a few years, we probably won’t be able to even see the truck anymore.’ 
 
    As they left the dirt track and re-joined the gravel path leading up to the flight control tower, Buster barked up ahead and Matt suddenly remembered he was supposed to be walking the dog, not just entertaining Cami. 
 
    At least Buster loved it out here, and he was safe from cars and always came back.  
 
    They passed a war time pump engine that looked like a stump-nose truck with no front carriage.  
 
    ‘Dad said all these old war machines were just left to die here after the war.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Dunno. I guess they were just old or broken and no one ever bothered to fix them. I guess it’s no surprise with the whole Balmaine estate and the kid’s animal park as well as all their shops to look after. Even some of the buildings are falling apart, like that old mansion they sold to a hotel group. Little Hollow Hall, it’s called now.’ 
 
    ‘I know it,’ Cami cried out, ‘I used to love that old place.’  
 
    ‘I love this place,’ he countered. ‘There’s something about these rotting, decayed machines that sparks my imagination into a frenzy.’ He turned and looked for Buster. 
 
    He was nowhere in sight. 
 
    He did his usual whistle, but still Buster didn’t respond. 
 
    ‘Come on, I’d better find that stupid dog.’ Annoyed Matt scuttled down the remains of a concrete pathway that snaked between the dilapidated buildings. Here and there weeds had squeezed through the cracks and taken over, and the ubiquitous brambles climbed their way over the sorry remains of the structures. 
 
    ‘See those?’ His gaze flicked to the far side of the 
X-shaped runway where a Mosquito II fighter and a Mustang fighter bomber were parked. 
 
    Cami followed his eyes. 
 
    ‘Dad and Bomber restored those,’ his voice filled with pride for a moment and then dropped to a murmur, ‘They inspired me to dream of being an RAF pilot, but that’s all over now.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t join the RAF.’ 
 
    Without saying anything, her eyes questioned him. 
 
    ‘You see, I’ve got all the grades I need, but I’ll never pass the physical.’ 
 
    ‘Physical? Why do you need to be able to walk and run normally, if you’re in the air?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I know. But they have this thing called a basic physical fitness test. I need to run at least two miles in under eleven minutes to pass it.’ 
 
    ‘Wow, really?’ 
 
    ‘And there’s a bleep test.’ 
 
    ‘Which is what?’ 
 
    ‘It’s like a running test over a distance of twenty metres. I need to do at least fifteen points on the bleep test.’ 
 
    ‘That’s insane. Pilots wouldn’t need to do that much running when they’re in the cockpit. I can understand lungs and heart and stuff, by why legs? I mean, look at Douglas Bader, he was one of the best pilots in the war and he had no legs at all!’ 
 
    ‘I know! Apart from the running stuff I’ll ace it, but it seems like there are no exceptions: if you can’t past the test you can’t join.’ 
 
    ‘God, that’s so rough! Do you have to fly that way though? Why not fly privately? That Bomber guy who’s offering the flying lesson could teach you. Even Luke said so.’ 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder. After a moment, he murmured, ‘That’s not an option.’ He lifted his hand to stop any protest. ‘Please, don’t go there.’ 
 
    She bit her lip. ‘Okay.’ 
 
    How could he explain to a girl that being in the RAF was all he had dreamed about all his life? Not only did it mean self-esteem and pride, and flying: the thing he’d always dreamed of, but he would be following in Dad’s footsteps. 
 
    ‘Matt, you can still be a pilot. And listen, who cares about a wobbly foot? Grown-ups aren’t bothered by things like that. How did it happen, anyway?’ 
 
    Suddenly, Matt’s heart started pounding, striking his ribs double-time as he remembered that day. His heavy breathing roared in his ears. ‘I’ve only got myself to blame for being so dumb. For taking up such a dangerous challenge.’ Sweat formed in his armpits.  
 
    The pressure in his chest burst painfully up into his throat causing his breath to come in short, sharp gulps. Matt was suddenly hauled back to that day. 
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    6 Years Ago, Little Hollow Airfield 
 
    On the far side of Little Hollow Airfield, the latest protestors had set up camp in the woods. They had begun by stringing ropes to get from tree to tree to avoid the coppers. Several fireplaces were dotted around. Pots and pans lay beside them and buckets of water balanced on bricks. There were knotted ropes leading into the trees that they could climb and pull up behind them if the coppers were chasing them. Camouflage netting hid various treehouses and make-shift storage huts. 
 
    The only sound was the wind gusting between the trees, as if it was picking its way through the campsite and inspecting it. 
 
    Matt waited a long while to see if anyone was there, but they must have all gone to the protest up at the wire fence. 
 
    The inquisitive breeze tugged at his shirt and flapped it, as if to check he was authorised to be here. Which of course he wasn’t, but it had been too interesting to resist coming to have a look. 
 
    Suddenly, a voice called out behind him. ‘What you doing here?’ 
 
    Matt swung around to see Ben leaning against a tree. Above him, Luke scrambled up a makeshift tree ladder. 
 
    Matt groaned. Ben had been alright enough, he guessed, when he was just some other boy in their class, but then a few months ago Luke had decided to befriend him. Matt had no idea why. Apart from being kind of obviously stupid, Ben was fat and awkward. Although he was strong enough, he was slow and useless at football, but now that he was Luke’s friend he kept ending up on Matt’s team. It would have been alright if he would have just played in goal, but he wanted to be a striker, and that was always Matt’s position. 
 
    Up in the trees, Luke scampered across a rope and wood bridge joining two thickly-branched trees. 
 
    Matt stepped out into the clearing, where he could be seen. ‘Luke! Come down!’ He shouted to his brother. ‘Mum will be mad if she finds out you’re up there.’ 
 
    ‘How will she know?’ Luke called down, glaring at him. ‘You gonna split on me?’ 
 
    ‘He will,’ Ben yelled, ‘he finks he’s the boss of you.’ He turned to Matt. ‘I bet you can’t climb that as fast as your brother.’ 
 
    Matt turned to Ben. ‘Push off fatso, d’you reckon I care what you think?’ 
 
    But Luke heard and leant down from the tree towards Matt. ‘Yeah, I bet too. Come and show us what you’re made of, mister win-it-all, unless you’re too scared’ 
 
    Matt grimaced. Yeah, okay, he had won all the school races and his silver cups now lined the mantelpiece waiting for Dad to see when he came home, but why shouldn’t he be proud of that? It wasn’t his fault Luke was almost a year younger than him and not as fast or strong. Why couldn’t Luke just let it go? 
 
    ‘I def…nitly don’t fink he can cross that rope bridge,’ Ben called out to Luke. ‘What do you fink?’ 
 
    ‘I agree!’ Luke yelled. ‘Come on up, Matt, show us if you’re only good at kids’ stuff in school. I officially dare you to cross the rope bridge or you’re a wuss!’ 
 
    Matt huffed and bit his lip. He knew he’d be in serious trouble if he was caught, but it also looked easy enough and it seemed like the best way to shut his kid brother up and his new, loudmouth, fat moron friend.  
 
    ‘Alright little bro, but then you stop going on about the school races, okay?’ He leapt onto the nearest tree ladder and was up it in a jiffy. Standing on the edge of the branch, he tugged the rope bridge. The ones lower down had planks and ropes on both sides, but this one was just two ropes, one about four foot above the other. It looked sturdy enough, though. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ Ben hollered, ‘don’t get cold feet now.’ 
 
    One day soon he was going to find Ben on his own and give him a fat lip. Matt took a long, deep breath and glared at his brother, looking up from one of the treehouses below.  
 
    The breeze flowed around him, stronger up here, plucking at his shirt. It kept at him as if warning not to take up the dare. A mysterious feeling that his life was about to change overwhelmed him. 
 
    Suddenly, he feared his brother’s challenge. And for a moment, a brief few seconds, he wanted to climb back down and race home for lunch.  
 
    But he couldn’t. He didn’t get scared of stuff like this. He wasn’t about to show himself up in front of Luke, and definitely not in front of Ben. He’d be branded as a coward. A pussy.  
 
    Matt gripped the top and placed one foot onto the thickly knotted rope below. Then the other.  
 
    Slowly, he made his way across.  
 
    Ben and Luke had gone silent on him. This wasn’t all that difficult after all, and it would certainly keep the both of them quiet for a bit. 
 
    Halfway across, he looked down and saw the wind pulling at the camouflage netting covering a wooden storage hut.  
 
    From the treetops above him came a sound like the waves at the beach, and he realised it was the rustling of thousands of tiny leaves all together. The sound came closer and now the wind whipped around his head, tugging at his curly locks. Hair fell over his face.  
 
    Matt suddenly realised he had made a big mistake. As he did he felt his body tense, and suddenly the two ropes seemed to be like snakes trying to break free of his grasp. He was scared now. He glanced down and saw Luke staring up at him, clearly terrified. Which only made things worse. Ben had gone, he caught a glimpse of the fat slob running away. 
 
    And then suddenly one foot slipped from the lower rope. He gave a cry, unable to stop himself. His hands were sweating, and the rope was slick with it and becoming hard to grip. He pivoted and twisted, but he couldn’t get his foot back to the bottom rope and the more he moved the more the ropes seemed to buck and shudder with a life of their own. And all the while the wind whispered around him, tugging and throwing him off balance. The lower rope came near and he saw a chance to get his foot back onto it. He lunged, but as he did his hand slipped on the upper rope. He yelled as every fibre of his body and self-preservation instinct tried to stretch his arm so he could reach the rope. His fingers closed on it momentarily, but it slid from his grasp, burning his hand, although he barely noticed that as the world span and he toppled downwards. 
 
    He crashed through the camouflage netting over the hut. His right foot struck the wooden boards and splinters of pure torture shot through his ankle and up his leg. More pain as his outstretched foot skidded through the sodden mud and wedged between a pile of campaign banners and thick metal chains. 
 
    All Matt could remember before the darkness overwhelmed him, was an agony in his right foot so profound that he wanted to curl up right there and just have everything stop. 
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    Matt’s hands trembled, but Cami clutched them tightly. ‘Matt?’ She leaned closer. ‘Are you okay?’ 
 
    Slumping over, he wrapped his arms around his body as the spinning in his head gradually changed into nausea. His body felt numb as Cami bent over him. 
 
    ‘It’s okay, it’s okay,’ her voice purred in his ear. Her minty breath tickled the hairs on his neck. 
 
    For a bizarre moment, he imagined he was floating above them both, looking down at them. Feeling detached from his body and with his brain vibrating, he watched himself continue hyperventilating. 
 
    Cami stroked his arm. ‘Shh, shh, you’re not there anymore.’ 
 
    Forcing out the words, he finally said, ‘I shattered my foot and ankle in …so many places they couldn’t …repair it back to the way it was.’ 
 
    ‘How come?’ 
 
    He was finding that keeping a grim focus on the facts could give him a calm of sorts. ‘The bones were shattered, compressed together. A lot of tissue, muscle and nerves were destroyed in the fall and by the surgery they had to do to try to repair it. And then after a couple of the operations, things got infected. It went on for a couple of years until they finally said that the risks of further surgery outweighed the likely benefits. Now there’s very little feeling in anything around the ankle in my right leg, and that makes it pretty damn near impossible to control.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Matt…’ 
 
    ‘I can walk pretty much pain free, but only by using my arms to balance swinging the leg, and that makes me look like a spazz. I started training myself to walk in a way which looks more normal, but that causes constant pain. That’s why I fall easily. You can’t blame Mum for not wanting me as a waiter! 
 
    ‘And then there’s Luke. The whole reason we had the argument before…Well it was just because I’m eleven months older than him, and so even though we were in the same year at school I’ve always been…well, I was always faster and stronger than him and he resented that. He got his wish, though. Now he goes places, gets to do things, way before I can even think of them.’ 
 
    ‘Matt, I’m so, so sorry.’ 
 
    He stood beside her, smelling the sweetness of her scent and then feeling her comforting embrace as she placed tentative arms around his shoulders. 
 
    ‘Why are you sorry?’ He squinted at her, ‘You didn’t do anything.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry for making you remember it.’ 
 
    ‘Bout time I got it all out,’ he exhaled hard and clutched his stomach. ‘I was in a cast for years. They kept having to rebuild my foot with pins and new bone growth and …God knows what else.’ 
 
    Cami stared into his eyes. 
 
    ‘I’ll never walk properly again. It’s as good now as it’s ever going to be. For the rest of my life.’ 
 
    ‘So…it was Luke’s fault?’ 
 
    ‘No! Mine for being stupid enough to do it. At first, I was really mad at him, but then when I was in the hospital, he actually offered me his foot.’ 
 
    She gaped and then sighed. ‘Oh, that’s so sweet.’ 
 
    Matt huffed. ‘Well, obviously I didn’t take up his offer, but I realised he felt as shitty as I did, so I suppose I forgave him.’ 
 
    ‘Even sweeter of you to forgive him.’ 
 
    As she pressed her hand over her heart, her sparkly, painted nails drew his eyes to her cleavage. He focused  there for a second or two, and then quickly pulled his gaze back up to her face. 
 
    He hadn’t expected to have some kind of panic attack, but it seemed to have turned out alright. It had drawn him closer to her in such a short time. 
 
    ‘Anyway, it’s just a slight limp. Like mine.’ She latched her hand in the crook of his arm and murmured, ’Now, tell me about your cousin’s documentary. I’ve heard gossip that he’s asking some pretty heavy questions about Nazis and hidden secrets.’ 
 
   


 
  

 24      
 
    Allan spent hours telling them all about the protest until long after midnight, when Mum finally insisted that everyone get to bed. 
 
    Matt wasn’t used to getting only a few hours’ sleep, so when Mum woke him to help out at the café he secretly hoped he would be let off but, as usual, the morning was spent preparing The Cinnamon Stick with cakes for the old ladies who came in to chat about their day. Feeling zonked, he dragged himself around his list of chores. 
 
    Allan joined them for breakfast, and now Mum plied him with tea and breakfast muffins, while he set up his tripod’s legs and slid his camera, with its fat zoom lens, into the cradle before peeling the film off a new video cassette and loading it in.  
 
    Having lied and said he was working on someone’s car the day before, today Luke made up for it by cleaning The Cinnamon Stick’s kitchen for Mum while she baked the day’s cakes. 
 
    ‘Is this documentary something to do with AWRE?’ Matt asked, rubbing his grainy eyes so he could peer closer at Allan’s camera. 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly, Matt!’ Mum ghosted up to them and plied Allan with another cup of tea and one of her famous cinnamon buns. 
 
    ‘No, he’s right,’ Allan said. ‘About a year ago Panorama did a big thing on it. And they reported on how Gerard Balmaine had sold a huge chunk of land, where they’d built that bomber command unit in the Second World War, to the RAF, which eventually became home of the Atomic Weapons Establishment.’ 
 
    ‘You see!’ Matt gave Mum a look of triumph.  
 
    She swatted him with her tea towel and hurried back to the kitchen, where delicious smells of vanilla and cinnamon were oozing from the oven.  
 
    ‘And?’ Matt quizzed Allan. 
 
    His cousin slurped a little of his tea and placed the cup in its saucer. ‘Yow, that’s hot! The place was RAF Aldermaston in those days and was transferred to the US Air Force in the war. After the war ended, the airfield was surrendered to the Air Ministry and was supposed to become a flying school for former RAF pilots to be retrained to fly civil aircraft. But,’ he shook his head as if disgusted, ‘instead it eventually became the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment.’  
 
    Holding the cup with his pinkie finger in the air like the posh snobs did, Allan sipped the tea again. He took a bite of cinnamon bun and muttered, with his mouth full, ‘Ooh, these are good!’ 
 
    Matt became impatient to know more. ‘Mum said you’re doing something on a Nazi. What’s that all about?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I was getting to that. After the first documentary aired, my boss told me to do some research. You know, snoop around to see if there’s any other story there at AWRE.’ Allan dropped his bun on the saucer and licked his fingers, then stabbed them into a serviette. After wiping them, he pointed at his camera.  
 
    Matt had spent the previous evening green with jealousy. Even though Mum didn’t pay rent, the coffee shop only gave them an okay living, not one that afforded fancy things like a VHS video camera with zoom lens. 
 
    ‘Hang on, just let me find the right tape.’ Allan fished in his bag and pulled out another video cassette, which he swapped for the one in his machine. ‘Here.’ 
 
    Hiding his envy, Matt put his eye to the viewfinder and watched a tiny black and white scene of their local countryside. 
 
    Allan said, ‘We had some guys come in and take some cut-away shots like this one. Our fellas at the studio will twiddle some buttons to get a blast of Spitfire engines onto the screen.’ 
 
    Matt was engrossed. It was amazing that this tiny device, only the size of a loaf of bread, could not only shoot moving pictures but also play them back. 
 
    Allan wiped his mouth. ‘I’ll do a voice over, reporting on how Gerard’s brother, Victor Balmaine, joined the war with his own slice of history in the deep woodlands. He rented some of his fields to the British army during the war for storage. Dummy aircraft and false buildings were positioned around the field, along with flare path lighting that looked like a runway. As well as drawing the Luftwaffe bombers away from major nearby targets, it was close enough for the pilots based at Aldermaston to react quickly to an airstrike. We’re going to call it the Lost Airfield, because after the war it was just abandoned and now it’s completely overgrown and derelict.’ 
 
    A surreal sensation gripped Matt as he imagined seeing his childhood playground on television. ‘I walk through there every day.’ 
 
    Allan lifted his gaze to Matt. ‘Really? Can you show me?’ 
 
    ‘Course, I can. We call it the nuclear camp because―’  
 
    ‘I know all about their protests. My boss has filmed those for years, that’s why he’s dead keen to get a real meaty story. Always said he suspected something more was going on around in the area than anyone let on. And of course, that’s the Nazi story you were asking about. It’s probably just nonsense, but what they used to claim in the camps was that the Nazis had some really futuristic, massively deadly weapons in development by the end of the war, and that the RAF smuggled one of their top scientists out in 1945 and hid him here to help develop top secret British weapons.’ He slurped his tea again. ‘So, having had the dubious good fortune to grow up around here, yours truly was picked to come and poke around.’ 
 
    Mum appeared beside Allan with another saucer of freshly baked scones. ‘Allan, would you like one?’ 
 
    He patted his midriff and doubled over as if about to burst. ‘Sorry, I’m so full! Your cinnamon buns are to die for, but I’ve no space for anything more.’ 
 
    Mum’s face dropped. 
 
    Matt jumped. ‘Keep one for Allan, Mum, he can have it later.’ 
 
    At that moment, wiping his hands on a damp apron, Luke joined them. ‘So, are you going to make us all famous?’  
 
    Allan grinned. ‘Hope so.’ He looked at Mum. ‘Then you’ll sell more cinnamon buns.’ 
 
    Matt ignored the cheesy remark. 
 
    Allan said, ‘I’m going to film at Little Hollow Airfield, get some shots of pilots climbing out of their Cessna or whatever planes they have down there.’  
 
    Luke shouted, ‘Yeah, like Bomber.’  
 
    Mum froze for a second, then muttered, ‘He doesn’t like publicity. He’s a bit of a hermit.’ She moved off and started placing fresh flowers in the little vases on each table. 
 
    ‘Then he shouldn’t be running an air festival,’ Matt couldn’t help the bitterness spilling out into his voice. 
 
    ‘It’s to get enough money to keep the airfield going,’ Luke explained.  
 
    ‘And the Balmaines don’t have enough money for that?’ Matt argued. 
 
    ‘Bomber told me that complying with all the new health and safety rules costs a lot,’ Luke murmured. 
 
    ‘You shouldn’t be hanging around him,’ Matt shot an acrid glare at Luke. 
 
    Mum, whose hearing seemed to be better than either of them had thought, spun around. ‘What?!’ 
 
    Both boys stared at her.  
 
    Mum marched over with her hands on her hips. ‘Are you hanging around the airfield?’ 
 
    ‘Nope,’ Luke leaned over towards Allan’s camera and said, ‘Nice zoom. Cost a bomb, I bet.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t even try to change the subject, Luke.’ Mum waited for an answer. 
 
    To clear the air, Matt asked Allan, ‘So do you actually think there’s a hidden Nazi around here?’ 
 
    ‘Mmmmm!’ He sipped the last mouthful of tea and handed his cup to Mum. ‘I’ll take you up on that offer of another tea, please.’ 
 
    She glared at the three of them. ‘Okay, I’ll get the tea,’ she wagged her finger at Luke, ‘but I want to know what’s going on.’ She hurried off. 
 
    Luke’s mouth twisted into a thank you smile.  
 
    Allan lowered his voice, ‘It’s okay as long as you guys show me around and let me in on anything you hear about this.’ 
 
    ‘About what?’ 
 
    He leaned in, his voice taking a conspiratorial tone, ‘I don’t just believe in a hidden Nazi. I’ve got a name! And there’s even more to it than that. It’s what my piece is going to be about. Can I practise it on you?’ 
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    Matt was desperate to hear more and glanced at Luke. They both nodded their heads vigorously.  
 
    Delighted, Allan stood up. ‘Okay, imagine me on the screen, I’ll set up in front of something interesting, like, say, your protest camp, yeah?’ 
 
    Matt and Luke nodded. 
 
    ‘Here goes,’ Allan cleared his throat and puffed out his chest. Then, he started speaking in a professional tone. ‘During the Second World War, Hitler was obsessed with developing secret weapons, some of which were truly revolutionary in scientific terms.’ 
 
    Matt straightened and focused on his cousin. 
 
    ‘One of the Third Reich’s most innovative young scientists was a man named Wilhelm Sommer. He started his career working with computer pioneer Dr. Konrad Zuse, who built the first programmable electromechanical computer. The machine was a device that printed symbols on paper tape in a manner that emulated a person following a series of logical instructions. 
 
     ‘It was a similar machine to the one the British developed later in the war to help code breakers read encrypted German messages.’ 
 
    Luke had been fidgeting and looking even a little bored, but he suddenly took notice. ‘Gee, I didn’t know that!’ 
 
    Allan looked pleased to be knowledgeable on the subject. He slapped his forehead as if an idea had just popped into his head. ‘Hey, you guys can really help me out here and get me into some cool places to film, right?’ 
 
    Luke whispered, ‘I’ll ask Bomber if you can shoot at the Air Fest.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks!’ Allan grinned. ‘Anyway, I really want to create a conspiracy. This is how I’ll do it.’ He tilted forward and pulled a sombre face. With his eyes fixed ahead, his documentary voice took on a conspiratorial tone, ‘These are the devices we know about, and they formed the earliest steps towards our modern day computers…but what about secret computer research projects? This highly intelligent man, Wilhelm Sommer,  was a German civil engineer and SS Nazi commander. Although he was known to be working on a project with Hans Kammler, one of the Nazis’ key players who oversaw construction projects and towards the end of the war was put in charge of the missile and jet programmes, there are no records detailing the work they did together.’  
 
    Matt was completely hooked. 
 
    Allan’s voice deepened, ‘Were Kammler and Sommer working on a device, in Prague, that in some way went beyond what even our modern computers are capable of? My investigations into this Nazi war criminal show that for the duration of the war, Sommer remained entombed in Kammler’s secret scientist security hideout, working on their invention, which disappeared when the war ended. Along with Sommer.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Luke interrupted. 
 
    Matt jabbed him in the ribs, ‘Shh!’ 
 
    Allan didn’t bat an eyelid as he continued, ‘Soon after the war ended, Nazi hunters created a list of the most wanted war criminals. They added Sommer to that list.’ He dropped his voice a notch. ‘Not because he had directly participated in the mass killings of Jews, but because of his association to technology that enabled and made worse the Holocaust.’  
 
    Allan’s expression was serious, and as his cousin made the link between daring scientific exploits and mass murder, Matt found his own mouth forming a hard line. 
 
    ‘Now we have to switch our attention to two different Nazi officers. In a recent gruesome discovery at an airfield near Bremen in north Germany, a skeleton was found. It was the body of a man, and the cause of death was a bullet hole in his skull. A local farmer was able to recount a hitherto unknown story about an SS officer called Friedrich Wollner, known as the Wolf of Terezín, coming to Bremen in 1945 to find a man named Sommer. He succeeded in doing so, at the airfield, but no one knows what happened to them after they met.’  
 
    ‘So he came here?’ Luke asked.  
 
    Matt huffed. ‘Stop interrupting!’ 
 
    Allan gave Matt a grateful glance but answered Luke. ‘Remember that at the end of the war, the Nazis were putting very young men into high-profile positions, including being in charge of concentration camps. It was simply because they were running out of manpower. Some of the most wanted Nazis were young, in their early twenties, so they’d only be just into their sixties now.’ 
 
    Luke scoffed, ‘No one is gonna put them on trial at that age.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes, they are! I heard about that on the radio,’ Matt replied. 
 
    ‘Matt’s right,’ Allan agreed. ‘Some are on trial at that age and a lot older. They have to account for their crimes against humanity.’ 
 
    Not to be outdone, Luke persisted. ‘How do you know about this Nazi, anyway? You have spies working for you?’ 
 
    Allan laughed. ‘No. Well…sort of. My boss wouldn’t pay for a spy, but luckily I have a source who leaked some information to me.’ 
 
    Matt asked, ‘Who?’ 
 
    Allan shook his head. ‘A journalist never reveals his sources. But I can tell you, confidentially, that I will be secretly recording the interviews with them. You know, in case something happens.’  
 
    ‘Like what?’ A chill spun down Matt’s spine. 
 
    ‘Dunno. They seem a bit clandestine, so I’ll see what they come up with.’ Allan popped the bun he’d said he was too full to eat into his mouth and licked his sugary fingers. ‘Okay, back to my piece. I tried to tie these two men together and found they were related, by marriage, not birth. Wollner was married to Steffan Sommer’s cousin.’ 
 
    Matt frowned. ‘Wait, you said Wilhelm Sommer earlier. Who’s Steffan? His brother?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Allan’s expression became a little smug. ‘They were cousins. Wait for this.’ He wiped his fingers again, still trying to get the sugar from Mum’s bun off them.  
 
    Beckoning Matt and Luke to lean in, he murmured, ‘The farmer I spoke to in Bremen said he found out that right after Wollner and Sommer met, an English plane landed and then took off again almost immediately.’ 
 
    Luke frowned. ‘How could you speak to a farmer if you haven’t been there?’ 
 
    ‘Haven’t you heard of a telephone?’ Matt kicked Luke’s ankle. 
 
    Luke rounded on him. ‘Stop that!’ 
 
    ‘Well, you’re making yourself look like a prat.’ 
 
    ‘It’s okay, guys,’ Allan held up his hands to stop them arguing. ‘Just listen. The farmer said the plane was only a two-seater. You see, like many young lads of the time, he was obsessed with planes, knew everything about all the models there were. Thing is, even though he told this story to the allied soldiers who came later, his reports were ignored because he was just a kid. He still remembers this clearly and he swears that what landed was a two-seater English plane.’ 
 
    Matt thought of all the old biplanes down at the airfield, and how he had also been a plane-obsessed kid. It was true: he had all four different Top Trumps aeroplanes packs, and he’d known by heart every number on every card. Not many adults could say that.  
 
    Allan’s voice dropped to a whisper. ‘So which man escaped? And could he have been flown into a small village airfield in the UK? Sommer had distant English relatives from that area, and even now, forty years later, they’ve refused to be interviewed or named.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ Luke burst out. 
 
    Allan looked at Luke, and then Matt, his eyes sparkling, and one eyebrow raised in question. 
 
    Matt gasped, ‘The Balmaines?’  
 
    The question hung in the air, unanswered.  
 
    After a long pause, Allan continued as if Matt had never spoken. ‘It would be great to get over to Germany to film there, but my boss is a penny pincher. I’d like to go to Terezín Concentration Camp.’ 
 
    Luke muttered something under his breath. 
 
    ‘If,’ Allan emphasised the word, ‘I can get there, I’ll start with me studying the old stone buildings. Then I’ll enter the arched gate, turn to face the camera and say… It’s said that the Wolf had once worked with Josef Mengele, a German Schutzstaffel officer and a doctor in Auschwitz concentration camp. He was notorious for performing deadly human experiments on prisoners. After the war, Mengele fled to South America, where he evaded capture for the rest of his life. But did the Wolf do the same, and flee to the Hampshire-Berkshire borders? Or was it Steffan Sommer?’ 
 
    Matt’s frown had grown deeper. ‘Look Allan, sorry if I’m being stupid here…’ Luke guffawed and Matt tried to kick him again, although Luke moved his leg out of the way too quickly. ‘But I thought we were talking about AWRE hiding a Nazi scientist, Wilhelm Sommer, here so he could work on nuclear missiles. That would make some kind of sense I guess, but why would AWRE hide Steffan Sommer or Friedrich Wollner? I mean those guys weren’t scientists, they were just war criminals. I don’t get the logic of it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Um, yeah!’ agreed Luke. 
 
    Matt rolled his eyes at Luke. 
 
    Allan was nodding. ‘You’ve grown up smart, little cousin! You’re right, of course. And this is where it gets cynical, and why I think there’s such a good story here. 
 
    Matt leaned in to listen carefully. 
 
    ‘You see, at the end of the war the Nazis were fleeing and taking anything of value they could carry, to try and buy themselves new lives. Some took money, some took gold, but maybe the best currency of all was information. So that farmer near Bremen told me one more thing: when he heard the plane coming, he snuck up near the airstrip to watch it land. He wasn’t close enough to hear what the men waiting inside were saying. Except for one bit where they started shouting: they were arguing about a great Nazi treasure.’ 
 
    Matt’s mouth was hanging open, riveted. 
 
    ‘In this case, I reckon either Steffan Sommer or Wollner could have bought themselves a cosy retirement in rural England with one single piece of information, one great treasure: the location of Wilhelm Sommer, Steffan’s cousin and Friedrich’s brother-in-law, and his head full of secret research.’  
 
    Matt stared at Allan as an abrupt understanding started dawning in him. 
 
    ‘This is why I’m here,’ Allan murmured and glanced over his shoulder at Mum bending over the oven. ‘I’m going to stroll along the street out there,’ he pointed towards the village shops. ‘Just outside the door, I’ll stop and look directly into the camera. This will be my final piece to camera…Sommer and Wollner disappeared when the war ended, and have never been heard of again. Some of the Nazis being hunted went undercover and remained in lucrative employment until their deaths. Speculation is that in exchange for a new life in England, Wilhelm Sommer was recruited to work for the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment.’ 
 
    The dawn rising inside Matt suddenly sparked and lit his awareness. He stood dead still, stunned to hear names he’d been studying brought so close to home by this connection. His history project had been all about Mengele. And he had studied Kammler.  
 
    But mostly he was shocked to think that, for just a single piece of information, the British government would have let a war criminal spend forty years right here in their village. 
 
    Luke was rubbing his chin, a frown creasing his brow. ‘I’m confused, who is who in your documentary again?’ 
 
    Matt sighed. 
 
    Allan held up three fingers. ‘This story has three Nazis.’ He tapped one finger. ‘Wilhelm Sommer is the one who worked on a secret computer device. His cousin is also named Sommer, but I don’t have much on him. The third one is Friedrich Wollner, married to Wilhelm’s sister. He was a commander of a concentration camp who was accused of terrible atrocities. Got it?’ 
 
    Luke mumbled, ‘Yup, but I think you should rewrite your speech to make that clearer.’ 
 
    ‘Fair point, I’ll work on that. Now, guys, this is my crowning moment: The camera will zoom in on me with a sign of the village right behind my head and I will say in a dramatic tone…Although none of these men were found, their lives were entwined, and to this day, a mystery remains here.’ 
 
    ‘Wait!’ Luke interrupted, ‘you see, that’s how you make it confusing. None of who? Name them.’ 
 
    Allan ran a hand through his hair. ‘Indeed. Let me go again.’ He took a deep breath and said, ‘Although neither of the Sommer cousins nor Wollner were found, their lives were entwined and remain full of mysteries.’ Allan eyed Luke warily. ‘Better?’ 
 
    ‘Yup.’ 
 
    Matt watched his cousin with intrigue and a new, sudden interest.  
 
    Allan’s voice dropped once again to his conspiratorial tone, ‘With the camera still focused on me, I will finish by saying: Could a war criminal still be living amongst you?’ 
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    Steffan Sommer 
 
    May 1942, Lake Toplitz 
 
    Diving under the murky green water for the tenth time, twenty-year-old Steffan Sommer peered through his goggles towards the bottom of the lake. A thick carpet of logs crusted the steep sides that shelved down to the distant bottom. He didn’t know how deep it went, nor could he attempt to find out. The underwater breathing equipment wouldn’t arrive for another day or two, but he hadn’t been able to wait that long to go down and take a look. 
 
    Trying not to take in any more of the disgusting taste, he kicked his feet and sculled his hands, heading to the green glow of the surface. Rays of light shone down on him through the murky depths, like torches from heaven, directing him and showing him the perfect hiding place. 
 
    Should he report this place or keep it to himself? No, the risk of that would be too great. 
 
    His head broke through the icy water. He gulped on the cold mountain air, taking it deep into his lungs. Steffan immediately noticed that the atmosphere had changed. Here between the mountains the sky was narrow and contained, shifting quickly. When he had last paid attention to it, before making his series of dives, it had been blue with just a few traces of grey cloud. Within those few minutes the sky had become surly, angry at him for deciding this was to be taken over by the Third Reich.  
 
    Continuing to spit to clear the taste of mouldering forest from his mouth, he swam the twenty strokes it took to get back to the shore and scrambled out. Shivering, he yanked off his shorts and tee-shirt and ran to his backpack. After towelling himself down and changing clothes, he ate the bread and cheese in his backpack before he prepared to leave. 
 
    While eating, he thought of Rita’s freshly baked loaves. She had learnt her baking skills from her mother. Her Jewish mother. 
 
    He cringed. 
 
    That thought had sneaked into his mind. It had been banned a long time ago. For longer even than Hitler’s segregation of the Jewish people. 
 
    It was the thing that confused him most about the Reich: the Führer’s hatred of Jews. He could not understand for what reason these people, for the most part good Germans, were not allowed a place in the empire that was being built. It was his most shameful secret, his private feelings about what had been done to Rita’s family in the name of the Führer. He hated it. They had fallen in love in school, and he hated the thought of living without seeing her face each day. As a young man, he had decided to marry her to give her a new name, but even if she were called Sommer the Nazis would know she had once been Rivka Weissmann.  
 
    Steffan’s cousin, Sonnet, knew someone who could create new identification papers. German names were tracked and known, so they decided to give her the same surname her mother’s distant cousin had taken when she married a man in England.  
 
    Equally, changing Rivka to Rebecca sounded too much like the Hebrew name of Rebekah, so she became the English variant, Rita. 
 
    He’d had a similar situation in that his mother had wanted to call him Stefan and his father preferred Steffen, so they ended up with Steffan, an unusual variant of the popular German name for boys. 
 
    Yet, although Rita didn’t have that kind of choice, her new identity meant at least relative safety, and that she might have the chance to escape one day if things got worse, which of course they had. Apart from the two of them only Sonnet knew of this new identity. Whilst Steffan had no doubts about her, he could not say the same about her husband, a man he knew well from their time together in the Hitler Youth. So he had implored Sonnet to keep this secret from the man she had married, SS Kommandant Friedrich Wollner. 
 
    Of course, she had promised. 
 
    Just like his other cousin had promised to get him a special job that would keep him far from the work of the camps. Work which he could never risk anyone knowing he was utterly appalled by. Wilhelm Sommer was well connected, working with the great Hans Kammler in Prague, and he had agreed to help his cousin without having to know exactly why.  
 
    Theirs was a small family, but there were still gossips within it and they whispered that Wilhelm’s team were creating some sort of top secret device. Steffan knew that Wilhelm himself had no desire to kill people, but he also noticed that his cousin had no qualms about using his skills to create technology that was undoubtedly going to be used in the mass murder of the Jews and other undesirables.  
 
    Now, Steffan leant back against a tree trunk and pulled Rita’s sweet, round face into his mind. He saw her pulling her fine stockings over her toes. Washing her long dark hair. Baking bread and her favourite honey cake. Finally, he saw her slipping into their bed and making love to him. He could almost feel the softness of her skin. And the bump on her cheek where she had a little pink mole. 
 
    His whole body ached when he thought of her. 
 
    With an abrupt spasm, he leapt up.  
 
    He had to put her out of his mind. He had a job to do. An important job. 
 
    The trip up the Tote Mountains, from Salzburg in central Austria had taken him through dense forests. Tall trees grew everywhere, even on the steep cliffs wherever they could find a space to take root. Looking at the angle of their growth, he realised the lake’s floor was probably covered in forest debris, stacked many metres high. Broken branches, pine needles and even dead trunks had nowhere else to go except down, to the bottom of the lake. 
 
    When he had first enquired about fishing up here, the local people had laughed, quick to assure him that if he intended to camp he couldn’t live off the lake.  
 
    There were few fish because they only survived in the top layer, the water below twenty metres depth of Toplitzsee having no oxygen. It was dead down there. 
 
    Another plus. 
 
    The Americans wouldn’t search this place. So remote, so cold, so dark, and so deep.  
 
    His chest expanded, filling itself with the deliciously crisp air. Even in summer the lake was chilly. The quiet, with only the sounds of the breeze creeping through the pines and the occasional piercing cry of an eagle, filled him with peace and tranquillity. A far cry from the chaos in his homeland. 
 
    Hidden between two peaks, the mountains rose high on both sides, capturing the water in between.  
 
    This was the best job in the SS. He didn’t often wear a uniform because he travelled Europe in plain clothes to spy. Not on humans, but on secret locations, mostly remote mountains, caves and natural tunnels in the earth.  
 
    Next on his list were the Alps, then he was off to scout Hungary and Poland before heading to the Pyrenees.  
 
    Der Reichsführer Himmler’s people had fabricated stories of where he was based, but the war had taken its toll on the Sommers and having very few family members still alive helped him disappear into a special ops force to which men were recruited thanks to very specific skills. His multiple languages and uncanny ability to mingle with different cultures, without attracting suspicion of what he was really doing there, had meant that Wilhelm actually received praise from on high for having pulled strings to get him into the unit. 
 
    Pulling his boots back over his dry socks, Steffan prepared for the long road back, only accessible by foot.  
 
    As he dressed he thought back to the hiking expeditions and outdoor camping they had been so fond of in the Hitler Youth. Of course it was one of those expeditions that had propelled him and his cousin Wilhelm, along with Willy’s friend Friedrich Wollner, to considerable fame in Nazi circles as ideal representations of the bravery and ingenuity of German youth. Yet all three had taken very different paths from that same launch point.  
 
    From the night they had captured the English spy, and Friedrich had interrogated and then killed him, Friedrich’s bravery had turned to cruelty and violence. The details were vague, but Steffan knew this just from the look in his cousin Sonnet’s eyes when she talked about the man she had married. And his other cousin?  In a warped way, Willy’s leadership had turned to arrogance and a superiority complex.  
 
    Steffan, on the other hand, had found himself gradually doubting, in the hours of solitude his role allowed him and in the privacy of his own mind, all that Nazi Germany stood for. The uncomfortable truth was that he found himself increasingly sickened by Nazism. 
 
    Suddenly the dark clouds overhead ripped open, the deluge quickly soaking the dry clothes Steffan had just donned. 
 
    He grabbed his backpack and scurried for the dry sanctuary of the trees. Leaning against one, he stared at the sky, marvelling at how quickly the storm had broken. At how it had seemed to read this intruder’s mind and react to what it saw in there. Now, it pummelled him with hailstones.  
 
    Steffan chuckled to himself and the mirth within him grew until he bellowed out loud, listening to his laughter being swallowed by the tall trees. He dropped his backpack and spun around, arms raised in the air, defying the lightning to strike him. Instead it lit the sky over a small flat plateau on the verge of where the ground dropped steeply away to the water’s edge.  
 
    He raced up the hill, grabbing onto trees to keep his boots from sliding on the wet ground. Gaining the ridge, he glanced down at the lake. Then his gaze lifted to take in the Tote Mountains with their endless sea of trees reaching up to the sky. Below him the lake glistened, reflecting the sharp bolts of lightning as they split the sky.  
 
    It stretched out in front of him. Only a mile wide but many miles deep, it might seem most suited for a watery grave, but this body of water that the mountains held in their steep and jealous grasp was also ideal for a bunker.  
 
    It would take hundreds of men armed with explosives and digging equipment to get up there, but Himmler wouldn’t bat an eyelid at that. 
 
    No enemy would ever find this place. Nor predict what was going to happen here. 
 
    And even if they did, well, that layer of sunken forest debris would make searching impossible. The trees looked like they grew out of the lake. Their bodies had fallen here since time immemorial, and would continue to do so as the snows wreaked their havoc each winter. Although the green water shone like a mirror, some parts were thick with moss and algae. If you didn’t know exactly where to look, you would find nothing down there. 
 
    He smiled again, unable to keep it contained, as an inner warmth from Rita’s memory radiated through him. The worst of the storm had passed now, and still wet, yet rejuvenated by adrenaline from visualising Rita and his strange conversation with this place, he started the long hike back. 
 
    As he trudged, the cold getting into him now, he realised that he really, really didn’t want to go back to Der Reichsführer, or any Nazi officer for that matter. Not even his cousin Willy. Even he would not see the funny side: that the Salzkammergut lake district lay within the Totes Gebirge, the dead mountains. 
 
    But if he didn’t go, they would find him. Worse still, they might hunt down Rita and harm her. Although he suddenly found he had no desire at all to go back to Berlin, he must get there as fast as possible. And, when there, he would have to betray this place to them. 
 
    For Rita’s safety. 
 
    For a few minutes he drank deeply from his water canteen, his gaze panning over the incredible view.  
 
    In his travels, under secret orders – remote places, no people - from Himmler himself, he had found various candidate places for The Third Reich to hide their treasures. Perhaps none as good as this, though. 
 
    As always, he made himself remain emotionless about what was going on around him. He tried anyway, even though, more and more now, he found himself contemplating going missing in one of the European countries he was forced to secretly infiltrate. But he had Rita to consider. Knowing she was safe, and that one day they would reunite, would help him survive the war. 
 
    He lived for the day they would be together again. 
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    April 1945, Lake Toplitz, Austria 
 
    The truck rumbled towards Steffan. He stepped out from behind the trees and raised his hand. As arranged, it pulled over. He leapt up and climbed over the tailgate.  
 
    In the back, Steffan settled down between two soldiers. He was making his way north to Berlin to report his latest findings. He had followed the advancing troops of the German push into the so called free zone in the south of France in 1942, searching the Pyrenees and eventually being sent yet further on into Spain. 
 
    His notes and drawings would show Himmler that he’d found the right place to hide vast amounts of treasures. And a perfect place for a safe haven for the Third Reich command centre. Far from prying eyes. 
 
    And yet he no longer wanted to hand anything over to them. The Reich was ending and Steffan neither wanted to see another one rise from its ashes nor help its leaders stash away hordes of stolen art and plunder that would keep them safe when they decided to flee. It left a bitter taste in his mouth. Yet he knew Himmler and, like most, feared him. Der Reichsführer had taken all three of them, Willy, Wolf and him, under his wing after their capture of the English spy. They were all suitably Aryan looking, and with the glamour and prestige of their exploits they’d been ideal poster boys for a new generation of Third Reich leaders in the making. Thankfully, due to his skill in languages, Steffan had escaped that path. Yet if did not eventually appear with solid research his history would count for nothing: Himmler would seek him out and have him shot.  
 
    These days he cared little about that. He would have cared nothing had it not been for the prospect of one day being reunited with Rita. 
 
    Knowing the Americans and English were closing in, Steffan had travelled across the south of France to the north of Italy and skirted the Swiss border to meet this troop in Austria before heading back into southern Germany. 
 
    From opposite sides of the truck, the tired voices of the SS troops were muttering quietly about the coming end to the war, and Steffan listened, filling in gaps in his knowledge.  
 
    The English and Americans had invaded Normandy the previous year. In December, the Führer had launched a final counter offensive to re-conquer Belgium and split the Allied forces along the German border, but by the first of January this year, their troops had started retreating. 
 
    Also in January, the Soviets had launched a new offensive, taking Warsaw and Krakow. In February, after a two-month siege, they had captured Budapest. Early April had seen the surrender of Slovakia with the capture of Bratislava and finally the seizure of Vienna. 
 
    He listened in silence, shocked to hear the news. Being on his own travelling, he didn’t want to enquire about the war while in small villages in case of arousing any suspicion, so he kept to himself. Also he was mostly in places that were far removed from the cities and the modern world, and so he often became very out of touch. 
 
    A new dilemma had arisen. He knew Germany was losing, his country, but that happening meant a greater chance for him to be reunited with his wife in England. 
 
    Was it all worth it? Would the German race really have been superior, brought order and virtue to a chaotic world as they had so often claimed?  
 
    Steffan shook his head, slumped back and sank into his own thoughts. 
 
    As so often, Rita flew into his mind like the graceful bird that she was. He wasn’t one to believe in God, but Rita was a blessing. All too quickly, the image of her gliding gracefully on her beautiful wings became smaller on the horizon before she disappeared from sight. 
 
    The first time she had flown away from him, he had mourned her, ached for her, but when she returned he had understood she would always come flying in when he needed her the most. 
 
    Like now. 
 
    Should he take his information to Berlin, or jump ship and follow Rita to England? To be among people who did not believe in a Master Race, nor want one. 
 
    The officers seated near him were talking about the Russians bombarding north Germany. Steffan thought of Sonnet’s husband, Friedrich Wollner, and wondered if he had fled or died fighting. He imagined it to be the latter, as the man was not one to give up.  
 
    The driver up front, called out over the roar of the engine, ‘We have one stop to make.’ 
 
    Steffan was about to ask where, but just nodded. 
 
    The driver answered for him, ‘That place you found at the beginning of the war, you remember Lake Toplitz?’ 
 
    Steffan frowned and then remembered that Himmler had built a web of underground tunnels on the hillside beside the lake. He quickly nodded so the Kommodant didn’t start explaining. 
 
    Through filtered information from his sources out in the field, he had heard that throughout 1943 and 1944 the shores of Lake Toplitz had served as a Nazi naval testing station. 
 
    Scientists had experimented with different explosives, detonating charges at various depths and firing torpedoes from a launching pad in the lake into the Tote Mountains. It was the perfect cover for making vast holes in the canyon walls. They’d blasted their way into the mountains, and then they’d built strongholds and bunkers. 
 
    ‘These men are experts. They are going to set intruder fuses before we return to headquarters.’ 
 
    An hour later they picked up another passenger. Steffan had been dozing and was surprised to see Wilhelm. 
 
    After throwing their arms around each other and patting shoulders, they sat in a quiet corner of the truck. 
 
    ‘Is it true,’ asked Steffan, ‘what they’re talking about?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, cousin, I am on the run even now. It’s handy you were due here, because it gave me an excuse to come too. It’s a good head start out of the Reich! We’re saving whatever we can in all the places you found. And in more that you know nothing about.’ 
 
    ‘Then…should I get my report back―’ 
 
    ‘Forget it! Find the quickest way out of Germany. Somewhere you can hide.’ 
 
    Steffan gulped and just bobbed his head. 
 
    ‘The English and Americans are hunting down high-ranking officers. That is why I am running now.’ 
 
    Steffan flinched. ‘Where are you going?’ 
 
    ‘As far away as possible. You must do the same. And wait it out. Someday, when you least expect it, you will be called back to the Reich. I have always believed in it. I led you and Friedrich in the Hitler Youth, got my golden badge and then a high rank. I am not going to give up on the Reich now.’ He raised his voice and trumpeted, ‘Someday we will find someone to replace Hitler and we shall emerge!’  
 
    Steffan tried to hide a grimace of disgust. 
 
    Wilhelm, his gaze far away, continued, ‘In the meantime, lie low. Change your name if you have to do such a thing…above all, keep under the radar. If the British or Americans catch you, you will be tortured until you pee and shit yourself and give up all the Reich’s secrets.’ 
 
    Steffan’s eyes widened and he could actually feel them bulging. He dropped his head backward and it banged against the metal side of the truck. 
 
    Scheiße! 
 
    He never ever expected this to happen. Even though he hated the man, he had always feared that Hitler was just too strong, too powerful to be beaten. But he had been wrong.  
 
    And now the rest of the world was coming after the Nazi officers. And he was one of them. 
 
    His mind worked overtime, trying to figure out what he should do when this troop dropped him in Germany. 
 
    He would not be welcome in his own country any longer. Not under the command of the Russians or the Americans. 
 
    The truck rattled its way through the woods and eventually parked. A few years ago it had taken him two hours to climb but now with a new road, the trucks clattered into the eerie forest set high above the glassy lake. 
 
    Steffan remembered how he had found Lake Toplitz a few years back. The tranquillity had attracted him. But now, in the giant scar of the testing station on the other side of the water, it buzzed with men and machines. Drilling and banging. Shouts and curses. They echoed through the steep valley with no means of escape. 
 
    This place had seemed isolated forever from the hubbub of humans and machines, but they had arrived and had transformed it. On the one hand, he was in awe of the power that could do this, but on the other, it saddened him. 
 
    On the side where he was, everything had been done quietly and with the utmost discretion, although the construction was, if anything, more amazing than its vulgar sibling across the lake.  
 
    The naval testing station across the water had been a clever idea. It provided a ready explanation for anyone who might wonder at the new road, the machines and the men coming to this secluded part of the world. Even the blasting of the rock to hollow out the hidden vault that he now stood above would have sounded like nothing more than the underwater missile tests the station carried out. Spying eyes in the forest would have been so busy looking that way that they would never have noticed the quiet team of experts who still had to trek through the steep, forested slopes to get to where the vault, the true purpose of Lake Toplitz, was being built. 
 
    Steffan sat on the ground near the vault entrance, watching the SS team. They poked their heads in and out of the few, well-hidden air vents that already had moss and weeds growing over them. If he hadn’t seen the men’s hands tossing things out, he’d never have known they were there. Himmler had really built this place to be secret.  
 
    The men emerged from the tunnel and made a pile to take back to the truck, ropes and toolboxes with peculiar electrical objects and cables sticking out. 
 
    Wilhelm passed him a few times as he inspected something important down below. One time, as he went by, Steffan pulled him over and whispered, ‘What about the lake?’ His eyes indicated its depths. 
 
    ‘Ah, yes, Himmler liked your suggestion. Our men have hidden hundreds of thousands of waterproof crates of fake British and American money down there. Ha! I say fake, but only a handful of experts worldwide could tell the difference, such is the ingenuity of German scientists. No one will ever find it, and then one day when the new Reich needs funds they will know where to look.’ 
 
    Someone called Wilhelm and he hurried back into the vault.  
 
    A soldier shouted out from below. His words became a hollow echo as his voice droned to the surface, ‘Okay, in a few minutes Bletch is going to test the circuits. Everyone clear of the vault.’ 
 
    Before they left, Steffan wanted to take a look, and lowered himself into one of the vents without anyone noticing him. 
 
    The SS soldiers were busy clearing away their equipment and paid him no attention as he ambled around the bunker. Ventilation shafts led outwards like veins from an artery.  
 
    The very centre of the vault was hidden behind a thick concrete wall. The door looked identical to one of the massive concrete panels that formed the walls, and one of the soldiers had mortar ready to fill the gap when it was closed, so that if anyone ever found their way in, they’d never know the chamber had a hidden heart. Curious to see the final destiny of the locations he found, Steffan climbed down the ladder inside the central shaft and glanced around.  
 
    It was like climbing in through the top of a huge birdcage. A network of bars ran at regular intervals up the sides of the giant circular cavern, and evenly spaced circular rungs connected the bars to each other. It was impressive in its precision and also its sheer scale. Also, though, there was something menacing about it. 
 
    In the centre of the floor was a peculiar dome that rose to half the height of a man above the floor. And around it hundreds or even thousands of crates, stacked neatly of course, because even if the war was lost, this was still Germany. 
 
    Some crates were tall and wide but also shallow, as if they contained some kind of panel. Steffan walked over to look more closely at one and, on what looked like an engraved plastic identification plate, read the word “Vermeer”. Its neighbour was labelled “Degas.” Paintings. 
 
    The other crates were mostly of a small, regular design, and from a quick scan of the plates Steffan could see they appeared to contain archives. Of what? The most closely guarded secrets of the Third Reich? 
 
    What all the crates had in common was that they were made of some kind of seamless resin and had rubber seals around their lids. Waterproofing, it had to be. 
 
    A briefcase lay on top of one stack of crates. High quality leather and without the protective covering that everything else in this chamber had. Without thinking, Steffan flicked the latches and they snapped open. 
 
    His eyebrows rose. Whoever had been given the task of checking and securing this area had done it poorly. Should he mention this to Willy? 
 
    As he thought this, he was suddenly overwhelmed by the strongest sensation that Rita was all around him, cloaking and embracing him. Although he had felt her presence before, it had never been as powerful as this. Even the air seemed to hum slightly, and he felt the warmth of her love course through him. 
 
    Just as quickly, she was fading again, like the bird flying to the horizon. His heart ached, wishing to follow her, but she whispered to him that he had yet good to do in this world, and that their union would come in its own time. With her last breath of presence, she seemed to turn his head back to the briefcase. Then she was gone, and he was back in the cold, brutal world the Nazis had built. With a sigh, he did what she had asked and raised the lid of the case. 
 
    Steffan lifted out a folded sheet of paper that lay on top of several folders of documents inside it. He opened one fold and then another. And another. 
 
    A map. 
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    It was like some of the maps Steffan had drawn for Himmler. In minute detail, they had shown all the places he had marked out as possible strongholds.  
 
    Only this one had numbered codes beside each location. He turned the map over and saw the codes written on the back. Beside each number was a detailed description in tiny handwriting. 
 
    The blueprint for the Reich’s entire horde of treasure. 
 
    He found Lake Toplitz, but the description wasn’t one he had written. Perhaps Wilhelm was in charge of it? And that was why he was here: to oversee construction of whatever this huge cage was. To not only hide but to also keep safe against thieves the Reich’s most treasured possessions. 
 
    Suddenly a voice cried out, ‘Sommer! Are you alright? It did not kill you?!’ 
 
    Steffan started and quickly folded the map into a small square. Without thinking, he tucked the map inside his trousers and covered it with his coat. He turned in time to see Hans Bletch, a young soldier whom he had met on the truck, scramble down the last rungs of the ladder and stare at him in shock. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘You should not be in here. It is Wilhelm’s electromagnetic security system.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ Wilhelm climbed down the shaft and strutted up to Bletch. ‘Do I hear my name being used in vain?’  
 
    Bletch suddenly seemed meek and mild in front of Wilhelm. ‘I was warning your cousin about the cage.’ 
 
    Wilhelm flicked a finger to dismiss Bletch.  ‘Your time would be better spent checking one last time that all is ready to set the trigger, than in idle chat. We must be out of here in five minutes. I shall be the one to tell my cousin about my technology achievements, not you!’ 
 
    Bletch bowed curtly, clicked his boots together and hurried away, although not without one last, amazed glance back at Steffan. 
 
    ‘So, cousin, you would like to know about all the excellent work that I have been doing all these years that you have been running around Europe without even a proud Nazi uniform covering your backside, ja?’ 
 
    Steffan pretended to scratch his nose to hide his grin at Willy’s trumped-up attitude. Wilhelm was still as conceited as ever. To pacify his cousin and show his eternal respect for keeping him out of the firing line, he said, ‘Please tell me, Willy, I am always interested to be humbled by your cleverness.’ 
 
    His cousin clapped him on the back. ‘We all have our ways of serving the Reich, Steffan. At this moment I am especially envious of your languages, especially that bastard English tongue, for I will be needing it very soon where I am headed. So, yes, even by my own high standards, I must say that what we have made here is revolutionary. It is the only one of its kind, although we were to use it on the lower floors of the Reich Chancellery and a number of other high-value underground facilities to stop the advancing enemy from learning our secrets. Alas, time ran out on us.’ 
 
    ‘But how does your cage work, Willy?’  
 
    ‘In ways that the eye cannot see! This vault has eyes, though. Eyes which will see any intruder and show him how the Reich treats thieves.’ 
 
    Steffan pointed upwards to indicate the underground concrete bunker that surrounded the vault. ‘There is even more than all this?’ 
 
    ‘Ja!’ Wilhelm bellowed. ‘Here we are keeping top security documents and technology archives. More important than mere gold, which in fact we cannot keep here because metals cause problems with the system. So this vault guards a number of prize cultural artefacts, but most important are the maps which show where all the Reich’s treasures are hidden. They must never fall into the hands of the enemy! We will return one day to get it all back when the Reich rises again!’ 
 
    The sounds of bootsteps and someone on the metal ladder halted Wilhelm for a moment. 
 
    Steffan waited, the admiring gaze on his face showing his respect to Willy. He knew his cousin took that kind of thing to heart, even though it was secretly shameful on his part to show respect. 
 
    When they were alone again, Wilhelm’s voice dropped to almost a whisper. ‘I have been experimenting with energy fields. A human body is full of them, and they are vital to health and life. Any field, however, can be combined with its polar opposite to form an almost null-point of energy. At and near that point, energy is effectively drawn out of a person, and I tell you that you would not believe how it alters the human body and indeed the mind.’ He shrugged, ‘It incapacitates in mere minutes, and will eventually lead to death, a slow, agonising end. But from the moment of exposure, the intruder will be like a living dead person.’ 
 
    As his cousin spoke Steffan watched his eyes and felt a crawling tingle of fear shiver down his spine. He had lost contact with his cousin, and now Steffan could see that Wilhelm was no longer the Willy he had once known and so admired. What had once been confidence was now an arrogance so total that it shrieked out its madness from every glance and gesture. It was not a trait that could co-exist with humanity. No, there was no trace of that remaining. Was this all because of what he had achieved working with Hans Kammler? 
 
    Without knowing what else to say, Steffan said, ‘I am sorry that I lack the scientific understanding to be able to discuss this with you and truly appreciate your work.’ 
 
    ‘Do not be, Steffan. This is all new. It is the fruit of dedicated Aryan minds which have been elevated and freed from the rabble of Jews and other inferior races. Just as our enemies had no answer to the Blitzkrieg, so Nazi technology ascends to new levels, both in our understanding of the forces of the universe and in our research on the human body. And Steffan, we can combine our learning to make a new generation of weapons. This work owes much to the esteemed Dr. Josef Mengele in Auschwitz. Have you heard of him?’ 
 
    Steffan shook his head. 
 
    ‘Well, Mengele is a German Schutzstaffel officer and physician. He was in Auschwitz, but with Red Army troops sweeping through Poland, he was transferred to the Gross-Rosen concentration camp. I imagine he is now also on the run. He’d be wise to get himself lost in the vastness of America.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t heard of him,’ Steffan hoped his reply would stop Wilhelm’s lecture, but it didn’t. 
 
    ‘Mengele is renowned for the experiments he has performed on Auschwitz prisoners.’ 
 
    Although he didn’t want to know the answer, Steffan found himself asking, ‘What kind of experiments?’ 
 
    ‘Some simple things like putting prisoners into pressure chambers, removal of organs and limbs or testing new, untried drugs. Interesting things too, like how castration works on men and women, injecting people with lethal germs to see their reactions, and how long it takes for people to be frozen to death.’ 
 
    Steffan’s stomach rolled. 
 
    ‘The tests I found intriguing were experimental surgeries performed without anaesthesia. Or injecting chemicals into children’s eyes in an attempt to change their eye colour. And, listen to this, he even did sex change operations.’ 
 
    Steffan was horrified that his cousin, someone from his family, his own flesh and blood, could be impressed by investigative examinations that amounted to torture or were even lethal. ‘Don’t you find that disgusting, Willy?’ 
 
    ‘Steffan, I understand your reaction, but as the Master Race, we of the Reich cannot allow ourselves such weakness in these matters. For the progression of science and the protection of our own people, this work yields valuable understanding.’ 
 
    Steffan watched his cousin lean on a stack of crates and light a cigarette, not offering him one, presumably because he remembered that Steffan had never adopted the habit. 
 
    Wilhelm blew out a cloud of smoke. ‘Of course, we do not do it for fun. We make the decision to sacrifice these sub-humans, criminals and inferior races, for the greater glory of mankind. And Mengele was testing to see if these treatments can help patients. You see, what we can learn from these experiments on the Jews and suchlike works equally on true Germans. It is like planting a crop: to begin with, there is much work for no reward, but eventually a harvest will be reaped for the Master Race.’ 
 
    The Master Race. 
 
    To Steffan, it sounded more like a cult than a philosophy. As Wilhelm talked of sub-humans, Steffan had a sudden realisation that he included Rita in that group. That could not be right! In no way did Steffan consider himself superior to her! And if not her, then what about every other Jew, Pole, Slovak, Negro?  
 
    Surely each person, regardless of race, had their human qualities in similar measure. And if all were equal, then there was only one way to view the kind of experiments Wilhelm recounted with such glee: a monstrosity. 
 
    He himself, back when they had captured that spy, had been used as propaganda to support the genetic superiority of the Aryan race. By Hitler, the Führer, the supreme leader and father of the Reich, whose features, ironically, weren’t especially Aryan.   
 
    Wilhelm interrupted Steffan’s thoughts by tut-tutting. ‘Valuable work, you see, because it’s the kind of operations you cannot perform on normal people, like you and me.’ 
 
    Steffan balked. Normal people. Were they normal? To accept these atrocities and not fight back against the mad tyrant who ruled their country? 
 
    Utterly oblivious to his cousin’s train of thought, Wilhelm continued, his fervour building. ‘Mengele was doing shock treatment tests to see how the human brain works when subjected to electromagnetic waves.’  
 
    Steffan’s stomach was queasy with revulsion as he listened to the details of what this so-called doctor in Auschwitz had done.  
 
    Yet at the same time he was ashamed of himself. Why had he never had the courage to stand up for human rights? To stand up for good people like Rita’s family and the rest of her people. Long ago, he had convinced himself that making a stand would only get him killed.  
 
    Now, he wondered if preserving his own life was truly more important than fighting, partly for those who were being murdered, but also against something that he no longer had any doubt was evil. 
 
    If only he had made a stand when the war started. It was too late now. 
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    Wilhelm broke Steffan out of his thoughts by thrusting his arm out to point at the device in the chamber. ‘So the large cage in the vault uses electromagnetic waves…and another secret technology device.’ 
 
    ‘Something you designed, Willy?’ 
 
    Wilhelm’s chest puffed out. ‘Yes. All my design.’ 
 
    ‘How does it work?’ 
 
    ‘It is similar to the design of a Faraday cage, but far more intelligent.’ 
 
    ‘A Faraday cage?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Named after an English scientist, Michael Faraday, who invented the concept in 1836. A Faraday shield is an enclosure used to block electromagnetic fields. It’s formed by a continuous covering of conductive material.’ 
 
    ‘Do you mean that the electromagnetic rays stay inside the cage?’ 
 
    ‘Ja!’ Wilhelm continued, ‘Or, more accurately, the cage collects the rays and allows the system to re-use their power. This vault is protected by radiation, but at low doses that does little more than burn the skin in the short term. We are hiding all the secrets that will enable us to come back and recreate The Third Reich. Therefore, we needed something much stronger, more powerful.’  
 
    ‘I see,’ Steffan murmured, but he really didn’t see or understand. He just wanted Willy to finish his explanation, so he could do as he suggested: get out of Germany. 
 
    ‘That is what I have toiled over for many years. We tested and tested. In fact our old friend, Friedrich Wollner, did much of the experimentation. But the effects were never strong enough or fast enough. Always I had to increase the intensity of the rays and add other components that caused severe damage to the intruder.’ 
 
    Bile rose into Steffan’s throat. He swallowed hard to send it back down.  
 
    Wilhelm caught his discomfort and sniggered, ‘You were always a soft one, weren’t you, cousin?’ 
 
    He dropped his head, pretending shame, but hiding his disgust. 
 
    ‘So,’ Wilhelm’s voice was now pumped up with ego, ‘incapacitation and cognitive changes are within the realm of possibility, but we wanted more than cooking the intruder. How to get the power for that, though? The answer, my answer, was combining nodes. If you fire a beam of radiation at someone it burns the skin, but that is no use. We had to get inside, to target the vulnerability of the internal organs and the brain. What I discovered, and Friedrich helped me verify, was that when two or more targeted beams of radiation are made to combine within the human body, it is possible to create massive damage in that exact spot, damage that will incapacitate or kill with the speed we need for this vault.’ 
 
    Wilhelm laughed and waved his hand, for all the world like a dinner guest recounting his most amusing anecdote. ‘But to fill the whole chamber with these node summation points…hah! The energy required would be vast, and in all probability it would destroy the contents of the vault at the same time. This we do not want, ja?’  
 
    Wilhelm laughed again, and Steffan nodded obligingly. 
 
    ‘After our little adventure with the spy I had the good fortune to become Dr. Konrad Zuse’s pupil. He studies machines he calls computers and says that within our lifetimes these will change the world beyond all recognition, because they provide artificial intelligence. And that is how I have solved the power problem here: I have harnessed that intelligence and made it a deadly weapon.’ 
 
    ‘Very clever,’ Steffan had no idea why those words came out of his mouth. As a child, he had always looked up to Willy and, without realising it, he had probably helped to boost his cousin’s inflated opinion of himself. 
 
    ‘This dome in the centre of the floor behind you houses the computer. Built into the walls and the floor of this chamber is a vast network of emitters and receivers. Every five seconds each emitter fires a miniscule burst of radiation and the receiver collects it. However’ Wilhelm held a finger in the air, a smug grin claiming one side of his face, ’it can happen that a receiver does not receive the expected amount of energy. Why? Because something has come between it and the emitter. An intruder! In just fractions of a second the computer calculates the location of the thief and fires a set of emitters at maximum force to combine nodes at the exact points of the internal organs and brain of the intruder. And as the enemy moves, he continues to be tracked and targeted, again and again, by the computer.’ 
 
    Against his wishes, Steffan found himself impressed. This was truly ingenious. Wilhelm read it on his face and nodded. 
 
    ‘The levels required for instant effect are really staggeringly high. We discovered this over a period of time with Wollner’s prisoners.’ Now Wilhelm snorted as if recalling fond memories. ‘Later on, we had to raise the levels further because it turned out Friedrich had been too fond of using young girls for his laboratory rats.’ 
 
    Steffan kept his face blank, but not easily. 
 
    ’In the original design the system could track and kill four separate intruders, but only small women. With the new power setting, it will kill two men and badly damage the third, although of course it will switch to new targets once its first victims have sunk completely to the floor.’  
 
    Steffan frowned. ‘But how long can this system stay active? Will it not run out of power?’ 
 
    Wilhelm thumped his flat hand across Steffan’s shoulder blades. ‘Well done, cousin, I think you do actually understand the concept! Of course, identifying these problems is a lot easier than solving them, but this is what differentiates my solution. As for how long it will remain active, the answer is perhaps as much as a thousand years! The Faraday cage absorbs almost all the radiation that is not going into the thief, and returns the power to the source. Of course, it is not entirely efficient, but the same water pipe that will be used to flood this vault, an underground stream from high on the mountain that we found whilst excavating the cave, also drives a turbine that provides more energy than that used in the detection system, and so keeps the system charged. This recapture system is what allows such high levels of power to be used.’ 
 
    Wilhelm now became an unpleasant mix of conspiratorial and boastful. ‘You know, different solutions were tested in various concentration camps, but I wanted something more. Something to make a name for myself.’ 
 
    ‘I think you have achieved that,’ Steffan muttered, barely able to hide the sarcasm, but Wilhelm simply smiled in appreciation of the praise. 
 
    ‘I also wanted these thieves who would dare pilfer from the Reich to feel its wrath, to be aware before they perish. This was why we tested for so long on so many prisoners, and the result is my legacy. We found a specific combination of nodes, particular frequencies and amplitudes of radiation, that truly appeared to suck all of the energy out of a person.’ His eyes were far away. ‘I suppose you could call it a vampire! But instead of blood-sucking, it sucks the force…the very life out of the intruder.’ 
 
    Steffan’s face was like stone. ‘Or in the case of your tests, the very life out of the prisoners.’ 
 
     ‘Oh, ja! We have been so fortunate to have such a good supply. We have really been able to learn so much.  We observed that the rays can also cause cancer or fertility problems, or birth defects. And as we found out by testing the Jews, this combination of radiation waves we have here deforms the body. Some came out with very impressively grotesque features. Even worse than they went in with!’ Wilhelm added, laughing. ‘It is funny, this learning how to destroy Jews from the inside out, it has also taught us much about very fast ways to cook food. But so much, so very much we have learned about how to incapacitate a person…’ his words faded. 
 
    Steffan waited, wondering at the cunning expression that had come over his cousin’s face. 
 
    After a moment, Wilhelm said, ‘This I should not tell you, but…well, let’s just say that the Americans are very interested in my technology. Unlike the heaving, peasant rabble of the Russians, the USA houses some fine minds appreciative of our struggle. Indeed, many are of Aryan descent themselves. It is there that the flame of the Reich must remain tended until the Fatherland can rise again and reclaim its legacy.  They will not have the force and will of the Führer, but who cares about that? If they keep me away from the Nazi hunters until we are ready to recreate The Third Reich,’ he shrugged, ‘that is all a man on the run can ask for.’ 
 
    Looking away, Steffan forced a chortle. So, his cousin had sold himself to the Americans. How and at what price, he could only guess. 
 
     ‘They know the war is won now, so their spies are running desperately, trying to pick up the best pieces of the Reich. In fact they have―’ 
 
    Steffan waited for him to continue, but Wilhelm shook his head, frowning as if regretting his disclosure. ‘We have work to do here. You’d better go back to the truck.’  
 
    He turned away and shouted up the ladder to a group of men finishing adjustments in the bunker outside the vault. After a few minutes, he turned back to where Steffan still lingered inside the room with its giant, surrounding cage and looked around.  
 
    ‘Where is Bletch?’  
 
    ‘I don’t know. He went off somewhere. One thing that strikes me, Willy, could your cage not be easily dismantled by a modern technician? Surely it’s just a case of locating and disabling either the control mechanism or the power source?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, that is a clever question. I didn’t know you had such technical ability, cousin. You talk of the intruders disabling the system, but there is no way they can. The system is activated by a very long, very specific code sequence sent as a radio transmission. It is unbreakable. Apart from that one external link, every component of the system, including its power source, is contained within the vault, in the centre of the very trap itself. To attempt to disarm it is a suicide mission. And because the whole vault has been blasted out of the rock of the mountain, there is no way to go round or below it. The only entrance is through the shaft, and to enter that way is to be assured of a painful death, or an even worse living hell.’ 
 
    Wilhelm pointed to where Steffan stood. ‘Had you been where you are now just a few minutes ago, when Bletch made a test activation of the system, you would now be little better than dead and would not have been able to do anything to disarm the system.’ 
 
     ‘But, Willy, I was here then, and nothing happened to me.’ 
 
    Wilhelm stared at Steffan with cold eyes. ‘What?! You mean you were here? Just now? You did not exit with Bletch?’ 
 
    ‘No, I was here all along.’ 
 
    Wilhelm barked, ‘Bletch! Where are you?’ 
 
    The young officer appeared instantly and scrambled down the ladder to join them. 
 
    Wilhelm pointed at him, ‘What happened? My cousin was here during the test but is unharmed. You must have done something wrong.’  
 
    Bletch stared at Steffan as if he were a ghost. Eventually, he muttered, ‘I tested each circuit, and all were correct, and then I armed the system and it achieved activation. But still you stand here.’ He reached out and pinched Steffan’s cheek as if to prove he was indeed still alive.  
 
    Steffan tried to hide his sudden amusement. 
 
    Moving his head in slow motion, Bletch glanced at every part of Steffan’s body. ‘You look normal.’ 
 
    Wilhelm stammered, spitting out his anger, ‘Check…check all the circuits again. Redo them. This shoddy work is not good enough for The Third Reich!’ 
 
    Bletch muttered, ‘I have checked, Oberbefehlsleiter Sommer. The circuits are all set correctly and working. Maybe because there was no water in here it…’ 
 
    ‘Nein! The water is, if anything, somewhat protective. What I wish you to tell me, Bletch, is why wasn’t my cousin burnt and fried like a roast dinner? He should cook as well as any Jew.’  
 
    The young soldier waved his arm at Steffan, ‘Are you a devil?’ 
 
    From the corner of his eye Steffan saw several other men had descended the ladder and gathered behind him, all stony faced. 
 
    The young soldier, still squinting at the fuse, spoke in almost a whisper to himself. ‘Maybe you did some of those supernatural things we have heard gossip about.’ 
 
    The group of soldiers glanced nervously at each other but then bellowed with laughter. They started taking bets on why Steffan wasn’t harmed. 
 
    Bletch shook his head, seemingly looking for explanations but finding none. ‘It was working properly.’ He raised his eyes to Steffan. ‘You should be half dead.’ 
 
    One soldier shouted out from the group behind Steffan, ‘Maybe you practised the occult with the Führer.’ 
 
    ‘Ja, and the devil protects you.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Shouted another voice, ‘he is the devil.’ 
 
    There were loud guffaws.  
 
    Wilhelm stamped his feet and his voice was almost a shriek. ‘Such insolence would have seen you shot, were the situation not as it is now! Out!  Everyone, out! Check it all again!’ he commanded. 
 
    As the soldiers fell silent and started to file out Wilhelm, hands on hips glared around him. ‘Scheiße! Why is this still here? I am surrounded by incompetents and fools!’ He snatched up the briefcase Steffan had taken the map from. ‘Out! Now!’ 
 
    They all clambered up the ladder and stood in an awkward group outside the door. While Steffan watched the soldier pressing buttons on some kind of radio control unit, there was only one thing on his mind: Willy had cut a deal with the Americans. He seemed to be running away, but really he would be whisked to safety under their net. Were the documents in the briefcase his passport to a comfortable life in the USA? He heard his cousin’s boots clanking up and down the ladder as he marched around furiously giving orders. He would be livid when he discovered that one paper, the map that was now tucked in Steffan’s pocket, was missing. 
 
    Wilhelm returned a few minutes later and bellowed even though Bletch had also just returned and was standing only a few feet away by the door to the shaft, ‘What is happening?’ 
 
    ‘The circuits are primed again, Oberbefehlsleiter Sommer. This place will sizzle anyone who sets foot in the chamber again.’ 
 
    A snigger came from one of the soldiers. ‘Except the devil.’ 
 
    Bletch stammered, ‘I…think…I must have forgotten to activate full power in the circuits, but I have done it now, and it is working properly.’ 
 
    ‘You have tested all circuits and sent the radio signal to arm the system?’ 
 
    ‘Ja, Oberbefehlsleiter. It is all done.’ 
 
    Wilhelm suddenly pulled out his pistol from its holster and placed it at Bletch’s temple. ‘Stupid mistakes are not welcome in my company.’ He pulled the trigger and Bletch toppled backwards, through the open door and down the shaft. 
 
    Steffan heard the muffled thump as the young man’s body landed on the floor of the vault far below. In that moment, his disgust and hatred for Wilhelm exploded. He wanted to shout out and grab Wilhelm by the neck, hammer him against the wall, but he was surrounded by men who respected and admired his cousin, or who would at least obey his orders even if they didn’t. Men who would kill him without hesitation.  
 
    Instead, he said quietly, ‘Why take the boy’s life? It was only a simple mistake.’ 
 
    ‘We are building the new Reich here! It is through slovenliness and the acceptance of failure that the fatherland finds itself where it is today. Nobody makes a mistake around me. Come on, let’s go!’ Wilhelm stalked back and forth, shouting at everyone to leave the bunker and regroup outside. 
 
    As Steffan waited at the back of the line for the exit shaft, two of the men pushed a long handle into a hidden slot near the hatch. As they turned it, valves opened inside the shaft and water sprayed in, flooding the vault below. Steffan glanced back inside and caught a glimpse of Bletch’s form floating past in the churning, rising water. In a way it was apt that this vault containing the Nazis’ legacy also included the body of a slain innocent. 
 
    Then the access door was slammed shut and two more men slathered concrete mix into the gaps around its frame. When they had finished, it looked no different from any of the other sections of wall. Wilhelm nodded his approval and the last men filed out of the narrow entrance to the bunker and stood outside, blinking in the bright sunlight. The same two who had disguised the vault door now closed the entrance to the bunker, worked soil over it, and finally pushed in the selection of fast growing seedlings plucked from the surrounding woodlands. With just a little time, nature would complete their work for them, and the bunker would be invisible to anyone who did not already know it was there.  
 
    Whether because of Bletch’s fate or the reminder that what they served was dying, the mood was sombre as they hiked back to the truck. Once inside, the men settled down for the long drive back to Germany.  
 
    Along the route, Wilhelm was dropped off. There was only time for a quick goodbye between the cousins. As he pumped Steffan’s hand, Wilhelm whispered, ‘Don’t forget my advice, Steffan. Get out while you can.’ 
 
    Steffan nodded. A resolution had formed in his mind. ‘Someone in Rita’s family often used to fly into Bremen, to the abandoned airfield near our old hometown, to pick up people and drop off supplies. I shall go there and see if I can hook up with him. He will take me with him to England.’ Even as he spoke he wondered why he was telling his cousin this. Wilhelm represented everything he was running from. 
 
    ‘Then good luck and be safe, cousin,‘ Wilhelm muttered, clapping Steffan on the back and turning to disappear into the woodland, the briefcase still clasped firmly in his grip. 
 
    As he slouched back in his hard metal seat, Steffan wondered if he would ever see his cousin again.  
 
    He hoped not, because he now realised that the man he had once looked up to had become a monster. 
 
    He wondered how that monster would react when he discovered that the Nazi blueprint map was no longer inside his precious briefcase of secrets. He hoped he would never find out. 
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    June 1945, Bremen Airfield, Germany 
 
    Hitler was dead, by his own hand. Whether the Führer’s end had been brave or cowardly, Steffan neither knew nor cared. 
 
    With a snide smirk, Steffan wondered if the gossip was a last piece of propaganda. Perhaps their glorious leader had done exactly as Wilhelm and many others had and escaped. He thought not, though. Hitler was the world’s most wanted man, and unlike Wilhelm, he was of no use to the Americans and British beyond being put on trial and humbled.  
 
    But Steffan didn’t waste time on gossip and speculation like almost everyone else he now came across. 
 
    They talked in conspiratorial whispers of the high-profile Nazis who were already in hiding using false names. And of the others who had taken their lives along with their Führer. And, of course, there were rumours that some had negotiated deals with other countries to give them refuge in exchange for their knowledge and skills. 
 
    Instead of returning to Berlin, Steffan had hugged the French and Belgian borders, finally scouting through the Netherlands and back into northern Germany. 
 
    Seeing Bremen had shocked him to his core. The grand city he remembered from his youth had been reduced to piles of rubble among which only the blasted skeletons of some of the buildings survived. What people still lived were broken and seemed almost feral, their days consumed with the search for food and warmth. A quick visit to the ruins of his family home had proved pointless. Everyone was gone. Making enquiries as to their whereabouts would have been fruitless and would also have revealed his own presence in the area.  
 
    The British soldiers had captured the city the previous month but then had moved on. Even so, guards had been left for anything of strategic importance, and behind the frontline troops, the people who asked questions and checked papers were beginning to arrive. Hiding out over the following week cleared Steffan’s head. He needed to get out of Germany fast. He had multiple passports and identities that he had used to get in and out of countries across Europe during his SS operations.  
 
    They would aid him in the future.  
 
    He had managed to get to Bremen without too much trouble, his knack for dialects and accents allowing him to stay undercover and disguised as locals along the way.  
 
    The husband of Rita's distant aunt in England had been a pilot during the war, but not for the army. Instead, he had flown supplies in and out of remote airfields, getting food and medicines to villages cut off by advancing armies or crippled by bombing. He had managed to do this by taking his tiny plane to old airfields that had been abandoned as too small for modern planes and therefore lacked any military value. The Bremen runway was now potholed with bomb blast craters and destroyed buildings from the British attack just before Germany surrendered. The hangar on the south side was the only building near which a small plane could land and thankfully, there was no sign of English troops. In case they turned up, Steffan had a story planned which he would give them in an English accent.  
 
    Rita had said that her aunt’s husband also flew in products that were rationed, such as meat, vegetables, bread, butter, jams, biscuits, canned fruit and rice.  He did this for special people within his network of government connections, and his payment was favours in other ways. No wonder, would anyone in their right mind risk their life just to help starving people? Steffan realised that he himself might have done, but for the risk of harming his wife. 
 
    Briefly, he wondered if the pilot had also supplemented the favours by trading in contraband items, but who was he to speculate when his own past was riddled with bullet holes. 
 
    He was relying on the information still being valid and correct, despite the end of the war. He had made discreet enquiries in the nearby towns and it seemed an English pilot did come and go at least twice most months, from the abandoned airfield. 
 
    Now, having received a tip that the next visit was imminent, and hoping the pilot would land soon, Steffan sat in the woodlands surrounding the abandoned airfield near Bremen.  
 
    Several concrete buildings lay in ruins before a single runway. 
 
    Steffan ventured into one of the buildings and gazed out through a shattered window. Weeds and brambles grew up the sides of the building as if nature, too, was determined to claw away all trace of the Nazis. The wind crawled through missing doors and slid over peeling roofs. 
 
    The airfield looked more like a salvage yard. From what Steffan had been able to learn, it had been decommissioned as obsolete near the start of the war, then used for vehicle parking and repair, and most recently arranged to try and look like a functioning airfield in order to distract bombers away from Bremen. Hundreds of broken trucks and burnt-out war vehicles, with wires and hoses bleeding out of their engines, lay scattered between the runway and the ruined camouflaged buildings. Exploded engines with oil-leaking guts hung limp from the carriages. A few trucks had their hoods raised, and they now saluted the harsh sun. 
 
    Large craters in the earth showed the ferocity of the Allies’ attack. Barrels leaking oil into the ground lay on their side. An armoured tank on its side lay in a ditch, its gun barrel pointing aimlessly.  
 
    The acrid stench of burning rubber floated in on the breeze. As did the distant drone of a light aeroplane. An abrupt flush warmed Steffan's cheeks. 
 
    At last. 
 
    He tipped his head back, turning his face to the sun streaming in through the bombed ceiling. Rita’s name would be his passport out of here. The drumming in his chest was a mixture of relief and elation, to be safe from the Nazi hunters, yet sadness at leaving his war-damaged country.  
 
    Instead of shouting out, he bottled up his breath to try and stay calm. 
 
    At that moment, a voice broke through his euphoria. 
 
    ‘You don’t really think you’re escaping on your own?’ 
 
    Steffan swung around. A tall, thin man leaned against the doorframe, smoking a cigarette. 
 
    Friedrich Wollner. 
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    Blinking with shock to see Friedrich, Steffan remained dead still.  
 
    He hadn’t seen Willy’s friend for a long time, but even that night with the spy had made him cautious and wary of Friedrich’s casual cruelty. What Willy had told him of his so-called experiments had come as no real surprise, but he had been disgusted by them. And by the man. 
 
    ‘I saw Willy before he fled. He told me that you would come here. He said one of your English friends would probably help you escape. Is that correct?’ 
 
    Steffan still reeled from shock and couldn’t think what to say. He had heard such terrible things about Friedrich. Anything he did or said would have to be with caution.  
 
    Like Wilhelm, Friedrich had also turned into a monster. 
 
    Friedrich said, ‘I have come to escape with you.’ 
 
    Now a thought entered Steffan’s mind. ‘Why only you? Are you leaving Sonnet behind?’ He feared the true answer to that, and suspected that Friedrich was here to take his escape route. And even kill him if necessary. Despite his fear of the man, he insisted again on being told the whereabouts of his cousin, Friedrich’s wife. ‘Where is she?’ 
 
    Friedrich shrugged, ‘She didn’t make it.’ 
 
    Steffan stared at him, hating him. ‘You left her behind, but you came here to escape without her?’ 
 
    ‘She is happier where she is now.’ Friedrich, not looking at him, lifted a backpack that lay at his feet and shouldered it. 
 
    Steffan persisted, ‘Your name is well known. I believe you are already on the wanted list. They will throw her in prison. She will be tortured until she gives you up.’ 
 
    ‘She will never give me up,’ Friedrich shrugged, took one last drag of his cigarette and tossed it to the ground. He made a show of grinding it deeply under his boot. ‘She can’t. She is no longer with us.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Steffan rocked slightly as a cold fingernail of fear scraped down his spine. 
 
    ‘I told you she didn’t make it. Is that not clear enough for you?’ Friedrich stepped closer to him, his face hard and his eyes unblinking. 
 
    Steffan whispered, ‘What have you done to her?’ 
 
    Friedrich’s long arm swung out, slapping him in what seemed a friendly gesture on the back, but he did it so hard it jolted Steffan forward. ‘You worry too much, Steffan. You were always too soft-hearted. Even something of a coward. I don’t know how you survived the war. Did you not see things that made you pee your pants? Or even shit them?’ 
 
    The little plane, a Cessna, circled above. Steffan darted out and waved a red scarf in the air. He had been told that this was the signal to show it was safe to land, and hoped he had got it right and that it would not scare off the pilot. 
 
    ‘That doesn’t look big enough for both of us,’ Friedrich spoke behind him. 
 
    ‘It’s a two-seater,’ Steffan headed into the building to pick up his bag. 
 
    ‘I will hide in the cargo.’ 
 
    ‘He is already full,’ Steffan lied. ‘His plane has been making stops.’ 
 
    ‘What for?’ 
 
    ‘There are still rations in England, so he flies to France and Spain to pick up food and other supplies.’ 
 
    ‘He is also helping Nazis escape, ja?’ 
 
    ‘No. Only me.’ 
 
    ‘Why only you? What do you have that is so special?’ 
 
    Steffan stiffened, recognising the violence bubbling just below the surface in Friedrich. ‘His wife is Rita’s aunt. That is the only reason he will help me.’ 
 
    ‘I think maybe you will betray the Reich and tell him of the secret places for treasures.’  
 
    Steffan stared at him, suddenly regretting that one night when he’d had too much to drink and revealed some of what he’d been doing during the war.  
 
    Friedrich spat a globule of saliva onto the ground. ‘This pilot I think only knows you by name, ja? Either one of us could pass as you.’ Steffan backed into the building and Friedrich followed him, blocking the doorway. 
 
    Steffan grabbed the only luggage that he’d brought with him.  
 
    Silhouetted in the only exit, Friedrich suddenly looked like the beast he was known to be. His long nose held high to the wind, like his namesake. He moved slowly forwards into the light. Although his yellow-green eyes were wide, his smirking grin revealed teeth, sharp and jagged. Steffan imagined they had blood on them. His soul would be forever stained by the blood of the thousands of Jews he had killed. 
 
    Friedrich’s voice was like the snarl of a demon. ‘If the plane has only one seat available; I shall be the one to get on,’ he lunged towards Steffan.  
 
    Steffan dodged him, swaying back out of his reach. 
 
    Friedrich’s tongue flicked out and licked over his lips. ‘It is a pity I had to leave my pistol behind so that any searches did not reveal my true identity. It would have come in handy right now.’ 
 
    Steffan ignored his remark and hissed, ‘Find your own ride out of here, Friedrich.’ 
 
    Friedrich sneered. ‘Don’t bother to follow her.’ 
 
    Steffan stiffened, but kept his knees bent ready to move.  
 
    ‘She, also, didn’t make it.’ 
 
    Thrown off guard, Steffan spluttered, ‘What?’  
 
    ‘Rita didn’t get to England.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell are you talking about?’ Spittle flew out of Steffan’s mouth.  
 
    A sardonic grin pulled up one corner of Friedrich’s mouth. ‘Didn’t you know?’ 
 
    Steffan’s hackles rose, but he forced himself to stay calm. In his position, posing as a local, he had never carried a gun, but right now he wished he had one. He wouldn’t have had any hesitation in killing Friedrich on the spot. 
 
    ‘She was captured. It seems she had false papers.’ 
 
    Friedrich’s words were like knives firing at him. His body tensed as, through clenched teeth, he tried to speak evenly. ‘What are you talking about.’ 
 
    Over Friedrich’s shoulder Steffan watched the Cessna’s wheels touch down. It rumbled down the runway, spitting and coughing. For a moment, it disappeared as it slowed down behind the border of trees. 
 
    ‘Sorry, Steffan, I thought someone must have told you.’ 
 
    ‘When?’ His mind went into a whirlwind. ‘What happened?’  
 
    ‘She’s dead. I don’t know more than that.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Steffan cried out. Folding his arms over his stomach, he staggered as the world around him reeled and spun. 
 
    His Rita. His beautiful Rivka. Images of her in his mind had kept him going through all the war years. He had imagined her safe in England. They had agreed that even if they could not get letters to each other, they would always know the other was waiting. 
 
    ‘It’s not true! It can’t be true!’ Although his lungs burned, his body felt cold. A heaviness weighed down on his chest, closing it and restricting his breathing. His heart ached as it slowly broke. 
 
    His beautiful Rita flying gracefully on her angelic wings. How could she be dead?  
 
     ‘Someone knew she had false papers and―’ 
 
    ‘Sonnet!’ Steffan’s hackles rose. ‘She was the only one who knew.’ 
 
    Friedrich stood before him with a wide smirk on his face, and in that moment Steffan knew. ‘You! You bastard! You pried it out of Sonnet and then betrayed my wife.’ Even though he believed Friedrich was evil, never had he thought that the Nazi would denounce someone in his own family. 
 
    For a moment, his vision blurred as a growl erupted out of his throat, then Steffan lunged. 
 
    Friedrich ducked.  
 
    A moment ago, Steffan had been facing a fight to the death to get on that plane. Now he cared nothing about his life, his only thought was to kill the man who had murdered his wife. 
 
    His mind grappled for reasons to reject what Friedrich had told him. ‘The information about this plane and its pilot was sent to me after Rita left. If she never made it out, then why would her family help me escape?’ 
 
    ‘Of that I have no idea, but I can assure you that your Jew mongrel wife did not escape Germany!’ Friedrich dipped into his pocket and held out a letter. ‘See,’ he held up the letter to the light and then snatched it back. ‘Ah but let me explain it to you. Your Rita wrote a letter to her aunt asking her to promise to help Steffan if she didn't make it out. She really got all soppy.’  
 
    Steffan made a grab for the letter but Friedrich whipped it out of his reach. 
 
    He pointed at the letter. ‘See here,’ Friedrich read the letter in a pantomime woman’s tone, ‘”Oh, aunt, Steffan is the love of my life and a man who I believe will grow to do wonderful things on this earth. I ask you to make me one promise, aunt, and that is to do all in your power to help him if this evil regime one day collapses and he needs to escape. He was never one of them at heart, and Germany will need his like to rebuild itself.” Is that true, Steffan, were you never one of us? Did you not have the stomach to fulfil your duties? I always suspected you were not man enough to be a soldier. I often told Willy that you were a coward. Is that why he got you that position away from all the action? So you could hide, while the real men waged the war?’ 
 
    Steffan felt horror washing through him. He kicked Friedrich in the ankle and lunged again for the letter, this time managing to snatch it out of Friedrich’s hand. As Friedrich went down, Steffan followed, clawing at his face. 
 
    They scuffled on the floor, punching and kicking each other, hands grasping for throats in a mad desire to strangle the life out of the other.  
 
    The plane’s drone grew closer as it taxied towards the building. 
 
    Friedrich broke free. As he ran towards the rotting doorframe, he slipped on a puddle of grease.  
 
    Steffan dived after him but a rod of rusting metal caught his leg. He reached down to free himself, but Friedrich was already grabbing at him, seizing his advantage.  
 
    Glass splintered under his boots as Steffan scrambled backwards, trying to evade the attack. 
 
    Friedrich thrust him back against the wall. Thinking he would plummet through the empty window, Steffan splayed out his hands behind him.  
 
    A triangular shard of glass in the frame, like a lone animal tooth, tore across his palm. He yelped and staggered to try and keep his balance as he pulled his hand back towards him. Friedrich grabbed a plank of wood and swung it like a bat to hammer against Steffan’s temple. As he fell, Steffan grabbed Friedrich’s collar and managed to pull him to the ground. Both men grappled and punched. One was giving vent to his violence and greed, the other had let himself be consumed by a lust for vengeance. Neither would give in. 
 
    Outside, the Cessna’s wheels squealed as it pulled up alongside the bombed building.  
 
    Just then a shot rang out. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    One of the men stood slowly and stared through the doorway at the young farm boy of no more than eleven or twelve. There was a handcart behind him and a rifle in his hands.  
 
    The boy’s voice was unsteady with puberty and the adrenaline of what he had just done, ‘I am here to fetch supplies from the plane.’ 
 
    The man straightened and stood, glancing hesitantly between the dead body at his feet and the boy. 
 
    The boy was struggling not to stammer now. ‘I heard every word. Traitors don’t deserve to live. Go, before I shoot you too!’ 
 
    The man looked down at the corpse at his feet. He stooped to grab both bags and then ran out of the building towards the plane. 
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    July 1985, The Fairground, Little Hollow 
 
    After a day spent trailing behind Allan, with people all crowding around, Matt helped Mum clear up before she locked up The Cinnamon Stick. 
 
    On the drive home, he couldn’t stop thinking about Cami. At first he had been jealous of how confident and grown up she looked. She’d just boldly said hello again after all the years she’d been gone.  
 
    He couldn’t do that. He hardly spoke to anyone in the local village, except the butcher. And the postie, he felt sorry for the guy, always being ripped up by vicious dogs and barked at when he only wanted to drop off the mail. 
 
    Cami seemed so sure of herself. Maybe too confident. Never mind how she dressed, which was cool, but something about her, that he couldn’t put his finger on, made him want to know more. 
 
    And then of course the most amazing thing, that she could be all of this despite having a limp like him. It really made him start to see past his. 
 
    At first he’d been shy, and now when he saw her again he was going to be embarrassed at the zits suddenly rising on his forehead. He was old enough for those kind of skin problems to have stopped, and he couldn’t understand why they had suddenly appeared. Maybe the stress of meeting Cami and then Allan. 
 
    Why did he get them and not Luke, whose skin was clear? Maybe it was all those peas he ate. 
 
    He quizzed Mum, ‘I can’t seem to remember Cami’s family?’  
 
    She rolled her eyes at him and then focused on the road ahead. ‘They lived here in the village. Her father didn’t work around here though, and he wasn’t one of those who went each day on the train to London, either. Whatever he did used to take him off for days or weeks at a time.’ 
 
    ‘Did Cami walk to school? ’ 
 
    Mum shrugged. ‘No. They lived outside the village. Emily…err, that’s her mother. She picked Cami up every day, so I don’t think she worked. You went to the same primary school, but then they took her off somewhere else for secondary and college.’ 
 
    ‘And what then?’ 
 
    Mum threw him one of her looks that showed her silent annoyance. ‘You’re pretty keen to know all about her.’ 
 
    He flapped his hand as if he wasn’t really interested. ‘I’m only trying to remember, that’s all.’ 
 
    ‘You often bumped into each other at swimming. And we’d be just parking for extra maths lessons when Cami left with her mum.’ 
 
    ‘So how come she doesn’t live here anymore?’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, one day they left.’ 
 
    ‘Just like that?’ 
 
    Mum gave him an “I told you so” look, but didn’t say it. Instead, she mused, ‘I seem to recall that her family was caught up in some scandal, something about her father’s work that was linked with the war. You know I wouldn’t be surprised if she knows about this Nazi stuff.’ 
 
    ‘What?!’ Matt glared at her. ‘How could she? Allan’s  only just turned up with this story.’ 
 
    ‘There’s always more to a story than meets the eye,’ Mum said in a sombre tone, a knowing look on her face that Matt found irritating. 
 
    He studied her as she drove, but now found himself noticing the tiredness and worry lines. He wondered if the whole thing with Bomber still pained her. He almost asked her, but instead kept up his former line of questioning. ‘So come on, then. What’s the story?’ 
 
    Mum shrugged and kept her eyes on the road. ‘Only that Cami’s father is a German.  
 
    ‘So what?’ Matt exclaimed. ‘That means nothing. You always taught me to not go around judging people. Now look at you!’ 
 
    Mum sighed and muttered, ‘Hmm.’ She flicked the indicator and turned into their lane.  
 
    Steering his questioning in another direction, Matt asked, ‘Where did they go to, then?’ 
 
    ‘I remember people saying Cami’s father had taken them abroad for a while, and then I think they moved to somewhere near London. It seemed they travelled quite a bit.’  
 
    Mum parked on their drive and turned to face him. ‘So…is this the reason you’ve been chopping and changing about going to stay with Aunt Janey? This girl? You know it’s very good of your aunt to agree to put you up for so long, and it’s not fair on her if you let her down at the last minute.’ 
 
    Matt raised his eyebrows. He could see what was coming. Mum sometimes got a bee in her bonnet about things, and she was about to go off on one. To avoid the tirade that was hanging in the air like a storm about to break, he shrugged. ‘I may hang around until the air show, then I’ll go. It’s only a few days more. Besides, Allan has asked me to show him around the village.’  
 
    Matt clomped towards the kitchen, arms swinging and dragging his ankle. He couldn’t be bothered to focus on walking properly now. His foot ached from all the standing around watching Allan filming. 
 
    Inside, as he placed the groceries on the counter, a shriek startled him. He hobbled towards the sound echoing down the hallway. 
 
    Mum stood in the centre of the living room amidst chaos. 
 
    Their house had been ransacked. 
 
    ‘What?!’ He stared at cushions scattered on the floor, the furniture overturned, the lamp shade on the floor with its cord detached from its plug, its bulb smashed into tiny shards, Mum’s magazines dumped beside the fireplace. 
 
    Matt hobbled into the dining room. Everything was normal. Nothing out of place. ‘Mum’, he called out. ‘Look in here.’ 
 
    She was at his side in an instant. They glanced at each other and then both leapt up the stairs, Mum way ahead of him, calling out as she checked each room.  
 
    Moments later they stood staring at each other on the landing, Mum panting from the dash to check if any other room had been disturbed. 
 
    Matt said, ‘It looks like they only broke into the lounge.’ 
 
    Mum was already charging down the stairs, calling out, ‘Don’t touch anything, but let’s see what’s stolen.’ 
 
    He followed. 
 
    In the living room he looked around. The TV was still there, and the Commodore 64. 
 
    Mum opened drawers and reported that the good cutlery set was okay. Matt scratched his head. ‘It looks like everything’s here. Nothing seems to be missing.’ 
 
    ‘Then, why break in. ‘What on earth were they looking for?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe they were looking for Allan’s camera.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Mum frowned at him. 
 
    ‘It’s a cool piece of kit. And small and worth a lot if some little prick wanted to flog it.’ Matt realised the slip, but in her state of stress Mum didn’t even notice. They weren’t allowed to swear or be foulmouthed in front of her, but luckily this time she’d been too distracted to give him a telling off. 
 
    ‘We’d better call the police.’ 
 
    ‘Why…if nothing’s missing?’ 
 
    ‘So they can make sure this doesn’t happen again. And to catch the…the little bastard who trashed my lounge!’ 
 
    If it wasn’t for the situation, Matt would have grinned. He’d never heard Mum swear and it almost seemed sweet and endearing. 
 
    After they rang, two local policemen came out almost immediately. Matt wondered how much work they had going on if a minor break-in would make them respond so rapidly. What if a dead body were found? How fast would they be? They couldn’t really be any quicker. 
 
    While Mum gave them the details and they filled out their report, Matt wondered whether Ben could be involved in this. He wouldn’t put it past the thug. Throughout the day Ben and Josh had been trying to muscle in on Allan to see what was going on. Like everyone else, they had been impressed with his posh reporter voice and modern camera. Most of them had probably never seen a camera that could take VHS cassettes.  
 
    At one point, Ben had come up to Allan and demanded, ‘So how come they think there’s a Nazi hiding around here?’  
 
    Josh, who must have been listening closely to Allan’s various takes, rounded on Ben, ‘Cause the Nazi had high tech skills, so they reckon he came to work at AWRE.’ 
 
    ‘Whaa?’ Ben had gawked. 
 
    At that moment, a small plane had flown over the village. 
 
    ‘Look,’ Ben had pointed up and growled, ‘That jerk’s father probably hid the Nazi!’  
 
    ‘You’re spouting out a whole lotta bullshit again, Ben,’ Josh had replied, either irritated beyond the bounds of his normal sucking up to the bully today, or trying to impress Allan. 
 
    ‘No way!’ Ben had bellowed. ‘If anyone’s a Nazi lover, it’s him!’ 
 
    The crowd of locals either loved the Balmaine family or hated them. Personally Matt agreed with the detesters, but he kept quiet about it.  
 
    But Ben had been angry that Allan had more or less ignored him, and that Josh had made him look stupid. Ben and his mates were known at school to take any fancy new stationery off little kids, which was bullying to the point of minor theft. Stealing larger items would be an easy enough transition, and so maybe it had been Ben who’d broken in, hoping to get his revenge. 
 
    He was thankful Luke had quickly dropped his friendship with the fat thug after the accident. 
 
    And a fancy camera was a desirable item. Of course, they couldn’t keep it, as everyone would know who it really belonged to, but that was the sort of thing that could be sold for instant cash. 
 
    For the next hour, after the coppers left, Matt helped Mum to right all the overturned furniture, clear up the smashed glass and fix the picture frames that were all askew from where someone had searched behind them. 
 
    Mum had now started on a cleaning frenzy. She waggled the duster behind the telly, causing a dust storm to rise. Particles hung in the air, suspended in the late afternoon sun’s rays streaming through the window. 
 
    Matt went into the kitchen and poured water into the kettle, lit the gas and put it onto the burner. While the water boiled, he reached into the cupboard and pulled out teabags. He yanked on the fridge door and grabbed the milk.  
 
    The vacuum suddenly roared into life in the lounge as Mum took out her anger with the Hoover.  
 
    The kettle’s bubbling and boiling competed with the drone from the lounge. As the kettle whistled and he switched off the gas, the vacuum’s whirring suddenly stopped, and the house was silent.  
 
     ‘Matt!’ Mum shouted. ‘Where’s Dad’s toy aeroplane?’  
 
    ‘It’s on the mantelpiece. Where it always is. Come on Mum, it’s been years since I last took it.’ He filled two teacups with the steaming hot water, being careful not to scald his fingers, as he often did. 
 
    ‘No, it’s not.’ 
 
    ‘Then how would I know? Maybe Luke has it.’ He ambled back to the lounge. 
 
    Mum pointed to where Dad’s toy war plane had stood ever since he could remember. He followed her gaze and together they stared at an empty space on the mantelpiece, and then it hit him. 
 
    Dad’s antique aeroplane had been stolen! 
 
    That had Ben written all over it, taking some stupid, sick revenge on Matt for winning the school prize. 
 
    ‘Nothing else is missing,’ Mum murmured. ‘If the thief only wanted the aeroplane, then why trash the room and look behind pictures to make it look like a robbery? The plane is right there in an obvious place. If they were vandalising the house, then why just the lounge?’  
 
    Now he whispered, worried, ‘Do you think this has anything to do with Allan’s documentary?’ 
 
    ‘If it does, why would anyone want to steal Dad’s old war plane. It was only a toy.’ 
 
    Mum shuddered, ‘Maybe they are sending Allan some sort of message, a threat.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a bit dramatic, Mum!’ 
 
    ‘Not if someone has something to hide! Some sinister secret. Like the one Allan’s talking to everyone about and trying to uncover.’ 
 
    Matt could see her point, so he remained silent. Or had someone noticed he was acting as his cousin’s guide and suspected him of also being the secret informer? He hadn’t even thought about any possible risks while he’d been showing Allan around, and Mum didn’t seem to have either, or she would have panicked and told him to stop. 
 
    ‘Allan has ruffled lots of feathers in the village. This whole thing about a Nazi hiding around here has stirred up a real fuss. Again!’ 
 
    Intrigued, Matt was about to ask her when it had happened before, but she threw her hands in the air and demanded of the ceiling, ‘What if someone broke into our house to find out what Allan really knows about this Nazi? Although why take the plane, for heaven’s sake?’ 
 
    ‘Dunno,’ Matt stiffened, ‘but I have to find out. I won’t have anyone invading our private space!’ 
 
    The only way was to stick to Allan and help him as much as possible to dig deeper into this weird story that there was a Nazi hiding in the area. And he had to find out who Allan’s informer was. Whoever they were, they would know the truth.  
 
    In fact, the identity of the informer was the key to all this. But Matt didn’t tell Mum that, either. 
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    The next morning, Matt woke from a sweaty dream. Hearing Mum on the wooden stairway, he scrambled for the bathroom. 
 
    Luke had disappeared soon after waking and he couldn’t tell Mum where he’d gone. Although he didn’t agree with what Luke was doing, they now had an unspoken rule: stand up for each other. No matter what. 
 
    And as for Allan, he was being highly secretive about his source. To be fair, when he’d found out their lounge had been ransacked, he had immediately returned to his father’s empty house. Although he hadn’t wanted to go back there, to an empty home because Uncle Syd was away campaigning for something or other, he’d said it was safer that way. With him gone, no one could think the Buttrick family house contained anything about his documentary, the missing Nazi or his secret source of information.  
 
    Still, Mum insisted he should come for dinner each night, saying that he must eat at least one home-cooked meal each day. 
 
     Allan agreed and was expected each evening, unless he had interviews to do or some other very good reason. 
 
    Matt hopped into the shower and shaved the few bristles under his chin.  
 
    His brother took after Mum with almost Viking good looks. Maybe that was what attracted the girls, because there was no doubt that Luke had been getting increasingly popular over the last couple of years. He, on the other hand, had thin, dark features and his soft whiskers were hardly noticeable, so shaving was hopefully going to harden them and give him a tough guy look, like Crockett in Miami Vice. 
 
    At first, he thought about spending the morning reading about WWII combat fighter planes, but then decided against it. After their walk, Cami had left by giving him a wink and placing a little piece of paper in his palm. When he’d had the courage to open his fingers, he’d seen a telephone number with a little x at the end. 
 
    A kiss. 
 
    That’s what had sent him into a night frenzy. Instead of the nightmares that usually woke him, he’d stirred from the sweat on his sheets. 
 
    Was it true? Could someone as gorgeous as Cami actually like him? Ever since he’d met her, he hadn’t been able to get her out of his mind. At every thought of her, his stomach fluttered. It was usually his stupid foot that caved in for no good reason, but now his knees were acting crazy and doing the same thing. When he spoke about her, he became tongue-tied. And of course Luke had quickly cottoned on and started teasing him. 
 
    Worst of all was the sudden hyper-awareness of his body, besieged by tingles and electrical jolts when he thought of her, and more than that when he dreamed of her. 
 
    He had to see her again. She’d said she wanted to find all her old school friends at the Air Fest, so now Matt ambled into the airfield and stood watching Luke cutting a hedge. He strolled up to him and said, ‘Hey, let me give it a go.’ 
 
    Luke peered down at him with a dazed look on his face, ‘And you are?’ 
 
    ‘Okay, okay. I’ve been a moron lately. It’s just the fitness test worrying me.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it doesn’t have to. Either you try or you don’t. And you’re such a dip-stick, you won’t even enter the flying lesson competition!’ 
 
    ‘Listen, you may be right―’  
 
    ‘May be? Or I am right?’ 
 
    Matt reached up to thump Luke’s bicep. ‘You’re bloody well right, okay. Happy now?’ 
 
    Luke grinned. ‘I’m right about a lotta things, so which one do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Sticking around. Maybe helping out. Seeing what goes down over the summer.’ 
 
    Luke leapt off the rickety ladder and stood eye-to-eye with Matt. For an awkward moment, Matt just smiled and then grasped Luke’s shoulder. ‘Listen, thanks for putting me right.’ 
 
    Luke smiled and held out the shears to Matt. ‘Okay, start here. Bomber wants these hedges cut back.’ 
 
    ‘What for?’ 
 
    Luke eyeballed him. ‘You wanna go ask him?’  
 
    Matt grabbed the shears and climbed the ladder. 
 
    Luke strolled away, whistling merrily. 
 
    After cutting the hedge, Matt found Luke sweeping the hangar. ‘I’m done with the hedge…do you want me to take over here?’ 
 
    ‘Sure, I’ve got a ton of other things to do,’ Luke tossed the broom at Matt.  
 
    In his haste to catch it, Matt slipped on a puddle of oil and landed in the black slick. Grimacing, he leapt up and looked down at his ruined jeans.  
 
    Luke pulled a face. ‘Okay, affirmative. Mum will be pretty pissed off with that.’ 
 
    Matt just stared at the stain. They were his new Levi 501s, and Mum had only just been able to afford to get him and Luke a pair each.  
 
    Luke snorted with suppressed laughter. ‘Maybe you can spatter oil in other places and make it look like a new fashion.’ 
 
    Matt grimaced. That probably wouldn’t work. 
 
    Strolling out, Luke pointed to the side of the hangar door. ‘Grab some overalls. Those step-in ones are the best to protect your clothes.’  
 
    Matt pulled on an overall and heard the pilot’s cabin door open and shut behind his brother. As he started sweeping, he tried to be silent, but his clumsy foot accidentally knocked over a tin. He quickly cleared up the mess, then, without being ordered to do so, he sorted out the tools scattered all over the hangar.  The airfield’s peace was shattered as he dropped them into the toolbox. 
 
    As he stood up, he bumped into a metal chain with a large meat hook on the end. It clanged against the hangar aluminium wall, and then swung back into place. Matt’s eyes followed the heavy links rising to the roof. High on the wall above him, an iron ring clasped the chain.  
 
    His eyes settled on a lopsided picture frame hanging from a silver nail shunted into the wall. In the picture, a hand-drawn dog sailed on a boat with the words “Zen Dog” above him and more text under him.  
 
    Although the crooked frame bothered him, he ignored it and set about tossing the various empty oil cans scattered about into a black bag. When he had finished, he grabbed a low ladder, brought it over to the chain and climbed up to adjust the picture frame. He leaned back. 
 
    At last it was straight. 
 
    He worked solidly for another hour until he suddenly noticed Bomber watching him. He really didn’t want to speak to the man, but he had to do it so that he could impress Cami. And get his own back on Luke for taking a job at an airfield before him. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ Bomber waved Matt towards him. ‘You ever mowed lawn?’ 
 
    ‘Of course!’ Matt curled his lip, ‘All the time at home.’ 
 
    ‘Been on one of those?’ Bomber pointed towards a tractor mower. 
 
    Matt blurted out, ‘I can drive, I only have to get my license. So that thing should be a piece of cake.’ He didn’t say that Bomber’s family had to be pretty rich to afford one of them. He hadn’t seen it used anywhere else, but of course it must be useful with all the grass that needed to be kept trimmed.  
 
    Bomber chuckled at Matt’s expression. 
 
    Matt suddenly felt bold enough to ask, ‘Hey, aren’t you pissed off that I’m back?’ 
 
    ‘Huh?’  
 
    ‘You know…I went AWOL the other day.’ He had heard Dad using that term with his air force pals. 
 
    Bomber shrugged as if nothing had happened and marched towards the mower. After a few quick instructions, he dropped the keys into Matt’s palm.  
 
    Matt started the motor. The mower jerked forward, spluttered and cut out. 
 
    Bomber hesitated, then shook his head and strolled away, a smile tugging at his mouth. 
 
    Matt started it again, this time slowly pulling his foot off the clutch. He weaved the tractor around the back of the planes and up and down the field in front of the pilots’ cabin. After a moment he stopped to wipe his forehead and gazed at a nearby Cessna. He hunched over the tractor wheel. 
 
    Would he ever fly? How could he, if he couldn’t get his RAF wings? 
 
    They were what he had been aiming for all his life. 
 
    From the corner of his eye, he saw Bomber watching him again, so he quickly carried on mowing. 
 
    He was on the very last line, right next to the fence, when he spotted Josh and Ben ambling up the dirt track alongside the airfield. Honestly, did they really have nothing else to do? 
 
    ‘Hey, Spazz!’ Ben hollowed. ‘You stealing that fing?’ 
 
    ‘Cool!’ Josh sniggered. 
 
    ‘You better clear off,’ he lifted his chin high, thrust his shoulders back and his chest out in a sudden burst of confidence. ‘I’m working.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Ben snarled. ‘You? Working here? No way! They’d never let a spazz work at an airfield.’ 
 
    ‘Well, then, proves I’m not a spazz, doesn’t it!’ 
 
    Matt let the tractor surge forward past the two boys, leaving them with gaping jaws and legs covered with grass cuttings.  
 
    His lungs expanded. Yes! He wanted to do an air-fist but kept the triumph to himself. It wasn’t often that he had the feeling of being able to conquer the world.  
 
    With a gleam in his eyes, he parked the tractor and, so pumped up that he didn’t even consider who he was talking to, called to Bomber, who’d gone back to tinkering with an engine. Not just any engine, the Percival P56 Provost was the basic trainer aircraft for the RAF in 1950, so it thrilled Matt to be so close to it. He asked, ‘When are you taking her up?’ 
 
    Without looking at him, Bomber shouted back, ‘The hangar needs cleaning!’ 
 
    ‘But I―’ 
 
    ‘Not good enough. It has to be spotless for the weekend. Do it again. And this time try not to trip over the oil barrel!’  
 
    Huh? Talk about being taken down a peg or two. He went back to work, yet with a smile on his face as he relished his earlier triumph.  
 
    Throughout the morning Matt carried countless huge black bags full of rubbish to the skip outside the airfield’s gate. He had to put gloves on to stop the chemicals burning his skin. In one morning, he had used more detergent than Mum used in a month at The Cinnamon Stick. And double that in grease remover on the hangar floor. Wiping up black oil stains wasn’t the best part of the job.  
 
    Yet he was determined to get the last of the rubbish done so he could do a more interesting job tomorrow. Like help Luke clean the planes. 
 
    When he spotted Bomber leaving the pilot’s cabin, he limped up to him, too tired to stop his aching foot dragging uselessly. ‘Hey, have you heard about the documentary being filmed in the village?’ 
 
    Bomber spun around and scowled at him. ‘I didn’t think you’d listen to that kind of nonsense.’ 
 
    ‘It’s my cousin doing it. He’s onto a story about a Nazi―’  
 
    ‘I don’t care who’s doing it. It’s just gossip and it’s complete rubbish. I thought more of you than to listen to rumours and village small talk.’ 
 
    ‘If it was nonsense, then why would they be doing a documentary on it?’ 
 
    Bomber glared at him and then just turned and marched away. 
 
    Luke came over, wiping a spanner on a dirty cloth. ‘What’s up with him?’ 
 
    Matt shrugged. ‘I guess Bomber is worried that the Nazi rumours could stop people coming to his air show.’ 
 
    ‘Or,’ Luke dropped his voice, ‘that they find another hidden bomb shelter like the one at the campsite.’ 
 
    Even though the coppers had sealed the shelter so nobody could go in there again, Matt didn’t want to be reminded about that place. ‘You have a wild imagination, brother.’ 
 
    Luke shrugged and marched off, grumping that it could be true. 
 
    Matt went back to de-greasing the hangar, but the thought was in his head. Any of it could be true. He had been stunned by Allan’s story, but there were enough facts to make it seem possible. He couldn’t wait to tell Cami about all the latest news. An abrupt emptiness gripped him deep in his belly. He needed to see her again. The only one person who had ever made him appreciate their little village was her.  Her keen interest and need to be back amongst her old friends had spiked a totally unexpected loyalty for the place. Like her, he now saw all the little things that seemed normal and boring were also rewarding in a comfy sort of way.  
 
    He had started becoming more aware of his surroundings rather than just being stuck in his own private world.  
 
    Trying not to daydream about her, as he had done since meeting her, he pulled out the folded-up piece of paper and stared at her telephone number. 
 
    And the kiss. 
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    The Cinnamon Stick was buzzing. News of a film being made in the village had set the cat among the pigeons. People who rarely came for coffee were now sipping away. Locals who commuted to London and never frequented the village were suddenly milling about. Even the Vicar was ambling around The Fairground, chatting to all the shop owners. 
 
    Allan seemed pleased that he had lots of people to interview and question and was permanently surrounded by eager beavers who wanted their mugs on telly. 
 
    Due to the increased activity, Matt had been roped in to help Mum until she could find an extra waitress. He kept his eyes on the door, watching for her so he could dash off to join Allan’s final day of filming the village, even though today wasn’t a good day to do that with so many people under his feet. Although Matt found it tiresome watching the many out-takes and repeated scenes done from every angle possible, he also found it exciting.  
 
    Then he saw Cami. 
 
    She walked into the square, the limp slight, but noticeable if you knew. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. The butterflies fluttering around in his stomach returned and set his pulse racing. Today she looked even more beautiful than the last time he had seen her.  
 
    A cropped red shirt floated over the waist of her jeans and again her aura shone with energy and a stunning self-confidence. As she strolled towards him, the noise and chatter and clattering of cream teas all seemed to fade into the background.  
 
    She was coming to see him. Not Allan, or the commotion his documentary had caused. 
 
    Matt’s pulse kicked into double time. 
 
    Her bouncing, strawberry-blonde tresses floated around her shining face. As she spotted him, and waved, she whipped a lock off her cheek and twirled it around her finger. His world suspended as Cami once again set his whole body on fire. Elation crept along his arms, raising his skin into goosebumps. 
 
    At that moment, Cami suddenly halted and twisted around. Allan was waving her down. 
 
    Through the glass, he watched his cousin talking to Cami. Just as suddenly, the rapture of seeing her again was sucked away. The sensation of being isolated and disconnected from those around him slammed into him. 
 
    Did they know each other? Or did Allan just want to interview her as a local person? 
 
    Allan had the advantage over him. With his university degree, flashy job and fancy camera equipment he could capture Cami’s heart quicker than Matt. 
 
    An abrupt hostility to his cousin filtered into him. 
 
    ‘Matt. Matt!’ Someone called out and Matt blinked.  
 
    He turned to see Mum, obviously having come in round the back, waving at him and indicating that tables needed clearing. He gave her a sullen look and started clearing dirty dishes. He couldn’t be trusted with a trayful of them, so he hurried to the scullery with only handfuls on each trip. Each time he collected more, he glared at Allan, who was still chatting animatedly to Cami. 
 
    What were they talking about? 
 
    As he watched how Cami threw her head back and laughed at something Allan had said, Matt clenched his teeth until his jaw ached. Bitterness crept through him. Cami was his girl and now his cousin, a few years older, better looking and more modern, was captivating her. A slight growl rose in his throat. He should go out and join them, find out what was so fascinating to talk about. 
 
    Another shout from Mum…and he went into autopilot again, clearing dishes with his hands while his eyes were fixed on the happenings outside in the square. 
 
    ‘Mum, I need to go.’ 
 
    ‘Not now, Matt! Sheila hasn’t arrived. I need you to clear the tables. I’m selling more cakes than ever before thanks to Allan.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he sneered, ‘thanks to Allan!’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Mum rounded on him. 
 
    ‘Whatever!’ He slunk off and cleared more coffee cups. One old lady pressed a pound into his palm as he passed thinking he was the waiter. Normally, he would smile his thanks, but all he could muster was a pinched expression as his gaze kept roving to the window.  
 
    He kept telling himself that Allan was only interviewing Cami, like he was doing to most of the locals. That it didn’t matter because she had been on her way to see him not his cousin yet doubt still punctured his inner arguments. 
 
    By now, Allan and Cami had moved further up the square, talking with their heads closer. 
 
    A pain from clenching his jaw started filtering into Matt’s brain. He could never compete with Allan, he knew that, but he wasn’t just going to shuffle around in here with his usual air of resignation. He placed the coffee mugs back on the table and ignored the customer’s startled looks. Scuffling over to the door, he swung it wide and marched out into the square. Hurrying across The Fairground his stupid foot dragging behind him, scoring a line in the gravel. 
 
    He came to a crowd and shoved his way through, expecting to see Allan filming, but only the Vicar stood in the middle, lecturing the people. 
 
    Matt swivelled around and around, but they were nowhere to be seen. 
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    John Falcon 
 
    June 1977, Abandoned Salt Mine, Poland 
 
    Fate had led us to England. Despite all the anticipation of the Russian arrival, they did not treat the concentration camp prisoners that well. One of them even called us a dirty Kraut. That kind of thing really angered me! But what could I do? As a young boy, he had often spoken to his inner self. Me, his spirit, his very soul. But in recent years he had lost any inclination towards soul searching. 
 
      
 
    John Falcon twirled his moustache as he watched Aron wielding the axe. Sweat trickled down his face and rested between his lips. He had taken first turn to hack at the old oak door barricading the cave entrance. 
 
    During his rest, he became lost in thought and memories. 
 
    After the war their remaining family had returned home only to find their house destroyed. Ima did not want to live in Germany anyway and they had spent many months amongst the legions of displaced travellers before heading to distant relatives in Austria. 
 
    Their journey had taken them through the destruction of war, where dirty cities were littered with bodies and walls of rubble. What hospitals there still were overflowed with the wounded and dying. Yet, although everything lay in ruins, it was still an improvement on the camp. When the brothers ventured out alone, they were offered bread and tea and as much sugar as he could stomach. He had pocketed the tea for Ima.  
 
    She had continued to obey the commandments and say her prayers on Shabbat and was always reading stories and blessings. 
 
    Many charitable organisations and families had helped them out with both the material things they needed and in trying to find out news of loved ones. Of Papa, though, there had never been a word, and with gentle voices and pain filled eyes, a succession of people had told them that they must assume the worst. 
 
    Ima’s tiny flame of hope had grown weaker. Her God still gave no answer, and the man she loved had been taken away, never to return. These were the two pillars of her reason to live, and they had no longer been enough. Where he and Aron had recovered at least their physical strength, Ima had continued to decline until finally she passed away. 
 
    Even before this he had retained few illusions about the existence of justice. Fate was not doled out according to virtue, you had to make your own, and what you wanted you had to take. So he and Aron had set out on a relentless quest to track down two Nazis; Steffan Sommer, who knew where the Nazis had hidden their stolen treasure, and Friedrich Wollner. The Wolf. The man who had taken the time before fleeing for his life to steal a child’s toy aeroplane. 
 
    They had travelled all across Europe, sometimes helped but other times surprised that the Nazi hostility towards Jews had taken root in the most ordinary of German minds and persisted even after the end of the Third Reich. It had been hard, and it had been necessary first to learn how to lie, and then also how to steal.  
 
    They followed rumours of treasure and tracked the paths that Nazi loot was known to have taken, and they were not the only ones. Most often only hostility existed between these rival fortune hunters, but occasionally they also encountered some camaraderie. One time, tired and hungry in a mountain village in the south of Germany, they had met a man who told them of the well-paid contracts that existed to do what they already did. Go to England, he’d said. A lot of the richest families had fled there before the war and they now sought news of the properties and treasures they had left behind and would pay handsomely to have someone else go and find this for them. 
 
    Soon after crossing the channel, John anglicised his name to fit into their new life. He knew where to seek the work he wanted and preferred that nobody else they met should be easily able to guess the sole reason they had arrived in England.  
 
    But Aron refused. He said he would die with his name and no one, not even his brother, could take away his heritage. John ignored all Aron’s grumbling about traditions and culture and did what he thought best for himself. 
 
    John’s first commission was innocent enough. It came in his early twenties from a rich British Jewess who had lost relatives in the war and he was sent to find her missing family.  
 
    Although Aron was reluctant to go back to Europe, the money convinced him. Paper money. Just like the money that he had printed in order to stay alive. Ever since then the elusive stuff had gripped him with a fever. 
 
    That same passion didn’t surface in John. No, for him it was all about revenge. Money was nothing more than a way to count that. 
 
    They worked diligently and with intelligence on that first job, and their history as camp survivors got them information that even money could not have bought. The news they returned with was not good, but it did at least provide their client with dates, places and some sort of closure. The circles that their client moved in were tight knit, and her recommendation meant that several more contracts followed. Gradually, though, the interest in finding relatives dried up, and the commissions then shifted to finding specific paintings, treasured heirlooms and other memorabilia, both worthless and extremely valuable. 
 
    Then, their hunts turned darker. They found the best paid contracts were often for treasures that had been undeclared or over which there were ownership disputes. They had become good at what they did, and John began to resent that he would be hired to find such lost wealth for people who had fled before the war started and then paid only a tiny fraction of the worth of what he tracked down. Why, he wondered, were his clients’ claims on these valuables any stronger than his own? 
 
    At first, fighting Aron’s hesitation had been easy. ‘Why the hell not?’ John had argued, ‘Who do we owe anything to? After all that we went through!’ 
 
    Aron didn’t want to take the Jewish riches, neither did John. At first, anyway. But he had come to see it as taking back what the Nazis owed him. He often did the right thing, though. Wherever possible, he anonymously gave money to the organisations helping camp victims find their lost families. And track down those who had committed such evil acts against them, although of Wollner and Sommer there was still never a trace.  
 
    By now, John, as he had been nicknamed, had hunted a fortune in Nazi treasure. He had become one of the world’s sought-after men for taking daring risks to find specific artefacts. He was hired by private collectors across the world.  
 
    John considered himself to be a lucky man. His clients paid him big money to do what had burned inside him since he was ten. 
 
    Get revenge.  
 
    He found the clients a stash of hidden Nazi treasure, tucked away for their Fourth Reich, and by doing so he took revenge on the Nazis for stealing from him. Like millions of people around the world, his clients were increasingly fascinated with German history and Hitler’s war.  
 
    Yet though they fantasised about hidden treasures, they forgot, or at least sanitised in their thoughts, the dark side. Never once had any of the loose cartel his main clients formed asked in any depth about his own history. Never had any of them shown any lasting sadness at the masses of people killed, or at how the war had impacted the whole world. 
 
    Personal items like rings should have been claimed by organisations for those they had been stolen from. It was not just free treasure to be found and claimed by anyone with the resources to seek it out, but increasingly that was how life had become after the war.  
 
    This illicit treasure hunting left a sour taste in John’s mouth and he carried a heavy heart. But he kept doing it for that one, burning reason: to purge the injustice of the day he had watched a German soldier drive away with his aeroplane. 
 
    Quite often John’s quests seemed to end up with him exploring caves, either by himself or with a small group of trusted men. Like today, just him and his brother. 
 
    Of course, some finds ended up with only Nazi paraphernalia, like helmets, knives, compasses, gas masks, cannisters and even the odd dud rifle. That sort of stuff his clients didn’t want, so he sold it privately to small-time collectors. People who were intrigued with the war, and in owning their own small part of it.  
 
    Of course, he could never tell his wife the details of what he did. Nor could he mention that it had been Steffan Sommer’s ghostly trail that had led him to the old airfield near Bremen. He’d thought that he’d hit a dead end, but he had got talking with a farmer about aeroplanes. They must have been about the same age, and it had been a genuine joy to talk about the merits and flaws of the machines that both of them had watched ploughing the skies.  
 
    The farmer wasn’t the gregarious sort, and it seemed to John that opening up like this was a rare experience for him. At some point they had discussed a particular Cessna and a sudden, dark shadow had fallen over the farmer’s face. Hesitantly, he had revealed a story about an English plane coming into their desolate airfield in June 1945 and picking one passenger up. Did he know a name? No, but after the war a man had come there seeking news of his cousin. A man named Sommer. 
 
    John hadn’t shown the slightest reaction, and their conversation had moved on to other planes. It took a lot more research to find out that the plane had landed in Berkshire, close to what had been an RAF base.  
 
    He and Aron had made a journey to the airfield, but there the trail went cold. Scouring the village and surrounding countryside for a Nazi ghost had resulted in him meeting the beautiful Emily, and then finding her pregnant after a few clandestine trysts.  
 
    At first he had considered flight, but as she had done many times in his adult years, Ima had come to him in a dream, and reminded him that he was not someone who ran from problems. So he stayed to face them, and instead of enduring a loveless marriage he had fallen in love.  
 
    With his daughter. 
 
    It was ironic that their baby was so Aryan, with Nordic looks inherited from her mother. Whenever that chubby faced child, who he secretly called Elza, looked at him, his hardened exterior melted. After every fight with Emily, all it took was one look at his little girl and he resolved to stay put. 
 
    Had he met Emily five years previously, when he was living in a rented hovel, she wouldn’t have given him a second glance. By the time he found Sommer’s trail, though, the money had been rolling in for some time and he had acquired the good clothes and airs of the entitled rich that were necessary for the society in which he now often moved. She didn’t ask about his job and he volunteered few details. She was happy with the wealth and suffered from no great need to know where it came from. She happily accepted just that his travelling job as a “specialist engineer” paid handsomely. 
 
    Of course, Emily had never been entirely grateful for her shopping allowance: sometimes it was simply inadequate for all that she desired on her weekend shopping trips to London with friends. Nor that she only had a new car every second year.  
 
    How he would earn the money didn’t enter the equation. She enjoyed her social life, so he could never stop, never go back. That would only turn things upside down.  
 
    To save himself the bitching and moaning, he had promised himself to get out. His trips were based on his clients’ demands, but over the years he’d come across a lot of good leads for valuable, easy to sell loot. He would go into business for himself for a while and sell the finds to the highest bidder. Emily would have everything she wanted, and Sweet-Pea would grow up with no threats, and no notion of what her precious father did on his trips away. In fact, she might even think they were from a long line of rich aristocrats.  
 
    He chuckled. That really sounded good to him. Emily would be content. Anything for some peace. 
 
    And most importantly, his Sweet-Pea would want for nothing. Their only bone of contention was how much his daughter should be given. While Emily, oblivious to the irony, argued against giving Sweet-Pea everything she desired, John knew he had spoilt her but also there was no way she would be damaged from all the riches he poured onto her. Yes, she had her mother’s exterior beauty, but inside her was a character that was all from him, and it was a thing as hard as diamond.   
 
    His daughter would never, ever suffer as he had done. He wished, as he had done thousands of times, that Ima had lived long enough to meet her little granddaughter.  
 
    Even the day she died, Ima had believed in her God. When he’d scoffed that God was clearly not listening to any of her prayers, she had simply said that God was listening, but He was silent that day. 
 
    The anger made John inhale sharply. God had been silent from the start to the finish of the war. And even now He was silent, and unable to heal those wretched wounds.  
 
    Even the fates of her husband and daughter had not been enough to make her see. Up until the very end, she had preserved her faith in God. In her last hours, Ima had asked him to pray for her safe passage to heaven to meet with Papa. He had refused to pray to a being that did not exist, but had held her hands as she mumbled the prayers. His last words to her were, ‘If your God is up there listening, He will understand and forgive me.’  
 
    Of course, he hadn’t believed that. Nor had he believed he needed forgiving. It was Ima’s God who should beg all the Jews for forgiveness that He had allowed the war to happen. 
 
    Shaking off the abrupt misery that filled him each time his mind strayed into that black hole of sordid memories, John wiped his forehead. 
 
    He bit into an apple from his backpack. He savoured the sweet and juicy taste as he had done every time since those days eating dried out apple peel and thinking himself blessed. Whenever he ate an apple, he would smell it first, rubbing its firm skin along his nose and lips to breathe in the fruity scent. Then, bite by bite, he would swirl it around his mouth, suck its juicy flesh and swallow slowly.  
 
    Suddenly a voice bellowed out, ‘Johan!’ 
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    Growing up, we saw that prejudices never really went away, no matter where we went. A series of knockbacks led to us taking on mercenary quests and slowly we were drawn into a nasty and illegal trade. But this was our right. Our right to right the wrongs. 
 
      
 
    John leapt up. Aron hardly ever called him that name nowadays. Only in moments of extreme stress. 
 
    Running towards his brother in the cave entrance, John could see that Aron had finished the job of hacking through the old oak door barricading the cave entrance. 
 
    They pushed through the door, John lit a match, and, beside his brother, he stared at the floor covered in thousands of old, rotting sacks that were leaking coins, gold bars and other valuables. Another sack hung open and his torchlight glinted on tiny circles of gold: thousands upon thousands of stolen rings.  
 
    He blew the dank odour of moulding earth out of his nostrils. Dust settled on his tongue, with the smell of sulphur from the match burning in his nostrils. 
 
    Sinking to his knees, his throat choked with pent-up emotion from a lifetime of seeking revenge. 
 
    Almost forty years ago soldiers had begun to storm Jewish homes, ordering the owners, at gunpoint, to hand in all their valuables. They had ransacked personal jewellery and even taken sentimental items like gold wedding bands. And their thievery had not reached its limit there. Another sack held a macabre sight: gold teeth and fillings. He could only imagine how many people it took to fill a sack with these things. 
 
    During the war, thousands of prisoners died without even the comfort of their most precious thin band of gold encircling their finger. Now, in this abandoned mine shaft, he lifted out handful after handful of these wedding bands. They fell through his fingers and tinkled back onto the pile. He dug his hand deeper, to the bottom of the sack and lifted it level with his face.  
 
    Hundreds of gold bands, some plain, some engraved or embossed glinted in his palms. He remembered Ima turning her imaginary ring every time she worried about their survival in Terezín and fretted over the whereabouts of Papa and Aron. 
 
    He’d never know where his parents’ wedding bands were. If they were even in this sack of gold.  
 
    John squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. He hadn’t cried a single time since the day Terezín had been liberated, but tears were close now.  
 
    He straightened and gaped again at the bags lining the mine shaft’s floor. When he and Aron had climbed through the remains of the door the first few bags had been right in front of them. They had been unable to walk further into the large tunnel on the floor, instead having to climb over sacks tinkling with jewels, ornaments and trophies. 
 
    Aron’ voice echoed down the mine shaft, ‘Come quick!’ 
 
    At the back of the cave, a lone messenger satchel sat isolated from the rest of the bags. Aron leant over it with his torchlight focused on sheets of paper. As he knelt beside him, he watched Aron open out a map.  
 
    ‘Look!’ Circles had been marked in different locations across Germany and neighbouring countries. ‘Is this what I think it is?’ 
 
    John grinned. ‘No way of knowing until we visit all those circles.’ 
 
    Anyone else would have been whooping with excitement. This rich find wouldn’t satiate him, though. Nor that the map, the stuff of legend amongst treasure hunters, could make him the most famous of all his peers.  
 
    ‘We’ll keep it quiet. The cartel doesn’t need to know yet.’ 
 
    Aron tucked the map and a few other papers inside his thick black polar coat. He didn’t need to be told the map’s value. 
 
    They sat on their haunches for a moment.  
 
    John’s tongue toyed with his dark moustache, which reached the same level on his jaw as his thick sideburns. 
 
    Aron ran his hand through his bristled hair and held it there as he gazed, still dumbfounded, at the stash. ‘It’ll take some doing to get all this gold removed.’ 
 
    John nodded. This find might be too large to hide, but he’d leave his clients to sort that out with the Polish government. 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ John squinted at a round, white object the size of a ball leaning up against the rocky wall. 
 
    ‘Don’t go near it!’ Aron warned, ‘you know the sacred code.’ 
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    Although we had never adopted religion, the local church taught of getting rid of all rage and anger. We only went to bring little Sweet-Pea up as a good person. Yet every now and then a sharp, acrid reminder brought back the memories. Like the biting taste of vinegar, anger and a lasting sorrow keeps the bitterness close to heart. How could we forget what happened in the past? 
 
      
 
    Ever since he’d started treasure hunting, John had always stuck to one sacred code. No matter what, that code was honoured. 
 
    Years of watching people tortured and dying, and the pain and guilt he’d felt having to steal old crusts of bread from them, had instilled it in him.  
 
    Never steal from the dead.  
 
    Nor did they touch anything from a graveyard or tamper with tombstones. Even if there were bags of gold buried there.  
 
    Never, ever steal from the dead. He’d had to do it once, but never again. 
 
    Now, curious as to what had caught his eye, John rose to his feet and picked his way over to the object. His eyes narrowed as he looked at a whitened skull. The rest of the skeleton sat at an awkward angle. Below his gaping jaw, one of his arms rested on a sack to his right.  
 
    John yanked the rotting sack. 
 
    Bones cracked and fell into a jumbled heap. 
 
    John grimaced to see the skeleton’s arm had broken off and fallen into a pile of bones.  
 
    ‘I told you to leave it!’ Aron bellowed. 
 
    John’s head spun around. He hadn’t heard such venom in his brother’s voice since the day he’d found that lost boy in the guard hut crying for his stolen aeroplane.  
 
    That day, Aron had staggered down the valley after the truck, yelling and screaming venomous curses at the Wolf until he had fallen in the road and the Russians had carried him back.  
 
    Now, the skeleton stared back at him, with a macabre grin and only one arm. 
 
    It reminded him of another bone. Her bone. 
 
    Suddenly, he slumped against the cave wall and whispered, ‘I never told you about Elza’s bone?’ 
 
    Startled, Aron looked up at him. 
 
    Before his brother could answer, he recounted finding the finger bone with the matching, healed break in it soon after Elza’s body had been dumped in the oven room. He explained how the Wolf had forced him and other children to sweep up the dust, and he had found a bone in the ashes. 
 
    ‘Oh, God,’ Aron let out a horrified groan. 
 
    ‘I had it all those years, even after the war.’ 
 
    ‘Where…’ Aron croaked, ‘where is it now?’ 
 
    ‘Ima found it. That month you worked at the printing press. I carried it in my clothes and the only time I ever forgot to hide it, when she washed my clothes, she found it.’ 
 
    Aron let out another keening whimper. 
 
    John pressed his fists into his eye sockets. ‘It broke her heart…all over again. She took the bone and I never saw it again while she lived. She never asked me about it…she must have known.’ 
 
    Aron struggled to get his words out, ‘Where is it now?’ 
 
    ‘When Ima died, I…I found it under her pillow, hidden in the pillowcase.’ Finally, after all these years, tears flowed readily down his cheeks. ‘I buried it with her. I placed it in a velvet pouch and put it into her hands so she could go to her God in heaven holding her daughter’s bone.’ He turned to face the cave wall and kicked it several times with his boot. His spat out in a bitter tone, ‘I hope she questioned Him about it and asked how He could do such a thing to a young girl!’ 
 
    Aron moaned, ‘Oh, Johan, it’s not like that. God―’ 
 
    ‘Please, don’t!’ With his back still turned away from Aron, John threw his hands in the air. ‘I do not want to get another lecture on that. You know my feelings. Let it be.’  
 
    He spun around to face the skeleton and flashed his torchlight over it. ‘He must have been left here to guard this horde, watching over the old homeland’s buried treasures, and he never left the mine.’ 
 
    Aron nodded. ‘The poor soul died doing his duty.’ 
 
    ‘He was a Nazi!’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ still on his haunches, Aron sunk onto his buttocks. He placed his head between his raised knees and groaned, ‘But let him rest in peace.’ 
 
    ‘Rest in peace?’ John exploded. ‘He’s a fucking Nazi!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care who he is, don’t break our code.’ 
 
    ‘I carried my sister’s bone like a treasure. I lost one treasure, my aeroplane, and replaced it with another. I’m not about to respect this pile of Nazi bones. Not after what they did to her, to our family.’ 
 
    ‘At some point you will have to start getting over it and start trying to let your heart heal.’ 
 
    ‘Hah!’ John wanted to kick the skeleton, but he knew it would disgust Aron and possibly make him leave. 
 
    Something glinted in the skeleton’s palm.  
 
    John leaned down and examined a tiny piece of metal tucked between the finger bones. He held his torch close and gasped. An eagle, with spread wings, clutched at the swastika emblem in its claws. 
 
    Luftwaffe wings.  
 
    John mused, ‘That’s a German pilot’s badge. How did it get here, to this guard?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t know and don’t care, just don’t touch it.’ Aron persisted. 
 
    Ignoring him, John leaned forward and eased the old badge out from amongst the bones.  
 
    Life after the war was all about survival. There was no place for dreams. Or daring to achieve one. Even now, John did not dare to dream. 
 
    Once again, John shook himself to rid himself of the agonising memories. 
 
    Aron still pleaded, ‘Don’t, Johan!’ 
 
    John swivelled his shoulders and glared at Aron.  
 
    ‘Johan, you will be punished.’ 
 
    John turned away from Aron. Even with all the German war memorabilia they’d found, they’d never come across the winged emblem. 
 
    ‘When Grandma gave me that Kellerman aeroplane, I imagined myself to be a pilot for Germany. Not for the Nazis, for the real German air force. Before I was ripped from my home and my parents' love, I had a future and great ambitions. Until they sent us to Terezín.’  
 
    ‘Johan―’ 
 
    ‘Wait, let me finish. After it was stolen, I’d stare at it through that tiny window for hours, imagining it became a full-size plane and I had landed it to save the prisoners. Many, many times I dared to fly,’ he tapped his temple, ‘but only in my child’s mind.’  
 
    Aron dropped his head into his hands and groaned. 
 
    Ignoring him, John stroked the wings, turning it in his fingers.  
 
    ’That tiny little badge could have been this bastard’s dream, too,’ came Aron’s muffled reply. 
 
    ‘He does not deserve it!’ 
 
    Aron’s voice was hoarse, ‘Remember when Klaus took home a discarded Jewish gravestone? He broke the sacred code and look what happened to him.’ 
 
    Their fellow treasure hunter’s son had died soon after in a car crash. Then his wife developed pneumonia and died. And finally the curse had manifested itself in Klaus, by riddling him with skin cancer. 
 
    ‘That was all mythology.’ 
 
    ‘Put it back. I beg you on Ima’s life, put it back.’ 
 
    John eyeballed Aron. Every time Aron had to emphasise his point, he always swore on Ima’s life, even though it had ebbed away.  
 
    Aron stared at him for a long while, until he finally gazed down, threw his hands in the air and stormed off, scrambling over the sacks in the mine shaft and out through the broken door. 
 
    John inhaled sharply. His own, long held resolution resounded in his head: Never, ever steal from the dead.  
 
    Well, maybe just this once. The wings intrigued him too much to stick to the code this time. 
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    September, Lake Toplitz, Austria 
 
    The war made us its victim. We were challenged, betrayed, beaten, defeated and our spirit broken. Our long-lived anger has shattered us into small fragmented pieces with no recovery in sight.  
 
      
 
    The overgrown trees lined both sides of the muddy path, trodden only by wild animals and mountain goats. Down at the lake, water tumbled over mossy rocks.  
 
    John listened. His slate-grey, beady eyes darting everywhere. 
 
    Misery hung in the air with the alpine silence. When they’d started hiking into the mountains yesterday, laden with diving equipment and climbing gear, the three men had enjoyed the peace and tranquillity of birdsong. For most of the way, anyway.  
 
    Earlier in the year, he’d pinpointed this site, from his own memory of hearing the Wolf discussing his cousin’s work hiding treasures in combination with the maps he and Aron had found in Poland. 
 
    Who knew what else was down there? Even his clients were in the dark about this find. Only Aron, his brother, and Rick, his most trusted man, were in on the secret. 
 
    For now, he’d keep it that way. When he discovered more, he might change his mind and bring one of his richest clients in. Only to deal, one way or another, with the legalities. For a start, treasure hunters needed the landowner’s permission, and many got very greedy very quickly.  
 
    Then there were the upfront expenses. In places as remote as this, he could do the initial recce, but digging a huge site like this would be costly, especially if they needed earthmoving equipment and crews of men with shovels.  
 
    And, under Austrian property law, they were obliged to report everything found to the authorities, who would then graciously allow them to keep ten percent.  
 
    Like hell!  
 
    The Nazis stole from him and the Austrian government hadn’t tried to stop them. His parents, his home, his life and his own prized possession. It may have only been a toy, but it had been something he treasured. They’d stripped everything else, his mother’s jewels and even his father’s gold teeth. 
 
    He wasn’t about to give the good burghers of Austria, the country that had raised Hitler, ninety percent of everything he found here. Not after they had meekly surrendered their country to the Nazis in the Anschluss and just watched, or even cheered, Kristallnacht. 
 
    Not after what they did to him. 
 
    It was his right to take back.  
 
    Nearing this remote part of the ravine had become eerie, almost spooky. He didn’t believe in ghosts, but if there ever were any they’d be here.  
 
    And in Terezín. 
 
    Even birds didn’t seem to want to nest in the lush woodlands. Yet the ground was teeming with animal life.  
 
    Suddenly an alarm call shrieked above them. John stopped dead in his tracks. His head jerked up. High above them a falcon soared in a thermal, crying out in a harsh ‘kak, kak, kak.’ 
 
    He smiled. And visibly relaxed.  
 
    Only his namesake calling to its mate. Either that or telling him he wasn’t welcome here. 
 
    He could see the richness in finding strange objects that other people wanted, but this one was for him. For his family’s future. He had to get out of the business because it was causing too much heat.  
 
    Ever since they’d found the stash of ageing maps, he had studied them to find out what those German soldiers had been marking out with circles, crosses and triangles.  
 
    What he couldn’t understand he had visited historical archives and interviewed survivors of the war to augment, especially in the regions from the maps.  
 
    Long before that find, over the years, he had amassed heaps of documents and even plastered his garage walls with them. There had come a time when the car couldn’t fit into its own room. But since finding those maps in the Polish mine he had been driven with a relentless fire and had insisted they come to this location first. Because he still remembered The Wolf saying its name. Lake Toplitz. 
 
    John stopped a moment to wipe the sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. He stared out over the lake. The scars of the navy testing station, which he knew had been on the other side were already faint, and within just a few more years the trees would have swallowed all traces completely.  
 
    Aron joined him. ‘You know, brother, it’s ironic that I spent my time during the war making money, British and American paper bank notes. Now here I am at the very place that the Nazis were supposed to have dumped all those crates full of them, yet I don’t expect to see a single pound or dollar.’ 
 
    John grunted, his eyes sharp and roving like the hawk’s. ‘And why would we want to, anyway? That money was fake, and its only value is to go in a museum as a curiosity piece. No, leave that for the likes of the Stern magazine financed search back in ’59.’ 
 
    Aron’s gaze was far away for a moment. ‘Yes. They even found one of the printing presses, perhaps the same one Papa and I worked. It’s so strange they brought it all this way to dump it, rather than just burn it all where it was.’ 
 
    ‘It is and it isn’t, brother. You know how I feel about the Nazis, but they were clever and also efficient, as we’ve seen enough times on our expeditions. Even though the rumour was that money was hidden here to be retrieved by the new Reich, the Nazis would have predicted the UK and US would change their banknote designs as soon as they found out about the fakes. No, the more I’ve thought about it, the surer I am that all that fake currency was dumped here for one reason only: as a distraction.’ 
 
    Aron looked at him, eyebrows raised. 
 
    John pointed to the remains of the naval station. ‘An odd and difficult place to build a naval test station when you have the whole northern coast available. Unless, of course, you want to explain away blasting and construction teams in this area. And then all that money. Well, of course there would have been rumours about hidden treasure here. It was too big a project for there not to have been. But by dumping those useless banknotes in the lake, the rumours attach themselves to that, and suddenly all the questions have been conveniently answered,. It could be coincidence, but I think it’s a very clever smokescreen.’ 
 
    Aron laughed and clapped him on the back. ‘And this is why it’s you who gives the orders, little brother!’ 
 
    John grinned in response and then shrugged. ‘One thing I can say: if it was Steffan Sommer who found this spot to hide the false bank notes, he knew what he was doing. That water is so deep and so blackened with fallen trees, no one can get anywhere near the bottom.’ 
 
    ‘So if there’s something more important than the money hidden here, what do you think it is?’ 
 
    Now John shook his head. ‘Not just yet, Aron. To say what I hope would feel like tempting fate, and I don’t want to do that today.’ 
 
    An hour later, the metal detector’s high-pitched beep rattled John’s nerves. Since the big find of 1959, there had been on-and-off bans on treasure hunting in the lake, with another temporary ban in place at the moment, so the area was deserted for a change. An ideal time to do their explorations. 
 
    If he had decoded the map correctly and got his triangulations right, then they were in the correct spot, but those were big ifs. He leaned against a tree chewing on the ends of his moustache, as Aron ran the machine over the ground. Every now and then, he slapped his well-wrapped biceps to punch in a bit of warmth. 
 
    Aron panned back and forth over a mound of earth and suddenly the detector shrieked. He carefully placed it into the long grass and dropped to his knees. ‘I got something.’  
 
    John and Rick joined him, digging through roots. Their gloved hands yanked up spiky brambles and fallen branches, revealing a trench riddled with fox holes. After a minute of clearing grass, caked in thick mud, across the forest floor, John whistled through his teeth. 
 
    A metal lid sat in a plinth of concrete below ground level. A secret door in the forest. 
 
    Aron grinned and leaned back, whooping up into the sky. He turned and thumped John’s back. ‘You were right! We found it!’ 
 
    ‘Not yet. Let’s see what’s inside first. We’ve found too many false alarms, so let’s be sure this time.’ 
 
    They all tugged at the iron U-shaped handle sticking out of the metal lid. For a few minutes, they struggled but couldn’t open it.  
 
    ‘Blast it,’ Rick said impatiently. 
 
    John’s hand patted the air as he gestured for Rick to stay calm. 
 
    ‘That side’s loose,’ Aron grunted. 
 
    John swept his rubber glove around all the edges and tossed the last remaining dirt off the lid. One small edge of the lid had rusted and now it flaked away, leaving a tiny gap. He curled his fingers. Despite the thick insulation his fingers were frozen.  
 
    Aron leapt up and ran to John’s backpack. He unzipped it and grabbed a crowbar.  
 
    While Aron wrenched the crowbar under the metal lid, John glanced around, feeling as if Steffan Sommer’s ghost was watching him. 
 
    But nobody was in sight. 
 
    Two doves sat in the treetops pecking at each other’s feathered throats. The peace and tranquillity of the couple struck him, and an apparition of his marriage came to him. He had first loved Emily because of her beautiful Nordic looks. It had often occurred to him that he was similar to Hitler in that he understood the beauty of the Aryan people, but where they differed was that he could never understand what had driven the bastard to try and elevate them as a master race. 
 
    He thought of the equally perfect beauty Emily had birthed. Never could he understand how lucky he was that his little princess was so perfect in every way. So unlike him. 
 
    Now, looking at the doves made him realise that the marriage he had always known would not be good was completely empty. Emily did her thing, he did his. Perhaps that was his fault, or rather that of the demon that drove him to exact revenge on the Nazi phantom that haunted him.  
 
    Was it for what they did to his people? Or what The Wolf did to him…taking his only worldly possession, a child’s treasure? 
 
    Glancing at the doves one last time, John decided to change his marriage. To go home and at least try to love Emily. Maybe what he saw as her obsession with material wealth was simply because it was something she could hold on to and predict, unlike her husband. He would stop this madness, dashing across Europe at every sniff of Nazi treasure. Instead, he would dedicate his time and love to his wife and child. 
 
    ‘Come on, help me,’ Aron panted, ‘it’s almost open!’ 
 
    John and Rick stepped closer and helped Aron. After a few tugs, all on their knees and backs bent, the thick iron lid gave a series of tortured clangs as it jolted open.  
 
    They all stared down into a ventilation tunnel. Then, John rose to his feet and saluted the doves with a huge grin creasing his face. 
 
    Aron frowned at him. ‘What’s tickling you?’ 
 
    John pointed at the treetops, ‘Those birds.’ He ducked his head inside and the darkness engulfed him. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ Aron suddenly pulled him back. 
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    If we drop this madness and stay home to give and receive love, will this bitter quest finally end? Could we ever be open to living in peace? Maybe we should try. Now is as good a time as any, because…if we don't end this war of revenge, it will end us. 
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ John rasped. ‘Now isn’t the time to get cold feet on me, Aron.’  
 
    Lately, his brother had been more resistive to these trips and this endless pursuit of treasures. He wanted to settle down and have the time to find a wife. Even after all these years, Aron still found it hard talking to women. He would be happy when he heard John’s decision, that this trip would end their hunting days. 
 
    ‘It’s my turn to go first,’ Aron pulled him back out of the hole. 
 
    ‘Ah!’ John stepped aside and let Aron go ahead of him. Another of their agreements had been that they each take turns to be first, in case there was a booby trap. That was the fairest way. 
 
    Rick muttered, ‘I’ll watch the gear.’ 
 
    The three men gave each other a curt nod. 
 
    Aron slid into the hole. Within seconds, only the thick rubber undersoles of his hiking boots were visible. ‘Come on,’ his muffled voice echoed down the ventilation pipe. 
 
    As John squeezed his head inside the hole and crawled forward, the smell of mould and damp immediately filled his nostrils. That didn’t deter him.  
 
    On hands and knees, John followed Aron and slithered on his stomach like a large lizard in search of prey. 
 
    After a long slide through the pipe, he dropped down into an empty chamber beside his brother. John raised his eyebrows but said nothing. Treading carefully, they moved to the other side of the chamber. In front, Aron splashed through puddles of rusty water that shone brown in the torchlight. 
 
    Scanning the walls, John almost tripped over the corroded metal valve which would have pumped air into the ventilation shafts. He bent down and squinted at it through the dim torchlight. Despite its years in the damp, the valve was still bright yellow. The colour of German industry.  
 
    ‘It’s definitely Nazi. Look,’ he tapped his finger on a Reich symbol. The valve had a serial number dating back to 1943 printed on it. VW12b. ‘They built this so they could draw air in from outside. It works like an on and off switch to get fresh air into this place.’  
 
    Aron’s white teeth glinted above his torch as he flicked it around the room. ‘Probably to keep them alive if they escaped and hid in here.’ 
 
    ‘Disgusting place to hide,’ John muttered, ‘even if it was only to survive.’ 
 
    Peculiar moulds and mosses grew up the red brick walls. Spider webs clothed the corners and hung like glistening silk underwear over the empty doorway. 
 
    The only sound was a constant drip of water leaking into the bunker. Dripping rain and water had always bothered John. At least ever since they hadn’t been given enough water to drink at the camp when hearing the rain fall outside on the roof was yet another form of torture.  He wasn’t going to let that ride his nerves at this moment, though. Not now! 
 
    They trampled over some rock and debris, but the room still maintained its structure. A set of iron reinforcement bars stuck up out of the ground like gnarled fingers. Beside them, rusting attachment cables hung loose.  
 
    The stale air, so long unventilated, seemed to crawl across his skin and caught in his nose. He strained his eyes to see in the dark, with only the dim warmth of their torchlight to guide them through the clammy, humid atmosphere. 
 
    For a moment, he was flung back to Terezín, where screams for help from the tortured prisoners ripped through the night. He shook off the thoughts. 
 
    As on many occasions in these abandoned war buildings, John had to forcibly quell his terror. In moments like this, he had to slow his panicked breathing by shutting down the memories. This was often done by biting his lips or even his tongue. The pain of the recollections was that severe. 
 
    An abrupt, high wind rumbled through the ventilation chute, like a train going through a tunnel. 
 
    When it abated equally suddenly, only their heavy breathing could be heard. John imagined it was ghosts, and had to keep checking behind him to stem their infiltration of his mind. 
 
    They picked their way through a squared hallway. He ran his gloved hand along the rough wall. No holes anywhere. Punching the wall, he declared, ‘Cement blocks, probably reinforced with steel. It’s odd that they have all these doorways like a submarine if they built it that way.’ 
 
    ‘Hm,’ croaked Aron, ‘maybe they planned to be able to close sections off. They certainly don’t help the air circulate, though.’ 
 
    John almost twisted his ankle on a lump of broken concrete. He glanced up and saw where the concrete lump had fallen out.  
 
    ‘Hang on, didn’t we pass that red paint mark on the wall a way back? Stay where you are.’ 
 
    He ran back, retracing his steps, which left a hollow thump echoing around the bunker. He returned to the iron door, which had once been locked but was now so corroded that they had been able to pass through with nothing more than a hard shove. He carried on through the corridor beyond it, and within minutes was uttering a jubilant laugh as he appeared in front of Aron.  
 
    Aron flinched. ‘Hey!’ He glanced over his shoulder. ‘You were behind me a minute ago.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly!’  
 
    John thumped the concrete wall. ‘ There’s a hidden vault behind these walls. Crafty bastards! These section doors aren’t part of the construction, they’re to stop you seeing that you’re walking in a circle! Go either way and you would come to an end at one or other side of that locked door and never know. It’s our good fortune that they made it badly and it rusted away. They built this bunker around a hidden room, and a big one at that.’ 
 
    They both retraced their steps, shining their torches up and down the walls, examining every nook and cranny for any sign of a door or opening into the hidden room.  
 
    Nothing. Not even a ventilation shaft. 
 
    ‘I can’t see how deep the concrete is, but it has to be hiding something behind it.’ 
 
    Despite the dead iciness of the air, a flash of heat raced through him. They had come all this way and couldn’t get into the vault. He wanted to hammer through the concrete wall and see what treasure lay hidden. But these things had to be done slowly and carefully, so instead, he gritted his teeth, grinding the top against the bottom.  
 
    Grinning, Aron placed his ear up against the concrete vault, ‘If only we knew what was inside.’ 
 
    John shook his head and balled his fists. ‘We’ll have to break a hole. We’ll fucking blast that wall to hell!’ 
 
    Their breath swirled in the cold underground chamber.  
 
    John glanced sideways at Aron. ‘This whole structure is already hidden. Why would they go to such great lengths to hide another room inside it?’ 
 
    For a moment they stood motionless and then, simultaneously, they grinned at each other and then threw their arms around each other.  
 
    Slapping each other’s backs and laughing. 
 
    At last this might be their ultimate revenge. And it would be sweet. 
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    My boy, now my man, should never have broken the sacred code.… 
 
      
 
    John and Aron had prepared themselves for this day. The Nazis had had a paranoia about thieves. ‘It takes one to know one!’ as John had observed to his brother. In all their missions, one factor had always held true: the more valuable the treasure they sought, the more elaborate the disguises and traps protecting it.  
 
    What they hadn’t encountered before was a bunker hiding another one within it. John imagined it was like those Russian dolls that nested inside each other. Each getting smaller and smaller. The Nazis had built the outer structure to protect the inner. There would be more to it, though. And they had always anticipated that, like the Reich Chancellery and several other Nazi buildings, whatever was hidden at Lake Toplitz would have been flooded at the end of the war by the SS. Which was why they had lugged diving gear all this way with them. 
 
    John’s irritation at the featureless wall of the bunker had lasted only a few minutes. He hadn’t reached the top of his field by favouring petulance over ingenuity, and once he started thinking, the idea had come quickly. The Nazis had been able to predict a lot of things, but portable metal detectors that could do what a top-end one made thirty years after the end of the war was capable of hadn’t been one of them. 
 
    They found the doorway quickly, in only the fifth section of wall they checked. Knowing where to hammer and chisel away at the layer of concrete, it took little more than an hour to expose a rectangle of iron in the wall and the small indentation where its lock was hidden. 
 
    Rick had a number of useful specialities and one was locks. Whilst the two brothers shone their torches for him, Rick probed like a surgeon with his selection of wires and levers, until finally a reluctant click echoed around the bunker. 
 
    ‘What now?’ John asked.  
 
    Rick  pointed to the small loop of thick metal they’d exposed below the lock. ‘We pull!’ They attached a carabiner and a piece of rope from their climbing gear to the loop and pulled, first just John, and then all three of them. There was a sudden, sharp noise as some resistance broke. Another clang. And a clunk. Then, a whoosh as the trapped air hissed out of the doorway and the door ground open, shedding flakes of concrete. John poked his head into the shaft. The abrupt blast of mildew, algae and wet stone filled his nostrils. The echoes of dripping water floated up to him. 
 
    With a grimace, he bent over and stared down into the dark, cavernous depths. ‘Hah,’ he bellowed to Aron peering into the shaft beside him, ‘they thought flooding would stop us!’  
 
    ‘Rick, go get the diving gear will you?’ Their torches worked underwater, and their tanks would give them at least an hour of searching time. If the Nazis had built a few inner chambers, who knew what they would encounter? He had no idea, but, as usual, they had come prepared for all eventualities. 
 
    John dug into one of the baggage rolls Rick dropped from the ventilation shaft and pulled out a wetsuit. Thankfully, money was no object and they had bought the best quality of all the gear they needed…and more, in case. He slid a diving mask around his neck and sucked on the mouthpiece of the slimline tank he’d hoisted onto his back.  
 
    Now he twisted his head and glanced at the two men at his side. ‘Together we’ve found the small and the medium stuff, but we always knew that the big one was out there somewhere. It’s taken years to find this exact location,’ he looked at each of them in turn. ‘Whatever happens down there, remember your oath.’ 
 
    All three slapped hands high in the air and chanted, ‘This place will never be revealed to anyone else.’  
 
    John exhaled hard. ‘What’s hidden down there is anyone’s guess. Are you ready?’ 
 
    They all stared at each other.  
 
    Aron huffed. ‘Let’s pray it’s safe down there.’  
 
    ‘I don’t pray,’ John retorted.  
 
    ‘My turn to go first!’ Rick was all kitted up. 
 
    Water rippled around him as he lowered himself into the hidden vault.  
 
    Next, John clambered down the metal ladder into the water. Its echo was closeted and peculiar in the narrow shaft and merged with the sound of the newly disturbed water lapping against the cement walls. Just before he slipped into the water, he thought he heard a sound carry in through the ventilation shaft from the outside world. The keening shriek of the falcon. 
 
    Another warning?  
 
    It was nerve-wracking enough, diving into the underwater vault not knowing where it went, without the bird of prey screeching.  
 
    But discovering an untouched hoard of the Nazis’ most priceless treasures would make everything worthwhile. 
 
    Aiming his torchlight ahead of him, John peered around. There was only the ladder and the narrow tube of the shaft, eerie in the pitch black. Even with the breather clamped in his mouth he could taste the mineral tang of the cold water, and a hint of some sort of organic decay, a foulness.  
 
    Now and then a yellowed spot danced above him as Aron’s torchlight above him circled through the water. With Rick leading the way, John  could feel the vibrations of both his trusted companions as their hands and feet sought and gripped the rungs of the ladder. 
 
    Suddenly a warped sound came to him. His eyes peered up through the murky water to see Aron banging the ladder and waving his arm wildly to point in Rick’s direction. His eyes were wide, the whites showing all around the pupils, and he seemed to be trying to shout some warning. 
 
    Another distorted whump echoed through the dense water. John hurried down three more rungs of the ladder to its end and was suddenly aware of a large space around him. He swivelled his torch beam around to see that Rick had moved away from the ladder and was gripping a heavy bar that curved up the wall of what appeared to be a huge, round chamber they were in. As he swung his torch beam around he saw more and more bars, almost as if the whole room were enclosed in a huge metal cage.  
 
    John kicked furiously over to his friend. His pulse beat faster, hammering against his ribs. Rick’s eyes were closed but his teeth showed round his breather. 
 
    He’d thought for a second there was a problem, but it must just be excitement. This was it! This must be what The Wolf had been talking about. Treasures hidden so deep under the ground that the stupid fucking Nazis never expected anyone would be able to find it! 
 
    He turned sideways to grin at Rick, but his companion’s other hand jerked wildly as his eyes suddenly opened wide and rolled backwards in his head. Immediately all his limbs were jerking, and he started to drift away, out of control. 
 
    John’s hand lunged out to grab his friend. He tried to right Rick’s body, but his face had reddened, and he kept tilting over, like an up-turned boat. 
 
    Each time John pulled him back to face him, Rick’s eyes were elsewhere, bulging and out of focus. His rasping breaths spat out his regulator. 
 
    John put everything into his gaze, mentally ordering his man, but also himself, to calm down, as he shoved the regulator back into Rick’s mouth. 
 
    Of all the dangers they faced, he was most conscious of the risk of blacking out under water, which could so easily be fatal.  
 
    At the same time, a light-headedness gripped him. He gulped on his air tank in short, fast breaths. An odd hum throttled in his ears and he felt hot, despite the near freezing water. He squeezed his eyes closed and quickly opened them, trying to focus, to check on Rick.  
 
    His long-time friend and hunting assistant was clawing at his own cheeks, dragging his fingers down as if trying to scrape something off his face. Again Rick’s regulator fell out, this time pushed out by a scream of agony. 
 
    His pulse raced and he clenched his jaw to try and stop himself hyperventilating. Whatever it was had been building slowly and relentlessly within him. He clenched harder on the bar that was anchoring him. 
 
    A sharp pain shot through his chest and his legs went weak. The sound of his racing heartbeat in his eardrums terrified him.  
 
    Black spots danced in front of his eyes, and they clouded as a bout of dizziness drowned out all sense.  
 
    Shit! What the fuck is happening?! 
 
    He thought of Rick again. It was a struggle to turn, but when he managed, he saw his friend drifting aimlessly and rigid except for the spasmodic twitching of his limbs.  
 
    Even as he watched Rick’s body sink slowly into the depths of the cavern, what had been an itching tingle became an invisible force that pulled at John’s face, and the pain of it was so intense that he raked his fingers down his face in a desperate bid to scrape it away. As a yell broke from him, his regulator fell from his mouth. 
 
    His mind spewed an entire dictionary of crude curses and they jumbled chaotically together. Rick’s face mooned up from below him, deformed and contorted by agony, and frozen in death. 
 
    Rick barely looked human anymore, but he did resemble someone from John’s memories: Elza. Just before they had finally killed her. As John’s vision swam around the chamber and saw that the metal bars on the walls formed a cage structure, he realised that he himself was now in a giant version of the Frying Room in which they had destroyed his beloved sister. 
 
    ‘No!’ cried every fibre of John’s will and being.  
 
    He could not let the Nazis beat him in the end. Not this way. 
 
    Despite not believing, John’s mind shrieked: Dear God, help me. He remembered Ima telling him to say the Shema Yisroel when he needed God to help, but he could not recall the words of that important prayer.  
 
    Instead, he struggled to make his head look down so he could reach for his breather, but all he managed was to make his twitching body turn sideways and sink lower. As he did he met a stare from the chamber floor, the empty sockets and rictus grin of a skull. He had broken the code and now he was paying the price.  
 
    A primal scream erupted from John’s convulsing lungs. 
 
    Then his vision went black. 
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    The New Falcon 
 
    July 1985, Little Hollow Hall 
 
    The new Falcon heard her Mercedes’ wheels squeal as Glynn Liner drove through the ornate, wrought iron gates of Little Hollow Hall. She watched him speed up the winding tree-lined drive that cut across the acres and acres of parkland. The idiot was so full of testosterone you’d think he poured it on his cereal each day. 
 
    From her vantage point in the hired office suite, she could see down the Aldermaston valley, to the dual carriageway between Newbury and Reading, as well as across the countryside in-between. Dotting the landscape were old country houses. Made of stone, they sat beside each other in a charming, lazy way with small gardens out back and colourful trailing baskets out front. 
 
    One way or another, not even the little details escaped her. From Glynn stupidly kicking the dog in his masquerade near the airfield a few days ago, to his petrol-headed race up to their new offices.  
 
    For a moment, the recollection of her former home saddened her, but she quickly wiped it away. There was no room in her heart for fond memories. 
 
    These days the manor was a business conference centre, and she had taken over the south wing. Paying a small country hotel big money meant she could do just about anything she liked, but all she wanted was to be close to the airfield. Within spying distance. 
 
    A soft breeze whispered to the birds tweeting in the tall silver birch leaves, giving the park a serenity that belied what was about to take place. 
 
    Here and there a small group of speckled deer munched on lawns that had been specially manicured to receive them. On this unusually hot summer’s day, a few collected under squat oak trees for a bit of shade. 
 
    Another squeal and she shook her head. She watched with contempt as Glynn aimed at the VIP parking beside the old building’s front door. He slammed on the brakes and came to a halt parked diagonally over a white line, taking two spaces. Leaving the dog in the boot with no windows open, he leapt out of the car and in a few long strides he entered an arched oak door.  
 
    She exhaled, as if blowing out a thin stream of cigarette smoke. Another chat was on the cards. The idiot, like most men she knew, hadn’t listened to her all-important words: Don’t stick out like a sore thumb. 
 
    Her eyes narrowing, she kicked the decorative wrought iron balcony balustrade. The egotist would certainly get noticed for that! No one could stand seeing a dog panting in a locked-up car. 
 
    A chorus of four-letter words exploded through her mind. They were too foul to repeat, even for her. 
 
    A moment later, Glynn was striding into the office with a smug look on his face. She wiped it off quickly  with her calm, yet sharp words, ‘Don’t stick out like a sore thumb also means don’t leave the dog in a hot, locked car.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, sorry!’ He slapped his forehead. 
 
    She mouthed one of the curses. He was already driving her nuts. 
 
    From the huge glass windows overlooking the park-like gardens, they could see who came to the airfield. She had immediately sent Glynn, in her car, to give the place a once over with the mutt as a disguise. And if their paths crossed in public, they acted like they didn’t know each other. 
 
    It was part of her plan to dress each day with specific goals and targets in mind. Like today, with her tanned bust pouring out of her tight dress. Of course, it had to be ivory for showing her virginal innocence. Yet, by the way it hugged her shapely curves, it hooked men like Glynn into desiring her, and, more precisely, doing almost anything she asked without questioning her motives. 
 
    There was a lot to achieve today. And most of it was already leaving a sour taste in her mouth. 
 
    Julius Jordan, who presided over Solaris, a prestigious group of private collectors of Nazi artefacts, had been her father’s former main client and had given Glynn, to whom he entrusted various pieces of dirty work, the job of being the Falcon’s right hand man. Her right hand man.  
 
    The new Falcon. 
 
    Since the accident, she had taken over her father’s role, so it was only right she also adopt his moniker. 
 
    Despite only being in her twenties, she communicated on the same level as the best private collectors of German artefacts in Europe. Falcon had been the risk-taker, the man who would research and find locations to search, and then go out and retrieve the hidden fortunes. 
 
    After the accident, she had called Julius about documentation and evidence from her father’s study, and the private collector had opened his arms to the Falcon’s daughter. It had not been easy, but she had shown him that she was as cunning and intuitive as her father. And there was more to come, of that she was certain. 
 
    Glynn, back from releasing the hound from its oven and suitably contrite, handed her a take-out coffee and cinnamon bun. Of all things, she detested cinnamon! 
 
    While sipping, she looked into the glass of an antique cabinet that she’d positioned herself beside deliberately and watched Glynn’s lecherous eyes roam over her. From her straight shoulders, down over her breasts that she had overheard him call a “stunning pair of headlights”, across her smooth, hour-glass waist and over her toned butt and thighs. Loving the sensation of male adoration, she let him ogle for a long moment.  
 
    ‘So,’ Glynn blew on his steaming coffee, ‘that reporter roaming around…you think he’s onto Sommer?’ 
 
    ‘Uh-huh,’ she arched her back with the intention of sending thrills straight to his groin. 
 
    Glynn kept his gaze on her. ‘You think he escaped with the map?’  
 
    ‘Mm, he could have passed his secrets down to his new family.’ 
 
    ‘Or taken them to the grave with him.’ 
 
    She ignored his remark. ‘The big question is what he did with the blueprint.’ 
 
    ‘Blueprint?’ Glynn scratched his head, looking puzzled. ‘I thought we were hunting a map.’ 
 
    ‘We are,’ she gave him a coy smile to make him believe she was slyly telling him she had the hots for him. ‘It’s Hitler’s ultimate blueprint which charts all his secret treasure locations.’  
 
    ‘And you still think it’s hidden in the hangar?’ Glynn shook his head. ‘No way. I cased the place. It’s just a pile of shit inside. Dusty and oily aeroplane parts.’  
 
    She placed her coffee on the desk and leaned over to give him an excellent view of her cleavage. ‘I think there’s a hidden bunker under that airfield hangar.’ 
 
    ‘What on earth gives you that idea?’ 
 
    She reached over to take two remote controls off her desk and aimed the first at the TV in the corner and the second at the VCR below it. For a moment they watched a group of water engineers digging ground to lay new pipes, and then suddenly the ground caved in, exposing an underground tunnel. The TV clip ended with the engineer explaining how they had found the bunker under a Hampshire airfield. Similar to the one they were watching.  
 
    She aimed the remote back at the TV and switched it off. ‘You see, anything is possible. My father’s research shows there were underground bomb shelters around here, originally intended for the locals to escape the air raids, but then used for something else and finally forgotten. If Sommer was hiding here after the war, there’s a chance he found out about one of these bunkers. In those days it would be the most likely place to hide such a precious map.’  
 
    Glynn was Rick’s nephew, so he knew enough of the family history. He touched her arm. ‘I’m sorry the Falcon came home all monster-like, but I’m not sorry he raised you with his same instincts for treasures.’ 
 
    She gave him a sweet, sad smile.   
 
    ‘Okay,’ Glynn murmured, ‘what’s the next plan?’  
 
    ‘We need to get inside that hangar. After the festival, they’ll all be off guard by then.’  
 
    ‘What about the lads?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll deal with anyone who stands in our way.’ She inhaled deeply and stood, pausing to stretch out her leg. This time it wasn’t to keep Glynn’s testosterone raging, it was because doing the stupid, fake limp made it ache slightly. 
 
    He gaped. ‘Even the kids you once knew?’ 
 
    ‘Even them.’ 
 
    A smirk twisted Cami’s golden face. First she had snared the cripple. Now for his cousin. 
 
    But before that bit of fun she had some homework to do. She might be continuing her father’s work, but that only made it more important that she learn how to not meet the same fate. 
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    Oxford University 
 
    Cami stretched out her hand to Professor Lowton. From his soft, gravelly voice on the phone she had expected him to be white-haired, but his clay coloured mane was flung haphazardly back off his doubly high forehead.  
 
    Something about his smooth complexion reminded her of one of those English romantic comedy leads, where a rather fussy bachelor turns out to be quite dashing after all. 
 
    ‘Thank you so much for meeting me.’ 
 
    ‘It’s my pleasure.’ When his thin lips smiled, they almost looked as though they were grimacing. 
 
    Although she had called in the favour from one of the Solaris members, a retired history professor at Oxford who had arranged this meeting, this physics professor had been led to believe she was a novelist looking for some expertise. Her contact, Professor Radcliffe, had made the appointment privately so he wouldn’t have to explain to any assistant or university staff the reasons for Cami’s visit. She had also insisted upon the name Emma, just because it sounded so like what Papi had used to call his mother. 
 
    ‘As I said on the phone, I’m writing a Nazi war thriller on this subject and I’d appreciate asking you some questions to ensure my story is authentic.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Any friend of Professor Radcliffe’s need only ask. Follow me.’ 
 
    He led her out of the light biscuit-coloured, 18th-century Clarendon Building, with its imposing entrance and numerous featured windows, then, across the Clarendon Quad  under the watchful gaze of a picturesque mixture of spires and gargoyles. 
 
    Cami flexed her calf muscles to keep up with his pace. Damn the heels. They were worn to impress, not to walk miles around Oxford’s cobbles. His reedy-thin body and what looked like orthopaedic shoes seemed to be designed for scurrying quickly between buildings and keeping him away from the sunlight. He showed no inclination to do what most men did and dawdle slightly so that they could get a better view of her as she walked. 
 
    ‘Do please hurry, I have a student coming later to…er, discuss quantum physics.’  
 
    Even though he was doing a good friend a favour, he made it clear that he was grumpy about this use of his precious time.  
 
    As she hurried to keep up with him, her silk scarf fluttered in the light breeze, tickling her neck.  
 
    Thankfully, he waved her directly into another building showing off more of Oxford’s Gothic splendour.  
 
    He looked at her and mumbled, ‘Like the Bod.’ 
 
    She blushed, but with pride. More forward than she would have expected, but he had noticed her lithe physique through the figure-hugging dress. She had no idea how an author dressed, probably fuddy-duddy or like a trumped-up detective, of which she was neither, so she had gone with a suitably understated version of her normal displaying of the wares, and it had finally been duly noted. 
 
    ‘That is…do you like the Bodleian?’ He pointed. ‘It’s one of the oldest libraries in Europe.’ 
 
    Now her flush was angry, realising that he had asked if she liked the library, not commented on her body.  
 
    He strolled on and apparently hadn’t noticed her mishap, so she shook her head inwardly. Maybe he preferred choirboys, or was just too damned nerdish to notice her “bod.”  
 
    ‘I would take you in there, but silence is preserved and anyway time is pressing. We’ll be able to have a private conversation in my room. If that is alright?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes, thank you. That’s very kind of you.’ She glanced past the library’s security guard. The ceiling looked almost like stained-glass windows, with hundreds of coats of arms on mustard-yellow backgrounds encased in wooden beams. Certainly the kind of place you could imagine a medieval monk in his flowing robe with his nose buried in a book. 
 
    The professor led her down a hallway of highly polished wooden floors that gleamed from the sunlight at the far end, streaming through an ornate arched window.  
 
    ‘Here we are,’ he unlocked an oak door and ushered her into a musty room. 
 
    The smell of old leather and wet socks hit her. She glanced around. Wooden shelves on either end were lined with books that didn’t look like any holiday read, more like endless rows of encyclopaedias. Then, she spotted a strange looking helmet, similar to what a pilot would have worn in the war. It sat on top of discarded trainers stuffed with socks.  
 
    Ah, his cycling helmet. So that was where the smell came from. He probably cycled to work each day and changed for lectures. How repellent. 
 
    ‘Please,’ he indicated two chairs in the window recess, and she sunk into one and again caught the whiff of old leather. 
 
    He joined her in the seat opposite and his eyebrows rose over his round rimmed glasses. ‘Right. Please ask away.’  
 
    ‘In my research I came across something called an Energetischen Kaefig. An energy cage.’ 
 
    Professor Lowton nodded, clearly remembering the quick summary she’d given on the phone, but also frowning. 
 
    In her honey voice, she explained, ‘It seems this energy cage can cause a human to lose their mind and their memory, somehow to have all the energy sucked out of them.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Emma, but I do find this sort of misappropriation of scientific terminology rather vexing. What you describe sounds like a typical East German urban legend based on, at best, a very small kernel of truth.’ 
 
    As her throat closed up, Cami wanted to cry out: But I’ve seen what happened to my father! 
 
    Instead, she breathed deeply and continued, ‘I also read about the Faraday Cage, which seems to be something that protects what is inside it against radiation.’ 
 
    ‘A Faraday Cage is a shield that predominantly takes the form of a cage-like structure to protect different kinds of mostly electronic equipment or those using it from unwanted radiation intrusion or emissions, yes .’ 
 
    ‘Ah, so if the Nazis…err, in my novel, if they had a chamber fitted with one of these cages, it could mean they are protecting something electronic inside, is that right?’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t comment on your specific usage, but typically, yes.’ 
 
    ‘So this cage will block any kind of physical force?’ 
 
    The professor sighed. ‘No. They can’t block magnetic fields, including that of the earth. Nor such forces as gravity, obviously, but they can protect the interior from electromagnetic radiation coming from the outside. Or, as I said, prevent radiation within the cage from escaping.’ 
 
    ‘So, if the German energy cage I…um found in my research could maim or kill a human who was inside it, why would it be in a room enclosed in a Faraday cage?’ She had to keep a lid on it and not give her game away. 
 
    Professor Lowton squinted at her and muttered, ‘A properly constructed Faraday cage would absorb the incident electromagnetic radiation arriving at its outside or inside. It would definitely not maim a person. It is a shield, not a weapon.’ 
 
    Cami stared at him. Her instinct was to blurt out that, even if his retelling had been vague, Uncle Aron had seen the cage that enclosed the chamber, and what had happened to her father and Rick. 
 
    ‘If you want accuracy in your story, the physical description you gave me of the chamber is consistent with a giant Faraday cage having been built into its walls. As to why this would have been done, the most likely explanation is that whatever was inside the chamber required shielding from external radiation. If you force me to speculate, the only reasons I could countenance for that would be either to protect the contents of the chamber against some imagined weapon that emitted radiation, or to prevent their detection using penetrative radiation. Does this help?’ 
 
    Two thoughts struck Cami at the same time. As she tried to digest them, she gave the professor her sweetest dumb-blonde smile, ‘I’m trying to understand the complexity of this. Please let me get my thoughts straight.’ 
 
    ‘Do take your time,’ he circled his thumbs around each other while he waited. 
 
    She remembered Uncle Aron’s quivering voice as he described the vault. It had been like descending into a giant, circular birdcage, he’d said. Rick had gone first, then Papi, and as Uncle Aron had followed them he had watched both of them seem to lose control of their bodies and then begin clawing at their faces. Whatever had done that to them he had also felt, and he had barely been able to grab Papi and haul him up the ladder and out of the vault. 
 
    Yet even as she tried to piece together the fragments Uncle Aron had told her before he passed, more exciting was her other thought: what the hell had Hitler hidden in the cage that was so precious? She was truly her father’s daughter. 
 
    ‘You said earlier that the Faraday cage could be used to prevent radiation contained within it from escaping. Is it not possible that the cage somehow amplifies radiation inside the chamber so that anyone who enters it is maimed?’ 
 
    ‘No, it most certainly is not! Miss, I must say that I am greatly taxed every Michaelmas term by having to dispel my new students of the foolish notions put into them by novelists and movie producers who pilfer scientific terms and then grossly abuse them. The Faraday cage is a shield, nothing more. That is the scientific fact.’ 
 
    ‘Professor,’ she purred, trying to appear contrite and humble instead of murderous, which was increasingly how she was feeling. ‘With your intelligence it is easy for you to understand this. Would you be so kind as to explain how it works? I mean, in simple language…for someone who is really not very scientifically minded?’ 
 
    He gave a theatrical sigh. ‘Alas, that is ever my task. Very well, let us seek a metaphor. Do you have a microwave oven, Emma?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Papi had always bought the most modern gadgets for her mother. Despite the myths and fears surrounding this mysterious new method of food preparation, people were starting to see that the benefits of microwave cooking outweighed the possible risks. No one was dying of radiation poisoning, going blind or sterile from having one in their home, as had once been predicted. Papi had seen them used widely in Japan and had brought one home. 
 
    ‘Good,’ the professor intoned, ‘that might help to explain. You see, Emma, what you’re trying to understand is the same principle that keeps the microwaves inside a microwave oven, popping your popcorn instead of cooking your eyes as you watch.’ 
 
    She looked confused. 
 
    ‘You’ve heard of microwave popcorn, surely?’ 
 
    Hating to admit ignorance, she shook her head. 
 
    ‘Well,’ he said, his manner opening up as he went into lecture mode. ‘Microwave popcorn was invented in 1946. Dr. Percy Spencer was conducting experiments for the Raytheon Corporation with a magnetron. He loved chocolate and one day he discovered that the chocolate bar that he had in his pocket for lunch had melted while he was working with the magnetron. Of course, this piqued his curiosity, and he experimented with other foods to see what would happen to them. One of those food items was popcorn, which popped when brought into proximity with the magnetron.’ 
 
    Great, microwave popcorn, but no discovery about Papi’s illness. 
 
    Struggling to understand the professor’s point, she smiled her sweetest smile. ‘What exactly does that tell me?’ 
 
    ‘If you will bear with me… In the case of the microwave oven, the source of electromagnetic radiation is inside the,’ he hooked his fingers into an air quote, ‘”Faraday cage” with the food. If you put the source outside the oven, then the food would not get cooked, but the people standing nearby might be feeling a little warm.’ 
 
    Had her Papi been like the popcorn, his deformity the same swelling and contortion that the little kernels experienced? ‘But, professor, could that not be what the chamber is, a giant microwave oven? Would it not explain the energy being sucked away and the deformity my…characters in the novel would suffer?’ 
 
    Again his tone was waspish. ‘This is what I mean! It’s absurd! Young lady, I’m afraid you really don’t have a clear grasp on what you are talking about. A microwave oven is a tiny enclosure, and still it requires two kilowatts of power to heat a small mass of foodstuff, and quite slowly at that. If you were to build this huge cavern you described to me, and then to fill it with water as you said, which would greatly reduce amplitudes, then the power required to fill it with enough radiation to harm a man in mere minutes would be immense, absolutely immense.’ 
 
    Cami remained silent as he glared at her, checking to see if his reprimand had found its target. 
 
    He continued, ‘And you seriously wish to propose that not only could such a device have been constructed in the nineteen forties, when the technology for it did not exist, but that it would still be functional thirty years later? It is laughable. And as for your Faraday cage, why bother? If all that is outside the cage is solid rock, what on earth is it protecting? The radiation could dissipate harmlessly there.’ 
 
    She was about to speak but, not done yet, he held up a finger. ‘And this concept of energy sucking and deformity you are so attached to, perhaps as cheap horror for your readers. It is not accurate. Energy would not be sucked, it would be, if anything, pumped in. As for physical damage, in the short term a person inside this vault of yours would suffer no more than skin burns, so in fact if this death trap of yours was designed to protect something from intruders it wouldn’t actually work very well, would it?!’ 
 
    He plumped back into his seat, seemingly pleased to have demonstrated his alpha brain credentials. He then glanced obviously at his watch. 
 
    Cami knew that she had no weapons at her disposal to charm this pompous goblin, and anyway if she didn’t get out of here soon she would be tempted to wrestle the man’s spindly body to the floor, stuff his stinking cycling socks into his mouth, and hold them there until his breathing stopped, and she could ask him for his opinion on that, please, sir! 
 
    Looking directly at him she said, ‘Professor, if you will give me an answer to one hypothetical question, I will leave immediately and will assure Professor Radcliffe that you were of tremendous assistance. Do we have a deal?’ 
 
    The professor looked shocked for a second and then emitted a peculiar, high pitched cackle. ‘Well, I think that’s the best proposition you’ve made today! Ask away, and I shall impart my opinion.’ 
 
    Cami smiled her all-weather smile. ‘Suppose that the Nazis did build a cavern as I’ve described and that when an intruder entered it they were subjected to enough radiation to immediately incapacitate them. How would it be possible to enter the vault and remain safe?’ 
 
    The professor was unable to resist rolling his eyes. ‘Well, supposing all of that, and I think I’ve made my opinions clear about your premise…the only way would be either to disable the power source or to enter the chamber inside another Faraday cage, one large enough to contain the intruder, and with, of course, an earth connection. Does this satisfy your needs?’ 
 
    ‘I would like to thank you for being so generous with your time, professor, and I shall now keep my end of the bargain and leave you in peace.’ 
 
    He laughed his horrible laugh again and, ushering her towards the door, said ‘I wish you perspicacity with your novel, Emma.’ 
 
    As he opened the door they looked into the surprised face of a pale, gangly youth who had been about to knock. 
 
    ‘Ah, Jeremy! Here for our physics tutorial.’ She noticed how he stressed the last two words. Well that confirmed what she had suspected. 
 
    ‘If you wouldn’t mind, Emma, just ask my secretary at the end of the corridor and she’ll direct you out.’ And then the door was swinging shut, with Jeremy discreetly shuttled inside. 
 
    Cami walked down to the secretary in a tiny cubbyhole office. ‘Excuse me, Professor Lowton said you could direct me out?’ 
 
    A stressed looking woman looked up. ‘Yes, love, of course. Fastest way’s down this corridor and take a right at the end, and it’s the first door. And watch out for his bicycle, won’t you? Always parks it in the corridor next to the door. No matter how many times I tell him someone will clatter into it, he still does it!’ 
 
    When Cami reached the door she bent down to examine the bike, a new looking Dawes Galaxy. Pinching the two parts of the front brake caliper together, she unhooked the cable. She then did the same to the rear one, and squeezed the two brake levers to confirm that they now did nothing. 
 
    As she walked out into the street and headed for her car, she noticed that the Oxford traffic was moving quickly today, and smiled. 
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    Little Hollow Hall 
 
    Driving back to Aldermaston, Cami’s thoughts turned to how very easily Allan had taken the bait to be led into her web. Almost as easily as Matt had done, but limping boy was no use to her now. She had only ever been using him as a backup to get to his cousin. 
 
    A volley of curses ran through her head. He was a puppyish idiot and she would have preferred not to have got him involved, but there could be no half measures in what she did. Now it turned out that she’d never needed him, but such was life. She hoped he wouldn’t get in her way. People who got in her way would bite the dust.  
 
    Because it was a ruthless world filled with deadly enemies. As Papi had discovered. 
 
    During her childhood, she had walked past Little Hollow Hall on her way to school and envied the big, expensive cars entering and exiting the huge wrought iron entrance.  
 
    Once she’d stopped to kill a spider that had spun a web around the intricate gate design. Not because she didn’t like spiders, just the opposite, she admired their cunning in catching prey, but simply because it had ruined her vision of who lived behind the gates. Rich fancy people would never allow webs to spoil the entrance to their home. And she wasn’t about to let a spider give the impression the mansion was a crusty old ghost house, even though rumours in the village said that money was running short and the place would soon be up for sale. 
 
    Now, years later, she’d finally managed to get  the money Papi had made from his huge find just three months before the accident and hidden in various Swiss bank accounts. With it, she had returned determined to buy the place, only to find out it was now a conference centre. Living there was more important than owning the place, though, so she had simply kept increasing her offer until management had agreed to rent her the entire south wing.  
 
    Cami was pleased she had matured early, soon after Papi’s accident. When she had found his hidden money, she had started pretending to be an adult and giving the fake age of twenty. Easy enough to do at fifteen if you knew how to dress, and adults got so much more respect. Papi had been strangely obsessed with her growing up, and had always given her gifts and clothes that were far beyond her age. That helped her to hide her true youth.  
 
    She prided herself on being able to pull off any age she wanted, whether eighteen or thirty. Half an hour studying a teen magazine and one quick shopping trip, and she’d easily managed to make Matt think she was about his age. 
 
    Whenever she entered the local shops here, Cami made a point of complimenting someone’s “lovely” dress, another woman’s “funky” glasses and yet a third woman’s “simply gorgeous” shoes. She wouldn’t have been seen dead in any of it, but this kind of soft soap usually melted the female ice. And she never knew when she might need a favour from one of them. 
 
    Of the ones living near her old house, none had mentioned her family’s past, even though she had no doubt they were thinking and gossiping about it. Who needed them, anyway? Besides, most of them stunk of dogs! 
 
    Including Matt. Mm, she had to get rid of the whining cripple. He had fallen for her limp so easily. Such a gullible idiot! She had hoped he would disappear off to Oxfordshire as he had planned, but she had probably come on too strong for the poor little sod. Now he was claiming he was staying until the Air Fest, but she had no doubts about his real reason for hanging around. 
 
    More complications. Getting rid of a man wasn’t that difficult.  
 
    Two made it more awkward, even if one was very much just a boy. 
 
    Cami made her way through the small village of Aldermaston, past the wrought iron gates of her new office suite, Little Hollow Hall, and headed the few miles to her former home. Her mother had kept the cottage, but never came back here and had left it shut up and unused. 
 
    Inside, she readied herself for Allan’s arrival. She had plenty to do and prepare. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    An hour later, she opened the door for Allan and ushered him into the large country kitchen.  
 
    He seemed to be struggling to cope with a few notches more heat than the usual cool summer months. Wet patches had appeared under his armpits. She hated that, it showed the man had no control and no sense of pride. Then again, it could be her presence that had him perspiring so much. Or was it because of their conversation? Was he getting all worked up because he thought he was close to finding his hidden Nazi? 
 
    Although the reporter projected confidence in his abilities to film his puny little documentary, she had seen through his big talk. Several times he had been caught out, and even though he waxed over it with guff to the narrow-minded locals, it was obvious to her that he was raw and inexperienced. She guessed this was his first proper assignment as an intern, but he was making out that it was an important production to impress all his country bumpkin relatives and acquaintances. 
 
    Hah! 
 
    She busied herself making them fancy cocktails. In the reflection in the bottle, she noted him eyeballing her. Like all men. His eyes raked her body and then he ran his tongue over his lips before speaking. She had him in her web already, but she had to play along a little before going for the kill. Otherwise what fun would there be? 
 
    She turned and held out a pink cocktail with a frosted rim for him. 
 
    ‘So, Camryn,’ he said in a matter-of-fact tone as he took the glass, ‘this was your family home, is that right?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she sighed, and told him how her parents had got divorced when she was in her teens. The first part of the plan was to make him feel compassion for her.  
 
    Yet even as she delivered her lines, a deep longing filled her. She had always had a strong connection with Papi, but since his accident, there had been a void she couldn’t fill. She cared nothing for men or relationships, yet she wouldn’t give up the thrill of the chase. She loved being in control by making men all around her obsessed with how beautiful she was, but she wouldn’t dare try to dominate them openly.  
 
    Instead, she prided herself on secretly manipulating them with her charm and body language, an act guided by her ability to sense their hidden desires. 
 
    If men were stupid enough to get sucked into her web, that was their problem. 
 
    Now she talked about her father in an intimate way, to get her victim’s confidence before snaring him. She had to make him trust her completely, and showing little snippets of her personal side always worked. 
 
    She and Matt hadn’t really interacted with each other at school. How could they have? When she was eleven he’d been nothing more than a snotty little kid of six or so. Same village, different worlds, but of course they’d occasionally been in the same places at the same times. And yet a bit of a limp and smile and flutter her eyelids as she listened to his droning about aeroplanes, and he was instantly convinced they’d shared some sort of childhood bond. That was the power of her charms. 
 
    She felt sexual desire, too, of course, but it took a distant second place to her purpose. It was at a precociously young age, soon after Papi’s accident, that she had started trying to continue his work. Most of the men she had dealt with when she started asking questions about her father were quite contemptuous and dismissive of her …but a year later, around fifteen, she noticed them starting to show more interest in her suggestions, or at least in being around her to hear them. By sixteen these same men, for the most part paunchy and starting to sprout grey hairs, were hanging all over her and eager to impress. It was little wonder that her contempt for men and the habit of using her looks to control them had developed as it had. Really, it was all their fault. Not hers. 
 
    As for Allan, she could see she made it hard for him to listen when her butt waggled at him in her tight white dress. It was one of those that kept the line of her panties hidden. She wore them so men would wonder if she was wearing any. That was how easy it was to take his attention away from the serious conversation they were about to have. 
 
    He twirled the glass stem in his fingers and leaned against the counter, thrusting out his hips and groin. She smiled. So very predictable. 
 
    Cami picked up a wooden tray of cheese biscuits, a variety of cheeses and a chunk of pâté. ‘Come, I’ve prepared us a feast.’ She brushed past him, letting her elbow gently brush against his lower torso. After placing the tray on a coffee table, she slipped gracefully into a wicker chair softened by a large cushion. She started nibbling on a cheese biscuit. As she suspected, Allan did the same and placed his camera beside him.  
 
    ‘What’s on the camera today?’ 
 
    ‘Not much. Just some boring interviews with two old ladies having a cream tea. They chat mostly about the old days, but they only go on nostalgically about the war and don’t have any of the details I’m looking for. I’ll start again tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘Anything interesting come out of your investigations so far?’ 
 
    ‘Not as much as I would have liked. Mostly a lot of fighting about the Balmaine family: who likes them, who doesn’t. You know the sort of thing I mean…village gossip. I’ll have to dig deeper.’ 
 
    After a while, she tore a slice of cheese in half and shared it between them, placing the pieces on their respective wafers. Mother wouldn’t be seen dead serving sliced cheese to a guest. She would bring out all the fancy cheeses and their specific knives, but Cami didn’t have time for that kind of spread. 
 
    She tore another piece and held it out to him, purposefully making sure their fingers touched. With glee, she saw the same reaction that Matt had had when she’d ensured their fingers touched. Next, she smeared a butter knife over the smooth liver pâté, a speciality she’d bought because she loved its smooth richness. She spread it across a biscuit and handed it to Allan. He lifted it and crunched it between his teeth. She stood and walked over to make him another cocktail.  
 
    ‘Green this time,’ she smiled as she bent down and passed it to him, nicely aligned for her cleavage to show behind the glass. ‘I’m playing around with different flavours. I’m calling it “Cami’s Delight.” It may be too sweet.’ 
 
    He took a sip and denied her claim.’ No, no, it’s lovely. Is that aniseed?’ 
 
    ‘Oh dear, you’ve discovered my secret ingredient!’ 
 
    ‘I’ll drink it all. I love the stuff,’ he took another mouthful and sucked on the maraschino cherry. ‘Listen, Camryn―’  
 
    ‘Cami. Please, it’s less formal. I don’t want to feel that you’re interviewing me like all the others. I want to feel special,’ she added coyly. 
 
    ‘Oh, you are. You’re very special, Cami. You’re the reason I’m here with this story. I feel like I’m really getting somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘It’s your big scoop, right?’ 
 
    His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard, ‘No, I mean…okay, confession time!’ He threw his hands up in mock defeat. ‘You’re right, I have to get this story to ensure I get a good job in London. Without this, I’m down the tubes, back to flipping burgers.’ 
 
    She snuggled further down into her seat, her dress riding up to show a generous slice of thigh, to give him another carnal sign. ‘Well, we couldn’t have that now, could we? So how can I help?’ 
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    Cami leaned back into the cushion, pushing out her breasts. They were round and ripe like soft peaches. She only ever revealed just enough to entice men to want to touch them, but she never, ever showed any more than that. It was part of the game, to egg them on, tease them, yet never give them what they desired. 
 
    Allan slurped at his green cocktail and then said, ‘I hear your dad, the Falcon, became one of the world’s most sought-after men for finding Nazi artefacts and treasures.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. My father was an engineering contractor for large companies, many of which were in Germany and other parts of Europe.’ 
 
    She couldn’t confirm the truth to him. She scrutinised him for a reaction, but he was too busy watching her licking the pâté off her fingertips.  
 
    When she stopped, he cleared his throat and said, ‘I was led to believe that’s why your family left the village.’ 
 
    ‘Tongue-waggers! Just because he was a German with Jewish heritage and earned well at his job, they assumed he must have some deep, dark secret, and this treasure hunting story appeared from somewhere.’ She had to keep the bitter tone out of her voice. ‘No one bothered to try and understand what he had been through in the concentration camps.’ 
 
    She almost added: Or why he was compelled to search for those treasures.  
 
    ‘What happened to him?’ A slightly drunken disbelief spread across Allan’s face.  
 
    Sorrowful eyes would do the trick. ‘Do you mean in the camps, or later?’ She gave a small sniff. ‘Oh, it was horrible. He had an accident on one of his contracts.’ 
 
    ‘And is that why your family moved?’ He poked his fingers into the sparkling liquid, snatched the maraschino cherry and popped it into his mouth. It was a struggle not to let her revulsion show. 
 
    Cami nodded. ‘He was terribly injured, and Mother couldn’t look after him.’ 
 
    Allan took another swig of his drink, then said, ‘Where do they live now?’ 
 
    Cami passed her hand over her eyes as if overwhelmed. Apologising, she stood and poured him more cocktail, and again held out the plate with thickly layered biscuits. With each bite, he wolfed down the dark pâté. Eventually, she murmured, ‘Mother lives in New York, and my Papi is now in a care home in Würzburg.’ 
 
    ‘Why there?’ 
 
    ‘That’s where he lived before the Germans took his family. And he had always dreamed of going back, so my mother thought it was the best place for him.’ She didn’t say that her mother wanted the monster as far from her as possible, but she finished by adding, ‘I visit him every couple of weeks.’ 
 
    She suddenly brightened and became the bubbly bottle of champagne she’d been earlier. ‘Okay, so now you know the whole sordid truth about why we left Little Hollow so suddenly.’ 
 
     ‘That’s sad,’ his voice, slightly slurred at the edges, although probably just by the alcohol, and beginning to be stripped of its professional reporter façade, was genuinely moved, ‘especially after what he went through in the concentration camp.’ 
 
    ‘It all happened so quickly.’ Cami’s body turned artfully, to become small and fragile.  
 
    Allan sucked down more of his deadly cocktail. 
 
    She eyed him. It wouldn’t be too much longer, and she needed to find out what he knew before he became incoherent. ‘Anyway, enough about my father,’ her hand wafted like a butterfly across her eyes as if removing a tear, her upper arm squeezing her breast as she did.  
 
    He gulped down the remainder of his green cocktail and then licked his lips. ‘So, you haven’t heard of a Nazi hiding in this area?’ He was behaving like a lout now, his coarse greed stripped of all disguises by the drink. 
 
    Cami stared into space. Her face hardened in the momentary silence. ‘What makes you wish to connect my father to a Nazi hiding in this area?’  
 
    He frowned and tightened his lips as if muddled. ‘Well, as I said, I heard that your dad was a treasure hunter. Of course, if you say it’s all gossip, I’ll believe you. What I don’t get is how come your family moved at about the same time the story about a hiding Nazi first appeared. That’s what made me connect the two.’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘Don’t know.’ She kept her face cold and her eyes shallow. No one could know that Papi had only come to that village in order to hunt the very same Nazi that Allan had been talking about when she spotted him doing a voice to camera interview. 
 
    ‘So, have you heard the name Sommer?’ 
 
    His directness almost made her choke, but she kept calm. ‘Do you mean the one rumoured to have worked on some secret weapon for Kammler? 
 
    ‘Yes, him. But from my research, I think there were two of them.’ 
 
    ‘Twins?’ 
 
    ‘No. Cousins. Kammler recruited Wilhelm Sommer for his technology skills, but he had a cousin called Steffan Sommer.’ 
 
    Cami forced her expression to remain rigid. ‘I haven’t heard of him. Are you suggesting the cousin is hiding here or the techno-geek?’ 
 
    ‘Hah!’ He bellowed with sudden laughter. ‘No, it’s almost certain that the geek is in the US. His skills were far too valuable to waste, or to leave him lurking about.’ 
 
    ‘Could he even have been nabbed by the military for Aldermaston’s weaponry place up the road?’ She tried to make herself sound innocent and shocked that such things might go on. 
 
    ‘Maybe. Now that you mention it…with his supposed skills in building scientific devices, they, um, would want him just as much.’ He nodded in slow motion as if the idea stewed in his brain. ‘But, nah. Thing is that the Americans paid much, much better. They got the cream of the Nazi scientists, and Sommer was definitely…er, cream.’ 
 
    Cami hoped it was the cocktails starting to take effect. 
 
    Now he leant forward, conspiratorial and swaying slightly in his seat. ‘But I dug deep enough to find out about someone by the same name being sighted in Bremen, north Germany, just after the war ended.’ 
 
    She turned on her honey-voice, ‘You’ve certainly done your research. I’m impressed.’ 
 
    His chest expanded. ‘I turned up reams of printed papers, you know from trials and war criminal testimonies, about what the geek Sommer did for the Reich, but there isn’t much about the other…one.’ 
 
    Cami studied him. Was it working at last? 
 
    ‘Sommer’s success in the Hitler Youth, capturing an English spy, actually his cousin was there, too, and then working with high ranking officers was splashed across the…newspapers.’ 
 
    She nodded. Papi had cuttings of each one, but she didn’t tell him that. 
 
    ‘Despite all the information about who the man was and what he did, nobody has ever been able to locate him. Even though a few tabloids…reported possible whereabouts.’ 
 
    Allan had started quivering with a slight panting at the end of each sentence. Cami gestured to his glass to encourage him to lap up more of the lethal cocktail. 
 
    He did and continued, ‘Many believed he had gone to the States, like I just said, and that he possibly even lived in Mexico. While others were adamant he was hiding in…Canada.’ 
 
    ‘I think that place is riddled with Nazis,’ Cami sneered, ‘like America.’ 
 
     ‘But,’ Allan wagged his finger crookedly and smiling like he was bestowing a secret gift upon her, ‘a couple of little known reports said that he had changed his face and his name, and now lived…lives, quietly in a rural English Berkshire village called―’  
 
    Cami finished for him, ‘Little Hollow.’ The crooked finger and gaps in his speech meant only one thing! It must be working, even though it was testing her patience and taking far too long to twist his insides. 
 
    He stared at his hand as if intrigued as to why he had lost control of his pointing finger. ‘Yessss,’ he slurred. ‘Bizarrely, somewhere very close to where your…Papi lived. And whereeee you…grew up.’ 
 
     She had to take her hat off to him. He had a sharp sniffer nose. Long ago, she had guessed that Papi had followed Sommer to the village and then met her mother, fallen in love, or at least fathered her and then stayed, and settled down. 
 
    ‘Are you su-su-sureeee you…don’t…know any―’ 
 
    His sentence broke off as his mouth twisted down in a gnarled grimace. A long thick string of drool slid out the corner of his mouth. 
 
    She peered at him and wrinkled her nose. ‘Oh, Allan. That is not a good look.’ 
 
    She had found a story on the underside of one of Papi’s newspaper cuttings of hunted Nazis. Since the war there had been one type of coolant in general use: the traditional “green” formula antifreeze. 
 
    She’d become intrigued and researched the topic. She had read that dogs would normally only consume relatively small quantities of the sweet-tasting antifreeze and ingest the toxin, ethylene glycol, before being repulsed by its aftertaste. Not just dogs: it seemed a British woman had failed to murder her husband when the strange smell and taste had made him suspicious of the wine she’d given him. A New York lady had been more successful, disguising the poison in a fruity cocktail. Cami had gone with maraschino cherries, vanilla and aniseed mixed with the potent liquors to mask the poisonous taste, and it seemed to have worked very nicely. Especially with a topping of cleavage and a side order of exposed thigh. 
 
    The article had said antifreeze was deadly if consumed in even small quantities. One teaspoon could kill a seven-pound cat, whereas a small bowl of it would almost certainly do the trick for a medium size dog. Allan had now ingested a lot more than that. 
 
    She calculated that he must be well beyond the point of no return by now, because it would only take about a cup of antifreeze to cause fatal damage to his system, and he’d had roughly two. She snuggled down further into the plump cushion. She hadn’t left things to chance, though. The pâté was masking the taste, but more importantly, its salty tang was making him thirsty to drink more of her wicked cocktail. 
 
    And it contained rat poison. 
 
    She had craftily made two. One for her to pretend to eat and lick her fingers, while the other was deadly. If asked why she was having a different one, she had planned to say hers didn’t have the mushrooms the recipe dictated, as she detested them. Luckily, he hadn’t even noticed. 
 
    Slurring and frowning, Allan excused himself, asking for the gents. She pointed to the hallway. ‘Second on the right.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll get to the bot-bot-bottom…of…this. I am sssssure you are keeping-som-som-something…from me.’ As he rose, he wobbled and sat back down.  
 
    Cami was sorely tempted to reveal all her secrets. After all, he could never spill them from six feet under. Instead, she threw her arms in the air theatrically and murmured, ‘Okay, okay, I’ll spill the beans when you get back. Don’t take too long, now.’ She fluttered her eyelids at him. ‘You shouldn’t keep a girl waiting when she has secrets to reveal.’ 
 
    ‘I…thought…so. You…a…little…devil―’ 
 
    ‘Oh, if only you knew!’ 
 
    He rose again, and this time stumbled. His legs had no co-ordination and they tangled, making him fall over. Allan struggled to get back to his feet, but didn’t have the strength. Each time he almost managed, but then flopped over.  
 
    While she watched, a few more minutes passed, and he started trembling. Some spasms were violent and others mere quakes. As he started vomiting, bile and blood spread over the rug. His head thumped up and down, splattering the vomit. 
 
    Fortunately, she had prepared for this, and had thrown a thick old rug on the floor. One that she didn’t mind tossing out with his body. She’d thought she might have to manoeuvre him onto it once he’d collapsed, but he’d considerately fallen straight onto it and it was catching his mess nicely. 
 
    Again, fortunately, she had Glynn to clear up and dump this carcass. His share in the treasure was worth this kind of dirty work. 
 
    Cami grimaced at the stench of rotten meat coming from the vomit. At that moment, Allan’s bowels erupted with diarrhoea and urine adding to the foul miasma. 
 
    ‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ Almost puking, she pinched her nose, her nails biting into the sides to keep her nostrils sealed. Its sour bitterness hung in the air and stung her eyes. So, when it came down to it, this was what was inside a man. 
 
    She leaned over to see how much life he had left. He opened one eye and stared at her, imploring her to help him, so she gave him one of her sweetest smiles.  
 
    At least the poor soul had a last vision of an angel welcoming him to heaven or hell, wherever it was he was going. 
 
    When he finally stopped trembling, Cami knew death would come if he wasn’t hospitalised.  
 
    But still she waited.  
 
    Biting her lip was the best way to watch the reporter shivering and shaking away his last moments. 
 
    While his muscles twitched, his eyes rolled around in their sockets in short, sharp, rapid movements. Another bright yellow stream of urine spurted out underneath him. 
 
    With one final convulsion and a putrid expulsion of air, Allan lay still. 
 
    He would need another day, at least, to just lie there and finish dying. She shrugged. That didn’t matter. She had to visit Papi anyway, and then later in the week join everyone at the Air Fest. Oh, boy, were they in for a surprise! 
 
    Cami stared at the unconscious man and felt nothing. Papi had to be avenged at all costs. 
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    Würzburg, Germany 
 
    After touching down in Frankfurt and hiring a taxi for the hour and half’s drive to Würzburg, Cami directed the driver to a care home. 
 
    Agreeing to see Matt at the Air Fest in a day’s time had kept him at bay. She’d nicknamed him Limp-it when she spoke to Glynn about the idiot boy, and it was an annoyingly accurate moniker. 
 
    Glynn had dumped Allan’s body deliberately to make people suspect the hidden Nazi. When it was discovered, it would bring in a swarm of people looking for the likely culprit and sniffing him out. People would do her job for her.  
 
    Besides, she wanted to be there to see their faces when the murder was revealed. A kind of job satisfaction. 
 
    Luckily, the dead man’s pockets had contained his keys, so Glynn had searched his house and then locked it up, making it look like no one had entered. Anyone looking for him would think he was still there, because all his stuff remained as he had left it, only to buy them the little time needed before the grisly discovery of his body happened. They had a great surprise coming, the stupid locals. 
 
    Cami had made Glynn call Matt’s mother, pretending to be Allan’s boss from the TV company. He’d told her that Allan needed to return to the office urgently, but he could leave all his stuff since it was just for a couple of days.  
 
    When she said he wasn’t there, Glynn pretended he thought Allan was staying with her. She quickly explained about the burglary and why he had gone to his father’s empty house. Before ending the call, Glynn had said he would call Allan directly and apologised for bothering her. 
 
    That little call would make everyone assume he’d got hold of Allan, who had then rushed off to London. 
 
    After disposing of the body, Glynn had driven the dead man’s car into a poverty-stricken area of the nearest big town, Reading, and parked it where it was bound to be robbed and most probably dismantled for parts within a day or two. 
 
     Now Cami grimaced as she marched along the pine-scented corridor leading to her father’s room. Not from the smell of disinfectant, which dismally failed to disguise the stink of urine-soaked bedsheets, but for what she was about to face. 
 
    Although she visited Papi every month, sometimes twice, she hated looking at him. Ever since that day Uncle Aron had brought him home from his last trip abroad, she had struggled to look at his deformed face.  
 
    She took a deep breath, filling her lungs and holding it there for a long moment, while building up the patience and strength she would need to endure the next hour. 
 
    Then she widened her lips into a huge smile and stepped into the room. 
 
    ‘Papi!’ She skipped over to a skeletal frame hunched in a wheelchair by the window. Loose, opaque skin hung off her father’s body. His back couldn’t and wouldn’t ever touch the canvas of the wheelchair. It was permanently bent forward, like a gnarled tree turning in on itself.  
 
    For a brief moment, Cami wanted to burst out crying. Such a young, innocent boy having to endure the horrors of a concentration camp. She didn’t blame him for going after Nazi treasures the way he had done. In fact, she applauded him. 
 
    Kissing the top of his head, Cami threw her arms around his hunched body. ‘It’s me, Papi. It’s Sweet-Pea.’ 
 
    John’s right eye swivelled in its hollow socket, possibly trying to look at her.  
 
    Cami pulled up a chair and sat beside him. Trying not to glance at his face, she stroked his arm and asked, ‘How are you, Papi?’ She fingered the pilot’s badge pinned to his chest.  
 
    Luftwaffe wings.  
 
    Although he had dreamed of it, her father had never sat in a pilot’s cockpit. She had found the old pilot’s badge stuck in his journal with the story of how he’d found it. Poor old Papi never did find out why the dead guard had the winged emblem. 
 
    ‘You’re looking bright and cheerful today. You must have slept well last night.’  
 
    He couldn’t answer, so she chatted mechanically, asking questions and giving what she imagined to be the answer. Keeping that up for the next hour exhausted her, mentally and physically, but she kept her back ramrod straight. The minute she allowed herself to slump back into the chair, her resolve would dissolve and she would burst into tears and cry for hours. That wasn’t about to happen. Not now, nor ever. 
 
    Leaning forward and close to his ear, she whispered, ‘Papi, please, please try to tell me. Just once. You just need to whisper to me once and I will take revenge.’ 
 
    She watched his face. His jaw moved. Even his mouth had been swollen and deformed into a big lipped fish. Yet no words came out. 
 
    ‘Where’s the hidden vault, Papi?’ She stroked his head, smoothing down the few fine strands of hair that stuck out of his pasty scalp. It resembled the caps hairdressers used to use to pull hair out and bleach it, leaving his head looking like it was encased in albino plastic. 
 
    ‘You left the map there in your pack, you see. When you got ill. I need to know the location so I can get that last treasure you promised to bring home to your family.’ 
 
    Papi flinched. Not the way people flinch. The way monsters flinch. His eyelids wavered. One side of his nose twitched, and his bottom lip curled inwards. 
 
    Cami craned her neck to stare into his face. ‘I have read your diaries Papi. Where is the vault located? I know its somewhere at Lake Toplitz, but I looked on the map, that place is huge. Where exactly do I go? I want to find this place and see why this happened to you.’ 
 
    Johan’s eye widened. It’s companion had gone, removed a few years ago when it started to rot. She preferred the stitched together lid to what had been there before. His mouth opened and hung there. 
 
    ‘Aron was already badly ill when he got back with you. By the time I knew what to ask him his mind had gone and he died not long afterwards, so he can’t tell. And as for Rick, he never even made it out. It was sensible of you to make no notes, to never copy the map. I understand now that these were just sensible precautions against your enemies, but what it means is that you’re the only person who knows where the vault is. Please try to tell me. I want to take revenge on Sommer and The Wolf for you.’ 
 
    Again, he flinched.  
 
    Cami waited. Her patience wearing thin. ‘I’m waiting, Papi. You can tell me. Just spit the words out. I can see the words there in your…eye.’ Her red, manicured nail traced around the thing. 
 
    A hollow sack only just managed to hold his one, festering eyeball. Thin, translucent skin showed veins snaking into the empty space behind it. 
 
    Unable to look at him any longer, Cami dropped her head. Although glowing with anger at the atrocity that the Nazis had left for her father to discover in the forbidden vault, she too, would find the place. Not only to revenge her father, but also for what secrets lay within that hidden vault. 
 
    All her father’s journals kept referring to the ultimate Nazi blueprint. The one treasure that would rock the world. One small piece of knowledge that revealed every hideout the Nazis had ever built. And reading between the lines of his notes, she had sensed a new excitement appear after his trip to the abandoned mine in Poland, and had come to realise that he had found some or all of this blueprint there. He had never copied it, though, rightly paranoid about not only thieving rivals but also about leaving a trail of evidence for the authorities: the treasure was to be for him and his family, no one else. The one, original map he had taken with him to the secret vault somewhere near Lake Toplitz, but when Aron had staggered from that dreadful place, lugging her father’s unconscious body, he had not thought to retrieve it. That was just one way in which the brothers differed. 
 
    Aron had told her mother a garbled version of the story, but by the time, months later, that Cami had found her voice enough to ask her own questions, Aron’s mind had almost gone, and his end was approaching fast. The vault had taken its toll on him, too. That was another death to be added to the list for vengeance. 
 
    Now she only knew of two places where the location of the Toplitz bunker might be. The first was in whatever remained of her father’s mind, trapped inside its crumbling shell. The second was in the head or documents of Steffan Sommer, the man her father’s notes, built painstakingly over thirty years of investigation spawned by a single, overheard conversation, clearly identified as having originally scouted the location. 
 
    As Cami glanced down, she noticed her father’s thumb trembling. She placed her head gently in his up-turned palms lying motionless in his lap. She kept her head there for a long time, hoping a miracle would occur and that her father would utter a few words to give her what she wanted. 
 
    When he’d returned home from that ill-fated trip with his deformed body, it had frightened her. For a long time, she could not go near him, let alone touch him. But slowly, over time, she had crept closer while he slept. She had forced herself to sit by his side and stare at the grotesque man who had taken over her father’s body. 
 
    His hands had knuckled and looked like the gnarled roots of a tree. His palms looked like knitted bones with hardly any flesh or muscle. Those hands would frighten anyone, especially a child.  
 
    But she wasn’t just any child. She had been Papi’s special Sweet-Pea before he left. And the secret vault of Steffan Sommer had changed that. In the minutes her father had swum in that chamber, the Nazi had stolen their special father-daughter relationship. 
 
    After a while, Cami lifted her head and chatted to him in her most cheerful tone, like the automated speaking voice on the end of the telephone giving you the time of day.  
 
    John’s eye blinked and stared straight ahead. 
 
    In her monotone voice, Cami said, ‘Papi, I am going to the Little Hollow Air Fest this weekend. From your notes, I, too, believe that he may have been hiding there. I hope Sommer has not died, Papi, because I will find him. And I’ll destroy him and his family. Whatever it takes, Papi, I will get revenge for what he’s done to you.’ 
 
    Suddenly she gasped. ‘Papi, I almost forgot.’ 
 
    She dug into her handbag and lifted out the little toy aeroplane and placed it into her father’s hands. As he tried to stroke the toy, Papi’s index finger and thumb trembled simultaneously. 
 
    Cami gritted her teeth. She didn’t mind that he hadn’t attempted to stroke her hair. A long time ago she had gotten over that. And she preferred it that way. If those knotty hands had tried to touch her, she would probably have pulled away, and she didn’t want Papi to see that. Especially not now when she needed to find the location of the vault. 
 
    Her teeth ground against each other as she watched him try in vain to stroke the replica of his own treasure. She had picked up that habit from Papi when he was angry or stressed. 
 
    As she looked deeply into his hollow eye, a tear slipped out, slid down his distorted face, and melted between his fish-like, permanently swollen lips. Even before it disappeared between the drizzles of spittle that formed white threads at the corners of his mouth, another had squeezed out and ran to join it. 
 
    Cami’s heart ached. Tears welled up in her own eyes and flowed down her cheeks, smearing the carefully prepared foundation and powder. She didn’t wipe them away and let it ruin her make up.   
 
    The lump in her throat made her want to curl herself up, but she remained ramrod. Any other softened body position and she would crumble. ‘It’s not your little toy plane, Papi, it’s just a replica. But I got it for you anyway.’ 
 
    After a moment, she noticed her father’s index finger stroking the aeroplane’s wheel. Then she leaned closer and saw his finger tremble and twitch under the wheel. It looked as though he was trying to tip it over.  
 
    Slowly, yet deliberately, she drew the plane out of his hands. ‘Papi, you will get this little aeroplane, as soon as you tell me where the vault is located.’ She placed a map, a detailed, topographic chart of Lake Toplitz, under his palms and wedged a pen between his thumb and index finger. ‘Here, all you need to do is push the pen into the map. You don’t even have to make a circle, just jab the pen where I can find the vault.’ 
 
    Drool ran down his chin. More continued to ooze from his mouth. 
 
    ‘Papi, just push the pen into the map at the right place. Then I can take revenge. Do it now, Papi.’ 
 
    His eye rolled into the back of his head. 
 
    She grabbed his hand and shook it. ‘Papi, stop this nonsense! You’re not a child. Just jab the map.’ Holding his twisted hand in hers, she hovered his hand over the map hoping to feel even the slightest twitch of recognition as she traced the pen tip around the line of the shore. 
 
    The care home room was silent. Except for the occasional bubbling sounds as spit ballooned and gurgled at the corners of Papi’s mouth. 
 
    ‘Papi! Jab the goddamned map!’ 
 
    His empty gaze unnerved her. She lifted the toy plane and pushed it into his view. ‘This can be yours again, just jab the map. Come on, Papi, you can do it.’ 
 
    Silence. Then bubbling.  
 
    ‘Do it for me, Papi. Or do it for the toy aeroplane. Just do it.’ 
 
    Bubbling. Gurgling. Popping. 
 
    Cami leapt out of her chair so abruptly it fell backwards and clattered to the floor. She dropped the toy aeroplane back into the large handbag she had brought it in and marched out of her father’s old age home.  
 
    Her emotions were running high. She needed a restaurant. Not for a drink, but to get high on making a man want her so badly that she could tease him till he rode the barstool in anticipation of having her. Even then, she wouldn’t give herself to him.  
 
    Not just any man.  
 
    No, she kept herself virginal for that special man, whenever he came along. Someone who would measure up to her father, and no one ever had, so far! In the meantime, she enjoyed the game. Punished men with her games. From their eyes and the lump in their trousers it was obvious how successfully her games were played. She didn’t need the actual act, she got off on playing strangers into a frenzy and then walking away without turning back. That did if for her. 
 
    As the taxi drove into the town centre, Cami glanced at the central church tower rising into the bruised sky with its ornate bell tower, as though to poke through the clouds. 
 
    She felt calmer as she looked at the pretty town with its cobbled streets where the river ran through the town. Despite it being a tranquil tourist spot, some picture box houses looked like they still leaned over from the strain of the town’s turbulent history. 
 
    Her favourite spot for recovering from this monthly visit was at one of the riverside restaurants, Alte Mainmuehle. She normally ate on the large, wide veranda hanging over the water, but tonight the buzz seemed to be on the cobbled bridge, where people stood in groups looking over the river. 
 
    On most of her visits she stayed at the Schlosshotel Steinburg, a former medieval castle, set amongst 16th-century vineyards. She always ended up drinking a bottle of wine, looking over Würzburg’s twinkling lights and thinking of her father’s life as a child.  
 
    Soon she must dash back to execute her plans and start her painstaking revenge. Her planned flights were always only a day apart. Visiting Papi for any longer would drive her insane.  
 
    Having put Papi in the care home was a relief. He didn’t deserve the horrors of an English home for the elderly infirm. Even if she could be close by and visit almost every day, he wouldn’t notice.  
 
    For his sake, she took the pleasure of knowing he was in his hometown. The place he grew up and knew.  
 
    Sadly, he hardly even knew her these days, never mind his hometown. And of course, it was impossible for the care home to take him on excursions into town, because he frightened everyone. Especially old people and children, who screamed when his deformed face came into view. 
 
    Strangely enough, boys were worse than girls. They hated seeing her father and either gawked in disgust or poked fun at Papi. Boys, who became teens and then men. The gender she loved to hate and hated to love.  
 
    With renewed determination, Cami breathed heavily.  
 
    Her mind focused back on her plan. More importantly, her next step. Get the cripple. 
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    As Matt stepped carefully out of the shower, he thought about Cami for the hundredth time.  Highly disappointed because he hadn’t seen her again, he towelled himself vigorously, almost peeling off his warm skin.  
 
    He longed to touch Cami’s flowing mane, which she called a freak show. He couldn’t believe she thought of herself that way. She had no idea of the hold she had on him. 
 
    At least she had set up a time for them to meet at the Air Fest. He wrinkled his nose, he hoped he wouldn’t be too busy with his work at the airfield. 
 
    Things were really heating up with the Air Fest on tomorrow. And Allan hadn’t come for dinner last night, nor for a breakfast muffin, although Mum had said his office had called and he’d probably gone back to London. 
 
    As he towelled his hair, Matt heard the doorbell chime. He stood on the landing at the top of the stairs while Mum opened the door. She let off a little gasp of surprise. 
 
    Curious, Matt leaned down and spied under the balustrade. He could just see the tip of a pair of boots. 
 
    Eventually, Mum said, ‘Come in.’ 
 
    She ushered someone into the hallway. 
 
    Matt inhaled sharply. 
 
    Bomber. 
 
    In a flash, Matt remembered the last time he had seen Bomber at their house. A sharp pain shot through him as he recalled that horrible day. 
 
      
 
    Matt hears the door knocker clang. He races downstairs expecting to see Dad is home. Mum opens and Bomber is in his RAF uniform on the doorstep. For a moment, Bomber stands there, leaning on crutches, staring at Mum, his jaw locked, his solemn features engraved in stone.  
 
    Mum’s face drops, she collapses against him as a deep inhuman cry erupts inside her.  
 
      
 
    Matt drove away the memory with a vicious shake of his head. Using the back of his hand, he wiped away the tears.  
 
    The bastard!  
 
    The bastard who had wanted to be the one to tell Mum how the terrible accident had happened. The bastard who had crawled out of the plane wreck when Dad hadn’t. Without knowing it he had admitted his guilt. The bastard was to blame. Mum seemed to be the only one who didn’t understand it. 
 
    Matt suddenly felt guilt and shame for talking, even getting friendly with the bastard again.  
 
    Downstairs, Mum stood awkwardly beside the pilot, who glanced around.  
 
    ‘You’ve made it very homely, Bunny.’ 
 
    Bunny! What on earth?! 
 
    ‘Gosh, Steven, no one has called me that for years. It was you and John who started that. Please don’t call me that now,’ Mum muttered. ‘There’ve been lots of horrible rumours.’ 
 
    Matt grimaced as Bomber took his mother’s hands in his large paws. 
 
    ‘Don’t torture yourself with it all. You know what a small village can be like.’ 
 
    ‘But, is―’  
 
    ‘No, it’s not. And you know it. That’s not why I’m here.’ 
 
    Mum pulled her hands out of Bomber’s grip and dropped them at her sides. 
 
    ‘It’s Luke, and Matt.’ 
 
    Mum’s fingers clutched her mouth. ‘What’s wrong? What’ve they done?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. Everything’s okay. Do you remember what John always told you?’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t!’ she snapped. 
 
    ‘He kept telling you to chill out.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t. It came with the RAF territory and it hasn’t left. My sons…I…they’re all I’ve got now.’ 
 
    ‘Listen, I haven’t come to distress you. I know my being here does that. I just wanted to ask your permission.’ 
 
    ‘Permission for what?’ 
 
    ‘To teach the lads to fly.’ 
 
    Mum clutched her mouth again. ‘Why? I don’t want them flying!’ 
 
    ‘You can’t stop them. They are bound to follow their father. You owe them that. And he would’ve wanted it.’ 
 
    Mum stayed silent. 
 
    ‘Luke’s been working at the airfield for a few months now.’ 
 
    This time it was Matt’s turn to gasp, but he sucked it in so they didn’t hear him at the top of the stairs. 
 
    ‘He came to me asking if he could work to clock up some credit to pay for lessons for Matt. Personally, I think he still feels shitty about that stupid dare all those years ago that put Matt in the hospital. I think he still feels he has to mend things between them.’ 
 
    Matt sunk onto the top step. Although he had just got out of the shower, perspiration was suddenly prickling in his armpits. His heart seemed to freeze and then boil. 
 
    Luke was doing all this for him.  
 
    So he could learn to fly. And his brother had kept it completely to himself.  
 
    Bomber’s words kept bludgeoning their way into Matt’s thoughts. ‘It started out as a surprise for Matt, but now Luke also wants to learn.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t pay―’  
 
    ‘No!’ Bomber ran his hand through his hair. ‘That’s not what this is about. I will teach them; I don’t need to be paid. Jesus, it’s the least I can do!’ 
 
    Mum dropped her head. Matt stiffened. Should he go down and help Mum out? 
 
    ‘I want to do this,’ Bomber stepped closer to Mum. ‘Please, he was my best friend. I ache every time I see those boys. I ache because I know John should be here.’ 
 
    ‘But he’s not!’ Mum fired her words at him. ‘You’re here and he’s not!’ She suddenly charged at him with her fists flying in the air. She pummelled his chest and hammered his biceps until she finally subsided and just fell into his arms and sobbed. 
 
    Matt bit down on the lump in his throat and used the corner of the towel to wipe away his tears. 
 
    Mum’s tears gradually subsided and the house was silent for a long moment. Only Bomber’s heavy breathing rose up from downstairs. And Matt’s heartbeat in his eardrums. 
 
    He dropped his head into his hands, wishing Dad could be here. Wishing he hadn’t gone on that mission with Bomber. Wishing…life was different. 
 
    Dad would have known what to do. He always had. Like the day Matt had fallen off the high ropes in the Greenpeace camp. Dad had insisted on getting his son’s foot rebuilt, even though it took years of painful surgery. Dad had paid for the extra physiotherapy so he could learn to walk again. 
 
    Eventually, Bomber whispered, ‘What’s it to be? 
 
    Matt strained to pick out their conversation as it became more hushed. He couldn’t. And didn’t hear his Mum’s final word. 
 
    A moment later, Bomber let himself out of the house. 
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    Matt didn’t have the chance to talk to Luke when he arrived at the airfield, and he needed the time to work out what to say, anyway. It was a hard thing to admit about your little brother, but he really respected Luke. Yes, for punching his weight around the house and then rushing off to the airfield job, and all that for his brother, not himself. Mostly, though, he admired Luke’s ability to put the past behind him and move on. 
 
    Matt was struggling with that. Even now, after hearing Bomber telling Mum he wanted to teach him and Luke to fly. Confusion trickled through his brain. Should he accept the offer? It might be his only chance to realise his dreams. But then he would be accepting what Bomber had done. 
 
    He clenched his jaw. That was something he could never forgive. Nor forget. 
 
    Huffing heavily, he went back to his job of tidying and clearing, glancing across to where Luke was washing down the small planes, so they sparkled for the air show.  
 
    Matt grumbled as he threw the last of the clutter into yet another empty oil drum. Why couldn’t he get the fun jobs? He’d much prefer cleaning the planes to this smelly hangar. 
 
    Turning to survey his handiwork, his elbow knocked a tin of WD-40 off the big metal stack shelves that were behind him. As it crashed to the floor it took a shiny looking bolt with it. The bolt hit the floor with a dull tinkle and then skittered away across the ground and under the lowest shelf. Muttering to himself, Matt dropped to his knees and peered underneath. He could see the bolt over on the other side. Crawling across the floor, he grimaced as he spotted yet more oil stains. If he ever became a pilot he would actually consider the people who did the cleaning and not just leave oily stuff everywhere. 
 
    Still on his knees, he reached under to grab the bolt, but his arms wouldn’t reach. He waggled his fingers. They were close, but just couldn’t touch it. Lying down on his back gave him a longer stretch so he tried again.  
 
    Still the bolt lay out of reach. 
 
    Matt sighed and got to his feet. He took a stance to give him a good grip and tried to ease the shelf forward. It wouldn’t budge. He gripped his hands around the back and grunted as he heaved with all his strength. 
 
    The shelf squealed as the metal frame moved an inch. 
 
    ‘God, what’s this made of? Gold bars or something?’ 
 
    Matt dropped to his knees again and reached behind. The shelf hadn’t really moved enough, so he lay back on the floor and resigned himself to taking the awkward position with his cheek on the oil-stained floor that would give him the crucial extra little bit of reach.  
 
    His fingers scrambled about blindly under the shelf. Then they latched onto the bolt and he sang out, ‘Yes!’ 
 
    As he pulled back his arm, his overall caught on something. He jerked his arm and the overall came free. Curious, he peered back under the shelf. 
 
    Something strange rose out of the floor. 
 
    Matt peered at it and frowned. Then realised what it was.  
 
    A door handle. Sticking out of the floor.  
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    As Matt reached back under the shelf, curious to see if the door handle turned, he heard footsteps behind him. 
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing?’ 
 
    Matt staggered to his feet, knocking a jar off the shelf. He reached out and wobbled sideways to grab it.  
 
    A spanner clattered onto the floor. 
 
    ‘Um, nothing.’  
 
    ‘Why did you move that shelf?’ 
 
    Matt held up the shiny bolt and stammered, ‘This…this bolt went under and I couldn’t reach, so I had to move it.’ 
 
    ‘Here.’ Bomber yanked Matt’s hand and placed it on the one side of the shelf. ‘Help me push it back into place.’ 
 
    Together they heaved the heavy shelf back into position. Then, Bomber tossed a cloth at him and jerked his head at the Provost. 
 
    Matt’s jaw dropped. ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘It’s only cleaning, lad.’ Bomber shook his head and strolled away.  
 
    For the next hour Matt lovingly polished the vintage plane’s leather seats. He sprayed the windscreen and pulled a face as he wiped bugs off the glass.  
 
    The air buzzed as a plane landed, taxiing to a halt just behind Matt.  
 
    Walking out from the hangar, Bomber grabbed the chocks and dragged them towards the plane that had just landed. Matt ambled clumsily over and started helping him to shunt the chocks up against the wheels.  
 
    While Bomber chatted to the pilot, Matt tidied a hose and coiled it beside the compressor that sat nearby.  
 
    The pilot headed into the office and Bomber gestured Matt over to the plane. He picked at a piece of dirt on the wing and helped Matt to clean the undercarriage. There was a comfortable moment of mutual silence as they worked side by side. 
 
    After a long silence, Bomber said, ‘You and me...we’re on different journeys.’ He polished under the wing. ‘Yet we have the same destination.’ 
 
    Matt turned his head and stared at Bomber. For the first time he saw the way the pilot looked at the vintage plane. A smile tugged at Matt’s lips as awareness lit his eyes. 
 
    Then, Bomber took him by surprise when he said, ‘What are you doing here, lad? What are you really doing here?’ He stared at Matt through narrowed eyes that were almost slits. ‘So, you dream of flying...is that all you’re capable of, dreaming?’ 
 
    Matt was taken aback, ‘It’s got nothing to do with you!’ 
 
    Bomber pointed towards Luke outside cleaning the last of the aeroplanes, ‘That lad has been here for months, working his arse off to make your dream come true.’ 
 
    Matt gaped at him. After a moment he muttered, ‘What do you know about my dreams?’ 
 
    Bomber’s voice was low but hard as nails. ‘I know that they mean enough to your kid brother that he was working to make them real. I doubt he’s told you, but he has been saving to buy you flying lessons.’ 
 
    Matt gulped but said nothing. He couldn’t own up to overhearing Bomber telling Mum, and the truth was he still hadn’t worked out how to react to this revelation. 
 
    Bomber stared at him hard for a minute, then pulled up his trouser leg.  
 
    Matt gawked at his burnt, mangled leg, then looked up into Bomber’s eyes. 
 
    ‘Stop feeling sorry for yourself!’ He glanced at Matt’s foot, and muttered, ‘Get a grip! We all have our scars.’ 
 
    Matt swung around, his gaze fixed on the vintage plane. One half of him wanted to race away, but the other half fought equally hard against the temptation to take flight, and ultimately it won. 
 
    Matt turned back. Bomber’s head was buried in the engine. Only the clunking of tools against metal disturbed the silence flying in on the breeze. 
 
    Matt stepped forward and hung his head. ‘So, what happened?’ 
 
    Bomber didn’t look up, but said, ‘I got on...and embraced life.’ He straightened and his eyes pointed at Matt’s foot. ‘That’s only an obstacle. Find a way around it!’  
 
    Matt handed Bomber a clean cloth.  
 
    Bomber wiped his oily fingers on it, instantly staining it black. ‘I taught a young man to fly once...he was just like you.’ 
 
    Matt waited expectantly for Bomber to continue, irritated by a sudden, nervous twitch that throbbed under his eyes. 
 
    Bomber said, ‘But he would never have accepted people who didn’t respect him hanging around him.’   
 
    ‘I just don’t avoid them ‘cause…I can’t be arsed to fight back.’ 
 
    Silence.  
 
    Bomber said, ‘You know, sometimes life is about risking everything for a dream that no one can see…only you.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’  
 
    ‘Those bullies calling you names. Forget them. They don’t know about life. I doubt they’ll achieve much in theirs. If you have a dream, you have to risk everything, even the abuse of people who are only good at handing out abuse, to grab hold of it.’ 
 
    ‘I can never fly,’ Matt looked away so Bomber didn’t see the tears well up in his eyes. ‘The RAF will never take me with this foot. I can’t run a few yards without falling over, never mind two miles in eleven minutes.’ 
 
    ‘Not being able to pass the RAF physical doesn’t mean you can’t fly.’ 
 
    ‘But I want to fly for them.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the big deal about the RAF?’ 
 
    Matt wiped the back of his hand across his eyes. ‘How can you say that?! You and my Dad lived that dream. You only left because―’ 
 
    ‘Because I was shot down and couldn’t fly anymore. Like you, I didn’t pass the bar after that.’ He waved his hand. ‘But look, I’m still flying.’ 
 
    ‘Dusting crops or whatever it is that you do. Where’s the fun in that?’ 
 
    Bomber pointed to a framed card hanging lopsided on the wall. It had the words “Zen Dog” above a drawing of what looked like a sunbathing dog afloat on the ocean with more words scrawled underneath. ‘Last year I got suckered into going to a student art fair. I’m glad I did though, because I found this. It’s by a young lad called Giles, only about your age, I think. It says all that needs saying. I told him he should make a book out of it, and I reckon he’ll be famous one day.’ Bomber shook his head. ’It’s just brilliant!’ 
 
    Not sure where this was going and why Bomber seemed to have lost touch with his normal dour self for the moment, Matt just stared ahead. 
 
    ‘Read it.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Matt looked from Bomber to the picture frame and back to Bomber.  
 
    ‘Go on. Read it out loud. I want to hear you say those words.’ 
 
    Matt exhaled in agitation and read out loud, ‘He knows not where he’s going, for the ocean will decide. It’s not the destination. It’s the glory of the ride.’ 
 
    A smile lit Bomber’s eyes and tugged at the corner of his mouth. It was the first time Matt had seen any sign of fun or happiness in the pilot. 
 
    After a moment he said, ‘Get it?’ 
 
    ‘Um.…’ Matt read the words again in silence. 
 
    Bomber’s eyes bored into him, but he didn’t say a word. 
 
    Eventually Matt said, ‘I think it means that…um…that it’s telling you to enjoy the moment. 
 
    ‘Exactly.’  
 
    ‘So it says don't focus on the end, focus on the present and relish it instead of worrying about what will happen in the end in life.’ 
 
    ‘In a way, yes. Like you, many people think only about the big prize in life. Yours is flying for the RAF, yes?’ 
 
    Matt nodded, listening and trying to make sense of Bomber’s words. 
 
    ‘But if I said to you right now that we could get into one of these planes and go dust crops, the fact is that you’d be flying, and you’d love that so much it’d…make your heart sing. Right?’ 
 
    Matt felt somewhere between ashamed and elated. It was like flying through cloud and then emerging into the clear, sunlit sky above. He hardly trusted himself to speak. ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘Even though your big prize at the end of the road is saying you fly for the RAF, you know you can’t get in. So instead, focus your energy and dreams on simply just flying. That’s a whole journey of exploration and discovery. You’ll make mistakes while you’re learning. It’s not about ending up flying for anyone in particular, whether the RAF, a commercial airline, or just as a jobbing pilot with a small Cessna. It’s about how much you enjoy yourself along the way. Therefore―’ 
 
    Matt cried out, ‘I get it! It’s about finding a way to fly if you really want to fly.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Don’t centre your life around one option, especially one that’s closed to you. You can fly without RAF wings,’ Bomber tapped the picture frame. ‘In a sense, it’s also telling you to follow your heart. You may never reach your destination, but along the way your heart will always know if it’s getting what it needs.’ 
 
    Matt swallowed hard.   
 
    Ever since his accident, and through all the teasing and doubt thereafter, he’d lacked courage to accept his flaws and failings. He’d tried to hold onto something he could no longer be, and in doing so he’d ignored who he was. 
 
    ‘That lad I told you about who I taught to fly. He was your dad.’ Bomber chuckled.  
 
    Matt’s eyebrows shot up. ‘You taught Dad?’ 
 
    ‘I was his commanding officer, so I watched over him every step of the way.’ 
 
    ‘But you were the same age. You were friends at school, weren’t you?’ 
 
    Bomber eyed him, comprehending. ‘My family connections enabled me to go straight into officer training. All I had to do was say what career I wanted. Your father, on the other hand, had to fight every step of the way to make the same journey. But he did, and he made it. He and I were like this, you know.’ Bomber twisted two of his fingers around each other. 
 
    A sudden burst of humility filled Matt’s chest. 
 
    ‘I owe him so much,’ Bomber murmured. ‘He was there for me. Always, ever since we were kids.’ His normally deep voice broke and seemed barely able to force the words out. ‘I would’ve swapped places any day. It should’ve been me.’ 
 
    Matt stared at him in silence, a lump in his throat. He knew Bomber meant the day their plane was shot down. As so many times before, an ache engulfed him. Sadness and sorrow, for what had happened to his father and for the ragged hole torn in all their lives that he’d left behind. 
 
    They both sat in silence for a long moment, each lost in their own thoughts. 
 
    Bomber suddenly shook his head, like a dog drying itself. ‘Let’s take a bet.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Your dad and I used to do it all the time. Like the day he took my little red aeroplane off me. It was one of those stupid arguments that starts off as a trivial disagreement between best friends and then ramps up into something far bigger than it should ever have been. I won’t go into details because it’s rather embarrassing, never mind stupid and fairly dangerous, but basically there was this thing all the kids in the area were too scared to do. John said he could do it, I said no way, and it turned into this huge fight. I was so angry at him that I said I would bet my aeroplane that he couldn’t. It was my prize possession, a gift from my uncle, no one had anything like it and it wasn’t like you could just buy another one to replace it. And then blow me if he didn’t walk right out the door and go and win the bet, fair and square! So of course I had to pay out.’ Bomber chuckled. 
 
    ‘That toy aeroplane on our mantelpiece!’ Matt exclaimed. 
 
    Bomber grinned. ‘That’s the one. John rubbed it in. Oh, boy, did he! He left it proudly on the mantelpiece of every place he lived for the next thirty years, so I could see it each time I came over. First in his parents’ home, after that in the flat we rented when we were qualified, and then in his home with your Mum and you boys.’ 
 
    Matt was grinning too, but suddenly stopped as he realised. ‘It’s gone now, you know.’ 
 
    ‘What?!’ Bomber’s face looked as if he’d been slapped. 
 
    ‘Yeah, Mum is pretty pissed off.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘The house was ransacked just the other day. Not much was taken, so we thought it was because of the fuss my cousin has been stirring up in the village. Except now he seems to have gone AWOL as well, called back to London for something and hasn’t even phoned Mum to say when he’ll be back.’ 
 
    Bomber muttered something under his breath. 
 
    For a long time, they stared out through the hangar door. A couple of planes took off and landed. Local pilots fussed around their planes, but Bomber didn’t take much notice. 
 
    Matt could see something weighed heavily on his mind.  
 
    After a while, Bomber cleared his throat and flicked a hand past his face as if shooing away a fly. ‘Anyway. About that bet―’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take it, whatever it is. But then I want something.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Tell me about this place,’ he waved his arm around, ‘the airfield. I want to know its history.’ Matt stood rigid, fearing how Bomber would react to what he said next, so he softened his voice. ‘I’ve grown up here, but only ever heard the rumours. I’d really like to know the truth. Dad would’ve told me, only he never got the chance.’ 
 
    Bomber stretched out his hand. ‘Shake on it.’ 
 
    Matt straightened. As Bomber gripped his fingers, almost crushing them, he stared him in the eyes. A sudden eerie feeling gripped Matt, as if Bomber was about to tell him his father was home again. 
 
    ‘What do you want to know?’ 
 
    Matt thought for a minute. He’d better make this work. There wouldn’t be another go at getting the Balmaine secrets out in the open. 
 
    ‘It’s well known that your family own most of the land around here. Even the village of Little Hollow and these woodlands,’ trying not to let awe creep into his tone, Matt pointed to the woodland surrounding the airfield.  
 
    ‘Uh-huh.’ Bomber shrugged. 
 
    ‘’But apart from around the hangar and the runway, there are private property and no trespassers signs everywhere, and no one knows anything about the place, or about all those army buildings down the far end. So what’s the big secret?’ 
 
    ‘Although we’ve owned the land the airfield’s on for generations, the army rented it during the war for storage.’ 
 
    ‘All of it?’ 
 
    ‘No. My father only rented the main airfield to the RAF. He kept the lower south side for our use.’ 
 
    ‘If I’m allowed to be nosey, why?’ 
 
    ‘Flying small planes to and from farming districts and the continent to keep our chain of food shops stocked with some of the high demand luxury foods. There wasn’t much around during and after the war, so Dad flew for miles to pick up supplies.’ 
 
    ‘But wasn’t gasoline rationed? And surely airspace was tightly controlled?’ 
 
    ‘Good questions, Matt,‘ Bomber hesitated and then muttered, ‘Some things people around here don’t know. Your father knew, so I’ll tell you. My family were also into collecting antiques and rare artworks and books. Often the flights to the continent were because a lot was being sold very cheaply, but it wasn’t public knowledge. My family also have extensive connections, as far as parliament. Our shops sold the best produce to people in the most desirable areas. Influential people who often really liked their food and were also friends, so my father was able to get the flying permissions he needed.’ 
 
    Matt digested the information with a sour aftertaste. So, the stuff people said about the Balmaine family could be true. It really was one law for the rich and another for everyone else. Despite his disgust, Matt wanted to know more, and so hid his reaction. Instead, he subtlety changed the subject by asking, ‘Who ran the place when he was gone?’ 
 
    ‘Mother. And my Dad’s brother. They had a big family to help.’ 
 
    ‘Like your brother does now?’ 
 
    Everyone knew Bomber’s brother ran the retail chain selling imported foreign luxuries and their farm-grown fruit and vegetables. He swallowed hard and nodded. His eyes stared down the runway as if deep in thought. 
 
    Matt waited a moment and was just about to ask another question, when Bomber started talking, ‘Like you, I was mad about flying. Started as a young boy. From about seven, I used to take trips with Father.’ 
 
    A strange sensation came over Matt again, but instead of questioning it, he waited. 
 
    Bomber ambled to the hangar door and leaned his hand against the doorframe.  ‘Again like you, I wanted to join the forces. Even though I was the oldest, I left the family estate management to Michael and I joined the RAF. When…after the crash, when I couldn’t fly for the RAF anymore, I came home,’ his voice broke and he dropped his head. 
 
    ‘Is that when you started restoring all these machines left over by the war?’ 
 
    Bomber lifted his head to face Matt and grinned. ‘Yeah. Well, I took over the hobby from my father. I guess you know they used dummy aircraft and false buildings around the field, along with flare path lighting, to draw the Luftwaffe bombers away from major nearby targets.’ 
 
    ‘You mean the village?’ 
 
    ‘No, serious targets. RAF bases outside Oxford and Southampton, Chilbolton, Brize Norton, along with the nearby RAF Greenham Common and RAF Aldermaston.’ 
 
    A light caught Matt’s eyes. ‘You mean AWRE.’ He’d grown up around the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment and had never realised it was once an RAF base until Allan had told him. Like most people in the area, he thought it had always been an underground weapons testing site. 
 
    Bomber continued, ‘Occasionally, Spitfires from Middle Wallop’s training school for new pilots used the airfield. Dad flew out of there, too, but mostly it was a decoy.’ 
 
    ‘That’s so cool!’ 
 
    Bomber smiled. ‘Yeah, Little Hollow played an important part in the war. It used to be more than double its size, but even by the end of the war the weeds were pushing through the runways, there’d been some bomb damage, and there was junk everywhere. So for lack of use, and of money, it kind of shrank until it reached the size where it was only what was needed for a small, private airfield. The woods are taking the rest back now.’ 
 
    ‘So why did the RAF leave all those machines behind?’ 
 
    ‘They were obsolete even halfway through the war. You have to remember that in 1939 Britain had biplanes and steam engines, and then by 1945 there were jets in the skies. Doing anything with outdated or broken machines was too costly at the time, and not a big priority, as the war clean up and rebuilding was more important.’ Bomber turned back to stare down the runway. ‘My father didn’t want the old army building and equipment to disappear and be completely forgotten, so he started renovating some of the buildings.’ 
 
    Matt knew about the garden shop and the scout hall. The small garden shop had sprung up in the furthest away building that had its own entrance, so people didn’t have to drive through the airfield to get there. 
 
    A Nissen hut, which had once been the armoury building, was now the local Scout club, with its own small section of woods. Which the family had fenced off so the boy scouts couldn’t delve further into the woods and find their secrets. 
 
    The only flying done at that end of the Balmaine estate was a park for families to fly small, radio-controlled aeroplanes. 
 
    Bomber continued, ‘During the war there were two large blister hangers, and numerous dispersals and domestic buildings hidden within Little Hollow woods.’ 
 
    Matt couldn’t resist asking, ‘And those amazing machines?’  
 
    ‘I knew that was coming. Most people don’t get to see them until I’m finished giving them a new lease on life and they go in the museum. I take it you’re one of the kids who trespasses in the woods to go look at them?’ 
 
    Matt could feel his face going red. ‘Um…fifth amendment?’ 
 
     Bomber laughed. ‘You’ve been watching too much Miami Vice. Anyway, I’m doctoring the amphibious truck next. It’s the same model that was used during the D-Day landings.’  
 
    ‘What I don’t get…why are there so many machines at a dummy airfield?’ 
 
    ‘Because a dummy airfield needs machines to look realistic, and in 1940 bringing old and broken vehicles here was the cheapest and fastest solution. They were more or less scrap, and that’s why the RAF dumped them here: for their one last mission, attracting bombs. Then after the war there was no need for them, and in fact the RAF and army brought more decommissioned vehicles that weren’t worth dismantling for scrap. My father decided to start fixing them up. I kinda followed suit.’ 
 
    ‘Did you ever see any army stuff going on during the war?’ 
 
    Bomber swung around and glared at Matt. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    Although several feet away from Bomber, Matt stepped back, shocked at the expression on Bomber’s face. ‘No-nothing.’  
 
    Bomber took a menacing half step towards him and muttered under his breath, ‘All those rumours you heard, don’t you believe any of them.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ Matt huffed. 
 
    ‘Like hidden in the nearby woodlands is some top secret war bunker with God knows what hidden inside it.’  
 
    Matt stared at him, not sure what to make of his reaction. 
 
    Bomber shook his head. ‘Just don’t believe those rumours. It’s nothing more than ignorant village gossip. And it annoys me. Sorry.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t! I just thought that…that maybe you’d had a cool time as a kid watching the pilots.’ 
 
    Now Bomber looked calm again. ‘Like you do?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘You know what I mean. Like you watch our pilots.’ 
 
    Matt felt himself colour again. ‘How do you know?’ 
 
    Bomber raised his eyebrows. ‘You use the same spot I used to use when I was a kid, so don’t worry about it. From now on, just come in. The chaps would love a helping hand.’ 
 
    Too embarrassed to look Bomber in the eye, Matt murmured, ‘Thanks.’  
 
    ‘Now,’ Bomber said, ‘about that bet.’ 
 
    Matt looked up and directly into the pilot’s eyes, holding his gaze. 
 
    Bomber smiled. ‘I bet you’ll be flying by the end of the year.’ 
 
   


 
  

 49      
 
    Air Fest 
 
    Little Hollow Airfield 
 
    The following day, Matt couldn’t fathom where so many people appeared from. They reminded him of army ants suddenly going on a march. They stormed down the dirt track and headed straight for the stalls set up only that morning. Stall sellers yelled about their wares, trying to entice everyone to taste or buy. 
 
    Some people had parking fights in the grassy fields alongside the airfield, trying to find any tiny spot of shade, and when two cars arrived together they argued over who’d found that spot first. Others, carrying picnic blankets and baskets, marched onto the field, to the grassy area that he had mowed and that was now designated for family picnics. 
 
    Couples crowded onto the wooden stand that had been erected. Music blared out from the far end, where the fair had a merry-go-round with electronic horses riding high and low and kids screaming in delight.  
 
    Big marquee tents shaded flea market stalls with handmade jewellery, clothing and art canvases. Beside it a Farmer’s market buzzed with sellers shouting about local fruit, berries, nuts, pickles and cheeses, baked goods, honey, jams and jellies.  
 
    In front of the tents clowns and jugglers paraded up and down, entertaining the crowds. Despite himself, Matt felt a swell of pride. Bomber had done an amazing job and created a high carnival spirit. 
 
    Matt served coffee and tea all morning and scalded his fingers so many times he’d forgotten which was from when. The odour of tea hung in his nose. Even after downing a fizzy drink, almost all in one go, he still couldn’t get rid of the smell. 
 
    Making drinks wasn’t so bad, it was cutting up the cake that got him into trouble. First, he had cut the slices too big and been told off for that. Then they had been too small, and they crumbled, plus a couple of customers had spotted the larger slices and wanted those instead. Thankfully, Mrs Cowden had taken over and sent him for a quick lunch break. As he gratefully escaped the lingering odour of tea, another series of smells sailed towards him, from steaming popcorn to mustardy hot dogs and sun-fermented beer. 
 
    Folk music blared and competed with kids yelling from the rides, balloons popping and the microphone announcing the dog tail wagging competition. 
 
    Matt knew where to find a quiet spot at the back of the hangar, in a welcome pool of shade where he could grab a bite before the air show really got under way with the best part. The flying parades. Here, round the back, was where  the engine parts, ladders, oil drums and even a couple of pieces of wing and tail had been hastily moved to, and he sat amongst them eating a sandwich Mum had made, knowing he wouldn’t be home for his usual lunch.  
 
    Munching, he wondered what time Allan would be back to film the air show. There had still been no word of him from London, and Matt was surprised he wasn’t back by now. Although he was keen to find out more from Allan, he was secretly glad he had gone so he could have Cami to himself. 
 
    Well, he could if he could find her, anyway. He couldn’t work out why Cami was avoiding him. But was she? Maybe it was his imagination. After all, he had been serving people all day and hadn’t been able to go looking for her. Suddenly a new thought occurred to him: what if she and Allan had both disappeared because they were off doing something together? It’d be just his luck if… 
 
    ‘You shirking off?’ 
 
    He glanced up to see Cami smiling down at him.  
 
    On his feet in an instant, he swallowed the last crust and muttered with his mouth full. ‘Just....’ 
 
    ‘Stay.’ She leaned her cute butt, fitted beautifully into tight jeans, against Bomber’s car bumper, where he’d parked out of sight to free up one more space for guests. ‘I just came to say hi.’ 
 
    He gulped down the last of his drink and smiled awkwardly, hoping she wouldn’t be able to see from his expression any of the suspicious thoughts he’d just been having. ‘Hi.’ 
 
    ‘How’s it going? It looks fun.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. And hectic. Everyone wants everything at the same time.’ Matt tucked the sandwich tinfoil behind him, embarrassed that she’d see his Mum still made him lunch.  
 
    Cami’s eyes twinkled at him. ‘The name of the game, I guess.’ She twisted slightly, accidentally flashing a piece of her smooth, flat stomach.  
 
    ‘See anything you like?’ 
 
    Matt’s eyes snapped back to hers. Caught red-handed! Not a good sign. He flushed crimson and tried to think of what to say. 
 
    Thankfully, Cami hadn’t noticed his embarrassment, and he saw she wasn’t focussed on him but waving her arm towards the stalls. ‘Over there?’ 
 
    He shook his head and muttered, ‘Haven’t had time to go over yet. Have you?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, they have it all. From hooking up ducks to splatting the rat to smashing coconuts. Even a make-shift pool for the kids. Cleverly done.’  
 
    Matt smiled. He’d helped Bomber set up hay bales as the pool sides with a thick plastic sheet on the base and tucked over and around the bales. They’d filled it only about a foot deep, but that was enough to entertain the little kids and keep them cool throughout the long day ahead. 
 
    Cami’s eyes lit up. ‘I love the book stall. That’s pretty unusual at fairs. I love old books and maps. My dad has some really beautiful old German maps. Have you seen any of that kind of thing around here?’ 
 
    ‘Here?’ His lip curled in puzzlement as he wondered why Cami was asking about something like that. Here, at an air show. A bit bizarre. 
 
    Cami shrugged in such an attractive way, her breasts perked up and seemed to push out at him. Her top button was undone so it was hard not to stare at her cleavage.  
 
    ‘I just wondered, is all. Never mind, I’ve supported the show and bought a pile of books. I love history books. Do you like history, Matt?’ 
 
    The way she said his name made Matt go all gooey. It was like pouring honey over his ice cream.  
 
    ‘Yeah. I got the history prize at college.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, wow! Tell me about that.’ 
 
    Somewhere in the back of his mind, Matt thought of the time and getting back to serving tea, but Cami’s magnetic lure kept him rooted to the spot. Like a fly trapped in a spider’s web…except nice, obviously.  
 
    Because he’d been thinking that he really should go soon, he’d already started describing his project before it occurred to him that Mum had said Cami’s father was German, and that this might be an awkward subject. ‘It turned into two separate parts, really. Nazi evil versus duty, and Nazi treasure hunting versus holocaust payback.’ 
 
    ‘And what did you say?’ She seemed genuinely curious, not bothered at all. Also he was proud of the work he’d done on the project, and if she thought it was interesting, it might really impress her. 
 
    ‘My first piece was identifying if the Nazis who committed countless murders were doing it because they were evil, like Hitler, or if they were doing it because of a sense of duty to Führer and Fatherland.’ 
 
    ‘The Nazis were psychotic. Their hatred was unbelievable.’ Cami’s face had grown suddenly harder.  
 
    ‘Uh, well, from my research, like reading the Stanley Milgram experiment, it seemed that most of the soldiers who committed Holocaust crimes were normal men’ Matt countered. ‘They did terrible things not because they wanted to, but because they were given orders.’ 
 
    ‘That’s ridiculous! So they’re not guilty just because they were ordered to do it? Where was their sense of right and wrong? You wouldn’t kill someone because your boss told you to do it.’ 
 
    Matt was taken aback at the venom in her tone. ‘Yeah, I agree. Wholeheartedly! I’m just reporting the results of my research. We had to write up the facts, not our opinion or our emotional response. Which, of course, can be entirely different.’ 
 
    Cami looked really furious and Matt was suddenly afraid he might have blown it with her. Why had he started talking about that damned project?! Just because he was proud of it. He tried to think of a way he could steer the conversation around, so he wasn’t appearing to defend war criminals.  
 
    ‘Cami, did you hear that story floating about the village that Allan, my cousin, is filming his report on? They’re saying there’s a Nazi war criminal living right here amongst us.’ 
 
    She eyed him, still angry but also looking interested. 
 
    ‘Imagine…someone who did such terrible things has just got away with it. That shouldn’t be allowed to happen. I think if the people who live here ever find this person, we have to give them up,’ Matt tried not to sound as bitter as she had. ‘Even if they’re old and grey now. Just because it’s forty years ago doesn’t mean they’re no longer guilty. They have to pay for what they did. They don’t deserve any sympathy, because they had none for their victims.’ 
 
    She nodded, and Matt breathed a mental sigh of relief. ‘I agree,’ Cami dropped her voice. ‘My Papi was in the war. He carried all that for so long, but, like millions of others, he suffered in silence. In a way, this silence has been passed on to my generation.’ 
 
    Neither of them spoke for a long moment and then Cami changed the subject abruptly. ‘What about your treasure hunting piece? Tell me about that.’ 
 
    Matt said, ‘I really can’t just now. I’d better go. If Bomber finds me hanging around―’ 
 
    ‘Shirking off,’ she chuckled. 
 
    ‘Yeah, shirking off,’ he joined in her chuckle. ‘He’d skin me alive.’  
 
    ‘Is he a bit of a little Hitler, then?’ 
 
    The way she said it sounded like a throwaway joke, but still a little niggle wormed into his mind. ‘Nah. He’s okay.’ 
 
    ‘What do you know about him?’ 
 
    ‘Just what everyone around here knows.’ 
 
    ‘I remember the other day you didn’t want to talk about this. You said it was a long story, but I think you should let it out. Him and your dad were big buddies, weren’t they?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. When they were kids. I lost my dad in the Falklands War though, so we hardly see Bomber anymore.’ 
 
    Cami reached out and touched his arm. 
 
    Her fingers sent an electric shock through him and he just stared at her. He couldn’t think what to say. Or do. 
 
    After a moment, she lifted her hand away and asked, ‘I’m trying to remember, wasn’t Bomber’s dad a pilot at this airfield in the war?’ 
 
    Just for a second it seemed almost like the tingling spot on his arm had been dulling his senses. Suddenly alert, Matt shrugged and kicked a stone, ‘I think so. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he knew about this Nazi. Maybe he even had a secret hiding place here at the airfield that he let him use.’ 
 
    ‘What?!’ Matt gaped, ‘Where did you hear such nonsense?’ 
 
    Cami pouted, looking offended, so he quickly backtracked, ‘Sorry, but that seems a bit of a wild card.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe, but you’ve got to admit that if you’re looking for someone who was taken out of Germany and then hidden away out of sight, it makes sense to ask about a pilot who flew to Europe and had an airfield that might have a perfect hiding place in it.’ 
 
    Matt frowned. ‘What do you mean “a perfect hiding place”?’ 
 
    ‘It’s something I saw on the news. That some water engineers found a hidden bunker under an airfield just like this one in Hampshire. They were digging to lay down some pipes and suddenly they broke through a brick wall. When they went inside they found a full-on war shelter under the airfield where someone could have hidden for years.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t mean there’s one here.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe not, but apparently it was quite common in the war. They used to build shelters near places where food and supplies could be flown in. And, of course, they kept people safe down there during bombing raids, so they were all set up to live in, if people needed to.’  
 
    Matt suddenly remembered the door handle sticking out of the floor. 
 
    ‘Imagine how terrible it was living in the war. Hearing the planes overhead and the shrieks of the bombs as they fell to earth, never knowing if it would be you or your neighbour who got killed. And―’ Cami stopped in mid-sentence and stared at him. 
 
    He realised she was gazing at him curiously. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘That look on your face. You just thought of something really interesting! Come on, keep sharing.’ She gave him a sweet, fun smile and leant over to give him a playful poke on his thigh that sent electricity through him again. He was amazed that she didn’t realise the effect her touch had on him. Or her cleavage as she leant towards him. 
 
    ‘Nothing. Um, I just…remembered I found something odd when I was clearing the hangar.’ 
 
    Even as Matt said it, he suddenly realised maybe he shouldn’t mention it as he had no idea what that thing was sticking out of the floor and it could be anything. But it was too late. 
 
    Cami stiffened. She slid off Bomber’s car bumper and stood in front of Matt, her legs apart. Her voice dropped to a whisper, ‘What? Tell me.’ Her tone suggested they were in a secret conspiracy together.  
 
    It set his insides alight once again, to the point of boiling him. The spot where her fingers had rested for only a moment still tingled. He knew he was behaving like a starstruck kid, but he couldn’t help himself.  
 
    ‘Well,’ he muttered, ‘it’s nothing really. But it was a bit odd.’ 
 
    Cami stepped closer. ‘Odd, like how?’ 
 
    Matt caught a faint whiff of her fresh berry scent. It seemed to set his tongue wagging, ‘Well, I saw this door handle sticking out of the floor.’ 
 
    Just when Matt thought Cami’s eyes couldn’t get any wider, they did. Her face lit up, like a kid who just got everything on their Santa list. ‘An underground bunker!’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t say that.’ 
 
    ‘But it could be, right?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t really know. It’s just a handle. It could be an inspection pit for planes.’ 
 
    ‘But why?’ she demanded, ‘when these small planes’ engines are not underneath?’ 
 
    ‘Mm, I see your point.’ 
 
    ‘It must be a bunker!’ 
 
    ‘So what if it is? It’s probably all sealed up or caved in.’ 
 
    ‘Or hiding secrets.’ 
 
    They stared at each other in silence. Matt didn’t go with the ‘hidden secrets’ thing, but clearly Cami was captivated by the idea and her childlike excitement was contagious. 
 
    Just then Mrs Cowden’s shrill voice pierced through their silence. ‘Maaaaaaaattttt!’ 
 
    Matt scrambled off the oil drum. ‘Oh, shit! I’d really better go.’ 
 
    As he levered himself upright, Cami threw her arm around his neck and tugged him towards her. ‘I’ll see you later, okay?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, okay.’ Matt’s heart beat so loudly he thought she’d hear it. 
 
    Not releasing her grip, she rose up on her toes and planted a kiss on his cheek, then smiled and walked away, with no idea of the effect her cute butt waggling had on him. 
 
    As he hobbled back to the tea serving tent, the little spot on his face radiated like a beacon.  
 
    Cami had kissed him! Things were really looking up. Now he definitely knew they were dating. He couldn’t wait until after the show…tonight he would kiss her. A proper kiss.  
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    Matt had gone back to tea duty, but if he’d been average to poor before, after Cami’s kiss he became entirely useless at it. He singed his hands, poured different sized cupfuls for every customer and quite often just stood there with his gaze far away and a stupid smile on his face. 
 
    Muttering audibly, Mrs Cowden assigned him to tossing hamburgers and hotdogs over the scorching grill, and the proximity of flames kept him more focussed. In between turning the pieces of meat, he had to butter buns and keep the onions frying. There were even a few times the bottles on the counter ran out of mustard and barbeque sauce, so he had to top those up whilst making sure that nothing burnt. 
 
    He was so busy that it was only quite a bit later that he realised there was still no sign of Allan. He’d meant to ask Cami, but then he’d got distracted… 
 
    ‘Matt! Onions are catching!’ Mrs. Cowden’s loud hiss and gimlet eye wiped the smile off his face and jerked him back to the present moment. 
 
    All the while, planes took off and landed. Some performed air acrobatics, while others inscribed smoke signals on the blue-sky canvas. Matt sighed. He wished he could go and watch every minute of every display, but he had to prove himself to Bomber. When it came down to it, who would want to just watch flying when there might be the chance to do it himself soon? 
 
    As it turned out the refreshment stand went quiet each time the main displays were on, as everyone went to watch. ‘Go on with you then,’ said Mrs. Cowden with a theatrical sigh, ‘but be back here the minute it ends.’ And he got to see the best bits, rushing back ahead of the crowds who came queuing for burgers, talking excitedly about the amazing aerobatics they’d just witnessed. 
 
    For another hour he toiled away, until finally he was allowed another break. He sat on the wooden bench beside the open hangar and opened his shirt’s top button to allow the cool breeze to lick at the sweat on his chest. Closing his eyes, he enjoyed the breeze tickling the few chest hairs he’d recently acquired. After a moment, the breeze seemed to suddenly become more intense, and he flicked open one eyelid. 
 
    He jolted up. 
 
    Cami was leaning over him, her thick lips pursed as she blew air onto his chest. How come he hadn’t heard her? Or smelt her? Her strawberry perfume mingled with the sweet smell of candy-floss.  
 
    ‘Hey, I didn’t really mean to wake you.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t sleeping. Just resting my eyes.’ 
 
    A smile teased her lips and lit her face with a naughty expression. ‘You looked so peaceful, I didn’t have the heart to speak, so…’ 
 
    He waved a hand. ‘No! I’m glad you did.’  
 
    ‘Look!’ She held up an armful of teddies and toys. ‘I won the coconut shy. Three times!’ 
 
    Chuckling, Matt reached out and squeezed the nose of the large teddy. ‘He’s huge.’ 
 
    She dumped the teddy into his lap and slid down beside him.  
 
    Matt squirmed and shifted over a little, but Cami must have been short of space because she wriggled over, too, and he felt her leg next to his. ‘I saw you grinding away on the grill all day. You must be zapped.’ 
 
    ‘Sure am.’ 
 
    ‘That’s too bad.’ She glanced at him sideways. ‘I bought you a gift for what you’re about to do for me.’ 
 
    Matt swallowed hard. His pulse raced. It was bad enough smelling that lovely scent wafting around her and feeling her thigh pressed against his, making it hard to breathe. And speak. ‘W-what’s that?’  
 
    ‘You promised to show me inside the hangar.’ 
 
    ‘Did I?’ He tried to recall that promise, but his mind was sleepy, and all it could think about, apart from Cami’s presence, was burgers, hotdogs and slicing buns. 
 
    At that moment, Cami leaned over him and said in a breathy, husky voice, ‘I have something very special for you afterwards. Come on…’ 
 
    Although curious as hell, he didn’t dare ask. Instead, like a lamb following its herd, he got up and followed her towards the hangar. He found that if he let his limp show he could lag back a little and enjoy the view of her waggling, denim-clad bottom and her curvy back, oozing feminine charm. His mind raced at all the possibilities of what she might have for him. Some made him break out in a cold sweat, while others made him flush with excitement. She was very taken up with this hidden Nazi gossip, this girl from his childhood, but she sure as hell gave him the hots. 
 
    Half an hour later, Matt waved as Cami waltzed off. ‘You sure you don’t need any help with that huge teddy?’ 
 
    ‘No thanks.’ Her tinkling voice slipped over her shoulder. As she strolled along, the last few people left on the grassy arena passed her. Matt noticed how men looked at Cami. Even married men with their wives beside them. One even craned his neck round to check Cami’s butt and was elbowed firmly in the side by his annoyed-looking wife. He pretended to clutch his beer belly, but even as he did, he took another opportunity to see what Cami offered from behind. 
 
    Just as Matt was about to turn away and start clearing the bins, he saw Luke running up to Cami. For a moment, the green monster spewed flames into him as Luke and Cami greeted each other like old friends. Close friends. Unlike him, Luke wouldn’t take no for an answer, and grabbed her large teddy bear and the basket of books she carried.  
 
    Damn! Why hadn’t he done that? She’d said no, so he’d taken that as an answer, but maybe it had really been some kind of test. Women did this stuff. He should’ve insisted, and now he would be the gentleman, not Luke.  
 
    Damn. Damn. Damn! 
 
    Matt couldn’t watch any more. He spun around and kicked the first thing he saw. A set of chocks.  
 
    ‘Ow! Shit.’ They were the solid metal ones, not the lighter wooden ones. He grabbed his foot and cursed under his breath. 
 
    His big toe ached. But not more than his heart. 
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    Toying with the schoolboy brothers had been lots of fun. Amongst the exhilarating smell of aeroplane fumes mingled with candyfloss and ice cream, Cami had gone out of her way to identify the two brothers’ odours. That always helped her to find a man’s weak spot.  
 
    Luke, full of fun and up for a laugh with anyone he met, had been easy pickings. Her body language came out in full force as she moved her lithe figure around him, weaving him into her web like a spider. Quickly tangled, he’d fallen instantly for her charms and quick wit. His body smell was sporty, of course, sweaty from working with the aeroplanes out in the sun, but his perspiration lent his active cologne a musky radiance.  
 
    Quite sensual, really, and in fact, Luke would be a fine specimen of manhood when, or rather if, he filled out a bit and matured. She hadn’t played with such a young lad in ages. His eagerness had clearly aroused him and made things so much easier for her. 
 
    Matt, also actually very pretty, but in a delicate, introverted sort of way, she had known would be harder work. The whole mooning around feeling sorry for himself because of his limp thing: it was all she could do to avoid giving him a hard slap across the face and ordering him to man up. He, or rather his teenage body, was desperate for her, too, but she had kept hitting his complex, quiet personality that had made him clam up just at the points where she thought she was about to get decent payback for dressing like a teen idiot and flashing bits of herself at him. It was like chipping away at Masonite, but she wouldn’t give up just because of a hard nut. 
 
    That was often the challenge. Seeing how far she could push the nut around the table before it cracked. And of course, it wasn’t as though she’d got nowhere. He knew the hangar and had just spent the last half hour showing her around it. Including the strange door handle in the floor.  
 
    When she had led him inside the hangar, which was empty because everyone was off watching the last air display, she had started by kissing him, deeply and sensually. Whispering in his ear that he was so handsome, with his dark curling locks and strong arm muscles. The muscles part was a lie, but who cared. It was probably his first real kiss, and the poor little boy had been bowled right over. It was easy to tell: men came with a built in indicator, and it had been as near maximum as his jeans would allow. 
 
    So, all in all, a good day’s work. 
 
    Suddenly, Luke caught up with her and grabbed the basket of books. ‘Let me take those.’ 
 
    She didn’t argue. 
 
    Out of breath, he panted, ‘I saw you on the coconut shy. Wow! You can throw like I’ve never seen a girl throw before. Remind me not to be in the path of your oncoming coconuts!’ 
 
    She chuckled, and an idea popped into her head.  
 
    Coconut. She had enough of them in the basket. She’d won three. She didn’t need that many, so she’d given one to a lady trying to impress her boyfriend and failing miserably on each count. Cami had stepped up behind her, tapped her shoulder and handed her one of her winning coconuts, even as she directed a coy glance to the boyfriend. It was much more satisfying than a large nut, not the lady’s gushing thank you, but feeling the boyfriend’s eyes glued to her as she sashayed off. She had no interest in him or any other man, but it was good to know she could take them so easily from any woman, any time she wanted. 
 
    Now Luke coming to help her to her car, making a pathetic attempt to appear not like a love-struck teenager, had given her perfect alibi, and insurance. 
 
    As they ambled up to her Mercedes, Luke whistled, ‘Whoa! This is really yours? Snazzy wheels!’ 
 
    Cami caught sight of Glynn, and with a slight jerk of her head told him to stay back. Surrounded by long grass, the Mercedes had only just managed to squeeze in beside a few other cars creatively tucked into small spaces between the trees and bushes lining the dirt track. 
 
    Cami pressed the button to make the boot lid pop up and gestured to Luke to throw what he was carrying inside. As he leaned over and tucked her basket of books into the far corner of the boot, she saw Glynn step closer, ready to nab him. 
 
    She shook her head and reached into her new grass basket carry-bag. Lifting a coconut out, she hefted it even as she said, ‘Thanks Luke, you’re a sweetie.’ Then there was a dull thunk as she slammed the coconut as hard as she could down onto his head. 
 
    Uttering only a deep grunt, Luke slumped over the lip of the open boot. Cami reached down and lifted his legs, and his body rolled sideways and fully inside. In a foetal position, he lay unconscious amongst the dusty books smelling of mould and the teddy bear. The coconut was cracked but it wasn’t dripping any milk that would ruin her boot carpet, so she tossed it inside. 
 
    Cami leaned over Luke, checking to see if he was still breathing.  
 
    Then she slammed the boot shut. 
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    The last of the displays was over, but many people still milled around the aeroplanes, while others finished their picnics. There were no signs of anyone rushing home, and the carpark was still jammed. 
 
    Matt downed his fizzy drink and rested his head against the hot aluminium of the hangar. Of all days, it had to be roasting hot today. That had made the kitchen even worse. And even now, when the afternoon’s warmth had faded, the hangar still radiated heat into his head. He didn’t care. His neck needed a rest. He hadn’t worked so hard in all his life.  
 
    Hot, sweaty, greasy work, yet he grinned. He had enjoyed every minute of it. Especially when Ben and Josh had lumbered by and gawked at the name badge which proved he was now part of the airfield’s staff. They’d got hungry enough to buy food a couple of times and he’d slopped their meat into their buns with all the experience of a McDonald’s chef. Best of all, they hadn’t been able to think of anything to say except ‘Um...fanks’. 
 
    From the corner of his mouth Matt blew his curly fringe out of his eyes.  
 
    Mrs Cowden, who he was convinced could breathe fire if she wanted to, had bossed him around most of the afternoon, shoving him into any area that needed an extra pair of hands. He didn’t mind as, as well as getting him away from the grease of the burgers and the lingering stench of tea, it had given him the opportunity to meet some of the pilots and their families, who were all volunteering to help out at the show. He had made lots of new friends and couldn’t wait to tell Mum. She would be chuffed, and proud of him. It was a pity that she’d had to open The Cinnamon Stick, but with this many people in the town it was a chance for her to get her takings way ahead for the summer, and he’d told everyone who didn’t seem to want a standard tea or coffee to go and get one of Mum’s special Italian cappuccinos at The Fairground.  Hopefully she had been as busy as him.  
 
    Now, with the burger stand quiet, Mrs Cowden had told him to make a start on the clearing up so they wouldn’t all be there far into the night. 
 
    Clearing the rubbish people dropped wasn’t a glamourous job, but at least Ben and Josh had left and so he wouldn’t be seen doing the shitty work. 
 
    He’d lost count of how many buckets of trash had already been thrown out. Thank goodness this was almost the last dump. It felt as though dirt and grime lined his nose and throat. The burger grease had even managed to get inside his ears, making them squidgy. He kept pressing his lobes and tugging on them. Tonight would be the best shower he’d ever had.  
 
    The nearest skip to the airfield was now overflowing with the day’s rubbish, so he sighed and trudged on to the one tucked a little way down the lane. As Matt neared it a loud buzzing startled him. He looked closer and saw a black cloud of flies swarming over the skip. They circled so frantically they sounded like bees in a disturbed hive. 
 
    He edged closer with the bag. The skip had been in the hot afternoon sun and it radiated warmth. The flies crawled over the lid in a desperate urge to get inside. Ready to throw the bag in and then run, Matt lifted up the corner of the lid. Right away he was hit by a disgusting smell that made him retch and gag.  
 
    Like rotting meat, only somehow worse. 
 
    ‘Urrrgggh!’ He dropped the rubbish bag and clutched his nose and mouth. ‘What the hell!’ He cautiously stepped closer, expecting to see a dead rat lying near the bin. 
 
    The stench became overpowering and nauseating.  
 
    Matt held his breath and reached out to open the lid, but hesitated. Flies crawled over his hands and up his arms, trying to devour him. He swatted them off and flapped his arms over the top of the skip. The flies rose into the air, like an air force of  small, black, stealth craft, lifting off the ground and hovering a foot above their landing platform. They waited in anticipation, for him to open it up to whatever stench lay inside so they could descend on it. 
 
    Yet more flies landed on his head and crawled down his neck. He shook his head and yelled at them, ‘Bugger off!’ 
 
    In an angry burst, he stepped forward, grabbed hold of the lid and flung it open. It creaked on its hinges and then fell open with a metallic crash.  
 
    Grabbing his nose again, Matt grimaced and peered inside.  
 
    The flies were streaming in to land on something that was already crawling with tiny white maggots and flies that had managed to squeeze past the lid. 
 
    A dead body. 
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    The crowd of people went mad as news of the dead body spread. Chaos took over, the atmosphere filled with screaming and shouting as the airfield became a blur. People ran to their cars as if a monster were on their tails. The car park became jammed with cars revving engines and beeping horns, each determined to get away the fastest. Car drivers shouted and cursed. A lucky few in four wheel drives made beelines for the bumpy tracks, zooming away into the forest, ignoring people who tried to flag them down and all the private property signs. 
 
    Matt, meanwhile, could only slump down in Bomber’s cabin in a daze.  
 
    The dead body was Allan. 
 
    Matt ran his hand through his hair.  
 
    Allan dead! It’s not true! It can’t be true.  
 
    Folding his arms over his stomach, he wondered if this had anything to do with his cousin’s documentary. The missing Nazi? Or even Allan’s secret source of information. 
 
    The coppers had already been at the show, pretending to keep order whilst actually watching the planes and shovelling down burgers. Within minutes more had arrived and they were questioning everyone who worked at the airfield, starting with Bomber who was shocked but also livid about this kind of end to the show. Who could blame him for being pissed off? He had planned the Air Fest for months, possibly years. It had been such a great success, but now all anyone would remember it for was a murder.  
 
    Bomber’s anger hadn’t lasted, and when he’d found out that the body was Allan, his face had gone grey with shock, and his eyes were filled with a desperate sadness. 
 
    Matt expected he looked much the same. It was the sheer unreality of it that jarred him the most. In his mind, he kept seeing Allan at the protest, in The Fairground, talking to people and sitting at their dining table. He kept expecting someone to tell him it was a mistake and it wasn’t his cousin, after all. He smacked his head, something he did in a bad dream sometimes to tell his body to wake up. It didn’t work. He was already awake. 
 
    The smell came back to him again, and a sudden nausea gripped Matt. Hobbling out of the cabin to the back of the hangar, he leaned over the bank and vomited, again and again. Finally, wiping his mouth with the cuff of his overall, he slumped back against the hangar wall and shook his head to try and clear the various stenches that hung around him, both real and imagined. 
 
    Then, the tears came. They choked him and a sore lump grew in his throat. 
 
    Why? Why Allan? He hadn’t done anything to hurt anyone. Okay, he’d caused an uproar with his slightly sensationalist filming of the rumour in the village, but that surely wasn’t reason enough to be murdered, to be dumped in a rubbish skip. 
 
    Matt swallowed hard. Mum would have to be told. She’d be distraught. Before Allan’s visit, they hadn’t seen him for a long time, but during his stay it had actually been great to be a larger family again. 
 
    She would want answers, and there could only be one. 
 
    Only one person could have had a motive to murder his cousin: the hidden Nazi. Allan must have got too close, and this man, this monster, had snuffed out the danger. The way they had taught him in the Third Reich: brutally. 
 
    Even as he thought it, it seemed far-fetched and ridiculous. This wasn’t the movies, a James Bond film. This was real life.  
 
    Things like that didn’t happen here in Little Hollow. 
 
    And another thing that was going to make Mum even more distressed: where the hell was Luke? He had disappeared as the show was reaching its finale and hadn’t been seen since. Aside from anything else, Matt could really do with someone to talk to about this, and Luke was the only one he could open up to on this scale. 
 
    With the confusion swirling around in his mind and causing a froth of misery and mystery, Matt returned to the pilot’s cabin, where a bunch of coppers were interrogating everyone, from pilots to volunteers. Matt waited his turn, dreading having to speak about Allan, knowing he would never see his cousin again. 
 
    Some senior detective had already got the details of how he’d found the body from him right after the police had arrived en masse, so this time he was only answering the same general questions as everyone else. Matt told them how he’d seen a stranger walking a dog around the airfield a few days ago and asking questions, but he couldn’t say for sure who the man was. He also explained, like everyone else, that he had seen nothing suspicious. Not at the show nor anyone else near the skip. 
 
    Two hours later, Matt watched the police car driving up the lane and heading off towards Reading. Forensics had been and gone with the body, and the coppers had all their statements and would plod away with their investigation, but Matt found he was filled with a diamond hard resolve. He’d found his cousin. Now he had to find out for himself why someone had killed Allan.  
 
    A stream of local pilots converged on the pilot’s cabin as if following some unspoken instruction. They all stood around in silence. No one could think of anything to say. There had been no obvious sign of what had taken Allan’s life. No gunshot wound or jagged hole left by a knife, but everyone knew that he hadn’t died from natural causes. His body being dumped in that skip had been the last action in a sequence. There had been no dignity or respect for life in what had gone before it, only a malice that now stained the very air everyone in the cabin breathed. 
 
    Finally, Bomber entered and kicked the door with his foot, slamming it shut. There was a long silence. 
 
    Eventually Bomber stepped up to Matt and placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘Where’s Luke?’ 
 
    ‘Dunno. Haven’t seen him in a while.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he got caught up in the chaos,’ one of the pilots ventured. ‘Maybe he went home to escape the mess.’ 
 
    Matt rounded on him, breathing hard. ‘Luke wouldn’t do that. He’s not a coward! He’s the one who’s been cleaning up your hangar and getting this place ready for your show!’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean―’ 
 
    ‘Hey, chaps,‘ Bomber interrupted, ‘will you give us a minute.’ 
 
    The pilots shuffled out in single file, like scolded kids. Matt watched them with venom in his heart. 
 
     No one said anything bad about his brother. No one! 
 
    When the cabin was empty, Bomber said in a soft voice, ‘Matt, there’s not much more to do here today, why don’t you go home.’ 
 
    ‘I have to tell Mum.’ 
 
    ‘Let me do it. Please, I know you can do it, but I want to help. Besides, one of us needs to look for Luke. Like you, I know he wouldn’t bolt. But…if someone could do that to your cousin…’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Matt straightened, suddenly sober from the chill that prickled its way down his neck. ‘You think Luke’s in danger?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Let’s just be sure, okay? You find him, while I go and tell your Mum about Allan. She may already know. You know what the village is like. Someone may go around to The Cinnamon Stick and blurt it out.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, you’re right. Better she hears from you…from us than them.’ 
 
    Matt still struggled with how quickly he had come to like Bomber. If there had ever been any calculated keeping quiet so he might get the chance to fly it was long gone. Half of him still fought against the camaraderie, but the other half, the half that Matt knew was going to win in the end, was pleased to have him on their side. 
 
    ‘Good man,’ Bomber patted Matt on the shoulder. ‘Try to think where else Luke could have gone. Maybe he’s with that friend of his, um what’s his name…Eric?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go round and check, but I don’t think―’ 
 
    ‘Me neither, me neither,’ Bomber broke in, ‘but let’s just be sure.’ 
 
    ‘It’s strange. It’s not like Luke to go off without telling anyone, but then again, he’s been hiding that he works here. You know, from Mum.’  
 
    ‘I understand,’ Bomber sounded resigned.  
 
    Ever since Dad’s accident they had become such a tight family unit. They always knew where each other was.  
 
    ‘Let’s meet back here at twenty-one-hundred…er, nine-o-clock.’ 
 
    A chill ran through Matt. Should he mention that the last time he’d seen Luke had been with Cami? Probably not. It surely wasn’t relevant, and he didn’t want Bomber to detect any jealousy in his voice. ‘I’ll go look for him.’ 
 
    Last seen with the beautiful yet mysterious girl who used to live down the road and had suddenly just come back into their lives, full on and bubbling with life. Captivating hearts in her wake. 
 
    Another creeping vine of envy tugged at Matt. Was Luke with Cami? Maybe he’d beaten his cripple brother to it and they were having a thing together. The thought repulsed him. He pulled a face and yanked off his overall. Luke had already taken his dreams once, was he trying to do the same again? 
 
    Then suddenly, another thought struck him. He had Cami’s telephone number.  
 
    As soon as Bomber had driven out of the airfield gate, leaving him alone at the airfield, Matt picked up the office telephone and dialled Cami’s number. It rang and rang. He waited and then tried again. Still no answer. Slumping down in a chair, he dropped his head onto the desk.  
 
    God, what a day!  
 
    Where did he start searching for Luke? 
 
    Again, he wondered if Luke had gone off with Cami, but this time his thoughts were more resigned and stoic. So what if he had? If Luke scored the girl, he wasn’t going to be jealous. Well, he was, but he had to curb that and give Luke his dues.  
 
    He’d already wasted a whole lot of resentment on Luke. First the grudge about the accident. Luke had dared him, but he’d been the one stupid enough to climb up to that rope bridge. And to fall. So much pointless hostility. And Luke getting the air field job, when all the time his brother had only been doing it to try and make Matt’s dreams of flying come true. 
 
    Matt found his head was reeling. It was as though the continents that made up his world had broken apart and were shifting to a new pattern. It wasn’t Luke’s fault, none of it. Most of it had no fault…it was just “the ride” like in the Zen Dog verse Bomber was so fond of. All the bitterness was just destructive negativity, and it was time for it to end. 
 
    After he had fallen it had been Luke who had run to call an ambulance. 
 
    In the hospital, after the bad infection, the surgeon had laid the scans on the bed and said that they had done all they could and that the only route forward now was amputation below the knee. Mum had cried. Dad’s chin had tightened, but they had both been ready to accept that fate. Then Luke’s voice had come from the chair in the corner, where he’d been sitting and sniffing. ‘What about my foot? He can have my foot.’ Dad had stood up, his whole face trembling. ‘No!’ he had said. Just that word, three or four times. Later he had sworn he would find a way, and he had. He’d sold the car he loved without batting an eyelid. Even so, the private specialist had said there were no guarantees and that this was uncharted medical territory. So he had a limp. So what? He still had two feet, could still walk. 
 
    Could still fly, even. Maybe not for the RAF, but Bomber had bet he would fly before the end of the year, and when a man who owned an airfield made a bet like that you knew he would win. And it had all been because of Luke. Obstinate, good hearted Luke. His brother. 
 
    If he and Cami had fallen for each other…well, then Matt would be happy for Luke. First, though, he had to find him. Matt hammered his fist onto the table and leapt up.  
 
    He grabbed the torch on Bomber’s desk. It would be getting dark soon. 
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    Silence engulfed the hot, sticky space, broken only by the muffled rasp of Luke’s breath. There wasn’t enough oxygen in the airtight boot to keep him going for more than a few hours. Being gagged made it worse. He’d already passed out once. Or was it twice? The stuffy cramped space bore down on him now as he wriggled to get comfortable. His legs were numb from lying folded up like a rag doll for hours. His hands were aching from the tight loops of rope strangling his wrists as they held them pinned behind his back.  
 
    She’d been way older, but even as a tiny kid he’d never trusted her at school when they were younger. She’d come on to him with a smile he could tell was a clever fake and a supposed shared history that he knew was a lie. I mean, come on! He and Matt had been, like, what, five or six years younger than her. Since when did pretty, older than their years, eleven-year-old girls have anything to do with six-year-old boys who were mostly interested in dinosaurs? He’d only played along with whatever her game was because Matt was so infatuated, and he wanted to find out what her plans were so he could try and protect his brother.  
 
    So, that plan didn’t work out so well! 
 
    Matt could be such a douchebag at times. He really couldn’t work out what girls like Cami had up their sleeves. 
 
    A sudden thought occurred to him. What were Cami and whoever she was involved with planning? To kill him? It certainly seemed that way, and the annoying thing was, he had not the slightest idea why. 
 
    If he lasted till morning, he could wait until he heard someone passing and raise their attention with a few thumps on the boot.  
 
    How, though? His arms were tied too tight to move much, and his legs were squashed in, bent at the knees. He tried to lift them up so he could shove the heavy work boots against the lid, but he couldn’t straighten his legs to raise them up.  
 
    Luke shuffled around for a few minutes. Aware that he was using up precious oxygen, he tried to shift himself into a position to get more leverage. As he raised himself up, his head hit a ridge in the boot. 
 
    ‘Mmmphh!’ 
 
    A shaft of pain sent him slumping back down. He lay still, the crown of his head aching where he’d banged it. 
 
    At this rate, he wouldn’t last till morning. 
 
    Suddenly, there was a little light, and he noticed his watch lying in front of him. He must have broken the strap with his struggling and also pressed the light button. He glanced at the digital numbers in the pale neon glow and grunted. 11:30. It must’ve been around six-thirty or near seven that he’d helped Cami to her car, so he’d been here for around four hours. The Air Fest had been pretty much over at that point. He’d already cleared up most of the litter on the stands and around the picnic arena when he’d spotted her lugging an armful of books and teddies and seen his chance.  
 
    Mum would be beside herself with worry. They had insisted she shouldn’t do any dinner, as she normally did, but still she’d wonder why he hadn’t come home to shower and crash after the long day. 
 
    Worse than that, the bitch could be back any minute.  
 
    He couldn’t even come up with a theory as to why she’d clobbered him and stuck him in here but, sure as hell, he knew she wouldn’t have done that without an evil motive. Without doubt, when she was finished with whatever she was doing out there, she’d dispose of him. 
 
    His fingers touched something rough and prickly. He yelped and shrunk away from it, but it rolled into him. In a panic, his fingertips ran over the thing and he realised it was a coconut. Of course! Cami had won some at the fair, and that must have been what she’d used to knock him out. 
 
    He almost laughed, but the air was too heavy and oppressive, so he pushed it down as far as he could, managed to get it between his feet, and then used all the space he could get to hammer it up against the boot’s lid. 
 
    It whacked into the metal with a resounding echo, and then suddenly liquid splattered around him and the coconut had broken into shards. 
 
    ‘Huh,’ he muttered as he felt around for the pieces in the dim, cramped area, ‘at least I won’t starve.’ 
 
    Suddenly the facts chose this moment to start falling into place in his mind. Cami turning up at almost the same time as Allan. His cousin filming a documentary about a missing Nazi hiding in the village. Mum complaining that Matt was infatuated by the girl whose father was a German with a strange mysterious past. It meant Allan must be at risk, and probably Matt, too. 
 
    He’d activated his watch’s light again by scrabbling around for pieces of coconut. Just as the glow faded, it struck something silver near his feet. It glinted in the dark, sending out a final spark of light before the blackness was complete again. 
 
    Using both feet as a lever, he slowly managed to rotate himself. Stretching his tied wrists down as far as he could, he fumbled for where the glint had been. 
 
    His fingers gripped cold iron. 
 
    Concentrating on forming a mental picture in his mind, he ran his fingers along the shaft. It formed a cross. 
 
    Ah, the car’s wheel brace. Just moving himself in the close heat of the car’s boot was making sweat pour off Luke’s brow and trickle down into his eyes. He blinked a few times and wondered why he even had his eyes open when he couldn’t see a damn thing in the dark. 
 
    He lay back for a moment to catch his breath and muster his flagging energy. He took a few deep breaths, knowing each one could be his last if Cami came back. 
 
    Then, in an awkward twist, he rolled over. With his eyes closed, he gripped the crossbar and swung his arms up as far as they would go. The iron bar thumped against the boot’s lid.  
 
    Luke screamed, ‘Help!’ 
 
    He slumped backward. The movement had sapped his strength. Although young and fit, the cramped position and lack of fresh air left him listless and breathing in shallow gasps.  
 
    He had to keep trying. 
 
    Again and again he went through the rigmarole of getting a grip on the brace, then the sudden, painful twist, then wait. Then repeat. Each resounding crash echoed around the inky stuffiness, and tinnitus rang in his ears.  
 
    When his body felt it couldn’t go through the process again, Luke lay in silence. Eyes closed. Ears pricked. Listening for the slightest sound from outside. 
 
    Nothing. Not even an owl hooting for a mouse. Luke opened his eyes again and stared ahead.  
 
    He’d never known such total darkness.  
 
    It squeezed down on him, pressing against the rapid rise and fall of his ribcage. Its weight became heavier and heavier, squashing Luke even as he fought against it, panting in panic. 
 
    He couldn’t freak out now. Forcing himself to hang in there, he chanted in a soft murmur, ‘Get a grip, Luke. Just hold on.’  
 
    Even the heavy whisper seemed to zap his last shreds of strength. The hot, stale air was like a cloth over his face. Clawing at his throat. Crushing down on his windpipe as he desperately sucked it in through the gag covering his mouth. Together with the darkness, the stale air choked his mouth and nose, smothering him.  
 
    Little blue stars swam all over his vision, and almost with relief, Luke slipped into the oppressive blackness.  
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    Matt limped through the creaking gate and along the path to the thicket of trees. His leg ached from standing on it all day without a break.  
 
    He and Luke had spent their childhood, at least in his barmy army days before the accident, playing in the copse of trees running parallel to the airfield’s runway. They would paint their faces with mud and slime and lie in their den made of broken branches covered with ferns and rotting leaves. From there, they had a great vantage point for watching planes take off and land. One day they’d be snipers watching for German spy planes. The next they’d be a special task force sent to guard an airfield from a terrorist attack.  
 
    A twig snapped behind him.  
 
    Matt spun around. 
 
    From his position on the edge of the trees, he could see the mud-caked, dry path winding among the trees. Halfway in, another dirt track spurred off to the right. To their long unused den. Even in the shadowy night, he had a sudden longing to revisit that place and sit amongst the memories.  
 
    Those were the days. The days before he’d busted his ankle. The feeling of running like the wind, pulling away from the other kids and laughing with the sheer joy of speed, was just a dim recollection now. That kid had gone. Replaced by a cripple, a target for all the viciousness and bile that schoolkids had in them. Matt hunched his shoulders. No! He wasn’t going back to that place.  
 
    A cool breeze tickled his sweaty cheeks. The earthy tang of the woodland floor rose up to greet him. High above, the wind sashayed through the tops of the tallest oaks, whispering of a change in the high summer weather. 
 
    Matt glanced up and listened. 
 
    Maybe the breeze wasn’t warning about a shift in the weather. Could it be trying to tell him something about Luke? 
 
    The path to their den beckoned, but Matt hesitated. That day when Luke had challenged him, the same type of wafting breeze had clung to him. Warned him not to be stupid and rise to Luke’s dare.  
 
    That mysterious feeling that his life was about to change had made him know fear and doubt, up until that point relative strangers to his mind. And for a moment, a brief few seconds, he had almost turned and just laughed at Luke and Ben, told them if they wanted to find someone who was enough of a moron to go on that rope bridge they should try looking in the mirror.  
 
    His kid’s ego, his arrogance, had won. And then lost, lost so very much. 
 
    Once again, Matt shivered from an uncomfortable and eerie stillness in the woods. The breeze wrapped warm tentacles around him, but still he shivered.  
 
    Something wasn’t right. An incredible feeling of déjà vu washed over him.  
 
    Just like that day so long ago, Matt shivered with a strange, frightening sixth sense. 
 
    Lying in the hospital bed that first night, he’d sworn he would never have anything more to do with Luke, never even speak to his brother again. Luke hadn’t let it be like that, though. He’d always included him in everything, he’d always gone in, fists swinging, to disperse the bullies, even though he was frequently outnumbered and had picked up a good few black eyes for his troubles. He’d kept on searching, looking for a way to get his brother back. 
 
    Now, Matt had to be brave enough to keep looking for Luke. Even if there was a murderer on the loose somewhere near the airfield. And even if it meant seeing his brother in the arms of the only girl Matt had ever truly wanted. 
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    The rotting hulk of some old, dead machine loomed over Cami like a monster peering down on an invading enemy. She led Glynn past it and around the back of the deserted hangar and stopped, glancing left and then right. ‘Here.’  
 
    Glynn dropped his backpack and pulled out a torch. As the son of one of her father’s mercenary friends, he was bent on moving up the treasure hunting ladder fast and was happy enough to go along with murders and kidnappings. And, of course, his thieving skills certainly helped. 
 
    Cami glanced around again. The butterflies in her stomach weren’t fluttering in fear, but in excitement. After the dead body chaos, she had done a quick casing of the hangar. Without Matt dripping around her angling for another kiss, she’d been able to analyse things properly, and she was in no doubt that the heavy set of metal shelves had been placed deliberately to cover the door in the floor. The Balmaines didn’t have just some old inspection pit down there, they had a hidden bunker. And you only hid things that contained secrets, treasure, or sometimes both. 
 
    She had dreamed of this moment for so long. Any minute now, Glynn would open the hangar with his lock picking set, and they’d move the shelf to get to the handle sticking out of the floor that Matt had showed her.  
 
    The Nazi wasn’t hiding in there. That much was obvious, but Papi’s research about Steffan Sommer had told her that he had fled Germany with secrets that were worth more than any suitcase full of gold bars. He would have needed to find a place to hide those priceless treasures. A vault, or why not a bunker? 
 
    When Matt had shown her round the hangar she had bent down on hands and knees to check the door handle sticking out of the floor. Sure enough, he had been right. It must lead to an underground bunker. Ensuring her butt, raised high in the air, was aimed directly at Matt’s face, she’d stayed like that for a long moment. First to give him a good, long view, enough to fire up his hormones. Second, for her eyes to take in everything around the iron door handle. 
 
    It being under the shelf posed no problem, they could easily move that. The handle sticking out of the floor like a rounded iron rod could be awkward though. If it was some sort of bomb shelter, then the door would be extremely heavy, yet there didn’t seem to be anything to lever it up with. Maybe when they pulled back the shelf, it would reveal the door seal, and she would see that she had been worrying about nothing. 
 
    If not, she had Luke as insurance.  
 
    An owl hooted nearby. Cami rested a hand on Glynn’s shoulder as she glanced into the pitch black night. She hated the country. Give her London any day. Anywhere away from the creepy, crawling country night. 
 
    ‘What’s taking so long?’ She hissed into his ear. 
 
    ‘The bloody thing won’t budge.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you said you were the pick-lock king?’ 
 
    ‘I am!’ 
 
    ‘Then get it open. Fast.’ 
 
    She waited a few more seconds, flinching at each curse from Glynn, yet with her own barrage of curses streaming through her mind. Curses that were no use to them now, so she kept them meshed in her brain, between her anticipation and nerves.  
 
    Was he all just bullshit? Her father had trusted his father with his life, but the more she got to know Glynn the more she sensed there was little behind the arrogance and the flashy façade. 
 
    Suddenly he leapt to his feet.  
 
    Euphoria fizzed through her. At last she was about to find out if Steffan Sommer had hidden his secrets in this God-forsaken airfield hangar! 
 
    The thunder on Glynn’s face burst her bubble. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘It won’t open.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe you! I thought―’ 
 
    ‘Stop!’ Glynn leaned right up close to her face and hissed, ‘Stop rubbing it in. Almost every God-damned lock I have ever picked has opened. Except one or two.’ 
 
    ‘And this one.’ Cami stepped back, ostentatiously wiping his spittle off her cheek. ‘I don’t care what you do, just get this fucking door open!’ 
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    Matt’s torchlight suddenly glinted off a steel bumper. He shone it higher and flashed it around the dark, foreboding car embedded in amongst the bushes. 
 
    Despite his aching ankle, Matt jogged up to the car and shone the torch in a circle around the car. And then into the bushes on either side. Nobody was anywhere to be seen. 
 
    Matt knew the airfield’s gate was padlocked closed, and there were no other cars in sight. Bomber had locked up when he’d left to tell Mum about Allan. 
 
    It was hard to make out the exact colour of the car, in the torchlight.  
 
    Matt hadn’t talked to many of the airfield pilots and helpers before they’d gone home, but no one seemed to have seen Luke since Matt had spotted him with Cami. The questions tumbled through a maze in his mind. Disturbing thoughts rolled out. The same ones that had nagged at him since he’d seen them walking off together. He pushed them away. If Luke and Cami were making out, he’d stop worrying: Luke would be home soon.  
 
    Something about the way the car was jammed deep into the bushes, hidden, in fact, disturbed him. Surely the owner of such a flashy car would want to show it off by parking it on the gravel. Also, the hard twigs would surely scratch the paintwork. 
 
    Something didn’t feel right. 
 
    He beamed the torchlight into the front seat. A bag lay in the passenger foot well. It looked very like Cami’s, but that would be ridiculous, because kids their age didn’t drive Mercs. Then he remembered where he’d seen this car before: that dog-kicking poser who’d ogled Cami in the shop. 
 
    ‘Luke?’ 
 
    Matt didn’t know why he suddenly felt the urge to say his brother’s name. Nor why he was whispering as he crept around the car, so he called out louder, ‘Luke, where are you?’ 
 
    Silence. 
 
    There was something odd about that. Normally this wood was crawling with wildlife. Small creatures scuttled and owls hooted, but tonight, nothing. As if the creatures had scattered in fear of something. 
 
    Just then a loud crash came from the direction of the hangar.  
 
    Matt swung around. Standing dead still, he listened. Silence hung in the air.  
 
    The hangar was a looming shape in the dark, but as he peered at it he saw the soft flutter of torchlight flickering around one corner of the building. 
 
    Had Bomber returned without Matt hearing him? He held his breath, waiting for the hangar’s brilliant fluorescents to light it up. Instead, the small beam of light continued to move around, like a butterfly unable to choose which flower to settle upon. 
 
    The breeze from the woods curled around his ankles, repeating its eerie warning. 
 
    ‘Oh my God!’ He muttered, ‘Someone is breaking into the hangar.’ 
 
    Matt raced as fast as he could down towards the airfield. 
 
    Near the hangar, Matt stopped his ungainly galloping and hobbled for a few steps. His ankle was throbbing, sending electric jolts of pain up his entire body. The bones felt as if they were about to splinter again, like all those years ago. 
 
    Limping awkwardly towards the light, he scowled. What if the burglar was Luke, showing off the hangar to Cami? He’d better not barge in on that. They’d both see him as a jealous freak.  
 
    He crept down the side of the hangar, closest to the tall copse of trees lining the entrance to the field. Avoiding the path where Bomber’s office looked out at the runway and parked aeroplanes, Matt ducked through the gap in the wire fence and crept up to his childhood hiding place. 
 
    Edging his way behind the two massive plastic water containers, Matt flicked his torch along the hangar’s side wall. 
 
    The spy hole was hard to spot in daylight, let alone in pitch dark. Unless there was a light on inside.  
 
    Not even needing his torch to locate the familiar spot, he leaned closer and squinted through.  
 
    What he saw shocked him to the very core of his being. 
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    In the jumping shadows of a camping light, two figures grunted and groaned as they tried in vain to shift the huge shelf. The poser was one of them, which didn’t come as any great surprise. Seeing his companion, did though. 
 
    Cami. 
 
    Tins of paint and several battered toolboxes had been shifted off and lay on the floor near their feet.  
 
    Matt held his breath. What were they doing? And where was Luke if he wasn’t with Cami?  
 
    He couldn’t get his head around her presence here. Had the Poser blackmailed her somehow? But as he watched, it was clear that she was the one giving the orders. 
 
    Was this really happening? Could sweet, innocent Cami be a thief? 
 
    There is a feeling of icy dread that comes in the instant you realise you have made a catastrophic mistake, and that chill struck Matt now as he remembered how she had insisted he show her inside the hangar. How she’d kept asking about a hidden bunker. When he’d told her about the strange door handle, she had suddenly become very interested. And why had he even told her? It made him feel stupid to admit it even to himself and in the privacy of his own mind, but it had been mostly the way her, oh God! Had she really been playing him all this time?!  
 
    Cami and the Poser moved the shelf inch by inch. It stood several feet away from its normal place. And now the door handle buried in the floor was clearly visible. 
 
    Only now Matt could see it wasn’t a door handle as he’d first thought. It was a large, round, rusty iron ring. Similar to the ones they used on a harbour wall to tie up boats. 
 
    Cami dropped to her haunches and stroked the rusted ring. ‘This must be it, Glynn.’ Her voice was as husky as it had been earlier, when she’d begged him to show her the hangar. 
 
    So the Poser’s name was Glynn. She used it as if she knew him well. A spike of Matt’s previous jealousy now seemed like bile in his throat. 
 
    Cami demanded, ‘I have to get in there. I’m certain this is where the Nazi has his secrets hidden to find the Nazi Blueprint.’ 
 
    Matt reeled. The Nazi! What on earth did she mean by that? Was that something to do with the person Allan was searching for? 
 
    His brain throbbed with unanswered questions. He was quite glad it did: it stopped him thinking too hard about what a fool Cami had made of him. 
 
    Inside the hangar, Glynn was tugging on the iron ring. He was a sturdy guy with a muscular upper body, but the ring wouldn’t move. 
 
    ‘Look!’ Cami pointed up the wall.  
 
    High up on the brick pillar, another iron ring was embedded into the back wall of the hangar. Not as large as the one in the floor. This one had a cable attached to it which strung up to the ceiling.  
 
    Matt remembered seeing it when he was clearing the hangar and thinking it looked like a yoke to string up an animal carcass. 
 
    For a moment, Cami and Glynn stared up. Then Cami darted to a large empty barrel and rolled it towards the wall. ‘Get up,’ she commanded. Matt was impressed that she’d managed to move that fast with her bad leg…until that realisation hit him like another slap across the face. 
 
    Glynn stared at her, dumbfounded. ‘And do what?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t you see the loop over there?’ She pointed to where the cable doubled up. ‘Unhook that chain. And drop it down. We’ll attach it to that iron ring.’ She poked the iron ring in the floor with her toe. ‘I think that’s how they open this hatch.’ 
 
    Glynn climbed up and fumbled for a few minutes with the heavy chain. When he finally released it, the cable swung in a wide arc. 
 
    Glynn ducked and knelt on the barrel lid, watching the cable swing from side to side, filling the hangar with echoes as it slapped against the shelf, and again as it crashed back into some large oil tins. 
 
    ‘Grab it!’ Cami yelled from below him.  
 
    Glynn jumped up and tried to reach the cable. He almost got hold of it, but it swung wide again, like a grandfather clock pendulum. 
 
    Stretching up, he jumped again, and this time hung onto it. The cable’s momentum pulled him off balance and Glynn cried out and let go. The sudden force sent the pendulum crashing in another direction. 
 
    Straight towards Matt’s spy hole. 
 
    The iron cable whacked into the wall where, only a second before, his eyes had been glued to the skulduggery going on inside. 
 
    In shock, Matt stepped backwards and crashed into something. In the pitch black he couldn’t see what he’d kicked over for a second, until he made out the shape of a metal bucket as it rolled away from him, clanking and clattering along the gravel path.  
 
    Matt ducked down and held his breath. Would they hear the bucket? 
 
    A long moment passed without any sounds from inside or out.  Maybe they hadn’t heard him. After all, the cable had made a huge crashing sound, which would have reverberated around the hangar and disguised the noise from outside.  
 
    He straightened, leaning towards his spy hole. Just then, a torch beam shone in his face.  
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    Matt couldn’t see the face behind the beam, but the sultry voice from his dreams of the past week told him all he needed to know. Although that voice had never had the hard, mocking edge to it that it contained now. 
 
    ‘So, you came back. Just in time, we need an extra hand.’ 
 
    In the stream of light, Matt spotted his discarded drink from when he’d come out here to grab a breather from serving tea. Without even thinking, he grabbed it and hurled it at Cami.  
 
    ‘Oh for God’s sake! Really?’ Her torch dropped as the dregs of liquid splattered over her.  
 
    Matt spun around and sprinted off, but after a few strides his ankle gave in and he hobbled to one side and faltered. He righted himself and stumbled forward again, trying to gain momentum.  
 
    Instead, he sprawled into the ditch down the side of the hangar. Spasms of pain shot through his ankle and up his leg. He scrambled back up the bank and carried on running as best he could, too afraid to look behind. 
 
    In his mind, he’d had the unconscious thought that she was as bad at running as him, but of course that was a lie. 
 
    ‘Don’t bother trying to escape, Matt, we both know you won’t get away,’ her voice floated after him, as if reading his thoughts. Now it was edged with the malice he had heard earlier, when she’d revealed her hatred of the Nazis. He’d half wondered if her father could be the missing Nazi, but surely that didn’t fit with her obvious feelings. But nothing made sense right now. After what had happened to Allan, anything could be true. 
 
    As Matt neared the locked gate, a thought struck him. Instead of heading home and leading his pursuers to where they could harm Mum, he should dive into the woods. He knew how to get lost in the thicket of trees. And he could hide in his old den. 
 
    Just then a sharp, searing pain exploded in his calf. His bad leg crumpled under him and, in full flight with arms flailing, Matt crashed to the ground. He twisted and glanced backwards.  
 
    A throwing knife was embedded in the flesh of his leg.  
 
    Grimacing in shock, Matt yanked the dagger out of his calf. He ignored the pain and the sudden spurt of blood that he felt make his jeans around the wound warm and stickily wet. Still clinging to it, he spun around as Cami advanced on him. 
 
    It wasn’t like he didn’t already know, but seeing her walk so normally forced a dark bitterness to rise up inside him. A bile of resentment shot into his throat. What a fool he had been, to be played so very easily! 
 
    He held out the dagger, pointing it at her. His blood dripped off the end. Some of it ran back down the shaft making his fingers sticky. ‘Don’t come near me!’ 
 
    ‘Or you’ll do what?’ She cocked her head at him, ‘So brave and strong. I really like this new you.’ She stepped closer and breathed on him. ‘It’s so, so sexy.’ 
 
    ‘Stop!’ 
 
    ‘I can’t.’ She took another step up to him. ‘You’re driving me nuts. That look on your face. So hurt and betrayed.’ Her voice dropped to a husky whisper, ‘Ooh, I could take you right here, right now.’ 
 
    Suddenly, from behind, a muscular arm swung over Matt’s head and yanked him backwards into a neck lock. Of course: he’d forgotten about Glynn. 
 
    Cami took the last step up to Matt and leaned up to his ear and licked it. 
 
    Matt jerked his head away, hating the pleasure her tongue still gave him despite everything. 
 
    Cami held his head still with both her hands and licked his ear again. ‘How does that feel?’  
 
    Trying to think of a retort, he exhaled hard. 
 
    ‘Exactly! That’s just what I thought. You’re so hot for me, you wouldn’t stick that dagger into me if your life depended on it.’  
 
    Her words breathed hot air over the cool parts of his ear where she’d licked him, sending a quiver down his spine. 
 
    The bitch! He wanted her so badly, yet equally she disgusted him. How could those two strong emotions coexist with each other in him? 
 
    She snatched the dagger from his unresisting hand, then stared at him for a moment and asked, ‘Would you have done it?’ 
 
    ‘Done what?’ Matt snarled. 
 
    ‘Stabbed me.’ Her eyes were on fire as if the very thought turned her on. 
 
    ‘Yes!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe you would. Or even could. Not that you’re a pussy. That’s not it.’ She pursed her lips. Her tongue snaked out and licked them. ‘I just can’t see you hurting one little hair on my head.’ She wiped the blade along his chest. 
 
    Matt’s eyes widened as he glanced down. 
 
    Cami turned the dagger over and did the same thing, this time wiping the other side of the blade over his clothed stomach. Using the point, she lifted his tee-shirt and ran her eyes over his abdominal muscles, that he’d been trying to turn into a six pack with little success.  
 
    ‘Not the hairy kind, I see.’  
 
    Matt flinched. Had she seen Luke’s surprisingly hairy body? ‘What have you done with my brother?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty much the same as I’m going to do with you. But first, I want to have a little fun with you.’ She inclined her head curtly. ‘Take him inside, Glynn.’ 
 
    Glynn dragged Matt into the hangar and shoved him down in front of the barrel. ‘Don’t move!’ He turned to Cami and said, ‘I’ll get the lights.’ 
 
    ‘No! I don’t want to warn Bomber when he returns. Best he flies right into our web.’ She passed the dagger to Glynn and then, the circle of torchlight roving in front of her, walked to the iron handle sticking out of the ground, bent down and studied it. 
 
    ‘I think it’s a trap door.’ 
 
    She turned her attention back to Matt. ‘What time will Bomber be back?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    She hissed, ‘Tell me!’  
 
    ‘Dunno.’ 
 
    ‘You want to see Luke again? For that to happen you and Bomber need to do exactly what I say.’ Her tongue flicked over her lips and her eyes roved over him. ‘You really want me to search you, don’t you? You want to feel my hands rubbing over your thighs…between your legs…over your groin.’ 
 
    Matt steeled himself and shook his head. ‘What makes you think Bomber will do what you want? Luke isn’t his family.’ 
 
    ‘No, but he is Bomber’s best friend’s kid. If Bomber’s the kind of guy I think he is, he’ll give up his treasure as an exchange for your brother. From what I can gather from the local Post Office gossip, when your dad’s plane went down but only Bomber crawled out, he made a promise to always look out for your mum, you and Luke.’ She nodded. ‘So I reckon he’ll do what I want in exchange for Luke. I’ve seen how he dotes on your brother. I’m sure he’d do the same for you if you gave him half a chance.’ 
 
    Matt said nothing. She’d read him in an instant, and he knew with uncomfortable certainty that she was right about Bomber, too.  
 
    She sniggered, seemingly able to read his thoughts. ‘I know he went to tell your Mum about Allan. Glynn was outside the cabin listening, but he couldn’t hear what time you agreed to meet back here.’ 
 
    Matt twisted, trying to test the strength of the arm holding him. ‘No, you don’t, mate.’ Glynn poked the dagger into the small of his back. ‘One wrong move and you die. Like your cousin.’ 
 
    Matt gaped. ‘You! You had something to do with Allan’s death?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, stupid boy, don’t belittle me so!’ Cami swivelled her head and glared at Matt. ‘Why does everyone always think only a man is powerful enough to take a life? He didn’t have anything to do with it, I did it.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Matt cried out. 
 
    ‘He knew too many of my secrets. Secrets that I’d let him have so he could help me find what I wanted. But then he wouldn’t tell me what he knew about Bomber’s family’s Nazi. It just seemed very ungrateful.’ She stepped in front of Matt and stared up into his face. ‘But that’s okay, because I have Luke and now you, too. Bomber’s going to spill his guts…unless he wants to watch his best friend’s boys have theirs spilt right in front of him.’ 
 
    At that moment, a car door slammed outside. 
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    With Glynn’s big sweaty paw clamping his mouth shut, Matt listened to Bomber’s footsteps crunching on the gravel pathway. A key sounded at the door. Bomber must have seen the dim light on and wondered who was in the hangar, when he had locked it earlier. 
 
    Cami motioned to Glynn to bring Matt forward, and he held him there with one arm, the other poking the dagger against his neck.  
 
    The door opened a crack and a hand came in and flicked the light switch. When the fluorescent lights had buzzed into life, Bomber shoved the door open. His eyes took in Matt and Glynn, and then moved sideways to Cami. ‘What the hell do you want?’ 
 
    ‘You’ll see.’ Glynn let go of Matt and waved the dagger to usher Bomber inside. 
 
    Bomber made a show of sliding the hangar door shut with as much thudding and banging as possible. But it wouldn’t do much good, no one would hear. There weren’t any houses close enough to hear any noises. Even if they did, they would probably think the coppers were searching the place after the incident earlier. Or that Bomber was tidying up from the Air Fest. 
 
    ‘So how do you open it?’ Glynn stared at the pilot. 
 
    ‘How do you open what?’ Bomber looked confused. 
 
    ‘The bunker.’ Glynn spat out. 
 
    Bomber’s shocked gaze pivoted between Matt, Glynn and Cami and then back to Matt. 
 
    ‘I…um.’ Matt squirmed for a moment, glancing towards the out-of-position shelves. 
 
    Bomber glared at Matt. ‘You told this bitch and her tame thug there was a bunker under here?’ His face was incandescent with fury. 
 
    ‘I didn’t, honest! I just mentioned the door handle sticking out of the ground.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not a bunker, you little idiot!’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t say―’ 
 
    ‘Don’t say any more,’ Bomber shouted. ‘Especially when you don’t know what you’re talking about.’ 
 
    Glynn glared at Bomber and poked Matt in the ribs with the dagger. ‘Stop jabbering, both of you. Or the kid gets this.’ 
 
    ‘She’s got Luke!’ Matt cried out.  
 
    Cami gave an exasperated sigh. ‘Can we just dispense with all the macho posturing, please? You’ll see Luke when I get what I want. If I don’t, then you won’t, which is why no one’s going to cause any problems. Right?’ Cami snatched the dagger out of Glynn’s hand and jerked her head towards the pilot.  
 
    Glynn stalked over to Bomber, who glared sullenly at him. Suddenly Glynn shoved him in the chest, at the same time hooking an ankle behind his knees. With a thud that echoed round the hangar, Bomber crashed to the floor, wincing as he hit. 
 
    Glynn was on him immediately, and Bomber didn’t fight back as Glynn zipped hub cap ties around his wrists and ankles. 
 
    ‘You’re next,’ Glynn sneered, walking towards Matt. 
 
    Matt sunk to his knees before Glynn could take him down as he’d done to Bomber. 
 
    Cami leaned over Matt. ‘Remember, I have Luke.’ Her hair fell about her head, framing it and catching the light. Earlier today he had thought it attractive, yet now she looked like a red-haired, fiery witch.  
 
    ‘You want to see your brother alive,’ she hissed, ‘make him talk.’ She didn’t even glance at Bomber, just referred to him as though he wasn’t even there. 
 
    Matt muttered to Bomber, ‘Sorry. I didn’t think it was important.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a bloody idiot!’ Bomber grunted. 
 
    ‘But what’s the big deal, if there isn’t a bunker down there?’ Matt retorted, stung. 
 
    ‘That’s not the point. You’ve put Luke’s life at risk, making them believe there is. Never mind what they’ll do to us when they don’t find anything.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, Bomber,’ Matt’s mouth dried up and he swallowed hard. ‘I’m really sorry.’ 
 
    ‘Just try and think of how you can at least save your brother.’ 
 
    ‘You two,’ Glynn bellowed at them, ‘shut it!’  
 
    Bomber’s gaze stayed on Matt. His eyes glowed like coals in a fire. 
 
    ‘Stand back, Cami, I’ll give it another go.’ Glynn waited for Cami to move aside and he leaned over and almost pulled his arms out of his sockets, straining to open the door handle. 
 
    ‘I told you, there’s nothing there. What looks like a door frame is just some kind of repaired section of floor.’ Bomber said, ‘Someone cemented the handle into the ground as a joke when we renovated the hangar.’ 
 
    ‘In my father’s concentration camp, liars had their tongues cut out. Want me to try that on you?!’ Cami swung a kick at Bomber’s stomach.  
 
    Bomber recoiled from the strike, gasping but still shaking his head.  
 
    Matt flinched for him. 
 
    Cami turned on her accomplice now. ‘Not that way Glynn. Get the hook, like we were trying to do before Limp-it here interrupted us.’  
 
    Glynn nodded and reached up to grab the cable, which had now stopped swinging. He clipped the hook on the end of it onto the iron ring embedded in the cement floor. Reaching up to the peculiar lever contraption at the other end of the cable, he heaved it.  
 
    With mixed emotions, embarrassed fury at her nasty little name for him, and still the embers of lust that just wouldn’t die, Matt watched Cami’s hand stroke Glynn’s back. ‘Clever boy,’ she purred and glanced sideways to Matt. 
 
    The cable tightened but the hatch wouldn’t budge.  
 
    Cami joined him and for a few minutes they both tugged on the lever, trying to get the hatch to lift. 
 
    Spinning around and marching over, Cami dug her nails into Matt’s arm. ‘Help him!’ With an abrupt motion, one of her hands gripped his butt cheek as she said, ‘Pull. I want to see those shoulder muscles straining.’ 
 
    A cool sensation ran up his spine and tickled his shoulder blades. It took him a few seconds to realise the tip of her tongue was teasing him again. He tried to suppress the involuntary shiver, but it broke out before he could stop it, proving to her that no matter what she did, she could still turn him on.  
 
    ‘I want to be aroused by you toiling away as much as you are by my tongue caressing you.’ 
 
    Too embarrassed by his inability to just lash out and punch her, Matt avoided looking at Bomber. He shambled over to grip the lever next to Glynn and put his anger into trying to move it. At least if she got what she wanted, Cami might let Luke go. 
 
    The aluminium roof retained the summer heat from the unusually hot day and now it seemed to ooze out into the closed hangar. Perspiration poured down his armpits, almost as much as under the heat of the burger grill. 
 
    Cami ran two fingers down his almost hairless chest, over the makeshift ripples of his would-be six pack, and tucked them into the top of his jeans, drawing him closer to her. ‘I’ll have to get more of that before the night is over. Seeing you work up a sweat, has really given me the hots. Think you can do me later?’ 
 
    Matt gaped. 
 
    Glynn looked over, equally sweaty and looking annoyed. ‘We don’t have time to waste on playing prick tease, Cami.’ 
 
    Without taking her eyes off Matt, Cami murmured at Glynn, ‘Jealous?’  
 
    Matt held her gaze. 
 
    After a long moment, she glanced sideways and murmured to Glynn, ‘Your turn will come, big boy. Patience is a virtue. My father taught me that from a young girl. And see where that’s got me.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ Glynn frowned. 
 
    ‘This close to finding the ultimate Nazi treasure that my father spent his whole adult life seeking.’ She flicked a fingernail at Matt’s nose and stepped sideways. 
 
    ‘It’s never gonna move,’ Matt shouted. ‘Like Bomber said, there’s no hatch here, it’s just a joke handle in a repaired patch of floor’ 
 
    Cami stepped in front of him and dropped to her knees.  
 
    Startled, Matt watched Cami at his feet, wondering what she was up to now. She ran a finger along the narrow, rectangular gap in the concrete and then glanced up his legs, past his groin and his stomach, and finally into his eyes.  
 
    This time, Matt controlled the shiver, nipping it in the bud before it ran loose again. Consciously, he stood dead still as though her eyes moving over him hadn’t bothered him at all.  
 
    She straightened and raised one eyebrow. ‘You’re right, at least about it never moving like this. A bunker’s doors must be as strong as or stronger than the walls, but to reduce the weight, the doors were normally made of steel with a fitted steel lintel and frame. This concrete was either added later or is just to blend in with the floor. It won’t be more than an inch thick.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Glynn blinked at Cami,’ how do you know that?’  
 
    ‘They weren’t stupid back then. They knew they were building these bunkers for life.’ Cami glanced around the hangar, her eyes darting back and forth. ‘The hatch has been sunk into the frame, probably so that a possible blast wave wouldn’t lift the edge.’  
 
    Glynn’s lip curled into a smirk. ‘I see you’ve done your homework.’ Matt found himself strangely reminded of Ben’s constant sneering. 
 
    ‘Someone has to, Glynn, otherwise the brawn wouldn’t know what to do, now would it?’ She grabbed a screwdriver from a nearby toolbox and dragged the blunt edge through the gap. Flicking the mud, grit and rust flakes up, she ploughed out the packed dirt all around the gap between the door and frame. ‘Look, this has been filling the gap and preventing the small lateral movement needed for the door to open. After a moment, she straightened. ‘There! Come on boys, have another go.’ 
 
    Begrudgingly, Matt gripped the lever behind Glynn and together they pulled. 
 
    A sudden, loud retort filled the hangar.  
 
    Glancing up from the lever, Matt saw one side of the concrete rectangle lifting and a hinge at the other slowly opening. 
 
    Cami gave a triumphant little squeal and turned to where Bomber lay, his eyes locked on hers. ‘Well, whaddya know. I was right all along. There is a hidden bunker down there!’ 
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    Another few heaves and the hatch was fully opened, past its tipping point and resting against the wall. Stale, dead air crept from the hatch like baby rats from the nest. For a few minutes they were all silent. All of them, even Bomber with his wrists tied, using their hands to cover their mouths and noses from the offensive smell.  
 
    A gaping black hole of nothingness stared back at them. Cami penetrated the blackness with a flash of her torch light. It revealed a brick stairway leading down into a large empty bunker. 
 
    ‘We’re going in,’ Cami commanded, ‘Glynn, you watch Bomber and I’ll take Matt.’ 
 
    Glynn yanked Bomber’s bound arms and pulled him to his feet.  
 
    Matt suddenly realised that because he’d been needed to help with the lever, Glynn hadn’t tied his hands.  
 
    It was now up to him to find a way to save Bomber.  
 
    The man who, despite their recent thaw in relations, was responsible for his father’s death. 
 
    Resisting the temptation to investigate the intriguing bunker, Matt stepped back. He had to get away from Cami and find his brother. ‘You’ve got what you want. Now tell me what you’ve done with Luke.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll see him when I’m ready, not before!’ Cami spat out.  
 
    Matt couldn’t work out if that was a good or bad sign. See him. Did that mean Luke was still alive? Or did she mean see him dead? He shivered and tried to shake off the thought. If she could kill Allan, who knew what she would do to Luke? 
 
    Cami pointed with the blood-stained dagger, indicating for him to be the first into the bunker. ‘Go!’ 
 
    Matt exhaled hard and took a step down into the inky void. He turned to Cami and said, ‘At least give me a torch.’ 
 
    She glanced at Glynn, who hesitated and muttered, ‘We can’t have him wandering around freely.’ 
 
    Her gaze roved between Glynn, Matt and Bomber. ‘I don’t think we have much to worry about from poor, crippled Limp-it. Besides, he hates Bomber.’ 
 
    Matt swallowed hard and, through downcast eyes, flicked a guilty glance at Bomber. 
 
    The pilot had his jaw set hard and his eyes staring dead ahead, as if he wasn’t affected by all this going on around him. He didn’t even look at Glynn as he cut the cable tie holding Bomber’s ankles and then jumped back, just in case Bomber had thought to aim a kick at him. 
 
    Matt wondered how he could be so tough when his world was tumbling down around his ears. 
 
    ‘Here you are, then. So you don’t get so scared you piss yourself.’ Glynn handed the camping light to Matt. 
 
    Matt held the lantern out in front of him, feeling like a medieval sailor walking the gangplank. The damp, musty odour filled his nostrils, almost making him retch. Bile rose up into his throat, but he made himself swallow it back down. 
 
    The stairs leading down into the underground lobby were brick-red, blotched with white and black mildew.  
 
    At the bottom, Matt held the camping light high above his head. Its buttery glow revealed a bricked chamber the size of Mum’s garden shed. An open wooden door, green with mould and age, led the way into a tunnel with three empty doorways leading off the main passageway. The red brick bunker had a concrete roof, yet the walls were scarred with limestone tracks from many years of damp trickling in. Along the walls, storage niches held musty blankets, tools, rope, pots and pans, and there was also a shelf of books and a pile of card games. 
 
    Cami had come down the stairs and was behind him, and he could hear Bomber and Glynn following her, Glynn keeping up a stream of pointless commands to his captive that made Matt wonder whether he was scared. Every small sound echoed around the dank chamber: first their footsteps, followed by each breath they took, as if a group of spirits followed them and breathed over their shoulders. 
 
    He couldn’t come up with a plan to escape, so he figured he might as well find out what the hell this place was. He turned to see a scowl on Bomber’s face. 
 
    In the dim pool of illumination from the camping light, Matt almost walked into an old metal fire bucket, left discarded like Bomber’s military machinery. 
 
    A caged light in the middle of the tunnel had been wired in via thick metal cables running the length of the tunnel. On the right a long row of hooks had been bolted onto the wall, probably for hanging coats. 
 
    Cami stepped ahead of Matt. ‘A bunker would usually have two doors, for an escape exit and so one would double up as a ventilation shaft.’ She poked her head into the tunnel and muttered, ‘But this one looks like it has only one way in or out.’ 
 
    The first doorway led into a room the same as the main chamber, only much smaller, like a pokey pantry. An old scratched desk and peeling leather chair sat alone and forlorn in the gloom.  
 
    Cami said, ‘This is probably a messenger or runner’s room.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ Glynn muttered. 
 
    ‘War bunkers normally had one, plus a defence officer’s room, an observation room or command centre. And of course, a toilet. Am I right, Bomber?’ 
 
    The pilot kept silent, staring stonily ahead with his jaw clenched. 
 
    An old machine stood near the door. It looked like a generator. Beside it, a box of tubes and cables was peppered with ebony mould and silver webs. 
 
    ‘Those are probably manually operated ventilators or air filters.’ Cami opened the desk’s single drawer and lifted it out.  
 
    ‘You’ve done your research, then,’ Rather than impressed, Glynn’s comment sounded snide.  
 
    Matt, on the other hand, was quite impressed, despite his wish not to be. He did, though, wonder why a beautiful girl would be so obsessed with skanky underground bunkers. He watched as she ran her fingertips along the drawer, flipped it over and examined the base. She dropped the drawer onto the desk without sliding it back. As she passed Matt, she nudged his elbow to lift the camping light higher, as his arm had started dropping. 
 
    Glynn glanced up and traced his hand along the wire running between the caged lights. 
 
    Cami flashed her torchlight into another room and exclaimed, ‘As I thought, there’s the loo.’ Her torch beam pointed to a porcelain bowl with only hinges where its lid should have been. Next to it sat a metal bucket, and Matt almost choked on the stench of earthy mould.  
 
    Grimacing, after a quick glance around the tiny room, Cami yanked the door shut. 
 
    Still following the wire cable, and shoving Bomber ahead of him, Glynn wandered into a room crammed with chairs and two desks back-to-back and another up against the wall. ‘This must be the command room.’  
 
    Cami and Matt squeezed into the doorway. They could hardly move, in between the furniture.  
 
    Black electric cables snaked along the walls, trailing down into vault boxes or disappearing into light switches and electrical plug points. 
 
    Glynn yanked on a cord hanging from the ceiling and suddenly the room burst into bright light. He stood in the centre of the room surrounded by dusty, dilapidated furniture with a huge grin on his face. As if he had saved the day by finding the light switch. Drawing another hub cap tie out of his pocket, he tied Bomber’s wrists to the door handle and muttered, ‘That’s so you don’t get any ideas.’ 
 
    Matt deposited the camping light he’d carried all the way down onto the middle desks. Glynn reached over and turned it off. 
 
     ‘Quick,’ Cami declared, ‘while we have light, search this room.’ 
 
    ‘What are we looking for? Coins, Nazi memorabilia, or artefacts from the Third Reich?’  
 
    Cami shot Glynn an exasperated look and rolled her eyes. ‘No! The most valuable treasure, information. It will be a map. So search for any kind of paperwork.’ 
 
    As Cami and Glynn rifled through the desk drawers, Matt eyed Bomber. A permanent scowl twisted the pilot’s face, but still he remained silent. 
 
    Matt glanced around, imagining a group of men huddled in the bunker. They wouldn’t have been plotting and planning a war, but they would have played some role in keeping the local people safe. Maybe they came down here during bomb raids. 
 
    The two tables in the middle seemed to be the work area, while the one up against the wall was laden with a rusty tea tin showing a brand he’d never heard of, a few broken mugs and a glass bottle.  
 
    Matt had the strangest sense that somebody had just been sitting in that chair. He shivered, but the sensation clung to him. He imagined another person pinning notices to the board that hung at an angle on the wall. While, because this was England, a third person brewed them all a pot of tea. 
 
    The place had been an underground bunker, but now it seemed more like a time capsule. He almost chuckled out loud. The tearoom. AKA, the all-important command centre. He squeezed past Cami’s humped body under the middle desk and stepped over to the tea tin. He lifted it up and pulled a face. It stunk of musty, mouldering teabags.  
 
    At that moment, Glynn yelped. 
 
    Cami’s head popped up and she spun around. Matt swivelled sideways. They both stared at Glynn, who was holding up an SS uniform by the shoulders. 
 
    Cami squeezed between the smelly furniture and grabbed the Nazi uniform. She spat on the grey-green field uniform and tore at the silver braid on the collar. ‘This was one of the “rules of the game.” If you were in uniform, which could include carrying one with you, then you were treated as a prisoner of war. If not, you could be hung or shot for a spy. So even when they were on the run, all the SS wore these at the end of the war. There was definitely one hiding in here.’ 
 
    She turned to Bomber. ‘Time to talk. What do you know about this?’ 
 
    He shrugged, held his scowl where it was, and kept his expression cold and unreadable.  
 
    ‘Clearly,’ Cami sneered, ‘we’ll have to torture you to get anything out of you. Never mind, I have ways and means of making any man talk.’  
 
    Matt glanced at Bomber, but the pilot refused to meet his gaze. 
 
    Cami dug in the pockets and patted the fabric. Her fingers were all over it, pulling and tugging and sliding between the buttons. After a moment, she hurled it down on the desk and stamped her foot. ‘Nothing!’ 
 
    Something sparked her anger and she went on a rampage. Pulling drawers out, banging their emptiness onto the desktops and then yanking out the next one.  
 
    After all the drawers were on the desks, she leaned over each drawer looking under for a false bottom. When they didn’t give her the results she wanted, she threw them at the concrete walls.  
 
    Matt ducked his head as one sailed towards him. The wood crashed and splintered, sending tiny, knife-like shards in every direction.  
 
    Another empty drawer flew in front of him. Again the flimsy antique wood fractured as it hit the wall. One half thumped down onto the tea tin and empty milk bottle. They both toppled over and crashed to the floor. The jangling of tin and tinkling of glass splintering echoed around the room. The sound squeezed out of the door and rumbled down the tunnel. 
 
    Cami ran up to the shattered drawer and stared down in disgust.  
 
    Thinking she had half expected the broken drawers to expose her map, Matt hid a smirk. He was enjoying watching her lose her cool. 
 
    She spun on her heel and barked out an order to Glynn, ‘Search under the desks for hidden panels.’ She knelt down on the dirty floor, oblivious to her jeans getting blackened knees, and searched under the middle desk. Glynn shuffled under the other desk. 
 
    Matt realised that both Glynn and Cami had their backs to him.  
 
    He glimpsed the broken milk bottle and, his back against the wall, slid slowly down towards it. With his hand close to his side, he gripped the bottle by the unbroken neck and slithered back upright. 
 
    His eyes latched onto the huge torch Cami had carried down with her. Probably as a backup in case the camping light went out. In her panic to find her secret map, she had discarded it on the edge of the tea table against the wall. 
 
    The bunker’s chilling damp clawed at Matt as he tried to keep his breathing even. He lifted his ankle and twisted it in a circle. This kind of cold and damp made it ache. That, on top of the fall and his sliced calf, meant he’d never be able to race away. 
 
    At least now he had a weapon. He just had to figure out when and how to use it.  
 
    The light suddenly flickered. It popped and fizzed for a moment. Then slowly faded. 
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    Matt made his move. Reaching out into the dark, he grabbed the chunky camping light, lifted it high in the air. A thud resounded in the darkness. Then, clinking of glass and rattling of metal as he slammed it down over the nearest head. 
 
    Glynn grunted and slumped to the floor. 
 
    Cami scuffled for her torchlight. ‘Glynn? Glynn? Where’s my torch?’ 
 
    Matt lifted Cami’s torch, switched it on and said, ‘You mean this one, or that one?’ He pointed the beam at Glynn, slumped under the middle desk with the camping light in shattered pieces around him. 
 
    Cami gasped. A grin immediately lit her face, ‘Well, well, Matt, you surprise me in delicious ways.’ She cocked an eyebrow at him. ‘You may just have it in you, after all.’ 
 
    Matt held the broken bottle by his side, gathering courage to use it on her. He couldn’t bear the thought of slicing that lovely skin, but it was either her or him. 
 
    ‘Never mind,’ Cami flapped her hand, ‘you saved me the trouble of getting rid of him.’ She glanced around the dimly lit room. ‘Nothing here. We’ll have to go to plan B.’ 
 
    The milk bottle bit into Matt’s palm. 
 
    She said, ‘Bomber will show us his clever hiding place.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, he won’t.’ Matt didn’t have time to free Bomber who could help him, so instead he pointed the jagged edge of the milk bottle at her.  
 
    ‘My, my, you really are coming out of your shell.’ Cami smiled at him, but it didn’t reach her eyes.  
 
    He used the broken bottle to ward her off. 
 
    She stepped around a chair and murmured in a bedroom voice, ‘I know you won’t hurt me.’  
 
    Out of nowhere, her manicured talons swept up and dug into the tender flesh of his groin. She twisted. 
 
    Matt shrieked and bent over. As his hand swung down to yank away her squeezing fingers, the bottle’s makeshift blade sheared through the air. It sliced down her thigh, splitting open her jeans to show creamy skin laced with a streak of blood. 
 
    She backhanded him across the face.  
 
    Matt whipped his elbow around and drove its point into her jaw.  
 
    Cami grunted and stumbled blindly into the middle desk. She crashed over and groaned. 
 
    Matt glanced down at the broken bottle still clenched in his hand. 
 
    He was distantly aware that, over by the door, Bomber was tugging at the handle to try and break free.  
 
    Cami knelt on the floor. An abrupt movement alerted him as she swung her arm up at him. The sharp point of the milk bottle’s base tore through his tee-shirt, gashing open his flank. 
 
    With her other arm, she swung at him. Her nails raked his cheek, clawing for his eyes.  
 
    Without thinking, he slashed the jagged glass at her. It punched into the fragile flesh across her stomach. Blood spurted over them both. Instinctively, Cami dropped the broken milk bottle base and gripped her stomach with both hands.  
 
    Horrified, Matt jerked back and stumbled against the side desk. ‘What have you done with Luke? Tell me and I’ll get help for you.’ 
 
    ‘You won’t find him.’ She flinched in pain, but her voice was steady as she whispered, ‘Not until I get the map.’ 
 
    Matt gaped. ‘Give it up, Cami.’ 
 
    She collapsed against the wall and stared at the blood oozing down her jeans.  
 
    ‘You’ve lost. Where’s Luke?’ 
 
    Hate blossomed in her eyes. ‘You won’t find him. Make him talk,’ she gestured her head to Bomber, struggling to free himself from the door handle, ‘and we’ll do an exchange.’ Even in the dim torchlight he could see that the colour was draining from her face. 
 
    ‘No,’ Matt said with a confidence that surprised him, ‘You’ll bleed to death down here. Won’t that be ironic, Cami? It seems you’ve spent years looking for this bunker, and now that you’ve found it, you’re going to die down here.’ 
 
    She lunged at him, a war cry wailing from deep within her. 
 
    Startled, Matt fell backwards as Cami shot forward again and scratched and tore at his arms. Just then, her eyes widened, and she slumped forward, her head lolling against his chest. 
 
    Matt glanced past her to see that even with bound wrists Bomber had somehow managed to remove the chunky door handle and had whacked her over her head with it. 
 
    ‘Quick,’ he said,’ we don’t have much time before they start to come round. Go up to the hangar and get my pliers. They’re in my toolbox on the far shelf. And grab some more of these ties on your way back. I’ll watch them.’ 
 
    Ignoring the shrieks of protest from his ankle, Matt rushed up the stairs, grabbed what Bomber had asked for, and was back down and cutting the cable tie around Bomber’s wrists. 
 
    Together they tied Glynn and Cami and between them they carted each one in turn up and out of the bunker and into the hangar, where Bomber used metal chains and a padlock to hook them onto a set of cement chocks, throwing the key onto an obvious spot of floor by the door where neither of them could reach it. ‘They can’t move, so they’re stuck here until the coppers come.’  
 
    Matt eyed Cami and stared at her wound in confusion. He couldn’t let her just bleed to death, but she’d refused to tell him where she had taken Luke. That could only mean one thing: she had killed his brother. 
 
    Bomber gestured to Matt to follow him. 
 
    Outside, he said in a low voice, ‘She’ll survive. She won’t bleed out. I’ll call the coppers from my office. You hang on here a minute to watch them, and then you can go looking for Luke, although I wouldn’t know where to suggest you start.’ 
 
    Matt reflected on the night’s events and how wrong he had been about Bomber. Even though the pilot could still be angry at him for showing Cami around the hangar and revealing the iron ring in the floor, he was pretty chilled now that she was under their control. 
 
    Maybe it was time to forgive him. He’d never forget, but he could at least forgive. 
 
    Bomber was gone only five minutes, and when he returned they stood in the fresh night air in silence.  
 
    After a moment, Matt cleared his throat and said in a hoarse voice, ‘Bomber, I’m really sorry about showing Cami around the hangar. It wasn’t my place to do that. I guess I was just trying to show off that I know about planes and stuff.’ 
 
    Bomber gazed at him and his eyes softened.  
 
    ‘I guess I’ve grown up a bit tonight,’ Matt sounded sheepish. 
 
    Bomber didn’t smile but his eyes did. ‘I guess…’ 
 
    Matt would have liked to stay there and let this new, comfortable silence envelop them, shroud them in a mutual understanding, but Luke was his priority now. 
 
    Only a few crickets buzzed out their summer night’s tune. Apart from that, the air was still. 
 
    Bomber was about to say something when Matt held a finger in the air to stop him. ‘Hear that?’ 
 
    ‘Nope. What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Not sure. Some strange thumping sound. I’ll go check.’ 
 
    He peered around the corner and glanced up and down the grassy verge. The moon shone on the aeroplanes giving them an eerie glow. The soft breeze wound amongst the propellers, singing gently against their edges as if calling these ghostly machines to start up on their own.  
 
    There was the noise again. He listened. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    It had come from somewhere near the skip, similar to the one his poor cousin had been dumped in. He walked over to it and found himself gripped by a terrible déjà vu as flashbacks of his gruesome discovery just a few hours ago filled his mind. He forced himself onwards, and with dread weighting his gut, he lifted the lid. 
 
    It was filled to the brim. But not with his brother’s body. Filled with bags of rubbish from the day’s festival. No flies feeding on decomposition. He slammed the lid down and listened.  
 
    At that exact moment, the peculiar thudding noise came again, closer and from his right. Matt swivelled and his eyes lighted on the poser’s car, parked at that odd angle in the bushes just off the airfield fence. 
 
    Matt crawled through the gap in the fence and took the short cut to the partially hidden car on the other side. He cupped his hands and looked in the front seat. Nobody there. He did the same for the back seat and only found emptiness. Now the thumping sounded hollow. Matt dropped his head low over the boot.  
 
    ‘Luke?’ He fumbled with the boot, but it was locked.  
 
    Then, suddenly the thumping started again. This time it was louder, and there was a weird muffled noise like shouting accompanying it.  
 
    Thump. Thump. Thump. 
 
    It came in three short blows and then three long and three short bangs again. 
 
    SOS in Morse code. From their barmy-army days. 
 
    ‘Luke!’ Matt bellowed at the boot’s seal. ‘Is that you?’ 
 
    Thump. Thump. Thump. 
 
    Matt’s heart lifted and he grinned. Luke was giving him Morse code with whatever he had to use as a banging device. 
 
    ‘Hang on, buddy, I’ll be right back.’ 
 
    Matt scampered to the hangar. Bomber was towering over Glynn and Cami still sprawled on the floor. He had one of those giant rolls of paper towel they used for cleaning around her waist to stem the bleeding. 
 
    ‘I found him!’ Matt gasped. ‘He’s locked in a car boot.’ 
 
    Without even questioning the bold confidence he felt, he marched first to Poser Glynn and quickly felt for any keys. Nothing. Next he turned to Cami, who had regained consciousness and was glaring at him, and patted her down, rubbing any possible area for the car key. He stuck his smirk in her face, ‘Don’t go getting the hots again. I’m just looking for what I need to let Luke out. I’m not in the least bit interested in you.’ 
 
    Speechless for the first time, she just looked at him. 
 
    Matt felt a bump in her back pocket and gave her butt a vicious pinch before removing the car key. ‘You won’t beat me, Cami. I can see through you now. I almost feel like I should thank you for the lesson. All that manipulative sweet talking…that kind of thing usually comes back to bite you in the butt.’ He spun around to face Bomber. ‘I’ll go. Stay here with these two.’ 
 
    Bomber nodded as Matt hobbled off. 
 
    Within seconds, he had the boot open and yanked it up. A blast of hot stale air hit his face. He’d brought Cami’s torch, and in its circle of light he could see Luke lying in a heap. Gagged, with his hands tied behind his back. Between his bound feet lay the remains of a coconut. 
 
    ‘What the hell?!’ 
 
    Matt leaned in and yanked the gag off Luke’s mouth. 
 
    Luke gasped and choked. For a long moment, he inhaled and breathed as though he had just run a marathon. 
 
    Matt threw his arms around Luke’s shoulders. ‘Boy, am I glad to see you! What happened?’ 
 
    ‘That bitch…Cami,’ Luke panted, ‘she wacked me on the head with the coconut.’  
 
    As Matt untied his wrists, Luke pointed at the broken coconut chunks at his feet. ‘My first go didn’t work out.’ He raised the wheel iron that was still gripped between his feet and straightened his legs to bang it against the boot lid. 
 
    Thump. Thump. Thump. 
 
    Matt gawked. ‘So that’s what I heard.’ He started laughing.  
 
    Luke reached down to untie his ankles, groaning as his circulation came back. Awkwardly, he climbed out, glaring at Matt who seemed to have an attack of the giggles. ‘It’s not so funny when you feel like you can’t breathe!’  
 
    Matt tried to pull himself together. ‘Sorry. I think it’s because of the coconut! But genius use of the wheel iron! I wouldn’t have found you if it wasn’t for that sound.’  
 
    Luke’s face suddenly became sober. ‘I couldn’t stand it in there any longer. I was freaking out, so… thanks so much for rescuing me, Matt.’ 
 
    ‘No, Luke, it’s the other way round and has been for years. Thank you for rescuing me.’  
 
    Matt dropped the torch in the boot and threw his arms around his brother. Luke’s arms reached up to grip Matt, and they stayed that way for so long that if Ben had been watching, what passed for his brain would have gone into gay insult meltdown.  
 
    Suddenly Luke squirmed free and leant into the boot to pull something out of a bag that was in there. ‘Check what I found!’ 
 
    Matt’s mouth fell open as Luke held up Dad’s red toy aeroplane. 
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    Two Weeks Later 
 
    Matt listened carefully as Bomber took him through the pre-flight checks. As they walked around the plane, Bomber explained all the safety checks. Matt listened and watched with intense focus. 
 
    Bomber had an exact pre-flight inspection pattern that started with the external checks and then moved to cockpit. They walked clockwise around the aircraft inspecting every flight control, hinge, bolt and fluid. When Bomber peered into the fuel tank, he waited for Matt to copy him and check the fuel levels for himself. They opened the cover to the engine to check the oil levels. Checking every detail was crucial to staying alive. 
 
    After a thorough pre-flight inspection, they climbed aboard. Matt sat confidently in the cockpit. His heart raced as he strapped himself in on Bomber’s command. 
 
    His hand lovingly stroked the flight control stick that would be his, gripped it and gently let it go so the plane did not move. He sat in the main seat while Bomber, as his instructor, sat on his right. With his chin raised, Matt closed his eyes and imagined the moment the wheels would leave the earth. 
 
    Bomber’s voice broke into his reverie. ‘You dreaming again?’ 
 
     Matt stared at him with huge eyes. He swallowed hard. They eyed each other for a moment. Bomber, a predator ready to pounce. Matt, a frightened gosling waiting to stretch his wings.  
 
    Then Bomber’s face suddenly softened into a broad smile as he passed Matt a spiral bound flight manual checklist. ‘Time for the Before Engine Start check.’ 
 
    Matt blinked and watched Bomber point at the instruments. Together they checked that all the lights, dials and gauges were working, and completed the power check.  
 
    They checked the navigation strobe lights on the wing tips; the left port lights were red, with green on the right side and white on the tail. 
 
    Suddenly the mixture of lights jogged Matt’s memory. 
 
    ‘Hey, did I tell you about your aeroplane?’ 
 
    ‘I’m telling you about it. That’s what we’re doing here, isn’t it?’ 
 
    Matt laughed. ‘No, I mean the toy one my dad won off you.’ 
 
    Bomber stiffened. ‘What about it?’ 
 
    ‘Luke found it in Cami’s car boot. When you were off sorting out the coppers that night and they were putting her into the ambulance, I confronted her about it. She admitted taking it from my house. Said her father had a toy aeroplane just like it when he was a boy in the war, and she just wanted a reminder of it.’ He shook his head. ‘I mean, even though her dad’s toy had a lot of sentimental value, what kind of person do you have to be to just steal like that from someone on a whim?’ 
 
    ‘Hah!’ Bomber muttered and then declared, ‘Come on, let’s fly.’ 
 
    Finally he was about to take to the sky, follow in his father’s footsteps. At that moment, a peculiar heat rose from his feet up to his heart and flowed out across his face. He cringed and squeezed his eyes shut. 
 
      
 
    He sees a fighter jet pilot. His face is not visible behind his helmet. The engine roars. Shouts from a pilot in distress. The face is tumbling as the plane spins out of control. Flames engulf the cockpit and a horrendous boom explodes the air. 
 
      
 
    Matt clenched the stick, squeezing it so tight his knuckles went white. 
 
    Bomber touched his hand. ‘You okay?’ 
 
    Matt shook himself. Sucked in air as he dragged himself out of his nightmare. He breathed out slowly and gave a sidelong glance at Bomber who was now gazing dead ahead.  
 
    Without looking at him, Bomber murmured, ’I have them, too.’ 
 
    Matt’s eyes widened. He’d been so wrapped up in his own world that he hadn’t noticed Bomber’s distress.  
 
    ‘They’re painful.’ Bomber thumped his chest with a rolled-up fist, ‘They hit me here each time I take off.’  
 
    Matt was silent, unable to speak. His father’s death had haunted him, but now he suddenly needed to be set free. ‘That day…’  
 
    Bomber nodded and took up the story. ‘It all happened so quickly. When the Falklands was occupied by Argentine military forces, our aircraft were sent to disable the runway with RAF Strike Command Vulcan bombers and Royal Navy Sea Harriers. The first raid was successful, and on the second one we’d dropped our bomb right on target on the runway, but as we were pulling up we spotted one of our troop units pinned down by a group of enemy soldiers.’  
 
    Matt held his breath, staring dead ahead. 
 
    Bomber murmured, ‘Your father and I were in the same plane. We reported what we’d seen and were ordered to pull back. I was the ranking officer, but he was the one who suggested it. I can still hear his voice. “Bomber, those are our lads back there. We can help them get away. We have to make one more run.” I agreed, which I shouldn’t have, and we did it.’ 
 
    Matt stared at him with wide eyes. 
 
    ‘There shouldn’t have been much risk to it, because the Hostiles didn’t have any anti-aircraft on the ground, but someone must have got in a lucky shot. As we came in there was…this explosion underneath us. That was what burnt my leg. I don’t remember anything about it, I only came to on the ground, but I must have hit the ejector button. The plane was just burning wreckage scattered across the ground.’ 
 
    Matt paled. He didn’t want to hear anymore but he sat rigid, imagining Dad’s last moments. 
 
    ‘By then the landing site was under fire, but some Young Pups…young marines found me. They said I kept shouting “Where’s John? Where’s John?” If I hadn’t been discharged because of my wounds, I probably would have been court-martialled for disobeying orders.’ 
 
    ‘I thought―’ 
 
    ‘I know you’ve blamed me for his death.’ Bomber lifted a hand to stop Matt’s protest. ‘I blame me, too. I was the commanding officer. I should have known better. The thing is that we were also best friends, and if there was a leader there then it was him. I knew what I should do, but I didn’t do it. It was my fault, you’re right.’ 
 
    A huge weight tumbled off Matt’s shoulders. All this time he had blamed Bomber, thinking he had instructed his father to fly into the fray. Suddenly everything fitted. What Bomber had described was exactly how Dad had been. Going back to help those troops was just what he would have done…had done. He would have concentrated on the moment, not worrying about his own life…only thinking of those who needed him at that very moment. Dad had been a true hero, but in war a lot of heroes don’t make it out.  
 
    Now Matt realised he had been looking for…had needed someone to blame for taking Dad away. It had been easy to latch onto Bomber because he had been there too, and then had broken the news to Mum. 
 
    ‘You have to focus on one thing. Your father died being who he was and doing what he loved the most.’ Bomber turned away. 
 
    Matt blinked, struggling to clear his eyes, which were swimming with tears. One escaped and ran down his cheek. He didn’t try and hide it. ‘All this time, I thought―’  
 
    ‘I know! Who could blame you for thinking I caused your father’s death? You know, he’s up there now, watching you.’ Bomber finally turned to face Matt, making no move to wipe away the wide streaks from his own tears. ‘I know he’s very proud of you. Both of you boys. He loved you so much.’ 
 
    They both gazed at the skyline in silence. 
 
    Then Bomber murmured, ‘Should we do this?’  
 
    Matt nodded his head and, following Bomber’s gentle instructions, taxied the Provost down the runway and stopped at the runway hold short line.  
 
    As Bomber instructed Matt, he concentrated, taking everything in.  
 
    Once Bomber had clearance from air traffic control to taxi to the runway, he throttled the Provost forward. 
 
    Matt’s face was animated as the engine thundered forward. The roar in his ears set his heart on fire. 
 
    Bomber eased back on the throttle at the hold point. ‘You’re not ready to do a take-off yet, obviously, but you can take control for a while once we’re up. Okay?’ 
 
    ‘Cool!’ 
 
    Bomber grinned at Matt’s excited glaze. ‘Right, when we’re at sufficient height and out of the airfield airspace, I will talk you through the controls. Such as the transponder, fuel, turn co-ordinator, altimeter and airspeed, attitude and heading indicators. Then, and only then, I will hand control over to you. We’ll do straight and level and possibly some turns. You only do that when I say, “You have control.” Got that?’ 
 
    Matt shook his head vigorously. 
 
    ‘Before we do all that,’ Bomber continued, ‘the sticks move together. Feel the stick now, learn how it moves. That’s your connection.’  
 
    Matt stared at him; his eyes wide as saucers. Then he sat up, dead straight, and focused on the horizon. Pure joy and exhilaration lit his face. Holding the control stick with Bomber, Matt was in heaven as the propeller spun faster and he felt it take hold of the air. 
 
    He might never fly with an RAF aircrew, might never wear a beret in a squadron photo like the one of Dad and Bomber on the mantelpiece at home. He would never have their “Wings,” but he would still fly. 
 
    Matt was vaguely aware of Luke running along the grassy strip alongside the runway, shouting and waving, and if the noise hadn’t been so loud, he would’ve heard Luke yelling, ‘Matt! Matt! You’re doing it!’  
 
    Bomber received take-off clearance from Little Hollow air traffic control and turned to Matt. ‘Ready?’ 
 
     ‘You bet!’ Matt grinned in awe. 
 
    ‘Okay, when we reach the proper airspeed, I’ll say “rotate” and I will pull back gently on the stick.’ 
 
    Matt’s grin was a cross between terror and joy. Even so, he was high on adrenaline.   
 
    The Provost accelerated down the runway, the engine gaining momentum as the wings clutched the breeze, ready to launch into the sky. 
 
    As Bomber pushed the throttle forward he murmured, ‘Right lad, let’s dare to fly.’ 
 
   


 
  

 64      
 
    Two hours later, the brothers strolled across the field. Matt held open the gate and Luke stepped through. 
 
    ‘So?’ Luke’s eyes questioned Matt. 
 
    Matt let go the gate behind them. It thudded into place, the latch clicking into its lock. 
 
    ‘Wicked!’ Matt dug in his pocket and hauled out a slab of chocolate. ‘I even did a loop!’ He broke off a chunk of his chocolate bar and passed the rest to Luke, talking animatedly about his first flight. 
 
    Half an hour later, they sat shoulder to shoulder on Matt’s bedroom floor, Luke playing the flight simulator game and Matt saying that after really taking to the skies, the bedroom version wasn’t quite doing it for him anymore. 
 
    The door creaked open. 
 
    Mum stood in the doorway; her face sombre. 
 
    ‘Uh-oh,’ Luke muttered, ‘Now what?’ 
 
    ‘Bomber called,’ Mum muttered. 
 
    Matt and Luke were instantly on their feet, dread in their eyes. Luke moved closer to Matt’s side and whispered, ‘She found out about you going up.’    
 
    Matt placed his arm protectively around Luke’s shoulder. His eyes flicked briefly to the picture of the man on the wall. Then, he stared at Mum, his eyes pleading for her to understand.    
 
    ‘Why are you against Bomber?’ Luke burst out. 
 
    ‘I’m not. I just didn’t want to be reminded of Dad with Bomber around.’  
 
    Matt saw the old sadness in her eyes, but now they were also gleaming with pride. 
 
    She turned to Matt, held out her hand and softly touched his. She placed something in his hand and squeezed his fingers closed.   
 
    ‘I think you deserve these.’ Her eyes flicked to the framed photo of Dad hanging on the wall. ‘He’d be proud.’ She smiled and left the room, closing the door quietly behind her. 
 
    Matt opened his palm and stared at a metal badge. 
 
    Dad’s RAF wings. 
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    Five Years Later 
 
    April 1990, Little Hollow Airfield 
 
    Matt toyed with the RAF wings. Ever since Mum had given them to him, he’d worn them secretly under his clothes. Every day. Today he took them off as he sat in a pool of dim light inside the underground bunker.  
 
    Ever since the fateful air show five years ago, he’d been dead keen to get down into the bunker again, but Bomber wouldn’t let him.  
 
    So why today? 
 
    Footsteps thudded on the cement stairs leading down from the hangar into the bunker, where Bomber had instructed him to wait. 
 
    Matt quickly tucked the RAF wings into his pocket as Bomber limped up to him with a coffee mug in each of his hands.  
 
    ‘I’m proud of you, Matt.’ Bomber handed him a steaming hot drink.  
 
    Matt curled his hands around the mug, desperate for a bit of heat. The damp bunker seemed to suck every last ounce of warmth from him. 
 
    ‘You’ve become a man. A good one, at that.’ 
 
    ‘What’s up, Bomber?’ Matt frowned at Bomber standing over him. ‘You sound like an old man giving advice to a kid.’ 
 
    ‘I did that once. And he listened.’ Bomber sunk into a seat beside Matt. ‘How’s the ride?’ 
 
    For a moment Matt looked puzzled and then chuckled. ‘Way better than planning the destination.’ 
 
    They fell silent for a moment, both remembering the day Bomber had given Matt a telling off, peppered with fatherly advice. 
 
    ‘Working at Blackbushes Airport is the coolest thing I’ve ever done.’ Matt sipped his coffee, ‘Apart from that first ride with you, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’  
 
    ‘And so what if I’m flying small planes and not RAF jets. I’m loving it!’ 
 
    ‘The glory of the ride,’ Bomber murmured. 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah,’ Matt grinned. 
 
    Bomber placed his coffee mug on an iron bench and lifted an old leather folder. He slid out a wad of paper and placed it on his lap. Next, he pulled out an old weathered diary.  
 
    Matt stared at him, wondering if this was the reason for the sudden and urgent call from Bomber. 
 
    ‘Don’t ask me why I’m doing this today rather than any other day. Just accept that today is the day.’ 
 
    ‘The day for what?’ 
 
    ‘To share some things with you. Things that I’ve lived with since I was a lad.’ Bomber patted the diary and folded paper on his lap. ‘I don’t have a son, but over the past few years, you’ve taken his place.’ 
 
    ‘Whose place?’ Matt tried to keep up with the strange undertones in Bomber’s voice. 
 
    ‘My son’s place. The one I never had.’ 
 
    ‘Okay...’ Matt watched Bomber with a furrowed brow. 
 
    ‘Before I show you this diary and this map, I have a story to tell.’ 
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    June 1945
Little Hollow, England 
 
    Seven-year-old Steven Balmaine stared out of the sitting room window. Father should land any minute now. His eyes strained to see through the gloomy afternoon.  
 
    First came the distant whine of the engine, and then suddenly the faint glow of a Cessna’s wing lights shone through the low-hanging mist. Steven leapt off the window seat, bolted to the door, yanked it open and barrelled down the path, deaf to his mother’s calls ringing in his ears. 
 
    He didn’t care about staying indoors in the rain. So what if he got wet? Father was coming home! He’d been gone for over a week, and Mother had been sitting at the kitchen table biting her nails all that time. He knew something was up and had secretly worried with her. Even though he had no idea what to worry about. 
 
    But now Father’s aeroplane was home!  
 
    At the airfield, Steven swung open the new gate Father had erected a week before he left. He raced through, leaving the gate swinging open on its hinges. After a few strides, he spun around and raced back to the gate. 
 
    Father had been adamant about keeping the gate closed. All his life he had run back and forth from their house to the airfield and never, ever had to worry about gates, so why did he suddenly have to close a gate? Steven pushed it closed and latched it, then charged off again, the rain pouring over him. 
 
    As he raced towards the hangar, he saw the Cessna taxi up to it and stop. Through the mist, he glimpsed a shadowy figure climb out beside Father.  
 
    Was this his uncle that he’d heard Mother and Father talk about? 
 
    Steven stopped dead in his tracks. His heart raced. Maybe this guest was the reason why Mother did not want him to come here. He quickly stepped behind the hangar, and squeezed into his special spot, where the metal panels had rusted and you could see in through a hole. He knelt down and peeped inside, just as the stranger marched into the hangar.  
 
    Beside Father, the man looked like a walking ironing board. The man and Father dropped a pile of old tattered leather cases onto the dry concrete floor. They both returned to the plane and came back with another armful. 
 
    Father wiped the rain off his forehead and said, ‘You’ll be safe here.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ The man patted Father on his back. 
 
    Father just grunted. Steven could not fathom if his father liked or disliked their new uncle. As if hearing his thoughts, his father said, ‘I’m not even sure why I am helping you, really.’ 
 
    ‘You do it out of your love for our sweet Rita.’ 
 
    ‘She was my wife’s relative, not mine.’ 
 
    ‘I think you English people have good hearts, not hard ones like my fellow countrymen. You have a close family?’ He didn’t wait for Father to answer and added, ‘For whatever reasons you are doing this, I truly appreciate your help.’ 
 
    Silence hung in the air for a moment. 
 
    Then it was broken by the man. ‘Have you heard of Hans Kammler, the number three man in the SS?’  
 
    Father didn’t say anything, but Steven strained his ears to hear properly. The man had only a slight accent, but to Steven’s ears it sounded almost like he was German, a Nazi! 
 
    ‘You probably heard that he specialised in the rapid construction of bomb-proof underground facilities. His security was never breached, even by the US and British Intelligence. Even Soviets who thought they knew everything.’  
 
    Steven didn’t like the way the stranger chuckled. It was like some horrid animal croaking in the night. 
 
    ‘Well, eventually all prioritisation for secret technology and weapons fell under his control.’ 
 
    Father remained quiet, but Steven could see he wasn’t happy talking about this. 
 
     ‘Nazi technology reached much further than most people realise. The Third Reich assembled mind-blowing intelligence. We were developing super metals, electric guns, ray weapons. If the Allies knew about some of these things they would be very afraid. Of the x-ray and laser weaponry, never mind all the bombs.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to all that?’ 
 
    ‘Kammler started finding and organising technical staff to make war-winning ideas, but he needed to keep them within Germany.’ 
 
    Steven tried to absorb all this information, but wondered what it had to do with him and his family.  
 
    ‘He put together a think-tank, so the Third Reich could keep all this exceptional work hidden, even when it became clear the war would soon be over. Very soon Kammler started taking over most of the highly technical wartime projects. Like him or not, you have to say the man was a genius,’ the stranger chuckled again. 
 
    A chill ran through Steven. He wanted to like his new uncle, but his laugh sounded just like when the school teacher pretended she was a monster. 
 
    ‘After the first assassination attempt on Hitler, near the end of the war, the SS took control of all technology and the military. This is where Kammler’s indestructible bunkers paid off.’ 
 
    Father asked, ‘But where do you fit into all this? As far as I know, you weren’t a military man, so how come you’re on the Nazi hit list?’ 
 
    ‘Well, that is a good question,’ He cleared his throat. ‘Kammler recruited my cousin, Wilhelm Sommer, for his technology skills. He is the man that is being hunted. Not me. I am ashamed to say, he helped design terrible devices.’ 
 
    Father’s face set into a deep scowl. ‘I’m unclear on why you think you will be hunted as a war criminal. Okay, you were in the SS, but you said you didn’t do any killing.’ 
 
    ‘First, my cousin Wilhelm told me he was going to be hunted as a war criminal because of the devices he helped to build. He also didn’t do any actual killings, but he was involved in making killing machines.’ 
 
    Father’s scowl deepened. 
 
    ‘Second, my first unit was responsible for a shocking atrocity. I will spare you the bloody details. But I was not with the unit at the time. I had lied about a delicate and embarrassing problem in my family and was given unofficial leave to go and help. Of course, the actual purpose of this time was to help Rita prepare her papers so she could escape. But the Nazis kept very efficient records, most of which the Americans now have, so I assume I will be hunted as I was documented as being present when the atrocity occurred.’ 
 
    Father remained dead silent. He didn’t even mutter under his breath, like he normally did when he was angry. 
 
    ‘After that, I begged Wilhelm to ensure I didn’t get involved on the front. He was not a good man in the war, but he was a family man, and he used his influence to get me a special task force position. From then on I was commissioned to mingle amongst countrymen in Europe and live among them. Spy on them. And, most importantly, find the locations to create a web of underground caves in remote and almost inaccessible places across Europe.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes, on the plane you told me you worked with languages.’ 
 
    ‘I spent most of the war undercover, coming and going in various European countries. That is why my English and other languages are so good. You see, for each country the Third Reich took over, Hitler wished to have a secret place to immediately start hoarding the country’s riches.’ 
 
    Father exhaled hard and shook his head, the same way he did when Steven had done something wrong, but Father didn’t know how to punish him. 
 
    ‘I located many, many places. And in those places I know that they built hidden vaults and stored treasure. But just gold and jewels, just their plunder. Except for one place that was different from the rest. But all of these locations I have marked on this map. You could say it’s a treasure map.’  
 
    At his spy hole, Steven gasped. He’d been shocked enough to have it confirmed that this new uncle was, indeed, a Nazi, but now he almost cried out in excitement.  
 
    A treasure map! 
 
    Mother had read him so many tales about treasure hunts. They were the best stories he’d ever heard. He crouched lower, in case Father had heard him. Worse still, in case the strange uncle caught him spying.  
 
    His new uncle was continuing, ‘The Reich was supposed to last a thousand years, but after just five they ran out of time. Kammler got very nervous after the first assassination attempt on Hitler, so he started hoarding the most valuable artefacts and the Reich’s secrets in the hidden bunkers he had built during the war.’  
 
    Father asked, ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘All across Europe, but mostly in the countries surrounding Germany. One of them, in Poland, was like a military base underground. It had hangars, runways, housing, storage facilities, shops, laboratories and even maintenance facilities.’ 
 
    ‘Good God!’ 
 
    ‘Another was built in the Arctic. All those buildings confined into caverns blasted into the rock below the ice.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Well, that one was to test certain inventions in flying machines.’ 
 
    ‘And the art, jewels and gold?’ Father asked. 
 
    ‘Of course, and there was an unbelievable amount of that. But most importantly, he created a treasure-trove of location maps and scientific secrets. It was the most confidential undercover operation ever undertaken, the final legacy of the Third Reich. Still only a handful of people know of this.’ 
 
    ‘What is so secret about it?’  
 
    Again the Nazi flicked the paper. And again it startled Steven.  
 
    ‘This is what we have to hide. And it must never fall into the wrong hands, which for now means it must stay hidden.’ 
 
    ‘But surely the fortunes you stole―’ 
 
    ‘I never stole anything!’ 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ Father quickly rephrased his words, ‘the fortunes the SS stole, they must be returned to the people?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ The new uncle looked shocked. ‘And let their governments stocked with pacifiers keep it all?’ 
 
    ‘There must be a way,’ Father pulled his hand through his hair, like he did when he was worried or trying to work something out in his head.  
 
    The other man remained silent. 
 
    Eventually Father declared, ‘Maybe there’s a European association who can work through all these hidden riches and distribute them back to the people, or at least the survivors, the victims in the invaded countries.’ 
 
    ‘They could try,’ the German agreed, ‘but already there is trouble in Russia. High up officials have taken what they want for themselves. The same will happen in all countries. But anyway, no one can ever enter many of these places without secret radio codes that I neither possess nor understand. They are impenetrable tombs and hidden vaults. Sealed forever. And with devices that can mutilate or kill any man who enters. Especially the vault which contains the legacy, which I now believe perhaps only two people still living know of.’ 
 
    ‘Which two people?’ Father was frowning, both worried and stern as he held up his hand. ‘Wait. On the plane, you said you didn’t kill anyone. Can you promise me that?’ 
 
    The new uncle’s bellow echoed around the hangar. ‘Do you infer that I might have killed the others who knew of the legacy vault? It is a good question! But, thankfully, I never had that experience. No, details of that vault were kept to a few leaders like Hitler and Kammler, now all dead, and a specialist team of engineers. That team was all on board a truck not long ago. Shortly after I left them, the truck was blown up by a resistance bomb, and I believe none survived. But not by my hand. As I told you on the way here, I have a big distaste for killing. No, the two who know of it are my cousin and myself. And my heart is broken that I am not joining my beautiful wife here in England.’ 
 
    Steven had heard people on the radio say that the Nazis were an evil race of unfeeling murderers, so it was strange to suddenly see one cry like a girl. 
 
    Father placed his hand on the new uncle’s shoulder. For a long moment, they remained like that.  
 
    In silence. 
 
    Steven held his breath, hoping they would not hear him in the eerily still quiet. 
 
    Eventually, the new uncle sniffed, glanced one time towards the heavens, and then bent over and opened a leather satchel. He pulled out a Nazi uniform and they both stared at it. 
 
    Steven inhaled sharply, and then quickly clamped his hand over his mouth. The uniform was black with shiny silver buttons. Not just Nazi, but SS, the worst of the lot! 
 
    Father’s voice dropped so low that Steven almost didn’t hear him, ‘Why did you bring that?!’ 
 
    ‘Ah. This is not mine; it belongs to Friedrich Wollner. In a way I hope that he had it in his satchel because he was proud of what he fought for, but I fear it is more likely he kept it so he would not be shot as a spy. As for me, I promise you that I discarded all that identified me as a soldier of the Reich long before I left Germany.’ 
 
    The man shrugged and said, ‘It was in one of the backpacks. Where may I keep all the evidence?’ 
 
    Father spun around, his jaw hanging wide. ‘What evidence?’ 
 
    The German pointed to the folders of paper. ‘I want to prove I had nothing to do with murdering Jews. I want to show them what I really did in the war, that I did not do what they think I did.’ 
 
    Father’s shoulders sagged and he nodded, ‘Yes, yes, of course.’ 
 
    ‘They will ask me because my cousin, Wilhelm, possessed important secrets, but I do not know what happened to him. Nor would I buy my freedom by furthering the evil that he created. One day I may need to prove who I really am. Even if I manage, I know I will have a lot of explaining to do. Therefore, before I left I gathered what information I could to help me.’  
 
    Father nodded his head like a puppet. ‘Okay, we’ll have to hide it where no one will ever find it.’ He led the man towards the back of the hangar. Steven watched in surprise as Father pulled a wooden crate aside. Hidden beneath it was a secret door in the floor. 
 
    Behind Father, the man bent over and lifted something out of his baggage. ‘There’s one more thing.’  
 
    Steven started. Was that a gun? Was the man going to shoot Father in the back? 
 
    Before Steven could think what to do, Father looked back over his shoulder. ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘One more secret.’ 
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    Three Months Later 
 
    Steven sat on the wooden crate cleaning Father’s tools. It was a dirty chore, but he preferred it to the ones Mother had given him at home. At least here he could see the pilots and planes. 
 
    In the back of the hangar, “Uncle Keith” sat on an upturned oil barrel. Father had just taken off. His Cessna had been loaded with stuff for some rich man who didn’t want to send it on a big aeroplane across the English Channel into France.  
 
    With a stiff flick of his fingers, as if they were all glued together, Uncle Keith gestured for Steven to come closer. 
 
    ‘Listen, boy. I have something for you. But before I give it to you, you have to swear a solemn oath.’ 
 
    Steven just stared. Mother would be cheesed off if he swore. And he didn’t know any solemn oaths anyway. 
 
    ‘You hear me, boy?’ 
 
    He nodded, trying not to look so scared. It was bad enough having this stranger living in their home and working with Father at the airfield, but now he was telling him what to do as well. And not just a stranger, but a Nazi, although the one time he’d mentioned this to father he had told Steven that not all Nazis were evil and made him promise never to tell anyone about Uncle Keith. 
 
    With another stiff jerk of his hand, the German pointed a finger downwards, indicating the space at his feet. 
 
    Steven stepped into that space. His heart raced. What was this new uncle going to make him do? After hearing all the stuff he’d told Father, he didn’t want to go near him.  
 
    ‘You’ve been snooping.’ 
 
    Steven shook his head adamantly. ‘No sir! I haven’t.’ 
 
    Uncle Keith held up a bony finger in the air to silence him. ‘I know these things. I see these things. That was my job for Hitler. You’ve heard of Hitler, I think?’ 
 
    Steven’s reply died unspoken in his throat, and he could only nod. 
 
    ‘So you must believe what I say to you.’ 
 
    Steven’s eyes widened, dreading what was coming next. 
 
    ‘You will be rewarded well. First by a special present. Then afterwards, when you grow up you will see that the value of the reward is not an object or a gift, but in here.’  
 
    Dumbfounded, Steven stared. 
 
    Uncle Keith thumped his chest with his rolled-up fist. ‘You will know in your heart that what you do is the right thing.’ 
 
    ‘Wh…wh…what do you mean, sir?’ Steven hated that he couldn’t get his words out. He didn’t want his new uncle knowing how he dreaded being near him. 
 
    ‘You will keep the oath that we will swear?’ Uncle Keith’s bony finger reached out and prodded Steven’s chest. Then it shot back and poked into his own chest. ‘You and me. We will swear on this. And forever in time you will keep my secrets. It is the most important job in the world for a boy like you. I believe in fate and I believe that angels watch over us. And that you have been chosen to do this.’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ Steven almost wanted to cry. Either that, or pee his pants. He couldn’t decide which would be worse, so he hung on to trying to do neither. 
 
    ‘We do not always get a choice in these things. So, yes, you,’ Uncle Keith kept his gaze on Steven. 
 
    Silence filled the huge cavernous space in the hangar. No clanking metal or roaring engines. Just heavy breathing. Both his and his new uncle’s breathing. 
 
    ‘What is…is our o-o-oath?’ 
 
    ‘That you will be the bearer of this secret. And you will keep it for the rest of your life. In time you may also choose a person to pass it on to, perhaps a stranger whose heart you can see is true, or perhaps your own son.’ 
 
    Steven squeezed his eyes closed.  
 
    When he opened them, Uncle Keith had leaned closer and was almost nose-to-nose with him.  
 
    Steven pulled his head back onto his stiff neck and stared, wide-eyed, at the beaked nose and furrowed eyebrows.  
 
    ‘That is what you will swear as your oath. Are you ready?’ 
 
    Steven swallowed hard. It didn’t seem too bad. Just something about secrets. What they were he didn’t know, and wasn’t sure he wanted to know, but Father had told him he must be polite to Uncle Keith.  
 
    ‘But wait…’ Uncle Keith pulled back out of his face. ‘Let me give you a special gift first, before you swear your oath. Then you will be committed.’ 
 
    Uncle Keith lifted the old, stained canvas bag that he’d brought off the plane the night Father had fetched him from Germany, and that Steven had thought for a second contained a gun. 
 
    ‘This has come a long way. My cousin’s husband…gave it to me on the day our war ended. Like many things that I will tell you about, it was taken from its rightful owner, and that is why it is fitting that it seals the oath you take now.’ 
 
    With both arms outstretched, as if he was offering him a king’s crown, Uncle Keith reached into the bag and offered what he held in his hands to Steven.  
 
    Resting in his palms was a little red aeroplane. 
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    Steven reached for the aeroplane, but Uncle Keith pulled it back. He placed it on an empty shelf which usually held tins of oil. Steven noticed the tins were now on the top shelf. He wanted to tell his uncle to be careful, that the tins might leak horrible thick gooey oil onto the little aeroplane, but his tongue was tied. All his attention was drawn to the beautiful red aeroplane. He wanted to touch it. To play with it. To see if the propeller spun around. He could already see himself tearing down the grassy runway, holding the aeroplane high in the air, waiting for it to take off.  
 
    Together they would fly. 
 
    From as far back as he could remember, he had dreamed of being a pilot. Like Father. 
 
    But Father talked only of his learning maths and English so that he could grow up to run the family’s shops, and would not buy him even the tiniest toy plane. So he had no wings with which to fly. Only his arms, but they were heavy and fell awkwardly through the air when he would spread them out and run down the airstrip. 
 
    But with this red aeroplane, that could change. And one day, when he was grown up, he, too, would be a pilot. Not to fly small planes like Father. He dreamt of flying the new fighter jets that the newspapers said might one day go faster than the speed of sound.  
 
    Uncle Keith placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. Steven snapped his head and his attention back to his uncle. 
 
    ‘I came here to live with you and your father and your mother…who is my wife’s cousin.’ 
 
    For a moment, Uncle Keith’s voice croaked and dried up. Steven watched the apple in his throat bobbing up and down. It was only now that he realised the German wasn’t actually so very old, certainly a lot younger than Father. 
 
    Uncle Keith’s eyes had become glassy and were glistening, as if he wanted to cry again. But men don’t cry. That’s what Father always said when something sad had happened.  
 
    After a moment, Uncle Keith swallowed hard and said in a voice so low, Steven could barely hear him, ‘Only when I arrived did I find out that your name is the English version of my old name. You see, I used to be called Steffan. And without knowing that one day I would come and live with you, your Father called you Steven.’ 
 
    Steven stood with his hands clasped behind his back and listened, just like they’d taught him in school.  
 
    ‘Do you think that is strange?’ 
 
    Steven bit his lip, not sure if he should nod his head in a yes or shake his head in a no. He couldn’t work out what his uncle was saying. First swearing. And solemn oaths. Then he had given him the aeroplane but taken it away before Steven could touch it. From there, he’d started rambling on about their names being the same, even though they weren’t.  
 
    ‘Do you want to fly, boy?’ 
 
    It was like a slap across his face, except good. Steven’s eyes lit up for the first time. His uncle could see his answer without him having to say anything. 
 
    ‘Maybe you will become a fighter pilot one day.’ 
 
    In a spontaneous outburst, Steven saluted his uncle and bellowed, ‘Yes, sir!’ 
 
    Uncle Keith burst out laughing and tussled his hair. That was a good thing. Adults only did that when they were happy with the kid’s answer.  
 
    ‘I believe that you will. Although I will give you your wings today, they come with a heavy load which you must carry. Has your father told you about bombers? They carry a heavy load.’ 
 
    Steven burst out, ‘Yes! Father told me those men wake up and get into their planes expecting to never see home again. When they reach their target they are at the mercy of enemy fighters, their lives in the hands of fate, yet they still take off.’ 
 
    Uncle Keith looked surprised at his outburst, but Steven could not help himself as he exclaimed, ‘Only England’s best pilots became bombers. They are the bravest men in all the land.’  
 
    ‘Then, Steven, from today we shall call you Bomber. Like me, you have a new name. Would you like that?’ 
 
    Steven mouthed the word. Bomber. It sounded so odd. So strange, yet powerful. He answered quickly before Uncle Keith took away his new name. ‘Yes, I want to be brave and strong. Just like a bomber,’ his gaze strayed to the aeroplane.  
 
    ‘I will show you the secret you must carry soon, Bomber. But first you must know something.’ 
 
    Without moving his head, Steven’s gaze latched back onto his uncle. 
 
    ‘Your father is a brave, brave man for rescuing me. Although they are mistaken about me, still many people want to get hold of me. But your father saved me. He is a hero, Bomber. You understand that?’ 
 
    Steven remembered the night he had spied on them and seen Father bringing this uncle off the plane and into their lives. He remembered how Father and Uncle Keith had agreed that he could no longer be Steffan Sommer. Instead, he was to become Keith Balmaine.  
 
    Mother had started calling him Keith the minute he was introduced to her. Father sometimes stumbled and called him Stef… and then, with a cough, quickly changed it to Keith. One day, when Father had been brushing his teeth, Steven had heard him chanting “Keith, Keith, Keith” through the toothpaste froth. 
 
    Ever since then, Steven had pondered long and hard why anyone would want to change their name. 
 
    ‘I don’t want to frighten you, Bomber, but I must tell you some things, so you know how important it is to keep these secrets. As I told you, many people are hunting me, and at any moment I may be put in prison or even killed. I will not sell these secrets to the wrong people just to preserve my own skin. Rita did not preserve me for that! Yet this means I must ask you to bear my cross.’ 
 
    Steven’s bottom lip curled down. He didn’t want to carry a cross. In Sunday School they taught him how Jesus had carried his cross for miles, and then the Roman Soldiers had nailed him onto it. No, he really didn’t want to carry any cross, especially one from this strange Nazi.  
 
     Uncle Keith’s voice rasped, ‘The secret must never, ever, fall into the wrong hands. It is a map, a map with…special powers.’ 
 
    Steven’s ears pricked up, but he wasn’t going to ask what powers. Not yet, anyway. And it was rude to interrupt an adult who was taking their time to explain things to you. Mother scolded him all the time for doing that. Besides, this uncle was too scary to interrupt. 
 
    ‘Powers that you will only understand when you are a grown man. The map will be hidden down in the bunker. With papers and documents of mine. Now, these other documents are only important for my eyes, but that may change. Perhaps one day I will show them to you. The map, on the other hand, is vastly different. Whatever happens, you have to protect the map. If needs be, with your life.’ 
 
    Steven swallowed hard. He clutched his arms around his chest and stuffed his fingers into his armpits. 
 
    ‘Bad people may come. They will ask questions about me. They will trick you with all kinds of ways to make your tongue loosen and part with our secret.’ 
 
    Steven clamped his jaw shut. He didn’t want anyone touching his tongue and couldn’t imagine it being loose. A sudden need to run away and hide gripped him, but his feet seemed stuck to the ground. 
 
    ‘They will try and get these secrets from you, so the map must be kept hidden.’  
 
    Without meaning to, Steven blurted out, ‘What’s so special about a map?’ 
 
    Steven wanted Uncle Keith to hurry up, so he could play with the little red aeroplane. The Nazi looked at him and whatever he saw made his face soften. Unexpectedly, his new uncle didn’t seem so frightening. He was almost nice. 
 
    When Uncle Keith finally answered, he said it so softly that Bomber almost didn’t hear him. 
 
    ‘It’s…a treasure map.’ 
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    April 1990 Little Hollow Airfield 
 
    Matt listened to Bomber reciting his story while still clutching his coffee mug. So engrossed, he didn’t realise it had gone cold, as Matt’s had done. 
 
    Then Bomber fell silent.  
 
    Matt stared at him. ‘Okay, first, is that how you got Dad’s aeroplane?’ 
 
    Bomber smiled; his eyes sad. ‘My aeroplane that your dad won in a bet. Yes.’  
 
    ‘So it came all the way from the war.’ 
 
    ‘My guess is, from some little kid who was a prisoner. He lost his precious toy, so I guarded it like gold. Then, when your dad won it in our bet, he did the same.’ 
 
    ‘And then, when Cami saw it on our mantelpiece, she stole it because her father had a similar aeroplane taken from him in the war. Luke found it in the boot with him and stole it right back!’  
 
    Bomber chuckled, ‘I remember you saying that you confronted her about it. Not that you needed to,’ He grew serious again, ‘Glynn blabbed all he knew in exchange for a reduced prison term, so it was in all the newspapers.’ 
 
    Matt nodded, remembering the swarms of reporters he’d had to hide from. ‘You don’t think it could be the same one, do you? That would be so weird.’ 
 
    Bomber remained silent. Matt could see his jaw clenching. After a moment he said, ‘I think there’s a good chance that it is the same one.’ 
 
    ‘How come?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been doing some checking. My Uncle Keith was actually Steffan Sommer. There was confusion over the Sommer cousins. One was working with Kammler on secret devices, while the other went on recce missions to find places to hide Hitler’s treasure. Steffan didn’t want to be in the war, but that wasn’t an option then, and anyway he had to do something that looked loyal so he could try to keep his wife safe. His cousin Wilhelm disappeared, probably to an easy life in middle America with a new name and a well-paid job with the military, and Steffan came here. But somehow something leaked about the arrival of a Nazi called Sommer, and that’s how the rumour started about Wilhelm Sommer being recruited for AWRE. My father tried to put a fast end to that by changing Steffan’s name.’ 
 
    Matt recalled Allan explaining the mystery when he was recording his documentary. The memory of his cousin still filled him with a sombre sadness. 
 
    Bomber continued, ‘My family looked after him until he died, a kind of cancer when he wasn’t even forty. He told me near the end how Friedrich Wollner terrorised the prisoners at Terezín.’  
 
    ‘Was Wollner a guard at the same time that Cami’s father would have been there?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, the camp kommandant, in fact. And when my father came to airlift Steffan to safety, Wollner appeared. There was only one seat on the plane, you see, and Wollner meant to kill Steffan and take it. So they fought. Steffan said his strength was failing, and he was sure he was going to die, when, out of nowhere, this young farm boy appeared and shot Wollner dead. So he wasn’t lying to my father that he hadn’t killed anyone. He got on the plane and took Wollner’s satchel, so there was no evidence left behind. 
 
    Matt balked. ‘How come you never told me any of this before?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know. The truth is that Uncle Keith…Steffan never really recovered from losing his wife, Rita. I mean, to dump the burden of his secrets like he did…I was just seven years old, for heaven’s sake! The bunker was his private space, and after he died I put that shelf over it and never went down there. It was only after Cami forced the bunker open that I saw that he’d been writing a journal down there about his war experiences. The aeroplane was in Wollner’s satchel and he’d come directly from Terezín. I mean, okay, it’s not certain, but the pieces fit together.’ 
 
    ‘Wow!’  
 
    Bomber sighed. ‘A strange old world, hey?’ His fingers tapped the diary and the wad of paper. After a moment, he lifted the paper and opened it out into a map. 
 
    Matt gasped. ‘The map Cami was searching for?!’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘But…but―’ 
 
    ‘No buts, Matt. I refused to give it to her all those years ago, just like I promised Steffan. But now things have changed.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Remember…I said don’t ask me why.’  
 
    ‘Okay,’ Matt threw up his hands in defeat. ‘But how come we didn’t find it…that night when we were down here searching with Cami? How come she and Glynn didn’t see it?’ 
 
    Bomber grinned. ’Where’s the one place in a hidden bunker you don’t search?’ 
 
    ‘That loo? It was disgusting.’ Matt pulled a face. 
 
    ‘Not a bad idea, but no. My father’s predestined life was to run a chain of grocery shops, but what he actually loved was flying and tinkering with stuff. When he got the chance he was a very neat workman, and he made the second step of that brick staircase look just like all the others. But if Cami had just paused to try lifting the front of that step she’d have found it was a hinged lid with a lined metal box underneath. That’s where the map was. Not that my father ever knew what was in there. He built the hidden compartment just because Steffan asked him to, but he never wanted to know what it was used for. That was my task, and now it’s yours.’ 
 
    ‘But why now? And why me?’ Matt still frowned.  
 
    ‘Just accept that today I want you to have this map. You’ve proved to me that you’re an exceptional young man. You went out there and fought for your dream. You dared to fly. You have dared to do more than I expected. Now, I want to dare you with something else.’ 
 
    A tingle sparkled down Matt’s spine. 
 
    Bomber flicked through the diary and opened at a page with its corner turned down. He held the page open so that Matt could see where more pages had been torn out. Then he slipped what were clearly the missing pages out from the folds of the map. ‘Here, Steffan recounts how he entered a top-secret vault where the SS had set up fuses that would trigger deadly electromagnetic waves when someone entered. He doesn’t say where it is or how he got there, but it’s where the strangest thing occurred. He was still in the vault when they turned on the system, and it should have fried him.’ 
 
    Matt inhaled sharply. 
 
    Bomber nodded and continued, ‘Instead, he writes that his wife Rita, who he believed had delayed her ascent to heaven to watch over him as his guardian angel as long as he lived, first showed him the map and then protected him from the radiation. None of the soldiers there could believe what had happened and joked that he must be the devil himself. His cousin, who had invented this death trap, was furious, and shot the young lad whose job it was to activate the system, claiming he must have made a mistake.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, God!’ Matt cried out. ‘This device…could it be the same one that Cami said maimed her father?’ 
 
    ‘Could well be. When she pleaded insanity at her murder trial, she said she had searched through all her father’s notes. She found out that he had overheard Wollner telling someone about a man named Steffan Sommer finding a place at Lake Toplitz to hide Hitler’s greatest treasures, so his life was spent looking for it and he finally succeeded. Of course, the scientists consulted on the case didn’t believe a word of the story about how her father was maimed.’ 
 
    ‘I remember. That alone seemed to seal her case that she was a bit loopy. Strange coincidence, though, that both men ended up here.’ 
 
    ‘Not coincidence, Matt. Camryn’s father was a treasure hunter. He did the research on finding Steffan Sommer’s vault. In fact, it was his obsession. I think that’s why he came here, to find Steffan. As it happened, when he did, he met a local lady, Cami’s mum, and settled here. It was just bad luck that his quest ended at the vault, but it has come full circle now. All the way back to Little Hollow.’ 
 
    Matt stared at Bomber, wondering why this sudden revelation. ‘Bomber, listen, tell me the truth. Are you ill?’ 
 
    ‘Why do you ask?’ 
 
    ‘Because you suddenly need me to know this.’ 
 
    Bomber was silent for a long time, then said. ‘If something happens to me,’ he held up his hand to stop Matt interrupting ‘no, I’m not sick! But I am getting older. Old age creeps up on you and then bites you in the backside. That’s all.’ 
 
    ‘You promise?’ 
 
    ‘Promise.’ Bomber gave him a mock salute. ‘I don’t have anyone who can keep this a secret. But more than anything, I need you and I trust you to carry on Steffan’s oath to protect the secret map.’ 
 
    ‘But what if I don’t believe in keeping those treasures hidden? What if I prefer to expose all that? What if I believe those holocaust victims should receive those treasures to try and help them after their terrible experiences?’ 
 
    ‘Then, if you believe that is the right thing to do, you must do it.’ 
 
    ‘Even though you don’t want that?’ 
 
    ‘I never said I didn’t want that. All I did was to keep a promise. A child’s promise to my adopted uncle. But I never stopped to consider if it was right or wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you go looking for any of these treasures?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, this is the thing, you see. When people talk about treasure, they imagine gold and jewels and so on. Buy themselves a big house and a new car, all you could want in life. But that’s all just stuff. It doesn’t have any real meaning. It’s not who you are. It’s not your soul, the very essence of your being.’ 
 
    Matt frowned. ‘I get your point, but how does that relate to the map and the Toplitz vault?’ 
 
    ‘Because that’s where the Nazis hid their legacy. Who they were and what they knew. They recognised they were going to lose, you see, but rather than let all their mad stuff about their master race destiny die, they started believing that a new Reich would rise up…and they wanted to give it a head start, and that’s what Steffan thought the Toplitz vault contains. As well as the locations of the gold and jewels, it holds all their science, all their secrets. Uncle Keith…Steffan explains this right here,’ Bomber tapped the page. 
 
    Matt looked down at the scrawled writing and then back up as Bomber continued, ‘And from what Steffan told me, they were developing technologies that we still haven’t matched today. If they’d have had just a few more years to develop these things, they’d have been unbeatable, but we got to them just in time. So what might be in that vault could be the key to world domination.’ 
 
    Matt could only gape at him. 
 
    Bomber continued, remorselessly. ‘So that’s why it’s not as simple as reuniting Hitler’s victims with their stolen gold. Should I have given the map to the Americans, the people who dropped an atom bomb on Hiroshima and waged war in Vietnam? Should I have given it to Russia and Stalin to help with the purges? Or how about Britain, which to me still looked very like the country which had plundered itself a global empire and was capable of the Amritsar massacre? I never managed to work it out.’ 
 
    ‘And so instead you’re giving that decision to me?!’ 
 
    ‘I am. And I’m sorry. My hope is that you’ll have the courage and the judgement to do what I never had.’ 
 
    ‘Phew!’ said Matt, slumping back in his seat and feeling that this was a gross understatement. 
 
    ‘But,’ Bomber held up a finger.’ Things are a bit different now. After a while it got so I couldn’t hand the map over, because the first question would have been why I hadn’t done it years earlier. That doesn’t apply to you, because you can say you only started looking after the whole Cami thing, and so you’ll be a hero rather than a villain.’ 
 
    ‘Hah! Somehow I doubt that.’ 
 
    ‘Also, I think it can’t mean now what it would have meant forty years ago. Even if there are some interesting bits of science stashed away, there’s been so much progress since the war that there’s not going to be much in the way of deadly new secret weapons to be made from it anymore. So, actually, it might finally be just about reuniting the victims of the war with what they were robbed of. You could do that!’ Bomber sighed. ‘But it’s too late for me.’ 
 
    Matt’s hand shot out and gripped Bomber’s arm. ‘It’s not too late. It’s never too late.’ 
 
    Bomber smiled; his eyes watery. ‘You’ll do this for me, but keep me out of it, right?’ 
 
    Matt returned the smile. ‘I’m sure I can find a way.’ 
 
    Bomber placed the diary and the map in Matt’s hands. An electric shock whirled through Matt as he flicked through its pages. A German soldier had hidden his most secret thoughts, his private words in here, and Matt almost felt like a traitor reading it. 
 
    Breaking into Matt’s thoughts Bomber continued, ‘As a kid and even into adulthood, I strongly believed in keeping this a secret. All the time fearing what consequences they would have on the entire world.’ Bomber’s words almost stuck in his mouth, ‘But you know, never once did I read the diary. Nor did I look at the map. It was only after that whole thing with Camryn, that I finally got up the courage to open my uncle’s personal box. Even though it was a struggle as it was partly in English and partly in German.’ 
 
    ‘You did the right thing in the end. But now that this is my problem, I don’t want to hand this over to some powerful government who will just hide these secrets away and probably use some fancy sounding laws and state secrets to keep what are really people’s belongings.’ Matt looked down at the book and then back to Bomber.  
 
    Bomber bit his lip and then ventured, ‘I’ve heard there are charitable organisations who take this very seriously. They know how to work with the governments where the items are found to make sure that only the actual victims can stake their claims. It’s such a huge, sensitive thing now, there’s no way for greedy politicians to sweep things under the rug while they line their own pockets.’ He sank back into his seat, visibly relieved to get such a load off his shoulders. 
 
    ‘Great! Together we’ll find the right people to deal with this.’ Matt leaned forward and said softly, ‘You know it was very unfair of your German uncle to put all that on you as just a little kid.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t see it that way,’ Bomber sighed. ‘And neither did I at the time, but I see your point.’  
 
    Matt thought back to those few terrible days, which now seemed so long ago. Greed and revenge had twisted a lovely young woman into becoming a deadly monster. All that time, as she tried to get revenge for the things that had happened to her father, she had no idea she had become just like the people who had done those things to him. In her determination to seek justice, she had become as cold, calculating and manipulative as any Nazi officer. 
 
    If finding the right people to help make the right use of the map made Bomber happy, he’d do it. Ever since he had taught Matt to fly, the truth was he had become like a father, so they sat in companionable silence for a while as Matt digested the profound task Bomber had given him. 
 
    Bomber’s story wasn’t going to make him bitter and twisted, as the war had done to millions of people. Matt wanted this done right. 
 
    When forensics had searched Allan’s body they’d found a small, slimline cassette recorder tucked in below the waistband of his trousers. Talking to his employers, it seemed Allan had a trick of placing a tape recorder visibly in front of him but then not turning it on, which made people he was interviewing think he wasn’t recording them. In fact, the tiny recorder hidden in his clothes would be running the whole time, as it had been for Allan’s fateful interview with Cami. 
 
    With the combination of a hidden Nazi, a murdered reporter and a beautiful, young femme fatale, the murder trial had made headlines in all the tabloids for days. There had been gasps in the court as the tape was played for everyone to hear. Once Allan had crashed to the floor, unconscious, the medical expert assured the judge that Cami had stood over him and given voice to all her family secrets. How young Johan had overheard The Wolf talk about Steffan Sommer’s hidden treasure vault at Lake Toplitz and how he had worked obsessively to track it down, only to come home warped and useless when he finally achieved his dream. 
 
    Of course, Toplitz had been deluged with treasure hunters, but to date they had found nothing except for one more crate of sodden fake money. One newspaper had even sent someone to try and interview John Falcon, formerly known as Johan Falkner, still alive and in a home for Jewish survivors of the concentration camps. They had, of course, come home empty handed from Würzburg.  
 
    Matt hadn’t thought about Cami in a while. She’d played for high stakes, despite the possible risk of ruin. And she’d had no qualms about dissecting a piece of his soul along the way. She had, however, taught him something valuable. Before she came along, he had lived in his closeted world, too afraid to reach out and be someone. Unwilling to accept the love and support of those closest to him. These days he was going places, meeting new people, and maybe one day would even find a girl who was on the same page as him. That alone was something to look forward to, and he could add it to his own glory ride list. 
 
    After a while, a smile tickled Bomber’s mouth. Matt grinned back at him and stretched and twiddled his ankle. 
 
    Bomber murmured, ‘He knows not―’ 
 
    Matt finished, ‘Where he’s going, for the ocean will decide. It’s not the destination. It’s the glory of the ride.’ 
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    Before Matt and Bomber spent time searching for the right organisation that could start the tortuous process of staking claims and finding the treasures so that as much as possible got back to their rightful owners, Matt had a stop to make first. 
 
    Without telling Bomber what he was doing, he boarded a commercial flight and headed for Germany. 
 
    When he’d started trying to learn to walk again, one of the physiotherapists had told him that the secret was to find the first step you could take and then to take it, however small.  
 
    This was his first step in the mission Bomber had set him, and he’d tell his friend once he had finished here. 
 
    Even though Cami’s father had been a ruthless treasure hunter and had racked up a fortune from black market sales of his undeclared finds, Matt figured the man had suffered enough. 
 
    First, by being incarcerated in a concentration camp at such a young age and witnessing such terrible human atrocities. Then, having that weird radiation thing happen to him. Sure, he shouldn’t have gone into the vault in the first place, but Matt had made enough of his own bad judgements to understand that John had been suffering from a life of obsessive hatred towards the Nazis, for which there was no real cure. He’d tried to find his own way to get justice, but it had been the wrong way. 
 
    Matt wrinkled his nose as he entered the pristine establishment with its pine-scented floors. The receptionist led him to Cami’s father’s room, and he sat in front of him. For a moment, he didn’t know what to say, mostly due to the shock of seeing the ghoulish-looking shadow of a man sitting in front of him, but also because he suddenly wondered if he had been right to come. 
 
    ‘Mr Falcon, you probably don’t remember me. You and your family used to live down the road from mine outside Little Hollow.’ 
 
    The old man’s one horrible eye stared vaguely in his direction. 
 
    Although he said nothing, and his face struggled to show emotion through the distorted grimace, Matt hoped he was recollecting that time in his life. If he was able to do that. 
 
    ‘I knew your daughter. She told me a lot about you.’ 
 
    He didn’t tell the old man what Cami had done in her vain attempt to seek vengeance for her father. Nor did he mention why she wasn’t here now. At least, by not being able to speak, her father didn’t ask those pertinent questions. 
 
    Matt opened his backpack, lifted out the little toy aeroplane and placed it into the old man’s clawed hands where they rested on his lap.  
 
    Adding together Cami’s story of her father and Bomber’s recollections, Matt thought there was a slight chance that the red aeroplane belonged to him. If not, at least it was similar to the one so cruelly stolen from Johan Falkner all those years ago. 
 
    Immediately, John’s fingers started trembling. He strained his hand and it stiffened, seemingly trying to lift itself but unable to move. He struggled to reach out and touch the top of it. 
 
    Matt lifted the old man’s hand and placed it on the fuselage.  
 
    The old man started grinding his teeth as he tried in vain to stroke the little plane.  
 
    ‘It’s a genuine aeroplane from before the war. I know you had one similar. Even though this is probably not yours, I thought you should have it.’ 
 
    As Matt looked deeply into the old man’s hollow eye, a tear slipped out and slid down his distorted face. He moved his swollen lips as if trying to say something.  
 
    Drizzles of spittle came out instead of words. With it,  fresh tears escaped, making the skin redden and blotch around the hideous orb. 
 
    Just watching his obvious heartache disturbed Matt. He wanted to cry with him. Not for the replica plane, but for all the injustice and heartache he, and his people, had suffered. 
 
    A lump rose up into Matt’s throat. Maybe he shouldn’t have come. This probably wasn’t such a good idea, after all.  
 
    He was just upsetting the poor old chap, who didn’t deserve to be reminded of those horrible memories. 
 
    Matt felt a lump in his throat. With his broken foot he had not been able to fly the way he had always dreamed of doing, for the RAF. Yet how self-absorbed that sounded in comparison with a young boy, torn from his home and family, tortured and starved, and then the one object that still allowed him to hope and dream, stolen from him by a Nazi just because he could take whatever he wanted. 
 
    Matt could only understand that kind of suffering enough to appreciate that he had no concept of it.  
 
    Suddenly the old man’s index finger twitched. With jerky movements, it started stroking the aeroplane’s wheel.  
 
    Despite the sickly smell from being too close, Matt leaned forward. ‘Are you trying to tell me something, sir?’ Matt had no idea why he called the old man, ‘sir.’ Possibly out of respect for what he had been through in the war. 
 
    Again, the old man’s finger twitched under the wheel. It looked as though he was trying to tip it over.  
 
    Holding his twisted hand, Matt gently helped him flip it over. The little aeroplane sat in his palm upside down.  
 
    Again, his finger twitched under the wheel, this time his blackened nail scratching the thin tin surface. 
 
    Matt bent over and squinted at the point, where Mr Falcon’s finger had been rubbing the fading red paint on the underside of the fuselage, just in front of the rear wheel.  
 
    Something was scratched in the tin.  
 
    Matt raised his eyes to the old man, ‘Sir?’ 
 
    A long string of drool slipped out of the side of the old man’s mouth. He grunted and muttered something garbled and incoherent. Another bout of spittle drooled down his chin. His hand started trembling. The gnarled finger jerked violently. More tears welled in his eye and slid down his cheek. 
 
    Matt leaned over the plane. There looked to be some sort of mark below the knotted finger. Gently, he laid the hand aside and lifted the plane so he could look closely at it. 
 
    He gasped at the tiny scrawled writing of a child. Two words, barely visible, had been scored into the tin. 
 
    Matt replaced the plane in the old man’s hand and closed the other over it.  
 
    Matt bit back the lump in his throat. He rose slowly and touched the old man on his shoulder. At the door, he took one last look as he left the old man with his hand closed over the scrawled writing.  
 
    Under the gnarled pale fingers, now clutching the little red aeroplane, were two words. 
 
    Johan Falkner. 
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Cold Feet 
 
    On a winter’s day, a woman finds herself on a country lane in Wales. After someone tries to attack her and threatens her with a date when she will die, a strange emptiness overwhelms her, as if her world is falling apart. Then, she realizes she doesn’t know who she is, where she’s from or what she is doing there.  
 
    Worse than that, she is driven by a burning urgency that her child is in danger. But who is her child? And where are they? 
 
    Before she can help her child, she must find out what led to her memory loss. But that unravels a trail of lies, deception and a shocking betrayal. 
 
    She quickly finds that the danger has followed her home. But as doubt falls on each of her family, she realises …  
 
    If you can’t trust your family, who can you trust? 
 
      
 
    Win a copy https://paulawynne.com/freebies/win-cold-feet
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