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Аннотация
Tomb of the Lost is an action/adventure novel that spans 2300 years.

Babylon, Persia 323bc.
On a bed a man lays dying. Alexander the great, King, the Lion of Macedon has a mysterious fever. He became king at twenty, dying at thirty three, having conquered the known world. Following his death his General and friend Ptolemy takes the body and inters it into a magnificent tomb in Alexandria, Egypt. The very city Alexander founded.
Two thousand three hundred years later and the leader of Germany Adolf Hitler who is a great collector of antiquities orders the sarcophagus, lost two thousand years before by Julius Caesar's legionaries, to be found and brought to Berlin.
Hitler assigns a team of his Wehrmacht commanded by a General and his Colonel and a team of SS led by a fanatical Major to locate it.
With their mission a success the Germans descend on the port town of Gabes, Tunisia just as the town is about to be over run by the British and as the battle for North Africa reaches its brutal climax the sarcophagus is lost once again leaving only one man alive to tell the tale.
That man is Alfred Dennis.
Nearly seventy years later and marine archaeologist Natalie Feltham and her team with the help of Peter Dennis, a journalist and grandson of Alfred Dennis, make the greatest discovery in modern archaeology.
Now it's a race against time for Natalie and her team as dark powers from Germany's Nazi past try to take what is rightfully hers.
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EPIGRAPH
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PROLOGUE

BABYLON, PERSIA, JUNE 323BC
The man’s head moved back and forth as he lay in the bed. His lips moved, trying to form words, though no sound came out. He opened his bloodshot eyes at the feel of someone’s touch on his sweating forehead. A cool cloth gently dabbed at his face.
“Is that better my King?” a voice enquired.
Alexander ‘the great’ of Macedon opened his red eyes again and struggled to focus with blurred vision on the face peering down at him. He turned his head this way and that. There were a dozen faces there and he screwed his eyes up to see better. Faces became names as he recognised the men around him.
Craterus, Ptolemy, Seleucus, Nearchus.
They were the companions.
Beyond them a line of men filed past silently. For hours they had passed the Royal bed, believing their King to be dead, relieved to see him alive. Nothing could stop them from seeing him once more.
Earlier in the day two doorways had had to be knocked through the walls of the Royal bedchamber to allow the army access to him and as they passed one by one, not saying anything, Alexander weakly raised his head off the pillow but in his eyes they could see he recognised each and every one of them. Most of them were moved to tears, beyond words now.
The cool cloth was applied to his face once again but almost the instant it was removed new beads of sweat broke out. His body was soaked with sweat.
Alexander had become ill two weeks before.
He had held a special banquet for General Nearchus and had spent two days drinking the very strong wine. On the third day he had developed a fever and this, causing him thirst, he had drank even more. Over the weeks his fever had got progressively worse. He had spent one day playing dice, another listening to Nearchus as he retold the story of his voyage down the rivers of India and across the sea.
Today his symptoms were by far the worst. In the morning he had been hallucinating. Now his body was wracked with pain. A doctor had been called and after a thorough examination he had announced.
“I think his liver is failing.”
Craterus grabbed the doctor’s robe and bunched it in his fist.
“Help him!”
The doctor clutched at the fist but Craterus was too strong. The doctor was shaking his head.
“There is nothing I can do,” he whimpered.
Craterus drew his sword. The doctor yelped, twisting this way and that to try to free himself.
“There is nothing anyone can do. I’ve tried everything.”
“If he dies you will be next!”
Seleucus stepped forward and grabbed the sword arm.
“Python and I have been to the temple of the Gods. We have asked Serapis what is to be done. The answer came back that the King should be left where he is. He is in the hands of the Gods now. Leave the doctor alone.”
Craterus tore his eyes away from the physician struggling before him. He focused on Seleucus. Then the words sank in. He felt some of the killing lust leave him. He looked at the other Generals. They stared back. Each lost with his own thoughts. Craterus shoved the doctor away who yelped again and fled the bedroom. Craterus was trembling. He looked down at Alexander’s face.
For ten years they had been on the road together. Ten years of hardship and suffering. Ten years of glory and death. Ten years of war. They had not seen their homes, their wives, their families in a decade.
Craterus, his size and strength legendary.
He was a head taller than any other man. Was the only one of them who didn’t miss his homeland. He would follow Alexander to the ’ends of the earth.’
By now Alexander had managed to throw the covers off. Craterus felt his forehead. It was burning.
“I don’t think he has very long,” he told the others, his bottom lip quivering.
Ptolemy leaned in and whispered into Alexander’s ear.
“Sire it is time to choose your heir.”
Alexander heard and despite his delirium he managed to reach his other hand and remove his ring. His body was wracked with pain and he shuddered uncontrollably. With a supreme effort he pushed his hand up holding the ring in his fingertips.
“Sire. Who does it go to?”
Ptolemy put his ear next to Alexander’s mouth. The King rose up and spoke one word. He gave a last gasp and collapsed back onto the bed and lay still. His last breath escaped his lips slowly.
Craterus reached forward and closed the eyes. Ptolemy took the ring.
“What did he say to you? Who did he say would rule? To whom does it go?”
Ptolemy stood up tall and straight. They all stared at him.
“He said one word. Kratisto! To the strongest!”

PART ONE


CHAPTER ONE

BERLIN,GERMANY, MAY 1942
It was raining as the black Mercedes nosed its way through the Friday morning traffic. Its normally proud triangular pennants on its wings sagging miserably from the soaking they were receiving. The car’s only passenger sitting quietly in the back, lost in his thoughts. The inside of the car’s windows were steamed up and he wiped an expensive leather glove backwards and forwards to clear the glass enabling him to peer out and up at the grey sky above.
The driver, nervous about carrying so important a passenger and keen to impress looked into his rear view mirror and spoke.
“ I think it will rain all day sir,” he said trying to make polite conversation.
“Uh-Huh,” the back seat passenger replied.
“I’ve never carried so important a passenger sir….”
There was a squeal of brakes as the driver realised that the traffic in front had stopped. He had to brake very hard. The man in the rear seat felt himself being thrown forward and he instinctively pushed with his legs and put out his left hand on the seat in front, his right hand reached down for the black leather briefcase that lay on the seat next to him. He pulled it to his chest and held it there.
The driver looked nervously into the rear view mirror again.
“Sorry sir.”
“It might be better if we dispense with the conversation and you concentrate on your driving.”
Though firm the words were said with kindness.
The driver swallowed hard, his heart thumping.
“ Yes sir. Thank you sir.”
The Mercedes moved off. The driver trying not to allow himself to be distracted again. He was new at his job, eager to please, and was sure that this morning was a disaster and would probably result in his demotion. He could only imagine the horrors that awaited him at the front line. He had collected the car from the motor pool earlier that morning, read his itinerary, saw who his passenger would be, saw the destination and nearly fainted. This was his chance to prove himself to be officer material.
He was still thinking about officer rank when he brought the car to a halt at the foot of the steps of his final destination. The driver jumped out and quickly ran around to the nearside of the Mercedes, clicked his heels and saluted.
The moment the car had stopped an unarmed man in an SS uniform had descended the steps and opened the door and stood stiffly to attention.
The cars occupant now stepped out into the heavy rain.
General Hans von Brockhorst, fifty years old, newly appointed second in command of North Africa under General Hans Jurgen von Arnim, conqueror of central Europe and France, pulled up the collar about his neck of his leather greatcoat against the rain. He shivered involuntarily at the cold feel of the leather against his skin. He put his hat on his head and tilted it to his favourite angle and placing the briefcase in his left hand returned the salute with his right.
There were two machine gun nests down here on the pavement and once he got to the top of the steps there were two more, all surrounded by sandbags. At the entrance SS men patrolled with vicious looking Alsatians. Another SS man opened the door for him and he stepped inside the building.
Down at the car the driver sighed with relief. The SS man who had met the car puffed up his cheeks and blew out his breath.
“Here that was a general wasn’t it?”
The driver nodded.
“Second in command to Von Arnim.”
“What’s he doing here?” the SS man continued looking up at the tall grey building “ the Wehrmacht normally stay away from Gestapo headquarters.”
“It must be something to do with that black case he was carrying,” the driver replied.
“Glad I’m not him!” the SS man said nodding towards the main door, “SS Heini’s in a right shitty mood today so I’ve heard.”
The driver winced at such talk. Heinrich Himmler was the most feared man in Berlin, more feared than the Fuhrer. The driver shuddered now at the thought of Himmler and his secret police the bestial Gestapo.
“I’m just glad it’s not me either! I hope I never have to go through those doors!”
“Some never come back out again mate!” the SS man concluded.
The driver clutched nervously at the scarf around his throat. He felt like it was choking him. He looked up at the building, the rain falling straight down. He imagined Himmler up there somewhere on the top floor. He looked up above the roof and half expected to see huge black vultures circling. But there was just the clouds and the rain.
“If you don’t mind,” the driver said “I’m going to sit in the car out of the rain. Can I leave it here?”
“No,” the SS man said opening the door and getting into the front passenger seat “I’ll show you where you can park.”
* * *
A door was opened and von Brockhorst was shown in to a reception room on the seventh floor.
“Someone will attend to you in a moment sir,” the usher spoke.
Von Brockhorst thanked him and taking off his gloves looked around the room. The carpet was deep pile and he realised he was dripping water on to it. He began to unbutton his coat. A side door opened and a steward entered.
“Good morning general. My name is Max, I am one of Herr Himmler’s personal assistants. May I take your coat for you?”
Von Brockhorst thanked the man and removed his hat also. The steward took the hat and gloves with the coat and returned almost instantly.
“May I get you tea or coffee?”
“Tea would be nice.”
“Of course sir. Please make yourself comfortable. The Herr Reichsfuhrer won’t keep you waiting any longer than necessary.”
Von Brockhorst was about to sit when he caught sight of himself in a large mirror. He moved over to it and examined his reflection. He smoothed down his short dark hair and brushed down an already immaculate uniform removing one hair from his sleeve and letting it fall to the floor. He checked that his iron cross 1st class was straight around his throat and made sure that his red shoulder tabs with the oak leaves and swords were even. He looked down at his feet and taking out a handkerchief he reached down and wiped some small splashes of dirt from his boots. He looked at his rows of medal ribbons on his left breast. He was one of the most decorated soldiers in German history.
There was a click as the door opened and Max returned carrying a tray containing a teapot, cup, sugar, milk, cream, spoon, saucer and a selection of biscuits and fairy cakes.
Von Brockhorst took a seat, admiring the quality of the leather armchair he had chosen. All of the sofas were of the same furnishing.
Max poured a cup of tea and Von Brockhorst rose once again, selected a biscuit and taking the teacup on its saucer he strode over to a window and looked out over the Spree river. The rain was hitting the panes hard and snaking down the glass. A row of barges moved lazily down the brown murky river.
Max left the room again. Von Brockhorst continued watching out of the window for another ten minutes when the door clicked open once more. Von Brockhorst slowly turned from the window, it was a different steward.
“Herr general?” the man enquired.
“Yes.”
“The Herr Reichsfuhrer will see you now.”
Von Brockhorst placed his cup and saucer on the table and the new steward opened the double wooden doors, ushered the General in, and closed them behind him. In this new room Von Brockhorst could hear a distant rat-tat-tat.
“Typists in the next room,” the steward said helpfully.
They crossed to another door. This one leather padded and the steward knocked against it.
“Come,” a voice called from beyond.
The steward opened the door and stepped inside the room and immediately to one side. Von Brockhorst stepped in smartly. The steward clicked his heels together, kept his head low and left closing the door quietly behind him.
Von Brockhorst looked around this room. Expensive furniture, carpeting, marble busts, expensive paintings, a large desk behind which sat a bald headed man writing. Von Brockhorst focused on him.
The man signed the paper he was writing on with a flourish, put his pen down, pushed his chair back, put both his palms flat on the desk and pushed himself upright. He suddenly sprang around the desk and approached Von Brockhorst with his right hand extended. Though he didn’t smile there was friendliness in his voice.
“It’s good to see you again General Von Brockhorst.”
“Herr Reichsfuhrer.”
“Please take a seat. How are you enjoying Berlin?”
Von Brockhorst sat down opposite Himmler.
“I must admit Herr Reichsfuhrer I’m looking forward to returning to action. I’m sure Berlin is very nice but I crave commanding my troops.”
“Ah yes,” Himmler said rustling through some papers on his desk, “Here we are. You are appointed commander in North Africa in command of the Afrika Korps answering directly to Von Arnim.”
Von Brockhorst was surprised at Himmler’s knowledge though he didn’t show it. This was the head of the German police and soon to be minister of the interior, head of the SS, the secret police and supervisor of the final solution, the elimination of the Jews. The second most powerful man in Germany. Von Brockhorst was Wehrmacht, army, and nothing to do with the Gestapo and certainly not answerable to them or this man, unless of course a crime had been committed which there hadn’t.
Himmler put the paper down. Von Brockhorst followed it with his eyes. It had been personally signed by Adolf Hitler. Himmler was now looking across his desk at the General, light flickering off his pince-nez.
“I am surprised Herr Reichsfuhrer that our beloved Fuhrer would trouble you on so trivial a matter as to the posting of one of his Generals.”
Himmler took his glasses off, put them on his desk and rubbed his eyes.
“The Fuhrer knows that I am merely interested in his interests. My job is not a very pleasant one but it is necessary…. No…. vital to the fatherland. All non believers must be removed. I need just one name from every family in Germany just one. This morning I signed an execution order for an SS General. A General Vorgsburg,” Himmler continued reading the name from his out tray. He looked up. “Do you know him?”
“Yes Herr Reichsfuhrer.”
“He has been found guilty of treason and will face the firing squad. Shocking a man in his position.”
Von Brockhorst felt dread. He looked at the evil man sat in front of him in his high backed chair and half expected to see a black eagle perched either side of his head.
“Like I said,“ Himmler continued “I need just one name. Why I’d wager that if I dug deep enough I could even uncover some dirt on you General,” he said with a smirk.
Von Brockhorst remained quiet and stared at the man unafraid now. Himmler suddenly snapped the file on Vorgsburg shut.
‘That’s his life’ Von Brockhorst was thinking ’snapped shut just like that’
“Like I said it’s an essential job. One which the Fuhrer has entrusted to me. Now tell me my friend what can I do for you?”
The General undid his briefcase, took out a letter and slid it across the desk.
“I need a man from you. A special man for the task ahead.”
* * *
Von Brockhorst sighed with relief when he sank back into the comfortable rear seat of the Mercedes once again.
“Wehrmacht headquarters,” he said to the driver not even noticing that it was the same one as before.
Von Brockhorst and Himmler had talked for over two hours and the General had felt that there was more to the man than the cold policeman he had first thought. There was warmth in the man to be found if you scratched the surface deep enough. Himmler had been very interested in the meeting the previous week at the Fuhrers country retreat the ’Berghof’ in Bavaria.
Von Brockhorst cast his mind back. He had been the last of the Generals to arrive and was greeted well. They were there to receive orders from the Fuhrer. Only Himmler and Goering were not present. Goering having already been debriefed and approved of the plan.
Von Brockhorst greeted them each in turn. Gerd von Runstedt, Alfred Jodl, Albert Kesselring. The tall elegant young General helping himself to punch he hadn’t met but knew.
Reinhard Heydrich.
Then Von Brockhorst had spotted a friend.
Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, head of the Abwehr, naval intelligence.
The two men exchanged pleasantries. Then during their conversation a gap in the crowd appeared and they found themselves across the room from Eva.
Eva Braun.
Hitler’s special lady.
She smiled sweetly at Von Brockhorst and he crossed to her. She held out her hand for him to kiss the back of. She smelled faintly of perfume and when he guessed its name she giggled prettily. Now as all conversation in the room subsided she was the centre of attention. All of the men in the room envious of Hitler for possessing such a beauty. She stayed in the room with them for a while and against their protests she left. Her perfume lingered.
The door burst open and Hitler stormed in.
The Generals instantly threw themselves into trying to put salutes together but Hitler barked an order at them to remain as they were. Only Heydrich saluted and Hitler barely acknowledged him.
“Arrogant fool,” Von Brockhorst was thinking.
Assistants entered the room and began laying plans and documents on the table. One began serving punch but Hitler refused anything alcoholic. He had only ever gotten drunk once before in his life and vowed to never do it again.
“Good morning gentlemen,” Hitler said clasping his hands in front of him. The generals put down their drinks and nibbles and circled the table so they were all facing him. There was excitement between most of them and Hitler let them continue for a few moments.
“Gentlemen,” he said finally “let us begin.”
* * *
Von Brockhorst sat back in the leather seats of the car as he remembered the meeting, the black leather briefcase on the seat beside him. Its important documents enclosed within.
Hitler had begun the meeting pleasantly. He had been wearing a brown shirt, silk tie and a grey jacket with a red armband with a black swastika on it., black trousers and riding boots. Hitler was optimistic and in a jovial mood. Von Brockhorst felt that some of his jokes bordered on the buffoonish. He had never seen the Fuhrer in this sort of mood. When the meeting closed the Generals had begun to leave for lunch and Hitler had ordered Von Brockhorst to stay. Heydrich had intended to stay as well but Hitler had dismissed him. Hitler then revealed to Von Brockhorst a plan he was hatching.
The black Mercedes turned into the front of Wehrmacht headquarters and paused long enough for the barrier to be raised. Hard looking sentries stood on either side of the car holding onto Alsatians. The car drove around to the steps and five minutes later Von Brockhorst arrived at his temporary office. His adjutant was already there piling up the mornings post into piles. Official letters on one side, personal the other. He took one look at Von Brockhorst’s face and said.
“I’ll get you some black coffee sir.”
“And get Colonel Koenig up here at the double!” Von Brockhorst shouted at the adjutants disappearing back.
Koenig arrived quickly, saw the General’s distress, dismissed the adjutant, who couldn’t wait to get away, and poured the coffee himself.
Von Brockhorst sat himself down and shuffled through the mail on his desk. He didn’t open any of it and pushed the letters out of his way. Koenig just sat patiently and waited.
“It began well,” Von Brockhorst started “The Fuhrer was….” he paused “Different. I’ve never seen him like this. He was exciteable. First the progress of the war was discussed. The main topic being the battle of Stalingrad. Following the defeat, the disaster of Moscow, owing to the extremities of the Russian winter the Fuhrer was pleased to hear that our forces by October will be advancing towards the oilfields at Maikop….”
* * *
Koenig listened attentively without interruption. Just giving the occasional nod or smile where he deemed appropriate. Von Brockhorst went into detail a lot more than he needed to. Koenig had never been to war, in battle, seen death on a massive scale. He had spent all of his career in Berlin. He loved his job. It was easy, secure. He was a well liked officer of 35, handsome, and though unmarried he had a string of mistresses, all officers wives. Their husbands all at the front line. His friends all found it amusing but Koenig saw it as a service. Plus all of these women had their own houses or apartments making it easier for him and them. One day he was sure he would be found out but he had friends in high places. Von Brockhorst knew nothing about Koenig’s social life and he certainly wouldn’t care or be interested anyway. He the General was a professional soldier fighting a war. Koenig was sure that his secret was safe. He didn’t realise that most people who worked at Wehrmacht HQ in his department knew of the rumours about his sexual activity.
He was thinking at this moment about a Major’s wife who he would be seeing tonight. During his lunch break he would go out and buy her some black seamed silk stockings, his favourite. They would cost a fortune but he didn’t care.
’Elsa is worth it’ he told himself. He felt his loins stirring as he thought about their love making, her enthusiasm in bed. Unknowingly he was smiling at the wall in a daydream. Von Brockhorst stopped talking. Koenig was suddenly aware that the General was frowning at him. Koenig hadn’t been listening, his attention elsewhere. Now suddenly he realised he needed to say something clever.
“Yes General that’s very good news.”
Von Brockhorst stared at him open mouthed.
“Good news. This hare brained idea!”
Koenig nodded still visualising Elsa in her stockings kneeling on the edge of her bed. Suddenly he tore himself back.
“Good news sir that the Fuhrer is so optimistic.”
He could imagine Hitler banging his fist on the table.
“To the last man! The last bullet!” he was ranting, spittle foaming in the corners of his mouth, his tie crooked, sweat patch on the back of his shirt.
“Colonel Koenig have you been listening to a single word I’ve said.”
Koenig swallowed.
“I didn’t catch the last bit sir.”
“You didn’t hear me say that the Fuhrer held me back at the close of the meeting. Took me aside and said with as straight a face as is possible.
“My dear chap I know you have a lot on your plate at the moment what with having to go like the cavalry to assist Field Marshall Rommel in the struggle for North Africa but I need one more thing from you….”
Then he looked me straight in the eye and said.
“….When this war is over and our third reich has its thousand years of peace and my time leading our nation has come to an end I want to be buried in the sarcophagus of Alexander the great!”
Von Brockhorst stopped talking for effect.
Now it was Koenig’s turn to stare open mouthed.
“What did you say sir?”
“I wanted to laugh. I thought the Fuhrer had finally gone mad. I want to be buried in the sarcophagus of Alexander the great and I want you Von Brockhorst to find it for me! That’s exactly how he said it. Just like that. I want you to find it for me.”
“And where is the sarcophagus now?”
“Lost somewhere in the desert almost 2000 years ago by Caesar’s legionaries. We’ll never find it.”
“There must be something you can do. Can you not appeal?”
“To whom? “ Von Brockhorst enquired. He unfolded a letter from Gestapo headquarters and held it up so Koenig could see.
“This is personally signed by Himmler.”
Koenig couldn’t believe his ears.
“The Herr Reichsfuhrer is involved?”
“He is picking the archaeological team personally from his SS.”
Koenig was shaking his head.
“There must be something you can do. Someone you can talk to.”
Von Brockhorst sat wearily into his chair.
“Not if I want to keep my head where it is. I have a war to fight. My Panzer divisions are ready to roll. The allies have stopped Rommel dead in his tracks at El Alamein. Rommel is now holding his own in Tunisia,” the General said pointing on a map of North Africa. “American soldiers have landed here in French North Africa, the British eighth army under Bernard Montgomery are here, Rommel is here, and I have to somehow win the battle, avoid disaster and then go off on some wild goose chase looking for some old relic that probably doesn’t exist any more.”
Von Brockhorst clenched his fists and thumped them on his desk.
“The Fuhrer is a fool!”
Koenig winced and looked nervously about the room. Even here in Wehrmacht headquarters the walls had ears. Talk like this was extremely dangerous.
“Perhaps not a fool sir. Maybe just a bit eccentric.”
“He’s a fool if he thinks he can win the war in Africa.”
“There must be something you can do sir.”
“I have no choice and neither do you.”
Koenig was in the process of putting his empty coffee cup on the table. He stopped mid air.
“Eh?”
“You have twenty four hours to gather your things.”
With fingers shaking he put the cup down.
“I beg your pardon General.”
“You’ll be leaving with me. You will personally oversee the archaeological excavations for me. Report to me what the SS unit is doing, its whereabouts, every move they make and who, and this is most important, who they report to.”
Koenig felt sick, his stomach like lead.
“General I’ve never served at the front line,” he began, his voice shaky at first, “I have always held a post here in Wehrmacht headquarters….”
Von Brockhorst cut him off.
“You are a serving officer are you not?”
“Sir I haven’t fired a gun since basic training.”
“You carry a sidearm.”
“Of course General but only when I’m outside the office.”
Von Brockhorst held up his hand to silence the colonel.
“I want you ready to leave in twenty four hours Colonel.”
That was it. Nothing more to be said. Koenig felt that the words sounded like a death sentence. He stood and saluted smartly. The salute was returned. Koenig turned and stormed from the room.
* * *
“Oh come on Hans,” Elsa said bouncing up and down on the bed. Koenig sat at the end of the bed. His jacket was slung carelessly over a chair, his braces were hanging loosely by his hips. He reached down and removed his expensive riding boots. Elsa moved over to him and undid some buttons on his shirt. She slipped a hand inside and raked her fingernails across his hairy chest. This never failed to arouse him but today she got no reaction. Exasperated she dropped her head until it rested on his shoulder. They were both staring out of the window as the rain snaked down the glass.
Her apartment was on the sixth floor. She lived there with her husband a Major in the SS. Koenig had never met him. There were photographs of him around the apartment but Elsa always turned them so he couldn’t be seen. More for herself than her Wehrmacht lover. The pangs of guilt had long since faded. Her husband was stationed just outside Berlin and on the few occasions he did have leave he preferred to spend it with his friends at the casino.
Elsa blew gently on Koenig’s neck. He continued to look out the window as he put his boots tidily together. She sighed and moved away from him. She went over to a mirrored dressing table where the package he had brought her lay.
“Is this for me?”
He nodded.
She carefully undid the package and squealed with delight when she saw what was inside. She turned with it clutched to her chest.
“Thank you, thank you,” she said.
He smiled briefly.
She was wearing just a blouse and a pair of knickers and she took a silk stocking and bunched it in her hands, put her foot into the gathered material and began rolling it up her leg. She smoothed it over her thigh and repeated the act with the other one.
“They’re lovely,“ she said.
She stood in front of him, unbuttoned her blouse and let it fall to the floor. The air was cold in the apartment and her nipples were hard, her breasts round and firm. She came back over to him and ran her hands through his hair as her bare chest touched his. They kissed hard as she pressed against him and slowly their bodies sank to the bed, their legs quickly entwining. He ran his hands over the material of her stockings and their feel aroused him. She noticed and put her hand down to his loins.
“Ooh Hans,“ she said feeling him harden in her hand. He slid her knickers off over her bottom and squeezed the flesh. Soon they were giggling and sighing.
After, when they were both spent he lay on his back. She lay on her side resting her head and one arm on his chest.
“That was wonderful Hans,” she said blowing a strand of her hair from her face.
He continued to stare at the ceiling.
“I’m going away Elsa.”
She looked up at his face then slowly lifted her head to look into his eyes.
“Going away?”
“North Africa with the fifth Panzer army,” he smirked to himself “I’ve never been called for action before, ever.”
In truth Hans Koenig was a coward who had always pulled strings through his friends. This time he knew he couldn’t get out of it.
He had accepted his fate.
“I don’t want you to go away my love. It’s dangerous for you.”
“Nonsense,” he said with a courage he did not feel, “I’ll be fine. I will probably be back in a few weeks. Six maybe, as soon as Field Marshall Rommel has won the war in the desert. I’ll be back in Berlin before you know it.”
Tears were running down her face which she wiped away herself.
“I don’t want you to go.”
“I must my love. If I tried to remain I would be branded a coward.”
They both sat up on the bed. She took his hand in her hers.
“I love you Hans.”
“I love you too Elsa.”
“Promise me you’ll take good care of yourself.”
“You know I will.”
He got up and began to get dressed.
“I must be going.”
“Can you not stay the night.”
“I can’t my love. I must pack. I leave tomorrow or the day after. I don’t know.”
She watched him get dressed. Her little Hans. He crossed the room to her and kissed her. Then he pulled away and went for the door.
“Marry me,” she suddenly blurted out.
His hand was on the door knob poised. He let it go.
“You’re already married.”
“My father is a lawyer and a member of the Nazi party. He could arrange a quick divorce for me. I have money. We could try to get to Switzerland together. You need not….”
He grabbed her arms and pinned her against him to shut her up. She was crying now.
“My love there is not enough time. It would never work.”
She was nodding trying to convince herself.
“Elsa!” he snapped.
She looked up at him.
“I promise on my return that we will work out a plan for us.”
He kissed her goodbye once again at the door. She opening it only a fraction because she was semi nude. On the floor below another door creaked open slightly. An old woman’s face peering up the stairs.
Elsa closed the door quietly behind her after Koenig had disappeared around the first corner of the stairs. He went down to the next level two steps at a time and noticed a door slightly ajar. There was someone there, he could see. The door opened a crack more and he could see wrinkled cheeks.
“Good evening mother,” he called out to the unknown person just out of friendliness. Berliners these days were afraid of the sound of footsteps on their stairs.
“Heil Hitler,” the voice called out.
“Heil Hitler, “ he replied.
The door closed but not completely.
Down at the main entrance to the apartment block Koenig put his hat on, adjusted it to the angle he liked and going outside he almost collided with another man coming in.
“Sorry, Sorry,” Koenig said and as he moved back he looked at the other man. He was an SS Major.
They both saluted and Koenig left. The other officer having not spoken a word. Once outside Koenig looked back. The other man was just staring.
’The arrogance of the SS’
* * *
Elsa was retouching her make up when there was a knock at the door. She quickly threw a nylon chemise over her shoulders and ran happily to answer, laughing to herself.
“Silly Hans. He was always leaving things behind.”
She swung the door wide open.
“What have you forgotten this time….?”
She stopped dead in her tracks. It was her husband.
“Otto,” she said genuinely surprised, hoping to cover the slip.
“Forgotten?” he asked “who did you think it would be?”
“Otto you’re home.”
She ran back inside leaving him to close the door. He looked around their apartment. He hadn’t been home in weeks. She was back at her dressing table humming to herself with a pretended happiness.
“Elsa,” he called, a dangerous tone to his voice.
She was about to brush her hair but stopped. She looked at him through the mirror. She was afraid of him. He was known to lose his temper in an instant and lash out in an instant.
“Elsa,“ he called again.
She turned to face him keeping her eyes low, avoiding his face.
“I asked you who you thought I was.”
“I thought you were Mrs Drescher from the flat below.”
“The old hag shouted Heil Hitler to me as I passed her door.”
“She’s not an old hag.”
“Always poking her nose out of the crack in the door as folk are passing, nosey old bag.”
“She’s very sweet. I sometimes invite her up for tea and a cake. She’s very nice.”
Otto Wurz went over to the drinks cabinet and found a decanter of brandy and a glass.
“Do you want a drink?”
“No.”
He poured himself one. He had been drinking all of the previous night where he had been playing cards with friends. He emptied the brandy in one gulp and poured another. Elsa watched him nervously in the mirror as she continued to brush her hair.
“Nosey old hag….” he said again, most of his anger fuelled by the alcohol, aimed at the old lady who lived below.
“Mrs Drescher is a dear old lady. Did you know her son died in the first world war?”
“Pity she hadn’t gone too!”
“Otto that’s a horrible thing to say.”
“Well it’s true,” he pointed his index finger of the hand holding the glass, “you’ll see. Adolf Hitler has said that there is no room for people like her in our society. If only she was Jewish,” Otto said the drink taking him now. Elsa was afraid but didn’t show it. Now he was unpredictable.
“You’ve got her wrong. She’s just a sweet old lady who would never wish anyone any harm….”
He rounded on her.
“Why are you defending her? Has the old witch put a spell on you or something? Or maybe she’s the devil!”
“Otto, please, I don’t want to fight,” she kissed him on the cheek “It’s good that you’re home. I’ll get dressed and we can go out.”
He simmered slightly.
“You looked like you were just going out when I arrived or you were going downstairs for a tea party perhaps.”
“Never mind her. Take me shopping Otto.”
“Haven’t you got enough clothes?” he asked her poking about in the wardrobes.
“A girl can never have enough.”
She disappeared into the bathroom again. He noticed the new stockings that Koenig had bought her half in and half out of a drawer. He picked one up and sniffed it.
“These are new,” he called out to her “and expensive.”
She came out of the bathroom to see him holding her stockings.
“What are you doing with those?”
“They’re new.”
“Yes.“
She took them from him and stuffed them into the drawer.
“How can you afford those?”
She slammed the drawer shut with irritation.
“My father gives me an allowance every month.”
“Your father?”
“Yes because you’re never here to support me. You’re always away with your friends and never home.”
He felt himself getting angry again and he crossed the room to her like lightning.
“That’s because I’m working hard for us.”
She came back at him now wanting the fight.
“Working hard?” she scoffed “that’s a joke. All you do is….”
“Shut up Elsa before you say something you may regret.”
It worked. There was a history of violence in their relationship. She always being on the receiving end. The last time he had hit her he had given her a black eye. She had packed her bags and moved to her parents. After four days he had begged her to come back promising to change.
“Or what?” she said “you’ll hit me again.”
“I’ve said a hundred times that I’m sorry.”
She smiled and blew him a kiss.
“I know you have.”
He was about to lay on the bed when he noticed his photographs.
“Why are my pictures facing the other way?”
Back in the bathroom Elsa cussed herself for not having put them right after Koenig had left. She sat on the toilet and tried to sound calm.
“Because if Mrs Drescher sees them it upsets her. Apparently you looked a lot like her son.
“Do I?” he said turning a large photo of himself around. He picked it up and held it flat and gazed at himself. He liked what he saw.
Proud, strong, arrogant. The deaths head insignia glittering on his lapels.
“I suppose there is no harm in her liking the old woman,” he said to the face that stared back at him. He put the photograph back and threw himself onto his back on the bed fully clothed.
“I’m being sent away Elsa.”
The words went through her and she felt excitement at the prospect.
‘While the cat’s away,’ came into her mind ’maybe I can persuade Hans to stay now.’
She quickly thought about the situation. She found she really liked the idea of her husband away from her, hopefully away from Berlin. She would be safe then, safe from him, his drinking, his temper.
“Where?“
She tried to sound interested but when the answer came it made the hairs stand up on the back of her neck.
“North Africa Elsa.”
She suddenly felt a terrible foreboding. She stood in the doorway of the bathroom.
“North Africa! I didn’t think the SS were involved in the fighting.”
“We can be sent anywhere. I am going to oversee an archaeological expedition. Herr Himmler has appointed me. It seems that the Fuhrer has a dream,” Otto said knowing that he should not be discussing it with anyone, not even his wife but he couldn’t help it, caught up in it.
“This could be my big chance to impress Elsa. I will be serving under Rommel. This could be my one chance to make Colonel Elsa. Just imagine it. The first of my family.”
“I’m pleased for you Otto,” she shouted trying to sound enthusiastic for him.
He put his hand under his head and stared at the ceiling. After a while he turned on his side to face the window. His eyes focused on the bedside table. Slowly he lifted his head off the pillow. He had a puzzled look on his face.
By the bed on the table were two glasses. One clearly had lipstick on it, the other didn’t. He swung his legs off the bed and stood up. The glass he had been using was on her dressing table. He picked the other two up. They smelled of cognac. There was a tiny amount of it in the bottom of each glass. He inspected the one with the lipstick first. It was definitely hers, her shade.
When she came out of the bathroom she was confronted by him standing in the middle of the room with a glass in each hand. His expression one of questioning. Instantly she tried to cover up, to speak first, to try to gain an advantage.
“I wanted a fresh glass.”
He shook his head at her.
“No only one has lipstick on it.”
Then it dawned on him. The photographs facing the wrong way. Two glasses used, lipstick on one. The new stockings in the drawer.
“You’ve had someone here. Another man.”
“No I…. I haven’t.”
“Don’t lie to me,“ he shouted.
He rushed over to the dressing table elbowing her out of the way. He yanked the drawer open and held the stockings under her nose.
“He bought you these didn’t he?”
“No. No I told you my father….”
“Lies. Lies.”
“I’m not lying.”
“Who was it? Who?” he yelled.
“No one I….”
Suddenly he was rushing for the door.
“If you won’t tell me maybe the old bag will.”
“Otto stop! I’ll tell you everything,” she said desperate for the old lady’s safety now.
Then a thought struck him. He came back into the room.
“It was him wasn’t it.”
She was lost now. Not sure as to who he was referring.
“Him. The Colonel I passed in the lobby. The Colonel in the Wehrmacht. It has to be. Who else could afford such gifts?”
Now she knew she was fighting not just for her but for her lovely Hans as well. She had little doubt that her husband would track him down and kill him.
Otto Wurtz began pacing up and down the room with his hands on his head.
“I’m so stupid. I thought it was safe to leave you here all by yourself. I thought the little rich bitch was happy and all the time I’m away you are screwing every Tom, Dick and Harry.”
While he was talking she grabbed a large pair of scissors and held them in both hands behind her back. She vowed that he’d never beat her again. He would never humiliate her like that again.
Then he did something unexpected. He went to the telephone.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m ringing your precious father to tell him what a whore his daughter is.”
“Please Otto don’t. Leave my father out of this.”
He slammed the receiver back.
“Who is he? What’s his name?”
“You think I’d tell you!”
He picked up the receiver again.
“He’s a Colonel. Higher rank than you,” she sneered “He eats Majors for breakfast.”
“You think his rank frightens me. We the SS fear no one.”
She could see that he meant it. Could it be that her Hans was doomed?
Suddenly he slammed the receiver down again and in a rage he picked the telephone up and threw it at her, missing her by inches.
“You’re a filthy fucking slut! I’ll fucking kill him!”
Something snapped inside her and suddenly she was rushing at him scissors held high. It took him by surprise but even so he was able to avoid her downward slash. He twisted and chopped her with the flat of his hand across the back of her neck. It increased her momentum and she tripped over a rug, her body out of control now, and crashed heavily into her dresser, the force of the collision knocking it over and breaking the mirror.
There followed utter silence.
Elsa Wurz lay face down amid the furniture and items that were scattered. Otto stood staring unsure as to whether she was acting or not.
“Elsa,” he called gently.
No reply.
“Elsa.”
Again nothing.
Slowly he approached her afraid of what he might discover. The scissors were still clutched in her hand and he took them out of her grasp and threw them out of reach across the floor.
“Elsa.”
He gently stroked her hair. She looked as though she was sleeping. He wanted to wake her softly. Slowly he turned her over. Her eyes were open. A purple bruise was already forming on her forehead. When he touched it, it felt spongy, almost as if there was no bone beneath it.
She was dead.
He picked her inert form up and cradled her for a moment. His beautiful wife. Perhaps she would be all right. He put her down gently, her head bumping the floor slightly.
Otto Wurtz went into the bathroom and leaned on the basin. He looked at himself in the mirror for a moment then put the plug in and ran the cold water tap until the basin was half full. He cupped both hands and splashed the cold water over his face. With his eyes closed the unexpected shock of the coldness made him gasp. He looked at himself in the mirror again, his fringe dripping. Then a thought struck him. This would finish his career. There would be no North Africa now. No promotion. All because she couldn’t keep her knickers on. And what about him? Whoever he is. He’s gotten away with it.
’Should I wait for him to return to her? If they are having an affair he won’t be away for long. But I don’t have the time. I’m leaving in a few days. I’ve got to get away from this apartment if I’m to survive this but what to do about her?
He stepped back a few paces and peered around the bathroom door. She was still laying there motionless. He returned to the basin splashed more water on his face, dried it with a towel, looked at himself in the mirror yet again and smiled.
“I’ll make it look like she was murdered.”
He went to the door and locked it and put the chain across. Next he went to the windows and peered out briefly before drawing the curtains. This made the room dark so he put a bedside light on. He emptied every drawer he could find, tipping the contents on the floor to make it look like an attempted burglary. He took one of the new stockings and lifting her head pulled it tight around her throat. So tight it should cause bruising.
Next he wiped the glass he had used with a cloth to eliminate his fingerprints. Then he picked up the telephone. The wire had been yanked out and he repaired it with a screwdriver. He set it down and picked up the receiver. After a moment there was a click and then a dial tone. He rang the police, gave the address, refused to give his name and told them that there had been a disturbance above his mothers flat.
“What is your mother’s name please?”
“Frau Drescher.”
He promptly hung up. They may try to trace the call but he doubted it very much. He quickly went round the apartment and took what he wanted. He found some cash amongst her underwear and left closing the door quietly after wiping the handles. He tiptoed silently past the next floor and once clear he hurried to the lobby. Once outside he took a deep breath. It was late afternoon now, the sky grey still from the rain that had just stopped. He got to the corner of the street when he heard the first of the police cars approaching. Three of them. They sped past him, painted black with the bells ringing. No one paid him any attention. He watched as the men in leather coats jumped out of the cars and rushed inside the apartment block. He would get his friends to give him an alibi for this afternoon. He hadn’t actually told them he was going home to see his wife.
’I’ll tell them I was with another woman,’ he said to himself.
After a minute he saw the curtains of his wife’s apartment open and faces peered out of the windows. Seven storeys straight down to the street. No escape there for the assailant. He had to have gone down the stairs. The Drescher woman would be taken in for questioning.
’Hopefully they’ll be a bit rough with her.’
He hadn’t thought about where he was going to go next. He decided to call on an old friend.
’Will I recognise that bastard of a Colonel again?’ he asked himself.
Otto Wurtz continued watching the windows of the apartment for a few minutes more from the street corner. He could see shadows moving within the room. Then he turned away and headed off as the air raid sirens began sounding across the city.

PART TWO


CHAPTER TWO

ALEXANDRIA, EGYPT, 2 OCTOBER 48 B.C.
Small waves lapped at the Roman fleet as it lay at anchor half a mile offshore from the city. Apart from guards and a handful of officers patrolling, the decks appeared deserted. Marines and legionaries were in their bunks getting much needed rest or playing dice. A common source of entertainment for the many hours, days or weeks at sea. The slaves chained to their oars slept where they sat.
Admiral Menenius Agrippa was patrolling his ship. He stopped at the stern and watched as men, his men, clad in only loincloths tied ropes around their waists, put knives in their mouths and dived over the rail cleanly into the sea. He peered down and watched as they broke the surface of the water, took a deep breath and dived. Their job was to clear the hull and steering oars of barnacles and any other parasites clinging to them. Each man carried a small very tightly knitted mesh net and they would work feverishly to be the first to fill their own net. It was a personal competition amongst them.
Agrippa admired these men. The way they held their breath for minutes at a time. The way they showed no fear as to what could lurk beneath the waves. He had been a sailor all of his adult life. He had been overboard twice in his career, once in a storm and it was a miracle he’d survived both times and he’d never lost respect for the power of the sea.
He reached into his tunic and pulled out his small leather purse and reached in and extracted a fairly large coin. He gave it to the supervising officer.
“This to the winner.”
“Yes sir. Thank you sir.”
Pleased, he moved on, leaving the officer watching the lifelines for any signs of trouble. He stopped a short way away and bellowed at a sailor coiling ropes.
“These knots are not tied correctly. Do them again.”
The sailor dropped what he was doing and rushed to the admiral.
“If I see sloppiness like this again you’ll take your place at the oars with the slaves. Do I make myself clear.”
“Yes sir. Sorry sir.”
Agrippa watched until he was satisfied the knots had been re-tied correctly then continued on his round. At the Corvus he met General Marcus Marcellus and Centurion Falco. Agrippa nodded towards the shore.
“Everything seems quiet now.”
“Yes,” Marcellus replied, “The crowd that had gathered at the dock this morning has now gone.”
“And probably just as well. They seemed to be quite angry.”
“Angry at us sir, but why?” Falco asked.
“Who knows what Pompey has told them?”
“If he even landed here.”
“He did Falco. he must have,” the Admiral replied, “There is nowhere else he could have fled to, to get help.”
“But will they help him?” from Marcellus.
“We’ll know soon enough,” Agrippa replied.
The men looked at the city for a few moments before Falco said.
“I didn’t realise Alexandria was so big, is it as big as Rome?”
“Almost certainly. A population of at least one million. A mix of Greeks, Egyptians, Arabs and Jews.”
“And one wonder,” Marcellus added.
“Yes,” Agrippa gazed at the lighthouse on the nearby island of Pharos. At a height of four hundred and fifty feet, it’s fire could be seen for miles.
“It is truly remarkable what men can achieve.”
They all turned as an Egyptian war galley passed on the port side. On its bow and sail a brightly painted Egyptian eye. The five banks of oars pulling her along in perfect unison. The sound of the drumbeat drifting across to the Romans. The ship was returning from a two week patrol of the Egyptian coastline. On her deck the Egyptian sailors and warriors stood and stared stonily across at the Romans. The last marine on deck grinned at them and then drew his thumb across his throat from ear to ear. Anger flushed through the Romans at the implied threat. Marcellus’ hand went down to the handle of his sword. For a moment he was tempted to draw it and brandish it.
Agrippa grabbed the hand.
“Easy lad. Easy,” he said to the much younger General.
“You saw that. Deliberate provocation,” Marcellus replied taking his hand off his sword.
“I did. But don’t give them the satisfaction of knowing they riled you.”
The marine cocked his head and winked at Falco who just stared back, studying the face, memorising it. Hopefully one day soon their paths would cross again.
The galley got ahead of them and soon pulled away joining the other ships and boats in the sea lanes as they made for the harbour. Halfway it changed course and now the Roman officers saw the royal barge heading towards them.
“Now what do we have here?” Agrippa said watching the ship still some distance away.
“An ambassador possibly or an envoy, Ptolemy perhaps or Cleopatra,” from Marcellus.
“Really,” Falco said studying the barge, “The King and Queen of Egypt coming here. If I’d known that,” he said laughing, “I would have worn my best armour.”
“Me too,” Marcellus replied.
“It won’t be Cleopatra,” Agrippa said.
“Oh?”
Both men turned to look at him.
“Why?”
Agrippa looked around to make sure no one of lesser rank was within earshot.
“The rumour is that she’s fled the palace and is in a voluntary exile. That she and her brother have had a disagreement and she left.”
“A disagreement about what?”
“One report states that recent crop failures have been blamed on her by her brother….Did you know they were married by the way? Brother and sister are also husband and wife.”
Marcellus raised his hand.
“I did.”
“Well the reports our master received in Rome were that the advisors to her brothers were constantly scheming against her and the Alexandrians are now disgruntled with her. Do you remember Falco the legion of Aulus Gabinus sent here some ten years ago when our master helped Ptolemy Auletes regain his throne?”
“Yes of course,” the thirty year veteran answered. Marcellus had only served seven years. At thirty three he was the youngest General serving and knew nothing of this story.
“The legionaries went native and married local girls.”
“I remember something of it sir, Yes.”
“Now,” Agrippa said, more for Marcellus’ benefit, “The governor of Syria, Bibulus, sent his two sons to find these men, but rather than give up their new lives the soldiers murdered them. Cleopatra had all those responsible arrested and sent to Bibulus. This is what angered the Alexandrians. She appears to have taken Rome’s side in this matter. Which is why we believe she left. It is reported that she is currently trying to raise her own army. It is quite possible that Pompey has either gone over to her or is hoping to recruit the legionaries of ten years ago.
“So if this isn’t her coming to us now in this barge then who could it be? This, what did you call him, Aletes?”
“Ptolemy Auletes. Cleopatra’s father. No not him. He died three years ago.”
“Then perhaps it’s him, the son, Cleopatra’s brother.”
“Well whoever it is,” Marcellus said, “I’d better let our master know.”
* * *
Inside the senior officer’s cabin a man was at his desk writing. He put his stylus down for a moment and rubbed tired eyes, then picked the pen up again to continue.
Gaius Julius Caesar, fifty two years old, supreme Roman military commander, the most powerful man on earth was making reports in his journal.
The civil war that has been raging now for almost two years has brought me and my legion to the shores of Egypt. Pompey runs from me and yet I hope, somehow, when he is captured to make a reconciliation with him.

There was a knock at the door.
“Come,” Julius said.
The door opened and Marcellus entered.
“I am sorry to disturb you Caesar but a royal barge is approaching.”
“Has there been any advanced message or messenger?”
“No sir nothing.”
“Any indication as to who may be on board?”
“No sir.”
“Very well.”
Julius got up from the table and beckoned to two man servants who instantly rushed forward with his armour, cloak and weapons and began helping him into them.
“Assemble all generals and an honour guard.”
“Yes sir.”
* * *
By the time Julius was on deck the Egyptian royal barge, which was a third of the size of the Roman Quinquireme, had already launched its longboat. The generals stood and watched as it came nearer. Three ambassadors sat in full ceremonial dress, guards behind them.
The three were sweating by the time they’d climbed the ladder and faced the Romans, much to the amusement of the officers present.
“Welcome aboard gentlemen,” Caesar said with friendliness.
The man in the middle of the three stepped forward.
“I am ambassador Pharnaces. I am the royal messenger for king Ptolemy XIII of Egypt. I have a message for our esteemed friend and guest Gaius Julius Caesar,” Pharnaces said extending a be-ringed hand holding a small scroll.
Caesar took the scroll, opened it and read the characters.
“His royal highness king Ptolemy invites you to be a guest upon his royal barge. He welcomes Rome as a friend and ally. What answer shall I give him on my return?” Pharnaces said.
Caesar rolled the scroll back up.
“I will be honoured to be king Ptolemy’s guest.”
The ambassadors all bowed low, turned and descended the ladder slowly.
“Launch the longboat,” Agrippa ordered.
“If you want my advice Caesar we’ll leave this viper’s nest now and return to Rome. Come back with your legions and teach them some manners. Expecting you to attend them. It should be the other way round.”
“Now. Now. Marcellus. You must exercise patience. Firstly I come in peace. We all do. Secondly we come for my son-in-law Pompey. And thirdly I want the money owed to Rome by the former and now dead king Auletes. It is a lot of money to sail away from. Rome and Egypt have been allies for years. I would very much like to see it remain so.”
Julius led the way down the ladder and onto the Roman longboat, his Generals and personal bodyguards following and the boat was launched. As Julius sat watching the gulls sitting on the waves he couldn’t help wondering if Pompey had done this very same thing just days before.
Sitting on his throne on his royal barge surrounded by his advisors the fourteen year old King Ptolemy XIII watched the Roman visitors draw closer. He’d been most interested in watching the elegant Caesar as he’d descended to the boat.
“I think we should make peace with this man,” he said to the heavily armoured man standing to his left, General Achillas.
“The Romans are not to be trusted sire.”
“Once I have given him what he wants he will leave.”
“I hope so my King.”
Ptolemy watched for a further minute.
“I do not think I want this man to be my enemy. Bring forward the gift. I will offer it myself.”
“As you wish sire.”
Once on the deck of the royal barge the four Roman Cornicens stood in a line and blew a fanfare as Julius Caesar came on deck. He waited until they finished and the Cornicens were lowered and all on deck waited as the Egyptian Shenebs, a long trumpet, gave their fanfare.
Caesar nodded at his musicians, smiling, then he looked at the Egyptian royal party and his face became serious. He bade his Generals to wait where they were then stepped towards the royal dais alone. Then his smile returned. He focused on the youth on the throne.
“King Ptolemy I presume.”
The boy, in his enthusiasm, nodded. Caesar expected him to rise and greet Rome’s greatest general as an equal but the boy remained seated.
“Hail King Ptolemy, Theos Philopater, divine son of the gods, ruler of the lands of upper and lower Egypt, chosen of Ptah, to carry out the rule of Re, the living image of Amun.”
Caesar waited until the elegant, effeminate, man had finished.
“That was quite an introduction….” he paused for the other man to give his name.
“Pothinus. Lord chancellor and advisor to King Ptolemy.”
“Very well. And I am Gaius Julius Caesar, Aedile, Praetor, Consul, Dictator, Triumvir and Pontifex Maximus and descendent of Venus.”
He looked at the rest of the royal party.
“And where is Cleopatra?” he asked, already knowing the answer.
None of the royal entourage answered him. Now he focused on Ptolemy again. His face deadly serious.
“Where is your sister?”
Caesar was met with stony silence. He began pacing up and down as Generals do, his hands firmly clasped behind his back. He had already noted that while he stood in the direct sun the Alexandrians stood in the shade.
“As I recall one of the conditions of your father being returned to his throne was that you rule jointly. Yet news reached me in Rome that she is in exile. Could you kindly explain please.”
Pothinus was livid. He wished he could have this Roman beheaded right here on the deck.
’Who does he think he is’
When he spoke he managed to remain calm.
“The Queen has….”
He started again. Choosing different words.
“The condition you talk of great Caesar was one where King Ptolemy and his sister were to rule jointly as monarchs and also as is custom and has been for fifteen generations as husband and wife. Cleopatra decided some time ago that she was no longer happy with this arrangement. But before we could present a solution she left. This is an ancient custom for siblings to rule in this way. It goes back to the very first of our Pharoahs and I need not remind you great Caesar,” again he used the word sarcastically, “That our history is a lot older than yours. Rome is barely seven hundred years old. To us,” he said with a sweep of his hand towards the city. “It is a mere blink of the eye.”
Caesar tapped his toes, irritated.
The Alexandrians had descended from Ptolemy, general of Alexander the Great’s army. Their history was a mere three hundred years old. In that time they had made no effort to become part of Egyptian civilisation. Through lack of discipline they were quite unruly. Caesar could now see why.
“The rot goes all the way to the top of the apple.”
“I beg your pardon Caesar,” Pothinus asked.
“Nothing. I was just muttering under my breath. The crowd seems hostile. I think I’m beginning to see why.”
The Roman stepped over to the heavily armed man and looked into the liquid blue eyes.
“General Achillas is it?”
“Yes Caesar.”
Caesar had heard of this mans prowess.
“Your soldiery is legendary in Rome.”
Achillas nodded slowly, greatly honoured.
“Thank you Caesar.”
Julius guessed they were about the same age.
“Then tell me. General to General. Man to man. Where is the queen?”
“She is not here. It is as the Lord chamberlain said. She was unhappy so she left. She intends to raise an army and return here to take, as she put it, ’what is rightfully hers’.”
“Left or was driven out.”
Their eyes met. Caesar could tell the General was an honest man. He held the Roman’s stare easily.
“She left.”
“Thank you.”
Caesar whirled on the others.
“Very well. I accept what the General has just told me at face value. I’m sorry to doubt you but these are foul times and suspicions arise. Now I have another pressing problem. The whereabouts of my son-in-law, the General Gnaeus Pompeius. Tell me where he is.”
Ptolemy nodded at Pothinus. It was a pre-arranged signal between them. The Eunuch came forward and held his arm out, his hand in a fist. Caesar recognised the gesture and held his own hand out, but open, the palm up. Pothinus opened his hand and something fell into Caesar’s palm. Caesar turned it over. It was a large, man’s ring. On its face a lion bearing a sword.
“Pompey’s ring,” Caesar said turning it over, studying it.
“Correct,” Pothinus said. He clicked his fingers at a guard standing away from the party. He brought forward a jute sack and set it down in front of Pothinus then opened it took something out.
Caesar’s bodyguards drew their swords and jumped into action completely surrounding him.
“Protect the General,” Dolabella ordered.
The Egyptian guards now took up positions. Caesar raised his hand to his men.
“At ease.”
From behind him Marcellus said.
“It‘s General Pompey Magnus.”
Though spoken quietly everyone heard it.
Julius Caesar looked at the severed head being held before him. The eyes were open. Eyes he recognised. Eyes he knew. His hand had in-advertantly strayed to his sword hilt and he felt his fingers tighten around it. Achillas saw and without moving he readied himself for the Roman’s attack if it came.
Caesar’s face had gone red but he managed to remain calm.
“Who did this?” he asked finally “Achillas did you do this?”
“Like you said Caesar. Man to man. Generals don’t kill Generals.”
The Roman stared at him again. But as before Achillas held his gaze. Finally Caesar turned back to the severed head. He half bowed to it and the Egyptian holding it put it back into the pot and replaced the towel. A sudden gust of wind suddenly blew up. The large Roman sails crackled as they filled out. Caesar’s robe whirled about his expensive boots.
“Are you not pleased Caesar?” Ptolemy asked.
“Pleased?”
“With the gift. My advisors said you would be pleased with the gift. Is this not your hated enemy?”
“Hated? No. Friend. Yes.”
“But they said….” Ptolemy spoke in a high pitched voice looking at each of his advisors in turn.
“Caesar has had something of a shock. It is not everyday that you receive your enemy’s head so readily. Now I’m sure my King that Caesar will excuse us. He will no doubt wish to leave for Rome straight away and leave us to our own problems.”
Julius was still staring at the head. He looked up into Pothinus’ eyes, then up at the sky. The breeze was still tugging at his cloak.
“I won’t be returning to Rome just yet. The winds are not favourable for a sea journey. The crossing can be treacherous if a storm suddenly comes.”
Pothinus remained calm but inside he was seething.
“Of course great Caesar. We would not want anything to happen to you or your fleet,” he said secretly wishing all the Romans to a watery grave.
“I will need room for myself, my officers and servants. My men will camp inside the outer walls of the palace.”
Pothinus bowed his head.
“It will be done as you wish Caesar. We are honoured to have you here,” he lied, “We would be only too happy to atke you to the city. You’ll find the barge most luxurious for your….”
“I’ll be returning to my own ship. Please make sure there is room at the royal dock for my ship.” Julius cut him off.
“Yes of course Caesar. I will see to it personally. King Ptolemy will retire.”
Caesar pointed at four of his men.
“A Roman guard of honour for the King.”
The legionaries followed the royal party inside.
“Bring that,” Caesar pointed to the head.
A legionary picked it up and put it back into the sack and moved in behind the Generals. Caesar took one last look at the retreating Egyptians and then turned and stomped from the deck towards the longboat. The others falling in behind.

CHAPTER THREE

The Egyptian royal party were in the war room of the royal palace. King Ptolemy, General Achillas and the mercenary General Mentor of Athens, Pothinus, various advisors to the boy king and servants.
Pothinus was furious.
He had just received a summons from Julius Caesar demanding that the Egyptian rulers disband their armies and bow to Roman law. He had also demanded that Ptolemy and Cleopatra be sent to him immediately.
“What does this mean?” Ptolemy asked his whining voice irritating both the Generals present.
“I’m afraid my King that we will have to send you to Caesar….”
“But what about Cleopatra? What about her?” Ptolemy cut Pothinus off, “Surely if she doesn’t go then I don’t have to.”
“That is precisely why you should go. Don’t you see. If you attend Caesar, bow to his every wish and your sister fails to come. Then Caesar will have to take your side in this matter.”
“How can she go? We don’t even know where she is. None of you know.”
“I will find her,” Achillas said.
“When Achillas. When?”
“I will leave tonight with only a handful of men so as not to rouse suspicion. Our people protesting in the streets will keep the Romans occupied. I have heard this evening that some of Caesar’s men were killed in violent protests.” “When did this happen?” Ptolemy looked from Achillas to Pothinus.
Pothinus smiled a smug smile.
“After Caesar returned to the palace his ship was attacked. Some of his guards were killed. I arranged it….”
“You.”
“It was necessary my King. Our people do not want the Romans here with their laws. The people see it as an end to their independence.”
“Do you know the people call me the bastard.”
“That is merely hearsay and gossip. My King the people love you. You are a good monarch. Taxes are low. The fields are full. The people work hard for you.”
“And Cleopatra. Do they love her too? Which of us do they love the most?”
“A wise question my King. That will be answered when Achillas finds her and brings her back. In chains if need be.”
Achillas nodded to reassure the boy.
“And what of Caesar’s ships? How many men does he bring?”
“He landed with less than five thousand men and only eight hundred cavalry. It is a small amount sire. Achillas has twenty thousand men waiting and ready on the banks of the Nile. He will move them to Alexandria. There are a million people living in this city. Trust me my King the Romans have no chance of making any sort of an impact on us.”
* * *
Caesar stood at the window looking out over the harbour. The rooms the Romans had been given were spacious and luxurious. The walls were adorned with murals and carvings depicting the great Pharaohs. The furniture was expensive mahogany. Many lamps lit the rooms. Scented oils burned to help keep the night bugs away.
Julius was watching the ships bobbing gently in the waves. The city stretched from lake Mareotis which was North, to the Mediterranean coast covering several miles. From his window he could see the Pharos, the great lighthouse, one of the seven wonders of the ancient world. It stood three hundred feet tall. The open sea was beyond. Caesar gazed at the fire burning at the top of the lighthouse. It was a truly spectacular sight.
His attention was taken away by the sound of running feet. A legionary was running down a narrow street. Moments later a group of men carrying burning torches gave chase. They caught up to the unfortunate Roman when he tripped and fell. They surrounded him and laid into him viciously. One of them took out a knife and drew it across his throat to the cheers of the others. When they moved on they left the crumpled corpse where it lay. The last of them looked up at Caesar high up in the window. He pointed at the dead soldier and then brandished his burning torch angrily at the Roman dictator before he dashed off.
Julius turned away from the window at a knock on the door. As he did so a tiny boat entered the harbour through a very narrow channel. Dwarfed by the Egyptian and Roman war galleys it passed unnoticed. Moving very slowly it was being paddled by only one man. It stopped at some low steps that led down to the water. The man put his oar down and bending at the waist he reached into the bottom of the boat and picked up a large bundle of bed sheets. Then checking that he’d gone unnoticed he moved swiftly up the steps, went into a narrow alley and vanished from sight.
Caesar stood with his wine cup in hand near the rest of his Generals as the door was opened and Marcellus strode in.
“Caesar I have brought a man, a servant of Pompey’s.”
Marcellus moved aside and the servant stood cowering in front of the dictator. Caesar looked him over. He was dishevelled and looked like he hadn’t slept for days.
“What is your name fellow?”
“Philip sire. My name is Philip.”
“You were a servant of my son-in-law Pompey?”
“Yes great Caesar,” Philip replied, clearly petrified, knowing his former master was Caesar’s great enemy.
Julius took a clean goblet and poured some wine into it and offered it. Philip took it gratefully and held it in both hands as he sipped it.
“Thank you great Caesar.”
Julius gestured for his Generals to sit and taking a comfortable couch for himself he spoke.
“And now perhaps you would be kind enough to tell me what happened to my son-in-law.”
Philip swallowed some more wine and reluctantly began, knowing his immediate future may depend upon his story.
“My master arrived here four days ago Caesar. The 28 of September. One day after his fifty ninth birthday. He was met by Septimius the centurion and Achillas.”
“General Achillas?” Caesar interrupted.
“Yes General Achillas.”
“Are you absolutely sure it was Achillas?”
“Yes Caesar.”
Julius glanced at his Generals.
“Achillas swore he’d played no part in it.”
Philip waited until he was sure Caesar wanted to hear more then continued.
“Achillas and Septimius met my master in a small fishing boat. I was suspicious and begged him to wait until a suitable ship was made available but they apologised and promised him once ashore he would be received with all the honours he merited.”
“And Pompey wasn’t suspicious?”
“No lord. Even the lady his wife begged him not to go as she suspected a trap but he refused to listen. I begged him to let me go in his place but he wouldn’t listen. He forbade me to go, shrugged his wife off and got into their boat.”
Tears were rolling down his cheeks now.
“I begged him and begged him but I, we, all of us were powerless and could only watch as he left the safety of his ship and got into their little fishing boat. As he was leaving I suddenly remembered the speech we had rehearsed together. It was hand written on a tiny scroll and I handed it to him. He thanked me once, smiled, waved to his wife and then turned his back on us and sat in the boat.”
Philip took another gulp of the wine. He stared down into the dark red liquid for a moment. Caesar waited patiently, giving him time to gather his thoughts. When it was obvious he needed prompting Caesar said.
“What happened after that Philip?”
“We all watched as the small boat crossed the busy harbour. Then members of the Alexandrian royal party appeared at their private steps on the dock. My master saw them and he stood to wave and Septimius rose behind him. Achillas rose also. At first everything looked to be normal for of course it would be impolite for them to be seated while royalty were standing. Then I saw a sword in Septimius’ hand and though I shouted my master didn’t hear.”
The tears were rolling down his cheeks again.
“We all watched in horror as Septimius drove his sword through Pompey’s back. My master cried out only once and Achillas shouted something and drew a dagger and repeatedly stabbed him.”
“You’re quite sure Achillas stabbed him?” Caesar was on his feet now.
“I’m positive sire. It was Achillas, General of the Nile army.”
Dolabella spoke quietly into Caesar’s ear.
“Achillas lied Julius. He said he played no part in it. No part at all.”
Caesar nodded.
“What were his exact words? Generals don’t kill Generals. Send for Achillas. I will see him on the hour.”
Dolabella left. Caesar waited until the door had closed. He poured Philip some more wine.
“What happened after that?”
“The last thing my master did was to pull his toga over his head so none of us could see his poor face. The lady his wife was crying, we all were. Pompey the great, the man who conquered the eastern provinces, consul and general of Rome died in that tiny boat while those that loved him looked on powerless to help as the Egyptian royal party applauded.”
“Was Pothinus present?”
“Yes Caesar. He was the one most pleased with Pompey’s death. It is rumoured he was planning to have you killed when you stepped ashore but Achillas came up with the idea of staging the protests in your way. You see Caesar they thought you would man handle their citizens and cause a riot and thus have you killed.”
Marcellus rushed forward.
“Let me go Caesar. I’ll search the palace and remove their heads.”
“No Marcellus. That is precisely the wrong thing to do. We Romans are very proud of our laws. I will interview Pothinus and Achillas. If found guilty they will be tried and punished accordingly. You may go and fetch Pothinus here for me but Marcellus don’t harm him.”
“Yes Caesar. I will obey as always. When do you wish to see him?”
“Tomorrow at noon.”
Julius turned back to Philip.
“Who cut off Pompey’s head?”
“I do not know Caesar. Achillas and the traitor Septimius dragged General Pompey’s body from the boat, carried him to the top of the stairs and dumped his body at King Ptolemy’s feet. Pothinus gave the orders General. He beckoned soldiers, Egyptian soldiers, forward and there were so many of them grouped around my master’s body that no one could see clearly what was happening. Then in the next instant somebody was holding his head up.”
“But you didn’t see who did it?”
“No.”
“No matter. They are all guilty of the act for allowing it to happen.”
Caesar looked over to the corner at a large clay jar filled with olive oil. He’d had Pompey’s head transferred to it.
“We know the whereabouts of Pompey’s head but do we know the whereabouts of the rest of him.”
“They threw his body into the harbour. The master of Pompey’s ship refused to go any closer for fear of the whole vessel coming under attack. He quietly slipped anchor. I jumped overboard. The ship with Pompey’s wife sailed away. I swam between the boats and ships. I was lucky that no one saw me. I was able to rescue my master’s body and using the wood from an old fishing boat I cremated him on the shore above the tide. I gave him the best funeral I could Caesar. I stayed with him when others abandoned him.”
Philip’s shoulders were shaking now. Caesar put his hand on one.
“Your loyalty is noted and shall be rewarded.”
Philip couldn’t believe his ears. He’d assumed he and every one else left alive from Pompey’s forces would be tried for treason and sent back to Rome in chains or executed here.
“Caesar.”
“I would like you to continue your daily duties here. But under my employ instead.”
It was Germanicus that now spoke quietly into Caesar’s ear.
“Can the man be trusted sire?”
“He came to me of his own free will. I believe he can. I will find as many of you as are left alive,” he told Philip, “I will see to it that they are treated well. Guards!”
One of the large double doors opened and a legionary stuck his head in.
“Take this man and find him suitable accommodation. See that he gets a good rest. Give him whatever he wants.”
The guard came into the room.
“Yes Caesar.”
“Tomorrow you start your new duties. That is all.”
Julius turned his back on him. Then when he was at the door.
“Philip. Thank you for what you’ve done for me. And for my son-in-law.”
Caesar smiled and nodded his head. Philip went through the door and it was closed behind him. Caesar’ and Germanicus’ eyes met.
“Loyalty always deserves rewarding.”
“Yes sire.”
“Tomorrow we will try to locate as many of Pompey’s men as are still alive. I doubt any of them are here in the royal palace complex.”
“No sire.”
Caesar strolled across to a large painted wooden model of the city on a table. Germanicus followed but kept a few, respectful, steps behind.
“You see Rome, Germanicus….” Julius said waving his hand with a sweep across the model. Germanicus came closer.
“….Has narrow alleys, crooked backstreets. Things built up where other things have been knocked down or fallen. This city is built in formation, in grids or squares. The Mediterranean is here,” he said pointing to the blue paint beyond the harbour, “Here is the lake. Do they draw their water from it? No wait. Look at this….” Caesar paused to study a cut away section of the model, “There is a canal that brings water in from the Nile and then splits into pipes which lead into the various neighbourhoods. It must be over twenty miles long if this model is to scale. Ingenious,” Caesar’s eyes roamed all over the city then his face lit up, “Ah the famous library of Alexandria, here near the palace, and the tomb of Alexander the great.”
The door opened and the other Generals returned.
“It has been done as you asked Caesar. Pothinus will send Ptolemy but Achillas was not to be found anywhere. My men are searching for him as we speak.”
“Good. If he fails to show then he will be stripped of his title and made an enemy of Rome. Now what else do we know of the city?”
“Well sir,” Germanicus said, “Most of the citizens live here to the west of this complex, the royal palace and quarters. There are estimated to be over a million of them. This area here is mainly residential. The building on the hilltop is the ’Serapeum’ the temple of Osiris. Pilgrims make their way here seeking advice and healing.”
“I’ve seen the people going in and out.”
“The needs of the people are many sire.”
“The lighthouse,” Caesar said, “Divides the harbour into two. My army is camped here to the south.”
“Yes sir. It’s quite marshy there.”
“We will have to watch for Mosquito’s. The last thing I want is for my army to go down with Malaria.”
One of Caesar’s personal assistants, a messenger called Lucius, approached.
“Yes what is it?”
“There’s a man in the corridor Caesar, carrying a bundle of bed sheets.”
Julius looked over at his bed.
“It doesn’t need changing. Send him away.”
“Forgive me sire but he says he has an urgent message from Queen Cleopatra.”
“Does he have a name?”
“Apollodorus sire.”
“Does anyone know him?” Caesar asked his counsel.
“No,” the Generals replied.
“He managed to avoid all your guards sire. He just appeared carrying the linen.“
“Is he alone?”
“Yes. I personally don‘t trust him. He allowed us to search him but not his bundle which he said was delicate and appears to be of considerable weight. He insisted it was for your eyes only. It may be concealing weapons sire.”
Marcellus drew his sword and brandished it angrily.
“Let me intercept this insolence sire. I’ll take my sword to his bed sheets. I’ll not leave a piece large enough to even conceal a pin.”
“Put your sword away Marcellus. Your zeal for my safety is always appreciated. I will grant this Apollodorus an audience. Show him in.”
He entered the room slowly. He was a big man. Standing a full head taller than the Romans and was equally as broad in the shoulders. He stopped some distance away.
“Are you the one who brings a message from Cleopatra?”
“Queen Cleopatra great Caesar.”
“Oh I beg your pardon. Queen Cleopatra. Where are my manners? You may set the sheets down and leave. One of my servants will change my bed.”
Apollodorus stood still, his legs planted slightly apart. The bed sheets held easily across his chest.
“Well what are you waiting for? Did you not hear? Put it down over there and be on your way,” Dolabella ordered.
“Your pardon General but my Queen instructed me to give this to Caesar and no one else.”
“Your load looks heavy Apollodorus. Why aren‘t you carrying it over your shoulder?” Julius interrupted.
“This was the way I was told to carry it.”
“By whom?”
“I take orders from Queen Cleopatra only.”
“Do you always do as you are told?”
“Yes.”
“You’re a good servant then.”
“I try to please my Queen. She honours me by letting me stay in her employ.”
“My manservant over there, Lucius, says I shouldn’t trust you. Queen Cleopatra clearly does. But tell me is he wrong?”
“Yes Caesar.”
Julius had been studying the linen, the way it bent in Apollodorus’ arms.
’It’s almost as if he’s carrying someone, a small person’
“I think I’m beginning to understand. Thank you gentlemen you may leave us now.”
The Generals looked at each other in disbelief. It was an order. Caesar could see that Marcellus wanted to object but didn’t.
’At least he is learning’
As he walked past Julius spoke to him.
“Marcellus seeing as your sword is desperate to drink Egyptian blood perhaps you would be kind enough to lend it to me.”
The steel sang as it was pulled from the scabbard. Marcellus turned it, held it by its tip and laid it gently across his forearm, offering it as a sword should be offered. Julius took it by the handle and held it firmly. It was a very fine officers sword. It felt good in his hand.
“Thank you.”
Marcellus saluted and strode for the door where the others were waiting. The door closed with a thud. Now they were alone. The two of them. Apollodorus bowed his head to the Roman then went down on one knee and put the bed clothes down.
Julius bent at the knee and brought the sword in close to where the bundle was tied at one end.
“Please be careful. The sheets are quite delicate.”
“Don’t worry. I can be deft with a sword.”
He gently cut the string and proceeded to the other end and cut that one as well. Then turning his back on Apollodorus he took hold of the end of the bundle and with great strength he pulled it towards himself. It began to unroll, turning and turning and when it reached the end a female figure rolled out onto the floor and stopped, face down. Julius looked puzzled for a few moments. The girl’s dress was plain.
“What’s this Apollodorus. You bring a slave girl to me at this hour.”
The girl turned over slowly and propped herself up on one elbow. Her long dark hair was in ringlets about her head. One had come loose and was down across her face. Her right leg was bent up at the knee and her split in her dress had fallen away to reveal a shapely, smooth thigh.
Caesar extended his hand but the girl swatted it away as she brushed the hair from her face.
“I am no slave.”
Apollodorus jumped to his feet.
“Hail Cleopatra. Daughter of Isis. Queen of upper and lower Egypt.”
Julius Caesar pulled the girl to her feet.
“Queen Cleopatra did you say?”
“Yes,” she retorted straightening her dress and dusting off her hands.
The Roman glared at her open mouthed, then at Apollodorus, then at the sheets. Then he threw back his head and roared with laughter.
“My dear girl is this some sort of elaborate hoax?”
“It’s no hoax and you should not be mocking me. Caesar I had to come to you, to speak urgently with you and I and Apollodorus came up with this plan so as my brother and his guards would not be suspicious.”
“Ah yes your brother. But you are Queen are you not?”
“You’ve met my brother, spoken with him. Did you not see how those two, Pothinus and Theodotus control him.”
“Theodotus? Ah yes, the boy King’s school teacher is he not?”
“My brother is a puppet. It is those two who secretly rule. Ptolemy has no power. He is duped by the rest of them, and Achillas.”
“They have all been summoned to my audience. You were the last one on my list. All except Achillas who is as yet unaccounted for.”
“That’s because Achillas has slipped through your net mighty Caesar. He is as we speak racing through the desert to his army on the banks of the Nile.”
She saw the discomfort on the Roman dictator’s face.
“I’m afraid Caesar that you find yourself in a desperate situation.”
His head was aching and his throat dry. He put the sword down on a table within reach. He poured himself some wine and drank thirstily.
“Have you had the wine tested to make sure it contains no poison?”
He took the cup away from his lips and studied it.
“At least it would put me out of my misery. An end to my….” he searched for her word, “….desperate situation.”
She crossed the gap between them.
“Caesar I must insist that you reinstate me as Queen as soon as possible. Sole ruler preferably.”
He was rubbing his brow, tired now. He took his hand away to look at her. She was quite plain looking. He knew she was twenty one, her voice sexy, her breasts full. Her body was slim and her skin that he could see was blemish less. She was quite beautiful he decided.
“I’m afraid that’s impossible.”
“Impossible?”
“The agreement made between Rome and your father was that yourself and your brother would rule the lands of upper and lower Egypt jointly. Rome was and is to be an arbiter in the situation only. Egypt was to keep its own laws and customs.”
“So you’re going to do nothing?”
“I didn’t say that. I merely said that until you and your brother are in my presence at the same time I can make no ruling and as I see that the hour grows late I guess it will not be tonight.”
He strode over to his writing desk, took a wax tablet and pressed his ring into the soft wax. The indent was perfect. He took the tablet to Apollodorus.
“Give this to the Captain of my guard. See that the Queen is given suitable accommodation.”
Apollodorus nodded and turned to leave.
“Stop! Where do you think you’re going?”
“Majesty I….” he stopped as Cleopatra cut him off.
“Who do you take your orders from?”
Apollodorus didn’t know what to do. Obviously he would always follow the Queen’s instructions but when a man was present and in particular this man, he felt he should take orders from the Roman.
“Do not presume to tell me Caesar where I can or can’t go. May I remind you that this is my palace, not yours, and all of it is accessible to me and may I further remind you that it is you, not me, who requires suitable accommodation. You are after all my guest.”
Both men stood and stared at her flabbergasted. She had one hand on her hip. Caesar wanted to laugh again but chose not to. Instead he smiled.
“Thank you for reminding me Queen Cleopatra. I am honoured to be your guest.”
“That’s better. Apollodorus you may go. I will sleep in my own bed tonight.”
“Yes my Queen.”
The door closed quietly. Now they were alone. Cleopatra poured herself some wine. She looked at the Roman.
“It’s perfectly safe,” he said.
She took a sip. Still angry at the arrogance of men. Julius watched her. He could see her buttocks through the sheer material of her dress as she moved.
’I really do desire her’ he was thinking. She suddenly smiled at him and he knew he wanted her.
“We’ve gotten off to a bad start haven’t we?” she said.
“My dear it’s just not simple for me to make you sole ruler. However if you could explain to me why you and your brother have fallen out it may help your cause.”
He pulled up a chair for her and sat himself. She came round the chair and straightened her dress as she sat giving him a tantalising flash of her inner thighs, which he found very erotic. She sat and placed her hands in her lap.
“Where do you want me to start?”
“In the beginning.”
“Very well. Do you wish me to be brief?”
“You can be as brief or as long winded as you like so long as you are accurate. I assume you’ll begin with the founding of this city. I should very much like to visit the tomb of Alexander the great.”
“I will take you on a personal guided tour Caesar. How about tomorrow morning?”
“Splendid. Now please begin.”
She took a deep breath and began.
“Alexander of Macedon, King, son of Phillip II and Olympias, known to the rest of the world as the ’Great’ came here to Egypt in the winter two hundred and thirty years before you were born….”
“You know when I was born?”
“I know a lot about you Caesar. More than you can imagine. I have done my homework.”
“So it seems. And I must learn as much about you as I can. If I am to help you that is.”
“Egypt watched the events unfold. First Turkey, then Syria and the great and ancient city of Tyre was destroyed and then Gaza. When he appeared on the banks of the Nile Egypt offered no resistance. Alexandria was just a narrow piece of land, coastal land, to the west of the Nile. He took string and sticks and laid out his new city Alexandria. So early in his career he wanted to spread the Hellenistic ideal, its culture, its civilisation. He didn’t stay long enough to see what it would become though. He left for Siwa, an oasis in the desert, to consult the oracle there, where Alexander claimed his father lived.”
Caesar was fascinated. He felt goose bumps on his arms as he thought about the great King. He concentrated on the young Queen and found himself drifting. Her lips were full and sensual. The way her tongue touched her teeth as she spoke. He found it very arousing.
“Are you listening to me?”
“Of course.”
She continued telling the tale but he now found himself too distracted to listen anymore.
“I’m sorry Cleopatra I’m not listening as much as I’m enjoying you telling the tale. I’m rather tired and it is very late.”
She got up out of her seat. He rose too and now they were standing very close. Caesar was surrounded by her femininity. His heart was pounding. For a second he was tempted to kiss her. He wasn’t sure as to how she would react. He decided to kiss the back of her hand instead. He expected her to pull away after the kiss but she held his hand and her touch was warm. Then the moment passed.
“Do you intend to hold my hand forever Caesar?”
They both smiled. His was one of embarrassment.
“Guards,” he called.
The door opened instantly.
“Escort the Queen to her bedroom.”
Eight guards waited for her in the corridor.
She was about to leave then she suddenly reached up and kissed him on the cheek.
“Are you sure you wouldn‘t like me to stay?” she asked.
“Good night queen Cleopatra.”
She joined the guards in the corridor and they closed in around her as the door closed. Their footsteps receded into the distance. Caesar reached up and touched his cheek where she’d kissed it. He brought his fingertips in front of his face and looked at them. Then he looked at the door from where she’d left moments before.
“I think I’m beginning to fall in love with her,” he said to the night.

CHAPTER FOUR

“It is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.”
Julius Caesar was standing in front of the spectacular tomb of Alexander the great. They were in a room bigger than his entire house in Rome. Its walls were decorated with the very finest paintings, scenes depicting the great Alexander’s life. The room was lit by hundreds of torches. The fumes from which escaped by a series of chimneys. It was almost as light as daylight.
Caesar paused for a moment in front of a painting of the battle of Issus. The detail was fantastic. Here Alexander on his favourite horse ’Bucephalus’ runs through a Persian officer as Darius only a hairs breadth away looks on from his chariot.
“I like this,” Caesar said.
As soon as he had seen it he had decided he would, on his return to Rome, have a room in his house painted just like it.
’My wife Calpurnia will understand’ he said to himself.
Now he focused on what he’d come to see. Standing on a magnificent plinth with steps leading up on all four sides was the sarcophagus of Alexander the great. The base was cut from the finest marble, intricately carved. The four corners facing each other were Babylonian lions, once again carefully crafted in exquisite detail. Between them the sides were of the best quality Phoenician glass. The lid was marble, the carvings on it showing scenes of Greek warriors, heroes and Gods. The sarcophagus towered four feet above them and was twice the length of a man.
Inside were the finest quilts and cushions of silk. On them lay Alexander himself. He lay on his back. At his feet, which were together and pointing upwards, lay his shield and helmet. His boots were gold, so was his robe and the mask that covered his face. His arms were folded across his chest, his hands held his sword close to his body.
Cleopatra sat down on a stool while Caesar climbed the steps in front of her, his back to her, and peered inside at Alexander. Cleopatra had seen the sarcophagus many times.
“It has been kept in perfect condition,” the Roman said, “It’s keepers are to be congratulated. It’s as if he was buried only this morning.”
“The tomb has not been opened since the day it was sealed nearly three hundred years ago.”
Caesar turned to look at her open mouthed. She was wearing a sheer sky blue dress today which revealed much of her cleavage. She wore a simple head dress of black and gold squares. He took his eyes off her chest to look at her face.
“How is this possible? To keep him preserved I mean.”
“When the tomb was made and Alexander laid to rest inside its designers used bellows in those holes you can see that have been plugged. The bellows created a vacuum leaving absolutely no air to allow the corpse to deteriorate.
Caesar turned back to look at the body of his hero.
“Ingenious.”
“Of course Alexander also had the best embalmers Egypt had to offer to attend him.”
Caesar turned back to her.
“Yes of course. Only the best.”
“Would you like me to continue the story Caesar? About Alexander and my ancestors and my family.”
He smiled.
’She looks so beautiful today’
“Please Do,” he said turning back to the sarcophagus.
Cleopatra began telling the story that she loved to tell. The story her father had told her time and time again. She could remember it word for word.
“Alexander could not have imagined the city Alexandria would become. From his marking the city out with rocks, sticks and string to the commercial port and chief trading city of the Mediterranean. Jewish immigrants arrived in their droves, traders from Africa, Arabia and as far away as India. Alexander would never again see the great city he founded. Did you know he founded over twenty Alexandria’s throughout his world.”
Caesar nodded.
“Ptolemy brought him back here, eleven years later, after he died in Babylon. It was the proudest day in the history of this city. Everyone attended the funeral procession. From the richest noble to the lowliest peasant. Everyone wanted to see him, some for their first, others for the last time. The Pharaoh had returned. Though now Egypt was without a ruler. Ptolemy! Alexander’s general was welcomed as a hero. There were many days of mourning. When it finished Ptolemy gave huge amounts of gold and money to the city, Persian gold. And it was all spent on Alexandria. Palaces, temples, baths and monuments were built Caesar. Egypt became once again the richest country in the world. Not since Ramses the great did we have so much wealth. I think this is why Rome is so interested in Egypt is it not?”
“You couldn’t be farther from the truth,” Julius lied.
“Mighty Rome built on Egypt’s gold.”
Caesar ignored this comment. He continued staring through the glass at the man on the bed, wishing he was like him, was him. He suddenly felt a great sadness come over him.
“We have a line of unbroken Kings descended from one Macedonian. From the first Ptolemy to my father Ptolemy Auletes. Twelve Ptolemies and now my brother, the thirteenth. My father died three years ago. It was he not Pompey who kept Egypt her independence. Do you know how much gold he had to pay Rome as a tribute just to keep his throne, even after his exile.?”
“Considerable!”
“Yes considerable amounts, but you Caesar, you supported my father did you not?”
Julius turned to face her again.
“Ten years ago when I was in Gaul, as a consul, I restored your father to his throne. I grieve his passing.”
“Or grieve the money he promised you.”
“It’s not about the money Cleopatra. It never was.”
“For Pompey it was. Did he not send Gabinius of Syria to collect his share. But Gabinius did not collect did he? So his soldiers deserted didn’t they. They married locals, became mercenaries.”
“Yes.”
“Are those the men that Pompey came looking for?”
“Yes.”
“To fight you with?”
“Yes.”
“But you would have beaten them.”
“Possibly. I hoped to reconcile with Pompey.”
“They thought killing him would please you didn’t they? But it didn’t did it?”
“No.”
“To be like Alexander would please you wouldn’t it?”
Julius turned back to the gold clad figure.
“Yes.”
Cleopatra now hoped her timing was right.
“What about us?”
He looked at her, open mouthed.
“Us?”
She took his hand in both of hers.
“Yes. Us. You and I together Caesar, ruling Egypt, the Roman world, the Mediterranean.
He threw his head back and laughed.
“Young lady may I remind you that just yesterday your entire life’s assets consisted of a pile of bed sheets and a servant called Apollodorus.”
He came in close and spoke to her like a man would a child.
“You have no throne, no wealth, no army.”
“But you do. Oh Caesar,” she said resting her head on his chest, “Make me sole ruler of Egypt and you will have her gold.”
“I’m afraid not. As I said before I am to be arbiter between you and your brother. I can only side with you if he acts against me.”
“Then let us hope he does.”
“And as for Egypt’s gold I can take that whenever I want.”
“For you or for Rome?”
“For Rome of course.”
“And you Caesar? What about you? What do you want? What would you take of Egypt?”
He looked down at her, lifting her chin with his hand to look into her eyes.
“Maybe her Queen.”
He kissed her hard on the mouth. She melted into his arms. Her breasts in the thin material pressed against his leather breastplate. Her tongue darting into his mouth stirred him considerably. The kiss was long and passionate. There was a polite cough from behind. Caesar pulled his mouth away and kissed her forehead, his eyes closed.
“I said I wasn’t to be disturbed.”
“I’m sorry Caesar. But the Egyptian army has reached the outskirts of the city.”
“I have to go,” Julius said to Cleopatra.
She nodded. He kissed her once more on the mouth. She held his hand as long as she could as he moved away. Dolabella waited patiently at the door. Caesar turned back to her.
“I will grant you your wish my love,” he said.
Then he turned and was gone.

CHAPTER FIVE

Pothinus was with king Ptolemy in the boy king’s office, standing to his right and behind the young monarch, looking over the child’s shoulder, supervising the signing of official documents.
The door opened, sounding very loud in the almost silent room. The only sound coming from the scribbling of the reed brush on papyrus as the youth made his mark.
Pothinus and Ptolemy both looked up in surprise as Cleopatra strode towards them wearing a long pink flowing dress and full head dress.
“Queen Cleopatra!” Pothinus started, “How? When? Did you get here?”
She said nothing and continued to approach them. An arrogant smirk on her face.
“Guards!” Pothinus called.
The sound of marching feet now echoed in the corridor. It was Pothinus who was now smirking.
“You have made a big mistake in coming here your majesty.”
Julius Caesar strode into the room. Four of his personal bodyguards in tow.
“Your guards have been dismissed Lord chancellor!” the Roman boomed.
Pothinus’ smirk vanished.
“Lord Caesar….”
Pothinus was lost for words, openly shocked at Cleopatra’s presence, here, now, in front of them.
“What is she doing here?” Ptolemy suddenly blurted out.
“She is your Queen is she not?”
Caesar’s Generals now filed into the room.
Pothinus was still staring open mouthed at Cleopatra.
“You have not answered my question Lord chamberlain. Is she your Queen or not?”
“Cleopatra has forfeited all of her rights mighty Caesar,” Pothinus answered, pleased that his voice sounded calm, “She did this when she turned her back on her brother and left the capital.”
“I will be the judge of that.”
“It is the truth.”
“Cleopatra has a different story to tell.”
Pothinus put on a brave smile but inside he was quaking.
“It is her word against ours. Three against one.”
“Sometimes the one is all that is needed.”
“Caesar may I remind you that your role here is one of arbiter only. We are very pleased to see Queen Cleopatra is safe and well and back among us. Perhaps we could discuss concessions for her. King Ptolemy would be only too pleased to….”
“I’m afraid not!” Caesar cut him off.
“Don’t you see,” Ptolemy whined, “He’s taken her side. The Romans have taken her side in this.”
“Is that true Caesar. Have you taken her side?”
“I am only interested in Rome’s affairs and have no interest in your petty squabbles. As you so rightly reminded me a moment ago I am merely the go between of your rulers.”
Pothinus smiled at this, his confidence lifted by these words.
“Thank you Caesar and may I say that we, I, am equally interested in Rome’s affairs. Your problems are ours,” Pothinus extended his hands, palms up, as a friendly gesture.
“Is that so?”
“I give you my word.”
Pothinus bowed low.
“I see. Then kindly explain why you have been inciting the citizens of this city to rise against your Roman visitors.”
These words rocked through Pothinus and he held the bow to try to keep his composure. He was still smiling when he straightened up.
“Who accuses me of this?”
“Do you deny the charge?”
“Rumours and lies spread by her,” he pointed his finger at Cleopatra, “And her followers.”
“Did they make up lies when you murdered my son-in-law Pompey the great?”
“I had no hand in his death.”
“You arranged it. You could have stopped it.”
Caesar beckoned Lucius over. Germanicus brought a long wooden staff bearing an eagle on its top. Lucius opened a new scroll and dipping his pen in ink he was ready to write.
“Pothinus, Lord chamberlain to King Ptolemy XIII of Egypt you are accused and charged with treason against your Queen, for inciting the mob against Rome, plotting to have me killed and murdering a Roman consul, Pompey.”
“Who accuses me?”
“Queen Cleopatra, her servants, a servant of Pompey’s, my officers, the Senate and people of Rome and me.”
“You have no jurisdiction here Caesar.”
“I AM THE LAW!” the Roman bellowed.
Pothinus turned his attention to the young Queen who sat and watched impassively.
“Your majesty please,” Pothinus pleaded.
Cleopatra made no movement. She lowered her eyes and stared at the floor.
“You are accused and have been found guilty for which the sentence is death. Execution will be carried out immediately.”
Germanicus thumped the floor twice with the staff.
“Caesar has spoken. Law has been passed,” Lucius said his pen scratching away on the papyrus.
Pothinus suddenly felt very sick but he knew there was nothing to be done. He had tried to please this man with the head of his enemy and it had all gone disastrously wrong. Two legionaries stepped up either side of Pothinus to arrest him.
“Apollodorus would you like to accompany the Lord chamberlain.”
“Thank you Caesar.”
The door closed behind them with a thud.
In the corridor Apollodorus was talking to a centurion.
“You’re a traitor!” Pothinus called to him, taunting him. The centurion nodded and Apollodorus turned and suddenly leapt at Pothinus with a sword. Pothinus had no time to react to the blow which struck his head from his shoulders. A jet of blood splashed the wall and the body fell. Apollodorus watched the body twitch and then go still.
“It is you who is the traitor.”
He offered the sword back to the centurion.
“My Queen is avenged.”
Blood dripped from the sword to the floor.
“Take it to Caesar.”
Inside the main room they waited patiently. Not a sound was heard. Finally the door opened and Apollodorus came in alone. In his hand the blood stained Gladius. Ten paces from Julius he stopped. Custom decreed that by law no one armed could come closer except his Generals and personal bodyguards. Apollodorus went down on one knee and laid the sword on the floor.
“Great Caesar I beg to report to you that I have executed the eunuch, the Lord chamberlain, Pothinus.”
“You did it?”
Caesar had planned that Apollodorus, if invited to join the execution party, would probably strike the blow. He had arranged it with the centurion Vinius. Thus pothinus was killed by an Egyptian and not a Roman.
“Yes Caesar. I hope I did not act against your best interests.”
Caesar glanced at Cleopatra then back at the servant before him.
“What is done is done. Lucius add to the record please that Apollodorus performed the execution. That is all. Apollodorus you may stand,” To Germanicus he said, “See that whoever owns the sword gets it returned to them. You might wish to clean it first.”
“Yes sir.”
Now Julius focused on the boy King who blanched under the gaze.
“Are you going to kill me too Caesar?”
Lucius unrolled a new blank scroll and waited with pen ready.
“King Ptolemy you have been found guilty of allowing the death of the Roman consul Pompey the great….”
“I had no part in it,” the youth whined.
“Do not interrupt me!” Caesar roared, “You could have stopped it! Or prevented it!”
“I tried to. I wanted to. I wanted to be friends with Rome. I wanted to be your ally. Isn’t that so Theodotus,” Ptolemy turned to his schoolteacher, “Tell him the truth.”
“Enough!” Caesar raised his hand to silence them, ” You have been found guilty, as was Pothinus. You will be banished from Alexandria. I am sending you to your army. Achillas can do with you as he pleases. If you choose to fight against my legions then no Roman shall hesitate to slay you. You too,” Caesar spoke to the teacher.
“That doesn’t sound too bad,” Ptolemy said to Theodotus.
“Be quiet,” Theodotus said, “If I may speak Caesar. You know that sending
Ptolemy to his army means almost certain death to him. If your Romans don’t kill him Achillas surely will.”
Caesar knew full well that if Achillas were to defeat his legions then removing Ptolemy would give the Egyptian General the kingdom.
“If Achillas defeats me then I am dead and so is Queen Cleopatra. It is a dangerous game we all play as Pothinus so recently found out.”
He spoke now to Ptolemy.
“It is always a risk for one who would be King. Ptolemy XIII, King of upper and lower Egypt you are hereby banished from the kingdom of Cleopatra and of Alexandria for the rest of your natural life.”
Lucius scribbled as the staff struck the floor twice.
“From this day forward Queen Cleopatra is to rule upper and lower Egypt as sole ruler and monarch.”
The staff struck the floor twice more.
Ptolemy was frantic. Tears were running down his face. He looked at Caesar, his lips were quivering. Then he looked at his sister and sank to his knees. Cleopatra stared back. He tried to plead with her using his eyes. Finally she could stand it no longer and she stared down at the floor again. Ptolemy shook his head slowly in disbelief. The tears were flowing freely. Then he looked at Caesar once more who just stood and glared at him. Finally he could take no more and he stumbled to his feet and fled. At the door he pawed feebly at the two legionaries guarding the door.
“Let him go,” Julius ordered.
They moved out of the way and Ptolemy fled the room, crying uncontrollably.
Caesar looked at his generals. They all stood their ground. Then angrily he stomped from the office. Cleopatra got up and ran after him, calling out to him, stopping him.
“Cleopatra I want to be alone. I’ve not had time to mourn my son-in-law.”
“I understand Caesar but I thought that tonight you need not be alone.”
He went to pull away from her.
“Cleopatra I….”
He stopped as she reached up to kiss him on the mouth. Then she smiled at him seductively while biting her lower lip. His mood had now changed and he allowed her to pull him along the corridor.
“Where are we going?”
“To be at one with the Gods.”
She led him across the palace, turning to look at him occasionally. His guards were protecting most of the doors they passed. At the end of a long corridor both his and her guards protected a final door. They moved obediently out of the way all except one who saluted Julius, turned and opened the double doors. Cleopatra was still holding the dictator’s hand as she led him in to her bedroom.
The huge bed dominated the centre of the room. Four maids waited at each corner. The sheets were turned back ready for the Queen. Another maid was waiting with a sleeping gown. Other servants were attending other things. Cleopatra clapped her hands and all her maids bowed as one and left the room as quickly as they could. Cleopatra waited until she heard the inner door close then she faced Caesar who glanced around the room nodding, appreciatively. She undid her shoulder straps and let her dress fall to the floor, then stepped out of it. She now stood in front of Caesar naked. He began to unbuckle his leather breastplate. She reached up and kissed him on the lips then turned and got into the bed and propped herself up on one elbow to watch him. Once naked he got into bed with her.
“Is this my reward for helping you?”
“No it’s my way of saying thank you. Your reward will come another day.”

CHAPTER SIX

Ptolemy was suddenly awake. He had been dreaming, strange dreams, chaotic dreams. He was soaked in sweat. He looked around the room he was in. It was his bedroom. He stared at a lamp stand that was buckled. The oil from it was in a puddle on the floor. Then he remembered.
He had returned to his bedroom with Theodotus and Pothinus. No! Wait! Pothinus was executed. He now remembered how he had recoiled in horror when he’d fled Caesar and seen the headless corpse of Pothinus being dragged away by palace slaves. The body had left a large smear of blood on the floor. A trail of red against the polished marble.
It was just Theodotus.
He, Ptolemy, had been weeping in despair and had completely against character grabbed a pitcher of wine. Theodotus had tried to discourage him from drinking. But Ptolemy had downed a third of the jug in seconds. Never having drunk before it burned his throat and made him throw up.
Undeterred, he’d continued.
“My Lord this is not the answer.”
Theodotus had tried to take the jug from him but Ptolemy had collapsed to the floor clutching it to his chest.
“It’s the only way. What do I have left?” The boy King blurted out, “Pothinus is dead. Cleopatra is back. Caesar has sided with her against me. They have stolen my throne.”
“Usurped it for the moment my King. Have you forgotten your army? Twenty thousand men under Achillas’ command surrounding this city. Men joining every day.”
“What good will it do?”
“Sire Achillas outnumbers Caesar’s forces five to one.”
“Doomed! We are all doomed!” Ptolemy had shouted.
Theodotus had tried to re-assure him but he was soon downing the wine at a very fast rate. Finally Ptolemy had ordered them all out of his presence and shouted at everyone to leave him alone. Later there came the sound of the lamp crashing over, other things being broken, more vomiting and finally his snoring filled the palace. At Theodotus’ orders a servant peered cautiously into the room to see what was happening. Theodotus came in with a handful of slaves. Ptolemy was slumped on the floor against the large wooden bed. Slaves quickly undressed and cleaned him and helped him into his bed. Theodotus went over to where his crown lay on the floor where it had rolled and picked it up and put it on a table. A slave ran past him with Ptolemy’s royal robes which stank of sour wine and vomit. The lamp stand was picked up and the spilt oil mopped up. Some broken furniture was carried outside. After watching the slaves position the boy so if he did vomit again he wouldn’t choke on it Theodotus ordered them out. They left him snoring. Theodotus noticed when they left that the Roman guards were no longer there, just the two Egyptian ones with spears.
Ptolemy now sat up in bed. His mouth was dry and tasted disgusting. He tried to swallow but couldn’t produce enough saliva. His head was thumping in a way he’d never known before. He belched. The taste of the wine was back in his throat. It tasted strong and burned. He leaned over and was sick all over the floor. When he did lift his head again the room was spinning. He groaned and lay back again and slept for a while. When he woke up the room was brighter which told him it was around mid-morning. Looking at the sun’s pattern on the floor he guessed it was between eight and nine o’clock. Someone had been in and cleaned the floor again. He got up out of the bed feeling a bit better and walked shakily over to a basin by which there was a jug of fresh water. He tried to pour himself a cup full of water but was shaking too much. He put the cup down and raised the jug to his lips with both hands and slurped from it. He paused, wiped his hand across his mouth and drank again. Next he poured himself some water into the basin and cupping his hands into the water he splashed it over his face. He repeated it twice more and when no one was there to wipe his face with a towel for him as there had been someone all of his life he found a towel and wiped it himself. Not knowing what to do with the towel he threw it on the floor. Then a thought struck him, an awful thought. Once he was with Achillas and the army he would have to do everything himself. He remembered the events of last night again and soon panic started to set in. he dashed across the bedroom to the double doors.
“Theodotus! Theodotus!” he wailed.
He opened the double doors and stopped, shocked to find no guards. The corridor was empty except for a female servant arranging flowers on a side table. She saw him approach and instantly dropped to her knees and spread her hands on the floor, her head low.
“Where are my guards?” he asked her.
She kept her face down.
“I don‘t know my King.“
“Theodotus! Where’s Theodotus?”
He stopped and looked ahead. Theodotus had rounded the corner and seeing Ptolemy he walked quickly towards him.
“Theodotus where have you been? I was worried. I had nightmares.”
Theodotus caught him by the arm and led him back towards the bedroom.
“Stop! What are you doing? STOP!” Ptolemy stamped his feet.
“This is not the place to discuss….”
“I want answers.”
“My King it would be better if we could discuss things in private.”
“No! Stop! I won’t go! I demand an answer. Where have you been?”
Theodotus stopped and sighed. He glanced at the servant still grovelling on the floor.
“Get out,” he ordered her.
She fled. Only too happy to get away.
“I have been to see Caesar my King.”
“Caesar! What did he say?”
“Nothing my Lord. I didn’t get to see him. He would not grant me an audience. I saw his General who told me that you have until nightfall to leave with all your belongings or they would be confiscated. I took your crown with me to see if he would honour the privileges a King should have but that General of his, Dolabella, just laughed and said your crown wasn’t worth its weight in shit.”
Ptolemy snatched his crown and put it on his head.
“If they do not respect my crown then they do not respect me!”
He turned and ran, catching Theodotus completely unawares. Theodotus being a man of considerable age and girth watched him go, unable to give chase.
Ptolemy reached the outside and paused at the bright morning sunshine as it dazzled him at first. He put his hands up in front of his eyes to shield them. He saw people on the street below gathering and he ran down the steps towards them.
There was a group of eight men at the bottom in a circle talking. One of them saw Ptolemy at the last moment as he crashed into them sending two of them sprawling. They only just managed to stop themselves from crashing to the ground.
“Hey look out!” the man who had first spotted him shouted out.
Ptolemy himself had crashed to the ground and a burly man of the group picked him up roughly. He drew back his fist but stopped in amazement at who he faced.
“It’s King Ptolemy!” someone shouted. More and more faces began to turn.
“What’s he doing here?”
The man who’d picked him up, intended to punch him, recoiled in horror. It was punishable by death for a commoner to put his hands on a member of the Royal family.
“I’m sorry your majesty I didn’t know it was you.”
“Why is he here?” someone shouted.
“Where are his guards?” said another.
“Is he alone?”
His crown had fallen and someone picked it up for him. A large group had already gathered and as the word was getting around people were abandoning what they were doing and running over to view the scene.
King Ptolemy!
Fat boy!
The bastard!
Was in their midst.
Alone and humbled.
“Move back!” Someone shouted, “Give fat boy some room.”
“Where is his poof?” someone else called.
“Yes. Yes. Where is Pothinus?” came another.
Soon the mob was shouting and hurling abuse as one. Someone passed Ptolemy his crown and he put it on back to front. This caused an uproar of laughter and jeering. He took it off again and put it on the right way to more laughter. Then he took it off and threw it to the ground. People moved out of its way as it rolled past. He collapsed to his knees, sobbing.
The crowd fell silent.
‘What? What is he doing?’ many of them were thinking.
Individual voices could be heard amongst the crowd that was growing bigger by the second.
Theodotus arrived at the top of the steps, saw Ptolemy surrounded by the crowd and called for guards. They promptly arrived.
“Quick get down there the King is….”
The Egyptian guards rushed past him.
“Wait!” he shouted.
They stopped.
“Form a line here at the top of the steps in case the mob tries to get into the palace.”
“What about the King?” the Captain of the guards asked.
“The King is quite safe.”
Theodotus was gambling but a thought had occurred to him.
’If Ptolemy is killed by the mob perhaps I can win over Caesar. There must be a position in his administration for a man like myself.’
He allowed himself a smile as he saw the crowd getting seemingly more hostile towards the boy King.
“Why is he crying?” someone shouted.
“What’s the matter with the spoilt little brat?” an anonymous voice called.
Ptolemy suddenly looked up. His tears running down his face.
“Caesar has betrayed Egypt! Betrayed us!”
“Heh? What’s he mean by that?” someone asked.
“Caesar has re-instated Cleopatra as sole monarch.”
“What? Never! Pothinus would never allow that.”
“Pothinus is dead,” Ptolemy wailed, “Caesar had him executed. Killed him without fair trial. Under Roman law. Roman not Egyptian!”
The mood of the crowd was starting to change.
“What right does he have to do that? What right?” an angry man shouted.
“Who does he think he is?” the man’s wife asked.
“This is Egypt not Rome!” shouted another.
“He’s humiliated our King!”
“Ptolemy is Egyptian not Roman!”
“I hate the Romans! The Romans stink!”
“Look up there on the steps!” someone cried.
They saw Theodotus and surged forward. The guards rushed down the steps and formed a new line of spears.
“How could you let this happen?” someone shouted and others joined in. Soon the crowd was shouting as one.
“I was unable to stop it!” Theodotus shouted though no one heard him.
Marcellus appeared at the top of the steps alongside Theodotus with eight guards.
“LOOK!” someone shouted and pointed.
Now most of the mob saw Marcellus and the mood turned to anger. They surged forward and engaged the single line of Egyptian spears and though the guards held them at bay Theodotus shouted for more. They ran down the steps and soon guards were five deep, then six, then seven and now they held the mob easily.
Someone threw a large stone which would have hit Marcellus in the head had the legionary next to him not seen it coming and not raised his shield in time. It bounced off harmlessly. Now all sorts of missiles rained down on the steps as the Egyptians threw anything that came to hand.
Someone threw a hammer which hit one of the Egyptian guards in the face. He fell where he stood, his nose broken. He left a pool of blood on the steps as two of his colleagues helped him up and rushed him to safety. The line faltered where the three had retreated and the mob was able to push the guards back a step and they gained ground but the line held once more.
Marcellus could see the anger was directed mainly at him. Was it him or Rome he asked himself. The faces and the fists left him in no doubt. He watched for a further minute then turned and strode from the steps to the delight of the crowd.
He passed dozens of his legionaries who rushed past and set up a cordon at the top of the steps. Despite the increase in Roman numbers the mob saw Marcellus’ retreat as a victory.
“LOOK! Look at how the great General runs from us.”
Ptolemy was suddenly at the front of the crowd. The mob began to move back from the guards. Now they were two paces away. Slowly they fell into silence, waiting to see what their King had to say. He held his hands up to speak.
“The Romans think they own Egypt. They think they can decide who rules us. They mean to make slaves of you. To take your hard earned money as tax. To steal Egypt’s gold. Gold they have not worked or sweated or bled for. They believe themselves Gods over men, can decide our fate. I say we decide our own fate. My sister chose her fate when she turned her back on us. You Alexandrians are happy people. Are our laws not lax? Are you not free citizens? Is our city not the best in the world? She wanted to change all this. She didn’t want what my father left. She didn’t want Pothinus or Achillas guiding our future. She wants to integrate herself with old Egypt, its customs, its people. Things that people have neglected, she wants to bring back. Is our future not better? We have not followed these customs for over two hundred years. When the governor of Syria sent his sons here to round up legionaries to attack Parthia and they were subsequently murdered it was she, Cleopatra, who sent the soldiers responsible for punishment. Does this not tell you that she has given in to Roman pressure? Succumbed to their leader? Julius Caesar. This night she even shared her bed with him.”
He paused while the crowd roared their anger. He raised his hand for them to listen once more.
“It is her fault the crops have failed in the fields. The Gods are angry with her and it is you that will pay the price.”
There was another uproar.
“Achillas stands on the edge of this city with twenty thousand men loyal to Alexandria. Help me! Help him! To rid our city, our country of the tyranny of Rome!”
The crowd erupted into a frenzy. Hands suddenly picked Ptolemy up and he was paraded around on shoulders above the crowd to the cheering of his name.
“Ptolemy! Ptolemy! Ptolemy!”
* * *
When Julius woke he was laying on his back, the bed comfortable. Cleopatra was laying on her side facing him, her arm across his waist, her head resting on his chest. Her mouth was open ever so slightly, her breathing slow and relaxed. There were a few fronds of her hair across her face and he moved them with his free hand, leaned forward and kissed her forehead. She stirred slightly but didn’t wake. His kiss becoming part of her dream.
He lay still remembering their love making. She had bitten him many times, playfully. Something he’d never experienced before despite having bed many women in his life. Then she’d pushed him onto his back and climbed on top of him and didn’t stop until they were both spent.
The memory of it was making him erect again and he lifted the sheet to look at her naked body. He stopped when he heard a commotion from outside the door. He strained to listen, the voices were muted. He cocked his ear and opened his mouth slightly. Cleopatra murmured then turned over. Then he recognised Marcellus’ voice and he gently removed Cleopatra’s arm from his side and propped himself up on an elbow. Then at the sound of a scuffle and raised voices from the other side of the door he was up and reaching for a toga.
“I am sorry General but the Queen is not to be disturbed.”
Apollodorus was standing firmly in front of Marcellus flanked by four of Cleopatra’s guards.
“It is not your Queen I wish to disturb. I need to speak with my master who is with your Queen.”
“Once again I am sorry General but it is impossible for you to go in. The Queen’s bedroom is accessible to only a handful of servants.”
“Is it accessible to you?”
“Of course General.”
“Then you go in.”
“I’m afraid not,” Apollodorus replied. He looked past Marcellus as he saw Germanicus approaching with eight Roman guards. Germanicus drew up alongside Marcellus.
“What is the commotion outside?”
“Ptolemy went outside and told the early morning crowd of what Caesar has done. They’ve taken Ptolemy’s side and pelted me and my men with stones. I’ve come to warn Caesar.”
“Does he now know?”
“No. Apollodorus won’t grant me access.”
“We must speak to Caesar at once. Move aside,” Germanicus said.
“I’m sorry General Germanicus that is quite impossible. The Queen has strict instructions to never be disturbed in bed.”
Germanicus glanced at the four Egyptian guards who only stared ahead impassively.
“Seize him,” he suddenly ordered.
Two of his men grabbed Apollodorus. The Egyptian guards sprang into action though didn’t attack. They pointed their spears at the Romans. The remaining six Romans quick as a flash drew their swords and they were pointing at Egyptian throats. It was a standoff. Suddenly the door opened and Caesar was there.
“Sire thank goodness. I’ve come to warn you of a disturbance at the palace steps.”
“Yes I heard everything through the door.”
Apollodorus was struggling against the hands that held him.
“Your men have stopped me from doing my duty.”
“I’ve said so before Apollodorus. You’re a good man. Let him go. The Queen has not been disturbed. You have not failed in your duty to her. Put away your swords gentlemen.”
Apollodorus nodded to the Egyptian guards who brought their spears back into the upright position.
“Sire the mob was pushing for access to the palace but at least fifty or sixty guards were keeping them back.”
“Palace guards?”
“Probably,” Apollodorus replied.
“Well seeing as there are no rioters in the palace thus far we must assume that not everyone is loyal to Ptolemy. Are the guards Cleopatra’s?”
“No Caesar. They are palace guards. Their unit was set up by Pothinus. They are loyal to the protection of the palace only and not to either monarch.”
“That’s good. Pothinus was useful for some things it seems.”
More Romans arrived, Lucius at their head. Servants were carrying Caesar’s finest armour. He raised his arms for the breastplate to be fitted then put his arms down.
“Wait.”
He reached for the laurel leaf crown on a single purple cushion. Lucius picked up the crown and handed it to his master.
“I think today calls for diplomacy gentlemen. How does my toga look?”
“Fine sir.”
“Good.”
He waved his hand in dismissal at his armourers. To the Generals he said.
“You will accompany me to the palace steps. Guards will keep a respectful distance.”
“Yes Sir.”
They all saluted and fell in behind him. Apollodorus watched until they’d disappeared around the corner and out of sight.
“He has got majesty,” he said out loud, “The Gods I really like him.”
He looked at the four Egyptian guards who only stared ahead as before, impassively.
* * *
The crowd had settled some and Ptolemy had been allowed to move through the Egyptian guards. He and Theodotus now stood three steps up from where they could see the size of the crowd and the crowd could see and hear him.
A great cheer went up as he finished promising them a return to their chosen lives. A life without Rome.
Then as one the mob surged forward again, angry and shouting. The Egyptian guards had to rush forward once again to contain them. Ptolemy and Theodotus had instinctively moved back a step in surprise at the sudden hostile movement.
‘It had been going so well,’ Ptolemy said to himself as he watched the shaking fists. Then he realised this new aggression wasn’t directed at him or Theodotus.
They looked at each other, the boy King and his teacher, and then slowly turned their heads and looked over their shoulders.
Julius Caesar was standing at the top of the steps glaring down at the two of them. Theodotus, remembering the fate of Pothinus, suddenly wished he was anywhere but there. He felt Caesar’s eyes boring directly into him. Ptolemy, knowing his fate had already been sealed glanced back at the crowd, a strange smirk on his face. Theodotus was becoming increasingly uneasy at Caesar’s stare. Then Caesar took his eyes off the King’s schoolteacher and glared at the crowd. Theodotus let out a sigh of relief. He felt the sweat trickle down his spine. As Caesar came slowly down the steps Theodotus tried to make himself as small as he could as he moved out of the way. Caesar glanced at him only once in passing. Theodotus retreated up the steps like an animal hoping not to be detected. He stopped at the top when he saw Caesar’s Generals were also glaring at him.
The Egyptian guards were battling hard against the jeering, shouting mob again. Caesar took in the debris on the steps, which were littered. He guessed the Alexandrians couldn’t have much left to throw.
Ptolemy was cringing away from the Roman who suddenly bounded towards him and threw an arm around the youth’s shoulder. Ptolemy flinched but Julius pulled him into his embrace with a broad, beaming smile. Ptolemy’s instinct was to cower away but the crowd fell into a hushed silence.
Was this not their supposed, hated enemy, here, now, showing a friendliness towards their bastard King.
Caesar grinned at Ptolemy who was clearly petrified. Then Julius released him and Ptolemy backed away a few steps not understanding at all Caesar’s intentions. The mob were still shouting though not as loud as before and Caesar raised both his hands to gain their attention.
“Alexandrians, Greeks, Nubians, Jews, Spaniards, Gauls, all other nations, Romans,” Caesar began, “I stand today, here before you, on the steps of the great palace founded by Alexander, son of Philip and Olympias, and built by the great Ptolemy I, as a friend and loyal vassal of King Ptolemy XIII and his sister Cleopatra!”
Members of the crowd began shouting abuse and insults but Caesar ignored them and carried on.
“My role here is arbiter between the sibling monarchs. Nothing more! And furthermore I came here in pursuit of my son-in-law, the great Pompey, who was unfortunately killed in a misunderstanding. The internal problems of your city were not my affair and I had no wish to intervene or involve myself or any of my men in this way. Indeed!” he shouted over the jeering crowd, “I have not retaliated against Pompey’s murder….”
“Not retaliated,” someone shouted, “Then why did you have Pothinus executed?”
“Pothinus was found guilty of treason against your lawful Queen, Cleopatra. Roman law was passed in arbitration. But I swear to you….!”
The crowd were now shouting above him.
“I SWEAR TO YOU!” Caesar roared at the top of his voice, “That it was an Egyptian, not a Roman, who carried out the execution!”
“An Egyptian?” someone shouted.
“Yes! One of your Queen’s servants. So you see, no Roman has acted hostilely since my arrival. Some of my men have already been killed by your people, by Alexandrians. But have I retaliated against them, or against Pompey‘s killers? No!”
“Then why don’t you just sail away and leave?”
The noise level rose again and Caesar had to raise his hands again for silence.
“Because I made an allegiance. I swore an oath to King Ptolemy Auletes that I would always come to aid his children, his descendants, his….” Caesar clapped an arm around Ptolemy again, ”….Son and daughter. They need my help. Alexandrians, I urge you please, to accept that I am here as a friend only, nothing more.”
The crowd now began talking amongst themselves. For a brief moment Caesar thought he may have a chance of winning them over.
“There is bound to be objection at what you believe is Roman interference but I assure you it is not so!”
“Then why does Ptolemy say you’re here for gold and gold only?”
“That was a thought that Pothinus planted in his head. Pothinus! Not Caesar! He couldn’t have been more wrong. It is true that Egypt, or rather Ptolemy Auletes owes me ten million Denarii and I was hoping to leave with that debt settled in full.”
“So it is the gold you want. Egypt’s wealth and nothing more. It is True!”
“It is not true! Furthermore! As a token of my appreciation of the debt being paid I intend to restore to Egyptian rule the island of CYPRUS!”
The excitement in the crowd rose now as they spoke among themselves again.
“Did you hear what he just promised? What he said! Cyprus! Cyprus back under Egypt’s rule. Think of the power! Think of the wealth!”
“How do we know he’ll keep his word?”
As if to clarify Caesar said.
“This I swear to you as Rome’s envoy to Egypt. Alexandrians I implore you to listen, to consider my offer. There is no need for us to be enemies. Please return to your homes, your shops, your businesses.”
Caesar stopped and waited. The crowd appearing to be less hostile. They were discussing things amongst themselves. Then the man near the front who had been doing most of the questioning, turned away from the Roman dictator and began walking through the crowd. His fellows watched him.
“Antonius. Where do you go?” One of his friends called.
He stopped. A space cleared around him as people moved out of his way.
“I am going to consider what the Roman has said.”
“You are?”
“Yes! And besides I have a business to run.”
The crowd made way for him as he left. Others were left staring at his departing back. Soon a dozen were leaving, then more. Caesar turned his head this way and that. A few, who were obviously intent on continuing, tried to shout more abuse and insults but as the crowd around them began to disperse they lost faith. Caesar waited until the street was almost back to normal then after thanking the Egyptian guards he turned and with his arm around Ptolemy led the way up the steps. At the top he let Ptolemy go and glared at Theodotus, who tried a smile.
“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t have you executed right here and now.”
Theodotus quailed under the stare.
“The sentence stands!”
Dolabella came running up to Julius.
“Sire you’d better come quick. Achillas and the Egyptian army has been seen just outside the city.
Ptolemy suddenly made a run for it.
“Stop him!” Caesar ordered.
Marcellus caught him by the collar of his robe.
“You try anything like that again and I’ll shove my sword up your arse you snivelling little shit!” he bared his teeth at Theodotus, “That goes for you too!”

CHAPTER SEVEN

Julius Caesar bounded up the steps two at a time. His bodyguards, carrying shields, having to work twice as hard to keep up. The steps were built into the palace walls. His men lined the steps, his soldiers, his legionaries. At the top of the steps, sixty feet above the ground, he stopped. The two towers of the star gate loomed another twenty feet above him. He turned to face into the Royal palace complex. He glanced up at the window he’d stood in that first night when Cleopatra had been brought in by Apollodorus in the rug. It seemed so long ago to him now.
Much had happened, much had changed, he had changed.
He watched as his men, stripped to their waists, dismantled roofs and walls of buildings, using ropes, pulleys, hammers, horses, their bare hands, to create his no-mans land. The stone being stockpiled further back behind Roman lines. Teams of legionaries were setting up Ballista’s, the large catapults. The stone would be used against the enemy.
“Have you checked the range?”
“Not yet Caesar,” Germanicus replied.
Julius turned and looked down the street. The thoroughfare was wide but not wide enough for standard battle tactics. He allowed himself a small smile.
“Do you know gentlemen,” he said to his Generals surrounding him, “I have besieged many cities in my campaigns but I’ve never yet been the defender. Still there’s a first time for everything.”
He looked up at the stone gate towers.
“Come gentlemen. We need to go higher.”
Once at the top of the left tower Caesar could see out over the whole city. The sun sparkled off the sea beyond the harbour where the Roman ships lay at anchor. Smoke drifted up from the lighthouse where the fire had burned out. It would be prepared for dusk during the day. The streets below were unusually quiet. On the rooftops of many buildings the Romans could see people. No doubt spies recording what they saw and reporting back to Achillas with their findings. Tall palm trees appeared at random above the rooftops. Up the hill behind was the temple complex, dedicated to Osiris.
From up here Julius could see exactly what he controlled. Beyond the Royal section of the harbour was the common harbour.
“From here we can see exactly what we control.”
The Generals gathered closer around their leader.
“We control that much of the harbour,” he said with a sweep of his arm, “The palace grounds before us. That area to the South is ours. Agrippa holds that with over four thousand infantry and a few hundred cavalry. Achillas has flanked them without a fight. Even though he outnumbers them five to one he doesn’t attack. Agrippa has sent riders to Mithridates of Pergamum asking for help.”
“But Sir Pergamum is in Turkey. Even if King Mithridates left immediately it will take him weeks to arrive at best.”
“I’m afraid Marcellus is right gentlemen. We are in the most difficult, physical fight of our lives.”
“Don’t worry sir. You always come out on top. You’ll find a way to save the day. You always have, you always will.”
“I am worried Marcellus. I’m worried about supplies. Food is scarce. We have enough for now. The men will fight hungry but no it’s not the food I worry about, it’s water. A man can survive on hunger, but thirst?”
“We have plenty of fresh water sir, from the canals.”
“Which could easily, going by the model, be flooded with sea water, leaving our supply useless.”
“Let’s hope they don’t think of it sir.”
“I’m afraid Marcellus I expect they already have.”
“Caesar!” a voice called from below.
Five faces appeared over the edge of the tower and looked down. Caesar saw one of the Ballista commanders. The man who’d called next to him. A legionary without weapons covered in dust.
“An urgent message sir!”
Caesar waved.
“After you Marcellus.”
By the time Caesar and the Generals got down to the level of the courtyard the messenger was gulping down a jug of water. He saluted the Roman dictator.
“I beg your pardon sire, about my appearance. I had to leave my horse some distance away and I ran here. It must have been at least two miles.”
“That’s quite all right. Now, please, what message do you have for Caesar?”
“Achillas has sent messengers to all the local towns and villages asking for support. Thousands have come to his banner sir, maybe even tens of thousands. They are flocking into Alexandria carrying whatever they can bring or dragging weapons behind them.”
“Siege weapons?”
“Yes sir.”
“I didn’t expect this. It seems Achillas is not happy with just twenty thousand men,” Caesar said to his Generals.
The messenger took another gulp of water.
“That’s not all sir. The rich landowners are arming their slaves and giving them to the cause. They in turn are guarding all the main routes into the city thus freeing up the regular soldiers to fight.”
Caesar clenched his fists in anger.
“I didn’t realise they would act so soon.”
He looked up at the palace where Cleopatra was, cursing her for not having a standing army.
“I beg your pardon Caesar but the Admiral Agrippa sent twelve of us via different routes. How many of us have got through?”
“Just you so far.”
They heard a shout and all turned. Another messenger had made it to the gate, a nasty gash on the side of his head, the blood caked with dust. Legionaries ran to his aid. Caesar rushed over to him.
“Get him some water!”
He studied the gash.
“Are you all right soldier?”
“Yes sir.”
The man drank from the offered cup.
“I was caught by the mob but managed to escape but not before someone threw a brick at me, which as you can see hit me in the head sir.”
“Yes that’s quite a gash. Quickly make your report then we can get you to a surgeon.”
“The locals sir are bringing out what they can from their houses. I saw tables, chairs, beds….”
“What are they doing with them?”
“Building barricades. Across entire streets. I saw some that must be forty feet high at least.”
“They intend to keep us here, pinned down as it were?”
“That’s not all Caesar. On my way in to the city I saw mobile siege towers being pulled by oxen. I think sir, they intend to bring the fight to us.”
Each man looked at his neighbour now. All fully understood the desperate situation they found themselves in.
“Caesar!” An officer shouted from the left tower of the gate.
Julius shielded his eyes with his hand from the morning sun to see the man better.
“Sir a large group of men is approaching!”
“Archers! Form up!” Julius shouted running for the gate. Once again at the top Caesar could see the mob approaching.
“Archers ready!” he ordered.
Now the entire wall was filled with men armed with bows, arrows nocked, strings drawn back halfway.
The crowd came on slowly. Caesar guessed there was at least a hundred Alexandrians. More were joining from side roads. Five hundred paces away they stopped. As the Romans watched from the walls one man broke rank and came forward alone. He stopped four hundred paces away.
“Caesar can you hear me?” he shouted.
He waited. His eyes roving over the line of Roman helmets appearing above the parapet.
“Caesar!” he yelled again.
He watched. There was no sound, no motion, from the walls. He looked up at the twin towers then brought his eyes back down as the large wooden gates creaked open. A score of legionaries filed out and took up positions. The crowd shuffled nervously. For most of them this was the first time in their lives that they had seen professional, fighting soldiers.
The legionaries covered the side streets. Now archers came out into the street and watched the rooftops. The front ranks of the mob took a step back in uncertainty. The single man waited unafraid. Then as everyone watched the gate Julius Caesar, supreme military dictator of Rome, stepped out. Dolabella right behind. Personal bodyguards formed a circle around them and slowly they advanced on the lone figure. Halfway they stopped. The lone man now felt naked without guards but even so he stood his ground.
“Who are you and what do you want?” Caesar called across the gap.
“My name is unimportant Caesar.”
A flush of anger went through the Romans. Bow strings tightened still further.
“How dare you be so insulting!” Dolabella shouted.
“I will ask you again for your name.”
“As I said Caesar my name is unimportant. For now it is sufficient for you to know that I am a Captain in the Egyptian Royal army serving under General Achillas.”
“Where is Achillas?”
“He is with his army Caesar.”
“Let me kill this insolent bastard now sir.”
“Not Yet. There are twenty archers with arrows aiming at your heart as we speak. It is only with a morbid curiosity to hear what you have to say that prevents me from giving them the order to fire. Now unknown Captain what do you want?”
“It is my master’s, the General Achillas, wish that you surrender your position and leave Alexandria immediately.”
The Romans on the walls erupted into laughter. Caesar himself smiled.
“And if I choose not to?”
“Oh I think you can be persuaded Caesar.”
The Captain turned and beckoned to the mob. Three men were brought forward, gagged and bound. They were forced onto their knees. The Captain turned back to Julius who was staring past him.
“What’s the meaning of this? Who are these men?”
The Captain turned back and nodded. The man on the left had his gag removed roughly.
“State your name and rank.”
The man remained quiet. A knife was suddenly placed at his jugular.
“Name and rank.”
“Gaius Livinius. Legionary.”
Anger swept through the Romans. He was one of theirs.
“You expect him to beg for his life.”
“No Caesar. Just for you to leave.”
Caesar smirked. The man’s fate had already been chosen.
“Never.”
“Very well.”
The Captain once again turned and nodded and the Romans watched in anguish as the knife was drawn across the throat. The bound legionary screamed once and pitched forward onto his face.
“Will you not reconsider now Caesar?”
Julius was livid but even so he tried to buy some time.
“How do I know those are my men?”
“You heard his name.”
“It could be a bluff.”
“It’s not. These men are messengers from Agrippa. They were unfortunate to be caught and now they are pawns in a game of chess. You can save the next two.”
Caesar just stared back coldly.
“Very well you wish another test.”
The next man was made to give his name and number. He was killed like Livinius. The last man was searching the walls. His brother was also a messenger. He was sure he would have got through.
“Quintus Taquinius, legionary.”
“Do you have something to ask of your commander?”
Quintus took a deep breath and shouted.
“I have nothing to ask.”
Julius was furious. He raised his finger.
“You let this man go now.”
The Captain smiled and turned to give the order to kill the last man.
“FIRE!” Julius shouted.
A dozen arrows flew and thudded into the Captain’s chest. He went down without a sound. The mob were silent, stunned by the quickness of the Roman attack. The man with the knife wasn’t sure of what to do. Quintus suddenly and awkwardly got to his feet and began running towards his own lines. Not easy when your hands are tied behind your back. The man with the knife taken unawares, then he gave chase, ten paces behind. A rain of Roman arrows brought him down. Now the legionaries were cheering their man on. The Romans covering the street were sent by Dolabella to get him and bring him back to safety. The mob, now angry, turned on the corpses of the two Romans until arrows began to fall on them too. Amidst the screams of the dying and wounded they fell back, leaving heaps of dead. The two Romans were unrecognisable among the bodies of the Alexandrians.
“That’s got them on the run Sir,” Dolabella said, noting that the street was almost empty already, “They’ve fallen back and moved into the buildings. They’ve not gone completely.”
Caesar didn’t answer. He was staring down the road. Dolabella followed his gaze. One man stood alone amongst the dead and injured, defiant.
It was Antonius.
The man who’d confronted Caesar before.
“You said you’d consider my words,” Julius shouted across the gap to him.
“You said you came in peace.”
“I did,” Caesar replied quietly so that only those nearest him heard the words. Then to Antonius he shouted, “I will not stop until Egypt is mine!”
Antonius heard the words. He felt every emotion go through him. Then he shouted back, “So it begins!” before turning and disappearing down a side street.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Dolabella stood in front of Caesar. He was battered, bruised and bloodied. They were back in Caesar’s war room in the Royal palace. Julius stood with both hands clasped behind his back next to the wooden model of Alexandria.
He listened intently without interrupting as Dolabella made his report.
A servant arrived with a bowl of clean water and began sponging off the worst of Dolabella’s blood and dirt. Another prepared bandages nearby in case they were needed. The worst cut wasn’t that bad.
Caesar waited until Dolabella had finished before speaking.
“How much ground have you gained?”
“In all Sir hardly anything. The ground we have won measures in feet not miles as would be usual.”
“That’d due to the difficulty of the narrow streets. That’s why we cannot use cavalry effectively. The horses would be almost unusable and quite useless. This is the only way.”
“Yes Sir.”
A servant brought a chair for Dolabella to sit on while his wounds were tended but he waited for Caesar to invite him to sit first.
“Please do.”
Dolabella sat gratefully.
“As soon as I gain any ground from the enemy they force me back. The fighting is like none I’ve ever known. The sheer numbers of the enemy are staggering. As soon as one falls another is pushed forward into the gap. It’s also a mixture Caesar, professional soldiers, militia, peasants. But they all fight as if their very lives depended on it.”
“And your losses?”
“Quite high.”
Dolabella’s shoulders suddenly began shaking at the enormity of what he’d said. He was a seasoned veteran but his lips trembled as he spoke.
“We’re having to storm the buildings and houses through the front doors. This is where my heaviest losses are. As we batter the doors down and go in the first of my men are cut down, unable to move by the weight of the men behind pushing them forward. There is no other way of taking the buildings. If only the houses were like those of Gaul, wood and thatch, we could burn them out.”
Though still listening Julius was studying the wooden model. The other General’s seated nearby. Then a thought struck him.
“Do we have any battering rams in the armoury?”
“Yes Caesar.”
“How solid are the walls of the houses and buildings here?”
The General’s left their seats to join him.
“They’re fairly strong,” Germanicus answered,” Mud brick, the roofs tiled. Virtually impossible to set fire to. The weight of the roofs devastating in earthquakes, causing the buildings to collapse and burying the occupants inside.”
“Is that if all the walls collapse?”
“I would think so Sir.”
“Ah but what about just one?”
“Sir?”
“The houses and buildings here have how many doors? One?”
“Most do Caesar. Some have two. The public buildings more.”
“Let’s suppose they all have just one door. Now behind every door are townsfolk waiting for unsuspecting legionaries and presumably they are also guarding the windows.”
“Yes.”
“Then what if we go in through the walls.”
“Through the walls?”
Dolabella pushed aside the sponge that was mopping at his forehead. He got up and joined the others, all in a circle now around Caesar, giving him their undivided attention.
“Yes through the walls. Take the battering rams and assault the walls of the first house whilst still attacking the door and windows thus forcing the defenders to split their coverage further stretching their defence.”
“That’s ingenious Sir,” Marcellus was excited, “Should we attack as many walls as is possible with each building?”
“No just the one for now. We don’t want the buildings coming down on top of us. We will move on from house to house in this way.”
“It’s brilliant Sir,” Marcellus again, “You are the wiliest, cleverest, wisest man in the whole world.”
“Save your praise Marcellus until we have the victory.”
“We will win Sir. With you in charge what could possibly go wrong.”
* * *
“Now!” Dolabella shouted. Despite his wounds he had insisted that Julius let him continue the assault. These were after all his men.
The eight legionaries manning the hand held ram brought their arms back and drove them forward. The ram smashed into the wall at the side of the first house. Across the street, directly opposite, another team did exactly the same.
Inside the first house a man sitting at a low table looked up and at the wall. The other occupants of the house, armed with a variety of weapons, glanced about nervously. They were guarding the door and windows.
“What was that?” he asked.
None of them moved or answered. Again there was a thump against the wall. He got up and went over to the wall carrying an oil lamp. Darkness had descended over Alexandria an hour before. He couldn’t see anything unusual about the interior wall. He glanced over at the man at the window.
“Can you see anything?”
The man shifted position.
“The street is filled with Roman legionaries but then it was before.”
“Is that all you can see?”
“For the moment.”
He held the oil lamp up again as there was another thump at the wall. Dust drifted down and settled on his shoulders. Then again, thump, thump, thump. More dust came down.
“Can any of you see what is happening?”
“Just a moment,” One man answered. He got himself into a position where he could see through a crack in the barricaded front door. He saw a legionary’s face up close, close enough to see the stubble on the man’s chin, even in the dark. He moved back for a moment and then took another look. The Roman had moved.
“They’re everywhere,” he whispered.
Then he saw clearly across the street for the first time and his eyes widened.
“They’re going through the walls!” he shouted.
The man with the lamp reached him in five steps.
“What?”
“See for yourself.”
The man with the lamp pressed his eye to the crack in the door. He could see what the other had seen. Across the street a team of legionaries was throwing all they had at a large house. Another thump at the wall behind him made the hairs on the back of his neck rise. Suddenly the legionaries began shouting as the ram forced its way through the other house. He saw a team push past the ram bearers and he saw the front door fly open and the defenders rush out shouting and screaming in terror only to be mown down by the soldiers in the street. Then suddenly faces surrounded his view through the crack and he knew they were also doomed. The wall thumped again and this time the whole building seemed to shake. The legionaries outside began banging on the door and shouting loudly to add further confusion.
“This is it!”
The man with the lamp picked up his blacksmith’s hammer and rushed back to the wall just as it and part of the roof collapsed on him. His lamp was buried and the flame snubbed out leaving that part of the room in darkness. Legionaries scrabbled over the fallen rubble crushing the man further and as the defenders of the house rushed over to repel the invasion Romans burst through the door slashing and stabbing with their swords, bringing the defenders down. The man in the rubble, layered in dust, was trying to push himself up. A legionary stood on his hand. Surprisingly he felt no pain from it. He was disorientated, he had ringing in his ears. He felt weight pressing down on him. Past his eyes he could see feet moving. From far away he heard screams, they seemed far away or they could be muffled. He tried again to push himself up. The last Roman through the breach slashed down with his sword and cleaved the man’s skull in two. The battering ram was brought through and the team fumbling around in the near dark began working on the next wall to the next building.
From up on the battlements Julius Caesar watched the scene below as his army slowly took the streets of Alexandria.
“It is slow work Sir,” Germanicus said.
Caesar unrolled a hand drawn map of the city and held it near a torch. Germanicus took one end to steady it.
“Once we have taken this street as far as those points there,” Julius said pointing to two locations, “We can hold easily from there and spread in both directions. Then we can set up the Ballista’s and concentrate on knocking down the barricades. We need to clear a direct route to the harbour to allow a supply line.”
“This map is fairly accurate Sir.”
“It’s Queen Cleopatra’s. She has given it to me.”
He thought about her again. About their lovemaking.
‘The Gods. Was that only two days ago?’
There was a shout from the top of the gate. Both Generals looked up. In the dimly lit street they could see the enemy running towards the Romans screaming their battle cry.
Dolabella both heard, and saw, them coming.
“Take up positions!” he roared drawing his sword.
His second in command rushed over as the legionaries began forming up their basic defence positions.
“Sir what about the teams assaulting the houses and buildings?”
“You’d better stop them in case they end up behind enemy lines.”
“Yes Sir!”
The man rushed off.
Dolabella turned to Marcellus.
“It looks like we’re in for a long night.”
Marcellus drew his sword.
“I wouldn’t be able to sleep with all this noise anyway.”
* * *
Julius Caesar and his General’s had retired for the night. They were all sitting, drinking wine. Outside the palace the streets had fallen silent. Spies had reported to Caesar that the Alexandrian’s were holding a public meeting to discuss tactics. One thing Caesar had been told was that the Alexandrians had all agreed on one thing and that was the absolute need, and no matter the cost, they had to eradicate the Romans from Egypt forever. And Caesar was sure that was exactly what they intended to do.
“We’ve conquered four city blocks today Caesar and are able to hold them.”
“What are our losses?”
“Forty seven dead. Thirty two wounded.”
Caesar bit his lip.
“Forty seven and it’s only day one. There could be another hundred like it. We’d better pray help arrives soon.”
“Mithridates Sir?”
“Yes. Mithridates.”
“We’ve managed to kill over three hundred of the enemy Sir,” Marcellus piped in, “Are you not pleased with these figures?”
“We have less than five thousand men. Alexandria is, was, a city of over one million and if all the inhabitants fight like this, well, you do the maths.”
Marcellus fell silent and stared into his wine cup.
“And what of Achillas Caesar? When will he fight?” Dolabella asked.
“Like a man you mean?” replied Germanicus, “He hides behind his army like a coward.”
“He’ll fight soon enough,” Julius said.
“When is what I’d like to know,” Marcellus said.
Germanicus, feeling frustrated at this stalemate they seemed to be in, got up out of his chair and put his goblet down.
“The wine is strong tonight. I’m going to get a cup of water. Would anyone else like one?”
They all declined. He walked over to the nearest fountain, took a clean cup, and filled it.
’That’s odd,’ he thought, ’It looks cloudy.’
He raised it to his lips and took a mouthful. His taste buds tasted salt instantly. It was brine. He spat the water out splashing the floor with it.
“It’s brine!”
Caesar jumped to his feet and rushed over to the fountain. He took Germanicus’ cup and smelled it, then took a swig, swilled it with his tongue and spat the offending liquid into the fountain.
“Check the others!” he ordered, “Have the whole palace checked.”
Minutes later and the report wasn’t good. The palace no longer had fresh running water.
“Send men out to search for the source,” Caesar said, “We must pray it’s just a broken pipe somewhere in the system.”
“It’s more likely to be sabotage isn’t it Sir.”
“I hope not. Gentlemen we must keep this from the men. They can fight without food but water? Thirst can make men go mad.”
Lucius came rushing in. He beckoned Caesar over.
“Yes what is it?”
Lucius spoke quietly for a short time. Then Caesar dismissed him. He came back to his Generals slowly.
“It seems we have another problem tonight.”
They gathered round to listen.
“Queen Cleopatra’s younger sister Arsinoe, who I was holding in confinement has apparently managed to escape the palace guards with her eunuch Ganymedes and gone over to Achillas.”
“I don’t see how such a whelp could be a threat Sir,” Dolabella said.
“Have you not already noticed that the two sister’s are so much more intelligent than their brothers.”
“I still fail to see of what use she was to us.”
“On the contrary I was considering making her and the young Ptolemy joint rulers of Cyprus.”
Germanicus had a puzzled look on his face.
“You don’t approve Germanicus?”
“I don’t understand Sir. I heard you say in the street and if I may quote you, you said, ‘I will not leave until Egypt is mine’”
Caesar smiled to himself.
“That was a boast.”
“Boast?”
“A bluff then. It is true that when I followed Pompey here I did intend to annex Egypt to Rome, but now, since meeting Cleopatra and getting to know her, I….” he paused, “….From tonight gentlemen we back Queen Cleopatra’s claim to the throne.”
The General’s were silent. Finally Germanicus said.
“Of course Sir. Whatever you decide on I will follow.”
“I agree,“ Dolabella said.
“And I.”
“And I.”
“Then gentlemen let us set up our artillery tonight and tomorrow at dawn we will unleash hell on Alexandria!”

CHAPTER NINE

Commander Marcus Sejanus raised his hand up to his eyes again and pinched the bridge of his nose. Marcus was tired. All of his men were tired. Marcus hadn’t personally slept in thirty six hours.
He was in command of a battery of ballista’s. They had worked through the day bombarding the barricades put up by the citizens of Alexandria. Large pieces of stone from demolished buildings had splintered the man made barricades while repeating Ballistae firing large, single arrows, had taken care of any defenders. Two mobile towers that had been wheeled into position had also been brought down and now lay smashed in the street to the cheering delight of the Romans.
The ballista’s had been moved up to the barricades and reset to provide covering fire for the legionaries who had worked to clear the debris. The dead had been carried back through the Roman lines and were now burning in the street behind, thus protecting Roman backs.
Marcus had seen some of the casualties as they had passed him. Some of the injuries were appalling. He cringed at the thought of being on the receiving end.
’Better not to think about it’ he told himself.
He pinched his nose again, his eyes closed. The relief was instant but he suddenly felt himself sway. He opened his eyes quickly and put his arm out to help his balance. His second in command saw.
“Are you all right sir?”
Marcus tried to focus with bleary eyes.
“Yes I’m fine. Just a bit tired is all.”
“We’re all tired.”
“What? Oh yes I know.”
“Why don’t you try to get some rest sir.”
Marcus was still rubbing his eyes.
“No! I can’t. There’s too much to do….”
Lucius Scato studied his commanding officer. Marcus hadn’t realised that he was so tired he was slurring his words.
“Sir. I can manage here for the time being. Why don’t you get some sleep. We’ll need you when it matters and you’re not much use to the men tired. You could go into one of the houses to sleep. It’ll be safe. I’ll post guards.”
“No I really mustn’t as much as I could do with a nap.”
“Sir I’m concerned about you. Caesar has ordered the attack for dawn. That’s four hours away and you can hardly stay awake now.”
Marcus rubbed his face hard in an effort to wake himself up.
“No! I can’t leave my duties.”
“What we’re doing now is just routine. I can handle everything here for now.”
“No.”
“Then why not have a bench brought out here into the street. I’ll wake you if you’re needed.”
Marcus thought about it. A centurion standing nearby spoke.
“You should get some sleep sir.”
“All right but you wake me at the slightest problem.”
“Yes Marcus. Of course.”
Two legionaries brought a wooden bench out and placed it near a wall. Marcus Sejanus lay down on the bench and pulled his cloak up over him. He was almost instantly asleep.
“Thank you Falco,” Scato said, “He wasn’t going to get some rest until you said what you did.”
Falco nodded towards the sleeping figure.
“He’s not much good to us tired and tired men make mistakes.”
“That’s true,” Scato looked across at the timekeeper, “It’s time you took a break.”
“Yes sir.”
“I’ll wake you at the next watch.”
Falco saluted. He went over to a group of his men and removed his helmet.
“Here why does he get to sleep and we don’t then eh?” one of the legionaries asked.
“Because he is your commanding officer that’s why.”
“So that gives him the right to sleep while we have to work.”
“You’re having your break now aren’t you?”
“A break? Yes. Squatting here in the dirt. It’s hardly comfortable is it?”
“Then why don’t you try and sleep.”
“I’ve tried but all I get is a crick in my back. Not a nice bench to sleep on like he does.”
Falco cuffed the legionary hard around the ear. He instinctively ducked from the much older, heavier man.
“Do you want to keep your voice down before you’re heard by one of the senior officers.”
“Sorry Falco.”
“That’s centurion to you when the General’s are about and don’t ever complain like that when Caesar’s about or he’ll feed you your balls.”
One of the others winced.
“Or worse.”
“Tell the little pipsqueak what Caesar did to the pirates eh!” an older legionary said.
Falco dipped his mug in a barrel of water drawn from one of the many palace fountains and sat down with his back against the wall. They all faced Falco now. He was renowned for his story telling.
“This was back in the days when Caesar was serving on a naval trireme….”
“Why did he join the navy?”
Falco glared at the youngest legionary under his command. He hated to be interrupted.
“Caesar originally wanted to enter law and politics but there was no money in it. His family of course held sufficient rank but Caesar needed money and lots of it. So he chose a military career. There always being lots of money for a conqueror. The spoils of war young Gaius. You see you even share the forename of our commander.”
“Maybe some day I’ll be as great as Caesar,” Gaius Domitius answered. The other legionaries laughed.
“Do not mock the mighty Caesar young whelp,” Falco said, “Gaius Julius Caesar is the greatest Roman who ever lived.”
“I wasn’t….I wasn’t mocking the General.”
“You had better not be either boy.”
“Leave him alone Falco,” one of the longest serving soldiers said,” Stop bullying the boy long enough to tell the story will you.”
Falco had raised his drink to his lips but he pulled it away again and stared in amazement at the way he’d been spoken to. Then he shrugged, put his cup down and said.
“Very well. I’ll tell you but stop interrupting.”
One of the soldiers grabbed Gaius around the neck in a headlock and clamped his hand over the youth’s mouth.
“He won’t interrupt again. Will you?”
Gaius fought against his opponent who removed his hand.
“No I promise!” the youth shouted.
“Good lad,” the legionary said ruffling the boys hair.
“How did Caesar end up being captured by pirates anyway?”
“If you shut up long enough I’ll tell you. In the autumn of the year of the Gods by our counting, it was twenty seven years ago and Caesar a young man of twenty five. His first wife Cornelia had just given birth to their daughter Julia. Caesar an up and coming politician in Rome had left his household to go to study on the island of Rhodes. But Caesar never made it. Near Miletus, Asia minor, Caesar’s ship was attacked by Cilician pirates. Piracy was rife in the Mediterranean back then. The great Homer, the Greek writer, even mentions piracy in his work the ’Odyssey’. Now, the pirates who captured Caesar’s ship had the usual goods to trade and passengers for the slave markets. Well you can imagine their surprise when suddenly amongst their booty they find themselves with a Roman nobleman. They were used to their captives being afraid and begging for mercy and their lives, but not Caesar. He spent forty days with them while his ransom was being raised. The pirates had originally asked for twenty talents but Caesar, insulted by such a trifling amount, personally raised it to fifty. The pirates were both shocked and amused by his courage. He wrote them poetry and called them illiterate barbarians when they failed to understand it. He also joked that he would return once his ransom was paid and crucify them.”
“What happened? I know Caesar survived, obviously, but how was he saved? Or was the ransom paid?”
This time Falco didn’t mind being interrupted. He himself had been a young recruit once, keen to learn anything and everything about his commanding officers.
“Oh yes the ransom was paid all right. Caesar waved at them from the ship that rescued him to their laughter.”
“And that was it? He just sailed away after giving them a fortune in money?”
“Sailed away yes. But only as far as Miletus. Once there he quickly hired some ships and mercenaries. He caught the pirates while they were still in their lair on board their ships. He got his money back and all their stolen loot. He promptly reminded them of his promise and crucified them but because he liked them and to save them the torture of slow agonising death he had all their throats cut first.”
“Why didn’t he want them to suffer?”
“They had done him no harm personally. He recorded in his records that he found his capture to be a mere hindrance of his personal time, nothing more. It did his political career no harm either. Two years later, aged twenty seven, he became Pontifex.”
“And all was good again was it? For Caesar I mean?”
Falco yawned. He reached for his water.
“What? No! Just then Mithridates rose against Rome and a young gladiator named Spartacus began an uprising.”
“I’d love to hear all about that centurion, sir.”
Falco was still yawning.
“Yes I’m sure you would but some other time. I’m too tired now.”
Falco closed his eyes. Gaius sat where he was musing over what he’d heard. He dreamed of being a General like Caesar. A hero. A hero to Rome. He watched the others as they settled down to get some rest. Falco’s breathing was starting to get heavier as he was rapidly falling asleep. Gaius picked up his cup of water and took a long swig. He swallowed the first of it and felt it burning his throat. Then he tasted the salt and he sprayed himself with it as he spat it out. He threw the cup down as a couple of the legionaries turned to look in his direction.
“What’s the matter with you?” One of the soldiers asked.
Gaius was grimacing while wiping his mouth with his sleeve.
“Like you don’t know!”
“What?”
“One of you lot has put salt in my water. Ha Ha! Very funny.”
Falco opened his eyes.
“Do you want to keep your voices down. Some of us are trying to sleep.”
“It was Gaius.”
“Gaius shut up will you. You’ll get your chance at glory.”
“Great! Now you’ve annoyed him. He’ll probably give us some shitty job to do.”
“Well I couldn’t help it. You lot shouldn’t have put salt in my drink.”
“We didn’t.”
“Then who did?”
“Are you sure you didn’t imagine it?”
“Of course I didn’t.”
Falco opened one eye and glared at them.
“Here he’s right,” said one of the others, “My water is salty also.”
The legionary got up and slowly moved towards Falco.
“If someone has done it to him he’ll go bloody mad,” he whispered. He checked in the darkness to see if Falco’s eyes were closed. They were. He reached quietly for the centurion’s mug and brought it slowly towards himself hardly daring to breathe. He looked back at his colleagues. An iron grip suddenly fashioned itself around his arm, crushing his wrist. He let out a yelp of pain.
“What are you doing boy?” the centurion growled.
Falco took the cup and got up, forcing the legionary up with him. The man was trying to prise Falco’s steely grip away when the centurion suddenly let go. The legionary was left rubbing his wrist.
“I asked you what you were doing.”
The legionary stopped rubbing his wrist and gestured to his friends.
“Sir. Somebody has spiked our drinks with salt and well, sir, as much as we all enjoy a joke sir we were worried that they’d done it to yours and as we all know…well that would be taking it too far sir,” he swallowed hard, knowing that Falco’s temper was never far under the surface, just waiting to be scratched.
Falco took a mouthful of his water, swilled it around his mouth and spat it out.
“Who did this?”
His voice had become menacing. No one dared move or answer. Falco had been known, legally, to beat soldiers to death.
“I do not need to remind you that water is a precious commodity and that we have to ration it. It is too priceless to waste by accident or practical joke. Now who did this?”
He glowered at his men. Clearly no one was going to own up. Especially not now.
“Very well. In that case you leave me no choice. You are all….” he stopped as the legionary with the crushed wrist stepped forward.
“So it was you Marcus Iunius.”
“No sir. In truth it was none of us.”
“Is that so?”
Falco looked past Iunius as he saw other legionaries who had just received their water ration begin spitting it out and throwing cups to the ground. Two palace servants struggled past carrying a fresh barrel of water.
“Wait!” Falco shouted.
They stopped. He went over to them and dipped his hand into the water which was sloshing from side to side and brought it up to his mouth and tasted it. It was salty. He spat the water out, not concerned that it splashed their feet.
“Where did you draw this water from?” he asked.
Neither of them spoke Latin so they both looked at him puzzled for a moment. Then one of them said something to the other and dipped the ladle into the water and offered it to him. Falco shook his head.
“No! Where?” he pointed at the water then gestured with his arms, “Where?”
The other servant now understood. He pointed across the courtyard, then motioned with his hands a right turn, then a left and then drew a fountain in the air.
“Show me!”
Once again there were blank looks so the huge centurion placed his hand on the mans shoulder, turned him around and pushed him forward.
“Show me!”
This time he understood and he took Falco to the fountain.
“What do you think is happening?” Gaius asked.
“I don’t know,” Marcus Iunius still massaging his wrist answered, “But if it was a practical joke I wouldn’t want to be the bloke who did it. Did you see the look on Falco’s face.”
“Better shut up,” one of the others said, “He’s coming back.”
Falco went straight to Lucius Scato. The two men were in deep conversation.
“Can anyone hear what’s being said?”
“No. They’re too far away. Look at how close they’re standing. Must be so no one can overhear. Falco hates anyone to be close to him.”
“Apart from when he’s shouting at you then he’s right in your face,” someone said.
The legionaries were starting to group together. One soldier came over to Falco’s group.
“Hey Marcus Iunius what’s going on?”
“Publius! We don’t know. Not yet at least.”
“Did your water taste of salt?”
“Yes. Yours?”
“Yes. At first we thought it was a joke.”
“Us too.”
“Here you don’t think it was sabotage do you?”
“I’m not sure.”
“It can’t be the palace servants can it?”
“No. They wouldn’t have the balls.”
Another officer rushed up to Scato and Falco.
“I guess we’re about to find out,” Publius said.
This new officer spoke to Scato and not being careful with his voice the legionaries nearby overheard.
“Did you hear that. All the fountains are contaminated,” one said.
“Does that mean we have no fresh water?” another asked.
“I hope not because we won’t last long trapped in here.”
“Keep your voices down!” a nearby centurion shouted.
“But sir you heard what was being said.”
“Yes I did but until we know for sure there is no need to spread panic.”
“Well there is nothing else I can do,” Scato said, “I’m going to have to tell Sejanus and he’s going to have to tell Caesar.”
“Caesar will have to sort it out. We can’t go on without water,” someone shouted.
“WHO SAID THAT?” Falco roared.
No one came forward.
“It is true sir,” Marcus Iunius said, “We can’t go on.”
“Do you stand alone here Iunius?” Scato asked.
There was a long pause. Then others of Iunius’ group stepped forward.
“I’m with Marcus. We can’t go on without water sir.”
They looked at Gaius Domitius. Slowly he got to his feet. He stepped forward and swallowed hard. It was the bravest thing he’d ever done. Falco stared at him. Gaius couldn’t hold the big man’s gaze. At one point he looked up and Falco half smiled and nodded slowly to him. Then he swung around and in his deep voice, he bellowed.
“Who else among you refuses to carry on without water to drink?”
Slowly legionaries began rising. Falco and Scato looked out over a sea of heads. Now everyone was standing.
Marcus Sejanus suddenly appeared alongside his two officers. The noise of shouting voices had woken him though he hadn’t slept long. He was now rubbing his stiff neck.
“What’s going on?” he asked.
Falco and Scato turned to face him.
“Sir I think we have a problem.”
* * *
Julius Caesar, Germanicus and his honour guard marched along the corridor from his bedroom. They turned the corner. At the end was Cleopatra’s bathroom. The Egyptian guards stiffened when they saw the Roman party approaching. Caesar merely brushed them aside with a wave of his hand and entered the royal bath house. The door closed with a quiet click. Once inside he realised he was in a long hall with rooms branching off on both sides. The walls were covered in Egyptian art. A statue of the Pharaoh Ramses the great dominated the centre of the floor. Large terracotta pots were placed at intervals. Caesar walked over to the statue and stood for a moment gazing up at it. Then the sound of laughter came to him and he went off in pursuit of it. Through another door Caesar stopped behind see through curtains. He could see people moving and sitting and talking and laughing and the sound of someone playing a stringed instrument. The sound of running water was near. On a couch two women were kissing, their tongues touching, their hands caressing, exploring each other’s oiled bodies. One of them threw her head back as her neck was now being kissed, her long dark hair hanging down over her shoulder. She rolled her head towards him as a little shudder went through her. Then she opened her eyes and saw him and a small smile spread across her lips. She opened her mouth and touched her teeth with her tongue which he found very erotic. She whispered something and now the other was looking at him. Their cheeks pressed together. Both were seducing him with their eyes and he imagined them on him, loving each other. After a few more moments they giggled and turned their attention back to each other again. Caesar shook his head vigorously to clear his thoughts. He stepped through the light blue curtains and a female servant, wearing very little, and carrying a tray with little cups on it, gasped when she saw him. Others heard the gasp and now he was in full view of them all. They stopped what they were doing to stare at him. The eunuch playing the lyre stopped.
Cleopatra was in her large, circular bath, laying on a sunken seat with only her head above the water which was covered in floating, pink rose petals. Her eyes were closed. She was dozing in the hot water.
“Mardian why do you stop?”
“There is a man in the room highness.”
“Men are not allowed in my bathroom,” she replied, the heat of the water sapping her strength, “You know the rules.”
“I don’t think this one cares my queen.”
She opened her eyes. The light was bright. The man in front of her in silhouette. She shielded her eyes with her hand. Now she could see the expensive red tunic, luxury boots, gold breastplate, ivory handled sword at the hip.
“Oh it’s you Caesar.”
“Yes.”
“My guards didn’t stop you?”
“They didn’t dare try.”
“I must speak to them about this.”
Julius was growing impatient. He planted his fists on his hips.
“How is the water?”
She raised a shapely leg out of the water and ran her fingers up it, from the ankle to the knee.
“Lovely,” she replied blissfully.
“Good,” he said, “I’m pleased. I can now return to my men and tell them that while they fight a war to reinstate Cleopatra as queen of Egypt and have nothing to drink the queen at least can bathe in luxury.”
“What are you talking about Caesar?” she asked, her eyes closed again, irritation in her voice, “have your men thought about going to the wells for water?” she asked sarcastically.
“The wells, the fountains, the very pipes are contaminated, flooded with sea water.”
“Inside the palace is fine.”
“So I see.”
She opened her eyes again and reached for a wooden boat drifting on the ripples. She opened it’s top and dipped her fingers in and proceeded to rub her arms with scented oil. He glared at her in disbelief. She caught his gaze.
“It’s a model of my royal barge, to scale of course. Not the real thing. Perhaps you would like a guided tour.”
“Some other time. Things are more pressing at the moment.”
She pushed the barge across the bath as though it were a toy then stopped it with her toe.
“If only my brother would sail away so easily,” she said more to herself. Only Caesar heard.
“Cleopatra please!” he said loudly making her look up, “I need blueprints, plans, whatever you have of the palace irrigation system and I need it now before my men discover the pollution and we have a full scale mutiny on our hands.”
She stopped what she was doing to glance up at him.
“Oh very well!”
She stood in the bath and modestly covered her large breasts with one arm and hand. He felt excitement rush through his tummy.
“Well don’t just stand there Caesar. Pass me a towel.”
He passed her one that was too small. It barely covered her. She stepped up out of the bath and onto a small mat that had been placed for her. Serving girls rushed to her with towels and began drying her legs and feet. Two others began brushing her hair. Caesar watched with amusement.
When Cleopatra was dressed she slipped into a sheer, almost see through pink dress and gold, thronged, slippers. She was handed a glass of fresh water. Caesar waited patiently for her. Then finally she said.
“It was water you wanted to talk about.”
“Yes. My men have reserves but they are getting low.”
“If you would like to come with me. The best and most accurate records are kept in the library but the palace has copies. My architect Theophrastus will have copies. I will have them brought to us.”
* * *
Thirty minutes later and Julius Caesar had the best copies of Alexandria’s water supply system on the table in front of him.
“Where is the most likely point for Achillas to flood the conduit system?”
“The main pipe from the Nile runs underground from here,” she pointed on the map, “It passes the southern suburbs of Alexandria here and then runs very close to the harbour here. From here he could stop the freshwater, cap it and flood with seawater instead. This half of the palace runs off this pipe. Your half runs off this pipe. It’s this pipe that he’s sabotaged….Why do you smile?”
“Because it’s ingenious. He’s a worthy adversary. He sabotages my half of the palace and not yours why?”
She searched for the answer.
“Because if he defeats you and I he will want to move straight back into this side of the palace which is not contaminated.”
“Clever girl.”
She leaned forward over the table.
“All your men have to do is dig.”
He was looking at her buttocks through the thin material.
“Dig?”
“Yes. If they dig down they can penetrate the pipe network and reach water.”
“That’s a very good idea.”
He reached a hand out and placed it on her right buttock. This action stopped her and she turned up to look at him.
“Now Caesar are you trying to take advantage of me?”
“No. This is my reward to you for helping me.”
He pulled her close and kissed her hard on the mouth. She responded. There was a polite cough from behind. They both turned. Dolabella was standing ten paces away looking awkward.
“I’m sorry to interrupt Caesar but the men have discovered the sabotage.”
Julius wasn’t surprised. It could only have been a matter of time. He nodded at Dolabella and turned back to Cleopatra.
“It seems once again that duty calls.”
“Come to my bed tonight.”
He gave her a peck on the cheek.
“I will count the moments.”
He lifted both her hands and kissed them. Then with a swish of his cloak he turned and strode from the room. At the door he turned back, smiled, and was gone.
“Yes come to me tonight Caesar,” she said, “And when I give birth to our son he will inherit your world.”
* * *
Night had come as Caesar ascended the steps of the fortifications. He reached the top and his men below fell silent at the sight of their leader. Torches lit the compound and Julius could see thousands of faces staring up at him. On approaching he had heard their shouting. Now they were quiet. Many unsure of their actions. Many veterans remembering Caesar’s wrath at previous mutinies and the punishments that followed. Now though there was a sense of, safety, in numbers.
“Men!” he began, ”By now you all know that our water supply is contaminated, about the sabotage by the enemy. The enemy fear you men. He knows he cannot defeat you without these mind games. They are over a million strong and have gained nothing, no ground on us. For every one of you lost hundreds of theirs have fallen. Their dead lay in the streets becoming food for the animals that prowl in the night. Do not fear these desperate tactics of an army, an enemy, who is poorly equipped, poorly trained. You are the best fighting soldiers in the world. Your officers are second to none. You have the best commander…” he paused, “In me!”
A terrific cheer rose from the assembled legionaries. Someone shouted Caesar’s name and others took up the chant. Then as the voices began to die down Marcus Iunius shouted.
“Perhaps we should withdraw Caesar!”
Julius raised his hands for silence.
“No! Absolutely not. The very second we begin to retreat the Alexandrians would overwhelm the barricades and our positions. We would never make it to the harbour alive. Retreat is both unnecessary and wholly unacceptable.”
“But we can’t carry on without water.”
“Queen Cleopatra has given me her copies of the layout of the water systems,” he held the map up for them to see, “Hers are the best available. I will pass it on to your officers. Beneath this courtyard is a conduit system which carries water to fountains on our side of the palace. Next to our pipes are pipes that run directly into the royal section. Take your shovels and dig down men. Dig for your very lives and you will strike the clay pipes. Break through them and you will have your fresh water.”
Again there was a terrific cheer. Julius handed the plans to Sejanus.
“Your men need to dig down here,” Julius pointed to the pipe network on the left, “The water is fairly deep. Buried hundreds of years ago to protect it from earthquakes.”
“Yes sir. I will assign teams.”
“Try to tap into the source after this junction here. That way the royal palace will still have a water supply, though limited.”
“Yes sir.”
Sejanus saluted and left. He passed Marcellus on the steps running in the opposite direction.
“Caesar!” Marcellus called even though he was still some distance away. The senior officers swirled around as Marcellus stopped, bent over, to catch his breath. He had sprinted from across the other side of the palace complex.
“Marcellus?”
“Sir. I have just received word from Domitius Calvinus. He has made it along the coast with a fleet of ships from Rhodes.”
“That’s excellent news,” Caesar was delighted.
“No sir. It’s not,” Marcellus said, still trying to catch his breath, “He only has sails for power and the strong westerly winds are preventing him from getting any closer for now. He’s anchored near the shore.”
“So we just need to hold out until the wind dies down. That doesn’t seem so bad. I’ll break the news to the men.”
“No that’s not the end of it Caesar. I’ve just received word that Achillas has a fleet of ships sailing directly for the harbour. I think he means to attack our ships sir! Calvinus won’t be able to get through.”

CHAPTER TEN

Caesar stood in the prow of his galley in full battle armour as the oars dipped into the water. It was dark now and he’d ordered all lights on his ship extinguished and silence. There was to be whispering only.
He turned and looked back at the other ships following. Like his they were in darkness. He could scarcely make them out in the night.
He faced the front again and gauged the distance to the island of Pharos. The lighthouse lit up the sky half a mile ahead. His ship was in a clear channel amongst the various anchored vessels of the Egyptian fleet. He knew that the following Roman ships would now be getting into line to follow him through.
The decks were empty of soldiers. Caesar couldn’t spare any of his men defending the barricades so the only ones he had brought were manning the oars. The slaves that usually manned the oars had been set free and had probably already gone over to the enemy. Caesar wasn’t bothered about them. As far as he saw it they were a drain on his supplies and expendable anyway. In their constant weakened condition they certainly wouldn’t put up much of a fight.
Dolabella joined Julius. Both men smiled at each other.
“We are ahead of Achillas’ fleet Caesar. It’s all going as you planned.”
The moon suddenly broke through the clouds and the two generals could clearly see the ships following. They both glanced up.
“Curse the moonlight,” Julius said.
“Let’s hope none of these ships we’re passing have sentries.”
“These are fishing boats so I hope not but we are coming up to merchant vessels and over there is an Egyptian war galley.”
The wind suddenly whipped their cloaks up bringing a chill to the night air. The clouds scudded across in front of the moon again and they were plunged back into darkness. Dolabella was studying a large merchant ship to the left. It towered over the smaller fishing boats below it. Torches were burning on its top deck. For a split second Dolabella saw one of the torches appear to go out and come back on again. It happened again as he was watching. There was no one nearby. He sighed with relief. It was just the wind blowing the flames.
“You seem a little tense Dolabella.”
“It’s just the wind and the light playing tricks on my tired eyes.”
“If you’re tired you should try facing into the wind. That’s what has kept me awake.”
“I’ll be fine.”
After a moment or two Dolabella said.
“It is kind of exciting isn’t it sir.”
“Exciting?”
“Yes. All of this I mean. Trying to conceal ourselves as we sail into the harbour.”
“Oh yes. I suppose it is.”
Caesar looked towards the shore.
“The streets do seem unusually quiet.”
“Yes they do. Do you expect a trap sir.”
“Always expect the unexpected Dolabella. That’s what keeps you alive while others around you fall.”
“Yes of course sir. As always your advice is greatly appreciated.”
“Once we get past those bigger ships anchored there we will stop rowing and glide onto the beach.”
“The beach?”
“Yes. There won’t be time to secure the ships to the dock as usual. No the ships Captain’s have orders to drive the ships straight onto the beach. You seem surprised at this.”
“Yes sir.”
“Speak your mind.”
Dolabella knew Caesar hated his orders or decisions to be questioned and he was glad for the invite to speak openly.
“Caesar I know you would have thought things through carefully before making such a decision but if the ships are beached we would not, could not re-float them in an emergency if we needed to. For instance if we have to evacuate our assault.”
“I know and the God’s I’ve prayed for an alternative but in this one I am sure. We need the element of surprise in this Dolabella. We have to land on Pharos island and quickly secure the neighbourhoods and the lighthouse. I am convinced this can only be done with a lightning strike. Once we control these we can defend the harbour and our ships will be safe to come and go.”
“How well defended is this area of the city sir?”
“I’m hoping not very. There is no access to the Royal palace from this side. The outer walls are at their highest and thickest here. As of yet the Alexandrians have not attempted to besiege us from there. In the streets I would imagine the most they have done is erect barricades. The lighthouse is manned by the Egyptian army so they will have to be dealt with swiftly.”
They were now approaching a much larger galley, torches burning on its decks.
“Is that one of ours Caesar?”
“No.”
“Why did the Egyptians leave it here? Do you think it’s a trap?”
Caesar studied the vessel. He turned and made a signal to the helmsman.
‘Steer to port,’ the helmsman said to himself.
The moon suddenly appeared from the clouds again. Caesar saw new wood near the waterline.
“There Dolabella. She is being repaired. See the new timber.”
Both men relaxed. The enemy ship wasn’t ready for war. The moon disappeared behind more cloud just as someone passed in front of a torch on the deck.
“Sir someone’s up there,” Dolabella whispered.
“Where?”
“There sir,” pointing with his finger, “I think it was a sentry.”
“I don’t see anyone.”
“I can’t now but I saw him just as the moon went in again.”
“Are you absolutely sure?”
“Yes. Earlier I thought I saw one but this time I have no doubt.”
“I can’t see him.”
“He’s there. I know it.”
The moon reappeared, lighting up the sea, the ship.
“There he is now sir do you see him?”
“No.”
“There. He’s almost at the stern. Can you see him now?”
“No. My eyes are obviously not as good as yours.”
“When he turns he’ll probably see us.”
Caesar clicked his fingers at an archer standing nearby.
“Can you see him?”
“Yes sir.”
“Prepare to fire.”
The archer notched an arrow and drew back his bow.
“Don’t fire unless you’re absolutely sure you can bring him down in one shot.”
“Yes sir. I’ve already compensated for the wind. It won’t be an easy shot.”
“He has to be killed. If he’s wounded or you miss our game’s up.”
“I won’t miss sir.”
The sentry patrolling the repaired Trireme got to the end of his pacing and stopped. He spat over the rear of the ship and rolled his aching shoulders. He had been patrolling now for four hours alone. He had given up counting his footsteps. Twelve from the bow, seventy seven for the deck, eleven to the rear steering oars. That made exactly one hundred. He yawned and glanced east, then continued his pacing for a few moments, then stopped dead, a puzzled look on his face. For a moment, in the moonlight, he’d thought he’d seen a large ship sailing directly for him. He turned and looked again and died. The Roman arrow smashed into his mouth drowning out any sound he could have made. He staggered forward and toppled over the side and fell with a heavy splash into the harbour.
“Well done,” was all Caesar said.
Their ship maneuvered around the galley and through smaller ships and boats, the sail filled out by the strong wind. Now in the moonlight Julius could see Pharos island and the beach ahead. Four hundred yards ahead, three fifty, three hundred.
“Steady as she goes.”
Two fifty, two hundred.
“Keep her steady.”
Caesar looked behind to see that the two other ships were flanking his. They were, some distance apart.
One hundred and fifty yards. One hundred.
“Ship oars!”
The oars were raised up out of the water and retracted.
Fifty yards to the beach men rushed up from below deck with swords ready. Most were sweating. Some were barechested.
Twenty five yards.
“Prepare for beaching.”
Men planted their legs firmly or held on with free hands. Everyone on board felt the keel of the ship scrape along the bottom of the harbour, throwing men momentarily off balance, but the sheer weight of the ship gave it the momentum to continue up the beach for a short distance. The heavy ram on the prow ploughed through the sand until it came to a stop.
“Go! Go! Go!” Caesar now broke the silence and shouted at his men.
Rope ladders were thrown over the sides and secured as men rushed up and over and down onto the soft, cool, sand. Those nearest the prow didn’t wait for ladders and they leapt over the side and dropped the short distance to the sand.
Caesar watched as once ashore his men raced up the beach and headed for the first buildings. One man he noticed was already lagging behind, clearly limping from hitting the beach too hard and twisting his ankle.
The next ship shuddered to a stop on Caesar’s left and he watched as another fifty of his men stormed the beach, quickly becoming dark shapes and black shadows on the moonlit sand.
The last ship was also beached and these sixty spread themselves out covering the three galleys and waited. Caesar descended a wooden ladder, Dolabella right behind. Once on the beach Julius nodded to the senior officer.
“Let’s move.”
“Yes sir. Form up. Quickly! Protect Caesar at all costs. Maintain silence. Move!”
They fell in around the dictator who set off at a brisk pace behind one hundred and twenty of his men.
* * *
Commander Lucius Burrus stopped his men at the corner of the street. He peered around the wall. The lighthouse was five hundred paces ahead. A walled road led to it, a straight road. Lucius bit his bottom lip. He could see the square building at the base of the lighthouse. The large wooden doors were closed. Two sentries with javelins stood guard. As Lucius watched four other guards marched past, then rounded the corner and disappeared down the side of the building. His eyes travelled up the twenty feet high crenelated walls. He could see the tips of more javelins there. The lighthouse itself rose up from this point, towering above the harbour.
There was no cover. Nothing on the road. His men wouldn’t even make it a quarter of the way before they were seen. Caesar had archers with him, but at this distance, with this wind, Lucius knew they couldn’t risk it.
On one side of the walls running along the road was the harbour, twenty feet down. The wall sloped outwards near the water. On the other side was open sea.
Lucius knew there was nothing else for it. He would have to send swimmers along the walls and then scale near the lighthouse and kill quickly. He gave instructions and six men, three on each side, removed their tunics, tied knives to the insides of their forearms, and dashed off for the water on one side of the road and the sea on the other. The rest of Lucius’ men moved into the shadows and waited.
The three that ran for the harbour were in the water in no time. The boats giving them added cover. They had to duck under mooring ropes from time to time.
The three that ran for the sea had it much tougher. Near the shore it was rocky and they had to climb barefoot over sharp, jagged rocks. Once in the sea it was no better until they were able to swim. Surprisingly to Quintus Varius the sea wasn’t as cold as he’d thought it would be. Nor did the two legionaries accompanying him.
In the harbour Gaius Lepidus thought the water was cold. He felt it numbing his body as he swam. His neck was already aching from having to keep stopping and looking up.
The next time he looked up the fire from the lighthouse was looming above him. He estimated they had been in the water for less than five minutes. Slowly, trying to cause the least amount of ripples and noise possible the three made their way towards the wall.
Here at the lighthouse the wall came down into the sea. The foundations were deep in the silt. Gaius scrabbled along the wall with his hands while underwater his feet pushed against it, helping him along. Finally he found a foothold and pushed himself up out of the water. The other two moved along until they were behind him. Then slowly the three began to climb the very difficult wall.
Twice Gaius nearly slipped. Both times he managed to hang on, pressing his fingers and toes into rough edges of stone and mortar. Once he did slip and he began sliding down the wall, his fingers scrabbling on the rough stone. He managed to stop himself before he collided with his two fellow climbers. He hugged the wall tightly. Then when he felt that he wouldn’t slip anymore he took first one hand and then the other off the wall and brought it up to his face. In the light cast by the large fire at the top of the lighthouse he could see that his fingertips were raw with abrasions. His finger nails were broken and bleeding. Both his knees were grazed. He reached down to the one that was hurting the most and brought his fingers up to his face again. There was blood on them. His knife on his forearm had slipped also and he retied it one handed and using his teeth.
One of the others had managed to move out to the left and was now level with Gaius.
“Are you all right Gaius?” he whispered across.
Gaius nodded.
“Do you want me to take the lead?”
Gaius’ fingertips were stinging and he clenched his fingers into a tight fist. They were extremely sore but regardless he shook his head and thrust himself upwards, climbing the wall quickly. Soon he found himself at the top and he pulled himself up just enough to peek over. They had come up at the side of the building around the corner from the standing guards.
Perfect!
He bade his colleagues to wait then, quick as a flash, Gaius pulled himself up over the wall and darted silently for the corner. He peeked around once. The two guards were staring down the street towards where the Romans waited. He peered around again searching the distant wall for signs of the other three swimmers. He couldn’t see them.
’What should I do?’ he asked himself, ’Do I attack or wait?’
Another glance around the corner told him that the guards were standing ten paces apart. He glanced up at the sky. The wind had died down.
’At least the moon is not out.’
He decided he couldn’t wait any longer. He turned to beckon his men over and kicked a stone by accident. It clattered across the road and finished up by the wall. He put his hand out and shook it to stop the other two but they were already at the top of the wall. Gaius dared to look around the wall. To his horror the guard nearest him was looking in his direction. He shrank back further into the shadows. He stole another peek and saw the guard moving slowly towards him. Gaius knew he and his men would be no match for the javelin or long sword the Egyptian army carried. He cursed his luck. He darted to the wall. He had only seconds to act. He squatted down and scrabbled with his fingers, desperately searching for the stone that had probably given him away. Then he touched it and his fingers closed around it.
* * *
Back in the street Lucius Burrus waited for signs of his men who’d taken the ocean to re-appear. As he’d watched he’d seen one man from the harbour side scale the top of the wall and dash into the shadows. Now he could see one of the guards moving to that corner where the man remained hidden.
“What’s happening?” a voice asked quietly.
Burrus knew the voice. He turned and saluted. Then anxious about the guard he turned back and spoke quietly over his shoulder.
“I’ve sent swimmers via the harbour and ocean Caesar. The men from the harbour are in position. I don’t know if the guard has discovered them. I’m still waiting to see the men from the other side appear.”
The sentry was almost at the corner.
“Can you bring him down with an archer?”
“I couldn’t guarantee it at first but now the wind has dropped.”
“Get an archer….Wait he’s turning, something’s distracted him.”
* * *
Quintus Varius and his two men scaled the top of the wall from the sea and rushed to the side of the base of the lighthouse. He glanced down at his legs and saw little bits of black seaweed sticking to them. He peered around the corner, saw the guard nearest to him looking in the opposite direction, saw the further guard away from his station also heading in the opposite direction, drew his knife from his forearm and dashed out into the open. He jumped onto the Egyptian’s back, knocking the wind out of his enemy as he drove his dagger through the man’s back, through his ribs, into his heart. Varius didn’t wait to see if the man was dead. He simply plunged his knife into the man’s jugular and ripped it free.

The other guard had almost reached the corner of the building. He’d heard the initial stone hit the wall, then heard the stone clatter up the street after Burrus had thrown it to distract him. Then he’d whirled around as he’d heard the other guard go down. He drew his sword and as he began to run he was tripped from behind and hit the road hard. The three Romans plunged their knives into him again and again and again and as he was howling with the pain one of them lifted his head and slit his throat.
The two teams wasted no time in grabbing arms and legs and began moving the dead men into the shadows. Varius stopped and looked up at the sound of approaching feet.
“What’s that?”
“Patrol,” Varius answered.
He grabbed the nearest javelin, another of his men picked up a sword. Now armed with better weapons the six Romans waited in the shadows as the patrol rounded the corner. They saw the dead bodies and the captain shouted and drew his sword. The Romans threw themselves into action. They charged the four man patrol. The Egyptian captain raised his shield as a javelin was thrown at him. It glanced off and clattered away, the steel head striking sparks off the flagstones. The second javelin embedded itself into the shield and the force of it wrenched it from his arm. Bellowing with rage he stormed at the Romans, his sword slashing this way and that. The first of Burrus’ men managed to avoid the deadly weapon but the second didn’t move in time and the sword slashed his quadriceps open, cleaved to the bone. He fell to the ground howling in agony.
From where the Romans stood they could see the guards on upper levels looking down. Then they were running for the steps that led down. One man ran to the corner and throwing his weapons down he leaned forward and blew long and hard into a curved horn. The noise of which reached out over the island, across the harbour and into the city.
“That’s the end of our surprise attack,” Caesar said, “We move now.”
“Yes Sir,” Burrus said.
He drew his sword and at the top of his voice he yelled, “Charge!” and dashed out into the street, the rest of his men running after him.
Varius whirled around, his sword a whirling arc. The Egyptian sword longer and heavier than its Roman counterpart and useless for stabbing with. The big, Egyptian Captain was still fending them off. The rest of his men were dead or writhing in agony, dying. One Roman had fallen. Varius whirled again, his sword crashing down on the blade of the Egyptian sword striking sparks. Again and again the swords clashed. Then the sword Varius was wielding shattered. He stared in disbelief at the broken blade, the haft still in his hand. The big Egyptian spoke in a gutteral tongue. He pulled Varius close and head butted him hard in the face. Blood spurted. Varius knew instantly that his nose was broken. He staggered back bringing his free hand up to his nose. The pain was excruciating. In a rage he hurled the broken haft of his sword hitting the Egyptian in the forehead. At first it didn’t appear to have any effect, but then, suddenly, he collapsed to one knee. In that instant the Romans were on him, thrusting their swords again and again into his flesh.
The big Captain still wasn’t finished. He was fighting on with animal instinct. Varius, almost unable to see through watering eyes, picked up a javelin and charged the man, running him through.. The Egyptian threw his head back and roared in anguish as a Roman sword decapitated him. Varius collapsed to his knees.
* * *
The street was becoming light as the Romans parted to allow Caesar to the front. One man he noticed had what appeared to be a broken nose. Even so the man stood to attention.
“Well done men. Despite being out-equipped you fought well.”
“Caesar! Caesar! Caesar!” they shouted.
Lepidus made a sweeping arc with his arm towards the large double doors at the front of the lighthouse complex.
“The lighthouse belonged to Achillas last night, this morning it belongs to Caesar!”
A great cheer went up.
“Thank you Lepidus.”
Julius saw men cowering in the dirt, standing alongside them were Egyptian guards. Caesar strode over to them. The sweating, grimy, men in loincloths glanced up, saw the great dictator and cowered further into the dust.
“Look at me.”
The cringing men looked up, clearly terrified.
“They operate the lift that brings the wood up to the fire sir.”
“Slaves?”
One of them raised his head. Caesar pitied them. He clicked his tongue and jerked his head.
“Go while you can.”
Incredibly, they got to their feet, bowed to him and ran for their lives. Now Julius focused on the guards.
“There were three sir. One of them leapt to his death.”
“You are under Achillas’ command?”
“No Caesar. We are palace guards. As are the men you have killed. This is our regular post.”
“Then why did your men fight?”
“Probably because your men were not in uniform Caesar. They first appeared to be bandits or pirates. There are many strange ships in the harbour.”
Julius studied the man, judging him.
“Where do your loyalties lie? Ptolemy or Cleopatra?”
“To the royal throne Caesar. No matter who sits on it.”
“Very well. You can report back to the palace, to your commander. You may well tell Achillas, if you should see him again, that Caesar has compassion.”
The guards saluted formally.
“And them Caesar? Lepidus nodded towards the dead lying in the street.
“Burn our fallen brother. As for the Egyptian dead….” Julius gazed across at the horizon. It would be sunrise soon, “….Throw them into the sea.”
Burrus returned. He had been running.
“That’s it Caesar. We’ve secured the district. The island belongs to you.”
A great cheer went up from the Romans.
“Thank you Burrus. Send a message down the coast to Calvinius. Tell him his ships are safe to land as soon as he is able.
“Yes sir.”
The Romans made way as Caesar entered the building. It took him ten minutes to climb the many staircases to the top. He walked out at the base of the huge flames. The city was sprawled out to the East. He felt the sun on the back of his neck and he turned to face it. There were thin strips of red cloud in the distance. The sunrise was perfect. He could see his three ships still beached and the many ships in the harbour. His own fleet still in the royal harbour and the temple of Osiris and the tomb of Alexander. The morning was beautiful. Caesar took a long deep breath and held it until his lungs were aching.
The sound of another horn drifted across to him. His eyes searched for the source. He had been smiling to himself. Then the smile vanished, replaced with a frown.
A flotilla of ships was heading for Alexandria. On their sails the enemy’s symbol. Caesar turned at shouts from below. He leaned over the edge and looked down. He saw his men running back towards his ships. He looked up. Hundreds of the enemy were running across the sand towards his beached galleys.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Julius Caesar was sitting at his writing desk on board his ship writing reports. It had been a month since his arrival in Alexandria. A long and difficult time for the Roman dictator.
It had been a long and troubling week since the water supply was sabotaged and then fixed easily in one night by his men digging down to the fresh supply. That night had been dangerous, Caesar was sure, on the point of mutiny.
Then the Romans had conquered the island of Pharos with just over a hundred men, defeating a force of three times that number. They had re-floated their three beached ships and without fighting men on board they had rowed the five miles along the coast to Calvinius, linked up with him and towed his supply ships back to the royal harbour to a raucous applause from the Romans watching.
It had been a great victory for Caesar. Another in a long line of triumphs. At daybreak their elation was short lived. They had seen Achillas’ fleet blockading the harbour. The Roman ships under protection from the island now only able to seek safe passage in the royal harbour. The Romans had enjoyed a brief victory on that day when they had returned. News had soon got out that Caesar’s ships were seriously undermanned and the Alexandrian fleet had awaited them. On that first day of battle at sea Caesar had managed to sink one Egyptian ship and damage many others.
Now today news had reached Julius that the Alexandrians had begun a new fleet and in four days had constructed twenty seven new warships. The Alexandrians driven by the knowledge that they were, indeed, masters of the sea.
“Twenty seven in four days,” Caesar said to himself.
He read on.
In addition to the twenty seven the locals were also dragging rotten hulls from the seabed and mud and were even tearing down rafters from public buildings to create their new navy. Julius knew in the safety of the calm water of the harbour that this was a formidable force.
Then just one hour ago Caesar had received a report that a reserve fleet from Rhodes and Turkey flying the Roman eagle had been sighted off the coast and news that Mithridates’ great army had entered Egypt. Now nothing could stop the mighty Roman war machine. Could it?
“And what about Cleopatra?” Julius asked himself, feeling his heart flutter at the thought of her.
“Ah! My love I haven’t seen you for a week.”
“BALLISTA!”
Caesar heard the shout come through his window.
“BALLISTA!” the voice shouted again.
Julius heard the whoosh of the huge stone as it flew past and hit the water, sending up a spume of spray.
In the next instant Julius was up out of his seat and running for the stairs. He burst out into the afternoon sunlight just as another huge stone flashed past and crashed into the sea. He dashed across the deck and into cover against the side next to Admiral Agrippa.
Agrippa didn’t bother with the usual expected greeting or pleasantries but just blurted out.
“They suddenly attacked without warning Caesar!”
“Must have known our men were taking a break.”
“Yes. The Alexandrians have spies all along the rooftops. It would be very easy for them to spot our limited numbers.”
Another stone hit the water with a heavy splash. This one so close the two men were soaked by its spray.
“It won’t be long before they start making direct hits.”
“How many ships are firing at us?”
“Five Sir. The others are out of range.”
Everywhere around Caesar’s men were rushing for the artillery weapons, ratchets frantically being worked.
“It’ll take our men just a few moments to get our artillery set up sir.”
Julius looked towards the lighthouse and saw hundreds of his men rushing down to the beach to join the fight, shouting out to be picked up.
“Should we go and get them?”
Julius glanced at the enemy ships.
“No. If we move further back the Alexandrians will sail into the harbour and pin us in. No Agrippa. Tell your men to leave the artillery and man the oars.”
“Man the oars?”
“Yes. If we move towards them we’ll be too close for their weapons. We’ll drive them back. Whatever we do we must not let them any closer to the lighthouse.
“Man the oars!” Agrippa roared.
Amidst huge blocks of stone crashing into the sea men stopped what they were doing and rushed below decks. The large barrel chested oarsmaster ran up. Despite the missiles raining down he stood erect.
“We’re going to attack! Ramming speed!” Agrippa shouted.
“Yes sir.”
The man went below.
Julius now stood tall on the deck. He could see the Egyptians on their ships frantically adjusting their weapons. One direct hit crashed into a small fishing boat that had somehow got left behind. The boat rocked violently and capsized as the stone slid off and both sank to the deep.
Caesar heard the drum below deck begin. He looked over the side and saw the oars lowering into the water. There was a short silence. Then as one they pulled water, came out, returned to the start and came back again. It took several sweeps of the oars to get the ship moving but once they bit into the sea she picked up speed.
* * *
On the deck of the largest Alexandrian warship her commander Ibn Benghazi turned to his first officer, who said.
“What are the Romans doing? They must see that there is no escape for them.”
“They know there is no escape. No. this Roman is playing a game of cat and mouse with us. It’s an idle threat.”
They watched as Caesar’s standard was raised, letting all know who was on board.
“So the great butcher himself challenges us,” Benghazi said, “Maintain our position. Let’s see what the barbarian has in mind.”
“Maintain position!” the first officer shouted.
“Maintain position,” the order was relayed to the other ships.
Caesar watched as the oars dipped into the sea again. Now his ship was picking up speed. The enemy artillery had so far had no impact on the Roman ships. Now a direct hit on Julius’ ship sent men diving for cover. The large stone clattered and crashed heavily along the deck splintering wood like matchsticks and turning two men into mincemeat. The force of the blow causing the ship to momentarily wobble, pulling the steering oars out of the helmsman’s grip. The ship lurched and one row of oars pulled at air instead of water and for a moment the rowers were thrown off balance. Caesar and Agrippa were forced to hold on to keep their footing. The drum master stopped his drumming long enough for the rowers to compose themselves. Then he started up again.
“Row!”
Thump! Thump!
“Row!”
Thump! Thump!
They soon picked up the pace again and the ship was moving cleanly through the harbour.
Julius tore his eyes away from the two, mangled, men that lay on the deck to gauge the distance to the enemy.
Four hundred yards. Three fifty. Three hundred.
“Ramming speed!” Agrippa shouted to the officer in charge.
“Ramming speed!”
The drum master picked up the pace.
Two hundred and fifty yards. Now the enemy artillery fell silent.
“He’s coming straight at us!” the Alexandrian officer shouted, “He’s going to ram us!”
* * *
On the Roman galley everyone but Julius Caesar had prepared themselves for impact. Agrippa had wound his foot around some ropes and locked his arms through rigging. He had watched with one eyebrow raised as Caesar had stood calmly on the deck and had gazed up, apparently, at seagulls high in the sky. Agrippa could only imagine at what the impact would do to Caesar’s unprotected position.
’The force of it will kill him,’ he said to himself.
From where he waited he could see the tall mast of the enemy ship get closer and higher.
At one hundred yards distance he decided to watch until he could watch no longer, turning his head at the last moment to avoid seeing his friends demise. At the last possible second he decided to untangle himself and rush to Caesar’s side, to share his death, to die side by side, the final glorious moment of his military career. He was almost at Caesar when the Roman dictator suddenly spun around and shouted.
“NOW!”
At the steering oars men lifted the port side clear of the water and the men at the starboard oar pushed theirs deep into the sea while the rowing oars at the port side were lifted clear of the sea while the oars on the starboard side stopped rowing and held theirs down. The ship slewed around violently throwing men about both above and below decks. Caesar and Agrippa held onto each other in a strong embrace. Caesar’s back exposed to the fire arrows which mercifully didn’t come.
Caesar was smiling at Agrippa.
The Roman ship was leaning far over, her timbers creaking under the heavy strain. Then she righted and the oars were quickly doing their work and they were pulling away to the victorious cheers of the Alexandrian fleet.
Agrippa was still looking at Caesar as the two men moved apart.
“The best is yet to come,” Julius said.
* * *
On his ship the Greek mercenary Euphranor from Rhodes was watching the scene ahead. His ship, a Greek trireme, had been at the back of the Alexandrian fleet where the previous evening they had sailed in as Greek mercenary pirates and sworn allegiance to King Ptolemy and Achillas. Then accepted as allies they had spent the night preparing. His ship had been under pain of death to remain absolutely silent. All communication had been done with wax tablets among his crew.
While the Alexandrian flagship and her fleet had been preoccupied by the tactics of Caesar they had quietly slipped anchor and using the gentle currents they had positioned themselves. Unseen at the back of the fleet they had slowly slipped their oars into the water and in silence and without the aid of a drumbeat they had begun moving towards the flagship. Using only hand signals and maintaining silence they had built up speed. Other Egyptian ships had watched them go through thinking they were just mercenaries keen to prove their loyalty had been bought.
Then at the given signal, Caesar’s standard being raised, they had gained speed for ramming.
Standing alone at the prow Euphranor had watched Caesar’s ship speeding towards the Alexandrian flagship. He’d seen the Alexandrians brace themselves for impact.
’Fools! The Romans wouldn’t hit them head on. What would that achieve? I thought the Alexandrians considered themselves masters of the sea and they don’t even know the basics.’
Euphranor had seen how Julius Caesar had sailed within throwing distance of the flagship.
’The Gods I admire that man.’
* * *
“Listen to me!” his brother Mentor had said that night on the balcony of their father’s home at Lindos, “We have to join the Egyptians. They will be the eventual victor in this war.”
The island of Rhodes like so many had been inundated with calls by Caesar and Rome to join in his fight with Pompey.
“I disagree brother. I know the Egyptians are ancient compared to Rome but Rome has never been defeated on land or at sea. You chose the army which made you a General. I chose the sea. I chose Caesar. Rome will be the eventual victor in this war which could swallow up the whole of the Mediterranean world.”
“I don’t think it will.”
“Our father does.”
“It’s true my son. What your brother says is right.”
The old man stepped from the shadows. His hair had long since turned white, his arms and body crisscrossed with scars from decades of fighting.
“Father,” Mentor rushed forward to kiss the old mans hand. The old General accepted the embrace then turned to his youngest son.
“Do you not embrace your poor old father?”
Euphranor kissed the old mans hand.
“May the Gods watch over you father.”
The old General sat wearily on his favourite stone seat in his garden.
“Your brother is right Mentor. I have seen most of the world. The Egyptians have become soft behind their palaces. They buy everyone’s loyalty with their gold. Rome is different. They have taken on all comers, the Gauls, the Germans. Tough competition. Men that are still barbarians. And defeated them all. I implore you, if you want to fight for someone, fight for Rome.”
“I am sorry father. You are the greatest man I’ve ever known. But you are wrong.”
Euphranor advanced on his brother angrily.
“How dare you disrespect our father in this way.”
“I meant no disrespect,” Mentor turned to the old man who sat in silence, his arms folded in his lap.
“You chose the army. You chose your way, I chose mine. Mine was harder.”
“And you must know that at sea the Roman’s must lose. The Alexandrians are the greatest sea faring nation the world has ever seen. If you fight for Caesar you will end up sunk to a watery grave.”
The two men had gone nose to nose and almost to blows. Accusations flew and then suddenly Mentor had flown into a rage and stormed off. Euphranor had intended to go after him but the old General stopped him.
“Let him go my son. A man’s destiny is but his own to choose.”
* * *
Now standing at the prow of his ship with his father’s words echoing in his mind, watching Julius Caesar’s ship swerve to avoid a collision Euphranor knew he’d made the right choice.
The gap between the two ships was closing fast. Then unbelievably a small, two oared rowing boat came straight across their path. The two occupants had been loading supplies to the bigger vessels. They stood no chance. The Greek ship crushed them with a splintering crash. The noise of which making Benghazi and his men spin around.
Euphranor’s ship tore into the Egyptian ship’s oars snapping them off with violent force. It slowed the Greek trireme only a fraction and her iron tipped ramming spar slammed into the hull of the Alexandrian flagship. The two ships shuddered from the impact. On the oar deck men saw the huge hole appear and the sea begin to flood in. Panic took hold and men began abandoning the oars and in a mad rush they made for the stairs.
The huge walkway came down with a crash and both Egyptian’s and Greeks dashed onto it. The first of them met in the middle and the fight was joined.
Euphranor, at the head of his men, slashed through one man’s neck with his sword, ignored the hot blood that sprayed his face, ran another Egyptian through, twisted his sword out and plunged it into the man’s mouth, silencing the agonising scream. A man on either side of him fighting just as viciously. He ducked a poorly timed thrust at his own face and shoulder-barged his assailant off the drawbridge. The man fell into the oars shattering his back and screamed until he drowned. Euphranor hacked at another enemy and brought his sword down through the man’s wrists slicing through skin, flesh and bone. The man screamed at his bloody stumps and Euphranor removed his head with a single blow.
Now the Greeks were pushing the Egyptians back, the drawbridge slippery with blood. Euphranor forced another man back, slipped on the bloody deck, went down on one knee and slashed an Egyptian’s leg off just below the knee. The man fell howling into the water. Euphranor struggled to his feet, his breath becoming laboured, and head-butted his next opponent in the face with his heavy full faced helmet shattering the man’s nose.
Euphranor made it to the end of the gangway and jumped down onto the deck of the Egyptian ship. He landed heavily and planted his feet firmly as he cut another Egyptian almost in two. Greeks on either side of him, fell, to be replaced with new ones taking up the war cry. The Greek mercenary suddenly spotted the enemy commander Benghazi in a gap in the fighting and he rushed headlong scattering his enemies with fear. He suddenly bellowed in pain and glanced down. An arrow had pierced his left thigh. He reached down and snapped it off leaving a two inch stump.. He threw the shaft away.
Slowly he looked up, his nose guard dripping blood.
Benghazi was twenty feet away, his forces smashed, his men laying dead or dying, flanked by two bodyguards. Euphranor waited patiently. One of the bodyguards rushed the Greek. Euphranor blocked the ill timed blow, pushed the Egyptian back, parried twice more, then hit his opponent in the face with the butt of his sword and brought the blade round in a swirling arc and slashed the man’s throat. The Egyptian gurgled his blood across the deck. The second bodyguard lunged as Euphranor sidestepped and brought his blade down, cleaving the skull in two.
Once again he faced Benghazi, who stared back, his eyes wide in terror. Euphranor took one step towards him and Benghazi, cowardly, quickly jumped up onto the side and dived into the water. He was wearing full armour and a cloak which in the water began to pull his head under. Nearby was a broken oar and he flailed for it. He knocked it just out of his reach and a small wave moved it further away. Twice his head went under the water. Then he realised he was very close to the ship. The under current had pulled him dangerously close. He panicked and put his hands against the hull to push himself away. Then his head went under the ship and he came back no more. Euphranor watched him disappear with a smirk.
The Roman galley was now broadside a few hundred yards away. The Romans on board were cheering. Euphranor looked up and saw the great Roman on the deck, the wind whipping his cloak about his legs. Euphranor raised his bloodied sword in triumph. He saw Caesar nod once to him then one of the Greek officers ran up to him and spoke.
“Sir. The rest of the Egyptians have surrendered. Shall I have them killed?”
Euphranor turned to look at the group of men on their knees.
“No. They’re Caesar’s property now. Take them into custody.”
“Yes sir. Then the ship is yours but I’m afraid she’s sinking. We must get off now.”
* * *
Julius watched until the Alexandrian flagship had disappeared beneath the surface, his men celebrating.
“That was a brilliant coup sir,” Agrippa said, “It had me fooled. Using the Greeks was ingenious.”
Caesar merely grunted. A warning shout made them both look up. The Alexandrian ballistae were starting again and the first heavy blocks of stone began to fall.
“Do they not give up? We’ve sunk their best ship and captured two more.”
“Yes but they have another twenty seven to come and more everyday.”
Julius watched the missiles for another minute then spoke.
“Pull our ships back to the dock….”
“But Sir!” Agrippa interrupted, “Forgive me sir but you said before that if we let them in.”
“They’ll not be able to get past that sunken ship without moving all these others first. That will buy us time. We cannot defend our ships with so few men. Take our fleet back to the dock and burn it.”
Agrippa couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
“I’m sorry sir what did you say?”
Now Caesar snapped.
“Does every one of my orders have to be questioned! I said burn them! Tonight!”
* * *
A low sunset hung over the Royal harbour making the sea appear red. It was quiet. The only people to be seen were the Roman guards. Admiral Agrippa walked along the dock flanked by his bodyguards. He stopped at the water’s edge and surveyed the ships bobbing gently at their moorings. He bent and picked up a small stone, turning it over and over in his hand, reluctant to begin his orders.
A dog was scavenging near one of the Roman ships and he threw the stone at it. Though he missed the animal the dog whimpered and ran away. He turned at the sound of heavy wagons. His men were pulling laden carts into the square. The carts were carrying large jars of pitch and oil. Officers began instructing men to their tasks. Oil was soon carried onto the ships and splashed over everything. Once the oil was all used the ships were vacated. Now men carrying burning torches boarded and quickly began touching the oil with the flames. Once an area had been ignited they moved on, always working towards the boarding ramps.
Within minutes fires were burning on all of the Roman ships. A nervous officer was standing near Agrippa.
“It doesn’t seem right somehow sir. How are we supposed to get home without….”
Agrippa turned on him angrily.
“Hold your tongue!”
* * *
On the other side of the harbour the new Egyptian admiral Darios was asleep in his bunk when he was roughly awakened.
“What is it?”
“Sir you’d better come and see this.”
He was on his feet quickly, wobbly from just having woken.
“Are the Romans attacking?”
“No sir.”
“Then what?”
“You’ll never believe it,” the other man said, no longer able to contain his excitement, “The Roman fleet is on fire.”
Darios stared at the other man for a moment while his brain digested what he’d just heard.
“On fire?”
“Yes. It’s brilliant news. Come and see for yourself.”
Darios rushed up the steps barely able to keep up. Once on deck he rushed to the rail at the side of his ship, his eyes wide, his mouth open. The Roman ships were ablaze in the evening sky.
“What happened? Did some of our fleet attack?”
“No. The Romans did it themselves.”
“Did it themselves. Why would they in their right minds….?” Then the answer hit him.
“Isn’t it wonderful news Sir. We’ll be rid of them for sure now.”
“On the contrary I think it means they intend to stay.”
“But how could they get home, I mean why would they….”
“I believe Caesar has realised that he could not hold us off indefinitely and couldn’t afford the troops to defend his fleet so rather than let it fall into our hands he’s put it to the torch.”
“But then he must know sir that he’s trapped now, with no escape route. He can’t possibly defeat us now. Can he?”
“I sincerely hope not.”
A messenger arrived.
“Yes what is it?”
“Admiral. Achillas has been murdered!”

CHAPTER TWELVE

Julius Caesar couldn’t believe the news. He and his Generals were in the war room.
Caesar refused a cup of wine from Dolabella and asked for water instead. He wanted his head to remain clear tonight. The Generals were excited. If the rumours were true then this threatened to blow their whole Alexandrian campaign wide open.
“It must be true sir,” Marcellus said, “Our source is not usually wrong about such a matter.”
“It is true,” Caesar held up a scroll, “Queen Cleopatra was sent this in an attempt to win her away from our side. She dismissed it and sent it to me.”
“Can I ask what it says sir,” from Dolabella.
“I’ll read it. Just the facts. Not word for word.”
Julius opened the scroll and began.
“Basically it states that Arsinoe along with her servant Ganymedes, I believe he may have been or is her teacher, escaped from Roman confinement and quickly sought out the forces of Achillas. Once with the army of Achillas she was almost instantly hailed as the Queen of Egypt. She then almost repeatedly quarrelled with Achillas over his leadership of the Alexandrian army. Unable to oust him willingly she then bought his soldiers with promises of gold and had him assassinated. She then installed Ganymedes as his successor and her representative in the war against Rome. Ganymedes is now General in chief of the Alexandrian army.”
“Is Ganymedes a capable General sir?”
“We don’t know certainly, not for sure. But then of course Achillas was. Arsinoe? Unlikely because of her youth but I must stress that we should not, for one minute, underestimate her intelligence.”
Lucius rushed up to Caesar and whispered into his ear. Caesar listened, thanked and dismissed him. Julius looked at his expectant officers.
“It seems gentlemen that our fire has spread.”
There was the sound of raised voices from outside the door and then a female shriek. All attention turned to the door.
“Marcellus!” Caesar gestured towards the commotion.
Marcellus strode to the door and ripped it open. Now they all heard and recognised Cleopatra’s voice. Under Marcellus’ orders the guards moved out of the way and allowed the young Queen entry. Apollodorus attempted to follow but the guards stopped him.
“The Queen only,” Marcellus said.
Apollodorus craned his neck for as long as he could see before the door closed on him.
It was the most beautiful Caesar had ever seen the Queen. All conversation in the room had ceased. Each man watched in awe as Cleopatra gracefully approached them. Julius, expecting trouble, stepped around his desk and sat down. Cleopatra strode through the generals, who moved out of her way, and stopped at the desk. Caesar was rummaging through sheets of papyrus ignoring her. Irritated by his attitude she placed her fists on his desktop and leaned her face in close. Finally he could ignore her no more and he looked up.
“Yes Cleopatra what is it?”
“Do you smell burning?”
“Yes Cleopatra I can,” he replied without looking up. He continued to read a sheet of papyrus.
She waited, speechless. He still hadn’t looked at her.
“Well what do you have to say for yourself?”
“Can we do this some other time Cleopatra,” he said leafing through more sheets and choosing one to read. She suddenly reached out, snatched it from him and bunched it in her fist and shook it under his nose.
“How dare you set fire to my city!”
Dolabella came forward to restrain her but Caesar shook his head. The general stopped. Cleopatra was shaking with rage. Caesar pushed himself away from the desk, stood up and flexed his legs.
“Gentlemen if you could all wait outside please, only for a minute, this won’t take long.”
He waited until they’d left and then moved forward to embrace her but she put her hands out and pushed him away.
“No! Not until you tell me why.”
He sighed, walked over to the window and looked out across the city at the fires burning from rooftops.
“It was necessary to set fire to my fleet. I couldn’t defend so many ships with so few men and I couldn’t afford them to fall into Achillas’ hands.”
“Achillas is dead.”
“How did you know that?”
“Do not presume Caesar that you’re the only one in the palace with spies.”
“No of course not.”
“If your men set fire to your ships which were in the water then please kindly explain why my city is burning.”
“My flagship had the tallest mast and it fell into the street near a warehouse of oil and some of the oil exploded thus spreading the fire.”
“And set fire to certain public buildings.”
“Yes I’m very sorry.”
“One of which is the great library.”
“I know. My officers are currently trying to organise fire fighters from the prisoners we’ve taken.”
“Oh I see,” she said placing her hands on her hips, “Your men can start fires but they can’t put them out.”
“We’re doing everything we can.”
“I would beg to differ. Do you know what the loss to scholarship would be if it were to burn down?”
“Like I said, I’m sorry Cleopatra….” he said trying to put his arms around her again.
She put her hand up to her mouth and fled from him straight to the nearest basin. She was very sick. Caesar watched her as she was bent over the basin retching. He filled a clean cup with water and took it to her. She took the cup and sipped from it.
“Are you sick Cleopatra?” he asked moving her hair away from her face.
She sipped some more water.
“Are you ill?” he asked again, genuinely concerned, “Or is it the smoke that’s making you sick?”
She wiped her hand across her mouth and shook her head.
“No! I’m pregnant.”
This took him completely by surprise.
“Pregnant?”
“Yes pregnant.”
She put an unsteady hand out to pull herself up and he grabbed her under the arm and helped her up. He looked at her flat stomach. It wasn’t showing.
“Are you sure?”
“We’ve done all the tests, there is no mistaking it.”
“How long?”
“Our first night together.”
He moved away from her, the realisation sinking in.
“The baby’s mine.”
She ran at him and pounded her fists against his chest angrily.
“You stupid ignorant man! Of course it’s yours!”
He grabbed her wrists.
“Cleopatra I….I don’t know what to say.”
“There is not much to say. I’m having your child.”
She moved away from him again and sat on a stool.
“I pray to the gods Caesar that we have a son, you and I. A son to rule over your world once you are gone.”
He rushed over to her and went down on one knee and clasped her hand in his.
“I will pray for that also. I will sacrifice each day until we get what we want.”
“Will you also give me what I want?”
“Anything you name.”
She leaned over and whispered in his ear.
“Of course my love.”
They kissed long and hard and didn’t break apart when the door opened.
“I’m sorry to interrupt you Caesar,” they heard Dolabella say.
Slowly they turned to him.
“You asked me to tell you if there was imminent danger. We believe there is sir.”
“Thank you Dolabella. I’ll be with you in a moment.”
To Cleopatra he said.
“I’m sorry my love but I must attend to this.”
He got up, his head held high, his emotions mixed.
’I’m going to be a father again,’ he thought. He almost burst out laughing. Then Dolabella’s words echoed in his brain, ’Imminent danger’ and the smile vanished from his lips.
At the door he turned.
“I do love you,” he said.
In response she blew him a kiss. Then he was gone and the corridor was empty.
* * *
Julius Caesar, dictator or Rome, stood at the top of the lighthouse of Alexandria, Egypt and gazed out, horrified, over the burning city.
“Mars, God of war, what have I done?” He asked the night sky.
Hot embers rose into the air with the choking black smoke from a hundred fires, a thousand. To the west he could see a stream of people leaving the city, the roads choked with refugees. In the harbour all ships had been moved to a safe distance. Across to the east he could see smouldering ruins. Caesar looked again at the night sky.
“Jupiter I pray this city survives.”
Dolabella joined him on the terrace.
“How bad is it?”
“The news is good sir in some ways. The fires have stopped spreading east. The royal palace should remain untouched thanks to the fact that we pulled down buildings earlier in the fighting which have acted as a fire break.”
“Queen Cleopatra is safe?” he asked, ’Please, gods, don’t let anything happen to her.’
“Yes. She is safe.”
“My child is safe.” Thank the gods!
“The library on the other hand is certain to be destroyed. It’s blazing out of control, helped by five hundred thousand scrolls.”
“It will be a great loss to mankind.”
Their eyes met.
“And Alexander?”
“In immense danger.”
Julius watched as the roof of a building collapsed, sending sparks a hundred feet into the air.
“Then we have little choice. Move the tomb.”
“Yes Sir. What will Cleopatra say?”
Julius smiled at the burning city.
“She will have enough to worry about.”

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The rider brought his horse to a stop at the top of the dune. It was near midday and the April temperatures were beginning to climb. He had been travelling for six weeks. Six weeks of following a road which sometimes wasn’t even there at all due to the shifting sands of the Sahara.
It had been three days since he’d left the last signs of life. The small oasis in the desert. There he had found fresh water, an abundance of fresh fruit and most importantly, warm hospitality. There he had discovered from the locals that just one week before men dressed like him with the same weapons had stopped by for water and provisions. He had quizzed them with signs in the sand. Neither of them able to understand the other’s language.
There should have been three hundred of them. Officers, soldiers, slaves, horses, camels and a large cargo. He got despondent when the locals knew nothing of any of these. Just twenty men on horses requesting water.
’It had to be them’ he had said to himself.
Then his spirits were lifted when he was shown the Roman coins they had paid with. Now there could be no doubt.
He un-stoppered his water skin and took a mouthful. It was warm despite his having tried to keep it cool under his cloak. He got down out of the saddle and went around to the front of his horse. He patted the side of her face and she nudged him with her nose.
“It shouldn’t be much longer girl,” he promised her.
He poured water into his left hand and let her drink from it. He let her drink until she’d had enough and turned her head. He replaced the stopper, then reached into a bag and took out a handful of fresh figs and broke them open for her and offered them. She munched on them as he walked around her checking her general health.
Servius Catalus was confident his mare was in good health. He walked a few paces from her and eased himself out of his undergarments and urinated in the sand. He moved himself about making patterns in the sand just to amuse himself. It was when he was shaking himself dry that he saw the tracks on the neighbouring dune. He shielded his eyes from the glare of the sun to make sure.
There was no mistaking it. They were definitely tracks and fairly fresh. He mounted his horse and trotted her over to them. The footprints in the sand were deep.
Horses carrying riders!
He followed them to the crest of the dune and saw the caravan ahead. His pulse quickened. He had caught up to them. After six weeks of wandering endless desert, sometimes travelling for a day without seeing anything, any change in horizon, any plants, any life. Now miraculously he had caught up to the caravan that had left Alexandria five months ago.
Servius dug his heels into his mare’s ribs and she reared her head, whinnied and trotted down the dune.
* * *
The column stretched along the road for nearly a quarter of a mile. Their numbers had swelled from three hundred to over eight hundred and included forty horses and thirty camels. The camels carrying water and food. Marcellus had moved the column from one piece of water to the next, from river to river, town to town.
At every town and village he had sought out retired legionaries and veterans, men who had seen countless battles and campaigns. He had hired as many as possible to assist with a promise of enough money to return to their loved ones. Many had given up their mundane lives to return to Rome and a chance to serve the city they loved once more. Some had chosen to stay, preferring a quieter life while others were invalids and unable to help. Many men had wanted to bring their families to start afresh but these had been refused and Marcellus and his officers had watched many tearful farewells as husbands and fathers had kissed wives and children goodbye, promising to return.
Marcellus and his officers rode in the middle of the column. A century of legionaries in front of them. The sarcophagus pulled by two hundred slaves behind. At the rear was the baggage train and the merchants and pedlars and the dozen or so women who sold themselves to the soldiers nightly.
Marcellus’ second in command raced up on his horse.
“A rider coming in,” he told the General.
Marcellus turned in his saddle. He saw the dark figure some distance down the road.
“Any idea who it is?”
“Not sure yet sir. He’s too far away. Should we intercept him?”
“Is he definitely on his own?”
“It appears so sir.”
Marcellus watched for a few more moments. Then he moved off the road.
“Come. We’ll meet him.”
He kicked his horse and galloped off back down the road towards the rider. His officers and guards in hot pursuit.
* * *
Servius Catalus reined his horse in and saluted the most senior officer.
“General Marcellus?”
“Yes.”
“Sir. I am Servius Catalus. I have a message for you, from Alexandria. From Julius Caesar.”
“How is Caesar Servius?”
“Alive and well Sir,” Catalus couldn’t keep the excitement from his voice,” He sends his regards.”
“And orders?”
“To continue as before. To take Alexander to Rome. Oh sir! I have so much to tell you.”
“Come to my tent this evening and you can tell me everything.”
“Yes sir.”
“But for now Caesar is alive and well.”
“Yes sir.”
“Thank you. I’ll speak to you tonight.”
* * *
It was after dark when a refreshed Sevius Catalus arrived at the General’s tent. They had struck camp one hour before dusk and as the evening fell campfires had been lit and soldiers and slaves alike had warmed themselves around them.
Servius was granted access and he walked into a large tent and straight into the aroma of roasted meat. Marcellus greeted him with a warm smile and a cup of wine.
“Good evening,” Marcellus said offering the cup which was accepted with thanks, “Would you care for some roasted lamb?”
Servius saw it roasting on a spit and his stomach grumbled. He had been without fresh cooked meat for four days.
“Thank you,” he said staring in wonder at the roasted lamb.
Marcellus intercepted his thoughts.
“You’d be surprised at who we bump into out here in the desert. This is the courtesy of a local shepherd who we paid most handsomely.”
A servant cut off a whole leg and put it on a plate. Servius felt his mouth watering. The meat was quickly cut and placed on serving dishes.
“Help yourself,” Marcellus offered, “But don’t gorge. Sickness isn’t pleasant out here. You’re a long way away from remedies and medicine.”
“Yes. I saw some corpses on my journey. Most had been ravaged by animals.”
“Egyptian slaves mainly. From here on we should start to meet more people. We are now entering the Roman province once known and owned by the Carthaginians. A mighty empire that once provided such sons as Hasdrubal Barca and Hannibal.”
“I know the stories well,” Servius said, “My father used to tell me them when I was a child.”
“Good stories, incredible people. Only the might of Rome could defeat them. Two centuries ago. There is still a long journey ahead of us. We continue North until we reach the great and ancient port of Carthage and from there we set sail for Rome and home. I personally cannot wait!”
Marcellus helped himself to a plate of meat and taking a cup of wine he sat down in his comfortable chair.”
“And now,” he said, “I’m dying to hear your story.”
Servius helped himself to a plate of meat and sat himself down, blessing his good fortune to be the messenger Caesar had sent and now enjoy rich food in a General’s tent.
“You left sir when the fire was at its worst didn’t you?”
“Yes.”
“Much of Alexandria burned that day. The library was destroyed and most of Alexander’s mausoleum. Caesar was very upset but pleased he’d gotten the great king’s body to safety first but the great paintings and mosaics were lost.”
“That’s truly a pity,” Marcellus couldn’t wait any longer, “I’m sorry to interrupt but I must know if our master is well.”
“He is sir. He and the Queen are probably enjoying a cruise down the Nile. That was the plan once the fighting was over. The Queen said it would help her to relax before the baby was born.”
“Baby?”
“Oh yes sir. The Queen is heavily pregnant with our master’s child.”
“Pregnant?”
“Yes. They are both praying to the Gods that the baby will be a boy. Our master, because, he wants an heir. The Queen, because, she wants her son to inherit Caesar’s world, to cement Egypt and Rome together, forever.”
Marcellus’ head was buzzing, then he burst out laughing.
“The wily old fox.”
“Sir.”
“Our master.”
“Yes sir.”
“What about the other’s?”
“Other’s sir?”
“Yes. The other Generals, Ptolemy, etc.”
“Little shit face drowned in the Nile.”
Marcellus’ had just taken a bite of hot lamb. Juice spurted from it and trickled down his chin. He mopped at his chin with a napkin while trying to swallow the meat down.
“Who?”
“Ptolemy. The Alexandrians sent an ambassador to Caesar saying that they were fed up with the princess Arsinoe and asked if they could have Ptolemy back. Caesar of course refused the request outright. Then the Alexandrians suggested that if they could have their boy king back, who always spoke highly of Caesar, they may have been able to sue for peace. Caesar was suspicious of their intentions at first but he talked it over with the other Generals and it was agreed that Ptolemy, having no military or leader skills, could be handed over. Cleopatra was only too pleased to be rid of him but how much influence she had over our master at this time is not known. So Ptolemy left the palace crying like a baby because he didn’t want to go, promising to come back with a peace offering. None came though. Then days later as we all waited news reached the palace that Ptolemy had declared Caesar his most mortal enemy. Caesar had expected such treachery and waited knowing the Alexandrians would start fighting amongst themselves. Now our master declared Ptolemy a rebel and kept Queen Cleopatra on the throne. News reached us that the Alexandrian navy was waiting by the mouth of the Nile to attack Roman convoys bringing us aid. Caesar sent the great Tiberius Nero to engage them. Do you remember the Greek mercenary Euphranor?”
Marcellus nodded.
“He was killed in the battle. Caesar was mightily upset at such a loss.”
Servius’ mouth was getting dry from talking at length. He took a gulp of wine.
“Is that when Ptolemy was killed?”
Servius shook his head.
“No. Last month, it was the beginning of March, Mithridates arrived at Pelusium with an army from Syria and Arabia and Palestine. As you know General Marcellus the Palestinian Jews suffered under Pompey and were only too keen to ally themselves to our master. Also the Jews hoped to reach out to the large Jewish population in Alexandria itself.”
“Pompey destroyed or tried to destroy the temple in Jerusalem and took much of the land so it’s no wonder the standing Jewish army hailed Caesar as their ally.”
“I didn’t know that,” Servius said.
“Didn’t know what?”
“That Pompey had damaged their temple, took their land. I had heard that they’d suffered under him and assumed he’d persecuted their people.”
“He probably did. Please continue.”
“Mithridates quickly sacked Pelusium and upon reaching the Nile he turned and headed southwest. Someone tipped off the Alexandrians and Ptolemy ordered his army to confront them. When Caesar saw the Alexandrian army leaving he marched his army around the great lake Mareotis and joined with King Mithridates. When Ptolemy arrived his army set up camp on a hill west of the Nile. The following morning our master attacked. He drove the Alexandrians from their hilltop and trapped before the banks of the river our forces slaughtered them. Ptolemy made it to his royal boat and from the middle of the Nile he goaded our master with taunts. A great cheer went up from the Romans however when the young king’s boat capsized and he drowned. After three months of conflict our master had finally rid Egypt of one of its monarchs. Caesar was so happy at this victory that he rode at the head of the cavalry all the way back to Alexandria. The people of the city begged for mercy and Caesar, hard to contain his temper, reluctantly granted them a full pardon. Cleopatra of course welcomed back our master with open arms. Caesar read out Cleopatra’s father’s will again and appointed the young Queen and the youngest brother, now Ptolemy the fourteenth, as rulers over the lands of Egypt and Cyprus.”
“Cyprus! So he kept his word.”
“Yes sir. Some say he only did it to infuriate Marcus Cato in Rome who spent so many years pushing for Cyprus to be under Roman rule.”
Marcellus laughed.
“Our master is never done is he? But tell me what of the other sister Arsinoe.”
“Ah yes. She was captured, placed in chains and will be sent to Rome as a slave. Maybe Caesar will kill her. Who knows what he’ll do.”
“Did he mention a Roman garrison in Egypt?”
“Yes sir. He will be leaving three legions with Cleopatra to, as he put it, secure Roman-Egyptian relations. Some say the great General Marcus Antonius may be called for.”
“Mark Antony. He’s in Rome isn’t he?”
“I believe so sir yes.”
Marcellus shook his head to clear it. He was buzzing from so much information. He put his wine down. He cross questioned Servius over and over, verifying facts, checking that he knew the story accurately.
‘It’s truly incredible’ he was thinking, ’When the Persian King Darius walked into Egypt he was met with no resistance. When Alexander of Macedon came he was met and hailed as a conquering hero. When Caesar arrived he was met with hostility and urban warfare on a scale he had, the world had, never seen before, “Despite the odds he has done it.”
“Begging your pardon sir?”
Marcellus hadn’t realised he’d spoken out loud.
“Our master has done it, conquered the land of the Pharaohs, something no one has ever done before.”
He stood and raised his glass.
“A toast!” he said, “To our master, to my friend, the greatest Roman who has ever lived, Gaius Julius Caesar!”
* * *
Marcellus stopped his horse at the top of a rise, his officers flanking him. The desert seemed endless. In the very far distance they could see other travellers on the road. Below them the desert opened up into a wide, crescent gorge.
“According to the map this used to be a river, recorded thousands of years ago by Pharaohs of the second dynasty.”
“Does it still flow sir?”
“I think it’s long since dried up.”
“What a desolate place,” someone else said, “What does Rome want with such a territory?”
“Africa is Rome’s biggest province Quintus. We will never give it up.”
A shout from behind made them turn. A centurion was some distance away running towards them. Behind him the caravan had picked up pace. The two hundred legionaries had stopped and were staring across the desert. Suddenly as one they turned and began running along the line on the road, chased on by the other centurion. The first centurion was still running towards them, shouting and pointing. Marcellus raised his hand up to his eyes to block out the sun.
“Who is it? I can’t see clearly in the sun. Is it Cassius? What’s he shouting?”
“It is Cassius. Can’t hear what he’s shouting though.”
Marcellus looked back down the road expecting another messenger or an enemy attack or something, anything, but could see nothing.
Marcellus was about to order Quintus to ride down to see what the fuss was about when he thought he saw something.
He had been scanning the desert and had been about to give the order when something caught his attention. Miles away on the horizon where the land met the sky he saw a distortion, a discolouration. They were all used to seeing heat haze but this was something different and what was more it seemed to be moving closer.
Cassius the centurion was still shouting. Quintus had also seen the horizon change.
“What is that?”
A huge gust of wind suddenly blew Marcellus’ cape up, making the horses start. Marcellus pushed his cloak down. There was now sand in his mouth brought by the sudden gust. The next big gust stung his face and he closed his eyes to it. The sand was stinging him. He opened his eyes again. The distortion on the horizon had appeared to have got bigger, then he felt dread rising.
“Sandstorm!” he shouted.
He kicked his horse in the ribs and it whinnied and bolted down the hill.
“Sir there’s a sandstorm coming,” Cassius shouted as Marcellus raced past him.
“Get everyone moving as quickly as they can. I want all of the sarcophagus carriers working at once. I don’t care if some of them are resting. Everyone! Understood!”
“Yes General.”
Cassius began running, with difficulty, back down the hill towards the column.
Quintus reined his horse in.
“Judging by the way the wind is blowing it may miss us.”
“We can’t wait around and take that chance.”
“We certainly can’t out run it.”
Marcellus was gauging the distance. The sandstorm was definitely closer.
“Sir we can’t out run it. Our best option is to cover ourselves here and ride out the storm.”
“Cover ourselves? What do you mean?”
“We have to lay our horses down sir and cover their faces and ours as best we can.”
“And the prisoners? What do they cover up with?”
Marcellus glanced at the Egyptians. Hardly any of them were wearing any more than loincloths.”
“Too bad about them.”
“They are carrying Caesar’s treasure. We can’t let them be lost.”
“We won’t lose all of them sir. What we do lose the legionaries will have to make up.”
Marcellus watched the sandstorm. It had got considerably closer.
“I need your decision sir.”
“Get everyone into that gorge.”
“We don’t know where the opening is.”
“Find it.”
Quintus spurred his horse forward. He raced along the top of the ridge, turned at the end and raced back. Then halfway back he saw it. A natural gentle slope leading down to the dried river bed. He whistled using his fingers. Marcellus turned at the sound.
“That’s it! Quintus has found it.”
Marcellus’ officers raced up the caravan on their horses shouting instructions.
Doing their best to avoid panic the legionaries got the entire procession turned around and heading for the gorge.
Then the sun dimmed and the slaves at the rear turned, saw the oncoming terror and panicked. A horse bolted past Marcellus. Its rider being dragged helplessly behind, his body bouncing along the hard track until his head was dashed against a rock leaving a crimson smear. The slaves had dumped the sarcophagus now and were running in all directions screaming to their Gods to save them. Roman soldiers who had been whipping them now threw down their whips and ran, adding to the chaos.
Marcellus’ horse reared onto her hind legs and he fought her under control. He turned her and kicked her in the ribs and dashed for the gorge.
Quintus saw him go and he made to follow but the storm caught him. His horse reared and threw him causing him to land hard on his back. He got to his feet quickly and tried to grab the horse’s reins as it bolted. Then a huge gust of wind almost lifted him off his feet and he bent forward as the sand buffeted his face.
The storm was completely on them now, visibility almost zero. Quintus could see swirling shadows and shapes in the gloom. The screams of despair drowned out by the roar of the maelstrom. He found himself unable to breathe and a new terror gripped him. Slowly he sank to his knees desperately ripping at his toga around his throat, blinded by the sand. He felt the hot touch of death now. The sand in his mouth making him choke. He pitched forward onto his face and rolled onto his back. He opened his eyes one last time. Within minutes he was covered in sand. He felt himself sinking, deeper and deeper and then, he felt no more.
* * *
Marcellus raced down into the gorge desperately looking over his shoulder. He brought his horse to a stop. The walls of the gorge climbing over a hundred feet above him.
Had he escaped the storm?
His horse whinnied, foam frothing around her lips. Then he saw an opening in the rocks three quarters of the way up the face.
A small cave!
He got off his mount and scrabbled up the slope. Halfway up he turned to a terrific roar. The dust storm was rushing up the gorge towards him at an incredible speed.
His horse bolted, running past him, her eyes wide with terror.
Marcellus scrabbled up the slope, slipping once on loose rocks and threw himself through the cave opening just as the storm raced past. He felt it pulling at him and he dug in close to the cave wall and hugged it. Twice the power of the storm nearly pulled him back outside but he fought it with all his strength. He managed to move away from the opening, going a little deeper. Inside was pitch black. He had survived for now. Exhausted he collapsed to the ground and was soon in a deep sleep, the sound of the wind howling in his ears.
* * *
The first, warm, rays of sun on his face woke him. He opened one eye, the other he was laying on. His mouth was desperately dry. He tried to swallow but had no spit. He tried to spit but couldn’t. Slowly he pushed himself up until he was kneeling. He wiped as much sand as he could from his face. His hair was thick and matted with it. He got to his feet and headed towards the light. Once in the cave entrance the bright morning sun dazzled him. He squinted into it. Its brightness making his eyes water.
The bottom of the ravine was different now. Soft dunes of sand where there were none before.
His horse was down in the gorge waiting for him. He blinked in amazement.
’I’m seeing things’
Then she took a few steps forward and sniffed at a tiny green plant. He let out a laugh and rushed down the slope towards her. He tripped twice but didn’t care. He rushed up to her and grabbed her reins. Her saddle had slipped and he rummaged into a bag and brought out a water skin, pulled out the stopper and drank. He drank some more, spat, glad to be rid of the sand from his mouth and poured some water into his hand and offered it to the horse. She gobbled it up, her whiskers tickling his palm.
“I’m so glad to see you Portia,” he said.
Her normally beautiful chestnut coat was dusty. Her left front knee was caked with dry blood and sand. He cleaned it as best he could to examine it. It wasn’t bad and she was able to put her weight on it. He gave her more water, then drank once more himself. He shook the skin. It was still half full.
“I’d better find survivors and more water and fast,” he said to her.
He went through the other bags on her saddle. He still had the map and his sword. His helmet was nowhere to be seen. He put the water skin back and then taking her reins he mounted her and led her through the new dunes and towards the slope that led up.
At the top he stopped and stared at his surroundings. Nothing was recognisable anymore. The road had gone. He turned three hundred and sixty degrees and saw no-one, nothing. The people that had been seen in the distance were gone, everyone was gone.
’Maybe they survived and left without me’
He knew it was a false hope. There wasn’t a mark on the sand anywhere to be seen.
“It’s all gone,” he said out loud.
He jumped down off his horse and slumped to his knees, sobbing.
“The sarcophagus is lost. Caesar will never forgive me!”
He reached into his tunic and took out his dagger. Then he tore open his tunic and grasping the dagger with one hand over the other he placed the tip against his skin, over his heart.
‘Better this than a slow death’
The wind, as if to torment him, suddenly blew a gust into his face. He closed his eyes to the sand again. He cleared his throat and spat and looked back down to the dagger poised over his heart. Then he looked past it. Something had gotten his attention. The wind had uncovered something red in the sand. He threw the dagger down and began sweeping the sand away from the object. Then he pulled it free.
It was the material from a Roman standard. It was tattered and torn. An image of Caesar in gold and the words IMP CAESAR were all that remained.
Caesar’s standard!
“I have failed you master,” he said to the image on the cloth.
He stared at it for a minute. Then he stood, feeling suddenly stronger. He picked his dagger up, went over to Portia and searched for the map. He stuffed the piece of standard into another pouch. He knelt down again, this time on the map, pinning it open with his knees. He pricked the tip of his finger with the dagger, waited until there was a decent sized blob of blood and then dabbed where he believed his location was next to the gorge.
“We may have lost your treasure master but as you’ll see it wasn’t my fault. With this map I will return to this place and find it again. And when I do I will bring it to you in Rome. And I, Marcus Marcellus, General of Caesar’s army, I will be a hero.”
He mounted his horse and taking one last look at the gorge he turned and set off towards Carthage.
He patted his horse’s neck.
“I did not choose this. It is my destiny.”

PART THREE


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

TUNISIA, NORTH AFRICA, NOVEMBER 1942
Alfred Dennis cursed again as the Bedford lorry he was driving struck another pothole. It jumped, shuddered and jarred as it bounced along over the rough desert road. He swerved around another deep pothole and took evasive action to avoid the next. The Bedford slewed around and got dangerously close to leaving the road but he held it. In the passenger seat his long time friend Wilfred Burroughs held on to his gun and the map. Twice he had been on the floor because of the condition of the road.
“What a bloody shit road Alf,” he called out before going into a coughing fit from the dust that was all around them. Even with the windows closed it still found its way into the cab.
“Worst road I’ve ever driven.”
Wilfie looked out at the vast desert ahead of and around them. hills to either side, the mountains always on the horizon. This was a desolate barren expanse of sand covering most of North Africa. Its name?
The Sahara desert.
“What the hell did the Germans want with this anyway?”
“Beats me,” Alfred replied “perhaps that maniac in Berlin sent them to capture it. Now Rommel’s here to claim it. Sand, sand and more bloody sand.”
“Rommel,” Wilfie said “Well he hasn’t met Monty yet. Monty will smash him. Monty or Alex.”
“I certainly hope so,” Alf said avoiding another rut in the road. They were soldiers of the Royal Engineers, part of the greater eighth army under the command of General Sir Bernard Montgomery. They were the desert rats. Rommel the desert fox.
Alfred and his men were on their way to Matmata to move minefields laid by the axis powers. Part of the road had been extensively damaged by the fighting and they would make what repairs they could to that also.
Unsure as to whether the road was mined a column of Valentine tanks had ventured into the desert in heavy rain on either side of the road and had got stuck, bogged down. The tanks too heavy for the sand that turned to mud like a thick soup.
Alfred and his men in seven Bedford’s, twelve men in each truck, were to get the Valentines out if possible. Driving the lead truck Alfred crested a rise and the first view of Matmata lay before them. The ruins dominating the skyline. He sped past the first few scattered houses either side of the road and quickly arrived in a clearing in the centre of the small village. He brought the Bedford to a halt, the following vehicles fanning out to either side.
Alfred swung his cab door open and jumped down to the road as Captain Bill Rogers came strutting up. Bill Rogers was in charge of Alf’s group. Together he and Alf removed a pin each from the tailboard of Alf’s truck and lowered it. Rogers banged his hand on the side of the truck.
“Everybody out lads. Stretch your legs. We’ll rest here for an hour. Find yourselves some shade.”
Men gratefully jumped down onto the dusty road. Hours travelling in the backs of the trucks was far from comfortable. Many made jokes to their colleagues. Lots of shoulder slaps and ribs playfully punched. All were relieved to be out for a short while. The threat of enemy fighter planes strafing a canvas backed lorry that offered no protection a constant threat.
Many wandered off to relieve themselves before making their way back to the trucks. One of them eighteen year old Johnny Larder came excitedly up to Alfred.
“Hey ‘old un’ come and take a look at this.”
“I’ll give you old un,” Alf said grabbing Johnny playfully around the neck and pinning his head down by his ribs and knocking him on the skull with his knuckles.
“Cheeky sod,” Alf laughed. He was twenty five. He had been in the war since its start and at his age was the oldest and considered the wisest among them. Rogers was thirty. The men all trusted Alf over their Captain and they all believed that if they followed him they each had a chance of making it out of this mans war alive. Sergeant Alfred Dennis had turned down promotion twice.
He now let go of Johnny and the youth dashed forward a few paces. Alf caught him and they stood side by side and peered down. The ground was hollowed out like a basin. Alf guessed it was at least two hundred paces across and at least fifty paces deep. An entrance tunnel was cut down a gentle slope. They could see steps that had been cut out of the rock that led up to doors made crudely of wood. Rock cut dwellings for a simple people.
Home to the Matmata Berbers legend said that the warlike Berbers hid in their pit-homes to escape their enemies but the truth was they had found it easier to dig into the soft rock than to build with it. The whole area was clean and tidy. Swept meticulously by the women who lived there.
A lone goat wandered slowly down the slope, the bell around its neck clanking with an echo. It paused to watch the two figures above. Then it bleated and began to sniff about. The rest of the herd came wandering down the slope and bumping into each other they filled the pit. One side was shaded and they moved towards the cool shade and settled down. Their herder arrived and though he saw the two British soldiers he also took no notice of them.
British, American, German, French, Italian. It made no difference to him. His people had seen many invading armies over the Millenia. None of them had ever lasted or had a lasting impact on life for him.
“He doesn’t seem bothered by us,” Johnny said.
“Why would he? He has nothing to gain by our presence. Come on lets get back,” Alf said clapping a friendly hand across Johnny’s shoulder.
They went back to the trucks. Some of the men were sleeping, using rolled up blankets as pillows. Local people milled around trying to make a sale of various things they possessed. Four of the engineers were standing around a well. They had tied some new rope around the bucket and had so far successfully pulled up four pails of water.
“Fill some of our water barrels if you can,” Alf said “if there’s enough.”
“The bucket’s hitting something Sarge,” Jack smith said.
“Maybe the well’s empty,” Alf replied peering down it.
“Don’t think so. It doesn’t feel like it’s hitting the bottom.”
“Bring the bucket up.”
Alf began untying the bucket as soon as it was in daylight. He held the loose end of the rope as he surveyed his men.
“Johnny.”
“Sir?”
“Get up here.”
“Sir?”
Alf began passing the rope around his waist and tying a very large uncomfortable knot to his front.
“You just volunteered soldier.”
“To do what?”
“To go down there.”
“What!” Johnny backed away from the well horrified.
“Something’s blocking the well. We need water. You’re going to find out what’s blocking it.”
“I don’t want to go down there.”
He backed into Smith and Burroughs who stopped him, grabbed his arms and legs, tipped him up and carried him over to the lip of the well. The others sat around in the shade laughing.
“Mind your head,” Alf said pushing him face first. They lowered him slowly down. Alf feeding the rope across his back. It was dark in the well, light only penetrating a few feet in front of Johnny’s face. Halfway down he detected a stench. Something he couldn’t put his finger on. Then the smell got worse and he covered his mouth and nose. He could feel the temperature dropping the lower he got.
“Hang on I think I can see something,” he shouted up.
The men at the top stopped his descent.
“What is it?”
“Can’t be sure but it stinks.”
Johnny gagged at the smell. He fought hard not to throw up.
“Lower me down slowly, slowly, slowly, you just dipped my head in the water.”
Johnny reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out a box of matches. He struck one, the sudden intense light blinding him. He couldn’t see much and as the match burned out the flame touched his finger and the pain caused him to drop it.
“Lower me a bit more.”
They inched him down further. Then his outstretched fingers went through the putrefying flesh.
“Jesus!” Johnny shouted. He held his hand up to his face, the smell was nauseating.
Then he vomited.
“Pull me up. Pull me up!” he screamed.
As soon as his feet reached the top they pulled him out. He had vomit all over his face and shirt.
“What happened?”
“There are two dead Germans down there.”
“Germans?”
“Yes Germans. They’ve been down there a while too old un.”
Alf looked at the mess on his shirt.
“I couldn’t help it. The smell made me sick.”
Some of the others were chuckling at him.
“I don’t know what you lot are laughing at you were the ones drinking the water!”
* * *
“Hey Alf,” came a voice from over by the well.
Some of Alf’s men had managed to drag one of the dead Germans out with a hook.
“Lousy, rotten, filthy German bastards!” Wilf was livid. Some of the others had to restrain him.
“Oh come on,” Alf said “it’s the oldest trick in the book, poison the water, deny the enemy the smallest of luxuries.”
“It’s still disgusting,” Wilf said shaking off the hands that held him, calm now, “throwing their dead down the well.”
Alf cupped a hand over his nose as he stood near the corpse.
“I don’t think he died of natural causes,” Jack said pointing to a gaping wound at the throat.
“Murdered,” Alf said quietly. He turned to Wilf “Better go get the Captain.”
One of the local inhabitants was passing around nearby trying to sell goods. Most of the soldiers were too tired to bother with him and waved a hand at him in dismissal. He took their refusals good naturedly. He knew that most of the soldiers passing through Matmata had no money but it was worth a try. Sometimes soldiers were happy to trade if they had no money. He had once gained a set of erotic photographs from a French sergeant. They were of a top French cabaret star. He had sold them to a German Leutnant for ten times the amount he had paid.
Rogers arrived and Alf quickly explained the discovery.
Johnny came over. Being the youngest he still wasn’t used to war. To the sight of dead men. He looked at the gash in the dead Germans throat.
“Murdered! By who? Who murdered him?” he asked clearly distraught at the sight.
Alf took the situation in in a moment.
“Johnny keep back!”
Larder continued to stare. His mouth working though no words came. Suddenly his Sten was in his hands and it was pointing at the Berber who upon seeing it aimed at him shrieked and covering his head with his hands was cowering in the dust. He was babbling in a mixture of Arabic, English and French.
“For God’s sake Johnny what the hell do you think you’re doing?”
“It’s him! Them!” he said “All of them! They’re murderers….”
“Nonsense man,“ Rogers shouted “Put the gun down.”
“No! It’s them! We’ve got to stop them. They’ll kill us all.”
Alf moved between the Berber and Larder.
“Johnny. Listen to me. LOOK AT ME!”
Larder looked up into Alf’s eyes.
“He has killed no-one. Look at him he has one hand. He’s not capable of killing anyone.”
Larders finger had pulled the trigger almost to its zenith. Alf knew other fingers were ready on triggers too.
“Private Larder I’m ordering you to put that gun down, “ Rogers said.
The words weren’t sinking in. Larder was staring at the end of the barrel of the gun he was holding.
Without warning Alf suddenly rushed him, his left hand swiping the Sten’s barrel towards the ground, his right bunched into a fist smacking Larder in the mouth, knocking him onto his backside. He sat there sobbing.
Alf kicked the Sten out of his reach then extended a hand and hauled the eighteen year old to his feet.
“Go and get some rest,” Rogers turned to his men “that goes for the rest of you. Everybody just calm down.”
Alf spoke to Johnny, friends again.
“I’m sorry I hit you but you gave me no choice. If you want to survive this war you must learn to accept things like that,” he said pointing at the dead German, “The sooner you do it’ll be the better for you.”
Larder saluted and walked away with a thin trickle of blood seeping from a cut lip.
“Keep an eye on him,” Rogers said.
Everyone watched him go. No one laughed at him this time.
Alf put his hand out to the Berber. He stared at the hand for a moment, glanced at Larders disappearing back then jumped to his feet and began shouting his strange mixture of languages of before. He was clearly complaining at Larders behaviour and the way he had been treated. Alf put a finger to his lips to hush him. The Berber was livid and was clearly asking for justice.
Alf slowly took out a pack of cigarettes and there were a few inside. He shook the carton under the Berbers nose. The mans beady little eyes focused on the exposed cigarette butts. Quickly he took two out, put one behind his ear and stuck the other one in his mouth. Alf struck his lighter and the Berber leaned forward and lit his cigarette. He inhaled deeply. The tobacco better quality than he was used to. He took the cigarette from his lips and then smiled at Alf appreciatively. Alf closed the carton and offered it. It was accepted and instantly disappeared amongst the motley rags the man was wearing.
Alf now began speaking to him reassuringly in French.
Burroughs came back.
“I’ve told Johnny to rest sir, “ he said to Rogers.
“He’s a good lad sir,” Alf said.
“I know sergeant.”
“I wouldn’t want this to go against him.”
“It won’t. I won’t mention it to the C.O if no-one else does.”
Alf concentrated on the Berber, his French acceptable. Like most soldiers he had picked up a mixture of sentences in many languages.
Wilf had a bottle of Turkish beer in his hand and the Berber soon scrounged it from him.
Rogers soon became frustrated at not being able to follow the mans ranting but Alf had a calmness that others could draw upon.
He began translating what the Berber was saying. Stopping him every so often to ask him for a different word, a clearer word.
“He says that these two Germans came wandering in to the town one day. They weren’t armed.”
“Deserters Alf?”
“I would think so.”
The Berber continued, not understanding a word of the English.
“They looked hungry so my wife and I offered them food. They were very grateful but refused our home for shelter. They slept in the disused German depot over there. They stayed close by for the first couple of days and never wandered far out of sight of the town. They tried to get that old truck started.”
Alf saw it for the first time. It was German and half covered by an old dusty tarpaulin.
“In the end they gave up.”
The Berber was laughing.
“Many have tried to start that steel beast, it won’t go, it’s been parked here without running for too long.”
The man threw his hands up into the air.
“It is the same with all machines. The sun it does them no good.”
“It doesn’t look like it could run,” Rogers observed.
Alf concentrated on the Arab again.
“Then on the third day some other men came here, men like you, they were in open vehicles,” Alf nodded to the Captain “Jeeps?”
“They spoke English he thinks, it wasn’t German, their uniforms were the colour of sand, they had writing on their upper arms.”
The Berber got down on his knees and traced his finger in the dusty road.
“S.A.S.”
The two soldiers looked at each other.
“Long range desert group.”
Alf nodded again.
“These men spent the morning here searching buildings and the old supply dump. Then in the afternoon the two Germans were discovered. They were brought out at gunpoint with their hands on top of their heads. Their leader interrogated them. He was kind to them, offering water and little food he could. Then they tried to surrender to him but he refused. They pleaded and when he tried to leave they stopped him. He shook them off and repeated his order. Then one of his men began arguing with him and the Germans then showed him photographs of their families. The leader pulled out his gun and threatened them with it, repeated the order and the man who had argued saluted him and led them into the desert at gunpoint. The others of this group just sat around like you are doing. Then there were four shots that cut through the silence. Later the Englishman came back alone. He sat away from the others and they avoided him.”
Rogers and Alf were equally appalled at the thought of murdering two unarmed men who had tried to surrender.
“They had families Sir.”
“I know but if they tried to surrender to the L.R.D.G it’s not surprising that they were refused. The Long Range Desert Group barely carries enough supplies for themselves let alone feed two deserters.”
Alf knew Rogers was right but he was still appalled.
“They could have just left them here.”
Ask him more.
“If they were shot out in the desert how did they get down the well. Did the others put them down there? Or did your people? Did you put them down there?”
The Berber was shaking his hands in front of his face.
“Later the English left and much later these two came wandering back into the town.”
“He didn’t follow up the order,” Alf said.
“Clearly not.”
“I don’t know much about the Long Range Desert Group.”
“I know even less,” Rogers confirmed, “I know that they were set up for covert operations. They have been active in Europe, most notably in France. Out here I think they spy on the enemy, supply lines, locating fuel and ammo depots, that sort of thing. They probably knew about the depot here or they may just be a patrol passing through. Their patrols can sometimes span over five hundred miles Alf.”
Alfred concentrated on the Arab again.
“So how did they end up down there?”
“The following day another patrol came through. These were Germans. They stopped as you did. The ones in front were sitting on those three wheeled machines.”
“Motorcycle sidecars,” Rogers said.
“The two Germans came out to greet them. They were wearing the same uniforms monsieur. The other vehicles came into the town now, lorries like yours. Two special people carrying vehicles, not like cars, but not like jeeps.”
Alf questioned him for a clearer word.
“He says the Germans used many types of vehicles. There was one car, an expensive one, it had flags on its front.”
“Sounds like a staff car Alf.”
“The men who got out of this car were leaders. One was wearing a similar uniform to the motor cycle riders, grey. The other was different.”
He again got down and drew in the dust.
“Alf that looks like a skull.”
The two engineers stared down at the drawn symbol.
“It does look like a skull.”
Alf looked at his Captain.
“S.S.”
Rogers nodded.
“What the hell are they doing out here?”
Alf didn’t have time to ponder the question because his man was talking again.
“Another man got out of the car. A white man.”
“A white man?” Rogers asked.
“A white man,” Alf said “A white man doesn’t make sense. Ah! He was dressed in white, white hat, white shoes, white trousers, jacket, and shirt. Even his tie was white. He had small round spectacles. His skin was very pale and pink where it was exposed to the sun. He constantly dabbed at his face with a handkerchief even though it’s not even hot now.”
The Berber laughed again revealing his few teeth.
“Wait until it gets really hot,” he said before tipping the bottle back and finishing the last of the beer.
Alf pulled the top off another one and offered it.
“The well, how did they get down the well?”
“I was coming to that,” the man replied in his mix of languages, “The man in white talked to them for a few minutes then he said something to the skull leader. The white man got back into the car. He could no longer be seen because of the car’s dark windows. The two Germans were pleading now, more than they had with the others. Suddenly they were seized by the ones wearing the skulls. They were held still and their throats were cut. Then they carried them to the well and threw them in.”
“They murdered them?” Alf asked “Do you understand why?”
The Berber shook his head, shouting mainly in Arabic. Most of what he said Alf didn’t understand. He didn’t bother to get the man to repeat any of it. The Berber went over to the half full crate of beer and picking it up he swung it up onto his shoulder, the British moving out of his way.
“What he’s told us doesn’t make sense Captain. Do you think he’s telling the truth? Wouldn’t they normally shoot deserters?”
“Who knows. Deserters, the L.R.D.G, the SS, civilians in white, two dead men not shot for desertion but murdered in front of witnesses,” Rogers glanced at his watch “Well I wouldn’t worry about it, it shouldn’t affect our role here, they are probably long gone. Come on we need to get some rest. We have a job to do.”
* * *
Johnny Larder was alone. He had found somewhere quiet to sit and collect his thoughts. The first thing he had done after leaving Alf and the Captain was to find some water and wash his face and rinse his shirt and vest. They were now drying on the bonnet of one of the jeeps. He sat down in the warm sun with his back to a front wheel of a Bedford truck. From his trouser pocket he pulled out a letter from his sweetheart Margaret Harris. They had met in the most unlikely of circumstances.
Johnny and two of his friends had been drinking in his village pub ’The Black Dog’. They were celebrating the fact that they had just enlisted in the army and were proudly wearing their brand new uniforms. They had downed a few pints each and were approaching the merry stage.
It was a good night in the pub. Johnny and his mates were at a corner table. They were excited and trying to get the attention of the landlords daughter Rosemary Clayton. Her parents Jack and Betty had run the pub for the last ten years. She unknowingly had given them a flash of stockinged calf when she had bent over to wash a table with a wet cloth. Her father had noticed too.
“You can put your eyes back in all of you,” he said smiling.
The other customers in the pub were mostly farmers, farm workers, game wardens. Many of them stood in groups talking about their work, crop rotation, livestock, the war for them seemed like it was a million miles away.
Suddenly all conversation stopped.
Three American GI’s had walked in.
One of them was black, the other two white. One of them approached the bar and stood there swaying slightly. It was obvious from the start that they’d been drinking.
“A pint of your strongest beer,” the American at the bar ordered. He was a huge man, well over six feet tall with muscles that bulged every time he moved. He downed the pint Jack had placed in front of him in one gulp, its nutty taste having no effect.
“That was your strongest?” he questioned “It’s weak,” he said wiping his sleeve across his mouth “Weak like your men. Another!” he ordered.
Jack refilled the glass and wiped the bar before placing the second pint of ale in front of the American. The American saw him smirking.
“Did I say something funny?”
Jack had thought he had understood the joke but now his smile vanished.
“No sir just your remark amused me.”
Jack had clearly misinterpreted the remark. The war was well documented in the cinema each week. The British soldiers were in the thick of the action every single day of their lives. The Americans so far had done little by comparison.
The conversation in the pub began to increase again now. The big GI downed his second pint. He ordered another and one each for his friends.
Jack was concerned. The strong beer would probably kick in soon and the American was already the worse for wear.
“Don’t you think you’ve had enough?”
The American smirked and looked around the saloon. He saw Johnny and his friends laughing as they shared a joke at their table.
“I’ll tell you what I have had enough of,” the GI said “And that’s having to leave my country to come here to save your nancy boys from trouble while all they do is sit in their pretty uniforms with bits of grass stuck between their teeth.
“All right,” Jack said taking the beer back “That’s enough. You don’t come in here in your flashy uniforms upsetting my regulars. Get out!”
“Make us.”
Sixty eight year old George Tompkins had heard enough. He got up from his chair by the window and approached the American from behind. The other two Americans made room for him. They shared a sneer with each other.
George reached forward and tapped the Colossus in front of him. George had seen war. In World war one he had been a blacksmith and had spent the years shoeing horses at the front line. He had survived history’s bloodiest war.
“Uhh!” The American turned round at the fingers tapping his shoulder. He looked George up and down with a smirk. He laughed when he saw the holes in George’s jacket and the mud on his boots.
“Well what do we have here?”
“Hey loud mouth yank. While you’re over here with your cowboy hats and your spurs our boys are over in Africa fighting a mans war. More man than you’ll ever be.”
The American picked up the beer Jack had moved and poured it over George’s head. Many of the locals rushed forward to defend the old mans honour but Jack shouted at them to stop.
“I’ve called the police,” he said, the telephone receiver still clutched in his hand. The truth was the local policeman lived six miles away and only had a bicycle for transport. Even if he left straight away it would still take him an hour to get there.
“All right,” the American said thinking through the scenario of being arrested and facing the American military police.
“OK. We’re leaving. Jeez you guys just can’t take a joke.”
“Not when our boys are dying for the likes of you,” George responded.
The three Americans disappeared through the door. Some of the locals got up to pat George on the back. The big American came back through the door. Instantly there was a ring of locals surrounding him. There was no way he was coming back in. He threw a handful of blades of grass at George’s face.
“Here don’t forget to put these between your teeth.”
No one saw who threw the first punch but the fight was vicious. The big American went down with six men on top of him. He soon threw them off though and getting to his feet he was throwing punches in all directions. The other two Americans were now in the fight and Johnny and his friends took them on.
Sometime during the fight Johnny Larder had a beer bottle smashed over his head. He slumped unconscious to the floor. Jack was trying to get order. Now his furniture was getting broken. He’d seen enough. He went out to the back and returned moments later with his shotgun and jammed both barrels under the big American’s ribs. This brought the fighting to an abrupt stop. The American looked down under his armpit.
“Hey! Hey! Take it easy. We were just having some fun.”
“Now the fun is over. There has not been a murder in this village for a very long time but I’ll happily start with you.”
He drew the shotgun back and levelled it into the GI’s face.
The American tried a brave laugh.
“You don’t have the balls.”
Jack drew the triggers back. It was a wonder the gun didn’t fire. No one doubted he would do it.
“You wouldn’t want to try me boy, now get out all of you.”
The three Americans begrudgingly left.
The locals watched them from the windows and door. Rosemary Clayton began straightening the furniture. Then she saw the inert form on the floor.
“Johnny!” she cried.
His two friends rushed over to him and lifted him up. He was still out cold. There was a nasty gash on his head and it was bleeding badly.
“Johnny! Johnny!” his friend Tim called.
Betty Clayton got some clean water and a towel.
“This is bad,” she said dabbing the wound “Jack call for an Ambulance.”
“It’ll take too long to arrive,” he threw his keys to Tim.
“Take my car.”
“But Jack we’ve been drinking.”
“Rosemary you can drive.”
Rosemary had had a few driving lessons but she was far from an accomplished driver.
“No dad I don’t think I could.”
“He needs to get to a doctor and quick,“ Tim pleaded with her.
“All right,” she nodded. She grabbed her coat, took the keys from Tim and fled through the door and around the back of the pub to the garage. She found the padlock on the double doors and struggled to get the key into the lock in the dark. Finally it clicked open. She pushed the doors open wide and got into the drivers seat, started the car and drove it around to the front.
Tim and Charlie loaded Johnny into the back seat of the Morris and Charlie jumped into the front passenger seat.
“Is he still unconscious?” Rosemary asked.
“Yes, quick let’s get a move on,” Tim shouted.
“Don’t forget the lights,” from Charlie.
Rosemary flicked on the lights but they were quite ineffective due to the blackout fittings on them. The light generated by them was about twenty five per cent of their full use. She took a few deep breaths to psyche herself up and pulled away roughly and stopped again almost as suddenly. Tim and Charlie felt themselves being thrown forward.
“What’s wrong?” Charlie asked.
“Sorry but I can’t drive in these shoes,” she unbuckled them and gave them to Tim to hold. Now her feet clad only in stockings she stomped on the accelerator and the car kangarooed away. Rosemary was convinced this was the worst evening of her life. She battled to keep control of the car on the narrow country roads and pulled up outside Salisbury General Infirmary forty five minutes later.
By morning Johnny was in a hospital bed, his head stitched and heavily bandaged. His friends had waited with him until the Doctor had sent them home telling them to telephone in the morning to see if there was any change in his condition. They had begged to be allowed to stay. The Doctor had been firm but kind, reminding them that there was a war on and that at any time he may need the extra space available for patients. Reluctantly they had gone home. The Doctor promising that he would telephone the pub if there was any news.
* * *
In the early hours Johnny had woken up. The first thing he was aware of was intense pain in his head. It hurt to open his eyes. He was on his back in bed that much he realised. Light was coming in from a window behind him. He closed his eyes and slept some more. When he woke again there was someone else in the room with him. Johnny tried to get out of bed, his eyes only half open.
“No!” the strong female hands were there again and they stopped him easily “You must rest.”
“I want to go. I don’t want to be here.”
“I know but you can’t go anywhere until the Doctor has seen you. He will be here soon,” the female voice said.
Johnny left hospital the following day. During his stay he had gotten to see the owner of that sweet voice.
She was a young pretty nurse with beautiful eyes and long dark curly hair tied in a bun and held by pins and her nurse’s hood. By the time he left he knew that he was in love with her. He was devastated that it was her day off when he was released. He enquired as to her name and had to ask half a dozen people before any one could tell him.
“Margaret Harris.”
No one would give him her address but he was promised by one of her friends that if he wrote to her at the hospital the letter would be forwarded to her.
Feeling on top of the world a bandaged Johnny Larder waited with his friends at the bus stop for the bus home. As soon as he got home he began writing to her. Then they had begun dating and their love grew. They often talked of the future, of children, of old age, of the things they would do, the places they would see. Then one day the news came that they had been dreading.
He was joining the eighth army as an engineer.
Their world was suddenly torn apart. They were devastated. They spent their last remaining hours trying to put off the inevitable. Margaret didn’t know why she did it, and knowing it would probably make matters worse she let him take her virginity and as she lay there as he panted in her ear she knew that this was it between them. She couldn’t carry on with him so far away from her for who knew for how long. She didn’t want to spend her days worrying about him.
He tried to see her at the hospital but the sister told him she couldn’t be spared the few minutes because there was a serious car accident case coming in. A dejected Johnny Larder left wanting to smash the hospital up.
The following day he left for North Africa.
The letter from Margaret ending their relationship arrived almost a month later.
Johnny was heart broken and every time he’d been alone he’d had tears in his eyes. He had tried to get out of the army but was refused. He had even considered suicide.
Then unexpectedly a new letter from Margaret arrived. The one he was reading now and it lifted his spirits to a new height, a plane he had never reached before in life.
She was coming to him.
To Cairo to be precise.
In this new letter she had apologised for ending their relationship and explained that she didn’t think that she could cope with them being so far apart and that she’d panicked. She had applied to nurse in the British hospital in Cairo and had been accepted.
Johnny read her words again. She had included a tiny piece of lace that she’d cut from her lingerie and had glued it inside the letter to remind him of what he was missing. He had kept this out of sight of the others because he thought they would probably make fun of him.
He couldn’t wait to see her. He would visit her in Cairo next time he got some leave.
“Let me know when you’re coming Johnny and I’ll get my leave arranged for the same time.”
Johnny hated the thought of the servicemen in the hospital looking at and touching his Margaret, his sweetheart. They laying in their crisp, clean bed sheets. Her in her crisp, clean uniform. The men laying there all day watching her bottom wiggle. She unaware of the lustful looks as she went about her work. Them all so far away from and so safe from the war.
He couldn’t have been further from the truth.
Every day she held a man’s hand while he slipped from this life to the next. The smell of decaying flesh surrounding them. Of blood, pus, burned skin, charred flesh. Margaret knew that the stench would stay with her for the rest of her life.
How could she forget?
When grown men whimpered like babies and called for their mothers. Some just passed away, their eyes glazing over, never wanting or asking for anything. Dying thousands of miles from home in a war that wasn’t theirs.
Johnny tried to put the negative thoughts away as he re-read her words. Then he kissed the small piece of lace and folded the letter and put it away.
There were two black dots in the sky. Johnny screwed his eyes up to see them better.
They were probably birds. Two big black birds, flying to only god knows where in the endless rolling dunes of the Sahara.
‘Maybe they’ve found a corpse,’ Johnny thought.
He laughed as he saw some of his mates rugby tackle Alf to the ground. For a ball they were using a rolled up jacket tied with string.
The two dots appeared to be heading straight for them.
Johnny watched them. Then he heard the drone of the engines.
Alf spat out dust, the others pinning him down. Then as one they all looked up into the sky.
Billy Mitchell loved flying. It had been his dream since childhood. Since he had been able to walk and talk he’d wanted to fly. As a child he spent all of his time making model aeroplanes. His big break had come at eighteen when he had been accepted into the rapidly forming U.S air corps. Just a year after pearl harbour he was now a veteran at twenty one.
Out of the corner of his eye he could see the other plane. He glanced across to it. It was his buddy Chuck Holts. They were part of a patrol that were on the look out for German convoys. This morning they had flown out over the sea looking for shipping and too small a detachment to attack marine convoys they had headed inland in a wide sweep towards Matmata. As they circled the hills they had seen the dust column near the village and had climbed to five thousand feet to avoid detection. They had kept close to the mountains for cover, banked and now descended to a thousand feet and were heading straight for the stationary convoy.
Chuck opened up his throttle, gave a “Whoo hooooo!” into his headset and zoomed in for the kill.
The two pilots could see men on the ground running to their trucks for cover. They dropped to a hundred feet and closed in.
Chuck opened fire at five hundred yards distance. It was good to get some action after weeks of finding nothing to shoot at.
Johnny saw the bullets that were coming for him. They kicked up tarmac, stones, dirt and dust as they raced past either side of him. The plane screamed over head and was soon lost by the buildings.
“Johnny take cover!” Alf was shouting.
Larder was still in the same place trying to load his gun. He cocked it just in time and sighted on the planes as they made their second run. Johnny aimed and pulled the trigger.
Click!
Nothing happened.
The sten had jammed.
He was forced to run for cover as the bullets ripped up the ground around him. Two of the men weren’t so lucky, falling to the ground with their legs shot up. Alf and Wilf Burroughs dashed out to them as once again the planes turned. They dragged the groaning wounded men to safety.
“Shit this looks bad Wilf. His legs are pretty shot up.”
“Alf I’m sure that those planes were American. P40’s I think they are called.”
“What makes you think that?”
“I thought I saw a white star under the wing.”
Time seemed to stand still. Alf was watching the two planes as they banked two miles away.
“Alf trust me they’re American.”
To Alf’s memory Burroughs had never been wrong about anything ever before.
“Alf I swear it. They’re American.”
“We must do something to stop them.”
“Like what?”
“When they come round again I’m going to try and convince them that we’re surrendering. Get me something white to use as a flag.”
“Alf no it’s too dangerous.”
Alf found a white sheet and tore a large piece off. He quickly tied two ends into knots around a spade handle. He walked out into the middle of the square. Every gun barrel ready to shoot the planes down should Alf fall. They were circling far out then turned and came straight at him. Alf stood still and watched as death approached at 300mph!
“Crazy fool, is he trying to get himself killed,” Rogers shouted as he threw himself down next to Burroughs.
“Ready boys,” Wilf shouted “shoot these bastards down if they so much as scratch him.”
At a thousand yards distance Chuck Holts levelled his wings and put his finger lightly on the machine cannon trigger. He looked into his sights and then peered above it. Some fool appeared to be in the middle of the square waving what looked to be some sort of white flag. He grinned and spoke into his headset to Billy.
“This one’s mine. Kiss your arse goodbye Jerry.”
“Holy shit! Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!” Billy screamed “They’re British!”
It took a moment for the words to sink in.
“Bank left! Bank left!” Billy yelled.
Their engines laboured as they banked steeply away.
Alf was left in the middle of the square. His heart was thumping, his breathing deep. He had faced death many times but this had been the closest yet.
The noise from the fighter planes deepened as they climbed.
“How did you know that they’re British?” Chuck called into his headset.
“H.Q. said over the transmission that we were to look out for a British group mine clearing in the area of Matmata. Didn’t you hear it?”
Chuck looked down at his radio.
“No it’s turned off.”
“You bloody idiot!”
“Shit! I hope we didn’t hurt anyone!”
“We’ll fly past slow so that they know we know. I hope you’re right. Chuck I think I saw blood in the road.”
“Aww no! Sure hope not.”
The british men all met in the centre surrounding Alf.
“It worked Alf, you did it. You saved us.”
“Somehow they knew. It could have been a decoy but they knew.”
“Here they come again,” It was Johnny Larder. He still couldn’t believe that he’d survived the first strafing run without a scratch.
This time the planes came in much slower, one of them dipped its wings at them, “Everybody wave at them” Alf said.
They could see the pilots wave back.
“Well done” Alf said, “yes well done you nearly fucking killed us!”
Burrows was beside the wounded men, “Alf?” He called.
All attention now diverted to the two wounded.
“Poor old Jack’s dead Alf!”
There was a stunned silence. Burrows closed the dead mans eyes.
Alf watched the two disappearing aircraft.
“They’ll probably never know what they did here today.”

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Beyond the hills where the planes had circled the land was flat. Here it was blisteringly hot in summer, warm in winter, freezing at night.
Obergefreiter Klaus Stuck was wondering for the umpteenth time how that was possible. He was the lead motorcycle in the convoy, his side car empty. He was the lucky one. He had a clear road ahead of him. He looked into the small round mirrors attached to his handlebars. The first two bikes behind he could see. They were abreast of him but some distance back. Beyond them he couldn’t see the convoy of trucks that were following. They were there though. Carrying the team of archaeologists just arrived from Germany led by the Colonel of the Wehrmacht and the Major of the SS. Both officers travelling in a Mercedes saloon with the Doctor. The anaemic looking man in the white suit.
The Doctor was furious. They had passed through the small village of Matmata four days before and had travelled over two hundred miles from the town only to find they were travelling in the wrong direction. They had come full circle and were now approaching Matmata again.
“It’s just over those next few hills Herr doctor,” the Colonel said.
“That’s provided of course that there are no more mistakes on your army map Herr Colonel,” the Doctor replied sarcastically.
“The map is accurate enough Herr doctor. The Herr Majors map is the same as mine. The problem lies with the British Herr Doctor. They are the ones who have removed all the road signs and to be honest with you, out here in the desert, all the roads look the same.”
“Do you not follow rivers and railroads?”
“What railroads? What rivers? Most rivers here in North Africa run dry during the summer months. Why you could be standing in a dried up river bed right now and not even know it.”
“I have spent most of my adult life in deserts excavating. I could have made the greatest archaeological discovery ever. Carter found it first! Why? Because I took a wrong turn once. Ended up in a dry river bed. It was so vast that we didn’t even know it. We camped there for the night. Then it rained. It quickly became a flash flood that took away three quarters of my team and equipment. I had to wait six weeks for replacements. I would appreciate it gentlemen if these events weren’t repeated here. We are on the brink here Colonel of the greatest archaeological find ever. The tomb of Alexander the great.”
It gave the Doctor an unexplainable shiver. The Colonel felt no emotion. He wished he was back in Berlin.
On the lead motorcycle Stuck shook his head. He was tired. So tired. He had been fighting the war for almost three years. Most of it here in Tunisia.
Then unexpectedly a month ago a new assignment. He was to be part of an escort for a team of archaeologists who would be excavating some distance from the front line fighting which had moved further north.
He couldn’t wait for the war to be over. For whoever to win. He didn’t particularly care which side won, he just wanted to go home. He had joined the army in 1936 because there was no work available in his village on the Rhine near Cologne. As a boy he had driven motorcycles on his grandfathers farm and it was only natural for him to join a motorcycle regiment. He had been accepted and spent his war years riding bikes in the Wehrmacht. He wanted to leave the army and pursue a career racing them. This was his dream and he thought about it every day. It kept him going all those lonely months away from home. He was married with a young wife and baby. He thought about them now. His beautiful wife Lotte and daughter Giselle. He had seen them only for a few days since Giselle had been born. To have left them was the worst pain he had ever known. It had been heartbreaking. He carried a photograph of them in his wallet. He looked into his rear view mirrors again. Would anyone notice if he stole a quick look at the photo. It was black and white and worn around the edges from looking at it so much. But Klaus Stuck couldn’t resist its charms. He reached into his left breast pocket with his right hand and pulled out his wallet and opened it. Through his dusty goggles he could see them, his loved ones, Lotte holding the baby up for the camera. Her seductive smile. Klaus felt the ache in his heart again.
He never saw the mine which exploded under him, tearing the bike to pieces and throwing him clear of the wreckage to land heavily in the road. The bikes fuel tank had exploded on impact and a brief fireball rose quickly turning to thick black smoke. The following vehicles ground to a halt narrowly avoiding each other in the dust.
Stuck lay stunned on his back in the road. He was briefly aware that something had thrown him bodily off his bike. There was an initial feeling of pain around his loins and buttocks but that whole area was now numb with the shock. His vision was poor due to the dust on his goggles and he reached up with his right hand to remove them. His actions were slow, his senses dull. He could hear his breathing. He couldn’t find his goggles with his hand. Something red dripped onto the goggle lenses.
‘I’m hurt,’ went through his mind.
He was vaguely aware of shadows appearing around him. He could now taste blood in his mouth. Then the daylight was blinding him. Someone had removed his goggles. He turned his head to his right side.
’I’ve lost my arm!’
It was just a stump. It was missing from the elbow down. Strangely he still felt no pain. He was aware of people standing over him. He needed a drink of water. He tried to speak but couldn’t.
“What’s going on now?” the Doctor asked.
Koenig reached for the door handle.
“I’ll find out Doctor von Brest.”
He made his way through the stopped vehicles ordering personnel to remain as they were. Then he could see the wreckage. Black, twisted metal, some still burning. Then he saw the red in the road.
“Dear God!”
Major Otto Wurtz was running up the road behind him. They stopped together and looked down at Stuck, looking tiny without his legs. Koenig put his hand over his mouth. There was a motorcyclist standing on either side of the fatally injured man. One of them had removed his goggles.
“Is he still alive?” Koenig asked through his horror.
The man holding the goggles nodded.
Wurtz undid his hip holster and pulled out his Luger handgun. He offered it to Koenig who looked at it in horror and shook his head. Wurtz cocked it and approached the mash of flesh that was once a man. Stuck was bleeding to death and fast. Nonetheless Wurtz pointed the Luger at close range and fired. Koenig jumped involuntarily at the shot. Wurtz put the Luger away, bent down and ripped Stuck’s dog tags from his neck.
“Drag it out of the road,” he ordered the two standing by.
“Yes sir. Shall we bury him sir?”
“Be quick about it. You’ll have to catch up.”
He turned and held out the dog tags so they dangled from his hand.
“One of yours I believe.”
Koenig took them.
“What was it?” the Doctor asked as they got back into the Mercedes.
“One of the motorcycles ran over a mine. The rider is dead.”
“Are we able to get through it?”
Koenig looked at him incredulously.
‘Cold hearted bastard’ he was thinking.
“Yes,” Wurtz replied calmly.
The Doctor leaned forward and tapped the driver on the shoulder.
“Drive on.”
The Mercedes wound its way through the wreckage. They stopped at the front of the vehicles. Two sappers were in the road with mine detecting equipment. They moved to the side as Koenig wound down the window.
“You’ll have to wait here sir. We’re just checking for other mines.”
The breeze blew the photograph across the road. It came to rest against a very small thorn bush. A photograph of Klaus Stuck’s wife and baby daughter.
* * *
Alfred Dennis and the engineers had heard the explosion. They were, most of them getting to their feet. A cloud of black smoke was rising over the distant hills.
“What the bloody hell was that?” Wilf spoke next to his friend.
Alf was studying the smoke. He didn’t answer.
“One of those planes from earlier?”
Alf shook his head.
“No they are long gone.”
He continued watching it for a minute.
“Johnny,” he called finally.
Larder came forward.
“Yes sir.”
“Take someone with you, take that truck and find out what that was.”
“Yes sir,” Johnny replied excitedly.
“Larder!”
Johnny stopped. Alf smiled at him.
“Be careful private.”
“Yes sergeant.”
Johnny grabbed his friend from the pub that night, Tim, and together they crossed over to the Bedford. Burroughs tossed him a pair of binoculars which he caught mid air. They climbed into the truck, Johnny started it and they waved as they drove away. Alf and Burroughs watched them go.
“He really is a good lad Alf.”
Alf patted his friend around the shoulder.
“He’s the best Wilf.”
They turned at the sound of engines from behind. More British trucks arriving and one jeep. An officer climbed out. He was English, a Major, but wearing the uniform of the 4 Indian army.
The engineers saluted. The salute was returned.
“Who’s in charge here?”
“That would be me sir Captain William Rogers of the royal engineers.”
“I am Major Basil Shaw. We are here to help you with the removal and relocation of enemy mines and assist with some tanks that need recovery. You and your men are to place yourselves under my command. Any questions?”
“None sir.”
“Very well,” Shaw said looking around “Is this all the men you have?”
“Yes sir apart from two I’ve sent to investigate an explosion over there,” Rogers said pointing to the drifting smoke “I also have a man dead.”
“What happened to him?”
“Would you believe an American pilot.”
“An American.”
“Two P40’s strafed us. Two of my men were hit in the legs. One died. The other needs a hospital but there’s no hope out here. We’ll have to hope he’ll pull through.”
Major Shaw nodded.
“Very well. We’ll do everything we can for him,” he stopped “What’s that over there?”
“Two dead Germans. We found them.”
An Indian sergeant arrived. All the Indians were wearing turbans.
“Shall I let the men disembark Major?”
“No sergeant Singh. We’ll move out as soon as the rest of Captain….?”
“Rogers sir.”
“As soon as Captain Rogers men are back. Do you have a medical orderly?”
“Unfortunately he’s the one over there with his legs shot up.”
“Sergeant Singh find medic Sanjay, ask him to tend to the injured engineer, ask him sergeant to report to me personally the mans condition. Remind him that there is no possibility of getting to a hospital.”
Rogers saluted.
“Thank you for what you’ve done sir.”
“Sanjay’s skills are very accomplished. You need not worry about your man. Now Captain, sergeant, perhaps we could consult our maps.”
“Of course sir.”
* * *
“Race you,” Johnny laughed as he and Tim ran up the slope of a large dune. They had driven the road towards where they had seen the smoke earlier. Then they had left the road and parked the truck behind a dune to hide. Now they were scrambling up the sand pulling at each others shirts to be the first one to reach the top. Tim got there first and threw himself down. Johnny was about to charge past when Tim grabbed him and pulled him down.
“Keep down Johnny,” Tim spoke quietly “Look they’re about a mile away I’d guess,” Tim put the binoculars up to his face “Just as I feared they’re Germans!”
Johnny could make out people moving and trucks parked. There were some black objects in the road which he assumed was what had caused the smoke.
Tim handed Johnny the binoculars.
“I’d say if they are headed our way then we’re in trouble.”
Through the enhanced view Johnny could see wreckage in the road. Four men were sweeping metal detectors from side to side. A car, trucks and motorcycles. There didn’t appear to be any armour such as tanks. The motorcycle side cars were equipped with MG42’s. Apart from that he couldn’t see any other weapons.
As he watched he saw the four mine detectors finish their work and begin making their way back. One of them stopped and spoke to one of the cars occupants. Then he saw the car move forward. He moved the binoculars around and caught sight of the motorcycles saddling up. He put the binoculars down.
“Shit! Shit! We gotta get fucking moving!”
Tim put the field glasses to his eyes now.
“Holy Christ. Johnny. Run! Run!”
* * *
They only took a minute to run back down to the truck, both of them falling over in their haste to get away. Tim climbed up and jumped into the passenger seat, his Sten cradled across his lap. Johnny put his on the floor near his feet as he climbed into the driving seat. He slammed his door shut and his fingers scrabbled for the ignition key.
He turned it.
Nothing!
He tried again in two, then three quick successions.
Still nothing.
Tim was frantically looking out of the window expecting to see the whole German army descending on them at any moment.
“It won’t fucking start! Johnny was desperate.
Tim looked at his friend. Their eyes met. No words were necessary. They were possibly living the last few minutes of their lives. Tim looked in the door mirror at their tracks left in the sand. He knew that when that car rounded the bend at the bottom of the dune the tracks would be seen and the game up. The Germans would surely investigate!
Johnny looked at his friend again, frantically turning the key. Suddenly the engine roared into life. Johnny closed his eyes and blew out his breath. He crunched the gears in to reverse and backed the Bedford a short distance, then he crunched it into first and drove off. Finding firmer ground he got the Bedford into third and hit the tarmac road at thirty miles an hour just in front of the Mercedes which had to swerve to avoid being hit and came to an abrupt stop.
Wurtz leaped out of the car and stared angrily at the tailboard as it sped away. He turned and shouted at the Mercedes driver.
“What the hell was that?”
“It was British sir.”
Wurtz wasted no time. He put his fingers in the corners of his mouth and whistled waving the lead truck and motorcycles forward. The truck screeched to a halt and Wehrmacht soldiers jumped down onto the road.
“After them!” he roared.
Soldiers jumped into the motorcycle sidecars and they roared away, the passengers loading the MG42’s.
It didn’t take them long to catch the truck. Johnny gave out a yelp of surprise when he checked the door mirror and saw the first of the motorcycles catching them.
“Oh God! Motorbikes!” he yelled.
Tim looked into his mirror. He could see two his side. Realising it would take too long to wind down his window he smashed it with his gun instead. He leaned out and sent a burst at the lead motorcycle hitting it many times, catching its riders unawares. The lead rider backed off. He looked down. Miraculously he wasn’t hurt and his bike not badly damaged. He closed in on the truck again. Tim leaned out and sent another burst which missed the bikes. The trigger clicked, the magazine empty. The lead rider saw Tim dart back inside the window. He made his move, opened up his throttle and drew alongside just as Tim leaned out with Johnny’s gun. The MG42 jammed as Tim emptied Johnny’s Sten into the lead riders chest. He was thrown backwards off the bike in a spray of blood and guts. The passenger let go of the MG42 and tried to grab the handlebars. The bike was wobbling uncontrollably and he fell between it and the sidecar as it cart wheeled over and over. He went under the back wheels of the Bedford and it minced him instantly into a pulp.
“Got one of them!” Tim shouted with glee.
Johnny punched the air with joy
“Felt him go under the wheels,” he said looking into the mirror at the red mash left behind.
The two remaining motorcycle sidecars were now flanking the Bedford’s tail. Johnny could see in his mirrors both machine gunners ready. So far the Germans hadn’t fired a shot.
Now they did.
A wicked burst from an MG42 ricocheted off the trucks sides, the bullets tearing through canvas looking for victims. Johnny couldn’t understand why they weren’t shooting out his tyres. Suddenly Johnny jammed on the brakes. The two motorcycles rocketed past and Johnny swerved into the one on his side crushing it. Tim wasn’t so lucky. The one on his side fired off a volley and he ducked but not before he was hit in the arm. Blood splashed the inside of the door and ran down the outside. He let out a howl of pain. Johnny looked across at his companion. He could see bullet holes in the door. Incredibly nothing else inside the cab had been hit. Loose MG42 bullets were rolling around on the floor.
“Tim are you badly hurt?”
Tim was ripping bits of his shirt off to make a tourniquet. He was in the process of tying it just above his elbow using his good arm and his teeth. He grunted with the pain.
“I don’t think so. It passed straight through. It sure does bloody hurt. ARRGGHH!” he cursed as the truck hit a series of bumps in the road.
“Sorry. Sorry. Bloody hell your arm looks bad mate.”
Tim wiped the sweat off his face with his good arm.
“Listen I think I can still fire the gun but you may have to load it for me.”
Johnny looked in the mirror. The remaining motorbike was no where to be seen. He began slowing down again.
“I can’t see him. He’s not there anymore.”
Tim leaned his head out of the window.
“Yes he is. I can see his shadow behind us.”
Next time Johnny looked the motorcycle was back in his mirror. He was about to look away when panic set in.
“Shit Tim. His passenger is gone.”
They both glanced at each other.
“He’s in the back of the truck,” Johnny said.
Johnny could see the German in the mirror. He had climbed out of the back of the lorry and was now creeping along its side. He had a pistol in his hand.
“Here he comes Tim.”
Johnny weaved the truck across the road working at the steering wheel, pulling it this way and that trying to throw him off. The German held on tight. Tim was frantically trying to load his Sten one handed. He dropped the new clip on the floor.
“Damn!”
He dived down for it hurting his arm in the process. He could just about feel it with his fingertips. Then he was able to turn it into his grasp and pick it up. He jammed the Sten between his knees and loaded the clip. The motorcycle was keeping a safe distance. Now it surged forward again to try to add confusion.
“Tim we’re going to have to swap places. I can’t shake him off. If you can drive I’ll deal with him.”
Despite his pain Tim nodded.
Johnny stood up, his foot pressed firmly on the accelerator, both hands gripping the steering wheel. Tim slid over and under Johnny. The truck slowed for a moment while they exchanged places. The German moved towards them in the lull.. Tim stomped on the throttle and the Bedford roared on. They rounded a bend and in the distance they could see Matmata and safety. Alf and the others waiting for them.
Johnny opened the passenger door, climbed out and grabbed the Sten off the seat. He got a secure footing between the cab and the body and the moment the German appeared at the back of the cab he fired but missed. The German threw himself away, slipped, and nearly fell, holding on one handed. Tim afraid to weave the Bedford about now in case Johnny was thrown. Suddenly the Germans pistol nosed its way around the corner. Johnny saw it and ducked. The shot smashed the glass behind the driver. The shattered glass raining down on Tim. The German chose his moment and without warning lunged forward and jumped the small gap and landed by the drivers door. Tim saw him coming in the mirror but was unable to do anything about it. The German grabbed his arm and pulled it. The Bedford slewed around in a wide arc, left the road, turned one hundred and eighty degrees and jumping and jarring over the rough terrain bounced back onto the road. They were now heading back the way they’d come. The motorcycle also turned in pursuit. The German aimed his pistol at Tim and pulled the trigger just as the truck hit a pothole. The shot fired harmlessly into the air. Tim let go of the steering wheel and grabbed the pistol arm banging it down against the door until the German dropped the gun. The back wheels went over it.
“Give it up! Give it up!” Tim was yelling.
Johnny climbed back down into the cab.
“Tim duck!”
Tim did as he was told. Johnny couldn’t get a clean shot. Then Tim pulled the door handle and kicked the door. It opened and swung out over thin air. The German’s legs flailing as he tried to hang on. The motorcycle raced forward to try to assist just as Johnny leaned behind Tim and fired the Sten. The bullets went through the door metal hitting the German numerous times in the torso. He fell, bounced in the road and went under the sidecar causing the motorcycle to cart wheel. Its rider was thrown and he landed heavily in the road sliding some way before coming to a stop.
“That’s it,” Johnny said “That’s the last of them.
As if on cue, due to the loss of blood and exhaustion Tim slumped at the wheel. He managed to bring the Bedford to a halt. Johnny jumped down, ran round the front and climbed into the drivers side pushing Tim into the passenger seat. He looked into the mirror just as the motorbike exploded. Then he eased the truck into gear, turned it round and sped off towards the town.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The Mercedes saloon slowed at the first wrecked motorcycle, steered around the crushed man in the road and soon arrived at the second destroyed motorbike.
“It looks like that truck ran over this one,” Koenig said.
The third one was still burning. Its rider was laying face down some fifty or so yards past it. The car stopped. Koenig and Wurtz got out. Koenig turned the body over and saw the worst sight of his life. The mans face was gone. Where his eyes and nose should have been were just red holes, holes that bled. Koenig felt sick. Wurtz suddenly drew his Luger and emptied it into the corpse making the body jump. He threw his head back and roared with anger. Koenig stared at him open mouthed.
‘The man is insane.’
“You’re shooting at a corpse.”
Wurtz rounded on him.
“Get in the car!”
It was an order. An order Koenig didn’t like.
“Have you forgotten my rank Major.”
Wurtz looked at him in recognition. When he’d given the order he hadn’t been focused on his surroundings.
“I beg your pardon Colonel. I was angry. Yes. I apologise.”
The rest of their vehicles were now approaching.
“We must remember our mission and respect the Doctor’s wishes. I’m afraid Major Wurtz that we’ll have to let these men go,” Koenig said looking at the dust trail being kicked up by the Bedford.
* * *
Johnny brought the truck to a complete stop in the square. The squeal of brakes brought Shaw, Rogers and Alf out. Alf took one look at the state of the truck.
“Christ what happened to you?”
Johnny jumped down onto the road. He nearly collapsed from exhaustion but he found the strength to run round to Tim. Others were already there lifting him out of the Bedford. They helped him to where Sanjay had set up a temporary sickbay. The conditions were extremely poor but the best they could manage in the circumstances.
Alf looked at the truck. The passenger door had bullet holes in it and was streaked with blood. The drivers door wouldn’t close properly due to bent hinges. One rear tyre was hissing from a puncture. Both windows were smashed and the windscreen was cracked.
“That explosion sir,” Johnny said not knowing whether to talk to Rogers or the Major who was unknown to him, “It looks like it was a German motorcycle. It must have hit a mine because they were using metal detectors on the road.”
Johnny coughed and someone offered him a cup of water.
“How many are there?”
“There were more motorcycles, about six trucks similar in size to ours, one saloon car. Don’t know how many men in the trucks. There were some in one, they’re the ones that chased us.”
Major Shaw spoke.
“Private?”
“Larder sir.”
“Private Larder I am Major Basil Shaw of the 4 Indian army. I shall be assuming command here. I….”
“But you’re English….” Johnny stopped realising his slip.
“Yes I’m English. That is not unusual in the Indian army.” Shaw replied not minding Larders rudeness under the circumstances, “It sounds like you’ve had quite an eventful day.”
Johnny told him what had happened.
“Come gentlemen,” Shaw said to Rogers and Alf “we must prepare ourselves for attack.”
* * *
The first of the German trucks nosed its way quietly into Matmata. The saloon car with the two officers and Doctor von Brest, the three remaining motorcycle sidecars and the trucks with the archaeologists all waited just outside town.
Wurtz and Koenig stood in the road peering through binoculars. The town looked deserted.
“Maybe they’ve gone,” Koenig said.
“No they’re there.”
“Perhaps we should just leave and go about our business.”
Wurtz lowered his binoculars to look at Koenig who still had his pressed to his face.
“They’ve killed six of your men Colonel. Six of the fatherland’s men. As an officer of the SS I cannot allow this to go unpunished. We’ll find them. I’ll see their bodies hang by sunset.”
“You killed two yourself.”
“That was different. Those men were deserters. You would have done exactly as I did.”
“I would have seen to it that those men had received a fair trial.”
“I gave them a summary trial and a summary execution.”
“By cutting their throats?”
“This is a war Colonel Koenig. Bullets cost money. A knife in the throat costs nothing.”
“I will be reporting the matter to General Von Brockhorst who will undoubtedly report the matter to General Von Arnim.”
“You don’t like me Colonel, it’s all right,” Wurtz said with a smile.
“I didn’t say that.”
“It matters not. We don’t have to like each other to work together but may I remind you that I was sent here personally by Reichsfuhrer Heinrich Himmler.”
It wasn’t that Koenig didn’t like Wurtz. He didn’t like what he stood for, the uniform of the SS, their methods. But there was something else, he couldn’t put his finger on it, but he had a strange feeling that they’d met before, but for the life of him Koenig couldn’t think where.”
’Elsa’s husband is an officer in the SS’ he was thinking ‘but her name is Von Wurz.’
He tried to remember if he’d ever heard her refer to him by name. he was sure she hadn’t nor could he remember ever seeing a photograph of him but they were always turned down. He cursed himself for never having turned one over but he’d never wanted to see a picture of the man whose wife he was bedding. Then suddenly he became paranoid.
’Did she not call out the name Otto once in her sleep? Otto?
He felt himself breaking out into a sweat. He slowly lowered his field glasses to look at Wurtz. He let his hand fall casually to his side and felt the reassurance of his holstered Luger.
“Are you married Major?” he asked nervously.
“That’s a strange question to ask at a time like this.”
“You said I didn’t like you. I’m just trying to get to know you.”
Wurtz stared at him for a few moments. Koenig found it difficult to hold his gaze but he managed it. Wurtz was trying to read the other mans thoughts. Finally he put his binoculars back to his face. To Koenigs relief he said.
“No I’m not married Colonel.”
Koenig let out a silent sigh.
“My wife is dead,” he took his field glasses away and stared at the Colonel again.
“She was murdered.”
Koenig was shocked.
’He said it as if he doesn’t care,’ he was thinking. Then he remembered the deserters, Klaus Stuck dying in the road, the corpse he shot. Perhaps the man has no feelings.
“I’m very sorry Major. If you would like to tell me about it, if you want to talk….”
“I don’t!”
* * *
The German lorries stopped in the town centre of Matmata. Their officer Leutnant Braun was out first. He ordered his men to standard defensive positions.
“Cover, there, there, there and there. Go! Go!”
The Bedford was nearby. Braun smiled when he saw the blood on the passenger door.
“They’re wounded,” he said “And nothing’s more dangerous than a wounded animal. Remember that all these English are animals not fit to be part of our master race,” He continued trying to provoke his men.
From the safety of their covering positions the English and Indians heard Brauns comments and anger flushed over them. Fingers tightened on triggers. Suddenly a shot rang out and the back of Brauns head disappeared. Larder was looking down the sights of his high powered Enfield snipers rifle. He smirked as he saw the look of surprise on Brauns face. Their cover blown the rest of the British opened fire.
Shaw was annoyed that Larder had fired without waiting for the order. The Germans under cover now began firing at anything and everything. Alf’s men keeping their heads down. The first sound of the machine gun fire made Sanjay jump. He was pulling pieces of splintered bone from Tim’s arm. The bullet had passed straight through and the wound was clean but Tim had lost quite a bit of blood. Sanjay was more concerned that often these sorts of wounds became infected by the constant buzzing flies in the desert, flies that caused dysentery.
The German firing ceased. The British were inside buildings, now they moved up to windows and doorways and returned fire. Bullets rained down on the trucks. One of them had a fuel line hit and it suddenly exploded, the petrol ignited by sparks. From the outskirts of town Koenig and Wurtz saw the smoke.
“Braun come in. Come in Braun,” Koenig was calling into the radio.
“That must have been the British truck going up.”
“Leutnant Braun come in.” Koenig put the handset down “It’s useless.”
Now with the radio off they could hear the gunfire.
“How many men have you sent into that town?”
“Fifty in four trucks Major.”
“Should be enough to clear out a few British in one truck.”
Alf, Burroughs and two other men were now at street level. Alf was at the corner of a building. Every time he put even an inch of his face around it a burst of German bullets struck the wall causing him to move back. After half a dozen attempts he had seen enough to know that the Germans pinning them down were behind a group of empty oil drums.
“There are two of them,” Alf said to the others “They’re behind a stack of oil drums. Can’t tell what weapon they’re using.”
He risked another look. He gestured to Burroughs and they swapped places.
“There’s a stack of wooden pallets over by that wall. Two of you get behind them and give covering fire. I and Charlie will go the other way. We need to get behind them. By flanking them they will only be able to attack one target. Let’s flush them out. Ready?”
The others nodded to Alf. He pulled the pin on a grenade.
“One, two, three,” he released the trigger, counted “One, two,” and threw the grenade at the drums. It hit them and bounced back a few yards. The two Germans saw it and hit the deck, face first. Burroughs and his man Bill Smith ran for the pallets. The grenade exploded, pieces of shrapnel pierced the drums. The Germans slowly raised their heads then took up their positions again and resumed firing at Alf’s position making him duck. Burroughs and Bill opened fire at them and they swung around to face the new danger, once again taking cover as bullets whipped up around them.
Alf and Charlie now ran for the next corner and from there to the next. Now they were slightly behind the Germans left. Wilf and Bill took cover as the Germans opened up again. Now Alf made his move. He walked up calmly behind the Germans and emptied a Sten clip into their backs driving them forwards into the oil drums, killing them. Alf stood over them. They were dead.
Then a single shot rang out. Alf felt something smack him in the left shoulder. He felt heat at first, then pain, then numbness. It spun him around and put him on his back in the road.
* * *
The German sniper continued staring down his sights for a few more moments. The Englishman was definitely still alive. He had shot high, to the mans left shoulder, not wanting to kill him, only to wound him, leave him in the road hurt, draw the others out. They would try to get to the injured man now. He needed treatment desperately. The German had watched the English as they’d run to cover. He had been unable to get a clear shot on the men sprinting from cover to cover. He had watched as the Englishman had coldly walked up to the two German machine gunners and slaughtered them.
He moved his scope across the field of vision. He couldn’t get a clear shot on the two men behind the pallets. He couldn’t see the fourth man who had made it from corner to corner. The one in the road he could kill at any time and decided he would play with him when the time was right. He swept his scope again. Still no clear shot. Again nothing. Again. ’What was that’?
He saw something that stood out. Something that hadn’t been there a moment before. He turned the focus on his sight. It was a rifle barrel and it was pointing straight at him. He zoomed and could see the telescopic sight. It was another sniper. For a moment he thought he saw the other man’s eye staring at him.
Larder pulled the trigger.
The Enfield bullet smashed through the German telescope, through the German’s eye and through the back of his head. Larder doubled checked to make sure his opponent was dead before calling out to Burroughs on the ground. They rushed across to Alf. He was barely conscious. Wasting no time they picked him up and moved him to cover.
* * *
The sappers of the 4 Indian army were leaderless. Major Basil Shaw had been killed in a crossfire. The Indians were suppressing a group of Germans. They were now being led by Sergeant Singh. A handful of well aimed grenades reduced the Germans by almost half. Still they fought. Two Indians fell, then a third, then another German. Then the remaining Germans were over run. They were all wounded and surrendered to Singh. He at once accepted their surrender, took away their weapons and posted guards.
Elsewhere in the town the fighting was vicious. Eight English soldiers were now dead. Finally the Germans gained the upper hand and Singh was forced to abandon the surrendered Wehrmacht. Larder was still on the rooftop from where he had killed the sniper. He moved down, crossed the street and made his way to the dead German. He put a foot on the man and pushed him over. The man’s right eye was missing. A huge gaping wound in his head. He picked up the German rifle.
“That one was for Alf,” he said.
Elsewhere in the town he could hear the fighting and he moved towards it. He crossed the street, ran up some steps, went three quarters of the way round a flat roof and took up position. He spotted some enemy troops and quickly loaded the Enfield to the maximum six bullets. He looked through his scope and smiled.
The first German he hit right between the eyes. The second required two shots. The third made a run for it and Johnny caught him in the throat. His blood sprayed and he fell, mortally wounded. Then as Johnny looked for more victims he saw to his horror four Germans wheeling a 50mm mobile cannon from one of the trucks.
Charlie came running up the steps, Johnny turned at the sound and saw that it was his friend.
“Johnny we’ve got to go! They’ve got a 50mm.”
Larder went back to sighting. He targeted one German and fired. Another clean kill. The second he missed by millimetres. Suddenly from somewhere a Panzershreck was fired straight at Charlie and Larder, Its rocket whooshed across the street and exploded against a wall right beside Charlie’s head. Johnny was hit hard. He was knocked flat on his face. At first he thought he was dead, then, deaf, his ears ringing, he was back in the black dog that night after being hit with the bottle.
Then he saw Margaret in front of him.
“What are you doing here my love?”
Though he knew he had spoken the words he hadn’t heard them. He could only see out of one eye. The right side of his face was filled with shrapnel and concrete and powder burns. Then as his eyesight cleared momentarily he saw Charlie laying next to him. He could see that Charlie was dead, his throat had been ripped open, his face unrecognisable.
“Poor Charlie, my friend Charlie.”
Then Johnny collapsed and lost consciousness.
* * *
Major Otto Wurtz of the SS was livid. He paced up and down in the centre of Matmata brandishing his Luger handgun. The German truck was smouldering nearby. The dead Germans were being piled together, the British dead dragged out and dumped where ever. The British wounded were being brought out in front of him. Those that couldn’t walk were carried without consideration for their injuries. Johnny Larder was brought out and put down. Alf, supported by Burroughs who wasn’t hurt, saw him and feared the worst. Johnny turned his head slowly and smiled at Alf.
“I’m still here old ’un.”
Despite his pain Alf chuckled. It seemed in another lifetime that alf had playfully punched Larder for calling him that.
“Is that all of them?”
“Yes Herr Major,” SS sergeant Bonmann replied.
“Who is in command here?” Wurtz asked turning his head this way and that. His eyes came to rest on Alfs stripes. Alf looked at him wearily.
“Sergeant?” Wurtz enquired.
“Major Shaw was killed in a gun battle. Captain William Rogers is now most senior.”
“And where is he?”
“Over there sir,” Bonmann replied “Their Captain is dead.”
“I didn’t know,” Alf said, “Then Doctor Sanjay will be next in line.”
“Do you not salute a superior officer sergeant? I am a Major of the SS.”
“I would if I could sir but my shoulder was hit by sniper fire.”
“That’s quite all right sergeant. The Major can see that you’ve been wounded and that you would salute if you could,” Koenig replied more for Wurtz’ benefit than Alf’s.
Wurtz glared at Koenig. This wasn’t the first time that the Colonel had appeared to side against him.
“And who is Doctor Sanjay?” Wurtz asked, his eyes still on Koenig.
“That would be me sir,” Sanjay walked into the sun wiping his blood stained hands on a towel, “I am Warrant Officer Sanjay Rashid of the 4 Indian army Major,” he said saluting smartly.
“Now look at that! A monkey that can act civilised,“ Wurtz said mocking the man. The SS were laughing. A rush of anger went round the British.
Sanjay pretended to ignore the remark.
“I am an officer and a gentleman and the best surgeon in the Indian army Major if that is more helpful to you.”
“Well then you can start with tending to my men.”
“Actually Doctor you can decide who needs to be treated first depending upon urgency. British or German. Priority cases only. Also Doctor as you are the most senior here I formally accept your offer of surrender. I Colonel Hans Koenig, commanding officer here under General Hans Jurgen Von Arnim.”
Wurtz knew he was beaten. The first time he had met Koenig he had guessed the man was soft but each time Koenig had pulled rank.
’Never mind,’ Wurtz thought ’Perhaps he’ll do something treasonable and I can arrest him.’
“Very well Doctor Sanjay your surrender is accepted,” Wurtz turned to Bonmann and nodded. Bonmann came forward with the Enfield rifle.
“All except one,” Wurtz said holstering his Luger. He held the Enfield up. “The owner of this rifle….” he said turning it over in his hand “Is to be hanged! There is no place in war for snipers. This disgusting art of murdering in cold blood.”
Sanjay was furious.
“You have accepted the surrender of these men Colonel. They can now consider themselves prisoners of war.”
“They can. Major I protest.”
“Colonel the man who owns this rifle has calmly and collectedly murdered German soldiers with it.”
“He was fighting his war the same as everyone else.”
Wurtz took his Luger out and pointed it at Burroughs.
“Perhaps you would prefer it if I just started shooting at random. Sooner or later I’m bound to get the right man.”
There was absolute silence.
“Very well,” Wurtz said cocking the pistol.
“It’s mine.”
Johnny limped forward supported by Tim.
“The rifle is mine.”
“That’s very brave of you,” Wurtz spoke to Bonmann “Prepare a noose. I want this to be quick….” Wurtz stopped.
There was a sound of squeaking. As they listened it got louder.
“Tanks,” Alf said.
A German half track made its way into the square. Its back was full of Afrika Korps. It came around in a wide arc and pulled up in front of Wurtz and Koenig. Panzer mark IV tanks followed it and stopped at a distance. The injured soldiers laying down could feel the ground shake under so much armour. The passenger door of the half track opened and a man stepped out. A man of average height. He wore a leather hat and greatcoat. He was covered in dust and took his hat off and patted it. It was still dusty. Koenig recognised him and saluted. They had met once before in Berlin at the Fuhrers 50 birthday party. The man returned the salute and offered his right hand.
“It is good to see you again Colonel.”
“Thank you Herr General it is always a pleasure to see you.”
The General walked back towards the halftrack. Wurtz offered his hand but the man ignored it. The General began to unbutton his leather greatcoat. He shrugged it off his shoulders and threw it onto the front seat of the exposed halftrack cab. He irritably slapped his hat again.
“This damned dust.”
He rubbed dust out of his hair vigorously and then put his hat back on and placed it neatly. He strode back to the two officers.
“Now perhaps you would like to explain to me exactly what is going on here.”
“Well we came into this town chasing two British….”
The general shut Wurtz up with one look.
“I wasn’t talking to you Major.”
“Sir?”
“Do you not salute a Field Marshall when you see one?”
Wurtz clicked his heels smartly together and saluted. He was seething.
’Does this pompous bastard not realise that I am an officer of the SS,’ he was thinking.
“That’s better. Now. Colonel.”
“Herr General it is as the Major was about to explain,” Koenig began trying not to laugh at Wurtz’ loss of face, “We are an expedition team sent here to locate and recover the sarcophagus of Alexander the Macedonian.”
“Ah yes Hitler’s dream.”
“Yes General. We were digging in the country near here when we realised that we were entirely in the wrong location. We should be digging east of this town not west. We were returning to Matmata when a British truck, the one that is shot up over there, when the truck came out of the desert at us. I think they were trying to get away. They made our car swerve sir and the Major ordered a pursuit which cost the lives of six of my men.”
The General raised an eyebrow at Wurtz but said nothing.
“The major insisted that we send a team into the town to capture these two and our group was ambushed, however they did overcome all opposition.”
“Have these men surrendered?” the General asked surveying them.
“Yes sir.”
“Some of them look badly hurt.”
“Yes Herr General. Their commanding officer was killed. The Doctor over there is a warrant officer. He has assumed command of them. He and his team of medics have been treating the wounded of both sides on my orders. Under guard of course.”
“Yes that’s fine.”
The General moved to a position where all could hear him.
“You soldiers of the British forces. I will accept your surrender. You are now prisoners of war of the Axis forces. You will be given food and water and be taken to a German field hospital. I cannot promise that the journey will be pleasant but for many of you it will be safe. Some of you will probably die. I can offer no better than that at this time!”
Those of the British that could gave a small cheer.
“Use their trucks to transport them. Don’t mix the wounded,” The General was instructing his right hand man.
Sanjay approached.
“Herr General on behalf of the men and myself thank you.”
He saluted smartly. The General returned the salute.
“Good luck Doctor. May God watch over all of you.”
They watched him climb into the half track and leave. Some of his troops remained to make up the numbers of those lost. Koenig and Wurtz were left looking at each other.
“Did you hear that Johnny? We’re going to get nice clean hospital beds to sleep in,” Tim said excitedly.
Johnny could barely raise a smile.
“Who was that old ’un?” Tim asked.
“That was the desert fox himself my son.”
“Who?”
“Field Marshall Erwin Rommel.”

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

GERMAN FIELD HOSPITAL, BEHIND THE MARETH LINE, TUNISIA DECEMBER 1942
Alfred Dennis tried to sit up. He had been on his back in bed now for nearly a month. He gasped at the pain such action caused. Four weeks ago to this day he had been shot by a German sniper in Matmata, Tunisia. The wound was healing well. He was lucky the bullet was a high explosive and had punched a hole in his left shoulder a fingers thickness. It had travelled through his body, luckily for him missing organs and blood vessels and exited through his back. Leaving a wound six times greater than the entry point. Alf thanked his lucky stars again that it had happened in winter and not during the hot months when most wounds would fester. He had seen many men die from infection, men with body parts missing, faces burned beyond recognition, their skin….
’Stop it!’ he commanded himself.
Sometimes laying here in a hospital bed a man’s imagination could run away with him and they began to think of what could happen to them.
Alfred struggled to an upright position. He looked down at the near white dressing. It was too early to tell if he’d broken the scab just yet. He swung his legs over the edge of the bed and put his bare feet on the floor. He wanted to stretch his aching muscles. He tried stretching the good shoulder but it pulled on the bad one and hurt. He looked at the bed next to him.
“Are you awake?” he called gently.
Johnny Larder was laying on his side, his back to Alf. He rolled over. His face was a mess. The Panzerschreck had left splinters of steel and stone in his face. The surgeons had removed almost all of it but one piece of metal lodged in his skull. It had been decided that unless the fragment moved it wouldn’t kill him. The risks of trying to remove it in the primitive conditions of the field hospital were too high the Doctors had decided. Johnny was lucky. The wound had healed around it, trapping it in place. He knew it was there though, he could feel it. Like an invader.
The swelling was now starting to go down. In its place the bruising was coming out. Johnny’s face was black and blue.
“Yes I’m awake old ’un.”
“I’m going for a walk. Do you want to come?”
Johnny got up. He felt giddy and swayed and almost fell. He put a hand out on the bed to steady himself. Instantly a medical orderly was there grabbing Johnny by the arm, pushing him back towards the bed, talking to him in German.
“We’re going for a walk,” Alf explained.
The German orderly was shaking his head. He tried again to get Johnny into bed.
“What is going on here?” a voice said in English with a heavy German accent. The orderly let go of Johnny and moved out of the way.
“We wish to go for a walk Herr Doctor,” Alf replied.
The Doctor looked from Alf to Johnny.
“This patient has a severe head injury.”
“I know. That is why I’m going with him.”
The Doctor thought about the options. He was a Doctor. He had a responsibility to save lives. This included the British under his care.
He remembered his meeting with Rommel. He had been treating German soldiers since the outbreak of war. He had been listening to a patient’s breathing with a stethoscope when he had been summoned away urgently. He had stormed through his hospital muttering all kinds of threats if this was a waste of his time. He burst into his office, which was just a desk surrounded by canvas screens, to find Field Marshall Rommel waiting for him. The Doctor stopped, sensing danger. His eyes inadvertently going to the iron cross, 1 class, around Rommel’s throat. The oak leaves with swords on his shoulders.
“You are the Chefartz?”
“Yes Herr General.”
“I am Erwin Rommel, Feldmarschall, supreme commander German forces, North Africa.”
The Doctor saluted.
“Yes sir of course sir,” he suddenly felt very sick himself.
“I have taken eighty one British prisoners of war. Many of them are injured. Some seriously. Those that are injured are being brought here. They should arrive tomorrow. Enemy aircraft permitting of course. The rest are to be detained here. I am leaving twenty of my men with you and tents and supplies. They will assist you in any way possible. They will erect the tents for the prisoners and surround it with barbed wire. You Doctor are responsible for their welfare do you understand?”
“Yes Herr Feldmarschall.”
Rommel ran over the plans until he was sure the Doctor understood exactly what was to happen.
The Doctor now looked at the two British prisoners before him. Rommel had put them personally in his care. Rommel had also said that if any of them died as a result of nature or wounds then so be it. The Doctor made a decision.
“Very well but you go on crutches,” he said to Larder “And no more than thirty minutes. Understood?” he said to Alf.
“Yes Doctor.”
“And if you feel a headache coming on I want you back here in an instant.”
The Doctor moved on to the next bed, other Doctors under his supervision tending their sick.
Alf helped Johnny to put on a clean pair of trousers and shirt before doing his own. He couldn’t do his shirt up so he left it. His dog tags glinted in the light. Johnny looked at them.
“How will it all end Alf?”
“Don’t worry you’re safe for the moment.”
They began to walk. Johnny struggling at first with the crutches.
“Come back if I develop a headache,” Johnny said with sarcasm “My head hurts all the bloody time.”
“Just don’t overdo it. Here we’ll go slowly this way.”
They left the tent they were in. German Wehrmacht guards with rifles covering every entrance and exit. There were over a hundred tents, each one with a clear space between them and their neighbour. Guards at every one. Beyond the tents barbed wire twenty feet thick and over six feet high encircled the compound. This was as much to keep not only the prisoners in but the enemy and indigenous people out. The biggest threat though came from the air. Allied aircraft so far had not bombed the hospital thanks to huge red crosses on the tent tops.
The sound of sawing and hammering got ever closer as they walked the prisoner of war camp being constructed twenty four hours a day.
“Why are they doing this Alf?”
“Doing what?”
“The Germans. Why are they helping us?”
“Because we are prisoners of war.”
“But why did Rommel get personally involved. I mean why did he save us?”
“Because he is a professional.”
Johnny’s head was thumping and not just from the injury he had sustained. There were many things he didn’t understand, many questions he wanted answering.
“It doesn’t make sense, well to me it doesn’t. He must have better things to do than save our bacon.”
“Maybe he doesn’t like the SS.”
Johnny puffed out his cheeks and blew.
“I know I don’t! Christ Alf I hate those bastards more than anyone and those are the first ones I’ve ever met. That bastard of a Major was going to hang me….”
“Listen don’t think about it anymore. It’s over. You are safe now,” Alf tried to sound reassuring.
“….For doing my job,” Johnny continued. He hadn’t heard Alf speak.
“Snipers have no friends Johnny. Ordinary blokes like ourselves hate them. The game they play is cruel. I know you’re a good shot but I wish you’d never picked up that Enfield. It nearly got you hanged. Promise me you’ll never pick up a snipers rifle again Johnny.”
Alf held Johnny’s cheeks in both hands.
“Promise me.”
“I promise.”
“Remember how you felt when you saw that sniper shoot me.”
“I wanted to kill him. I did kill him.”
“Good take that as a lesson then. That’s how every man in the army feels, including that Major.”
They continued walking for a while in silence.
“How does my face look Alf?”
Alf looked at him. The handsome young man from rural Wiltshire.
“The truth?”
“Yes.”
“Bloody awful.”
“It hurts Alf.”
His skin on his neck had received powder burns from the grenade’s exploding contact with the wall. It was healing well now, new scar tissue forming.
“The scars will fade Johnny.”
“Will Margaret still fancy me?”
“Of course she will. It will heal in time. You have the whole of your life ahead of you. Both of you.”
“I wish I was in her hospital. With her to take care of me. Just me and none of the others she has to look after.”
“Who knows Johnny the war may be over for us.”
Johnny stopped to look at Alf.
“What do you mean maybe?”
“As long as we are here and do as we are told the war is over for us. If the Germans trade us for their own P.O.W.s then our forces will undoubtedly send us straight back to the front.”
Johnny looked at Alf again. He pointed to his own face.
“Haven’t I given enough?”
“Some have given much more.”
“Their lives?” Johnny replied “When I signed up Alf I thought war was glorious. I haven’t seen glory, only death. I’ve almost died half a dozen times. We all have.”
“Try not to think about it. Think about the good things in life. Think about Margaret, about the things you’d like to do and have with her. Things that you can share. That’s what keeps me going. The belief that one day I’ll return to the life I once had.”
“You’re married Alf?”
“Yes Veronica. I call her Ronnie.”
“You have a family?”
“Yes. We have a son, Patrick, he‘s nine months old now.”
“What did you do before the war Alf?”
“I am a carpenter.”
“Is that why you ended up in the Engineers?”
“Yes. And you?”
“My family owns a farm. I was learning the business but decided I wanted to fight after I saw Luftwaffe planes flying over our land. I tried to shoot one down once with my fathers shotgun. Of course I missed, they were too high. The pilots used to wave at us. I don’t suppose the one I fired at ever knew.”
“I’ve always wanted to fly,” Alf said dreaming of what it would be like to be able to take off and fly. The freedom of a clear sky with nothing beneath you. The freedom to go where ever you wanted and see what you wanted.
“You should talk to the chap in the bed next to mine. He was a pilot until he lost his nerve after a bad crash.”
“The Indian?”
“Yes the Indian. He trained as a pilot in England at Biggin Hill but when he went home to India there was no call for pilots so he became a sapper instead.”
“I’ll talk to him,” Alf said “It will help to pass the time.”
“Yeah he’s an interesting bloke. He was telling me this morning all about the village he comes from.”
“Come Johnny we’d better get you back before the Doctor comes looking for you.”
Alf used that as an excuse but in truth he wanted to acquaint himself with the man in the next bed.

CHAPTER EIGHTTEEN

MARCH 1943
Alf smiled as the bandages on his wounded shoulder were removed for the very last time. He looked down at the wound. The scar tissue was a different colour and texture to the rest of his skin. It had healed perfectly. He rotated his arm in a large circle above his head.
“No pain?” Sanjay asked.
“No pain,” Alf replied “It feels stiff.”
“It will do for a time. This was a serious injury. It could take years to heal.”
“I’m glad to be free of those bandages because my shoulder itches,” Alf said scratching hard. The new skin he rubbed gently with his fingertips. Johnny was watching.
“Looks good Alf.”
Alf nodded and grinned at him. Johnny’s face was healed too. The scars weren’t so bad. They’d left him looking like he’d suffered from bad acne once. He could live with it. His headaches had gone also. He rarely got them now but hadn’t had one for almost a week.
Alf had got to know the Indian too. His name was Vijay and was from the Punjab. He told Alf about how his people were ancient. Thousands of years old when the golden haired Macedonian had arrived in his country. How Alexander the great had been unable to defeat the seven foot tall Rajah Porus sitting astride his mighty elephants.
“How old are your people?” he had asked Alf.
“Not that old. We were once Celts, invaded by the Romans and then almost a thousand years ago by the French. That was the last time that we were invaded. Of course we have….”
Alf stopped himself just in time. He was about to mention how the British had controlled India for the last century and a half but thought it might upset Vijay.
“Can you teach me to fly a plane?”
Now Vijay smiled.
“Yes. In theory I could.”
“Would you?”
They asked the doctor and Captain Schwann the commandant of the now completed P.O.W camp attached to the hospital if they could have some small boxes and some pens. They also borrowed two small brooms. The Germans had agreed, even mocking Alf that if he’d had wings he would surely fly away and never come back. They had watched amused as Vijay had drawn gauges and instruments on the boxes and tied the brushes into position. They used pallet blocks as foot controls. The German guards had stood around and made jokes until Schwann got in amongst them and not annoyed sent them back to their posts. He looked at the mock up then suddenly burst out laughing.
“It will never take off,” he said roaring with laughter as he walked away.
“I must admit,” Vijay said in his heavily accented English “I’m surprised they are not concerned about me teaching you this.”
Alf looked at the cardboard controls. The broom handle joystick. The wooden pedals.
“It does look rather childish.”
“True but the basics are simple in flying. Now if you’re ready we can begin.”
* * *
A week later Alf, Johnny, Vijay and many of the others were moved into the temporary tents. They had no electricity or running water. The men cooked for themselves. They weren’t given much. There wasn’t much to go around. Basic living was what Rommel had ordered and that was exactly what they got. They spent their days talking, playing cards and dice, making tea in old petrol cans which gave the tea a disgusting taste. But you really got quite used to it.
Vijay was still on crutches. He had suffered gunshot wounds to both legs and would probably never walk properly again for the rest of his life. He limped around the compound most days. He never gave up hope.
News was difficult to obtain. Every day the German guards would tell the British captives of German achievements to demoralise them. The truth was that the German supply lines were over seventy five per cent successful. Allied shipping in the Mediterranean unable to sink enough of the convoys to make an impression.
“Will we ever get out of here Alf?” Johnny asked.
“Of course we will. The war will end eventually and we are all under Rommel’s protection.”
“Sometimes I feel like just jumping over that barbed wire fence.”
“I’m sure we all feel like that.”
“That corner where the guards can’t see you. Just jump the gate and be gone,” Johnny was saying, more to himself than anyone.
Alf stood directly in front of him. The sun was over Alf’s right shoulder and was dazzling Johnny Larder.
“What corner? What gate? What are you talking about?!
Alf moved to one side. The sun was no longer in Johnny’s face.
“The corner of the guards hut over there by the main gate. I was there for over half an hour the other day. Just standing there minding my own business. The guards were bringing in boxes of supplies and when I moved out a little I realised the guard in the watch tower hadn’t even seen me. He was facing inside the compound and only shouted at me when he turned around.”
Alf was staring at his friend open mouthed.
“He didn’t see me Alf. If I’d known I would have run for it. But look! It’s all flat desert. There is nowhere to run to.”
Alf looked around to make sure that no one had overheard their conversation.
“Show me,” he said in a whisper.
They made their way slowly to the guard hut. Alf curbing his excitement at the news he’d just heard.
“We must keep a distance Johnny,” Alf said putting out a hand to stop Larder as they got near, “We don’t want to arouse the Germans suspicions.”
“What would they do to us if we tried to escape Alf?”
“Hunt us down. Shoot us?”
“Would they hurt those left behind?”
‘Would they?’ Alf asked himself ‘That maniac Wurtz probably would but Schwann? Schwann is a good man.’
“In truth Johnny I don’t know.”
Alf kicked at some loose stones on the ground.
“It’s all speculation anyway Johnny. It is as you said there is nowhere to run to even if you could escape.”
Almost unbelievably the opportunity came two days later.
* * *
It was late morning and most of the British captives were inside their tents because of the rain. It had rained hard through most of the night beating down on the canvas covers. Alf was standing in the door flap looking out at the puddles forming on the desert floor. Rain was such a rarity that the P.O.W.’s had gone outside and were standing in it.
The previous afternoon they had stood in it, their faces tilted up towards the heavens. Rain splashing their hair. Hair which for some of them hadn’t been washed in weeks. Many of them had their mouths open. Catching the sweet water or tasting it on their lips. Shirts that quickly became soaked were taken off and thrown down.
Then someone produced a football. It was old and the leather scuffed. Some of the stitching was frayed but it was still very usable. The English soldiers enjoyed a kick about. Then someone suggested a game against the Indians.
It soon became apparent that the Indians knew nothing about football but this didn’t deter them. Alf quickly got four shirts off players to use as goalposts. Next he separated the two sides. English on the left. Indians on the right. Guards in the watch towers looking on.
Next Alf began explaining the game and basic rules. The Indians listened intently, keen to learn. Their game was cricket.
Alf joined his team.
“Take your shirts off,” he said “They’re keeping theirs on. Remember your team are the players wearing the shirts!” Alf shouted across to the captain of the Indian team. He waved back that they understood. Alf’s team were highly optimistic about the outcome of the game.
“Let’s be easy on them.”
His men sniggered quietly. It should be a whitewash.
It was.
Inside ten minutes the Indians were trailing six goals to nil. They wouldn’t give up though. Their enthusiasm was plain to see. The German guards in the towers laughing every time an Indian ended up flat on his face with a mouthful of dirt.
Alf thumped another goal home. His shoulder was aching but he was enjoying the game too much to let it bother him. The Indians weren’t responding and some of them now began to stand and watch the ball, not bothering to try and get it.
Eight nil!
The English were celebrating. The Indians dejected. Burroughs in goal for England called a halt to the game. He hadn’t touched the ball once. Then it was passed back to him and he picked it up.
“Alf it’s a bit one sided.”
“That’s because they’re no good,” Alf replied trying to get the ball from Wilf who quickly hid it behind his back.
“Why don’t we mix the teams up a bit, you know try to make it more even.”
Alf thought about it.
“Oh all right, why not,” ‘it couldn’t hurt’ he decided “But you and I are on the same team,” Alf looked around “Johnny how’s your head?”
“It’s fine Alf I’ll be O.K.”
“If you’re sure. You’re on my team.”
Alf picked the best. Johnny had already scored a hat trick.
Vijay was watching at the sidelines wishing he could play. His legs still too badly injured for him to run. The bones were knitting well though. It was a good sign.
“Vijay,” Alf called “Can you pick a team. We’ll alternate.”
“Yes,” Vijay replied “Gupta, Rasheed, Farooq, you stand over there please. You, you, you, you also,” he said telling off four of the Royal Engineers. When the teams had been picked it did look more even sided.
Now play began.
* * *
Captain Schwann was writing at his desk. His hot coffee steaming in a tin cup in front of him. It tasted disgusting but then most things out here did after a while. He was filling out reports to be filed by the doctors, medical reports requiring his signature and so forth.
He ran a finger around the inside of his collar. It was hot in his office. He got up and stretched. The windows didn’t open so he went to the door and opened it.
His sentry half turned to salute him.
“As you were….” he stopped “What’s all that noise?”
“The prisoners are playing football sir.”
“Football! Where?”
“Over there sir,” the guard pointed.
Schwann pulled the door shut.
“Come with me.”
As they approached the football match Schwann reached into his trouser pocket, took out his whistle and blew it. He had to blow it twice more to get the game to stop. Schwann marched up to Alf.
“We were just having a friendly game of football Captain Schwann,” Alf said saluting him. “I’m sorry if you were disturbed.”
“What? Oh not at all. Who is playing?”
“Ourselves and the Indians sir. Originally it was us against the Indians but we were beating them so easily we mixed the teams up.”
Schwann nodded taking it all in, the ball, the shirt goal posts.
“Take a break,” he told Alf “We’ll play you.”
“Pardon sir.”
“We’ll play you. The prisoners versus the guards. England v GERMANY!”
He said the Germany loud. He turned to the guard he’d brought.
“Get some barrels to make goals with.”
Schwann began unbuttoning his shirt. He took it off, undid his braces and let them fall by his hips.
“I had a trial once for Bayern Munich,” he told Alf.
“What happened?”
“The war happened. Get yourselves organised. We’ll start in fifteen minutes. Is that enough time?”
“Of course sir.”
Schwann left the field of play to organise things. Alf quickly got his men into a group.
“We’ve got a crack at the guards here,” he said keeping his voice low.
“What?” said Burroughs.
“Schwann and his guards have challenged us to a game.”
“You haven’t agreed?”
“Of course I have.”
“We don’t stand a chance. Look at them. The Germans are all fit. Most of us have been in the infirmary.”
“Don’t let that put you off. We can beat them. Watch the tackles though. Keep it clean. You can bet that they won’t but we don’t want to upset Schwann. Oh by the way he nearly turned professional once. Any one here play?”
One man came forward.
“Frank Grimes sarge. I had a trial for Manchester United when I was a kid.”
“Did you learn much?”
“Enough to make them uncomfortable,” he said nodding towards Schwann.
Ten minutes later the German Captain was back with his guards. He had changed his jackboots for a pair of old, plain, dusty boots. He still had his braces on. His vest was white and clean. His team were all wearing a motley collection of uniforms. These were men plucked from the guardroom.
Alf and his team mates watched them coming.
“Shit they do look fit Alf.”
The Germans took to the pitch and took up their positions. The barrels arrived and were placed. The English goal was bigger. Alfs team protested. Schwann personally paced it out and though everyone could see that he took larger steps in the England goal he categorically denied it. The goalposts stayed as they were.
“Cheating bastards,” Burroughs commented.
“All right that’s enough in case he hears you. We can beat them. If we win they’ll always know that we are better than them.”
“Alf they have three more players than us.”
Alf counted them. Burroughs was right.
“Even more reason to beat them. Come on Johnny you’re up front with me. Wilf are you all right in goal?”
Burroughs clapped his hands together.
“They won’t get past me.”
Schwann was in the middle of the drawn pitch. The ball at his feet.
“I’ve just decided,” he said “There will be no sending’s off.”
Alf smiled but he knew that this was an excuse for the Germans to play rough.
“If any of your team wishes to drop out now is the time.”
Alf turned to look at them, his team, his comrades. They were ready.
“Just go ahead and blow your whistle.”
“Very well. May the best team win,” Schwann said putting the whistle to his lips while trying not to laugh.
Schwann was holding the ball down with his right foot. He blew his whistle and kicked the ball back to a defender who passed it across the wing. Then they began their attack. They passed the ball easily between them taunting the English players who as yet had failed to make any sort of play. They marked the Germans and did nothing. Schwann dribbled the ball past Johnny Larder and took a shot at goal. Burroughs made a half hearted dive and the ball was in under his body. The Germans applauded but Schwann wasn’t impressed.
“You didn’t try to stop that,” he said to Burroughs as Wilf got to his feet. He pointed a finger at Alf.
“You don’t need to let us win. We’ll beat you easily enough.”
Burroughs got the ball and kicked it back out. Alf placed it at the halfway line. Schwann blew his whistle again.
Alf passed the ball to Larder and ran deep. Johnny chipped it over and Alf brought the ball down with his chest. One of the Germans tried to push Alf over but he side stepped, played a one two with a team mate and struck the ball. The German goalkeeper put his hand out instinctively but the well struck ball thumped past him for the equaliser. The English players patted Alf on the back as he rejoined them. Only Captain Schwann applauded of the Germans.
“Good. Very Good,” he said “Make the most of it. It will be the only one you get.”
“If any of your team wishes to drop out,” Alf goaded the German “Now would be the time.”
Schwann pointed a finger at him.
“Don’t push your luck!”
Alf grinned as the ball was given back to Schwann. This time the German play was nasty. Schwann back passed but Frank Grimes intercepted and dribbled the ball towards the German goalkeeper. Alf on the right wing, Johnny on the left, both calling out “Frank! Frank!” to get Grimes attention. Grimes knew where they were though. He skillfully passed another German midfielder. He looked up momentarily to spot Larder.
The German’s tackle was vicious.
Corporal Kahler took both of Grimes legs out from under him. Grimes came down heavily onto his back. He rolled about in the dust holding his left knee and howling in pain. The English players booed but the Germans laughed.
“Ah come on, “ Appalled, Alf protested to Schwann “Your man didn’t even try for the ball.”
“I didn’t see it that way,” Schwann was amused.
“He could have broken his leg,” Alf pointed at Kahler.
Kahler was grinning but his smile vanished when Schwann spoke to him.
“See if he’s all right.”
Kahler begrudgingly walked over to Grimes and offered his hand to help the Englishman up.
“Are you all right?”
Grimes swatted the outstretched hand away.
“I am trying to apologise.”
English hands helped Grimes up.
“I don’t need or want your help,” Grimes told the German.
At six feet eight inches the massive German Kahler towered over Frank Grimes and the English players around him. The English all looked up at him in fear.
“Are you all right?” Alf called to the injured P.O.W.
Grimes was rubbing his shins from the knock. The pain had eased but they were bruised.
“We are having a free kick for that,” Alf told Schwann.
“Very well, “ the Captain replied. He put his whistle to his lips and blew it because of some pushing and shoving between the English players and Kahler. Alf dropped the ball at his feet and struck it with all his might. It bounced once in front of the German goalkeeper and thumped past him.
2-1.
The English cheered as Alf threw both of his hands into the air to celebrate.
“I wasn’t ready,” The German goalkeeper started. He was going to go for the ball but suddenly rushed out of his goal when the celebrations continued.
“I wasn’t ready.”
He angrily grabbed Alf by the lapels, twisting bunches of Alf’s shirt in his fists. Despite Alf’s recent injury he pulled the German goalkeepers hands free and pushed the man away.
“GET OFF ME!”
Schwann was blowing his whistle again.
“I wasn’t ready,” the goalkeeper protested to his Captain.
“The game had stopped,” Schwann told Alf.
“You blew your whistle which I took as a restart to the game after Grimes was fouled.”
“I blew the whistle because your team were arguing with Corporal Kahler. I blew it to get their attention.”
“I took it as a whistle for the free kick to be taken. I scored. It’s two, one to us.”
The English players began arguing about the rules of football, finally Schwann said.
“Fine have your precious goal. If that’s what it takes to beat a German team then have it.”
Alf grinned.
“We will,” he walked back to his cheering team mates, “That’ll teach the bastards to play fair.”
The German goalkeeper was furious but Schwann put up a hand to shut him up.
“Let them have it.”
The goalkeeper took some persuading but finally, reluctantly, he conceded and walked behind his goalposts to retrieve the ball. Grimes was limping back into position. The goalkeeper kicked the ball back out bad temperedly. Schwann stopped the ball by placing his foot on it. He blew his whistle and kicked off again.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

The Fieseler Storch flew in low over the mountains. Her pilot Gottfried Kleber keeping her steady in the light head winds. The morning sky was clear. The flight so far had been pleasant and uneventful. Ahead there were rain clouds but all morning he had flown towards them and they had come no closer. The threat of a storm moving away from them faster than the small aeroplane could fly. Kleber had discovered that out here in the desert distances were difficult to estimate. What you thought was close was often miles away and what you thought was far ahead you often came upon very quickly. Sometimes in his two years flying in North Africa he saw columns of enemy vehicles but his Fieseler Storch was unarmed and he flew away to avoid their fire. The small aircraft being constructed mainly of wood and canvas giving very little protection against anything from a bullet upwards. Kleber had only ever been shot at once. This was months ago when he was escorting the great Field Marshall Erwin Rommel. Today Kleber was escorting another great man and he glanced momentarily at General Hans von Brockhorst seated next to him. The General was pleasant enough, Kleber decided again. He had requested to sit in the front with the pilot rather than on his own in the main body. The small aircrafts seating conditions cramped regardless of where one sat.
Von Brockhorst had enjoyed the flight. A chance to see the desert from the air. He took note of everything. The land, proximity of the mountains and available cover they could provide. The abundance of water and he reminded himself of how the great Sultan, the great Islamic leader Saladin had moved from one stretch of water to another with an army of two hundred thousand. Like most military commanders Von Brockhorst had studied the strategies of Alexander, Caesar, Genghis Khan, Saladin, Napoleon. Saladin had gone on to crush the Christian armies and return Jerusalem to Islam.
Von Brockhorst felt excitement as he tried to imagine what it was like.
‘Which side would I have fought on?’ he asked himself.
‘Why the side of victory of course’ he answered.
‘But who really won during the crusades?’
Kleber banked the small plane for a minute and then levelled out. They were now heading into the sun. The mountains taking on a red glow at their tips from the warm rays of sunlight, looking brown where they were shaded.
“It’s beautiful isn’t it,” Von Brockhorst spoke for only the second time in the journey.
“It is General. It truly is,” Kleber answered “Almost as beautiful as the Fatherland,” he added using Germany’s nickname.
Von Brockhorst gazed down at the rolling hills and the plains. He could visualise great armies on horseback and foot crossing the open stretches to face each other in battle.
The Fieseler Storch was catching up to a flock of geese as they were heading further south and Kleber closed on their v-formation. He eased up on the throttle so that the Storch was almost at its minimum rpm and they enjoyed a wonderful close up of the migrating birds without alarming them.
“I’ve seen Geese at over six thousand feet General but I don’t like taking her too high because it makes it so cold inside the cockpit and it’s uncomfortable for passengers. They are remarkable birds though and can fly much higher. How high though nobody truly knows.”
Von Brockhorst looked up at their underbellies. Lots of thoughts running through his head.
’I wonder how they cope with the cold. It must be the layer of goose fat they carry. The tasty fat that went into pate and was used to roast meats that fed Germany’s highborn and wealthy families. I wonder how they navigate and know exactly where they are and which direction to travel in. Have modern air forces copied them for their formation flying. And why do they fly in a V and how do they choose which one is their leader.’
He began smiling to himself at all the possibilities.
“Yes they truly are magnificent creatures,” he said to Kleber “Thank you for showing me them.”
“My pleasure sir. I sometimes wish I could be just like them.”
Von Brockhorst could understand why.
“To be free Corporal? To go wherever you wanted? To follow any direction you choose?”
“To let the wind take me wherever sir,” Kleber added, enjoying the game.
“You must find yourself up here alone sometimes.”
“Yes sir.”
“What is that like?”
“To me? Paradise sir. Sometimes my missions mean I get to fly by myself at night with just the stars above me and a full moon. It is the most beautiful thing on earth General.”
Von Brockhorst thought about his life as a soldier, as a tank commander. The smell of petrol, oil, burning, dust, dirt, filth, the stench of decay.
“Yes you are most fortunate Corporal Kleber.”
Later in the morning Kleber spotted a squadron of fighters and he pointed them out to his passenger.
“Can you get us closer?”
“I’ll get us as close as I can but from this distance I can’t tell who they are.”
Von Brockhorst wasn’t at all afraid. Flying fascinated him and he was very glad that he’d asked to sit up in the cockpit. Kleber was afraid. Not for himself but for his Important passenger.
’What a great coup for the allies if they could shoot down and kill the third in command of the German forces North Africa.’
Kleber knew he could never forgive himself. As long as he was in the aeroplane Von Brockhorst was his responsibility.
Kleber approached the fighters carefully from behind and below. They could easily outrun his plane even with the weapons they carried but they were cruising. He got within a quarter of a mile of them and then cursed his luck. They were British!
Von Brockhorst had also seen the roundels on their under wings. They continued on their way seemingly unaware of the intruder. Kleber’s heart was pounding. If any of the British pilots looked into their rear view mirrors they would surely see him. Von Brockhorst was impressed.
“Get me a bit closer.”
“Sir?”
“I want to see them closer.”
“But General….”
“That’s an order.”
Kleber said a silent prayer and opened up the throttle. He kept low and closed in on the Spitfires hoping that their Rolls Royce engines would drown out the sound of his smaller engine labouring as it gathered altitude. Kleber closed to within three hundred yards, his adrenalin flowing. He felt a cold sweat at the base of his neck. He glanced across at Von Brockhorst. The man had nerves of steel it seemed. Kleber guessed that was what separated officers from men.
Von Brockhorst was just looking from plane to plane.
“Thank you Kleber that’s close enough. I’ve seen all I need to see.”
Kleber closed the throttle down and the British planes began to pull away when suddenly two more Spitfires drew up either side of the Fieseler Storch. Kleber looked from one side of his plane to the next. The two British pilots were flanking them. Von Brockhorst was watching them with interest. The pilot on his side waved and Von Brockhorst put his hand up to wave back.
“I’m guessing if we just act normally they might not suspect anything.”
Kleber hoped the General was right. Personally he couldn’t see how the British pilots had failed to notice that a German aeroplane was in their midst.
’Thank goodness Von Brockhorst isn’t wearing his hat.’
“What are you going to do Kleber?”
Kleber was racking his brain as to what exactly to do. Then a thought struck him.
“I’m going to signal to the one my side that we are burning up too much fuel and that I’m going to drop to one thousand feet to conserve as much as possible.”
“Will they believe it?”
“I hope so.”
Kleber got the attention of the pilot on his side. With hand signals he explained what he was going to do and then repeated it. The English pilot gave him the thumbs up.
“He’s gone for it,” Kleber said pushing forward on his controls and sending the Storch into a shallow dive, “I just hope he doesn’t radio the others.”
* * *
Bill smith gave the other pilot the thumbs up. He understood clearly the hand signals.
‘Using too much fuel. Will level out at a thousand.’
Bill watched the small aeroplane with its German markings go into a shallow dive. He waited until the small plane was just a dot below and behind him before making his report.
Squadron leader Snowy Roberts listened to his right wing’s report and asked for it to be repeated.
“What small aeroplane? German markings! What the devil are you talking about man?”
Bill repeated his report feeling anxiety now. It had definitely been a German aeroplane. One he’d never seen before. One he was sure he would recognise again. Roberts knew nothing of a German marked plane. He hadn’t seen it. Smith and the pilot John Wilkins had returned from a scouting mission to rejoin the squadron. Both men were now claiming the little German aeroplane had been there. Roberts had no doubt about that.
‘But what was it doing there?’
“Do you want us to go after it sir?” Bill felt the adrenalin flowing, desperately wanting the kill.
“Negative. It could be anywhere by now,” Roberts unclipped his mask so it hung down one side of his face.
’I don’t know what he was doing up here with us,’ he said to himself looking down at the mountains below ’But the cheeky bastard got away with it.’
* * *
Captain Schwann blew his whistle for a break in the football match. The Germans, fit, strong members of the mighty German Afrika korps were losing 3–1 to a group of injured, recovering British soldiers and one Indian. A sizeable crowd had gathered to watch and the spectators were seated around the crudely marked out pitch.
Alf strode up to Schwann.
“Is that the end of the game? Have we won?”
“I think not Sergeant. We cannot finish with Germany losing to England. No this is merely a break in play for both sides to drink some water. We will resume play in ten minutes time.”
Alf looked at his men, they were all tired. Grimes was limping badly now.
“Sir may I ask that we finish now and perhaps have a rematch another day. My men are….”
“Certainly not,” Schwann said sitting on a wooden chair and swigging from a water bottle.
“Captain my team are not fit. They have all come from the infirmary. Perhaps if you asked your team members they wouldn’t object to playing again, on, say Saturday.”
Schwann took another swig from the water then screwed the little aluminium cap back on.
“Impossible,” he spoke with arrogance “Why don’t you substitute your players for fresh ones.”
“The players you’ve been up against are the fittest we have. Any other team would not be good enough….”
Schwann held up his hand and cut Alf off mid sentence.
“I am not interested in the individual problems of your players. You will have a team ready to play the guards in five minutes or you forfeit the game. Now it’s up to you but personally I would like to beat you fair and square,” Schwann got up and began stretching. Alf watched him for a minute until he finished stretching his right calf muscle and switched to his left. He held out a hand to Alf, gesturing towards the British.
“Sergeant your team please.”
Alf rejoined his men.
“Arrogant sod wants to play again.”
“Alf mate I don’t think we can. We’re all shattered,” Burroughs said.
“Or we forfeit the game. That’s what he said.”
The English players protested.
“Alf we’ve given it all we’ve got.”
“I don’t expect any of you to carry on playing. I must admit that my shoulder and arm are aching like hell. I don’t particularly want to carry on. I leave it up to you.”
Johnny Larder was livid.
“Cheating bastards,” he said “We’ve given it our best and we’ve beat them fair and square.”
“They know we are unfit,” Burroughs put in.
Alf looked at them. His team mates, his comrades, his friends. Wilf Burroughs, half an ear missing. Johnny Larder scarred neck and cheek, deaf now in one ear. Others hurt. Some lucky to be alive. They looked a sorry state.
“I’ll tell him we concede,” Alf turned and started to walk towards Schwann and his guards who were lined up watching the British.
“Alf,” Burroughs called fairly quietly though everyone heard it. Schwann and his men were confidently chuckling. Alf turned to face his men. Slowly Burroughs smiled at him. Alf nodded at them and grinned.
“Captain Schwann your turn to kick off!” he shouted over his shoulder. The English cheered as their players moved onto the pitch. One or two hobbled. All were sore. Not just their injuries hurting now but muscles. All of them had not eaten well in months. The Germans gave them the best they could but it was never the fresh meat that they so desperately needed. Some of them were painfully thin. Bones showing through skin in extreme cases. But there was one thing they all had in plenty.
Spirit!
The will to fight!
Schwann’s smile vanished. In its place his mouth became a thin line of determination. He nodded his head. Now the Germans knew the measure of their opponents. Schwann blew his whistle and let it drop as before to his chest. He kicked the ball sideways to Kahler who rushed down the pitch with it. The English players keeping their distance afraid of Kahler’s methods. Johnny Larder suddenly rushed forward and although Kahler didn’t exactly see him through keeping his eye on the ball he was aware of the young Englishman coming at him. Kahler roared to try to scare him off but Larder was focused on the ball. The big German tried to side step him but Johnny stuck his foot out and with a smack he stopped Kahler’s advance. Kahler stumbled on with his own momentum. Johnny quickly recovered and dribbled the ball towards goal. Kahler whirled around and ran back. He out-sprinted Larder and was able to turn to defend. It was a brilliant piece of football.
“Good! Good!” Schwann was encouraging.
Johnny feinted left, pretended to strike and as Kahler lunged to defend Johnny passed to Alf. Alf took his shot. The ball rose as it crossed the goal heading for the top left corner. Somehow Kahler got his head to some of the ball and it deflected straight at the goalkeeper. All he could do was kick it as hard as he could to clear it. The men on the pitch watched it as it cleared the perimeter fence and bounced a few times before coming to rest in the desert. Schwann looked around at the guards who were not playing.
“Does anyone have a key for the gate?”
No one came forward.
“One of you must have one.”
There were embarrassed shuffles of feet. Schwann looked up into the sentry tower. Three times the height of a man. The sentry leaning to one side of his protective sandbags. The muzzle of his MG42 clearly visible.
“What about you?”
“Yes Herr Captain.”
“Well come down here and open the gate.”
“Yawohl Herr Captain.”
He descended the ladder leaving his tower unattended.
Alf felt a surge of excitement. This was the tower with the blind spot. He suddenly had visions of walking out of the gate a free man. If only it could be that easy. The guard fumbled with the lock and swung the gate open just as the small aeroplane flew overhead. It was flying so low it got everyone’s attention. It had at first flown over the hospital with its main tent white with German markings and a huge red cross sown onto the canvas. There were other smaller white tents that Von Brockhorst could see and then various other desert camouflaged tents for supplies and quarters for the doctors and personnel. Then they had flown over barracks tents. Then lastly they had now just flown over the tents containing the P.O.W.s surrounded by barbed wire.
As Von Brockhorst looked down he could see that there had been a football match in progress. He could see that the gate was being opened in anticipation of his arrival.
’That’s efficiency,’ he said to himself ’But how did they know I was coming?’
Von Brockhorst was not making a scheduled stop.
From his side Kleber could see that the football had been kicked out of bounds which was probably why the gate was being opened. He banked the aeroplane, did a one eighty, and descended touching down gently on the desert floor. He brought the plane to a halt and shut the engine off. Captain Schwann blew his whistle and waved his arms to signify that the match was over. The English players cheered and some of the Germans made obscene gestures.
“This isn’t over,” Schwann said to Alf, pointing a finger in his face.
“As you wish sir.”
Schwann about turned and quickly strode over to the chair where his shirt and jacket were hanging. He had no idea who was in the Storch.
’But this had better be bloody good.’
He quickly buttoned up his shirt but left his jacket undone. He ran a hand over his hair to smooth it down and walked out of the open gate. The Fiesler Storch was a couple of hundred metres away. Schwann could see two pairs of legs, their top halves hidden by the plane.
“Have the plane ready to leave as soon as I return.”
Kleber clicked his heels together and saluted.
“Yes Herr General.”
Von Brockhorst placed his leather hat onto his head and pulled it down to his favoured position. He reached into the plane and took his briefcase, placing it under one arm as he slipped on his elegant leather officers gloves. It wasn’t that his hands were cold. Von Brockhorst just enjoyed the finer things in life. Schwann stepped around the front of the plane and saw Kleber first.
“What is the purpose of this?” he stopped as Von Brockhorst turned to face him. “Your pardon Herr General.”
Von Brockhorst looked at him. The jacket undone, no cap, dusty trousers and boots. Not exactly the model officer. Then he reminded himself of how hard these men’s lives were. The conditions, the lack of facilities. Death never far away. Schwann began to apologise for the way he was dressed.
“I apologise General. We were not expecting you. I was…. That is we were playing football sir. It’s a good way for my men to get much needed exercise and it lifts the morale of the prisoners.”
“No apology is necessary Captain. On the contrary I think it’s a grand idea. Tell me who won?”
“The thing is sir we were doing really well and we….”
“The British won didn’t they.”
Schwann nodded.
“Yes sir.”
“Well they are to be congratulated. And for you Captain.”
“Sir?”
“Sometimes it is good for a man to lose. It makes winning next time more enjoyable. Men learn from mistakes.”
“Yes sir.”
“When you play them again your desire to win and that of your team will be greater.”
“Yes Herr General.”
Von Brockhorst was pleased with this and he let it show in his face.
“Now Captain I’ll inspect your facilities if you please.”
“Of course sir I’d be delighted to show you,” Schwann replied buttoning up his jacket.
The General led the way with the Captain barely able to keep up at first.
“Who is it Alf?” Burroughs asked.
“One of their Generals I think.”
“It’s not Rommel is it.”
“No not Rommel. I know him. I wonder if this is the new General, what was his name, Von Becker or something.”
“Von Brockhorst,” Johnny said.
“Von Brockhorst,” Alf repeated “Von Arnim’s second in command.”
“Christ,” Johnny Larder said “What the hell does he want here with us?”
“Don’t know,” Alf replied “But I think we’re about to find out. Look lively he’s coming this way. Attention!”
The British P.O.W.‘s lined up as best they could for the visiting General. For some of them it was the first General they had ever seen. It didn’t matter that it was a German one. On this day they stood tall and proud. As one they saluted Von Brockhorst. Alf stood with his chest out, his arms pressed neatly by his sides. His shoulder was agony and masking the pain he gritted his teeth and with tight lips he brought his left hand up and saluted smartly. Von Brockhorst was very impressed by this Englishman of low rank and he returned the salute and held it for a few moments thus honouring the young P.O.W.
“I understand congratulations are in order,” Von Brockhorst said finally after lowering his hand.”
“Yes sir.”
“At ease.”
The British relaxed their pose.
“I understand that your team beat the German team in a game of football. Well done to you all.”
A cheer went up from the assembled.
“I have a message from Field Marshall Erwin Rommel which I will now read to you.”
Von Brockhorst opened his case, took out a sealed letter, opened it and began to read.
“From German high command Afrika Korps,” he read the relevant bits and then spoke.
“The Field Marshall apologises for the conditions here, however soon you are to be moved….”
Every P.O.W. felt his ears prick up at this ’Moved. Moved?’ they asked themselves. Now he had their full attention.
“You are to be moved to a British Military Hospital in Tunis.”
Von Brockhorst folded the letter and handed it to Schwann. Schwann stared at it open mouthed. The British P.O.W.s erupted into a roar.
“Which is currently held by the axis powers,” Von Brockhorst shouted over the crowd. Their cries turned to despondency.
Schwann re-read the directive. There was no mistaking it. The entire field hospital was being moved North. He was pleased, a smile spread across his face. He looked at his surroundings. Desert. He thought about Tunis. Formerly French owned. The officers no doubt would stay in the luxury hotels, clean beds, clean towels, hot running water. Right now it sounded like a dream, paradise.
Von Brockhorst stayed with the prisoners for another minute and then accompanied by Schwann he moved on inspecting the sentry tower first, even sighting down the barrel of the MG42 and talking to the guard who was keen to show him his range of view. Once finished they moved inside to inspect the hospital facilities. Kahler was left in charge of clearing up the football pitch. He pointed a huge finger at Johnny Larder.
“You go and get the ball.”
Johnny shrugged and went for it.
“And if you try anything funny I’ll have you shot.”
Johnny waited until Kahler was no longer looking at him before he gave the V sign. Alf was looking up at the wooden tower. When Von Brockhorst had descended the ladder with Schwann the sentry had waited until they had disappeared and he had quietly crept down and was now having a sneaky cigarette. He came over to Alf and spoke to him about the game.
“I must admit I thought your team played very well.”
“Thank you,” Alf replied.
The German offered Alf the cigarette to puff on.
“No thank you,” Alf said craving the Nicotine but knowing it would be unwise with his injured lung. The German shrugged, drew on the cigarette until it was almost finished, then threw it to the ground and crushed it with his boot. He nodded at Alf and having a quick look around to make sure he was safe headed back towards the ladder. Alf watched him go. Then he turned to look at Johnny approaching the football, outside the compound now. No one was watching Larder. Alf glanced at the sentry, he would reach the ladder soon.
With his heart thumping in his chest Alf crossed to the tent where he knew the tower couldn’t see him. He felt almost giddy but he checked once more. The guard was just pulling himself onto the wooden platform atop the ladder. Johnny was almost at the football. Alf shoved his hands deep into his pockets, put his head down and set off walking as quickly as he could towards Larder, expecting at any second a whistle, a shout or worse a bullet. Then when he was halfway to Larder he took his hands out of his pockets and ran. He ran as if the devil himself was after him. Larder was aware of someone running up behind him and as he started to turn Alf grabbed him by the arm and shoved him forward.
“Run Johnny Run!”
Johnny tried to resist.
“Alf what are you doing?”
“Run! Do exactly as I say.” Alf ran past him looking back over his shoulder to make sure Johnny was there. He was. Another quick glance revealed that so far they were undetected. When they got to the aeroplane Alf shoved Johnny to the front.
“You go round that way.”
Johnny put his hands out.
“Alf what are we doing?”
“We’re taking the plane.”
“What!”
“No time to discuss it. Go!”
Johnny did as he was told. Alf went around to the tail and crept along the body. Kleber was at the front checking the oil level.
“Here what do you want?” he asked Larder, slightly startled. Alf tapped Kleber on the shoulder and as he turned Alf landed the punch. It had the desired effect. Alf caught the German pilot and lowered him gently to the ground. Kleber was out cold. Johnny was watching Alf. He could hardly believe this was happening.
“Johnny check on the camp. Is anyone coming after us?”
Alf quickly positioned Kleber’s inert form near the wheels where he hopefully wouldn’t be so conspicuous.
“No. No one has noticed us yet.”
“Would you say we’re out of range of that MG42? The one in the tower.”
“Maybe but only just.”
“Johnny I need you to grab the propeller and pull it down as hard as you can.”
Johnny was about to rush off.
“But only when I say so.”
“Right.”
“Keep your eye on what’s going on over there.”
“O.K.”
Alf climbed into the cockpit and began flicking switches remembering everything the Indian had told him. The instruments were slightly different but the basics were similar. He put his feet on the pedals to get their feel. Johnny was waiting patiently for Alf to give the signal. Alf suddenly put his thumb up and Johnny pulled down with all his might. The propeller rotated once and the engine turned over, then silence. To Johnny’s nerves the noise was deafening but the sound barely made it across the desert.
Kahler had just put the last of the oil drums back when he glanced at the plane. He saw the pilot trying to start it. Then he snapped back. The football was still in the same place where he sent Larder to get it. He stopped and searched the faces inside the compound looking for the young Englishman. He couldn’t see him. Kahler was staring at the pilot trying to start the plane.
Suddenly the door to Schwann’s office opened and Schwann shouted “Attention!” as Von Brockhorst stepped out onto the wooden balcony behind him. They both stopped at the top of the stairs.
“Well everything seems satisfactory Captain. I know….”
Von Brockhorst stopped talking when he heard the Fiesler’s engine splutter into life. Schwann was watching Kahler who was sprinting for the watch tower.
“What is that man doing?” Von Brockhorst asked as Kahler reached the ladder and rapidly began climbing it shouting at the top of his voice. Kahler reached the platform, elbowed the guard out of the way and swung the barrel of the MG42 in the direction of the plane and opened fire. The first burst of bullets raced across the desert floor. The second kicked up around Johnny’s legs. He ran around and climbed inside the plane.
“Bloody hell Alf that was close.”
Von Brockhorst couldn’t believe his eyes.
“Why the hell is that idiot shooting at my pilot?”
At the first sound of the gunfire the British P.O.W.’s had dived for the dirt.
“Stay down all of you!” Schwann ordered between Kahler’s firing. Suddenly the MG42 jammed. Schwann was about to shout at Kahler when the plane began to move forward. Von Brockhorst was still staring at Kahler.
“I demand to know why that man is shooting at my pilot.”
Schwann saw the body of Kleber laying on the ground.
“I think sir that may be your pilot.”
Von Brockhorst’s eyes widened. Suddenly he jumped into action.
“Stop them!” he shouted “They’re stealing my plane.”
“After them,” Schwann ordered every German in earshot. Some armed, some not. They ran as ordered but the attempt would be futile. The aeroplane was already bouncing along the desert floor gaining speed.
Kleber was coming round. He sat up holding his chin and turned his head towards the sound of his aeroplane. It was moving away from him. Then he realised what had happened.
“The bastard!” he said out loud.
Then the Storch turned and was lumbering back towards him. He got to his feet and waited. Alf had straightened the plane up and now pushed forward on the throttle. Johnny beside him was punching the air in delight. Alf looked out of the window and saw what looked like the whole of the German army descending upon them trying to cut them off. On foot!
“Johnny we’re not out of this yet.”
Kahler was too busy trying to free the jammed machine gun. Suddenly it freed and he opened fire without looking. Several Germans were hit in the back and killed, others writhed in agony. Horrified Kahler stopped firing.
“Hold your fire! Hold your fire!” Schwann shouted.
Some of the British started to cheer when they saw but Burroughs shut them up. Schwann ran down the stairs. He crossed quickly to Wilf and yanked him to his feet and put his Luger to the side of Burroughs head. Beyond the running Germans Johnny could see it.
“Alf.”
Alf looked across. He could see it was Burroughs. He eased back on the throttle and then committed himself.
“Sorry Wilf,” he said and pushed the throttle all the way forward.
Schwann angrily withdrew his pistol and fired it into the air.
“They saw and they didn’t care,” he said.
“Why would they. They take off I’m dead. They stop, we’re all dead.”
“Who are they?”
Wilf smiled.
“Never mind, a roll call will reveal them. They will not get away.”
“My dear Captain I fear that they already have,” Burroughs pointed at the aeroplane as it left the ground.
As they had increased speed on the ground Alf had realised that the pilot was standing directly in his way.
“What is he doing.”
Johnny had just found a loaded handgun in a pouch.
“Want me to shoot him Alf?”
Alf shook his head.
“He’ll move.”
Kleber did.
Right at the last moment. Or so Alf thought. Kleber actually rolled out of the way, came up onto his feet, ran after the plane and grabbed onto the wheel struts and was now hanging on for dear life as the plane gained height. Kleber slipped once, regained his hand hold, climbed up and opened the passenger door on a surprised Johnny Larder. Johnny recovered quickly to lash out but missed. Kleber tried to grab him as Johnny brought the hand holding the gun around. Kleber was the quicker of the two, however, and he slammed the door on Johnny’s arm. The gun flew from Johnny’s hand and it clattered across the cockpit floor and under Alf’s feet. The small aeroplane was barely a hundred feet from the ground and Alf dipped its wings to try to eject the unwanted passenger. Kleber was having none of it. After all this was his plane. He wasn’t about to give it up without a fight. The next time the door opened he grabbed Johnny and tried to pull him out. Johnny panicked and grabbed hold of Alf who had just managed to get hold of the gun. Alf levelled it at Kleber’s head who instantly stopped what he was doing. He hung on with all his strength. He looked down at the ground, certain death whichever way you looked at it. He was tempted to jump. To be in control of his demise and not someone else. Then kleber looked into Alf’s eyes.
“Do it Alf! Do it! Kill him!”
Johnny couldn’t understand what the old ’un was waiting for.
Kleber started to laugh. Alf was glancing from the German to where he was going.
“What’s so funny? Alf Ask him.”
Alf spoke in poor German, slowly he lowered the gun. Johnny couldn’t believe his eyes.
“What are you doing?”
“Johnny pull him in.”
“What?”
“Help him. Quick before he falls.”
Johnny just stared open mouthed.
“Larder I gave you an order.”
Johnny sprung into action. He grabbed Kleber and started to haul him in. Johnny had to move back to get him inside. The two men lay on the floor of the plane panting. Alf passed the gun back to Johnny.
“Keep this on him.”
Kleber shook his head and said something to Alf. The Englishman understood only the words “Not necessary.”
“Just cover him with the gun. You don’t have to put it in his face just keep it in his general direction.”
Larder did as he was told. Kleber motioned that he wished to sit in the passenger seat. Alf agreed, explaining that if the German tried anything Larder would shoot him dead. Kleber nodded that he understand. He pulled out a pack of cigarettes and offered them. Both Englishmen declined so he shrugged and put them away. They flew in silence for a few minutes. Then Johnny asked.
“Ask him what was so funny back there!”
Alf spoke to Kleber while continuing to look ahead. The German words making him sound so funny as usual.
“He says he was laughing at the absurdity of him acting the hero and jumping onto his plane. So far he has seen no action of any kind in this war and now this, trying to stop someone from stealing his plane. He just thought it was funny.”
Johnny nodded to Kleber who spoke to Alf again.
“He wants to know why I didn’t shoot him. When I had the chance with him hanging on helplessly as he was.”
“What did you tell him?”
“That it would be murder. That I wasn’t a murderer and couldn’t kill him in cold blood.”
Then Alf said something else in German. Kleber looked at him for a moment. Then suddenly he burst out laughing and then Alf joined him. Johnny was grinning like people who watch other people laugh without understanding the joke.
“What did you say Alf?”
Alf tried to stop laughing but tittered between words.
“I asked him if he thought the General would be cross.”
They all laughed together. Alf had tears in his eyes.
* * *
Von Brockhorst watched the small aeroplane as it got smaller and smaller in the sky. Finally he could see it no more. He looked around the camp. The captured British watched silently but he could see that they were restless. They wanted to leap and shout. The Germans stood by in embarrassed silence like guilty school children standing before their headmaster. Von Brockhorst looked up at the tower. Kahler was looming over the sentry. He was more worried about the trouble he was in than the fact that he’d just shot some of his countrymen in the back. Finally Von Brockhorst looked at Schwann who was standing nervously to one side. Schwann stared back. He was sure that the next words the General spoke would be to order his execution. The General just coldly stared at him. The younger man tried to read what was behind the eyes. What thoughts were going through that brilliant brain, but he couldn’t, there was no emotion there at all. Von Brockhorst opened his mouth to speak but closed it again instantly as Schwann panicked and began blurting out an explanation.
“Herr General we’ll do everything in our power to see that these men are punished. They’ll not get far….” he continued feeling his courage build now that he had spoken to the General “….I’ll have their corpses brought to you by sundown. With your permission I’ll personally lead a team to find them. They will not make a mockery of General Hans Von Brockhorst.”
Schwann clicked his heels and delivered the best salute of his military life.
Von Brockhorst just glared at him. Finally he said.
“Have you finished?”
Schwann nodded nervously and lowered the salute.
“You’ll do no such thing.”
“I won’t sir?”
“No. It’s a big desert. You’ll never find them. What you will do is as I’ve already instructed.”
“Yes sir.”
Now Von Brockhorst returned the salute.
“Dismissed!” he said loudly to the rest of the camp.
The Germans relaxed. The P.O.W.’s began to disperse.
“Captain Schwann.”
“Yes Herr General.”
“I need to use your telephone.”
“Yes of course Herr General. If I may….” Schwann said opening the door for Von Brockhorst.
“In private Captain,” Von Brockhorst said as Schwann tried to follow him in. Schwann had almost got the door shut.
“Oh and Captain.”
“Herr General?”
“Perhaps you would be good enough to arrange some transport for me.”
Schwann closed the door with a little click.
Von Brockhorst stepped around Schwann’s desk and sat slowly in the chair. He took his hat off and placed it neatly on the desk in front of him. He reached forward for the telephone, picked up the receiver and listened to the dial tone. Then very slowly he replaced the receiver. He thought about the morning’s events. His stolen aeroplane and the escaped prisoners.
Then he threw his head back and roared with laughter.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Life for the fighter pilots of 225 squadron was like any other day for the men stationed in Thelepte, Tunisia. They flew an average of six sorties a day attacking enemy vehicle convoys, enemy aircraft and sometimes shipping. Some times they flew early in the mornings, sometimes at night, sometimes alone. But for the men, thankfully, it was very rare that they didn’t come back. They hadn’t lost a plane for nearly a month, a comrade, a friend.
Currently they had no planes out. The pilots taking a well earned rest. They had been out today already.
Bill Smith and his squadron had encountered the small unarmed German Fiesler Storch that very morning and it was a very embarrassed Bill who’d had to explain to his C.O. that he’d observed it and then let it go. Standing before Wing Commander Kenneth Wigmore he didn’t tell him that he’d actually waved to it. Not that the C.O. would have taken much of a view on that but Bill would never live it down with his mates.
Four of them were sat at a rickety wooden table playing stud poker. Bill, his brother, Don Foster and Tommy Burke. The other two of their close circle were brewing tea in an old petrol can. They served up the tea. Bill thanked them and took a swig, it was hot and tasted strongly of petrol. No matter what they did to the tea you couldn’t get rid of the taste of the fuel. After a while you got used to it.
Bill grimaced and held the tin cup away from his lips, frowning at it.
“Did you bother to wash the petrol can out first?”
Tommy Hurst who had served the tea looked offended.
“Of course we did. What do you think we’re trying to do, poison you?”
“It would be a good guess,” Bill said to the sniggering of the others.
The other tea brewer Jack Meadows looked up.
“If you don’t like it mate make it yourself.”
Bill looked at the others and took another swig.
“It tastes absolutely wonderful,” he said swilling it around his teeth.
They all chuckled at his sarcasm.
Meadows held up the petrol can to pour the rest of the tea. It trickled from holes in the can. It was a known fact that fifty percent of the British fuel was lost in this way.
“Now if only we could find ourselves a nice German ’Jerry’ can,” Meadows said “They don’t bloody leak.”
“Would the tea taste any better?” Don enquired.
“It couldn’t taste any worse,” Bill replied.
Don picked the cards up and began shuffling.
“Right if you’re ready,” he said with a cigarette clenched between his teeth.
“Here I wouldn’t smoke near that tea if I were you,” Bill said.
“Right mate you’ve bloody asked for it,” Meadows jumped to his feet and as Bill leaped from his chair Meadows chased him around the table, all the while laughing. The others got to their feet. Part of the game as well.
“Run Bill run!” they shouted “Get him Don get him!”
They chased each other until finally the table and chairs went over. Jack Meadows caught Bill Smith and rugby tackled him to the sand. They rolled around laughing and Bill grabbed hold of Jack’s head as Jack playfully punched Bill in the ribs. Finally exhausted jack rolled off and they both lay on their backs staring at the sky. Don and the others watching. For these men play time was all important. Don dropped his cigarette butt to the sand and buried it with his boot.
“Now if you two ladies have finished playing ring-a-ring a roses perhaps we can play cards.”
Jack and Bill turned their heads to him. Don showed them the pack of cards he’d been holding the whole time.
“Seeing as you two knocked the table over you can set it up,” Don continued.
Bill and Jack turned to each other now.
“I will if you will,” Jack said.
Bill got to his feet and held out a hand and pulled his friend up.
“I need to do something to take my mind off that tea,” Bill said.
“Hey watch it!” Jack bunched his fist under his friends nose.
Bill threw his arm around Jack’s shoulder.
“Come on before he starts moaning,” he said quietly gesturing to Don who now had his back to them, “You know what he’s like with his poker.”
“Time’s a wasting,” Jack said quietly so only Bill could hear.
They both chuckled. Don turned round.
“Come on you two. Time’s a wasting.”
They quickly set the table back upright and positioned the seating. A lucky few actually got chairs, the others had to make do with a variety of items including empty ammunition boxes. Soon the six men were seated.
We’ll play seven card stud poker,” Don began shuffling the cards “No limits but please let’s keep it friendly ladies.”
He struggled to shuffle the cards, they were an old pack, yellowed by the sun and age and sticky from so much use. Don finished his shuffling, took the top card and placed it on the bottom in case anyone had seen it and dealt. First each player received a card face down. Then he went round the table again. Another card face down each. Then the next four cards were dealt face up and then finally each player received their last card face down. Don put the remainder of the pack in the middle of the table.
“Whoever has the highest hand goes first,” he said for the players who had not long been playing poker. Jimmy Smith, Bill’s brother was the least experienced player. For weeks he had watched the others playing, trying to pick it up, then finally Bill had persuaded him to play.
“It’s the only way you’ll learn,” his older brother had said.
Now Jimmy was hooked. It was all he ever talked about.
“Can you quickly tell me the hands again,” he asked.
Bill opened his mouth to speak but an irritated, impatient Don got in first.
“High card, one pair, two pairs, three of a kind, a straight, flush, full house, four of a kind, straight flush, royal flush.”
“Aces can be high or low?”
“Yes!”
“O.k. I was only asking.”
“You’ve got a pair of nines. What are you doing?”
Jimmy looked at the agitated Don.
“All right keep your hair on.”
Some of the others were trying not to laugh. Don got so wound up over slow play.
“He’s not been playing long,” Bill said defending his brother.
“You’ve got a pair of nines,” Don said to Jimmy, ignoring Bill and the others who sat embarrassed into silence, “It’s you to go first.”
Jimmy looked at all the other hands. No one else had a pair. He looked at his stake money. It wasn’t much. They hadn’t received any pay for weeks. He took two coins of small value and put them in the middle with the ante’s. Bill looked at his cards and folded. Don went once calling the bet. The two Tommy’s both folded. Jack went once, open, he’d looked at his cards. Jimmy looked at the growing pile of coins in the pot. He touched more coins, trying to decide what to do. He looked at his brother for help.
“If I were you I’d look. They’ve both looked,” Bill said looking at jack who was watching the cards. Don was staring at Jimmy, a slight smug expression on his face. He was a master at bluffing. At calling other peoples bluff.
“Look, “ Bill continued “If you improve go. If not well it’s up to you.”
Jimmy picked his three other cards up.
‘A six and two Kings’
Kings and nines!
He put the cards back down and pushed his coins in. Don jutted his chin out but his eyes were giving away nothing. He quickly pushed more coins in, trying to appear hasty to put Jimmy off. Jack shook his head and threw his cards in. Jimmy looked at his small, remaining, stake money. He was annoyed at his brother for advising him to go on improvement. Don obviously had him beat and Jimmy couldn’t afford to lose much. He reached for his cards to stack them.
“Pay to see him,” Bill insisted.
“What’s the point. He’s got more than me.”
“See him anyway.”
Jimmy put the coins in.
“I’ll call.”
He turned his cards over.
“I’ve got Kings and nines.”
Don smirked as he threw his cards in. Everyone looked at them.
“Sixes and fours,” Don said.
“Told you,” Bill said as Jimmy punched the air and raked the pot in.
“I don’t think you should be allowed to interfere,” Don said to Bill.
“He’s not been playing for long. You tried to bluff him and besides he is my brother.”
“Very well but I did say let’s keep it friendly.”
“Then don’t try to bluff.”
Don pushed the pack of cards over to Jimmy.
“Winner deals.”
Jimmy picked them up and gave them a quick shuffle.
Jack Meadows was the first one to go bust. He refused the offers of a loan and left to make more petrol flavoured tea. They had been playing for an hour. Jimmy had had some success and felt he was getting much better at poker. He was certainly taking more risks, adopting a strategy of always going if he could beat what was on the table, calling Don’s bluff on a few occasions and winning. Now Jimmy had dealt again. Face up he had a King, a nine, a seven and a four. He picked up his three other cards. An Ace and two more fours. He tried not to let the excitement show and nervously glanced at the others in case his reaction had given him away.
No?
Good!
They were all concentrating on the cards. He looked at the pot. It contained a pile of coins of various denominations, some of them German and Arabic as well as English. There was a handful of cigarettes, a lighter, an old watch. For these young men that was a lot to play for. Jimmy slid a few more coins into the middle.
“I’m open.”
His brother Bill looked at his cards and folded. Don checked his cards. He had nothing. He had bluffed too many times today and lost, so he folded. Tommy Burke had a straight, three, four, five, six, seven. He gently put his cards down and looked at his stakes. Like the others he had some coins but not much else of value. He watched Jimmy, trying to read him. But jimmy was giving nothing away. Finally he looked at his cards again and pushing more coins in he said.
“I’ll raise.”
Jimmy studied Tommy’s cards. He had nothing obvious showing. No pairs. Just two hearts, a diamond and a spade. The hearts were the three and five. Jimmy decided to chance it. He called and raised. Tommy was surprised at the raise but had seen Jimmy call bluffs all day.
“I’m in,” he said pushing the majority of his coins across.
“Me too,” Jimmy quickly pushed the last of his stake money in. Now he had nothing left in front of him. It was all in the middle. All on this one hand.
“Are you not seeing me?”
“No,” Jimmy shook his head.
Bill looked at his brother.
“You’re not calling him?”
“No.”
“But you have nothing left.”
“It’s all right I know what I’m doing,” Jimmy was convinced that his confidence would scare Tommy into giving him the pot. Tommy didn’t have enough left to call either.
“I don’t have enough to call,” he said looking around the faces at the table.
“Then the pot’s mine.”
Jimmy stretched forward to scoop the winnings.
“Not so fast!” Tommy grabbed him by the wrists. Jimmy moved back. Tommy reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out his old battered leather wallet. He fished around inside it and pulled out a photograph of his sweetheart Mary and placed it in the middle with the last of his money. There were a few whistles from the men around the table. They had seen the photograph before. Tommy’s love, Mary, was the most beautiful girl any of them had ever seen. She was in the R.A.F. stationed as a radio operator at Biggin hill. In the photo she was saluting sexily while blowing a kiss at the camera. She was in her R.A.F. uniform but her hair was loose, long dark curls hanging down her shoulders. All of them were jealous of Tommy for having such a beauty. Jimmy took his eyes off the photograph long enough to speak to Bill.
“Lend me the money Bill please.”
Bill tore his eyes away from the beauty.
“You’ve lost. May as well accept it.”
“Please lend me the money.”
“You won’t win.”
Jimmy showed him the blind cards.
Bill nodded.
“It’s not enough.”
“I think he’s bluffing again.”
Bill shook his head.
“I don’t think he is.”
“He must be. He would never risk that photograph unless he was sure that he would win.”
Jimmy was staring at the beautiful face in the picture.
“Lend me the money please brother. I must have her.”
Bill sighed.
“Very well but I did warn you.”
He found the money, put it in the middle and then sat back resigned.
“Okay,” Tommy said “You show your cards first.”
Jimmy took his eyes off the photograph.
“Three fours,” he said spacing them out.
He glanced nervously at the photograph again and then stared at Tommy Burke.
Tommy winked at him and moved the three and five of hearts apart. You could cut the air with a knife, the tension was so high. Everyone watched Tommy as he picked his cards up and very slowly, almost painstakingly turned them over and laid them down face up.
‘4,6,7’
A straight!
The table erupted into gasps. Jimmy sank back in his chair, his eyes closed. Tommy reached out and scooped the pot.
“I think I win,” he said. He picked up the photograph of Mary and kissed it, “Welcome back darling,” he said teasing the others.
Jimmy opened his eyes, shaking his head.
“I don’t believe it,” he said. He’d wanted to win that picture so much.
“Well I did try telling you,” Bill said ”You need to listen to me a bit more little brother.”
“I thought he was bluffing.”
“He’d never let that photo go ever.”
The first of the aeroplanes engines started up, gaining their attention.
“All right lads playtime is over,” Captain Witherington with Wigmore joined them at the table, “To me gentlemen please as quickly as you can.”
He waited for the thirty or so pilots to group around him.
“We’ve received reports of an aerial convoy off the coast….” he spread out a map…”Here,” he pointed.
“How far away are they sir,” someone asked.
“Approximately fifty miles.”
“What are we up against.”
“They’re bombers. Presumably looking for targets of ours. I must warn you though gentlemen. They will probably have an escort of fighters. These will be your objectives….”
The pilots listened with excitement. The card game forgotten already. Captain Witherington briefed them, there was a buzz of excitement. The chance of some real action at last.
“Good luck gentlemen.”
Witherington saluted “Dismissed.”
The pilots of 225 squadron quickly made their way to their machines. Tommy Burke charged after the brothers calling out. Bill heard him first. The brothers stopped for him to catch up.
“Just wanted to make sure you were all right about that last hand.”
Jimmy offered his right hand which Tommy instantly shook.
“Of course, you won it fairly.
“Yes I did. It was a little bit dirty of me putting that photograph in. I know how the men look at her.”
“She’s a very beautiful woman,” Bill replied “You’re very lucky.”
“I know. I worry about her sometimes. While we’re over here I wonder if she’s safe. If those bastards are bombing where she works….”
“I’m sure she’s equally worried about you out here every day.”
The last of the Spitfires were started up.
“We’ll see you when we get back.”
“Keep that picture safe,” Jimmy said “Because when we get back I’m winning it from you.”
Tommy laughed and thumped him on the shoulder.
“No chance.”
Jimmy hugged his brother at his aeroplane.
“See you when we get back,” he said turning to climb the short ladder to the cockpit. He paused at the top to quickly wave at Bill and then crammed his flying hat onto his head and sat in the plane. He reached forward and flicked various switches and checked all the guages while doing up the harness. A member of groundcrew climbed the ladder and checked the harness for tightness and satisfied he gave Jimmy the thumbs up and descended the ladder. He went around to the front and gave the pilot the signal to start the engine. Jimmy flicked the ignition on and the crewman reached up and pulled the propeller down with all his might, stepping out of the way as he did so. The Rolls Royce Merlin engine roared into life. Jimmy held the plane on its footbrakes and the crewman whipped the triangular wooden chocks out from under its wheels. Jimmy eased the throttle back and the plane began to roll. The oil guage needle was flickering about and he tapped it with his fingers and it settled. Satisfied that everything was all right he began taxi-ing the small aircraft across the desert floor towards the smooth runway. He checked the windsock. It was barely moving, no breeze, almost perfect conditions for flying. The thirty aeroplanes all began taking off, some just seconds apart. Jimmy suddenly found himself alongside Don and Don waved as they took off together. Captain Witherington watched as each of the planes under his command took off. He watched as they disappeared slowly from his sight until all he could hear were the droning engines. Then they too disappeared and he looked around his silent airfield. A light breeze stirred up some dust and blew it across the runway, the windsock still barely moving. A large piece of dry tumbleweed blew across the sand in front of him. All there was left to do now was to wait. He looked across at two Spitfires parked up, waiting for parts and a service. His days of flying long over now. Witherington sat at the card table. The cards were still there and he picked them up and shuffled them. Then in no hurry he dealt himself a game of patience.

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

The German Junkers were flying in formation over the desert. The pilots preferred to fly at night under cover of darkness but problems with supply shipments meant that they had to take off as soon as they could. Based on the Italian island of Sicily they would run down the Mediterranean to Gabes in Tunisia, make a drop and then continue down the coast before returning to Sicily. The Junkers carried a crew of five.
* * *
Bill Smith’s Spitfire V was at the head of the squadron and he was the first of the British pilots to spot the German convoy ahead. He clipped his mask over his face and flicked the radio switch.
“All right boys this is it. Our target is two thousand yards. We won’t expect any return fire if we take them by surprise but watch out for fighters. They won’t be far away. Now report in and good luck.”
One by one the planes called out their positions. Bill could hear the excitement in Jimmy’s voice. Tommy kissed the photograph of Mary and placed it over his instrument panel. He did this every time he flew. He felt that this was what kept him alive, to know that she was watching over him.
Bill Smith now banked his Spitfire to begin climbing to gain height for their attack. He checked his rear view mirror to make sure the others were following. They would fly around and come at their enemy broadside giving them a larger target to do more damage.
* * *
In the lead Junkers pilot Lerndorfer Kubermann looked nervously out to his right.
“What is it?” his co-pilot Gert Hunse asked him.
Kubermann continued to study the sky.
“Lerndorfer?” Hunse called.
Kubermann watched for a further few moments and seeing nothing he turned back.
“It’s nothing. I thought I saw fighter planes for a moment but I didn’t see them again.”
Hunse leaned forward to look past his crew mate. He couldn’t see anything either.
“We’re getting a new batch of ME109’s. Maybe you saw some of them,” Hunse said.
“Hopefully you are right,” Kubermann replied checking the surrounding sky again.
* * *
Bill Smith pushed forward on the joystick and his Spitfire V went into a perfect dive. He watched his airspeed indicator as it passed three hundred miles per hour. Three times the speed of the German Junkers. He levelled out at three hundred and twenty five feet and closed for the kill.
Kubermann heard him coming. He looked out of his side window to see the flashes from the Spitfire’s machine guns. Moments later they struck his plane. The bullets ripped through the wooden and canvas sides ricocheting horribly as they struck steel girders. The attacking Spitfire banked and screamed past the Junkers, turning directly in front of it.
Kubermann was frantically shouting into his radio, calling for assistance. His eyes widened when he heard the response. The nearest German fighters were twenty five miles away!
The other Spitfires tore in now, bullets eating into German aircraft.
“We’re sitting ducks up here!” Kubermann screamed into his headset.
The answer came back again.
“The nearest fighters to your position are twenty five miles from your location. They are being scrambled. Long live the Fuhrer!”
Kubermann tore his mask away.
“The Fuhrer can kiss my behind. We are on our own boys,” he said to his crew.
“Do you want me to tell that to the others?” Hunse asked.
“No. Just that help is on its way.”
Hunse did as he was told.
“They will arrive far too late to save us,” Kubermann said sourly, watching the Spitfires flying in a circle.
Bill Smith brought his Spitfire round keeping his eye on the Junkers. The heavy German planes were flying much slower than the British fighters so all Bill could do was strafe and run. The best way to bring a plane down was from behind. Bill brought his Spitfire round in a complete circle and opened fire at the first plane he could target. He could see the red hot tracer as it found its mark and Bill was pleased to see, as he banked, a plume of black smoke trail from one of the German engines.
The third run brought a Junkers critical damage. It began losing height and suddenly exploded in mid air. The English pilots cheered the first casualty. Pieces of burning debris rained down from the sky. The German pilots were changing direction constantly to try to avoid the British firepower but the heavy transporters were too cumbersome to respond quickly enough.
* * *
By the time the first of the Messerschmitt’s arrived twenty minutes later they witnessed a scene of total carnage. The British Spitfires were buzzing about like angry bees amongst the much bigger Junkers. Of the transporters most were damaged, many were trailing black smoke, some were on fire and some were literally dropping out of the sky and crashing into the desert.
Jimmy was about to fire another burst at a Junkers when bullets ripped down the side of his Spitfire.
“Hey who the hell just fired at me?” he screamed into his headset for of course mistakes did happen. He looked into his rear view mirror.
“Hey that looks like a Messerschmitt.”
“ENEMY FIGHTERS! ENEMY FIGHTERS!” Tommy Burke was frantically shouting.
Now the battle was joined.
“Stay in amongst the transporters,” Bill said “Don’t let yourselves be drawn off. They’ll be reluctant to hit their own side.”
“Oh God! I’ve got one on my tail,” Jimmy screamed as he turned this way and that trying to shake off the German fighter. Finally he turned quickly and in the same instant sent his plane into a dive which shook the Luftwaffe pilot off.
“Phew that was close,” he said looking out to both sides expecting to see black smoke and flames.
“I’m hit,” he said “But I don’t think it’s bad.”
Bill had recognised his brothers voice.
“Are you able to continue?”
“Affirmative.”
Bill nodded to himself.
He never gave his brother preferential treatment over any of the others. He banked his Spitfire, couldn’t find a fighter to target and opened up on a Junkers. The spray of bullets was devastating to the slow transporter and Bill grinned as he saw flames from one of the engines. As Jimmy passed the Junkers it exploded. He was so close to it that the blast rocked his plane out of control and sent him into a dive. Jimmy fought frantically with his controls. To his horror he saw another transporter only yards in front and he instantly knew he couldn’t avoid it. Instinctively he threw his hands up in front of his face. The right wing of his Spitfire sliced three quarters of the way through the body of the Junkers just in front of its tail. Jimmy’s plane went into a spinning, vertical dive. He fought desperately to gain control and with difficulty he managed to slow the spin. Looking out to the side dread filled him as he saw that his right wing was missing. Knowing that he had no chance of saving his Spitfire Jimmy reached for his harness fastener. He would bale out as soon as he could. It was stuck. He tried it again. He pulled at the belts across his shoulders. Still stuck. He told himself not to panic. He would try the belts again in a moment. The spinning was starting to make him feel sick. He reached for the canopy release, fumbling with it because of the spinning.
The Rolls Royce Merlin engine burst into flames.
Jimmy saw it and panic set in. He tore frantically at the belts that were trapping him.
“Oh God! Oh God!”
He tried the canopy again but couldn’t find the release handle. The two small windscreens in front of him both shattered and the smoke from the fire began filling the cockpit, choking him.
“Oh God! Bill! Bill!” he was screaming for his brother. But Bill didn’t hear him.
Bill was on the tail of a Messerschmitt, his guns blazing red hot bullets at the enemy fighters tail which was already shattered from numerous hits. The German pilot struggling to stay in control. Then the tail snapped off and the Messerschmitt went into a fast spin. The G-Forces making it impossible for the pilot to escape. The spinning ME109 collided with another Messerschmitt and they both exploded. Bill saw it as he banked. He watched the burning debris fall to earth.
“Does that count as two?” he asked into his radio.
“Good shooting,” Bill heard Don Foster’s voice over the radio.
“How are we doing out there boys?” Bill asked.
“Oh shit. I’ve got one on my tail,” Jack Meadows called out.
Bill Smith could see jack’s Spitfire. It was being tailed by not one but two Messerschmitt ME109’s. Bill pushed forward on his joystick.
“Hold on Jack I’m on my way.”
“Hurry Bill I can’t seem to shake them off. I’m going to….”
His voice was cut off by the whine of bullets.
“Jack! Jack!” Bill could see his friends plane had been hit. Jack slowly put his flying mask back over his face. He could taste blood in his mouth. The last burst of German machine gun fire had ripped holes in his Spitfires body. His canopy windows had been smashed. The force had knocked his mask off and flying glass had cut his face and neck. His left leg was in pain and it felt heavy. Slowly he reached down with his hand and felt around his knee. He brought his hand up in front of his face. It was covered in blood. His blood! He tried putting his left foot on the foot pedal to control the wing flaps but he found he couldn’t put enough pressure on it to move them sufficiently to escape the enemy fighters. Bill Smith sighted the stricken Spitfire and the two ME109’s and he honed in on them. The first of the fighters sprayed Jack’s Spitfire with a huge burst of machine gun bullets and then peeled off just as Bill caught up. He closed in on the rear German fighter. The German pilot unaware grinned as he closed in for the kill. The Englishman was a sitting duck. The German put his finger on the fire button and stopped as bullets spattered up both sides of his aircraft. He checked his mirror and could see the Spitfire behind him. Angry blobs of red metal eating the distance between them as more bullets chewed up his planes body. He took evasive action and rolled his Messerschmitt away to the left. Jack Meadows could see in his mirror that the attack had been called off.
“They’ve gone Jack.”
“Thanks Bill. I took some damage.”
“You’ve got smoke coming from your engine.”
“I’m pretty shot up. I’ve taken one in the left leg. Can’t put any pressure on it. It’s not bleeding too bad. I’m hoping it’s missed the artery. Hurts like hell though.”
“Get yourself back to base Jack. You’re done here.”
Jack heard the words and despite the pain he was in and the damage done to his Spitfire he didn’t want to leave his friends and comrades in the fight.
These men lived together, they fought together, they would die together.
“Your engine is smoking,” Bill repeated “Now get yourself out of here.”
“Roger that,” Jack said. He gave one final machine gun burst at a fighter that flew across his path and pushed his stick forward to lose altitude. Once at distance he looked back at the air battle. The larger bombers flying on in straight lines while the small fighters buzzed about them like angry wasps. Black trails of smoke hung in the air. He saw a Junkers literally fall apart in two pieces. The parts falling slowly to earth.
Tommy Burke was on the tail of not one but two Messerschmitts. They were both weaving from side to side trying to avoid him. So far he hadn’t fired at them. Suddenly they broke knowing Tommy couldn’t follow them both. He stayed with the one that banked left. The German plane straightened up and Tommy closed in for the kill. He didn’t see the second one, which had performed a huge circle in the sky and now straightened up and came at him.
Head on!
Tommy opened fire on the fighter he was tailing. He saw one side of the German plane rip up as his bullets hit home. The plane banked away and Tommy froze as he saw the Messerschmitt coming straight at him.
Almost as if in slow motion. Almost as if in a dream. Tommy saw the flash from the enemy machine guns. Time seemed to stand still for a moment. Tommy could hear only silence, then he heard his heartbeat, faster and faster. The small windows around him shattered and the bullets thumped into his chest, winding him.
The Messerschmitt veered away with a second to spare.
Tommy knew he was hit. Knew he was dying. He tried to draw a deep breath, tried to speak into his headset but couldn’t. He wanted to say goodbye to his friends.
Strangely Tommy felt no pain. Just a heaviness that he couldn’t understand. He tried to lift his fingers to feel his chest but they were too heavy and he couldn’t move them. He felt giddy, light headed, tired. He hadn’t drawn a breath in nearly a minute. The tiredness was overwhelming now and all he wanted to do was close his eyes. Slowly his head dipped forward onto his chest. His hands slipped off the joystick and his Spitfire began a very long, slow, descent to earth. Bill Smith saw a Spitfire flying on in a straight line, losing height.
He called out to it.
No reply.
He called again.
“Does anyone know whose plane that is?”
“It looks like Tommy Burke,” came over the radio.
“Tommy! Tommy! Are you receiving?”
No answer.
“Did anyone see if he was hit?”
“His plane looked pretty shot up Bill.”
A Messerschmitt blasted right across Bill’s nose. So close he felt he could have reached out and touched it. Bill looked for Tommy’s Spitfire again but couldn’t see it anymore.
“Has anyone seen my brother?”
No reply.
“Jimmy. Jimmy.”
Only static came back.
Then there was a sudden.
“Whoohoo!”
“Hey did you see that?”
“Who’s doing all the yelling?”
“Squadron leader they’re Americans.”
Bill studied a plane as it whooshed past him. He saw the white stars on its wings.
“Thought you boys could do with a little help,” an American accent was heard over the airways.
“I notice you’ve turned up now all the hard work is done,” Bill said genuinely happy to see the Americans.
“Looks like you boys have been in the thick of it.”
“I’ve lost nearly half of my squadron to those damned fighters.”
“Hey leave it to us. You boys have a safe trip home.”
“Boys let’s call it a day. We’re heading home.”
Bill turned his plane to head back. Now away from the battle, alone in the silence he was able to think about his friends. Looking out to either side he could see how few of them were left.
* * *
On the way back to base Bill Smith spotted another aircraft. His heart leapt at first. Could it possibly be his brother. Bill left the pack to investigate. He soon realised that the other plane was small. A small reconnaissance plane. What’s more it was German. It was the Fieseler Storch that had been spotted before. Anger welled in him when he saw the enemy insignia. He knew that the small single engined plane could not return fire. Bill increased his speed and zoomed past the German plane. A maniacal grin spread across his face. He wanted the enemy to see him, to know that death was coming. They’d seen him all right. What was more the ’Bastard’ in the passenger seat was trying to signal him. The faces of his friends flashed before his eyes. Tommy Burke, his little brother Jimmy.
Bill watched the passenger as he flashed Morse code with a torch out of the window. Though Bill saw the signals they weren’t registering in his brain. He absently read them as he flew alongside the plane before peeling off for a turn. Alfred Dennis saw the Spitfire go.
“You definitely told him that there are English P.O.W.’s on board?”
Kleber nodded.
“Exactly as you said.”
“Then where is he going. Johnny keep an eye on him. Tell me what he’s doing. We’re sitting ducks up here.”
Alf looked accusingly at Kleber. Kleber read what was behind the Englishman’s eyes.
“I signalled exactly as you said. I have no wish to die here today.”
Alf kept his eyes on Kleber, truly believing him.
“Johnny what’s he doing?”
“He’s gone round in a big arc Alf. Now he’s straightened up. He’s right behind us. Shit Alf! He’s coming and coming fast.”
Alf tried to remain calm.
“What do I do?”
“The moment he fires, if he fires, push forward on the stick and drop five hundred feet.”
The Spitfire screamed in and Alf pushed the joystick forward and sent the small Storch into a dive. The little plane touched top speed. They were lucky. Bill was late in firing and the burst from his guns flew harmlessly through the air.
“Level out! Level out!” Kleber said “Too long at this speed and the engine could blow.”
Alf pulled back on the controls and the engine went into a drone as the Storch climbed again.
“There must be some way of getting through to him that we’re friendly. Aren’t you usually protected by fighters.”
“Sometimes. Sometimes not. The General wanted to keep a low profile on this mission. But if I may remind you, you did steal my aeroplane.”
“Well it may have all been for nothing if we can’t get this bloody idiot to understand. Johnny….!” Alf shouted over his shoulder. “What’s he doing now.”
“I can’t actually see him Alf,” Johnny said frantically looking for the Spitfire.
“Is he still above us?”
“I can’t see him. Shit Alf, he could be anywhere.”
Kleber tapped Alf on the shoulder and pointed ahead. Alf looked but all he could see were mountains. Kleber pointed again and Alf saw the Spitfire so well camouflaged against the backdrop. It looked tiny against the brown slopes. The mountains were in part sun, part shade.
Alf tried zigzagging across the sky but the faster much more maneuverable fighter caught them easily. Bill waited patiently on the tail, following Alf’s every move. Alf finally conceded.
“I can’t shake him off.”
The three men waited for the Spitfire to finish them off when Alf suddenly started laughing. Johnny looked at him as if he were mad. Kleber sat silently, resigned.
“What the hell is so funny?” The young Englishman asked.
“Everything we’ve been through and this is how it ends. Shot down by one of our own.”
Kleber laughed also.
“Bad for you two. At least I’m being shot down by the enemy.”
Bill followed the Fieseler Storch until he was absolutely sure that it wouldn’t, couldn’t escape him this time.”
“This is for you Jimmy,” he said squeezing the trigger. His machine guns exploded. The red hot projectiles eating up the distance between the aircraft.
“NOW!” Kleber shouted reacting to the sound of the rat-tat-tat.
Alf turned the plane but far too late. The bullets shredded the Storch’s tail before ripping up the bodywork. Instantly the Fieseler began to twist and buck. Alf now unable to control her. Bill fired again. This time the bullets hit the engine surround and black oil splashed out covering most of the front of the plane. Alf now had a very limited view from the oil smeared windows. The Fieseler Storch’s oil pressure gone, the plane started to dive. The altimiter spinning round and round
Bill followed and fired once more.
The guns clicked.
Bill tried again.
The guns were out of ammunition.
Bill pulled up and turned, shaking his fist at the Storch. The smaller plane was losing height. It was travelling much slower than the Spitfire could. If Bill slowed to keep pace his Merlin engine would stall. He looked at his fuel gauge. It was nearing the quarter full mark. He had spent longer flying than he should. He broke off the attack and headed home disappointed that he couldn’t stay and watch the German’s demise.
Inside the Fieseler Storch’s cockpit Alf and Kleber were trying the impossible. Kleber was trying to hold the joystick while Alf clambered out of the seat. But the bucking of the plane made it extremely difficult. Alf got thrown back into the seat again and as Kleber held on Alf looked out of the front window and realised it was too late. They were only feet from the ground.
“Brace yourselves,” he shouted.
Johnny who was already on the floor pushed his feet into the back of the passenger seat. Kleber threw himself into the passenger seat and scrabbled for the seat belts.
“You’ll have to pull up just as we hit to try to soften the impact!” Kleber yelled at Alf.
Instincts had already told Alf this. Just some gut feeling that that was the right thing to do. He wanted to let go of the controls and cross his arms in front of his chest but knew to pull up was their only chance.
The propeller had slowed drastically and Alf tested the controls. They were sluggish and he now knew they were doomed. Looking ahead he could see the ground rising up to meet them. To his surprise it wasn’t coming as quickly as he thought it would.
But come it did!
The ground came rushing up and Alf tried to time his pulling on the stick with the first contact with the desert. The wheels hit the rough terrain and jolted them inside, throwing them about. Alf pulled up on the controls with no response. The plane bounced into the air and crashed down heavily again. Johnny and Kleber were thrown forward. Johnny slumping to the floor, Kleber landing back in his seat, motionless. Alf held on for dear life.
This time the Fieseler Storch bit deep into the desert. The front went down, the tail came up. The propellers snapped off. The Fieseler Storch cart wheeled along the desert, tearing itself to pieces before coming to a stop.
Alf had been thrown forward before landing back in his seat as everything went black.

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

The tyres skidded to a stop and tiny stones skittered to either side. The Jeep’s driver and three passengers jumped out of their vehicle and surveyed the scene. The small aeroplane was on its roof. It was German. Its markings still clearly visible under all the dust covering it. The wreckage was scattered over a quarter of a mile.
The Jeeps driver sergeant Harry Doyle whistled through his teeth at the wreckage.
“Sarge,” one of his men spoke.
Doyle looked across the desert at the other vehicles. They were part of the Long Range Desert Group. An elite group of men linked to the S.A.S.
“What do you want us to do Sarge?” Albert Simmonds asked again.
“Look for anything salvageable, anything we can use. Water, food, fuel, anything. This didn’t crash that long ago so there may be something. Oh and by the way….” he said as his men had started to move off. They stopped.
“….The crew may still be in there. So be warned it may not be pretty.”
“Sarge!” they all chorused.
“Just grab anything useful,” Harry repeated. He took his Sten gun off his shoulder and placed it on the bonnet of the jeep. He put his back to the vehicle and began to roll a cigarette.
Bert Simmonds and Alan “Dougie” Thomas surveyed the wreckage. The fourth man, George Potts, followed the trail of wreckage searching for anything of use. He kicked pieces of debris, prodding bigger bits with his toe. He reached the end of the trail and looked toward the direction the plane had obviously come. There was nothing else in the desert to indicate what had happened. The German pilot must have just crashed simple as that. George looked back at the plane. Then he eased himself out of his trousers and relieved himself. He shook himself when finished and then slowly made his way back to the wreck. Bert and Dougie picked their way over the ruined aircraft. Bert bent down to inspect a petrol can. The sand around it had recently been wet and when he picked the can up petrol trickled from a bullet hole in its side.
“I think we may have found what brought her down,” he said putting his finger in the hole to show Doug.
Doug lifted up a large piece of ripped canvas revealing the planes skeleton sides. It was riddled with bullet holes. He peered through a gash. On the floor which was in fact the roof he could see spent bullets.
“Someone shot the hell out of her.”
Bert nodded.
“She didn’t just crash then. Or run out of fuel.”
“Let’s take a look inside.”
Bert followed Doug. They had to get down onto their knees to look in through the smashed windows.
“They’re in there all right.”
Bert got to his feet and shouted across at Harry Doyle.
“The crew are still inside Sarge.”
“Any of them still alive?”
“No don’t think so. No signs of movement. Couldn’t see exactly how many. At least three I think.”
Doyle puffed on his cigarette.
“Leave them where they are. The Germans can bury them if they want to,” Doyle said now walking towards the wrecked plane, “Just quickly search it and return to the Jeep.”
Doug pulled open the passenger door with difficulty. It was stuck at first and he had to put a foot on the bodywork and yank it. The first thing he came across was the inert form of Kleber. He had a large bruise to his forehead. Doug put two fingers inside Kleber’s collar and felt for a pulse.
Nothing!
Kleber was cold. Doug had to pull him roughly about to be able to see past him. He could see a pair of legs sticking out from behind the passenger seat, which had been ripped from the floor and now lay upended on the plane’s roof. The other body was laying face down, its legs tangled in amongst the debris. Doug turned at the door as Doyle approached.
“Anything?”
“No they’re all dead. I don’t think there’s anything we can salvage.”
Doyle peered in through the door.
“Have you checked them over?”
“Just the first one there. They’re definitely dead Sarge.”
“Anything else to report?”
“No Sarge.”
“Sure?”
“Like what Sarge?”
“Like why two of them are wearing British uniforms.”
“Are they Sarge?” Doug pushed past Doyle to look back inside the wreckage. They both looked up as they heard another vehicle approaching.
“It’s the Major,” Doug said.
“What! Oh shit! Let me do all the talking, okay.”
The Jeep pulled up with a squealing of brakes. Major John Rushton jumped out and rushed up to Doug and Harry.
“You’re taking your time Sargeant. You were supposed to just search the wreckage.”
Doyle saluted.
“Yes sir. But we’ve found something.”
“What,” Rushton asked smoothing his fingers over his black bushy moustache.
“Well sir it looks like there may have been two spies on board.”
Both of Rushtons eyebrows went up.”
“Spies! What makes you think that?”
“Two of the men in there are wearing British uniforms.”
Rushton looked inside the door.
“Well better get them out of there Sargeant. Look for clues. Documents, maps, anything.”
“Yes sir,” Doyle turned to Doug “Drag them out of the wreckage. Come on. Go! Go!” he yelled clapping his hands at his men.
Bert and Doug grabbed one of Kleber’s legs each and pulled him from the plane. They laid him on the desert floor. All could see that he was dead. His eyes stared up at them, lifeless.
When they grabbed hold of Alf a groan escaped his lips.
“Did you hear that?” Bert asked “’Ere this one’s still alive.”
“Get him out quickly,” Rushton ordered.
They lay Alf next to Kleber.
“Check his injuries.”
Alf lay on his back, his head was pounding. His eyes were rolling from side to side. He tried to focus them as faces appeared above him. They were talking foreign, it sounded foreign, no wait! It could be English but their words were slow and distorted.
“Give him some water.”
Doyle did as the Major ordered. He took his own water bottle and held it to Alf’s lips. The water trickled into Alf’s mouth. At first he swallowed the flow, then as he couldn’t keep up he gagged on it, coughing it back up. Doyle reached into Alf’s shirt and pulled the dog tags out to inspect.
“Alfred Dennis Royal Engineers,” Doyle looked up at Rushton.
“This one’s alive also,” Bert and Doug pulled Johnny Larder out. Though unconscious his chest heaved up and down. Rushton picked up the telephone receiver in his Jeep.
“Get a medical orderly over here now.”
He watched the other vehicles far away and he saw Corporal Luke Downing jump into action, get behind the wheel and swing the Jeep around and head towards him. It only took Downing a few minutes to reach them. He pulled up, jumped out of the drivers seat, walked round to the passenger side and took his medical kit from the passenger seat. He saluted Rushton smartly.
“Never mind all that,” Rushton spoke “These two men here urgently need your attention. Begin with the unconscious one. We’ll keep a watch on this one. The other one is dead.”
Downing got down onto his knees next to Larder. He put his fingers on Johnny’s wrist and counted his pulse. He then placed his ear on Johnny’s chest and listened to his breathing. He opened Johnny’s shirt and felt all around the chest and abdomen. He opened the eyes and looked into them. Then he checked over the fresh scarring on Larder’s face and neck.
“Private John Larder Royal Engineers,” Doyle said taking Johnny’s dog tags from around his neck.
Rushton looked from the two Englishmen, to the German, to the plane.
“What the hell’s going on Sir?” Doyle asked his Major.
“I don’t know. But I intend to find out. How are you doing Corporal?”
Downing had moved on to Alf.
“That one seems well. I think he has a concussion. I won’t know until he comes round Sir. We’ll have to keep him like that,” Downing turned back to Alf “Now then chum let’s have a look at you.”
Alf looked at the man staring down at him. He couldn’t understand the words being said so he focused on the mouth. He tried to lip read but most of what was being said to him was lost. His head was killing him and he reached up with a shaky hand to touch it. He regretted it instantly. Pain shot down one side of his neck. Gently Alf let his arm fall back down. There was now a terrific ringing in his ears. He once again focused on the mouth in front of him. He still couldn’t understand the words. Downing smiled at him and Alf tried a weak smile back. He now knew he was in the company of friends. Downing continued his examination. He opened Alf’s shirt and whistled.
“Sir this man has been shot recently,” Downing showed them the healed bullet wound.
To Downing’s concern Alf’s eyes closed. He quickly checked the breathing and pulse.
“Is he dead?” Rushton asked.
“No just sleeping. He’s had a big knock to the head. It will make him want to sleep.”
“Can we move him?”
“Yes I don’t see why not. I don’t think his injuries are life threatening. Looking at this wound I’d say we’ve got a fighter here.”
“Thank you Corporal. Just keep him alive long enough for me to talk to him.”
“Sir the other one’s coming round.”
Johnny lay on his back blinking his eyes. He started to sit up and was helped. Rushton stood directly in front of him.
“Can you hear me?”
“Yes,” Johnny nodded.
“Are you able to stand?”
“Yes I think so.”
“Help him up.”
Hands helped Johnny to his feet.
“It says on your dog tags that your name is Private John Larder of the Royal Engineers. Is that correct?”
“Yes,” Johnny said rubbing the back of his neck.
“I am Major John Rushton of the Long Range Desert Group. This is Sergeant Doyle.”
“Sir,” Johnny tried to salute, swayed and almost fell.
“That’s all right Private there is no need to salute. Who is the other fellow with you?”
“Sergeant Alfred Dennis Royal Engineers Sir.”
“Who is your commanding officer?”
“Colonel Harold Sharp Sir.”
Johnny looked across at Alf, his eyes widened.
“Is he going to be all right?”
“He’s fine. Just got the stuffing knocked out of him. You’ve had a very bad crash. The other fellow with you is dead. Can you tell me anything about him?”
Johnny’s throat was dry.
“Could I have some water please Sir.”
A bottle was offered. Johnny took a long swig. He wiped his hand across the back of his mouth.
“Thank you.”
“Private. Johnny. If I may call you that.”
“Of course Sir.”
“My name is also John. You may call me it when answering or don’t call me anything for the moment. You don’t need to answer every question with Sir,” Rushton smiled “Understood.”
“Yes Sir. Sorry Sir.”
“Now try and think clearly about what has happened. I know you’ve had a bump to your head.”
“My head hurts like hell Sir. Sorry didn’t mean to call you Sir.”
“That’s all right. We’ll get you something for your headache in a moment. Now Johnny about the other chap.”
“He’s a German,” Larder looked at Kleber “Is he dead?”
Rushton nodded. Larder looked into Rushtons eyes.”
Rushton shook his head.
“No. He was dead when we found him. We are not in the habit of murdering people Private!”
“No of course not Sir. I meant no offence.”
“None taken. Now about the German.”
“His name is Gottfried Kleber. It was his plane. He is the pilot.”
“What were the two of you doing flying in a German aeroplane with a German pilot?”
“I think I’m going to be sick.”
Johnny leaned over and vomited in the sand. He felt terrible.
“I’m sorry.”
Downing helped clean Larders face.
“Sir I really think he needs to rest. If this could wait a while.”
Despite Rushton’s burning to continue the interrogation he reluctantly agreed.
“Very well,” he said desperately wanting to continue “Very well give him a shot to help him sleep.”
Downing prepared a syringe.
“Here this will help you sleep.”
“Johnny please answer the question.”
“Which one sir?”
“What were you doing in the plane?”
“That’s easy Sir. We stole it.”
“What! Stole it? Stole it from where? How?”
Johnny’s eyes were starting to close. He couldn’t keep them open. When he tried to answer his words were slurred.
“Damn it!”
“He won’t be of much use to you for a few hours now sir.”
“Damn I need answers,” Rushton puffed out his chest and then exhaled loudly.
“Very well. Load and strap them in the back of a Jeep. We’ll move back to our base.”
“Aye Sir. Simmonds, Thomas, Potts, you heard the man. Let’s get them loaded and ready to move.”
“Sir. They all jumped into action. Eager to please their Major.”
“What about him?” Doyle asked jerking his thumb at Kleber.
“Get a shovel.”
Rushton got back into his Jeep. Doyle saluted and Rushton sped off alone. Bert waited until the Major was safely away.
“We have to bury him sir?”
“Once you’ve done what you’re doing now,” Doyle took a cigarette out of his pocket, put it in his mouth and lit it, “And remove all his personal effects.”
* * *
During the remainder of that day and through the night the convoy of vehicles of the Long Range Desert Group moved through the desert back to their base camp. Hundreds of questions were filling Rushtons mind. What he’d heard already, unbelievable.
’German aeroplane and pilot stolen! Stolen? From where? Stolen and then shot down. No air bases for many, many miles from the crash site. My group just happening across it. Two Englishmen inside the plane. Miraculously the two that survived. Both Englishmen already severely injured. None of it makes sense’
His head was buzzing.
He looked up at the starry sky and saw Orion’s belt. The Egyptian God Osiris. It was freezing in the open top Jeep despite his extra jacket and scarf around his neck. The cold wind making his eyes water was the only thing keeping him awake and it was a very tired Major John Rushton of the S.A.S who crawled into his own bed that night.
* * *
Having snatched only a few hours sleep he was awake again just after dawn. Doyle entered the tent with hot black coffee.
“Here you go Sir.”
“Thanks Harry,” Rushton said slurping the hot liquid. They had all got used to coffee without milk or sugar. Coffee that tasted of petrol. The whole of the allied forces in North Africa were drinking it.
“Did you sleep well?” Rushton asked.
“Not really. Did you?”
“No.”
Rushton poured himself a basin of clean water and began washing his face.
“Have you checked on the two Engineers?”
“Both awake last time I looked.”
Rushton reached for a towel and quickly dried his face.
“Why the hell didn’t you tell me?”
“Sir I’ve only just been told that you were awake.”
“Well then why the hell didn’t you bloody wake me.”
“Sorry Sir I thought you should rest. I’ve posted guards on them so that no one talks to them.”
Rushton simmered down at this.
“Very well,” he cleared his throat “Very well Harry thank you. I don’t want anyone talking to them except me. Theoretically they are under house arrest. They could still turn out to be spies or deserters. We don’t know yet. I want them closely watched until I can speak to them.”
Much as he wanted to speak to the two right away Rushton knew they had to be fed while he himself had delivery reports to deal with. He took his coffee and stepped outside his tent. It was still cold, the sky to the East bright, twilight to the West. The vehicles used the day before were being refuelled. Men holding cans of petrol to the fuel necks. He wandered across to the nearest Jeep and spoke to the maintenance men. The smell of petrol was overpowering. All of the vehicles reeked of it, from the many spills that covered the bodywork.
One man had removed, cleaned, serviced and was now replacing a Vickers ’K’ machine gun. These were mounted on the backs of the Jeeps, they stood above the heads of the Jeeps inhabitants and had a 360 degree turning circle, were very lightweight and good for bringing down enemy aircraft. Bren guns were mounted on the front.
Rushton had four such Jeeps at his disposal. He also had threee trucks and fifty men. He left the first of the Jeeps and quickly examined the others.
Albert Simmonds, George Potts and Dougie Thomas were recovering supplies that had been dropped by transporters the afternoon before. The sacks and canisters, most of them still attached to their parachutes, were scattered over a wide area. Once gathered there was not enough room to store anything so the majority of it stayed in its containers and was piled near the supply tent. Each had a label attached to it describing the goods inside.
“Hey,” Bert said as they handled a large packet “This one contains sausages.”
“Sausages?” from George.
“Sausages,” Bert repeated.
“I haven’t had sausages for ages,” Dougie said licking his lips at the parcel.
“I’ll bet they’re thick pork sausages,” Bert said feeling his stomach rumble.
“Big, thick, juicy, succulent, glistening pork sausages with a hint of seasoning, sizzling in a pan, bursting out of their skins, tender….”
“That’s enough you two,” Doug said “You’re enough to make a man sick.”
“Think of those poor bastards on the front line who don’t get food like this.”
“Yeah right. Glad I joined the L.R.D.G. “
“’Ere look out the Major’s coming. Better shut up and get on with it.”
“Good morning gentlemen,” Rushton said in a friendly voice.
“Good morning Sir,” The three replied pretending to have just seen him. They saluted smartly. Rushton returned the salute.
“At ease. How’s it going?”
“Not too bad Sir,” Bert always seemed to find himself to be the spokesman of the three, “Because the drop was made late afternoon and the light wasn’t too bad the pilots were pretty much able to target the drop zone. Our supplies weren’t spread too much.”
“Good. Well don’t let me keep you from your work.”
The three saluted again and Rushton returned it once again.
“What’s in that canister?”
“Sausages Sir.”
“Sausages eh! Lovely.”
“Sir,” they saluted again as he left.
“He’s not so bad you know,” Bert said to his comrades when Rushton was safely out of earshot.
“He’s all right.”
“Have you ever met the Colonel?”
“Yes he’s all right too.”
“I’m liking the way this war’s turning out,“ Bert said.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean we have a good job. We go out with a blank sheet of paper and chart everything we see. Sometimes hundreds of miles from the front line. We always receive good supplies. I’ve promised myself that I’m coming out of this man’s war alive and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”.
George Potts pointed at him.
“Don’t jinx yourself. You’ve just tempted fate.”
Bert shuddered.
“Why did you say that?” he made the sign of the cross in front of himself “You’ve no right to say that.”
George slapped him on the back.
“I’m just fooling with you.”
“Well don’t it’s not funny.”
“I thought it was.”
“Well it’s not.”
“What do you think Doug?”
“I think you two should stop talking so much crap and help me with this.”
They chuckled. Friends again.

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

Alfred Dennis stood smartly to attention in the command tent pre-warned that Major John Rushton was about to enter. Sergeant Harry Doyle of the Long Range Desert Group standing behind Alf and slightly to the right.
The tent flap sighed open and Rushton entered. He stepped neatly around his desk and stood directly in front of the Engineer. Alf clicked his heels neatly together and gave Rushton his best salute. Rushton returned the salute as equals.
“Good morning Sergeant Dennis please take a seat,” Rushton smiled, his manner friendly, as he gestured to the chair behind Alf.
“Thank you Sir,” But Alf waited until Rushton had sat first. He also noticed that the Major wasn’t armed but Doyle behind him was carrying a side arm, which warned Alf to be careful.
“May I ask a question Sir?”
This caught Rushton off guard.
“Yes.”
“Am I…. We under arrest Sir?”
Rushton studied him for amoment, then he decided honesty was the best tact.
“Sergeant Dennis you and private Larder were found in a crashed German aeroplane with a dead German pilot one hundred and twenty five miles from where your unit was stationed and when we found you we heard an amazing story of escape and hijacking….”
“It’s true Sir.”
“The purpose of this today is to determine the facts.”
“I’ve given you the facts Sir…. I know they were only brief….”
“Sergeant Dennis,” Rushton raised his voice, his face flushed with anger. Doyle started to come forward but Rushton shook his head.
“It is up to me to decide if what you tell me is the truth. For all I know you may be a deserter.”
Alf jumped up out of his seat.
“That’s not true Sir. We are not….”
Doyle came forward and grabbed Alf by the arms, restraining him.
“Sergeant Dennis. It is my duty to remind you that we serve in the king’s army and that we are gentlemen. Please try to act like one. This insubordination is wholly unacceptable. If you continue to behave in this manner I shall have no alternative to place you under arrest and refer you to a higher command for trial.”
Alf went limp in Doyle’s arms. The fight gone out of him now.”
“I’m sorry Sir. I’ve just been through a lot lately.”
“That’s no excuse. Try to act like a professional.”
“I’m sorry Sir.”
Doyle released his grip.
“We have all been through a lot sergeant. Doyle here has recently lost his brother. My home in Coventry was recently bombed. My wife and children barely got out alive. It was two months before I found out.”
Alf stood humbled.
“Now please retake your seat.”
Alf sat.
“I’m trying to help you. I am not your executioner sergeant. No. You will hang yourself unless you tell me what I need to know.”
“Where shall I begin Sir?”
“In the beginning.”
’Where shall I start,” Alf was asking himself “Does he want to know about my parents, grandparents? They were just ordinary people. My father served in the navy but he died when I was small. Ordinary lives. Nothing much to tell.’ Alf decided to tell Rushton about himself. ’If he wants to know the rest he’ll ask.’
“Before the war I was a carpenter. None of my family before, had been. I was just naturally talented. Then of course like many I was called up for national service, did my basic training. Then I was enlisted into the Royal Engineers because of my skills. I first saw action in North Africa as part of the eighth army. My unit was sent to Matmata here in Tunisia to repair a heavily damaged road. You see, a column of Valentine tanks had left the road because of its condition and driven through a Wadi when it had started raining. It rained hard through October and the tanks had become bogged down. My unit and I were sent in to repair the road and aid the stricken tanks if possible. We arrived in the town and almost instantly found two dead German infantrymen with their throats cut shoved down a well. We quizzed a local who told us that a group of British had passed through and found the two Germans. We were told they wore uniforms with S.A.S on them. I assume that it was members of your team,” Alf said smiling.
Rushton stared back coldly.
“I’m afraid I couldn’t possibly comment. Do go on.”
The cold hostility shook Alf.
‘What the hell does he want from me? Aren’t we fighting for the same side?’
“Well shortly after the S.A.S left a convoy of Germans came through the town. The two were caught and murdered by their own side. Like I said we arrived and discovered them. Then unbelievably that very afternoon we were fired upon by two American fighters and took some casualties.”
“How bad?”
“Some wounded. A few killed. I lost a very close friend.”
Rushton gave Alf a moment.
“Could I have some water please Sir.”
“Of course. Doyle if you would oblige.”
Doyle left and was back shortly with the drink. Alf took a swig. His throat becoming parched.
“Then our reserves arrived. There were a group from the 4Indian army led by a Major Basil Shaw. They had been sent to clear mines.”
Alf took another sip of water.
“It wasn’t long before the German’s returned Sir. There was a large explosion out of town. I sent a truck to investigate. Well it was the Germans Sir. There followed a gun fight and we lost many men. Mostly the Indians. Shaw was killed, private Larder, who is a marksman, was hit by a Panzerschreck. I myself was hit by a sniper.”
Alf began to unbutton his shirt to show the wound. Though Rushton had already briefly once seen the injury he allowed Alf to show it again.
“I see,” he said “So you were hit from the front.”
“Yes,” Alf swivelled on his chair and pulled his shirt off his shoulders. The scar at the back was four times the size of the one at the front.
“It was a sniper. Private Larder killed him before he was hit. I was lucky Sir. The bullet narrowly missed my lung.”
“And you say Private Larder was hit by a Panzerschrek. It’s a wonder he wasn’t killed.”
“It exploded by a wall next to his head. The scarring he has is from mortar and brick shards. He is very lucky to be alive Sir.”
“Yes I can’t deny that you’ve both been through a lot. Please continue.”
“The Germans rounded us all up. There was a Colonel of army and a Major of SS. The Major was going to hang Larder despite our protests. Then suddenly, miraculously, more Germans arrived. Tanks this time, and a saloon car and incredibly out stepped Field Marshall Erwin Rommel Sir.”
Rushton, who had been leaning back in his chair looking up at the ceiling, trying to picture the scene now suddenly sprang forward as his chair came down on all four legs.
“Field Marshall Rommel?”
“Yes Sir.”
“The supreme commander of the German forces North Africa division.”
“The very one.”
Rushton nodded while jutting out his chin.
“Impressive. What did he do or say?”
“Naturally he took control instantly. He declared us all prisoners of war. If it wasn’t for him I’m sure the SS Major would have killed us all.”
“So you are saying you were saved by the Field Marshall.”
“Yes Sir I strongly believe that.”
“Incredible soldier. Remarkable man.”
Alf finished the water.
“More?”
“Yes please.”
Doyle took the empty flask. Now Alf and Rushton were alone.
“So then you were detained?”
“Yes German field hospital no4.”
“I know of it.”
“We were held there until we escaped.”
“First tell me about the camp and hospital, its strengths, weaknesses, just about everything you can think of, anything you feel will help me in my job. Perhaps later you’d be kind enough to tell me about your escape.”
“Of course Sir.”
“What was the camp like? Its size. Those that guarded it. Its defences. Locale.”
Rushton took a clean sheet of paper and a pencil and wrote the date at the top. Then he began to take notes.
“The camp had been hastily constructed and consisted of tents for the P.O.W.s surrounded by barbed wire. There was one sentry tower which covered the main gate with a single MG42. You see Sir there wasn’t any need for much more than that. Even if you could escape there was only desert to run into. Nowhere to hide. The Germans would catch you so easily and kill you on sight. The hospital which was also just tents was segregated from the P.O.W.s by more barbed wire. We were treated well. Both our time in hospital and as a P.O.W. though naturally we weren’t given the same rations as the German forces. We were kept in a weakened state so that we couldn’t rise up against them….” Alf noticed a slight look of impatience flicker across Rushtons face. Rushton opened his mouth to speak but a thought hit Alf.
“Perhaps Sir I could draw you the camp, its plans, you know an overhead, birds eye view.”
“Good idea. I’ll get you paper and pencils, later if you please.”
“Yes Sir. May I ask Private larder to help me Sir. He may remember something I have forgotten.”
“After I’ve interviewed him. If his story is the same as yours. Now please tell me about your escape.”
Some of we English were trying to exercise one day when someone got hold of an old football and we had a kick about. The Indians were intrigued, you see their game sir is cricket….”
Rushton smiled. He was a cricketing man. He played for his local village. He found himself drifting off, thinking of warm sunny Sunday afternoons on the field, batting, the Pavilion, cucumber sandwiches and Champagne, the sound of leather on willow.
“The Indians wanted to learn football so we played them, they lost heavily. So we split the teams. English and Indians mixed, the sides being more equal….”
Rushton put up a hand to stop him.
“Can we get to where you escaped.”
“I’m just coming to that Sir.”
Doyle returned and offered Alf the fresh flask.
“Suddenly the camp commandant wanted to play. Us against the Germans. Well I just knew it was an excuse for them to knock us about. Rough us up a bit Sir. But the men they wanted to play. The Germans played dirty all right but we were winning. It was now that the aeroplane that you found us in appeared.”
Rushton perked up at this, the cricket forgotten, this was what he wanted to hear.
“The ball got kicked out over the fence as the plane touched down and out stepped General von Brockhorst.”
Rushton raised his eyebrows at the storyteller.
“Hans von Brockhorst?”
Alf shrugged.
“I suppose so.”
“On his own?”
“Yes.”
“No fighter escort?”
“None sir.”
“What did he want?”
“He told us that we were being transferred. Then he went to inspect the facility….” Alf began laughing “While he was gone I grabbed Larder and went for the ball. The Germans were so dumbfounded that their second in command had come for a visit that no one closed the gate. We literally walked out. No one saw us at first. I expected a shout or bullets but thank God none came. Johnny knocked out the pilot and….”
“Then who flew the plane?”
“I did sir.”
“You?”
“Yes.”
“Why didn’t you tell me you’re a pilot?” Rushton said scribbling notes.
“I’m not a pilot. One of the Indians in hospital showed me how to fly.”
“One of the Indians….? How? With what? How did he learn to fly?”
“I’m not sure Sir. But he showed me. We used pallet blocks for our feet and brush handles for controls. It’s really quite easy Sir, obviously my knowledge of flying is extremely limited,” Alf continued not sure about Rushton’s expression.
“It’s absolutely incredible. What do you say Doyle?”
“Incredible Sir.”
“You’re telling me sergeant Dennis that you stole an aeroplane belonging to the number two of the axis powers in North Africa and you got away with it.”
“For a while Sir.”
“Brilliant! Absolutely brilliant!” Rushton banged his fist on the table.
“If I ask Private Larder his story will verify this will it?”
“Absolutely Sir.”
“I’m beginning to like you sergeant Dennis,” then Rushton remembered the German, “Who was he?”
“He was the pilot. We were flying along and suddenly the door flew open and there he was clinging on to the struts.”
“Oh come now.”
“It’s true Sir. Well I couldn’t kill him, not like that Sir in cold blood. So I ordered Private Larder to pull him in. At first we didn’t know what to do. Neither of us could speak each others language. I know enough German to get by. It’s funny….” Alf stopped staring into space above Rushton’s right shoulder.
The Major and his Sergeant exchanged glances.
“It’s funny Sir but this was the first time that I realised we were fighting a war against men, against real human beings not machines.”
Rushton understood what Alf meant.’
“Good let that be a lesson to you! What caused you to crash?”
“A Spitfire! One of our own. One of our boys doing his job. He hit us twice. The German plane was damaged badly. I was unable to control it. He suddenly stopped firing Sir, I don’t know why. We were unable to defend ourselves. Disabled and he just stopped. Just like that. He could have blown us out of the sky but he chose not to. It didn’t matter, the damage was done. All we had left to do was crash.”
Alf took a big swig of water.
“The rest Sir you know.”
Rushton sat quiet for several minutes. A fly buzzed and settled on the desk. Alf watched it. Very much wishing that he was that fly right now, not a care in the world.
“What a remarkable story.”
“It is Sir.”
“It sounds like the screenplay of one of those American war films.”
“It’s all perfectly true Sir. Cross my heart and hope to die.”
“I believe you. I will speak to Private Larder next,” Rushton got up. Alf sprang to his feet and stood to attention, “In the meantime if you would be good enough to draw the details of the P.O.W. camp, the hospital, any relevant details you can think of, numbers of men held, enemy numbers, anything at all. It would be very much appreciated.”
“Do I consider it an order Sir?”
“No. No,” Rushton said “Let’s call it a favour. Sergeant Doyle you may step down.”
Alf heard the words and understood them. He and Johnny were safe. He brought his right hand up and saluted. Rushton saluted back.
“Thank you sergeant that will be all for now. I will send for you later.”
* * *
Alf was sitting in the mild afternoon sun sketching on paper details of the hospital and camp. He pencilled in the tents, guard house, latrines, boundaries, guard posts, enemy numbers and of those they guarded. He finished and checked over his work. Then satisfied he took a clean sheet of paper and began sketching details of the desert as he could remember it. Johnny approached from the side. Alf saw him coming out of the corner of his eye. He looked up and smiled.
“The Major said it was all right for us to talk.”
“How long did he interrogate you?”
“A lot less than you. He asked me very direct questions, ideas that he could only have got from you. He seemed very happy with my answers. At one point he asked me if I was all right. I told him my head hurts which it does most days, in fact.”
Alf studied the scars that had disfigured Johnny’s face.
“They are looking much better.”
“Their Doctor, Downing, said he’d seen worse. He thinks they’ll fade over time.”
“I hope so Johnny.”
“Me too.”
Johnny studied Alf’s sketches. Then he grabbed a pencil.
“Here I think the mountains were bigger…. More like this.”
“You know I think you’re right. You do some for a while.”
Johnny began sketching as he remembered it.
“I saw more because I was looking out of the window. You were too busy flying the plane. It’s a shame Kleber was killed. He wasn’t a bad bloke.”
“He was all right.”
“I wonder where he came from. What his home was like. His wife, his family.”
“Pretty much like everyone else’s I expect. He was probably just keeping himself out of trouble as best he could. Spending his days flying his plane. No where near the front. Safe behind his side’s lines dropping the General off. Never near danger. Always heavily escorted. He probably thought he’d never see any action or signs of danger. His wife was probably more at risk than he was.”
“They buried him by his plane Alf, I saw them. They got spades and began digging him a hole.”
“Poor sod. Stuck out here a thousand miles from home.”
Johnny shuddered at the thought.
“Not me Alf. I want to be buried where I was born.”
Alf watched Johnny as he sketched the desert.
“You’re very good at drawing.”
“I loved art as school. I wanted to be an artist but my parents owned a farm and I spent all of my time helping them.”
“I know Johnny. You’ve told me many times before,” Alf said not minding that he’d heard it all before.
“Do you think Margaret will still love me?” Johnny had tears in his eyes.
Alf was surprised to see his friend like this.
“Yes of course she will.”
Johnny wiped away the tears.
“I mean when she sees my face,” he lightly touched the scars.
“Yes of course she will.”
Alf put his arm around Johnny and hugged him man to man.
The scars are getting better Johnny. You’re still the man Margaret fell in love with.”
Johnny dabbed at the tears with his fingertips. He started to laugh out of embarrassment.
“Look at me. The big, tough, war hero, crying.”
* * *
Two days later a Jeep drove into the camp. It did a large turning circle and pulled up outside Rushton’s tent. The Major came rushing out to greet the new officer. Colonel Thomas Higginbotham stood a head taller than the Major. At six feet six inches and well over two hundred pounds he was an imposing figure. He was also in a hurry. He always did everything as quickly as he could.
“Good morning Colonel,” Rushton saluted.
“John how are things going?” Higginbotham asked as they shook hands.
“Very well Tom.”
“Are the two engineers around? I will speak to them straight away.”
“Of course sir. Doyle fetch Sergeant Dennis and Private Larder.”
Two minutes later Alf and Johnny were standing before Colonel Tom Higginbotham. Rushton sat to the right. Doyle stood behind the engineers. Higginbotham looked the two of them up and down. Rather than tell the two of them to come back looking neater and smarter, he just glared at them and listened without interrupting as they once again told their story. He waited until Alf finished with….
“….And that’s exactly what happened sir.”
Higginbotham ran bits of what he’d heard through his mind, finally he turned to Rushton.
“John.”
“It’s an incredible story Sir.”
“Yes. Outstanding soldiering gentlemen! I’ve come from H.Q. General Bernard Montgomery has heard of your story and has read Major Rushton’s report.”
Both Alf and Johnny stiffened to attention at the mention of Monty’s name.
“Sergeant Dennis, yourself and Private Larder are to remain with the Long Range Desert Group until your unit can be re-located. Their exact whereabouts is not known at this time, but no matter, you will both be seconded to Major John Rushton here. Major Rushton will provide some tasks for you both. You will assist him in every way possible. Is that understood?”
“Yes Sir.”
“Yes Sir.”
’That’s not so bad’ Alf was thinking ’Could be weeks maybe even months. Working behind both friendly and enemy lines, new challenges, anything different to repairing roads, digging out abandoned vehicles or the very dangerous mines.
What Higginbotham said next brought Alf back.
“I beg your pardon Sir,” Alf wasn’t sure he’d heard right.
“You are promoted to Lieutenant. Did I not say it clearly enough?”
“Yes Sir. I’m just….well I’m very surprised Sir that’s all.”
“The General wouldn’t give you a commission if he didn’t feel that it wasn’t warranted. It’s important to remember that. Your commission will start once you’re back with your unit. For now here though you will carry the rank and privileges awarded you.”
“Yes Sir. Thank you Sir.”
Johnny wanted to shout with joy. His friend now an officer.
‘Alf you deserve it’
“Private Larder.”
“Yes Sir.”
“Your unit is now missing a Sergeant.”
Johnny hardly dared to breathe.
‘Could it be, just could it be?’
“Are you ready to step up to the challenge Sergeant Larder?”
Johnny’s face broke into a broad grin.
“Yes Sir.”
“It’s a big responsibility for a man your age. Are you quite sure you can handle it?”
“Yes Sir. I believe I’m the man you are looking for,” Johnny’s smile continued. All he could think of right now was about Margaret. Her fiance now a Sergeant. How proud she’d be on his arm when they walked into the pub.
“All relevant papers will arrive in due course. Your commission, yours too Sergeant.”
Johnny could still hardly believe it. It was like he was in a dream. Soon he would wake up and be disappointed it wasn’t real.
Higginbotham pushed his chair back and stood.
“Congratulations gentlemen and very well deserved.”
“Thank you Sir.”
They both saluted smartly.
“Now Major Rushton has something for you.”
They waited patiently while Higginbotham left the tent.
“I’ll need you both ready at dawn. We are to map an area to the North West around the town of Gabes. A total round trip of nearly two thousand miles. As for the rest of today,” he tapped a crate with eight bottles of beer in it. Relax, enjoy the day, sorry they’re not cold.”
“Thank you Sir,” they replied.
“I beg your pardon Sir,” Alf wasn’t sure he’d heard right.
“You are promoted to Lieutenant. Did I not say it clearly enough?”
“Yes Sir. I’m just….well I’m very surprised Sir that’s all.”
“The General wouldn’t give you a commission if he didn’t feel that it wasn’t warranted. It’s important to remember that. Your commission will start once you’re back with your unit. For now here though you will carry the rank and privileges awarded you.”
“Yes Sir. Thank you Sir.”
Johnny wanted to shout with joy. His friend now an officer.
‘Alf you deserve it’
“Private Larder.”
“Yes Sir.”
“Your unit is now missing a Sergeant.”
Johnny hardly dared to breathe.
‘Could it be, just could it be?’
“Are you ready to step up to the challenge Sergeant Larder?”
Johnny’s face broke into a broad grin.
“Yes Sir.”
“It’s a big responsibility for a man your age. Are you quite sure you can handle it?”
“Yes Sir. I believe I’m the man you are looking for,” Johnny’s smile continued. All he could think of right now was about Margaret. Her fiance now a Sergeant. How proud she’d be on his arm when they walked into the pub.
“All relevant papers will arrive in due course. Your commission, yours too Sergeant.”
Johnny could still hardly believe it. It was like he was in a dream. Soon he would wake up and be disappointed it wasn’t real.
Higginbotham pushed his chair back and stood.
“Congratulations gentlemen and very well deserved.”
“Thank you Sir.”
They both saluted smartly.
“Now Major Rushton has something for you.”
They waited patiently while Higginbotham left the tent.
“I’ll need you both ready at dawn. We are to map an area to the North West around the town of Gabes. A total round trip of nearly two thousand miles. As for the rest of today,” he tapped a crate with eight bottles of beer in it. Relax, enjoy the day, sorry they’re not cold.”
“Thank you Sir,” they replied.

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

Alf and Johnny woke to a chilly dawn. It had been two days since their promotions and they found themselves emerging from the back of the truck they had slept in to a chilly desert. There was light on the horizon and the stars were still out. They both shivered as they stood in the twilight. Rushton came around the truck and motioned to them.
“Help yourselves to some coffee.”
They went over to where a small fire had been lit. An old, well used pot over the flames. Doyle was standing near by, his coffee steaming in his tin mug.
“Morning gentlemen. I mean Sir,” he said though Alf noticed he didn’t salute as was customary from a subordinate.
’Never mind. I’m not his Lieutenant anyway.’
“I’m trying to get used to the idea as well. Aren’t you Johnny?”
“Yes Alf….Sir….”
Johnny found it awkward too. For as long as he’d known Alf he had always been Sarge or the old ’un. Now he was an officer….Well it didn’t seem right!
“You can call me Alf when no one else is around,” he said while Doyle’s back was turned.
Doyle turned and presented them with a coffee each. It was black, unsweetened and smelt different. It tasted different too. Johnny took a swig.
“It tastes funny.”
Doyle had finished his. He shook his mug out onto the sand and held it out for a refill.
“You mean it doesn’t taste of petrol for once.”
“That’s it,” Alf said swilling a mouthful.
“This pot here,” Doyle said gesturing to it with his mug “Is the proud property of Ian Butcher here….”
Butcher raised his left hand as a greeting.
“This coffee pot is his prized possession. It makes the best coffee in this whole war.”
“I’d say it does,” said Alf taking another swig “It tastes like real coffee.”
The others in the group were all starting to gather around the little fire. Each holding mugs awaiting their coffee. Butcher was the best maker and he was unofficially chief brewer among them. Rushton suddenly appeared in their midst.
“Right men listen up.”
He waited a few moments for silence. The small flames crackled in the still air. One of the men let off a loud fart and there was sniggering from those around him.
“All right that’s enough. Settle down you lot,” Doyle said.
“Have you all had a coffee?” Rushton asked.
“Just getting ours now Sir,” some of the men replied.
“Come on Butch what are you playing at.”
“It’s not my fault Sir. I couldn’t get the fire hot enough. I could have done if we weren’t worried about it being seen or the smoke.”
“That’s quite all right. Just as long as everyone gets some before I have a mutiny,” he smiled.
Some of his men chuckled. Rushton was a very much liked Major.
“Now most of you know or are familiar with the two engineers, Lieutenant Dennis and Sargeant Larder….”
Alf and Johnny looked bashful at the tough soldiers around them.
“….They are working with us until they return to their own unit. Both their roles are acting only. Therefore you do not need to salute Lieutenant Dennis and though you will call him Sir if he addresses you, you do not, repeat do not take orders from him nor Sargeant Larder. Is that understood?”
Fifty voices all answered “Yes Sir!”
Rushton looked into Alf’s eyes. His right eyebrow slightly raised.
“Yes Sir. I understand,” Alf said silently. Rushton read his lips.
“Very well! Now today,” he continued to his men “We will continue into the mountains, hopefully arriving at the top around nightfall. It’s going to be tough, even for the vehicles. The road is narrow, winding, not built for modern machines. It’s at least a thousand years old if not older. Cut into the mountainside by Berbers who arrived here in the ninth century. The only traffic we can expect to meet up there are donkeys and people on foot. To our knowledge the enemy don’t use it. The other side of that,” Rushton said pointing “Is Gabes. Gabes is a seaport that we know the enemy controls. They have a Major supply line between Gabes, the Mediterranean islands of Cyprus and Malta and the south of France and Italy. Particularly Italy. Air Marshall Coningham wants to break this supply line. Monty wants control of the port. We need to find a way to it. That is our job here gentlemen. Any questions?”
Everyone was silent. Johnny raised his hand.
“Yes?”
“Just wondering Sir….” Johnny asked nervously, he stopped, intimidated by those around him.
“Go on!”
“Well are we to make notes on all of this as well?”
There was some tittering behind him. He shuffled his feet anxiously.
“Make notes, drawings, on everything. I would rather six of you record the same thing than something be missed. Any other questions? No! Good! Get one more coffee each and then we move, bagsy first,” Rushton said pushing through his men to get to the coffee pot.
A gust of wind blew over them all, making the flames dance and the smoke from the fire curl. Butcher threw on some more twigs and brush that he found nearby. Alf put on an extra jacket and tied his scarf around his neck. He felt warmer instantly but the extra jacket made him feel bulky and his arm movements were restricted. A sudden thought came to him and he laughed.
“What’s funny Alf?” Johnny had missed the joke.
“I was just thinking about home.”
Alf had remembered a time when he and his wife Ronnie had been out walking with the family dog, a black Labrador called Sooty, in the woods near their home. They had returned to the house and taken their boots off in the kitchen as usual when his wife had noticed Sooty was leaving bloody footprints on the floor. Alf had grabbed the dog and found his back paw had a deep but clean cut on it. Ronnie had got the first aid kit and after Alf had cleaned the wound they bandaged it together. Alf had remembered how once the bandage was on Sooty, incredibly, could no longer put any weight on the foot. He hopped around the kitchen with the injury as high off the floor as he possibly could.
Alf was still smiling at the thoughts as he swung his arms from side to side to get used to the jacket’s restrictions. His mind was on home.
’I wonder what they’re doing now’ he was asking himself.
Veronica, Ronnie, was probably at home, her hair tied in a bunch, preparing breakfast for herself and Patrick. Their son was nine months old now. Ronnie would be spoon feeding him his rusks soaked in water or on rations day in milk. She like every good mother giving up her supply of milk for the baby. Always putting him first. She eating vegetables and meat only once a week. They, Alf and his wife had a bit of money put by and she would queue with the other women once a week at the butchers to see what she could buy extra with their savings. Most of his money, like most men in the army, went to his wife back home. The wives, his wife spending all day cooking, cleaning, washing the clothes and baby’s nappies by hand, listening every day to the BBC world service on the radio for any news of their men, barely a minute’s rest all day for her. Poor bloody woman! Life is so hard on them. But she is more fortunate than others. Those in the big cities or industrial ports bombed every day and night by the Luftwaffe. Their children evacuated to rural locations away from the droning bombers and their deadly cargo. Children torn away from their parents and forced to live with Aunts and Uncles, foster parents, living on farms and in villages. Crying at night….Alone….Afraid.
“Are you all right Alf?”
Alf came out of his daydream.
“Pardon?”
“You’ve been staring into space for the last five minutes.”
“Have I? What? Yes I’m fine.”
“Do you want some more coffee?”
“Yes please.”
Johnny took Alf’s mug and went to fill it.
“This is the last of it,” Butcher said “Be about enough for one and a half cups. Don’t know what it’ll be like. You’ll most likely get the dregs as well.”
“That’s all right I’ll have the half cup.”
Johnny made his way back to Alf who thanked him and took a swig. It was stronger than before and bitty. Johnny’s was disgusting but knowing they wouldn’t get anymore for hours he persisted with it. Butcher got up, removed his pot and put it on the desert floor to cool. Then he kicked sand over the fire to extinguish it. The little flames roared and hissed in protest before they went out.
The first rays of sun broke over the hills and shone in their eyes. It felt instantly warming. Soldiers began gathering up personal effects and stuffing them into pockets. Many of them had empty gas mask containers to store matches, lighters and cigarettes. The gas masks long ago discarded because of the unlikelihood of gas being used out in the desert. Soldiers used an array of items personal to them.
The first of the trucks started up. Black smoke from its exhaust wafting over the men waiting to board it. Rushton and Doyle got into their Jeep. Doyle lighting yet again another cigarette. One of the Jeeps failed to start. The driver dipped the clutch again and swung the gear stick about to check it was in neutral before trying for a second time.
Still nothing.
Rushton put his hand up for his Jeep to stop and shouted across to the driver.
“What’s wrong with it?”
“Dunno Sir. It won’t start.”
Rushton nodded towards Alf and Johnny.
“You’ve got two engineers there. Get them to have a look.”
Johnny swung round on Alf.
“Do we have to do everything around here,” he said none too quietly.
Alf glanced nervously at Rushton. The Major hadn’t heard Johnny’s comments.
“Shh!” Alf held a finger to his lips “What would you rather be doing? Trying to start a Jeep belonging to the S.A.S or stuck in a German P.O.W camp.”
Johnny had to admit the latter was not attractive.
“Ask the engineers!..As if I don’t know how to drive my own bloody Jeep,” the driver was muttering to himself as Alf climbed up into the vehicle. The driver gave him a nod of acknowledgement and tried her again. He flicked the little chrome switch and pushed the starter. Still nothing.
“Must be the batteries,” Alf said.
The driver tried once more.
“It’s no good. It’s not going to start,” he said banging both his fists on the steering wheel. Alf jumped out, reached into the back of the Jeep and picked up the crank handle and passed it to Johnny. Johnny reluctantly took it. It was a big engine. It would take a big effort to turn it over by hand and neither Johnny nor Alf were anywhere near one hundred per cent fit. Never the less he got down on his knees to find the hole for the handle and slotted it in. He then stood up, cracked his knuckles and grasping the crank with both hands, gave it a first turn. It was easier than he thought it would be and the engine spluttered as it turned over.
Another attempt.
Still nothing!
He tried a few more times. Still it wouldn’t start.
Alf tried a couple of time to start it. Then they raised the Jeep’s hood and peered inside. There was nothing obvious. Doyle pulled up alongside, his cigarette smoke taken by the breeze. He watched as Alf and Johnny poked and prodded at different parts of the engine.
“Having trouble?”
“It won’t start. We tried the crank. I think the problem may be electrical. There’s not much we can do out here without parts. Can we abandon it?”
Doyle played with his moustache.
“No better not leave it. Tow it behind one of the trucks. I’ll let the Major know.”
He let his clutch out and roared away in pursuit of Rushton.
The driver of the Jeep flicked the ignition off.
“There are some chains in the back of that truck,” he said jerking his thumb at Johnny. Johnny looked at Alf, gobsmacked.
“Who the hell does he think he’s talking to then?”
Alf, realising that this was the way these tough L.R.D.G men were used to talking to each other, merely clapped Johnny on the shoulder.
“Come on let’s go get those chains.”
“Who the hell does he think he is? I’m a sergeant now and he’d better remember it.”
“I don’t think he cares Johnny. It’s the same with us isn’t it? Remember those two who joined us from the tanks. Thought they were snooty and better than everyone else. Well no one took to them either did they? Hey? And just as well really when they both got killed by that mine. Nobody cared. Everyone just said ’Thank God! Any one but me!’ Didn’t they!”
“Yes I remember them. I didn’t get to know them though, didn’t want to.”
“And now they’re buried out here with just tin helmets marking their graves. Never to see home or their loved ones again. We buried them and we didn’t even care. That’s how these men feel. We are going to be given all the shit jobs here we can be sure of that. We’ll have to do them well if we want to earn their trust. Fighting with them will only cause us trouble and remember Johnny, technically, they did save us from a certain death. If it wasn’t for them we would still be trapped inside that wrecked aeroplane, straving and without water. So we owe them that much!”
Johnny half smiled.
“I suppose we do.”
Alf grabbed hold of one of the large hooks attached to the rusty steel chains. He found he had to use all his strength to move them. They were as thick as his wrist. He put his left foot up on the tailgate of the truck for more leverage and gritted his teeth. Johnny grabbed the chain and began pulling as well.
“These are heavy,” he said.
“Should do the trick.”
They carried the chains over to the broken down Jeep. One end ended in a large hook. There was an eye at the front of the Jeep. Alf attached the hook and waited as one of the A.E.C trucks was reversed into position. Alf threaded the chain through the trucks tailgate and around the Jeeps front again and back to the truck with the other hook. There was some slack and Alf beckoned the driver of the A.E.C to move forward slowly to take it up. The chain links grated against each other as they were pulled tight. The Jeeps driver released his parking brake and the jeep rolled forward as the A.E.C pulled away.
“You’d better hurry unless you want to be left behind,” the Jeeps driver said as he passed Alf and Johnny. They laughed as they ran to catch him. Alf jumped into the passenger seat as the two vehicles sped up and suddenly Johnny found himself having to sprint to keep up with them. Johnny reached out a hand and Alf grabbed it and pulled him up.
“If you want to travel first class mate you’d better get your finger out,” the driver was laughing.
“Yeah thanks a lot mate!” Johnny said out of breath.
Alf smiled at Johnny.
“These S.A.S blokes are all right.”
“You think so,” Johnny wasn’t at all impressed.
“He wouldn’t have left you behind,” Alf said looking at the driver. The driver looked over his shoulder at Johnny.
“Yes I would,” he said.
Johnny just squinted at him. Then the driver broke into a grin.
“Name’s Danny. Danny Boyle.”
“Alfie Dennis. And that there’s Johnny Larder.”
Johnny nodded for what could pass as a greeting.
“You get those scars from your plane crash?
“You all know about that?” Alf was surprised.
“I heard a bit about it. Something about a stolen German aeroplane. You wanna tell me about it?”
Alf couldn’t be bothered. He was tired of repeating the story.
“There’s not really much to tell.”
“Fair enough mate.”
“I wouldn’t mind learning a bit about what you do though.”
Danny looked Alf up and down.
“It’s all pretty boring stuff mate. Just making maps and logging stuff. Not really much to it.”
* * *
Every half an hour Rushton would pull his Jeep over to allow the convoy to continue with Doyle in the lead. He would wait for the towing vehicles to catch up. The first time he did this he was surprised to see the two engineers in the Jeep. The Jeep was more comfortable than the truck which would certainly be warmer.
“We’ll continue for another two hours,” he said once they’d stopped and got out of the vehicles. He spread a map across the jeep’s bonnet.
“Here,” he said pointing to a location on the map “We will take a short rest. The others will no doubt arrive there long before you do.”
He considered again the possibility of tipping the broken down Jeep over the side of the mountain. It would make life easier, but he could ill afford the loss.
“When you stop we’ll try to get it started again.”
“Yes sir,” Alf said “I think it’s fuel starvation. Can’t be sure until we have the proper tools.”
“Try it now,” Rushton ordered.
Danny turned the engine over once again.
“Stop!” Rushton said “You’ll wear the batteries down and if you keep turning it over we’ll have to bleed it too. I’m going to go ahead and catch the convoy again. When you get to this fork here….” he again pointed to his map “….I’ll leave an empty ammunition can on the road we take. Not sure which one it will be but the can will be somewhere near the turn. There’s been a fair bit of rain on the mountains lately so the higher road may not be accessible. Won’t know ’til we get there.”
“Understood sir.”
“Is there anything you need Boyle?” Rushton asked looking into the back of the Jeep.
Boyle leaned over the back of his seat. They had plenty of water, some food, spare fuel, a spare wheel, spare chains, shovels, first aid kit.
“You seem to have everything you need,” Rushton looked up at the Vickers ’K’ machine gun mounted above the rear seats.
“When was that last serviced?”
“Um not today sir. I think it was yesterday.”
“Might be a good idea to give it the once over just in case. You never know when you might need to use it.”
“I’ll do that sir,” Alf volunteered.
“Very well. I’m really beginning to like you Lieutenant. You are proving yourself to be of some worth.”
“Thank you sir.”
Rushton climbed back into his Jeep and roared away.
“’Ere Alf was he being sarcastic?”
Alf watched the dust kicked up by the speeding Jeep.
“No I don’t think so.”
“Take it from me,” Boyle said “The Major is the easiest man in the world to get on with but God help you if you ever upset him. Him and that guard dog of his sergeant Doyle.”
* * *
When they got to the fork they could see the ammunition case on the lower road. It was now spitting with rain and Boyle guessed Rushton hadn’t wanted to push his luck. Dry mountain roads could very easily become killer landslides, roads could be washed away in seconds burying everything in their path.
Alf looked up at the cloud covered peaks. It was much colder now and felt damp. He pulled his scarf up to cover his neck better and pulled the collar of his jacket as high as it would go over the scarf. Now it started to rain. The first cold drops stinging his face was a shock to the system. He wiped the water away.
“You might find some hats in the back somewhere,” Boyle said.
Johnny instantly began the search.
“Under the sheet.”
Johnny found a flat cap and an old hat that looked like a fedora and something that looked Australian. Boyle took the fedora, Johnny the Australian.
“Suits you,” Alf said.
His hat was too big and after trying to keep it on twice and failing because of the wind he threw it back at Johnny.
“Do you want this one then Alf?
Alf shook his head.
“You keep it.”
His short hair was wet in minutes. Boyle looked across at him and grinned. Alf just squinted back.
“You could always sit in the truck mate.”
Alf thought about it. The truck was cold and uncomfortable. You got thrown about a lot inside it. The Jeep wasn’t much better but the seats were more comfortable. The truck was at least dry inside. But then if he did sit inside it all he could do was look out at the Jeep following. He decided to stay where he was.
“I’ll stay where I am.”
“Suit yourself.”
Alf glanced up again at the craggy slopes above them. Rocks jutted out here and there, sometimes hanging out over the road. Sometimes looking up he could see rocks and stones tumbling down and once he saw animals, goats or sheep he couldn’t be sure. They were hundreds of feet up perched precariously above nothing. To fall would be certain death.
’Incredible animals’
Now it began to rain hard. The truck pulling the Jeep was getting slower and slower. The two vehicles limped in at the rendezvous point to join the others. They arrived to a great cheer.
“Glad you could make it Boyle.”
“What took you so long?”
“My grandfather drives quicker than you.”
“Yeah. Yeah. Yeah,” Boyle said as his friends mocked him.
The three of them got out of their Jeep. Rushton was heading towards them.
“Oh here we go,” Johnny said “You two men can get to work on that Jeep straight away. The others have all had a rest. But you two can get straight to work. No rest for you….”
“Johnny!”
“Yeah well he can kiss my arse.”
“That’s enough before he hears you.”
“Well I’m getting tired of it Alf.”
“I know but just be careful what you say out loud son.”
“Still in one piece then I see,” Rushton said looking the Jeep over.
“Yes sir. We were hoping to have a short break before taking a proper look at her.”
“That’s absolutely fine lieutenant. Wilkins and his team will be dealing with it.”
Four men Alf and Johnny had not seen before set to work on the Jeep, undoing the chains, moving the truck. In no time the bonnet was up and the four of them were poking and prodding about.
“I’ve not noticed these men before sir,” Alf said.
“No. They’ve been out for nearly two weeks. This was our rendezvous point. We’re going to remain here for the rest of the afternoon. We’ll be moving on tonight. There will be a full moon.”
Billy Wilkins popped his head up from out under the bonnet.
“It’s damp Sir.”
“Damp.”
“Yes the leads are damp. It’s this damp desert air, especially first thing in the morning. The electrics, well, they just don’t like it Major. We’ve got a loose wire here or a damp connection or something. It could be the coil or the conductors….”
Rushton put up a hand to stop him. Wilkins was well known for running into details, giving lectures when one wasn’t necessary. He was also the best mechanic anyone had ever met.
“Spare me the details. Can you fix it?”
Wilkins’ enthusiasm as always was infectious.
“I hope so sir. I’m certainly going to try. In no time at all we’ll have old Vera here running. You mark my word sir.”
Johnny looked at Alf.
“Vera?”
“Yes Vera,” Boyle butted in.
“You named your Jeep Vera?”
“Yes Vera. After Vera Lynn….What’s so funny?”
“Bet Vera Lynn’s impressed. Giving her name to an old rust bucket.”
“This is a very good Jeep. We always name our Jeeps.”
“But Vera Lynn is a beautiful woman.”
Boyle was offended.
“Look mate we name our Jeeps after women all right! It’s the only thing that keeps us going.”
“All right you two that’s enough!”
Boyle glared at Alf.
“And I don’t take orders from you either.”
Something snapped in Alf. It was not often it happened and when it did it surprised even him. Sometimes a man just couldn’t take anymore. This time though he really saw red.
“I am an officer of the King’s army!” he bellowed “Who the hell do you think you’re talking to! Stand up and salute me man when you address me.”
Boyle jumped nervously to his feet. He was not used to being spoken to like this. Even Rushton didn’t speak to his men like that.
“I don’t care what you men do out here but I will not tolerate insubordination. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes Sir,” Boyle replied “I will be reporting this to Major Rushton.”
“So will I,” Alf simmered “Now get out of my sight.”
Boyle scarpered, anxious to get away. Aware that his mates, some of them had witnessed the incident. He would go rushing straight to his C.O. about it. He was furious.
’These engineers have no right to give me orders’
Johnny whistled in surprise. Alf felt himself shaking with anger. He clenched his fists by his sides to control it. He was also aware that members of the L.R.D.G. were watching him.
Fifteen minutes later Johnny spotted Rushton heading towards them.
“Alf.”
Alf turned and saw.
“Oh!”
Alf and Johnny saluted. Rushton didn’t bother to return it. This warned Alf that he was probably on very thin ice.
“Lieutenant Dennis let’s you and I take a stroll.”
“Of course Sir.”
They left footprints in the damp sand as they walked. The rain had stopped for now but the black clouds on the horizon threatened more.
“Cigarette,” Rushton offered.
“Thank you.”
They stopped long enough to light them, cupping their hands over the flame in turn. Alf inhaled the first draught and it caught his throat and he coughed at the strong tobacco.
“These are a high tar,” Rushton said flipping over the carton with his fingers so he could read the label himself.
“They do take some getting used to.”
Alf nodded and coughed again. His eyes were watering. Rushton patted him on the back. Then suddenly the friendliness was gone. Alf noticed the change instantly.
“Lieutenant my men are a good bunch.”
Alf’s voice sounded strange from the coughing. Finally he was able to clear his throat.
“Yes Sir.”
“Better?”
The friendliness was back. Alf nodded, clearing his throat once more.
“Thank you.”
“Yes as I was saying. My men are a good lot. They work very hard out here, in all conditions, cold, heat, wet, and they never complain. Never ask for anything. Always going without. Sometimes spending weeks away from civilisation, missing out on the basic luxuries others may have. Having to sleep rough, in the backs of lorries or just under the stars….”
Alf opened his mouth to speak. Most soldiers out here had to live like that sometimes.
“….Never receiving mail, news from home of loved ones. The last time Boyle received any news was to tell him that both his parents had been killed when their house collapsed on top of them following a Luftwaffe strike.”
Alf rolled his eyes heavenwards.
“That’s terrible news Major.”
“He hasn’t got much to go home to has he.”
Alf felt terrible now, that he’d lost his rag with Boyle.
“No.”
“We’re the only family he has now.”
“There are many men with the same story to tell Major.”
“Do you know how old he is Lieutenant?”
Alf shook his head.
“No Sir.”
“He’s nineteen. Nineteen years old. And when this war is finished he has to go home to nothing and start his life all over again.”
“It’s a very hard story to bear Sir.”
“Like I said my men are a good bunch. They’re very loyal. Loyal to me. Most of them have only ever taken orders from myself or Sergeant Doyle.”
Alf knew where this conversation was going. He also knew that though he was a Lieutenant, no, an acting Lieutenant, he was not going to get anywhere with Rushton. Probably only into trouble. Trouble he and Larder could do without.
“I may have over-reacted Major.”
“May have? I’d say you definitely did man.”
“I apologise Sir. I guess I let the General’s orders go to my head.”
‘If only Boyle had behaved like that in front of Montgomery’
Alf winced. Blood would have flowed.
“Yes, well, I’m sure it won’t happen again Lieutenant. It really would be better for all concerned if you just try to get along while you are with us.”
“Yes Sir.”
“Well then no harm done. I trust this has given you something to think about.”
Wilkins whooped with delight when he got ’Vera’ started. It caught Rushton and Alf’s attention.
“Whatever you do mate keep her running,” he instructed Boyle, “The leads are damp but if you keep her going the power running through them should dry them out.”
Boyle jumped into the driver’s seat and patted the steering wheel.
“Well done old girl.”
He was still smiling when Alf and Rushton walked over.
“They got her going,” he said more to Alf than Rushton.
“He needs to keep her running Sir to help dry her out.”
“Well done Wilkins. Sergeant Doyle assign more fuel to this Jeep please. If he’s going to keep her running he’s going to need it. As for the rest of you, you’d better get some rest. We have a long night ahead of us.”

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

Corporal Ralf Klum of the Wehrmacht braked his motor cycle sidecar gently for the last one hundred yards of the descent. The brakes squealed slightly. The road had ruts in it caused by the afternoon’s downpour. Loose stones were piled at the bottom of where the rain had washed. His front wheel had already skidded twice on the way down. He stopped at the fork in the road unsure as to which way they should turn. The mountainside rose steeply both left and right of him. Ahead of him was an old crumbling stone wall and a sheer drop. Another motor cycle skidded to a halt alongside. This new rider lifted up his goggles leaving large clean circles around his eyes. The rest of his face was dirty. He leaned over and spat to rid himself of the constant grit in his mouth. He quickly took his flask from his belt and raised it to his lips. He swallowed the cool water, then took another mouthful and spat this out as well. He screwed the cap back on as he saw the first of the trucks appear in his mirror. He waited until he could see two more then looked at Klum and jerked his thumb left.
“This way.”
The two motorcycles turned onto the mountain road abreast of each other. Klum noticed an ammunition box laying discarded at the side of the road which he thought was strange. Even more strange was that it looked to be British. There weren’t supposed to be British forces this close to Gabes. He quickly forgot about it as he saw the first of the trucks turn to follow the motorcycles. Klum had no idea as to what was in the second truck of the convoy but he knew it must be of immense value. Everything had been kept hushed up. He knew that something had taken place out in the desert. He had seen a glimpse of something large excavated from the sand. The SS had kept everything discreet and the ordinary Wehrmacht had been kept away. Klum had been ordered to give a message to the Colonel but the SS guards had moved him on after finding Koenig but not before he’d seen it. It was made of stone and looked to be some sort of altar or something. He hadn’t seen it for long enough, but it was a large rectangular stone block. All he could think of was it looked like an altar from a church.
‘Or one of those, what were they called, those things from Egypt a ’Carsophagus’ or something like that. Well whatever it was, it was in the second truck’
The first was filled with SS. The Wehrmacht occupied the last truck which was at the back of the convoy. The very impressive though now absolutely filthy Mercedes saloon carrying the bespectacled Doctor in the white suit was somewhere in the middle.
‘I’d love to know what it is’ Klum was thinking ‘Could it be treasure? He asked himself remembering his childhood days of playing pirates. Or could it be some sort of secret weapon. Yes that must be it. Why else would they need so many SS.
’Better not be too interested,” Klum told himself “Don’t want to upset the SS. Those bastards are touchy enough as it is. Klum involuntarily shuddered. He, like most men in this war, had heard of the methods of the SS. Even though they were on the same side the Wehrmacht secretly hated the SS.
’But I’d love to know what is in the back of that truck’
Ahead the two motorcyclists could see the road was partially blocked. It was a landslip. Rocks and earth loosened by the Afternoon’s rain must have tumbled down the mountainside. The road wasn’t completely blocked but the trucks would struggle to get through. Klum and his colleague edged through and stopped on the other side of the blockage. The first of the trucks approached slowly but it was the Mercedes saloon that rushed past them. The passenger doors were open before the driver had even stopped the car. Otto Wurtz jumped out first. Koenig got out the other side. Wurtz stopped the trucks. The doctor climbed out of the vehicle.
“I think the trucks should just be able to squeeze by Herr Doctor,” Koenig said smiling nervously.
Doctor Von Brest stood next to Wurtz and looked down the one thousand foot drop. Wurtz kicked a few loose stones over the cliff. They soon disappeared out of sight. The doctor gauged the gap left in the road. The trucks would be perilously close to the edge. Calmly he took his glasses off and polished them.
“I’m not prepared to risk the artefact Herr Colonel. Your men will have to clear a path.”
Koenig had already guessed this was what the Doctor would say. Though he had expected it he felt himself getting impatient.
“With all respect Herr Doctor the risk to the trucks would be minimal. I will personally oversee their path through. My men would be willing to go first if that’s….”
“Out of the question! Clear the way,“ Von Brest cut him off.
“Herr Doctor it may take some time. Often clearing these spills can bring more down. Like I said my men will be more than happy to go first.”
“I don’t give two hoots about your men Colonel. What I do care about is what is in the back of that truck. Now unless you want to report to the Fuhrer personally about what happened to his….” Von Brest chose his next word carefully “….His project, then I suggest you get shovelling. That goes for you as well Wurtz.”
“Yes of course Herr Doctor. The Colonel meant no offence. My men would be delighted to help your men Colonel Koenig. Just show them what you want them to do,” Wurtz said with a sickly smile.
Von Brest was still scowling at Koenig.
“Yes Doctor I’ll see to it at once. I didn’t mean to anger you.”
Von Brest removed his white hat and got back into the Mercedes without another word. Koenig felt his temper rising.
’Who the hell does the Doctor think he’s talking to’ Then good sense prevailed. Von Brest was a party member. A personal friend of Himmler and possibly the best archaeologist in his field. It would be unwise to upset him, even from a Colonel’s point of view. Koenig felt Wurtz’ eyes on him.
’We’re both lying,’ he thought looking at what he could see of the Doctor in the back of the car, ’But I don’t know why you are Wurtz. As an SS Major you must be safe out here. But me? I’m sure the Doctor could very easily have me removed’
For the umpteenth time Koenig wished he was safe back in Berlin, in his office, in Von Brockhorst’s care. Then Wurtz surprised him. He suddenly undid his jacket, slackened off his braces, rolled up his sleeves and grabbed a shovel.
“Let’s get this obstruction moved men,” he said to his SS, his eyes on the Colonel.
Koenig nodded. He was surprised that the challenge had come but wasn’t about to be outdone. As the SS leapt from their truck Koenig put his jacket aside, loosened a few shirt buttons and went for a shovel. The SS quickly threw themselves into shovelling the loose dirt aside, throwing spadefuls along the road.
“Put your backs into it lads. That’s good,” Wurtz encouraged his soldiers “Lets show these boys how to do it.”
There weren’t enough shovels to go round. Some of Koenig’s men had to wait for rocks to be unearthed and move them by hand. These they tossed over the edge and laughed and nudged at each other as the rocks raced down the slope. They began betting on whose would get furthest.
Wurtz and Koenig constantly made eye contact. After five minutes Koenig wanted to throw his spade down. His hands were blistered. Painfully sore. His lower back and shoulders ached, his muscles becoming stiff. To begin with he masked it well but eventually it began to show on his face. He was also breathing hard.
“Do you need to take a rest Colonel?” Wurtz mocked him.
In truth Koenig wished for nothing else but he sneered a dismissal at Wurtz and shovelled even harder, pain exploding in his head. It had been many years since he’d done work like this. Good honest manual labour.
Wurtz on the other hand was enjoying the physical effort. He was enjoying pitting himself against Koenig.
The soft Colonel
‘He wouldn’t last two minutes in the SS’
Suddenly he felt a blister burst on his hand. He stopped shovelling and looked at his palm. It was sticky from the fluid that leaked out of the blisters. He clenched his fist a few times. The wounds were sore. He spat on them. He didn’t know if it would help but it was worth a try. He arched his back to stretch the aching muscles. Koenig was now shovelling at a much quicker pace, he briefly stopped to goad Wurtz.
“It looks like you need a rest Major.”
Wurtz snorted and slammed his shovel into the landslip. The pain from his hands was excruciating but he ignored it. Both men now knew it was a personal competition between the two of them. They began hurling abuse at each other.
Intimidation!
Slowly the other men began to stop, moving back to allow their commander room to move.
“Come on Colonel! You can beat him!”
“Come on Colonel!”
“Colonel! Colonel! Colonel!”
Wurtz’ men now took up the shout
“Meyer! Meyer! Meyer!”
The two officers were neck and neck. Now Koenig was a shovelful ahead. Now Wurtz pulled it back. The men counting each spadeful. Then their spades collided. They had been getting closer and closer. The impact forced Wurtz to drop his load, putting Koenig ahead once more. Wurtz thrust his spade in knocking Koenig’s to one side. The Wehrmacht booed. They stopped shovelling, glaring at each other. Then in the next instant they threw their spades down and leapt at each other, grabbing bunched fists full of each other’s clothes. The men cheering them on. Wurtz drew his arm back to throw a punch.
A single shot rang out.
Both men stopped. The voices of the others faded away. Wurtz still had his fist raised. He glared into Koenig’s eyes. Koenig slowly turned. Wurtz’ eyes followed. They let go of each other and stood resignedly. Koenig’s men turned to look the same way as the others. The Doctor was halfway between them and the Mercedes. He leaned on his silver handled cane with his left hand. His right arm was raised above his head, in his right hand a Luger.
The gun that had fired the shot!
They couldn’t see his eyes. The light reflecting off his spectacles. Slowly he lowered the gun but kept it ready. Slowly he limped towards them. Koenig and Wurtz were still breathing hard.
“Dismissed,” Koenig said to his men, looking at them out of the corner of his eye. Instantly they shuffled away. Wurtz jerked a thumb at his men. Now the two of them faced the Doctor. He came up to them coughing into his hand. He put the Luger into his white jacket pocket.
“It is no wonder gentlemen that your men have little or no discipline when they see their commanding officers brawling as if they were in a bar fight.”
“This wasn’t a fight Herr Doctor. Just a friendly bit of rivalry. Isn’t that so Colonel?” Wurtz said clapping an arm around Koenig’s shoulder.
“Yes Herr Meyer. Just friendly rivalry,” Koenig replied.
He wanted nothing more than to push Wurtz arm away and punch him. But he knew when to play the diplomatic game.
“Is that so?”
“It’s like I said Herr Doctor. We, the Colonel and I were betting which of us could shovel more. The men were timing us and counting, they sir, the men they got a bit carried away. At the end of the time it was a draw and the men suggested we wrestle. The loser being the first one thrown to the ground.”
“Do you take me for a fool? Some kind of imbecile perhaps?”
“No Herr Doctor.”
“I have never heard such rubbish in all my life.”
Koenig was staring at the ground. Wurtz was not used to being spoken to like this. But even he, the ruthless killer, couldn’t outstare Von Brest.
The Doctor seemed to radiate pure evil.
“By rights I should place you both on a charge for your conduct. For you Colonel a word in General Von Brockhorst’s ear. You Major would have to wait until Berlin and the Reichsfuhrer.”
Wurtz could think of nothing worse.
“However seeing as I appear to need both your co-operation I find myself having to accept your explanations but anymore of this tomfoolery and I will place you both on a charge.”
Wurtz was about to protest then he remembered that the police in Berlin were probably still looking for him, or at least his wife’s killer. ‘Poor Elsa. I didn’t mean it to go that far’
“Is that gap sufficient for the trucks now?”
“Yes Herr Doctor.”
“Then perhaps you’ll be good enough to get your men back into those lorries and get us moving.”
With that Von Brest turned and limped back to the Mercedes saloon. Koenig picked up his jacket and put it on. Wurtz picked his up and threw it over his left arm. He extended his right hand to Koenig for a handshake.
“No hard feelings.”
Koenig looked down at the hand for a moment and then brushed past Wurtz and headed for the Mercedes. He was going to get into the front with the driver when the back door opened.
“Get in,” Von Brest ordered.
Koenig did as he was told.
“Close the door.”
The Doctor looked out at Wurtz who was shouting as usual at his men.
“What really happened Colonel?”
Koenig was reluctant to say anything. He didn’t like Wurtz or trust the Doctor so he remained quiet. Von Brest put a hand on Koenig’s knee. Koenig stared down at it.
“I don’t like the Major any more than you do. Unfortunately I had no choice in who was assigned to me. I would appreciate if you could quickly tell me what happened.”
Koenig had no choice but to tell.
“As you know the men were clearing a landslip. The major made a direct challenge to me.”
“What challenge?”
“Oh it was nothing really. Petty. Just him trying to out do the Wehrmacht. I shouldn’t have responded but I did.”
“No you shouldn’t. It was behaviour unbefitting an officer particularly one of your rank. Which reminds me, if memory serves me doesn’t Colonel outrank Major?”
“Yes Herr Doctor but that just goes to show you the arrogance of the SS.”
“You should remind the Major that you are superior to him.”
“I’ve wanted to but we must remember that he is acting under direct orders of Reichsfuhrer Heinrich Himmler. I guess therefore that he believes this gives him power over the Wehrmacht.”
“I will speak to him and remind him of our mission here which I’m pleased to say is almost complete and I do thank you for your input.”
The Doctor allowed himself a smile. The first time Koenig had seen him smile since they’d met.
“I cannot wait to present the treasure to the Fuhrer. It will be a momentous occasion. I trust you’ll be there.”
“I sincerely hope so Herr Doctor.”
Wurtz was heading towards the car.
“Give me a moment with him. My driver will pick you up.”
Koenig got out of the Mercedes and held the door for the Major.
“The Doctor wishes to speak to you in private.”
Wurtz slid into the seat alongside Von Brest. Koenig shut the door and stood quietly smoking a cigarette.
“The mission has gone well Major.”
Wurtz nodded still watching Koenig.
“Though I have had some concerns about your behaviour.”
Wurtz turned to look at the Doctor who stared back, his eyes icy cold.
“That was nothing,” Wurtz defended himself looking out at where the landslip had fallen, now cleared.
“As I was to understand it Colonel Koenig’s mission was to provide the work force to recover the artefact. Yours was to protect the mission.”
“Which I have done.”
“Yes.”
“Then tell me why you question me.”
“Because you murdered two Wehrmacht in that town and after the gunfight you were going to execute the young British soldier.”
“Both were enemies of the Fuhrer.”
“But not related to our mission which I’m glad to say was not jeopardised by your actions.”
Both men fell silent for a minute or two. The driver not listening, just staring ahead. Finally the Doctor turned to look at Wurtz.
“Well?”
“My methods may seem a little primitive to you but my actions were, I believe, in the interests of the third Reich.”
“But not in my interests. The Fuhrer has given us a great quest. We personally can gain much from it.”
“Like I said my methods may seem primitive but out here I am the police, judge, jury and executioner all in one.”
Von Brest raised a finger to him.
“You are here and under my orders Major. Don’t ever forget that.”
The Doctor tapped his driver’s shoulder for him to move off. They stopped alongside Koenig who opened the door and got in the passenger seat.
“Is that understood?”
“Yes Herr Doctor,” Wurtz said, but inside he was seething.

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

GABES, TUNISIA, APRIL 1943
The full moon reflected off the glassy surface of the Mediterranean sea. The water was calm. It looked to be almost still viewed from five miles distant.
Alf, Johnny, Rushton, Doyle and the men of the long range desert group had crossed through the Fatnassa hills during the evening and now it was near midnight as they surveyed the Axis controlled port of Gabes. Rushton and Doyle were using binoculars. The trucks and Jeeps were parked all along the mountain road. For the last hour’s driving they had run without lights. Not wishing to give their position away to any watching Germans. Rushton had been looking through the binoculars for the last fifteen minutes solidly. Now he lowered them and passed them to Alf. Alf raised them to his eyes and peered through them. It was difficult to focus in the dark and Alf fiddled with the range finder until he got them as clear as he could. He took in the boats moored to the dock. The jetty was littered with cargo, some abandoned. He could see signs of frenzied activity. A motor boat was just coming in to dock.
Gabes was a major supply depot for the Axis powers linking Tunisia with Sicily and the Italian mainland.
Alf scanned the whole dock again. There was an area in darkness behind some motor boats. As Alf moved the binoculars something caught his eye and he moved back. Something was causing the water to ripple some yards from the dark. He squinted in the view finders and then in the poor light he saw the short mast.
“There’s a U-boat down there Major.”
He handed the glasses to Rushton.
“Where?”
“Can you see the group of three motor boats?” They look a bit like M.T.B’s.”
Rushton was frantically adjusting the focus back for his eyesight whilst talking to himself.
“Three motor boats that look like M.T.B’s,” suddenly it became clear “Yes. Yes. Yes. I see the three motor boats….”
“The U-boat is directly behind them.”
Rushton fiddled about with the viewfinder. Alf was impatient with him.
“Have you seen it yet?”
“No.”
“Look at the three moored together….”
“Yes I’ve got them….”
“Look at the middle one. There are ropes trailing from its stern. See how taut they are.”
“Wait….Middle boat….Ah yes now I can see the ropes. I’ve got it. I can see the submarine now. I can just make it out. Wait! Now there’s someone stood in the turret.“
“For a major supply depot it sure is quiet,” Alf said.
Rushton lowered the binoculars.
“The Germans have already evacuated this area. The main bulk of their forces have moved North. To the south are thirty corps, ten corps and the Indians there,” Rushton pointed on a roughly drawn map. They are going to bring armour in tomorrow at dawn,” Rushton brought the rest of his men together, “We have new orders,” he began. Rushton had known of them before they had left their base camp a week ago.
The men gathered round. They had all changed to black clothing, black wooly hats and their faces streaked with black. Johnny and Alf looked at their faces. They had both been kept in the dark and Alf was annoyed. He kept quiet for now as Rushton continued.
“This is the port of Gabes,” Rushton spoke “The Germans have been using this as a major supply port since the war began. They have all but abandoned it by moving North through the plains and this pass. These boats you see now are the last to leave. The allies have been unable to do anything about this base. That’s how strong it’s been….” he stopped as they all heard a diesel engine start.
One of the boats.
“….Until now,” he continued looking down at the port with its warehouses, its deserted landing strip nearby. Sand beaches stretching away both North and South.
“Our mission is to enter the town and mop up any resistance left.”
His men began to get excited at the prospect of action last. They began murmuring amongst themselves. Alf and Johnny felt it too.
“Their only escape is by sea now. If we can get to their boats and take them we have the port.”
The men wanted to cheer but knew they couldn’t. Even at this distance the Germans may hear.
“We will take our vehicles down to this spot here,” Rushton showed them on the map, “Which is there,” he pointed to the West of Gabes.
“What strength of resistance can we expect Sir?” Doyle asked.
“There are sentry posts scattered all around the dock. These appear to be unmanned. Nevertheless Doyle I want you and your group to take these one by one. As you take them move on to the next. The strength of the enemy is not known, unable to guess at numbers. Their strongest firepower will undoubtedly be the boats. We need to take them. The submarine we will probably be unable to take. We don’t know if the crew are on board. We can assume that at least some of them will be. Whether it will be enough to sail her, I don’t know. Be warned men if she is able to fire off torpedoes, well you can only imagine the devastation that could cause. The only good thing is they are unlikely to fire with those boats directly in front of them. They are too close. To fire directly into them would undoubtedly damage the sub severely. The warehouses nearest to the sub were known to contain fuel. How much has been successfully evacuated is anyone’s guess. No doubt the Germans have charges placed on that fuel. We must, if we can, try to stop them from detonating it.”
“What about those other ships Sir?”
“Those are merchant vessels carrying supplies and are not armed. Their crews are also merchant sailors, probably Italians or North Africans and will probably not fight back. If you encounter them take no chances, there maybe zealots amongst them and this is a war. Put yourselves first as always.”
“If they try to escape Sir?”
“Leave them! Concentrate on the Germans only. The merchant ships are certainly not ready to sail as we speak and will not be able to get away quickly. When push comes to shove they may well change sides and work for our lot. Who knows with foreign sailors. They will no doubt work for whichever side they think will profit them most.”
“So they’re one step above pirates,” Johnny said.
“Mercenaries,” Rushton replied.
Johnny looked down at the harbour. He could imagine it in peace time. When warships were replaced by fishing boats.
“You will also come across civilians, townspeople. They have been under German occupation for three years. The locals don’t really care who occupies them. They would gain from both sides and unlike in parts of Europe they have not suffered at the hands of Rommel’s army. Some may try to help you, some may not. Mostly they should stay impartial and will probably stand by and do nothing. Certainly most will be in their homes but if you encounter them be on your guard. Lieutenant Dennis….”
“Yes Sir.”
“I want you to take a small detachment and disable those boats. As many as you can. Once Doyle has taken the first of the guard posts you move with him and get to those boats. Disable their engines for now but not to a point of where you can’t repair them. We may need them ourselves. Sergeant Larder I want you to take five men and get into that fuel depot. The rest of you with me will sweep through the town and take the German headquarters. This should be pretty much deserted. From there we will signal the advance to General’s Tuker and Horrocks. Any questions?”
Alf knew the answer to this already but felt he needed to ask.
“You haven’t mentioned prisoners.”
“We won’t be taking prisoners Lieutenant.”
* * *
Rushton stopped the vehicles at the point they were to leave them. He had now changed into all black. Silently they walked the mile into Gabes town. Alf looked up at the sky. There were many clouds now, the stars, where they could be seen appearing like pinpricks. The men of Rushton’s unit walked quickly on both sides of the road saying nothing. Two had been left behind with the vehicles. At the first sign of danger they were to get into a Jeep, release flares and get out as quickly as they could. The vehicles were well hidden though and Rushton hoped that he wouldn’t see flares on this night. He was in the lead, Doyle opposite him.
The road they were on was well used. The wind in the daytime had pushed sand across it and Rushton could see that they were leaving footprints. He hoped there were no patrols tonight. There probably wouldn’t be. As he’d studied Gabes through his binoculars he could see that almost all the Germans had already fled.
Rushton suddenly stopped and signalled the others to. They all stood motionless watching the man in front. Nervously they began to look around. Rushton stayed still, his fist raised to keep his men from moving. Rushton had stopped at the sound. Doyle heard it too. Now so did some of the others. Alf cocked his head, listening.
It was a sound that was distorted, no doubt affected by the mountains. Then Alf identified it and made his way quickly to Rushton.
“It’s a Spitfire Sir,” he whispered.
“It sounds strange. Must be the mountains.”
“It’s a long way away. May even be out at sea.”
Rushton listened for a few moments more. He could hear the change of the engine tone as the plane flew into the mountains.
“Move out,” he ordered giving the signal.
Lights appeared in the bend behind them. Johnny, the last man in the group saw them.
He whistled.
Rushton turned around angrily.
’Who was that bloody idiot whistling!’
He saw the lights and gestured frantically with his arm.
“Off the road. Everyone off the road.”
The S.A.S men fled, taking cover behind rocks, trees, bushes, any bit of scrub available to them. They lay in wait all watching the road.
’Our vehicles can’t have been discovered,’ they were thinking, ’There has been no alarm’
Rushton expected flares to rocket into the night sky at any second. Their cover blown but mercifully none came.
The hiding men shrank even deeper as the two motorcycle sidecars drew up to a stop. The motorcyclists were talking to each other. Now one was looking to his left, the other to his right. Then one of them dismounted.
British fingers tightened on British triggers.
Johnny watched in horror as the German nearest him began walking towards him. Slowly he raised his gun barrel. Next to him was a grizzled veteran, Tosh Wilkes.
“Easy lad, easy. Don’t do anything hasty. There may be more of them coming,” Wilkes whispered into Johnny’s ear.
The German lit a cigarette and for a second they saw his features in the flare of the match. Just an ordinary, normal, young man, much like everyone else and for the first time Johnny realised that he actually didn’t want to kill him. The German came even closer. Tosh pushed the gun barrel down into the sand, his other hand pulled Johnny’s finger off the trigger with a strength that amazed Larder.
They could smell the man’s cigarette smoke.
Johnny’s gun barrel scraped on a stone. It was only a subtle noise but to them it sounded like an explosion.
Corporal Ralf Klum undid his holster and pulled out his side arm. He held it pointing forwards at hip height. It was so dark he couldn’t see very far which was unusual. He could only make out shapes. The edge of some scrub was not far in front of him. He moved towards it.
Johnny and Tosh held their breath. The German was barely three feet from them. The shadows caused by the bushes fell on them and blended them in. Very slowly Tosh reached down his leg and unsheathed his knife. It slithered out without a sound. He brought it up until it was in front of his face. The blade was blue and wouldn’t glint. Tosh readied himself. He would bring the German down and knife him. Johnny felt a cold sweat run down his back. He couldn’t remember ever being so scared. The German put his gun away. They heard noises, a kind of ruffling. Then a splattering sound. Johnny felt his face being hit by something. He closed his eyes to it. The German was peeing over the bush. It was spattering off the sand and into their faces. Although it was cold by the time it hit him he could feel its burn.
Now all he could think of was killing the German he had regarded only moments ago.
The other German called out to his friend who answered back over his shoulder.
More lights were appearing around the bend.
Klum finished urinating, took a last pull of his cigarette and flicked it, still burning, into the bush. It landed on Johnny’s back. Klum made his way back to his motorcycle just as the Mercedes saloon drew up. Colonel Hans Koenig stepped out onto the road. Tosh quickly removed the burning cigarette butt from Larder’s back.
“Why have you stopped?” Koenig asked them.
“We thought we saw something Herr Colonel,” the British heard the reply.
“What did you see?” Koenig peered into the dark.
“When we rounded the bend I thought I saw figures on the road.”
“Figures. What sort of figures?”
“I didn’t see them for long enough. It looked like it was men Sir.”
Koenig peered into the dark. He couldn’t see a thing and didn’t want to investigate. More wasted time would only infuriate the Doctor.
Alf was sure he’d seen the elegant officer before but couldn’t place where. All English eyes were watching. Doyle had been ready with a silenced pistol. The trucks were now clearing the bend. Everyone waited with weapons cocked. Someone called out from the back seat of the saloon. The officer answered and the window was closed.
“It was animals or nomads,” Koenig told his men, “Now get moving.”
He strode for the car. The motorcycles were kick started and they roared off.
Rushton and his men waited until the convoy was safely out of sight before returning to the road.
“What was that all about Sir?” Doyle asked.
“I don’t know. But whatever those trucks were carrying, it will be the last things they get out of Gabes.”
* * *
They made the outskirts of town without any other incidents. The first of the houses, square, one storied, came into view. They raced to them, covering the ground quickly and as quietly as they could. Alf was breathing hard, his injured shoulder aching. He took cover at the corner of a wall. His fingers on his injured arm were tingling and he flexed them repeatedly to help.
Rushton waited for the last of his men to catch up. He gave them a minute to gain their breath while he studied the way forward.
Suddenly a wooden shutter opened.
Everyone froze!
A child’s face was peering out of a ground floor window directly in front of Tosh. The child began smiling. Tosh raised a finger to his lips.
“Sshhh!”
He felt into his pockets and pulled out a bar of chocolate. He held it up to the child’s face. In the moonlight he saw the little girl’s face light up. Suddenly her father’s face appeared above hers. He stared wide eyed at Tosh’s face. Then he saw the offered chocolate. He took it, nodded, and pulled his daughter away from the window. He took one last look at Tosh and reached out and pulled the shutters to. Tosh turned his back to the wall and sank down it slowly. He sighed with relief.
‘That had been close!’
Rushton crept over.
“Alright?”
“Bloody hell sir. I thought they were going to give us away.”
“Let’s hope they don’t. Come on Tosh get yourself together,” Rushton put a hand on Wilkes shoulder “Move out.”
* * *
Doyle looked again through the binoculars. He was at the corner of a house on the main road into Gabes. Ahead by some four hundred yards or so was the first of the German watchtowers. He had been watching for the last ten minutes. There had been a guard up there. Five minutes ago someone had descended the ladder. From where he remained hidden Doyle had seen that the man had had his rifle over his shoulder. The post now had appeared deserted for the last five minutes. Doyle checked again for signs of life. There appeared to be none. Behind him his group waited patiently. He gave them the signal to move forward. Then he saw the German helmet and then the remaining guard. He frantically gave his men the signal to halt and gestured for them to move back. The German had stopped and was staring in their direction.
’Had he seen them?’
Doyle felt his heart pounding. It would be terrible to be discovered now. This mission had felt doomed from the beginning. He continued to watch the German, who hadn’t moved and was staring down the street at their position. Doyle felt sure the man was staring straight down the binoculars, straight into his eyes. He slowly took them away and put them down. He put his hand out to the man next to him who handed him the scoped Lee Enfield rifle. Doyle put the scope to his eye and adjusted the sights. He pulled his eye away and put it back again.
The German had disappeared!
Doyle searched for him. He wasn’t at the ladder or on the ground near the post. Doyle couldn’t believe it. He’d only taken his eyes away for a second. His men couldn’t move on this post without knowing the whereabouts of the sentry. He checked the tower again.
The German re-appeared where he’d stood before.
Doyle could see the man’s features clearly. Doyle felt his finger on the trigger. He could take the shot now. The bullet would hit the German right between the eyes. He felt the thrill of the kill rise in him.
The trouble was the Lee Enfield would make so much noise.
It would definitely give them away.
It was no good. They would have to get closer to take the tower.
“You’re lucky Fritz. I could pop you now,” Doyle said into the rifle’s scope, “But I’ve got to get closer.”
He shouldered the weapon and prepared to move on the position.
* * *
They moved on the tower with stealth, using the buildings for cover. Doyle waited until he was sure the coast was clear, then moved to the base of the ladder and slowly ascended. At the top he peered over just enough to see his target. The German was leaning over the parapet with his back to Doyle. Doyle moved up the rungs and stopped level with the guard.
Corporal Gunther Shroess had heard the ladder creak and presumed it was private Willi Hoefel returning from the lavatory. The private had been complaining of an upset stomach earlier. Shroess turned, smiling. He liked the young private very much.
“Feeling better Willi?”
The smile vanished. Instead of seeing the young private in a Wehrmacht uniform he was greeted by a man dressed all in black, blacked face, holding a black silenced pistol.
Shroess opened his mouth to shout as Doyle pulled the trigger.
Twice!
Shroess staggered forward. He knew he’d been shot but surprisingly he felt no pain, just a warmth. At such close range the bullets had passed through his body and had left via his back. His legs felt heavy. He now found he couldn’t move them. He tried to reach out for Doyle but his arms were numb. He died on his feet and fell forward as Doyle caught him. The sergeant lowered him onto a wooden chair and arranged him so he looked like he was napping. Next he checked the tower for anything of use. There were some documents on an upturned crate. Doyle glanced through them. There was nothing of importance. Next to them he found some drawings, sketches, of various desert landscapes, camels, a really good one of the Medina and one, that was particularly good, of a beautiful woman. Doyle brought it up close to his face.
“Now who are you?” he asked the picture.
He rolled it up and slid it into his trouser pocket. He looked across at the dead German.
“You can draw Fritz. I’ll give you that,” he tapped the picture inside his pocket “You don’t mind sharing her do you?”
He leafed through other sheets of paper but the rest were all blank. There were some food cans on a small table, some empty, some half full, some unopened. A half finished can of sardines and a fork with some bread were nearby. Doyle went to the edge and took out his cigarette lighter. He cupped his hand over the flame and exposed it twice as was the pre-arranged signal, then snapped the lighter shut and descended the ladder.
Doyle took out the next two towers. These both had two guards each and he had to shoot the first guard from the top of the ladder and quickly rush up to finish them off. In the fourth, unbelievably, both guards were asleep. No doubt safe in the knowledge that the first tower would raise the alarm in time for them to wake up and take action. Two shots each in the head and they were dead. Not even stirring at the sound of the silenced gun.
The next tower was on the other side of the town square. The two other teams could now move and take up their positions.
Rushton and his men were ready for the fortress. They were hiding in amongst trees and shrubs waiting for his signal to begin. Alf and Johnny’s group stayed together. They would split once they reached the harbour.
They were ready.
They could see Rushton.
They all now waited for his signal.

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

Private Willi Hoefel closed the door to the toilet behind him. He was glad to be out. The toilet was no more than a crude wooden hole above a pit. There was no running water and the smell was hideous.
He’d had an upset stomach all day and was concerned it may become dysentery. Many of his unit at Gabes were now ill, some seriously. His friend Gunther Shroess, had read somewhere that it was contagious and was spread by direct contact with a sufferer and by the flies. Over the winter months the fly population was reduced but now it was April the weather was warming up again. So far he and Shroess had avoided the sickness. This morning though he had woken up with what he’d thought was bad wind. He only just made it to the toilet. Now he was leaving the latrine for the fifth time that day. He didn’t feel ill and had a good appetite. He’d left an unfinished can of sardines and some bread and was looking forward to finishing them when he got back. Time for them soon enough. Willi reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a half smoked cigarette. He’d hand rolled some earlier but only ever smoked half at a time. He cupped his hands around the flame of his lighter in case he was seen by anyone, particularly an officer. He was, still, officially, on duty. He knew Gunther would cover for him though. Gunther was a good friend. But Gunther hated cigarette smoke and would never let Willi smoke in the tower. Other men smoked in theirs. Gunther said that the officers knew it went on but had to actually catch a sentry in the act before they could do anything about it. Willi took a pull on the cigarette. It felt warming to him.
’How could anyone not get pleasure from it?” he asked himself ’I mean what else do we men have all out here if not this.’
A large puppy with gangly legs and big feet came loping around a corner. It stopped to sniff at something. Then realising the item wasn’t edible it raised its head and sniffed the air for some time. Then it caught sight of Willi and came running over, its clumsy feet flicking out in all directions. The puppy sniffed around his feet and he watched it from above, clicking his tongue at it.
“Hello,” he said “Hello,” between tongue clicks. The puppy threw itself into a sitting position bumping his leg. It looked up at him with big, bright, shiny eyes. Willi flicked his cigarette butt into the road and bent down to ruffle the hair on the puppy’s head.
“You’re a handsome little fellow aren’t you.”
Willi reached under the dog’s front legs and picked it up to cuddle it. The puppy turned its head and a big pink tongue came out and lapped at his face.
“Hello,” Willi said again to it “You’re a little small to be out here on your own aren’t you? Where’s your mother?”
The puppy was sniffing at his jacket pocket, not the one with the cigarettes in, the other one, something better. Willi smiled and reached into the pocket.
“I know what you can smell.”
He took out four squares of chocolate, blew some fluff off them and held them to the puppy’s nose. The tongue came out again and licked at the chocolate. Then tiny little milk teeth bit at it. The puppy bit some chocolate off but dropped it. Willi put him down and quickly broke the squares up and put them on the road. The puppy happily munched through one of them, leaving a trail of drool over the others. Then he promptly lost interest and proceeded to sit and lick his bits.
“I guess you are trying to say that tastes better than my chocolate then. Ah well I didn’t want it anyway.”
Not far away an adult dog began barking and the puppy got up and bounded off in the direction of its mother’s voice.
“Goodbye little one! For I won’t be here this time tomorrow.”
He took another cigarette from his jacket and lit it. Gunther wouldn’t miss him for a few more minutes.
‘Perhaps I should have named the puppy Gunther!’
Willi chuckled but he knew Gunther would have seen the funny side of it.
‘Gunther would have probably called him Adolf! Secretly of course. No one would dare say that out loud. No one would dare question the final victory.’
But tonight the final victory for Germany was a long way away as her forces were planning to flee Tunisia.
Willi stood staring at the night sky enjoying his second cigarette. Occasionally he could see glimpses of the moon and stars through the breaks in the clouds. From afar came the sound of boat engines as they chugged backwards and forwards from the harbour. They were several streets away. The puppy’s mother was still barking. She was now joined by other dogs. Rushton and his men approaching the Medina stopped.
“Why the hell are those dogs barking?”
His men waited in silence. With signs he told them to stay still and he moved through some bushes for a better view from cover. The walls of the Medina were fifty feet high in places and crenelated. All was quiet. Of the guards he could see none seemed agitated. In one of the four gateways he could see a machine gun nest surrounded by sandbags. Two German soldiers lolling around nearby. Rushton watched for a further minute then backtracked to his men. Clearly the barking dogs a sign that they’d not been given away. Then the dogs stopped and it was only one that could be heard. Finally this one fell quiet as well. Rushton made his way back to his men.
“Move out,” he whispered.
They followed him in silence.
Willi took a last drag on his second cigarette and flicked it away to join the other. He checked that he had everything. His tin helmet he’d left in the tower.
’I’d better get back’ he told himself.
He adjusted his rifle over his shoulder and climbed the ladder to the tower. At the top he instantly saw that Gunther had fallen asleep in the chair.
“I’m back,” he called softly.
No reaction. Willi smiled.
’How long should I let him sleep? He can’t have been asleep for more than ten minutes. It’s lucky an officer hasn’t climbed the tower or we’d both be for it.’
“Hey sleepyhead at least you didn’t finish my sardines.”
Willi picked up the unfinished can of fish, wiped the fork on his trousers and got stuck in. They were strong tasting and oily. The way he liked them.
“I saw a really cute puppy while I was gone. You would have loved him. I know how you love dogs. He had a broad head and big feet. He’s going to be huge when he’s grown up. I wish we could have adopted him. Take him back to Germany. Poor mite. He can’t have much of a life here. Probably scrounging for scraps to eat everyday and never a decent meal. Perhaps we could take his mother as well or why not the whole litter. They could grow up with me in my village in the mountains.
Willi began daydreaming of his home in the village of Altenahr, near the Rhine, near Cologne and Aachen. His family growing grapes on the slopes of the hills surrounding the black knights castle, the Borg Ahre. He could see in his mind his parents and both sisters working to produce the wine that they made, the family business. He, also working, his dogs running freely, chasing birds, bees and butterflies in the summer months. Both his sisters beautiful. Neither yet taken by a man to be their husband. His father as strong as an ox. His mother as tough as a nut. One day they would inherit the vineyard and in their turn his son or sons.
“I will have at least four,” he said out loud “I miss them,” he said to Gunther. The ache of being away from them so strong, so painful.
Gunther’s right arm slipped off his lap and dangled down by his side. Willi waited to see if he would wake up. He didn’t. He just sat motionless, with his helmet pushed down over his head, obscuring most of his face. Willi could only see his mouth.
Motionless.
Too motionless!
Willi moved a step closer and called his friends name.
Then he noticed the thin trickle of blood in the corner of Gunther’s mouth. He felt a fear of dread sweep through him. He picked up a lamp and held it towards his companion, shielding his own face with his free hand from the light.
“Gunther!” he called again much louder.
Then he saw the wet patch on his friends jacket. Just below his left breast. Willi shakily moved forward almost trance like and reached out with shaking fingers and touched the damp. He turned his hand and brought it up to his face.
It was covered in blood.
Gunther’s blood!
Panic overtook him. He was shaking Gunther’s lifeless body. Afraid now of being left on his own. Then in the next instant he was scrabbling to get to the big, red, alarm button mounted on top of the electric box. He reached it and smacked it down with all his might.
* * *
Rushton and his men were in place ready to storm the first of the machine gun nests. The scoped Enfield trained on the guard on the left. Tosh Wilkes the man behind the sight.
“Could you guarantee killing them with the silenced pistol Tosh?” Rushton asked.
“Not at this distance.”
Rushton and all knew that the scoped rifle would make enough noise to alert the whole garrison but they had no choice. The sentries needed to be taken out quickly. Tosh the best marksman any of them had ever seen. The three Germans were lolling about near their post. Two of them were craftily smoking. The third was clearly telling them a story. Tosh sighted on the man talking. He was the closest to the MG42. Tosh would have just seconds to get off three shots. Two of which would be on, undoubtedly, moving targets. He took two deep breaths and held it on the third. He trained the scope on the German’s midriff and slowly brought it up past his chest, his neck, his face and settled it on the forehead. Tosh pulled his finger back on the trigger. It reached its zenith. Then he released at the same time his eyes widened. The Germans had suddenly sprung into life. The two smokers throwing down their cigarettes and rushing for their weapons. The man Tosh had been about to kill lunging for the MG42.
“What the hell….?” Rushton stopped in mid sentence as the sound of the far away alarm reached them.
The German guards were randomly pointing their weapons, unsure as to where the threat lay. One of them ran over and pushed a red button. Their alarm now began sounding, accompanied by a red flashing light. Tosh took careful aim and sent two bullets into the electrical box silencing the alarm. The noise of his rifle wicked. A third bullet took out the red flashing light smashing it. The German MG42 suddenly burst into life. Its gunner sending red hot deadly bullets to all sides as he moved it to and fro strafing the area just ahead of the British. Rushton and his men lay flat on their faces, their hands covering their features until the bullets stopped.
Rushton and Tosh looked up. The two German guards with the rifles were running, keeping close to the wall. Inside the fortress German Wehrmacht soldiers were rushing out of the main building to take up the fight. Rushton fired a burst from his Sten into the chest of the first German running along the fifty foot high Medina wall. Tosh brought the second one down with a shot from the Enfield. It took the German in the throat and he collapsed in a spray of blood. The MG42 began spitting its deadly projectiles in all directions until another bullet from Tosh punctured the gunner’s steel helmet. The force of the impact spun him around and he collapsed, sprawled over the sandbags surrounding the machine gun, dead.
Rushton sprang to his feet.
“Go! Go! Go!” he shouted.
His men jumped up and followed, running doubled over, guns at the ready. They covered the open area in seconds and dashed through the stone archway. The German who’d been hit in the neck was still alive and a well aimed boot from Tosh crushed his throat killing him.
Inside the Medina courtyard there were a variety of motor vehicles, trucks, cars, Kubels, motorcycles. In front of the main steps leading up to the German HQ were two machine gun nests. These opened fire at the British immediately forcing the S.A.S to dive for cover. The Germans stopped firing. Not wishing to waste ammo or hit their own vehicles unnecessarily. Everytime a British soldier raised his head though it was greeted with a burst from a forty two.
Shouts in German echoed across the square.
Rushton peered between the front wheel of a half track and its bumper. He could see Wehrmacht running from a corner gateway into the Medina. The men of the Long Range Desert Group were being boxed in and for now there was nothing they could do.
* * *
Alf and Johnny kept in the shadows between buildings. From where they hid they could see boats anchored at the harbour. Sentries were patrolling. Pacing up and down near the water’s edge. On the submarine now there was activity. The hatches were open and occasionally crew members would enter and leave via them. There were some crates nearby. A soldier was checking their contents with a crowbar and then when satisfied he nailed the lids back down. A small tractor came rumbling along pulling trailers loaded with cans full of fuel. Boat crews began offloading them onto their vessels, storing them anywhere and everywhere. All available space was filled.
Another boat, a motor torpedo boat, entered the harbour from the sea. It motored down to a crawling speed and circled the harbour slowly and nosed its way in to dock. Securing lines were thrown overboard and crew members jumped ashore and lashed the boat to the jetty. The Captain gunned down the engine and switched it off. A last puff of black diesel smoke and the engine was silent. The boat rocked slowly from side to side.
Captain Johann Hapfoel stepped neatly ashore. He was tall, well over six feet, highly experienced, but also disgraced. He had for a time in his career served in a penal regiment. Though retaining his rank he had lost his position as a U-boat commander. He still dressed as though he was a submarine captain. Black boots, black trousers, white polo neck sweater, black uniform jacket with his medals and badges of rank and black leather hat which he sometimes substituted for a black, commando style, wool hat. He also smoked a pipe and sometimes, rarely, cigars. Tonight he chose a cigar. He took one from an inside pocket, bit the end off and spat it out, and lit it. A waft of cigar smoke blew across the dockside until Johnny and Alf smelt it.
Another man ran up to Hapfoel and they began talking. The new man gestured three times at the U-boat and twice at the gunboats. Alf watched as they walked away deep in discussion. Johnny turned and put his back to the wall.
“How the hell are we supposed to take this Alf? The place is swarming with Germans.”
“I don’t know son. But we must find a way.”
To their horror the situation suddenly got a lot worse. Lights appeared on the crates in front of them causing Alf and Johnny to shrink further against the wall.
German army lorries thundered in from the road to the East. They pulled up one behind the other. Soldiers jumped out and lowered the tailboards and dozens of Wehrmacht piled out of each one. All were carrying rifles. A Mercedes saloon drew up alongside and out stepped Otto Wurtz, Hans Koenig and Doctor Werner Von Brest. Alf and Johnny recognised them all instantly.
“Oh God Alf. It’s him!”
Johnny felt dread as he saw the chilling black uniform.
“He’s the bastard that was going to kill us,” Johnny felt panicked “I never wanted to see him ever again. Alf let’s get out of here….”
“Johnny calm down. Sh! You’re talking too loud. Calm down lad. He’s a bastard all right. But he’s just one man. We wait for Doyle and his men to get here.”
“Alf let’s leave. Let’s get back to Rushton and tell him we weren’t able to take the port….”
“We’ll do no such thing Johnny. We’ll wait. There’ll be an opportunity.”
“I hope you’re right Alf.”
“So do I. But I promise you one thing. The moment this kicks off that SS bastard will be the first to die.”
* * *
“We’ve done very well Colonel, Major. I congratulate you both on a job well done. The submarine is still here as planned. Had we been late it would undoubtedly have sailed leaving us stuck here. On behalf of the Fuhrer gentlemen thank you.”
Both men were pleased with the Doctor’s praise. Hapfoel approached. Von Brest turned to intercept him.
“Captain Hapfoel I presume.”
“Yes Herr Doctor Von Brest.”
“I am. May I present Colonel Koenig. Major Wurtz.”
The men all shook hands.
Wurtz had an obvious look of displeasure on his face. He looked the Captain up and down. He took in the black jacket which had seen better days. It was so dirty it was shiny. The white polo neck jumper, holes in the body and frayed sleeves The hat at least appeared to be clean. Around the man was the overpowering stink of diesel. Hapfoel was unaware of it. The smell of the fuel, the sea and unwashed bodies had been with him his whole adult life.
Wurtz was even more horrified to hear that Hapfoel was the newly promoted Captain of the submarine. The previous Captain had only two days before been killed in an accident involving scalding oil.
“Is the artefact being stowed on board the submarine?” Wurtz asked.
“No Herr Major. The submarine is not equipped to deal with such a precious cargo. No that freighter over there is to have the privilege. It has a civilian crew. I would be most grateful if your men were to accompany it.”
“Of course Herr Doctor my men will be honoured,” Wurtz’ chest puffed out, filled with pride. The honour of bringing Hitler’s gift would be his and with it unknown personal honours. Wurtz imagination suddenly whisked him back to Berlin. In the presence of the Fuhrer. ‘What could come next. Promotion? Ah yes. Colonel Otto Wurtz of the SS. What about? Command of one of the death camps. It’s mine for the taking. Should I ask Hitler for it? My dream position. Helping in the final solution.’
His ears snapped his attention back.
“Your men also Colonel.”
“Yes of course Doctor. May I be permitted to know exactly where we are sailing to.”
“To the island of Malta. Then from Malta to Naples, Italy. Then we shall continue our journey overland. I myself will be sailing with the freighter. I couldn’t possibly imagine letting the artefact out of my sight. I will of course be accepting the Captain’s quarters for the duration of the journey. You will have to fight amongst yourselves for who gets the first mate’s bunk.”
Koenig couldn’t imagine how bad the Captain’s cabin would be on the rusting hunk of scrap that was the freighter let alone any of the other bunks.
“I think it would be useful to you now if you met the crew of the Tangipito,” the Doctor turned and bellowed to four men who came over. They were three negroes and a man with eastern oriental features. The man in the black polo neck jumper and incredibly filthy white cap introduced himself.
“I am Captain Eli Mufasa. These are my officers,” Mufasa spoke very good English with a very heavy accent. He extended his hand. Von Brest shook it firmly, so did Koenig who was not at all surprised at the strength of the grip. Wurtz ignored the offered hand.
“May I ask which country you’re from captain.”
“Of course. I am from the Ivory Coast.”
“Which is where Captain?”
Mufasa got down and crudely drew a map of Africa in the dust. In the poor light the others strained to see. Then he drew his country roughly.
“Ah then your country is a French province. That’s what I can trace in your accent, French.”
“Yes Sir the Cote D’Ivoire.”
“Excellent,” Wurtz was pleased. He extended his hand and shook Mufasa’s vigorously.
’What are you about? Wurtz?’ Koenig asked inside his head ’What treachery is going through your mind?’
He couldn’t have been further from the truth. Wurtz loved the French, their food, their drink, their women.
“You like my country?”
“I like the French,” Wurtz cleverly twisted it, “Especially their wine.”
“In that case Major. I have a very fine bottle of cognac in my cabin. I’ll go and fetch it.”
“Lead the way man.”
They soon returned with the bottle and an array of drinking vessels. The one, clean glass they filled and offered to the Doctor. He accepted it but didn’t sip. Once they each had a drink Wurtz raised his cup high.
“To the Fuhrer.”
They drank the toast. Wurtz refilled his cup. Behind his back Mufasa jammed the cork back into the bottle.
’This damned German will drink it all.’
“You have not touched your drink Herr Doctor.”
“No Major, it’s not to my liking,” inwardly Von Brest was irritated at how easily Wurtz had been distracted by the alcohol.
“May I?” Wurtz held out his hand for the glass.
“Of course,” Von Brest handed him the glass accompanied by a sickly smile, “Now if you’ll excuse me we have work to do.”
Von Brest went over to the heavily guarded truck that carried the sarcophagus. The guards at the tailgate moved out of his way. He handed his walking cane to one of them and spoke to the soldiers inside.
“Help me up.”
Hands took his outstretched fingers and a guard pushed from below and together they hauled the Doctor into the back of the lorry. Once inside he smacked his hands together to dust them off.
The sarcophagus was huge. Nearly a ton in weight and almost as wide as it was long. He squeezed around it patting it with pride. When they had first discovered it a week ago he had been ecstatic at the discovery. This was archaeology’s greatest ever find. The resting place of Alexander the Great. The most important single find in the history of his profession. Howard Carter and Tutankhamun were nothing compared to this. Alexander the great, the greatest conqueror the world had ever seen and Von Brest now owned him. If only for a brief time. Von Brest once again thought about opening it. The overwhelming urge to gaze at the remains of the young King. But once again he resisted the temptation.
‘No. The first man to look at him in over two thousand years will be the Fuhrer. Alexander the great, once the most powerful man on earth will be looked upon by the current most powerful man on earth, Adolf Hitler.’
Von Brest studied the intricate carvings on the surface of the lid in the light from the spotlights the Germans had erected in the town when they had first arrived two years ago. Von Brest almost felt the power emanating from within. He had done it! He had his man!
“Soon you will sit in Berlin my friend alongside the man who admires you the most.”
As Alf and Johnny watched Wurtz, Koenig, Mufasa and his men all turned and stared westward. Then suddenly the bottle of cognac was heading for the ground where it smashed. Wurtz and Koenig sprinting towards the truck that they’d seen Von Brest climb into. Mufasa and his men raced for their ship.
“Now what the devil has got them so spooked?” Alf said.
Then they too heard the gunfire.
Wurtz made it to the truck first, Koenig a whisper behind. Von Brest was standing with his hands resting lovingly on the sarcophagus.
“Herr Doctor,” Wurtz began “Something is happening. There is machine gun fire coming from the west side of town.”
“Dear God! Is it the British?”
“I wouldn’t have thought so Sir. Probably just some fool getting spooked in the dark. My best advice is that Colonel Koenig and his men go to investigate and I and my men stay here to protect you. Agreed?”
“Yes. Yes Major. I’m not a military man so I agree with whatever the two of you decide.”
Wurtz turned to Koenig.
“Agreed?”
Koenig knew he was beaten. Wurtz had got there first.
“Very well. Gentlemen,” he said saluting “It has been an honour to serve with you.”
Wurtz returned the salute.
“Just get back here as quickly as you can Sir.”
Koenig took a whistle out of his jacket pocket and blew it.
“Come on men. Follow me at the double.”
He set off up the street, his Luger drawn and out in front of him. His men jogging directly behind as they fell into place.
“Bloody hell Alf our cover’s blown.”
“Well whoever is doing the shooting has just done us a favour lad.”
“How so?”
“Because they’ve just drawn off half our problem.”
Johnny swallowed hard.
“You’re not surely still going to try for those boats.”
“While those SS bastards are distracted that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”
The freighter’s engine coughed into life.
“That’s it lad. Stay close to me.”
* * *
Alf set off back the way he and Johnny had come, the handful of Rushton’s men assigned to them following. Watching the scene before them Alf had decided their best way forward was to skirt around and approach the boats from the East side. The side Alf now hoped was furthest away from the gunfire. They moved silently, helped by the lack of street lighting on this side of the town. Unlike the cities in Europe there wasn’t much left out here to bomb, therefore no need for blackouts. Alf’s shoulder had ached so much now it was very much a part of him. Suddenly Johnny tripped and fell. He gave out a grunt as he hit the road face first. His Sten gun clattered on noisily for a couple of yards. Alf helped him to his feet. Johnny’s hands were grazed. Someone else picked his gun up and handed it to him.
“Are you all right lad?”
“Yes. It’s just my head is thumping again. I’m never going to get rid of these headaches am I?”
“Do you want to stay here son?”
Johnny was shaking his head.
“I don’t want you jeopardising this mission. If you’re not up to it say so now Johnny.”
“I’m all right Alf. It’s just sometimes my eyesight is blurred and in this darkness….I just lost my footing that’s all.”
“It’s up to you. You can stay here but you’ll be on your own. I can’t guarantee you’ll be safe.”
“I’m fine.”
“Might be better if we leave him here,” Doyle said.
Johnny got to his feet.
“I told you I’m all right to continue,” he said snatching his gun out of Doyle’s hand.
“Suit yourself mate. But if you fall behind you’re on your own. That goes for both of you,” he said pointing with his gun barrel at both the engineers. Doyle ran off, the rest of the S.A.S right behind him.
“You’re sure you want to do this?”
Johnny nodded.
“If we don’t,” he said looking after the running men “We’d never hear the end of it.”
Alf laughed and thumped Johnny on the back.
“Come on then. Let’s show them.”

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

Rushton raised his head again. He was behind a large stone water trough. It was hundreds of years old, used by generations of traders to water their animals. He was received with another burst of bullets from the MG42’s. Rushton was totally pinned down. Tosh Wilkes was the closest man to him, he was pinned down too, behind a Volkswagen Kubel. Tosh was guessing it belonged to an officer because of the command pennants hanging limply from the front wings. Remarkably not one shot had been fired at Tosh. The gunners obviously not wanting to hit their commandants car. More Germans were coming down the stairs, an officer at their head. He ordered that the alarms be switched off. An eerie silence fell over the square inside the Medina.
“I am Leutnantoberst Von Kessel. You are surrounded. Throw down your weapons.”
Rushton slowly raised his head. The machine gunner on the left panicked and fired. Von Kessel yanked on his arms making the bullets spatter the wall behind the L.R.D.G commander. Angrily he pulled out his Luger and pointed it at the machine gunner’s temple who gave out a surprised yelp.
“The next man who shoots I shoot!” he bellowed.
Tosh was able to wriggle into a position of where he could see Von Kessel between the wheels of the Kubel. He glanced across at Rushton’s position and was now able to see Rushton’s face. Rushton was staring back. He said something but Tosh couldn’t hear him as Von Kessel continued. If he could get these men to surrender.
“You may as well give yourselves up. There is no escape, no where to run to. My men won’t shoot if you show yourselves right now. You have my guarantee.”
Tosh managed to slowly unhook the scoped Enfield and bring it up to his side.
“Give yourselves up. There is nothing to fear. We soldiers of the Fatherland, of the third reich. We welcome our friends, the Americans, the British. Surrender yourselves now. There is nothing to fear from us. I give you, the commander, whoever you are to the count of ten to throw down your weapons and give yourselves up. After that my men will be ordered to shoot.”
Rushton had heard the words and he didn’t believe them. He knew that Doyle and the rest of his men wouldn’t believe them either. Doyle was still watching Rushton. Rushton shook his head. There would be no surrender. Von Kessel was counting out loud, for effect. He knew a ten count wouldn’t be enough.
“One….Two….Three….” he paused to take his hat off to wipe his forehead with his handkerchief.
Doyle raised the rifle and fired.
The top of von Kessel’s head disappeared. A look of surprise spread across his face. He staggered forward a couple of steps and pitched forward flat on his face. His blood pumped out thickly. The Germans, horrified and now leaderless began firing at everything and everyone. Doyle sighted again. His second shot took the left machine gunner cleanly in the temple. His head was thrown back and this pulled the MG42 up. His finger was still on the trigger and the bullets ricocheted off the far wall. He collapsed to the ground pulling the gun down on top of him. The hot barrel sizzling. The other machine gunner had seen where the single shot had come from and he swung his gun around and sent a wicked burst at the Kubel. Doyle lay still as the bullets ripped up the ground around him. The gunner waited anxiously for his gun to cool before he could continue firing at his invisible enemy.
Doyle couldn’t see him from where he lay.
Now the British returned fire. Their Stens superior to the German Karbiner rifles. Rushton was suddenly aware of more Germans arriving through a side gateway and he rolled into position and sent a burst from his Sten at them. He killed the first two easily as they rushed headlong through the gate and into the courtyard. Koenig right behind them was able to throw himself against the wall in the nick of time. He peered around the wall. Rushton fired at him but at this distance Koenig was able to move back out of the way. Rushton pulled the clip out of the side of his Sten and inserted a new magazine. He kept the gun trained on the gate. More bullets hit the Kubel puncturing it’s bodywork, ripping up the bonnet. Doyle was splashed in the face by black oil. He looked under the vehicle and could see engine oil leaking onto the road. Rushton heard a tell tale clink of metal on stone, two of them and he knew without seeing that they were Stiel hand grenades. He jumped to his feet and ran for Doyle as they exploded.
“You all right Sir?”
“Yes. Well done for taking that Colonel out.”
“I couldn’t resist it Sir. The arrogant bastard was stood there asking for it.”
Rushton and Doyle stood and fired at the gate where Koenig’s men were. They stopped and kept still, waiting. They saw Koenig look around the corner.
“It’s another officer,” Doyle said.
“High ranking judging by his hat.”
Koenig checked again and sent his men through the gate. Rushton and Doyle sent hand grenades at them. The grenades exploded and the air was filled with the screams of dying and injured men. Rushton’s men jumped up and rushed forward at the much slower firing Germans. One man sent a burst from his Sten into a German’s chest at point blank range, literally shredding the soldier’s chest. Another S.A.S. man pulled his trigger to just a click. His gun had jammed. Without hesitation he swung the barrel and floored his enemy. He stomped on the German breaking his neck with a sharp crack. Another found himself grappling with a German, both men with hands on the German’s rifle. The S.A.S. man was stronger and he forced the German down onto his back and pushed down with the rifle across the German’s throat until the German stopped kicking and breathing. The Englishman turned the gun around and smashed the butt into his enemies skull just to make sure.
On they surged, rushing for the steps now. The Kubel, which had been smoking, now exploded so violently it shook the very walls of the Medina. Burning fuel sprayed the air. Some of it landing on the canvas tops of the trucks parked nearby. These quickly began to burn. Soon they were an inferno.
Rushton and Doyle sprinted across the courtyard. Koenig saw them go. He fired his pistol at them, missing completely.
One of Rushtons men ran in front of his Major and was brought down by the remaining MG42 gunner. His death gave Rushton and Doyle the vital seconds to turn and kill the German with their Stens. Doyle made it to the MG42 and got behind it to use it. Koenig sent more of his men through the gate and Doyle mowed them down. They fell like skittles at a bowling alley. No more came. Doyle pulled a pin on a grenade and threw it through the gateway. It landed at Koenig’s feet. Koenig looked down at the knobbly thing and facing death, in the supreme moment of his life, he did what he thought was necessary, the only thing he thought he had left.
He turned and fled.
“Cowardly bastard,” Doyle said “Why doesn’t he stand and fight.”
Rushton nodded to two of his men.
“Get him!”
They grinned excitedly and dashed off. The thought of bagging a Colonel an opportunity too good to miss.
Doyle made it to the bottom of the steps first and bounded up them two at a time, only stopping to fire from the hip at Germans coming down the stairs. Rushton came up after him, much slower, allowing his other men to overtake him on the ancient stone steps. Others of his group still below in a stalemate with well hidden Germans, neither side taking casualties at the minute. Rushton pulled a pin on a grenade and threw it. It landed behind three unsuspecting German’s and exploded, ripping into their backs. As they fell his men rushed their position and finished them off. Now the S.A.S. had control of the courtyard. The area was littered with dead bodies and burning vehicles.
Doyle was at the top of the steps now. He waited against the wall as two more German’s came running out. Incredibly they didn’t see him. The first one ran past, the second Doyle shoulder barged clean off the stairs. He fell twenty feet to the courtyard and lay screaming with a broken back. Rushton killed the man rushing headlong down the stairs and sent a burst into the screaming German. Normally he wouldn’t have wasted the bullets but the man’s cries were getting through to his nerves. Now the S.A.S. ran up the steps single file keeping close to the wall. Rushton moved up so that he was at their head. Doyle right behind. The swastika flag was hanging limply from a pole. The light breeze when it came, playing with it. There was a double wooden door at the top, the only way in to the fortress building, a square tower eight hundred years old. The other entrances came from other stairs. Rushton quickly scanned the crennelated walls for signs of trouble. There didn’t appear to be any Germans on the walls. In the old days of various empires siege weapons and cannons once adorned these battlements. Today on top of the square stone tower there was a German 88. This was used to protect the harbour.
“There is an 88mm gun on the roof Doyle. We need to capture it.”
“Yes Sir.”
Rushton poked his head once inside the door. There was no one in sight.
“Go. Go. Go!”
Doyle led them in. Almost instantly they were fired upon from the far end of the hall. Two German soldiers were using an over turned table as cover. Doyle sent a burst at them. The table top splintered as the bullets hit it. He reloaded. The Germans both raised their heads. Doyle fired again missing them just as they ducked into cover. Men on either side moved up. The Germans looked up from their cover. They instantly saw the danger and decided to run for it. The S.A.S. fired into their backs, killing them. Further back in the hall Germans could be seen retreating through the building. From behind a door Doyle could hear a voice talking quickly. He kicked the door in. The radio operator turned as he stood. Doyle pulled his pistol out and shot him twice in the chest. He fell slumped over his equipment. Doyle took the operator’s head phones off his head and held one of them to his ear to listen to the frantic voice at the other end. Doyle spoke in German into the headset. The voice at the other end fell quiet, then calmly asked who had spoken. The voice repeated the question.
“You’ll never know,” Doyle said.
He reached out and ripped the headset out of the radio then pulled its main power supply out. The lights on it slowly dimmed. Doyle fired two shots into it smashing the dials on the front.
Rushton was in the doorway.
“What were they saying?”
“There is no help coming for them.”
Rushton sighed with relief.
“Thank God for that.”
“We’ve done it Sir. We’ve got them on the run.”
More machine gun fire could be heard further away as Rushton’s men pursued the fleeing Germans through the building and out on to the battlements.
Down they ran, running for their lives. Every time one of them stopped to fire at the British he was cut down. Their rifles too slow to take aim compared to the Stens. Once on the ground the Germans broke into panic and fled into the streets. All thought of fighting gone now. Their only instinct left was to survive. Some of them even throwing down their weapons and equipment to speed up their escape. Without officers to lead them desertion didn’t even enter their heads. All had one thing on their minds.
Make it to the docks!
To the ships!
To safety!
Doyle burst up the steps to the top of the square tower. Rushton right behind. The German 88mm gun was unmanned. It had been abandoned in a hurry. Crates of shells lay opened everywhere. Empty shells were piled in a corner. Doyle patted the long barrel, whistling.
“She’s a beauty.”
Rushton was pleased that they’d taken it without a fight. In one corner of the tower was a pole, hanging high above them a swastika flag. Rushton walked over to it, drew out a long knife and cut through the ropes. The flag fell to the roar of his men.
“Doyle you know how to operate the gun don’t you.”
“Yes Sir but it requires three men to fire it.”
“Find two others to help you. Train it on the harbour. Fire on any boats that attempt to leave. If Lieutenant Dennis is successful he will release green flares. If he cannot complete his mission he will signal red. That is your signal to blow those boats out of the water.”
“Yes Sir. And our men?”
Rushton looked down at the harbour.
“They will be in the hands of God.”
* * *
Koenig stopped to catch his breath. He pointed his pistol back the way he’d come, ready to fire at the first of them. There were two of them. That much he knew. They had fired at him already, missing him. When he saw there was no sign of them he lowered his pistol.
Had he lost them?
How far he had run he didn’t know. In which direction. He didn’t know. Exactly where he was now he didn’t know. He had weaved his way through alleyways and streets. He had hoped by now to have found the harbour but he had not seen it once. His lungs ached. He had lost his elegant officers hat. His feet hurt from the running. It had been a long time since he had seen a parade ground, since he’d had to march alongside other recruits. His throat felt constricted and he brought up his free hand and loosened the top button on his shirt. He ripped his tie off and threw it to the ground. He was able to control his breathing now and he took a few deep breaths while rubbing his aching chest. He wiped his jacket sleeve across his mouth. He was thirsty. The cool air around his neck felt invigorating. His breathing completely controlled now.
He held his breath as he thought he heard running feet and voices. He couldn’t be sure but that was what it sounded like. No, more like echoes. He put his head against the wall behind him, feeling its coolness, as he exhaled, eyes closed.
“Hello Fritz,” spoke a voice by his ear.
Koenig’s head spun around.
The S.A.S. man was two feet away. A knife in his hand. Koenig lashed out and chopped the Englishman in the throat with the edge of his hand. He staggered back winded as Koenig brought his knee up into his enemy’s groin. A groan escaped the wounded man’s lips as he sank slowly to his knees. A shot rang out, missing the German Colonel by inches. It left a perfect hole in the wall by his head. Koenig wasted no time in dashing off down the street to his right as the man who had fired the shot ran up.
Had Koenig thought he probably could have killed them both there and then. Certainly the man on the ground with his hands between his legs but his only thought was to once again run. To get as far away as possible.
“Jack! Jack! Are you all right?” Terry Smythe asked his friend, holding out a hand to help him up.
“Bastard kicked me in the bollocks,” Jack struggled to his feet. He coughed and spat blood, “I’ll cut his off and shove them down his throat.”
“He won’t get far. Not now. The water’s not much further and he’s headed straight for it. Come on.”
Jack hobbled after his friend.
On and on Koenig rushed. Along streets and alleys. His leg muscles hurting now, his breathing coming in short rasps. He knew for definite now that if they caught him they would kill him as slowly and as cruelly as they could. This thought alone took him through the red mist of pain and drove him ever onwards. He raced down a poorly lit alley and crashed headfirst into a large pile of terracotta octopus pots. He tumbled over them, sending them chinking and smashing against each other. They continued to fall and break as he tumbled into a heap. He struggled to his feet, slipping on pot shards and large pieces of terracotta. He’d banged his left knee so hard that he couldn’t actually feel his toes and he hopped on it as one does when they have pins and needles. The pain from this was a hundred times worse. He’d also banged his head and when he placed his fingertips on it he winced at the pain from the fresh bruise. Within a minute it was a big bump. Then he remembered his assailants would be gaining on him and he limped off as quick as he could. He cleared the end of the alley. The pots had been outside a fish processing factory. He fell at the end into the road. He wanted to give up now, to accept his fate. He heard running footsteps approaching from behind. The sound of feet treading on broken pottery. Koenig rose slowly and was suddenly aware that he was almost at the water‘s edge.
“Here this way,” a voice said not too distant.
Koenig limped to the water’s edge to get his bearings. To his right the concrete ran out. It quickly became reeds and further, stretching away into the distance, a moonlit beach. To his left, his destination, the boats and safety, but they were a long way away.
Jack and Terry reached the end of the alley.
“There he is!”
Koenig aimed his pistol and fired.
He missed.
Terry fired back but missed too. Then Terry’s gun jammed.
“Shit! Shit!” he said shaking the gun, trying to free the blockage. Koenig fired again. This time he hit Terry in the arm. Terry let out a groan and dropped his Sten. Instantly his hand came up to cover the wound. Koenig pointed his Luger at Jack and pulled the trigger.
Click!
He tried again.
Click!
He looked at his pistol incredulously.
Out of bullets!
Out of anger he drew his arm back and threw the pistol. Terry ducked it as it clattered up the street just as Jack threw his knife. It buried itself up to the hilt in Koenig’s left shoulder. He let out a yelp of pain and as the two Englishmen looked on he staggered back a few steps and fell the ten feet headfirst into the water.
* * *
The Germans were working frantically with the freighter. Guns, equipment and food was being loaded none too carefully. Wurtz’ men barking orders constantly at the civilian crew. Von Brest was standing alone in the square shouting instructions at a crane operator. The sarcophagus was swinging from chains attached to it. They’d removed the canvas back of the six wheeler lorry that had carried it this far to enable the crane to get in. Von Brest was agitated that the crane was very old and the chains rusty.
“May God help us all if anything were to happen to it now.”
Wurtz was on the freighter with Captain Mufasa.
“Make sure we are ready to sail the moment the artefact and the Doctor are on board.”
“Yes Sir Major.”
As Wurtz turned to leave the bridge he noticed an old pistol laying on its side by a window. He also saw an older rifle propped up behind the door. He wasn’t happy about these men being armed. Mufasa caught Wurtz’ stare. He looked from the guns to the Major, their eyes met. Finally Wurtz decided it wasn’t worth pursuing. Firstly they needed the crew’s co-operation as neither he nor any of his men knew how to sail a boat. Secondly the antique guns looked like they weren’t capable of doing much damage and thirdly ’These men have a right to defend themselves I suppose’
“Just make sure we’re ready please Captain.”
Mufasa nodded his head. Wurtz left and Mufasa stared at the open door for a moment before gazing at the pistol. It had been ten years since he’d fired it last. He had shot a man. Through the brain. A man who had questioned his orders as Captain. A man who’d upset the harmony of his crew. A mutinous piece of scum who’d got what he deserved. A bullet between the eyes, dumped overboard off the coast of Madagascar and never received mention again from any of the crew.
Mufasa had seen the look on the SS Major’s face. The German hadn’t liked the pistol but had said nothing.
“Good!”
He checked to make sure that no one was nearby then reached around to the small of his back and pulled out a brand new Beretta pistol from the waistband of his trousers. He checked that it was fully loaded and that the safety catch was on. It was still shiny from being new and he huffed on it and polished it on his sweater before putting it back in his waistband. It was reassuring to feel it there. He knew he could pull it and use it at a moments notice.
‘What does it have to do with these Germans anyway?’
They weren’t his masters. He didn’t take orders from them. Mufasa also knew that there were guns stashed about all over his ship and that most of his crew were armed anyway, all of them carrying at least one knife each.
Mufasa patted the gun behind his back.
“Maybe I’ll get a chance to use you.”
He had eleven crew to the fifty Germans and whatever was in that stone box hanging from the crane, well, Mufasa and his men knew it must be gold and the Germans wouldn’t be watching it once they were safely out to sea. They wouldn’t miss a bar or two.
Mufasa began smiling to himself. He was a man who’d fought off Barbary coast pirates many times. These disciplined Germans would be easy prey but one thing he knew. If the killing started that SS Major would have to be got rid of first. His smile turned into laughter as he started the engines and checked his controls.
Wurtz by now had rejoined the Doctor.
“How’s it going Doctor?”
“I keep telling him,” Von Brest pointed angrily at the crane operator “To slow down.”
Wurtz looked at the man. He was a local to Gabes, very tanned and very nervous.
“Slow down!” Wurtz shouted at him.
“It’s not my fault,” the man babbled back in a mixture of Arabic and French. Not sure if the German officer understood either or both, “This is a very old crane and its controls are stiff.”
“What’s he saying?”
“I have no idea Doctor.”
Wurtz rounded on some of his men standing by.
“Do any of you speak Arabic.”
“I can a little Major.”
“Get over there and tell him to calm down. Tell him if he damages that he can come personally to Berlin to tell Adolf Hitler.”
“Yes Sir. But won’t that make him more nervous.”
“Just tell him. Tell him to keep his eyes on me and follow my instructions.”
The soldier was right. The crane driver became more nervous.
“Look at me!” Wurtz bellowed at him.
The man nodded, trying to stay calm.
“Now bring it round. Slowly! Slowly!”
The lever was stiff. He glanced nervously at the knob he was trying to push. The crane hadn’t received the proper hydraulic oiling in years.
“Keep your eyes on me.”
The crane driver pushed forward on the lever. It was stiff. He applied more pressure. The lever unexpectedly shot forward. It turned the crane faster than he’d intended. The sarcophagus swung uncontrollably out and just as it reached its Zenith, without warning, one of the chains snapped midway. The links below the break smashed down and took a chunk out of the sarcophagus’ side. Von Brest was absolutely livid at the damage. Wurtz rushed over to the crane driver who was frantically babbling his excuses again in at least three languages this time.
“Get out!” Wurtz shouted at him.
The man jumped down and cowered away from the SS Major.
“By rights I should have you shot for sabotage!”
The man had both his hands on his head, tears streaming down his face.
“Get out of my sight,” Wurtz roared, raising a hand as if to strike him. The man fled in despair.
“You,” Wurtz pointed at the soldier he’d sent earlier “Can you drive this crane?”
“I don’t know Sir. I could try.”
“Get up there quick before the whole bloody thing collapses.”
Wurtz’ man climbed reluctantly into the crane. He started by looking at all of the controls. There were no instructions and all of the details that had been on the knobs and levers had long since worn off. Wurtz held his hands out.
“What are you waiting for?”
“There are no instructions Sir. I don’t know what any of this does.”
“Well there’s only one way to find out and you’ve got thirty seconds.”
The sarcophagus was by now gently rocking back and forth, listing to one side because of the broken chain. Von Brest was at one point standing directly below it. He hadn’t even considered what would happen to him if it now decided to fall.
“Get it down quickly,” he shouted across at the new crane operator.
Wurtz dashed up the footholds and almost into the cab.
“Come on man! What are you waiting for?”
“Look Sir you can see the problem. There are no….”
“What does this do?” Wurtz pushed forward on a stiff lever. The crane swung back the opposite way. He tried the next one. The sarcophagus began to slowly rise. He pushed this lever forward and the tomb slowly began to lower. As soon as he could reach the damage Von Brest was feeling the rough edges where the chunk had been knocked out. He was furious. There was other damage caused by the flailing chain. The sarcophagus bumped the ground gently and the chains went slack. Wurtz ordered his men to pick up all significant pieces of crumbled stone from it. He showed them to the Doctor.
“We will repair it in Berlin. I will find the best sculptor Germany has to offer. Thank you Major.”
Wurtz gave them to one of his men.
“Put them in a safe box. You are responsible for them until we reach Berlin.”
“Yes Herr Major.”
“Don’t let them out of your sight. On your head. Understood?”
The man swallowed nervously.
“Yes Sir.”
“Get more chains,” Wurtz ordered.
“Major,” Von Brest took his arm to stop him, “I think I would prefer it now if we could man handle it onto the ship.”
“That could take some time Doctor….”
“Have you not noticed that the gunfire has stopped.”
Wurtz had to admit he hadn’t. He listened now.
“Whatever the danger was is obviously over now.”
“It sounded like quite a gun battle Doctor. You!” Wurtz spoke to one of his men “Go and find out what’s happening. Find Colonel Koenig and get him back here where he is needed.”
The SS man saluted and dashed off.
“The rest of you roll your sleeves up. We’ve got some hard work to do. Doctor they’re all yours.”
“Thank you. Men it is time to reveal what we’re doing here. I know that some of you have speculated on our mission out here in Tunisia. I can tell you that mostly you have been wrong. This….” he said smacking the lid, “Is the greatest prize in the field of archaeology. The Fuhrer, Adolf Hitler, chancellor of the third Reich, envisioned a dream. His dream is for a thousand years of peace in the fatherland. Once his time has passed the Fuhrer wishes to be interred in the greatest tomb of all time….”
The gathered SS men, peered over each other to look at the plain stone sarcophagus with Egyptian hieroglyphics.
“Gentlemen we have achieved this for him. For I give you the last resting place of the greatest General who ever lived, the conqueror of Persia, the Macedonian lion, Alexander the great!”
Wurtz began clapping. Soon his men joined in to a huge round of applause for the evil little Doctor. This carried on for a further minute, then Wurtz put his hand up for silence.
“We have ropes, pulleys, all the materials necessary. Let’s get the sarcophagus on board the ship as quickly as possible please without any further damage,” he clapped his hands “Come on put your backs into it. Let’s go men.”
* * *
“Lets move out quietly,” Alf said.
His group had been watching the whole thing. They’d seen Koenig leave, heard the fighting intensify, seen the chain break. Now a lucky break for them as all their opponents now seemed to be occupied.
Alf dashed silently across the road. He reached the edge of the dock where the tall reeds were. He crouched and turned to look back. Johnny came next. Then the S.A.S followed one by one. Once they were all safely across Tosh took point. They raced along the dockside. The smell of the sea strong in their nostrils. It reminded Alf of childhood holidays at Bournemouth. On they moved in silence, each man in the darkness just able to see his colleague in front. Where the reeds ran out Tosh gave the signal to stop and they crouched and waited. Just ahead were the first of the boats. The first two were sunken, their masts and rigging all that was visible above the surface of the water. A slick of debris and detritus clung around them. The next boat was an incredibly rusty fishing ship. It had once, in its history, been painted white with a blue stripe. But today it was streaked with brown to orange. A sad state for a once proud vessel. The next four were serviceable but all civilian boats and ships were forbidden to leave port due to the German retreat, their crews temporarily commandeered to help in the evacuation.
Tosh reached the first of the German motor boats. It was sitting low in the water. Tosh lay down and crawled forward, a silenced pistol clenched in his hand. He stopped as he heard movement on the boat. Someone was moving something about on deck. Tosh waited until he was sure that the person was alone then gave out a low whistle. A head appeared above the side of the boat and Tosh fired a single shot into it. The man had a blank look on his face as his blood splashed the deck behind him. He crumpled to the deck where his legs twitched a few times and then fell still. Tosh got up, peered inside the boat, signalled to Alf and crept on to the next one. Incredibly the two men in this boat were asleep. A shot each and they were no more.
Alf stepped onto the first boat. He instantly went down to the engine, took out a knife and cut the fuel line off. Petrol began leaking immediately. Alf took a roll of tape from his pocket and wrapped it around the severed end. He then placed the cable so that it didn’t look obvious at first glance. Two other S.A.S came on board and they quickly undressed the dead men. One of them quickly stripped down to his vest and pants and put on one of the dead mans clothes. Then together they bundled them down the stairs and jammed them into a large upright locker. Alf and the other S.A.S man left and proceeded to the next boat. They repeated it all again. At each boat they were losing a man.
Three more to go.
At the next gunboat the downstairs locker was full so they gently lowered the dead body over the side and into the water. They let him slip the last two feet with hardly a splash. His head bumped against the side of the boat half a dozen times and then he bobbed up and down as the current pulled him away. He soon disappeared into the dark and out of sight.
“Do you think he’ll be discovered?” Alf asked.
“Let’s hope not. Any boats leaving that hit him will probably think it’s just flotsam or jetsam or whatever they call it.”
They took out the next three boats. Now members of the S.A.S slipped into the water and swam to commercial boats and ships. Their mission to attach mines to hulls of fishing boats, freighters, cargo carriers. The submarine they would attempt last. It was heavily defended and each diver knew there was a strong possibility they’d be caught. The last gunboat had been unmanned. Alf watched from over the side as the divers swam with mines and placed their charges in the darkness. Now they were ready. They hadn’t lost a single man.
* * *
Johnny Larder ran across the empty road. Four men with him. They had watched Alf and his group secure the first of the patrol boats. Now they raced for the warehouses. The one man carrying the explosives at the back. Johnny peered around the huge double doors into the warehouse. It was a mess inside. Crates were piled high in places, smashed in others. Discarded or empty jerry cans littered the floor.
The five men crept inside. An iron walkway ran all around the inside of the roof. The Nazi flag hung limply from it at the far end directly above a red tank holding five thousand gallons of petrol. There were three other such tanks in the warehouse. The S.A.S men moved quickly using the crates as cover. They reached the first of the red tanks, it’s gauge showing empty. The second showing three hundred gallons. The last two showing empty like the first. They quickly planted explosives on the four tanks and moved on. There would still be enough fuel in them to cause a fire. They left through a rear door and headed into the next warehouse. Inside this one men were working. Johnny peered around the doorway. More red tanks at the back, similar gantry above. Johnny got out of the way so Tosh could take the lead.
“Everyone got grenades?”
They all nodded.
“We’ll throw them in, wait for the explosions, then storm them. On my count one, two, three.”
Each man took a grenade and held it in front of himself.
“Pins out.”
They fell to the floor with a little metallic ringing sound.
“ONE. TWO. THREE. THROW!” Tosh shouted.
The five men dashed to the doorway and threw their grenades. They ducked back for cover.
Corporal Josef Meier was operating his forklift truck when something came spinning past him. Puzzled he stopped the truck and jumped out to investigate. What was more and it sounded ridiculous was that he imagined it to be a British hand grenade. Half smiling to himself for being so stupid he crouched down to look under the front wheel for whatever it was. For safety reasons he didn’t want to run it over.
He saw the item.
He didn’t even have time to be afraid.
The grenade exploded turning Meier’s face to ribbons of red. Blood pumped from his gashed throat. His fellow workers heard the crack of the grenade and stopped what they were doing, to stare. Their looks turned to horror as the other grenades exploded amongst them. The grenade that killed Meier had been cooked.
The five British rushed in and finished off any German that still moved with bursts from their Stens.
Outside Otto Wurtz turned from the sarcophagus to the direction of the gunfire.
“Mein Gott! They’re in the warehouses!”
He pulled out his Luger and brandished it at his men.
“The warehouses! The warehouses!” he bellowed.
Von Brest jumped aboard the freighter. The sarcophagus was being lashed into place on the ship’s deck.
“Hurry men! We have very little time. Captain! Put to sea!”
“Aye Doctor!” Mufasa yelled back. He jumped into action suddenly realising that there were virtually no Germans as yet on board his ship, “Should we not wait for the Major and his men?”
“There is no time. The British are here in the town.”
“Very well Doctor.”
“I will not have this mission jeopardised any further. Put to sea now!”

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

Koenig’s head broke the surface of the water. His lungs ached for air. He inhaled deeply. How long he’d been underwater he didn’t know. The cold water had numbed the knife wound and dulled his senses. He’d felt himself free falling in the cold darkness around him, his arms out in front of him, legs trailing, head forward. He felt himself slipping away. Suddenly no longer cold or in pain, somehow warm and….comfortable.
He wasn’t afraid. He saw images of his life before him.
His family.
His friends.
Elsa!
She looked so beautiful, so real. She was here, now, in the water with him, reaching out for him. Then suddenly she was gone. He blinked his eyes in the darkness. Then his senses came back to him. He felt his head pounding, lungs bursting. He realised he was going to drown. Then he remembered the two Englishmen and the knife. He reached to where the knife had entered his flesh. It was still there. Gritting his teeth he took hold of the handle and pulled it out. For a moment he thought he would faint. He felt warmth on his fingers and knew it was blood, his blood. Then with his lungs straining he kicked for the surface as the knife turned and twisted as it sank to the sea bed.
“You hear that Jack?”
“Yeah what was it?”
“Must have been him,” Terry said staring out into the darkness, unable to see the surface of the water after more than twenty feet.
“Could have been anything.”
“No it was him, had to be him,” Terry raised his Sten gun and fired from the hip in a sweeping pattern. Koenig stayed still as the water churned up behind him. He could see the two British some fifty yards away on the dock under a weak streetlight. Incredibly none of the bullets had hit him. Koenig, despite the cold and the pain was ready to dive again if more bullets came at him.
Terry Smythe pulled the trigger again. The clip was empty.
“Damn!”
He threw the Sten to the ground and pulled out a pistol and fired random single shots into the darkness. Jack watched him. When the pistol was empty Terry felt around his pockets for more ammunition. Then he caught Jack’s gaze.
“What?”
“What’re you doing that for? You’re wasting your time.”
“You said you heard him as well.”
“I’m not sure….”
“Oh now you’re not sure?”
“Could have been anything.”
They both looked down into the black water.
“Yeah I guess you’re right. Come on let’s get back.”
Koenig watched them leave before he dared to take another breath. Then slowly so as not to splash he kicked with his legs and swam on his side with his good arm towards the jetty. It took him several minutes to reach the concrete supports in the water, the road ten feet above him. Each support had old car tyres wrapped around it to help avoid damage to boats and Koenig found that he was able to pull himself along by them. He stopped once for a rest for a few minutes because his good arm was aching and then continued until he saw a ladder. The last two rungs of which were submerged. He blessed whoever had placed it there and reached above his head grasping a rung. He felt in the water with his feet, found the bottom rung and pushed himself up. He then began slowly and painfully to climb up. It was difficult to move with his once elegant officers riding boots filled with water and twice he slipped, both his feet coming off at one point leaving him dangling above the water. He groaned with the pain. For a moment he felt that his arm was going to be torn from its sockets but he managed to hang on, find his footing and continue climbing. All the while his left arm hung loosely by his side. Finally his head cleared the top and quickly checking he was safe he pulled himself over the edge and lay on his back panting up into the night sky. In the distance he could hear noise and he was unsure as to what it could be but the gunfire appeared to have stopped. He sat up and examined his shoulder putting his fingers into the slit in his jacket and shirt. When he pulled his fingers out there was fresh blood on them. He looked around. The faint streetlights extended away in both directions and he had no idea as to where he was. Then he heard the sound of a boat starting up and he saw a trail of smoke on his right as it drifted up into the starry sky.
Koenig reached forward and removed his boots, emptying water in a stream from each of them. Then rolling over onto his knees and pushing himself upright with his good arm he picked up his boots and squelched his way towards the German positions and safety.
* * *
Johnny and his team were just finishing up planting the explosives when Tosh saw the first of the SS as they ran into the warehouse and took up cover.
“Er lads we’ve got company.”
“Shit! Are we done?” Johnny asked.
“Just a second,” one of the men said connecting a wire.
Tosh fired at any German who moved, bullets smacking into crates.
“Come on faster,” Johnny egged on the man with the detonator. With trembling fingers the soldier inserted the detonator into the explosives, rotated it clockwise until he heard a click, then in a panic he did a terrible thing.
He pulled the pin too early!
The timer instantly began ticking. Counting down from thirty. The soldier desperately tried to put the pin back in.
“No time!” Johnny shouted “Tosh! Get out of here! It’s going to blow!”
Tosh heard the words. He fired at a German who was running between cover. The German pitched forward onto his face in mid run, dead.
“Tosh! You’ve got to move now!” Johnny shouted backing towards the exit with the other three.
“You go I’m right behind you.”
Tosh killed another German. Then his Sten jammed and he dropped it and pulled out his handgun. A bullet hit him in the upper arm.
“Damn it!”
A second bullet ricocheted off a crate and embedded itself in his leg. Tosh fell to the floor clutching his knee.
“Tosh!” Johnny shouted.
He started back for the S.A.S man but hands grabbed him and pulled him towards the exit.
“Wait! We’ve got to go back for him!”
“No! It’s too late. He’s dead.”
The Germans sensing a man down advanced on him. They would capture him and use him to catch the others. The Germans were arrogant now. Smiling they moved in closer. Wurtz pushing his way through them. As he got near Tosh, the Englishman opened his hand and the hand grenade rolled free. Wurtz dived to the side pushing two of his men onto Tosh. The grenade exploded amongst them, taking them down. Wurtz waited until the warehouse was still before getting up. The grenade had killed three of his men. Tosh lay there with his chest ripped open. His eyes lifeless.
Wurtz stood in front of his broken enemy. Tosh’s eyes started to glaze. Wurtz spat on the corpse then turned to his men. A few were dead heaps on the floor. The injured were slowly getting to their feet. Johnny and the others could see that Tosh was dead. They retreated through the fuel depot.
“Get after them!”
The timer on the explosives stopped.
There was a click.
There was silence.
Then the whole world seemed to explode.
The fuel tanks erupted with a screech. Johnny felt himself being picked up and thrown through the exit door with his companions. A huge fireball ripped through the warehouse as the flames rushed out of everywhere possible. Windows shattered and glass rained down. Huge pieces of cast iron tank ripped through the warehouse. Some of the SS men were turned into human torches. Completely engulfed in flames they screamed until they died. On the boat Alf watched the huge fireball as it rose into the dark sky.
“My God,” he said to himself aloud “Hope our boys are all right.”
Johnny opened his eyes. Dust choked his mouth and he coughed. He was aware of something pinning his legs down. He was able to push himself up and turn. It was Bill, one of his colleagues, sprawled across his legs.
“Bill,” he called. There was a ringing in his ears, his voice sounding strange, “Bill.”
Johnny sat up, grabbed a handful of Bill’s shirt and turned him over. Bill was dead.
Suddenly Johnny was yanked upwards from behind and dragged, kicking, outside. He turned his head this way and that trying to see which of his comrades had hold of him. It was a powerful grip. Johnny could only see a black sleeve. Whoever it was, was dragging him unbelievably roughly until he was dumped unceremoniously in the square. There was the sound of a pistol being cocked. Dawn wasn’t far away now and in the semi light Johnny looked up into Otto Wurtz’ face.
Wurtz’ face was hideous. His hair had been singed off in patches. The left side of his face was bright red with burns. The skin horribly blistered. His trousers were torn. His left sleeve was in shreds. His skin was burned where exposed. His jacket was still smoking.
Johnny wouldn’t have recognised him but for the uniform. The death’s head insignia, though now blackened still grinned out from the jacket lapels. Wurtz pointed the Luger into Larder’s face. Johnny resigned himself. He couldn’t fight it anymore. All resistance in him was now gone. He had no will, no strength, no where to run to, nothing to fight with. Strangely he wasn’t afraid.
“My comrades?” he asked through bleeding lips.
“Dead,” Wurtz snarled back, “And you’re next.”
Johnny shrugged.
Suddenly Margaret was in his thoughts. Her sweet smile. The smell of her hair. The way she wiggled her hips in her nurse’s uniform.
‘Goodbye my love,’ Johnny said in his mind.
Wurtz saw the man in front of him smile.
“Eh?”
He was about to pull the trigger when out of the corner of his eye he sensed someone to his right. He turned his neck to see, keeping the pistol in Johnny’s face. As the man came closer Wurtz recognised him.
It was Koenig.
Wurtz stepped back from Johnny. The Luger now slightly raised.
“Otto,” Koenig called.
“Colonel I…. Thought you were dead.”
He looked Koenig up and down. Koenig looked dreadful. He was carrying his boots. His socks were full of holes. He was soaking wet and filthy dirty.
“What happened to you?” Wurtz asked with a false friendliness.
“My men were wiped out, ambushed, the Medina was over run. I was lucky to escape. I was chased to the edge of the harbour. My gun was empty. They, he, one of my pursuers threw a knife,” Koenig said showing Wurtz the injury to his shoulder, “Your face Wurtz! You need help!”
Koenig suddenly felt his strength leave him. He’d lost quite a lot of blood. Mufasa on the freighter gave two hoots on the ships horn. The crew of the submarine threw off their mooring lines.
“They are leaving,” Koenig said.
The submarine began to turn, its engines powering up. The freighter hooted again. Wurtz could see the man in the white suit on the bridge.
“You’re just in time Colonel to witness me kill this little bastard….”
“Major we need to leave now. There is no time,” Von Brest’s voice came across to them. The submarine was now moving away from the dock, though turning slowly. Wurtz ignored the call. He walked behind Koenig still keeping the Luger trained on Johnny. Wurtz suddenly kicked out in the backs of Koenig’s knees sending him crashing down alongside Johnny. Koenig groaned at the pain in his shoulder. Slowly he sat up.
“Wurtz what are you doing! Have you gone mad?” he asked between gasps of breath.
“You fucked my wife!”
Koenig stared back open mouthed.
“What did you say?”
“You were fucking my wife!”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Don’t lie to me!” Wurtz exploded, the pain of his injuries hammering in his head, “It was you that day on the stairs. You who gave her the stockings. You, who fucked her behind my back for months.”
Koenig gave all his mistresses stockings as gifts. It was what every woman wanted.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You arrogant piece of shit! Did you think you’d get away with it. Screwing the wife of an SS Major.”
“For the last time I don’t know what you’re talking about….” Then Wurtz’ words clicked into place.
That day on the stairs.
“Elsa,” Koenig said quietly, though everyone heard it.
Wurtz nodded, grinning, his mutilated face a mask.
“Yes. Elsa.”
Koenig looked up into the madman’s eyes. He had almost bumped into an SS Major on the stairs that day all those months ago.
“But her name is Von Wurz. You spell yours with a ’T’ “
“She called herself that because she thought it sounded posh for her father, for his clients.”
Koenig knew he was dead now. Wurtz a maniac.
“You never loved her. You were never any good for her.”
Wurtz advanced on him angrily.
“Shut up!”
“You were never there for her. Always away with your so called friends. Leaving her alone for weeks at a time.”
“Shut up! Shut up!” Wurtz had his hands over his ears, trying to shut out the Colonel’s words. What Koenig was saying was true. He had neglected her.
“Her alone, vulnerable. That’s why she turned to me for….”
Wurtz was banging his head with the Luger, his eyes tightly closed but at these words he flipped. He smashed his hand against Koenig’s face forcing the man’s head around.
“I told you to shut it!” Wurtz said through clenched teeth.
Koenig brought his face back round. He licked the corner of his mouth, tasted blood, and spat. Never once taking his eyes off Wurtz.
Johnny looked on impassively.
“Which of us will he kill first?”
Koenig was studying the mad man.
“How could something so fragile, so beautiful, be married to this, this….” he couldn’t think of the appropriate word.
There were tears in Wurtz’ eyes now.
“It’s your fault she’s dead,” he suddenly blurted out.
“Dead?….Elsa’s dead?”
Wurtz felt the tears rolling down his face now. The burns were agony. He felt no shame for them.
“You killed her?”
“I didn’t mean to,” Wurtz replied shaking his head, sobbing now. His words difficult to say, “She tried to attack me with a pair of scissors. I merely defended myself. She fell and hit her head.”
Koenig tried to block his voice out. He didn’t want to hear another word. He couldn’t bear the thought of her death. His Elsa. Koenig had known for a long time that he’d loved her.
“She tried to kill you?” Koenig’s voice was accusing, “She tried to kill you? How could she? Look at her! Look at you! She didn’t stand a chance….”
“Enough!”
“You murdering bastard!”
Wurtz was shaking his head. His hand holding the gun shaking also.
“She was my wife. I loved her.”
“You never loved her Wurtz. She told me, she told me what you were like….”
“What when you were screwing her?” he asked in a sarcastic tone.
Now Koenig exploded.
“Yes, all right! If that’s what you want to hear!”
“WHEN YOU WERE SCREWING HER?” Wurtz screamed.
“YES WHEN I WAS SCREWING HER! SHE WAS THE BEST DAMN SCREW I’VE EVER HAD!”
Wurtz rushed at him. Koenig realised that he’d pushed the man.
‘Good! At least it will be over quickly now.’
Wurtz hit him across the temple with the Luger. It broke the skin. A thin trickle of blood ran down his face.
“How could she possibly have married an oaf like you?”
“Enough! Now you die. I was going to kill you first,” Wurtz said to Johnny, “But now I’ll give you the satisfaction of watching this pig die first.”
Wurtz pointed the Luger at Koenig’s forehead and closed one eye for better sighting. Koenig began to laugh.
Wurtz stopped.
“What’s so funny?”
“This situation. Me, you, Elsa. It’s pathetic Wurtz.”
Wurtz took aim.
There followed a heavy thud. It had a metallic ring to it. Wurtz opened his eye, a groan escaped his lips. His face took on a blank expression. The Luger fired harmlessly into the air making both Larder and Koenig jump. Wurtz tottered forward a couple of steps, his legs unsteady. Then he pitched forward onto his face. He twitched a few times, then was still. As Koenig and Johnny watched his inert form a pool of blood began spreading. The back of Wurtz’ head was caved in.
They both looked up.
Alf was standing there. In his hands a long handled shovel. A red patch on its blade.
“Are you ok boy?”
Johnny didn’t know whether to laugh, cry or do nothing. A small whimper of relief escaped his lips. Alf threw the shovel down and helped him up.
“That’s the second time that bastard’s tried to kill me.”
Alf put his boot on Wurtz’ body and turned it over. The eyes stared up in death.
“He won’t be trying again lad.”
Johnny smiled.
“Good! I’m glad the bastard’s dead. He was going to kill him too.”
Alf studied the other man. Johnny held out his hand and Koenig took it. Johnny pulled him up. Koenig gritted his teeth from the pain of his knife wound.
“And who is this?” Alf asked.
Koenig’s uniform was filthy. Incredibly, despite what he’d been through, his badges of rank were still on his epaulettes. Alf saluted him.
“Colonel Sir.”
Painfully Koenig returned the salute.
“Colonel Hans Koenig 11 Panzer army, sergeant.”
“I’m acting Lieutenant Sir.”
“Your pardon Lieutenant. We have seen each other before.”
“Oh.”
“Yes. At Matmata. Months ago.”
The sound of running boots echoed around the square. It was Rushton at the head of his men.
“What’s happening Lieutenant?”
He took in Alf, Johnny, Koenig and Wurtz.
Alf saluted.
“Sir the boats are charged. The freighter and the submarine have left.”
Rushton studied the port. The submarine had disappeared. The freighter was still in sight.
“Sergeant Larder completed his mission. The fuel depots are destroyed.”
“Well done. Yes well done,” Rushton turned to a man carrying a field telephone, “Get General Tuker’s HQ on the phone.”
The operator instantly set his equipment down and began rapidly turning the handle to charge it.
Rushton looked at Koenig. Despite his injuries the German saluted smartly. Rushton returned it.
“Major I am Colonel Hans Koenig, 11 Panzer army. On behalf of General Hans Jurgen Von Arnim I surrender the town of Gabes to you Sir.”
Koenig extended his hand. Rushton shook it.
“Colonel on behalf of General Francis Tuker I formally accept your surrender.
“Sir General Tuker’s HQ is on the other end,” the operator was holding the receiver towards Rushton.
“Send this message. Long Range Desert Group successfully secured town and port of Gabes for allied advance. Loss of life acceptable. Medical supplies required. Will hold position until General’s arrival tomorrow. Out.”
The operator began relaying the message.
“Well done men,” Rushton said again “Thank you Colonel. You are placed into custody until General Tuker arrives tomorrow. Lieutenant Dennis, sergeant Larder, would you be good enough to assist the Colonel.”
Alf looked into Koenig’s eyes.
“Yes sir.”
“Colonel do you need the services of a doctor?”
“Yes please Major.”
“Very well. Get yourselves along to the doctor for treatment. Don’t let the Colonel out of your sight. Tomorrow we’ll begin the clean up operation,” Rushton turned to his men, “Get those fires out.”
“Sir,” Alf called “What about that freighter?”
Rushton looked up at the sky. It would be sunrise soon. He thought about pursuing it with the torpedo boats. That submarine was out there somewhere also.
“Who escaped on it?”
“Doctor Werner Von Brest, party member and head of archaeological group, German forces, North Africa, and her crew of civilians.”
“Anyone else?”
Koenig shrugged.
“Possibly some of my men,” he nodded at Wurtz “Possibly some of his.”
* * *
Captain Mufasa looked back at the port for the umpteenth time. They were two miles out of Gabes now. Relatively safe. The U-boat had dived as soon as they’d cleared the port but he was sure it was still there covering them. It was daylight now, no other shipping in view. He looked back again. No pursuing boats. Good. They would be the last to leave Gabes. German flags fluttered from the mast and stern. He hoped this would keep them safe until they reached Malta. A crewman was next to him on the bridge.
“Where’s the mate?”
“Down below.”
“Take over for a while.”
“Aye Captain. Which course?”
Mufasa showed him on the chart.
“Steady as she goes.”
“Aye Captain.”
Mufasa took the new pistol from his waistband, checked it and put it back. The crewman was watching him and Mufasa slapped him, not hard, across the back of the head.
“Just you worry about our heading.”
“Yes Captain.”
Mufasa left and descended the steps to the upper deck, he then descended more steps to the crews quarters. He met the first mate as he was coming up the stairs. The mate ’Domingo’ was surprised to see him.
“Captain?”
“Down. Down,” Mufasa instructed.
They descended to the next deck.
Mufasa took the mate by the arm, quickly checking that no one was in earshot.
“Are all of our crew on board?”
“Yes Captain.”
“How many Germans?”
“The one in the white suit, two in grey, one in black.”
“That’s all?”
“Yes Captain. The one they call the doctor insisted we leave. I tried to explain that hardly any of them were on board but he didn’t care.”
“I know! He ordered me. Ordered me! Captain of my own ship to do as he instructed. Only one person around here gives the orders and that’s me. However I’m not concerned with that for now. Did you see that thing they bought on board?”
“Yes. They wouldn’t say what it was. But I know it’s a thing for burying the dead, important dead. I don’t need to be a doctor for that.”
“Yes but what’s inside it.”
“I told you it’s for burying the dead.”
Mufasa shook his head.
“No way. What would these German devils want with it? They’re not interested in someone dead. Why, you can buy mummies on the market.”
“What do you think it is then?”
“Treasure! Has to be.”
Domingo’s eyes lit up.
“Why else for all the secrecy if it’s not treasure. You saw how the crane struggled with it, how it took all of them to move it. And why was the doctor so desperate to get away once the shooting started. It has to be treasure. Why I bet that thing is filled with gold.”
“Gold?”
“Yes,” Mufasa pulled out his pistol “And I want my share.”
* * *
Down in the hold Von Brest was taking measurements which he was entering into his log. Length, width, breadth. Approximate height he estimated. The sarcophagus was hollow inside, containing the, as yet, unopened remains of Alexander the great. The lid was six inches thick.
Finished with the measurements he began to sketch the various hieroglyphs and the royal cartouche. The lighting down here was poor and he had to try to hold a lamp one handed while he sketched. Finally finding it too difficult to do both he called to one of the three Germans on guard outside to assist him. The Wehrmacht man saluted him.
“Herr Doctor?”
“Hold this lamp for me. Shine it where I direct you. That’s it, keep it there for a moment.”
Mufasa and Domingo came down the steps to the hold, four of the crew with them. Each of them had concealed weapons.
“Halt!” the SS man ordered.
Mufasa stopped, Domingo behind, the others poised on the stairs.
“State your business,” the SS man kept his MP40 low but all could see that it could be used in an instant.
“This is my ship,” Mufasa said, his hands extended in a friendly gesture, “I merely wish to speak to the Doctor.”
“The Doctor has said that no one is to disturb him. No one is allowed down here below decks.”
“I am the Captain. This is my ship,” Mufasa said, matter of fact, sounding calm.
“I am sorry Captain. My orders are to let no one down here.”
Quick as lightning Mufasa pulled out his pistol and shoved it in the SS man’s face. The guard was caught unawares and instinctively levelled his MP40 at Mufasa as the rest of the crew drew their guns. Koenig’s man hadn’t had a chance to react and he raised his hands in surrender.
Now it was six on one.
Mufasa smiled.
“My men won’t hesitate to kill you.”
“We are acting under the direct orders of the Fuhrer Adolf Hitler….”
Mufasa cut him short.
“Do you think that means anything here, now? We only want what is rightfully ours.”
His men behind him, all agreed.
“Now what’s it to be?” he asked, moving the pistol closer to the man’s face. The SS man lowered his machine gun. He could have killed Mufasa and possibly one or two of the others, or possibly wound them, but not all six. They would have killed him in retaliation. Mufasa took the MP40 from him. Domingo took weapons from the other German.
“Now,” Mufasa said putting his hand on the SS man’s shoulder and turning him to face the door, “Let’s move. Open it.”
The heavy door creaked as the SS man opened it. The soldier holding the lamp turned and moved the light around to better see. It was just one of his colleagues.
“Keep the light here please,” Von Brest said grabbing the soldiers arm and pulling the lamp closer. The man raised his hand in front of the light to see the SS man better. Then he watched in confusion as his colleagues were shoved forward and Mufasa’s men spread out. Then he saw the guns and the lamp was falling to the floor as he ran for his rifle propped against a crate. A shot from Mufasa’s pistol caught him in the leg, slowing him. A second spun him around and threw him backwards into coils of rope. Mufasa calmly walked over and fired three more into his chest to finish him off. Domingo picked up the fallen lamp. Von Brest was cowering with his hands over his head in the dark. The noise from the handgun in the confined space had been deafening. He turned slowly as the lamp came near, its light reflecting off his round spectacles.
“Herr Doctor,” Mufasa called in a soft voice.
Von Brest looked up at him incredulously.
“Mufasa! What in God’s name are you doing? Have you gone mad man?”
“No not mad Doctor. Not mad!”
“Then what is the meaning of all this?”
“Me and my men want a bigger percentage.”
“Impossible! You are being paid quite enough.”
“Doctor may I remind you of who is holding all the guns.”
“You mutinous scum. You’ll not get away with this.”
Mufasa laughed.
“You should not have insisted we sail when you did. With none of your Germans on board,” Mufasa turned to Domingo, “Tie them all up.”
“What do you want?” Von Brest asked as a crew member bound his hands behind his back.
“I told you we want a cut. Our share of the bounty.”
“What bounty? What are you talking about?”
“Doctor we may seem like simple people to you but we are not stupid. We know you’ve got something in this stone crate….”
“This is the tomb of Alex….”
“You expect us to believe some cock and bull story about Mr Hitler wanting this as a gift. Look at it. What could he possibly want with it? No….” Mufasa held Von Brest’s face with both hands and stared into his eyes, “He wants what’s inside.”
“You’ve got it all wrong Mufasa. There is nothing inside to interest you or your men. I swear it.”
“We’ll see when I open it.”
Von Brest was horrified.
“No Mufasa you mustn’t open it. I beg you! I’ll triple your salary.”
“Not enough. Take them topside,” he ordered one of his men.
“When we get to Malta they’ll hang you,” Von Brest shouted as he was bundled up the stairs, “You’ll not get away with this.”
“I’m afraid my dear Doctor that I already have.”
Domingo waited until they were gone.
“What he says is true Captain. They’ll hang us for sure.”
Mufasa thought for a moment. Then made a decision.
“Get up to the bridge. We sail for Algiers. Plot the course for the helmsman then get back here and help me to open this.”
Once on deck Domingo saw the three captives were sitting in a group huddled against the biting, cold, wind. The Doctor appeared to still be complaining about their situation. Domingo watched as the dead body was brought up and tossed over the side.
“Any trouble from them?” he asked a crewman watching over the captives with an old rifle.
“The Doctor is complaining endlessly.”
“Herr Doctor just remember that the Captain spared your lives. Or if you would prefer you can feed the fishes,” Domingo said, his voice accompanied by the laughter of his crewmen.
Von Brest shut his mouth and sulked.
“That’s better,” Domingo waved his gun and put it in his pocket, “You’ll get no more trouble from him. Now I must report to the bridge.”
The man at the helm turned as Domingo opened the door and stepped onto the bridge. The helmsman had the chart out in front of him. Domingo followed a line with his finger until it came to a stop on the island of Malta.
“Malta Domingo! Malta! And for us money, real cash. This will be the most we’ve ever earned. I’m going to spend mine on the best whore money can buy.”
“We’re not going to Malta.”
“Eh?”
“The captain has taken the German’s prisoner. There is gold in that box of theirs. The Captain is convinced. A ton of gold.”
The helmsman’s eyes lit up at the prospect. Then a dark thought.
“The Germans will kill us,” he said instinctively feeling for the pistol in his waistband.
“Not where we’re going my boy.”
Domingo pointed on the chart. The helmsman pushed Domingo’s finger out of the way so he could read the place name.
“Algiers? Algiers is good.”
Domingo put crosses on the chart.
“Turn when you reach these points. We’ll keep close to the coastline.”
“Yes Sir.”
Domingo noticed some black dots on the window. He wiped his hand across it to smear the dirt away. The black dots remained. What was more they appeared to be moving. Domingo stepped outside and surveyed the horizon. The black dots were still there. There could be no mistaking it. They were aircraft. A crewman watching over the Germans edged closer. The aircraft engines could be heard.
“Do you think they maybe German planes?”
Domingo looked at the German flag fluttering from the ship.
“Let’s hope so. Man the machine guns just in case.”
“In case they’re enemy planes?”
“I think after this everyone will be our enemy.”
Domingo strode to the stairs and descended to the hold.
* * *
Mufasa was walking around the sarcophagus with a crowbar in his hand. He was stooped, peering under the lid and every time he thought he saw an advantage he jammed the end of the crowbar in. So far he hadn’t managed to move the lid. Domingo came in and pulled the heavy door to. Mufasa saw him.
“Grab that crowbar and help me. There has got to be a way in here somewhere. Whoever sealed it up didn’t want anyone breaking into it in a hurry. That’s good,” Mufasa said brandishing the crowbar, “That means that whatever is in here has not been touched in thousands of years and that means it’ll be worth even more,” he continued, jamming the crowbar into another crack and levering down with all his might.
Suddenly he felt the lid move. It was just a fraction but it spurred him on.
“Here I’ve got it. Quick get round here!” he shouted at Domingo, taking his crowbar out and jamming it in again. Domingo rushed round to help.
* * *
Bill Smith banked his Spitfire. The squadron of five were ahead of the bombers they had escorted. The bombers were returning from raids against enemy shipping. American fighters were in amongst the Lancaster’s. The five Spitfires turned and came about. From out of his window Bill could see the island of Djerba. He radioed the other pilots and then focused on the lone ship three miles out of the port of Gabes. It was only a small vessel but Bill had seen its wake from five miles away. The five Spitfires flew in low over the ship and to Bill’s delight he saw German flags fluttering from the freighter.
“Everyone got plenty of shot left?”
The five small fighters banked, gained height and came about. Bill in the lead. He brought his plane screaming down on the lone freighter amazed that she’d been left alone to fend for herself. Bill could see crewmembers running for cover as he strafed the deck. Bill pulled up and swung his aircraft as the second fighter charged in, its guns emitting their deadly fire. As the third Spitfire came in crewmembers had managed to reach the mounted machine guns on the ship. But the guns were poorly maintained. They both jammed and as the fourth Spitfire came in their operators were forced to abandon them and run for their lives. The fifth Spitfire strafed the deck and peeled off joining the others for another run. A Bristol Beaufighter joined them. This plane was carrying a torpedo.
On the deck Von Brest and his two German companions had been left unguarded during the attack. Despite their bonds they were able to move to cover and watched as crew members tried desperately to get the German flags down.
Down in the hold Mufasa had heard the first attack. A crewman rushed in to find the captain and the first officer who were frantically levering at the lid of the giant sarcophagus.
“Cap’n we’re under attack!”
“By who?” Mufasa answered without looking up.
“British fighter planes.”
“Get the flags down. Signal that we’re friendly….”
“We’re doing that Captain.”
“Push! Push!” Mufasa said to Domingo. The lid moved some more. Now there was a crack. Mufasa could smell musty air. Air that was thousands of years old.
“Captain!” the crewman called again.
Mufasa didn’t hear. He was too engrossed in what he was doing. The crewman turned and fled as the first of the Spitfires came in again. He reached the deck and dived for cover as bullets ripped past him and smacked into some barrels of petroleum. These exploded in a deafening shriek. A fireball rose fifty feet into the air as burning fuel rained down and set fire to anything in its path. Crewmembers having to sit by and watch it burn because of the planes still coming in. Bill looked out of the side of his cockpit and saw a pall of black smoke trailing the freighter. Two crewmen left their cover and ran for a fire hose. The concept of being burnt alive more terrifying than the bullets. They saw the last plane coming in and they saw the torpedo drop into the water.
* * *
The lid of the sarcophagus hit the floor with a crash. Mufasa and Domingo had heard the explosion two decks above. Their greed for gold had kept them here. The explosion had rocked the ship and moved the sarcophagus lid. Now they’d been able to lever it off. Excitedly they each grabbed a lamp and held it over the open tomb.
Gold!
Coins, cups, plates, statues. The finest funerary items ever seen.
They both stared puzzled.
There was none of it.
Just a painted wooden coffin and four canopic jars.
Mufasa stared open mouthed.
“Where is my gold?”
He reached in and tried to feel around the wooden coffin. It filled the sarcophagus. There was no room for anything else. Another explosion rocked the freighter. More fuel drums exploding on deck.
Mufasa looked up at Domingo.
“I thought it would be full of gold.”
“You arrogant ass! You’ve killed us for this!”
* * *
The torpedo exploded into the stern of the ship almost blowing it from the water. The captain and the first mate were thrown forward by the impact. The sarcophagus broke free of its bonds and crushed the legs of Domingo. He screamed in panic, trying to free himself as the sea rushed in. Mufasa waded through the rapidly rising water to try to free him. The sea water was soon over Domingo’s head and his hands frantically scrabbled at Mufasa’s legs until they ceased.
“I’m sorry my friend,” Mufasa said struggling up the stairs. Another explosion rocked the ship throwing Mufasa back into the hold. The sea was now almost to the roof. Mufasa kicked to the roof and found an air pocket. His freighter was going down by the stern, of that he was certain. He took a deep breath and dived, swimming for the stairs. Something was blocking them. He swam back to the air pocket and panicked when he found it was gone. He turned frantically in the water looking for an escape but the light just caused murky, blurred shadows that danced and twisted in his eyes. Mufasa tried again to find a way out then desperate for a breath he opened his mouth and felt his lungs fill with water.
Within minutes the ship had disappeared under the waves. A slick of debris all that remained.
Bill Smith flew by for a last time.
“Leader to base. German merchant freighter torpedoed. Vessel destroyed. No, repeat, No survivors. Leader out.”
He flicked the switch for plane to plane.
“That’s it boys. Mission complete. Return to base.”
* * *
Colonel Hans Koenig stood at the dock staring across the sea. His arm in a sling. His chest and shoulder heavily bandaged. His two British guards sitting idly by smoking cigarettes.
For Koenig the war was over.
Rushton had given him the privileges of rank. He was the only German not detained in the Medina. He was unsure of his future. That rested in the hands of General Francis Tuker. Alf and Johnny were repairing the disabled boats when a soldier approached causing Alf to glance up. The soldier handed him a piece of paper. Alf accepted it, returned the salute, and read it. He looked over at Koenig and headed for him.
Koenig was watching tiny fish swimming around the pillars that supported the concrete. He turned at the approaching footsteps and smiled as Alf stopped alongside. Alf smiled back. Hours ago these men had been enemies. Now it felt, somehow, different.
“Colonel I’ve just received a report. General Tuker will be arriving at any time ahead of his 4 Indian army. The 11 Panzer is on the run but the bulk of it has been smashed. Your General Von Arnim was captured two days ago.”
Koenig watched the fish again.
“Von Arnim is a good man Lieutenant. What will the British do to him?”
“He will probably be detained until the war is over and presumably be returned to Germany. He may stand trial. That is not for me to decide.”
“No of course not.”
Then a thought.
“It’s ironic isn’t it. Yesterday those two men over there tried to kill me. The small one threw the knife,” Koenig said lifting his bandaged arm to indicate his injury, “And now they are my guards.”
“The war is over for you Colonel but not for them. They will continue the fight.”
“I’m sorry that we’re enemies Alfred….If I may call you Alfred?”
Alf nodded his approval.
“Thank you.”
“I’m not your enemy Colonel just the flag you fight under.”
“I’ve only ever had an administrative position in the Wehrmacht. I’ve been based in Berlin my whole military career. I was ordered out here by General Hans Von Brockhorst.”
“What were you doing out here and what was in that sarcophagus?”
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
“Try me.”
“Hitler’s dream.”
Alf laughed.
“Well Hitler’s dream is now at the bottom of the ocean.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“Exactly what I said. The freighter that escaped just as we took the town was destroyed by a torpedo.”
“A torpedo.”
“Yes one of our air patrols spotted it and it was attacked. They torpedoed it. Your ship is gone.”
“And survivors.”
“None. None found alive. The Doctor’s body was the only one recovered. He was easy to recognise because of his white suit.”
“I was supposed to be on that ship.”
Alf stood by watching the little fish.
“Are there truly no survivors?”
Alf shook his head.
“Hitler’s dream is gone,” Koenig said more to himself than the Englishman standing next to him.
“Who or what was in that sarcophagus?”
Koenig looked around to see who was within earshot. There were many people about. He leaned over and whispered in Alf’s ear. Alf’s eyes widened. He stared into Koenig’s eyes. Koenig met the gaze.
“It’s true Alfred I swear it. The greatest archaeological find in human history and it’s out there somewhere,” he nodded at the sea, “Lost again. This time, maybe forever.”
“I can’t believe it.”
“Do you understand the importance of what I’ve just told you.”
“Yes. Yes of course I do.”
“I for one will never speak of it again. For as long as I live.”
“You’ll never be able to keep something like this quiet. People will find out.”
“Let them. But they won’t hear it from me.”
“It probably doesn’t matter anyway. That freighter went down in minutes. It’s probably by now buried under the wreck.”
“But it is out there somewhere.”
Alf heard the engine as Johnny started the boat they had been working on.
“I have work to do,” he offered his hand smiling. Koenig stared down at it for a moment then took the handshake firmly.
“Good bye Alfred.”
Alf only got a few steps when he turned back.
“Oh I nearly forgot,” he fished in his trouser pocket, removing something and throwing it to Koenig, who caught it. Alf raised his hand once more in farewell and was gone.
Koenig slowly opened his hand to reveal the dog tags.
“Major Otto Wurtz, SS,” he said aloud, “Elsa’s husband. And the most evil bastard I’ve ever encountered.”
He continued studying them for a moment running the tags and chain between his thumb and forefinger. Then grunting with the pain he drew his arm back and launched them into the sea. They fell into the water with a gentle plop. Koenig stood watching the small ripples until they disappeared then turned and headed for the square as the first of General Tuker’s jeeps entered the town.

PART FOUR


CHAPTER THIRTY

PRESENT DAY
Peter Dennis, award winning journalist, freelance photographer, writer, author and top columnist in half a dozen magazines and periodicals, sat wearily at his desk. He had just got back from Malaga, Spain, where he had been interviewing an English businessman, an ex-pat, who was widely rumoured by newspapers and tabloids to also be a crime boss. Dennis had been at university with the man’s son and had been granted a very rare interview.
He glanced at the clock on his desk. He had been up now for twenty two hours. The flight back from Spain had been delayed by five.
On his desk was the previous month’s edition of ‘The Country’ a magazine distributed in English in many countries for British people living overseas. It’s biggest selling was in Spain and the Balearic islands.
On the cover of the magazine was a note from the editor congratulating Dennis for his two page article entitled ‘The Lion and the Wolf’ which was about the whereabouts of the lost sarcophagus of Alexander the great. The note said simply ‘Well done Peter. Half a million copies sold. Our best month yet.’
Dennis knew it was because of his article that sales had almost doubled.
The story of Alexander the great. A subject he had known nothing about until five weeks ago. He had received an urgent call on that Thursday night. His grandfather who had been in and out of hospital for the last eighteen months had been receiving treatment for a week and had ‘taken a turn for the worse’ as had been described over the phone by his uncle.
Peter Dennis had jumped into a taxi during rush hour and had gone to Salisbury hospital in Wiltshire and straight to his grandfather’s bedside. Everyone had been there. The whole family. Relatives he hadn’t seen in twenty years. He had been there for over half an hour, his grandfather had lain the whole time on his back, presumably sleeping. His pyjama jacket had come open and Dennis was staring at the age old scar on the old man’s chest, a scar caused by a German sniper decades ago, when the old eyes suddenly flickered open. He turned his head and said in a weak voice.
“I would like to speak to my grandson alone.”
Dennis waited patiently until everyone had left the room. The only sound to be heard was the clock ticking. Finally Dennis broke the silence.
“Can I get you anything to make you more comfortable?”
“No thank you. I don’t think anything will help.”
Alfred Dennis closed his eyes again. A flicker of pain flashed across his face. Then he opened his eyes and said.
“I want to tell you something about the war.”
Peter reached out and grabbed his grandfather’s hand.
“Don’t upset yourself about it now….”
“No listen to me….”
Alfred began wheezing. He coughed a few times but the wheeze didn’t clear.
“I want to tell you something now, something I’ve kept a secret for nearly seventy years. I’ve never spoken about this to anyone ever.”
“Then why now? And why only me?”
“Because you’re the only one who will understand the significance, to know what to do.”
So in a small hospital room with the sky growing dark outside journalist Peter Dennis listened to the most incredible story he’d ever heard.
He’d booked into a hotel room that night and used his laptop to search the internet for Alexander the great until he’d fallen asleep. His phone ringing just after 3a.m woke him. His grandfather had passed away.
Peter had returned to London, gone back for the funeral and in that time despite other projects had begun compiling a file on Alexander. He had bought every book he could find on the subject and found the whole story fascinating.
“And to think you played a part in all this,” he said to his grandfather’s photograph on his desk. A photograph he was very fond of.
Dennis pushed a key on his computer and after a few seconds his desktop came up. He clicked on mail and saw that there were thirty seven new messages. He clicked on open, then as an afterthought decided he was too tired, closed down the page, got up and went for the coffee pot. The phone on his desk started ringing. He glanced at his watch.
“11.15p.m. Who the bloody hell will be trying to call me at this hour.”
He poured himself some black coffee and in no hurry returned to his desk and picked up the phone.
“Dennis,” he said.
The line was silent but he sensed someone was there.
“Peter Dennis,” he said again. He removed the phone from his ear to see if the digital display was showing the caller’s number. It wasn’t. Dennis shrugged, was about to press the end call button when a voice said.
“Mr Dennis please don’t hang up.”
Dennis brought the phone back to his ear.
“Who is this? Do you know what time it is?”
“Yes I’m sorry to call so late. The time where you are will be about a quarter past eleven,” the voice said in a heavy accent.
Dennis guessed it was German or Dutch.
“Yes it’s late and I’m tired. Now perhaps you would like to tell me what you want. How did you get this number?”
“All in good time….”
“Time is something you don’t have.”
Dennis went to hang up when he heard the voice say.
“I read with interest your article in the country magazine.”
“Oh good. Perhaps you’d like to leave a comment on our website.”
“I am no messenger Mr Dennis….”
“That’s great,” Dennis said, cutting the voice off, “I appreciate your well wishes. Perhaps you would like to leave your name and details and your reason for calling with reception. I’m sure somebody will get back to you.”
“Mr Dennis I am an archaeologist and collector of fine antiquities and I would like very much to recover the Alexander sarcophagus which you yourself wrote about so eloquently. I am prepared to pay whatever it costs.”
“Really?”
“Yes.”
“Then might I have your name.”
“My name is irrelevant at this time. I will of course….”
“Then in that case I’m not interested. Don’t ring this number again!”
Dennis slammed the phone down.
The man on the other end smiled to himself when he heard the line go dead.
“My dear Mr Dennis I sincerely hope you don’t live to regret that.”
Dennis took a swig of his coffee. All tiredness gone now with agitation. He opened his e-mail page again and scanned his eyes down them. Then he saw fifth from the bottom an e-mail from jim@oai.org and he clicked on it.
“Hmm! I haven’t heard from you guys in a while,” he said reaching for his coffee.

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

THE IONIAN SEA
The diver lifted her left hand again to check the time on her watch. Five minutes left, five minutes before they’d need to surface.
Natalie Feltham, Marine Archaeologist of the Oceanic Archaeology Institute, glanced across at her two colleagues, George Roussos, a Greek, and Jack Dobson, a fellow Englishman. She got their attention and they both gave her the thumbs up.
They were diving off an ancient wreck near the Greek island of Zakynthos. The timbers of the ship had vanished over the two thousand years that it had lain in the sixty feet of water on the ocean floor. All that was left were Amphorae of various sizes, plates and cups. Nothing of value but exciting for the group of tourists they were accompanying. Each guest diver was now prepared by the three to begin the one minute ascent to the boat above. Once they were all in a ring Natalie led them slowly up. Her head broke the surface of the water and she lifted her facemask.
Alex Lafitte, the only Frenchman in the group was waiting on the diving platform for their return. He smiled down at Natalie as he extended his hand to her. She grabbed it and he lifted her from the water. She sat down to take off her equipment as Alex helped Jack next. Jack quickly removed his Scuba tanks, let them bump gently to the deck, and began helping the tourists out one by one.
Soon they were all seated and Natalie took the clipboard with the passenger list and did the head count. She recounted, then happy with the result she ticked the sheet and signed it. She replaced the clipboard and nodded to Tom White the third Englishman on board. He pushed a button on the control panel and the electronic anchor began winding in. Once it was secured Tom started the twin engines and pushed forward on the throttle and the fifty foot Endeavour III moved away from the buoy marking the wreck.
Natalie stood in front of the group.
“Did everyone have a good time today?” she asked, turning her head from side to side so that everyone could hear her clearly.
There was a chorus of yes’s and general agreement.
“Did you all manage to take your photographs?”
Again the same response.
“Excellent. That’s what we like to hear. On behalf of the crew I’d like to thank you all so much for coming with us today and thanks to our crew members, George, Jack, Alex and Tom,” she said clapping, leading the applause.
“And let’s hear it for our lovely group leader Natalie,” George said.
“Thank you,” she said smiling at George “Now as we make our way back to Zante we’ll be doing the drinks bill so if you could all come up one at a time and pay me it would be appreciated. Once again thank you and it’ll take us about forty minutes to get back to Zante town so it’ll give you a last chance to enjoy the views, take some pictures or just do a little sun bathing.”
The tourists applauded once more and Natalie took a towel from her bag and dried her long blonde hair with it. It was four o’clock in the afternoon, the first week of May and the wind was cooling. Natalie looked down at her skin as it goose pimpled. She rubbed her arms with the towel until hey disappeared. The first tourist came up to pay his bill wearing a bum bag. Most of the group were English, Americans, Germans, two Dutch Doctors, an Italian and a Spaniard. The Dutch Doctors were husband and wife.
“Did you enjoy yourselves today?” Natalie asked them as they came up to pay for two colas and two lemonades.
“Yes very much,” the husband answered “We learned to Scuba dive last year on holiday in the Dominican Republic. They had a diving school in the hotel and we were bored one afternoon and they were offering a first lesson free and we thought ’Well why not’.”
Natalie nodded and smiled as she took their fifty Euro note and fished through her bum bag for change.
“Have you ever dived in the Caribbean?” Inga, the wife asked.
“Sure to have,” her husband, Ruud added.
“Yes of course many times,” Natalie answered “I’ve dived all over the world.”
“Oh you’re so lucky,“ from Inga “To have a job like this. Taking tourists out to wrecks. Do you do those shark dives also?”
“Sometimes. Not often and only for the more experienced students. I’m actually a marine Archaeologist.”
“Really? Now that is interesting,” from Ruud.
“It’s quite boring actually. Spending all day at the bottom of the sea, sometimes finding nothing for hours. It’s like a needle in a haystack out there unless the wrecks appear on charts.”
“It must be exciting when you make a discovery though.”
“Yes of course. Archaeology is my field. I used to work in Egypt for the institute and then a vacancy came up for the Marine field and like you I thought well why not.”
Inga was smiling at the glamorous woman before her, listening to her, wishing she could be just like her. Inga looked at her long, blonde hair.
“You have such beautiful hair. How do you keep it so nice with all this sea water?”
“Conditioner. Lots and lots of conditioner,” Natalie replied making her guests laugh.
“So why are you out here taking tourists to wrecks and not excavating?”
“Money,” came the answer “The institute has very limited income, very little funding. We rely very much on private sponsors. Doing these trips or tours if you like bring in quite a bit of income for the institute.”
Inga gave a small yawn.
“There I’m boring you with my work,” Natalie said smiling past them at the next customer waiting to pay. The husband and wife politely moved out of the way. The next customer was English and when Natalie turned her back for a minute to get change he was looking her up and down and making suggestive faces to his friends who were laughing. Inga watched the man with distaste, wishing she could push him over the side. Inga and Ruud went back to their seats.
“Attractive woman,” he said carefully.
“Yes she’s absolutely stunning isn’t she. Did you see the way they were looking at her?”
“She’s probably used to it.”
“No woman likes to be leered at no matter how beautiful she is.”
“I do it over you Inga van Bergen.”
“That’s different. Ruud van Bergen. I love you.”
* * *
When the Endeavour III docked Natalie threw the securing lines to George who dashed past her and jumped onto the jetty. He began wrapping the rope around a dockside cleat as Tom reversed the boat into place. The tourists all standing in a line ready to leave. The gangway was lowered so that George could come back on board. Now the five of them took up positions to either side of the gang plank. Firstly as a politeness to wish their guests a safe journey to wherever they were going next and secondly in the hope that it might encourage them to leave tips.
The van Bergens shook Natalie’s hand and Ruud squeezed a fifty Euro note into her hand.
“A small donation for you,” he said beaming.
“Thank you very much. Tott Siens.”
“You speak Dutch?”
“No just Tott Siens I’m afraid.”
“Oh well it was very nice meeting you. Thank you for today. Good bye.”
“Good bye and you.”
Now it was the turn of the three English lads. The first two brushed past Natalie but the one who’d paid for the drinks paused long enough to slip a ten dollar bill into her hand. The other two chuckling at the American note.
“So what are you doing tonight then darling?”
Natalie was a bit taken aback at his bluntness.
“I…Erm…will be….Erm….studying at home tonight.”
George was listening but his smile had vanished as he continued shaking hands with the guests.
“What all on your own?”
“I’m afraid so.”
“A pretty girl like you.”
“Yes,” Natalie replied trying to keep a friendly face. ’Here we go again! As soon as there’s a group of three or more they’ve always got to prove to themselves what men they are and try to pull‘ She’d heard it all before. All the corny chat up lines.
“What a waste.”
Natalie shrugged. Trying to act innocent.
“I mean me and the lads are thinking of going to a bar tonight. The ace of spades if you want to come. And you never know,” he said raising his sunglasses to make eye contact with her “If you play your cards right….”
Natalie gave a false smile.
“Thank you but I really need to study.”
“Look at what you’re missing,” he said gesturing towards his friends. George decided to step in and rescue.
“Thank you. Thank you for coming,” he said “Do you need a lift home?” he asked her.
“No. No. I’m fine thank you George.”
The three lads walked off while looking back at her.
“Frigid bitch!”
Natalie and George heard the comment.
“Are you all right?”
“Yes of course.”
“Perhaps the grease ball is banging her,” one of the three said.
“Just ignore them Natalie. If I had known they were looking at you like that I would have given them their money back and thrown them off the boat.”
“Thank you George,” she kissed him on the cheek and disappeared below deck. She reappeared a minute later wearing a pair of jeans and a pink vest. George saw her and was unable to hide his attraction for her. Natalie knew of his feelings for her, which was why he felt protective towards her but it never interfered with their business. She threw her bag over her shoulder, jumped ashore and strode towards her car. Alex was carrying scuba tanks off the boat for refilling. He stopped to watch her bottom wiggling and her big breasts jiggling.
“That’s much woman,” Alex said.
George glared at him.
“Don’t you start!”
* * *
Natalie drew her car up to a stop outside her apartment. She applied the parking brake and got out, leaning back in to retrieve the brown paper bag containing the groceries she had bought on the way home. She climbed the steps and opened her front door, closing it with her foot. She put the paper bag on the worktop, threw her keys into her bag and leaving this with the groceries she went into the bathroom and turned on the shower and quickly undressing, stepped in. After letting the water cascade down her face and body, she washed and stepped back into the living room with a towel wrapped around her and grabbed another for her hair. She sat on her sofa and pushed play on her answer phone. The first message was from an old friend at school. The second was a reminder from Tom to lend him some CD’s. She’d asked him to ring and leave a message because she knew she’d forget. It was Friday and the Endeavour crew always met for drinks on a Friday night in town at their favourite bar ‘Zeus’. Natalie smiled at the “Please don’t forget, I know what you’re like.”
She got up, went across to her CD collection, ran her index finger down the spines and eventually found the three she was looking for. She put them next to her bag.
“There now I won’t forget,” she said to her answer phone as the next message kicked in.
“Hi Nat. It’s dad. Just to let you know mum and I have got a flight for the second of June….” Natalie laughed as she heard her mum’s voice in the background “Tony are you leaving a message on her answer phone, hang up and try again later. Don’t ruin the surprise.”
“Better go babe. Your mum’s saying I should wait until we can speak….”
There were some muffled sounds, it sounded like someone taking the telephone receiver from someone else, a bit of a scuffle and then the line went dead.
“Oh dad,” she laughed “You should know better than to argue with mum.”
Her heart was full of happiness as she thought of her parents. Both teachers, mum, Rose, at school. Dad, Tony, a college lecturer. The messages ended and feeling her eyes getting heavy she decided to close them for a few minutes just to rest them, not sleep. She flicked the switch down so the answer phone would cut in after only two rings. Laying her head down she soon drifted off into a deep sleep. Her mobile phone ringing incessantly woke her. To begin with it was part of her dream, the ring tone a favourite Madonna song. She fumbled for the phone, turned its display to her face, saw it was Jack and pressed the green button to answer.
“Jack,” her throat was dry. Her brain not functioning due to the sudden waking.
“Natalie where are you? Are you all right?”
“Yes I’m fine. I’m at home….What time is it?” she blinked at the windows. It was twilight outside.
“It’s a quarter to nine Nat. We’re all here already.”
She ran her fingers through her still drying hair.
“I….I….must have dozed off!”
“Do you want one of us to come and get you?”
“What? No I’ll um, I’ll get a taxi.”
“Are you sure. It’s no problem for someone to come and get you. We’ve all had a drink but it’ll be O.K. Maybe we could all come.”
“No Jack. Really it’s all right. I’ll um….just give me twenty minutes O.K. I’ll be there.”
“O.K Nat. I’ll tell the others not to order any food just yet. We’ll wait ’til you get here.”
The line went dead. She pushed the red button on the Nokia to make sure the call had ended. Then rubbed her face. She went through her phone book until she found ’Yanos’ and pressed the green button. He answered within three rings.
“Natalie my darling how are you,” he asked in his heavy accent.
“Yanos can you pick me up at my place and take me to ’Zeus’”
“Yes my darling. I’ll be with you in fifteen minutes.”
“Can you not make it any sooner Yanos? I’m sorry but I’m late.”
“Yes my sweet. I’ll try to make it to you in ten.”
“Thank you. Yanos. Thank you.”
She rang off and went into her bedroom to get dressed. A quick spray of deodorant and perfume. Quickly applied some eye shadow and lipstick. Her favourite drop earrings, checked her reflection in the mirror and was just putting on her shoes when the doorbell rang.
“Is that you Yanos?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll just be a minute.”
“O.K.”
Yanos stood looking at the door for a moment, then turned to watch two pretty girls walking past his silver Mercedes. Tourists, probably English he guessed judging by their white mini-skirts, white legs and white high heels. They each carried a small bag. One of them saw him looking and nudged her friend.
Yanos was a good looking Greek of twenty eight, tall, athletic, dark curly hair, lots of stubble, his sunglasses perched on top of his head. He called out to them and they giggled and leaned into each other as they walked. A bit further on they both glanced back over their shoulders at him. He was still watching them but this time stayed quiet. He turned to the door again.
“I’ll wait in the car,” he called out. He went down the steps, got into the drivers seat and lit a Marlboro.
Natalie rushed through to the kitchen, grabbed her phone, rummaged through her bag for her keys and went to the door, she waved at Yanos in his taxi, slammed the front door, pushed it gently to make sure it was closed and then hurried down the steps. What she hadn’t seen before she left was the red flashing light on her answer phone signalling she’d had a new message while she’d been in the bedroom blow drying her hair.
* * *
Yanos drew his Mercedes to a halt outside the bar ‘Zeus’
“Do you want me to pick you up later?”
“I don’t know. I might get a lift from one of the others. I’ll give you a call.”
She gave Yanos a ten Euro note and he gave her five change instead of three. She walked past a group of young men and women smoking. The men leaning on their mopeds. One of their group came out carrying six bottles of beer and distributed them. Inside the bar it was busy. The music playing were this summer’s hits, a mixture of English and American artistes. There was a constant clack of pool balls as both tables were being played at the same time. A group of young British tourists were shouting and laughing over a table football game. A waitress rushed past carrying a tray of food. Natalie stood looking this way and that. Suddenly she spotted her friends and headed over to them. They all stood to greet her. Tom and Jack were with two girls, both holiday reps, working out on the island for the summer. Their holiday company one of two who used Natalie’s group for excursions. Both girls were very pretty. The attraction between, Tom, Jack and the reps was plain to see. They both mouthed ‘Hiya’s’ as Natalie reached the table. By the looks of the table the beer had been flowing.
“Ah thanks for joining us,” Tom said jokingly “Perhaps now we can eat. I don’t know about the rest of you but I’m starving.”
He picked up a menu and held it between himself and Sarah. When the waiter came round to take their order Natalie was last.
“I’ll have Lamb Kleftiko please.”
The waiter beamed and took the menus away.
“Is that nice?” Louise, the other rep asked.
Natalie was just taking a swig of her drink. She released the straw.
“Kleftiko?”
Louise nodded.
“It’s beautiful. The best Kleftiko in all of Zakynthos. The lamb kind of melts in your mouth. I’ll let you try some of mine when it arrives.”
“Do we have a big group tomorrow Natalie?” Alex asked.
“Twenty two,” she looked at the empties on the table “I don’t mean to be a killjoy but you’d better not get too drunk.”
George was the only one of the group sitting quietly staring into his glass. Natalie guessed at what was wrong with him but asked anyway.
“Have you heard from your wife George?”
He turned a dark eye to her.
“Yes.”
The others were trying not to smirk. George and his wife Rosa’s fights were legendary. They lived on the neighbouring island of Kefalonia and George hadn’t been home for two weeks.
“She’s accusing me of cheating on her. Of having affairs which is keeping me away from home. I tell her that I’m always working hard to provide for her and the little one. She says if it wasn’t for little Costas she would kill herself for the misery I cause her. Then the line went dead. So I ring back and she no answer. So I ring and ring and ring and when she answers she crying, so I tell her I love her which is why I’m never home and she doesn’t believe me.”
“George take tomorrow off. Take a few days. Take the speedboat tomorrow and spend some time at home.”
“I can’t afford to take time off. I can’t afford to lose the money.”
“I’ll pay you. Don’t worry, no one will have a problem with it,” she said looking at each individual in turn. No one raised an objection. George had tears in his eyes.
“We have a big group tomorrow. It’s not fair on the others.”
“We’ll manage,” Natalie said knowing they would be stretched without a third diver. The others would understand. George was looking at his colleagues.
“I can’t Natalie. It wouldn’t be right.”
“George look at me,” she held his gaze “I’m your boss and that is an order. I’m telling you to take time off. You’re no good to anyone in this state, especially yourself. Get some rest, you’re tired and I won’t have you diving while you’re like this. Do you understand?”
George smiled at her.
“Yes Natalie thank you. I’ll do as you say.”
She looked at the others for reassurance. None of them dared to object.
“Now,” she said “When the food arrives would anyone like a drink? The next round is on me.”
* * *
Natalie waved once more from the top of the steps as Alex and Tom sped away in their open top Jeep. Once inside her door she kicked her shoes off and got herself a glass of water from the kitchen and went into the lounge. She threw herself down onto the sofa and picked up the T.V. remote and pushed the power button. The television came on and she pushed the correct number for satellite. She flicked through half a dozen channels or so and not finding anything of interest she turned it all off again. Glancing at the clock she saw it was just after 1a.m. Tired, she got up, emptied her glass in one gulp and refilled it to take it to bed. On her way past the telephone answering machine she saw the red light flashing. Glancing down at the little digital screen she saw a two. Two new messages. Despite her tiredness she pushed the play button. First came the bleep, then in an excited voice.
“Hi Natalie it’s Jim Hutchinson. If you’re there can you please pick up. Something very exciting has occurred. You’re not going to want to miss this. Call me as soon as you hear this. Bye.”
“End of message,” the machine said “Next new message.”
“Natalie it’s Jim again. Did you get my previous message? Can you please call me. I’ll be in my office until at least ten tonight. If not can you please call me at home. Don’t worry about what time you get this. Please call it’s urgent. I’ve tried your mobile.”
“End of messages. To delete all messages, press delete.”
She played them through again. There was an urgency in his voice she’d never heard before.
Jim Hutchinson, was an American by birth but had lived in England most of his life. He was the head of the small research company that employed Natalie and her crew, the Oceanic Archaeology Institute, otherwise known as OAI. He was fifty eight, tall with a neatly trimmed beard, typical university lecturer in his corduroy suits with elbow patches.
She took her Nokia out of her bag. Three missed calls. She hadn’t heard the mobile ringing in her bag on the floor in the bar. She brought up the number for the Institute, then remembering the time, she found Jim’s home number and yawning pressed the green button. After six rings a sleepy female voice answered.
“Hello.”
‘Jim’s wife,’ Natalie thought ‘I bet I’ve woken her.’
“Hello Carol It’s Natalie Feltham.”
“Oh hi Natalie.”
“Carol I’m sorry it’s late. Did I wake you?”
“Yes you did. What time is it?”
“It’s a quarter past one. I’m sorry but Jim left a message for me to ring as soon as I could and I’ve only just got his message.”
“He’s not here Natalie. He rang at about ten thirty to say he wasn’t coming home. He was waiting for a call from you. If you ring his office he’s staying there tonight.”
“OK I’ll ring the Institute. Once again sorry for disturbing you Carol.”
“That’s all right. Goodbye Natalie.”
“Bye,” Natalie rang off. She felt bad about having woken Carol, Jim’s long time suffering wife. He, like all Archaeologists she knew, spending more time in the field than with his wife. Natalie selected Jim Hutchinson from her mobile’s phone book and rang. The telephone ringing woke him with a start. He had been asleep on a couch in his office at the headquarters of the OAI in Alexandria, Egypt. He pushed the blanket that was covering him off and sprang up to answer the phone.
“Hutchinson,“ he called into the mouthpiece.
“Jim it’s Natalie Feltham.”
“Excellent. Natalie thank you for ringing. You’re never going to believe what’s happened.”
Natalie knew of Hutchinson’s enthusiasm for his work. It was, in the institute, legendary.
“I’m fine thank you Jim, how are you.”
“What! Oh I’m sorry, how are you? Natalie I’m so excited about this.”
“Jim it’s nearly half past one in the morning. Can this not wait. What could possibly be so important?”
Hutchinson paused to compose himself.
“How about the location of the tomb of Alexander the Great.”
There was a long silence, it lasted for nearly half a minute.
“Natalie are you still there?”
“Yes of course Jim. Just letting it sink in. You’ve actually found it? In Alexandria?”
“What? Oh no. Not here. It’s not as simple as that. Um listen, are you at home?”
“Yes,” she replied all tiredness now forgotten as the impact of what she’d just been told finally hit her.
“Let me ring you back,” he said “You might want to get yourself some coffee. I need one.”
Natalie got up and quickly went to the loo and on the way back fetched herself a can of Red Bull. Hutchinson on the other hand poured himself some strong black coffee. He then dialled Natalie’s apartment in Tsilivi. He felt an overwhelming excitement fill him as he thought about what he was going to tell her.
“Hi Jim.”
“Now the tomb or rather his sarcophagus was apparently discovered by a German team of archaeologists during World War II in Tunisia.”
“Why haven’t we heard of this before?”
“They were all killed in the battle for Gabes. The sarcophagus was loaded onto a freighter and, well, apparently the Captain of the freighter panicked and left with hardly anyone on board. The freighter didn’t get very far before it was sunk in an air raid.”
“So how has this story come about. I don’t understand why this is the first anyone has heard of it.”
“Because only two survivors knew about it, a German Colonel and an English engineer. The story has been revealed by the Englishman who has recently died. His grandson is a reporter for the British magazine ’The Country’, Peter Dennis. Have you heard of him?”
Natalie hadn’t.
“He’s also a writer, books, history mainly and he has this magazine column. I‘ve e-mailed him many times but never received a reply.”
Natalie’s head was buzzing.
“So what does that have to do with us?”
“The search for Alexander is the dream of every Archaeologist Natalie. Even Carter dreamed of finding him after Tutankhamun. I’m putting up the money for the expedition and I want you to head it.”
Her heart almost skipped a beat.
“Jim are you serious?”
“You should know me. I never joke about my work. I am deadly serious. I know it’s short notice but I need you and your team in Tunis on the next available flight. I’ll meet you there.”
“Jim I’m….I’m tired. I need some time to think. And plus there are the excursions. We’re fully booked for the next two weeks.”
“We’ll have to refund Natalie. This is an opportunity in life we cannot miss. Just imagine it! The sarcophagus of Alexander the Great! Restored to its rightful place in the first city he ever founded and you Natalie….You can do it!”
They talked for over an hour and by the end of it all she was hooked.
“I’ll ring you as soon as I reach Tunis and get us a hotel organised. I’ll give you the details of the operation then.”
“Very well Jim. I’ll see you in Tunisia.”
“A.S.A.P. Natalie. This will make you and your people famous.”
“That’s the one thing I’ve always managed to avoid. Is there anything else for now?”
“Yes. Don’t tell your team, just that it’s important but no details OK. That’s all for now,” Hutchinson went to put the receiver down then brought it back to his ear.
“Nat are you still there?”
“Yes.”
“I’m counting on you.”
“That’s precisely what I feared.”
The line went dead. She picked her mobile up, selected G from the phonebook and pressed green. She didn’t want to do this but had no choice. A sleepy voice at the other end answered.
“George it’s me, listen, I’m really sorry to have to do this to you but something just came up.”

CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

Eighteen hours later and a very tired group from the OAI cleared customs at Carthage airport, Tunis, Tunisia. After baggage reclaim they’d proceeded to the passport control where the customs and police had held Natalie up just long enough to ogle her. Once outside they were met by Jim Hutchinson. He embraced Natalie and kissed her on the cheek, shook hands with the others then insisted he wheel Natalie’s suitcase to the waiting mini-bus, leaving her with just her hand luggage. The mini-bus driver, Yusuf, flicked his cigarette butt away and opened the back doors and began loading their suitcases as the six of them climbed in and did up their seatbelts. Hutchinson took the front seat. He turned back to face them, draping his arm over the seatback.
“How was the flight?”
“Awful. We had to fly to London to get to here,” Natalie replied as always the spokeswoman for the group.
“Well done for getting here at such short notice. I know you’re all very tired. Our hotel is fifteen minutes away. Dinner is for nine o’clock and is on me, that’ll give you all time to refresh yourselves. Have you managed to get much sleep?”
No was the general consensus.
“We slept a little in the airport and on the plane. It wasn’t very comfortable.”
“You’ll get a couple of hours each now, before we eat and then tomorrow we leave at eight for Gabes.”
Hutchinson turned round as the mini-bus braked and stopped at a set of traffic lights. A policeman was in the road directing traffic and he blew his whistle every few seconds. The van in front disappeared in a cloud of black smoke and Yusuf nosed forward into the evening traffic. It was hot in the mini-bus so Hutchinson got the driver to put the air conditioning on. Yusuf turned off a roundabout and began doubling back the way they’d come. Hutchinson pointed ahead.
“That’s our hotel for the night.”
They could all see the huge building ahead.
‘Hotel Mediterranean’ spelled out in large red letters along the roof and down the side. Yusuf pulled up at the grand entrance. A bell boy instantly there with a luggage trolley, tough looking men in suits patrolled with walkie talkies.
Hutchinson bounded up the steps, his employees following at a more leisurely pace. When they gathered at check in he was already dealing with their reservation. The receptionist flashed them all a smile as Hutchinson began filling out the check in form. The receptionist smiled again at Natalie and felt himself blush as she smiled back. Flustered he turned and began taking keys from hooks and placed them on the counter.
“Grab yourselves a key each,” Hutchinson said passing them forward, “I’ll have your luggage sent up to your rooms in a minute, you should all be on the same floor, floor 3, if you can quickly check your room numbers, Good? Yes! Excellent.”
He signed the check in form and handed it back to the receptionist. The bell boy stood by patiently as each piece of luggage was rearranged in room order.
“Thank you,” Hutchinson said to him “Now if you are all ready shall we proceed,” he said leading them to the elevator.
Natalie’s room was the last one on the third floor. Hutchinson accompanied her, opening the door for her. The coolness from the air conditioning rushed out at them and they felt it on their faces. Hutchinson entered the room. It was clean and tidy. He went over to the windows. The curtains were partly closed and he yanked them apart, opened the windows and peered down at the noisy traffic. The sound of car horns rising up from the street below. He closed the windows and peered into the bathroom. Everything was perfect. Natalie kicked her shoes off and put her handbag on the bed. Her shoulders were stiff and she moved her head from side to side to ease the muscles. It helped a little. Hutchinson came out of the bathroom. The front door was still open.
“Natalie close the door.”
She did as she was told trusting him fully.
“Let’s sit,” he said sitting on the edge of the bed and patting the place next to him. She sat next to him, flexing her toes.
“I won’t keep you. I know you’ve had a long journey.”
“I’m just so tired.”
“I know,” he said patting her arm “I really do appreciate what you’ve done. What have you told the others?”
“Exactly what you asked me to say.”
“So none of them knows the truth.”
“No. I told them that you’d telephoned and told me that you had an assignment for us and that I couldn’t disclose what because you wanted to tell them in person.”
“None of them were suspicious? They didn’t push you?”
“No. I told them to trust me on this. I told them that none of them would want to miss this for the world. Exactly as you said.”
“Thank you Natalie thank you,” he got up and patted her arm again “I’ll see you downstairs for nine. The main dining room is through the double doors to the left of reception. See you later,” he said as he closed the door behind himself.
Natalie threw herself back on the bed and was almost instantly asleep. She woke an hour later, showered, got changed and went downstairs. A chaperone greeted her at the door enquiring if she wanted a table for one.
“No I’m with Mr Hutchinson.”
“One moment please,” he said checking his reservation list “Ah yes Mr Hutchinson’s party. Follow me please.”
Natalie glanced at other diners as they weaved their way through the tables. The food looked exquisite. She was oblivious to the admiring looks she was getting from various businessmen as they passed. Jim Hutchinson stood as they approached. The others slowly rose as Natalie was helped to her seat.
“Where’s George?” she enquired.
“His wife rang his mobile and he stepped out to speak,” Hutchinson replied.
“You’ll never guess what Nat….” Tom said.
She shook her head, glancing at the others.
“What?”
“George only had to pass the phone to Jim so George’s wife could speak to him. Only once she heard his voice did she believe it was true.”
“Now that’s enough!” Hutchinson said.
“I was just saying boss,” the smile disappeared from Tom’s face.
“I’m sure George has his problems just like everyone else.”
“Too many affairs probably,” Alex cut in.
“That’s enough! George is a key member of this team. What he does in his social life is up to him and it’s his business. It hasn’t interfered with his work and let me assure you if it does I’ll be the first to say something. Now who would care for wine? Ladies first, red or white Natalie?”
“White thank you.”
Hutchinson waited until their main courses had arrived before he got their attention by tapping on an empty glass with a knife.
“Lady and gentlemen,” he began once again “Thank you all for joining me here at such short notice. I know you’re all very tired. George I understand you’ve cancelled some leave, you’ll get that back again as soon as is possible. I hope your wife understands….”
George nodded.
“I’d especially like to thank Natalie who knows precisely why you’re here but under my wishes has revealed nothing to any of you.”
He looked at each of them. Their faces were expectant.
“We now know where the final resting place of Alexander the Great is.”
There was a stunned silence.
“James are you sure?” Alex was the first to speak. He often referred to Hutchinson as James.
“Yes,” Hutchinson replied glancing nervously around at the other diners to make sure that no one was listening, “We must keep our voices down. Yes we’re sure.”
“How?” from Tom White.
Hutchinson pulled a magazine out of his jacket pocket.
“This is April’s ‘The Country’ magazine for overseas Brits, ex-pats I believe they are called. Turn to page twelve,” he said handing the rolled up publication to Natalie.
She opened it to the required page as the others craned their necks to see.
The three page supplement began with the heading ’The Lion and the Wolf’ a photograph of a bust of Alexander the Great on the left hand page, a map of the ancient world and an artists impression of what the sarcophagus probably looked like in ancient times. She began reading the story. On the third page was a picture of some Royal Engineers from North Africa dated 1942 and a recent photograph of the reporter Peter Dennis.
She finished reading the article and passed the magazine on. The last to read it was George. He of all of them understood the significance of this article. His wife was Macedonian.
“George?”
“It’s incredible Jim. I can’t believe it. This will be the most important find for my people you could ever imagine. Is this man? This Peter Dennis correct?”
“I telephoned him this morning.”
“What?”
Now they were speechless.
“I spoke to him this morning and what’s more he will be arriving here tomorrow morning at 6a.m.”
There were excited comments.
“Natalie you haven’t said a word.”
“Who else has he given interviews to?”
All conversation on the table now stopped.
“He assured me that he would grant us and only us access to what he knows.”
Natalie was sceptical.
“So he says.” Jack rubbed his thumb and forefinger together. The international sign for receiving money.
“He gave his word.”
Natalie allowed herself a chuckle.
“Oh come on Jim you don’t honestly believe him do you. An honest journalist. He’ll sell out to the highest bidder or bidders. If this story is true, well, then it’ll be worth millions to him.”
“I think what Natalie says is true Jim. This man is not to be trusted. Certainly I don’t trust him,” George said.
“I don’t blame you all for having your doubts and who knows you may even be right. I sincerely hope not but I can tell you that he told me that he wasn’t interested in the archaeology side of it. He just thought it made an interesting story. More so because, personally for him, his grandfather is in it. He also reminded me of the number of ships that went down in the Mediterranean during the second world war and asked me if I knew how many had sunk since. In his words and I believe he used an English phrase here, he said it would be looking for a needle in a haystack.”
Alex now spoke.
“What I don’t understand is ’What’s in it for him’ “
Hutchinson shrugged. Then he smiled.
“I’ve been saving this for last,” he looked at their faces “He’s asked if he can come with us.”
“You’re not serious?” from Tom.
“Yes. He wants to report all the details as we uncover them.”
“I hope you said yes,” from Natalie.
“Of course I said yes. This man knows, potentially, the whereabouts of the greatest find about to be made and what’s more he is now on our team.”
They all congratulated their boss.
“He’s particularly interested in meeting you Natalie.”
“Me?”
“Yes he saw your picture in National Geographic and is keen to get to know you.”
She picked up the ’Country’ magazine once again and looked at the picture of its columnist.
“Peter Dennis,” she held it closer to see his face ’He is rather good looking’ she said to herself but also out loud. George, sitting next to her heard the comment. She caught the Greek staring at her.
“I still don’t trust him,” he said.

CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

Thirty six hours later and the team along with Hutchinson and Peter Dennis bumped and jarred their way over rough, sand swept roads in hired Land Rovers. The two at the rear carrying their equipment. Hutchinson, Dennis, Natalie and George in the lead vehicle. They had left their hotel rooms at 6a.m. and met Dennis, in the restaurant for breakfast. At 8a.m. they had hit the road. They had taken the motorway south from Tunis, and nearer Gabes they had taken the road that hugged the coast. It was now near midday.
“Could we have some more air conditioning please?” Hutchinson asked the driver.
Dennis smiled to himself while looking out of the window.
“What are you smiling at?” Natalie asked him.
“I was just thinking how people today can’t survive without air conditioning. In 1942 when my grandfather was out here they were driving around in lorries that had nothing.”
“Nothing?”
“Not even lining in the cabs. Just bare metal. Imagine how hot or cold that must have been.”
“What was it like for those men out here all those years ago?”
“In one word ‘Desolate’ They lived with death everyday, with disease, with poor supplies. Sometimes they would run out of petrol and just sit where they were for two weeks, and here’s the thing, nearly fifty per cent of their petrol supply was lost to evaporation and poor, leaking, storage containers. Did you know? Even their tea and coffee tasted of petrol because the petrol cans were all they had to make beverages with. Imagine what drinking petrol, even a miniscule amount, does to your insides. My Grandfather always said years later that he could still remember the taste. It’s been sixty five years but for those men and women involved the war has never left them.”
Out of tiredness Natalie put her hand up to her mouth to suppress a yawn.
“I’m sorry. I’m boring you.”
“Oh no. Sorry, no I’m just tired. No it’s very interesting. Please continue,” she said genuinely liking him.
“I knew nothing about it myself. I only began researching it after my Grandfather died.”
“What was he like?”
“He was the kindest man I ever knew. I’m not just saying that. He never had a harsh word to say about anyone.”
Dennis raised his backside off the seat enough to pull his wallet from his Jeans back pocket.
“I have a picture. A photograph. Here,” he said opening the wallet and taking out a very old black and white still. Natalie held it in her hand. There were two women seated in front of a young man in a British army uniform.
“That was taken in 1939 when he was called up. The young woman is his wife, my Gran, Ronnie.”
“Ronnie?”
“Veronica.”
“Oh I see. Is the older woman his Mother?”
“No my Gran’s Mother.”
“Pardon me for saying but she looks like a very stern woman.”
Dennis smiled. He agreed.
“I never knew her. She died before I was born.”
“Oh I’m sorry.”
“No you’re not.”
She looked at him. His smile was friendly.
“Why do people who’ve never met someone or know the circumstances always say they’re sorry to hear that that person has died.”
He was right. She knew it.
“Human nature I suppose.”
He was staring out of the window at the miles and miles of sand.
“He’s a very good looking man.”
His attention back he stared down at the photograph in the girl’s hand. Natalie handed the picture back to him.
“Yes he was very good looking.”
“Almost movie star looks. I can see where you get it from,” she hadn’t meant to say it quite so. It had been a slip of the tongue and now she felt awkward, almost like she was a schoolgirl again revealing her first crush.
‘Why does he make me feel like this?’ she asked herself.
“What do you mean?”
“Nothing. I just think your Grandfather was a very good looking man and you’ve inherited his looks,” she was able to recover.
There was an awkward silence. Broken by Hutchinson.
“So what does everyone know about Alexander the Great?”
“I know the basics,” Natalie replied.
“I learned him at school,” George said “Every Greek learns him at school.”
“Peter perhaps you’d like to tell the story.”
“Of course Jim. Thank you,” Dennis cleared his throat “Imagine the scene,” he said looking at the faces in the car, “It’s a hot summer night. The date is the 20 of July. The year 356bc. The place Pella, Macedonia. Pella is a city, the capital. Macedonia is a country ruled by King Philip II. Philip is a good King. Good to his people and good for Greece….”
Natalie glanced at George who confirmed it with a nod.
“….Back then Greece was a country of warring tribes, not yet unified. Not even after the great invasions by Persia, led by the Kings Darius and Xerxes. No. Philip changed all this. He united the tribes at the battle of Chaeronea with the eighteen year old Alexander by his side. Father and son fighting together. Alexander actually saves his fathers life in this battle.”
“Where did it go wrong between them?” Natalie asked.
Dennis took a swig of water.
“That same year Philip, estranged from his wife, Alexander’s mother, Olympias, marries Euridyce, Atalus’ niece. Philip orders Alexander to pay homage to Atalus and an argument, no more than a slanging match starts. Accusations fly and a brawl starts right there at the wedding reception. Philip, drunk by now, turns on Alexander who makes a comment back. Suddenly Philip rushes Alexander but trips over a rug and falls. Alexander then gloats asking the guests ’Is this the man who would lead you into Asia when he can’t even make it from one couch to the next’
Philip, still on the floor, banishes Alexander from the realm.
“But he does return though doesn’t he.”
“Yes he lives with his mother during his wilderness years. She announces to him that once Euridyce becomes pregnant Alexander’s rise to the throne will be gone.”
Dennis glanced across at Roussos.
“Have I missed anything George?”
“No your knowledge is very good Mr Dennis.”
“Please call me Peter.”
George nodded. He would continue to call the Englishman ‘Mr Dennis’
“Are you an expert on Sikander Mr Dennis?”
“What? Oh you mean Alexander. No I’m not. And it’s Peter….”
“As you wish Mr Dennis. Peter. You seem to know so much about my wife’s country’s greatest ruler.
“I’m not an expert sadly. As soon as my Grandfather told me his story I rushed out and bought books and used the internet on the subject. It’s a truly fascinating story.”
“It is.”
“It’s a story of revenge,” added Hutchinson “Please continue.”
“Philip was murdered wasn’t he?” Natalie asked.
“Yes I was just coming to that.”
“Oh sorry.”
Again there was that look between them.
“Philip was assassinated. The year now 336bc. There were lavish games to celebrate the marriage of Alexander of Epirus to Philip’s daughter Cleopatra, Alexander the Great’s sister. Alexander and his mother were both present. For a moment all their differences with the King put aside. Finally Philip himself arrived at the theatre at Pella. He walked in alone to great applause, the sun in his eyes. Suddenly he was confronted by a guard, Pausanias. Before Philip could speak Pausanias kissed him briefly on the lips before plunging a dagger into his heart, killing him instantly.”
They could all imagine in their minds the chaotic scene.
“Why did he kill him?” from Natalie.
“Well some said that Pausanias was raped by some of Philip’s guests at the wedding reception and that Philip did nothing. Even after Pausanias complained to him personally. Others said that Alexander and his mother were involved. I suspect the latter to be nearer the truth.”
“So Alexander became King of Macedonia?”
“Yes he was instantly sworn in.”
“And the assassin?”
“Pausanias? He attempted to escape of course, was chased, tripped and fell and was run through. Killed before he could answer any questions.”
“They didn’t attempt to capture him?”
“No just ran him through with their javelins.”
“It does sound like a set up.”
“Yes. Maybe they were just angry at Philip’s death but I suspect Pausanias was got rid of before he could speak. They could have caught him easily.”
“And Philip’s new wife and baby?”
“Put to death almost instantly by Olympias.”
“So Alexander’s accession becomes complete.”
“He now becomes ruler of all of Greece.”
“And then he invades Persia?” from Hutchinson.
“No. Incredibly the Thebans rise against his rule so he has to quickly go North to quell them. He has to go as far as the Danube. Once they are subdued he begins his campaign. The first thing he does is travel to Delphi to consult the Oracle. He arrives at a time of the year when the Oracle is not functioning. He grabs the priestess and attempts to drag her out by her hair.
“My son,” she shouts at Alexander, unhappy at her treatment, “You are invincible!” He promptly drops her and thanks her. It was all he needed to hear. The campaign was on. He crossed into Turkey during the autumn and comes up against his opponent, some say his toughest, Memnon, the mercenary from Rhodes, the brother of Mentor.”
“Memnon was the greatest soldier who ever lived,” said George.
“Many would agree,” Dennis continued, not minding their interruptions, “Some say that had Memnon not died suddenly as he did Alexander would never have gotten out of Greece.”
Dennis took another swig of water. It was hot inside the car. He felt the sweat trickle down his spine.
“Memnon dying was a stroke of luck for Alexander. The great Persian King Darius had no one available to replace the Rhodian. At first he wrote to Alexander offering money, asking for a truce. Alexander refused so Darius offered his daughter’s hand in marriage as a gift. Alexander laughed at this “Why would I want her as a gift when I could take her anyway” he mocked. Darius, now, had no one to turn to so he took the battlefield in person. It was a cold November afternoon as the two armies opposed each other across the Granicus river in Turkey. Darius tried one last time for peace between them but the young Macedonian King was having none of it. The Greeks hadn’t forgotten what the Persians had done 150years before. The battle was over very quickly, the Persians, outnumbering the Greeks, were smashed. Darius turned his heel and fled leaving his army in disarray. The two men would meet again however at the battle of Issus. At this battle once again Darius’ army was beaten and he fled back to Babylon.”
“Did Alexander chase him?”
“No he let him go. Alexander moved down through Turkey into Israel, Lebanon and Egypt. It was there that he founded the greatest city he built, Alexandria. Did you know he built twenty three Alexandria’s in all.”
“No I didn’t,” Natalie said. Hutchinson was surprised also. George just scowled. Dennis fell quiet for a while. Each of them were left with their thoughts. Then Natalie asked.
“What happened 150 years before?”
“Oh yes sorry! In 490bc Darius I, King of Persia, ruler of forty five different nations had invaded Greece with a small force and marched on Athens. They were stopped and defeated at Marathon and the Persians withdrew. Ten years later Darius’ son Xerxes, returned with the largest army ever mustered. Twelve hundred warships accompanied the forty thousand strong army and as they marched overland Xerxes sacrificed at Troy to the Trojans who had died a thousand years before.
When news reached the various Greek states of the advancing Persians Athena and Sparta threw aside their differences and united against the vastly outnumbering Persians and led by their King Leonidas the three hundred Spartans set up a roadblock at Thermopylae in the narrow pass. They held off the Persians for four days before Leonidas was killed and the three hundred overwhelmed.
Following this victory the Persians continued towards Athens and the Athenians abandoned their city and boarded ships for Salamis, an island offshore. The Persians sacked Athens, burned her temples and the greatest insult to Greece, they cut down the sacred olive tree of Athena.
Next the Persians had tried to surround Salamis and as Xerxes sat on his golden throne and watched from a nearby hillside they closed in for the kill.
That night Themistocles, the Greek commander, spread a rumour that the Greek ships would make their escape by sailing the straights between Attica and Salamis. Xerxes was quick to react and the Persian ships moved before dawn, cramming themselves into the narrow channel of sea. When the Greeks saw that the false rumour had worked they sailed their warships to the attack. The Persians were unable to manouevre and the Greeks caused them a catastrophe. The Persian fleet was almost destroyed. Themistocles urging the Greeks to fight for their wives, their families, their very lives. The Persians had been forced to withdraw though they did leave a large army behind. This army was defeated at Plataea the following year. From then on the Persians set the extent of their empire at Western Turkey.
The Greeks rebult Athens, building the incredible Acropolis and the blackened columns of the original Parthenon were set into the walls. The Greeks would never forgive or forget the Persian attack and the Greek tribes vowed revenge on Xerxes empire. It would be a twenty year old Alexander who took revenge.”
“How far do you think Alexander wanted to go? You know from the beginning.” Hutchinson asked.
“I don’t know. From what I’ve read I would say, to begin with, to conquer Persia. Probably to take Persepolis and the seat of Darius. I don’t think he intended to kill the Persian King though.”
“Did he kill him?”
“No Darius wanted to raise another army after his second defeat. Darius’ generals wanted to run. Eventually Darius was stabbed and a general by the name of Bessus proclaimed himself King. Alexander’s forward party found Darius stabbed and left for dead by the river Oxus. By the time Alexander arrived Darius was dying, some say Darius was already dead, Alexander was too late. Some say Alexander was openly shocked by the death of such a great man. Others though said that Alexander cradled the dying King and they spoke, though if true Alexander never revealed what the conversation was about. He took it to his grave. Alexander was now ruler of the whole of Persia. Many thought that this would be enough for the King. He had avenged the Hellenistic world for Marathon one hundred and fifty years before. But no. Alexander now set his sights on more. That winter what started as an army of thirty thousand had now swelled to double that and they crossed the mountains of the Hindu Kush into Afghanistan. Alexander now wanted to rule the whole world.”
“When you say the whole world what was the extent of their knowledge?” from Hutchinson.
“Imagine the Mediterranean world as it is now. It hasn’t changed much. The coastline is still the same. For the Greeks of the fourth century B.C. they knew little or nothing of the outside world. The discovery of the American continents was still almost two thousand years away. The Japans years after that. When Alexander’s army arrived at the Caspian sea in the North of Iran they ran into it to drink only to find it was salty. They then believed that they’d reached as far North as they could go. That this was part of the great sea that encircled the entire earth, that they could get into their boats and sail around India and all the way around Egypt and up the Nile and back to Greece. “
Natalie shook her head smiling.
“The whole of Russia is above the Caspian sea and beyond India is China. Their knowledge really was limited wasn’t it.”
“Yes they knew nothing of these countries East. They knew of Italy, Spain, France, though the Greeks seldom, if ever, traded that far West. You know there was even talk among Alexander’s confidants about a campaign to Britain, though of course that would never take place, not until Julius Caesar arrived in 55BC.”
“The Greeks must have heard of China though.”
“I’m sure they did. To them India was the biggest country in the world. It was even feared that the great King of India whoever he was had an army of over one million, riding Elephants!”
“Did this deter Alexander?”
* * *
“Not him. Not the lion of Macedon. His army paused by the Beas river, India, while on the opposite bank thousand upon thousand of Indians lined the other side and challenged the Greeks to cross. They didn’t. It wasn’t that they were afraid Far from it. But it was morale. Some of them hadn’t seen their homelands in ten years.”
“What did Alexander do?”
“He got in among the ranks, reminded individuals of what he’d personally done for them, accused others of treason. His lifelong friend Coenus was the only one brave enough to stand forward and speak. He reminded Alexander of personal sacrifices. Every man there that day had bled for their King. Coenus named those that had fallen, Black Cleitus, Parmenion, his father Philip. Alexander continued to rant and rave but his army had had enough. Finally Alexander returned to his tent where he sulked for three days. He hoped they would give in, but on the fourth day Alexander realising they weren’t going to budge an inch re-emerged from his tent, performed a sacrifice and announced that the odds weren’t favourable. The army cheered. They would return home.”
Each of them sat in the car for a minute silent.
“On the return journey Alexander made a grave mistake. He led them into the Makran desert, the most inhospitable place on earth. Without water in plentiful thousands of them died of thirst. There is a famous story to come out of it though. A helmetful of water was found and presented to the young King. He took it and looked down at it, his parched throat agony, as were the others. He raised it to his lips and then stopped looking out over his thirsty men. Then he tipped the helmet and emptied the water into the sand. “I’ll drink when you drink!” he said to the amassed ranks. Of course they cheered such bravado by their King.”
“There were other such stories weren’t there?” Natalie asked “I remember something about a horse.”
“Bucephalus,” George added.
“Bucephalus was Alexander’s favourite horse. He even named a city ’Bucephala’ in India after the animal when he was killed in the battle with Porus.”
“That’s sad.”
“Yes Alexander was inconsolable. He and Bucephalus had been together for over twenty years.”
“I remember now. Something about Alexander being the only one able to ride him. How did the story go?”
“Alexander was just a boy of ten when he attended a sale of horses with his father and mother. Philip had just become engaged as it were to Atalus’ niece. They were all there. Alexander’s mother sat away from them with the nobles. Philip as usual was drinking when a beautiful black stallion was brought into the show ring. Philip instantly bid a high price for the beast which nobody offered to raise. Philip was applauded as he left his seat and went down to greet his purchase, the show ring being open air, the sun shining strong and hot. But as Philip approached the horse became panicky and reared up several times while lashing out with its hind legs. Philip tried a few more times then swore and gave up. “This animal is too wild to be tamed. He will kill anyone who attempts to ride him. Sell him for meat” he ordered.
Alexander suddenly jumped in.
“Buy him for me father!”
“That animal can’t be tamed,” Philip shouted back.
“I’ll buy him.”
“With what?”
“If I cannot ride him I’ll give you ten times his worth.”
Philip laughed “You don’t have the money boy.”
“I’ll not need it,” Alexander replied.
Philip not wanting to see his son hurt was about to order the horse’s slaughter again when Parmenio stepped in.
“Let the boy try Philip. Surely he’s too good an animal to waste.”
Others took up the shout now. Philip turned a complete circle looking at his friends.
“Very well,” he said, leaving the show ring to a great applause. Alexander now stepped into the ring as the crowd fell silent. Slowly with no deliberate movements he approached the horse which was still skittering its feet.
“Shh! Shh!” Alexander called soothing to the animals ears. He reached for the horse’s rein and held it gently. The stallion now calm, he was able to reach up and pat his neck. Alexander while watching had noticed that the horse was afraid of its own silhouette.
“You don’t like your own shadow do you,” he said turning the horse into the sun, so the shadows were now behind. Alexander continued to soothe the horse. Then to the shock of everyone present, he deftly swung himself up onto the horse’s back and as the crowd cheered he trotted the horse from the arena and galloped across the fields and out of sight. The crowd waited anxiously and roared with delight when he re-appeared and galloped back into the show ring and brought the animal to a halt. Alexander jumped down and pressed his face against the horse’s neck.
“I shall call you Bucephalus,” he said stroking the beast’s nose.
Philip came limping into the ring now. He grabbed Alexander and lifted him onto his shoulders.
“Aha! My boy,” he roared with delight “Find yourself another kingdom! This one isn’t big enough for you.”
Natalie clapped.
“That is a beautiful story.”
“Yes and not far from the truth. Unlike some of the other propaganda we’ve heard like the one about the Gordian knot.”
“The Gordian knot,” Hutchinson said “I don’t think I’ve heard this one.”
“I know it,” said George.
Dennis smiled.
“Perhaps you would like to tell everyone about it,” Hutchinson said to George, only too happy to include others into the tale.
“No. Mr Dennis tells the story better than I.”
“You tell it,” Natalie said, reaching out and touching the journalist on the arm. Dennis made no reaction but Hutchinson saw an intimacy there between them, certainly from his beautiful archaeologist. Hutchinson also saw a reaction from George.
“Ah! Was that jealously,” he asked himself. George Roussos had always had a natural, instinctive, protectiveness over her.
“Very well if you insist,” Dennis said. Suddenly he was holding her hand and Hutchinson had to hide an embarrassed smile.
’Now there could be no doubt’
’Natalie desires him,” he was thinking, ’But what about him? I can’t tell….But wait….What was that look about? Does he fancy her back….I can’t tell but what man wouldn’t. She is beautiful. She is out of my league and George’s and anyone on the team for that matter. But what about him….Ah well no matter they’re both single. I just hope it doesn’t distract her from her job or I may have to intervene’
“Gordium,” Dennis began “Was an ancient city in Northern Turkey. There was an old farm cart here that centuries ago it was said that Gordius the father of Midas arrived in….”
“King Midas who everything he touched turned to gold?” Hutchinson asked, caught up now like a child at bedtime story telling.
“The very same. Anyway the cart was fixed to the yoke by a large knot known as a Turk’s head. It was said that whoever could undo this knot would be the ruler of all Asia. Alexander must have heard of this story before he came here but what now? His men urged him to try but at first he just studied it, checking from all angles. Surely he had to have a go or be accused of avoiding the issue, the opportunity…..But what if he failed?”
Dennis paused like great storytellers do, to keep their audience guessing. Finally Natalie asked.
“What did he do?”
“Well….” Dennis continued the story “Surrounded by his men and followers and even Arrian the famous biographer said “And I quote, I speak on this without confidence” Alexander stood for a minute studying the knot of cornel bark. Then….Some say….he pulled out the pin and thus undid the knot that way….Others though….Say he drew his sword and raising it two handed above his head and yelling “It doesn’t matter how it’s done!” brought the sword slashing down and cut the knot exposing the ends within.”
Once again they lulled into a silence. Then Hutchinson said.
“Which of the two stories do you believe are true?”
“Knowing Alexander and the times I would say that most definitely he used the sword.”
“I believe that too.”
“You know the story George. It would have been more like Alexander wouldn’t it.”
“I think so.”
“What sort of a man was he?” Natalie asked.
Dennis had prepared himself for this question but now it came he wasn’t sure where to start. Then he said.
“Young. Ambitious. Zealous. A great warrior, leader, King, a man who loved his men. He spoke coarsely, as a common soldier, unlike the Persian King. Alexander ate with his friends, lived with them, loved them. Twenty when he inherited his father’s kingdom, not quite thirty three when he died. Almost certainly an alcoholic at the end of his life. A borderline megalomaniac believing himself to be the son of the Gods. Sometimes superstitious. Always confident. Short tempered, no doubt fuelled by alcohol, often leading to treason trials, deaths of his associates, murder, revenge. Like the time when he and his father’s friend ’Cleitus the black’ got into an argument. Alexander drinking heavily as usual, Cleitus loose with his tongue. Cleitus never afraid to speak his mind. Accusations began to fly. Cleitus reminding Alexander that his achievements were dull compared to those of Philip. Alexander smarting under the insults, warning Cleitus to watch his mouth. Cleitus then ushered from the room only to return with one final insult. Suddenly Alexander was on his feet and he ran Cleitus through with a Javelin. Cleitus dying in Alexander’s arms. Alexander wept over his dead friends body for two days.”
Dennis stopped for a drink.
“As to his enemies though they fared differently. If they surrendered or openly accepted him without a fight he would reward them with gifts, land, titles, wealth. They more often than not ended up richer under Alexander than they were before. But if they stood against him. He would come against them and….” Dennis punched the palm of his left hand with his fist….”Smash them! He just didn’t know when to quit, when to stop. If you said to him that mountain can’t be climbed ….” Dennis continued pointing out of the window to the highest peak he could see. The vehicles occupants craning their necks for a better view…”Then he would climb it with ten thousand men just to prove you wrong. They say that his limit of endurance knew no bounds and he pushed his enemies until the very blood in their veins ran cold….” Dennis looked at each of them in turn….”I’ll bet it did,” he said.
“Why did you call your article the Lion and the Wolf?” Natalie asked.
“Why? Because Alexander the great was known as the Lion of Macedon. Hitler was often referred to as the ’Wolf’. His secret headquarters was known as the ’Wolf’s lair’. So as you can see it was easy to come up with a title.”
They fell quiet again. This time the silence went on and on. After ten minutes Dennis tapped Hutchinson on the arm.
“How much further?”
Hutchinson spoke to the driver.
“About another hundred miles.”
Dennis leaned forward and took his jacket off, rolled it up and placed it between his head and the window.
“In that case, if you don’t mind, I’m going to have a nap.”
“You carry on,” Hutchinson said.
Dennis closed his eyes. In minutes he was asleep. His mouth slightly open, his breathing deep and slow. Natalie watched him.
“Even in sleep he’s sexy,” she said to herself. Then feeling tired herself she closed her eyes and thinking about the story he’d told them she drifted off to sleep with her imagination taking her back to ancient Greece and the world of Alexander the Great.

CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR

PORT OF GABES, TUNISIA
The sound of the car door opening woke her up. She had been sleeping with her head on Dennis’ shoulder, who was awake.
“Oh sorry,” she said slightly embarrassed.
“Not at all,” he replied smiling.
She looked around out of the windows at the bustling port, trying to familiarise with her surroundings. The sound of tug boat horns drifting through.
“You were comfortable so I left you and besides you kept my shoulder warm.”
It was the truth. Dennis had been tempted to slip his arm around her and allow her in closer, to sleep against his chest. He wasn’t sure, but there had been times when he thought she was as attracted to him as he was to her. He just wasn’t quite sure and he didn’t want to make a fool of himself. She was still looking around, almost dazed, her senses dulled by the sudden wakening.
“Where are we?” she asked, running her fingers through her long hair.
“Gabes port. You slept all the way through the town, which wasn’t much.”
“Where are the others?”
“Your boss and George have gone to speak to the harbour master. They told me I could wait in the car with you. The driver is over there smoking.”
“Oh.”
Natalie rubbed her eyes.
“I can’t believe I fell asleep. Are you sure you didn’t mind me resting against you.”
“No. Not at all. Although your snoring did annoy everyone after a while.”
She looked up into his eyes.
“I was snoring.”
A grin spread itself across his lips.
“Oh you!” she said, playfully punching his arm, “You had me worried then.”
It was chilly in the car. She had goose pimples on her arms and she rubbed them.
“I didn’t think I snored. It’s cold in here.”
Dennis opened his door.
“It’s warmer outside,” he said stepping out for some fresh air. Still tired and half asleep Natalie slumped back in her seat and closed her eyes. Dennis pushed the door to. The sound of seagulls cawing woke her again. She yawned, rubbed her face, moved across the seat to open the door and climbed out into the bright morning sunshine.
The dock was bustling with activity. Cranes were lifting nets of cargo from the holds of ships. Lorries were being loaded and unloaded. Men passed each other on foot. Some stopped to speak, exchanging pleasantries with other sailors. An American style refreshments van was selling sandwiches and drinks. A group of black men in jeans and T-shirts and wearing building site hard hats were gathered around it enjoying some breakfast. Nearby Natalie could see a construction site. Tower cranes reaching to the sky. One of the construction workers spotted Natalie as she was stretching by the car and he nudged his fellows to either side. Soon they were all looking at her and whistling and calling out. She stopped stretching and glanced over towards them. One of them made the shape of an hourglass with his hands and finished the gesture with thrusting of his hips. She tutted and turned to face the car. She continued her stretching exercises and stopped as she noticed Dennis standing by the waters edge. An old rusty fork lift drove past. Its forks rattling and banging at every little bump. Its driver was drinking bottled water. An old radio was shoved in the front playing music at full blast. Natalie, only in jeans and a vest, reached into the car for an extra T-shirt, slipped it over her head and wandered over to Dennis. He had just bent down to pick up a handful of loose stones. One by one he was skimming them or just throwing them into deep water.
“Having fun?” she asked joining him.
“I haven’t done this since I was a kid.”
She watched another stone as it arced and fell with a plop.
“Can I have a go?”
“Sure,” he said emptying some of the stones into her hand.
She took the biggest one and threw it almost as far as he had. He whistled.
“Wow. You throw it good for a….” He stopped as she looked at him open mouthed.
“For a girl?”
“For a….I was going to say for a….” he trailed off as he couldn’t think of the right thing to say.
“Don’t underestimate me Mr Dennis. I can take care of myself.”
“It’s not me you have to worry about. I think it’s George.”
“George?” she sounded surprised. Then in a softer voice she said.
“George is a darling really. He feels very protective over me though I frequently remind him it’s not necessary. He loves his wife very much.”
“What’s she like?”
“Small, hard working, short tempered, especially around him. Not pretty.”
“What about your boss?”
Natalie glanced across at Hutchinson who was now at the sandwich vendor. The construction workers now sitting on empty pallets eating their breakfast nearby.
“Jim is lovely, and his wife Carol. Jim was lecturing at university while I was a student and he took me under his wing. He’s the kindest person I’ve ever met. I like his long suffering wife Carol very much.”
“Long suffering?”
“Jim is married to Carol but more in love with his work. She told me once that in all the decades they’ve been married she could count the number of years he’d actually been home on one hand.”
“Poor woman.”
“What about all the others in your team?”
“Jack and Tom have love affairs with whichever holiday reps are put on the island for the summer. These poor girls go back home after the season thinking they’ve found love or the right ‘one’ only to find that the next time they ring they’ve been dumped.”
“And what about you Natalie. Have you ever found the right one?”
“I’ve never really looked. I’ve had relationships. They’ve all ended. None ever really serious. My career has always gotten in the way.”
Dennis looked out over the water.
“Mine too. I’ve never stayed in any one place long enough.”
“There must have been someone, somewhere.”
“Oh a few. Here, there, just casual flings like yourself, nothing serious.”
Then suddenly, quite unexpectedly, he turned to her and said.
“I must admit Natalie I think I’m falling for you.”
This came as a shock to her.
“What? What did you say?”
Dennis hadn’t meant to say it. It had just slipped out.
“I….I shouldn’t have said that. I’m sorry. Please excuse me.”
She reached out and touched his arm.
“No really, I’m glad you did.”
Their eyes met. Then he was coming in. His lips slightly apart. His eyes on her lips. They were full, sensuous. Her heart was thumping. Her eyes closed. The kiss sent tingles down her spine. They were about to embrace when a voice from behind said.
“Now here we are.”
It was Hutchinson. In his hands a tray of sandwiches, wraps and coffee. Natalie and Dennis smiled, embarrassed, at each other.
“I’ve bought us a selection of sandwiches. There is beef, chicken, cheese. I think that one on the end is turkey. Help yourselves. Natalie and Dennis thanked him and took a sandwich each.
“Grab yourselves a coffee too. George is bringing over bottles of water.”
“Thank you Jim,” Natalie said.
She looked out over the port at the various docked vessels. There was one Greek cruise ship, ferries for the island of Djerba, one very old naval vessel, a gift from the British government. It was in desperate need of a refit and repair. Tunisian naval vessels, much smaller than their British naval counterpart. Various fishing ships, having returned from night fishing, their crews working frantically to unload their catch for the early morning markets. Alone at the far end was a large ship painted white with Russian writing at its bow. At its stern a large crane.
“Our ship, the Volante, is the white one moored away from the others,” Hutchinson told them. He had put the tray down and was now unrolling himself a wrap. He placed his coffee on the roof of the people carrier.
“We’re just waiting for the port authorities to check our passports. They’ll return them after photocopying and then we can move over to the ship. The crew are already on board. They all speak English but how well I don’t know but they’re there to assist you in any way they can so feel free to ask them for anything,” Hutchinson stopped as he glanced around and saw a man in naval uniform approaching carrying a large white envelope, “If you’ll excuse me for a moment,” Hutchinson walked off to meet the customs man halfway.
Dennis whistled at the size of the research ship. It was easily over a hundred feet long.
“He doesn’t do anything by halves does he. How much does that cost to hire a day?”
“Oh you mustn’t worry yourself about things like that Mr Dennis,” Natalie said “The institute pays for everything, even those sandwiches we’ve just had.”
“I’m not worried. I’m just….I guess I’m starting to realise for the first time just the scale of this venture.”
“That surprises me considering you wrote that article on it.”
“I know,” he said feeling foolish, “I didn’t mean that it’s just,” he was struggling to explain himself, standing there by the waters edge, “Do you realise that I could be standing in the very same spot my grandfather stood in with the German Colonel all those years ago.”
He moved a few feet to his left.
“Or could it have been here or here or maybe where you’re standing.”
Dennis stopped talking. He tried to imagine the scene. His eyes closed. The sound of gunfire. The British storming the Medina. The final showdown. Johnny Larder there somewhere, where the warehouses now stood, on the ground next to Koenig. That madman Wurtz standing over them. Johnny and Koenig staring down the SS Major’s gun barrel, staring into death. ‘Then miraculously my grandfather saving them with seconds to spare’
“I’m sorry what did you say?”
“I asked you if the German Colonel is still alive.”
“No he’s not. I was able to do some research on him. It was very brief. There were so many officers on both sides. It’s only the really famous ones who can be found in search engines. The Colonel was a Hans Koenig serving directly under a General Von Brockhorst. There was lots of information on him, the General. He served a General Hans Jurgen Von Arnim. He was Field Marshall Rommel’s number one. The leader of the archaeological team was a Werner Von Brest, Doctor Werner Von Brest. I found lots on him. He was Hitler’s personal friend. The top archaeologist of his generation according to the internet. He is listed as being killed in the battle for Gabes, Tunisia. He actually went down with the ship we are looking for. The Colonel, Hans Koenig, I was surprisingly able to find some information on him also. He returned to Germany in 1947 after being held prisoner until the end of the war. He became a schoolteacher and then quickly became headmaster. Tragically his life was cut short in 1952 when he was killed in a car accident. The rest of the captured Germans knew nothing about the identity of the sarcophagus. After Koenig’s death my grandfather was the only survivor to know. He told me on his death bed that he’d never spoken of it ever again. You see my grandfather wasn’t interested in history. He didn’t properly understand the importance of what the Germans had found. He told me he thought Alexander was a Roman or something.”
Natalie giggled into her hand.
“Oh excuse me, I’m sorry, I don’t mean to make fun.”
“That’s all right. He was quite naive about certain things. I guess this was one of them at the time.”
“Bless him.”
“Yes,” Dennis said remembering Alf, “You know,” he continued, “When someone special dies, at the time the pain can sometimes be unbearable and then as time goes by and the sorrow eases you find you just love them, that person, for who they really were.”
For a moment Natalie thought she saw a tear in the corner of his eye.
“Hey,” she said turning to face him, “I’m sorry I didn’t mean to upset you.”
“You haven’t. I didn’t see him often in his last years. My work always got in my way. Journalism does that to family life. I spent some years as a war correspondent in the middle east.”
“Wow. Did you see much fighting?”
Dennis undid his right shirt sleeve and rolled it up to reveal his elbow. A large surgical scar ran from his triceps to the start of his forearm. She gently touched the skin.
“Ouch!”
“Car bomb in Jerusalem ripped my arm open. I lost a lot of blood but I was lucky….”
“Lucky?”
“Yes. My cameraman was killed in the attack. He inadvertently shielded me from the blast.”
“That’s terrible.”
“Like I said,” Dennis pulled the sleeve down and buttoned it up the wrist, “I was lucky.”
“When did that happen?”
“Three years ago. Eight were killed in the blast. Fourteen more wounded.”
“I think I remember seeing it on the news.”
“After that I decided to get out. I convalesced back in England. When I fully recovered I achieved an ambition I’d had for a long time. My editor in London arranged for me to train with British special forces for a book we published together. I had a great four weeks with those men. I wasn’t allowed to reveal names for obvious reasons. Four weeks in winter in Wales. They were the toughest men I’ve ever met.”
“It sounds like you had fun.”
“It was incredible. You sometimes had no food and you were told to go and find it.”
“Like a McDonalds you mean,” she said laughing.
Dennis chuckled with her.
“No. What they called real food.”
“Like deer or rabbit.”
“Yes and worse. Sometimes you had to turn over stones.”
She looked at him in disgust now.
“Are you serious?”
“Yep,” he said, “Worms.”
She put her hand over her mouth.
“Worm omelettes,” he said.
“Oh shut up! You’re making me feel sick!”
Then a thought crossed her mind and she very nearly was sick.
’Oh God! I’ve just kissed him’
She had to stop herself from vomiting. When she could take her hand away she fanned her face with it.
“Seriously please, shut up! It’s disgusting!”
“Not if you want to survive it’s not.”
“Really it is. I couldn’t bring myself to do it.”
“Oh it wasn’t that bad. I must admit I’ve seen them wriggling about since and probably couldn’t do it again. But when you’re surrounded by tough, fighting, men who are laughing at you for hesitating, well….” He threw his arms out to the sides, “You’ve just got to do it. Still one thing they did do was teach me to fire every weapon they had. Turns out I’m quite a good shot too.”
“George would keep a gun if I let him.”
“I take it you don’t approve.”
“There is no need for them.”
“Boys and their toys huh!”
“Yes. But as far as my work goes there is no use for them. Some of the sites I’ve worked on in Egypt have had armed guards but never near the archaeologists themselves.”
“They must be man’s worst invention right.”
“No that would be cigarettes.”
“Ah I thought I saw disapproval when George was smoking near you.”
“To be honest I hate it. But most men in the Mediterranean world smoke and to be honest I can’t make personal choices for him. He knows I don’t like it and he does stay away from me when he smokes.”
“You’re his boss, surely you could forbid him.”
“Sorry I don’t believe I have the right.”
“My grandfather used to smoke but of course most if not all soldiers during the second world war did. They didn’t have much else in the way of luxuries. It would be almost another forty years before he would give up.”
“What did he die of? Sorry if that’s not personal. Well it is….I….Sorry,” Natalie fell silent, embarrassed.
“Many things, Emphysemia, Angina, taking a bullet through his shoulder probably didn’t help bless him. They said at the time that his lungs weren’t injured but he suffered with his breathing in old age. Did I mention he was ninety when he died….”
She shook her head.
“….And just old age. He worked hard all his life to provide for his wife and four children and many grandchildren. I am the second oldest. There are ten of us and now five great grandchildren,” Dennis paused for a moment staring out to sea, “I only hope we make him proud,” he continued looking up at the heavens, “Because we are so proud of him.”
They both sensed Hutchinson returning.
“We’ve got our port clearances,” he said handing back their passports. Natalie opened hers at the photo page, looked again as she recognised Dennis in the picture and offered it to him.
“I think this may be yours,” she said.
He checked the one he was holding.
“My hair has never been that long,” he said giving her hers.
“Are we leaving Tunisian waters Jim?”
“No Peter it’s just routine that they check all on board have current passports. Everything is in order. Everyone to me please.”
They gathered in a circle around him, Natalie, Peter Dennis, George, Jack, Tom and Alex the Frenchman. The driver of the people carrier presented a clipboard which Hutchinson signed and returned. The driver thanked him and placed it on the front passenger seat. He opened all the doors and began unloading all the luggage and placing it on the quayside. The driver of the other hired vehicle did the same. The two vehicles left.
“If you’d like to collect your belongings and follow me to the ship. If you have any queries crew members are on hand to help.”
Hutchinson set off at a brisk pace. The others throwing bags over shoulders and wheeling cases behind him. Once on board they were shown to their cabins by the crew. Natalie was given a cabin all to herself. Dennis rapped his fingers on her door.
“Hello,” she said.
He poked his head into the room.
“Hi just thought I’d check to see if you’re ok.”
“Yes I’m fine thank you. You can come in.”
He entered the cabin. It was bigger than his, which was just down the corridor. He looked out of the port hole window. The water was ten feet below. A tug boat was maneuvering into position.
“It looks like we are leaving straight away.”
Natalie had just placed her holdall on the mattress of the bottom bunk.
“Well Jim never likes to waste time.”
“That’s what I came to see you for. Jim has asked that we be on deck near the crane at 11am. He wants you to go over the equipment and give the safety talk.”
She looked at her watch.
“An hour and fifteen minutes.”
Dennis sat down on a small stool.
“Do you mind,” she said, “I’m waiting to unpack my things.”
“Don’t mind me,” he said not taking the hint.
“Most of it is my underwear,” she said opening a small drawer in the bedside table.
He jumped to his feet.
“I’m sorry.”
The ship lurched sideways as the tug boat pulled it away from the dock causing her to stumble into Dennis’ arms as he caught her. The closeness of the embrace felt good to them both.
“What was that?” she asked.
“I guess we’re leaving port,” he replied.
She felt that she should pull away from him. She’d hugged men before of course in relationships but somehow this felt different to her. Kind of exciting. Suddenly he was kissing her hard, pulling her towards him, still holding her arms. She responded, the tip of her tongue touching his teeth. The kiss went on and on and she pulled his shirt out of his trousers and ran her hands up and over his chest. She felt his nipples harden under her touch. Her own felt very hard. He unbuttoned the shirt and shook it off. She pulled away from the kiss to admire his muscled torso.
“Close the door,” she said.
He went to it.
“I don’t normally do this with people I’ve not known very long.”
“Neither do I,” he replied.
She took her vest off, her bra candy pink. Next she was unzipping her jeans. He gawped at her. She had a fantastic body. Then a bad thought crossed his mind.
’We have to work together and I respect her!’
He looked at her perfect body. He’d never wanted a girl so much.
“Natalie maybe we shouldn’t. I mean we do have to work together and I don‘t want to upset your boss.”
She kicked her jeans off. Her thong matched her bra. She made it to him in two steps and grabbed him by the neck, pressing her body hard against his.
“Shut up and kiss me.”
He felt the lace of her underwear against his body and it stirred him. He reached behind for the latch on the door.
Afterwards they lay in each others arms in the cramped bunk. She gently stroked his chest with her fingertips. There was a knock on the door. Natalie lifted her head off Dennis chest.
“Who is it?”
“It’s Jim Nat. Just checking to make sure Peter gave you that message.”
Dennis held his breath in case Hutchinson heard him.
“Yes he did.”
“Have you seen him?”
Natalie put her hand in front of her mouth to stop herself from laughing.
“No I haven’t Jim. Have you tried his cabin?”
“Yes. He wasn’t there.”
“I don’t know where he could be then.”
“I’ll see you on deck then Natalie.”
“Give me five minutes. I’ll be there.”
“Thank you Natalie,”Hutchinson was about to walk away when he knocked the door again.
“Mr Dennis I’d like you to come as well.”
* * *
The ship was out to sea by the time they grouped on deck. The feel of it familiar to Natalie and her group once again. Peter Dennis leaning against the side. The untoward motion of the ship alien to him.
Hutchinson finished his briefing before handing over to the ship’s Captain.
“Good morning lady and gentlemen,” he said introducing himself in heavily accented English, “I am Captain Ali Hakan. Please call me Ali. I am from North Cyprus,” he continued looking at George, “I would be interested in learning where you are from my friend.”
George nodded the minimal of politeness. The Greeks loathed the Turks and Northern Cypriots. He could never conceive of being friends with any of them. He or any of his people.
“My crew,“ Ali continued, “Are mainly Turkish, two Russians, an American and Greeks. We’ll be sailing approximately two miles, to this location.”
Ali pointed on a map, outspread on some oil drums. He gestured for Hutchinson to take over.
“Yes. The island you see here is Djerba. This is Gabes,” Hutchinson pointed back to the port they’d left earlier that day, now on the horizon, “That is Djerba ahead. Somewhere on the line we are following is our prize. It’s up to us to find it.”
“In this area are a dozen shipwrecks,” Ali cut in.
“Nine of which are from world war two,” Hutchinson continued, “We are lucky that the water is shallow here. Sometimes reaching depths of only one hundred feet. It is shallower near the island, naturally. There are two wrecks here. We will search those first,” Hutchinson rummaged amongst the papers in front of him until he found what he was looking for. He held it up. It was a large black and white photograph.
“This is what we’re looking for. This is the freighter ’Tangipito’ This picture was probably taken before the war because she appears to be in pristine condition. One torpedo and sixty years at the bottom of the Mediterranean will have taken their toll on her. Take a good look though. There may still be something recognisable down there. Pass that picture around,” Hutchinson handed it to Alex, “Natalie.”
“Thank you Jim.”
Natalie moved forward from her place in the group.
“We’ll be diving in pairs. Alex and George. Tom and Jack. Myself and Peter. Mr Dennis is a novice diver which is why I’m accompanying him. It was Jim’s idea,” she said when she saw the look from George.
“Yeah I dived many years ago on a family holiday in Jamaica. I’m sure it will all come back to me,” Dennis said.
There were a few chuckles from the team. Natalie smiled at Ali.
“The water is not so calm today,” the Turkish Captain said, “It will be quite murky down there for you. The current pulls quite strongly around the island and you can drift. This is especially dangerous for divers if you get separated. Even in depths of sixty feet you may not be able to see the ship on the surface. If anyone gets into difficulty my crew will be circling in the dinghy. Make it to the surface and wave your arms and they will pick you up. Any questions? No. Good. We’ll arrive at the first wreck site in….” Ali turned to his first mate.
“About thirty minutes Captain.”
“Right people if there is nothing else let’s get suited up,” Hutchinson said.
The team broke into their pairs. Dennis looked over the side at the turbulent waters. It was a fairly calm day.
“There is nothing to worry about,” Natalie said joining him.
“I’m not worried. It’s just not as I remembered it.”
“You mean the warm, clear waters of the Caribbean. Jamaica wasn’t it?”
“Yes.”
“The water here will be warm. You just won’t be able to see much until you’re at the bottom, but don’t worry,” she flashed him her best smile, “I’ll be with you the whole way.”
“What are those?” he asked sitting down on a seat.
“Shark cages.”
“Shark cages! Are there sharks in the Med?”
“Some. But nothing to worry us much. Trust me.”
“That’s the trouble. I do.”
* * *
Once in the water Dennis felt more afraid than he’d thought he would. The accomplished divers had rolled off the dinghy backwards. Natalie told Dennis to stand and jump in feet first. He felt himself reaching out to try to steady himself, completely kitted out as he was, with tank, breathing apparatus, weighted belt, flippers. He felt ridiculous. He was sure he looked ridiculous. Natalie was sitting at the edge of the small boat.
“Just remember to breathe normally.”
He nodded and took two short breaths. Then thinking he was ready he wobbled to the little boat’s edge and nearly capsized it as he jumped into the sea. The fear reached him first and then the cold of the water. Bubbles raced past his mask and for a moment he felt himself begin to panic. He’d stopped his descent. That much he knew. But then he wasn’t rising either. His immediate instinct was to bolt for the surface. Then he remembered her words.
“Breathe normally.”
He took a few deep breaths and felt himself begin to calm. Underwater sounds were different. He heard the bubbles. A sound which registered in his mind as something similar to a splash. He glanced up at the surface and realised the sound had been made by Natalie entering the water. He could see the small dinghy. Foam appeared to be coming from its propellers. Then is sped off. The two crew members in it circling to lay buoys to warn of divers in the water. Natalie straightened up in front of him. She waved at him and spoke. He couldn’t understand the words but took them to be.
“Are you all right?”
He gave her the thumbs up.
He wasn’t all right. He was hating every moment of it but he didn’t want her to know that. He took another deep breath. When he looked up at the surface again he realised they were deeper. They had been slowly sinking. Dennis glanced down at his feet. He couldn’t see much past them and the panic began to return. Natalie caught his arm and they slowly descended. Then at thirty feet he could see the sea bed. At forty feet the pressure began to hurt his head. He stopped again and put his hands either side of his head and rubbed his temples. It didn’t take the pain away. His ears were also hurting. Natalie swam over. Dennis opened and closed his mouth a few times, champing on his teeth. It did ease the pressure a little. Natalie pointed upwards at the surface.
“Do you want to return to the dinghy?”
Dennis shook his head. She asked again, realising his holding his head probably meant that the pressure was hurting him. She asked him again if he wished to return. He shook his head more firmly this time and to prove the point he turned and began kicking downwards. At sixty feet they touched the sea bed. Natalie went into a kneeling position, motioning Dennis to do the same. She checked her watch and the gauge on her tank. It had taken five minutes to cover the sixty foot dive. This would normally be unacceptable. It should have taken less than a minute. But knowing it was Dennis’ first dive and he didn’t actually have a PADI licence which meant that she probably shouldn’t have let him come, five minutes seemed reasonable.
’At least he made it safely to the ocean floor,’ she said to herself.
They were taking one hell of a risk. Checking once more that he was ok, they set off, swimming along the sea bed.
Always looking ahead Dennis realised for the first time in his life that there wasn’t really much life at all in the open sea. He saw no fish. No man eating sharks. Nothing. He laughed. Earlier he’d been afraid at the thought of sharks. Now he knew they didn’t exist. How could they? After all there was nothing to eat down here.
They glided towards what looked to be grass. Long thick blades of grass that were evenly spaced apart. Just as he thought it was strange the ’grass’ disappeared one by one in front of him and he realised it was in fact eels. They were using the flow to catch and feed on the rich nutrients of the currents. The current was strong down here just as Ali had said it would be. The silt stirred up in the current kept visibility down to five metres. Dennis found this reassuring, almost as if they were closed in, safe. Natalie pointed ahead and following her finger Dennis could see the other divers. The side of a ship loomed up from the seabed. His excitement quickened. This was it. As they got nearer Natalie flicked on her helmet’s lights. Dennis remembered his now and flicked the switch. The lights revealed more of the ship.
’It looks like a trawler’ he said to himself.
George was at the bow with Alex. Tom and Jack at the stern. Natalie took Dennis over the side and onto the deck. Dennis felt his flippers touching rope netting and he imagined himself getting tangled in it. He kicked with his feet, looking nervously down at the age old ropes, his flippers kicking up sediment. Crabs darted out from the tangle. Plastic buoys attached to the nets bobbed in the current. Starfish crawled over the deck, moving incredibly slowly. They all knew now that this was a fishing trawler and not the small freighter they were looking for. At the bow George rubbed away some of the slime covering the ships painted name. The letters S….H….A….H, some more rubbing, O….F….P….E….R….S….I….A.
The Shah of Persia, and beneath the name, Gabes. The ship’s home port.
Natalie peered in through the windows of the bridge. Two were still intact. The other had been smashed. Large shards of glass covered in sediment where they had fallen. There was nothing of interest in the bridge. The ship’s wheel looked as slimy as the rest of the boat. The other divers joined her in a group. They all faced her. She got Dennis into the middle of them and checked her watch. They still had fifteen minutes of air left but there was nothing more to be seen. It was an old trawler. It could have been on the bottom, ten years, twenty, thirty. It was a job to tell. She checked that Dennis could remember how to ascend. He gave her the thumbs up.
Slowly they began to rise. Dennis’ head still hurt with the pressure but he had got used to it. He was only reminded of it as they ascended and the pressure changed. At the surface six heads bobbed in the waves. Dennis spat his mouthpiece out, glad to be rid of it. His jaw ached, unaccustomed to the regulator. He opened his mouth to speak and a small wave lapped at his face and he involuntarily gulped a mouthful of water which made him gag. The two engined dinghy powered down as it reached them. One of the crew reached out a hand to Natalie.
“I think you’d better help Mr Dennis first,” she said.
The crewman reached out to the journalist who was still coughing.
“Throw me your mask first then undo your harness and I’ll pull the tank up.”
Dennis threw his mask into the boat. The crewman reached out with a pole with a hook on the end, caught hold of the scuba tank and pulled it aboard. Dennis held onto the rope that ran around the entire boat. The crewman positioned himself, reached out his hand and with amazing strength pulled Dennis out of the sea and into the dinghy. Dennis instantly turned around to help Natalie then stopped and smiled at her. She was floating on her back staring up at him. Her tank bobbing upended nearby.
“Are you all right?” he asked her.
“Oh yes.”
“You look like you belong there.”
“I do. This is my home.”
She was the last to get back into the dinghy.
Back on the main ship Hutchinson saw them climbing the steps to the deck. He left the bridge and descended to join them.
“What did you find down there?” he called to Natalie before he was even halfway to them. She was pulling on her hair to ring it out. Dennis made a comment and she playfully flicked the water from her hand at him.
“It was just an old trawler. The Shah of Persia out of Gabes.”
Hutchinson was carrying a laptop and he placed it on top of an oil drum and opened it. He tapped the left button and the screen came on instantly. He scrolled on the pad and clicked on ’Internet explorer’ He typed ’Shah of Persia’ into a search engine and viewed the results. Over two billion links for Gabes and Shah of Persia. He then defined his search adding ’fishing trawler’ and narrowed it down. Finally on the third page he found the link he wanted.
“Ah here we are. The ’Shah of Persia’ a 100ton fishing trawler. Built 1964, Nantucket island, U.S.A. Re-registered 1982, Gabes, Tunisia. Sank in mysterious circumstances with all hands lost, July 1983.”
Hutchinson clicked on another link. It brought up a free encyclopedia. He scanned the home page. There was a brief history of the ship originally named ’Wilhelmina’.
“It says here,” Hutchinson read from the page as his group formed a circle around him, “That the ship may have sunk in a storm. Although other reports, unconfirmed, state that it was involved in an accident with an Italian navy submarine. An incident the Italian navy deny happened.”
“There have been similar cases in Scotland where Royal navy submarines have snagged trawler nets and dragged the vessels to their doom,” Dennis added.
“Are they not aware of it?” Natalie asked, “The submarines I mean.”
“They wouldn’t even feel it. Imagine a 6000 ton nuclear submarine against a small diesel engined trawler. No contest. Submarines today are almost the size of a world war two aircraft carrier.”
“I didn’t realise they were so big. I guess you’re right.”
“Well whatever sank it,” Hutchinson said, “It’s not the ’Tangipito’
“No,” Dennis answered.
“That’s interesting,” Hutchinson said.
“What?” Natalie craned her neck to see better.
“The trawler’s last known position is given as almost three miles from here.”
Captain Ali was standing nearby. Hutchinson showed him the co-ordinates. Ali used his walkie talkie to speak to the bridge.
“Our position is correct,” he said, “I would trust more the global positioning satellites of today, this,” he said pointing at the laptops screen would explain why this shipwreck has never been named.”
“Is it possible that it was dragged three miles by a submarine?” Natalie asked.
“It’s possible but unlikely,” Dennis told her, “Dragging it any distance would surely have ripped the rope nets.”
“I would think so,” Hutchinson replied, “Well no matter. We can now mark the exact position of the ‘Shah of Persia’ and inform the authorities. Now are you up for another dive?” he asked the team, “Good. Let us move to the next wreck on the chart,” he instructed Ali.

CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE

“This is the last shipwreck plotted on the chart,” Hutchinson told them.
“The sea is one hundred and twenty feet here,” Ali spoke up.
The Volante was now positioned four miles off the coast of Tunisia. Three miles from Djerba.
“The water is a lot more….” Ali paused and glanced at Hutchinson, “I don’t know the words.”
Hutchinson waited politely.
“….You cannot see very far.”
“Murky,” the American interjected.
“Yes. Murky. Thank you,” Ali said in his accent, finding the new words difficult to pronounce.
“That’s all for now,” Hutchinson said, “Any questions? No. Good! Let‘s get suited up,” he raised his voice as his team began to disperse, “Remain optimistic people. It’s out here somewhere. This has got to be it.”
Natalie joined Dennis who was standing alone, feeling awkward.
“Peter I think once again it might be better if you don’t join us on this dive.”
Dennis nodded. He’d only dived with them on the first two and he’d found that he hated it, really hated it.
“I must admit I feel much happier on the ship and besides there’s lots I can do for Jim.”
He watched her squeezing into a wetsuit.
“I don’t know how you do it.”
“Do what?”
“Feel at home in the water like you do. I hate it. All my ancestors were sailors, naval people but I can’t stand it.”
“It used to be my job but now it’s my life. I could never be anything else.”
“I guess for me, I’m just afraid of the unknown. Of what may be swimming about down there.”
“I told you there’s nothing to worry about.”
Then after a thought she said.
“Isn’t that what keeps you journalists going. The unknown. Isn’t that what brought you out here.”
“Journalism is about bringing the facts to the audience, to the viewers or readers, to the people. The facts after an event has happened or is taking place.”
“Like the September 11 attacks. Didn’t some people say that just aided the terrorists.”
“Yes that’s a perfect example. Everyone reporting on that would have had a clear conscience. While some say viewing the scenes was sensationalising the attacks others would argue that it was a news story that had to be told. There is a fine line there.”
“I can see there is a difference, if you put it that way. Is that why most journalists are hated?”
“Most journalists have at some point in their career upset someone or something.”
“Including you?”
“I have had my threats, even death threats.”
“Aren’t you scared?”
“Not any more. The only people reading my articles these days are sitting in the sun in Cyprus or Spain.”
Natalie thought about this as she descended to the last wreck on the chart. They had made five dives in two days, spending the previous night on the ship at sea to get the earliest possible start in the morning. None of the wrecks had been big enough to be a freighter. The trawler had been the largest so far.
Dennis waited until Natalie had disappeared from view. He watched her bubbles as they popped on the surface. He turned and walked up the steps for the bridge. Halfway up he stopped and looked eastward. Apart from the many different boats in the area this one had caught his attention when the sun had flashed off its windows. Dennis watched for another half a minute then mounted the steps and went inside to join Ali and Jim Hutchinson on the bridge. They were watching various screens. Dennis stood with them for a moment. It was too soon yet for the divers to report in. Dennis looked out again at the vessel that had attracted his attention again. It had changed direction and was now broadside. Dennis picked up a pair of binoculars and put them to his face. The image was blurred so he adjusted them. The ship came into focus. It was big and looked to be new. Dennis could see people moving about on deck. He trained the binoculars further along and whistled when he saw the gleaming Lynx helicopter at the stern. Hutchinson and Ali turned their attention away from the monitors.
“Take a look at this,” Dennis offered the binoculars to the American, “Somebody has got some money.”
“It looks like another research ship. Much newer than this one. That looks like a military helicopter.”
“It is. It’s British. To be precise a Lynx gunship that the British army and navy use.”
“Army and navy eh?” Hutchinson said to himself, “It also looks new. Can they be bought privately?”
“They can if you have the right connections.”
Ali checked the other ship’s position on the radar. The printer suddenly went into action as it printed the results. He tore the flimsy off and read it. He then re-read it and handed it to Hutchinson who put the binoculars down. Hutchinson read the print out but it didn’t make much sense to him. Ali could see that the American was struggling with it. Ali pointed to the co-ordinates and then showed Hutchinson on the chart. His finger was directly over a red x.
“Are you sure?”
Ali nodded.
Hutchinson glanced at Dennis, then out at the ship.
“What is it Jim?”
“That ship is anchored directly over the site our team dived on this morning. Are you sure you told no one else?”
“Just everyone who reads the magazine.”
“Well somebody has seen the article, clearly. Radio Natalie. This has just become a race against time.”
Dennis could tell Hutchinson was furious. He could hear it in his voice as he listened to the American over the two way radio. He picked the binoculars up and searched the ship again and was able to read the name on the prow.
“Wave crest,” he said quietly.
Then a chill went through him. He leaned his elbows on the window ledge to stop the slight shaking of his hands. There it was. No mistaking it. Behind the ’T’ on the word crest was a skull and what was strange, there was something very familiar about it.
Dennis was about to put the binoculars down when a glint caught his eye. He focused on the ’Wave crest’ bridge. Somebody was doing exactly as he was. Staring down binoculars straight at him. The man on the other ship was wearing a white suit. Slowly he lowered his binoculars and Dennis also saw white hair and a reddish face. Like the skull’s head there was something strangely familiar about him. Then the figure turned and vanished from sight. Dennis continued looking through the binoculars for a few more minutes trying to locate the man in the white suit again and after not seeing him anymore he gave up. But he knew from somewhere he was being watched. Finally he shrugged off his foreboding. Logging onto Hutchinson’s laptop he began searching for images of skulls. He gave up due to too many links and typed in ’Wavecrest’. Once again there were too many links so he removed the space and changed it to one word. The results were random. There was a song by a group, a one hit wonder. The most results were for a company in southern California that made surfboards and surfing equipment owned by two brothers. Dennis redefined the search and included the word ’ship’.
No results. Nothing.
He checked the information bar at the top of the screen.
Did you mean ’Wavecrest ship’ it read.
He clicked on the attached link.
Sorry found no matches for your criteria.
He tried all different combinations.
Still nothing.
Finally he gave up.
Taking a piece of paper and a pen he sketched the skull he’d seen and tried searching again.
* * *
The sea bed levelled out at one hundred and twenty feet. Natalie and her team searching anything they found. The visibility was poor at this depth. No more than a few metres at best. She swam over rocks that jutted out of the sea bed. Plants moved in the current. A starfish was clinging to a large rock. A large crab was squaring up to it. This was a fight for territory. She waved her hand in front of the crab and it backed off, scurrying behind the rock where it peered out at her. Then she heard Hutchinson’s voice in her helmet. She listened carefully to what he said. Another vessel in the area. She wasn’t at all surprised. This was the greatest mystery of archaeology, of the ancient world.
The team stayed down for a further twenty minutes and then returned to the surface.
* * *
Natalie stepped out of the shower and quickly got dressed. She grabbed a large towel for her hair and went topside. She was told that Dennis and Hutchinson were on the bridge and headed for it.
Peter Dennis smiled at her as she opened the door and stepped in. Hutchinson and the Captain were studying images received by the headcams. Natalie looked down at the sheet of paper Dennis had been drawing on.
“What’s this? Skulls?”
“Yes.”
“You’ve drawn lots of them. Do you have a fascination for them?”
She picked the paper up and after poring over it she handed it back.
“No. There’s a skull painted on the side of that ship over there, right behind its name, and I was intrigued. I’m sure I’ve seen its like before somewhere. That sketch is the closest to it.”
Hutchinson looked up from what he was doing.
“Now you mention it, it, does look familiar. Though I don’t know where I would have seen it.”
“Let me see,” the American held out his hand for the paper. He flicked his eyes over them all.
“Which one in particular are we looking at?”
Natalie pointed it out for him. Hutchinson studied it. He turned it this way and that for different angles. He shrugged and handed it back to Dennis.
“It looks a bit like the ’Death’s head’ emblem the Germans used during world war II, the, um,” he snapped his fingers, “The SS.”
Dennis studied the small sketch again. This time using his imagination with the new knowledge. He took a red pen and circled his drawing a few times. He then typed in ’SS Death’s head emblem’ on a search. Instantly there were millions of links. He clicked on images and the first thirty appeared on screen.
“There,” Natalie said pointing to the jpeg fourth from the left on the middle row.
“That one looks exactly like your sketch.”
Dennis clicked on the image then clicked on ’Show full size’.
“That is it. That’s what I saw painted on the side of that ship.”
He pointed out of the window and stopped when he saw that the wavecrest had gone.
“What ship?” Natalie asked.
“The one I told you about over the headset,” Hutchinson spoke.
“They must have given up.”
“For now….”
Hutchinson looked over his shoulder as Ali approached.
“….But I’ll bet you a dollar they’ll be back.”
“May I ask what you’ve decided Mr Hutchinson,” the Turkish Captain asked.
“We’ll return to port to take on more equipment. Set sail as soon as you are ready.”

CHAPTER THIRTY SIX

It was early evening when the Volante arrived back at port and while the team went out in search of a restaurant the crew began loading new equipment. After the meal, which Peter Dennis feeling extravagant paid for, he and Natalie walked arm in arm through the town heading for the docks. The other members of the team wandered ahead of them. Natalie was laughing at a joke from the journalist when he suddenly caught her arm. She stopped and followed his gaze. On the other side of the harbour the ’Wavecrest’ was docked. The other members of the team had seen it too but continued on their way.
“That was the ship I saw earlier.”
Natalie stared at it now.
“The one with the skull painted behind the name.”
“Yes.”
“I can’t see it.”
“No it’s hidden in the shadow caused by that crane but it’s there all right.”
She looked and looked.
“No. I can see the name ‘Wavecrest’ and I think I can make out the skull but it’s too dark.”
Dennis grabbed her hand and pulled her along. Natalie struggled to keep up in her heeled shoes.
“Peter I….”
“I want to get a closer look.”
“What? Now?”
“Yes now!”
They were rapidly catching up to the others. The group had spotted them and were waiting.
“Jim I’m going to take a closer look at that ship.”
Hutchinson squinted at it.
“The ’Wavecrest’. Why? It’s just a newer vessel with more mod cons.”
“I’m interested in why they have that skull. I’ve just got a feeling about this. Can you take Natalie back with you.”
“Very well Peter but if you’re not back by the time we’re ready to sail I’ll send out a search party,” Hutchinson joked.
Natalie was more serious though.
“I’ll come with you.”
“In those heels.”
“I’ll take them off.”
She reached down to remove her shoes.
“No I want to get in close. Take a good look. It’ll be better if I’m on my own.”
“Peter please be careful.”
“I’ll be back before you know it.”
He reached forward and kissed her on the forehead in front of the others. She felt herself blush. Then he was heading for the ’Wavecrest’
To begin with he moved quickly and quietly along the quayside not looking at any one or thing. No one was taking any notice of him. An articulated lorry came rumbling past with only one headlight working and he used it as a distraction and dived for the shadows. Dennis watched as the container lorry stopped ahead at large wire gates. A man with a torch and a vicious looking Alsatian on a chain came forward and spoke to the driver. The lorry driver opened his cab door and jumped down onto the tarmac. He handed a clipboard to the man with the dog. Another man approached. Dennis could see he was much bigger, a head taller and equally proportioned. This man checked the paperwork offered and signed it. As the driver climbed up into his cab once again Dennis made his move. He ran for the back of the trailer and ducked underneath. The driver started the lorry and Dennis heard the brakes release with a short, sharp, squeal. Dennis only had a moment to react. He grabbed the chassis, found a good grip and threw his legs up and dug his heels into the girders that ran the length of the trailer. He looked back as the lorry moved off.. His head was less than an inch from the moving wheels. As he passed the guard the dog began barking frantically and lunging at the trailer. The man holding the dog yanked on the chain angrily. He hadn’t seen anything suspicious and was furious with his dog. He swiped it with the flat of his hand across its ears and kicked it in the ribs causing it to cower. Dennis let out a gasp of relief. The dog had seen him when he’d ducked underneath for cover. The vehicle rumbled on and pulled up alongside other parked lorries.
Dennis waited, still clinging on. The muscles in his legs and fingers hurting from the effort. He heard the engine cut out and the sound of feet hitting the ground as the driver jumped down and slammed the cab door closed. Dennis slowly lowered his feet and let go but remained crouched. The relief in his muscles was instant. He instinctively moved back as far as he could when he heard voices and the sound of footsteps getting closer. Two pairs of feet passed him and turned and stopped at the rear of the trailer. He heard the heavy handles of the container doors opening. Then the beam of a torch was on the ground. The feet disappeared and Dennis realised that the two men had climbed up inside. He paused at the edge of the trailer, right by the back wheel and checked the coast was clear. He dashed out from under the articulated lorry and under the next one, repeated this again and got himself into a safe position in the shadows. A fork lift truck raced past and the air was heavy with the smell of its gas exhaust. Dennis felt himself go light headed for a moment or two from what he inhaled. He wafted his hand in front of his face to disperse the pollution. The fork lift swung in hard at the rear of the trailer, its spotlights blinding. Dennis recoiled from the brightness in case he was spotted. He made his way quickly down an avenue of containers, stopped once when rats crossed his path and came out near the water. The ‘Wavecrest’ was to his left. Lights were shining on board and reflecting off the water. In front of Dennis were wooden crates of all sizes and he now moved in and out of them and got himself into position directly opposite the ship. He reached into his trouser pocket and took out his mobile phone, selected camera, then video and began to record. At first in the dark the camera struggled to focus. He selected ’flash on permanent’ and though the light was bright the subject was too far away and it made no difference. He turned the flash off and filmed as before. He put his mouth close to the phone and began talking quietly, narrating about the ship. He zoomed in on the Lynx helicopter and noticed that it was armed.
“Air to air missiles,” he said.
He filmed the entire length of the ’Wavecrest.’ It was bigger than the ’Volante’. He tried to guess at what such a vessel would cost.
“One hundred million dollars? Two hundred,” he said into his phone, “I have no idea and where did they get that helicopter?”
He moved the phone up and captured the various radar and satellite dishes and stopped as he heard footsteps approaching. He cupped his hand over the phone in case its light gave him away. It was two guards in black combat fatigues and radio headsets. They passed only feet away and Dennis was relieved they didn’t have dogs. From somewhere he heard a voice call and they moved towards it. Dennis stole a look. There was someone, a big man by the look of it, standing in a pool of light from the streetlights overhead. Dennis closed his phone quietly which cancelled the video recording. He recoiled in horror as it bleeped loudly four times. He turned it towards his face, the display reading ’Text message received’.
He silently cursed whoever had sent it and put the phone in his pocket. He stole another peek. The three men were looking his way. Then at an order from the big man they snapped torches from their belts, flicked them on and advanced quickly on his position. Across their chests he now noticed Heckler and Koch MP5 machine guns. The torchlight’s came closer. He squeezed himself into a gap between containers and torchlight flashed briefly over him. He went undetected and the two men moved on. He waited until he was sure he was safe before deciding to move. He cautiously took a step forward. The sharp blade of a large knife across his throat stopped him. He couldn’t at first see who was holding it. Then the blade was lifting his head up, forcing it up. Had he resisted it would have cut his throat. It was still too dark to see anything. Then the person holding the blade called out loudly in Russian. There was a crackle from a headset and a voice responded also in Russian. The knife was slowly removed once Dennis was covered by the two sub-machine guns. The big Russian moved away and spoke quietly into his headset. Moments later on the ship a door opened and Dennis saw the man in the white suit descending the stairs. He then came along the deck and walked down the gantry. It took him only seconds to cover the distance between them. In the meantime Dennis had quickly been searched. His wallet and mobile phone were taken from his jacket pocket. He looked at the phone.
’Strange’
He had put it in the waistband of his trousers. The big Russian put the knife away. He tossed the wallet to the white suited man who so far hadn’t spoken. He flipped the wallet open and took out the driving licence and some bank cards. He held the driver’s licence between thumb and forefinger and turned it into the glow from the streetlight to read it.
“White. Thomas David. 16-02-79. London.”
‘Thomas White. Tom? That’s not my driving licence’ Dennis was thinking, ’How did Tom’s wallet….?’ Then he realised. Just before leaving the restaurant Dennis had popped to the toilet. The others had waited for him in the entrance and Natalie had given him his jacket. It had been on the back of his chair.
’She must have got the jackets mixed up’
“Tom White?”
Dennis had no choice but to go along with it.
“Yes.”
The white suited man continued to read the other cards. Dennis decided to try his luck.
“Might I know your name?”
The man looked up from the cards for a second. Light was glittering off his spectacles.
“No,” he said abruptly.
Dennis was trying to work out his accent. It was different to the big man’s who he was convinced was Russian. This man sounded more like South African.
’No more like German.’
“Oceanic archaeology institute.”
Dennis nodded. All the while the guns remained trained on him.
“You are an archaeologist?”
“Yes.”
The man in the white suit leafed through the rest of the wallet. There were some Tunisian dinars and some American dollars. He put the cards back and threw the wallet back to Dennis.
“This area is off limits. Did you not see the ’No trespassing’ signs?”
“Forgive me. No.”
The big Russian handed the German the mobile phone and said something quietly. The German nodded.
“You should when you are snooping about in other peoples affairs put your phone on silent.”
“Thank you. I’ll take your advice in future.”
The white suited man’s mood darkened.
“Do not be smart with me.”
The German quickly checked the phone and noted that the video and picture files were empty. He checked the message inbox but there was nothing of importance. He then went through the contacts list. There were over one hundred and fifty names and numbers. He snapped the phone shut and threw it back to Dennis.
“And now may I ask what you were doing here?”
“I’m a ship spotter,”
“A ship spotter?” The man in the white suit didn’t understand. He looked at the big Russian who shrugged. Dennis looked at him too. He was bald headed, easily six feet seven or eight. 280lbs Dennis guessed at.
“What is a ship spotter?”
“A ship spotter,” Dennis repeated, “You know. Like a train spotter, an anorak, someone who watches trains and writes the numbers down. Only I do it with ships.”
“Well I only hope you got to see what you wanted.”
“Not quite. I was thinking perhaps a group picture. You know all of us in front of your vessel.”
The German advanced two steps closer. Dennis could smell stale coffee on his breath as he spoke.
“Do not insult my intelligence. From where Danilov comes from you would have already been executed as a spy and I warn you he is very skilled with his knife. Do not let me catch you here again or I might just let him use it.”
The German nodded his head at his massive bodyguard and jerked his head towards the gates. The Russian, Danilov, shoved Dennis forward roughly.
“Move.”
Dennis walked slowly for the gate. An MP5 slammed across his back made him stagger forward. He half turned, mocking them.
“Thank you I always need help with directions.”
The only response he got was to be shoved forward again.
“No talking,” Danilov said in his limited English.
They reached the gates the articulated lorry had come through and Dennis was shoved forward again. He turned. The Russian, Danilov, was towering over him.
“Look I don’t know about your boss but I think you and I could be friends. We got off on the wrong foot back there,” Dennis said extending his hand. Danilov spat on the hand.
“I guess not,” Dennis said wiping his hand on his trousers.
Danilov drew back his fist and punched the journalist hard in the stomach knocking the wind out of him. Dennis sank to the floor unable to breathe. He reached out and grabbed a handful of Danilov’s combat trousers but a well placed knee into his face sent Dennis spinning onto his back. He was coughing as the grinning Russian padlocked the gates and left him.
It was a full two minutes before the journalist felt strong enough to stand. He was still coughing and spat to clear his mouth. He unclenched his fist. In his hand was Danilov’s I.D. card that had been attached to his trousers by a chain. Dennis put it into his jacket pocket and, rubbing his abdomen, left as quickly as he could.
* * *
“What the hell has happened to you?” Natalie asked startled at Peter Dennis’ appearance. His right cheek was bruised. Of his ribs he felt sure at least one if not more were possibly broken.
They were on the bridge of the ’Volante’. Hutchinson and his team, Ali and the first mate. Dennis sat gingerly into a chair. His hand holding his side.
“I walked into a door.”
“That was some door,” Hutchinson replied.
“About six feet eight and 300lbs.”
Natalie went for the first aid kit mounted next to one of the fire extinguishers. She opened it and began looking for something she could use for the scuff marks on Dennis’ face. She took out some cotton wool and put some antiseptic liquid on it and dabbed the wounds.
“This might sting a little.”
The first mate put a mug of steaming coffee down in front of him.
“Thank you,” Dennis said, in between Natalie tending him.
“Do you need a Doctor or hospital?”
“No Jim. I’ll be fine.”
“As long as you’re sure. Perhaps you’d care to tell us what happened. I’m assuming they caught you spying.”
Dennis took a sip of the coffee and nodded.
“They did but not before I got some pictures and a short video.”
“Is it any good?”
“I haven’t looked at it yet.”
“How did they catch you? I’m guessing they had patrols.”
“Machine guns and dogs. I was out of sight when a message came through on my phone. It’s my fault I should have put it on silent.”
Dennis now looked at the message received. It was from Natalie. She was biting her bottom lip.
“Sorry. I just sent you a message to tell you that Tom had your jacket.”
“And got me beat up.”
“I didn’t know you were going to break into their compound.”
“It’s all right. I know you didn’t. It wasn’t one of my better ideas.”
Dennis undid his shirt so they could see the bruise forming over his ribs.
“That looks painful.”
“A bit.”
“I’m sorry Peter.”
Natalie put out a finger and touched the reddening skin. Dennis gritted his teeth.
“If I can take your phone,” Alex said, “I’ll see if I can get the pictures and video onto a laptop.
Dennis passed his phone over.
“It’s a good job I did have your jacket Tom. Your phone was in the pocket and they checked it. Luckily I was able to hide mine. They also went through your wallet I’m sorry to say. I don’t think they took anything.”
Tom checked it. They hadn’t. He pulled out the I.D. card.
“Sergei Danilov.”
“I managed to take that from the man who did this.”
“That’s all it says. Sergei Danilov and then a list of medication and blood group.”
“Here is the video,” said Alex. He’d found a suitable USB lead to fit the little SONY Ericson phone. The playback was grainy. At first in the dark between the containers the 1.3 mega pixel camera had struggled to focus. It left trails from lights as Dennis had moved it about. Then the ’Wavecrest’ came into view. They could see that she was modern and much better equipped. The footage of the Lynx helicopter was very good.
“That chopper definitely looks new,” Dennis said.
“It’s also armed with the latest air to air missiles,” Tom said pointing to the rockets.
“Where on earth would they get those,” Hutchinson asked, “And where would they get such a helicopter? Are they Russian?”
“British,” Dennis replied, “They’re built by Westland at Yeovil in Somerset. Lovely part of the country.”
The video briefly showed the bridge.
“They have all the modern communications devices,” Tom said.
Abruptly the video ended.
“That’s about it,” Dennis told them, “I closed the phone when I heard footsteps and your message came through Natalie and alerted them.”
“They beat you up?” Hutchinson asked.
“No they were with a another man. I’m sure he’s a Russian. Danilov, did you say Tom?”
Tom nodded and read the card again.
“Sergei Danilov.”
“He held a knife to my throat and called for, presumably, his boss. I don’t know.”
Dennis finished his coffee before continuing.
“Then a man in a white suit interrogated me. Right there on the dock. I thought they may have taken me inside their ship but they didn’t. He just spoke to me, checked your wallet and phone Tom which he obviously thought was mine. I told him I was a ship nut.”
Hutchinson looked puzzled.
“You know. Like a bus nut or train nut. Someone who’s interested in ships. I thought it was funny but he didn’t. Then they marched me out of the gate and this Danilov hit me in the stomach and I tell you what. It’s the hardest I’ve ever been punched and I’m not ashamed to admit it. I mean if we’re up against them I don’t know who is going to take him on.”
“Well let’s take a look shall we,” Tom said entering the name into a search engine.
“I doubt very much….” Hutchinson began.
“Found him,” Tom said.
They all looked, startled, at the screen.
“Sergei Danilov,” Tom said. He double clicked on an image and brought the Jpeg up to full size. It showed a bald headed man with sharp features.
“Is that him?” Tom asked, turning the laptop towards Dennis.
“It was dark but I think so.”
“Sergei Danilov,” Tom began reading, “Born 9 October, 1970 0r 71, Chernobyl, Russia. Father, postmaster, mother a textile factory worker. Spouse, if any, unknown. Became a lieutenant in the army. Fought in Afghanistan. Lost two fingers on his right hand when a member of his squad trod on a landmine. By the time of the Iraq invasion of 2003 he was a Major with Spetsnaz, Russian special ops working with coalition forces. Wanted by the FBI and CIA for questioning following the suspicious death of a U.S. marine killed in Baghdad and the deaths of four Iraqi civilians. Also wanted by the British for a bungled mission that left three SAS dead in Basra. Is a suspected mercenary and has a price of $500,000 U.S. on his head.”
Tom looked up from the laptop.
“He’s not a very nice man.”
“The question is? What is he doing here in Tunisia on board a research vessel?”
“There’s something else,” Dennis added, “The man in the white suit.”
They all looked at him.
“There’s something familiar about him.”
“You’ve met him before?” Natalie asked.
“No I don’t think so. I just feel that I know him.”
Hutchinson stood up to his full height.
“I think Captain Ali that it’s time we alerted the Tunisian navy of our unfriendly visitor.”

CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN

The divers entered the water in pairs as usual. Peter Dennis’ ribs were still too sore following the punch he’d received. A doctor in Gabes had yesterday diagnosed the possibility that his ribs were probably cracked, possibly broken. He had wanted to send Dennis to a hospital in Tunis for x-rays but Dennis had refused due to the lack of time the team could afford. He had been prescribed with strong painkillers and had been told to stay out of the water until at least the bruising had gone. Dennis was furious. He knew it would be at least a week. This morning he had tried to convince them that he was fit enough and after an argument with Natalie Hutchinson had invited him to suit up.
On his own.
Without help.
Dennis had put on a show of bravado, for their benefit mainly, but as he’d swung the oxygen tank over his shoulder to put it onto his back the pain from his ribs had made him gasp and he’d dropped it.
“You’re not fit enough,” Natalie had said.
“No I just didn’t have the right grip that’s all.”
“Nice try,” Natalie said.
Finally Hutchinson had ruled against the journalist and a dejected Peter Dennis watched once again as the diving team disappeared beneath the waves. Natalie pairing with one of the ship’s crew.
The dive was for a little known wreck. The ‘Volante’ had it marked on the chart only as a question mark. At one hundred and seventy feet the divers found the seabed. At first the team found it dark but after a while their eyes became adjusted. The water at this depth appeared deep blue. Starfish crawled along the sea floor. Apart from them it appeared to be devoid of life.
Above on the ship Peter Dennis, Jim Hutchinson and the Captain watched the monitors. The one they were most interested in showed an ordnance survey style mapping of the seabed. At the edge of the screen the lines ran out.
“That is deep ocean, just there,” Ali said, “Now, the wreck the divers are going to be working on is sitting, sort of perched on a rocky outcrop. Little is known about it. It hangs over very deep water.”
“How deep?” Hutchinson and Dennis asked at the same time.
“It is believed to be over six hundred feet. No one has ever bothered to investigate it because it is considered to not be of interest or importance. The Tunisian navy and of course merchant shipping are aware of its position so they avoid it but apart from them I don’t know that its ever been touched, certainly not by treasure seekers.”
“Can you bring up any more information on any of the monitors?”
“Information?”
“Can you improve any of the images? Get us closer.”
“I’ll try, Ali said.
He began clicking with a mouse and typed some key words in on a keyboard. It brought the graph up larger on the screen. Hutchinson leaned in closer.
“The distortion you can see is the shipwreck itself.”
He could see the outlines of what appeared to be a sunken ship. It looked to be big.
“This has to be it,” he said to the screen.
Dennis typed ’Tangipito’ into the laptop and brought up the one known image of the freighter on a search engine. He moved the laptop next to the monitor. They all studied the contours. There were similarities.
“You know,” Hutchinson said, “Some years ago Turkish fighter jets flew over mount Ararat and photographed what appeared to be a massive boat like shape on the mountain’s slopes.”
Ali nodded.
“They now think that is the resting place of Noah’s ark from the bible.”
Dennis looked at them both.
“Now that would make a story.”
Hutchinson was about to tell them to stick to the matter iin hand when the radio crackled and a female voice cut in.
“Jim I think we’ve found something.”
Hutchinson picked up the headset and spoke into the microphone.
“Hutchinson here. What have you found Natalie?”
“At first guess George thinks it’s a freighter.”
The excitement on the ’Volante’ bridge quickened.
“Are you able to read a name?”
“No there’s too much gunk and stuff covering it but George thinks it looks a lot like your photograph. He’s giving me the thumbs up down here big time.”
Hutchinson felt himself breaking out into a sweat. He loosened his tie and undid the top button on his shirt.
“Can you use your head cams?”
“It’s very murky Jim. I’ll put mine on now. Don’t think you’re going to get much. It’s on now.”
Hutchinson nudged Ali to search for the images.
“We’ve got something,” Hutchinson said, “It’s not very clear down there. Is that George next to you now?”
“Yes.”
“And where is the subject?”
Natalie turned her head towards the shipwreck. They could barely make out the hull.
“It’s not very clear.”
“Hang on a second.”
Natalie reached up a gloved hand and wiped the camera lens.
“Is that any clearer?”
“A little. Nat can you and your team make your way to the stern.”
“Will do Jim.”
Dennis looked up at Hutchinson.
“Will that take them a minute or two?”
“Probably.”
“I’ll take this advantage of a toilet break.”
Hutchinson nodded without taking his eyes off the computer images.
* * *
Dennis rinsed his hands under the hot tap and dried them on a towel. He left the toilet just as one of the crew was just passing with a tray of cups, coffee steaming pleasantly. Dennis side stepped to move out of the way but the crew member insisted the guest go first. Dennis was about to when something caught his eye. He moved to the railings at the ship’s side. The coffee left a brief aroma as it disappeared around the corner.
The ‘Wavecrest’ had just left the harbour and was moving slowly towards them. Dennis watched it for a minute or so as it got slowly bigger on the horizon. Finally Dennis turned away and walked to the bottom of the stairs that led to the bridge. He stopped as the unmistakeable sound of a helicopter came across to him. He put his hand above his eyes to block out the sun but he couldn’t see it near the approaching ship. Then he caught movement out of the corner of his eye and saw it against the horizon. It was travelling at a right angle from the ‘Wavecrest’. Then it turned quickly and was heading for the ‘Volante’. Dennis raced for the bridge and burst through the door.
“We’ve got visitors,” he said rushing back outside. Ali and Jim right behind.
The Lynx was moving low across the water and fast. It rushed by the ‘Volante’ before banking high and to the right. The turbine screamed as it gained height and then it came back past. Dennis could see the bulk of Danilov next to the pilot. He felt the Russian’s eyes boring into him.
The Lynx slowed and finally stopped one thousand metres from the ‘Volante’. It hovered fifty metres above the sea and all the while Dennis felt Danilov staring at them. Ali rushed back inside the bridge and returned moments later with binoculars.
“What are they doing?” Hutchinson asked.
They all saw something fall from the helicopter and make a splash.
“They’ve just dropped a buoy into the sea.”
“A buoy?”
“Yes.”
They could see the buoy, a light flashing from its top.
“Is that to warn of divers in the water?” Dennis asked aware that Natalie and her team could be at risk if the ‘Wavecrest’ had men in the water. Especially Danilov.
“No it looks like a satellite receiving buoy. It’s definitely for communications.”
“Could they have found the wreck?”
Hutchinson watched the flashing light one hundred and fifty feet below the helicopter. The rotor blades making a perfect pattern on the water.
“No I don’t think so,” Hutchinson answered, “I think they’re just happy to sit back and wait for us to find it. Though I don’t understand why.”
“Could they have any sort of special claim over it?”
“No more than anyone else.”
The helicopter dipped its nose as it powered up and began to move forward. It flew past the ’Volante’ once more and was gone.
Hutchinson went back to the screens.
“Come in Natalie,” he said into the headset.
She answered instantly.
“Jim is everything all right. What was that noise overhead. It didn’t sound like a boat.”
“No it was the Lynx helicopter from the ’Wavecrest’. It’s nothing to worry about. They just dropped a communications buoy into the water.”
“What does that mean for us?”
“Nothing. They have a lot of state of the art equipment on board. It’s probably to do with that. Natalie are you ok? Your voice sounds different.”
“I’m fine Jim. Yours sounds different also, sort of croaky. Must be something to do with that buoy. Maybe it’s sonar.”
Hutchinson stayed quiet for a minute, thinking.
“Did you hear me Jim?” I said maybe it’s a sonar buoy.”
“Yes maybe Nat,” Hutchinson said, but he wasn’t happy. He clicked his fingers to Dennis who was still watching the ’Wavecrest’.
“Do you want to see what you can find out about buoys with the laptop. I don’t trust them for one moment.”
Dennis jumped into the chair and tapped on a laptop keyboard.
“I’m on it.”
“Natalie have you reached the stern yet?”
“Yes Jim,” she replied, “Take a look at this.”
She turned her head down. Hutchinson could see her feet in flippers. Then nothing.
“What is it?”
“The stern of the ship is balancing off the edge of a cliff.”
“How far does it go down?”
“I don’t know. Can’t see the bottom but it’s deep.”
“Is the ship safe?”
“I would think so. There’s at least three quarters of it on a sand bar. The stern is in one big mess. Most of it has been ripped out….George has just told me. It’s the ’Tangipito.’
There was excitement in her voice.
“Jim we’ve found it.”
* * *
A cheer went up on the bridge of the ’Volante’ Dennis and Hutchinson shook hands with each other and then both with Ali.
“Is it time to break open the champagne?” the journalist asked.
“Not yet,” Hutchinson replied. He could hardly contain himself when he asked his next question.
“Natalie the sarcophagus. Can you see the sarcophagus?”
There was an agonising silence for a minute then her voice came back.
“No. No sign of the sarcophagus. Not yet anyway.”
Hutchinson felt his excitement drop.
“You are sure it’s the ’Tangipito’ aren’t you.”
“Yes I can read the name clearly. It’s about the only bit of the stern still recognisable.”
“Nat it’s Peter. Is the damage jagged. The freighter was torpedoed.”
“Yes the whole rear of the ship has been ripped out.”
Natalie swam to the edge of the large gaping wound in the vessel’s stern. It was completely dark inside. The lights on her helmet not penetrating the gloom.
Hutchinson checked his watch. The team had fifteen minutes of air left.
“Natalie you have a quarter of an hour left. Can you go inside?”
“Yes Jim but I don’t know how much we will be able to see. It’s pitch black inside.”
“Ok but please be careful. Don’t put anyone at risk.”
“I know. I know.”
The six divers positioned themselves at the hole and slowly one by one with George leading they entered the wrecked hull of the ’Tangipito’. Natalie was directly behind George. He was no more than four feet in front. She stopped and turned her head. It was too dark to see anything. The others stopped behind her. When she looked forward again George was gone.
“Can anyone see anything?” she asked.
No one replied.
“Natalie what’s going on down there?”
“It’s so dark Jim we can’t see anything.”
Dennis was still watching the screens. All he could see was darkness.
“Spread out,” Natalie said, “Alex, Tom, you go left. Jack you go right. Go for the sides.”
As Dennis watched he saw a figure loom up in front of Natalie’s head cam and he realised he was glad he wasn’t down there with them.”
“George have you found anything?”
“No. There’s lots of debris and silt on the floor.”
“Tom here Nat. We’re at the starboard side. There’s lots of junk here as well.”
“Same here Natalie,” Alex called, “There’s a large eel down here. That’s the only thing I’ve seen. Everything else littering the floor is covered in silt.”
She waited, peering into the darkness surrounding them before making a decision.
“Jim I’m going to get my group together. We are returning to the ’Volante’.
Hutchinson was about to reply when a cup and saucer nearby suddenly began shaking. Computers began bleeping. The ’Volante’s’ meteorologist shouted without taking his eyes off his screen.
“It’s an earthquake.”
Ali rushed to him.
“How bad?”
“I think it’s going to be pretty big Captain.”
“Where did it start?”
“Just checking sir.”
He punched in on the keypad.
“Approximately halfway between our location and the island of Malta.”
“It started at sea?” Dennis asked.
Ali turned to him.
“Yes.”
“Diving team come in.”
“Yes Jim.”
“Natalie are you still inside the ship?”
“Yes.”
“Get out quickly but don’t panic. There’s been an earthquake between here and Malta. We’ve felt it on the ship.”
“I’m just assembling my team now.”
Natalie gave the signal to Tom and Alex to move out. They were three feet away and she could barely see them. She told Jack and his partner to move next and lastly George. He shook his head and tried to push her forward. Natalie waved her finger in front of his face.
“I give the orders! Me!” she was saying. She ordered him to go first again and reluctantly he obeyed. Natalie waited a moment for his flippers to be clear, then went to follow. Suddenly she heard the wreck around her start to creak and groan. The water in front of her face became distorted. Then around her she sensed the whole ship shake.
The cup and saucer vibrated their way across the worktop where they reached the edge, fell, and smashed on the floor. The monitors flickered with the interference.
“Another earthquake!” Ali was shouting, “This one is much closer.”
Dennis was the only one looking out of the windows. The land was moving up and down where before the horizon was still.
“Where did this one originate?” Hutchinson asked.
“Just a few miles from here.”
“It’s caused the sea to rise,” Dennis said pointing out the window.
“What we have to hope,” Ali replied, “Is that it hasn’t caused a tidal wave.”
“Is that possible?” the journalist asked.
“They usually do,” Hutchinson said, “In the far east they can cause great Tsunami’s like the one on Boxing day in 2004.”
“I remember it.”
Hutchinson hadn’t heard him. He was talking into the headset.
“Diving team this is Volante. Diving team this is Volante. Do you read over?”
He repeated. And then again. All he got back was static. Dennis went over and stood next to him.
“What’s wrong?”
“I can’t raise the team.”
Ali jumped into the seat and tried another frequency.
“Anything?” Hutchinson asked.
Ali shook his head.
“Come Peter. Let’s check around the ship. See if we can see them. They may have surfaced.”
Dennis followed two steps behind.
“You take starboard. I’ll take port,” Hutchinson directed, “And shout if you see them.”
Dennis ran along the starboard side of the ship. He could see no sign of divers in the water. He glanced up and saw the recovery boat as it disappeared behind the stern. He quickly raced over to port side. Hutchinson was on the walkie talkie talking to the recovery team.
“Affirmative,” he said.
“Anything?” Dennis asked.
“No.”
Peter Dennis turned and was rushing for the equipment deck.
“Peter where are you going?”
Hutchinson raced over to him already guessing the younger man’s intention. Dennis stopped and began dragging scuba tanks from the rack.
“I’m going in.”
“No you’re not.”
Dennis dropped the tanks as he stood up straight.
“What?”
“It’s too dangerous.”
“I’m going in.”
Dennis began to pull the scuba vest on over his T-shirt. Hutchinson grabbed his arm and spun him around to face him.
“Peter It’s too dangerous. You’re a novice diver. You could get into serious trouble, life threatening trouble.”
Dennis felt himself getting angry, very angry.
“That’s your team down there. They could already be in life threatening danger have you forgotten that?”
Dennis spoke to a crewmember.
“Help me with this,” he said gesturing to the tanks.
“Wait,” Hutchinson ordered, “No I haven’t forgotten about my team and I appreciate your concerns. Nobody is more worried about them than I am. But they are in the safest possible hands, their own. Natalie is the most experienced diver I’ve ever met. I’m sure she will get them out safely.”
The crewman didn’t know what to do so he waited.
“Peter listen to me. I’m right about this. I don’t want us to fight and I don’t want to throw you off the project, understood.”
Something clicked in Dennis at this. He let the scuba tanks bump gently to the deck.
“The best thing for all of us to do here is wait. I have every faith in the team.”
“Very well,” Dennis said, “But if they’re not back here in ten minutes I’m going in and to hell with what you say.”
“Peter trust my instincts on this.”

CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT

Natalie had been right behind George when the second quake had struck. For as long as it had lasted she’d felt unable to move. The feeling was disorientating. The shipwreck had creaked and groaned as it had shifted on the sand bar. She had felt herself start to panic and knew that the others probably had too. This was the first time she’d ever experienced anything like it. She breathed deep and told herself to stop and she felt her anxiety subside. She focused on the gap in the hull which they’d used as their entrance and thought it looked different somehow. Then she realised that the ’Tangipito’ must have listed to one side in the earthquake. She also noticed there appeared to be more light coming in. A lot more light. She paused and put her legs down straight and held her arms out to balance. There was no mistaking it. The ship had definitely moved. How far she couldn’t tell. Where were the others? She couldn’t see. She decided to move for the exit. Suddenly a hand reached out for her, startling her, with its suddenness. She saw a diver’s helmet and George’s eyes. Relief flooded through her. She took the hand and now they were very close. George’s eyes were wide with concern.
“Are you alright?” he asked her and though the words were muffled she understood them.
“Yes!” she shouted back.
She realised he was smiling. He checked his air gauge and held up four fingers to her. Four minutes left. She looked at her own. It was reading empty. She checked it again and then showed it to him. He held a finger up to what would be his lips if the mask wasn’t in the way. She knew he meant no more talking. Talking used up more oxygen. Oxygen she couldn’t afford to use. With signs he explained to her that if she got into difficulty they could buddy breathe. They had had to do this once before when George’s air pipe had been severed on a dive the summer before.
Suddenly her headset crackled into life.
“Dive team this is ‘Volante’. Dive team this is ’Volante’. Do you read Natalie?”
She was about to speak and stopped herself just in time. She motioned to George but he shook his head. She knew the crew on ship and particularly Hutchinson and possibly Dennis would be by now extremely worried for their safety but she bit her lip.
George led her through the hull of the ’Tangipito’ and out of the jagged opening where the torpedo had hit that fateful day. She turned to look back at the wreck and paused. There was something large sticking up out of the silt, something box like. She made to go back but George yanked her towards him. She tried to explain to just look for a moment, just there. I want to look just there for a second. But George shook his head and held up three fingers. They had already used up one minute of air. Reluctantly she obeyed. Then halfway to the surface her air ran out. She found herself sucking on nothing. She tried again, nothing. Then her lungs began to ache. She tugged on George’s arm and he stopped his progress. He took a deep breath and held it. He spat out his regulator and offered it to her. Natalie took a deep breath and held it and slowly, together, they made their way to the surface. The rest of the team just in front.
Natalie gasped for breath when her head broke the surface. George a split second behind. Natalie instantly ripped her mask off her face. One of the rescue boat crew saw the five heads in the water and shouted to the boat driver who turned the steering wheel and pushed all the way forward with the throttle. The boat roared across the waves towards them.
“We’ve got them!” he shouted into his walkie talkie.
Ali rushed from the bridge. He whistled loudly at Hutchinson and Dennis while pointing excitedly at the divers position. Hutchinson and Dennis rushed to the side. They watched as the dive team were plucked from the sea. As the little rescue boat raced towards the ’Volante’ Dennis could see that all attention was focused on Natalie.
’Oh God! Don’t let her be hurt’ he said to himself.
Ali turned to a crew member.
“Ready the decompression chamber,” he ordered, then to Hutchinson he said, “I think we should call it a day sir. We should start afresh tomorrow.”
The American nodded his approval. He rejoined Dennis at the stern and they watched as the recovery dinghy unloaded its passengers and was lashed to the stern. The divers came up the ladder slowly. Natalie was second, directly behind Alex. He turned at the top to help her up the last few steps but it was Peter Dennis’ outstretched hand that caught hers first. She gave him a half smile and he threw a towel around her shoulders. She was shivering already.
“Are you all right?” Dennis asked.
She nodded as he put his arm around her. Hutchinson blocked their way.
“Is everyone all right?”
“Yes Jim. We’re fine. My oxygen supply ran out and George and I had to buddy breathe the last of the way back to the ship.”
“Ok and everyone else is all right?”
“Yes.”
“To the decompression chamber then. All of you. Natalie and George first.”
At the door she turned back.
“Jim.”
Hutchinson whirled around at her voice.
“Not now Nat. We’ll talk at dinner.”
“It’s just, Jim, as I left the wreck I think I saw something. Jim, I think it was the sarcophagus. I think we’ve found it.”
He felt a rush of excitement run through him but he brushed it aside.
“Tell me about it later. Now decompression chamber please.”
Reluctantly the divers obeyed their boss. Dennis watched her go as the anchor chain began winding in.
* * *
Peter Dennis was laying on his bunk when there was a knock on the door.
“Just a second,” he said sitting up and swinging his legs over the side. He got up, stretched, yawned and approached the door. Expecting it to probably be Natalie he breathed on his hand to check his breath and turned the handle. Hutchinson was in the corridor holding two bottles of beer up in front of himself.
“Peace offering.”
Dennis smiled.
“Of course. Won’t you come in.”
Dennis backed into his room and pulled out the chair for the American to sit on. Dennis perched on the end of his bed as Jim opened the bottles and handed one to him. Dennis raised the bottle.
“Cheers,” he said putting it to his lips. The cold beer was refreshing. He held the bottle away from his mouth and rotated it to read the label. Then knowing Hutchinson probably had a motive for this unexpected visit he sat patiently and waited for it to begin.
“The dive team are fine. Natalie is having a sleep. I called in on her before coming to you. The decompression chamber can have effects on people and tiredness is one of them.”
“I’m glad she’s ok. I would have hated to see anything happen to her. To them!”
“Yes. These seismic events can be extremely dangerous for underwater teams. Thankfully over the years I have never lost anyone under my employ. Natalie and George are the best divers I’ve ever known or owned.”
Dennis gave an understanding smile.
“I would like to thank you though for your concern over their safety. Your offer to go in despite your current condition….”Hutchinson glanced at Dennis’ bruising, “….was noble to say the least.”
“I just wanted to help.”
“I thank you for that. However,” Hutchinson drew a breath, trying to think diplomatically, “However. When something like this happens and the dive team are in trouble, or could be in trouble, the procedure is for people to remain at their stations. The last thing we do is send more divers into a dangerous situation. We wait.”
“I understand. I was just concerned about your people. I wanted to help in any way I can.”
“You’ve already been a great help. But risking your life wouldn’t have helped at all. I need you my friend, if I may call you that, to continue doing what you’ve been doing. You’ve provided great support to the team and this mission. God knows you’ve even got yourself beaten up for it.”
Dennis gently rubbed his injured ribs.
There was a minute of silence between them as each man sipped his beer. Then Dennis said.
“Natalie mentioned that she thought she saw something, something that could have been the sarcophagus. Has she said anymore?”
“I haven’t spoken to her. We’ll talk tonight over dinner. I’ve booked a restaurant in town for us….”
Hutchinson’s mobile began ringing in his pocket. He took it out and read the display screen.
“….It’s my wife,” he looked at the screen puzzled, “She only ever rings me if it’s an emergency. Would you excuse me for a moment.”
Hutchinson got up and went to peer out of the porthole in Dennis’ cabin.
“Hello Carol.”
Dennis could hear her voice on the other end but couldn’t hear what was being said but she was talking very fast. Her voice sounded excited, no, not excited, more, desperate.
At the porthole Hutchinson’s eyes widened at the news he was hearing.
“Carol are you sure?”
She repeated what she said. Slowly he turned to face Dennis. His face had gone pale.
“Yes. Thank you Carol. Yes I know. Thank you for ringing me. I love you too.”
He pushed the red button on his phone and continued staring at it for a few moments.
“Jim what’s wrong?”
Slowly Hutchinson looked up.
“My partners,” his voice was croaky and he cleared it, “My wife has just told me,” he continued once he could compose himself better, “That my partner’s, our sponsors, have been hit by the current recession and have had to withdraw their financial support….” Hutchinson stopped, clearly stunned. Dennis knew what this meant.
“They’re pulling the plug aren’t they.”
Shakily Hutchinson nodded.
“What about our mission here?”
Jim continued to stare at his phone in disbelief. Then slowly he looked up at Dennis.
“I’m sorry what did you say?”
“I asked you where that left us.”
“I don’t know,” Hutchinson was at a loss, ”I….uh….I need to make a phone call.”
At the door he turned back.
“Peter don’t breathe a word of this to anyone please. I don’t want them to find out yet. I’m going to try to work something out.”
“Scouts honour.”
“What?”
“I promise.”
Dennis waited until the door had clicked closed then he went into his phonebook, found the number for his editor and pressed call. After a few rings he heard the other end answer and the familiar voice of Tom Rogerson.
“Hi Peter.”
“Tom.”
“How’s it going down there in Tunisia? Have you found it yet?
“We’re not sure Tom. Possibly. We’ve had an earthquake that’s put us on hold for the day.”
“Yeah I saw it on the news. Are you all right?”
“We’re fine. We’re just waiting for the dust to settle as it were.”
“So if you’re not ringing me with good news is this just a social call?” Rogerson asked with friendliness in his voice.
“Uh. No Tom. I need a favour.”
“What sort of favour?”
“Are you sitting down Tom?”
“I am now. How much?”
“Fifteen thousand a day.”
“Fifteen thousand a day. What are you doing? Starting your own museum?”
There was a short pause, then.
“Pounds?”
“Dollars. U.S. dollars.”
Another pause.
“That’s an awful lot of money Pete. I don’t know if I can….”
“Can the magazine afford it?”
“No.”
“The group can.”
“Well yes, the group can.”
“How many newspapers do you own now?”
“Two. But they don’t make a great deal of money. Not like the nationals.”
“But you’re doing ok.”
“Well yes but, come on Pete, I’m gonna need some time to think about this.”
“Think about it.”
“I will Peter….”
“Think about the riches it could bring,” Dennis cut him off, “If you sponsored the expedition. You could have, will have, exclusive rights to all photographs and media coverage.”
“How do we know that someone won’t step up and claim it?”
“Like who?”
“The Tunisians.”
“I doubt it. They haven’t even named the wrecks on their charts. They’re not interested. “
“Well then what about the Greeks? I mean what if Alexander has some long lost relatives suddenly pop up.”
“Are you serious? He’s been dead for two thousand three hundred years. How the hell could anyone realistically claim descendency now. Maybe you’d like to add the Romans. I mean they were the last ones to have him, technically.”
“Yes I suppose you’re right. I don’t know Peter. Fifteen thousand’s a lot of money. Can they not get another patron, another sponsor?”
“They need the money now Tom. I’m sure Jim Hutchinson can probably raise it somehow but it’s a question of time. They need it now.”
“I’d need to speak to my patrons. I just can’t make a decision of this scale just like that.”
“There’s another team Tom, more modern, much better equipped and they’re breathing down our necks.”
There was another pause.
“Like I said. You’d have sole rights to every picture, copyrights to everything. Anyone wants to print anything and they have to go through you first. You’ll make millions Tom.”
“How close are you to finding it? Truthfully.”
“I’m fairly sure Natalie has found it.”
“Natalie? She one of the team?”
“Yes Natalie Feltham.”
There was another very long pause.
“Are you still there Tom?”
“What? Oh yes. What about the Germans. I mean could they have claim to it?” Rogerson asked, the article written by Dennis open on his desk in front of him.
“Hitler’s Nazi regime you mean?”
“Technically yes. I mean they did discover it back in nineteen forty three didn’t they?”
“They were all killed in the battle at Gabes or went down with the ship Tom. It’s there for the taking. This is a once in a lifetime opportunity that we could never have predicted come our way. Your magazine and newspapers exclusive rights Tom.”
“Just give me a minute Pete. Hold the line. I’m going to pour myself some coffee.”
“Take as long as you like,” Dennis said, he was sure he had almost clinched the deal.
‘I’ve known Tom a long time,’ he said to himself, ‘I’m sure he’ll go along with it.’
He waited at the phone for a minute, then another, the waiting was agonising. Then he heard the words.
“Ok Pete you’ve got your money.”
Peter Dennis punched the air.
“Thanks Tom. You won’t regret this.”
“I hope for your sake not,” Rogerson replied not meaning it, “I must be mad.”
“Most madmen are geniuses.”
“Shut up.”
“Tom you won’t regret this I promise.”
“Don’t give me time to. Find that bloody sarcophagus, if you haven’t already. Oh and Pete, you’d better fax me through everything you know or have done so far. It’ll help lessen the blow when I tell my partners. I’m counting on you Pete. Don’t let me down here because we’ve just put our heads on the blocks. I hope you understand.”
“Yes Tom and thanks Tom. How soon can you arrange the money?”
“Do you have your business expenses card with you?”
Dennis reached into his jeans pocket, pulled out his wallet and saw his American express card inside.
“Yes.”
“I’ll contact the bank now and increase your daily amount.”
“Thanks Tom.”
Rogerson went to hang up then brought the phone back to his ear.
“Oh and Peter.”
“Yes?”
“Good luck.”
The line wnet dead. Dennis sighed with relief. Then collecting his thoughts he left his room in search of Hutchinson to break the good news.
* * *
Hutchinson broke the news to them at Dinner. He waited until they had ordered starters and mains and then tapped a knife against the side of his wine glass to gain their attention. For the first time since they’d boarded the ’Volante’ Ali had been invited to join them and gratefully he had accepted. The table fell quiet as Hutchinson began.
“Earlier today I had a telephone call from my wife and with it came bad news.”
Faces began looking at each other. Only Natalie continued to stare at her boss. Dennis was looking at her, waiting for a reaction, but there wasn’t one.
“Our sponsors have had to withdraw their support due to….”
A chorus of groans erupted around the table.
“….Due to financial reasons they weren’t prepared to discuss, only that they send their apologies….”
“Apologies,” George said, disgusted, throwing his napkin onto the table.
“George wait until I’ve finished please. As I said they weren’t going to discuss their reasoning with me. I did try to explain our situation but our daily costs are a drain was all they would say.”
He saw the looks of bewilderment on their faces.
“Ordinarily this would mean the end of our expedition. We would close down operations leaving the find for our rivals. However I now have good news that will lift you back up as Mr Dennis will kindly explain, Peter?”
Dennis stood up.
“As Jim has said it would mean the end of your work here, and we’ve come so close, to lose it now anyway. I mean we have the ’Tangipito.’ We know exactly where it is. Hopefully containing, as you’ve all said so many times over the last few weeks, the greatest find in the history of archaeology. No doubt the ’Wavecrest’ has prayed for such a moment to come. I know how important it is to you, to all of you. This is what you have given your lives to, the commitment, the dedication, the sheer hard work, the devotion. And as we saw yesterday, almost your very existence. That is a very high price to pay, for anyone, for any of you, for the Germans sixty years ago who gave their lives, the sailors of the ’Tangipito, the British and Indian armies, all who lost their lives or friends, family, my grandfather who kept the story to himself until his death, to a German Colonel killed in a car crash, so many lives touched by this one single thing, a piece of stone hollowed out, the ancient Greeks, the Romans. So many stories already told. One left to tell.”
They were all listening intently now.
“How we found it.”
There were a few claps and a cheer.
“I couldn’t let this slip from our fingers,” Dennis continued, “Empires have been won and lost, built and destroyed, by what lies inside that sarcophagus. The mortal remains of the young Macedonian King.”
He studied their expectant faces. Then his face burst into a smile.
“After hearing the news I telephoned my editor in London and I’m pleased, no, delighted to tell you all now that he has agreed to continue funding our daily costs.”
There was a cheer from this which made the other diners stop what they were doing and stare. Dennis raised his wine glass.
“A toast. To Alexander!”
“Alexander!”
Hutchinson now stood as Dennis took his seat.
“If what Natalie saw down there is indeed the artefact we’ll begin tomorrow with what is hopefully our last stage of operations. Captain Ali will now explain.”
Ali didn’t bother to stand, just poured himself a glass of water and began.
“This evening my crew is loading specialist equipment. Tomorrow we will use submersibles and sand vacuums. Mr Hutchinson tells me that you’re all familiar with this equipment though none of you has ever lifted something the size of the sarcophagus. Well, no matter, my team will be down there with you. They will do the bulk of the work.”
Ali could see disapproval in the Greek’s face but George remained quiet.
“Does anyone have any questions at this point? No. Then if it’s all right with you all I will begin to explain tomorrows operation.”
Peter Dennis listened with only half an ear. He knew he would only be part of the bigger picture. He wouldn’t be able to dive tomorrow. He would be a hindrance to the team, that he knew and it angered him. No, not anger, frustration. He studied Natalie. Her tongue was touching her lips as she listened to the Turkish Captain. Then Ali finished his briefing and Natalie made her excuses and left to use the bathroom. Dennis watched her go. She was wearing a coral pink dress that stopped above the knee. It was very pretty and Dennis enjoyed seeing her bum wiggle as she walked through the busy restaurant. A waiter carrying a bottle of wine moved politely out of her way to allow her to pass and he turned his head to watch her. Dennis saw and half smirked. He couldn’t think of a single man in the world who wouldn’t find her attractive. Except for maybe Hutchinson. He took his eyes off the ladies toilet door to study the American.
“I really am getting too fond of her,” he said to himself, knowing it would probably never work out between them.
The group at the table were boisterous. Somebody said something to him and though he smiled he didn’t actually hear the words. He realised it was Jim Hutchinson sitting next to him who had spoken.
“I’m sorry Jim what did you say?”
“I was just saying I’m looking forward to tomorrow.”
“Yes. Yes of course.”
But Dennis wasn’t concentrating. He was watching the ladies door waiting to see Natalie reappear.
“Do you know,” he said out loud, “I think I’m falling in love with her.”
Dennis picked up his wine and downed it.
“What did you say?” Hutchinson asked, not sure he’d heard right.
“I said to tomorrow, a sort of toast.”
The waiter arrived with a bottle of red and popped the cork. Hutchinson slapped Dennis across the shoulder in a friendly gesture as he was offered the cork to smell but he waved it away.
“Just pour my good man. My friends glass is empty.”
* * *
The man stood alone in the shadows by the bridge of the ’Wavecrest’. The ship was in almost total darkness. The only lights on were in the crew’s cabins. The lights on the bridge were off but the computers and radar were on leaving a faint blue-green glow that reflected in the windows.
The port of Gabes was unusually quiet. The figure could hear the water lapping against the side of the hull. He stood so still that for anyone watching his white suit they would have passed it for a different shade in the dark. He was staring fixedly across the harbour at the ’Volante’ moored at her dock. The sound of dogs barking from somewhere in the town drifted across the water. A car engine started up and it moved away, the sound getting fainter. It backfired many times. The dogs fell silent.
The figure in the white suit turned at the sound of approaching footsteps on the metal stairs. He saw the huge bulk of Danilov approaching. At the top of the stairs Danilov thrust out his hand.
“The disc you asked for Herr Count.”
The white suited man took the compact disc from the huge Russian.
“Thank you Danilov. That will be all.”
The man in the white suit went onto the bridge alone. He loaded the CD into a computer and when a media player screen came up he clicked ‘play’. The soundtrack was distorted. For over an hour he used the computer’s program to remove background noise. Finally he got what he wanted to hear. He replayed the soundtrack. He just couldn’t quite make out the words spoken. He fine tuned some more. Now he could clearly hear the female voice. He replayed it over and over. The words registering in his brain.
“As I left the wreck I think I saw something. Jim I think it was the sarcophagus. I think we’ve found it.”
The man dragged the cursor along to remove the first two sentences spoken. Then played it again and again and again.
“I think we’ve found it. I think we’ve found it.”
He looked out of the windows at the ’Volante’. An evil, sickly smile spread across his face.

CHAPTER THIRTY NINE

Cables trailed the small R.O.V. as it snaked its way through the wreck of the freighter ‘Tangipito’. On the bridge of the ‘Volante’ Ali, Dennis, Hutchinson and Natalie watched its progress on monitor screens. Dennis was standing behind Natalie, who was seated, his hands lightly on her shoulders. She had warmed to his touch. A reaction that had not gone unnoticed by Hutchinson. He ignored it to concentrate on the screen. With the lights on the submersible they could see how murky the water was.
“We’re entering the hold of the freighter now,” Ali said. He pointed to a computer screen displaying a cut through diagram of the ’Tangipito’ taken from the ship’s original blueprints.
“It looks like they didn’t have time to batten down the hatches,” Dennis said.
“Or just didn’t have them. Some ships don’t you know, especially ones of this age.”
Ali put his finger on the cut through diagram.
“We’re in hold number one. This ship has a….a….I don’t know the English….”
“A partition,” Hutchinson added helpfully.
“A partition,” the Turk continued, “The hold is divided into two. Natalie you and your team entered through the stern into this section. This is where you believe you saw what you think may be the sarcophagus.”
He glanced up at her.
“Yes.”
Ali maneuvered the submersible further into the hold. Bubbles were escaping from the hull and rising up. He steered through them. The R.O.V. was now met with a solid wall of debris.
“Some of this is the original cargo.”
“It must have moved. Been disturbed by the recent earthquake,” from Hutchinson.
“Possibly.”
“Can you find a way through it?”
The R.O.V. moved very close to the wreckage. He nudged a crate accidentally and it fell forward bumping into the submersible.
“Careful. Careful,” Hutchinson said.
They watched as the crate disintegrated in front of them.
“The wood is completely putrefied,” Peter Dennis said.
“It’s had sixty years of being constantly soaked,” Natalie added.
“I suppose it would be impossible to get the cargo up in the crates wouldn’t it,” Dennis said.
“In the crates Yes. It may be possible to get the items out individually. That is of course if they’re of any value.”
“And if we have the time,” from the American.
“Apart from the sarcophagus what would she have been carrying?” Natalie asked Dennis.
“They were evacuating a major supply port so I guess, fuel, munitions, possibly troops, though my grandfather told me they left in a hurry and most of the Germans got left behind and were captured.”
“So you’re saying there could be munitions down there.”
“I’m saying it’s a possibility.”
Ali spoke without taking his eyes off the monitor.
“Don’t worry Mr Hutchinson my team are trained in all aspects of diving, including the use of or dangers of explosives.”
“Wouldn’t it have gone up with the torpedo strike on the stern?” Dennis asked.
“Not always,” Ali replied, “It depends on many things, point of impact, whether the strike was followed by a fire, whether any explosives were armed. Sixty years of sea water won’t have done them much good. If there are any. We don’t know for sure.”
“No of course not.”
“Don’t worry Mr Hutchinson. If there are any my team is more than qualified to deal with it.”
* * *
For over an hour Ali maneuvered the remote operated vehicle around the hold of the wrecked freighter. Finally he conceded to everyone present that there was no way of getting into the second part of the hold. He would now try to enter via the stern as the divers had only yesterday. Having concentrated for so long with the controls he now handed over to his first officer to get the R.O.V. out. The man eagerly took the controls and began turning the submersible. Those watching could see more of the cargo strewn everywhere.
Suddenly the R.O.V. stopped moving. The officer pushed forward lightly on the controls.
Nothing.
“We have a problem boss,” he said.
Ali had just poured himself coffee. He banged the mug down and rushed over.
“What’s wrong.”
“It just stopped moving forward.”
“Can you move side to side?”
“Yes.”
“Backwards?”
“Yes. Just not forward. Something must have happened to the cable.”
Ali picked up his walkie-talkie and called the crew members controlling the winch for the submersible.
“This submersible has a mile of lines,” he said.
The winch operator’s voice cut in.
“Yes Captain.”
“What’s happening?”
“Not sure sir. The cable won’t feed out or retract.”
“Stand by.”
Ali ran his fingers through his short curly hair.
“Can you still not move forward?”
“No. Do you want me to try again Captain?”
“No we’d better not risk it. See if you can turn around to look behind. One hundred and eighty degrees.”
The controller carefully turned the R.O.V. around.
“Anything?”
“Not yet.”
“Try to maneuver so I can see the cables.”
He got the R.O.V. into position. Now, looking at the monitor they could see the tether and cables climbing up to the submersible at a forty five degree angle.
“Follow it slowly.”
The crewman pushed gently forward on the joystick. The submersible began retracing its route following the cable down. He had to keep the R.O.V. diving at an angle as the cable went slack and fell away to the floor. Then the R.O.V. came across the crates, that had fallen, trapping the lines. The wood was rotten and the crates had fallen apart, spilling their contents. The R.O.V. hovered in close, giving them a good all round view.
“I don’t think I can break out of it Captain. Any attempt may sever the connecting lines and the equipment may get damaged or lost.”
Ali stared at the monitor. Natalie stepped forward.
“Let my team go in.”
Ali looked at her.
“It may be too dangerous. The wreck has obviously been unsettled by the recent earthquake. I couldn’t guarantee your team would be safe.”
“We’ll get out of there the moment there is even a hint of danger.”
The sound of the Lynx helicopter, on the ‘Wavecrest’ deck, powering up drifted to them.
“There really isn’t much time Captain,” Hutchinson said, “Natalie will get her team out at the smallest sign of danger.”
Ali looked back down at the monitor, the cables taut on the screen.
“The Lynx is lifting off,” Dennis said watching through binoculars, “I think there are divers on board, “he lied.”
“Very well,” Ali decided, “But we get out at the first sign of trouble. We still don’t know if there are munitions on board the freighter. Your team has permission to enter the water Mr Hutchinson but I will be sending in the claw.”
Dennis leaned in close to Natalie and whispered in her ear.
“The claw?”
She half turned to his voice and nodded.
“What’s the claw?”
* * *
“This is the claw,” the first officer told Dennis as he pulled off the special R.O.V.’s cover. This submersible was easily three times the size of the one trapped. Dennis whistled.
“The next size up can carry one man.”
“I take it it’s called the claw because of this.”
Peter Dennis ran his hand along the shaft of the arm attached to the front. A large pincer type claw was bolted to the arm.
“Yes. This claw can cut through most materials but with a gentle touch it can carry items. It will rescue the stricken R.O.V. for us.”
“How would it stand up to explosives?”
“Explosives?”
“Yes. Say shells from a sunken warship.”
“Oh I see. Well of course it could become damaged from such a shock but these things can take immense pressures on their frames. The ones that found the Titanic over twenty years ago were at depths of two and a half miles and technology has come a long way since then. Rest assured this is the man for the job.”
The dive team came out on deck. George at their head, Natalie was last in deep conversation with Hutchinson. Dennis tried to speak to her before she went in but didn’t get the chance and once again he felt his frustration rising at not being directly involved.
The six divers waited at the surface for the clawed R.O.V. to be lowered. Natalie suddenly turned and gave him the thumbs up. He blew her a kiss. She grinned, then placed her regulator in her mouth and dived.
The water was much clearer than before. She could already see the dark silhouette of the wreck. The cables of the stricken R.O.V. trailed down into the gloom.
At the wreck the team quickly moved inside the hold. The ’Claw’ followed slowly behind and entered in a cloud of bubbles.
On the bridge of the ’Volante’ Ali and Hutchinson were in direct radio contact with Natalie. The images from both R.O.V.‘s were blurred. Hutchinson spoke into his headset.
“Nat we’re not getting very clear images as yet. I think the team might be stirring up a little silt. What can you see?”
“It’s fairly clear down here for us today. I can see the R.O.V.”
“How does it look?” Ali asked, “Is it damaged?”
“No I don’t think so. It’s vertical, pointing downwards, from where you’ve shut it down.”
“Can you see what’s pinning it down?”
“George is looking now. It appears to be wooden crates of some sort, I think, yes, they’re disintegrating as he’s touching them. The wood looks to be slimy. It….” her voice trailed off.
On the bridge of the ’Volante’ they waited.
“Have we lost radio contact?” Hutchinson asked.
Ali checked the equipment.
“No. She stopped talking.”
“Natalie.”
No response.
“Natalie.”
“Just a second.”
When her voice was next heard it sounded different, almost nervous.
“Jim we’ve got a real problem down here.”
“What’s wrong Natalie?”
Ali was frantically trying to move the claw into position.
“George has moved some of the debris. We now know what is pinning down the R.O.V. Jim.”
Hutchinson was staring at the images on the monitor coming from the claw. They still couldn’t see anything of importance.
“We’re still not getting anything Nat. What’s causing it?”
To his horror he heard her say.
“Shells Jim. Artillery shells.”
There was absolute silence. Natalie gave time for the words to sink in. Now Hutchinson’s voice was nervous.
“How many?” he asked, his throat feeling suddenly dry.
“Dozens.”
Hutchinson took his headset off so his voice couldn’t be heard.
“Captain my team has never dealt with munitions before.”
Ali spoke directly to Natalie, not wishing to waste any time.
“Natalie I need you and your team to be extremely careful while we ascertain the danger. Now don’t be alarmed. If the shells falling out of their crate didn’t set them off they might be stable. Remember the earthquake and a torpedo sixty years ago didn’t trigger them but we must be very cautious. Ok.”
Natalie had by now taken a few deep breaths.
“Yes.”
“Good. Now I need to know their condition. Do they look like they’re corroded?”
“Very.”
“I knew they would be. The next question is are they unstable?”
“I don’t know. How can I tell?”
“You can’t. How many crates of them would you say there are?”
“A few. It’s an absolute mess down here.”
Ali moved his microphone away from his mouth.
“I’m going to need someone to get one of these shells to the surface,” he said to Hutchinson.
“What are the risks?” Dennis cut in.
“That’s what I’m trying to ascertain Mr Dennis.”
“Can they not just work around them?” the journalist asked.
“No the risk needs to be assessed. If that ammunition is unstable and something or someone causes it to explode it could bring the whole wreck down upon them. We could lose everything. The ship, the team, the sarcophagus.”
“Which if I may remind you we haven’t located yet,” Dennis said.
“It’s there,” Jim Hutchinson replied, ”It has to be.”
“Which of your team can get a shell to the surface for me?” Ali asked.
Hutchinson knew he had no choice.
“Let Natalie decide.”
* * *
Fifteen minutes later a small orange flotation bag broke the surface. The dinghy waiting nearby raced over to it. The divers positioned in a group around the shell waited for it to be pulled aboard the small boat. They waited for the dinghy, which took the shell to the ’Volante’ to return for them. By the time Natalie, George and the others were on deck Ali’s team were at work on the corroded shell. It was ten minutes before a member of his team looked up and said.
“It’s safe.”
A sigh of relief went around the deck.
“Good,” Ali said, “We can begin bringing the others up. Get our R.O.V. rescued and find what we’re looking for.”
* * *
Back in the water the dive team got to clearing the artillery shells. Soon dozens of orange bags were dotted on the surface of the sea. The shells were rounded up by the dinghy, whose crew worked frantically. The shells were taken aboard and were being placed in crates, laid carefully between layers of wood shavings. By the afternoon the R.O.V. was free. Now they began their search for the sarcophagus.
Natalie swam ahead of the group and entered the hold. The other divers right behind. The whirring R.O.V.’s came last. Natalie checked her position. She could see the great gaping wound at the ship’s stern.
“This is it,” she said, ”We’re back.”
“Can you see it?” Hutchinson asked excitedly.
“No. Not yet. We need the submersibles.”
Hutchinson looked at the large flat screen monitors. The images from the R.O.V.’s were grainy from the silt in the water.
“This is exactly where I was when I thought I saw it seconds before the earthquake hit.”
Ali spoke to the R.O.V. operator.
“Hit the lights.”
They flashed on brilliantly, dazzling the divers. It took a while for their eyes to adjust to the bright lights. Natalie looked down and let out a gasp of breath into her facemask. Rising up out of the silt was a stone sarcophagus. She swam down gently until her feet were on the floor, careful not to stir up any more silt and debris. She took off her glove and with her heart thumping from the excitement she reached out and touched it. The rest of the group spread themselves around it, hands stroking it. Natalie felt the carvings, made two thousand years ago through her fingertips.
“Jim,” she called, “We’ve found it.”
Hutchinson reached out shakily and brought his microphone in close to his mouth.
“How sure are you?”
She felt the texture of the stone through her fingertips again.
“This is definitely it,” she said.
There was a roar of applause on the bridge of the ‘Volante.’
“How does it look? What’s its condition?”
“It looks to be fairly good, what I can see of it. It’s empty and the lid is missing.”
“Empty?”
“Yes. I’m afraid so.”
Then she realised the implications of what she’d just said. Hutchinson’s dream of finding Alexander’s sarcophagus intact was now gone in that one sentence she’d just said. The dream of gazing upon the remains of the young King now lay shattered. Hutchinson sank slowly into a chair. Dennis could see the anguish on the American’s face.
“Jim there was no guarantee that his body was still inside after the millenia. I wouldn’t imagine the Germans back in 1943 would have opened it before it had arrived in Germany. After all it was Hitler’s dream. They would have wanted him to have been the first. There is no guarantee he was still there after the Romans moved him. For all we know Caesar may have used a decoy. I wouldn’t put it past them.”
“Yes. You’re right of course,” Hutchinson replied, “There was no guarantee. But we still have the sarcophagus.”
He got up and placed his hand on Ali’s shoulder.
“We now need to get it up.”

CHAPTER FORTY

The large orange airlift bags bobbed up and down in the calm sea. Small waves causing them to buck and twist. It had been twenty four hours since the sarcophagus of Alexander the great had been discovered by marine archaeologist Natalie Feltham and her team. They had worked around the clock with the crew of the ‘Volante’ and now the stone sarcophagus, estimated to weigh at least a ton, was floating six feet below the surface. Its lid still inside the freighter, located by George Roussos, lying by the side of the sarcophagus in eighteen inches of sand and silt.
’Volante’ crew members now worked in positioning their ship to be able to use the crane mounted at the stern. The dive teams secured large straps underneath the sarcophagus and as the crane took up the strain they deflated the airbags. Once the dive team were all safely on board everyone watched intensely as the ancient relic was lifted slowly from the sea. Water and slime dripped from it. For a moment it passed in front of the sun causing a giant shadow on the deck of the ’Volante.’ Then it was swinging around and down. Willing hands guided it gently down to sit on battens. It bumped them and the straps went slack. The crane hook came down low enough for the straps to be taken off.
Hutchinson ran his hands lovingly over the surface. The interior was still filled with seawater. He dipped his fingertips in the water and swirled them around.
“We’ll need to bail this water out,” he told Ali.
The Turkish Captain instructed two of his crew. They dashed off and returned with plastic buckets and began bailing the seawater out.
Hutchinson walked all the way round the sarcophagus, everyone else moving out of his way. Peter Dennis was studying it. It was quite plain, the carvings not particularly very good.
“I must admit,” he said to Natalie, “ I thought it would be, more….”
“Glamorous,” she offered.
“Well yes quite frankly. Alexander the great is one of the most famous men in history. He’s up there with people like Julius Caesar, Genghis Khan, Abraham Lincoln, Adolf Hitler. Fame on a global scale. You would think his final resting place would be on a grander scale. You did say you were sure this was it when Jim asked.”
“I said I was sure it was the sarcophagus. I didn’t say it was Alexander’s.”
Dennis spoke to Hutchinson.
“Jim what do you think?”
“I really don’t know. The hieroglyphs don’t reveal much. The cartouche’s aren’t very clear. I’m not an Egyptologist so I would have to check on the Alexander cartouche. I don’t even know what name he ruled Egypt under.”
“I’ll go get a laptop,” Dennis said.
He sprinted up the stairs for the bridge.
‘Thank God for Google,’ he was thinking, ’What would we do without it.’
He then remembered that the ’Volante’ had an extensive reference library and thought about visiting it but ruled it out almost instantly. It would take too long to find what he needed.
He opened a laptop and pressed the power button. He glanced out of the window. The ’Wavecrest’ was broadside half a mile away. For once the enemy ship looked to be quiet.
Dennis typed in username and password when the screen came up. He carried the open computer out of the door and down the stairs.
Three small boats left the ’Wavecrest’ from her hidden side and came around and headed towards the ’Volante.’
By the time Dennis got back to the others Hutchinson had already worked out some of the hieroglyphs. He was now trying to work out the name on the cartouche. He looked up at Natalie.
“Nectanebo.”
“Nectanebo? The Pharaoh. The first? Second? That’s not possible. We know the whereabouts of their tombs.”
“Yes you’re right. I don’t think it’s meant to be one of them but it is definitely Nectanebo.”
“Was there a Nectanebo the third?”
“Not to my knowledge. But then like I said earlier I’m not an Egyptologist.”
Peter Dennis began typing in the search box.
“Nectanebo did you say?”
“Yes.”
“Can you spell it.”
Natalie called out the letters. He clicked on the links.
“There’s nothing coming up for Nectanebo the third. There’s one and two.”
“Does it mention sarcophagi?”
“Just a moment.”
Dennis scrolled down the page he’d opened.
“Yes Nectanebo the first founded the 30 dynasty and ruled for eighteen years. He defeated a combined Greek and Persian attack and drove them out, was succeeded by his own son Teos who moved against Persia. In his absence Teos’ son Tjahepimu declared his son King, who became Nectanebo the second. It doesn’t say where Nectanebo the first is buried. Ah this is interesting. Nectanebo the second fought with twenty thousand Greek mercenaries in his one hundred thousand strong army at Pelusium in 343BC against the Persians. He lost the battle and fled to Nubia. What happened to him after that is not known. His tomb was apparently destroyed by the Ptolemies, though which one is not known. Now the interesting bit. In the British museum in London is a black granite sarcophagus with the inscriptions for Nectanebo the second. It wasn’t used and was found in Alexandria. It was once known as ’Alexander’s bath.’ He was the last Egyptian to rule Egypt until General Neguib in 1952.”
“So who is this?” Natalie asked touching the cartouche, “Not another name for Alexander?”
“No I don’t think so,” Hutchinson replied.
“And what the hell was this doing in Tunisia anyway?” Peter Dennis asked.
“I don’t know,” the American said, “But i know one thing. This is not the final resting place of Alexander the great. The Germans must have heard of the ‘Alexander’s bath’ story. I’m afraid they got it wrong.”
Natalie could see the disappointment on his face.
“I really don’t think this is it either Jim.”
The Lynx helicopter screamed past them making them all whirl around it was so sudden and unexpected. Dennis saw the 20mm cannons mounted on either side. His gaze travelled up until he saw the bulk of Danilov filling the cockpit. The helicopter passed out over the sea, slowed, turned and came back towards them at a more leisurely pace. It came in over the stern of the ’Volante’ and hovered at two hundred feet and held. Then very slowly it descended to one hundred feet and held.
“We should hide the sarcophagus!” George shouted.
“Too late!” Hutchinson replied, “They’ve already seen it.”
A voice crackled over the ’Volante’s ’ loudspeaker system.
“Research vessel Volante. You have in your possession something which doesn’t belong to you. Prepare to be boarded.”
Ali picked up a walkie-talkie and adjusted the frequency.
“Unidentified aircraft. You are in violation of international treaty laws. Your demands are unacceptable. Your actions could be misinterpreted as acts of piracy. The authorities have been alerted to your position. Do not attempt to board us.”
There was no response. Then the Lynx dropped another fifty feet.
“Volante prepare to be boarded.”
Dennis saw the twin 20mm machine guns and expected Danilov to fire at any moment.
“Unidentified aircraft this is the Captain of the research vessel Volante. I repeat my previous warning. You are in violation of international law. This is a deliberate attack on a civilian vessel. The authorities are alerted. Do not attempt to board this vessel. My crew are armed and will use deadly force. You must leave immediately.”
The helicopter continued to hover menacingly, its guns trained. Dennis was gauging the distance between himself and Natalie and safety. He would have to grab her and run at least fifty metres to the nearest cover faster than bullets could fly. The odds weren’t good.
“I say again. Do not attempt to board this ship. Leave immediately!” Ali shouted into the radio.
They all waited tensely. Then suddenly the Lynx dipped its nose and powered away. The downdraught making the ’Volante’ crew bring their hands up in front of their faces. Natalie’s hair streamed out behind her.
“Are you all right?” Dennis asked her when the noise of the Lynx helicopter had gone.
She smiled at him. Then her smile vanished. A polite cough made them all turn around.
There were fifteen men dressed in black military fatigues forming a semi-circle facing the ’Volante’ crew. Each man was pointing a Heckler and Koch Mp5. In front of the fifteen stood a large man in a white suit with his head bowed and his hands clasped behind his back. No one could see his face as yet because of his large white Panama hat. But Dennis knew him.
One of the men took a few steps forward until he was level with the man in the white suit.
“Nobody move,” he ordered, “Keep your hands where they can be seen.”
“What is the meaning of this….?” Ali protested.
The white clad figure raised his right hand for attention. The head remained bowed for a few more moments then slowly looked up, sunlight glinting off the small round spectacles. Natalie felt a shudder run through her. She suddenly found herself clinging to Dennis.
“Nobody move!” the man in black commanded again then stepped back in line with his comrades.
“Who are you and what do you want?” Jim Hutchinson demanded. He started to move forward but the sub machine gun nearest him twitched. He found himself staring down its barrel.
The white dressed man approached the American and stood very close and stared straight into his eyes. Hutchinson suddenly felt very afraid. There seemed to be an aura of power emanating from the newcomer.
“All in good time my friend.”
The words were icy.
“Now which one of you is Peter Dennis?”
Hutchinson just stared back but a tiny whimper escaped Natalie’s lips as she hugged Dennis closer. The man in the white suit reached out, put a hand on Hutchinson’s shoulder and pushed him gently but firmly to one side. He walked slowly towards the journalist and stopped when he was near. Then he smiled a false smile and held out his hand for Dennis to shake.
“So you lied to me before about your identity. Mr Dennis we meet at last.”
Dennis looked down at the offered hand and then at the small Nazi party badge on the left breast pocket of the white suit and then into the man’s eyes.
“Who are you and what do you want with me?”
“You really should have returned my calls,” the voice said quietly. The hand dropped to the man’s side.
Something in Dennis clicked.
“It was you wasn’t it? On the phone in my office late one night. You refused to give me your name.”
“Yes it was. Very well. My name,” he boomed so the whole ship could hear him, “Is Otto Brest Von Werner. Count Otto Brest Von Werner. You may call me Herr Count if you wish. I have a castle in Bavaria owned by my family for generations. I am a collector of fine art and antiquities….”
“Mercenary more like,” Hutchinson said, “I’ve heard of you.”
He stopped and put his hands up as the nearest gun barrel was jammed into his ribs.
“Do not interrupt me Mr Hutchinson.”
“You know my name.”
“Yes.”
Again the smile, this time genuine.
“I am a collector of fine art and antiquities as I said before. As was my grandfather.”
Dennis turned his head slightly to one side, studying the man. It was starting to fall into place. The white suit, the Nazi party badge, the name.
“I see you’re studying me in a new light Mr Dennis. You know who my grandfather was. Perhaps you would care to share with us.”
Dennis nodded.
“Dr Werner Von Brest.”
“Excellent,” Von Werner clapped, “That is correct. Dr Werner Von Brest. The finest archaeologist the world has ever known. I am privileged to follow in his footsteps.”
“The man who found the sarcophagus,” Natalie said to Dennis.
“That is correct Miss….?” Von Werner paused for her name.
“Feltham. Natalie Feltham.”
“Miss Feltham.”
Von Werner took her hand gently and brought it up to his lips to kiss like a gentlemen but she snatched it away before he could. This time his smile was real.
“You do not need to fear me,” he whispered to her.
She shuddered. He was vile.
More of his men arrived. They had been searching the lower decks.
“The ship is clean Herr Count,” their leader said, “There is no one else on board.”
“Very well. Radio Danilov and get him back here with the helicopter.”
“Yes Sir.”
The man moved away and placed his finger on his ear piece to make the call.
“None of you need fear me,” Von Werner’s voice boomed out over the ship again, “Or my men. We are merely professionals doing a job.”
Now his eyes went to the sarcophagus for the first time. He went to it, his palms outstretched.
“Ah it is beautiful is it not? This was my grandfather’s life’s work. To find the resting place of one of history’s most famous men and to know he almost succeeded.”
Hutchinson scowled at Von Werner. This was the first time the German had even looked at it.
’He’s not interested in it. It’s just a trophy to him.’
The sound of the helicopter returning was getting louder. Von Werner reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small leather bound and very well used notebook. He flipped open the little popper that held it shut and thumbed through the pages until he found what he was looking for. He began to study the pages with the sarcophagus before him. Hutchinson craned his neck to see. Von Werner noticed out of the corner of his eye.
“I see you’re interested in my little book. Well there’s no harm in you knowing. My grandfather kept this diary as a record of everything he ever did or found out about the sarcophagus, possible locations, events, legends, etc. He spent his whole life looking and he made notes of it all, even the most minute detail. He took it everywhere and yet ironically on this, which was to be his final journey, he left it behind. I keep it for sentimental reasons. For you see my dear fellow,” he said to Dennis,” You found the sarcophagus for me. All of you.”
Dennis’ reply was drowned out by the Lynx helicopter returning. It flew in low and landed on the heli-pad of the ’Volante’. Danilov glaring out of the windscreen at Dennis. Dennis swallowed hard, his future prospects didn’t look good. He was quite sure that Danilov would happily kill them all single handed. The helicopter engine was switched off and the rotors began to slow. Danilov climbed out carrying a large aluminium briefcase. He never once took his eyes off Dennis as he strode over. He looked Natalie up and down approvingly as he passed.
Von Werner was checking carved inscriptions with the pages of his notebook. He ran his hand over the cartouche while thumbing through pages searching. Nothing as yet matched. Nothing, recognisable.
’This has to be it. My grandfather wouldn’t, couldn’t, be wrong’
Danilov stopped a few feet away. Von Werner took a few steps back.
“This is it,” he said, “Prepare it to be lifted,” he ordered the team leader.
“Yes Sir.”
Three of his men jumped into action.
“So that’s it is it?” Hutchinson said, “You’re no more than a petty thief.”
“On the contrary,” Von Werner said, not in the least insulted, “I’m about to make you an offer you can’t refuse. Danilov!”
The huge Russian came forward and put the briefcase on a crate. He entered the combinations and the locks clicked open. He opened the case and moved away. Von Werner invited Hutchinson to the case. Inside there was a red digital display and a computer keyboard.
“I would like to offer you $5 million U.S. dollars for the sarcophagus or 3 million euros. Whichever you prefer. All you have to do is enter your bank address and account number and it is yours.”
Hutchinson stared at the display screen showing a row of zeros.
“As you can see,” Von Werner continued, “I am no thief.”
Natalie and the dive team watched with bated breath. What would their boss do. Five million dollars was what the institute made in about ten years. Von Werner moved aside to give Hutchinson some room. The American reached forward with his index finger poised near the keypad. He closed the finger, his hand now a loose fist. He turned his head in Von Werner’s direction. His eyes settled on the Nazi party badge, his gaze taking in the swastika. Hutchinson’s grandparents had been Jewish. Immigrants who’d arrived in the United states at the beginning of the twentieth century. He tore his eyes away from the hated symbol, once a sign of friendship used by the Romans, now the remnant of what was once evil in war torn Europe six decades ago, and looked up at Von Werner. The count stared back behind his small round spectacles, his eyebrows raised in surprise. Hutchinson not taking his eyes off the German took four steps back until he was alongside Dennis and Natalie. George stared at his boss open mouthed.
‘Has he gone mad? He should take the money offered, for our pay day. Now they will take the sarcophagus and the money and we’ll have nothing.”
George suddenly wished he had the power to negotiate, but he didn’t have the tongue for it.
Peter Dennis was also surprised.
’Five million dollars for something we know is only worth a few hundred. Whatever his reasons they must be good’
“Danilov!”
The huge Russian came forward.
“Put it back in the helicopter.”
Danilov closed the steel case and reset the combination locks. He carried it over to the Lynx and placed it behind the co-pilots seat. On his return he was carrying a Heckler and Koch G36. He reached into his black combat trouser thigh pocket and took out a suppressor and calmly fitted it to the gun. Dennis guessed this action was the start of general killing.
The ‘Volante’ crew now watched as Danilov and two others set about dismantling the outboard motors on the dinghy. They pushed the engines over the side where they slipped into the deep. Next Danilov stood back and fired a burst into each of the ship’s life rafts puncturing them. Ali and his crew stood by helpless. The team leader returned.
“Everything is done Herr Count.”
“Thank you.”
Von Werner faced Hutchinson.
“You may regret not taking my money. It was a genuine offer. Now I will take the artefact for free. You may begin loading the helicopter. Take the sarcophagus first and then these crates,” he instructed the team leader.
“Yes Herr count. Do you want me to open them first to see if they’re of value?”
“No there is no time. Just take them. We can get rid of them later if they’re of no use.”
Von Werner extended his hand to Natalie.
“It’s time for us to leave my dear. If you’d be good enough to join us.”
Dennis got in front of her and held her behind him.
“What?” she asked.
“My dear Fraulein we can hardly sail away with our prized possession without an insurance policy. I need to take one of you with us. I mean after all I can’t leave you all here to contact the authorities. So you will be my insurance.”
“Don’t move Nat,” Dennis said.
“You’ve got what you came for,” Hutchinson shouted across the deck.
“Indeed I have. Your ship’s communications and guidance controls have been neutralised by a virus we’ve installed. You will be unable to pursue us. Your ship’s position is currently being given as ten miles from here. Even your mobile phones won’t work.”
Hutchinson reached into his pocket.
“Please feel free to try.”
There was no signal obtained. On anyone’s.
“You will be quite alone out here once we’ve left. Now please miss Feltham. I’m a busy man!”
“Stay where you are Natalie. Nobody is going with you,” Hutchinson said to Von Werner as he moved in front of her and alongside Dennis.
“Danilov!”
The Russian pointed the Heckler and Koch as he advanced on them.
“Take me!” Dennis blurted out.
He stood directly in front of Danilov who now shouldered the sub machine gun. He grabbed Dennis in both hands and was about to throw him bodily out of the way.
“Danilov wait,” Von Werner called.
The big Russian let Dennis go. Von Werner came closer.
“What did you say Mr Dennis?”
“I said take me instead.”
“May I remind you that I am a professional doing my job. I assure you Miss Feltham will not be harmed. I could not hurt such beauty….”
He tried to touch her face but she pulled her head away.
“….Miss Feltham will be put down, blindfolded, but quite unharmed at a neutral port. She will be quite safe. I give you my word.”
“If you’re a gentleman as you say you are then take me as a hostage. You don’t need the girl.”
“Now there’s a thought. How very gallant of you. How very English.”
Danilov was bored with all these mind games.
’Why can’t we just kill them all now?’ he was thinking.
“Very well Mr Dennis,” Von Werner said, “I shall use you as a hostage.”
He looked at Danilov.
“Take them both.”
“Wait a minute. That wasn’t part of the agreement.”
Von Werner reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out a small Beretta pistol and levelled it at waist height.
“Who said we had an agreement? Now move!”
Dennis knew he had no choice.
“It’ll be all right,” he said to Natalie, cradling her face in his hands. He turned and led her towards the steps and down to the small boats waiting. Danilov right behind. Von Werner raised a hand and said in a cheery voice.
“Thank you gentlemen for your hospitality. I bid you good day.”
“I swear to you if anything happens to them.” Hutchinson shouted after him but Von Werner was now too far away to hear it.
Once in the boat and away Dennis looked back at the ‘Volante’, apparently now adrift, stricken, the crew still safely on board. He tore his eyes away and looked at Danilov. The big man just stared back coldly. Dennis stared at him for thirty seconds or so and finally tutted, rolled his eyes and focused back on the ‘Volante’.
‘There must be something they can do,’ he was thinking.
The three little boats were zipping across the water towards the ‘Wavecrest’ flat out. Natalie rubbed the goose pimples on her arms. The wind was making her cold. Her nipples had become hard and were pressing through her vest. This had not gone unnoticed by Danilov who was looking at them, his mouth open. She caught him looking and tried to cover herself with her arms. Dennis, sitting directly behind her, leaned forward and spoke into her ear.
“Are you cold?”
She half turned and nodded. He reached around her, held her close and rubbed her skin to help. This stirred Danilov even more. His tongue flicked out over his lips. Natalie saw it and fought the urge to vomit.
Dennis was now studying the ’Wavecrest.’ As their boat got near he could see it was much bigger than the ’Volante.’ The two domes, one at the bow and the other at the stern, he could now see were machine guns. Once on deck he could see more crew members.
“How many crew does your ship carry?” Dennis asked.
Von Werner only replied with a smug grin. Dennis guessed it had to be at least forty. He also noted that he couldn’t see any of them carrying arms.
’That’s good,’ he thought, “But there are fifteen that are.”
“What?” Natalie asked. He hadn’t realised he’d said the latter out loud.
“I can’t see any of the crew carrying weapons. While we’re here use your eyes and ears. Make mental notes of everything, even something that seems insignificant could help us if opportunity arises.”
“Opportunity?”
“Yes. I intend to escape if I can, we can, don’t you?”
She suddenly felt a thrill rush through her.
“It’s like being in the movies. Is your life always like this?”
“Sometimes. Though I never get the girl.”
“Well this time you may have Mr Dennis.”
“No talking,” Danilov said shoving Dennis in the back. Dennis whirled round on him.
“You know Danilov you really are a nasty bastard aren’t you?”
He didn’t even attempt to duck the fist that landed squarely on his chin.

CHAPTER FORTY ONE

“Peter! Peter! Wake up.”
Natalie was vigorously shaking his arm. He was laying on his back on a bunk where Danilov had dropped him. The Russian had carried him there after knocking him out. Dennis turned his head this way and that.
“Where? Where am I?” he groaned.
“Peter it’s me Natalie. You’re safe.”
“Are we alone?” he asked still groaning.
“Yes.”
He opened his eyes and suddenly shot up out of the bed, startling her with his so sudden recovery. He checked the door. It was locked from the outside. They were in a cabin with two bunks and a ridiculously small toilet. He went over to the window to inspect it. It was permanently fixed and wouldn’t open. He stopped to look at her. She was staring at him open mouthed.
“Are you all right?”
“Of course.”
“But Danilov knocked you out.”
He winked at her.
“I was pretending.”
He rummaged through the room looking for anything of use.
“Pretending?”
“Yes.”
He was searching the toilet area again. He stopped and looked in her direction.
“Sorry. I had to. That’s the only way I could get this off him.”
He reached into his back jeans pocket and threw a small object to her. She caught it and turned it over in her hand.
“My phone,” she said.
“Yes. But still no signal. We need to get topside.”
“How did you get this? Danilov took it from me.”
“I saw him put it in his pocket. That’s why I pretended he’d knocked me out. He really is an oaf. I guessed that he’d carry me somewhere like here and I hoped he wouldn’t feel me take your phone from his pocket. I just hope he doesn’t remember it too soon.”
Tears were building in her eyes.
“I thought he’d hurt you.”
He hugged her close and they kissed.
“Sorry,” he said, “But it was necessary.”
She nodded.
“Ok. But if you’re going to do anything like that again try to let me know first please.”
“Hope I don’t have to,” he said rubbing his chin, “Not sure I can take many more of his hits. I’m surprised he didn’t break my jaw. Now can you give me a hand I think this pipe is loose.”
He got down by the toilet, took a small coin from his jeans front pocket and turned the toilet’s water supply off.. He then put a foot against the wall and pulled the metal pipe that allowed water in to the toilet off. The water from the toilet poured onto the floor. He lifted the cistern lid. It wasn’t refilling.
“Good,” he said, “Now we just need someone to open the door.”
* * *
Danilov waited until the helicopter had dropped the sarcophagus safely on the stern of the ’Wavecrest’ before leaving. He knew that Von Werner’s attention would be totally absorbed by the artefact and he was sure he wouldn’t be missed. He had unfinished business. He couldn’t stop thinking about the girl. He couldn’t get the image of her nipples straining against her vest out of his head. He felt himself harden at the thought and he knew as he descended the stairs that one way or another he had to have her. He was hoping that Dennis was still out cold. He would have to bind him if not. A sick grin spread itself across his face.
‘Maybe I should make him watch’
He turned the corner of the corridor and saw the guard he’d posted. The guard was alert and saw Danilov approaching.
“Has there been any trouble?” the Russian asked.
“No sir.”
“You’re relieved.”
“Yes Sir.”
The guard raced past Danilov, only too keen to be away from him. He sprinted up the stairs and was gone. Danilov checked the corridor, there was no one else near.
Inside the cabin Peter Dennis and Natalie were just remaking the bunk. He had successfully hidden the piece of metal pipe down the side of the single mattress so it would be easy to get to but not noticeable unless a thorough search was made. They stopped and both looked towards the door.
“Did you hear voices?” he whispered.
She nodded and whispered back.
“I think so.”
He put his finger to his lips and then pointed to the window. She moved to it as he quickly lay back on the bunk. The door was unlocked and though she was shaking she turned slowly. Danilov entered the cabin. He took in her figure. A quick glance at Dennis who was laying as before.
“Has he woken at all?”
She shook her head.
He nudged Dennis who only groaned, gave a half snore and didn’t move again.
“You did hit him really hard,” she said stepping towards him. She squeezed his upper arm, feeling his biceps.
“You must be so strong,” she said, “I love strong men.”
“Eh!”
Danilov wasn’t sure he was hearing correctly. He suddenly reached forward and grabbing her around the waist he pulled her towards him. She let out a small squeal. He tried to kiss her but she turned her head. He pressed his face into her hair and smelled it. She pretended to warm to his touch. She managed to look round him, at the bunk. Dennis was watching. Danilov started to turn to see what she was looking at but she pulled his face back, gave him a wink, and dropped to her knees in front of him. He felt her fondling at his zip and he closed his eyes and put his head back. A large grin spread across his mouth as the zip was pulled down fast.
Dennis hit him as hard as he could across the back of the head with the pipe. Danilov’s eyes flashed open and he bellowed in pain. Natalie dived out of the way. Stunned and dazed Danilov tried to turn while fumbling for his handgun. Natalie wrestled it off him as Dennis hit him hard again. A strange animal sound was coming from his mouth. Slowly the Russian sank to his knees. Dennis hit him hard for a third time across the back of the head and this time the iron pipe shattered. The big man pitched forward onto his face. His dark blood pumped across the floor of the cabin. He twitched twice and was still. Blood coming from his ears, nose and mouth. Dennis’ hands were stinging from the blows. He studied the shattered pipe.
“Is he dead?” Natalie asked.
“I hope so or he’s going to be in one hell of a mood when he wakes up.”
Natalie suddenly found herself pointing the Glock handgun at the back of the Russian’s head. Dennis threw what was left of the pipe still in his hands onto the bed. He saw her hands shaking, holding the, to her, strange weapon.
“Bastard!” she said, “How dare you put your hands on me.”
“Go on,” Dennis said, “Pull the trigger. Two seconds and it will all be over.”
She pointed the pistol harder, the muscles in her arms taut. Then she started sobbing and the gun was lowered. Dennis held her close while she cried into his chest.
“Let it all out,” he said soothingly.
“I feel dirty.”
She rushed over to the tiny wash basin and turned the tap and frantically began scrubbing her hands.
“I….I….need to wash my hands,” she continued, her tears dripping from her cheeks. Dennis knew how she was feeling.
“Natalie we need to go,” he said kindly.
“I don’t think I’ll ever be able to wash this off.”
He took her hands and held them up to her face.
“Look at them,” he shook them firmly, “Look at them!”
She took her eyes off his to look at her hands.
“See,” he said, “No blood.”
“I’ve never seen anyone killed before.”
“Just remember Danilov wouldn’t have thought twice about killing you or raping you or killing me. He would have done it with a smirk on his face. Do you agree?”
She looked at the prone body on the floor. Then she felt stupid for her tears.
“Yes I know he would.”
“It was him or me.”
“Yes.”
He grabbed her hand and went for the door.
“Come on,” he said, leading the way.
Outside the cabin the corridor was empty. Dennis released the safety catch on the Glock and led her out into the passageway to the end. They paused at the bottom of the stairs. Dennis motioned for her to stay back and he ascended slowly to the next deck. The coast was clear and he waved her up. They waited together at the top of the stairs.
“You know you played your part well, back then I mean, with Danilov. You should have been an actress.”
“Who said I was acting.”
Now he glared at her. His mouth open. She smiled.
“I’m joking.”
“That’s a relief!”
For a moment he’d thought she was serious.
“Is the way clear?”
“I think so.”
She was about to go first but he stopped her.
“Wait!”
He pulled her back. A door had opened halfway along the corridor. It was a guard coming out of the lavatory. Dennis knew he had to move now or when the door closed they would be seen. The man turned and closed the door and glanced up as Dennis crashed into him. Dennis punched him twice in the face forcing the man around. Dennis grabbed his forehead from behind and pulled him to the ground. The guards head hit the floor with a sickening smack.
“Quick! Help me get him back into the toilet.”
Natalie approached slowly.
“Is he dead too?”
Dennis paused. The man’s chest was still moving.
“No just unconscious. Get his legs for me.”
Together they bundled the inert form into the cramped cubicle. Dennis quickly unbuttoned his own shirt, took off the man’s black shirt and put it on. He lifted the strap of the Heckler and Koch MP5 over the guards shoulders and checked it for ammunition. It was a full clip. He took the Glock out of his pocket.
“Do you know how to use one of these.”
She was absolutely terrified but knew she had no choice but to take it.
“If you need to fire it just release this,” Dennis demonstrated by releasing the safety catch, “point it and pull the trigger. The recoil will snap your hand and arm back so use both hands ok.”
“No.”
“You’ll be fine.”
He crammed the guard’s black cap down onto his head.
“This should fool them long enough for me to act if we’re caught.”
He closed the toilet door and made for the stairs.
“We need to get to the top deck to use your phone. Stay close to me.”
They sprinted up the steps to the next level. Natalie keeping as close to him as she could. Terrified as she was she couldn’t help smiling at the rush of adrenalin. She felt safe with Dennis, she knew he’d get them out of this somehow.
They made it to the top deck and huddled out of sight. Dennis took her phone from her. The screen was still showing no signal. He tried calling out but it was still jammed. A quick glance from cover revealed that all attention from the ’Wavecrest’ crew was focused on the sarcophagus which was being covered with a tarpaulin ready for its long journey to wherever Von Werner was taking it. Dennis checked again and seeing no one was near he grabbed Natalie’s hand and ran out into the open making for the nearest containers and cover. They stopped dead in their tracks as two Tunisian fighter planes screamed past on the starboard side. The noise was deafening. Everyone on the ’Wavecrest’ had stopped what they were doing to watch them. The Lynx helicopter was halfway between the two ships carrying a crate of the artillery shells. As the noise from the planes receded the sound of a siren drifted across the water. Tunisian navy gunboats were heading towards them. Behind the boats the port of Gabes.
An anguished roar of pain came from behind Natalie and Dennis. They spun around. Danilov was in the doorway, blood covering half his face. Dennis raised the MP5 but Danilov fired first. The G36 spluttering once. The bullet caught Dennis high in the right arm, spinning him and throwing him to the deck. The MP5 clattering out of reach.
“Peter!” Natalie screamed.
She started to run to him but Danilov caught her in two strides. He threw his machine gun down and slapped her hard across the face stunning her. She fell to the deck. Dennis looked up at the bright blue sky. High overhead seagulls were circling. He turned his head. The bullet had scraped his arm. There was a little blood, nothing more. But it burned. Then he saw Natalie’s head bounce off the deck. A low growl escaped his lips. Like an automaton he got to his feet. He rushed at Danilov and hammered blows into the big man’s ribs and face. He succeeded in making the Russian stagger back a step or two. Then Danilov stood his ground and smashed his fist into the English man’s face. Dennis was sent flying. Danilov hawked and spat blood. The pain in his head was excruciating. He rushed at Dennis and catching hold of him by the shirt he picked him up and threw him fifteen feet across the deck. There could be no doubt now. This fight was to the death. Danilov wouldn’t stop now until Dennis was dead. Of that the journalist was sure.
Von Werner’s attention had been taken up by the approaching Navy boats. One of his men tapped him on the shoulder.
“Eh?”
Von Werner turned and now saw the fight. He saw the girl laying on the deck also watching. Danilov stomped to where Dennis lay and picking the Englishman up again he punched him in the face. A stream of spittle and blood splashed the deck from Dennis’ mouth. Danilov threw him across the deck again and followed closely behind. This time he kicked Dennis in his previously injured ribs. Dennis did a barrel roll, now he was winded. Danilov kicked him again and again and again. Finally Dennis ended up on his back retching and coughing up blood.
Some of Von Werner’s men started to run towards the combatants but he put up a hand and stopped them.
“Wait!” he shouted.
It wouldn’t take Danilov long now to kill the lesser man and Von Werner smiled. Danilov was mocking Dennis. The cat that toys the mouse. He was taunting him though they were too far away for Von Werner to hear the words.
Dennis, on his knees, was very slowly getting to his feet. Danilov picked him up in both hands by the neck and began strangling him. Dennis, already winded, couldn’t breathe and he felt himself fading fast. He summoned up the last reserves of his strength and tried to tear away the hands that were throttling him but Danilov was too strong. Then in a last, supreme effort Dennis dug his fingertips into the large gash on the back of the large Russian’s head. He dug his fingers in so deep he felt warm blood gush over his hands. Danilov roared with pain and let go. Dennis scrabbled at the Russian’s military fatigues as he fell to the deck. Dennis’ lungs screamed for breath and he sucked in a large gulp of air with the vital seconds now afforded him. Danilov frantically wiped at the blood, his blood, flowing into his eyes, blinding him. Then he saw his prey and rushed at him, readying the kill. When he was two feet away Dennis suddenly sprang up and thumped him in the chest. Dennis hadn’t hit him that hard but Danilov suddenly sensed the blow had hurt him. He tried to pick Dennis up again but suddenly found he couldn’t move his left arm. His breath was now coming in short gasps. He tried to take a deep breath and felt fire in his throat. He saw his opponent slowly stand in front of him, suddenly unafraid of him. A look of puzzlement crossed the Russian’s brow. He felt tired, more tired than he ever had been before. A series of short pains racked his chest. He was having trouble breathing. He looked down and saw the hilt of the knife, his knife, sticking out of his chest. For the first time in his life he felt very afraid. He knew the knife had pierced his heart. Knew he was dying. He reached out a hand to Dennis.
“Help me please,” he said, his words faltering.
Dennis smirked at him then took a step back and placed a well aimed kick catching Danilov right between the legs. The huge Russian grunted and crashed to his knees. His eyes rolled upwards in his head and he pitched forward onto his face, driving the six inch blade deeper into his heart.
Dennis spat on the body.
“Go fuck yourself!”
He heard Natalie sob once and holding his ribs he limped over to her and helped her up. The sound of someone clapping slowly made them turn. Von Werner was twenty paces away, his handgun levelled at them. Slowly he came on.
“What am I to do with you?”
He nodded as he passed the Russian’s corpse.
“Ah I see you have killed Danilov for me.”
“For you?” Dennis enquired.
“Why yes. You see Danilov has a rather large bounty on his head. I of course intended to collect it after my business here was done.”
Dennis was confused.
“I thought Danilov was your right hand man.”
“Oh he was. But you see my dear Mr Dennis he was becoming quite uncontrollable. He was what you English would call a, uh, yes, a loose cannon.”
He chuckled at his own humour.
“Yes I like that expression. You English are full of these sayings.”
“There’s another expression we’re fond of and you’re full of it.”
Von Werner pretended to be amused at this also.
“That’s very good Mr Dennis. Very good indeed. But as I was saying Danilov wasn’t working as a member of the team anymore. He acted against my instructions on more than one occasion and my men were unsettled.”
“Well in about five minutes time your men are going to be arrested by Tunisian special forces.”
“Oh really. Is that so? And exactly who do you think called the security services?”
Dennis thought for a moment. He had assumed that Ali on the ‘Volante’ had somehow got a signal out. Not for one second did he consider that Von Werner may have called them.
“You did it?”
Von Werner chuckled.
“I’m enjoying this,” he said, “That’s right Mr Dennis I called them.”
He threw his arms out in a gesture.
“After all why wouldn’t I. This is my ship, my crew, my personal army, my helicopter, my sarcophagus. So you can imagine my surprise at finding my head of security murdered by a journalist, a spy, a mercenary, call yourself what you will, and an archaeologist stowed aboard my ship trying to steal my property.”
“They’ll never believe it.”
“And then after you murdered my head of security Mr Danilov you were seeking out your next target. Me!”
“That’s ridiculous. I would never murder anyone.”
“But you did kill Mr Danilov.”
“That was in self defence.”
“Indeed it was.”
A strange look came over Von Werner’s face.
“But before he died, despite the knife in his chest, Mr Danilov managed to fire off some rounds which killed the renegade reporter and his very beautiful assistant the lovely Miss Feltham, before they could kill me. Such a waste,” he said sighing, trying to stroke her hair. She moved out of his reach.
“You’re mad.”
“On the contrary Mr Dennis. I am a genius.”
“Even geniuses can be mad you know.”
“I assure you I am not mad, just very clever. When you think about it I now have in my possession the most sacred artefact in archaeology and what have I had to do to get it? Hmm?” he asked them both individually, “Not much. You see you people did all the hard work for me. You explored all the wrecks, eliminating them one by one. You recovered the item. All I had to do was take it from you. Genius really, as I’ve already said. You know Miss Feltham it really is a shame that I have to kill you. I really would like to have you as part of my team. But I’m very sure you’d never agree to it somehow.”
“You’re dead right,” Dennis replied for her.
Von Werner pointed the gun in Dennis’ face.
“Dead being the appropriate word.”
“You’re missing one thing Herr Werner.”
The gun never wavered.
“And what is that?”
“It’s not the right sarcophagus.”
The eyebrows, sighting down the pistol, both went up.
“What?”
“It’s not Alexander’s sarcophagus,” Natalie cut in.
“Is this some sort of trick?”
“Look at it,” Natalie invited.
“It has to be the one,” Von Werner lowered the gun, “You took it from the ’Tangipito’. It has to be the one.”
“We did take it from the ’Tangipito’ but it’s the wrong sarcophagus. It was made for a Nectanebo. He was either a lesser pharaoh or just someone important but it’s not Alexander.”
Von Werner was shaking his head.
“You’re lying.”
“Why would I lie. You already have it. What would I gain for lying? You’re going to kill us for something that’s worthless.”
“Enough! Now you die!”
There was a sudden burst of machine gun fire and one of his men at the top of the steps from the middle deck went down, his chest riddled with bullets. A voice coming through a megaphone cut across the deck.
“This is the Tunisian navy. You are surrounded. Prepare to be boarded. Throw down your weapons.”
The Lynx helicopter hovered in low, carrying the last crate of shells from the ’Volante.’ It stopped directly above Von Werner. The 20mm cannons suddenly burst into life, strafing the top of the steps where Tunisian seals were preparing to ascend.
Von Werner was backing slowly away from Dennis and Natalie. He looked at the sarcophagus. He couldn’t believe his ears.
“Listen to her!” Dennis was shouting above the noise of the Lynx, “It’s not the right one!”
Von Werner was thinking of his grandfather.
“You poor man! You didn’t find it!”
The Lynx fired its machine guns again.
No one heard or saw the sidewinder missile that caught the Lynx in mid-air. The two jets screamed past again. The helicopter exploded and plummeted to the deck. Dennis grabbed Natalie and they dived for cover in the nick of time. The Lynx landed on the crate of shells and they exploded blasting Von Werner burning and screaming into the sea. The Tunisian seals rushed up the stairs and moved into formation.
“This is major Al-Assad. Throw down your weapons,” their officer said through his loudhailer.
Von Werner’s men did as they were told. They were quickly surrounded and the ’Wavecrest’ was made secure by more marines who stormed through the ship. A group of them rushed to tackle the burning Lynx. Jim Hutchinson suddenly appeared at the top of the steps. Dennis saw him first and he turned Natalie’s head. Her face broke into a large grin. They made their way to him and he met them halfway. He embraced them both.
“Are you both all right?”
Dennis kissed Natalie on the lips. Right there in front of everyone.
“I know I am,” he said.
They all laughed.
“It’s good to see you Jim.”
“What I don’t understand,” Dennis said, “Is that Von Werner called the authorities. How did you get here?”
“One of Ali’s men had a stomach upset and he was, well I don’t want to go into too much detail, coming out of the lavatory. He confronted one of Von Werner’s men. There were only a few left on board you see the others already having left. A fight ensued and our man was able to knock his opponent out and take his gun. He took another by surprise and gained another gun. With these the rest of the crew were able to overpower the rest. This done Captain Ali was able to sound the alarm using their equipment and divert Major Al-Assad’s task force to the ’Volante.’ Once we filled him in with the relevant details of what had happened he came to take the ‘Wavecrest’”
Another officer came on board. He was wearing military fatigues like his men. Unlike his men he was wearing a red beret and sunglasses. On his shoulders the rank of General. Major Al-Assad rushed up to him, saluted, and made his report. The General listened without interrupting then nodded when Al-Assad finished.
“Good work Major. Take these men into custody. Take this ship back to Gabes. Make arrangements for the other ship to be towed in if it can’t be repaired at sea. The crew may stay on it if they wish. Arrange hotel accommodation for them if necessary. We’d better keep them until the interior minister has spoken to them. Dismissed.”
Al-Assad saluted and rushed off to carry out his orders. The General glanced around the deck, his arms folded behind his back. Then he lowered his head and looked out over the top of his sunglasses. His eyes lit up and a huge grin spread across his face. He headed towards the group of three.
“Jim,” he called.
Hutchinson turned.
“Ben! Ben I don’t believe it.”
He shook the General’s hand vigorously.
Hutchinson saw the looks from Dennis and Natalie.
“Oh I’m sorry. Natalie. Peter. This is my friend Ben Rashid Al-Din. We were at university together.”
Al-Din nodded at Dennis and flashed strong white teeth at Natalie. Von Werner’s body was brought up on deck and dumped at the General’s feet. The skin had been burnt to a crisp and was now soaked. Where the skin was broken it bled. The once elegant white suit was blackened. Natalie couldn’t bear to look at the corpse and she turned her face away. General Ben Rashid Al-Din gazed down at the corpse. He nodded at one of his men to search the body.
“Do we know who he is?”
“His name is Count Otto Brest Von Werner. This is his ship.”
The man frisking the body reached inside the jacket and pulled out the brown leather bound book and handed it to the General.
“What’s this?” Al-Din said turning it over and undoing the little popper that held it shut. He thumbed through the pages.
“It’s mine,” Dennis said, “He took it from me,” he lied.
Al-Din studied the writing and sketches briefly and then handed it to the journalist.
“Very well Mr?”
“Peter Dennis General.”
Al-Din looked over the top of his sunglasses again.
“I believe I have heard your name.”
“Really?” Dennis doubted it.
“Yes it was….” The General glanced up at the sky in thought, “….Now I remember. There was an article in the Tunisian national newspapers about a Peter Dennis who said the tomb of Alexander the Macedonian was buried in my country. It was two days ago. Tell me have you found it yet?”
Hutchinson laughed. He clapped a hand on the General’s shoulder.
“That my friend is another story.”
Dennis watched Hutchinson and the General leave. He walked over to the sarcophagus.
’So many people have fought and died over this,’ he said to himself, ’and it was all for nothing. The Romans, the Germans, the British, Wurtz, Koenig, young Johnny Larder, Von Brest, Von Werner, my grandfather Alfred Dennis.’
For a moment he could almost hear his grandfather’s laughter. Natalie appeared alongside him and took his hand.
“Peter are you coming?”
He turned and smiled at her.
“Yes.”
Arm in arm they walked across the deck and down the stairs to the boat waiting below.

EPILOGUE

THE WESTERN DESERT, TUNISIA
Peter Dennis removed his hat and wiped a sleeve across his forehead. His skin sore from the mixture of sand, dust, sweat and sunburn. Men all around him working, digging, scraping, carrying. They had relocated to a point on the map left as a clue by Doctor von Brest more than sixty years before. Dennis unscrewed a plastic bottle top and drained the last of his water. He crushed the bottle and replaced the top to minimise the waste and trudged over to a makeshift workstation.
Natalie sat at a table alone. She was working with a laptop protected by plastic sheeting. Despite this she still had to blow frequently to clear dust from its keys. Dennis put his hand on her shoulder and gently massaged her neck. She closed her eyes and pushed her shoulders up to her ears, stretching aching muscles. It felt good. She looked up at him and he bent down and kissed her briefly on the lips.
“How’s it going?” she asked.
“Well we’re no nearer to finding it. We just need one thing, the smallest clue, just one glimpse of anything other than sand,” he replied looking at the points on the laptop screen, “Are these the areas we’ve already searched?”
“Yes the green dot is our current location. The red are the failed ones. Now look if I superimpose the map of 1942 over it you can now see where the Germans dug slightly to the West.”
“Are we absolutely sure of this position?”
“Yes look,” she said picking up a photocopy of a sheet of paper “Von Brest was adamant that this would be the last location. This is translated from ancient hieroglyphs. It was recorded by Napoleon’s army over two hundred years ago. It describes the desert as having a crescent cut into its floor. Now I know that is nowhere to be seen but it also describes the mountains as having a bowl cut out of them,” she pointed ahead to where a semi-circular depression could clearly be seen on the skyline, “That has to be it.”
“But the crescent in the floor,” Dennis said.
“Has got to be here somewhere,” Hutchinson said. He had joined them and was standing to Peter’s left. Natalie clicked on documents and brought up an image from Google. The picture on the screen was a drawing from the time of Napoleon’s army. It clearly showed a crescent shape in the desert floor.
“Then that has to be directly ahead of us somewhere,” Dennis said to the screen.
“Agreed,” from Hutchinson. He leaned over Natalie’s shoulder and brought up another image. Another drawing, much older.
“That drawing is dated 1799. It was drawn by Napoleons historians. This one is by an Italian explorer, Savanarola Di Marco, dated 1650.”
“They look similar,” Dennis said “Obviously the older one looks more primitive. Probably due to the poor quality writing materials available at the time.”
“Without a doubt. Do you notice how the crescent is much deeper in the older illustration?”
“Yes.”
“Then I’m convinced that we are looking at a gorge or possibly a small canyon.”
“Then where is it today?”
Hutchinson moved back away from the screen.
“Buried!”
Natalie and Dennis turned to look at him.
“It’s lost,” he said “Buried forever. Napoleon’s army reported a large sandstorm that almost destroyed them. Over half the battalion was lost, buried alive in swirling sand.”
“Could it do that?”
“Oh yes. There is a famous case of a two thousand camel caravan that disappeared never to be seen again.”
“Imagine that,” Dennis replied.
“Surely if the Romans had lost a legion of men custodian of Alexander’s sarcophagus out here in a desert storm they would have made a record of it.”
“They probably did Peter,” Natalie said.
“Then where would that be?”
“Probably destroyed along with thousands of other records when their great library at Alexandria burned to the ground.”
“That’s a pity.”
“Yes. Priceless records were lost forever. Amongst them undoubtedly what we’re looking for.”
“Why did it burn down?”
“It was destroyed by Julius Caesar who set fire to the Alexandrian fleet in the harbour. The fire spread and the library was engulfed. Four hundred thousand scrolls of recorded history went up in flames.”
“I thought Caesar was one of the good guys.”
“He never recorded its destruction in his ’The civil wars’. He probably felt that it would be damaging to his reputation. Even later writers didn’t record its demise.”
“There must be something left, in Alexandria I mean,” Dennis said.
“Unfortunately in the middle ages there were a series of earthquakes and floods and most of ancient Alexandria is now under thirty feet of sea.”
“I’m afraid it is lost forever,” Hutchinson said.
“Then all we can do is hope that we find what we‘re looking for.”
There was a sudden rush of excitement as the hired diggers found something and they rushed forward to encircle their find. A supervisor shouted across to Hutchinson. He, Natalie and Dennis raced over and pushed their way to the front.
“What have they found?” Dennis said.
Hutchinson stood looking down at the rusted metal. He got down onto his knees and brushed sand away with his hand. He stopped when he exposed the empty headlight socket. He got to his feet, disappointment on his face.
“Something your grandfather may have been interested in,” he said.
Dennis recognised the unmistakeable grill of the Willy’s Jeep.
“Do you want us to uncover it?” the supervisor asked.
Hutchinson swiped his thigh with his hat.
“No leave it. It’s unimportant. Continue the search.”
Slowly they made their way back to the tent.
“I thought we’d found something then,” the American said.
Natalie touched his arm.
“We’ll find it Jim. I’m sure of it.”
Dennis looked out at the workers. He held his hand up in front of his face to block out the sun. A lone figure was crouching on a nearby sand dune. Dennis watched him for a while. The man’s Dromedary standing nearby. Dennis could see the barrel of a rifle jutting up above the man’s right shoulder.
“It looks like we have a visitor.”
Hutchinson and Natalie swung around and followed his gaze. They saw the nomad.
“Just a desert wanderer I expect. This kind of work always attracts the locals,” Hutchinson turned to a security guard, “Keep an eye on that man.”
On the dune the camelteer stood slowly and stretched his shoulders. He had been watching the activity for an hour. He had seen the steel machine exposed and that they had left it. It obviously wasn’t what they were looking for. He looked on without emotion.
’More foreigners to steal what they could from the desert’
He turned his animal and began walking away from the site. He stopped and checked the sun for position then set off at a slow pace along a depression in the ground that his ancestors had told him used to be a gorge.
THE END
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