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Аннотация
It’s the mid-1960s, and the Cold War is raging.

In Cumbria, a young aircraft designer has been killed under mysterious circumstances, and his fiancée wants answers.
She travels to London to visit Alex Swan, former intelligence officer with MI5, now running a services investigations department. With him is his colleague Arthur Gable, a recently retired Scotland Yard detective who is not quite ready to hang up his shingle just yet.
When Kate arrives at Swan’s office in London she has a harrowing tale.
James had been excited to work on the Rapier, a cutting edge top secret warplane dubbed by the press as the Silver Angel, being designed by Brinton Aviation.
He talked about it with her father, until one day stopped speaking of it. Kate sensed something was wrong, but was not prepared for the call she received from James, saying to her that he has seen the spectres and now they are after him.
Swan is puzzled, and starts to poke around. He learns that a US Government backed company has taken over part of Brinton Aviation to develop their own reconnaissance drone, the Python Hawk.
The program is all hush hush, but why is there an armed guard outside their door?
And what are the Spectres that James saw?
It is only after further related incidents that Swan realises that he’s onto something big and before he’s done, will uncover a secret society that dates back to the time of George Washington and the Revolutionary War.
On their agenda, is murder, espionage and a plan that could destroy the British aviation industry forever.

Wings of Death will have you cheering for Alex Swan, and wanting this sophisticated state of the art aircraft to soar into engineering history.


David Holman
Wings of Death

To my dear wife Kirstie and my beautiful daughters,
Victoria, Emily and Bethany- Anne.
For the things we have already achieved together
and for those that we are yet to achieve.


Chapter 1

Jack Hollingsworth crouched down beside the still figure lying on the concrete floor of the hangar and shone his torch into a blood stained face that he instantly recognised.
In a sudden state of shock, he moved the light onto his watch. Up to this unforeseen moment, the evening had started well for Jack, in what he thought would be another tedious evening of night duty.
Almost three hours ago, he had stopped reading and hastily rammed his copy of the Cumberland News under the reception desk. At Brinton Aviation Ltd this was almost what is known in the working world as knocking off time, and as a security guard, prepared himself for the onslaught of bodies that would hand in keys and grab for their cards to clock off from their shifts.
Then, the blast of the klaxon sounded, indicating the end of the shift, and he listened for the impending sound of the pounding feet and smell of cigarette smoke from the workforce that would soon pour through the double doors from the assembly and maintenance hangars, on their way out to transport buses, bicycles and for the management, the company cars in the car park.
Forty minutes later, he had seen the last of the day shift place their clock card into the machine and checked his watch. It was 6.00 pm. Hollingsworth knew by the empty key hooks on the wall, that a few people would still be in their offices. There was one particular hook that he could personally guarantee would not have the keys on it until usually around ten o’clock in the evening.
On some nights, he had not been collecting these keys until gone midnight, and there were even a few occasions when he had not received them at all. These keys belonged to the green room inside Hangar 2, and the current occupants of this room were the American officials assigned to a new reconnaissance drone project known as Python Hawk.
Hollingsworth didn’t really like Americans that much. He had every right to have this particular distaste for Britain’s friends across the pond, as his personal hatred was the very reason why for the last twenty-one years, he had been walking with a slight limp. A fateful night, which would forever be embedded in his memory.
* * *
In the spring of 1944, Hollingsworth, as an MP, had been on duty on an RAF station situated on the Suffolk and Essex border and a young American rear gunner, more commonly known as a Tail- End Charlie, had been part of a USAAF B-24 Liberator squadron returning with his crew from a short mission over Bremerhaven.
Following debriefing, the airman had dived onto his bunk in the tent to open his mail. He had opened the first letter with great excitement. It was from his sweetheart back in his home town of Kissimmee, a province near Miami in Florida, and the scent of Emmie-Lou Harris’ perfume was on the envelope. Hastily, he ripped open the back and extracted the folded letter. With a beaming smile on his face he read it, then with confusion, read it again, threw it down and wept. Airman Harry Pinner had been sent a Dear John.
Emmie-Lou, deciding that the pressure of him risking his life every night in a flying spam can, was too much for her to handle. She had now chosen to be the girl of Pinner’s arch rival Brad Grissom, who owned the local garage and therefore been exempt from call-up duty.
Pinner picked up the letter and pulled a Ronson flip lighter from his flying suit. Holding up the letter, he set it alight. Mesmerized by the curtain of flame as it moved across the paper from the corner, he allowed it to reach and burn his fingers. He then clenched his fist crunching up the remains of the letter, dousing the remaining flames to endure the final penance of pain for losing his girl to his high school nemesis. He opened his slightly scorched hand again, allowing the charred embers to cascade down to the tent floor, then he jumped down from his bunk, exited the tent and headed straight for the station’s mess bar.
Later that evening, Sergeant Jack Hollingsworth and his colleague Corporal Tony Savage, were having a friendly game of cards, when they received a call in the guardroom. The report from the mess was that a US airman had downed eight large bourbons, had an argument, then a fight with an RAF armourer, and after being told to leave and cool off by the bartender, had stolen a bicycle. The last sighting was of him riding out towards the stationary aircraft parked in the dispersal area.
Hollingsworth and Savage put on their red banded peaked caps, jumped into a jeep and headed out. As they approached the leviathan spectacle of stationary twin-engine bombers silhouetted in the moonlight, Savage pointed out to one of them that had its interior lights on. The rear crew entry door hung open, flapping gently in the slight breeze that blew across the airfield, and the stolen bicycle was propped up against the fuselage, just under the white star USAAF ensign. Inside the rear gun cupola, silent and still, sat Airman Harry Pinner, his arms resting on the breaches of two Browning machine guns.
Hollingsworth drove directly towards the aircraft in full view of the tail section and, like an escaping prisoner of war caught in the beam of a searchlight, the jeep’s headlights lit up the airman inside the small Perspex bubble.
Suddenly, the twin barrels of the Liberator’s machine guns spewed hot fire, hitting the front of the jeep, igniting both the grill and bonnet on impact. As the consistent barrage continued, the line of tracer fire begun to creep upwards, smashing through the Jeep’s windscreen, with broken glass flying in all directions.
Hollingsworth turned the jeep sharply to the left and slammed on the brake. Noticing that Savage had slumped forward, he turned to his colleague. Blood was pouring from a large wound at the side of Savage’s head. Hollingsworth knew instantly that his friend was dead. He rammed his foot on the brake pedal stopping the jeep and jumped out quickly, feeling a sudden sharp pain. He looked down and saw the gaping blood-filled hole in his trousers. A bullet from the Liberator’s rear guns had hit him below the knee. With the gunfire continuing, he clambered for cover, drawing his standard issue Webley .455 revolver from the holster on his hip. He crouched low behind another B-24 Liberator.
Pinner continued firing his machine guns, spraying the other parked aircraft with bullets. Some of these stray shots had shattered the windows of a parked US Army L-2 Grasshopper observation aircraft.
On the other side of the Grasshopper, Hollingsworth waited and checked that he was safe in his present position. Then abruptly, the firing ceased. There was a short interval, and then suddenly, a single shot rang out. He realised that the sound of the last shot was different from that of the .303 calibre Browning machine guns of the bomber, which he had endured for the last few minutes.
Cautiously, the MP took a peek to look at the rear of the Liberator, straining his eyes in the moonlight to detect any movement from inside the rear cupola. Squinting in the dark, he could just make out a figure slumped forward over the guns.
Later inspection would reveal that Pinner had taken his own life with just one bullet entering his skull from his personal Colt 45 pistol placed in his mouth, smearing the roof of the rear gun compartment with his blood and brain tissue.
Hollingsworth had then spent the next four weeks in hospital. The bullet that had hit him had shattered the lower part of his patella, leaving him to walk with a limp for the rest of his life.
Since then, there had been days, especially during the winter months, when the pain would be quite severe causing him great discomfort. He had also cursed the time spent in hospital, as this had prevented him from attending Savage’s funeral.
* * *
Almost twenty-one years later, this late January evening was one of those severe wintery times. He rose from his chair, grimacing as the sharp pain shot through him. Straightening himself, he grabbed his torch and clipboard ready for his first site check. The bi-hourly routine would take him to the offices of the main building, then across the apron to the hangars.
He descended the stairs and walked along the main corridor unlocking each office door with his master key and making a quick sweep of light with his torch. He then entered into the main hall used for corporate events such as the lectures and press conferences that introduced each new prototype. Once through the doors on the other side, he walked into the workforce canteen.
At the kitchen area, Hollingsworth entered a side room, switched on the light and placing his torch and clipboard onto the beige Formica work surface, picked up a kettle to fill it.
After a few minutes, he took his cup and saucer with the teaspoon half submerged and sat down at the table, reaching across and grabbing a half folded newspaper. An attempted crossword puzzle faced upwards, with various scribbled words around the edges of the grid. He opened the newspaper up in front of him, simultaneously stirring his tea, and settled into a report about the latest impending defence cuts. Ten minutes later, he rose from his chair, washed out his cup and placed it on the draining rack, then picked up his torch and on his clipboard, he ticked off the areas that he had checked including the kitchen.
Hollingsworth exited the canteen and made his way along the corridor, checking each side room. At the end of the long corridor, he had arrived to another hall. This was smaller than the canteen and was used as a meeting room, the tell-tale signs being the long oak table in the centre, surrounded by twelve matching high backed chairs. Closing the door, he ticked off all areas of the main building as being secure with nothing to report. His next port of call would now lead him outside to the hangars and the workshops.
Exiting through a side door, he faced the first of the three large hangars. Known more familiarly as The Magic Box, Hangar 1 was where it all happened. Where all of Brinton’s winged creations were brought to life. From the drawing boards in the Chief Engineer’s office perched on the overhanging mezzanine, to the assembly floor with the strategically placed support jigs. These particular jigs had been recently constructed to a significant specification, because on them, was the Brinton’s latest design.
To meet Air Ministry requirement OR559 for a high speed low level attack and reconnaissance aircraft, Brinton Aviation had been awarded the contract to build this machine. However, following political constraints regarding budgeting, the recently elected government had decided to amalgamate Brinton with two other aircraft manufacturers to jointly produce the project.
The directors at Brinton had campaigned against this, as it would mean a reduction in their own workforce, but despite taking this to the cabinet table of the newly elected British Government, it had been concluded that the amalgamation decision was set in stone. With what seemed a threat, the Ministry of Supply had bestowed Brinton with a somewhat threatening ultimatum: ‘amalgamate, or cease to be.’ A consolation from this was that the Cumbrian based plant would be the chosen location for the final assembly of the project. They would build the fuselage, engines and wings; the avionics would be produced by the other companies respectively.
The design was based around the BR- 101, a concept which had already been on the Brinton Aviation drawing board as their proposal to meet the requirement. Design teams from the other manufacturers had worked with the team at Brinton, and the assembly workforce had been hand-picked from all three companies. The maiden flight of the first prototype aircraft had taken place last November and was now on Flight 10 at RAF Pembridge.
Being a bit of an aviation buff himself, Hollingsworth had badgered Chief Engineer Howard Barnett for one of the specially commissioned promotional desktop scale models of the aircraft, which to Mrs Kay Hollingsworth’s annoyance was currently perched in the centre of their mantelpiece at home. For fear of damaging it during her cleaning sprees, she always by-passed it when attacking the area with the feather duster
Hollingsworth limped his way through the side door of the darkened hangar and shone his torch around the vast interior. He could walk over to the back to switch on the main lights, but as his leg was beginning to play up tonight, had decided to do a quick routine walk along the paths of yellow safety lines that snaked around the airframe assembly jigs.
He moved his light onto the workbenches, where neatly placed tools stood on the racks behind them. One of the other duties of night security officers, was to conduct a fire picket, ensuring equipment, such as oxyacetylene torches and gas bottles had been completely shut off.
Satisfied, he slowly walked over to the middle of the hangar where his beam fell onto the second BR- 101 prototype. She was almost fully completed, all set for her Roll Out- Day at the end of the month. Following this, there would be rigorous tests for her two engines before her first test flight. Directly behind her sat three partly assembled airframes. These were the third, fourth and fifth prototypes.
Hollingsworth moved around P-2 as it was known amongst the workforce, admiring the sleek and slender shape of the fuselage. His torch beam reflected like the sun off her polished metallic finish. Suddenly he slipped, momentarily losing his footing. The impact from this shot up his leg, aggravating his old war injury enough to silently curse the technicians who had failed to cover over this particular oil leak with sand before finishing their shift for the day. He vowed to write a report of the incident, and if needed, would present his shoe as evidence of this negligence.
Outraged, he lifted his foot and placed his fingers on the liquid as it dripped from the heel. Shining the torch to view the oil on his fingertips, he noticed that it had an opaque, deep reddish hue to it. Thoughts of his dead colleague and the US airman on that fateful night in the war returned to him. His eyes then followed his torch beam to the floor, and he gasped in horror. It was not lubrication oil; the security guard had stepped into a pool of blood.
Hollingsworth moved the light across the bloody mass, illuminating the lifeless body. Recognising who it was, he almost lost his grip on his torch. Crouching down, he reached for the man’s outstretched arm that rested half on a clipboard, and lifted the sleeve of the work coat to feel his wrist. There was no pulse. He limped painfully to the back of the hangar and reached out for the light switches, and as the straws of light across the roof flickered into life, picked up the receiver of the green telephone on the wall and waited for the operator to come on line. Then, on hearing her requesting voice, he instantly responded to her. ‘I need an ambulance!’

Chapter 2

In Whitehall, a double-decked Routemaster stopped at the rain swept metallic shelter, and at the back of the bus, the conductor bellowed Horse Guards Parade.
The passengers alighted, quickly buttoning up their coats and putting up their umbrellas to confront the early April shower; the rain was getting heavier, splashing on the already saturated pavement.
Kate Townsley crossed the road at the Cenotaph and, stopping to reach into the pocket of her soaked white plastic trench coat, pulled out a piece of blue notepaper. Raindrops hit the black script causing the ink to smudge as she read the address:
Mr A Swan
Services Investigations Department
7 Wellesley Mews
Whitehall W1

Holding the notepaper in her black kid-leather gloved hand, she walked down a side street next to the Banqueting House and then into a smaller street that came to a dead end. She climbed the two concrete steps and at the top, she quickly checked that the small brass plate matched the address on the piece of paper and pressed the bell.
Within a few seconds, the big black door opened and a largely built, balding elderly gentlemen in a dark grey pinstripe suit, smiled from the doorstep and addressed her with his distinctive, but friendly East London dialect. ‘You must be Miss Townsley?’
He stared sympathetically at her long wet brunette hair, as it clung to her head; the ends of it were resting on the glistening raincoat.
‘Mr Swan?’ Kate Townsley enquired.
The man smiled. ‘I’m Arthur Gable, Mr Swan’s associate. Won’t you come on in my dear, before you catch ya death.’ With an outstretched hand, he gestured to her, standing aside to allow the dripping wet young woman to enter into the lobby.
Kate crossed the threshold and walked inside through the hallway, gazing up at the paintings of Napoleonic battle scenes that climbed the walls of the staircase.
Gable ushered her to the stairs. ‘Please will you follow me, miss,’ commanded the big man.
She followed him up the stairs to a white glossed door and stood outside allowing him to knock, then a faint come in was heard from behind it. Gable opened the door and stood aside, letting Miss Townsley into the room where she was greeted by a tall thin man who had got up from an oak desk. He wore dark suit trousers and matching waistcoat with a white shirt and a green, red striped tie.
‘Miss Townsley. Alex Swan. Pleased to meet you. Do take a seat.’ He turned to his colleague. ‘Arthur, please be a good chap and take this young lady’s wet coat.’ He turned to her, asking if she would like some tea.
Kate Townsley gave an appreciative nod. ‘Yes please, that would be grand after the long journey,’ she replied in her Cumbrian brogue as she removed her coat to reveal a black sweater, grey knee length skirt, ribbed white tights and black leather calf boots. She handed her coat to Gable, who placed it on a wooden coat rack.
Swan turned again to his colleague. ‘Arthur, would you be so kind, dear fellow, and fetch the lady a cup of your finest?’ He sat back down at his desk; a matching suit jacket hung on the back of his chair. Kate relaxed herself, taking in the man sitting in front of her. She noticed that he was tall, in his late forties, had a clean shaven, thin and gaunt looking face with hazel coloured eyes, and a small mole at the side of his nose. Finally, she observed the salt and pepper coloured hair that was completely grey at the temples. This had instantly reminded her of the actor who played Alan Quartermain in King Solomon’s Mines, the first film that she saw with her family that had not been a Walt Disney cartoon. Swan gave her a friendly stare, however, having already had prior knowledge of her recent bereavement and reason for her visit, he knew that he had to be cautious for fear of upsetting her.
He decided to start with some small talk. ‘Your journey from Maryport was a pleasant one, I trust?’
Kate Townsley responded hesitantly, ‘Yes. As it happens, when I got on the train this morning at the station, the sun was shining.’
Swan interrupted, turning his head to look out of the rain marked window. ‘And by the time you arrived in London, the heavens had opened,’ he remarked.
Arthur Gable returned, carrying a tray supporting a silver teapot, three china cups and saucers, a jug of milk and a small bowl of sugar, he served the tea.
Swan leant back in his desk chair glancing at his guest in front of him. ‘Now, before we start Miss Townsley, I would like to express my deepest condolences to you for the recent tragic passing of your fiancé.’
Pausing to allow their client to gather her thoughts, Swan turned to his assistant sitting to the left side of the desk. ‘Arthur, I take it you have brought Nobby with you?’
Gable reached into the inside pocket of his double breasted suit jacket and taking out a small black notebook, replied with a smile.
‘Yes sir. You know me, Nobby and me never part company.’
Swan was irritated by the way his colleague addressed him. Ever since he had recruited the ex-Detective Sergeant to SID, he had insisted that he call him by his first name. Swan preferred things that way, noticing that it relaxed people. He then gazed at Kate Townsley’s puzzled expression. ‘Please excuse us Miss Townsley, Arthur, being an ex-officer of the Yard, has always given a nickname to his police notebooks since his beat days. A small yet amusing eccentricity I’m afraid. In the past we’ve had a Norman, a Nicholas, a Nathaniel and now we have a Nobby. I have asked him to take some notes while you tell us your reason for your visit.’
Kate smiled coyly, turning her head to Gable who was waving a pen across his opened cherished Nobby.
Swan rubbed his hands together. ‘Now Miss Townsley, please take your time and do not leave out any of the most minuscule detail, as every little thing will only aid us in our follow up work.’
Kate took a gulp of tea from her cup, then placed it down into the centre of the saucer.
Making herself comfortable in her chair, she looked down at the desk to recollect her thoughts. ‘Mr Swan, Mr Gable. In March last year, James and I had been engaged for three months. He proposed to me on the day that the company he worked for, Brinton Aviation, had just been awarded a government contract to come up with a design for a new warplane. He was ecstatic about this and we enjoyed an evening of celebration at the works social club. Afterwards, while walking me home, he spoke more about how this contract would see him right for the next thirty years. He would be part of the design team and see the project through upgrades.’ Kate then gave a little chuckle. ‘He even boasted about maybe being head of his team, when it came to replacing the plane in the nineteen nineties. His colleagues even had a silver pen inscribed for him: Move over HB, it said on the side of it, referring to his boss Howard Barnett. It was also the moment when he took my hand, went down on one knee and told me that it would be more than life itself, if I accepted his proposal to marry him. I accepted there and then. We then planned the wedding for early September and James worked hard on the designs for the contract, sometimes working all hours of the night. He idolised and respected his boss and mentor, who is a bit of a perfectionist, and seeing that two other firms were also coming up with designs; things had to be right.’
Swan clasped his hands and looked across at his assistant as Gable scribbled into Nobby. ‘I take it, Miss Townsley, we are now talking about the BR-101? Dubbed by the press as The Silver Angel.’
Kate instantly recognised the name of the plane. ‘That’s correct, Mr Swan.’
Swan nodded. ‘Please continue, and I will try to give the most minimum of interruption.’
Kate continued. ‘All through the summer of last year, everything was going smoothly. Then, one night, James came to my parent’s house very upset. We went into the kitchen and he asked my father if he had any scotch. My father poured him one and he sat down and told us that the three companies involved in the project had been ordered by the Government to merge to build the plane. A few members of his team at Brinton had already been laid off, with members of the other companies replacing them. You may already be familiar with this from press releases last year, Mr Swan.’
Swan nodded in confirmation.
Kate sighed. ‘Any rate, James was worried that his dream plans for us would be ruined; he was afraid that he, too, might be replaced at any day. But thankfully, he wasn’t, and in July last year, the design had been given the go ahead by the Ministry, and the BR-101 prototype went into production. James still continued to work hard on the project, as it needed to be ready for the maiden test flight, set for the beginning of October. I was heavily involved in helping my parents plan our wedding, so James and I hardly saw each other during August.’
Kate then paused as tears began to well in her eyes. ‘Then James came around to the house after almost two solid days at the works and told me that he would have to call off the wedding. The maiden flight was to be brought forward to September the fifteenth. That was our planned wedding day. The Ministry wanted a spectacle to mark the twenty-fourth anniversary of the Battle of Britain, so we talked that night and told my parents that we would postpone the wedding until spring this year. I was upset, but for James, this meant big things for him. He could concentrate on helping in getting the BR-101 airborne. As the day drew closer, James began to tell me less of the whole thing. He also mentioned that some American officials had come to visit the project office and spent some time with HB, but whenever they were in the office, no one else was allowed to enter. My father, who was most interested in how the project was going, often chatted with James over an evening brandy; sometimes to the early hours, and James would gladly give him updates. But suddenly, he began to say less and less to him. I confronted James about this silence all of a sudden, and he just snapped at me, shouting that he can’t tell me anything anymore and I should forget what he has already said about it. I respected his wish and no more was asked of him. My father could then only follow the press releases in the paper and what was said on the television.’
Kate fidgeted in her chair and sighed. ‘Anyway, due to loads of problems in the structure, and a delay in fitting the engines, this put the project back three months. It wasn’t until November last year that the Silver Angel was finally ready for her first flight, a week before the aircraft was due to be transported to RAF Pembridge for final assembly. That Monday afternoon, the twenty second, James telephoned me from work. He sounded out of breath, like he’d been running, and said he loved me and I was not to worry. I became confused and wanted to know why he had said this, but he just kept repeating it, and then said something that I didn’t understand.’
Swan cut in. ‘What was that?’
Kate gulped. ‘He said: I’ve seen their spectres, so now they’re after me. Then he hung up. I tried to phone him back, but the receptionist informed me that he was not in his office. I told my mother, and she asked my father to meet me from work and drive me to Brinton’s. When we arrived at the main gate at around six thirty pm to pick up James as we normally do around this time, we were stopped by a guard who told us that we would not be allowed through. The security guard on the main gate knew who we were, and is usually quite friendly, but that evening, he was quite stern and abrupt with us. I could clearly see the main assembly hangar and three large trucks parked up outside. I noticed they were all covering something. There were some soldiers nearby, and I also heard some American voices from somewhere, but couldn’t see who they belonged to. Then a soldier who was also American came over to us with his machine gun in his hands. He noticed me staring at this scene and told my father to turn the car around. We decided to drive well away from the site and give James a call at home later. As we drove out of the plant, an ambulance was coming in with its sirens going, followed by a police car. I was very upset, so my father suggested we stop off at The Ploughman for a drink to calm my nerves. After the drink at the pub I felt a little better; and it was a bit later when we finally got home. Then when we arrived, my mum was in my brother’s arms and was crying.’
The two SID men then noticed the tears that started to pour down the face of their guest, and Swan got up from his side of the desk and put his hand on her shoulder.
Slightly sobbing, Kate Townsley continued. ‘It was then, even before they told me of the accident. I somehow knew that something terrible had happened,’ she paused. ‘James was dead!’
She reached into her handbag and taking out a tissue, wiped her eyes. Still holding the tissue near to her face, she bravely continued. ‘The report said that he had been found by the night security guard in the assembly hall under the prototype, lying face down with a severe head wound. The inquest said that he had fallen from a service platform next to the plane. A clipboard with some figures in his handwriting was found next to him. The verdict was that it was an unfortunate industrial accident.’
It was at this point that Kate became hysterical. Gable put down his notepad and rushed over to her. She got up out of her chair, and buried her head into his burly chest. Swan paused, allowing his guest some time to be consoled by his associate. A few moments later, she sat down, wiping her eyes again with the tissue.
Swan got up from the desk and leant on the edge of it next to her. ‘Will you be okay Miss Townsley, Kate, to answer some questions for me?’ She looked down at her knees and nodded her head to him.
Swan continued. ‘In the inquiry, what time did they say the accident happened?’
‘About two-thirty in the afternoon.’
‘And what time was it, when you spoke to James on the telephone?’
Kate waved her tissue. ‘Well, this is where I get confused again Mr Swan. I thought that it was past three o’clock, as I saw the children leaving the school next to where I work, but it must have been earlier than that. Perhaps the school finished early that day. I’m not sure.’
Swan was suddenly intrigued by this. ‘May I take the name of this school?’
‘Yes. It’s St Teresa’s Primary School, in Eaglesfield Street, Maryport.’
Swan wrote it down as she spoke. ‘Thank you. I will make enquiries with the Headmaster at the school. He should have hopefully kept a diary, and maybe in a position to tell me if the school did, indeed, finish early that day.’
Swan stood up, walked back around his desk and sat down again. ‘I think that we will leave it there for now. Thank you for coming to see us today, Miss Townsley. I take it you are staying in London?’
‘Yes, I am staying at my sister’s house in Hampstead.’
Swan raised an eyebrow. ‘Indeed. Please may I trouble you for the address?’
Kate responded as Swan wrote it down on his desk pad. ‘That’s excellent. I may need you to return to this office, but in the meantime, Arthur will drive you to your sister’s house and I will make some enquiries starting with the school.’
Kate got up from the desk and looked into Swan’s eyes. ‘Do you think the inquest could be wrong in some way, Mr Swan?’ she asked directly.
Swan replied to her firmly: ‘If I didn’t, I wouldn’t ask you to return to this office. Being an ex-intelligence officer, I have a few contacts at the Air Ministry and I will call in some favours to see if I can get a few details of the inquest.’
Kate managed a pleasing smile. ‘I’m glad that Mr Buckworth advised me to contact you. Mr Swan.’
Swan grinned. ‘Vernon has been an old friend of mine for many years. We go way back, him and I.’ He took her hand and shook it. ‘Thank you for now, Miss Townsley. I can assure you that Arthur and I will try our best to get to the bottom of this.’ He watched her as she walked towards the door, escorted by his associate, then looking at the notes he had made, picked up the telephone and using his pen, dialled the number of the school. While waiting for the MOD operator to connect him, he doodled on the notepad. His sketch started with a triangle, then he joined it to a long cylinder with a point at each end. Finally, he finished it. Then, underneath his simple drawing of a delta winged jet aircraft, he wrote the words: Silver Angel.

Chapter 3

At St Teresa’s Primary School in Maryport, Headmaster George Salter sat at his office desk writing out a performance report and, realising that he had left his tea to go cold, cursed to himself. Fancying a hot fresh cup, he lifted his eighteen stone frame out of his chair with the intention of walking next door to the school secretary’s office.
As he rose, the highly polished black phone on his equally polished oak desk rang with the internal ring tone. He sat back down and reached for the receiver.
Salter barked in his usual authoritarian manner. ‘Headmaster.’ His secretary, Pamela Bryant, replied. ‘Good afternoon, Headmaster. There is a gentlemen from London for you on the phone, a Mr Swan. He would like to speak to you about school finishing times last year. Shall I put him through?’
Salter raised an eyebrow to this odd request. ‘Yes please Pamela, if you may. Oh, you couldn’t also be a charm and bring in a fresh cup of tea could you? I seem to have let my last one go cold. Thank you so much.’ There was a click on the phone as the call was transferred to the headmaster’s extension. ‘Good afternoon, George Salter speaking. How can I help you?’
At the other end of the phone line, Alex Swan greeted the broad shouldered, thinning haired headmaster of St Teresa’s Primary and introduced himself.
‘Good afternoon, Headmaster. My name is Alex Swan, I am a retired officer of the security services, now running a small investigations office attached to the Ministry of Defence. I was wondering if I could intrude on some of your valuable time to check a date in your school calendar with you.’
Looking out of his office window at the mass of coated children in the playground, Salter replied in an obliging tone. ‘What exactly is your query sir, and I will try and be as helpful as I can.’
Swan acknowledged. ‘I want to confirm with you that on a certain date this year, the school closed earlier than normal on that particular day. The day in question being Monday, the twenty-second of January.’
Salter reached over his desk and took hold of a burgundy desk diary with 1965 in gold leaf embossed on the right hand side. He opened the thick book and thumbed through the pages, until he placed the whole hand firmly on the page marked Monday, January 22nd. He looked down the entries before lifting the receiver to his right ear.
‘Hello Mr Swan, I have the page in front of me now. I’m afraid that there was no such closure on that particular day. As a matter of fact, I can only recall two early closures, one being the last day before the Easter holiday and at the end of the school year last year.’ The headmaster thumbed the pages to confirm his last statement.
Back in Wellesley Mews, Alex Swan had a puzzled expression on his face. ‘Thank you very much for your time sir. Good afternoon to you.’ Swan concluded his call and put back the receiver, rose from his chair and went to the window, watching a red double-decked Routemaster bus disgorge some passengers at the bus stop outside. He began to think to himself, recalling what the Headmaster had informed.
* * *
As Arthur Gable drove the silver 1956 Armstrong Siddeley Sapphire through the West End traffic, Kate Townsley spoke to the back of his head. ‘So how long have you two been working together then, Mr Gable?’
Gable looked at her in the mirror. ‘Please feel free to call me Arthur. Actually, we’ve been working together for four years now. Mr Swan was asked to set up an independent department while still with the Security Service, and having worked together before on cases of national security involving Soviet spies, the recent well known scandalous affair for instance, he informed me that he needed a civilian to help him with investigations on cases that were connected to the military. I was due for retirement with full pension, but felt it was still too early for me to be picking up the pruning shears just yet, so I talked it over with my wife Annie, and within a month, Mr Swan and I were on our first case together.’
Kate looked down at her lap. ‘Do you think that Mr Swan will discover the truth about what happened?’
As they had stopped at a red light, the ex-Police Detective Sergeant turned his head to her, giving her a reassuring smile. ‘Don’t worry Miss, Mr Swan is very thorough in all of his investigations. He wasn’t nicknamed The Weasel of MI5 for nothing.’
* * *
Later, Arthur Gable returned to the office to find Swan standing looking out of the window. He turned to acknowledge his colleague. ‘How did it go with taking Miss Townsley to her sister’s house, Arthur?’
‘Okay, sir. She cheered up a bit by the time we reached her sister’s place. I was invited in for a quick cuppa, then left them. I bought the evening paper, thought you may like a read of it later.’ Gable placed the folded newspaper down on the desk.
‘Well, looks like we have something already strange to go on, Arthur.’
‘What’s that, sir?’ Gable enquired suspiciously.
Swan turned a full one hundred and eighty degrees on his heel to face him. ‘I phoned the School’s Headmaster, and he informed me that the children did not finish early that day.’
Gable pulled a chair and sat down. ‘Well, either Kate Townsley has got her times confused, or the time of death recorded on the inquest is completely wrong.’
Swan sat down and leant back on his chair. ‘I think I need to see if I can lay my hands on that report. At least then I can decide for myself. I wonder if my old friend Hammer Higgins is up for a clay shoot at The Furrows this weekend. I could let him bag a few deliberately slow birds, then move conversation to the case, and see if he can help in some way.’
Gable smiled. ‘It’s starting to remind me of the scene in that new James Bond film Annie and I saw last week. Bond has a round of golf with the villain Goldfinger and lets him win, even though he’s cheating. This relaxes him, then as Goldfinger is about to play his shot, Bond throws down a gold bar and he makes him miss his putt.’
Swan glanced over at his assistant and nodded. ‘Yes, I am familiar with that scene, as it also appears in Fleming’s book. I must get round to seeing that film. I haven’t seen any of them yet. I’m one of those chaps who like to compare the literary original with the cinematic version. Did the same thing with Gone with the Wind. I will most probably sit there, and then start mumbling to myself on how different things are which will end up with getting me and a lady friend thrown out of the picture palace.’
Gable laughed. ‘Well, I’ll be off home now if it is alright with you, sir?’ He got up and reached for his black raincoat and grey trilby hat, then stopped at the door. ‘What are we doing tomorrow then, sir?’
‘I would like to talk to Miss Townsley again, but I think we can leave that until the end of the week, although I think that she needs a few more days to settle down. What do you think, Arthur?’
Gable sighed. ‘She seemed rather keen to me to give as much of her time to us as she could. I think it best if we could see her tomorrow.’
Swan nodded. ‘In that case, that’s what we will do. Goodnight, Arthur, and my love to Annie.’
Swan smiled as the door shut. He reached for the evening paper and placing it out before him, read the headlines.
* * *
At 7am the next day on the English and Welsh border near Leominster, Brinton Aviation’s chief test pilot, Eddie Eagle Eyes Kershaw, closed down the canopy of the sleek silver BR-101 prototype and checked his harness was secure.
This was the top secret jet’s sixteenth flight, and today it was going back home to Cumbria to be prepared for flight system tests. Kershaw had joined Brinton after his successful period as an RAF fighter pilot during World War Two. Renowned for his clear, long range vision when sighting the enemy, he was given the name Eagle Eyes by his squadron colleagues.
Kershaw checked his radio transmitter and spoke to his co-pilot and Brinton’s number two test pilot, Sandy Ludlow, who sat four feet behind him in the navigator’s cockpit. Ludlow was also an experienced combat pilot, leaving the Fleet Air Arm late after a stint in the Korean War, where he found himself up against MIG jets in his piston engine Sea Fury fighter.
Kershaw spoke into his microphone. ‘Pilot to Navigator? You awake back there, Sandy?’
Ludlow finished entering the co-ordinates into the on-board navigation computer and responded to his pilot.
‘Just about, Skip. Are we all set for another tumble in the washing machine, then?’
Kershaw chuckled. ‘Roger. If that oscillation dial starts to move towards the red, just let me know so we can shut it down in time or she’ll break apart and we’ll end up riding the engines into the Welsh hills.’ Ludlow laughed into his oxygen mask at his pilot’s humorous comment.
Checking his watch, Kershaw addressed the control tower. ‘Pembridge Control. This is Angel-One. Clear to taxi — Over.’
There was a few seconds of static, then a reply. ‘Angel-One, this is Pembridge Control. All ground traffic clear. You have priority taxi to Runway Zero-Six. Chaser-Three is holding on Runway Two-Three, and will follow in five — Over.’
‘Roger Control, Angel-One preparing to taxi to Runway Zero Six.’
As the long, silver, delta-winged shape began to move along the tarmac, the long drooped nose bobbed on its tandem-wheeled undercarriage. Kershaw made a turn to the right to head out towards the taxiway, and then stared ahead as the projected compass in his Head-Up Display informed him of his direction.
He gazed down at his flight map, visual through his right knee pocket of his flying suit, and familiarised himself with the headings that he would have to take once airborne.
The aircraft moved onto the taxiway, its elongated nose wheel taking full weight with ease. As the big aircraft glided along, the tilted nose section made the slender machine resemble a swan looking down at the water for a quick morsel. The noise of the two engines suddenly increased as the hot gasses protruding from the exhaust nozzles created a haze behind the aircraft.
Handling the control column, Kershaw made one final turn, swinging the machine into line with the runway. In front of him, the perspective path of white lights disappeared into a distorted mist as he gazed down the 9000 foot grey tarmac strip. He glanced over to his right to give a quick wave to the pilot of the chase aircraft, standing on station and ready to follow.
The pilot acknowledged. Returning the wave, he spoke into his radio. ‘She’s looking good, Eddie.’
With the big silver machine now pointing slightly upward, Kershaw spoke into his oxygen mask again. ‘Angel-One to Pembridge Tower- holding for take-off over.’
The controller responded. ‘Roger, Angel-One. You are clear for take-off. Wind speed is eighty knots, south, south westerly. Cloud Cumulus, ten thousand. Angel-One, you are clear to go.’
Kershaw responded to this request by placing his left hand on the throttle lever and pushing it forward. The purring engines suddenly developed into an increasing roar as the hot gasses suddenly transformed to plumes of fire. ‘Angel-One rolling.’
Kershaw clicked off his mike and placed his white gloved hand on the control column grip. Simultaneously, his left hand moved on to a lever that released the brakes. The white runway lights began to increase in speed, moving past either side of the cockpit, and the centreline markings rapidly disappeared under the nose, as Kershaw switched on the afterburners of the engines. In ten seconds the aircraft lifted off the ground, its elongated undercarriage hanging down below like the talons of a bird of prey swooping in on a kill.
Kershaw pulled a leaver to his left and watched for the green light to indicate that the undercarriage had safely retracted into the fuselage in a state of temporary redundancy, until the machine would touch down at Brinton Aviation’s service runway in approximately forty minutes time.
Kershaw spoke into his mike again. ‘Angel-One to Pembridge Tower. Heading to course zero-one eight five, Speed is five hundred knots. Now climbing to thirty thousand feet. Thanks for everything. See you again soon with Angel-Two. Angel-One, signing out.’
In the chaser aircraft, Brinton’s Number 3 Test Pilot, Timmy Bell, called into the tower. ‘Chaser Three rolling.’
Kershaw listened as he heard his colleague announce his departure, as he, too, would soon be airborne in the two-seater fighter jet assigned as escort to Cumbria. He turned the huge silver metallic bird directly into the mid-morning sunshine, causing the highly polished wings to glint like mirrors. Pulling back the control, he took the plane into a gradual climb. Now with full afterburner power, it accelerated into the slightly cloudy late April sky, closely followed by the much smaller shape of Chaser-3. For several minutes they both cruised in formation at level flight at thirty thousand feet.
Suddenly, Ludlow had to communicate to his pilot. ‘Navigator to pilot. Oscillation dial is showing slight vibration on Number Two engine and increasing.’
Kershaw swore to himself. ‘Damn! Roger Sandy, I’m shutting down on the burner. We’ll continue on minimum power and keep Number One on full reheat.’
Bell had also been listening into Kershaw’s transmission and maintaining altitude in his escort aircraft, held station a safe distance in strict formation to the left of the bigger BR-101 prototype. He chuckled to himself as he realised that even though the aircraft that he viewed before him had now only one engine on full reheat, he was still finding it difficult to keep up in the 10 year old transonic fighter.
He spoke into his radio. ‘Chaser-Three to Angel-One. Slow down a bit Eddie, I’m having a bit of trouble keeping station with you chaps in this old thing.’ Viewing the rear of the BR-101 through the gun camera sight, he decided this was one for the album. Bell moved his control column to bring his aircraft behind the big silver dart, checked his distance, then pushing down the green button on the control column to operate the camera, captured the single flaming output from one of the two engines for prosperity.

Chapter 4

At the same time that the BR-101 was flying over Snowdonia, Arthur Gable stepped inside 7 Wellesley Mews, then bending down to pick up the morning post, shut the big black front door behind him. Taking off his black raincoat, he placed it onto the mahogany coat stand at the bottom of the stairs. He climbed the stairs, walked into the office, and looked across the room at his associate. ‘Morning, sir.’
Swan was leaning back on his burgundy cushioned oak chair; the day’s newspaper was held with a firm grip in his hands. ‘Good morning, Arthur. I see that the BR-101 is returning to Brinton today. Look at this.’
Gable walked over to the desk and glanced at the headline upside down: Silver Angel is Homewood Bound. He walked around and, over Swan’s right shoulder, read the article to himself.
After a series of initial test flights at RAF Pembridge, Britain’s latest top secret combat aircraft prototype, the BR- 101 XR439, which has become publically known as The Silver Angel, will return home to Brinton Aviation, east of the Lake District today for system production trials and ground running tests. It will be greeted by the partially assembled second prototype which is due to be transported by road to RAF Pembridge later on in the week for flight trials. Following a successful flight programme, the BR- 101 is due to enter service with the RAF and also the Australian and Canadian air forces in two years’ time, with further overseas orders to be announced soon, including from Sweden and the West German Luftwaffe. The sophisticated avionics and weapons systems of the aircraft are still very much classified and due to be evaluated by the Ministry of Supply next week. The two prototypes will precede four pre- production aircraft already nearing completion on the assembly line at the Brinton plant, the first two of which are to be flight tested by RAF, Australian and Canadian flight crews. The third production aircraft will remain permanently with the A& AEE at RAF Pembridge as a test aircraft. West German and Swedish crews will be part of an international flight team for the fourth production aircraft. In a ceremony planned for the return of the first prototype, the aircraft is to be officially christened the ‘Rapier’. This follows the Brinton tradition to name its aircraft with the letter ‘R’ after their founder, the late Sir Ronald Brinton, who sadly died of a fatal brain haemorrhage last year. It is hoped that the second prototype XR440 will make an appearance at this year’s SBAC show, although due to its secrecy status, it is only expected to make a few flypasts along the crowd line. A strong rival contender to the British project is the American FB-X attack aircraft. Although the prototype is a few months behind the BR-101, it is expected to equip the US Air Force by the end of next year. Some of the airborne systems will be made compatible to both aircraft and an agreement has been made to test some of the FB-X equipment in the British aircraft.

He then gazed at the publicity illustration of the aircraft next to the text. ‘She sure has got some class, hasn’t she, sir?’
Swan looked up at his companion, smiling in admiration. ‘She certainly has, Arthur.’
He left the page open in the paper and rose from his desk, walked over to a grey filing cabinet in the corner of the room and opened the top drawer. Rifling through the dividers, he pulled out a green file. He took up the newspaper from the desk and handed it to Gable. ‘Arthur. We’re going to take a trip to Brinton’s next week. Hopefully during our shoot on Saturday, I can persuade Higgins to get us a couple of passes. Maybe we can pose as a couple of Ministry officials or something.’
Gable sat down and stared at the newspaper. ‘Do you think something’s going on up there then, sir?’
‘Not sure yet, old chap. But being closer to it all may prove to be a good move. What time are you collecting Miss Townsley this morning?’
Gable looked at his watch. ‘I told her I will be there for eleven thirty’
Swan rose from his chair. ‘Righto. Good, that gives us two hours. So, I’ll take a walk around to the Ministry and have a quick chat with Air Commodore Higgins and arrange our shoot. Be a good chap and bring the Sapphire around and pick me up, and then we will both visit Miss Townsley. I think that instead of bringing her back here, we will have a spot of lunch in a pub that I know on Hampstead Heath.’
* * *
On the only region of flat plains just west of the Lake District National Park lies the village of Ellenborough. To the south, the A594 winds its way from Maryport towards the great lakes. Five miles from Ellenborough sandwiched on a vast site between the villages of Dearham and Tallentire, it is hard not to notice an establishment through the bordering high fence adorned with barbed wire and the yellow painted Crash Gate № 2.
A row of four green structures with hard standings before them state their presence with taxiways leading out to a six-thousand foot service runway. This is the site of Brinton Aviation.
Founded by Sir Ronald Brinton just after the First World War, Brinton saw an opportunity to build passenger aircraft which would put Britain in the forefront of civil aviation. The R-21 Rangoon, a four-engine tri-plane, was the first of its kind anywhere in the world and broke several speed and endurance records.
This was followed by the even bigger R-31 Rutland, a huge, six engine monster. When war broke out in 1939, Brinton began to produce military transport aircraft and, following the tradition of thinking big, the R-51 Ramesses four engine monoplane was built and pushed into service. Impressed with this design and the next model on the drawing board, the R-55 Rochester flying boat transport, the Air Ministry approached Brinton to design a new bomber aircraft using the new concept in propulsion, the jet engine.
Towards the end of the war, the massive four jet engine R-71 Raven flew on its first flight and the Air Ministry soon commissioned it into mass production, to not only serve in the European theatre, but also in the Far East. Tragically, shortly after the order was signed, the Raven prototype crashed during a test flight at RAF Pembridge, killing the crew of four who were evaluating the machine in a simulated Toss- Bombing demonstration. Almost immediately, production was halted as the investigation into the crash went ahead. The conclusion was that the aircraft was simply too powerful at low level altitudes and handling in dives was difficult at attack speeds. With no need for a high level bomber, the Raven was cancelled; the second prototype had been scrapped while only half complete.
However, Brinton was not defeated by this unfortunate mishap and already had a future design on the drawing board. This would lead to a later re-design for a proposal to meet the Air Ministry requirement ORR-531 for a multi-role supersonic combat aircraft, which eventually became the BR-101.
Howard Barnett sat in his office, holding a large white mug of tea in one hand, while in the other was a gold plated pencil scribbling some equations on a writing pad. The specially commissioned gold pencil was part of a set of six set in a highly polished oak case. He had been presented these as a gift by Sir Ronald himself, for his services leading up to and during the last war. The six pencils represented the six designs that Barnett had created into successful production aircraft. ‘HB’ as he was known at Brinton’s, due to his characteristic gold pencil tucked behind his ear, had joined the company as an apprentice to the man himself, and had in a short time learned a lot from his senior mentor. At the age of forty-two, he had become Brinton’s Chief Designer and now was at the helm of the combined BR-101 production team. The founder’s first son, Henry, had since taken over following his father’s fatal stroke to continue as the head of the company, and with all the confidence in his father’s former apprentice, allowed HB a virtual free reign.
HB looked out of the windows that spread from wall to wall at the front of his office. From here, he had a clear view of the hangars and beyond in the distance were the lights forming the runway in front of a currently overcast backdrop. The opposite wall of the office was also glass. It looked out over the assembly plant, and the neatly set out jigs with four partially assembled production samples of his new warplane perched upon them.
He checked his watch and realising the time, moved over to a microphone and switched on a button on the stem. ‘Attention all Brinton personnel. Please make your way to the dispersal area. The BR-101 naming ceremony will commence at twelve noon. Thank you.’ He raised his head from the microphone and stood listening to the radio transmissions from the control tower.
In the cramped pilot’s cockpit of the BR-101 prototype, Kershaw checked the frequency on his transmitter, then spoke into his mask. ‘Brinton Tower, Brinton Tower. Angel One receiving — Over.’
There was a second of static, then a voice was heard in his headphones. ‘This is Brinton Tower. Receiving you loud and clear Angel One — Over.’
Kershaw smiled. ‘Roger, Brinton. Heading on course, two seven zero degrees. Speed: Five hundred and ninety knots, ETA: Eleven zero eight. Requesting permission to land.’
Brinton Tower came through his headphones. ‘Roger, Angel-One. You are clear to land on Runway Two Three. Wind is south-south westerly, Speed: Sixty eight knots. Cloud base: Six thousand — Over.’
Kershaw acknowledged: ‘Roger Brinton. Descending on final approach.’ He stared ahead through the windshield and the clouds passed by, then suddenly, the black and white threshold markings of Brinton’s Runway 23 lay ahead, with the green bordering lights disappearing into a perspective distance. The pilot pushed a lever on his right console to feel the undercarriage lower beneath him.
He spoke to his colleague through his mask. ‘Soon be down, Sandy.’
His navigator responded, as he watched the rising Cumbrian countryside rise up outside of his canopy. Kershaw pulled down the throttle and pushed a smaller lever to the side of the handle to lower the flaps. As the aircraft slowed, he brought the nose of the plane up slightly and selecting another lever, watching as the nose drooped on its hydraulic mechanism to give him more visibility. The black tarmac of Runway 23 now covered his windshield, and with hands firmly on the control column, he eased the aircraft down, the tyres skidding as they gripped the surface. The white centre markings whizzed by underneath the plane, as Kershaw levelled the big silver machine. He then pulled another lever, which opened up a small outlet below the fin to enable a buff coloured brake chute to open like a huge flower, slowing down the aircraft. ‘Angel-One landed. Permission to exit runway, Tower.’
The tower acknowledged. ‘Roger, Angel-One. Use Exit Two. Taxiway is clear to hangars.’ The controller then decided to break radio protocol. ‘Welcome back. It’s great to see you again,’ he said excitedly.
As the BR-101 slowed, Timmy Bell flew low along the runway in his fighter, and as he passed over Kershaw and Ludlow, put it into a climb, waggled his wings, then put on the afterburners and disappeared into the clouds. Kershaw smiled, shaking his head. He knew that Bell was a showman, and he looked forward to their drinks in The Ploughman after their shift.
A few minutes later, the BR-101 moved in from the airfield and approached the hangars. It was finally home and as they turned off the taxiway into the dispersal area, the crew saw the crowd of people eagerly awaiting the plane’s arrival. The sleek shape drew nearer to them, and now only a few feet away from the red rope barrier, Kershaw applied the brakes and the aircraft stopped. He shut down the systems and, almost simultaneously with his navigator Sandy Ludlow, opened up his canopy. They unbuckled themselves from the seats and climbed out of the cockpits to descend the blue boarding ladders that had just been placed into position by the ground technicians. As they climbed down, the Brinton crowd cheered, giving the two airmen a most hospitable welcoming.
To acknowledge the crowd, Kershaw and Ludlow gave a mock bow, causing them to go wild with admiration. Then, Kershaw shouted to them. ‘This is your plane, ladies and gentlemen. We just have the privilege to fly it for you.’
Howard Barnett approached the two men and shook their hands. ‘Well done Eddie, Well done Sandy,’ he gestured, smiling at them. He went over to a table where some technicians were looking over a microphone. ‘Is the PA up now, gents?’
One of them nodded to him. ‘You’re all good to go now, HB.’
Barnett acknowledged Henry Brinton as he approached the table. He beckoned to Kershaw and Ludlow to also come over to them. Now satisfied everything was ready, he spoke into the microphone. ‘Good Morn… Hang on…’ He looked at his watch, realising that both hands were pointing straight up and the second hand was just moving onto the twelve. ‘Please excuse me. I’ll start again. Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen, and welcome to the BR-101 naming ceremony. In a few moments, our owner and son of our late founder, Henry Brinton, will have the honour of officially christening our latest design. I would just like to say a few words of my own to thank all Brinton’s employees for your dedication and commitment throughout this project, and your determination to see it to this stage. I understand that you will be aware that we are currently going through a phase that is both challenging and worrying to us all, and hopefully the powers that be eventually see this beautiful machine for what she really is capable of, and not just how much she is costing them.’
There followed cries of hear, hear and claps and cheers from the crowd. Barnett nodded in appreciation. ‘So with no further ado, I hand you to Henry to carry out the christening ceremony. All yours, Henry.’ He handed over the microphone and a large sheet of paper to his boss then took a few steps back.
Henry Brinton stepped forward, holding a large rolled up sheet on plastic, and waited for the clapping to cease. ‘Thank you everyone, and thank you HB for some very meaningful sentiments there. As you all know, as some of you have been here since long before I was having my nappy changed, it has always been a tradition since Brinton’s first plane, that my late father Sir Ronald has given each design a name beginning with ‘R’. So to continue with this tradition, we have all agreeably chosen on a name that is clearly fitting for this particular design. A name which matches the BR-101 to its capabilities as a supersonic strike aircraft that is swift, powerful and effective. There is a sword still used as standard issue by the British Army, although this sword is now mainly used for dress purposes in parades and such like, but in its heyday, it was used as the main combat weapon of every soldier in battle. A weapon that was most feared by any enemy, and the sword I refer to is also the name of our new plane. So I officially name the British Aviation Consortium, of which of course our historic company plays a major part: Model number BR-101… the Rapier.’
He peeled the adhesive back off the clear sheet holding, placing it onto the nose of the aircraft. When he had finished, it revealed the italic words of BR-101 Rapier in red, entwined with the famous ceremonial sword in black.

Chapter 5

Later that day, Barnett glanced at the recently returned prototype sitting on the rain swept, dark grey floodlit tarmac outside The Magic Box. Following the earlier naming ceremony and after shutdown of the engines, her cooling ducts still showed signs of escaping heat. The two blue boarding ladders were still in place by the side of the crew compartments, awaiting the technicians who would be conducting ground tests in the morning.
Although proud of his new machine, his face displayed a hint of sorrow. Since the fatal accident of his number two, James McGregor, there had also been a number of small incidents that niggled him; the latest being the recent sudden death of dear old Agatha, who for twenty years had been faithfully cleaned the Brinton offices.
Last month, the Personnel Department had announced that she had got news of her daughter falling off a horse at her Montana home, where she lived with her wartime GI husband, and Agatha had been asked over on an all-expenses paid visit to see her. Shortly after her arrival in the old, gold-rush famous Lewistown, she had crossed a road to get some flowers in a shop, forgetting that in America traffic comes from the opposite direction to what it does in England. At the inquest, the coroner had kindly added, ‘the consolation is that at least she didn’t feel anything, when that big, red Dodge Land Truck had hit her at sixty-two miles per hour.’
HB looked at his watch, got up from his chair and put on his familiar brown work coat. He then picked up a file on top of the filing cabinet, and noticed a fleck of dust falling from the top. He suddenly thought of Agatha again, as even the files would have been dusted, she had been so thorough in her job. Then he left the office for a late afternoon meeting with his chief test pilot.
* * *
The Air Ministry had not changed much since Alex Swan had last walked these long corridors three years earlier. The flow of human traffic had calmed slightly, compared to the rushing around of secretarial and senior staff during his last visit at the height of the Cuban missile crisis. That time, he had found his Soviet spy. Although the contents of her handbag had revealed no more than just her love notes from the assistant head of the Overseas Office, who now thinks a lot harder before having affairs with newly appointed young female administrative assistants.
Air Commodore Alistair Higgins acknowledged Swan and rose from his chair as he approached his desk. ‘Alex, my boy. So good to see you here again. Not after anymore young lady spies with secret documents stuffed down their cleavages again, I trust?’
Swan reached for the outstretched friendly hand.
‘How are you, Sir Alistair? It’s been a long time. Actually no, I need a favour old boy. Are you doing anything this weekend? The Furrows are putting on a clay shoot, and I thought perhaps that you may be up for it, old chap.’
The Air Commodore broke into an even bigger smile. ‘Of course, my boy, love to. Victoria’s off this weekend for the annual W.I conference in Amesbury, so it would be just me, a good bottle of Chablis, and a half built model kit of a Lancaster that I have on the workbench in my shed at the moment.’
Swan smiled. ‘Well, that’s settled then. I will see you down there in the morning. Shall we say eight o’clock?’
Swan then noticed a model of a Spitfire perched on the Air Commodore’s desk and, picking it up to examine it more closely, admired the detail. ‘One of yours, Sir Alistair?’
‘Yes. This is the actual Mark 18 that I flew with 208 in the Sinai back in ’47. Note the unusual camouflage pattern of dark earth over slate grey. We found it blended in with the terrain really well and could fly recon sorties without getting harassed too much by the Arabs or the Israelis. Except for that one time of course, when some of our boys got bounced by those two American chaps from the infamous Israeli 101 squadron. I had been grounded with a twisted ankle from tripping over a damn wheel chock in the dark, and my kite was taken by another chap who ended up getting shot down. The local Bedouins brought him back the next morning in exchange for some bottles of Johnny Walker Black Label.’
Realising an error, Swan corrected him. ‘Wasn’t one of those 101 boys a Canadian, in what was that infamous Three-Way Spitfire combat incident?’
‘Yes, by Jove, I think he was!’
Swan smiled at the Air Commodore’s embarrassment and placed the model back on the desk. Then, seeing how relaxed Higgins looked, he decided to seize the moment. ‘Sir Alistair. I was wondering if I could have a private word.’
Higgins sighed. ‘Ah, I knew that there had to be a reason for your surprise visit.’
Higgins led Swan into a small room off of the main corridor and shut the door. ‘Right, Alex. What’s on your mind?’
Swan righted himself. ‘I take it that you are familiar with the Brinton incident?’
‘Of course. That poor chap James McGregor. What a shame. I met him a few times as well. What is the sudden interest in this?’
‘My client is his fiancé. She’s not happy with the conclusions of the inquest and wants me to look into it.’
Higgins pulled a chair and sat down. ‘Verdict was unanimous, Alex. It was a tragic accident.’ He gave Swan a cynical look. ‘But, from your facial expression, I suspect that you think otherwise?’
‘I’m not sure at this time, but a few things have cropped up and I’m starting to lay out the puzzle pieces on the table. I need to get into Brinton Aviation and at the moment, I do not want this to be official. Is there any chance that you could fix something for me?’
Higgins stood up and walked around a desk. ‘As it happens there is an evaluation team going up there next Tuesday. I could pull a pass for you to go along, too.’
Swan smiled. ‘Any chance of getting two?’
Higgins laughed. ‘For Arthur I suppose?’
Swan nodded. Higgins thought for a few seconds then let out a defeated sigh. ‘For you Alex my boy, no problem. You will have to learn a bit about avionics, as I could send you in as a couple of Ministry inspectors. The regular chap is away on holiday, so we were going to delay that visit until he got back. Looks like you and Arthur have the luck of the devil in perfect timing, what?’
Swan laughed. ‘I’ll give you the passes at The Furrows. I better also give you a list of technical babble to help you and dear old Arthur look the part, as they say.’
‘Thank you, Sir Alistair. I very much appreciate your help in this.’
‘Hush-hush though, Alex my boy. Don’t want to be called in to the Air Marshall’s office if this all goes belly up, you understand. Especially when our most top secret warplane project is involved.
Swan stood to attention. ‘You have my word, Sir Alistair, that I shall be as discreet as always. One more thing, you wouldn’t happen to have a copy of the McGregor enquiry?’
‘I can get you that now if you like. Follow me back to my desk.’
Five minutes later, Swan stood outside and looked at his watch. Now clutching a manila envelope containing the results of the inquiry, he looked up as Gable pulled up next to him in the Sapphire.
* * *
Howard Barnett’s meeting with his test pilot had gone well. He was now inside The Magic Box and had decided to go for a walk around the two jigs to inspect the partly assembled BR-101 production samples that were beginning to take shape. Satisfied that they would be ready within the 3-month deadline, he patted the huge main undercarriage wheel hanging down on its support.
Then ascending the stairs, he walked across the viewing gantry, past a set of rooms which had now been dubbed The Pentagram.
This pseudonym had been awarded due to the American occupants that had commandeered them during the assembly of the first prototype, and it had been home to them ever since.
The Americans consisted of six officials, The Suits, as Barnett jokingly referred to them, and fifteen technicians from a newly formed US aircraft manufacturing company called GTEC Incorporated. He sneered as one of the doors opened and one of The Suits, a tall thin man named Frank Maitland who was head of the Python Hawk project, stepped out and smiled at Brinton’s Chief Designer. ‘Hi Howard, how ya doin’?’
Barnett forced a smile and returned the pleasantries. ‘Oh, you know Frank, I’m just champion, now my supersonic lady is back home where she belongs.’
Maitland walked over to him and looked down at the half built airframes below. ‘Yippe. She sure is a beauty. By the way, when does P-2 get loaded for Pembridge?’
Barnett answered the American. ‘Should hopefully be brought out of shed tomorrow morning, and then loaded by the evening.’ They’re doing a night run and should be at Pembridge by 6 the next morning.’
Maitland smiled. ‘Gee, that’s great Howard. Or champion, as you Brits say up here.’ He started to walk away, but then remembered something and stopped. ‘Oh, I almost forgot. Some of our boys will be making some noise downstairs working on the secret stuff. So could you tell your men not to go down there? We have an armed guard at the doors, so I wouldn’t want him to get itchy with his M-14, if you get the picture?’
Barnett stared past Maitland’s small head to a set of doors at the end of the mezzanine. This was the entrance down to the basement that ran under the hangar. Originally, it had been built to be used as an air raid shelter, but was now used by the Americans to store the equipment needed for their Python Hawk programme.
‘No problem, Frank. Anyroad, when’s all this stuff going to be ready for fitting into my lovely lady then?’
Maitland paused and looked down at the hard floor for a few seconds. ‘Why, we should be ready to test the Python Hawk by the end of the week,’ Maitland then checked his watch. ‘I gotta go. Be seein’ ya, Howard.’
Barnett observed Maitland as he walked over to the entrance to the basement and disappear through the big black rubber doors. The burly Chief Designer continued his rounds and downstairs, walked across to inspect the other empty jigs which had been set up waiting for the Ministry to agree the full production. He then stopped and looked down underneath the vacant Jig № 1, and stared at the faint outline of a dried bloodstain which had obviously been missed in the clean up after the accident. Once again he thought of his young apprentice; a lump formed in his throat and he bowed his head in respect before moving on.
* * *
Gable fumbled with Nobby as Swan sat down with a tray of drinks. Kate Townsley looked nervous as she took her glass of red wine from him and took a quick sip, before placing it down on the beer mat. She wore a beige, polar necked sweater and a brown tweed skirt with her black boots.
Swan turned to Gable. ‘So, what does Nobby have so far, Arthur?’
Gable glanced at his notes and read them out. ‘We have the accident, then Miss Townsley and her time of her conversation she had with poor James.’ He paused to check she was okay before continuing. ‘Then, we have his telephone call saying that he has seen Spectres and they’re after him, and there’s the conflicting account of the time of death and the business with the Americans at the works.’
Swan relaxed in his chair and, taking a few sips of the ale, turned his attention to his client.
‘Miss Townsley, what can you tell me about your late fiancé’s behaviour up to the time of the accident?’
Kate Townsley took another sip of wine, then put down her glass. ‘Well, it all seemed to have happened after he told me about HB and his meeting with the Americans. James said that they were there to install some special equipment into the prototype. He mentioned that HB had to give them details of every member of his team and the American technicians would be assembling equipment in the basement under strict security. He mentioned the ones that HB called The Suits. These were official looking men, who walked in and out of the south rooms on the assembly floor. They have their things in the old air raid shelter under the hangar.’
Swan turned to Gable who was scribbling more notes into Nobby. ‘What do you think, Arthur? Do these suits sound like official agents to you?’
Gable just gently nodded while still looking at his notes, looked across at Miss Townsley and then back at his colleague. ‘Certainly sounds like they’re into the spooky stuff if you ask me sir.
Kate Townsley took another sip of her wine. ‘What do you think is going on at Brinton’s, Mr Swan?’
‘Not quite sure yet. But it’s starting to sound very strange. Perhaps if old Hammer comes up with those passes, we could get a sniff around the Americans. I have never really trusted Americans in designer suits, especially after the Bloomberg affair.’
Gable leant across to brief their client of this last reference. Explaining that Charles Bloomberg was an American banker, who handled a lot of high ranking British based American officer’s salaries. He would personally visit the bases and meet with these officers on banking business. However, what he was really doing was paying these officers with Soviet funds, in exchange for a few secrets. It is rumoured that he had been given vital information on the US spy plane flights across the Soviet Union, which resulted in the shoot-down incident, but that has never been proved. ‘Anyway, Mr Swan and I confronted this man after one of the US officers he compromised committed suicide by having a hose from his exhaust leading to the inside of his car, while he happily sat dying listening to a Gershwin concert on his radio. Rhapsody in Blue was just finishing when they found him. This Bloomberg chap was clever, there was nothing we could have him for and to top it all, the Yanks closed the case, following the death of their officer. The poor man had been the scapegoat for the others and named as a Soviet sympathiser. We were told officially that was the end of it and our services were dispensed with.’
Swan concluded the account. ‘However, a few days later, we learned that Bloomberg had gone to work in a bank in West Berlin. He went missing after his first day and according to a source in East Berlin was seen in Freidrichstrasse in the east of the city, climbing into a big black Zil, the official vehicle of Soviet statesman and also used by the GRU and the KGB. Yes, that was about it, exactly how high those pay offs were going is anyone’s guess.’ He picked up the menu booklet on the table.
‘Now, shall we order lunch?’
Following lunch, Swan and Gable drove their female client to Euston Station and Gable hailed a porter to assist with her luggage.
Kate turned to the two men. ‘Thank you Mr Swan, Mr Gable for your time.’
Gable nodded. ‘Not at all. I’m sure we will be in touch soon, Miss Townsley.’
‘Please be my guests at our home, when you come up to Cumbria. My father would love to meet you both.’
Swan smiled. ‘We will be delighted. Have a safe journey back to Maryport, Miss Townsley.’
They had both watched as she had walked alongside the porter as he pushed the blue luggage trolley up the platform to the train. Gable waved as Kate opened the carriage door and disappeared.
‘Brave young lady,’ he commented, as after a few minutes, they watched the train ease along the platform as it headed out on its journey to the North West of England.
* * *
The evening atmosphere outside the three hangars at Brinton Aviation was cold and damp, however this did not disrupt the events unfolding as the fuselage of the second BR-101 prototype was being wrapped up by technicians on a flatbed trailer.
Howard Barnett stood at the side of the truck, scrutinising the spectacle and surveying the tight bounding of the securing ropes. He walked around the trailer, personally checking that the tarpaulin was shrouding and protecting the entire length of the fuselage. Satisfied, he nodded his head in approval. ‘Nice one lads, that’s a grand job well done. Now, let’s get some nice hot coffee down us before we see the convoy off.’
He ushered his three staff members towards the assembly building, leaving the heavily laden trailer standing on the tarmac in front of the floodlit backdrop of the hangars. As they made the short walk back towards the canteen, Maitland and a few of his American colleagues, all clad in dark double breasted suits, walked towards them.
‘Hi Howard. I guess that you guys are all set?’
Barnett stopped in front of the Americans and smiled.
‘Aye, we are just about done Frank. We’re just going in for a cup of coffee, then we’ll be out again to see the convoy off.’
The tall American grinned. ‘The guys and I thought we would go out for a quick stroll. We seem to spend a lot of time cooped up in that basement. Say, ya don’t mind if we have a quick smoke under the floodlights, do ya Howard?’
Barnett shook his head. ‘Not at all. Though it’s a bit parky this evening, I doubt you’ll want to be out here too long.’
Barnett gave a quick wave to the passing Americans and continued with his entourage of technicians through the green double doors.
Just under twenty minutes later, the grounds outside the hangars were alive with bodies, as the evening schedule proceeded. The Americans smoked in conversation close to the back of the trailer, while Barnett in his black wool overcoat and trilby hat enjoyed a joke with the driver, Jim Lewis and Bill Wright, a uniformed security guard next to the cab.
Stubbing out his cigarette under his highly polished loafer, Frank Maitland made a gesture to his two colleagues. Barnett suddenly noticed that the Americans had disappeared from the back, but could clearly see their shadows moving at the far side in the floodlit lights. Being of the suspicious type, he decided to check on them, and walked down the side of the trailer to the back, still keeping his eyes on the moving shadows. As he came into their view, he noticed a sudden movement as one of the Americans, a stocky Texan named Jake Brannigan, stood up from a crouching position and, seeing Barnett approach, Maitland acknowledged the Chief Designer’s sudden appearance.
‘Hi Howard. Mr Brannigan here was just admiring the handiwork from your guys. Looks like they made a good job with the rope.’
Barnett looked at the rope, placed his brown, leather-gloved fingers around it and gave it a pull. ‘Got to make sure no one can see what’s underneath, haven’t we Frank?’
The tall American rubbed his hands together. ‘We’ll be going back inside now. Beginning to freeze our butts off out here.’
Barnett chuckled. ‘You’re far too used to that Californian sunshine that you lot keep bragging about. That’s your problem, Frank.’
Barnett turned around and walked back to the front of the trailer. As he left them, he could have sworn he heard Brannigan’s deep, southern-state drawl carried to him by the direction of the wind, but then shrugged it off as yet another example of his middle age that was rapidly creeping towards him becoming a pensioner.
At ten minutes to ten, Lewis started the ignition in his cab, and after waiting for an Army Land Rover to move off in front and take position as lead escort, pushed his right foot down on the pedal to warm the engine.
On the blow of a whistle, he put his left hand on the handbrake lever and moved off, following the leading vehicle as part of a convoy of three.
As all three vehicles moved past him as Barnett stood waving them out of the main gates. On the other side, they were joined by a pair of RAF Police motorcycle outriders.

Chapter 6

It was just after three thirty AM when Heidi Barnett, lying in bed next to her snoring husband, gradually opened her eyes. She was born in Murren, in the province of Jungfrau in Switzerland in 1921. Following her mother Elke’s sudden death to pneumonia when Heidi was only seven years old, she had been raised by her father and grandparents.
Her father, Franz Hellinger, an aircraft engine designer for Daimler Benz, had been spotted by Sir Ronald Brinton. Not favouring the way that this new German Nazi Party was becoming increasingly popular, especially with the youth, he feared that he would soon be assigned to assist with their ever increasing war machine production. So without too much persuasion, Brinton had coaxed him with a good salary offer to join his team in England. In 1937, he was given a young apprentice engineer by the name of Howard Barnett to work with and it was not long before they became good social friends as well as work colleagues. The following year, fearing that Europe may once again be in the grip of war, he arranged for his only daughter to live with him in the village of Dearham, bordering the site of the Brinton works. Later, he had introduced Heidi to Howard, and after soon growing fond of each other, they started to meet romantically.
Heidi and Howard were married at St Patrick’s Catholic Church in Maryport on April 14th, 1946.
Hellinger worked hard at Brinton, and after being appointed Head of Brinton Aviation Engine Division, he oversaw the jet engine design for the R-71 bomber prototype. Excited about this project, he had approached Sir Ronald to ask him if he could be part of the crew for the low level flight tests at Pembridge. This was agreed, and on October 10th 1951, dressed in a dark blue Brinton Aviation flying suit, he allowed Squadron Leader Michael Cuthbert to check the chin strap of his flying helmet and guide him with his oxygen hose, showing him how it plugged in to the R-71’s air system.
During the initial stages of the flight, Hellinger was amazed as he experienced at first hand the performance of the aircraft, as it took a few low passes over the airfield. He then listened carefully to Fred Dobson, the flight engineer sitting next to him, advising him to brace himself, as the pilot was about to take the machine up to ten thousand feet and then dive to five hundred feet for a simulated ‘toss bombing’ run. In just a few moments, Hellinger could feel the ‘G’ force pushing him into his seat, as the R-71 began its dive.
On the ground, Howard and Heidi had watched with the technicians and camera crew as the distant, small metallic winged insect buzzed down, rapidly increasing in size and swooping closer to them.
As the aircraft dived, the roar of the four Brinton BRE-100J gas turbine engines could be heard distinctively. The people watching the spectacle began to cover their ears, as the sudden sonic booms indicated that the R-71 had reached Mach One, the speed of sound.
The explosion that followed could be heard in the town of Leominster ten miles from the airfield. Everyone stood in shock, witnessing the R-71 disintegrating at less than nine hundred feet above their heads. The resulting debris fell on the threshold of Runway 23 and on to the arable crop field of neighbouring Kensley Farm.
Twenty-two minutes later, when the airfield ambulance returned from the crash scene, Heidi had buried herself into the chest of her new husband, in reaction to the driver shaking his head to the officials eagerly waiting on the tarmac for news of any survivors.
In the wake of this tragedy, Howard consoled his wife through her grief and a few years on, happiness only returned to them both with the birth of their son, David Franz Barnett, on 1st August 1955.
* * *
Her husband was deeply asleep when Heidi nudged him in their four poster double bed. She prodded him on the arm. ‘Liebschen, the telephone is ringing.’
He slowly opened his eyes and hearing the ringing sound of the downstairs telephone, he turned and looked at his alarm clock. It was 4.05 a.m. He got out of bed, put on his navy blue wool dressing gown and walked downstairs. Five minutes later, he stepped back into the bedroom. Heidi, sitting up in bed, had waited for her husband to return. As he entered the room, she noticed an ashen look on his face. ‘What is it Howard?’ She looked puzzled.
Barnett looked at his wife, finding it difficult to extract words from his dry mouth. ‘There’s been an accident, my love. With the convoy. Trailer’s turned over while going through Shobdon. They’re not sure what damage has been done to the Rapier, and a car is coming for me in half an hour.’ He managed a brief smile at Heidi. ‘Be a love and put the kettle on. Looks like I have a long journey down to Pembridge.’
* * *
The Furrows was a former stately home now owned by the Ministry of Defence, just a few miles from Winston Churchill’s old country retreat Chartwell in the Weald of Kent. The house and grounds were frequently visited by the Premier, as he consulted with the brave men and women of the Special Operations Executive being trained there.
After the war, the place had become the weekend recreation ground for officers of the three services, with golf, fencing, archery, shooting and fishing being the main leisure activities available. Inside an annex building close to the house, there was a fully equipped gymnasium and a swimming pool. The main features to grace the interior of this twenty-eight bedroomed 18th century mansion were a banqueting hall and a billiard room. What was not in evidence however, was the high security that surrounded the site. Television cameras and dog patrols operated day and night, and the permanent presence of armed security guards put finality to the uncertain Cold War menace that threatened to lurk and listen in the grounds.
On this sunny, cold early Saturday morning, the car park in front of the house was full, proving that the military gentry of the nation was in residence this weekend. A highly polished silver 1958 Rolls Royce Phantom was one of the many classic vehicles on the shingled parking area shining in the morning sun.
Driving his three-year old racing green Triumph TR-4 convertible, Swan turned off the A25 into the main entrance and showed his pass to the uniformed guard at the gate. After parking, he opened up the boot and retrieved a small overnight bag and shotgun case, then walked up to the front entrance of the house.
Approaching the reception desk, he looked at the concierge, clad in a white tunic, who greeted him and handed him the attendance book.
‘Has Air Commodore Higgins arrived yet?’
The concierge was about to answer when Swan suddenly heard a gruff voice to the side of him.
‘Good Morning, Alex my boy.’
Swan turned to see that Higgins was typically dressed for shooting in a Harris Tweed Hunting jacket and short legged trousers and gaiters, with a matching deer stalker hat, beige woollen socks and brown brogues.
‘I’ve brought along two guns, a six bore, and old Bessie, my double twelve bore Purdey. Now Alex my lad, lead the way to breakfast, I hear the smoked mackerel is excellent at the moment.’
Higgins rubbed his huge hands at the thought of this culinary feast. After a hearty breakfast of mackerel, Eggs Benedict, rye toast and preserves, accompanied by the finest Columbian roast coffee, the shooting party made their way out to the front of the mansion, where the Land Rovers waited to transport them to the designated shooting area.
* * *
Before the driver could climb out and open it for him, the Chief Designer of Brinton Aviation opened the door of the company’s grey 1959 Daimler Majestic Major and stepped out into an overcast morning onto the RAF Pembridge service area tarmac. Barnett walked over to the blue tarpaulin resting on five wooden pallets in front of the hangars, lifted up the heavy canvas and surveyed the sight beneath. He was soon joined by a young technician in RAF overalls, holding a clipboard.
‘Mr Barnett sir, Sergeant Kevin Nunn. I’m one of the service technicians.’ The small yet stocky-built NCO held is hand out to greet him.
‘Good morning, Kevin. Have you a damage report?’
The technician held the clipboard in front of him and was just about to read from it, when he paused and passed it to Barnett. The big Yorkshireman read through the notes to himself and shook his head a few times.
‘The crack in the wing root is the main worry, sir. It will need a completely new support strut,’ he concluded.
Barnett shook his head again.
‘Aye, lad. We’ll be lucky to have her up in the air by July.’
He handed back the clipboard to the technician and looked around. ‘Where are the engines being kept?’
‘We’ve just finished removing them, they’re over in Hangar Two. Miraculously the good news is that the starboard unit is undamaged, I guess the separation casing protected it.’ The technician then took on a look of disappointment. ‘As for the port engine, it looks as though this got most of the impact when the trailer turned over. The casing is cracked, the turbine blades are buckled, and there’s some internal damage to the chamber. I think we can say she’s a goner.’ The technician abruptly finished his narrative, allowing the news to sink in.
Howard Barnett shook his head. ‘We didn’t need this to happen, not with Government White Paper due out next month. We’re over budget as it is and that’s not even taking P-Two here into account, let alone the bloody damage to it.’
The technician just stood, not really knowing what to say to this.
Barnett sighed. ‘Any road, there’s nowt much we can do right now. Let’s get something to eat, I’m starving. Been on the road from Ellenborough for nearly three hours, and I could murder a bacon butty. We’ll look at the engines after breakfast.’
‘A bacon butty sounds an excellent idea, sir,’ agreed Nunn.
The two men then turned and walked towards the direction of the mess building. ‘Where’s Jim Lewis, the driver of the trailer?’ Barnett enquired.
‘He’s over in the mess, sir. He’s okay, just a bit shaken up that’s all. The poor sod was pulled out of the cab upside down.’
* * *
Swan watched as the black clay disc shattered. ‘Good shot, old boy.’
He could hardly hear himself above the sounds from the guns, now almost going off in unison down the firing line. Swan called out for a clay to be pulled and gracefully eyed it streaking into the sky, He lined up his gunsight and was satisfied with his shooting.
Higgins also watched it. ‘Looks like you may beat your score, Alex my boy, especially with shooting like that,’ Higgins remarked, reloading his gun.
They continued for another two and half hours with more successful shot clays. At the end, their shoot had gone well; Swan had just failed to meet his personal best, but Higgins was in a very jovial mood, as he had beat his 47 achieving 52 on the singles. Swan and the others of the shooting party had to endure his boastful blow by blow account of every shot, as the Land Rovers headed back to the hotel.
* * *
It was almost lunchtime when Howard Barnett sat looking through his notebook opposite Jim Lewis. He had been talking to the driver of the transported load for almost an hour. The thin, wiry man was still shaken, clutching his third white ceramic mug of tea.
Barnett checked through his notes. ‘So you recall the cab suddenly veering to one side, and then you saw everything go upside down?’
‘That’s right, HB. Before that, it was all a smooth run. I took it slow through the village and allowed the outriders to guide me through. How is the chap who got blown of his bike by the burst?’
‘I think he was a little shaken, but by all accounts just got on his bike again.’ There was a slight pause, then Barnett shook his head. ‘This is awful, she’s not going to fly next week, that’s for sure. We could be looking at months before she’s ready again,’ he sighed. ‘At least she can stay here for her repairs. I suppose that’s something.’
Lewis stared at his tea. ‘Sorry HB, I can’t think what could have happened, it all happened in a flash.’
Barnett looked at the lorry driver for a few moments, then began to stare through him as he tried to imagine the incident. His thoughts returned to the previous night, and suddenly he remembered an image of the men around the load at Brinton’s, before the convoy had left.
Barnett mumbled to himself. ‘What was he up to?’
Lewis interrupted his thoughts. ‘What was that, sir?’
Barnett was brought back to the current situation. ‘I was thinking about last night, before you left Brinton’s. The Yanks were out watching us go off and one of them was fiddling with the securing straps.’
Lewis looked up. ‘You don’t think they may have something to do with this, do you sir?’
Barnett stood up, then responded. ‘Not sure, Jim. They are a strange bunch right enough, certainly keep themselves away from everything, but I don’t think they would want to sabotage their own allies. Don’t worry, as long as you’re okay Jim, that’s all that matters right now.’
‘They’re probably bitter that the FB-X isn’t ready yet, and we’re ahead of them with our new warplane,’ quipped Lewis.
Barnett shook the drivers hand and left the canteen. As he closed the door, he thought again of Maitland and his men by the trailer and suddenly the last comment that Lewis had made, didn’t seem too far-fetched.
* * *
Swan and Higgins sat at the table ready for lunch. The Air Commodore was still in great spirits from his shoot and picked up the menu. After a few minutes, he had decided to start with the crab and for the main course, chose the Dover Sole. Swan also went for the crab and then instead of the sole, decided on the venison. To go with the meal, they chose a chilled bottle of Leibfraumilch.
Small talk followed until the crab arrived, then the conversation turned to the McGregor incident.
Higgins shook his head. ‘Nasty business if you ask me. It seems the poor lad slipped and fell from the gantry next to the aircraft; looks as though the whole project is jinxed in some way.’
Swan picked up on the last comment. ‘How so, old boy?’
Higgins chewed on his crab. ‘Well, first there’s the delay in the maiden flight, then that business with the Yanks wanting to try out some secret spy drone using our aircraft. So, they set up headquarters at Brinton’s. Last time I was up there, they’d had all their areas restricted. Top level clearance only.’
Swan interrupted. ‘Must be quite a piece of kit for them to be so secretive.’
Higgins agreed. ‘You know the Yanks, and the way they act over here. Just look at what they’ve done to our station in Suffolk. It’s like being in New York, with their dammed burger bars and bowling alleys.’
Swan smiled, amused at the way Higgins showed frustration with the situation of American military personnel being based in England.
Higgins continued. ‘If you ask me, they’re all bloody sore that we are not buying their new piece of junk, instead of having the BR-101.’
Swan just nodded in appreciation and listened. ‘You see Alex, the FB-X practically rivals our kite in every way, and the thing’s being built by an unknown company called GK Systems Inc.’
‘I have to say, I’ve never heard of them,’ remarked Swan.
The big Air Commodore continued. ‘Neither had we. They seem to be some big outfit in Sacramento, just set up. They don’t just have orders for the FB-X, they’re also working on some lightweight, nimble little fighter-bomber, that they reckon will sell around the world.’
‘All very peculiar that some unknown firm wins the contract to supply the US with the latest military aircraft technology.’
‘Quite so. This stumped us all at the AM as well, until the other week when I came across a document in the office. It all added up then. This new company was being financed by none other than the US Government itself. The whole set up is a front if you ask me.’
Swan probed further. ‘How did information, obviously so clandestine, end up in a document at the Ministry?’
‘Big mystery, my boy. Apparently, they want to test a production FB-X over here at Pembridge in August. Most probably for use with the USAFE here in Blighty and over in Germany.’
Swan thought to himself for a few moments as Higgins stared at him. ‘I know that look, Alex. What’s on your mind?’
Swan slowly shook his head. ‘Not sure as yet. I will need to check out a few things first, before putting this piece of my puzzle in. Are the Yanks still up at Brinton’s?
‘Yes. They are to be there to see through the testing of this Python Hawk of theirs, which strikes me as odd because why test it on the BR-101, when they could have easily waited and put it on the FB-X? After all, it is being specifically designed to fit the thing, and in order to fit the Rapier, the name that has been chosen for the BR-101, there has had to a be a few modifications.
Swan was intrigued. ‘That is strange, considering their kite is already in the pre-production phase. Maybe I will be able to get more on this when I’m up there next week.’
‘Quite so, my boy.’ Higgins turned his head to glance around at the other diners, then leant over the table and whispered to Swan. ‘The passes are in the car. Remind me to give them to you later.’
After lunch they retired to the billiard room. Swan had won a quick toss and set up the balls to break off.
‘Fancy a dram as we play, Alex?’ Higgins asked, raising his fingers to beckon a waiter. Then, on Swan’s approval, he ordered two fine malt whiskeys, and then played his shot.
Swan watched the balls scatter, giving him an advantage. ‘Nice shot, old boy,’ he commended.
The waiter returned with the drinks, then turned to Higgins. ‘Sir, there is an urgent telephone call for you from the Ministry,’ he said, addressing the Air Commodore.
‘Won’t be a minute, Alex. I better go and make sure that World War Three hasn’t kicked off on this fine weekend.’
He left through the highly polished walnut doors of the billiard room to take the call.
Swan picked up his glass and eyed the play of the balls on the table, thinking how he could counteract Higgins’ break. He formed a mental plan for the next few shots, then picked up his glass and, through the transparent amber contents, saw Higgins return to the room.
The big man had his head down when he reached for his cue, and Swan judged his friend, noticing his pale face.
‘Is everything alright, old boy?’
Higgins acknowledged. ‘Was until that call from Danvers, my number two. It seems our talk about the Rapier has put more jinx on the bloody project. Turns out the Queen Mary transporting the second prototype down to Pembridge had a prang this morning. Bloody thing’s overturned and damaged the aircraft. Quite badly by the sound of things. She won’t be flying for a while, that’s for sure.’
Swan stood in disbelief. ‘How did it happen?’
Higgins eyed the three balls on the table. ‘From what I can gather, the driver took the turn through the village too sharply and burst two rear tyres. The weight of the cargo then went to one side, flipping the whole lot over. A startled outrider seems to be the only one hurt, but not seriously, thank God. There’s pandemonium at Pembridge of course. The Chief Designer Howard Barnett is there overseeing all the chaos. Nice chap, likes his beer. Although I can guess that he’s obviously not in a very celebratory mood right now.’

Chapter 7

Frank Maitland casually lent on his desk, perusing the list of inspectors due next week for the evaluation of the Rapier. ‘Our biggest worry is this evaluation team. We don’t want anyone snooping around now we’re this close to seeing the Spectre project through.’
Sitting at his desk, Jake Brannigan acknowledged him. ‘Have you gone over the specs on this inspection team?’
Maitland nodded. ‘Yeah, got it right here. There are these two new guys that have been added, but it says on their files that they’re technical analysts from the Air Ministry, so I don’t think we need to worry about a couple of techies added so late to the schedule.’
Brannigan stood up and stared out of the window, watching a technician on the boarding ladder beside the cockpit of the Rapier prototype. ‘So when do these Limeys get the big news then?’ he asked, not taking his eyes off the big silver aircraft outside.
‘We are to wait until the evaluation team have left, and then there’s going to be a big joint government meeting at Whitehall when the British Defence Secretary will be signing the contract.
One week later, the announcement will be made in their Chancellor’s Defence Review speech in Westminster, and that thing outside the window, and the other one at Pembridge will all go for scrap, along with the airframes in Hangar One. Looks like the assembly jigs and blueprints will also go. That seems to be the deal.’
Maitland joined Brannigan to share the same vision through the window, and not taking his eyes off the aircraft, sniggered.
‘She’s gonna look great with rocket holes in the side of her when she’s taken to the missile range.’
* * *
Kevin Nunn was anxious to find the Rapier’s Chief Designer as he burst into the mess room.
‘Where’s HB, I need to see him urgently!’
A burly aircraftsman moving a table stopped and looked at the flustered RAF engineer. ‘He was with the driver a while ago Sarge, he hasn’t come back in here yet.’
‘If he comes back, ask him to come over to the flight workshop pronto.’ Before the airman could answer, Nunn had disappeared back through the door.
Barnett sat opposite the base commander. He had known Squadron Leader Mike Geering for twenty years and they chatted idly about old times, then put their conversation to a more current topic. ‘Looks as though the inquiry will be Tuesday next week, I need to get back to Brinton’s, to collate some statements,’ said the Yorkshireman.
Geering sighed. ‘Damn bad show, Howard. I really was looking forward to all the razzmatazz we were going to have here this week. I have cancelled the Canadians and the Aussies and will talk to the Krauts later on.’
Barnett rose from the chair. ‘Well, that’s it then. Thanks Mike. It was nice to see you again. Shame that it had to be under these tragic circumstances.’ Barnett shook the base commander’s hand.
‘Anytime, HB. Always a pleasure. Ted’s waiting with the car so have a safe trip back to Cumbria, my friend.’
Barnett exited the office and walked the length of the corridor to the double doors at the end of the block, put on his coat, then walked over the square to the guardroom. As he approached an MP came running towards him.
‘Excuse me, Sir? Could you follow me over to the workshops hangar? Sergeant Nunn has asked that you see him.’
Barnett tailed the tall, immaculately dressed RAF policeman and climbed into the passenger seat of the blue/grey soft top Land Rover, and the vehicle headed for the hangars.
‘I will wait here for you sir,’ the MP assured him. HB walked into the hangar and seeing him, Kevin Nunn acknowledged him from the office and stood up from his desk.
‘Sir. Thank god I haven’t missed you,’ Barnett noticed that Nunn sounded rather excited. ‘What’s all this then, Kevin?’
‘Sir, I need to show you something I’ve found. It’s to do with the tyre of the Queen Mary.’
Nunn leant over and picked up the torn rubber mass from the desk. ‘I dropped my pen under my desk and bent down to get it, then suddenly had almost pressed my nose into the tyre. I could be mistaken sir, but I’m bloody certain that this tyre smells of cordite.
Nunn handed Barnett the remains of the tyre and he pulled it up to his nose. ‘My god, I think you’re right, Kevin lad.’
Nunn continued. ‘I was an armourer loading HV rockets onto our fighter-bombers during the Suez Crisis. I know that smell right enough.’
Barnett put down the tyre and looked at the floor. ‘If this is indeed cordite on the tyre, then the lorry turning over wasn’t an accident.’
He patted Nunn on the shoulder. ‘Good work, Kevin. I think we best keep this between you and me for now.’
Barnett walked out of the hangar and climbed into the Brinton Daimler. As the car moved towards the main gate, he shook his head. Suddenly, he could feel a welt of anger rising within him.
* * *
The next morning, after an early swim followed by a smoked salmon breakfast, Swan stood next to Higgins’s Bentley admiring the glossy walnut interior. The big man half sat in the vehicle, with one foot on the shingle, and handed the SID man a small brown envelope.
‘Here you go Alex, two passes to Brinton’s Hangar One, and main building complex. And, as promised, I have also given you a comprehensive list of the technical stuff that you and Arthur will find useful when you perform your little masquerade as avionics inspectors. I must say right now, I feel like a damn Ivan spy handing over secret documents in a car park. If we got caught doing this, I would most probably be shot tomorrow morning.’
Swan quickly placed the envelope into his jacket.
‘Come to think of it, all the Soviets need to do is place spies here for one weekend, and they would soon have all the military secrets they need for the next couple of years,’ Higgins added.
Swan tapped his jacket. ‘I very much appreciate this Sir Alistair, I certainly owe you for it.’
Higgins placed his other leg into the Bentley and shut the door, then wound down the side window. ‘Not at all, my boy. I owe you, more than anything. Don’t forget, if you hadn’t caught that damn Finnish floozy when you did, I would probably have been facing a national disgrace, a court martial and most probably a divorce case to boot. Thanks to you all I lost was my post in the Overseas Department Office, and those free trips abroad. Cheerio my boy, and good luck with your investigation up at Brinton’s.’
Swan watched as the Bentley drive across the gravel and out to the main drive road then moving over to his car, then loading his bag and shotgun into the boot, his thoughts were with the accident of the second Rapier prototype. He sat in the seat and listened to the purr of the engine, thinking about the FB-X, and this sudden emergence of the company that had produced it.
At the entrance to The Furrows, with these notions running at a pace inside his head, he swung the nippy sports car left onto the A25.
Later, as he drove along Westminster Bridge, instead of turning left at the end into Victoria Street and on to his flat in Bayswater, he decided to go around Parliament Square, and left into Whitehall.
* * *
The following morning Arthur Gable walked up the stairs to the office. Noticing the overnight bag and shotgun case at the foot of the stairs, he moved them so that they were safely tucked away at the side of the stairwell. He entered the office to see Swan sitting the wrong way round on a wooden chair, staring at a blackboard. Several empty coffee cups lay out on Swan’s desk.
Gable looked at the board littered with written labels with arrows between them. He also noticed the scattering of red and green chalked dots.
‘Looks like you have had a busy night, sir.’
An unshaven Swan looked up and smiled. ‘Morning Arthur, Yes, I learned a few things over the weekend that just couldn’t wait until today to sort out.’
‘Did you hear about the accident? It’s all over the paper?’
Gable took a rolled up Daily Telegraph out from his raincoat and handed it to Swan.
‘Yes, I was with Hammer Higgins when he got the news from the ministry. I left The Furrows about eleven and got here for twelve thirty. Luckily, Luigi’s was open, so he fixed me up a nice lunch and I took myself back to him in the evening.’
Gable watched his colleague get up from the chair and scan the newspaper.
‘So, you been here since yesterday then?’
‘Yes Arthur, I have.’
Gable raised a brow. ‘I feel sorry for Brinton, they’re not having much luck at the moment, are they?’
‘I don’t think luck comes anyway into it Arthur,’ Swan sat back down. ‘These are all the events that have occurred since we’ve taken this case.’ He took a pen from his tweed sports jacket draped over the chair, then got up and used it as a pointer stick. ‘Here we have McGregor’s fatal accident. This is shortly after the Americans arrived to work on this reconnaissance drone. Then, we have the announcement of the FB-X being deployed here. This aircraft was built by a new company called GK Systems Incorporated, allegedly fully funded and controlled by the US Government. And now the latest saga, the accident with the second prototype at the weekend.’
Gable stared in awe as Swan glided the pen to each point across the blackboard, captivated by the enthusiasm his boss was showing. He then sat down in front of the blackboard again. ‘Would I be right in saying that you think there may be a link with them all, sir?’
‘Precisely that, Arthur,’ replied a determined Swan.
Gable nodded his head and remained staring at the board, then suddenly moved toward it. ‘Of course! Look, it all fits.’ He stood up and pointed at the areas on the board and took a piece of chalk and added some more arrows. ‘See, here we have the arrival of the Americans and the news of the FB-X, and now we have the accident of the second plane.’ He turned to Swan. ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’ He took the chalk and drew a loop around the points on the board. ‘All these events lead right back here.’ Gable tapped the chalk on the point labelled: Americans arrive at Brinton.
Swan gave Gable a pat on the back. ‘They do indeed, my old friend. But why? Let’s hope that our little undercover excursion up to Brinton Aviation tomorrow will provide us with that answer.’
* * *
Howard Barnett resembled a sport walker as he marched across to The Magic Box. The only thing on his mind during the drive back to Brinton’s was this moment. He entered the huge green steel structure through the door at the side and slammed it shut behind him. A technician cleaning a fire extinguisher greeted him. ‘Morning HB,’ Barnett grunted a friendly reply as he walked passed him, toward the small office to the rear of the hangar. The usual procedure was to knock and wait to be invited to enter, but this time he just opened the door and burst in to find Maitland with his feet up on his desk, reading a specially delivered edition of the Washington Post.
Brannigan got up and looked across at the suddenly startled Maitland. The big Texan greeted the Chief Designer at the door.
‘Morning, Howard. Don’t think we quite followed the rules about entering this office, did we?’ Brannigan said, sarcastically.
Barnett ignored him, staring at Maitland. ‘I would like a word with you alone Frank, if you please.’
Maitland glanced at Brannigan, then gave him a quick nod. Brannigan walked up to the Yorkshireman, meeting his eyes. ‘I’m off for a smoke,’ he said, brushing Barnett as he left the office.
Maitland pointed to th chair in front of his desk. ‘Sit down, Howard. What seems to be the problem?’
HB stared coldly at the man opposite him, holding out his hand that contained the report of the incident. ‘You have no doubt heard of what happened down at Pembridge?’
Maitland leant back in his chair. ‘Sure, real sorry to hear about it. All the guys here are all shocked at the news.’
HB felt himself losing his patience with the casual reaction of the American. ‘Let’s not play bloody games, Frank! One of the Pembridge lads found traces of cordite in the tyre. Your man put a bloody explosive device in there, didn’t he? So, who was it Frank? Was it Jake Brannigan?’
Maitland raised himself from his chair and held up his hands. ‘Whoa, just hold it right there Howard! That’s one hell of an accusation. You’re upset, that I can understand, and I really feel for you buddy. But to accuse us of sabotage, that’s a whole new ball game and one where you’re way out of line, man.’
Barnett raged on. ‘Oh come on Frank, it’s bloody obvious. You want us to fail with the Rapier so you can sell Britain your bloody plane. It doesn’t take a bloody genius to work that out. That’s why you Yanks are really here, isn’t it?’
Maitland walked over to a filing cabinet and pulled out a half empty bottle of Kentucky Bourbon.
‘You gotta calm yourself down, pal. Can I offer you a drink?’
He waved a glass at the Yorkshireman.
‘I don’t want a bloody drink Frank, I want to know why you are really here at Brinton’s.’
‘You know why we’re here Howard, and that’s to work on the Python Hawk.’
Barnett shook his head. ‘That’s a bunch of crap Frank, and you know it. Prove it! Let’s see this bloody thing then.’
The American put down his glass on the desk. ‘I can’t let you do that, Howard. My chiefs would bust my ass if I was to disclose information on the Python Hawk to any unauthorised personnel.’
Barnett suddenly realised that he wasn’t getting anywhere with this conversation, and rose from his seat and leant across the desk to stare Maitland full in the face. ‘If I find out your lying Frank, you will be picking every newspaper reporter in Britain out of your great big Texan backside!’
Maitland took on a serious tone, his eyes boring into those of Barnett. ‘I’m from Kentucky, Howard.’ He held up his glass of bourbon in the face of the Yorkshireman. ‘In fact, just down the road from where this fine liquid is made. Mr Brannigan’s the Texan. So you have a nice day now and no more foolish accusations. Do you hear me Howard?’ He smiled as he watched Barnett turn and walk over to the door and slam it behind him. Outside, the Chief Designer bumped into Brannigan, banging his shoulder without an apology.
Brannigan turned his head and studied Barnett, then walking into the office, shot a look at his colleague. ‘What the hell was that all about?’ he asked, in his heavy, deep southern accent.
Maitland moved forward in his chair putting his hands on the desk. ‘Looks like we may have a problem, Jake. The old man is onto us. If he carries on, he could know everything. This could even expose the Spectres.’
Brannigan picked up a small pewter model of the Rapier, which every office had been given as a promotional gift, and played with it in his hands. ‘Do we need to do something about him?’
Maitland looked across at him and shook his head. ‘Not for now. He don’t know diddly squat yet, he’s just fishing. We just need to keep a close eye on him and keep him the hell away from the Spectres. I’ll put Riley and Zemke on him. He doesn’t know them, so should not suspect that he has a tail, especially with their double act as a young couple on vacation.’
* * *
As night fell in the Cumbrian sky, Barnett rose from his desk and removed the gold leafed pencil from behind his ear, packing it away into the presentation box. He then removed his work coat and hung it on the hook behind the door, and went out onto the mezzanine, locking the door behind him.
He walked out of the The Magic Box and into the main reception area, where security night guard Bill Wright sat reading the evening paper. He looked up and smiled as Barnett handed him his office keys.
Barnett referred to his newspaper. ‘Anything good in paper tonight then Bill?’
‘Not really, HB. The cricket’s going well though, we seem to be off to a good start in the First Test.’
Barnett shrugged. ‘That’s something, I suppose. Goodnight then, Bill. See you in the morning. We’ve got a big day tomorrow with those chaps coming up from London.’
Barnett allowed Wright to guide him to the main doors. He opened one, touching the shiny peak of his cap. ‘Goodnight then, HB.’
Barnett walked out to his car and unlocked it. Noticing it was a pleasant Monday evening, he removed his coat and placed it on the front passenger seat then started the car and reversed out of his parking space. At the entrance barrier, he slowed as it was lifted by another guard, who acknowledged him with a mock salute as he drove by. Barnett waved at him and then turned left out of the plant onto the A594.
As he drove towards Ellenborough, his thoughts were of the day’s events and how Maitland had reacted. He glanced in the mirror and thought nothing of the headlights that could be faintly seen a few hundred yards behind him.
Twenty-five minutes later, he pulled the 1958 Austin A40 Somerset into the drive of his house, and in the corner of his eye, saw a dark Ford Zephyr drive slowly past with two occupants inside. A young female sat in the passenger seat, while a young male was behind the wheel.

Chapter 8

Next morning, a white Leyland Tiger bus moved under the raised barrier of Brinton Aviation’s main gate, towards the mess block, and after parking in front of the doors, disgorged its sea of suited officials from the Ministry of Supply.
Swan and Gable signed their names into the visitor’s book on the reception desk and then mingled with the other members of the inspection party in the lobby of the mess. Drinks were then served by a waitress handling a tray of sherry glasses.
Gable took a glass and smiled to her in appreciation. ‘I’m beginning to like the hospitality already, sir,’ he commented, taking a sip from the glass.
Swan also held a sherry glass. ‘Arthur, we are supposed to be incognito here, so if you could drop the sir and call me Alex. I’ve always told you that it is okay to do so, but you do insist on a more formal address.’
Gable sighed. ‘Sorry Alex, seems to be a bit of a hang-up from my days with the force.’
Swan noticed that the atmosphere in the lobby was business like, with lots of formal conversation amongst the officials. Then suddenly, there was a loud clanging of the mess bell, calling everybody into the hall for lunch.
Following the extravagant buffet lunch which included locally caught salmon, a short presentation on the Rapier was to be given by Barnett. He handed each member of the audience an information pack and commanded the lights in the room to be switched off. ‘Gentlemen. You are about to be presented with a short slideshow on the development of the BR-101 Rapier Strike Aircraft. Any questions you may have, please leave until the end. Thank you. Now, could we have the lights out and slide one please, Joe.’
Swan and Gable listened carefully to the presentation and as they viewed the slides and took in the commentary from the Chief Designer. Swan made mental notes of questions that he could ask to maintain his masquerade within the team.
Twenty minutes later, the slide show concluded and the lights went back on. Barnett re-addressed the audience. ‘Thank you, gentlemen. Now if there are any questions, please feel free to ask.’
Swan made sure he was first. ‘Alex Swan, Systems Analyst from the Air Ministry. You mentioned the accident to the second prototype at Pembridge? When do you think that the aircraft will be ready for flying?’
Taking on a serious aura, Barnett stared at Swan.
‘Good afternoon, Mr Swan. It is hoped to have her flying by the end of June at the earliest. The accident caused her to have structural damage to the wing root and a new engine needs to be fitted. We should receive that engine for ground testing next month.’
Gable then raised his hand. ‘Arthur Gable also from the Air Ministry. I read in the last report that the engines were still showing signs of vibration when run up to full power. What is the latest on this situation?’
Barnett glanced over the sea of heads. ‘To answer your question Mr Gable, that is why the first prototype has been returned to Brinton’s. She is due to undergo a full examination, which I will personally be overseeing. I’m hoping that it’s a matter of just some tweaking with the compression valves. If not, then we are looking at a full rebuild.’
Swan waited for another member of the team to ask a question, then nudged Gable in the arm and whispered to him. ‘Good question, Arthur. Well done.’ The session ended with Barnett inviting everyone back into the mess for afternoon tea.
In the mess, Swan noticed Barnett returning to the table for a second cup of tea and an Eccles cake and decided to seize this opportunity to talk to the Yorkshireman. ‘It’s a bad show with the accident,’ he said apologetically. ‘I’m sure you wanted her to fly this week as much as we all did.’
Barnett continued pouring out the tea into his cup then picked up the Eccles cake. ‘Aye, Mr Swan. We really were looking forward to her taking off and keeping this project alive. I’m not so sure to be honest, if we are going to see this one through. I take it that’s why you people have really been sent up from Whitehall, isn’t it?’
Swan decided to ignore the comment. ‘So, you think that there’s a possibility that the BR-101 will be cancelled?’
Barnett shrugged. ‘Well, with this business of the engines not performing and the over running costs to the avionics, things look likely. Be a big shame though, as to me, she’s probably my best design. Certainly one I’m proud of.’
Swan noticed that Barnett was in a talkative mood, so decided to gamble with his next query. ‘What about this young lad who was killed here earlier this year?’
Barnett responded solemnly to this sudden change of subject. ‘That’s was tragic. Poor James had so much promise, and just a quick routine check ends all that in a flash. His poor fiancé, what must she be thinking right now. She wasn’t pleased with the result of the enquiry, I know that much. Her father said she would be doing something about it, poor lass. Anyway, what did you say was your particular field of study, Mr Swan?’
‘Oh, I am here to check the quality of the avionics, to make sure that they meet the required standards. I understand that the American Python Hawk reconnaissance drone is being test fitted here, and you have some US personnel here as well?’
‘Aye, we have them here alright.’
Swan detected some resentment in Barnett’s reply. ‘So what are these Yanks like then — off the record?’
‘Oh, they’re a peculiar lot, the whole project is being overseen by a chap named Maitland. They have armed guards on the doors to the basement of the assembly hangar. This is where the Python Hawk is being prepared, so I wouldn’t go too near them while you’re here, they are liable to get a bit nasty.’
‘You sound to me like you have had a run in with them already.’
‘Aye, we’ve had a few words. Maitland is a cagey one, he has a shifty look about him, but he’s there to see the Python Hawk does its job, I suppose.’
‘I will need to check on the proceedings for the Python Hawk tests, as part of my evaluation report, and will probably need to speak to this chap Maitland in due course.’
‘Good luck Mr Swan, and as I said, mind how you go in there. We don’t nickname it The Pentagram for nothing.’
Swan decided to push his luck and take advantage of his host’s social vices. ‘So enough about work for a minute, I take it that you are a drinking man. So can you recommend a good pub around here? I’m a stickler for Northern brews, and wonder if I could take advantage of your native knowledge and have you point me in the right direction.’
Barnett put down his empty cup and saucer. ‘Now you’re really talking…Alex, isn’t it? In fact, there’s a grand place just down the road I frequent on the way home. Why not meet up with me one evening this week and I will personally introduce you to the best local ales?’
Swan nodded. ‘That would be splendid. Might I bring along that chap over there? We are here together to produce a joint report, and as you can see, he looks a bit lost amongst the others in our party?’
They glanced across at Gable who was standing alone, reading a notice board. ‘Aye, he does look a bit lost, poor chap, bring him along by all means. Nice to speak to you Alex. I look forward to our drink soon.’
‘Likewise, and thank you for the presentation.’
‘No problem.’
The two men shook hands and Swan watched as Barnett exited the room, shaking hands with other members of the party as he made his way back to his office.
Swan then re-joined Gable, relieving him of his boredom of reading the staff notices. ‘How did it go?’ he asked.
‘Very well indeed, Arthur. HB is a nice and friendly chap and has invited us out for drinks at a local pub. I think he may have something on his mind, and I seemed to have appealed to his good nature. So, let’s see how much he is prepared to let me into his confidence; I’m certain he wants to say more about the accident, but I won’t push him, and will just let nature take its course.’
* * *
Maitland acknowledged his colleague at his desk. ‘Have you heard the news that the Rapier is to do a few fly-bys at the SBAC next month?’
‘Yeah, I was just reading the latest communiqué from Whitehall about it. This could prove a problem if it gets that far. The British public will be on the side of Brinton to continue with the project, and as we can’t show the FB-X at the show, that ain’t gonna help our cause too good.’
Brannigan picked up the pewter model again. ‘Maybe a little accident may happen at the show. The Rapier 101 could suddenly fall out of the sky.’
Maitland turned and glanced at Brannigan, as his colleague nose-dived the model onto the desk with a whistle from his lips, followed by a sneering smile.
‘You can be a ruthless son of a bitch when you wanna be, can’t ya Jake?’
‘Brannigan put down the model. ‘I could be supervising the fittings of the Python Hawk and easily put a little somethin’ in the weapons bay that could be detonated remotely from the crowd.
It’ll be just for insurance, in case we fall behind schedule with the Spectres. Seeing that these evaluation guys are up here this week, we’ve had to take precautions to cover them up in case some goddamn inspector thinks he has authority to snoop around downstairs.’
‘You can be assured pal, that they have all been briefed that we have the only jurisdiction down there. So, we shouldn’t see any threat about that. How about some coffee?’
On a positive nod from Brannigan, Maitland rose from his chair, went into the makeshift kitchen section of the office and switched on the kettle. ‘You know Jake? Perhaps your crazy idea don’t sound too crazy after all. Especially when it will only be twelve years this year since that last crash at the SBAC show. A disaster like that again will be sure to seal the fate of this god-dammed airplane.’
* * *
The next morning, the Ministry inspectors were escorted out to The Magic Box, where the gleaming silver airframe of the Rapier stood awaiting their attention. They were met by three Brinton technicians who would be assisting them with the various evaluations they were to undertake.
Swan and Gable shook hands with a small man in overalls named Larry Smith. He handed them both a pamphlet and took them through the systems that they were to work on. Larry then led them over to the aircraft, and walked up to the front of the fuselage, beside the crew boarding ladders.
Gable could hardly contain himself as he stood looking at the streamlined mechanical spectacle before him. Swan noticed this, and smiled in appreciation, sharing in his SID colleague’s excitement.
Smith stepped forward. ‘If you would like to stand back a bit gentlemen, I will lift up the door to the avionics bay for you.’
He accessed two hidden handles and pulled out the door to reveal a selection box of wires and components, which made up the vast area of avionics. He then secured the open door with two small braces that came out of recesses on either side. ‘Right, gentlemen. If you refer to your pamphlets, you can pretty much recognise the parts. Here we have the inertia navigation system. Here’s the TACAN system, and this is the sideways looking radar array.
Gable looked at his pamphlet to check what the TACAN was, discovering that it stood for Tactical Navigation.
Smith continued. ‘Above this, is the drive that operates the Doppler equipment, and these are the batteries powering the TFR in the radome.’
Gable checked the pamphlet again, finding Terrain Following Radar, and so was ready for Smith again as he explained its functions. ‘The target acquirement unit, is on the other side of the fuselage and accessed by a similar door, and that is pretty much it. As you can see, each unit is separate and can be detached and replaced section by section, pretty much like inside a TV set.’
Swan put his head into the bay, making a few notes on his clipboard. ‘How often would you need to replace the batteries to the TFR?’
Smith thought for a minute, then stepped forward. To be honest with you sir, as we haven’t had the need yet, I would have to estimate between fifty to one hundred sorties.’
Swan made more notes, then it was Gable’s turn to maintain the charade. ‘Are there any back up batteries, should one of these fail in flight?’
Swan winked at Gable for coming up with such a constructive question and the technician pointed up to the cockpit. ‘There are two reserve batteries behind the navigator’s cockpit. We had to build a firewall to prevent any internal explosion, in case of crew ejection, as without this in place, the rockets on the seats would probably ignite the battery acid. These batteries are accessed through the panel above the fuselage.’
Gable recorded some notes on his clipboard as Smith stood at the bottom of the platform ladder leading to the cockpit. ‘Right gentlemen, I can now show you the cockpit and power up some of these systems I have explained to you.’
The three men climbed the blue framed access ladder and stood on the platform, overlooking the two open crew compartments.
Smith then climbed into the navigator’s ejection seat and pushed a few buttons and almost instantly, lights on various instruments came on. He then pointed out the different areas and demonstrated the view panels for each. ‘Here is the TACAN control, which can be placed to two settings: Low level and Altitude. The SLAR screen is here, and can either be manually set, or set as part of the automatic system. This screen here is the moving map. If you’ve seen the latest James Bond film, this is an updated model to the one that is in Connery’s Aston Martin DB5.’
Gable responded excitedly. ‘Yes, I recognise it from the film.’
Smith continued. ‘Over here is the Weapons Selection screen. Yes, you are seeing the option for the Blue Fin stand-off Nuclear weapon. Although it will not be ready for a few years, the missile’s details have already been calibrated into the attack system, and ready for operation. We are also looking at incorporating a compatibility mode on the production machines, so we can also use other weapons, such as the BOFORS anti-ship missile being developed by the Swedes. That will be a standard kit for their machines.’
Swan pointed to a small box which had been added to a spare area on the panel and incorporated a square TV screen.
Swan then pointed out a small black box recessed into the sidewall. ‘So what’s this here?’
Smith also spied the box. ‘This was only fitted this morning, by the Yanks, and is the control unit for the Python Hawk reconnaissance drone. As you can see, it is a temporary bolt-on unit at the moment, but if our own home grown proposed Blue-Eye system goes belly-up, then we will probably have the Python Hawk fitted as standard for Rapier Recce missions. All these systems are fitted with battery warning lights, and are relayed to the reserve units behind me. The only way they will not work is if there is a total system failure, in which case the crew are long gone and the aircraft will be in its final death plunge. Unlike the record breaking test aircraft that the Rapier was developed from, she would not make a very formidable glider. Incidentally, HB looked at fitting the Rapier with a crew escape capsule, similar to what the Yanks have on their new FB-X, but opted to keep faithful with Messrs Martin & Baker, and have them design these new Zero-Zero AX seats to his specification.’
Gable looked around the cockpit. ‘How quick will the reserve kick in, should there be an initial power failure?’
Smith answered the question. ‘The reserve has direct link to the power sensors. Should there be a failure, the warning lights on their panels will flash up like Christmas trees. The aircraft will experience no difference in operational function and carry on as if nothing happened.’
Gable showed his appreciation and recorded it on his clipboard.
Smith rose from the Navigator’s ejection seat. ‘Well gents, why we’re still up here, are there any more questions about the cockpit? Oh, I almost forgot, the navigator has total monitoring control over the avionic systems, but can relinquish control to the pilot manually. Say, he may be injured or something from flak in a typical low level strike mission, the pilot has an override panel on his right side console.’ The Brinton technician looked at his watch. ‘Ok, gentlemen. I make it 11.03 on the Rapier’s digital cockpit clock, which has both GMT and TAI as standard. So why don’t we now go and have a cup of coffee and I will show you the systems test performance data history afterwards.’
Larry Smith shut down the electrics and climbed out of the cockpit, following Swan and Gable down the ladder. They allowed him to move in front of them as he headed for a small room at the side of the hangar.
Gable whispered at Swan. ‘Very impressive, I must say. To think we were only reading about this beautiful piece of machinery last week, and now we’ve had a personal guided tour of her.’
Swan took Gable by the arm. ‘Calm yourself, Arthur, we don’t want your over-excitement to give us away, but I have to agree with you, the Silver Angel is truly magnificent.’
In the canteen, Howard Barnett saw them enter and waved his hand to them. ‘Morning gents, how was your tour of my beautiful lady then?’
Swan nodded. ‘Truly marvellous, thank you, Howard. She really is a credit to you.’
‘Oh, I only do the thinking. It’s all these lads who make my dreams come true. The credit all goes to them. Anyway, glad I found you. How are you and Mr Gable fixed for this evening? I was wondering if you both would permit me to introduce you to some real Cumbrian hospitality.’
Swan smiled. ‘Well, that sounds just the ticket. What about you Arthur?’
‘I think it will be good to put some real ale into our veins for a change,’ agreed Gable.
Barnett shook their hands. ‘Well, that settles it then, gents. I will wait for you to finish your first day reports, and then collect you for five o’clock. We can start with The Duck and Goose, have a nice meal and then see where we go from there.’ Barnett left them and walked over to a table where his technicians were sharing a joke.
The afternoon was spent going over the test pilot’s reports on the avionic trials, and Gable studied lists of data and made some recordings on his clipboard. ‘I do hope I’m doing this right, I’ve tried to make my scribbles as convincing as possible,’ he remarked, worried.
‘Relax Arthur, just record what you have to, following Hammer’s list, and he will sort it out when we get back,’ Swan assured him.
‘Do you think HB will tell us a bit more about the Yanks this evening?’
‘I’m banking that he will be able to give us more of a picture, so I can get authority for a full investigation. I have a suspicion that James McGregor’s death was not an accident and that there has been some sort of cover up. Whether HB is in on it, I’m unsure, but I think he’s holding something back about the second prototype. What I don’t know is why, and where this could all be going.’
The two men continued in their disguise, reading through the pilot’s and navigator’s reports and making their own notes each time the text mentioned something that related to the list provided by Air Commodore Higgins.

Chapter 9

In the workshop hangar at RAF Hemingford, a small maintenance base in Shropshire near the Welsh border, Leading Aircraftsman Peter Trimble dismantled the petrol tank from an ageing BSA M20 military motorcycle and commented to his colleague, Aircraftman Brian Gowans, on the damage that the bike had sustained in the tyre burst of trailer, in the Shobdon incident. He was pleased that the rider had survived the sudden blast, and had walked away with only a few cuts and a damaged bike.
Looking at the damage, Trimble could see the force that had taken the rider off the bike in Shobdon village. He took a screwdriver and started to clean the metal residue from the scorched area behind the tank. As he casually scraped and picked his way through the debris, he noticed something odd about the contents, and placed his fingers into the charred remains, pulling out a small piece of plastic. It had traces of bare wire protruding from an opening at the bottom of a strange looking object. Trimble knew the old BSA M20 backwards, so instantly dismissed this component as being part of the machine.
He walked over to Gowans. ‘Here Brian. Look what I’ve found. What do you make of this?’
Gowans examined the object as Trimble held it in his fingers.
‘No idea, mate. Something that attached to the bike when it crashed maybe.’
‘It was really embedded into the back of the tank, so it looks as though it got there sometime before that. Hang on, I have the maintenance record for this bike in the office and can check when it was last serviced.’
Trimble walked into the office and searched through the filing cabinet until he pulled out a file. He opened the flap and searched the registration numbers in the left hand corner of each document.
‘Aha!’ he exclaimed, returning to his colleague and placing the document on the workbench.
‘Here we go. This bike only had a service eight weeks ago.’
‘Who did it?’ Gowans asked.
Trimble looked down at the signature and name at the bottom.
‘John did it. It wouldn’t be like him to be sloppy and leave any foreign objects on the bike, would it?’
Trimble picked up the small object again and, on closer inspection, noticed some scorch marks, and that the object had been broken off at one end. He picked up a magnifying glass and examined them more closely. Gowans watched his colleague and joined in his curiosity. ‘What do you think it is?’
‘I haven’t the faintest idea, Brian. I’m gonna take this over to the Sarge and see what he makes of it.’
Trimble walked out of the hangar and over to a small hut. He then walked up the steps and knocked on the door.
Trimble walked into the hut into a chaotic looking office.
At the desk was a slightly balding NCO, filling in a form. He looked up and smiled.
‘Pete. What can I do for you?’
‘Hello, Sarge. Sorry to bother you, but I’ve been working on the bike that was involved in the BR-101 trailer accident and found this stuck behind the tank.’
The NCO held out his hand palm up, allowing Trimble to place the object into it. He took it in his fingers and examined it.
‘There’s some scorch marks on the side, and wires hanging down. It’s something I’ve never seen before’
The Sergeant looked at it more closely, observing the scorch marks. ‘Not part of the bike, then?’
Trimble nodded. ‘I know the M20 inside out Sarge, and it definitely is not part of it.’
‘Leave it with me. I will have a word with a Darts mate of mine over in the armoury. Perhaps these scorch marks could give us a clue.’
Trimble left the Sergeant with the object and walked out of the hut.
* * *
At a few minutes past five o’clock, HB met Swan and Gable outside the main assembly hangar. ‘Good day chaps?’ he asked, and gestured them to get into his car.
Swan nodded. ‘Yes HB, very good. Some most interesting reports from your flight crew on the Doppler system.’
Barnett gave an embarrassing smile. ‘I’m afraid I don’t very much deal with the hi-tech stuff. Engines and airframe are my specialty, so whatever you have to say about the avionics will all be gobbledegook to me.’
Swan smiled. ‘I see. Well, things are going well with the evaluation, and it looks as though the high-tech stuff is ticking the right boxes.’
It was Gable’s turn to make conversation. ‘How is the problem with the engine coming on?’
Barnett replied, looking in the mirror at his inquisitor.
‘Been at it all day in the engine testing chamber, running her up to two and half thousand RPM. It seems stable for a constant five to ten minutes, then starts to vibrate and after that, gets steadily worse. We tried lowering the compression rating, but then we noticed a loss of power, something no flight crew wants when being tracked by SAMs or buzzed by a bloody MIG over hostile territory.
‘Quite so,’ replied Swan.
‘Talking of SAMs. I was of the understanding that the Rapier has been fitted with the latest ECM system.’
Barnett confirmed. ‘It will be on the production models. We rigged a temporary system to the second prototype, as that was going to be part of the planned trials, but obviously, that’s all on the backburner for now.’
Swan detected resentment in the Chief Designer’s reply, and decided to change the subject. ‘I trust there’s good food at The Duck and Goose then?’
‘Only the best steak and kidney pudding this side of The Lakes,’ boasted Barnett.
Gable stared out at the road, noticing that HB had slowed down and turned right into a car park. A sign with a picture of a duck being overflown by a goose as its centrepiece hung from two iron braces at the side of the stone clad building.
‘We’re here, gents. One of my local haunts, and I hope you two are hungry.’
They got out of the car and Swan took in the external structure and lighting of the inn. Barnett then led them inside the main lounge and instantly raised his hand to a man behind the bar.
‘Evening, Bob. A pint each of Grassmoor Dark for my two friends, please.’
Bob Crumley was the landlord of the Duck and Goose and ran it like a military barracks with his wife, Brenda, and their two barmaid daughters, Gwen and Mary.
He nodded to the Brinton Chief Designer. ‘Right you are, HB. Coming right up.’ As an ex RSM of the Coldstream Guards, even in retirement he stuck with his former Senior NCO eccentricities, sometimes to his family’s annoyance. Gable watched as Crumley poured the dark brown liquid into the glass tankards.
‘Will you be eating, gentlemen?’
Barnett smiled. ‘If Brenda has some of her steak and kidney pies on, then the answer is yes. I was drooling earlier over the thought as I was recommending them to Alex and Arthur here, on the drive up from work.’
Crumley nodded. ‘Then she must have known you’ll be popping in, as she has done some for this evening. We’ve also got some nice jackets in the oven as well,’ added the Landlord.
‘Sounds great, Bob. Tell Brenda to do three, with lots of mushy peas and her homemade gravy.’
Crumley wrote down the order and beckoned his daughter Mary to prepare a table. On her father’s glance, Mary went over to a table and prepared it with cutlery and napkins.
‘Gwen’s night off then, Bob?’ enquired Barnett.
‘She’s gone to Carlisle with some friends to see one of these bloody pop groups. A bunch of scruffy lads from Birmingham called The Nightriders.’
Overhearing this remark, Mary Crumley interrupted.
‘The Nightriders ain’t that bad Dad, especially the lead singer Jeff Lynne. He’s a right dish. I would say they would give The Beatles a run for their money. Maybe one day, they may be even better.’
Crumley smiled. ‘Nightriders, Beatles. It all sounds the same old rubbish to me.’ He turned to his guests. ‘I’ve had to spend a fortune on that bloody machine next door, so it plays all that racket. Give me the band of my old regiment, the Coldstream Guards any day.’
Mary walked by carrying a jug of water. ‘Oh Dad, you’re so old fashioned. You should take some time to listen to some of this rubbish as you call it and I’m sure you will enjoy it. Mum has it on all the time on the radio in the kitchen.’
Crumley cut his daughter down. ‘That will be quite enough drooling over these long haired louts you call pop stars, Mary. You can go and check the other bar for any customers now.’
Swan laughed silently, noticing that his daughter was beginning to embarrass her father.
Barnett gestured to them, lifting his drink. ‘Shall we sit at our table then, gents?’
He carried his half-drank tankard over to a laid wooden table of white napkins and stainless steel cutlery, and set around tablemats featuring painted scenes from the Lake District. Swan and Gable sat at their places and allowed HB to pour the jug into their water glasses. HB started the conversation. ‘What do you think of Grassmoor Dark then, gents?’
Swan raised his tankard. ‘Excellent ale, really smooth and full of flavour.’
‘I’ll second that,’ added Gable.
Idle chat about the BR-101 followed, until the meals arrived. Barnett then raised his glass. ‘Bon Appetite gentlemen. May I be the first to introduce you to the fine home cooking of Mrs Brenda Crumley.’
The three men tucked into their meals, speaking little between each mouthful of their full to the brim plates.
‘What’s your wife doing this evening then, HB?’ asked Gable.
‘Oh, she’s at our village hall meeting tonight, so would have done herself something to eat earlier. You must get a chance to meet her. She’s from Switzerland originally and does the most beautiful apple and blackberry strudel. You gents must come to my house for dinner before you return to London. My son David’s coming home from his school for the weekend, so I am sure that he would love to listen to two avionics technicians explain all this new gadgetry.’
They finished their main courses and on HB’s recommendation, Mary now doubling up as waitress, served them Plum Duff and custard.
Shortly into their dessert a small, stout woman appeared, dressed in a flowery patterned apron. ‘How’s the food tonight then, gentlemen?’ she asked. Barnett put down his spoon, stood up from the table and gestured to his guests. ‘Alex, Arthur. Can I introduce you to the finest cook in the North, Mrs Brenda Crumley.’
‘Steady on, Howard, I don’t think Heidi would want you saying things like that, would she?’ joked Brenda.
Swan smiled at her. ‘A truly fine meal, Mrs Crumley.’
‘Ooh, Mrs Crumley? Nay be so formal sir, Brenda to everyone around ‘ere it is.’
‘Excellent, Brenda,’ said Gable, not wanting to further offend her with formalities.
‘So what brings you two fine gents in here with this old rogue then?’
‘These chaps are here to see if my new plane is worth all it’s cut out to be, Brenda. They’re part of a team of inspectors up at Brinton’s for a week.’
‘Then I can tell you now gents that Howard here always builds good planes. It’s probably all my good dinners that gives him the strength to do so.’
‘Thanks Brenda, I couldn’t have thought of a better guarantee myself, especially now these guys here have tasted your good food.’
Brenda Crumley noticed that her husband had more customers than he could handle. ‘Well, it’s been very nice meeting you, gents. I better give Bob a hand, before he bellows a command at me.’
She left the three men and walked over to the bar and Swan decided that it was a good time to get a little more serious.
‘I need to talk to the Yanks tomorrow about the Python Hawk. What do you think my chances are?’
HB leaned across the table. ‘They cannot be trusted Alex, if you want my opinion.’
‘Swan knew he could pursue this further.’
‘How so?’
‘Well, as I said to you earlier, they’re a shifty lot and there’s something else I’m looking into about them.’
Swan needed to probe more. ‘What’s that, old boy?’
HB hesitated, then relaxed himself. ‘I take it we are now friends, and it would be good to get this off my chest. It is my belief that they are behind the accident at Shobdon and even more so, the fatal fall of my apprentice James McGregor.’
The lounge bar of the inn was now busy with locals, and a young couple sat at the far table in view of the three men, now deep in conversation. This was the perfect view for Jody Zemke, as she used the typical CIA surveillance technique of keeping her head fixed forward on her partner, but kept her eyes trained on her target. As Zemke looked across, her eyes were focussed heavily on the lip movements of Brinton’s Chief Designer, and as if commentating on every move, spoke across the table to a man nursing a glass of stout. Like an interpreter reeling off the English translation of a foreign language, she translated each lip-read syllable with ease to her colleague and pretend partner for the evening, Nick Riley. He was a few years older than Jody, and the couple blended in well in their casual clothing, as if they were two young lovers out for the evening. Riley also had a talent, a photographic memory that was able to see spoken words and store them in his head. He was just as good with faces, and in the short time they had tailed their target he had every crevice and wrinkle of the three men logged and ready for recall.
Across the room, Swan pursued the Chief Designer on his sabotage and murder theory. ‘What evidence do you have that you think this may be the case?’
Barnett sat up in his chair and looked down at the small remaining amount of brown liquid in his tankard. ‘None, really. Just a hunch I suppose. Too many things have been happening around here, and it seems that it’s since those Yanks invaded the place.’ He stopped talking and changed the subject. ‘Anyway gents, I take it they’ve put you up in The Waverley in Maryport?’
‘That’s correct,’ Swan replied.
‘Well, how about I take you back to the hotel and we can have a nightcap in a pub I know just round the corner, before I leave you gents to your own devices?’
‘That sounds good to me,’ acknowledged Gable.
Jody quickly told Riley that the three men were leaving. Riley decided that they wouldn’t pursue the tail, and would arrange to meet with Maitland in the morning and submit their report.
As Swan waited in turn to shake hands with the landlord and his wife, he glanced around at the crowd of drinkers. Suddenly he noticed a young woman with straight black hair under a tweed cap staring at him, then quickly averting her gaze to look down at her lap. He saw that she was with a man of similar age, and for a moment he watched her. She looked up again at him, then as suddenly as before, looked away.
Swan had been in the Security Services too long not to recognise clandestine surveillance tactics, and suddenly saw this occasion as such. He decided to test his theory and walked over to the table, keeping his gaze on the girl. As he approached, she looked up and smiled at him.
Swan returned the smile. ‘Good evening. Sorry to bother you both, but I was just admiring your hat, madam. My daughter is of similar age to you and I was hoping to get her one for her birthday. I notice that it seems to be what every young lady is wearing at the moment.’
Jody Zemke kept smiling and put a hand on her hat. ‘Oh, I err — got it from Oxford Street, in London.’
Swan then raised an eyebrow to her Chicago toned accent. ‘You’re American, mid-west I would say, judging by the accent.’
Zemke nodded. ‘Yeah, I’m from Chicago. Names Holly, and this is my fiancé Steve.
Hi ya how ya doing,’ said Riley in his Virginian tone as he looked up at the dark suited man standing over the table.
Swan studied him. ‘But you sound like you are from a bit further north,’ he added.
Riley gazed at Swan, but did not say anything else. The SID man then addressed the both of them. ‘So, what brings you to these parts of our dear country then?’
Zemke gave him another friendly smile. ‘We’re visiting the Lake District. We heard so many things about this beautiful part of England from friends back home, so we decided to include it on our vacation to England.’
Swan admired the professionalism of their cover stories, but decided to leave it there. They were obviously good at what they were employed for. ‘Nice to meet you both, I’m Alex. So it was Oxford Street you say? Do you happen to know which shop?’
Zemke snapped back quickly. ‘I think it was Harrods. Is that right Steve?’
Riley gave a sharp nod. ‘Yeah, I think it was.’
Swan shook Riley’s hand. ‘Thank you so much, enjoy your holiday.’ He turned, joining Barnett and Gable at the door.
Outside he waited until they were all seated in the car. ‘Looks as though you might have a tail, old boy.’
Barnett looked at Swan in a confused state.
‘I just spoke to a charming young American couple who are on holiday up here, but they’re not on holiday, as they both have the letters C–I-A marked all over them.’
Gable looked at Swan in surprise. ‘How do you know that, sir?’
‘Quite simple, really. The girl was wearing a hat which clearly had a Bloomingdales label hanging down from it, and on my enquiry of where she had bought it, she said Oxford Street, in Harrods!’
Barnett stared through the windscreen. ‘So what happens now? Looks as though that bourbon drinking bastard is on to me.’
Swan gave a reassuring glance at the Yorkshireman. ‘Let them continue. I very much doubt they will be using those two again, now that I have compromised them. So we need to be on our guard. I wager that tomorrow’s little visit to The Pentagram, as you call it, will be an interesting one.’
Barnett slammed his foot on the brake, causing the car to stop suddenly at the exit of the inn, and then turned to both men.
‘Just a minute gents. You’re not exactly who you claim to be either, are ya?’
Swan put a friendly hand around Barnett’s arm. ‘No, but the difference is, we are the good guys.’
As Barnett drove, Swan re-introduced himself and his colleague and explained the real reason why they were up at Brinton’s.
‘Oh that poor lass, how is she?’ Barnett enquired, referring to their client Kate Townsley.
‘Kate’s fine,’ Swan replied. ‘She’s a brave girl, and has provided me with some very useful information about the incident, and given me enough to start putting a good case together.’
Barnett shook his head. ‘So how did you guys get passes to be part of the inspection team then?’
‘From contacts high above.’ Swan touched the side of his nose. ‘Need to know only, I’m afraid.’
Barnett nodded. ‘So Government knows about all this then?’
‘Well, not exactly,’ Swan corrected. ‘Let’s just keep it all to ourselves for now. My intentions here are to get to the bottom of what’s going on, then I will give my former colleagues at MI5 the heads up on the whole thing and leave them to wrap it all up.’
Barnett shook his head in disbelief. ‘I don’t know. Bloody CIA and MI5. Right now chaps, I feel like a character in a Graham Greene novel.’

Chapter 10

The next morning Maitland looked across his desk at his two agents and listened to their report. ‘You say this Alex guy saw you and spoke to you about your hat?’
Jody Zemke looked sheepishly down at her hands at the question put to her by her controller. ‘Yeah, he did. I goofed though, and he caught me. I had to think of something fast, this guy was quick. So I told him I got it from Harrods in Oxford Street. He also noticed my accent and we told him we were here on vacation. I think he fell for it.’
Maitland turned his pen in his hands and looked at his female agent. ‘So this guy is an inspector and here this week for the Rapier evaluation, and Barnett told him and his buddy about suspecting that we are responsible for McGregor’s fall, and that we could have sabotaged the transporter?’
‘That’s exactly what he said. I read it easily from his lips.’
‘It was just like she said, sir,’ interrupted Nick Riley.
Maitland looked at his twirling pen. ‘Would you say this Alex is not actually an inspector, from what you saw, from him recognising what part of the States you both came from?’
Riley decided to answer for his partner. ‘The guys a spook, unless he has a hobby in people watching. No, he’s MI5 or a government agent. A real life James Bond. I’ll be god damned if I’m wrong.’
Maitland rose from his desk and walked to his filing cabinet, opened the drawer and extracted a file with the label BR-101 Evaluation Team. He held it in one hand while pulling out the bottle of Old Kentucky Bourbon with the other, and placed the file on the top of the cabinet while he poured himself a glass. He then put the bottle back in the drawer and closed it, opened the file, and read while taking a sip from the glass.
‘Here he is. Alex Swan, and Arthur Gable is his buddy. According to this report, they are civilian avionics systems specialists from the Air Ministry. I’ve been asked if I can have a meeting with these guys this afternoon to answer questions on the Python Hawk.’
Zemke stood up from her chair and pulled her skirt down over her knees. ‘Is there anything else sir?’
Maitland stared out of the window at the other hangars. ‘I need your reports on my desk by sundown. One other thing, Miss Zemke? Take a look at page two of the newspaper on my desk. There’s an advert for Harrods Sale. Kindly read the address of the store to me will you?’
She picked up the copy of The Times on her controller’s desk and turned over the front page. ‘Harrods, 87 to 135 Brompton Road, London, SW1X 7XL.’
Zemke gave a bewildered look at the back of her controller then he spoke directly to her. ‘That’s in a place called Knightsbridge, about three miles from Oxford Street, Miss Zemke.’
Maitland turned and stared straight into her blue green eyes.
‘You goofed alright, Jody! You played right into Swan’s hands. The son of a bitch read you like the god damned New York Times. After your report, go and pack. You’re now off Black Star. Get your ass back to Langley and report for a new assignment. You may be in luck, as the chief has just fired his last secretary, and I’m sure even you can’t screw up with typing a memo.’
Riley just sat open mouthed and watched as his surveillance colleague put the newspaper back down on the desk and walked briskly, head bowed, out of the office. Tears began to well in her eyes. She knew that she would have to spend a long time on clerical duties before she would be let back in the field again.
Maitland then looked at Riley. ‘You’ve been compromised, Nick. I’m sending you to Black Star Three in Alaska to spend the rest of the year in the Bearing Strait looking and listening to Soviet spy trawlers. Just think yourself lucky that you’re still with us.’
Maitland then chose to ignore Riley as he made his way out of the office. He walked back to his desk and sat down with the file, picking up the photo of Alex Swan on the document.
‘Okay, Alex Swan or whoever you are. You just cost me two of my best agents. You wanna war? Then you’ve got one, pal.’
Brannigan then walked into the office and Maitland addressed him. ‘Looks as though we do have a problem with Barnett. I was wondering if we could shut him up before he shuts us down.’
Brannigan sneered to his boss from his desk. ‘Maybe a threat in the right direction may help. There’s his Swiss born wife and he also has a kid, a son at a boarding school.’
Maitland glanced sharply at his colleague. ‘Is that so? Maybe it will be a good idea to get some guys to pay him a visit. It will give us a bit of leverage, should his old man start blabbing. But it’s not enough, Jake. He could open the can on the whole goddamn thing, and if that happens, all our work here will be for nothing.’
Brannigan stood up from his desk. ‘Then we have to act, and right now Frank. Let’s use the kid, and maybe then have a word with Barnett to keep him quiet.’
* * *
Swan and Gable sat in the breakfast room of The Waverley Hotel. They had been well rewarded in being early risers, as they had secured the bay window table that overlooked the small harbour.
Gable commented on it. Beautiful day. Shame that we have to spend it talking to some shady American spook.’
Swan stared at a small fishing trawler heading out towards the harbour mouth. ‘Poor HB. He looked quite shaken by the news that he had been put under CIA surveillance.’
The two men fell silent, watching the small sailing boats with their bright coloured sails floating just beyond the harbour wall.
Gable then made a suggestion. ‘I think we should also be careful this afternoon when we go and talk with this Maitland chap.’
I totally agree with you, Arthur. I suppose it depends on what his watchdogs have told him of our chat last night. I need you to observe his reactions, as I ask him questions about this Python Hawk drone thing of theirs. I’m going to also go a bit deeper and test some of those reactions. If he is CIA, then I will know by the end of our meeting.’
Gable sniggered. ‘This should be something worth seeing, a Yank spook squirm in his seat.’
‘They’re not all bad, Arthur. Look at Howard Denning, the chap who helped us on the Bloomberg affair. He bent over backwards to accommodate us. Without him that case would not have been wrapped up so quickly. Trouble is that the CIA do not operate as one happy family. They are made up of different sections, dealing with such diverse things such as strategic spying to sabotage, foreign affair infiltration and even assassination. Just look at the Bay of Pigs fiasco, when one section blamed the other and vice versa for the mess. There are operatives who do not exist on paper and ‘sleeper’ agents placed in strategic positions all over the world, who only go into action when they receive a special code word by phone.’
The two men finished their breakfast of poached eggs and coffee enjoying their view, then joined the other members of the inspection team outside to await the bus to take them to another gruelling day at Brinton Aviation.
* * *
The morning sun also shone on a small hut beside the hangar at RAF Hemingford. Sergeant Harry Woodger sat at his desk with a mug of tea in his hand as he chatted to Sergeant George Hamble, also armed with a mug of tea.
‘I still can’t believe them darts last night. When did you get time to learn a nine dart finish, you lucky sod?’
Hamble simulated throwing a dart with his free hand. ‘Just flew them nice and straight into the right beds, mate,’ he boasted.
‘Seriously though, it was a good game. Did you see everyone stop and watch when you went for it?’
‘I’ve got to confess, I did notice. So I thought to myself, George don’t fluff this up, my old son. Anyway, thanks for the tea. I’ve got a dodgy Aden cannon to strip down and fix if I can, and seeing it was the aircraft belonging to the CO of 1 Squadron that jammed over the range, I better make a good job of it, or he’ll be pinning me down on Aberforth and using me for target practice.’
Woodger waved goodbye to his colleague and sat for a moment finishing his tea. Suddenly, he reached across his desk for a small cellophane package, then got up and called out.
‘George? Sorry mate, could you have a look at this. It was found by one of my lads working on the outrider’s bike. The one who got injured in the BR-101 trailer accident, down at Pembridge. He pulled it out of the bike, but swears to me it isn’t part of it.’
Hamble walked back up to Woodger and took the package from him. ‘I’ll get it checked out. Any ideas?’
Woodger shook his head in puzzlement. ‘Not a clue. It looks a bit weird to me, there’s some scorch marks on it, so I thought you would be the man with the answers.’
Sergeant Hamble took the object out of the bag and examined the scorching. ‘Certainly been subjected to some heat. Look at the way this section has melted. Tell ya what, Charlie’s in and he’s good with pyrotechnics, so I’ll give it to him to look at.’
Woodger returned to the hut and sat down to the mountain of paperwork that faced him while Hamble walked into the armoury hangar and looked at the Aden cannon on the workbench. Leading Aircraftsman Charles Ambrose walked up to him, cleaning a component of the long cannon barrel.
‘Morning Charlie. ‘Ere, could you have a look at this at some point? I’ve just been given it by Sergeant Woodger over in Maintenance.’ Hamble handed the package to Ambrose, who took the object out of the packaging, and looked at it closely. ‘I thought as you are good with the pyros that you could tell me what it is.’
Ambrose looked at the object, noticing the scorch marks and the melted plastic.
‘Bloody hell. I may be wrong, but I think this is part of a detonator. Where did it come from?’
‘Harry said it came from the bike that the outrider was riding, when the tyres burst on the BR-101 trailer going to Pembridge.’
‘Christ Sarge, look here. These wires would lead to the explosive, that’s why it is only scorched at one end. The blast was probably small, but enough to rip through the tyres. This thing is really similar to the stuff we used to deal with in Borneo with the CTs, when they booby trapped their jungle hideouts.’
Do you think the bloody trailer could’ve been sabotaged?’
Ambrose nodded. ‘If a small explosion went off in the right place, it would almost definitely have caused the trailer to go over.’
‘Blimey,’ exclaimed an astonished Hamble. ‘This is serious stuff, Charlie. I better take it and report this. God only knows what kind of a hornet’s nest we’ve just stirred up.’
* * *
In the deep Buckinghamshire countryside, up on a hill, the sandstone structures of Stowe School reflected the sun, lighting it up like a beacon. To the left of the main building two of the rugby pitches were occupied. On one field, the young, striped- shirted male players ran around the pitch, and the elliptically shaped ball rose occasionally into the air, only to be caught and carried or passed by a player.
David Barnett stood under the tall, H-shaped goal posts. He had been placed in a defensive position, something that he always dreaded during a match, as he would be solely responsible should the opposition breakthrough the midfield and attack for the try line.
In the school reception, Matron Sandra Weston acknowledged the two men standing at the desk. ‘Good morning, gentlemen. May I be of some assistance?’
One of the men smiled at the Matron and replied with an American accent. ‘Good morning, mam. I was wondering if you would be able to contact a pupil here at your school. David Barnett is his name.’
The Matron gave the two men a puzzled look. ‘May I ask what this is about, gentlemen? As school policy, we don’t normally give out information on our pupils.’
One of the men sighed. ‘Oh, that’s okay mam. We’re friends of his father, and we have some news for him.’
The Matron paused. ‘If you give me the message, I will see that it gets to him. I believe he is in games lessons at the moment, so I will see him at lunchtime. What is the message?’
The men gave a defeated look to each other. Then one of them spoke to the woman. ‘Well, please let him know that his father is nearby and hopes to get an opportunity to see him today.’
The Matron suddenly began to feel that something did not seem quite right with these two. The look that the men had given each other had now cemented that suspicious doubt in her mind. ‘Very well, Gentlemen, I will let him know. Thank you for your visit.’
‘Thank you, mam.’
The Matron closely watched the men walk down the hall and out the entrance, then stared at the vacant doorway for a few seconds before sitting back down at her desk. Outside, the two men walked towards a black Ford Zephyr saloon, one of them stopping to light a cigarette. ‘Stuck up bitch!’
As they walked towards their car, they could hear some shouting to the left of the building. They looked over, scrutinising the spectacle of the rugby game. ‘Say, you don’t suppose he’s playing in that match, do ya Joe?’
The bigger man nodded. ‘Maybe. But we wouldn’t know, as Maitland never gave us any photo or anything.’
Defeated in their task, the two men climbed into the car and drove out of the school’s main gates.
Waiting to see the outcome of a penalty kick awarded to his team, David Barnett looked across at the hedge and watched as a black car passed down the lane, beside the playing fields.

Chapter 11

Swan and Gable exited the canteen and walked across to the assembly hangar. ‘This is going to be interesting,’ commented Gable. They entered the hangar, walking past the assembly jigs supporting the half built Rapier production airframes.
Swan then noticed the service pit where James McGregor had been found, and stopped to examine the area more closely. Spying the faint bloodstain on the floor, he pointed it out to his colleague.
‘McGregor fell from here. Yet, according to the inquest report, his head somehow got underneath the support brace here, and hit the floor. It doesn’t make sense, does it Arthur?’
Gable nodded his head in agreement and they walked to the back of the hangar, where a row of offices were located. They then arrived at the small end office which had been nicknamed The Pentagram.
Frank Maitland came to the door and opened it for the two men. ‘Gentlemen, please come on in. I have some fresh coffee on the go. Name’s Frank Maitland, Head of Operations for the GK Systems Python Hawk project. This here is my deputy, ‘Jake Brannigan.’ Brannigan remained seated, raising a hand to greet the two men. ‘Howdy,’ he said in his native Texan drawl.
Maitland gestured to two chairs that had been arranged by his desk. ‘Feel free to ask anything you want that will help in your evaluation Mr Swan, Mr Gable. I’m totally at your service.’
Swan nodded, smiling. ‘Thank you, Mr Maitland. Your co-operation in this inspection will be most appreciated, and hopefully make my job easier.’
‘Please, call me Frank. We don’t much go for formalities round here, do we Jake?’
Brannigan nodded with a smile while scribbling on a form. Swan continued. ‘Thank you Frank, I’m Alex, and this is Arthur. I will need to ask you a few questions, which I understand may be too classified to answer. I’m aware that the Python Hawk is very much on the secret list, so will appreciate any information that will help me complete my report.’
Maitland nodded. ‘Fire away Alex, I’m your man.’
Swan suddenly felt he was being psychoanalysed by the American, and decided to exercise a counter move. ‘So how are things going with the Python Hawk system?’
‘Oh, I guess we’re on schedule. You probably saw that the equipment has already been fitted to the Rapier, and we hope to be able to do the flight trials next week. There’s a little adjustment to the pod’s camera guidance system that we are working on, but that all should be done by this weekend.’
Swan recorded a few notes on his clipboard. ‘How many personnel do you have here with you?’
‘Well, excluding the two US Ranger guards, we have eight technicians and four office staff, then myself and Jake here.’
Swan wrote some more notes. ‘Tell me Frank, what will happen once the Python Hawk has finished being testing here?’
‘I guess our job will be done and we will go back to the States for a nice long vacation before our next assignment. I’m personally looking forward to getting in some fishing and riding back home in Kentucky.’
Swan smiled. ‘Have you been fishing since you’ve been here? The lakes are excellent and full of trout this time of year.’
Maitland shook his head. ‘Nope, I haven’t been able to get out much here. This project is crucial to our ongoing spying game with the Russkies, and if we can deploy it within the next few months, our Government will all be happy.
‘I understand that the system is to be used on the FB-X.’
‘That’s right, but seeing that the airplane isn’t ready for weapons trials yet, our Government asked yours if we could use the Rapier for initial trials, even though it will be carrying the Blue Eye system.’
‘What is the maximum all up weight of the Python Hawk?’
Maitland shrugged. ‘Sorry pal, that one is classified. Ask me another.’
Swan looked down at his clipboard. ‘GK Systems. Can you tell me more about your company?’
‘Well, we’ve won loads of new weapons contracts for the US, and of course, we’ve built the FBX and the Python Hawk system. We’re also working on a little fighter and attack aircraft, which we think will be a real winner. We’ve got a lotta advanced orders for it already, especially from European countries that are part of NATO, looking to replace their old stuff that their still flying. Hell, where’s my manners. How about that coffee, fellas?’
Swan nodded in appreciation and looked at Gable, who also noted the sudden change of subject. He studied Maitland as he went over and mumbled something to his number two that Swan couldn’t quite make out. Maitland returned to the desk with the coffee cups.
‘So, you two gentlemen do not work for GK then, I take it?’
‘No, Alex. We’re here in more of a US Air Forces in Europe capacity.’
Maitland looked at the men. ‘So what about you guys? How you finding things at Brinton’s?’
Swan relaxed, taking a sip of coffee. ‘Actually, it seems to be a well organised outfit, with what I feel has a good man at the head of the team.’
‘I guess you’re talking about Howard? Yeah, he’s a nice guy, and I admire his attention to detail. It’s pretty damn thorough. We’ve had a few scraps over the Python Hawk, but he’s a reasonable guy, and we eventually worked things out.’
Maitland glanced at both men. ‘Any more questions, guys?’
Swan decided that he had gone deep enough. He put down his clipboard. ‘Actually Frank, that just about wraps it up with the evaluation of the Python Hawk. The system hasn’t been tested yet, so I won’t be able to tick all of my boxes today.’
‘Have you been to the UK before this assignment Frank?’ asked Gable.
‘I was here during the deployment of one of our bases about six years ago. I was second in a team overseeing the movement of personnel. I kinda like ol’ England. Only wish I could get out and explore this beautiful country. Maybe go fishing in the lakes, like you mentioned, Alex.’ He picked up a pen as he leant back in his chair. ‘So, what about you Alex? How long have you been doing your job?’
‘I’ve been an evaluation inspector for three years. Before that, I worked as an analyst in the Ministry of Supply and during the war, I was in the Army. Royal Signals Corps.’
Maitland interrupted him. ‘Interesting work in Signals, Alex?’
‘It had its moments, but generally it was all done from a desk in Whitehall decoding communications from the Germans and the Japs that came from the chaps at Station X. I was also out in the field. Mainly at one of our outposts in Kent.’
Maitland nodded in appreciation. ‘I was still in college during the war. My brothers saw action though in Anzio, then at the fall of Berlin. I lost my eldest brother when he was accidently killed by a trigger happy Red Army soldier, outside the Reichstag. Nearly caused an international incident. But I guess he shouldn’t have been fooling around wearing that SS helmet at that particular time.’
Swan decided to take advantage of the American’s relaxed state of mind. ‘I hear your set up here is pretty secure.’
‘Yeah, we’re as secure as a preacher’s collection box on a Sunday. Ain’t that right, Jake?’
The Texan nodded in agreement.
Swan nodded. ‘So, we can rest assured that no one can penetrate this area and get their hands on the Python Hawk?’ Swan added.
‘No way, buster. Will Hart, our resident US Ranger, will cut anyone down with his M-14 should they try and enter the area without authority.’
Gable confirmed with the American. ‘That’s assured then, Frank?’
‘Guaranteed, Arthur,’ confirmed Maitland.
Gable gestured outside the office. ‘That nasty business of the accident outside. Were you two gentlemen around then?’
‘I was having dinner in the canteen with one of my technicians and Jake was downstairs overseeing the fitting of the cameras into the Python Hawk. I spoke to the kid, James, a few times. He was a nice guy, always speaking about his fiancé when we had coffee together in the canteen. What she must be feeling right now, the poor missy. At least they’ve fixed that loose bar on the jig now.’
Swan rose from his chair. ‘Yes, which should lay any spectre of doubt to rest with the other workers, shouldn’t it Frank?’
Swan suddenly noticed a surprised look in the American’s eyes, followed by a slight pause of silence between the two men.
‘I guess they’ll be pleased to know they’re safe,’ answered the American, hesitantly.
Swan nodded. ‘Well, we better take our leave and go and write up this report. Thank you so much for your time Frank, Jake. It’s been a pleasure to meet you both.’
‘Thanks, Alex, Arthur. I hope I’ve been helpful enough. Anything else I can do while you’re here, just let me know.’
The men shook hands and as Swan looked down, noticed the motif on Maitland’s ring. He smiled at the American and followed Gable out of the office. Behind the door the two Americans conferred. ‘Well, are they a couple of Limey spooks?’ Brannigan enquired.
‘They’re certainly something, Jake.’ He turned to the door. ‘But they sure ain’t Ministry inspectors, you can be sure of that, buddy.’
Brannigan agreed. ‘So whadda we do? Did ya hear what he said about spectre of doubt? Do ya think he was testing your reaction? What do you reckon he knows already?’
Maitland smiled. ‘Relax pal, they go back to London tomorrow, so we carry on. We gotta get the Spectres operational. Let’s focus on that. But your back up plan of seeing that the Rapier doesn’t see service is beginning to appeal to me, and I also somehow feel that we haven’t seen the last of this Mr Alex Swan. I’ll make a few calls, see if the guys sitting in their neat new building at Langley can help in finding out who this guy really is.’
Swan and Gable were about to leave for their hotel when an eager looking office junior intercepted them in the reception lobby. ‘Mr Swan, so pleased I haven’t missed you. I have a telegram for you, sir.’ The young man placed the sealed brown enveloped marked Strictly Confidential in the palm of Swan’s hand.
With a puzzled look on his face, Swan tore open the telegram and read the contents to himself.
ALEX — STOP — RAF TECHNICIAN HAS CONFIRMED TRANSPORTER FOR SECOND BR-101 DID NOT HAVE ACCIDENT — STOP.- SMALL EXPLOSIVE DEVICE WAS USED TO SABOTAGE TRAILER- STOP — BIG FLAP NOW ON AT MINISTRY- STOP — FIVE ALSO ON THE CASE — DISPATCHING AGENTS TO BRINTONS TOMORROW AND HAVE ALSO TAKEN POSSESSION OF THE REMAINS OF DEVICE — STOP — REGARDS HAMMER — STOP

Gable suddenly noticed a look of disbelief on his associate’s face. Swan handed him the telegram, and after reading it, Gable suddenly knew why. ‘Good God!’
Swan took it back and stared at it again. ‘Looks like our suspicions are correct, Arthur. When HB finds out, he’s certainly not going to be too happy with the Yanks.’
‘What shall we do, sir?’
Swan thought about this for a few moments. ‘If MI5 are sending agents, I will lay odds on that Stratton will be involved. He’ll recognise me straightaway, which could put us in a bit of a predicament, not to mention of course the trouble Higgins will be in if they investigate into how we got our passes. I think it may be best if we make ourselves scarce first thing tomorrow and catch an earlier train. We’ll let Five do their snooping around and then arrange a meet with HB afterwards. If the Americans are involved, then they will have their hands full convincing Five that they had no part in it.’
Swan suddenly remembered something else. ‘One other thing, Maitland’s ring, did you notice it Arthur?’
Gable shook his head.
‘Er ‘fraid not sir.’
‘It was an Eagle with a spear in its talons,’ answered Swan.
‘What does it mean?’ enquired Gable.
‘Not sure. I have seen it before somewhere, but I cannot seem to remember where it was.’
Swan was suddenly bothered by the symbol and became agitated with not being able to remember.
‘I have a friend at Grosvenor Square, his name is Clinton Sanger, ex CIA, now in charge of the embassy’s archives. I think he may be able to help us.’
He moved towards the door. ‘Come on Arthur, let’s not waste any more time here, we’ll get back to the hotel and get the train back tonight.’
* * *
Howard Barnett turned off his office desk lamp, put away his trademark gold pencil and walked over to the coat stand. Removing his brown overall, he hung it on the hook, then exited his office and locked the door.
In the reception area, Security Officer Bill Wright was on night time duty at the desk. Barnett smiled at him as he handed him the keys. ‘Anything good planned for the evening, sir?’ Wright asked the Chief Engineer.
Barnett shrugged. ‘Not really, Bill. Mrs Barnett is at her WI meeting tonight, so I will take the dog for a quick walk on the heath and then come back and tuck into a heated up hot pot that she’s left for me, then I’m afraid I’ll be working on my report for the White Paper.’
Wright nodded. ‘Then goodnight sir, and try not to work too hard,’ gestured the guard.
‘I’m afraid it looks like I will have to, if I want to save her from the axe of the new Government Bill.’
Barnett walked outside to the car park and opened the door of his Austin A40. Sitting inside, he turned the ignition key, switched on the headlights and reversed out of his space and towards the main gate. Noticing the car the guard looked relaxed, casually lifting the barrier and waving to the Chief Designer.
The Austin turned on to the main road into a dusky evening light. As he drove, Barnett looked at his watch, and noticing it was 7.00 pm, turned on his car radio and listened to the BBC news broadcast. As he drove, immersing himself in the bulletins emitting from his speaker, he didn’t take much notice of two headlights keeping a distance behind him as he headed towards Ellenborough. On arrival at his property he entered it between two concrete pillars, topped with leaping stone lions and stopped in front of a green painted garage door. He got out of the car and locked it, then walked across the path to the side door of the whitewashed walled house. He unlocked the door and went inside, where he was suddenly greeted with the two great paws of Jerry, his pet Springer Spaniel.
As he closed the door to the outside, a light shone briefly on the exterior as a car slowly passed the house and continued up the hill. Barnett collected the mail that had been left on the shelf in the hall by his wife, and walked upstairs. Half way up, he was almost toppled by an excited Jerry.
‘Careful dog!’ he shouted as the dog briskly bounded the stairs before him. ‘Calm down lad, I’ll take you on the heath in a minute.’
* * *
Frank Maitland raged at Brannigan across the desk of The Pentagram. ‘Say what?’
Brannigan began to look sheepish as he explained his actions to his chief. ‘I decided to take some pressure off ya, and put some guys onto Barnett, before he blabs off to the Limey agents being sent up here tomorrow. We’re using the kid as collateral, saying that if he keeps his mouth shut, nothing will happen to his boy.’
Maitland sat down to recollect his thoughts. ‘Who’s gone after him?’
Brannigan smiled. ‘I sent Tom and Will. I decided to give him a field job as something different.’
Maitland’s eyes quickly widened. ‘Jesus Christ, Jake! You sent a Ranger to deal with the old guy?’
Brannigan baulked. ‘Well, I thought it would be a good thing to have a tough guy with Tom.’
Maitland stared out the office window into the assembly hangar. ‘When did they go?’
‘They followed him when he left at Nineteen Hundred hours.’
Maitland looked dejected. ‘I guess it’s too late now, all we can do is hope he sees straight and plays with us.’
* * *
Barnett changed from a business suit to a casual checked shirt and brown corduroy trousers, then went into his kitchen to turn on the gas in the oven to a low heat. He opened the oven door, smiling at how good the mixture of meat and vegetables looked in the white ceramic oval dish and closed the oven. He then walked over to the back door and reached for a dog lead as Jerry sat at the other end of the kitchen, wagging his tail in anticipation. ‘Come on then lad, just a quick one on the heath.’
The Springer Spaniel bounded over to him, allowing his master to clip the lead to his collar. They exited the back door and walked down the drive and out on to the pavement.
Jerry led, as Barnett was pulled by the already panting dog up the hill. Two men in a Black Ford Zephyr sat patiently as Barnett and his dog walked past them. They studied him as he walked up the hill to disappear down a footpath that led to the heathland.
Once Barnett was over a short stile, he reached a clearing. He stopped to unclip the lead, enabling Jerry to scamper off into the setting sun. He then took out his pack of cigarettes and lighting one, stood smoking it.
For a minute he thought he heard crunching on the gravel footpath behind him, and turned, almost jumping with fear, as two shadowy figures appeared and climbed over the stile, then moved towards him.
For a few seconds he stood staring at them, then greeted them with a nod of his head, attempting to make casual conversation with the men. He thought that they may be taking the short cut to The Pheasant, his local pub.
‘Evening gents, nice night for it.’ He noticed that they stood their ground. ‘Can I help you chaps?’
‘Hi, Howard,’ said the taller of the two men. ‘Just thought we would have a little talk with ya about something.’
Barnett instantly recognised an American accent and started to become irritable, throwing down his half used cigarette and stamping on it. ‘What the hell is this all about? So Maitland sent his bully boys after me, did he?’
The taller man started to talk again. ‘It seems that you may be going along the wrong railroad, Howard. We’ve been sent to see that doesn’t happen, buddy.’
Barnett began to shake with anger. ‘How dare Maitland think I can be scared off by a couple of his thugs! Get lost, Yanks! I’ve got nothing to say to you. You can tell your boss this, when MI5 come up to see me tomorrow, he can be rest assured that I’m going to be telling them about all of your bloody shenanigans, right enough.’
‘I wouldn’t go doing that Howard, remember you have a nice kid, studying hard at that school. What’s the place called? Oh yeah, Stowe, in Buckinghamshire, just like the palace where your queen lives? I sure hope he’s safe there, wouldn’t want him to have any accidents, would we, Howard?’
The tall man sniggered at his colleague, and the small stocky man responded with a menacing grin in approval.
Barnett suddenly felt a rising rage inside him. ‘You bastards!
You threaten me with my family. What the hell are you lot hiding in that basement?’ He could no longer control his actions and in temper, lashed out a clenched fist, hitting the tall man square on his jaw.
The man fell back and hit the ground, and in seeing this sudden action, the smaller man grabbed hold of Barnett, tugging at his shirt. ‘That aint nice man,’ he said angrily.
Barnett took hold of the man’s hands, trying to take them off him and automatically initiating his US Ranger unarmed combat training, Will Hart took hold of his opponent’s wrists and sidestepped, thrusting a heavy punch into the Yorkshireman’s stomach.
Barnett doubled up, winded by the blow, but the Ranger did not stop there. He followed the move with a grip around the neck of the Chief Engineer, pulling him over from behind. Barnett was now held in a lock by the Ranger as he struggled for breath.
The taller man stood up again, angrily wiping blood from his lip, and stared at Barnett. He then noticed that the old man’s face was almost a pale, purple colour. ‘For Jesus sake, Will. What the hell have you done? Quick let’s get the hell outta here.’
The Ranger released his prey, leaving a semiconscious Barnett to fall to the ground on his knees. The two Americans then jumped the stile and ran back down the gravel path into their car.
Barnett fell on his face into the grass of the heath, and rolled over onto his back, clutching at his chest. He then brought his left hand up to grip at his right arm. He was finding it hard to get a breath, noticing that his vision had also become blurred. He thought he could see a shape moving across him and his thoughts turned to reality, as he felt the wet tongue of Jerry. The dog started to whimper at this pathetic sight of his master.
Howard Barnett allowed the dog to continue licking his face, now feeling too weak and powerless to prevent it. He looked up at the sky; thoughts were suddenly full of his wife Heidi, and his son David, and then, out of the clouds in his mind, came the sleek silver shape of the Rapier. It silently swooped across the sky, then moved into a steep climb to high altitude. The flames of the two reheated engines could easily be seen inside the exhaust nozzles, and then, in a flash the plane disappeared. ‘Sorted those bloody engines at last,’ he murmured, smiling to himself. Strangely, the beating pain in his chest began not to concern him anymore.
As the sky began to grow dark above him, Barnett closed his eyes to embrace it and beside him, a confused Springer Spaniel lay next to his master’s now motionless body.

Chapter 12

Around the grey buildings of Whitehall, it was one of those rare occasions when the sun was trying its best to penetrate through the early morning summer smog, and the street lamps had just dissolved their brilliant artificial light, paving the way for the new day.
Alex Swan liked to be into the office early. That way he could navigate the roads from his Bayswater flat in his Triumph TR-4 without the onslaught of the rush hour hindering his path.
The newspaper vendor stood in his kiosk, rubbing his hands, and had the two dailies ready and waiting as the car pulled to a stop. ‘Morning, Mr Swan, bit of a chilly one to start, but I do reckon that this fog is actually going to lift today.
Swan acknowledged, looking up to the sky. ‘Certainly looks that way, Fred,’ he commented. He then climbed back into theTR-4 and drove the short distance to Wellesley Mews. As he pulled up to park, he noticed that the Sapphire was parked outside the office building. He thought it strange, as his colleague was never usually there before him in the morning.
Inside the office he greeted him. ‘Morning Arthur, everything alright old chap?’ Swan took off his driving gloves and placed them on the side table inside the doorway. Gable was in the kitchen waiting for the kettle to boil. ‘Have you had a look at the paper this morning, sir?’
‘No, I’ve just picked them up. Why?’
Gable held out his newspaper. ‘I think you better see this.’
Curious, Swan took the paper and with both hands, opened it out. The front page headline said it all: Silver Angel Designer in Critical Condition
‘What?’ Swan cried out, then read the article: ‘ Howard Barnett 56, Chief Designer of the top secret warplane the BR-101 ‘Silver Angel’ lies in Intensive Care at the Carlisle City General Hospital today after a fall while walking his dog. It appears that Mr Barnett suffered a heart attack following the fall and is now in critical condition. His wife Heidi is with him, and their son David will be collected from his school in Buckinghamshire by the Brinton Aviation company helicopter and taken to the hospital later this morning. Fortunately, Miss Katherine Hodge, while walking her own dog, had seen Mr Barnett fall down and immediately went to his aid. Being a trained nurse, she administered First Aid and then shouted for help.
By the time the ambulance arrived, Mr Barnett went into cardiac arrest and remains in a critical condition in a coma.
This joins the string of incidents that has shrouded the BR-101 Rapier project which began with the tragic accident of apprentice designer Mr James McGregor at Brinton in January this year.
The soaring costs of the aircraft are to be reviewed in the Government’s Defence White Paper next month, and with already a smear campaign by anti-war protesters debating whether Britain should be spending so much on the project, the future of this highly advanced military strike aircraft is held severely in the balance.
Gable looked over the paper. ‘I can’t believe it sir, we only said goodbye to him yesterday,’ he choked.
‘I know Arthur. I’m also in disbelief,’ replied Swan, shaking his head.
‘You don’t suppose that the Yanks are involved do you? Especially with that tail we had?’ Gable asked.
‘Not sure, Arthur. But, you could have something there. I think we better lie low for a while and we’ll do some looking into what we have. I don’t want us to be in the frontline while Stratton and his A Section bloodhounds are up at Brinton’s. I have a lunch meeting with Clinton Sanger today, I want to look into the symbol on Maitland’s ring. It may mean something and if we find that out, I’m certain that we have something that can help us there. If Maitland is behind what happened to HB and the second Rapier accident, then we have to stop him from sabotaging the project.’
* * *
At Leconfield House, the headquarters of the British Home Security Service known more famously as MI5, Head of A Section John Stratton sat drinking a cup of coffee at his desk. He was reading the headline, but glanced up as his secretary Hayley Thomas, came towards him from the open office door. ‘Good Morning sir, your appointments.’ She had the black-bound desk diary in her hands.
‘Morning Miss Thomas, replied Stratton gruffly. What time is my appointment with Air Commodore Higgins this morning?’ he asked. She opened up the diary to today’s page. ‘11.15, at the Ministry.’
Stratton thanked her and returned to his newspaper.
‘Will there be anything else at the moment, sir?’
‘Not at the moment, if you could just prepare my papers for my meeting that would be useful. If you can also shut the door, thank you so much.’
Thomas acknowledged, turned on the heel of one black calf boot and walked out of the office, the pony tail of her auburn coloured hair swishing from side to side. Outside the door, she rolled her eyes in irritation to the abrupt manner of her boss. Having served him since he was appointed, she was used to it, but could still find some situations with him uncomfortable.
* * *
Swan reached for the telephone after it had rang twice and was confronted with the loud, excitable voice of Air Commodore Higgins on the phone. ‘Good morning Alex, my boy.’
‘Good morning, Hammer. How are you, old boy?’
‘Oh mustn’t grumble, I take it you have seen the news then?’
‘Yes, I’m quite stunned by it all actually. He’s such a nice chap as well, very friendly, and we learned a great deal about the goings on at Brinton’s.’
‘Ah, so you think there may be some skulduggery then?’ Higgins enquired.
‘I think so, I need to do some background research on the stuff we have and maybe come up with a plan. I don’t want to make any known moves, as ‘Five’ will be up at Brinton’s later today.’
Higgins interrupted. ‘Yes, I know, meeting with Stratton later on. I know you two have a chequered history so best let him snoop around and see what he can come up with about this bloody sabotage theory.’
Swan sighed. ‘Sounds good. Our swords have crossed too many times when I was with A Section, and also on some of my more recent cases. So if he finds out I’m on his patch again, he may not be a very cheerful chappie.’
When is that obnoxious man ever cheerful?’ Higgins replied with humour.
‘I agree old chap, eternally miserable I think we can safely say.’
Higgins agreed with Swan’s sentiment. ‘We can indeed. Anyway, I must dash, have a damned White Paper meeting before seeing our mutual friend. Rumours from the House say that things don’t look good for the Rapier at the moment, and two other projects maybe for the axe as well. Anyway my boy, do keep in touch and if anything crops up, I’ll give you the full SP on it.’
Before Swan put down the receiver, he wished Higgins luck with John Stratton.
* * *
Just before midday, the blue and white Brinton Aviation Bristol Sycamore helicopter touched down in a large field behind Carlisle City General Hospital. The pilot then turned off the engine, bringing the rotors to a slow stop, and a Brinton Aviation member of staff exited the side door, and stood on the ground waiting for his fellow passenger.
David Barnett climbed down holding his satchel. Ttogether, they walked to the east wing of the hospital building where along the corridor, they were greeted by David’s mother Heidi, who ran towards her son, scooping him up in her arms. David noticed that she had recently been crying and kissed her on her lips. Heidi thanked the man who brought her son from the helicopter, and he who acknowledged with a reassuring smile. Seeing the state of his mother, David was now close to tears himself. ‘How’s father?’
Heidi gave her son a reassuring pat on his shoulder. ‘He’s okay, David. He is still sleeping, but you can see him if you wish.’
They entered the room where the Chief Designer lay in bed. His eyes were closed, but gently flickered at intervals. The bleeps of the monitors were the only sound that could be heard in the room as David approached his father and took his hand. ‘Father it is me,’ he said to him comfortingly.
On hearing his son, his father slightly opened his eyes, and behind the oxygen mask covering his lower face, David detected a smile, telling him that his father knew of his presence. Then, as quick as his father had opened his eyes to greet his son, he closed them again.
Heidi placed an arm around her son. ‘Don’t worry David. This has been happening all morning. He knows you are here and that is the best thing for him to think about right now, awake or asleep.’
David shook his head in agreement and took his mother’s hand. ‘He is going to be alright,’ he said this as a statement, rather than a question.
* * *
John Stratton walked into the white building of the Air Ministry. At the reception desk he signed the visitor register book, and was then greeted by a young Pilot Officer. He silently walked with his guide towards a row of offices, and came to a halt at a glossy brown painted oak door. A brass name plate with the name Air Commodore Sir H Higgins DFC was secured at eye level by the two brass screws. The Pilot Officer knocked on the door and upon hearing the jovial voice of his section commander, opened it. ‘Mr Stratton from Leconfield House, to see you sir.’
Stratton walked past the young suited man and walked over to the big oak desk in the office.
Higgins rose to greet him ‘John, nice to see you again,’ he shook the MI5 officer’s hand and Stratton sat down opposite him, placing his briefcase on his lap.
‘Likewise, Sir Alistair,’ he replied in a sullen tone.
Higgins started the conversation rolling. ‘Bad show with the Brinton’s Designer chap.’
Stratton gave an agreeing nod. ‘Yes, quite a fiasco all round, with what seems another coincidental event. So tell me Sir Alistair, what do you personally make of this sabotage theory?’
‘All I know is what was in the report from the chaps at Hemingford, the part of what they think could be a detonation device.’
‘Yes, quite so. I think we best keep a lid on it for now. Don’t want the bloody press getting their clammy mitts into this one, especially with the plane being a hot news topic at the moment. By the way, how’s the development with that drone thing that the Yanks are working on up at Brinton’s?’
Higgins checked some papers on his desk. ‘Seems on schedule to be flight tested next week. It was to go on P-Two, but now I guess it will be P-One that is fitted for the trials. Bit tight though, especially with her low level flypast scheduled at the SBAC show on Saturday.’
Stratton looked at Higgins. ‘I am at Brinton’s for tomorrow morning, meeting with the transport driver. I may also have a chance to talk to the Yank in charge of the Python Hawk project, a Mr Maitland. Strange that this being a USAF project, he has no military rank, don’t you think?’
‘Another bloody spook if you ask me John. No offence of course.’
Stratton shifted in his seat. ‘None taken, old boy. This FB-X? How does it compare to the Rapier?’
Higgins shuffled. ‘The thing is very much of the same stable. It has supersonic low level attack capability. Has the latest avionic systems, and is certainly a rival for our kite.’
Stratton nodded. ‘I see, but it isn’t ready to test systems like the Python Hawk yet then?’
‘No John, apparently not. That’s why it is being tested on the Rapier instead.’
Stratton then changed to a more serious tone. ‘Can you throw any light into who would try and sabotage our plane?’
Higgins shook his head. ‘Well, where do we start with that, John? I mean, I very much doubt the Yanks would do it to their own allies, just because their machine isn’t ready. So my finger is pointing to some sort of KGB espionage plot.’
Stratton nodded. ‘Okay. Maybe your theory is correct.’ He rose from his chair and leant across the desk. ‘Thank you for your time Sir Alistair, I’ll be off now, got to catch my train.’
‘Nice to see you again too, John. Sorry I can’t be of any more help,’ smiled Higgins as he watched the MI5 man leave the office. He then picked up the phone. ‘Get me Whitehall 9921,’ he requested, speaking into the receiver.
* * *
Swan was sitting reading the case notes for the McGregor incident when the phone on his desk rang. Realising it was Higgins, he asked how his meeting went.
‘Well Alex, he certainly hasn’t changed much. Still the same old Secret Service Stratton.’
Swan laughed. ‘So what did he have to say for himself then?’
‘Not a lot really, still quite an odd chap. Never can really tell if he is just having some light conversation or secretly analysing you.
‘That sounds just like old John, doesn’t change. He’ll be after his knighthood next.’
‘Well, it looks like he may be closer to it if he unravels this sabotage scandal with the Rapier. He’s going up to Brinton’s this afternoon to grill the transport driver. As if the poor chap hasn’t had enough of that already.’
Swan agreed. ‘I see what you mean — damn and blast it!’ He suddenly went quiet on the phone.
‘Everything all right Alex?’ Higgins asked.
‘Just realised if Stratton signs in the Brinton visitor’s book, he’s bound to see my name and oh, will that give him some pleasure.’
Higgins laughed. ‘We’ll have to hope that he doesn’t, otherwise I can see our spooky friend having a field day with that one. I’m afraid that the meeting I had about the White Paper was as I predicted. The Rapier has been reprieved for now, but the joint service VSTOL fighter and the RAF transport have been cancelled. It looks like we’re buying the American stuff instead to replace them. Let’s just hope and pray that the Rapier doesn’t end up going the same way. A decision will be made by the House on Tuesday, regarding its fate,’ Higgins finished off. ‘Anyway, must dash Alex, having lunch at the club with some old squadron pals.’
Swan closed the conversation by asking his friend to keep him posted if he should hear from Stratton.
* * *
In the Brinton office nicknamed The Pentagram, Frank Maitland screwed up the newspaper and threw it across the room.
‘Jesus H Christ Jake, what the hell we gonna do now?’
Jake Brannigan held his hand up. ‘Cool it, Frank. As far as we know, no one saw our guys, so it just looks like the old man just collapsed while walking his dog.’
Maitland shook his head. ‘I sure hope ya right Jake. ‘Cos if someone did see them, then we’re in for one hell of a ride, buddy.’
‘Look, if it will make you feel better, I will put someone on this Hodge woman, and see if she saw something. You gotta prepare yourself for this MI5 guy this afternoon.’
‘That’s not a worry, I have his file right here in front of me, faxed through from Langley this morning. Says here that this guy is one hell of a spy. I think we better leave this Hodge woman for now, it doesn’t say in the paper that she saw anything suspicious.’
Maitland moved over to the window and stared out at the hangars. ‘So have we got our little mole in the hole ready for MI5?’
Brannigan grinned. ‘He’s sitting pretty in Hangar Two, completely unaware, poor bastard. How the security checks on the staff here didn’t pick this up, I’ll never know. Thanks to some tampering with the Polish resistance records that we’ve given to the Limeys, I’ve made it easy for this guy Stratton to fish him out. So, he will go away happy with his captured Russki saboteur, and we can then continue with the operation.’
Maitland smiled. ‘I had a communique from Hillier this morning. The Spectre sheds must be ready by next Wednesday, in time for the Defence Budget speech on Thursday. The British Government has already been given their brief on the FB-X deal and the Secretary of State is due to visit the UK this week, so we can sure expect some fireworks here after that speech.’
‘So when do the workforce arrive?’
‘They’re down at Stansfield doing their Spectre drill training, and get shipped in at the end of next week. The Spectre sheds will be off limits to the Brinton personnel who will be led to believe that these will house the Python Hawks, and then the transports will arrive from Jameson next Wednesday. We go operational as the first Spectre base at the end of the month, beating the South Korean base by two weeks.’ Maitland gave a sneer. ‘With our base in Turkey operational at the end of the month, the Russkies will have no clue that short range supersonic cruise nukes surround them on all sides. If just one Commie ICBM leaves its launch bay, then the whole of the Soviet Union will look like a marshmallow held over a campfire.’

Chapter 13

In the late afternoon, after a pleasant express train journey, John Stratton stood in the reception hall at Brinton Aviation with his five colleagues and signed into the visitor’s book. He took some time to scrutinise the page, then handed it back to the security guard Bill Wright, who then passed him I.D badges. ‘Please make sure you and your colleagues wear these at all times while here sir, as we are on Alert Status Amber at the moment.’
Stratton nodded to the request. ‘Where may I find Mr James Lewis?’
Wright looked on the wall behind him at a colourful chart. ‘You’ll find him in the vehicle depot, which is in Hangar Number Three.
Stratton gave an appreciated nod, then, gesturing to his entourage to follow him, they glided through the main doors to walk in the direction of the hangars.
Jim Lewis was fitting a hose pipe to a dark blue and yellow ex-RAF Bedford QM refuelling lorry, and looked around to notice five immaculately dressed men in dark suits enter through the front of the hangar. The first to approach him stopped and looked at the ID badge of the blue overall clad transport driver.
‘Can I help you chaps? Lewis asked, looking at them all.
Stratton acknowledged in an authoritarian manner: ‘Ah, Mr Lewis, John Stratton. We’re here on a governmental matter. Might I have a chat with you regarding the BR-101 transport accident at Shobdon?’
Lewis looked at Stratton and called over to another man in a blue overall. ‘Jeff, could you take over please mate? I have to go and have a chat with these gentlemen. I have changed the oil and just need to replace this split coolant hose.’
Lewis handed the new hose to his colleague and gestured to the MI5 agents. ‘Right gentlemen, if we go over to the far office, it will be less noisy.’ He led the men across the concrete floor of the hangar and into a small office at the back of the workshops. He showed Stratton a seat and apologised for the lack of seats for the other agents.
Stratton motioned to his colleagues. ‘I should be fine talking to Mr Lewis alone. I did notice a canteen as we crossed over, so why don’t you chaps go and get a cup of tea, and I will meet up with you later.’
He waited in the doorway until his agents exited the hangar, then shut the door to the office and sat down opposite Lewis.
‘Mr Lewis, I would like to ask you some questions regarding the accident if you don’t mind.’
‘I don’t mind at all Mr Stratton, anything to help. Do you mind if I have a cigarette?’
Stratton waved his hand. ‘Not at all Mr Lewis, please go ahead.’
Lewis placed a Woodbine cigarette in his mouth and lit it, as Stratton reached into his jacket pocket to pull out a brown, leather covered notebook, which he placed on the table. Then from his left breast pocket, he extracted a silver ink pen. He took off the lid and put it on the bottom of the pen, ready to write.
‘Now can you start by telling me the events of the day, up to the convoy leaving here?’
Lewis took another puff on his cigarette and dabbed the ash into an ashtray. ‘Well sir, I collected the trailer from the yard at 11am after breakfast in the canteen, and parked it outside the assembly shed.’
‘Was anyone with you at this time?’
‘Aye, there were Harry Jones and Leo Kostowyz.’
‘And who might they be?’
‘Harry’s a technician and Leo is a mechanic.’
Stratton recorded the names into his notebook. ‘Have they been at Brinton long?’
Lewis paused to think. ‘Harry’s been here since he was an apprentice, back in fifty-two, and Leo started here just after the war. He was an armourer in the Polish Air Force, and then after fleeing from the Nazis, joined the RAF.’
Stratton wrote this down. ‘Okay, back to the incident. So what happened next?’
Lewis started to recall the events. ‘The second prototype fuselage was lifted off the support jig inside the hangar and transported to the trailer. It took a long time to set it down, with Harry working one end and Leo on the other side. HB came out to us at this point to oversee the work, and a few other technicians came out from the assembly hangar to help stabilise the fuselage onto the trailer as the crane lowered it.’
At this point Stratton interrupted. ‘Who were the other technicians, and who was the crane driver?’
Lewis continued. ‘Pete Dawson was the crane driver, and Gerald Thomas and Jim Farley were the other technicians.’
Stratton also recorded this in the notebook. ‘Okay, what happened next?’
‘Well, we set it down on trailer, and then Pete and Jim got on top of it and secured the load with the straps. We all then worked together to put the tarpaulin over her and then we lashed her down. As I was the driver, I was responsible to make sure she was good and tight for the journey, which I satisfied myself by checking every tie around the trailer. I think HB did the same before we drove off. Then, she was ready for the road and we all went to the canteen to get some dinner inside us for our night trip down to Pembridge.’
Stratton nodded and wrote this into his book. So the trailer was left unattended, while you all went to have dinner?’
‘Nay, we couldn’t leave the trailer until Bill Wright had come out and watched it while we were all in canteen.’
Stratton wrote down the name. ‘So, you had dinner, then you all returned to the trailer. So what happened then?’
Lewis continued his account. ‘I had a chat with HB outside the cab and then he left me and went to talk to the Americans, who were behind the trailer having a cigarette.’
Stratton raised a brow. ‘Aha, the infamous Yanks that are here,’ he said excitedly. ‘Sorry Mr Lewis, please continue.’
‘Well sir, that’s just about it. I climbed into the cab and we waited for the outriders to take up position, then we were off through the gates and onto the road. I took the planned route to avoid the Lakes, and then it was onto Pembridge using the west coast road to pick up the A6.’
‘So, when you were going through Shobdon, you made your turn towards Pembridge, and then what happened?’
‘I came to cross roads and took a wide berth to get the trailer around the stone cross war memorial in the centre of the road. Just as I was straightening up after the turn, I heard a loud crack, then the trailer began to list to the left and turned over, taking my cab with it. Next thing I knew, I was upside down on the cab’s ceiling and one of the RAF Police outriders opened the door and pulled me free. I looked at the trailer on its side, with the fuselage still attached to it.’ Recalling the incident, Lewis began to shake and lit another cigarette to calm himself.
Stratton continued with his questions. ‘This crack sound before the trailer went over, how loud would you say it was?’
‘It was fairly loud, sounded like one of those gas powered bird scare guns you get in crop fields.’
Stratton recorded this in the notebook. ‘Okay Mr Lewis, I think this wraps this up for now. I may need to speak to you again over the time I’m here, but thank you for now. You have been most helpful.’
Stratton stood and shook the hand of the driver, then picked up his briefcase and left the hangar.
* * *
At Carlisle City General Hospital, David Barnett sat beside the bed of his father and drank some orange squash from the clear plastic cup. On his lap was a small die cast model of the Rapier, given to him by the helicopter pilot when he had been collected from his school. He held it up and looked at the model closely. His thoughts were suddenly of his father leaning over the plans of the aircraft on the dining room table at home and explaining them to him. He recalled the evenings during the school holidays when he had sat in his pyjamas next to his father at the table, as he watched him work out calculations on a notepad. His father had explained every sum and how it was important to get them right and double check them accurately. He also recalled some of the terms that his father had used, such as ‘thrust to weight ratios’ and ‘centre of gravity’ which he was told were crucial to the design.
David was alerted to his mother re-entering the room as the bleeping of the monitors attached to the motionless Howard Barnett created a monotonous background beat to the room’s atmosphere. Heidi then noticed the model in her son’s hands.
‘Your father is a good aircraft designer, David.’
The boy held the model to his eye-level and smiled to her. ‘I know, Mother. He is the best. This is the best warplane in the world and my father created it.’
A nurse entered the room and walked over to her patient. She took the limp wrist of Barnett and checked the watch on the breast pocket of her pressed blue uniform. Turning to the monitor, she stared at the reading for a few minutes then gave Heidi and David a comforting smile. ‘The doctor is on his way round,’ she announced.
David then watched as she left the room. ‘Matron said that somebody was asking about me yesterday, Mother. They said that Father was in the area of my school was going to visit me.’
Heidi turned to her son. ‘Who was that, David?’ she asked.
‘I don’t know, but Matron said that they were two American gentlemen.’
‘How strange,’ remarked Heidi, thinking out aloud. ‘I don’t understand. He’s been here. Why would they say that?’
‘No idea, Mother. Do you think they were perhaps friends of Father?’
‘Perhaps,’ she said, but was puzzled by the matter.
Heidi was suddenly distracted from this thought as the doctor entered the room and introduced himself. ‘Good afternoon, I’m Dr Westerham.’ He shook Heidi’s hand first, then David’s, then quickly moved over to the unconscious Barnett; his loose long white coat swished as he walked. ‘Well, we have some good news. We have run some tests and his heart is fine, no damage. His breathing has improved, and his blood pressure is down to almost normal. My biggest concern is that we found a bruise on the front of his neck. I was wondering, Mrs Barnett, if you knew anything about how he could have got this? We also found that one of his fingers on his left hand is broken, and the rest are bruised. To the trained eye, this is most definitely a punch injury. Now we need to establish if these two things are related in some way. I thought I would ask you first, before I called the Police in on this matter.’
Heidi looked at her husband and shook her head in shock ‘Are you saying, doctor, that my husband was in some sort of fight?’
Westerham nodded. ‘That’s precisely what I am saying, Mrs Barnett.’
* * *
Stratton met up with his team in the Brinton Aviation staff canteen, ordered a cup of coffee, and brought it to the table and joined them. He then got out his notebook and ripped out the page, then handed it to a thin-faced member of the team. ‘Alan, I have some names that need some background checks done on them. I would like you to access the personnel files and give these men the once over. Anything you find that looks a bit suspect, then inform me. I am especially interested in this man, Leo Kostowyz, a Polish refugee from the war, now a full UK citizen.’
Alan Carter was a young, fresh Cambridge graduate. He took the piece of paper and acknowledged his controller. ‘Right you are sir, I will get onto it straight away.’
Stratton then turned to a more senior member of the team. ‘Dennis, I would like you to set up a meeting with the Americans, but keep it low key. Just say to them that we need a progress review of the Python Hawk, and I will be chairing this meeting. Liaise with reception to book us a room, and order fresh coffee if you can. Americans like coffee.’ Stratton’s deputy, Dennis Martin, nodded his approval.
Stratton then turned to another one of his officers. ‘Victor, you and I will go and speak to Henry Brinton and try and make some sense of this mess.’
* * *
At Carlisle Police Station, Detective Inspector George Lake sat at his desk reading a report. A member of the Cumbrian Force man and boy, he had caught many undesirable characters in his time. He enjoyed his job, although the long hours spent on cases sometimes prevented him from spending vital time with his wife and five children. His twin sons had joined him into the force, and were currently doing their training at Hendon Police College. His other son had just left school to take up an apprenticeship with a local clockmaker, and his daughters were both still at school. One was hoping to become a primary school teacher, whereas the younger one was still at the age when only pop stars and netball filled her head.
This was a quiet time for the Constabulary. Since the verdict of the McGregor enquiry, Lake had not been given a lot to do. The phone rang, and a young constable answered it, then approached Lake. ‘Excuse me sir, but there is a Dr Westerham from Carlisle City General on the phone wishing to speak with a senior investigations officer.’
Lake rose from his chair. ‘I’ll take it, Simon. Thank you.’
He strode over to the duty desk and picked up the receiver. ‘Good afternoon, Detective Inspector George Lake speaking. How can I help you, Doctor?’
Lake listened as the doctor informed him of his observations of Brinton’s Chief Designer. ‘I will be over in about an hour. Thank you for your call.’ Lake put down the receiver and rubbed his hands in glee; everyone in the office knew that this meant that their chief was about to set upon another case.
He shouted across the room. ‘I need a uniformed driver to take me to the City General.’
The young constable approached willingly. ‘I’ll do it, sir.’
* * *
Just over an hour later, Heidi Barnett stared out of the hospital room window. David had fallen asleep in the big, buff coloured leather armchair at the front of the bed. She then watched through the panes of glass as an ambulance moved out from the hospital grounds and turned right into the main road. Her thoughts were of her husband being introduced to her by her late father, and of her wedding, and then, having had just observed the ambulance, the image of that ambulance driver at RAF Pembridge, shaking his head following the plane crash.
Her eyes then moved to a pristine black Daimler saloon car entering into the car park. She watched it as it moved around into a parking space in front of the west wing of the hospital.
Now curious, she waited for the occupants to get out, noticing a man in a dark suit emerge from the passenger side, and a police officer from the driver’s door. She had been right. It had been a police car. Then she heard a voice from behind her.
‘I can do with a cup of tea pet, any chance?’
Heidi thought her mind had said those words as she had heard the request countless times, but on hearing movement from the top end of the bed, she turned to see her husband begin to move his head, and leapt with a mixture of relief and joy. ‘Howard! Oh Howard, meinen liebschen.’ She turned to her son still asleep in the large chair. ‘David wake up, your father is awake.’ She kissed her husband on the forehead and David opened his eyes and rose quickly from the chair, gliding towards his father.
‘Oh father, I’m so happy to see you.’
Tears of joy began to well in Barnett’s eyes. ‘David, my boy. My dear boy.’
* * *
Along the corridor, Dr Westerham shook the hand of the big Detective Inspector and showed him to a chair in his office. PC Simon Moon removed his helmet and sat on another chair inside the doorway. ’Thank you for coming so soon, Inspector.’
Lake smiled. ‘That’s quite all right, it gets me away from the current boredom of the station. Not much on at the moment, is there constable?’
Moon sighed. ‘Not really, sir.’
Lake shuffled in his chair. ‘So Doctor, you think that Mr Barnett has been involved in some incident?’
Westerham nodded, ‘Well Inspector, it really comes from the examinations I have carried out. There is a large welt mark on his neck, which looks as though he was grabbed from behind, and two fingers on his left hand are badly bruised.’
Lake raised an eyebrow. ‘I see. So how is Mr Barnett now?’
‘Well, I haven’t done my next set of rounds yet, so as far I know, he is still in a heavily sedated state.’
‘Where is he now?’ Lake enquired.
‘He’s in a private room in ICU. His family are with him. His wife and young son.’
Lake turned to the Constable. ‘Perhaps, if we could have a chat with them, they may know of anybody that Mr Barnett would likely to have had a run-in with.’
Lake arose from the chair and shook the Doctor’s hand. ‘Thank you for your time, Doctor.’ He waited for PC Moon to open the office door, then followed the constable out as the phone on the Doctor’s desk began to ring.
Lake and Moon were walking towards the staircase, when Westerham shouted from the doorway of his office. ‘Inspector!’
Lake turned around and allowed the Doctor to lock his office and catch up with him. ‘Just heard some terrific news. Mr Barnett has come round. Looks as though he’s going to be okay. If you follow me gentlemen, we can see him together.’
* * *
The head of MI5’s A Section sat with his team in a room of the main offices of Brinton Aviation. This had been specially set up for the investigation and a good supply of coffee and an assortment of biscuits had been maintained as the investigation team went through the personnel files of Brinton employees. No one had been left out, and each team member was given a specific section to check. The white painted brick walled room was quiet; all that could be heard was the sound of shuffled papers as each file was carefully scrutinised from cover to cover.
Carter glanced across at his controller, who had his eyes scanning the file contents of Chief Test Pilot Eddie Kershaw. ‘Sir, sorry to interrupt, but I think you should look at this.’
Stratton looked up from the file. ‘This is the file of that technician you wanted me to look at: Leonev Kostowyz. I’ve just looked at his background history, and it states here that before the war his father was a propulsion engineer with the company PZL in Poland, and then when the Nazis invaded, was rounded up and taken to work at Peenemunde. He was killed in a Lancaster raid on the complex in September 1944. I have been making some enquiries into the engineers at Peenemunde, and asked Maurice Hanwell back at HQ to do some digging for me. It seems that the intelligence reports from the records of the Armia Krajowa, the old Polish resistance, that were given to us last year by the Yanks, have mentioned some Polish workers being found by the Soviets and taken when they liberated the rocket complex. They name one of them as an Alexander Kostowyz.’
Stratton closed the Chief Test Pilot’s file in front of him. ‘I think we better bring Mister Kostowyz in for some questioning. Well done, Alan. Damn good work.’ Stratton turned to Dennis Martin, sitting to the right of him. ‘Dennis, what time am I to see these American chaps?’
Martin checked his watch. ‘In about an hour, sir. Unfortunately you won’t be seeing the head honcho, as he has been called down to the US European Tactical Group HQ at RAF Stansfield for a urgent meeting. The guy you’re going to speak with is his deputy, a Mr Brannigan.’
Stratton rose disappointedly from his chair. ‘That will have to do I suppose. Thank you, Dennis.’ He addressed them all. ‘Well Gentlemen, I think that it’s now time for a spot of lunch.’
* * *
Later in the day at RAF Stansfield, Frank Maitland spoke into the receiver and praised his Texan colleague. He had listened to how the meeting with the MI5 agents had gone and was pleased that Brannigan had managed to pacify them enough to send them away happy. ‘That’s good work Jake. That should keep MI5 off of our backs. I guess that we can now move to Phase Two. See to it buddy, and I’ll see ya this evening.’ Maitland put down the phone and stared at the man sitting opposite him, dressed in an expensive two piece grey suit wearing a pair of highly polished loafers. ‘Bingo, that was Brannigan, he did well with this Stratton guy in his meeting, and it seems that MI5 have taken the bait.
The man brushed hair out of his eyes and smiled. ‘That’s good news, Frank. What about Howard Barnett? Do you think we still have a problem there?’
Maitland stood up and looked out the window onto the parade square. ‘As far as I know, he’s still in a coma. Hopefully he stays that way until the Rapier is cancelled. Then, if he does wake up, any accusations he makes will just look like he’s bitter that our bird has replaced his.’
The man rose from his chair. ‘Okay Frank, I better be getting back to London. The Secretary is due to land this afternoon. Good work so far Frank, and it looks like you’ve given The Lance a great victory on this my friend. Your ancestors would have been proud of you. You truly are a great patriot.’ The man shook Maitland’s hand and they placed their knuckles together, allowing their matching rings to touch. ‘Allegiance to the end Frank,’ he chanted.
‘Allegiance to the end,’ Maitland replied.

Chapter 14

Howard Barnett sat up in the hospital bed, his wife holding his hand. His son David was sitting on a chair next to his mother. ‘You have been asleep for nearly nineteen hours, my darling,’ said Heidi, squeezing Barnett’s hand and then bringing it up to her face to kiss it.
Barnett sighed. ‘Is that so, pet. The last thing I remember was looking up at the clouds and seeing the Rapier streaking out of them.’
David held up the model and simulated what his father had just told them. ‘Like this father?’
‘Aye lad, just like that.’ Barnett reached out a hand, gesturing to his son to hand him the model and David placed it in the palm of his father’s hand. Barnett held it in front of his face and smiled.
Heidi also smiled, then took on a more serious posture. ‘Howard, the police are here. I saw them get out of their car earlier. The doctor has found a mark on your neck. Do you remember how it came to be there?’
Barnett put down the model and felt across his neck with his fingers. ‘Aye, I know right enough lass, but I won’t be talking to police about it though. There’s only one man I need to get in contact with about this.’ He began to swing his legs out of the hospital bed and as he did this, the door opened and Dr Westerham walked in, followed by Inspector Lake. Bringing up the rear was PC Moon. ‘And where does Mr Barnett think he is going?’ Westerham enquired.
Barnett grinned at him. ‘Oh hello Doctor, I feel fine now, thank you. I was just off to make a phone call.’
Westerham shook his head, displaying his authority. ‘I do not think so, Mr Barnett. Besides, these gentlemen would like a word with you. I told them that would be okay, as long as I was also present. Should you start to show signs of medical change, I will call an end to them being here.’
Heidi rose and signaled to her son to leave the room with her.
Lake watched them leave, then moved around to the far side of the bed and sat in the chair recently vacated by Barnett’s wife. ‘Mr Barnett, good afternoon. My name is Inspector George Lake from Carlisle Police Station, and this is Constable Moon. I’m very pleased to see that you have made a good recovery.’
‘Inspector, Constable. What can I do for you gentlemen?’
Lake took in a breath. ‘It seems from your examinations that you have some bruises on your neck. Tell me, would you happen to know how they got there?’
Barnett looked Lake in the eyes. ‘I’m afraid that I haven’t the slightest clue Inspector.’
Lake glanced at Westerham. ‘You’re quite sure on that Mr Barnett?’
Barnett lied. ‘Got them when I fell down on the heath maybe?’
Lake decided to end his enquiry. He knew that Barnett was hiding something, but what he didn’t know was why. ‘Okay, perhaps you did. Or perhaps you didn’t.’ He rose from his chair, indicating a nod of his head to PC Moon, who picked up the sign that they were leaving. Lake stopped and turned around to face Barnett. ‘If by any chance you actually recall how you got those injuries, please could you let the doctor know, so he can contact me?’
Barnett gave a wave of his hand. ‘No problem, Inspector.’
Westerham watched the policemen leave the room then turned to his patient. ‘Mr Barnett, I have examined those lesions on your neck, and there is no way that you got them from a fall. In fact, it looks more like you have been strangled! And to add to that, I think you also punched someone.’ Agitated with his patient, Westerham turned on his heel and left the room.
Barnett reached over for the telephone, dialed the exchange and spoke to the female operator. ‘Oh ‘ello lass. Could you connect me with Whitehall 9921 please, love.’
* * *
The following morning Alex Swan turned his little Triumph sports car into Wellesley Mews and noticed a figure standing outside the door of his offices.
As he approached and parked beside them, he saw that it was Air Commodore Sir Alistair Higgins. ‘Morning, Sir Alistair. This is all a bit of a surprise to see you here.’ He locked the door of the car.
Higgins stepped forward. ‘Sorry to look like Orson Wells with this charade, but I couldn’t speak to you on the phone, and since the Rapier incident, another telegram would be a bit risky.’
Swan unlocked the black door to the office. ‘Come to the office and I’ll put the kettle on.’ As they went inside and closed the door, a black Ford Zephyr sat parked across the road with two men inside it.
The passenger wrote down some notes on a pad. ‘Swan arrived 08.35 am, met with a man in his sixties, looks like a military man,’ said Nick Riley to his colleague sitting in the driver seat.
‘I got to agree with ya Nick,’ said the driver. Something’s going down. Best report this to Maitland. There’s a phone booth over there, so go and give him a call.’ Riley climbed out of the car and walked towards the red telephone box.
Inside the SID office, Swan invited his unexpected guest to sit.
‘So, Sir Alistair. What is with the Harry Lime impression so early in the morning?’
Higgins shrugged. ‘It’s Stratton, Alex. As you know, he was up at Brinton Aviation investigating the sabotage of the second Rapier.’
Swan nodded. ‘Indeed he was.’
Higgins pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his forehead. ‘During his investigations, he came across a mechanic that was a Polish refugee during the war. After some snooping around, it turns out this chap’s father is working for the Ivans as part of their top secret rocket team.’
‘Good grief!’ was all that Swan could say.
‘Exactly. He has caught a damn Russian saboteur right in the thick of Britain’s most top secret military aircraft programme.’
‘What has Stratton done with him?’ Swan enquired.
‘Well, he’s arrested him, and he’s now in MI5 custody.’
Swan shook his head. ‘They’ll take him down The Well, poor bastard.’
‘The Well?’ Higgins asked in a puzzled manner.
Swan turned and looked at his friend. ‘Where we take spies for interrogation. It’s a disused siding on the Metropolitan and Circle Lines, located between Regent’s Park and Great Portland Street stations. It was built to act as a relief line, should a train get stuck in that area. There’s a series of small rooms built into the brickwork. MI5 commandeered it during the war, and brought German, Italian and Japanese spies there for questioning. Since then, it has been refurbished with special sound proofing and used for Eastern Block spies and traitors to the crown. The place is deep underground, with only one way in and out. Our people enter it by way of a service lift above ground in Park Crescent. This is just a small circular concrete structure with a blue coloured door. A plaque on the door just says London Underground Maintenance Lift House Number ML3483. Authorized Staff Only. Passengers that pass on their way to and from work between the two stations, may just notice a siding going off to the right, completely oblivious as to where that siding goes, and what is at the end of it.’
Higgins gasped. ‘My god Alex. I had no idea that places like that existed in this country. If you ask me, it sounds like the sort of thing you would probably find under the Kremlin.’
Swan tapped his nose. ‘Need to know only old chap, and believe me, you don’t need to know.’
‘So what will they do to him down there?’
Swan handed Higgins a cup of tea and sat down at his desk.
‘They’ll give him a beating. Then Stratton will oversee some questioning. Eventually they’ll break him for some information, and then toss what’s left of him into The Scrubs. The poor sod may even hang, but no one would get to know about it. Some have never come out alive. We had a traitor down there once who hanged himself on the flex that supported the big overhead lamp. When one of the agents entered the room in the dark, the first thing they did was turn on the light, to see the man dangling with the current electrocuting his already dead corpse.’
Higgins shivered and Swan noticed his expression. ‘Espionage is an ugly business, Sir Alistair. It really isn’t endless Vodka Martinis and glamorous foreign women you know.’
Higgins shook his head. ‘Some nasty times we live in, Alex. Still, at least we got him, so we can put the pieces together and close the case on the attempted sabotage I suppose.’
Swan leant forward in his chair and looked at Higgins. ‘Not quite old chap. I spoke with Howard Barnett yesterday. He’s come out of his coma with no problems, and after what he has told me about what happened to him, it seems that John Stratton has gone and got himself an innocent man.’

Chapter 15

Andy Morrison stood at the small porcelain basin, turned on the taps and placed his blood stained hands into the sink, allowing the tepid water to wash the blood off.
It was not his blood. He watched as the crimson puddle diminished and cascaded down the plughole; the remaining water gradually becoming clear. He always looked forward to this moment, a session with a new client.
His job was done for now and he had washed his hands on this particular episode. Morrison was an ex-Corporal of № 2 Parachute Regiment.
* * *
In 1962, during his tour in Borneo, his platoon had infiltrated a terrorist hideout, capturing an important group leader. They had held him until the arrival of an intelligence officer so that the man could be interrogated. John Stratton had walked into the hut and demanded the prisoner be handed over. Morrison didn’t like the attitude of this civilian from the Intelligence Unit, and became aggressive towards him. Two men who had accompanied Stratton had taken hold of Morrison, attempting to restrain him. However, using his strength and large muscly build, Morrison had broken free and, losing his temper, had placed an arm around the neck of one of the men and used him to defend himself from the other one, who was brandishing a wooden truncheon. During the struggle, the pressure placed on the man’s neck had been too much, and a few moments later, Morrison had released his grip. The man fell dead to the floor.
Morrison was arrested and, facing a manslaughter charge, was sent to Changi Prison, awaiting transfer to Colchester, pending trial. Morrison had enjoyed the Army and regretted his actions taken in the height of combat.
A few days into his internment at the military prison, he was taken to a room and placed in front of someone he instantly recognised. Stratton had stared at him from across the table and had presented him with an alternative to his predicament of facing the hangman’s noose.
The next day Morrison was driven to London and in Curzon Street, entered through the large oak doors of Leconfield House.
After a short induction period being instructed in the latest interrogation and counter-resistance techniques, he had been given his first assignment as an Enforcer. His methods had given him the nickname of Ammo and amongst the circles of the Security Service, this was how he was now addressed.
* * *
Morrison exited the bathroom and spoke to a man sitting at a desk outside another room. ‘He’s all yours now, Mr Martin. You should find him more co-operative.’
Dennis Martin grinned. ‘Thank you, Ammo.’
Morrison opened another door and went inside, filled the kettle and sat down at the table. He picked up the newspaper while waiting for the kettle to boil his water for his tea.
Next door, ‘Ammo’s latest customer sat weeping in the solitary wooden chair in the middle of a dimly lit and damp room that had been purposely built with soundproof panels suppressing the sounds for its sole purpose. This was one of three rooms of the special interrogation centre, deep below the London streets, more commonly known as The Well. Leonev Kostowyz choked on some of his blood he had swallowed from the wound on his broken inner lip.
Before the beatings he had been stripped of his Brinton Aviation overalls and shirt, and now sat tied to the chair, wearing only a blood soaked string vest, underpants and socks. The only light in the room was a desk lamp with a 100 watt bulb that blazed in his face each time he lifted his head up.
He was confused and bewildered as to why he was here. The accusations regarding his father had upset him. He raised his head again as Dennis Martin entered the room. The interior was ideal for the purpose. The walls were plain white with a stone floor. On the hard floor’s surface, the faint blood stains of previous traitors could still be seen. There were no windows and only one entrance and exit.
At short periods a rumble could be heard as an underground train passed by on the nearby District and Circle Line, as passengers obliviously went about their daily routine.
Martin walked in front of his captive. ‘Good Morning, Mr Kostowyz. My name is Dennis, and I’m here to ask you some questions.’
The Polish aircraft mechanic looked up at him. ‘Please,’ he said in his broken English accent. ‘I do not know what you are talking about. I am not a Russian spy, and my father was killed at Peenemunde during the war. I like England and working at Brinton.’
Martin interrupted. ‘Yes, so you have already told my colleague, but we know that you Soviet infiltrators have been trained to act the innocent, haven’t you?’
Kostowyz begged. ‘No, you do not understand. I don’t like the Soviets. I see myself as a British citizen now. You have to believe me, please.’
Martin gave Kostowyz a sly smile. ‘Look, I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I won’t bring Mr Morrison in here anymore.’ He leaned over the restrained man, speaking softly over his shoulder, and sneered menacingly. ‘Providing of course, you tell me who your contact is, and where I might find them.’
Kostowyz dropped his head and stared at his bare knees. Psychologically, he felt defeated in his attempt to end this nightmare.
Martin continued with his questions, ignoring the pleas from his captive. ‘Perhaps you can tell me why you sabotaged the BR-101 Rapier.’
‘Please, I work on the BR-101, I enjoy being part of it, why would I sabotage it?’
Martin made a quick lunge at the Polish immigrant, but instead of grabbing him, took hold of the arms of the chair and stared him full in the face. ‘Because you are a Soviet spy and your superiors in Moscow want to see the programme cancelled! They don’t want our little bird flying under their radar and posting a stand-off nuclear missile through the door of the Kremlin!’
Kostowyz pleaded again, looking Martin directly in the eyes. ‘Please, I am not a spy, you have to believe me.’
Martin smiled. ‘Okay, you’re going to be a hard one to crack Mr Kostowyz, but you will crack, and then you’ll hang for murdering James McGregor.’
Kostowyz shouted at Martin then started to cry. ‘I did not murder him, James was my friend!’
‘You lying murdering commie bastard! You tried to sabotage the aircraft and McGregor caught you, so you killed him didn’t you?’
Kostowyz bowed his head sobbing. ‘No, I swear, I did not.’
The MI5 man continued. ‘You’ll be taken to Wormwood Scrubs until it’s time for your drop. And they like to have traitors in there. Oh, yes. You’ll be right at home amongst all your communist colleagues that we’ve caught in the past. But do not think it is all nice and cozy there. Oh no, my friend, being here is a Sunday picnic in the park, compared to what you will face in your short stay in prison.’
Martin walked out of the room and shut the door. Kostowyz stopped crying and put his head up, instantly closing his eyes to avoid the glare of the lamp. He was desperate, but what could he do to convince these thugs that he had nothing to do with the sabotage? He felt exhausted and useless and decided that he just now wanted to be allowed to die.
* * *
A few hours later, the phone on Stratton’s desk rung twice before he answered it to discover his Number 2 on the other end of the line.
‘Sir, we have a confession from the bastard. He’s told us everything. Well, we sort have had to help him a bit with that, but in the end, he’s seen that he can’t hide anymore.’
Stratton smiled. ‘I suppose we also have to thank Ammo for his assistance in this as well, don’t we?’
Martin agreed.
‘Okay, Dennis. Let’s hold him for a while until I decide what to do with him next. He may know some other useful things, so we won’t hand him over to the Special Branch boys just yet.’
* * *
Gable walked into the office with two cups of tea in his hands. Swan sat, thinking, in his chair.
‘Still deep in thought I see, sir.’
Swan smiled. ‘Sorry, Arthur. I was just thinking about that poor chap that Stratton has down The Well. I think I need to let him know that he has an innocent man, but not sure as to what I should say and not say to him about it.’
Gable nodded in agreement. ‘You can’t really say anything about the Yanks at this time, as the only proof we have is HB’s incident. Which leaves us in a bit of a pickle. If we let the authorities confront Maitland, he will just deny all involvement and we’ll get absolutely nowhere.’
Swan rose from the chair and looked at the blackboard. ‘Indeed, Arthur. What we need is something else, as we still don’t know the motives behind the sabotage. I still can’t believe the Yanks would play dirty, just so that we take their plane.’
Gable turned his head and also looked at the board. ‘So where do we go from here then, sir?’
Swan walked over to the board, picked up a piece of chalk and drew a circle around the words Maitland’s Ring.
‘I’m hoping that my meeting with my old CIA friend Clinton Sanger may throw some fresh light on all this.’

Chapter 16

Swan stepped out of the taxi into Grosvenor Square. Looking at the building in front of him, he gazed upwards to the large bronze eagle on the roof and for a few moments stood studying it, before walking up the small flight of steps and through the swing doors of the American Embassy.
At the reception desk, he was greeted with a broad North American tone by an immaculately uniformed guard. ‘Good morning, sir. How can I help you today?’
‘I have an appointment with Mr Sanger.’
The guard had recognised the name. ‘One moment, sir.’ He picked up the telephone receiver and spoke into it briefly, then replaced it. ‘Mr Sanger is on his way up now, sir.’
Swan politely thanked him and waited a few moments, taking in the interior decoration of the reception lobby, then turned around when he suddenly heard his name.
‘Alex Swan!’ A small man with a thin moustache put out his hand and Swan took it, giving it a firm shake.
‘Clinton. It was good of you to see me.’
‘Not a problem Alex. How’s your new job doing?’
‘Fine, thank you Clinton. And yours?’
‘Swell, just swell.’ Sanger looked at his watch. ‘Say, how are you fixed for lunch? I know an excellent little place around the block that does the most delicious hot salt beef sandwich, served by the cutest little waitress in London’s West End.’
Swan smiled. ‘That sounds great, Clinton. Please lead the way.’
The two men left the embassy and walked out of the square into Brook Street.
I don’t know about you Alex, but I find it better to talk out of the office now, especially to ex-agents of the British MI5. So what’s on your mind, buddy?’
Swan thought that he would begin at the beginning. ‘I was wondering if in your new capacity as head of the Archive Library, you would know of any patriotic symbols involving an eagle and a spear.’
Suddenly, as if he had been struck by a baseball, Sanger stopped on the pavement and glanced at Swan. ‘How do you know of this symbol, Alex?’
‘I saw it on the ring of an American chap up at Brinton Aviation. He is heading up the Python Hawk project. I thought that his ring symbolized something, like the masonic rings worn by some businessman, or maybe some military connection.’
Sanger asked another question. ‘You say the eagle is carrying a spear in its talons?’
‘Yes, well that’s what it looked like anyway. Do you have an idea then?’
Sanger looked down the street ahead of him. ‘As a matter of fact, I do. The spear is actually a lance. The symbol is that of The Eagle’s Lance. This was a secret society set up during the War of Independence. A breakaway outfit from Samuel Adams’ Sons of Liberty. There was a book written about them a few years ago called The Secret Path, I forget who wrote it. Anyway, this faction was led by a guy named Henry Sanderson. He made a deal with a Mohawk Indian chief by the name of Kee-Haw. The Mohawks would help Sanderson in terrorist activities against the British, and disrupt communications in exchange for being promised some land of their own, should the British grant independence to the United States.’
Swan interrupted. ‘So this is what formed The Eagle’s Lance. An alliance between native Indians and Washington’s forces?’
‘Not exactly,’ corrected Sanger. ‘GW was totally against using any of the native tribes to fight in the war, and outlawed any such practices. Sanderson was a true patriot, and after the British were defeated, he murdered Kee-Haw, or got one of his men to do it. But, as he had managed to keep his organisation secret from Washington, he continued with it and used it so that at any future time when the United States was threatened in any way, The Eagle’s Lance would act to ensure that the country was protected. On Sanderson’s death, he passed on a legacy for it to continue. In the Civil War, The Eagle’s Lance were on the side of the Union, using terrorist tactics to plant bombs and give misinformation to Lee’s forces. During World War One, The Eagle’s Lance were said to have communicated with the German Navy, informing them that US passenger ships were being used to secretly transport ammunitions to England. The U.S wanted to be in this war, so The Eagle’s Lance made sure it happened by setting up those ships for torpedo attacks. There are even strong rumors that The Eagle’s Lance were behind the failed coup to assassinate Hitler at the Wolf’s Lair in Rastenburg, by granting the German traitors asylum in the United States, should they be successful. A secret meeting has said to have taken place with US commanders and high ranking German officers of the Wehrmacht to arrange it.’
‘This all sounds a bit like the Mohawk affair all over again,’ added Swan.
‘Exactly that, Alex. Since then, who knows what these guys have been doing to defend our country from any other threats?’
Swan asked a question. ‘So this man with the ring? Frank Maitland his name is. If he is a member of The Eagle’s Lance would he be up at Brinton Aviation for a reason, let’s say to sabotage a British aircraft project in favour of an American one?’
‘I take it you mean threatening the BR-101, to ensure your government scrap it and take the FB-X instead? Yes, I would consider that a possibility, and in the true tradition of the way The Eagle’s Lance work, our government would have no clue as to what was going on.’
Swan smirked at the prospect. He suddenly began to realise what he had been missing from his puzzle. ‘Clinton, you have been a true Godsend in this investigation. Thank God you gave up the CIA to manage your London embassy’s archives.’
Sanger halted and gave his old friend a sincere and concerned stare. ‘Alex, when your president suddenly gets assassinated on your own soil, then you gotta ask yourself what else is your own nation capable of? No pal, I resigned from The Company because I had no idea who exactly to trust in it anymore.’
Swan agreed and they walked on. ‘That is exactly why I met with you today,’ he remarked.
Sanger stopped again, abruptly taking hold of Swan’s arm. ‘One thing, Alex. The motto of The Eagle’s Lance is: Allegiance to the End. Be careful buddy, these guys stop at nothing to fulfill their aims. And I mean nothing!’
They eventually arrived at the café on Binney Street. In that short walk from the embassy, the SID man had acquired a wealth of new knowledge.
* * *
At Brinton, Jake Brannigan took another puff on his cigarette as he watched the busy scene fifty yards before him. Blue suited technicians were climbing on the first Rapier, preparing the machine for the flight down to RAF Pembridge. Various hoses and cables went into every available orifice of the aircraft as fuel, auxiliary power leads, and hydraulic fluid were injected into it.
The Texan dropped the finished butt of his cigarette and stepped on it, then stood studying the aircraft. His attention was drawn to the cockpit. A technician sat in the pilot’s ejector seat checking systems and then marking a form on his clipboard. Brannigan studied the movements of the technician who now moved towards a black box clipped to the side of the windshield.
He held a few breaths as the technician looked around the box and pushed a few buttons on the front control panel. Then he relaxed with a silent sigh, as the technician climbed out of the cockpit onto the mobile service platform, and then climbed into the navigator’s cockpit to continue with the systems checks.
Satisfied, Brannigan left the scene and walked back towards Hangar One, smiling to himself as he picked up the pace.
Behind him, he failed to notice another technician leaning on the service platform, who leaned in and spoke up to his colleague in the cockpit. ‘Bloody Yanks. They think they own the place, don’t they Tommy?’
Tommy gave his colleague the thumbs up sign in agreement.
‘Did you see the way that he stood staring at us while smoking his bloody Marlboro? He was probably worried that we might damage this bloody pod of theirs.’ The technician raised his leg and kicked the Python Hawk pod attached to the under fuselage pylon of the Rapier. Tommy looked over, suddenly surprised to hear a clanking sound, as if his colleague had just kicked a hollow shell. He shrugged then went on to complete his checks. ‘Well, everything checks out here. Time for some lunch, I reckon.’ Tommy clambered out of the cockpit and the two men gestured to their colleagues, working on other areas of the aircraft, of their intentions to go to the canteen. They all put down tools and clipboards and joined as a group to walk to the canteen building. Tommy decided to take a curious look back, and then again wondered why the Python Hawk pod had made that sound.
* * *
Inspector Lake sat at his desk, looking over the medical report on Brinton’s Chief Designer. He took a cigarette from the packet on his desk and lit it. ‘What are you hiding, Mr Barnett?’ he asked, to no-one in particular. He read through the contents and then suddenly stopped, got up from his desk and went over to a large brown filing cabinet and opened the top drawer. He searched through the files, then put his head up to look across at another plain clothes officer writing at his desk. ‘Excuse me, Charlie, I can’t seem to find the James McGregor file anywhere. Any ideas?’ Charlie Rusby, a young Detective Sergeant, looked up at him. ‘That was commandeered by Scotland Yard a few days ago, Guv.’ Rusby opened a notebook on his desk. ‘There, it was signed out by a Mr Carter.’
‘Mister?’ Lake replied, inquisitively.
‘Apparently, he just spoke to the Super and was given the file.’
Lake barked. ‘Just like that, no questions asked?’
‘No sir,’ replied Rusby sheepishly.
Lake thought for a few moments then slammed the drawer to the filing cabinet shut. ‘Scotland Yard, my backside. This is Special Branch, or it could even be the bloody Secret Service. He returned to his desk and picked up the medical report again. Then shouted across the room. ‘What the bloody hell is going on up at Brinton’s?’
* * *
Swan put down the phone after a long talk with Barnett, and stared across his office to the blackboard. He felt jubilant.
‘Got you, you bastard!’ Now wearing a vicious grin on his face, he sat down at his desk and placed some paper into the top of his typewriter, then with his fingers stretched out, he hit the letter keys. Five minutes later, he put on his jacket and checked his watch. He then reached into a wood cabinet to retrieve a small camera, but also noticed something else in the cupboard, and reached in and grabbed his colleague’s Webley .38 caliber revolver, sitting in its holster. He placed both the holstered pistol and the camera in his inside jacket pocket then left the office, walked into Whitehall, and hailed a passing black cab.
He spoke to the driver through the window. ‘Fleet Street, please driver.’
The driver nodded politely, and Swan opened the door and climbed in.
* * *
The Old Bell was a pub frequented by the hacks of Fleet Street. Enjoying their infamous liquid lunchtime, the place was packed with the workers of the daily prints who had just completed their shifts. Peter Mander was no exception to this. As a freelance journalist, he was a regular in the establishment, being highly distinctive in his tired looking brown suit and scuffed brown brogues. As a chain smoker, Mander would always have a haze of cigarette smoke shrouding him. His reputation preceded him, as his stories would usually be the ones that caused a huge shock to the system. Some had been so controversial that they had led to the resignations of senior public figures.
Mander took hold of his half-filled glass of Watneys Red ale as he read the afternoon edition of the Evening Standard. Suddenly, he heard what he thought was a familiar voice.
‘Can I fill you up on that glass, Peter?’
Mander turned his head to find an equally familiar face smiling at him. ‘Alex, what a surprise. How the devil are you?’ Mander shook Swan’s hand.
‘Not too bad, thank you, Peter. I thought I might find you in here at this time of the day.’
‘Prints have finished for the day Alex, all ready for tomorrow now.’
Swan nodded. ‘So, how are things with you then Peter?’
‘Quite hot at the moment, especially with all the damn cuts and cancellations that our beloved new government are making. Anyway, what brings you to come and seek me out? The last time was the Bloomberg affair, so I know that you have something else for me to get my itchy mitts on my typewriter keys for.’
Swan glanced around, taking in the pub’s clientele. ‘Let me get you a drink, and we’ll find a nice quiet table to talk,’ suggested Swan.
Mander bellowed out a short laugh. ‘Ha, fat chance of that in here Alex. As soon as my competition sees us together, they’ll smell a meaty story brewing. We’ll have more ears around us than an office full of young, mini-skirted telephone operators.’
Swan ordered two pints of ale, paid the bartender and carried them back over to Mander.
He clinked glasses with the journalist.
‘There you go, cheers Peter.’
‘Cheers. So Alex, out with it man. What’s this all about?’
‘Well Peter, I do have something, but if I give it to you, I want your word that you will not run it, unless you do not hear from me in the next two days.’
Mander raised his left eyebrow. ‘Oh, this sounds a bit final, I must say Alex.’
Swan placed his face closer to Mander’s right ear and lowered his voice. ‘Put it this way Peter, if you do have to run it, then the same edition will most likely feature my obituary.’
Mander’s eyes widened and not to attract attention, he muffled a gasp. He whispered to the SID man. ‘My god Alex. What the blazes have you got yourself into now?’
Swan reached into his inside jacket pocket and retrieved an envelope, placing it on the table in front of the journalist.
‘All you need to know is in this envelope. I want you to tell no one of this, and put it somewhere safe for a couple of days.’
Mander looked down and quickly grabbed it, placing it in his jacket pocket. ‘Christ almighty, Alex. You’re really bloody serious about this, aren’t you?’
Swan stared the newshound directly in the eyes. ‘I am afraid so, but what I have is so hot, and it could upset transatlantic relations so severely, that we could be left out on our own in this Cold War, leaving us vulnerable to the Soviets.’
Mander gave a smile. ‘Yanks, eh? Well, trust them to be up to something dirty.’
Swan nodded. ‘Quite, but that’s all I can tell you for now, Peter, for your sake as well as mine. Keep it safe and thanks for everything.’
Mander shook Swan’s hand. ‘Anytime, Alex.’
Swan nodded. ‘Let’s hope so, Peter. Let’s hope so.’
Mander watched Swan walk through the pub and exit the stained glass doors. He picked up his glass, finished his drink and then reached into his pocket. He pulled out the envelope. Holding it in his nicotine stained fingers, he stared at it for a few moments then placed it back. He picked up his newspaper, got up from the table and walked towards the exit, acknowledging the familiar journalistic faces on the way out. Outside, Swan had caught another cab and was now heading for Curzon Street.
The short drive to the headquarters of MI5 was uneventful, the late afternoon traffic remarkably calm for this particular evening.
Swan emerged from the taxi and walked up the staircase at the front of the building, swung back the large oak door and walked up to the reception. A middle aged female receptionist with a telephone microphone around her head greeted him with a smile.
‘Good evening, Mr Swan, how are you sir?’
Swan smiled at Janet Ross. ‘I’m fine Janet, you’re looking well. Not your usual job here, is it?’
‘I’m just filling in for a receptionist on holiday. I’m still with R Section. So, what can I do for you, sir?’
‘I was wondering if Mr Stratton is in his office.’
‘I will just check for you, sir.’
Janet Ross checked the registration book. ‘I’m afraid Mr Stratton signed out of the building about an hour ago, sir’
Swan gave Janet a reassuring smile. ‘Not to worry, he will have gone to the Brigand Club. I’ll catch up with him there. Nice to see you again, Janet. We must catch up sometime. Good evening.’
‘Good evening to you too, Alex.’
Their eyes met for a few seconds, then Swan turned to leave. Ross watched Swan with more than just admiration for the former Head of A Section, and as he left the building, he suddenly thought more about her as well.
Swan emerged from Leconfield House and felt the cool London City breeze touch his face. He then noticed a man across the street with his head in a newspaper. As Swan walked down the steps, he carried out a quick character assessment of him, making out the man to be in his late twenties, six foot tall and rather relaxed. Too relaxed. The man shuffled his paper.
As Swan headed left down the street, he walked slowly, listening for any following footsteps as he crossed Piccadilly.
He then stopped to light a cigarette, and at the entrance to Green Park, covertly eyed his pursuer, who was just coming down the steps a few yards behind him. The man stopped and took out a map of London. Swan smiled to himself, instantly recognising a typical surveillance technique. He had acquired a tail, but how long had he had it? Was it since leaving the office? He would have been followed to The Old Bell, and seen handing the envelope to Mander.
He continued walking along The Mall, and a few hundred yards later, at the traffic lights in Trafalgar Square, crossed over and walked down Northumberland Avenue. A few paces more, and he had arrived at the steps of a building with opened gloss black doors. As he walked up the steps, he noticed the figure turn slowly into view, twenty yards to the right of him. Swan pretended to ignore him and walked through the doors into the Brigand Club.

Chapter 17

Inside the Brigand Club, John Stratton sat in a big green leather armchair with one hand nursing a cut crystal tumbler half full of malt Scotch. In his lap was a copy of The Sporting Life, opened at the results page.
Swan entered the large drawing room and spotted Stratton seated on the far side. Casually, he walked over and stood before him. ‘Any winners for you, John?’
Stratton lowered his newspaper, staring at his A Section predecessor. ‘You know me by now Alex, and how I like to study some form, before having a flutter on the gee-gees.’
Stratton studied Swan carefully. ‘It’s been a long time, Alex.’
Swan sat down in a chair opposite him. ‘Yes, it has John. How’s Barbara and the girls?’
‘Oh, they’re well. Victoria is doing her first year at Cambridge reading Japanese History, and Emily is in her last year at Millfield.’ Stratton placed his newspaper on the table. ‘So, what about you Alex? Have you settled down yet, or are you still playing the field with the ladies?’
‘I still have a few lady friends that I see from time to time. To be honest John, I’m quite busy with work at the moment.’
They were interrupted by a waiter who, in his immaculate uniform of white tunic and black trousers, addressed Swan.
‘May I get you something, sir?’
‘Yes, I’ll have a single malt Scotch please.’
‘Very good, sir.’ The waiter turned on his heel and walked out of the room. Stratton took a sip of his whisky.
‘So how are things at SID these days?’ Stratton asked in an almost sarcastic manner.
‘Things are good, John. I take it things at A Section are in similar shape?’
The waiter returned, carrying a silver tray and presented the glass of Scotch to Swan.
Stratton waited for the waiter to move away from earshot, then picked up his glass. ‘A Section is also good, Alex. In fact, we have just had a breakthrough in a case we are working on.’
‘That’s good to hear, John. So that’ll be another feather in your cap. So, what is this then? Another Soviet infiltrator wheedled out from our society?’
Stratton looked in Swan’s eyes with a quizzical stare. ‘I see that you still have your contacts, Alex.’
‘Well, you know how it is John, you never quite leave the service do you? This actually brings me to the point I wish to discuss with you. I refer to the Polish aircraft mechanic Kostowyz. I take it he’s down The Well?’
Stratton moved uncomfortably in his high backed chair. ‘Your information source is priceless, Alex. Yes, we have him. No confession as yet, but he will hang for the murder of James McGregor, who obviously rumbled him, and was silenced before he could raise the alarm.’
‘Is that so?’ Swan mocked his surprise as Stratton felt triumphant in front of him, displaying a gleeful smile.
Then Swan chose his moment. ‘I’m afraid you have the wrong man, John.’
Stratton almost choked in the middle of taking another sip of Scotch. ‘How say that Alex?’ Stratton enquired.
‘Let’s just say that I am well informed of this.’
‘I suppose that this has something to do with the little trip up north that you took with Arthur last week.’
‘Trip, John?’ Swan replied, pretending to look puzzled.
Stratton grinned, shuffling in his chair. ‘Put it this way then, most ironic how your signatures appeared in the visitor book of Brinton Aviation.’
Swan returned the smile. ‘Most ironic, indeed.’
Stratton leant forward and whispered angrily. ‘Don’t give me that, Alex! You and Arthur carried out a little undercover job didn’t you?’
‘I’m afraid our trip was all legit John. We were invited by a friend of mine.’
Stratton sank back in his chair again and took another sip of Scotch. ‘And who might this friend be then Alex?’
‘Howard Barnett, Brinton’s Chief Designer.’
Stratton looked disappointed. ‘I see. So, nothing to do with Air Commodore Sir Alistair Higgins, then? Thought that he may have returned that favour for you catching Miss Anya Katrishka with the overseas squadron deployment documents stuffed down her knickers.’
‘No, Sir Alistair has no part in this,’ lied Swan.
Stratton put his hands together. ‘Where exactly are you going with this Brinton fiasco Alex?’
Swan picked up his glass and took a sip. ‘Sorry John, I can’t tell you at the moment. I’m working privately on this on behalf of a client. This of course makes it all legally confidential. Even from the Security Services.’
Stratton suddenly became agitated and leaned forward, staring Swan in the eye. ‘I could go to the Director General with this you know, especially when someone is trying to sabotage the BR-101 project.’
Swan smiled teasingly. ‘Then I’m sure that Sir Donald would be most pleased to see you, John. In fact, you can also let him know about the ghost agents that you have managed to run under his nose for the last ten years, claiming their salaries and expenses.’
Stratton stood up abruptly and looking down at the SID man, whispered harshly. ‘How the blazes could you know that!’ Stratton sank back down into his chair to be sure that none of the other club members sitting in their chairs nearby noticed his sudden outburst.
‘Like I said John, the service never really left me.’
Stratton finished the rest of his Scotch, then slammed down the glass on the polished mahogany side table, staring venomously at Swan. ‘I guess this is what they call in chess, a King on King situation here.’
Swan smiled. ‘Seems so John, but do yourself a favour and release the Pole. He’s innocent, a pawn in the much bigger game so to speak.’
‘And what might this bigger game be then, Alex?’
‘I will bring you in on it, John. You have my word, but not just yet. I’m off up to Brinton’s after this meeting. I have my final cards and I now have to show my hand to my opponent.’
Stratton resigned himself. ‘Okay Alex, have it your way. But as soon as you’re ready, give me a call.’
Swan nodded. ‘I will John, I promise.’
Swan finished his Scotch and stood up. ‘I should have this wrapped up by tomorrow.’ He shook the hand of his A Section successor, then walked out the door of the drawing room and into the foyer. He saw the waiter walking in the opposite direction. ‘Put the Scotch on my tab will you, Lawrence.’
‘Of course, Mr Swan.’
Swan then walked out of the Brigand Club and into the early evening sunshine and waited on the pavement to hail a taxi. As he stood there, he noticed the same man waiting at the bus stop on the other side of the road, smoking a cigarette. Swan smiled to himself as he turned right thinking that it was time to have a little fun with his shadow. ‘Okay whoever you are, let’s see just how good you can be.’
Swan slowly walked up Northumberland Avenue, as if taking in the cool evening air, and his tail walked slowly fifty yards behind, on the other side of the road. When Swan arrived back in Trafalgar Square, he crossed the road, then continued straight, walking past St Martins-in the Field’s church. He then carried on along St Martin’s Lane. The pursuer followed at a pace behind. Swan then took a quick turn left into Cecil Court, a small passage that linked with Charing Cross Road, and stopped to browse at a shop window filled with a model railway layout. As he looked at the scaled representation of a typical English village complete with station and a spired church, his tail entered briskly into the passage.
Swan turned quickly and looked at him full in the face, as the figure stood on the spot, not expecting his mark to have stopped.
With an expression of shear embarrassment, the trench-coated gentleman abruptly turned and walked back out onto the main street.
Swan smiled and carried on to Charing Cross Road, walking in the direction of Cambridge Circus. He noticed that his tail was soon in pursuit again, walking several yards behind. Crossing the Circus, Swan then crossed over onto the other side of Charing Cross Road, opening one of the row of doors into the book emporium Foyles. He then made his way through the ground floor and stopped to view the store guide board at the foot of the staircase. He ascended the stairs to the next floor and sought out the World History section.
The tail climbed the stairs and was close behind. He kept Swan in his view, as he pretended to browse through some books that had been arranged on a table.
Swan continued through the section, walking up to a bookcase full of titles on American History, then stopped and scanned the titles. At the end of one row, he picked out a particular paperback book and flipped it over to read the back. Satisfied with his choice, he walked over to the counter and presented it to the cashier, made payment, and took the wrapped book. Half shielded by a bookcase, the tail stood and watched as Swan walked over and went back down the stairs. He waited a few moments and then followed. He got himself in view of the ground floor, and caught site of the ex-MI5 man exiting the store.
Back downstairs, he stood just inside watching as Swan stood outside the store looking up the road. Then he saw Swan raise the hand holding the book and a few seconds later, a taxi pulled over to him and stopped.
Swan peered into the driver. ‘Odd request, but I wish to go to Euston, via the Tower of London.’
The taxi driver looked at him as if he was a lost tourist. ‘Are you sure, guv?’
‘I’m sure, if that’s okay with you?’
The driver shook his head. ‘No problem, guv.’ The taxi moved off and as it did so, Swan’s shadow rushed out of Foyles and casually hailed another approaching black taxi. As one pulled in, he stepped inside and leant over to the glass partition. ‘Follow that damn cab will ya,’ said Swan’s frustrated tail in a Californian twang.

Chapter 18

At the same time that Swan had entered the taxi in Charing Cross Road, Howard Barnett gathered his clothes from the small hospital bed cabinet with help from his wife.
He was now ready to go home, and to the annoyance of the hospital staff, had not waited for the doctor and withdrawn himself from their care.
Heidi looked at her watch and closed the small blue suitcase.
‘What time are you meeting with Mr Swan, Howard?’
‘He said he would catch the six o’clock train from London, and be in Carlisle for ten thirty.’
Heidi lifted the suitcase from the bed and gave it to Barnett’s uniformed driver. They all then left the room and made their way to the lift, where Dr Westerham approached them. ‘All set now are we, Mr Barnett? I heard that you discharged yourself, despite my advice.’
Barnett looked up at the flashing red numbers above the lift doors. ‘I can’t see much point staying here Doc, there’s a big flap on at the plant, and I need to be there.’
Westerham frowned. ‘That’s all very well, Mr Barnett, but I would have liked to have given you the once over before discharging you. I won’t argue, but, should you feel unwell, slightest headache, dizziness or feeling sick, I will need you back here immediately. Is that understood?’
Barnett smiled at him. ‘As clear as crystal, Doctor.’
* * *
In London, the black taxi containing Alex Swan, cruised past Temple Bar and entered Fleet Street. At Ludgate Circus, it turned left in the direction of St Paul’s Cathedral.
Swan took a discreet glance behind him out of the smoked glass back window and stared at the black taxi which was now following. He smiled to himself, then leant forward and tapped on the partition screen. ‘Excuse me Driver. I’m sorry to have to ask you this, but could you turn and take the most direct route to Euston Station?’
Now even more puzzled, the driver nodded. ‘No problem, guv.’ Curious of the request, the driver glanced at his passenger in the rear view mirror. Who the hell was this bloke? He then checked the road and executed a perfect U turn to head back up Ludgate Hill.
Swan watched the other taxi closely and as the two passed each other, could clearly see his pursuer sitting in the back. For a few seconds their eyes locked. The man gave him a cold stare, and then opened his mouth to talk to his driver.
The other taxi then abruptly stopped and the driver waited for a doubled decked Routemaster bus and two cars to pass, before he swung the taxi around to face the same direction.
Swan knew that this cool customer meant business, and began to wonder if maybe this had anything to do with Frank Maitland.
His taxi continued, entering High Holborn, and then turned right into the Grays Inn Road where Swan spied the The Yorkshire Grey, one of his favourite public houses. He turned to glance behind him at the traffic, predicting that any second, the other taxi would appear. It did, staying tightly behind the bus.
A few minutes had passed and Swan had arrived at the taxi rank of Euston Station. He paid the driver and thanked him, then walked inside to the platform concourse. Glancing at the destination board, he checked the time of his train to Carlisle against his watch, then walked down the ramp along to Platform 4, where the train was already at the platform. The pursuing American agent followed and then halted to watch his target, as he sat on a bench in front of the platform gate. Swan was aware that he was still being watched, and opened the brown paper bag to retrieve the book while The American kept his prey in sight and walked over to a booth of telephones. Still watching Swan, he lifted the receiver and dialed, making two calls. After a short wait on the second call, he spoke.
‘Hi, it’s Anderson here, Swan is about to board a Carlisle train leaving at five eighteen. I think he made me. Gave me a runaround in a taxi. I’ve called Hallum and Lyle, and they will board the train and keep an eye on him. I guess he’s heading your way.’
After making the calls, Anderson sat on the other side of the concourse to watch Swan closely for the next forty five minutes.
Swan looked again at his watch, stood up and walked through the platform gate and after walking for a few moments, opened a door and stepped onto the train.
Back on the platform, Anderson acknowledged the arrival of two men, then walked over to them, as they looked at postcards on a stand. ‘He’s all yours now, boys. Watch him, he’s a pro.’
The two men nodded their heads and turned, heading down to Platform 4, walked through the barrier and opened a door of the first carriage.
Further along, Swan walked down through the carriages and, finding his compartment, nestled into a seat and made himself comfortable.
* * *
At 5.15 pm, train driver Robin Waters climbed the fixed ladder of the green and white English Electric Class 55 diesel locomotive, more commonly known as The Deltic, and walked along the footplate to his cab. He placed his thermos flask of steaming hot coffee down on the small table, switched on the engine and then put his head out of the window, at the same time as the guard had blown his whistle and raised his arm to signal the departure of the 17:25 Inter-City express to Carlisle.
Robin checked his watch and pulled on the control leaver, then released the brake. The train departed directly on time, and jerking forward, it moved slowly out of the station, pulling its load.
Four carriages behind him, Alex Swan sat reading The Secret Path, the book that he had purchased back at Foyles. Two compartments down from him, in the same carriage, opposite each other, sat Joe Hallam and Harry Lyle. Hallam leant across to his colleague. ‘The Limey will probably be going all the way to Carlisle. Looks like he may have something, and he’s going for Maitland. I think we should go to the restaurant car and get a bite to eat. The first stop is Rugby so we got plenty of time to fill our stomachs, before he gets a chance to give us the slip.’
Lyle nodded in agreement, and both men got up and moved their way down the train.
Swan was on page 18 of his book when he heard a door slide back and footsteps walk down past his compartment. He raised his head from the book to acknowledge the passengers, noticing that they did not look in his direction.
Swan quickly took their descriptions mentally. One wore a black rain mac over a grey pinstriped suit. The other wore a brown lightweight beige mac overcoat over a black suit. He noticed that neither man had any luggage, not even a briefcase, and thought this strange. His instinct began to make him wonder if he had picked up another tail, but he returned to his book deciding to see what may develop. With the train barely past Watford Junction, there was plenty of time to test his theory.
* * *
In The Pentagram office at Brinton Aviation, Frank Maitland poured two bourbons and handed one to Brannigan.
‘I got two other guys on the train watching him, Hallum and Lyle,’ Brannigan assured him. ‘Hallum’s a good man Frank, an ol’ friend of mine from the war.’
Maitland looked at his watch. ‘What time’s your train to London, buddy?’
Brannigan took a sip. ‘I am on the seven twenty and pick up my connection to Carlisle at eight zero-five. I’ll be leaving for Maryport in a few minutes. Do you think you can handle Swan by yourself?’
Maitland leant on the back of his desk. ‘Don’t worry about that Limey son of a bitch, I’ll take care of him okay. Don’t forget your heading to Company Safe House 23 in Battersea Church Road. SW11. Get ya head down for some sleep, and tomorrow you’ll be taken to Farnborough. When you get there, show ya GK card to security, and they will guide you to our display stand. You have a package addressed to you waitin for ya. There’s a cute broad of a secretary named Ava Gorman, who will give it to you. It is a camera and built into it is the remote unit for the detonator. There are three switches on it. All three must light up before the thing can be armed. That indicates that the target is in range. It’s a new toy the Black Op boys have worked on, avoids any suspicious SOBs seeing you hold a box in ya hand. Now are ya sure that the device is in place on the airplane?’
Brannigan nodded. ‘Yippee, sittin pretty in the cockpit. Ready to be activated by the pilot, when she starts up tomorrow.’
Brannigan put on his jacket.
Maitland shook his hand. ‘Good luck, buddy.’
Brannigan smiled and walked out of the office and Maitland sat back down, raising his bourbon filled glass. ‘God bless America,’ he exclaimed, and drank it down in one.
* * *
Swan put down his book. The train was just approaching Rugby. He stood up, slid back the door, walked out of the compartment and headed for the restaurant car.
Hallam and Lyle sat at a table in the Pullman carriage. Orange lamps were suspended on stands at intervals on the walls of the immaculate interior.
Swan walked in and was met by a waiter. ‘Table for one, please,’ he requested.
Swan followed the waiter and sat down at the allocated table. He glanced out of the window noticing that the evening lights of Rugby were just coming into view. He gazed for a few moments then lifted the menu book from the table and sifted through the pages, holding it so that he could use it to conduct a typical counter-surveillance maneuver known as corner-eyeing.
As Swan glanced at the menu, he used the top of his eye to view the two gentlemen that he had seen go past his compartment. The technique meant that he never directly stared at them. He noticed that they were in conversation. Travelling businessman? he thought. He decided to monitor the situation, as the waiter returned with a notepad and pen.After taking the order, the waiter turned and walked down the carriage to the kitchen area. Swan opened his book and resumed reading, while waiting for his meal.
Hallum stared past Lyle to watch Swan, who was three tables down directly in front of him. He weighed up his target. He was from the farmlands of Kansas, and knew how to fight. He had become amateur boxing champion at the age of 13, and was set to turn pro at 16, when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbour. Within a year, he found himself in a little hamlet outside Woodbridge in Suffolk, knee deep in Fenland mud, training for combat in Europe.
It was here that he met Jake Brannigan, a young intelligence officer attached to the US Rangers. They became good friends and Brannigan saw that Hallum could be more useful to the US Army as an interrogator. He was later assigned to a special unit of the American OSS, who specialised in interrogation of downed German airmen. Hallum loved his job. It was never known how many prisoners he had gathered important information from, but his methods were brutal and sometimes even fatal. This was of course never known to Allied Command. Only Brannigan had knowledge of the tactics used, and received most of the credit for his accomplishments.
As Hallum discretely eyed Swan from their vantage point, he was hoping that he would get the chance to work on him.

Chapter 19

At Carlisle Station, Brannigan opened the carriage door to the 8.05 to London Euston and climbed aboard. He was one of four passengers in that particular carriage, and sat down at a window seat. He retrieved a copy of the Evening News from his briefcase and read the headlines:
Government in Arms Dilemma
In Primeminister’s question time today, it was revealed that the results of the forthcoming White Paper on defence spending means that most of the ordered equipment will now be sourced from abroad. The cancellation of the Dragoon Battle Tank, the vertical take-off and landing jet fighter and the new military transport aircraft has caused Britain to look elsewhere, culminating in the loss of hundreds of jobs for manufacturers at home.
Some of these companies have had to amalgamate with others to avoid complete closure. The opposition scorned the government for ‘selling this country down the river’. A government back-bencher, later quipped that ‘in this case, as most of the new equipment is coming from the United States, it is rather a case of selling us across the pond.’ The only remaining home-grown project at the moment, and not to directly face the axe, is the Rapier strike aircraft. Although due to rising costs, it is still very much under scrutiny as to whether the project should be cancelled in favour of the American FB- X. The White Paper will officially be published in the house on Thursday this week.

After reading the article, Brannigan gave a satisfied smile. He knew that he was very close to completing his mission and felt pleased that he could serve his country in this way. He recalled Maitland saying to him that there could even be a commendation for him, the highly secret Intelligence Medal of Merit. He sat back and stared out the window, watching the fading evening light silhouette the passing countryside.
* * *
Approaching Crewe Station, Waters drove the Deltic through the interlinking tracks, where on either side, different coloured diesel locomotives sat idle on the sidings, some with their connected hordes of empty carriages.
Swan looked out the window of his cabin and viewed the station platform as it appeared. As the train slowed, he watched a porter pushing a blue trolley crate full of postage sacks along the platform. The slight jolt of the carriages indicated that the train had now stopped. This station was where a new locomotive would replace the Deltic, an operation that would take some time, before the train could continue on its journey.
Swan looked at his watch. It was 8.45 pm. He wondered where the two American agents could be lurking at this moment, and decided to have a bit of fun with them. He got up from his seat and pulled back the compartment door, then turned right and walked down the train to the carriage exit. Now, standing in the doorway, he suddenly heard the sound of another door opening a few compartments back from where his was. He waited a few seconds, and then stepped down to the platform.
On the platform, he caught up the porter, who was still pushing the trolley. ‘Excuse me sir, how long before we depart again?’
‘Should be off in about twenty minutes, sir,’ replied the porter.
Swan thanked him, then walked around the trolley to the other side of the platform.
Hallam and Lyle stood at the doorway of the same carriage, realising that their surveillance target had disappeared from sight. They panicked. ‘Where the hell is he? Lyle asked angrily. They climbed down from the train and walked along the platform. Searching the other platforms and looking into the windows of the carriages, they approached the porter, splitting up to go either side of the trolley crate.
Hallum started to become agitated, as he still could not see Swan. The porter stopped at the luggage carriage, and started to unload the trolley. Hallum moved in front of it and looked down the platform along the stationary engineless train. Lyle watched the Deltic, having been uncoupled, pull away from the buffers of the luggage car. He then looked at his partner, a puzzled expression on his face.
The Deltic moved off alone down the track and into a siding. The replacement locomotive was an older diesel. This had a deep red livery with a yellow front. The crest on the side was that of the London Midland and Scottish Railway. It reversed in from another siding and moved along to meet the train.
Swan watched from his discrete vantage point at the end of a small closed kiosk, almost at the end of the train and observed the two men standing by the trolley, as he casually smoked a cigarette. His earlier maneuver had enabled him to use the trolley as a perfect shield. He had walked along the side of it, and when in line with the toilet block, had quickly moved around it, standing next to it, until he was sure of the agents passing him. He had then walked quickly in the opposite direction and up to his present location.
The LMS engine was now in place and the new driver leant out of his cab and gave a thumbs up sign to the awaiting guard, further down the train. The guard blew his whistle. Hallum and Lyle started to panic again. They moved down the platform and frantically began to look inside the carriages.
The guard blew again, only to hurry up the two men as they quickened their steps along the platform. ‘Come on, get aboard gents, for God’s sake,’ he muttered under his breath, watching the two agents break into a run as they looked in the compartment windows.
The driver looked out of his cab window, making an Are we ready gesture to the guard. The guard had had enough, and shouted at the two men. ‘Are you boarding gentlemen? We need to go now.’
Hallum stopped and turned to Lyle. ‘Whadda we do?’
‘I didn’t see him get back on board, we’ll let it go, then search the station.’ The two men backed away from the train and the guard waved to the driver. Then with a hiss of escaping air, the train started to move forward.
As the carriages trundled past them, Hallum shouted over the sound of the revolving bogies. ‘I sure hope we made the right choice.’
Lyle looked up and gave only one reply. ‘We didn’t.’
The last carriage passed and half way along, a window was open, and a smiling Alex Swan popped his head through into the slipstream of rushing air, then waved at the two bemused looking men on the platform.
Hallum stared at him in disbelief. ‘How the hell did the son of a bitch do that?’
Swan pulled his head back inside the train and shut the window. He was pleased that his evasive maneuver had worked well. Using the postage trolley as the main tool in this tactic, Swan had only moved within the blind spot of the two agents. He had moved quickly, managing to board the last carriage, just as the guard had blown the whistle for departure. Timing was everything, and it had been executed to perfection.
* * *
Howard Barnett was just about to leave his house when a stern faced Heidi Barnett stood in the kitchen doorway. ‘And where do you think you are going, Howard?’
Barnett looked sheepishly at his wife. ‘I was going to pick up Mr Swan from Maryport Station, dear.’
Heidi gave her husband a cold stare. ‘May I just remind you, that you have only just come out of hospital this afternoon? I certainly do not think that you are well enough to drive your car.’
Barnett smiled doggedly. ‘Oh, I’m as fit as a fiddle, lass. No need to worry about me. I’ll be fine.’
Heidi put her hands on her hips. ‘Oh, but I do Howard, more than you know. Where is Mr Swan staying?’
‘He’ll be staying at The Waverley, my love.’
Heidi shook her head. ‘Nein, why don’t you bring him back here? I will cook us a nice lamb hot pot, and perhaps a strudel as well, and he can stay here in the spare room.’
Barnett smiled in acknowledgement. ‘That’s a good idea lass, I won’t be long. He’s arriving at 9:30, so we’ll be back by ten at most.’
Heidi then cut in, ‘Providing you do not stop off at The Pheasant on the way back, I will find out if you have. Irene tells me everything at the WI meetings,’ she added.
Barnett was suddenly submissive. ‘I promise, lass. Cheerio for now.’ He gave a peck on her cheek and walked out of the front door to climb into his car.
As he started it, he thought that if the landlord’s wife is informing on him, he would have to be a bit more cautious when sneaking in for a quick one in The Pheasant in future.
* * *
Maitland was furious, shouting down the phone at a very embarrassed Joe Hallum. ‘Say what? I can’t believe it. What a couple of imbeciles!’
In a phone box outside Crewe Railway Station, Hallum was sheepish with his boss. ‘He’s good, boss. He knew exactly what he was doing.’
Maitland continued shouting. ‘Of course he did, you idiot. He’s ex British Secret Service!
He calmed himself. ‘So tell me Joe, where are you two bozos now?’
‘We’re in a place called Crewe, waiting for a night train back to London.’
Maitland shook his head. ‘Tell ya what fellas. Why don’t you stay there and get a job herding sheep or something? Or maybe you’ll just lose them as well.’
He slammed the phone down on his desk, walked out of the office and across the hangar to a set a double green doors. At the bottom of the stairs, he was greeted by US Ranger Will Hart. The small, stocky soldier stood to attention as Maitland approached.
Maitland raised a hand. ‘At ease, Will. I may have another job for ya.’
Hart acknowledged his superior, shouting eagerly. ‘Yes sir.’
‘There’s a Limey investigator on his way here. He wants to poke his nose into our business. We must make sure that he meets with a little accident, if you know what I mean.’
Hart remained silent, just nodding his acknowledgement.
‘Okay, Will, I am not sure when we can expect him to show up, but it will probably be with that son of a bitch Barnett. We need this guy Alex Swan on his own.’
The Ranger just nodded again.
* * *
Swan rose from his seat as the train pulled into Maryport Station. After leaving his American pursuers back at Crewe, the journey to Carlisle had been an uneventful one. However, giving more attention to his book, he had discovered a lot more about The Eagle’s Lance. He recalled what Clinton Sanger had told him while they were having lunch in the café. Of how the CIA even had a file on this strange society.
At Carlisle, he crossed the platform and boarded the two carriage West Coast shuttle service to Maryport. The train was on time, and after a short journey, Swan stepped down onto the station platform and walked towards the ticket barrier. He showed his ticket to the stationmaster and then recognised Howard Barnett waiting for him. ‘HB, nice to see you old chap. Really good to see you up on your feet again. Arthur and I felt the worst when we got the news,’ Swan shook the Brinton Chief Engineer’s hand.
‘How was your journey, Alex?’ asked Barnett.
‘Very interesting, I had a tail from the office in Whitehall and then on the train at Euston, but, I managed to lose them at Crewe. After that I had a relaxing and surveillance-free journey.’
‘Bloody Ada,’ was all Barnett could manage to say in response.
The two men walked out into the station car park and climbed into Barnett’s Austin. ‘Change of plan, Alex. My wife Heidi has insisted that you come back to us, have dinner and stay the night.
Swan smiled. ‘That’s awfully jolly hospitable of her HB, I would be honoured.’
‘That settles it, then. In the morning, I will take you into Brinton’s and you can then do your thing with the Yanks.’
The drive back to Barnett’s house in Ellenborough was semi quiet, with Barnett recalling his experience on the heath. This allowed Swan to gather his own thoughts, and recall the events so far.
At the house, Swan was shown in and introduced to Heidi. ‘I have heard a lot about you in this very short time, Mr Swan. Now shall we eat, meinen herren?’
Heidi led them into the dining room, and Swan sat down at the beautifully laid table and eyed the pot of stew and dumplings sitting in the centre.
‘Please, help yourself Mr Swan,’ invited Heidi.
‘Your husband praised your cooking to me, Mrs Barnett. I am looking forward to this.’
After a short while, Heidi cleared away the dinner plates and took them into the kitchen.
Barnett then rubbed his hands with excitement. ‘Is that a strudel I can smell, lass?’
Heidi returned with a tray holding the apple strudel and set it on the table, then returned to the kitchen to retrieve a jug of custard.
Following dessert, Swan sipped his coffee while going over what he intended for the next day. ‘I will need to get downstairs in the hanger.’
Barnett had an idea. ‘I could arrange for a fire drill, that way everyone has to clear the area, even the Yanks. While we do the roll calls, this should give you enough time to get down there and see what’s going on.’
Swan liked the sound of this plan. ‘Excellent idea, HB.’
Barnett rose from his chair, reached into a side cabinet and pulled out a bottle of Glendronnach Single Malt Scottish Whisky.
‘Now Alex, how about a nightcap?’
* * *
The distinctive lights of Albert Bridge over the River Thames make this particular structure one of the most attractive landmarks of London, and Jake Brannigan looked out at the river as he crossed the bridge in the black taxi cab. Once the taxi reached the other side, the driver drove along the main road, passing the concrete pillars marking the entrance to Battersea Park. At the end of the road, the driver turned right, and then a first left into Battersea Church Road. He pulled the taxi over to the side of the curb, parking next to a white Volkswagen Beetle. Brannigan paid the driver and climbed out of the cab, then walked up the steps to a terraced house and rang the bell. After a few seconds, the door opened and an elderly woman, wearing brown trousers and a beige cardigan, stood in the doorway.
‘Mr Brannigan. Please come in,’ she said in an American accent. Having already received a full description from Maitland, Ellie Cartwright knew what to expect.
Brannigan walked in to the hallway, gazing at the chandelier that hung down from the ceiling in the centre. The elderly lady walked in front of him. ‘Welcome to London Safe House 23. Let me show you to your room.’
Brannigan followed her up the stairs and was led through a white door into a bedroom. She spoke as she walked. ‘Are you hungry, I can do ya some ham sandwiches?’
‘No err…?’
‘Call me Ellie,’ she informed.
‘No thanks, Ellie, I ate on the train down from Carlisle. I need to use the telephone though.’
‘It’s right outside, down the hall. There’s a scrambler on it, so feel free to speak how you want to. How about some coffee?’
‘Thanks, Ellie. That would be swell.’ Brannigan smiled and closed the door as Ellie walked back down the stairs and into the kitchen. She had been ‘housekeeper’ of this CIA safe house for seven years. Before that, she had worked as a secretary in the US Embassy in Paris. Her husband, a systems analyst, had been involved in early advisory deployments to Vietnam, working alongside the French Army, at the air base in Tan Son Nhut, near Saigon. He was meeting in a Nissan hut with French officers when tea had been served by a young Vietnamese boy. A box had been added to the tray of beverages, showing the label of a locally made sweet biscuit bread. The boy had placed down the tray and exited the room. One of the French officers had gone to the tray and poured out the tea for the men, who were studying a map of the North Vietnamese area. He handed each cup to the other members of the party, and then reached out for the wooden box. Placing his fingers underneath the lid, he lifted it. The explosion that followed was heard in the operations hut 1000 yards away. The box had been rigged with three Russian-made hand grenades, linked to a fuse. The detonator was connected by a small wire to the trigger that had been taped to the bottom of the box lid. All four men were killed instantly.
After the death of her husband, Ellie requested to be assigned to London, as she had enjoyed the sites many times when her husband had been posted there. She was offered the post as a CIA ‘housekeeper’ and had taken it willingly. Part of her clandestine daily routine was to walk through nearby Battersea Park, another place where she used to spend time with her late husband. She made many friends during her walks in the park, but none of them would think that this sixty two year old widow controlled a secret CIA establishment, situated on the south bank of the River Thames.
Jake Brannigan lifted the receiver of the phone and dialed. After six rings, he heard Maitland’s voice. ‘Hi Frank, its Jake. Just letting ya know, that I’m now at the safe house.’
Maitland sat at this desk. ‘That’s great, Jake. We may have a problem here, as Alex Swan has given our boys the slip and could be heading this way. Don’t worry, I’ll be ready for the son of a bitch if he shows up.’
Brannigan smiled. ‘Too bad that I’m not there with ya. I sure would like to have a piece of that action.’
Maitland agreed. ‘Okay, pal. Remember, tomorrow you just get to the GK stand and Ava will give ya the package. Follow the instructions I gave ya, and you should be okay.

Chapter 20

The A594 out of Ellenborough was quiet at this particular time of the morning. The sun had just started to rise, and a combination of purple to blue rays of mixed light crept over the hills.
Howard Barnett drove his Austin A40 casually, his passenger sitting next to him, contemplating on how the day would pan out.
‘When we get to Crash Gate Four, Jim Lewis will be waiting there with the Bird Scaring Land Rover. He’ll unlock the gate and let you in, then take you to the garage which is next to the Magic Box. Lay low in the garage office until I can arrange for the fire alarms to be set off. Then, Jim will go with you into the side door and show you where the entrance to the basement is. I’ve told Jim everything, so he was keen to give us a hand to get his revenge for the Yanks turning him into human laundry.’
Swan acknowledged and agreed the plan. ‘Does anyone else know that I am going to be snooping around in there?’
Barnett shook his head reassuringly. ‘No, I thought it best to keep it low profile.’
Swan relaxed in his seat and stared out at the bright yellow fields of rapeseed that paralleled the road.
* * *
Inside the perimeter fence, Jim Lewis drove the yellow painted soft top Land Rover idly along the Brinton runway. He noticed a mass of long black necks and brown bodies ahead and as he approached, the Canadian Geese began to flutter their wings. Jim turned on the siren and drove slowly towards them with roof mounted amber lights now flashing.
One by one, the geese took to the air and formatted on each other. He stopped the Land Rover and watched as the flock formed a perfect ‘V’ on the lead bird. They circled that part of the Brinton airfield a few times, and Lewis watched them cautiously as they gave signs that they were going to set down on the dew ridden grass again.
As they came past the Land Rover, Lewis turned on the sirens again and this time, the geese climbed higher, with the lead bird bringing the V around in larger circles, flying straight across the airfield and beyond the perimeter fence. Lewis checked them as they disappeared from view, looked at his watch and got out of the Land Rover. He reached back into the cab for his packet of Woodbines and lighter on the dashboard and lit one, then leant on the door, taking in the cool early morning breeze as he puffed on his cigarette.
After a few minutes, he dropped his finished cigarette butt and stamped on it, then opened the door of the Land Rover, climbed in and started the engine. He put the vehicle into gear and turned the steering wheel. His destination was over to the other side of the airfield, to Crash Gate Number Four.
Howard Barnett swung the A40 around the bend and approached the perimeter of the Brinton complex. He drove a hundred yards along the perimeter fence, and then slowed the car, pulling into the left and into a lay-by. Swan looked at the two yellow gates in front of him with its red sign mounted on each one.
Brinton Aviation Limited
Crash Gate 4
Keep Clear
Emergency Vehicle Access

Howard Barnett got out of the car and raised his hand at Jim Lewis standing behind the gate, smoking another Woodbine. ‘Morning, gents,’ he greeted, cigarette still in his mouth.
Barnett gave him a mock salute. ‘Morning Jim, I think you know Mr Swan?’
Lewis nodded his head in recognition. He nodded, placing the key into the padlock on the gate and opening it slightly enough for a man to walk through. Step right this way, sir,’ he requested.
Barnett turned to Swan: ‘Good luck Alex,’ said the Chief Designer, shaking his hand.
‘You, too, Howard. I am sure I will see you later on.’
Swan turned and walked through the small gap between the gates.
‘Thanks Jim,’ said Barnett as Lewis closed and locked the gate.
‘No problem, HB. I just hope it’s all worth it in the end.’
Swan turned to Lewis. ‘If I find what I’m looking for Mr Lewis, then it will be, I assure you.’
The two men then climbed into the Land Rover and headed for the main buildings, while Barnett got back into his car and drove back along the A594 to the main gate, showed his pass to the duty security guard and drove up to the reception building and parked his car in his designated parking bay, then walked inside.
He was greeted by the security guard. ‘Good morning, HB,’ said a uniformed Bill Wright, sitting at the reception desk.
Barnett walked over and found his clock card, put it into the machine and placed it in the pocket on the wall. ‘Bill, I want to run a fire drill at ten o’clock. We haven’t had one in a while and to meet the new government safety regulations, we need to do one.’
Wright smiled. ‘Right you are sir, I’ll set the alarm of at ten.’
‘Thanks Bill.’ Barnett walked through the doors and headed for his office.
* * *
In the vehicle garage, Lewis presented Swan with a Brinton work overall. ‘You’ll look a lot less conspicuous, and a lot less like Double O Seven, if you wear this, sir.’
‘I agree with you, Jim.’ Swan took the overall and changed, reaching into his jacket pockets to pull out the camera and a few other affects, then hung his jacket up on a hook in the office. He turned to Lewis. ‘Do I look the part now, Jim?’
‘Champion, sir. Just like all us other Brinton employees.’
The telephone on the desk rang and Lewis went and picked up the receiver. While he did this, Swan quickly pulled Gable’s revolver from his jacket and placed it into the left pocket of the overall.
‘Garage,’ said Lewis, and listened. He then handed the receiver to Swan. ‘HB for you, Mr Swan.’
Barnett spoke to Swan informing him of the time for the fire alarm.
He put down the receiver and turned to Lewis. ‘HB says the alarm is set for ten o’clock.’
Lewis looked at the clock on the wall. ‘In that case, we’ve got time for a brew. I’ll just put kettle on.’
At a few minutes to ten, Bill Wright retrieved the roll call sheets from the filing cabinet behind the reception desk.
In the garage, Swan stood opposite Lewis and looked at his watch. Iinside his office on the mezzanine of The Magic Box, Barnett sat nervously, nursing a cup of coffee. He looked at the wall clock. Then, when the fire alarm rang out, filling the complex with shrill horn blasts, he put down his cup and walked outside.
In a few moments, every inhabited area of the complex had disgorged their contents of personnel, as they made their way to their designated assembly points.
In the garage, Alex Swan prepared himself.
‘This is it then, sir,’ said Lewis excitedly over the sound of the alarm.
The two men watched through a window as the emergency doors of the assembly hangar opened and people filed outside.
‘There’s Maitland,’ Swan shouted, as he recognised the tall Kentuckian.
‘Those other blokes with him are also American,’ added Lewis.
Swan noticed that there was no sign of Brannigan. He mentioned it to Lewis.
‘Oh Mr Brannigan’s not ‘ere sir. I overheard him yesterday saying to June, our canteen girl who fancies him, that he was going down to London for a few days.’
They watched as Maitland led his entourage around to the front of the building. ‘Right sir, this way, we have no more than twenty minutes tops,’ informed Lewis.
They exited the side door of the garage and walked to the assembly hangar, quickly disappearing inside.
The assembly areas were now full of crowds awaiting their designated Fire Marshals to conduct the roll calls, lots of cigarette smoke filling the air around them. Although smoking was usually not permitted during a real fire evacuation, word had soon spread that this was in fact a long overdue practice drill.
Bill Wright walked along the crowds with his clipboard and searched out his duty team. One by one, he checked with each that the personnel on their lists were present. Once satisfied, he moved to others to do the same.
Swan and Lewis walked down the side of the hangar, keeping within the yellow walkway areas marked out on the concrete floor until they came to a set of green rubber doors. On the doors was a temporary stencil in yellow print with the words:
Restricted Area — GK Personnel Only.
Lewis turned to Swan. ‘This is it, sir. I’ll wait for you here, and keep an eye out.’ He patted Swan on shoulder.
Swan pushed the door and walked through. On the other side, he saw that he was now in a long corridor that had a staircase at the end. He walked over to it and cautiously, descended the stairs.
At the bottom, he came to a green painted door with a glass window panel. The same temporary stencil had been added to it.
He tried the door and, relieved that it was not locked, entered and closed it behind him. At the far end, he saw six black objects, about twenty feet in length. They were perched on metallic supports. He approached them to get a better view, then noticing that some stenciling was printed on the side of the casing, knelt down to read it.
GK Serial No — 78421-A1 — ALCM
Property of US Government

Swan examined the rest of the casing. There was even more stenciling, mainly numbers printed in red, and instructions on how to open the contents, but then something caught his eye and he stepped back in surprise after reading the words.
Warning — Radiation

Swan stood for a few minutes, staring at the objects, trying to comprehend what he had just discovered. Then he felt something being pushed into his back.
‘Hold it right there, mister. Let’s see those hands.’
At the command of the voice, Swan raised his hands.
‘You guys know this place is off limits, so what are ya doing he…..’
Swan heard the sound of someone falling onto the floor behind him. Slowly, he turned around and saw Jim Lewis holding a jacking handle behind his head. He then looked down to the body in green camouflaged fatigues at his feet. Lewis also looked down. ‘Jesus, ‘ave I killed ‘im?’
Swan bent down and checked the neck of US Ranger Will Hart for a pulse. ‘No, but when he wakes up, he’s going to have one hell of a headache.’
A relieved Lewis picked up Hart’s M-14 assault rifle from the floor.
Swan sighed. ‘That was bloody close.’
Lewis then looked at the black cylinders. ‘What the ‘ell are those things?’
‘These, Jim, are cases for nuclear missiles,’ said Swan casually.
Lewis suddenly went pale. ‘Good God Almighty,’ is all he could manage to say, as he stared in awe at the objects in front of him.
Swan looked around the room. He saw a blue covered file on a table and picked it up. On the front was a label in black print.
ALCM Type 78421-A1 Spectre
Maintenance Manual
GK Systems Inc.

Another label was positioned in the top left hand corner.
CLASSIFIED

Lewis was staring at the black cases. ‘So have those things got nuclear missiles in then?’
Swan walked back to him and knocked one of the casings with a clenched fist. The sound that emitted indicated that the case was empty. ‘Doesn’t much look like it.’ Swan was intrigued. Why would empty Spectre cases be brought here?
He mumbled to himself and Lewis asked him to repeat what said.
‘I was just wondering why these would be brought here, to a civilian establishment.’
He looked at the missile cases and tried to put the pieces of the puzzle together. Staring at the light reflected on the polished black exterior, he could clearly see in his mind how it all fitted. Piece by piece he formed the arrows, mirroring those on the blackboard back in his office. He followed the earlier connections that he and Gable had plotted, then joined the last line to solve the mystery. The arrows were forming a pattern, and that pattern was now complete. Suddenly like a thunderbolt, the solution hit him.
‘My word, Frank Maitland, you clever bastard,’ he exclaimed admiringly. He glanced at the Spectre cases, then at Lewis, and then gave an appreciative smile.
Lewis was nervous. ‘I am gonna go back up now sir, check it’s still clear,’ he suggested, looking at his watch. ‘We got about five minutes before everyone is dismissed from the fire drill,’ he added, then turned and walked towards the stairs, quickly picking up a pace in his steps.
Swan had seen enough now to realize that the Spectres were a double bluff. This had been some ingenious scheme to thwart the American crew at Brinton to thinking that they were doing their country a great service. Swan parted his lips to form a smile of realization, and then nodded in appreciation of the scam. He touched the black empty shell casing, admiring the detail that had gone into making these pods look authentic. He knew that he would not have much time. The diversion would not last long, and the American personnel would be back on station soon.
Suddenly, as he moved slightly for a closer look, he noticed a thin cylinder shining in the reflection of the strip lights. Something was lodged between two of the missile casings. Swan placed his hand down and stretched out his fingers. Finally, he managed to roll whatever it was up the side of the casing and gripped a hold of it. He held it up to his face and turned it around in his fingers, and his eyes lit up in instant recognition of the object. He read the scribed inscription along the side, nodding in approval. He examined it closely, noticing the red splatters at the top of it. Then reaching into the inside pocket of his overall, he pulled out a folded polythene bag. He placed the item carefully in the bag, rolled it up and placed it back into the overall pocket.
Taking out the small camera from the other pocket, he took the photographs of the black casings and the pages of the manual. The photos and his find were all he needed to confront Maitland. After he was finished, he placed the camera back in his pocket, then walked up the stairs and back into the hangar.
In the main office building he approached the security guard on reception and showed the guard his credentials. ‘I’ve taken some photographs, and I was wondering if there is anywhere on site that I can get them developed.
Jack Hollingsworth took the film roll and held it to his face.
‘As a matter of fact there is, sir. I will phone the studio and arrange it for you.’
As Swan waited by the reception desk, Howard Barnett came through the double green doors.
‘There you are, Alex. Fire Drill’s just finishing. Did you find what you’re looking for?’
‘Yes, and more HB, much more.’
Barnett turned to Hollingsworth. ‘This is Jack Hollingsworth, he found James under the Rapier that night. Mr Swan is on government business, investigating the death of James and looking into the Shobdon incident.’
Hollingsworth turned to Swan. ‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Swan. If I can be of any help to your inquiry, please let me know.’
‘How about a coffee, Alex?’ Barnett suggested.
‘Lead the way, HB,’ he replied.
He was about to step off and follow Barnett when he suddenly stopped in his tracks. He turned to Hollingsworth.
‘Actually Jack, you may be able to help me on something. In your report, you mentioned that McGregor’s clipboard was lying next to him.’
Hollingsworth easily recalled the event. ‘Yes, that’s right, it was.’
‘So was there also a pen with this clipboard?’
Hollingsworth went into deep thought for a moment. ‘Do you know, I don’t remember seeing one to be honest,’ he replied.
Swan nodded. ‘McGregor’s fiancé mentioned he was given a special pen by his colleagues, with a personalized inscription,’ Barnett smiled.
‘Aye, that would be his Move over HB pen, you are talking about.’
Swan reached into his inside pocket and placed the item wrapped in the polythene bag on the reception counter.
‘Would it by any chance, be this one?’
* * *
A few cups of coffee later, while sitting in the canteen with Barnett, Swan was handed an envelope from a studio technician. He opened it and looked at the photographs. ‘That’s perfect. Thank you for these.’ He passed them to the Chief Designer, and Barnett’s eyes widened in surprise. He pointed to the black cylinders in the photograph. ‘So what the hell are those things?’
‘These HB, are duds,’ replied Swan.
Barnett looked up at Swan. ‘Come again?’
‘They are supposed to be portable launching silos for Spectre Air Launched Cruise Missiles, or ALCMs, the technical term. They are in fact realistic mock ups, which have been made to look like the real thing.’
Barnett gasped. ‘So what the bloody ‘ell are they doing ‘ere at Brinton’s?’
Swan rose from his chair. ‘I think it is time to find out. I have a theory, I have the pictures, and I have McGregor’s pen splattered with his blood, which I found lodged at the back of one of the Spectres. I need to make a call first, then I’ll take that short walk over to The Magic Box. ’
Barnett stood up. ‘I’m afraid I’m not going to be here much longer today. I’m travelling down by helicopter to London to meet up with my boss. All the workers have been given the rest of the day off, as we have been told to halt production of the other Rapier airframes. We have an emergency meeting with the Minister of Supply. It also means that I will miss the fly-past at Farnborough as well this afternoon.’ He stared Swan directly in the eyes and shook his hand.
‘Give ‘em hell from me, Alex, but be careful. Believe me, I know what these chaps are capable of.’
Swan nodded. ‘I will, HB. You can be sure about that.’

Chapter 21

Maitland was at his desk, oblivious to being watched from outside the door. Swan decided to go straight in. ‘Good morning, Frank. You may remember me, Alex Swan. I came with the inspection team.’
Maitland raised his head and gave a false friendly smile. Even though he was aware that Swan was due, he had not expected him to burst through his door. ‘Alex, what a surprise. Please, come in and take a seat. It’s good to see ya pal. Is your buddy with you? What was his name, Arthur?’
Swan shook his head. ‘No, Frank. I’ve come here on my own today. Thought you might like to have a look at these.’ He sat down facing the American, and placed the envelope on the desk. Maitland looked at it. ‘What’s this Alex?’
‘Evidence as to what has really been going on here, and why James McGregor was murdered.’
Maitland leant forward, took the envelope and examined the contents.
‘Whoa, just wait a goddam minute.’
Swan raised his hand to stop the American. ‘McGregor’s last call to his fiancé mentioned The Spectres. Of course, I had no idea until this morning what that could have meant. But I do now. They are ALCMs, which I believe that the US plans to base here secretly?’
Maitland bristled. ‘Well what of it?’
‘Well the thing is, they are not real, are they Frank?’
Swan leant over the chair.
‘No, you see after I discovered them, I made a quick telephone call to a friend of mine in London. He informed me that these Spectres are to be de-commissioned. They seem to have a lot of faults, so the US Government has decided to wait until the Tomahawk is ready in a few years’ time, and deploy it instead. It will probably be based here, but at least our Government will be aware of it, and I’m sure so will the CND. So, good luck with that one. No, what really has been going on is something a lot more sinister. I am almost amazed as to how you managed to pull it all off. I take my hat off to you, Frank. You’ve had us all fooled. Even your own men, including Mr Brannigan.’
Maitland looked at the photographs again. ‘I don’t follow ya, Alex.’
‘You know exactly what I mean, Frank, so why don’t you tell me all about The Eagle’s Lance.’
Maitland gulped. He looked straight into the eyes of Swan.
‘I’m afraid you’ve lost me Alex, I’ve never heard of this Eagle’s Lance.’
Swan beckoned to the chair in front of Maitland’s desk. ‘May I?’
Maitland held out his hand, inviting the SID investigator to take a seat. He pulled it out and sat down.
‘I’ve just read the most interesting book, Frank. It was called The Secret Path. It’s all about the War of Independence, and the secret societies that operated in favour of Washington’s forces. Mostly the book focusses on Samuel Adams and The Sons of Liberty, which instigated a few terrorist outrages during the war, the Boston Tea Party for instance, but one of the other societies it mentions, was one called The Eagle’s Lance.
Maitland smiled. ‘Interesting history lesson there, Alex. I cannot see what that has to do with anything here, though.’
‘Actually Frank, it has everything to do with why you’re here. You see, The Eagle’s Lance still exists, and is still operable today, as we speak, isn’t it Frank?’ Swan trained his eyes on Maitland’s hand. ‘By the way, that is a nice ring you are wearing.’
Maitland gave Swan a cold stare, then took a quick glance at his ring. ‘You’re fightin’ against a secret society that has been around for nearly two hundred years.’
Swan leant forward, his face a few inches from the American.
‘Yes, I am Frank. The breakaway faction from the Sons of Liberty. A terrorist faction that George Washington himself had no knowledge of and which Adams denounced. It is The Eagle’s Lance who have been calling the shots on this little escapade of yours Frank. And you are part of them.’
Maitland smiled and leant back in his chair. ‘You seem to know quite a lot about them, Alex. But be careful; I don’t think you really know how powerful they are.’
Swan nodded. ‘At our first meeting, I noticed your ring as you were pouring the drinks. I knew that I had seen the symbol before but could not remember where, until I happened to pass your embassy in Grosvenor Square and suddenly, there it was, that same eagle on the front of the building, minus the lance off course. I also picked up the book and read it on the train on the way up from London, in between evading the surveillance from your little team. The Eagle’s Lance was set up by a group of rebels who followed Samuel Adams. A Mohawk Indian called Kee-Haw was be-friended by the faction’s leader Henry Sanderson to recruit the services of his people, in return for land, and so a special alliance between the two nations, The Eagle’s Lance was born. As I have already said, Adams did not approve of this break-away faction and their violent terrorist acts, especially as it involved the Indians. But he was happy to use the services of its members effectively in the Boston Tea Party. Kee-Haw was said to be the technical advisor, so to speak, on the authentic native disguises used in the raid.’
Maitland nodded appreciatively. ‘You have certainly done your homework, Alex, and also managed to knock out a US Ranger. You are correct about The Eagle’s Lance.’
Maitland rose out of his chair and walked over to his filing cabinet. ‘So, how about a drink to toast your discovery of our secret past?’
Swan watched the American attentively as he rose from his chair. ‘I’ll think I’ll pass on the drink Frank, I better be going now and inform the Ministry of your plan to sabotage our Rapier project. Oh, and phone the police to inform them of who murdered James McGregor. Just think of the embarrassment to your nation and the distrust in our so called special relationship, that this will create.’
Maitland moved in front of the cabinet, using his back to shield his movements inside the open drawer.
Intuition caused Swan to rise from his chair and then grip the back of it. Maitland then turned around, pointing a Beretta .38 automatic pistol with an attached silencer in the direction of where he last left the Englishman.
In seeing the flash of the gun’s black muzzle, Swan moved to one side of the desk. Maitland fired, sending a muffled bullet into the wooden desktop, and Swan responded by picking up the chair and throwing it into the path of the oncoming American agent, causing him to lose grip of the pistol. Swan then ran out of the office and Maitland picked up the gun that had fallen onto the desk, and left in pursuit.
* * *
Arthur Gable parked the Sapphire in Wellesley Mews, locked it, opened the front door and walked upstairs to the office. He put on the kettle to make himself a cup of tea, checked the diary on the desk, and sat down to read his newspaper.
He had only got up to pour out his tea when the phone on Swan’s desk rang. ‘Whitehall 9921, Morning HB, this is Arthur, how are you, is Mr Swan with you?’
HB informed him of what Swan had discovered and his intended next action.
Gable was flabbergasted, ‘Okay, I will wait here until I hear from him. Goodbye HB, thank you for calling.’
Gable replaced the receiver. ‘Good grief,’ he sighed, then leant over and grabbed the desk diary, opened it to the day’s date and wrote:
HB 11. 33
Maitland is a member of the Eagle’s Lance — secret faction set up in 1776 against the British. They are trying to stop the BR-101 project, so that British Government buys the FB-X instead. The Americans tried to threaten him and were heavy handed. He is sure that they also murdered McGregor.

Gable closed the diary, and sat forward on the chair, tapping his fingers on Swan’s desk. He glanced at the blackboard noticing that more labels and arrows had been added. He knew at this point he was powerless to help his colleague. All he could do was sit and wait for him to call.
* * *
Howard Barnett sat studying the results of the latest Rapier engine tests as the Brinton Aviation pilot flew the Sycamore helicopter to their destination, the Westland Heliport at Battersea, South West London.
As he scrutinized the documents, his thoughts were of how Swan was going to confront the Americans with his findings.
They then landed at the small heliport next the River Thames, where he was to be collected by car to meet with his boss, Henry Brinton, at his London residence near Regent’s Park, before the afternoon meeting with the Aviation Minister and the Chief of Defence Staff at Whitehall. He was slightly irritated that he would not be present at the fly-past at Farnborough this afternoon, but knew that he had to do all he could to make that last final plunge to save the project from cancellation.

Chapter 22

Inside the assembly hangar known as ‘The Magic Box,’ Swan carefully moved among the half-assembled production Rapier airframes, knowing that Maitland could be watching his every move. He stopped and listened for the slightest sound that would alert him of where the man could be at this moment in time. If it was the other way around, then he would be covering the exit, making sure that his assailant did not escape.
Maitland was watching, waiting for Swan to pass under him as he stood on the work platform directly above him. With his legs apart in typical combat stance, and at arm’s length in a two handed grip, he pointed his Colt automatic pistol down through the gap between the steel planks and tracked his prey. The half-light of the assembly hangar prevented any revealing shadows, and Maitland took advantage of this, maintaining a stealthy approach. All Swan needed to do was keep walking slowly below him, and he would be able to take an accurate and definite shot.
Swan stopped to check his surroundings, carrying Gable’s Webley revolver at his hip, pointing ahead of him. He thought for a second that he heard a slight creaking sound, and this was soon confirmed as a further creak, this time a decibel higher than the first, entered his inner ear. Swan suddenly realised that Maitland was above him and decided to continue, as if he was oblivious to this fact. With a quick glance upwards, he noticed that he was walking directly under the gap in the work platform, offering a perfect target for the Kentuckian. Slowly, he moved across to the left and checked that he was away from it. Then, with a quick move, he ducked quickly under the fuselage of the third Rapier and shielded himself from Maitland’s Colt.
The American saw him move, firing a shot that hit the support gantry. It ricocheted off, sending the bullet spinning somewhere inside the hangar. ‘Almost got you there, Alex,’ Maitland exclaimed smugly.
Swan used this moment to move across to the other side of the hangar. Another shot rang out, and zapped into the fuselage of another Rapier. Maitland shouted at him again. ‘You can’t run, Alex. I can’t let you screw up three years of work.’
Swan was behind another half assembled airframe, and leaned on a support beam taking in the situation. ‘I can’t let you do this, Frank. Your country will put us in a direct conflict with the Soviets, which could lead to a horrible war,’ he shouted to him from behind his safety point. Then, he decided this was the perfect time to play his ace card. ‘It’s not just our Government that doesn’t know you used the Python Hawk as a cover for the Spectres, which was cover from your own for The Eagle’s Lance.’
‘That’s just about it, Alex. The Eagle’s Lance are just making sure that the US get the FB-X deal. Anybody who gets in the way of this will be dealt with accordingly.’
‘Like you did with James McGregor, and tried to do with Howard Barnett, and I suppose you took care of the office cleaner as well?’
‘That stupid senile old lady forgot that her supplies had been shifted from the basement and stumbled right into the guys working on the Spectres. She apologized and quickly left, but we couldn’t take a chance. I did the background on her myself, and noticed that her daughter had married a GI. So, we set up a little story and sent her over to Montana, where she had an unfortunate accident with a truck.’
‘It seems The Eagle’s Lance stops at nothing to complete their mission.’
‘You got it right there Alex, and right now, our sweep team is on their way to take care of your dead body. Once I’ve killed you, that is. You’ll be found under the railway viaduct on the Dearham Road with a single bullet to the skull from the Webley your carrying, and a photo and Dear John letter from some good looking dame in your wallet.’
Swan was unsure where Maitland was and needed him to shout some more to get a fix on his location. ‘I’ve got to hand it to you, Frank. You do seem to have every angle covered, but you are forgetting one thing: I already know your little game here with the Spectres, and that you killed James, but what I haven’t told you is that I spoke to John Stratton of MI5 before I came to see you.’
Maitland was suddenly alert.
‘What are ya tryin’ to say, Alex?’
‘Can you take a chance in killing me, without knowing if I told Stratton all about your plans?
Maitland smirked. ‘Stratton is a fool. He easily fell for the Polish guy we set up as a patsy. We’ll just send him to another dead end.’
Swan thought for a minute. ‘There’s one thing that you have overlooked in your little plan, Frank.’
‘And what’s that, Alex?’
‘I have left instructions with someone out of your reach, to pass a package on to the press, should I fail to return from our little meeting.’
Maitland smiled. ‘You’re bluffing, Alex. Remember, you said when we met this morning you had come alone, and no-one knows you’re here. Those were your words, pal.’
‘Come on Frank, you and I are from the same stable. Spying is in our blood. We both lie for a living, don’t we?’
Maitland checked his pistol and moved forward to the front of his shield.
Swan suddenly had a thought. ‘By the way, Frank, where is Brannigan?’
‘He’s on a little insurance mission for our government. Let’s just say, he’s seeing through the FB-X deal for keeps.’
From behind his protective position, Swan thought this over.
‘It was Brannigan who planted the bomb in the trailer, wasn’t it?’
‘Yup, it sure was,’ replied the American, gleefully. ‘Jake’s our expert with the plastic, knows just how to make the right kind of bang.’
The insurance comment got Swan thinking. What did Maitland mean by this, and what did it have to do with the FB-X?
He decided to probe further. ‘So how will Brannigan insure the FB-X deal then, Frank?’
‘Too many questions, Alex. Always too many questions; let’s just say that this will bring your whole country rooting for our airplane.’
The last comment from the Eagle’s Lance operative didn’t take Swan long to realise what he had meant by this.
‘My God! You bloody madmen are going to bring down the Rapier at the SBAC show this afternoon.’
There was silence from the other side of the fuselage, then Maitland chuckled. ‘You’re a clever guy, Alex. You may as well know that not only will it come down, but it will crash into the crowd. Yeah, I know what you’re thinking pal, another accident at the SBAC will be big news, especially with people killed.’
Swan interrupted, ‘And public opinion will be that the aircraft is a death trap. Our government will then certainly scrap it for the FB-X.’
‘Bingo!’ Maitland exclaimed.
‘How are you going to bring her down into the crowd, unless…Brannigan will be at the show, won’t he?’
‘He sure will be, and ready and waiting for that baby to fly over at just the right moment, and then boom! Bye-bye to the Silver Angel, and then, one by one these babies…,’ Maitland hit his shield with his fist, ‘will be cut up to become ice boxes or some other domestic machine.’
Swan knew he had to do something, and fast. He had to get himself away from this maniac and warn the authorities at Farnborough. He needed to stall his opponent for time to think.
‘The cancellation of the contract will bankrupt Brinton, and the plant will close.’
‘That’s right, Alex. Brinton will be forced to sell the site which will then become the GK maintenance base for the FB-X.’
Swan glanced around him and noticed a staircase leading up to an upper gantry. He called out to Maitland. ‘I can’t let you do this, Frank. You know this is just madness. Who the hell in your government would veto this act? This is just plain mass murder, and you know it. One thing that I did discover from my research into The Eagle’s Lance, was that Sanderson had some highly influential men on his side, and also an enforcer by the name of Forest Maitland, your great, great grandfather I believe? Turns out that murdering is in your blood, Frank. Forest Maitland killed Kee-Haw after the declaration was signed; the Mohawks had been betrayed.’ Swan was hit with another thought. ‘Jake Brannigan thinks he’s doing his country a great service. He has no idea that it is the Eagle’s Lance calling the shots here.’
Maitland shook his head at the smartness of this man; a look of disbelief all over his face. ‘Boy, you’re smart Alex. No, Jake is just a patriot to his country. He takes his orders from me. He is just doing his job for his nation.’
While Maitland had been talking, Swan had moved over to the staircase and was now silently climbing the stairs to the top gantry platform.
His opponent had not noticed this and from this position, Swan could clearly see him crouched at the front side of an airframe looking over to where he thought Swan might be, his gun trained on the spot. He still thinks I’m behind the other one! Swan realised. But Swan had used this time to move to the gantry above the American. Maitland had been distracted by Swan’s revelations, with his opponent discovering a long kept family secret, and that Brannigan was not a member of The Eagle’s Lance, and he failed to notice that Swan was now directly above him.
Swan paused and assessed the current situation. He put down the Webley, placing it on the platform, then took one silent breath and leaped on Maitland. The impact pushed the man to the ground; his automatic thrown out of his hand, sliding under a Rapier airframe. Swan was half on top of the man and, pinning him down, punched the side of his face.
Half dazed, the American retaliated, bringing his knee up to give Swan a whack on the back of his head. Swan fell forward, giving Maitland opportunity to roll to the side and push himself up from the floor. Quickly he climbed the structure of the high overhead service platform, and Swan clambered after him.
The two men fought furiously on the side of the gantry, Maitland thrusting a foot downwards, trying to hit the target of Swan’s head. Swan grabbed the suit trousers of the American and pulled downwards. Maitland shook his leg to free himself, managing to climb further up the structure.
Swan followed in hot pursuit and gained on his assailant. The two men were now almost on the top platform, which stood thirty feet from the ground. This had been specially constructed for the construction of the horizontal stabilizer of the R-55 Rochester flying boat, back in the 1930s.
‘Give it up Alex, you can’t win.’ Blood welled in Maitland’s mouth. He spat some out and it shot passed Swan, who ensured a firm footing before reaching up to grasp the American again, holding him firmly, as the American struggled to get free.
Maitland held onto the pole that fixed into the ceiling of the hangar, securing the structure. Managing to get a leg free, he swung out his foot again, just missing the head of Swan.
The SID man noticed that the move had left the American slightly off balance, the momentum causing him to lean awkwardly with his back slightly twisted and his neck exposed.
Swan saw his chance and he grabbed at the neck, hooking his arm around it in a firm, tight grip. This caused Maitland to take a hand off the pole and use it to try to free himself from the Englishman. Swan held on, and using his full bodyweight pulled on the American so that his back began to arch in a way that the human anatomy would normally not allow.
Maitland screamed out in pain as the vertebrae in his spine began to twist agonizingly out of shape. The pain was intense as he tried to lash out with his free arm, and his leg came away from the pole. Now, both legs were dangling beneath him in mid-air. Swan held firmly as Maitland tried to reach up for him. Like a demented crab, the American flicked up his arms, trying to grip the Englishman.
Swan needed to do something before it was too late. Even in sheer agony, Maitland fought like a madman, scrabbling for bits of Swan’s jacket. Then he caught his arm and Swan was forced to release Maitland to grip the girder. The rogue CIA agent was now at the mercy of gravity, and tried to reach out for the girder, but failed. With nothing now to support him, Maitland dropped like a stone down the side of the structure. On the way down his leg caught another girder, flipping him over. Maitland plummeted, head first and screaming, to the concrete floor. Swan looked down, wincing at the thud of Maitland’s head as it hit the ground, erupting blood and tissue, some of which sprayed against the side of the Rapier.
Swan moved his hands along the support beam and reached a leg across to the safety of the platform. Climbing down from the gantry, he wiped his blooded mouth with his sleeve. He did not have to check the lifeless body staring up at him with empty eyes. The blood stained, caved-in section to the side of Maitland’s head was all it took to confirm that the man was dead.
Swan turned and looked at the splashes of blood that had marred the natural metal finish of the plane. He did not need reminding that this affair was still not over, and staggered to the side exit of the hangar, determined to prevent an impending catastrophe.
Security guard Jack Hollingsworth, while doing his patrol, saw Swan step out of the hangar and rushed over to him. ‘Jesus! Are you okay sir? Mr Swan, can you hear me?’
Swan could barely see the man in the black uniform before him; dried blood had hardened over his eyes, limiting his vision. The early mid-afternoon sun-lit sky dazzled him after the dark hangar.
Swan was almost breathless as he garbled a statement. ‘Got to warn the pilot, Jack. The Silver Angel is going to crash.’
Now completely exhausted, the ex-MI5 man fell to the ground unconscious, his head narrowly missing the polished boot of the security guard, as Hollingsworth had just caught him in time.

Chapter 23

The Society of British Aircraft Companies annual show was now in its thirty third year. Since 1948, it had been held in the Hampshire town of Farnborough. The airfield had a long association with British aviation, and each year the show introduced new aircraft and systems prototypes to officials from other countries, and to the general public. This particular year there was great excitement, as the first public appearance of the Rapier would be the highlight of the two public days of the show. The aircraft was due to appear on both afternoons, giving a series of fly pasts over the display line chaperoned by two chase jet fighter aircraft. Due to its shroud of secrecy, the visitors were made aware that it would not be landing and would fly in from RAF Pembridge, and then return there after each display.
By mid-morning, the public had begun to gather and the static display of international aircraft of all types were parked for viewing. The public also frequented the exhibition halls that displayed the latest systems and equipment that would be future features in later designs.
In Hall 1, the GK display showed a full size mock-up of the Python Hawk tactical reconnaissance system, which stood in front of blown up wall diagrams of both the Rapier and the FB-X, showing the compatibility of how the drone can operate on both airframes. Suited representatives of GK were also on hand to provide information on all their products.
An announcement that GK would be setting up a subsidiary company in Britain to be known as GKUK Ltd, had been revealed in a press conference earlier in the week on the show’s official press day. The location of this establishment was still yet to be finalised, but the news that it would create new jobs for British workers had been very well received.
On the display stand, a young female assistant, immaculately dressed in a white blouse and light brown skirt with black patent crocodile court shoes, handed a paper cup of black coffee to a suited, stocky, shaven-headed man.
Jake Brannigan took the cup from her perfectly manicured hand, took a few sips, and gazed out of the big windows of the exhibition hall to the crowd as they moved along the fins of the aircraft. ‘I also believe that you have a package for me?’
Ava Cordener kneeled down and retrieved a green box with Brannigan’s name on it, handing it to him. ‘There ya go.’
He took it from her, then walked towards the viewing area. Outside, he watched as a family of four stood beside the test aircraft for a new Anglo-French supersonic airliner project. The dark blue delta-shaped machine had caused quite a stir at this year’s show, and would feature later on in the flying display.
Brannigan stared at the family’s father, as he leant down and spoke to his two young sons, pointing to various parts of the aircraft.
Ava re-appeared, pulling him away from his distraction. ‘Excuse me, Mr Brannigan. You have a call. You can take it in the Exhibition Office.’
‘Thanks, Ava. I’ll do that.’ Brannigan smiled at the assistant and walked in the direction of the office, opened the door, and was greeted by a uniformed security guard. He showed his GK staff pass to him. ‘Name’s Brannigan, from GK. You have a call for me?’
The security guard smiled. ‘Yes indeed sir, just over here.’
With the package in his hands, he walked over to the green phone on the desk and picked up the receiver. ‘Brannigan here.’
Four minutes later, he walked dejectedly out of the office. His face was pale, and he felt a lump in his throat as he walked back to the GK stand. Ava noticed him as he approached. His head was down and he seemed to be staring at the floor. ‘Is everything okay, Mr Brannigan sir?’ Ava asked.
Brannigan turned quickly and looked at her. ‘Eh, oh sorry Ava, I just need some fresh air that’s all.’ He forced a friendly smile and walked through the entrance doors out to the display ground. Ava stood watching him until he vanished through the doors, then she picked up a pile of corporation brochures and laid them out neatly on the desk at the front of the stand.
* * *
Swan opened his eyes and saw that he was on a bed in a white walled room. He sat up and looked around, noticing some medical charts on the wall next to a large heavy framed painting of a Brinton R-55 Rochester flying boat, taking off from a breakwater.
A man in a white doctor’s jacket called out to him. ‘Good afternoon, Mr Swan.’
Swan acknowledged him. ‘Where am I?’
The man picked up a clipboard and moved over to him. ‘You are in the Medical Room. You collapsed outside and you were brought in here.’
Swan started to recall the previous events. ‘My God, I’ve got to get to a phone. What time is it?’
The medical officer placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘Not so fast, sir, you’re in no fit state to do anything at the moment, you have concussion from your fall, and need to rest a while. The police are outside and they want to ask you some questions.’
Swan swung his legs to the side of the bed. ‘You don’t understand, I have to warn the pilot of the Silver Angel. There’s a bomb on board the plane, hundreds could be killed if it crashes.’
The medical officer stared at him, looking puzzled. ‘A bomb? Are you sure, sir?’
‘Yes, dammit man, where’s the bloody phone?’
The medical officer suddenly sprang into a panic and helped Swan up from the bed and they walked together out of the door.
On seeing the door open, Inspector George Lake stood up and put the Brinton product brochure down on the coffee table. He was about to say something when Swan held up his hand. ‘Not just now, officer,’ he said and moved with the doctor into another office, where a chair was pulled out allowing Swan to sit down to use the phone.
Lake stood bewildered, staring at the closed door. He shrugged his shoulders and sat back down again.
Swan picked up the receiver. ‘Hello Operator, Whitehall 9921 please.’ He listened as the receiving phone started to ring. On the fourth ring it was answered. ‘Whitehall 9921,’ said the familiar voice of Arthur Gable.
‘Arthur, its Alex! I need you to go to the Farnborough Airshow. You need to find Maitland’s deputy, Jake Brannigan, remember him?’
Gable confirmed that he did.
‘All hell’s broken loose up here Arthur, Maitland’s dead. I’ll explain when I see you. I’m going to try to get down there as soon as I can. There’s a bomb on board the Silver Angel and Brannigan will set it off during the Farnborough display.’
‘Jesus!’ Gable put down the receiver and grabbed his coat. Outside, he climbed into the Sapphire and fumbled in the glove compartment for a roadmap. After checking for a route, he turned on the ignition.
Swan looked at the clock on the wall. It was ten minutes to one. An idea came to him. ‘Is there an aircraft available to use?’ he asked the medical officer.
Twenty minutes later the Brinton Aviation twin engine De Havilland Devon VIP transport took off from the company’s runway, climbing into the early afternoon sunshine. Pilot Brian Turnbull banked the aircraft to the left and headed south across the Lake District, setting a course for Farnborough.
His passenger sat back in his cabin chair and took stock of the events of the last few hours. He had informed the medical officer of the body in the hangar and the circumstances behind it, and then managed to speak with the duty manager and arrange the flight to Farnborough.
Earlier, while the Devon was being prepared for flight, Swan had had a quick conversation with Inspector George Lake, and shortly afterwards, in disbelief, the policeman had got into his car and stared at the small speck as the aircraft disappeared into the clouds.
He sat and wondered if he was maybe in a dream, and would suddenly wake up to his alarm clock, bring his wife Doreen a cup of tea, then go to work to have a normal day of police work, away from CIA spies, secret agents and attempts of industrial sabotage.
* * *
Climbing the Rapier prototype into the sky, Eddie Kershaw spoke into his microphone. ‘Pembridge Control, Angel-One airborne, heading on course Zero South-South East, Airspeed — 400 knots, ETA Farnborough MATZ at 14.20.’
Glimmering in the sunshine, the sleek aircraft banked to the right and straightened on a holding course over the Bristol Channel, where it would then rendezvous with the chaser aircraft.
From there, they would both run in over the Chiltern Hills in close formation and overfly Windsor Castle, ready for the display at the SBAC show.
* * *
Swan looked out the portside window of the Devon’s cockpit and caught glimpses of the Malvern Hills, as the aircraft flew over at 4000ft. Turnbull looked over at Swan. ‘Sir it may be nothing, but as I was signing for this aircraft, I spoke to the mechanic who did the flight checks. He had just done the flight checks on the Rapier, before it left for Pembridge. I don’t know what the Yanks are using inside that drone thing of theirs, but according to him, it is as light as a feather and there’s no power connections, so it can’t be running on an internal battery, as it would weigh a ton. He also said that he gave it a soft kick, and it seemed like the whole thing was hollow.’
‘Hollow?’ Swan confirmed.
‘That’s right. It doesn’t make any sense, does it?’
Swan stared out the window as the white cotton wool clouds shot past. ‘No it doesn’t, Brian. No sense at all.’ He thought for a second, and remembered that he had been shown the control panel for the Python Hawk during the inspection. Why was this put into the Rapier, if the pod didn’t actually work? He pondered on this thought for a few minutes, then it suddenly struck him.
‘The bomb is in the panel!’
Turnbull turned his head to one side. ‘Sorry, sir, I didn’t quite hear you,’ Turnbull shouted to his passenger above the pitch of the engines.
Swan turned to him. ‘Brian, can you put me in contact with RAF Pembridge?’
Turnbull nodded. ‘No problem sir, I think we are still within their MATZ.’
He clicked on his radio microphone. ‘Pembridge Control, Pembridge Control, this is Brinton Two-Five calling, over.’
A few seconds of static followed, then a voice was heard through the cockpit speaker system.
‘Brinton Two Five, this is Pembridge Control receiving, over.’ Warrant Officer Phil Munroe sat in the control tower at RAF Pembridge and listened to the call coming in.
‘Pembridge, this is Alex Swan of the MOD. I’m en route to Farnborough,’ Swan looked over at Turnbull’s watch. It was 13.50. He spoke again. ‘Contact the pilot of the Rapier en route for Farnborough, and instruct to return to base-over.’
Munroe listened and needed confirmation ‘Brinton Two-Five, please say again, over.’
Swan repeated himself and added something that made the controller suddenly jump up from his chair. ‘Bloody hell,’ Munroe pushed a button on his panel. ‘Angel-One, this is Pembridge Control come in — over.’
There was static silence from the loudspeaker. He tried again, but still received no reply.
Heading out over the Bristol Channel, Kershaw checked his position, then spoke into his radio. ‘Angel-One to Farnborough Control, over.’
He listened but all he heard was static. ‘Farnborough Control, Farnborough Control this is Angel-One, on a heading two four zero standing off — over.’
He then noticed the chase plane beside him. ‘Chaser-Three receiving — over. He listened but still received static. Damn, he thought, I have a radio malfunction.
Timmy Bell had now come alongside the starboard wing of the Rapier and into view with Kershaw. He glanced over and put up his hand to acknowledge his friend, and Kershaw placed his hand to the side of his flying helmet and then placed it across his neck. Bell had instantly recognized this as the international aviation sign, for the radio was not working.
Kershaw spoke on the internal frequency to his number two sitting in the cockpit behind him. ‘Sandy, the bloody radio’s not working. I can’t communicate with Farnborough, or with Timmy over on our starboard wing — shall we abort, old chap?’
Ludlow instantly responded: ‘I reckon we should go, Eddie. Remember, we need the public on our side to save the poor girl.’
Kershaw agreed. ‘I‘m with you, Sandy. I’ll sign to let Timmy know and take her in.’ He looked at his watch. It was 13.55. On his left, the black box bolted to the port side of his instrument panel showed a small green light, and as far as Kershaw was concerned, he understood that this indicated that the device had power. However, what it really meant was that as soon as Kershaw had left Pembridge and changed frequency, this had triggered the jamming device inside the box, and it was now doing its job of blocking external radio transmissions to and from the aircraft.
Beneath this small box of tricks in a recess under the super imposed GK Inc label sat the detonator, leading to the block of TNT behind it. With just one controlled signal to the built-in receiver, the blast would be enough to blow a large hole in the port side of the front cockpit, causing enough damage to send the big silver war machine prototype plummeting into a dive to destruction.
* * *
Brian Turnbull spoke into his radio. ‘Farnborough Tower — this is Brinton Two-Five approaching and requesting landing — Over.’
The reply was instant. ‘Brinton Two-Five, this is Farnborough Tower. You are clear to land on Runway 24, wind speed is 30 knots, south westerly. You have a window of five minutes — Over and out.’
Turnbull brought the Devon through the cloud and, lining up with the lights of Farnborough’s Runway 24, pulled the lever to lower the undercarriage and glided over the black and white threshold markings, touching down onto the concrete.
A few minutes later, Arthur Gable was standing beside an operator in the control tower, and out of the large glass panes, watched a dark blue delta shaped jet land at the end of the runway. As it moved along, a parachute sprung from the rear and spread itself to slow the aircraft down.
The flight controller turned to him. ‘Sir, we’ve just received a message from the chase aircraft. Angel-One has a radio malfunction.’
Another controller shouted over to them. ‘Sir, the Brinton Aviation Devon is just taxiing in from Runway 24.’
Gable looked at his watch, it was 14.05. On the other side of the airfield, Brannigan dropped his cigarette stub onto the floor and stepped on it. He also checked his watch and walked along the trade stands of Hall 1, and out into the display area to the packed crowds.
A voice on the public address system rang out, ‘Attention, this is a call for Mr Jake Brannigan of GK Systems. Please can he go to the display office situated behind Hall 4, Thank you.’
Startled at the sound of his name, Brannigan looked up at the speaker. He looked around, placed the box on the wall next to him, and opened it. Inside was the camera in which the late Frank Maitland had briefed him.
Brannigan picked it up and checked it, noticing the three buttons on the side of the outer casing. He placed the strap around his neck and reached into his pocket, pulling out a sheet of notepaper. He quickly glanced at Maitland’s written instructions, then placed the note back into his pocket.
The crowd had all moved to the barriers, watching a small helicopter perform a landing on the back of a flatbed trailer. Brannigan moved among the crowd, stopping occasionally to survey his surroundings.
Outside the display office Swan and Gable briefed a group of policemen from the Hampshire Constabulary. Also in attendance were five soldiers of the Coldstream Guards, who were at the show as part of the detachment to protect the royal party of the Duke and Duchess of Gloucester.
Swan spoke to the uniformed bodies before him. ‘Jake Brannigan will most likely be armed, we must find him before three o’clock.’ He checked his watch. It was 14.35. ‘We have exactly twenty five minutes, gentlemen.’ He turned to the senior ranking soldier. ‘Staff Sergeant, you take one of your men and three constables, and search the exhibition halls. Mr Gable and I will take the rest of your men and these two constables and search along the crowd line. If you see someone matching the American’s description, then I want you to call in on the walkie-talkies with his location. Is everyone clear?’
Everyone nodded at Swan. ‘One more thing, he will probably have a short range transmitter on him to radio the bomb. It is vital we get to this before the Silver Angel comes into range. Good luck, everyone.’ He stood watching with Gable as they filed out of the door.

Chapter 24

Outside the boardroom at the Ministry of Supply, Howard Barnett sat opposite his boss Henry Brinton, looking down at the highly polished wood floor. Situated to the right of the boardroom door was the secretary to the Minister’s desk.
Hilary Baker sat at the desk, going through a transcript of dictation from a previous meeting. Barnett could hear voices coming from inside the room and glanced over to Brinton. They didn’t say anything; the looks they gave each other completely interpreted their thoughts. Then, the intercom buzzed on Hilary Baker’s desk, and she leant over, pushing the red button.
A disembodied metallic voice sounded through the speaker.
‘Please can you send in Mr Brinton and Mr Barnett, Hilary.’
The secretary instantly responded. ‘Yes, Minister.’ She looked over her glasses at the Brinton men. ‘The Minister will see you now gentlemen. Please go straight in.’
Almost simultaneously, the two men picked up their black briefcases and rose from their chairs. Barnett paused to allow Brinton to enter the room first. Inside the long room, Barnett stood taking in the surroundings. Lining the walls were portraits of the pioneers of British industrial achievements across the centuries, with the likes of Sir Christopher Wren, Abraham Darby III, Robert Stevenson and Thomas Telford, among others who had made a vast contribution to Britain’s thriving development. Barnett walked over to the long, highly polished oak table and sat down. On the wall opposite looking down at him was his childhood favourite industrial pioneer, Isambard Kingdom Brunel. Barnett smiled as the steely eyes of the Victorian engineer gazed at him, posed with one hand in the pocket of his coat in front of the SS Great Eastern. One of his many mechanical accomplishments. ‘If I sit here in front of you dear old Isambard, hopefully it will be good omen,’ Barnett suggested.
Henry Brinton sat next to him and placed his briefcase on the table. Barnett shuffled in his chair and then turned his attention to the four men sitting to the right of him. ‘Good afternoon, gentlemen. Thank you for coming,’ greeted the Minister. ‘May I introduce the other gentlemen present at our meeting?’
The Minister turned to his right. ‘Sir Gordon Longworth, you already know of course.’ The balding sixty-four year old Defence Secretary acknowledged the two men with a cursory nod.
The Minster then turned to his left, but before he could make introductions, Barnett instantly realised that he was in the presence of none other than the US Secretary of State for Defence Richard Weinstein. The barrel chested tanned Californian stood and held out a hand to the Brinton men. ‘Gentlemen, it’s a real privilege to meet you both.’ Weinstein turned to the man sitting next to him. ‘May I introduce my chief advisor, Mr Walter Tillman?’
Tillman gave a wry smile, and stood up, also shaking the hands of the Brinton men. The seconds of silence that followed were broken by a tap at the door.
Hilary Baker walked in and sat down, placing a notepad and pen on the table in front of her. The Minister gave a friendly glare at his secretary, then addressed the table. ‘Right gentlemen, I declare this a closed meeting, and it is now in session. Ms Baker will be taking the minutes. As you are all aware, the White Paper on Defence Spending is due out tomorrow. We are here to review the situation with the BR-101 Rapier to meet Operation Requirement OR599. In light of this, we are especially interested in the update of the power plant situation. Looking at last week’s report on the extra expenditure figures, I have been asked by the PM to make an urgent decision, whether to go for the BR-101 to meet OR599, or look at similar alternatives.’
Barnett caught the Minister’s quick glance at the Americans, as he said the final word. ‘Quite frankly, the PM is most concerned that if the White Paper isn’t delivered to the house on time, serious questions will be asked by the opposition, bringing which it some potential political embarrassment to this government. So with all this at stake Mr Brinton, perhaps you can enlighten us with the latest development with this?’
Henry Brinton stood up from the table and addressed everyone. ‘May I hand that over to my Chief Designer, who has been overseeing this situation first-hand? Howard, might I ask you to inform these gentlemen of the current situation concerning the engines?’
As Brinton sat back down, Barnett fiddled with some papers then stood up. ‘Gentlemen, I have here the latest report on the BRE-311A engine. I can say that we have established the problems and are addressing them at the moment. The ground tests are scheduled for next week, so I can assure you that we will have a positive result from this, and flight testing will commence as soon as possible.’
The Minster interrupted. ‘Please excuse me, Mr Barnett. That is all well and good, but all we have seen so far is more additional costs to get this engine right. Can you truly guarantee to me that we will have the engine fully operational in the next few weeks?’
Barnett stared coldly at the Minister. ‘What I can guarantee is that I have my excellent team on it now, and they’re working their backsides off to get the BRE-311A operational.’
Embarrassed, Brinton took hold of Barnett’s arm. ‘Steady on Howard,’ he whispered.
The minister gave them both a cynical look. ‘I’m sure that they are Mr Barnett,’ he said, smiling coyly at the Americans.
‘However, we have heard all of this before, so I feel that we are really no further forward with this issue. Would you not agree, Sir Gordon?’
Longworth nodded. ‘I’ve had report after report, but all the same news Minister,’ he replied.
The Minister continued. ‘Quite so, which brings me to a proposal that I have been discussing with our honoured guests here, and that we seriously now should consider: If the GK Systems FB-X aircraft, should meet OR599, and the BR-101 be downgraded to meet another operational requirement, for a supersonic low level tactical reconnaissance aircraft, to support the FB- X missions. Naturally, if this was so, then we would have to reduce the initial order of one hundred and eighteen airframes to about fifty-five. If I can now ask our honoured guest, the Secretary of State for Defence, to comment on this?’
Outraged, Barnett silently sat down. Weinstein rose and smiled warmly at the Brinton men. ‘Gentlemen, if I can start by congratulating you on the production of a fine machine. Ihe Rapier is an outstanding design and something that is a major contribution to world air power. If the UK decided to take the FB-X, then the Rapier, will make the ideal support aircraft for it.’
Barnett turned to his boss in disgust, then interrupted. ‘In due respect Mr Secretary, the FB-X I believe, is running slightly behind schedule. Am I right in saying that you have to use the Rapier for the Python Hawk tests, because the avionics of the FB-X are not ready yet?’
Weinstein glanced at Barnett. ‘Mr Barnett, I am aware that the Python Hawk unit is being tested on your airplane, and that is because some of your potential Rapier customers have ordered the Python Hawk. So it was only logical that the Rapier be used to test the equipment. The FB-X is ready, and we haven’t had any problems with the JF-200B engine, as it has been the power plant for some of our aircraft for the last decade, and even as we speak, these aircraft are seeing some intense combat action. We will of course be updating this engine to JF-200C standard on the production machines. With all this in place, we could supply the UK with three FB-X prototypes within the next six months, followed by say, one hundred and ten production aircraft, by the end of next year.’
Barnett took a sip of water. He could feel the rage welling up inside him, but for the sake of his boss, vowed to himself to keep it under control.
Weinstein sat back down, then the Minister took over again. ‘Thank you, Mr Secretary, that is a very good offer that needs to be considered, and I will be discussing it in detail with the PM this evening. Now, I think we need to ask Mr Brinton what he thinks of this new proposal.’
Henry Brinton remained seated. ‘Minister, the BR-101 was originally designed to meet OR599 and along the way, there has been a lot of changes in both the design and the workforce. Despite the engines, the aircraft is what the UK needs and more. The recent performance evaluation reports have showed that the BR-101 has exceeded all expectations. She is years ahead of her time, and through appropriate updates, will see service for at least the next thirty years. We have twelve potential customers, seven of which have signed the dotted line so to speak, and I feel to downgrade her role, undermines the work and more significantly, the costs that have already been put into the project. That’s all I have to say at present on the subject.’
The Minister smiled at Brinton. ‘Thank you, Mr Brinton for those comments. I can clearly see your point, however, the project has been in situ for almost a year now, and we only have one flying prototype, and yes it is unfortunate that the second one had the accident, but we must have a decision soon and time is running out, gentlemen.’
Barnett could hold himself no longer and stood up. ‘With due respect to everyone here, I think I can see what is going on. This is known as the Scratching each other’s back routine.’
The Minister glared coldly at him. ‘I beg your pardon Mr Barnett, but what do you mean?’
‘What I mean Minister is, that our honourable friends are here to rubber stamp the FB-X deal with the British government and you know it!’
The Minister rose from his chair. ‘Mr Barnett, I must protest at your most hostile comments. Mr Secretary, Chief Advisor, I must apologise for Mr Barnett’s most outrageous behaviour. He has obviously been under some pressure recently. I understand that he has also been ill, so can only think that you are still not quite well, Mr Barnett.’
Barnett shook his head. ‘As a matter of fact, I’m much better now, no thanks to these Yanks! They were the bloody reason I was ill in the first place. My P-Two was deliberately sabotaged by these bastards. They put a bloody bomb on the trailer, all because our machine is steps ahead in technology to the FB- X and they don’t want it around, because it will bring international orders and there one won’t.’
The face of the Minister took on a light shade of crimson. ‘Mr Barnett, I’m most appalled at this outrage. That is a hell of an accusation to make in front of our guests. I’m afraid I must ask you to leave this meeting. Your conduct is most unbecoming.
Barnett bit back. ‘That’s not a bloody accusation, it is a fact! They have agents in place, and it was them who roughed me up near my house, threatening my family! Anyway, this is pointless. I will leave you to your cozy fireside chat, as you bow down to these guys and take the FB-X and bloody good luck to it!’ He gathered his papers and then spoke to the portrait of Brunel. ‘I apologise to you, Isambard. It was never like this in your day. You would never let politics get in the way of your brilliant achievements. Good day, gentlemen.’ He picked up his briefcase and walked out of the room, slamming the door behind him.
Outside, he stood for a few seconds, pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his forehead, and decided he would take himself into the gardens and have a cigarette, while he waited for his boss to come out.
Back in the boardroom, a now rather sheepish looking Brinton sat speechless as the Minister resumed. Forty minutes later, having arrived at a decision, he finalised the proceedings. ‘Right Gentlemen, I would like to draw a conclusion to OR599 today. I propose that we have the FB-X, which will cost less overall than the BR-101 to meet OR599, and the BR-101 as support in the tactical reconnaissance role, to meet OR601. If the overseas orders remain, may I suggest that the revenue for production be down to their respective governments accordingly? I don’t really want the British tax payer to have to shell out for any foreign military hardware. I will review this tomorrow before the White Paper announcement. I now bring this meeting to a close. Thank you all for attending, and I’m sorry for the little outburst that we had earlier.’
The Minister stood and shook everyone’s hand. Henry Brinton then shook the hands of the Americans.
‘It’s been a pleasure to meet you, Mr Brinton,’ said the US Secretary of State. ‘It’s just too bad I couldn’t be at Farnborough to see your excellent machine today.’
It was then, when shaking the hand of the Weinstein’s chief advisor Walter Tillman, that he accidently scratched himself on Tillman’s ring. ‘I’m sorry Mr Brinton, that seems to happen a lot, I must get round to having this thing filed down,' he said smiling apologetically.
Looking at the ring, Brinton smiled back, admiring the motif on it of an eagle clutching a lance. ‘No harm done, nice motif by the way.’
‘Family emblem,’ replied Tillman, looking at his watch.
* * *
Howard Barnett met his disheartened employer outside.
‘That’s it then Howard, the Rapier is dead in the water.’
Brinton explained the outcome of the meeting to his Chief Designer.
Barnett scowled. ‘Any fool and his dog knows that the FB-X is capable of the low level recce role. That was a complete fob-off from the start.’
Brinton shook his head. ‘I’m not looking forward to this White Paper at all. If she’s scrapped, then we can also kiss goodbye our overseas orders as well.
Barnett looked at his watch and took his boss by the arm. ‘Come on Henry, let me buy you a drink. It’s twenty to three, the pub will be closing soon. I think we can just make last orders.’
Barnett then ushered Brinton across the road and into the direction of the Tattersall Arms.

Chapter 25

Brannigan watched attentively as the crowd started to move closer to the barrier in readiness for the arrival of the Rapier. Above him from a pole-mounted speaker came the announcement that in approximately seven minutes, Britain’s new prototype strike aircraft would be undertaking a fly past from the right, accompanied by its Lightning chase aircraft. Brannigan walked towards the barrier, quickly dodging around people to get a good vantage point.
On the far right end of the crowd line, Alex Swan stood with two armed guardsmen, scanning the crowd. Arthur Gable was situated behind the crowd, and stood looking at the back of their heads. He then gestured to a policeman to move forward and to his right, and they walked towards the crowd, with another two policemen on either side. Swan continued walking slowly along the crowd, as the guardsmen kept pace behind him.
The Texan had shuffled his way to the front and leaning on the barrier, looked across at the runway in front of him, then placed his hand in his inside jacket pocket and pulled out the camera. He looked around, then pulled up a small aerial on top of it.
Swan continued along the crowd line, taking in every face and sudden movement from the spectators. He checked his watch. It was 2:55 pm.
* * *
Inside the Rapier’s pilot cockpit, Kershaw checked his air speed indicator. Through the windshield he noticed the shape of Windsor Castle a few miles ahead of him. He knew that without the radio, he would not be able to check with Farnborough Control, whether or not he was clear for his run in over the display line. ‘Pilot to Navigator, what do you think Sandy? Shall we go for it?’
Ludlow nodded into his oxygen mask. ‘I think we should, Skip. My radar screen shows a clear sky ahead over Farnborough, so I guess they are ready for us. I’ll plot in co-ordinates for RAF Odiham, which is just a bit further down on the right. Once we’ve done the fly-by, we can land there and hand her over to the tech chaps to fix the radio.’
‘Right-O Sandy, I’m with you. We’re going in now.’ Kershaw pulled the control column to the right and sank his left foot on the rudder pedal. Responding instantly to this maneuver, the sleek delta winged silver aircraft banked to the right. Then, as Kershaw brought the control column back to centre, the aircraft was in line for the run in over Farnborough. Ahead, he could easily see the runway lights in his Head-Up Display, and made a mental note of the distance.
Brannigan stood in the crowd next to a group of Japanese businessmen. They spoke excitedly to each other and jostled the American. One of the men turned around, looked at him, and, realising that he had offended this man, bowed his head to apologise for colliding with him. As the man bowed, Swan noticed the gesture and as the man’s upper body sank, he revealed to him an all too familiar face. Swan eyes widened. Brannigan looked down at the man and smiled, then looked over his head straight into the eyes of someone that he did not expect to see.
Swan dived under the barrier and jumped at the Texan, and the guardsmen ran up to them, drawing their FN 7.62 mm rifles from their shoulders. As Swan tussled with the broad shouldered Brannigan, the shocked Japanese businessmen dispersed around the two men as they pivoted in a heap on the ground, legs and arms flaying in all directions.
Swan tried to search Brannigan’s hands for something that resembled a remote control box, and two women spectators gasped in horror as the two guardsmen suddenly placed the muzzles of their rifles on the Americans head. ‘Halt, British Army!’ They stood with their guns poised, ready to shoot him.
Brannigan turned his head and, viewing the barrels, ceased his scuffle with his assailant and raised his hands.
Swan got himself up from the floor and stood in front of him. ‘Give it up Jake, give me the box!’
Brannigan looked at the two guards, then stared at Swan’s outstretched hand.
‘I don’t have a box. What is this all about, Mr Swan? I came here to look at this fantastic aircraft and take some pictures with my camera. Brannigan held it up to show everyone, and the guards relaxed their weapons and allowed Brannigan to get back on his feet.
Swan was slightly confused, then noticed the way Brannigan held the camera. He looked at his fingers and saw that one was over a button, and there were also three small lights that did not need to be there. Swan’s eyes lit up as he realised that it was not for taking pictures. ‘Get the camera!’ Swan shouted, trying to grab at it.
Brannigan turned and ran into the crowd and Swan gave chase, followed by the guards. The American moved fast through the sea of spectators eagerly waiting the impending arrival of the Rapier. At twenty feet away, Swan shouted to him. ‘Jake, stop! You don’t understand.’
Brannigan halted and turned. He could see Swan over a sea of heads. ‘No way, Alex! This baby is going down,’ he shouted.
Swan suddenly changed the state. ‘Why Jake?’ Why must you do this?’
At this point, Gable had seen the commotion within the section of the crowd and hurried over, followed by three policemen.
Then, seeing Brannigan, he drew his revolver.
Swan put his hand up. ‘Wait, Arthur!’
Gable froze as Swan turned again to the Texan. ‘Why, Jake?’
Brannigan sneered. ‘Your country has to take the FB-X Alex. I gotta see this through. You killed Maitland, I owe him.’
‘You owe him nothing. Maitland conned you, Jake.
Brannigan looked puzzled. ‘What do ya mean?’
‘Maitland has used you. He wasn’t doing this for the CIA. The American government would never condone an act like this.’
‘What are you talking about?’ Brannigan demanded.
‘Maitland was a terrorist, he was a member of a faction called The Eagle’s Lance. He has used his power in the CIA to do this.’
Above them, a speaker cracked into life again. ‘ And now, coming in from your right, is Britain’s latest strike aircraft. Ladies and Gentlemen, I give you the BR-101 Rapier.’
Brannigan began to panic. He looked down at the camera.
Swan stepped forward. ‘Touch that button and you’re dead, Jake!’ Brannigan, looked at the men surrounding him. He knew he would die if he moved.
The roar of the two jet engines began to fill the air as the aircraft began to appear from the right side of the airfield, the crowd all turning their heads to get a glimpse.
The space around the men had increased. People witnessing the conflict had ran away in fear.
Swan stared Brannigan in the eyes. ‘This is mass murder Jake, and it will be all on you.’
Brannigan paused, the sound of the jet above him filling his ears. Then, almost in slow motion, he allowed the camera to drop onto the concrete and raised his hands.
The guards knocked him down and stood over him, pointing their rifles as the silver shape flew past, deafening them all. Swan and Gable looked up and followed its path with their eyes.
‘Thank God for that,’ muttered Gable, watching the plane as it climbed away from the crowd. He was relieved that no shots had been fired, and more crucially, that there had been no impending disaster. The Silver Angel moved up into the clouds, showing its afterburners alight with fire, the chase aircraft banking to the right. Then, in a few seconds, they were both gone, leaving only the diminishing roar of their engines that eventually faded with the wind.
A very relieved Alex Swan picked up the camera and watched as the guards got Brannigan to his feet and marched him along before them. He looked around at the crowd as they clapped and cheered at the disappearing sight of the aircraft. ‘Well Arthur, that’s that, it looks like the Silver Angel has won the hearts of the crowd.’
The guards took Brannigan under the crowd barrier and out of the gates to an awaiting Army Bedford truck, where he was cuffed by two policemen, then loaded into the back. Two soldiers climbed up after him to sit either side on the bench.
* * *
Fourteen minutes later, Kershaw stepped down from the cockpit ladder onto the tarmac of RAF Odiham and was greeted by a couple of technicians. ‘Bloody radio’s on the blink, chaps. See what you can do. I need a coffee,’ he said, abruptly turning to the direction of the mess building. His navigator, Sandy Ludlow caught up with him, and as they walked together exchanging thoughts on their eventful day, a young aircraftsman intercepted them. ‘Excuse me sirs? You are both wanted urgently for a debriefing. Please follow me.’
Forty minutes later, after being informed of the bomb aboard their aircraft, Kershaw and Ludlow exited the Odiham Briefing Room in a state of silent shock, and headed for the mess bar where they subsequently each ordered themselves a large Scotch.

Chapter 26

The next day Swan sat and looked across the desk of MI5’s Head of A Section John Stratton. ‘Did they manage to find it?’
Stratton leant back in his chair. ‘They found it all right, exactly right where you said it would be, inside the panel for the Python Hawk. I’m meeting with my American opposite number this afternoon. I bet even as we speak he is sweating over what he has to say to me.’
Swan raised a brow. ‘I doubt that very much, John. You and I know the Americans by now. They’ll just blame yet another rogue agent and move on regardless.’
There was a knock on the door and Alan Carter entered the office. Without saying a word, he handed Stratton a foolscap sized manila envelope with Top Secret stamped in red on the corner. Stratton opened the envelope and pulled out a document and Swan could see through the paper that it had a Ministry of Supply header at the top. Stratton read the contents, then pushed it over the desk to him. ‘Seeing as this was directed at your good self, you may as well read this and save me the job of calling you in for an official briefing.’
Curious, Swan picked up the document and read it, then after a few moments, handed it back to Stratton.
‘Well, there you have it Alex. This incident never happened. We are to carry on as normal and move on with our lives.’
‘Why?’ asked a puzzled Swan.
Stratton opened a drawer in his desk, placed the document into it then closed it again. ‘I think that this is far too sensitive at the moment for all parties concerned, don’t you? Best follow these orders from on high and forget about it.’
‘And what about the McGregor murder?’ replied Swan.
‘It looks like it will have to be just as the enquiry verdict concluded, an unfortunate accident,’ Stratton tried deliberately to avoid eye contact as Swan displayed his shameful mistrust.
* * *
Howard Barnett just stared into his tea as he sat opposite Henry Brinton in his office. An eerie silence had fallen between the two men, as if a great chasm had opened up to separate them.
Brinton looked worriedly at his chief designer. ‘Will you let the workers know Howard, I don’t think I am up to this. As a matter of fact, I wouldn’t have liked to even have faced the old man, if he was still with us, as I tried to explain this news to him’
Barnett put his mug on the desk. ‘I had a phone call this morning from Toulouse. The French have offered me a job. Funny thing is, they phoned before 11am and the time of the announcement in the House.’
‘Will you go?’ enquired Brinton.
‘Will I ‘eck!’ Barnett rose from his chair and walked over to the window. ‘No I think it’s time for me to jack it all in. School holidays are coming up and I thought it high time that I took Heidi and David on a nice long holiday. I think the business we got into with those dodgy Yanks has helped me make this decision.’
‘I’ve noticed that the Yanks are a bit busy today,’ remarked Brinton.
‘Transport plane from Stansfield is due in this afternoon to take them all out,’ he paused. ‘I suppose there’s little need to remain here, now the Silver Angel has had it.’ Barnet sighed. ‘Oh well, I best go and call a meeting and give all the workers the bad news.’
Barnett shook Brinton’s hand and walked out of his office. Henry Brinton just slumped back in his chair and placed his head in his hands.
* * *
Swan tuned the radio of his green Triumph TR-4, as he cruised past Hyde Park. It was noon and the BBC news was just commencing.
The announcer read out the headlines… ‘In the House of Commons this morning, the Defence Minister, The Right Honourable Sir Derek Yately, has announced the cancellation of the BR-101 Rapier combat aircraft. He explained that due to rising costs, resulting in the project being currently fifteen million pounds over the proposed budget, it was now too much of a deficit to the country’s economy and therefore has to be scrapped in favour of the cheaper American alternative, the GK FB-X. In addition to the only prototype to fly, all other prototypes and existing partly built production airframes and assembly jigs are to be destroyed and all advanced overseas orders for the aircraft are to be cancelled. The Rapier gave a short fly-past at the SBAC show yesterday to a good response from the Farnborough crowd.
The workforce at Brinton Aviation Ltd in Cumbria will be notified and with no other Government contracts in progress, it is likely that the plant will close with the possible loss of six hundred and fifty jobs. The company has been at the forefront of British aircraft design since the 1920s. In other news, pop group The Beatl….’
Swan turned off the radio and banged his hand on the steering wheel in anguish. He drove down Constitution Hill, around past Buckingham Palace into the Mall, then through Admiralty Arch and around Trafalgar Square down to Whitehall. He parked in Wellesley Mews and instead of entering the office, made the short walk around the block to the Air Ministry. A few minutes later, he sat across from the desk and looked sullenly at Higgins. It had all been in vain, the Americans had won.
Higgins could barely speak about it. ‘A black day for the industry, Alex. All those jobs at Brinton’s.’
‘So why the decision to destroy everything to do with the Silver Angel?’
‘Beats me if I know, Alex. I guess the Yanks insisted on it during the PM’s secret meeting with them. Most probably, they realise that our kite was always the better one after all and they want to ensure that it can never be re-produced. A bit like what happened with the Canadians a few years ago with their excellent Arrow. Still, at least some of the systems will be used on the new supersonic airliner and following our collaboration with the Frogs on this project, we are in negotiation to co-develop a new ground attack aircraft with them. Mind you, although quite a long way off, mind, we are looking at a plan for a multi role combat aircraft, which we may jointly produce with the Germans of all people, and maybe even the Italians for that matter, as they have also shown a keen interest. There’s even a few whispers around the ministry that we won’t even get the FB-X in the end. You see Alex, it needs a lot more work before it meets anywhere near the operational requirement and that is going to send the development costs through the roof. Probably end up with the BK- 98, the carrier-borne job that our senior service is about to receive. I can picture the old Admiral now rubbing his hands with a big, smug smile on his face.’
‘So what’s all that about then?’
‘The Admiral wanted the RAF to have a land — based version of the BK- 98. Rumour was that he went around with models of the thing in his briefcase, and at meetings with all the potential Rapier customers. He would get them out along with one of the promotional Rapier models, and say for one of those, they could have five BK-98s. The South Africans seemed to have fallen for it. They’ve just ordered sixteen of them.’
‘Indeed,’ said Swan in surprise.
‘What’s happened about the Yank?’ Higgins asked.
‘Brannigan has been handed over to the embassy; we couldn’t do anything because of his diplomatic immunity. Stratton’s got a meeting with his opposite number. Hopefully, they will realise that Brannigan was just a pawn in the bigger game, played by The Eagle’s Lance. Somehow, I do not feel we have heard the last of this strange outfit.’
Higgins agreed ‘At least the McGregor case has been solved. His fiancé will be pleased.’
Swan shook his head. ‘I am afraid not, Sir Alistair.’
Higgins looked puzzled. ‘How so?’
‘Let’s just say that the whole affair has had an official lid put on it’
Higgins gasped. ‘Good lord. So what will you do now, Alex my boy?’
‘Carry on, I suppose. I have a new case to get my teeth into at the moment, so will be busy for a while. I may even need your help on this one. My client is an old Luftwaffe test pilot.’
Higgins beamed a smile ‘A Hun eh? Anytime, Alex my boy. You know where to find me.’
Swan rose from the chair, leaned across the desk and shook the Air Commodore’s hand.
* * *
A few weeks later, at the recently renamed Airframe & Airborne Weapons Testing & Evaluation Establishment (A&AWTEE) at former RAF Pembridge, Corporal Kenneth Connolly checked the straps on the blue tarpaulin of the secure load on his Queen Mary trailer outside Hangar 1.
He turned to the approaching technician in a blue overall who handed Connolly a clipboard and pen. ‘You’re all clear to go now, sir.’
Connolly signed the document and climbed into his cab and the other man watched as the lead escort Land Rover moved forward. He placed his foot on the accelerator and the lorry moved off to follow it across the concrete apron and out to the main road. The guard at the main gate checked the documents handed to him by the driver, and then returned them. He then lifted the red and white barrier and waited for the convoy to pass. At the end of the approach road, the vehicle turned left, shortly followed by the Queen Mary trailer with the rear escort Land Rover completing the ensemble.
On the trailer, wrapped tightly in the tarpaulin, was the second prototype of the BR-101 Strike and reconnaissance aircraft known as Rapier P-Two. This airframe had remained in Hangar 1 to await repairs that were never undertaken. The BR-101 project had been officially cancelled in favour of the American GK FB-X, and an anglicized version of this new revolutionary aircraft was due to arrive at the A&AWTEE for trials at the end of the year.
Connolly drove the Queen Mary at a steady pace for its long journey to the storage facility at RAF Wenslow. There it was to be eventually broken up by G Harris & Sons, the local scrap merchant.
Back at Pembridge, the technician who had signed away the load sat in the canteen, looking deeply into his tea. He had been accustomed to projects coming and going at the top secret base, but of all the aircraft he had been involved with, the Rapier had been the most close to his heart.
Like previous cancellations, there was always hope that a last minute reprieve would come from somewhere, saving an airframe from the scrap man’s torch, and suddenly in his mind’s eye, he thought to himself how nice it would be to one day take his future grandchildren to see a surviving Silver Angel, as it stood proudly in a museum.
On the same day, some 240 miles south east of RAF Wenslow, MP Harry Dobson lifted the barrier to allow another transporter through the entrance onto Gunnery Site 5 on the Shellbury Weapons Range, situated on the Essex coast. He knew that today would be a sad day. The transporter driver climbed out of the cab and walked over to the control hut.
Harry acknowledged him. ‘Morning mate,’ he said solemnly.
The driver nodded his head to return the gesture. ‘I have a delivery of one beautiful aircraft for you.’
Harry replied in a similar, somber mood. ‘What a bloody shame.’
He shook his head as he passed a clipboard to Harry. ‘Airframe no XR439 confirmed and received, and yes it is a bloody shame, the only one to fly as well.’
‘What will happen to her?’ enquired the driver.
‘She’ll be reassembled, and then towed out to ‘Tin City’ over there,’ Harry pointed to the area that was littered in intervals with airframes of ex-service aircraft. ‘They’re due to start AP live round firing tomorrow. I reckon that she’ll last until the end of the month and what’s left will go to scrap.’
The driver shook his head again. ‘Why?. I mean, she could have gone to a museum or something.’
Harry nodded. ‘You know how it is with this new government of ours. They tell us and then we just do it. We’re not allowed to ask why, even though some of those things, (he pointed to the trailer) seem bloody ludicrous!’
Harry forced a displeasing smile, watching as the driver then worked in silence to detach the trailer from the cab. When finished, he shook Harry’s hand and climbed into his cab. Harry walked over to the barrier while the driver reversed to turn the vehicle around, and then moved it slowly forward towards the exit to the site. As he passed he gave a quick wave to Harry who returned the compliment and then closed the barrier.
The driver looked in his rear view mirror and filling the panoramic view, was the solitary shape shrouded in a blue tarpaulin on the trailer. As he stared, a tear began to well in his left eye and trickle down his cheek.
The next day out at Tin City, large explosions ripped across the waste ground, as shells penetrated the upturned complete wing of Airframe no XR439, sending chunks of silver metal flying up into the air. Later, over a series of live firing tests from an array of ordinance, the fuselage of the Silver Angel would experience a slow and destructive transformation, from a sleek looking and state of the art war machine, to a mangled metallic resemblance of Swiss cheese.

Epilogue

Almost six months after the cancellation of the most sophisticated military aircraft ever built, Alex Swan sat next to Arthur Gable as his ex-Scotland Yard colleague negotiated the Sapphire through Hyde Park Lane. Swan’s left arm was in a sling, following a scuffle with a large deerhound encountered while the two men had entered a private residence which had revealed a covert safe house for Soviet agents. Gable had been lucky, managing to climb onto a wall to avoid the dog after Swan had spotted it bounding towards him. Swan had helped Gable up to safety, however, the animal had flung itself at him as he raised his arm to protect himself, and was wrestled to the ground. Gable was left with only one option: Knowing that Swan could have been more badly hurt or even killed by the beast, he had taken out his revolver and pulled the trigger.
The car radio was on and being midday, it was time for the news. They both listened attentively to the broadcast, but it was the second item that caught their interest.
‘Earlier this morning the first American GK FB-X aircraft was delivered to RAF Pembridge to commence a series of operational evaluation trials. The FB- X has been selected as the primary strike and reconnaissance aircraft, following the cancellation last year of the BR-101 known more commonly as the Silver Angel.
The FB-X is due to enter service with the RAF next year, although there has been some speculation from military advisors whether the aircraft will be able to fulfil all the roles of the original official Air Ministry requirement.
The FB-X has also been purchased by Australia. The first BR-101 prototype and the only one to fly was transported to a weapons range in Essex, where it still languishes in a dilapidated state as a gunnery target and armaments test platform. The second prototype aircraft is currently at RAF Wenlow, and will not be repaired after being damaged in a transport accident. It is not known as to what will be the fate of this particular aircraft.
On cancellation of the project, the wooden mock up and all remaining uncompleted airframes and assembly jigs at Brinton Aviation, were dismantled and blueprints and technical spec drawings were ordered destroyed by the Air Ministry. Brinton Aviation was purchased at the beginning of the year in a takeover deal by American aircraft manufacturer, GK Systems Incorporated. However the BRE-303A engine that was the power plant for the BR-101, is currently being evaluated for the Anglo-French Supersonic Airliner programme.
In other news, England football team manager Alf Ramsey will be shortly naming his squad for this year’s World Cu-.’
Swan turned off the radio. ‘Well, there you have it Arthur. The Yanks got their way after all.’
‘Sacrilege, sir. That’s all I can say. This is a final nail in the coffin of our own aircraft industry I reckon.’
Swan nodded, staring out of the side window. ‘I quite agree with old Hammer. I can’t see this country ever producing another military aircraft on this scale again without the collaboration of other countries.’
The two men sat in silence and Swan gazed through the windscreen up at the statue of Admiral Nelson, as Gable brought the Sapphire around Trafalgar Square heading towards Whitehall.
* * *
Later that year at RAF Wenlow, Rapier P-Two sat forlorn, set up on supportive hydraulic braces. A Warrant Officer in overalls stood before a team of apprentices. To his right, stood a man explaining the avionics that were on full display within the open panel on the side of the aircraft.
Larry Smith had been pleased, when at the final hour following the decision to scrap all existing Rapier airframes had been given, two of them had been saved. The ex-Brinton Aviation technician now stood next to airframe no XR440, in full lecture mode with his students, pointing out the different areas and demonstrating the viewing panels for each. ‘Here is the TACAN, or Tactical Air Navigation System control, which would have been able to be placed to two settings: Low level and Altitude. The SLAR which stands for Sideways Looking Airborne Radar is here. This could have been either manually set, or integrated as part of the automatic system.’ Larry continued for another hour, going over every part of the beautiful piece of machinery that was centre stage amongst the other aircraft in the teaching hangar. In a way, although he still had managed to remain with the Silver Angel, he felt sad each time he had to add all the what may have been comments to his instruction. Despite all the disappointment that he had experienced since leaving Brinton’s, he would later be jubilant to hear that as well as XR440, another partially built aircraft, the XR442, had been earmarked for use as another instructional airframe.
For another eight years, they would each continue to be used for ground instruction, until the time came for their retirement from the RAF technical training circuit. From then on, both airframes were earmarked to become respective museum pieces and generations to come would have the opportunity to add their own personal views, opinions and dreams as they stood and stared in awe and appreciation at what would turn out to be the swansong of the British military aviation industry.
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