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About the Book
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Hope rises to the challenge of her third thrilling adventure . . .

It is 1940 and, as the Battle of Britain takes to the air, Hope Stapleford is recruited to join the Special Operations Executive. In the nick of time, spymaster Fitzroy intercepts; she is his intelligence operative after all, and he wants to send her to a Scottish airfield where Harvey is already stationed undercover as a mechanic.

At the airbase, Hope and Harvey find a community in turmoil. Pilots talk of strange sightings in the air and local mechanics report mysterious scratches appearing on the wings and fuselage of the aircraft. Is this a case of homegrown sabotage or something more sinister? And why has Cole, an old colleague of Fitzroy’s, suddenly appeared? Glowing orbs, grieving mothers and the legacy of dead German pilots are only some of the challenges Hope must face to complete her latest mission. . .
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Author’s Note

During World War Two, a great many pilots claimed to have seen both strange creatures on their planes mid-flight, and also balls of light. After the war, it was discovered that German fighter pilots independently reported the same phenomena. Air Chief Marshal Lord Hugh Dowding, who was largely responsible for the victory of the Battle of Britain, compiled a report for Churchill on the phenomena. To this day no one has ever been able to explain what pilots on both sides of the war saw.




Chapter One

Homecoming

‘What do you mean it’s about my father?’ I asked.

Fitzroy kept his eye on the clouds ahead. He didn’t immediately answer. The plane bumped again in the mild turbulence outside. The night was calm enough, but the small, light craft bucked at every air current. Involuntarily I groaned. The British double agent I had caught earlier in the day had managed to give me a whacking great thump on the head. His head had fared worse, but I had been barely conscious when my godfather, Fitzroy, had found me. He’d flown in unexpectedly, landing close to where I’d been fighting. By the careless way he’d left his aircraft without a backward glance, and by the strut of his walk, I’d known it was him. He mopped up the end of my adventure, taking most of the credit, more, I think, by habit than any malign design. Then he literally swept me off my feet to plonk me in the passenger seat of his aircraft.

‘Head still sore, Hope?’

‘What do you think,’ I muttered between gritted teeth. ‘I shouldn’t be flying. You bullied that doctor into saying I could.’

‘Hang on a mo, I think . . .’ He let go of the controls and continued to steer with his knees while he reached over the seat behind him. The plane ducked and dived more than ever.

‘Should you be doing that?’ I managed to keep my voice level.

‘Don’t fuss,’ came the muffled reply behind me. ‘Just let me know if anything gets in the way.’

‘What?’

‘You know, like a bird or something. How’s that dial doing, by the way? The one that I couldn’t get working. Give it a tap for me, will you?’

I leaned over and tapped at the dial that had troubled him earlier. ‘Still nothing,’ I said.

‘Aha!’ My godfather turned back round with a furry cap in his hand. He dumped it on my head, and took the controls in hand again. ‘Keep your head warm,’ he said. ‘Should make it less sore with the altitude and whatnot. I say, I wonder if that’s the altimeter. This dashboard isn’t the one I’m used to.’

‘Altitude?’

Fitzroy peered more closely along the dash. ‘Oh, my mistake. That’s this one.’ He tapped another dial. ‘Working perfectly.’

‘You didn’t know?’

‘I fly more by instinct. That’s how it was in the Great War. None of the luxuries pilots get nowadays. Parachutes. Hah!’ He took his hands off the stick again and gestured around him. ‘Practically like travelling by Pullman.’

‘I wish you wouldn’t keep taking your hands off the controls,’ I said.

‘Bah!’ he said, varying his term of disdain slightly. ‘Modern planes more or less fly themselves.’ I could have sworn I heard him add ‘thankfully’ under his breath.

‘Now, you were about to tell me about my father,’ I said, settling the hat more firmly on my head. Annoyingly enough it did seem to be helping.

‘Are you sure you don’t want me to teach you about the stars? It’s a glorious night. Clear as anything. You’ve got to take time, Hope, to appreciate the beauty around. If you concentrate solely on whatever disaster mankind is up to—’

‘Like war?’ I said sarcastically.

Fitzroy turned and gave me one of his most charming smiles. These are always quite blinding, especially as nowadays he’s often all dour and stoic. ‘Exactly, my dear god-daughter. Like war. If you only concentrate on that nonsense you’d go completely mad. Take the good moments that the good God sends you.’

Now I knew he was stalling. I don’t remember Fitzroy ever going to church when he visited us at home. My father always said it was just as well. ‘If he steps inside the building, Hope, he’ll probably go up in a puff of smoke. Divine retribution for all his misdeeds.’

Of course, my father had said it with a smile on his face. When I was older, I became less sure he meant it as a joke, but my mother always laughed and agreed.

‘My father,’ I said. ‘What’s happening with my father?’

Fitzroy’s shoulders heaved with another big sigh. ‘You really won’t be guided, will you?’

‘What are you talking about?’ I demanded.

‘I’m sorry, my dear. It doesn’t look as if he will pull through this time.’

I took a deep, unsteady breath. ‘We’ve been here before and he’s always made it. We shouldn’t give up hope yet.’

‘My dear girl, do you think your mother would consent to me – me! – flying you home if she didn’t think this time it was serious. You know how she feels about my flying. She hates it almost as much as my driving.’

‘More,’ I said. ‘She thinks you’re a good driver.’

‘Really?’ said Fitzroy in a brighter voice. ‘Well, that’s nice to know.’

‘But serious isn’t the same as dying,’ I said.

‘I don’t believe your mother could ever put the word dying and your father’s name in the same sentence. Besides, Dunkirk—’

‘Yes, I am terribly proud of him,’ I said.

Fitzroy nodded. ‘That’s exactly how he would want you to remember him. Like that. Not as an invalid.’

‘Do you mean he didn’t think he would come back?’ I said. I stared out into the darkness, following his gaze. ‘Do you mean he wanted to die?’

‘I think he’d had enough of putting your mother through the ups and downs. He hated the strain he put on her. Despite their arguments they are totally devoted to each other. I’ve always known that.’ Was it my imagination or did I hear a tone of regret there? ‘But no, I don’t think he went to die. He knew the risk, certainly, and I imagine he thought if he didn’t come back, he’d have made one last difference in the world. It’s certainly the way I would like to go. Doing something useful rather than lying around half dead.’

I inhaled sharply at this.

‘Sorry, Hope,’ said my godfather, ‘that must have sounded insensitive. I don’t mean your father lies around being an invalid all the time. In fact, in between his bouts of illness he’s always been more than up to the job.’

‘It’s a pity he ever started doing the job,’ I said.

‘Please,’ said Fitzroy. ‘You’re sounding like your mother. I never made Bertram do anything he didn’t want to. And I knew absolutely nothing about him planning to go off in his friend’s boat. He kept the whole thing under wraps. Even from me. Most impressive.’

There were a lot of things I could have said, but I was beginning, since I had come to work for him, to realise that my beloved godfather was not a man without faults. He might have been the hero of my childhood, but now as I entered into the shady world of espionage, I was learning he was far from infallible. Yes, he was hugely courageous, but he was also stunningly egotistical and sure of his own abilities. There was little point arguing with him on anything, unless you had a cast-iron case and a method of compelling his attention. It was fortunate he was intelligent and frequently worked things out for himself.

‘Try and get some sleep,’ he suggested. ‘We’ll be there sooner than you think, and whatever we find, you’ll want to be as together as you can.’ He looked round at me for longer than I found comfortable, and added, ‘You look awful. What your mother is going to say—’ He broke off, shaking his head. Then added, ‘I did think your hand-to-hand combat was better than this. I’ll have to see what we can do about it.’

I didn’t even bother trying to defend my reputation but curled up as best I could and closed my eyes. I didn’t think sleep was likely, but I also knew I wasn’t up to any more conversation, especially with Fitzroy. When he was trying to be kind, it was always rather like an electric eel snuggling up to you. There was no way you were going to avoid being stung.

It felt as if I had barely closed my eyes when I heard Fitzroy softly repeating my name. I opened my eyes and looked at him. Even in the darkness I could see signs of fatigue written across his face. There were bags under his eyes, and a five o’clock shadow had sprouted on his normally clean-shaven jaw. He stared intently forward, his profile made rough granite by the shadows.

‘Good, you’re awake. Always best to be awake during a landing. If anything goes wrong you have a better chance of getting out.’

‘Especially if you’re the pilot,’ I said sleepily.

Fitzroy gave a low crack of laughter. ‘Especially then. Ready?’

I nodded. Though I wasn’t entirely sure what I was meant to be ready for. Fitzroy pulled at a lever. Or rather struggled to pull it. ‘Come on,’ he muttered under his breath. ‘Come on, damn it!’

‘What is it?’ I asked.

‘Landing gear. Plane’s been kept in a shocking state,’ he grunted with effort. The lever gave and then came off in his hand. ‘Ah,’ said my godfather in quite a different tone. He fiddled with the lever. ‘I wonder if I can reattach it. Hmm, sheared off, I fear. Be a sweetheart, Hope, and look to see if the light over there is on.’ He indicated a rough area of the dashboard with a careless flick of a finger. My stomach wobbled a bit as I realised which light he was indicating. It had been helpfully labelled.

‘No,’ I said as calmly as I could. The landing gear had not been released. We were going to crash.

‘Damn it,’ said Fitzroy dispassionately. Then he half rose and stamped hard on the floor several times. ‘And now?’

‘No. I don’t think it works like that. Are there any parachutes?’

‘Hmm, what? No. Too low anyway,’ said Fitzroy. He kicked the floor hard enough to make the little plane wobble. Astonishingly, the light in front of my eyes winked and then lit up.

‘It’s on!’ I shouted.

Fitzroy winced and sat down. ‘I’m right next to you, Hope. No need to raise your voice. Now let’s hope that little bulb is telling the truth.’ Then quite calmly he set about guiding the plane in.

It was my first chance to see White Orchards from the air, but I couldn’t take my eyes off my godfather. There were no beads of sweat on his brow, and his forehead remained smooth and unworried. For the first time I wondered if he was more mad than courageous. Or if he simply had a death wish.

‘Are we all right?’ I asked.

He kept his eyes on the horizon as our descent continued. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Your mother would have my liver if I crashed with you on board. And as I like a decent drop of claret that would be a great pity. But brace yourself just in case,’ he added, almost as an afterthought.

Then with an almighty jolt we touched the ground. However, the plane seemed to have a different view of things than my godfather. Although the landing gear was clearly, and thankfully, down, the plane didn’t seem to want to follow suit. Instead it bounced back up into the air. Fitzroy wrestled with the controls, and we bounced off the ground again.

‘Bloody gravity,’ he muttered. ‘Never there when you need it.’

We bounced another four times before we stayed down, swinging in a fishtail, as he pulled up short of the courtyard gates. I found myself plastered to the door. Fitzroy raised an eyebrow at me, and offered his hand. He pulled me upright.

‘Feeling better?’ he asked.

‘Feeling safer now we’re down.’

‘Don’t let a bit of hopping worry you,’ said Fitzroy. ‘Any landing you walk away from is a good ’un. Now all we need to do is trundle right up to the front door.’

We had landed in the field in front of the house, rough grazing we kept for the sheep. Indeed, as he taxied through towards the house gates, more than one woolly face peered up at me, looking rather startled.

‘Are you sure the wingspan will fit through the gates,’ I said.

‘I think so,’ said Fitzroy, ‘don’t you?’

The question came out as a mildly curious one, and alarmed me further. Then, as we approached the gates, I saw two figures emerge from the house. One immediately began to run towards the plane, while the other held back.

It was still too dark for me to be sure who they were. I only knew neither of them was short enough to be my father. He must still be ailing. Fitzroy brought the plane to a stop. ‘Out you hop,’ he said, as he reached for the catch on his door. He disappeared in a flash, leaving me scrabbling with my door, and wondering how I was going to get down without jumping. I feared the top of my wounded head might pop off if I leapt down to the ground. Fitzroy’s door flapped in the wind. He’d not bothered to shut it. I heard him say, ‘Oh, my dear girl, I’m so sorry.’ Then I heard a muffled sob. Turning back from the stubborn catch on my side, I saw the silhouette of him embracing a smaller figure, who could only be my mother. I pulled harder at the door, and finally it fell open.

Giles, our butler, stood on the ground in front holding out his hand. He was near enough that I could see how rigidly he was standing.

‘We’ve put him in the library, Miss Hope,’ he said, his voice thin and reedy instead of its normal bass tones. I realised he was trying not to weep.

‘How long ago?’ I asked.

‘No more than an hour, miss,’ said Giles. ‘It was very peaceful. I don’t believe . . .’

My composure cracked. I ran towards the house. I knew it was ridiculous, but I couldn’t stop the thought that perhaps my father was sleeping, that he was resting, waiting for me, before he . . . before he . . . He wouldn’t go without saying goodbye. I knew he would have waited for me. They had made a mistake. I would have known if he’d gone. I would have known.

I ran up the steps to the front entrance. There was a maid sobbing in the hallway. I wanted to stop and tell her it was all right, that there had been a mistake, but I didn’t have the time. My father was waiting for me. He was almost out of time, but he was waiting for me.

I flung open the library doors and stopped. My father was lying on top of a long table. Some kind of trestle from the outbuildings, I guessed. A light green linen cloth had been thrown over it, and a pillow of a similar hue placed under his head. Looking at it I recalled that it was one of a pair that used to be on the bench in the hall, and wondered what had happened to the other. My father wore one of his favourite brown check waistcoats. One of those hard-wearing country ones. But instead of a normal jacket he wore his favourite smoking silk. Two still-wrapped cigars peeped out from his front pocket. The fez Uncle Hans had given him, and which I’m sure he would have worn to bed if mother had let him, had been placed on his head. The fez was even older than I, and I could see the neat stitching of my mother’s needle where she had darned and re-sewn the object she hated over and over again, because her husband loved it so much.

My throat tightened. I took one pace forward. His favourite brown brogues peeped out at the end of the blanket. The ones he always used for walking. Except now they no longer bore their usual coating of mud, but shone to a mirror-like finish. On the table beside his right hand were his reading glasses, neatly folded. Another step and I could see his face. It hadn’t changed. It was the same old owlish face surrounded by his beard and his hair. Someone had tidied the straight line of his moustache, but no one had shaved his side whiskers as my mother had threatened to on more than one occasion; she said he looked like a sheep.

He was still my father. My aged, white-haired, slightly – or perhaps in truth more than slightly – plump, kindly faced father. Unlike my mother, whose hair showed barely a trace of silver, my father’s hair, still thick, was white and woolly like his beard. My mother teased him about looking like Father Time, but he always seemed to me more like Father Christmas on holiday.

I noticed then that on his left side someone had left a small pile of books. I walked around the table, not touching anything, and read the spines. Alice in Wonderland, Ten Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, The Iliad, and Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol. Every Christmas Eve that I could remember he had read to me from that book. It was never officially Christmas for me until I heard the opening lines in his voice: ‘ “Marley was dead; to begin with. There is no doubt whatever about that.” ’

I saw my tears splash onto the linen cloth and mark it before I realised I was crying, silently, endlessly, like I had the whole sea inside me trying to get out.

‘Come and have a cup of tea, Miss Hope,’ said Giles from the doorway. ‘Get yourself warm.’

‘The fire isn’t lit in here,’ I said stupidly. ‘Won’t he be cold? I can’t leave him in the cold.’

I heard footsteps behind me, and then the tartan blanket we keep in the music room for when the winds sweep down across the Fens, unfurled above my father and descended around him. ‘Do you want me to cover his face?’ said Fitzroy.

‘What if he wants to read? They put his glasses behind him.’ My voice hitched on a sob.

‘His eyes are closed,’ said my godfather, ‘and he’s sleeping now. Let him rest.’

He placed a hand on my shoulder as he twitched the blanket over my father’s face. ‘Come away now, my dear. Giles won’t be happy till you drink some of his wretched tea, but I have a flask in my pocket that will help make it more palatable.’

‘I don’t want to leave him,’ I said, resisting the gentle pressure on my shoulder.

‘My dear girl, do you think he would ever leave you? He’ll always be with you, Hope. He loved you.’
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